THE DEVELOPMENT
OF APOSTASY AND PUNISHMENT LAW IN ISLAM

11 AH/ 632 AD — 157 AH/ 774 AD

By

Samuel Hosain, Lamarti

A
Research Thesis Submitted to the
Faculty of Divinity of Glasgow University
In Complete Fulfilment of the
Requirements for the
Degree

of
Doctor of Philosophy

Submitted on January 2002



11

ABSTRACT

As in Judaism and Christianity, the sin of apostasy is strongly condemned as one of the
gravest enormities (Ar. ahadu al-kabai’r). In common with them, Islam 1s clear that the eternal
punishment of apostates 1s sure and certain in the hereafter. But unlike Judaism and Christianity
today, Islam 1s known to go further and condemn them to death in the here and now. Strangely
enough, with the exception of Saudia Arabia where Shari‘ah is still in force, there is no
evidence that apostates are still being executed in other Islamic countries. Yet, any attempt to
cancel, abolish or re-interpret the apostasy law has remained virtually impossible. This doctrine
is generally held to be an unquestionable axiom of faith as it rests entirely on the prophetic
tradition.

Our research attempts to demonstrate from a historical/theological standpoint that the
faith and message of early Islam as presented in the Qur’an stands in glaring contrast to this
doctrine. The political events of the late Umayyad and early Abbasid periods seem to have
provided the fertile soil for the invention of those traditions on which later jurists elaborated a
complex set of rules vis-a-vis the legal status of the apostates. These rules have largely
remained to this day unchangeably the same.

Attention should be drawn to the fact that Qur’anic quotations throughout this research
work are from the translations of A. Yuasuf Alr, M. Marmaduke Pickhtall, N. J. Dawood and A.
J. Arberry. In some places we felt that some corrections were necessary, and we have been
bold enough to make them. This research study has not been an easy task to undertake. The
difficulty c;f this subject could only be matched by the difficulty of finding matenial literatures
relative to it. However, the fruits of our efforts presented in this research work might at least
serve as a starting point towards further researches into the origins and development of the
punishment of apostasy in Islam.

Finally, I wish to express my profound gratitude to my supervisor, Dr. Mona Siddiqui

for her valuable help and guidance during my three years as a research student. My gratitude
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also goes to her colleague Dr. Lloyd Ridgeon for his time and advice, and for being a constant
source of encouragement. My thanks are also due to my Presbytery of Irvine and Kilmarnock
for freeing me from any presbyterial duties so that I can attend to my research study without
hindrance. I am especially indebted to Mr. Peter Anderson, my Church Youth leader, for
initiating me into the world of computer Software and guiding me through its intricacies. What
merit this work may have i1s due to the help and guidance of all these people whilst its

weaknesses and faults must be attnbuted to me alone.
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Introduction

In recent years, a few liberal voices have been heard in the Muslim world vis-a-vis the
thorny question of apostasy and punishment in Islam. Seldom explicitly, but mostly implicitly,
these voices called for honest and courageous steps towards a re-assessment and re-
interpretation of the long-standing question of apostasy in Islam. The necessity of bringing this
1ssue into consonance with modernity, they argued, is of the utmost importance.

The response, however, has been meagre and varied. Published almost entirely in a few
small booklets, the response ranged from negative, to positive, to ambivalent. The negative,
which 1s 1n the main defensive, warns that a step in this direction would be a blatant intrusion
upon an axiomatic article of faith (al-ma ‘lim mina ad-din bi ad-dariirah)." The positive tends
to emphasise the importance of the Qur’an, which gives no prescribed punishment for apostasy,
over the ‘Hadith’ that does. Usually the traditions (1.e. Hadiths) on apostasy and punishment are
squeezed into harmony with the Qur’anic passage pertaining to ‘al-muharibin’ (the armed
opponents).” Thus, the apostate worthy of death is none other than the one who having
renounced his faith, went and joined the armed opposition camp. It may not be far off the mark
to argue that such traditions may originally have referred to the inimical and fighting
apostates.” Undeniably, there is some merit in this argument as we have already shown in this
research work. The ambivalent response, however, appears to want to have it both ways. One is
free to renounce Islam and embrace another faith providing he exercises absolute silence. What
he has done 1s a matter between him and God. But he may be put to death if he voices his

views, which can influence others and cause ‘fitnah’ (disorder) in the Muslim community.*

' See for example, Abd al-‘Aziz Al-Mat’ini, ‘Ugibat al-Irtidad ‘an ad-Din bayn al-Adillat al-Shar ‘iyah wa
Shubuhat al-Munkirin (Cairo 1993).
? Sura al-Ma’idah [5]: 36-37
* Shaykh Mahmiud Shaltat, al-Islam ‘Aqida was Shart ‘ah (Cairo 1969), pp. 292 — 3. By far the most ardent
advocate of this view 1s S. A. Rahman in his recent book Punishment of Apostasy in Islam (New Delhi
1996); see also Muhammad Ali, The Religion of Islam (Cairo 1967), p. 596.
* See Yusuf al-Qaradawi, Jarimat ar-Riddah ...wa ‘Uqubat al-Murtadd (Cairo 1996), pp. 54f.
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However, it is further argued that the death penalty in this case may even be substituted for
‘ta‘zir’ (discretionary punishment).” Significantly, all these different responses take their
departure from a theologically fundamentalist position.

It should be noted that, apart from a very few published works, there has been an
enormous scarcity of literature in this field of Islamic studies. The early part of the 20" century
witnessed the publication of ‘The Law of Apostasy in Islam’, by Samuel M. Zwemer. It is a
highly polemical work, which focuses mostly on the Islamic tenet of the death penalty for
apostates and depicts it in the blackest of colours. For him, the scarcity of converts from Islam
to Christianity does not mean that the sharp edge of the gospel has been blunted. It simply
indicates that the sword of Damocles still hangs over the head of each convert from Islam to
Christianity. A few decades later this argument was confirmed by two Arabic publications. The
first was ‘Ahkam al-Murtadd fi al-Shari‘ah al-Islamiyah’ by Nu‘man Abd ar-Raziq as-
Samarra’f (Beirut date?). The other was ‘Ahkam ar-Riddah wa al-Murtaddin’ by Jabr Mahmad
al-Fudaylat (Amman 1987). In terms of their subject matter, the two works hardly differ from
each other. The unchangeable and enduring value of the rules pertaining to the legal status of
apostates in their medieval forms is emphasised by both. Here the jurisprudential list of what
constitutes apostasy as presented, for example, by the Hanafite scholar Shaykhzadeh, is now
extended to include even membership of political parties like communism, Nasirism and
Ba‘thism.

Apart from the above-mentioned works, the doctrinal topic of apostasy and punishment
in Islam has been a non-existent field from the point of view of critical historical/theological
inquiry. Enormous efforts have been expended to address this type of study offered here, and
which hopefully has long been a desideratum. At first, the obstacles to achieving this aim
seemed insurmountable'when it transpired that our University library has precious little in
terms of Arabic and Islamic literature. This called for a number of trips to Egypt to purchase
the necessary material for this particular study. Secondly, the absence of any publication on this
topic meant a great deal of reading, which had this researcher (an Arab) not been a fast reader
of the Arabic text, the realisation of this work would have been nigh impossible. Thirdly, in

spite of the existence of several translations of the Qur’anic text, the present researcher felt that

> Tbid. p. 55; see also Muhammad al-*Awa, Punishment in Islamic Law (Indianapolis 1993), pp. 55-64.



some corrections were necessary, and has been bold enough to make them. However, many
more new translations have been made from the Arabic sources, which are largely the basis on
which this work rests. Although a few of these sources are old and no longer extant, their value
for our research has been significant. In any case, the scope of our study has inevitably been
fairly wide. The subject of apostasy and punishment in Islam, for the few authors already
mentioned, has so far been limited only to theological and jurisprudential domains. In our
research, the subject possesses, in addition, textual and linguistic as well as historical
significance.

The birth of Islam and its subsequent dominance in Arabia finally eclipsed its multi-
faith character. Dominance 1s characteristic of monotheistic faiths like Islam. In the words of J.
H. Breasted, “Monotheism is but imperialism in religion”.® But even here, the attitude of ‘live
and let live’ can prevail. The Islamic Empire in the high Middle Ages is a good example. The
‘Expulsion Edict’ of the Caliph ‘Umar that removed Jewish and Christian populations from
Arabia 1s the first object of our inquiry. Muslim writers, who probably saw this injustice as

unworthy of ‘al-Farug’ ‘Umar,’

sought his justification in a late tradition, which 1s as
contradictory in character as it 1s obscure in origin. Far from being a response to the dying
behest of the Prophet, ‘Umar had different motives. Religiously, ‘Umar’s likely motive was the
realisation of a sacred land free from Judaism and Christianity as rival faiths, which may recalls
the ‘Holy Land/ Holy People’ concept 1n ancient Israel. But most likely, for him, the continued
presence of these powerful rivals in the cradle of Islam was a serious threat to the infant
religion and a recipe for future apostasy.

Apostasy 1s the principle indictment the Qur’an clearly levels against mankind. Far from
being born a sinner, having inherited Adam’s sinful nature, man is created with ‘al-fitrah’ (a
natural disposition or predisposition) to believe in ‘fawhid’ (unity of God). Like Islam, Judaism
and Christianity including Arabian paganism were originally the religions of ‘al-fitrah’. But
unlike Islam, they were corrupted and abandoned by their adherents °, who consequently lost

their divine ideals and lapsed into unbelief (kufr), or more precisely, apostatized. Islam being

6

J. H. Breasted, The Development of Religion and Thought in Ancient Egypt (London 1912), p. 315.

" ‘Farug’ means one who is strongly fair or just. It became ‘Umar’s title on assuming the Caliphate.

® Judaism & Christianity are said to have been corrupted and abandoned by their adherents, in defiance of the
clear message of their scriptures, the Old and New Testaments. See Sura al-Ma’idah [5]: 69, 71.
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the true faith of Abraham and religion of al-fitrah, is alone qualified to call (yad‘) ° these
religious groups to return to the Abrahamic (shirk free) faith, and to the purity of Islam

proclaimed by all the former prophets.

The wider meaning and application of the Qur’anic concept of apostasy has been
considerably narrowed by the Islamic jurisprudential schools. Whilst giving various examples
of sayings and acts that constitute apostasy, they are unanimous that apostates are none other
than those Muslims who abandoned their faith. A complex set of rules was elaborated by
Islamic scholars, among which was chiefly the death penalty. This called for a re-assessment of
this particular rule in the light of the Qur’anic text. To do this, a careful and detailed
examination of all Qur’anic texts on apostasy from the point of view of linguistic inquiry,
comprising other Qur’anic synonyms of the term ‘riddah’ (apostasy) was necessary. This also
included a close examination of these texts from the point of view of both systems of ‘7afsir’
(exegesis) and ‘an-Nasikh wa al-Mansitkh’ (the doctrine of abrogation). Consequently, the idea
of death penalty for apostasy belongs to the domain of tradition. It 1s from here that some
Muslim commentators have attempted to smuggle the death penalty idea into certain Qur’anic
texts. Our careful study of the Qur’anic verses on apostasy does not indicate any that clearly
teach the death penalty. Attention then is focussed on the tradition (Hadith) and its authenticity
generally, and in particular on the authenticity of the two traditions on apostasy and
punishment. We have attempted to show, by the textual and historical approach, that the two
traditions, which we have designated as Hadith (a) and Hadith (b) are, in fact, later accretions
that more likely reflect the political (or rather theo-political) climate of the late Umayyad and
early Abbasid periods.

The schools of jurisprudence could also bolster the Hadith/based law of death for
apostasy by ‘as-Salaf as-Salih’ (i.e. nighteous forebears), like Prophet’s companions, whose
example constituted a religious paradigm for later generations.'® In this case, the so-called
‘Apostasy Wars’ led by Abii Bakr become another theological asset. But, our close examination
of the sources relating to the so-called ‘Apostasy Wars’ demonstrates that the generally held
view that these were religious wars, aimed at forcing apostate Arab tribes to recant, has no basis

in historical fact. Politico/economic issues, and desire for conquest, which ultimately ensured

” The noun for the verb ‘tad‘u’ is ‘ad-da‘wa’ which in its Qur’anic usage can either mean a call or a re- call.
' According to Imam Shafi’i, the four sources of law are: the Qur’an, Sunnah, Ijma‘, and salaf as-Shalih
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the political unification of the Peninsula under the central authority of Madina, were the
underlying reasons for these wars. Religion may have been employed to motivate the
community towards the realisation of such aims, but religion as such was not the basic or
underlying reason for such wars.

The question of whether or not there was an early theological move towards punishment
for apostasy is examined from the standpoint of the theo-politics of the ‘Rightly guided
Caliphs’. The highly contradictory reports of the sources on this issue inspire very little
certainty in forming a reasonable verdict on what might have been a legally or commonly
agreed policy vis-a-vis apostasy during this period. Incidentally, these sources are of later date.
Abu Bakr’s policy against what he termed ‘apostates’ (i.e. socio/economic rebels), was never
again repeated by any of his three successors. This shows that whereas history does not really
repeat itself, jurists and theologians always do! However, the two Hadiths on the punishment
of apostasy remain the concrete basis upon which the law pertaining to the legal status of |
apostates rests, even though they are of doubtful authenticity and provenance. In our next and

final step we have attempted to demonstrate, by textual and mostly historical-critical approach,
that these Hadiths are most likely the product of Ikrimah (d. 107 AH/ 725 AD) and al-Awz3'1

(d. 157 AH/ 774 AD). The signs therefore are that these traditions - i.e. Hadith (a) and Hadith
(b) - are of late Umayyad and early Abbasid provenance, and are deeply rooted in the politics
(or theo-politics) of these two periods.

Finally, to the best of our knowledge, the subject matter of our research work has never
before come under active critical investigation in the Islamic world or even the West. For the
present researcher, the issue was further compounded when discovering first that even sheer
literatures on apostasy and punishment in Islam were virtually non-existent. The research study
took its shape only after intense study of mostly Muslim/Arabic sources and careful
accumulation of a great deal of material evidence. The evidence demonstrates that the death
penalty, which is essential in the legal status of apostates today, was the product of a much later

period and was dictated by very different circumstances.



EARLY ISLAM, ITS CONTEMPORARY FAITHS

And
The Fear of Apostasy

The English term ‘apostasy’ derives originally from the Gk. Apostasia, which means
the renunciation or abandonment of one’s political or religious belief.' In Arabic there are two
words for apostasy, ‘irtidiad’ and ‘riddah’. Both mean simply to go back.” More will be said
about the meaning of these two terms from the linguistic standpoint as well as from the
standpoint of the Islamic law (Shari‘ah). Meanwhile, it would be difficult to deal with the
subject of apostasy in one religion without taking account of the others. After all, one does
not apostatize within a vaccum. It is important, therefore, that in dealing with the subject of
‘the Development of Apostasy in Islam’, we must take a look at early Islam and its other

contemporary faiths and the threat which they might have posed to it as a new faith.

1.1. THE MULTI-FAITH WORLD OF PRE-ISLAMIC ARABIA

Arabia was the land of a single people, the Arabs, speaking a single language, Arabic, albeit
with different dialects. In spite of all this, pre-Islamic Arabia was not the land of one single
faith. The evidence shows that it was a land of a number of faiths, most of them took their rise
originally on the fringes of the Arabian Peninsula itself. In this sense it can be said that there
was a multi-faith situation in Arabia in which different religious groups co-existed and
interacted, but hardly ever reacted to one another. Interestingly, on the very few occasions
when such a reaction occurred, religious zeal or fanaticism was not the primary motive.
Indeed, in all the inter-tribal conflicts which characterized the pre-Islamic period, we have no

evidence to suggest that religion was the motivating or inspiring force behind them. True,

' For the term “apostasia’ sec Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (Grand Rapids . Michigan 1979),

Ed. by E.Kittel, Vol. 1, p. 5131
2 Ar-Righib al-Asfahani, Mufradat Alfiz al-Qur’an (Beirut 1997), p. 349.



history tells us that Abii Sufyan, one of the prominent opposition leaders of Meccan, carried
the goddesses Al-lat and al-‘Uzza into battle against the Muslims at Uhud, which recalls how
the Israelites took the Ark of the Covenant with them into battle against the army of
Philistines (I Sam.4: 1 ff' ). But Abui Sufyan’s action, as W. Montgomery Watt pointed out,
could only indicate that the remnants of pagan belief in Arabia were now reduced to the level

of magic. In any case, the Arabian multi-faith society consisted of minor and major religious

groups.

1.1.1. THE MINOR RELIGIOUS GROUPS
Among the minor beliefs were the so-called Hanifiyyah, Zoroastrianism and
Sabianism. These small religious groups are so elusive that historians have tended to overlook

them. What were they?

(a) The Hanifiyyah could hardly be classified as a sect. In terms of the Qur’anic definition,
the Hanifiyyah 1s monotheism without any definite allegiance to one religion or another,
citing Abraham as a perfect example of a Hanif (Stira Al-‘Imran [3]:67; Stira al-Nisa’[4]:125;
Stira al-An‘am{6]:161; Sara al-Nahl[16]:120, 123). The term Hanif does not, as some argue,
derive from the Arabic verb hanafa, to incline or lean away from. In fact, it 1s very uncertain
whether the word was used in pre-Islamic Arabia. As a matter of fact, some Muslim
authorities were quite aware that the term ‘hanif’ as used in the Qur’an was not an Arabic
word. In his book, Tanbih, al-Mas‘udi states, ‘wa hadhihi kalimatun siriayniyyah ‘urribar’
(and this was an arabicized Syriac word). A. Jeffery agrees with Noldeke that in all
probability it is the Syriac ‘hanape’ 1.e. heathen. In the language of the Syriac-speaking
Christians, the non-Jewish non-Christian Bedouin Arab would be referred to as hanaphé,
heathen. It is unclear whether the Prophet Muhammad was aware of this particular meaning.
However, from the above-mentioned Qur’anic passages he seemed to take it to mean
‘Muslim’> Moreover, the primary emphasis of the Qur’an is upon the non-Jewish and non-
Christian affiliation of Abraham, and in order to prevent misconceptions, it carefully adds,

“and he joined not gods with God”(Siira Al-‘Imran [3]:67). Incidentally, Margoliouth has

* See al-Mas‘udi, at-Tanbih (Cairo ?), Vol. 3, p. 91; but for a full discussion of the origin of the word ‘hanif”,
see A. Jeffery, The Foreign Vocabulary of the Qur’an (Baroda 1938), pp. 112-115; also R. Bell, ‘WWho were
the Hanifs?’ in Moslem World, 20, 1930, pp. 120 -4; D. Sourdel, Medieval Islam (London 1985), pp. 9f.



noticed that in using Abraham, the Prophet Muhammad would be following a favorite topic of
Christian apologists, who argued from Rom. 4:10-12 that Abraham’s faith was counted for
righteousness in his heathen days before there was any Judaism (See JRAS, 1903, p. 473). In
any case, was there a group of people known as the Hunafa’ in the pre-Islamic period? Too
much ink has been spilt on answering this question that it is impossible to summarize all the
views put forward.* However, the first to mention a group of men abandoning idolatry and
seeking the Hanifiyyah, the religion of Abraham, was Ibn Ishaq (704-767) followed by Ibn
Qutaybah (828 —889). There is no mention that these men called themselves Harszs, and there
is nothing to suggest that there was a compact between them in the pre-Islamic period.

In view of all the information we have about these individuals, they can best be
described as ‘God seékers’ who were constantly feeling their way to monotheism. Of the four
mentioned by Ibn Ishaq, two belonged to the clan of Asad of Quraysh, Waraqah Ibn Nawfal
(the cousin of Khadijah, the prophet’s first wife), and ‘Uthman Ibn al-Huwayrith; both of
these men embraced Christianity. Another, ‘Ubaydallah 1bn Jahsh, was a confederate of the
clan of ‘Abd Shams and son of a daughter of ‘Abd al-Muttalib, and therefore the Prophet’s
cousin. ‘Ubaydallah Ibn Jahsh accepted Islam and took part in the migration to Abyssinia
where he renounced Islam and converted to Christianity, to the great disappointment of his
colleagues who reacted to his apostasy with some verbal hostility.” The fourth was Zayd Ibn
‘Amr of the clan of ‘Adi who remained a seeker all his life and never embraced an officially
established religion. His withdrawal from the worship at al-Ka‘bah and his outspoken
criticism of 1dolatry so incensed his half-brother, al-Khattab Ibn Nufayl, that he decided there
was no place for such an critic in the city of Mecca, and drove him out.’ Finally, the mystery
continues to surround the men called Hanifs. Our knowledge about them is enough to point
out the way in which monotheism was pervading the environment in which Muhammad grew

up, and the way in which 1t was attracting some of the most enlightened among the Arabs.

4

A.N. Faris and H.W. Glidden, ‘The Development of the Meaning of the Koranic Hanif”, ] POS, 19, 1939, pp.
1 -13; F. Buhl, art. Hanif in Encyclopaedia of Islam, Vol. 3, pp. 258 — 260; L. Cactani, Annali dell’ Islam
(Milan 1909), Vol. 1, pp. 181 - 92. The term Hanif (pagan) sccms also to have the same idea as Ummi. The
latter is often used in the Qur’an not only to mean ignorant, but as an arabized form of the Hebrew Ammi
pagan, commoners, Gentile 1.e. non-Jew. At least in two Qur’anic verses it 1s apparently used in this sense
(Stira Al-‘Imran [3]: 20, 75). See A. J. Arberry’s translation of these two verses; W. Montgomery Watt,
Companion to the Qur'an, p. 52; A. Yiisuf Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Text, Translation and Commentary
(Leicester 1975), pp. 127, 142.

Ion Hisham, Part. 1, p. 243

W. Montgomery Watt, Muhammad at Madina ( Oxford University Press, Karachi 1994), p. 14; fora
detailed account of this sec Ibn Hisham , Part 1, p. 243f.



(b) Zoroastrianism in Arabia is a subject about which precious little 1s known. As the official
religion of Persia, some element of it might have trickled into Yemen after the Persian
military intervention there in 570 AD. Of particular interest, however, 1s the fact that
Zoroastrianism appears to have been present, albeit in a small degree, both in eastern and
northeastern districts of Arabia. The only source of information for this comes to us from Ibn
Qutaybah. In his book ‘al-Ma‘arif,” he tells us that “Magianism existed in the tribe of
Tamim,”(in the eastern district of Arabia) which was within the Persian sphere of influence.
He then goes on to name among its adherents Zurarah, Hajib Ibn Zurarah and al-Aqra® Ibn
Habis. He also tells us that “ ‘Zandagah’ (1.e. another term for Zoroastrianism), was to be
found in Quraysh, for they had brought it from al-Hirah.”’ Located geographically in
northeast Arabia, al-Hirah was the Capital of the Lakhmid Arab tribe. It was under Persian
control and its Arab rulers as Persian clients, who guarded their frontiers against the
Byzantine Empire and its Ghassanid Arab clients in the west. Although the Lakhmids were
Nestorian Christians, some Zoroastrian presence there, however meagre, 1s quite credible
owing to the Persian hegemony in that area. It is worth noting at this point that the Persians
were very tolerant of the Nestorians and less tolerant of the Monophysite form of Christianity,
which they regarded as pro-Byzantine. The Nestorians, however, were forbidden to
proselytize the followers of Zoroaster who took a very dim view of apostasy. Although they
had a perfectly free hand among the other elements of the community, they did manage to win
some converts from the Zoroastrian religion, among them the former Maraba who rose to

great eminence in the Church.®

Finally, it is significant that the Zoroastrians are mentioned only once in the Qur’an:

Those who believe (in the Qur’an), those who follow the Jewish

(scriptures), and the Sabians, the Christians, the Magians and the

idolaters, - God will judge between them on the day of Judgment: For
God 1s witness of all things. (Sura al-Hajj [22]: 17).

The fact that they are mentioned only once may indicate the presence of only a small

number of them in Arabia.

" Tbn Qutaybah, al-Ma‘arif (Cairo 1992), p. 621.
* De Lacy O’Lcary, Arabia before Muhammad, p. 136.



(c) Sabianism_has given rise to a great deal of discussion. Three times the Qur’an mentions
what appears to be a religious group known as Sabi’iin’ (Sura al-Baqarah [2]:62; Sura al-
M#&’idah[5]:72; Sura al-Hajj[22]:17). Our survey does not permit us to delve into the question
of this religious group that has been the subject of a multiplicity of theonies among historians
and exegetes for a very long time. However, it would be of interest to mention some of the
main views that have been put forward on the question of the Sabians. Early Muslim
historians and exegetes were far from certain whether the Sabians were a ‘People of the Book’
or not. In fact, they were not quite sure who they were and what they really believed.
Nevertheless, some ventured to opine that the Sabians were a branch of Christianity, others
thought they were ‘bayn al-majiis wa al-yahitd’ (Judeo-Magian), others supposed that they
worshipped angels and others simply denied they had any religion at all.” We are not short of
opinions either when we come to modern scholars. W. Brandt, W. Bousset and others argued
that they were the remnants of Elkasaites of Mesopotamia who were not unknown to the
Meccans.'© Interestingly, the Meccans applied the term Sabi’in to the Prophet and his
followers in the early days of his ministry. Significantly, the term is the subject of verb
‘Saba’a, denoting, among other things, one who changed his own religion for another.
Literally, those who changed their faith for another were also called ‘as-Sabi’in.” According
to Muslim writers, by applying this term to Muhammad and his followers, the intention was
also to liken them to a religious group in al Mawsil (i.e. in Mesopotamia), who had no sacred
book and followed no prophet.'' They were possibly Elkasaites. Moreover, the practice of
ritual ablution by the Prophet and his followers may have reminded them of Elkasaites’ ritual
washings and baptisms. In any case, with all the endless theories about the Sabians, they
remain shrouded in mystery. In this case, it is difficult to know what impact they made on the

Arabian community generally or on Islam in particular.

1.1.2. THE MAJOR RELIGIOUS GROUPS

”  For the carly Muslim views on the Sabians see Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, Ahkam Ahl al-Dhimmah (Beirut
1994) Vol. 1, pp. 92 — 100; Ibn an-Nadim mentions that the judge (Qadi) of Harran wrote a book on which
was later translated into Arabic by order of Alf Ibn Isa the governor. See “al-Fihrist’(Leipzig 1871),

' R. Bell, The Origin of Islam in its Christian environment (London 1926), p. 60; see also the very interesting
article on ‘Elkesaites by W. Brandt in Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics, Vol. 5, pp. 262 —269.

"' Tabari, TafsTr, Vol. 1, p. 455f.



The major religious bodies in pre-Islamic Arabia, according to historical records, were
‘Heathenism’, Judaism and Christianity. None of these, however, can be classified as original
or indigenous to Arabia. All signs point to the fact that these religions took their rise on the
fringes of the Arabian Peninsula and through time found their way into its mainland. As in
every multi-faith society throughout history, one faith usually stands out among the rest as
predominant. In spite of the significant presence of Judaism and Christianity in pre-Islamic
Arabia, heathenism was evidently predominant. A brief and comprehensive survey of these
three important faiths at this period in the‘ history of Arabia would provide some

understanding of the world in which Islam was born:

(a) Heathenism or idolatry are the terms which have so far been employed in this chapter,
instead of the commonly used term ‘polytheism’, which is by no means appropriate either. In
the next chapter where we deal with the Qur’anic perspectives of its contemporary faiths, we
shall come to a more appropnate appellation for this religious group. Meanwhile, the so-
called heathenism of Arabia was nothing more than an archaic form of religion, and it is also
the oldest in the Arabian Peninsula. Theodor Noldeke in an article entitled ‘Arabs (Ancient),
in the Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics gives the best account on this subject.'” No doubt
the Qur’an provides us with a good deal of information about this religion, although thick
layers of theology tend to veil certain aspects of it. However, extra-Qur’anic material is also
of paramount importance if we are to understand whether the Arabian deities were of native
or foreign origins. For instance, in Arabia, special prominence was given to three female
deities mentioned in the Qur’an: al-Lat, al-Uzza and Manat (Stira an-Najm [53]:19 — 20). al-
Lat represented the sun, and seems to have come from Mesopotamia via the Nabataean
kingdom."” al-‘Uzza (the mighty one), for the Meccans was the most important. She was
identified with the planet Venus, and may well have arrived into al-Hijaz via Sinai. The

Prophet himself on one occasion admitted that he sacrificed a white sheep to the goddess al-

“Uzza in his youth.'* Manat (fortune), seems to be a deified representative of the all-pervading

' Noldeke's invaluable article is, to a great extent based on the unique book of al-Kalbi, Kitab al-Asnam,
Ed. by Ahmad Ali Basha (Cairo 1924).

'> One Nabataean inscription in the museum of Sardinia reads, “This sanctuary is to the lady Elath”, (CIS. 1,
149); an Inscription of 47 AD of Bostra, now 1n Louvre reads simply, “The priest of Ellath (CIS. 2. 182);
Al-lat was also the chief deity of Ta’if near Mecca.

'* Nilus witnessed the Arabs of Sinai sacrificing a camel to al-*Uzza. Nilus in Migne, PG. 79, 612; regarding
the Prophet’s offering to al-Uzza, sce al-Kalbi, Kitab al-Asnam, p. 19.



mystery of life and death. She had a sanctuary at Hudhayl and in Mecca. These were the
three sister deities worshipped at Mecca 1n the Prophet’s time. Apparently, they were of
Mesopotamian and agricultural origin. The worship of the heavenly bodies may, in all
probability, be ascribed to the Babylonian influence. Indeed, star worship appears to be very
much a Mesopotamian development. Very early, however, the inhabitants of that valley seem
to have relied on the movements of the planets and other heavenly bodies to guide them as to
the time of inundation on which the agriculture depended. In the end they came to regard
those heavenly bodies as the cause of the inundation and as the givers of their harvest. Most
of these bring us back to the mother-goddess, the principle of fertility, whose worship is
characteristic, not of a nomadic tribal people, but of a settled agricultural community. There i1s
an element of truth in the argument that the bulk of the Arabs were never serious about their
religious belief in, and duties to their gods. The reason for this perhaps was because these
gods were originally the gods of agricultural communities.'> Among these and many others in
the Arabian pantheon, five more deities are mentioned 1n Stira Nuoh [71]: 23. At any rate, the
deities were enshrined in the Ka‘bah which was orniginally built for that purpose. In pre-
Islamic Arabia there were at least twenty one Ka‘bahs where the gods of various tribes were
placed. But the Ka‘bah in Mecca was the most important shrine. It was the place to which the
Arab tribes of all religious persuasions made their pilgrimage, including Jews, Christians of
all theological schools, Magians and Sabians who certainly were not there for a religious
purpose. Interestingly, al-Shahrastani reports that the tnbes of Tay’, Khath*am and some clan
of Bani al-Harith Ibn Ka‘b did not attend. However, there are hints that for many tnbesmen,
the main attraction on this occaston was not so much the Ka‘bah as the great market of Ukaz
in Mecca. Both W. Muir and Ali H. al-Kharbutlt have not overlooked the importance of place
as the social and economic rallying point of all the tribes. After all, according to S. M. al-
Qamni, Mecca originally emerged as a trade centre before it gradually became a religious

centre.'®

In conclusion, it should be borne in mind that in this environment, Islam could not

remain unaffected by the old Arabian religion. The establishment of the sacred Ka‘bah as the

'> See De Lacy O’Leary, Arabia before Muhammad, p. 193f.

' See al-Shahrastani, al-Milal wa an-Nihal, Vol. 2, pp. 241-247;, W. Muir, The life Of Muhammad
(Edinburgh 1923), pp. 13f; Ali H. al-Kharbutly, The History of al-Ka'bah (Beirut 1987), pp. 110f; .
Mahmud al-Qamni, Rabbu az-Zaman wa Dirasat Ukhra (Cairo 1996), p. 161; W. Montgomery Waltt,
Muhammad at Mecca, p. 23.




centre of Islam and the ceremonies connected with al-Hajj or pilgrimage, such as the kissing
of the Black Stone, are good examples. In this context, it is worth noting that ‘Umar is
reported to have said of the Black Stone, which the pilgrims kissed, “Had I not seen the

Prophet kiss you, I would not kiss you myself.”"”

(b) Judaism had already been well established in Arabia when Islam appeared 1n the seventh
century. However, there are two problems about the Arabian Jews of this period that have not
yet been solved. The first has to do with the date of their settlement in Arabia. The second is
the question whether they were Arabized Jews or Judaized Arabs. In relation to the first, we
simply do not know when the Jews first settled in Arabia. Some opine that their settlement as
refugees from Palestine took place after the fall of Samaria in 721 BC, or after the fall of
Judah in 587-6 BC, or after the fall of Jerusalem 1n 70 AD, or even afier the catastrophe of the
Bar-Kokhba revolt in 135 AD.!® But most do not go beyond the fall of Jerusalem in 70 AD.
They surmise that the Madinan tribe of Bant Qaynuqa‘ were of Idumaean Jewish origin whilst
Bani Nadir and Qurayzah were originally Judeans.”” This would mean that if indeed the
Jewish tribes of al-Hijaz are of Idumaean and Judean origins, then by the seventh century they
must have finally become Arabized Jews. They seem to have been known as such in the
Mishna as early as the second century AD.?’ Unlike the old religion of Arabia, Judaism was
evidently a missionary faith since the post-exilic period (Isa. 42:6-7; 49:6). About the first
century AD, its proselytizing activities outside Palestine were rigorously carried out (Mat.23:
15), even vying with Christianity in pursuit of Gentile converts.?' There is no reason why the
Madinan Jewish communities could not have won converts from their neighbouring and
confederate tribes of al-Aws and al-Khazraj. In all probability they intermarried, and
marriage, according to W. Montgomery Watt, may well have been uxorilocal. In this way
there were converts to Judaism. As-Samhudi and al-Isfahant provide us with an interesting
list of Jewish clans which includes Bani Marthad, (ﬁart of the Arab tribe of Bali), Bani
Mu‘awiyah (part of the Arab tribe of Sulaym), Bant Jadhmah’, Bani Naghisah (Arab tribes of

'7 A. Guillaume, Islam (Penguin 1973),p. 9; Khalil Abd al-Karim,al-Judhiir at-Tarikhiah li al-Shari‘ah
(Cairo 1999), p. If. '

A. Guillaume, Islam, p. 10f.

' De Lacy O’Leary, Arabia before Muhammad, p. 173,

20 Sabbath, vi, 6; Oholoth, xviii, 10.

2! wW. H. C. Frend, The Early Church (Hodder and Stoughton, London 1971), pp. 46ff. This mutual stmggle
for converts is also clearly reflected in the New Testament literature, and to a great extemt in the pre-
Nicene Fathers.
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Yemen), Bani Za‘tirah’ and Bani Tha‘labah.”*> Here we have a clear indication as to the

existence of not only Arabized Jews, but also Judaized Arabs.

The Jews of Arabia were an agricultural people, and in Madina particularly, they
practised the art of working in metal — as smiths, armourers and jewellers. As crafismen they
were appreciated by the neighbouring Arab tribes, but as agriculturists they were resented, for
agriculture involved encroachment on the pastoral lands of the nomadic Arabs. Their superior
knowledge of agriculture and irrigation, and their energy and expertise in industry made them
the most prosperous section of the Arabian community, so that by the dawn of Islam they
were virtually in control of the economic life of al-Hijaz.*> In all this, their eagerness to
propagate their faith among the Arabs was not lost. This was not limited to al-Hijaz only, but
also extended to Yemen in the south where a good number of tribes were converts to Judaism.
One of their most celebrated proselytes was Dhiit Nuwas, a member of the ancient Yemenite
royal family and a great persecutor of the Christians of Najran. Dhii Nuwas nearly succeeded

in establishing a post-Talmudic Jewish homeland in Yemen instead of Palestine.

Finally, the impact of Judaism on the Arabian society is not to be underestimated. A
student in this field would not fail to discover that in Arabia those whom Judaism had failed
to proselytize it had certainly succeeded to influence 1n some way or another. Islam is a good
example. It is believed particularly in academic circles, that Judaism is the mother of
Christianity and Islam; and Islam seems to bear greater resemblance to her mother Judaism
than does her sister Christianity. The significant impact of Jewish influence on Islam cannot

be easily dismissed.**

(c) Christianity, according to Philostorgus, was brought into Arabia (i.e. the Syrian desert), in
the reign of Constantine II (334 — 61). According to Muslim historians, a Syrian named
Faymiyun introduced Christianity into south Arabia.”> But these may refer to some renewed

missionary expeditions much later in such parts of Arabia. Arabian Christianity, as

2 Quoted by W..Montgomery Watt in his ‘Muhammad at Madina * p.192f.
£ A. Guillaume, Is/am, p. 11f. It is not certain if this influence extended to the rcalm of politics. Their
subsequent defeats and what followed thercafter seem to indicate that their political clout was anything
but significant in Hijaz.
“ Erwinl. J. Rosenthal, Judaism in Islam (London 1961), pp. 1 — 47, Abraham I. Katsh, Judaism in Islam:
Biblical and Talmudic Backgrounds of the Koran and its Commentaries (New York 1930).
> Ibn Hishim , Vol. 1, p.30f. See also foot note No. 1 in the same page on the differences on this point.
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A.Guillaume has pointed out, is as old as Christianity itself. J. Tnrmmingham has argued that
the earliest gospel shows that Jesus’ itinerant ministry, though including Phoenicia and
Lebanon, was concentrated on Arab regions, Ituraea and the Decapolis, among Arab
peasantry rather than in the Hellenistic cities. The region of Caesarea Philippi around modern
Banyas and near the source of the Jordan, was his place of retreat, and was inhabited by half
settled Arab Ituraeans (Mark 3:7-8; cf. Luke 3:1).°® His ministry among the Arabs may help
to account for some of his followers in Damascus, which was part of the Nabataean Arab
kingdom of Aretas IV -‘al-Harith’ (Acts 9:19-25; I1.Cor.11.32-33).

It 1s significant that Paul’s conversion (36 AD) should take place on Arab soil (Acts 1-
9). It 1s also significant that his subsequent mission should begin with the Arabs of the
Nabataean kingdom. He tells the Galatians, “When 1t pleased God to reveal His son in me
that I might preach Him among the Gentiles, immediately...I went to Arabia”(Gal.1:15-17).
Moreover, there is a tradition that associates the apostle Thomas with the founding of the

Church at Edessa in Iraq.?’

The Qur’an does not give the impression that an enormous number of Arabs were
Christians. Although most Arabs were heathens, there were three chief centres of Christian
influence in Arabia: 1. Yemen in the south. Here the Monophysite Church was strong and in
close relationship with Abyssinia in the west. Both were in communion with the Coptic
Egyptian Church. 2. Syria in the north where, like in Yemen, Monophysitism was well rooted
among the Ghassanid tribes. 3. Hirah in the northeast where the Nestorian Church was
established among the Lakhmid tribes. In this way, as R. Bell put it, Arabia was ringed with
Christianity and Christian influence. From these centres Christianity slowly penetrated into
the rest of Arabia. Both the Monophysites and the Nestortans were extraordinarily active in
converting the Arabs, and shortly before the birth of Muhammad large numbers had been
baptized. Churches were founded, almsgiving and fasting were practised, monasteries were
open day and night to provide food and drink to travellers, and interestingly, women were
veiled when out of doors.*® In time, however, the Monophysites won over the large tribes of

Bakr W2a’il and Taghlib, and the Nestorians won over the equally large and powerful tribes of

°¢J. S. Trimmingham, Christianity Among the Arabs in Pre-Islamic Times (Longman, London 1979), p. 41f,
" A. Guillaume, Islam, p. 13.
“* R. Bell, The Origin of Islam in its Christian Environment, p. 42; A. Guillaume, Islam, p. 15.
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Tamim and Bani Hanifah in the district of al-Yamamah south of al-Hirah.”” The Byzantine
Church spread into the northern centre of the Peninsula and southward into the shores of the
Red Sea, which is north of Hyaz. Here, there were two Christian tribes, Judham and
‘Udhrah.”® But in Quraysh itself we hear only of individual Christians like Waragah Ibn
Nawfal and Uthman Ibn al-Huwayrith. In Mecca itself there were sometimes Christian slaves
and itinerant monks who came to preach at the annual fairs of Ukaz, like the venerable Quss
Ibn Sa‘idah.”’ Christian merchants could often act as missionaries, and could even succeed in
winning converts from among the first Muslim community, which was met with remarkable
tolerance on the part of the Prophet and his people.”®> When the Prophet entered Mecca
triumphantly in 630 AD, paintings of Jesus and the Virgin Mary, among others, were visible
on the inner walls of al-Ka‘bah. He ordered all the paintings to be erased except that of the
Virgin and the Child Jesus. This painting was seen by an eyewitness as late as 683 AD, when
so much of al-Ka‘bah was destroyed by fire that it had to be rebuilt.”

We may hazard the notion that in terms of language and to a small extent theology,
Christianity has indeed left its indelible mark upon Islam. The credit here goes specifically to
the Syriac Church in the north. In the south (Yemen), Christianity hardly made any headway
beyond its borders. It may be that the Arabs of al-Hijaz and the adjacent districts were

profoundly suspicious of it because of its close connection with Abyssinia.

Christianity in the south had the full political, economic and military might of
Abyssinia behind it. This was clear from Abraha’s expedition against al-Ka‘bah, which he
regarded as a rival to his magnificent Church in San‘a. If, as most scholars maintain, he did
this for the purpose of destroying al-Ka‘bah so that the Arabs would make pilgrimage instead
to his Church in the south, then Abraha was embarking on a subtle form of conversion. Their
pilgrimage to his Christian Church in San‘a, would inevitably lead to their conversion, and
consequently extend his own power in Arabia. The move, if successful, would have been of
great political significance for the region. The Romans were already seeking to unite the

Arab tribes under their influence against Persia. As an ally, Abraha had probably no objection

©  A. Guillaume, Islam, p. 15.

" A. Guillaume, Islam, p. 13. These were apparently followers of the Byzantine Church, and most probably
were 1n the service of the Byzantine government

' Fr. Louis Sheikho, Kitab Shu‘ara’ an-Nasraniyah (Beirut 1991), Vol. 1, pp. 211 - 18.

°% Tabari, Vol. 3, p. 22f.

> Quoted from an-Nuwayri & al-Azraqi in ‘Majant al-Adab’ (Beirut 1884), Vol. 3, p. 316f.
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to using the opportunity to extend his own power in Arabia. Meanwhile, the Arabs must have
been aware that this was not simply a matter of renouncing their old religion and embracing a
new one. This would mean the loss of their Meccan economic and financial centre to San‘a, in

the south. Abraha ’s plan, therefore, would not be worth the apostasy.
1.2. THE RISE OF ISLAM AND THE MULTI-FAITH CRISIS

The coming of Islam had changed the religious situation of Arabia. Heathenism had been
removed, but much of Jewish and Christian communities remained virtually undisturbed until
the Caliphate of ‘Umar (634 — 44). There are indications to suggest that until the Caliph
‘Umar ruled that no religion except Islam should be tolerated in Arabia, a multi-faith situation
did exist among the Arabian tribes of the Peninsula. Other indications may also suggest that
such a long -standing multi-faith situation might have been badly dented by ‘Umar’s policy,
but by no means completely destroyed. “‘Umar’s ruling is supposed to have been based on the
alleged word of the Prophet in his dying hour as reported by his wife, A’ishah: “Two religions
must not exist together on the Arabian Peninsula.” There are different versions of this saying,
ranging from naming the opposite religion as “the Jews” according to Ibn ‘Abbas, as “ the
Christians of Najran ” according to ‘Ali Ibn Abi Talib, and as both “the Jews and the
Christians” according to Abu ‘Ubaidah al-Jarrah.”* In one version the Prophet is reported to
have said, “Expel ‘al-Mushrikin’ (1.e. those who associate gods with God) from the Arabian
Peninsula.”” Some jurists further compound this problem when they identify the so-called
‘al-Mushrikin,’ as being “the Jews and the Christians” that were hostile to the Prophet. The
nature of this hostility, according to Ibn Qudamah, Abti “Ubaid Ibn Salam and Ibn Qaiyyim
al-Jawziyya, was the breaking of their treaty with the prophet either by reverting to the
practice of usury or by pure apostasy (al-Riddah).>® But this relates only to the Jews and the
Christians of Yemen, as we shall see later. However, this laborious argument which classifies
the Jews and the Christians as ‘Mushrikin’ is unconvincing. It stands in glaring contrast to the

Qu’ran where the distinction between the People of the Book (The Jews and the Christians)

** Ahmad Ibn Hanbal, al-AMusnad (Cairo 1995), Vol. 18, No0.26230; also Ibn Qaiyyim al-Jawziyyah, Ahkdm
Ahl al-Dhimmah, Vol. 1. p. 1791,

* Ibn Hisham, Par. 4, p.345; Tabari, Tarikh al-Unam wa al-Muliik, (Beirut 1998), Vol. 3, p. 61;
Ibn Kathir, al- Bidayah wa al-Nihayah, (Cairo 1991), Vol. 3, p. 290.

** Tbn Qudamah, al-Mughni, (Cairo 1969), Vol. 10, p. 614; Abii ‘Ubaid Ibn Salam, al-Amuwal (ed.
By M. H. al- Faki, Cairo 1353), pp.98 ff; Ibn Qayyim al Jawziyya, Ahkam , Vol. 1, pp.177f.
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and ‘al-Mushrikin’ is sharply drawn.”’ In addition, much effort was expended in trying to
pinpoint the geographical limits of the ‘Arabia’ from which the expulsion took place.
Distinguished theologians like al-Shafi‘t (767 — 820), Ibn Hanbal (780 — 855), al-Bukhart
(810 — 870), and others have insisted that the ‘Arabia’ intended here was Mecca, Madina , the
little port of Yanbii® (west of Madina ), al-Yamamah, Khaybar and Fadak together with their
adjacent surroundings. ** Obviously, apart from Mecca, which was the stronghold of idolatry,
Khaybar and Fadak in Wadi al-Qura had a strongly influential Jewish population. As for the
port of Yanbii® , although within the Madinan sphere of influence, some Jewish presence here
cannot be over-ruled. One might even hazard the suggestion that this sea-port town could also
have had some Christian presence owing to its maritime trade relations with upper Egypt
since the Ptolemaic period, and also with Ethiopia. °” The picture becomes clearer as we come
to the district of al-Yamamah in central Arabia. Here the powerful tribe of Bant Hantfah and
its equally powerful neighbour, the tribe of Tamim, had a large number of Christians. *
These two tribes will appear later as important players in what became known as ‘hariib al-
riddal’ (the ‘Apostasy Wars’),

In dealing with the expulsion issue, we have Muslim writers as our only source of
information that cannot be taken at face value. Some contend that the material they provide on
that subject is at worst inadequate and contradictory, and at best most of 1t probably reflects
the situation of their own time. We shall return to this point when we further examine the

expulsion edict of “Umar vis-a-vis the Jews and the Christians.

1.2.1. THE PROPHET’S WARS WITH THE JEWS
All the sources are at least unanimous that the Prophet Muhammad had never expelled

other religious communities from Arabia generally or from al-Hijaz in particular. True, there

were military conflicts between him and the neighbouring Jewish communities, which had

>’ Siira al-Baqarah [2]:113; Siira al-Baiyinah [98]: 1-6. Interestingly, verse 1 is simply read by Ibn Mas‘ud as
“lam yakiin al-Mushrikiin wa ahlu al-Kitab i munfakkin ...” i.e. “the 1dolators and the people of the book are
not going to depart (i.c. from their ways)...” The term ‘al-ladhina kafaru’ i.e. ‘the unbelicvers’ is omitted.
See al-Qurtubi, al~Jami“li Ahkam al-Qur’an al-Karim (Cairo ?), Vol. 10, p. 7230. Also comp. Siira al-
Baqarah[2]:221; Siira al-Ma’idah[5]:5.

® For an account of the different views on the geographical limits intended in the Prophet’s last word, see

[bn Qaiyim Vol. 1, p. 1771f; al-Baladhuri, Futah al-Buldan (Beirut 1988), p. 2711.

7 Encyclopaedia of Islam (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1913- 1936), Vol. 8, ‘Yanbu’ p. 1158; A. Sprenger, Die alte
Geographie Arabiens (Beme 1875), p. 26.

" A. P. Caussin de Perceval, Essai sur L 'Histoire des Arabes Avant L ’Islamisme (Paris 1947-8), Vol. 2,
p. 404-8; W. M. Watt, Muhammad at Madina (Oxford University Press Karachi 1994), p. 132 ff.
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dire consequences for them. It is outside the scope of our research to discuss the intricate
question as to whether the Prophet's attacks on these Jewish communities were politically or
religiously motivated. What is important for our subject is the subsequent event of each of
those attacks.

About the spring of 624, the Prophet and his confederates attacked and defeated the
Jewish tribe of Bani Qaynuqa‘ in Madina. Subsequently, they were merely expelled to
Khaybar in northern Hijaz. Shortly after, they left for Syria of their own accord.* More than
a year after (late August or early September 625), The Jewish tribe of Bani Nadir suffered the
same fate. Their expulsion from Madina is said to have been the occasion in which Siira al-
Hashr [59]: 1 — 5, 11ff, was revealed.** They too left for Khaybar where many of them owned
property. Then one part of them decided to follow the example of Bani Qaynuqga‘ and move
to Syria. The other part remained in Khaybar and continued their assiduous intrigue against
Madina, which led, albeit reluctantly, to the involvement of the tribe of Bant Qurayzah. The
latter consequently suffered a much harsher treatment than their other co-religionists. All the
male warriors were executed and their women and children were sold into slavery.®
However, this does not mean that with this action the last vestige of Judaism was removed
from Madina. Indeed, this was not the Prophet’s intention. After the elimination of Qurayzah,
there remained a considerable number Jews in Madina. One of them was Abii Shahm who
was attached to the tribe of Ban1 Zafar. He was a merchant and moneylender, and even bought
a good number of women and children of Qurayzah. The Jewish tribe of Khaybar was also
allowed to buy a number of them. ** According to the Madinan Constitution, there were a
number of other Jewish groups scattered around Madina who remained untouched. *’

In the summer of 628, the Jewish tribe of Khaybar was suddenly attacked, and after a
fruitless period of resistance, the tribe was defeated and terms of surrender were arranged. It
was agreed that the people of Khaybar should remain in their homes and continue to cultivate
the land, and that they should pay half of their annual produce to the Prophet. Interestingly,

one particular source informs us that among the booties seized by the Muslims during the

"' Tabari, Tarikh, Vol. 2, pp. 351F, Ibn Khaldiin, 7arikh (Beirut 1992), Vol. 2, p. 419f.

‘2 Ibn Hisham , Part 3, p. 194f.

‘> Ibn Hisham , Part 3, p. 194f.

*> Ibn Hisham , Part. 3, p. 256f, Tabarl, Tarikh , Vol. 2, pp. 434fF; al-Baladhuri, Futih al-Buldan, pp. 30fF.

" Tbn Sa‘d, at-Tabaqat al- Kubra (Cairo date 7), Vol. 2, pp. 104-111; al- Waqidi, Kitab al- Maghazi (Beirut
date?), pp. 522-3.

*> For the full text of the Madina Constitution see Ibn Hisham , Vol. 2, pp.1191F.
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battle were the scrolls of the Torah. The Prophet had kept them in safety until the
Khaybarites requested them back. The high degree of the Prophet’s religious tolerance and his
deep reverence for those sacred scrolls on this occasion were exemplary, according to the
Jewish historian, I. Levinson. * After the agreement with Khaybar, the Jews of Fadak, Wadi
al-Qura and Tayma sent word offering to surrender on the same terms. *’ According to some
sources, the Prophet’s agreement with them was appended by a statement that if he decided in
the future to expel them they must go. Other sources report this alleged addendum in the first
person plural: “if we wanted in the future to expel you, you must go,” (Idha shi’na an
nukhrijakum akhrajnakum).*® Thus perhaps making the expulsion a collective and a justifiable
action to be carried out by the Prophet’s successors and representatives of the Muslim
community in future. In any case, we submit that there was some kind of agreement between
the Prophet and the Khaybarites. The agreement most probably stipulated that the Khaybarites
pay half of their annual produce to the Prophet. But it 1s doubtful if the addendum relating to
their possible future expulsion did exist. We assume that this alleged addendum is a later
interpolation (or fabrication), designed to justify ‘Umar’s action which neither the Prophet nor
his successor, Abti Bakr, had contemplated. Additionally, al-Baladhuri reports about ten
sources relating to the Prophet’s agreement with the Khaybarites. The supposed addendum
occurs only in two of them.* It is therefore probable that this was an interpolation designed to

justify ‘Umar’s action.

1.2.2 THE EDICT OF ‘UMAR AND THE PROPHETIC TRADITION

One of ‘Umar’s first tasks as a Caliph was to expel the Jews and the Christians from
Arabia. This action 1s supposed to have been taken in response to the dying behest of the
Prophet, “Two religions must not exist together on the Arabian Peninsula.” This was reported
by his wife A’ishah, according to Ibn Hishdam.”® But, Tabari and other historians seem to

prefer the report of Ibn Abbas according to whom the Prophet’s last word was: “expel the

. ———

“ Husain Ibn al-Hassan ad-Diyar Bakii, Tarikh al-Khamis (Cairo date ?), Vol. 2, p. 60; for an cxcellent view
on this incident see Israel Wolfson, 7The Jews in Arabia (Cairo 1927), p. 170.

*7" Tbn Kathir, Vol. 2, p. 6581, al-Baladhuri, Futuh al-Buldan, pp.38f¥.

** According to Ibn Hisham , “idha shi’'na an nukhrijakun akhrajnakum” i.e. if we decided in the future to
expel you, you must go, vol. 3, p. 389.

¥ al- Baladhuri, Futih al-Buldan, pp. 32 - 38.

% Tbn Hisham, Part. 4, p. 345; sce also W. Muir, The Annals of the Caliphate (London 1883), pp. 223fT.
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23]

idolators (al-Mushrikin) from the Arabian Peninsula. It is worth noting here, that in one

source, ‘Umar is said to have expelled the Jews of Khaybar after he had made much enquiry

and after he had been informed of the Prophet’s last word, “Two religions must not exist
together in the Arabian Peninsula.””* Yet, Muslim Ibn al-Hajjaj in his Sahih reports ‘Umar as
having actually heard the Prophet say, “I will expel the Jews and the Christians from the
Arabian Peninsula, and will not leave any but the Muslim(s).”>® Although this was a
justification for his earlier expulsion of the Jews and Christians from Yemen, the guideline
should have been clear enough for him to act on this occasion without the inconvenience of
much inquiry, as the source appears to indicate. The sources apparently are not quite reliable.
However, later theologians were able to squeeze the People of the Book into the rank
of “al-Mushrikin,” as we said previously (see p. 12). They cited Ibn ‘Umar’s alleged
argument that the Pcople of the Book are indeed ‘Mushrikin.’ He is reported as saying, “I
know of no greater Mushrikin (associators) than those who say, ‘Christ 1s the Son of God and
‘Uzair (Ezra) is the Son of God.”* Therefore, the phrase “expel al-Mushrikin from the
Arabian Peninsula,” became synonymous with “expel the Jews and the Christians from the

1-55

Arabian Peninsula.” Both readings are found in Musnad Ibn Hanbal.” Together, they present

us with the injunction that is probably connected with ‘Umar’s expulsion edict. Their syntax
and stylistic form seem designed as much to justify his action as to magnify its size.

It is likely that the Hadith just mentioned has its seed in some remark of the Prophet
about idolatry. In order to appreciate this, we may consider the following: 1). The Prophet
was deeply convinced of his God-given mission to lead the inhabitants of Arabia from the
darkness (az-Zulumat) of idolatry to the light (an-Niir) of monotheism, according to a verse in
Siira al-Hadid.>® From the Qu’ran we learn how idolatry, or ‘shirk’, was perceived by the

Prophet. His message was clear:

°! Tabari, Tarikh, Vol. 3, p. 61; Ibn Kathir, al-Bidayah ...Vol. 3, p. 290; Ibn Khaldiin, Tartkh , Vol. 2, p. 465.
2 Ibn Hisham , Part. 4, p. 345.
53 Sahth Muslim, trans. By Abd al- Hamid Siddigi (Lahore 1993), Vol. 3, pp. 963 —6.
>4 Tbn “Umar’s argument was bascd on Sitra al-Tawbah[9]:30. Whilst the status of the Pcople of the Book
and the idolators is different, their treatment is not. Both forbidden to reside in the sacred cities of Mecca &
Madina . The idolaters are unclcan because of their shirk (associanism). The People of the Book are unclean
too because of their shirk, although their religions were originally monotheistic. See Ahkam Vol.1, p. 188fT.
*> Tbn Hanbal, Musnad, Vol. 1, pp. 29, 32, 195 - 6; Vol. 3, p. 345.
¢ 57: 9. The term ‘az-Zulumat ' (darkness), has for al-Qurtubt the specific meaning of shirk (associanism),
most commentators like Tabart and az-Zamakhshari simply give the general term kufr
(infidclity); for example al-Qurtubi, Vol. 9, p. 6409; comp. Tabar , Jami  al -Bayin (Beirut 1995), Vol.
13, p. 285; az- Zamakhshan, al-Kashshaf ‘an Haqa'iqi Ghawamidi at-Tanzil (Beirnut 1995), Vol. 4, p. 461.
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God forgives not that aught should be with Him associated (yushraka
bihi); less than that He forgives whomsoever He will. Whoso associates

with God anything, has indeed forged a mighty sin: (Sura an-
Nisa’[4]. 48, 116).

The sin of ‘shirk’ therefore is an enormity. 2). In the Prophetic tradition, the bitterest attack is
reserved for idolatry. At least in one Hadith, reported by al-Bukhari and Muslim on the
authority of Abli Hurayrah, the Prophet said, “I have been ordered (i.e. by God) to fight
against the people (i.e. of idolatry) until they declare that ‘there is no god but God.” If they
said it, they will preserve their blood (i.e. life) and their possession from me...””” These are
the very words which ‘Umar used later to oppose Abti Bakr’s decision to fight the rebellious
seceders, otherwise known as ‘the people of apostasy’ (ahl al-Riddah). However, ‘Umar
appears to have regarded them as merely guilty of political insubordination. 3). From this
statement (maybe a later interpolation), it can be argued that the Prophet’s sole vision was the
realization of an Arabia that was purified from the evil of idolatry. He could not possibly
have envisaged that a wholesale expulsion, or physical elimination, of idolaters would bring
about a transformation. The exercise would simply result in a ‘voice crying in the
wilderness’, and that will indeed be a waste of breath! No prophet with a deep sense of
calling would like to see the removal of the very object of his prophetic ministry and vision.
Our hypothesis 1s that this tradition, if it ever existed, might have contained a remark of the
Prophet, urging his followers to remove the element of ‘shirk’ (idolatry), or what remained of
it, rather than its adherents from the Peninsula.

Julius Wellhausen has opined that during the early days of Islam, the challenge to the
enemies of Allah was a matter of form before the beginning of hostilities. Later when Islam
became strong, there was one rule for the Arab idolaters within the heartland of Arabia, who
had no choice, and another for the ‘outlanders’ even if they were Arabs like the northern

Christian tribes of Taghlib, Ghassan and Lakhm.’® We suggest that it was only during the

' Zad al-Muslim fi ma ittafaqa alayhi al-Bukhari wa Muslim (Cairo 1330 h 7), Vol. 1, p. 45, This Hadfth is
thought by some to be Autawatir, which is a technical term for having a large number of rcliable transmitters.
°® J. Wellhausen, The Arab Kingdom and its Fall (University of Calcutta 1927), p. 24; more will be said

later about their encounter with ‘Umar when he tried to impose certain harsh policies on them. It appears,
however, that for ‘Umar the Arabs could not be anything but Muslims.
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heydays of the Abbasid dynasty when history and Hadith were being compiled that the notion
prevailed that in the whole Arabian Peninsula no religion was to be tolerated save that of
Islam. It is also possible that the notion may have been inspired at this period by the absence
of Jewish, Christian and other non-Muslim communities from al-Hijaz and other parts of the

Arabian heartland.

1.2.3 THE ENFORCEMENT OF THE EDICT IN MUSLIM SOURCES

Unsurprisingly, these very sources appear to betray the fact that ‘Umar’s action was
not in imitation of what the Prophet did, or in obedience to what he is supposed to have said.
They seem to point to some other different factors:

(a) According to one source, cited by al-Baladhuri, ‘Umar expelled the Jews of
Khaybar because of the spread of some unknown epidemic among them 1n addition to making
sport of the Muslim people. The historian refers to this source simply in the elusive term of
the third person plural 1.e. ‘they said,” (i.e. Ar. galii).”” (b) Another source transmitted by
Nafi‘, tells us that ‘Umar expelled them because they practised mischief and trickery against
the Muslim people. They were even charged of having assaulted and injured his son, Abd

® However, this is a poor pretext for emptying

Alldh, as he slept in Khaybar one night.
Khaybar of its inhabitants compared with another more serious incident during the Prophet’s
time. Tabar1 reports how the Jews of Khaybar had attacked and killed Abd Allah Ibn Sahl,
and were justly charged with his death.®’ Yet, no punitive measure was taken against them.
The Prophet’s agreement with them remained intact. This recalls the equally serious case of
Zainab Bint al- Harith, the Jewish wife, who fed the Prophet a poisoned piece of lamb. He
survived the attempt, albeit not without its lasting effect upon him, but his companion at that
meal, Bishr Ibn al-Bard’, did not survive. Interestingly, the culprit was forgiven and the

agreement with Khaybar remained unbroken.* (c) In another source, the reason for their

expulsion appears to have been economic. We are told that when the Muslim people became

> 1t is important to note that when al Baladhuri uses this term, he intends to convey a rumour. In the context in
which al-Baladhun puts 1t, the term *qalis’ is the equivalent of °za ‘amu’ which implics hearsay. See p. 32,

@ There arc at least two different versions of this incident, according to al-Baladhuri. One relates that the
Jews of Khaybar attacked and broke his arm when he was asleep; see p. 37; cf. Ibn Kathir, al-Bidayah wa
an- Nihayah, Vol. 2, p. 660f. The other version says that they tried to throw him off a roof; sce al-Baladhuri,
Futith al-Buldan, p. 34. Interestingly, both Tabari and Ibn Khaldiin ignore this alleged incident.

° Tabari, Vol. 499.

°2 The most detailed report of this incident is given by Ibn Kathir. He gives about ten versions of this story.

Only Ion Dawud reports that she was put to death. See Ibn Kathir, Vol. 2, pp. 646fI..
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increasingly wealthy and numerous enough to populate the land, ‘Umar expelled the Jews of
Khaybar to Syria and divided their wealth among the Muslim people.®?

As for the Jews of Fadak, al-Baladhurt states that ‘Umar simply bought them out and
expelled them to Syria. The remaining Jewish areas of Tayma and Wadi al-Qura were
untouched, according to Ibn Kathir. But, al-Baladhurt does not seem to know that Tayma was
spared by ‘Umar, and is uncertain if Wadi al-Qura was left untouched.®® In any case, the
common explanation given is that these two areas were spared simply because they came

under the district of Syria rather than that of al-Hijaz.

Just how reliable is the claim that the Caliph ‘Umar expelled the above-mentioned
communities from al-Hijaz, is hard to say in the light of the inadequate and contradictory
nature of the material before us. For this reason some western scholars have taken a skeptical
and even a dismissive approach to the story. Yet, there is some element of truth in the story.
The very theological arguments of Muslim writers were designed not so much to prove
Umar’s action as to justify it. Therefore, the expulsion of many Jewish groups from certain
parts of al-Hijaz must have occurred under ‘Umar, albeit perhaps not on the scale depicted by
the writers. In fact, the evidence shows that both Jews and Christians were never absent even

from Madina during Umar’s Caliphate and that of his successor, ‘Uthman.
1.3. THE EXPULSION OF NAJRANITE JEWS AND CHRISTIANS

There is a general agreement among historians as to ‘Umar’s expulsion of the pre-dominantly
Christian population of Najran along with their Jewish compatriot minority. The Christians
left for Iraq where they established their colony near Kufa and called it Najraniyya. Their
Jewish compatriots settled in Syria. Historical sources indicate that these were the first to be
targeted during his Caliphate.”> Muslim historians and theologians have great difficulties in

trying to justify this particular action. Undoubtedly, the action was a violation of the Prophet’s

% al-Baladhuri, p. 34f

" According to the Umayyad Caliph, ‘Umar Ibn Abd al-‘Aziz (‘Umar II),“Umar expelled the Jewish inhabitants
of Khaybar, Fadak and Taima , al-Baladhuri, p. 44. Ibn Kathir tells us that the inhabitants of both Wadi al -
-Qura and Taima were expelled. See his al-Bidayah wa an-Nihayah , Vol. 2, p. 659

%> Muohammad Husscin Haikal, al- Farik ‘Umar (Cairo 1945), Vol. 1, pp. 103ff, ; J. Wellhausen, Arab
Kingdom and its Fall, p. 301f; Sir W. Muir, The Annals of the Early Caliphate (London 1883), pp. 223f{.
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written treaty. The treaty stated: “ Najran shall have the patronage of God and the protection
of Muhammad, the Apostle of God. This will also include their goods and their lives, their
lands and their religion, their absent ones and their present ones, their relatives, their churches
and all that 1s in their hands whether small or great. A bishop shall not be moved from his
bishopric, nor a monk from his monastic life, nor a priest from his priesthood”.*® Yet

b

‘Umar’s action 1s excused and justified 1n various ways:

(a) The Hadith mentioned earlter, reports ‘Umar himself as having actually heard the
Prophet say, “I will expel the Jews and the Christians from the Arabian Peninsula and I will
not leave any but the Muslim(s).”®’ If this had been so, Abii Bakr (the Prophet’s first
successor), would certainly have made 1t his primary task to implement it, and no other reason
would have been required to justify the act. Yet, more than one reason was needed to justify
this breach of the treaty. (b) According to al-Baladhurt , ‘Umar expelled them, “because they
began to practice usury and became so numerous as to be considered a menace to Islam”.°®
This claim 1s strange as Christianity and the early Fathers looked upon usury with severe
disapproval and placed it in the category of serious crimes.”” (c) In one source, reported by
al-Baladhurt , we are told that they fell to variance and friction among themselves, and asked
to be removed from their land.” (d) In his book, Kitdb al-Kharaj, Abii Yusuf tells us that
“Umar expelled them because they were found guilty of preparing for an armed insurrection
against the Muslims. If this had been the case, ‘Umar would not have given them new lands
in Iraq and Syria as compensation for their lands in northern Yemen, and their ‘Jizya’ (poll-
tax) would not have been remitted for two years.”' This excuse may well contain some clues,

which if examined in the light of Umar’s character would unveil the reasons behind his

action.

°°  Abi Yasuf, Xitab al-Kharaj (Cairo 1346 AH), p. 86.

®" Sahth Muslim, trans. By A. Hamid Siddiqi (Lahore 1993), Vol. 3, pp. 963 — 6.

** al-Baladhuri, Futiih al-Buldan, p. 73

> See the article by John Dow entitled ‘Usury (Christian)’ in the Encyclopacdia of Religion and Ethics (T & T.

Clark Edinburgh 1934), Vol. 12, pp. 5501F.

al-Baladhuri, Futiih al-Buldan, p. 14. In spite of the possible existence of hostilities between the

Monophysites and the Nestorians in south Arabia, the idea of requesting to be removed as the only solution

is highly remote.

"' Sir W. Muir, The Annals of the Early Caliphate, pp. 223ff, Abi Yiisuf, Kitab al-Kharaj, pp. 86fF; the alleged
insurrection by the Christians is also discussed by the commentator on Sahth Muslim, see Vol. 3, pp. 963 - 6.
This allegation 1s clearly ignored by most Muslim historical records.
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1.3.1. A POLITICALLY MOTIVATED ACTION

‘Umar’s expulsion of the predominantly Christian population of Najran together with
its Jewish minority seems to have been one of the foremost in his list of priorities. Muslim
sources, as we have just seen, give several reasons for ‘Umar’s decision (see p.20). These
reasons are very brief, contradictory and far from convincing. We suggest therefore the
probability that ‘Umar’s decision may have been politically and strategically motivated.
Geographically, Najran was situated at the strategic point between al-Hijaz and Christian
Abyssinia. The memories of Abyssinia’s grip on South Arabia and its military intervention in
Najran over a hundred years before (1.e.525 AD.) were not forgotten. At that time the
intervention was provoked by the persecution of the Christians of Najran under Dhu Nuwais,
the Jewish Yemenite prince. Remembering that Abyssinian lordship there was associated with
favour to Christianity, it i1s not difficult to understand why Christians became involved.
Taking advantage of Abyssinia’s weakness, and with the support of Himyar, Dhii Nuwas had-
decided to unify South Arabia under his rule. To achieve this, a policy of Judaizing the
population of South Arabia would important, and would serve a two-fold purpose:

1). The establishment of a balance of power with Christian Abyssinia just a short
distances across the Red Sea; and, 2). Probably the realization of a post-Talmudic Jewish
homeland outside Palestine. But, the scheme collapsed when Dhii Nuwas adopted a policy of
forced conversion against the Christians of Najran who refused to apostatize. Many of them
were put to death with great cruelty. The story of the burning pit, into which they were forced
to leap, is mentioned in the Qur’ran where the martyrs are known as ‘the men of the Pit’ (as-
hab al-ukhdiid) (Stra al-Buruj [85]: 4-9). With their military intervention and the defeat of
Dhii Nuwas, the Abyssinians re-established their lordship in South Arabia. It was from here
also that Abraha , the Abyssinian governor, launched his expedition against al-Ka‘bah in the
year 570 or 571 AD, known as ‘the year of the elephant.”’* With the death of Abraha shortly
after the failed expedition, the Abyssinian rule in Yemen collapsed, thanks to the Persian
intervention. Following this collapse, Christianity lost its dominant influence in South
Arabia. The Church of Najran, however, must have maintained itself, for we find that a

deputation of Christians from there appeared in Madina to negotiate terms with Muhammad in

2 Sce Siira al-Fil [105]:1-5. Muslim historians date the birth of the Prophet to the year of Abrahah’ s
expedition against Mecca; see al-Mas‘udi, Murij al-Dhahab, Vol. 2, p. 274, Ibn Hisham, Part. 1, p. 171.
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the last year of his life.” We suggest the possibility that a growing Christian community
occupying strategic points between Abyssinia and al-Hijaz may have appeared as a potential
springboard for another Abyssinian invasion, this time, not only of South Arabia but also of
al-Hijaz. For ‘Umar, therefore, this situation might have seemed counterproductive and
needing to be addressed. Interestingly, the Caliph ‘Uthman, ‘Umar’s successor, discovered
that the Najranite Christians had indeed been unjustly treated, and ordered his governor in
Kiufa, ‘Uthman Ibn Hunayf, to “reduce their poll-tax by 200 robes for the sake of God and in

place of their old lands.””*

1.3.2. A RELIGIOUSLY MOTIVATED ACTION

At this point we propose the hypothesis that another reason for the expulsion of the
Jews and the Christians from al-Hijaz and Yemen was probably theological. It 1s hard to
appreciate this point without understanding the character of ‘Umar himself. It is suggested
that ‘Umar was to Islam what Paul was to Christianity. This may be true only in so far as,
like Paul, he could invent, re-interpret, and even interpolate the sacred text in order either to
meet particular needs, or to bring Islam into consonance with the way of life in his time.”
Whether, like Paul, he could be “all things to all men,”(I.Cor.9: 22), is highly unlikely! What
1s certain is that ‘Umar was uncompromisingly for Islam and the Muslim community.
‘Umar’s entire active life, as P. Kennedy observed, “was dedicated to accentuating the
difference between the Muslims and non-Muslims and to making the former uniquely
superior”.’® Was this the outcome of his concept of God’s special choice of the Arab people?
The verse in Stira Al-‘Imran, “You are the best nation ever brought forth to men”, does
implies the idea of divine choice, which al-ZamakhsharT takes as meaning, “you were, in the
fore-knowledge of God, the best nation.”’’ “‘Umar seems to have had this conviction. Once on

his pilgrimage, he reportedly said to Mu‘awiyah, “We are the best (lit. choicest) of people,

> R. Bell, The Origin of Islam, p. 40f.

" Abil Yisuf, Kitab al-Khardj , p. 88

"> He abolished nikah al-mut‘a (temporary marriage, still practiced by Shi‘a), established the regulations for his
non-Muslim subjects, instituted a register for those having the right to military pensions, created the office
of al-gadi (judge), also established a series of ordinances like prayers of the month of Ramadan (farawih)
ect... He is also credited of having introduced civil and penal laws such as punishment for dninkenness and
stoning for adulterers. See Noldeke, Geschichte des Qurans (2. ed. Leipzig 1909-19), Vol. 1, pp. 48-241.

® Pringle Kennedy, Arabian Society at the Time of Muhammad (Calcutta & Simla 1926), p. 591

""" See 3: 110. See also az-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, Vol. 1, 392, the term “Khayru” is the adjective of Ummah
(pcople nation). ‘Khayru’ denotes not only the idea of “best’, but basically carries the notion of “‘choice’ or
‘chosenness’. It cimes from the verb ‘ikhtara’ to choose.
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and the best of this world, and the next belongs to us.”’® Probably, for him, the idea also
carried a racial connotation. For example, “‘Umar did not allow Muslims of non-Arab origin to
inherit nor indeed inter-marry with Muslims of Arab origin.”” Apparently, for two centuries
thereafter the distinction existed between Muslims of non-Arab origin and Muslim Arabs who
belonged terntorially to Arabia proper. “The Arabs”, wrote Kenneth Cragg, “carried the
distinction of belonging with Muhammad by race and by country. Veneration for him and his
family implied God’s choice of the Arabs as His people”.*® But history has shown that people
alone have never been the sole object of divine choice. Veneration for the place, where divine
revelation came and where worship was established implied also God’s choice of it as a
sacred territory. The sacredness of Arabia as God’s chosen territory seems to have evolved
gradually. Regardless of what the pre-Islamic Arabs conceived of the Ka’bah and its Meccan
territory, Islam identified it with the Patriarchs Abraham and Ishmael. The Ka’bah, according
to the Qur’an, was founded and sanctified as the house of God by them (Sura al-Bagarah
[2]:125 — 128; Sira al-Hajj [22]:26). The house having now become sacred, receives the
Qur’anic title, ‘al-masjid al-haram’ (‘the sacred Mosque’. See Siira al-Ma’idah [5]: 100; Stra
Bant Isra-1l [17]: 1). In addition to this sanctification (or sacredness), the Ka‘bah was vested
with the fullness of divine blessing (Stira Al-‘Imran [3]: 96). Soon thereafter, the sacredness
of the Ka’bah came to cover the city as a whole, so much so that the terms ‘Ka’bah’ and
‘Mecca’ became interchangeable. Later, Madina was also declared to be sacred by the Prophet
Muhammad. On the authonty of Nafi° and Abli Hurayrah, the Prophet is reported to have
said, “Abraham declared Mecca sacred and I declare Madina sacred”.®' During ‘Umar’s
Caliphate the sacredness of Mecca and Madina came to embrace the entire districts of al-
Hijaz and Yemen, from which the Jews and the Christians had to be removed. A divinely
chosen people must belong exclusively to a divinely chosen territory, which recalls the Old

Testament concept of a chosen Israel (Deut.7:6; 14:2), and a chosen holy land.®* Interestingly,

" Tbn Hajar al-‘Asqalani, al-Isabah fi Tamyiz as-Sahabah (Cairo date ? ),scction on the life of Mu*awiyah.

" al-Bayhaqi, as-Sunan al-Kubra (Hyderabad 1354 A H), Vol. 3, p. 245; as-Suyiitl, ad-Dur al-Manthir
(Cairo 7) Vol. 2, p. 133.

*®" Kenneth Cragg, The Arab Christians: A History in the Middle East (Mowbray London 1992), p. 54f.

81 Sahih Muslim (Cairo date 7) of the Pilgrimage, Hadith No. 458; Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, Vol. 1. No. 1573.

%2 The whole idea was the affirmation of Isracl’s holiness and the need not so much to destroy pagan altars as
to separate themselves from the pagans and their practices. See A.D.H. Mayes, Deuteronomy, New
Century Bible Commentary (Marshall, Morgan & Scott, London 1981), p. 184f; but, the removal of these
people in the end was deemed necessary. The land which God had chosen for His pcople had to be purified
both for fellowship with God and for his worship. The idea of the gift of 1and for Israel as a holy and blessed
territory is confirmed in the Qur’an. See Siira al-Ma’idah [5]: 23; also Sira al-A‘raf [7):137.
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what follows from this, recalls certain events connected with ancient Israel’s settlement and
the removal of non-Israelite communities from Yahweh’s land:

(a) One of the main reasons for the command to remove the indigenous Canaanite
communities from their land was that they were idolaters and therefore an ‘abomination’
(Deut.18:9-12; 20:18; 27:15;). Here the term is used in a theological context and denotes that
which is ritually and ethically impure, loathsome and repugnant to God. The presence of such
an abomination on the sacred soil would eventually contaminate it (Lev.18:24-25; Jer.16:18).
It was therefore enjoined upon the faithful to remove those i1dolatrous communities from it
(Num.33:52; Deut.7:16; Josh.17:18). These passages which urge the expulsion of all non-
Israelites from the land most probably reflect a seventh century BC reaction to internal and
external political, social and religious forces that were threatening Israel’s national
existence.® Perhaps, originally, sacred exclusion zones did not go beyond the Sanctuary of
Zion (Ps.132:13) and possibly before it Shiloh in the north (Ps.78:56-7). Similarly, the sacred
spot from which the Arab idolaters were excluded in the seventh century AD was the Ka’bah
and its Meccan territory, for the same reason as that given in the Old Testament 1.e. they are
an abomination or unclean ‘najas’ according to a text in Siira al-Tawbah.®* Soon after this, the
Prophet declared Madina sacred too, as we just mentioned. It is not certain if an exclusion
order was applied on this occasion to the idolaters. But at the time of ‘Umar, the concept of
Terra sacra for the Arabian Peninsula, in practice if not in name, was most likely in vogue,
and the removal of non-Muslim communities from it may point to this. However, ‘Umar
allowed single individuals or a group of these communities a stay of no more than three days
if they happened to be there on business. But under no circumstances would they be allowed
to approach the sacred Ka’bah in Mecca or enter the sacred Mosque in Madina. This matter
was fully recognized by his companions. It was said that Abu Musa, the governor of Kiifa,
entered the Mosque where ‘Umar was sitting, and handed him a document containing the
report of his work. ‘Umar asked him to bring in his secretary to read i1t. Abii Miisa said that he

could not enter the Mosque. When ‘Umar asked: “Why?” Abu Miisa replied: “He is a

> The concept of the covenant in this situation was intended to play a considerable part in ancient Israel’s
national life as the people of God faced with overwhelming pagan influence. See L. Perlitt, Bundestheologie
im Alten Testament (WMANT 36), 1969, p. 60. Perlitt’s thests, however, is a revival of Welhausen’s
argument that the concept of the Covenant in Israel was late.

%4 See 9: 28. It is not clear in what sense the non-Israelite was regarded as unclean. It is equally unclear whether
this Qur’anic verse refers to the spiritual or physical uncleanncss of al-Mushrikin or both. Opinions certainly
vary. See Tabari, Tafsir, Vol. 6, pp. 1354, az-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, Vol. 2, p. 252f.
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Christian.” The Caliph ‘Umar 1s reported to have agreed, adding: “I will not honour them
when God has degraded them; I will not glorify them when God has humiliated them; I will
not bring them near when God has set them far away.”® That ‘Umar’s expulsion of the non-
Muslim communities from Arabia was due to the belief that their ritual and moral impurity
might contaminate the land, cannot be easily dismissed. This seems to be also the view of the
earliest jurists and theologians like Malik Ibn Anas (716 - 795), and Muhammad Ibn Idris al-
Shafi‘l (767 - 820).%° In view of this, one is forced to ask, was this one of those Judaic ideas
(i.e. Isra’iliyyaf) that had been incorporated into Islam? *’

(b) There 1s a sense in which the existence of a group of different faiths together can
pose a considerable challenge to the weakest of them, especially if these faiths happened to be
indigenous and misstonary in character like Judaism and Christianity. The Qur’an did not
overlook this existing challenge between Judaism and Christianmity, including even the
1idolaters who often joined the fray (Suira al Bagarah [2]: 111, 113). Muhammad must have
had a first hand experience of the missionary character of Judaism and Christianity in his

time:

Never will the Jews or the Christians be satisfied with thee unless thou

follow their form of religion (Sura al-Bagarah [2]: 120).

‘Umar’s superior view of the Muslim community was coupled with the fact that he was
extremely protective of 1t. He prevented the Muslims from becoming over-rich, and
particularly from becoming owners of conquered lands outside the Arabian Peninsula. He
also opposed marriage with the People of the Book, which the Qur’an clearly permits (Stra
al-Ma’i1dah [5]:6). On hearing one day that a group of Muslim men had married Christian
women, he ordered that they must divorce them at once.*® Perhaps as an austere semi-ascetic
character, ‘Umar may have viewed wealth and inter-marriage with people of other faiths as

far from conducive to the good of the Muslim community, and it may even become a recipe

®> Ibn Qutaybah, ‘Uyin al-Akhbar (Cairo 1962), Vol. 1, p. 43.

8¢ az-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, Vol. 2, p. 252f; for a full discussion see Ibn Qayyim, Ahkam, Vol. 1, p. 188f.

*’ The area of the ancient temple of Jerusalem was forbidden to the gentiles as they were regarded unclean,
according to Josephus, on the surrounding wall of the temple there were wamings, forbidding the entry of
any gentile under the pain of death (Antiq. XV. xi. 5); two of these have been found.

** One of those men was Hudayfa, he refused to divorce his Christian wife unless ‘Umar could prove that she
was (Quranically), illegal for him. He could not. See Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, Ahkam , Vol. 2, p. 421.



26

for apostasy in the short or long run. This may well recalls the Ezra — Nehemiah policy on
inter-marriage in the post—exilic period.

We have already noted how ‘Umar is reported to have actually heard the prophet say,
“T will expel the Jews and the Christians from the Arabian Peninsula...” The claim seems to
be given in a style designed to set a theological seal of approval on ‘Umar’s action. So does
also the supposed prophetic saying, “Two religions must not exist together in the Arabian
Peninsula.” The latter, however, could probably imply the removal of the threat that,
according to him, would almost certainly become real. In terms of this period, and in his
perception, the two long-standing missionary faiths could hardly be any thing less than a
serious threat to the infant faith. It can also be suggested that the curious remark, “ >Umar
feared that they might harm the Muslims,” hardly refers to a moral, demographic or military
threat, as Abu Yusuf and al-Baladhurt implausibly suggest. The threat was more likely
spiritual and theological, which recalls ancient Israel’s basis for the removal of the Canaanites
from their land. The notion that if the Canaanites were to remain in the land they would
become a constant spiritual ‘snare’ to Israel is frequently encountered in the Old Testament
(Ex.23: 33; Num.33: 55). It 1s quite probable that the continued existence of these and other
faiths in the Arabian Peninsula was viewed as a snare to the members of the new faith. There
were incidents of apostasy during Umar’s Caliphate, such as the six men from the clan of
Bakr Ibn W2’il, in whose apostasy (from Islam back to Christianity), the Christians of Taghlib
(or its own clan Bakr Ibn W3’il) appear to have had a hand.®” In Yemen, a convert is alleged
to have reverted to Judaism and was hastily executed to the great disapproval of ‘Umar.” In
Iraq, Ibn Mas‘ud arrested a group of people who apostatized and wrote to ‘Umar asking for
his verdict.”' This situation seems to have continued even during the time of Ali, the fourth
Caliph. His Caliphate witnessed, among other incidents of apostasy, the return of the
distinguished al-Mustawrad Ibn Qusaybah of the clan of Bani ‘Ajl from Islam to Christianity,
and also the return of the third of the population of the Bani Najiyah tribe to Christianity.”

> Abd ar-Razziq Ibn Hammam al-Humayti, al-Musannaf (Cairo date ?), Vol. 10, pp. 165-6; Ibn Hazm, al-
Muhalla (Cairo date?), Vol. 11, p. 221.

> This incident is quite uncertain. According to one version, this incident appears to have occurred in the time

of the Prophet, see al-Nasa’i (Cairo ?) p. 105; also al-Bayhagqi, as-Sunan (Hyderabad, India 1354 h), p. 205;
according to another it occurred during the time of ‘Umar, see al-Bayhaqj, p. 206.

7! Abd ar-Razzaq al-Humayri, al-Musannaf, Vol. 10, p. 167; This report is rather dubious. The nature and the
cause of their apostasy is unclear . Also, according to another source, the Caliph was ‘Uthman not‘Umar. See
Kanz al-‘Ummal, p. 514.

72 al-Bayhagqi, p. 206 & 208.
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(c) ‘Umar’s encounter with the powerful Christian tribe of Ban1 Taghlib is probably an
example of the way he was trying to remove the challenge of other faiths not only from
Arabia, but also from among the Muslim Arabs generally. The conditions imposed on Bani
Taghlib for instance were peculiar. They were so proud of their Arab blood that they refused
to be treated as non-Muslims, and therefore objected to paying the Jizyah. They were quite
happy to pay double the amount and call it ‘as-Sadagah’, which the Muslims paid, but not
under the name Jizyah, which non-Muslims paid! They also refused to give up their
Christianity, and they are alleged to have agreed not to baptize their children. It is difficult to
see why they agreed to this last (unwritten) condition. But if they had agreed, they soon
ignored the agreement and continued to baptize their children. For “Umar, however, 1t was
disgraceful that Arabs like the Taghlibites should be Christians or anything else other than
Muslims. He even refused to acknowledge them as Christians. “They are Arabs and not
People of the Book,” he angrily told Ziyad, his tax collector. He also instructed him to be
stern with them.” Later he accepted that the idea of expulsion or compulsion were not for the
Taghlibites. Tabari tells us that he told al-Walid Ibn ‘Uqgbah, his general in Mesopotamia, that
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compulsion applied only in the Arabian Peninsula and Yemen.”” Here “Umar was not

consistent. On his meeting with Jabalah Ibn al-Aiham, the northern prince of Bani Ghassan,
‘Umar told him, after he refused to give up his Christianity and accept Islam: “We have only
three alternatives for you, Islam, poll-tax, or going wherever you want (i.e. expulsion).””” In
‘Kitab al-Kharaj’, Yahya Ibn Adam writes: “ ‘Umar Ibn al-’Khattab made peace with the

Bant Taghlib on condition that he should double their poor-tax, that they should not prevent

any one of them from becoming a Muslim and that they should not baptize their children. *°

It 1s interesting to note that Tabari explained the term “their children” as meaning the

children of those among them that had embraced Islam. For him, the condition was only *“that
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they should not christen the children whose parents had become Muslims.””" It 1s quite

possible that in saying this, TabarT was simply trying to explain away an unreasonable and

unjust condition. It 1s also possible Tabart might have been drawing on some other source (or

> Aba, Yasuf, Kitab al-Khardj , p. 143f.

' Tabari, Tarikh , Vol. 3, p. 457f.

4 Tabari, Tartkh , Vol. 3, p. 457f.

?> ‘Umar rcgretted this action afierwards. al-Baladhuri, p. 138.
" Yahya Ibn Adam, Kitab al-Kharaj (Cairo 1929), pp. 47 - 8.
' Tabari, Tarikh , Vol. 3, p. 458.




28

sources) no longer available. If this is so, then we have here a portrait of the Taghlibites
taking coercive measures against some of their members who had embraced Islam. The
children were not to follow their apostate parents. There is good reason to believe that this
action may have been based on the ancient Arabian concept, which survived well into the
time of Muhammad, that all the members of a tribe were sons and daughters of its god.”® It is
probable that in the case of the Christian tribe of Taghlib, all its members regarded themselves
as sons and daughters of Christ. This is also the name that the New Testament has already
given to those belonging to the Christian faith (Il Cor. 6: 16-18). It is hard to imagine that the
proud and powerful tribe of Taghlib (as ‘Umar himself acknowledged them to be), could have
agreed not to baptize their children. Interestingly, in his war with Persia, ‘Umar’s Arab army

could rely on Christian warriors of Taghlib whose part in the fighting proved invaluable.”

1.3.3. THE DANGER REMOVED BUT NOT THE REMNANT

With his usual determination, ‘Umar probably embarked on purifying Arabia from
non-Muslim elements which might, in the short or long run, be politically and spiritually
counterproductive. But “Umar’s effort does not seem to have succeeded in utterly emptying
the Arabian Peninsula (i.e. al-H1jaz and Yemen) of other non-Muslim communities, especially

the Jews and the Christians. For example, Ka‘b al-Ahbar, the Jewish scholar, who did not

embrace Islam until the time of the Caliph ‘Uthman, was a resident of Madina and was
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frequently invited by ’Umar for consultations. ‘Umar himself was assassinated by a

resident Christian slave in Madina called Abi Lu’lu’a.:"!
Finally, there 1s evidence that although the Christians of Najran were removed, the
Christians of Yemen proper remained untouched, perhaps because of their greater distance

from Madina. There i1s evidence also that a Christian community continued there well into the
eighth century.'”? As for the Jews, they too appear to have remained untouched. There is still

a Jewish community in Yemen today, although their number has been greatly reduced since

> W. Robertson Smith, The Religion of the Semites (Edinburgh 1889), p. 46.

*> ‘Tabari, Tarikh , Vol. 3, pp.282 — 284; Ibn Khaldan , Tarikh , Vol. 2, p. 498.

% al-Mas‘idi, Murdj al-Dhahab (Beirut 1988), Vol. 2, p. 64f; Tabari, Tarikh , Vol. 3, p. 569

‘%" Apart from al-Masu‘di who described him as a Magian Vol. 2, p. 329f. The rest of Muslim historians
identify as a Chnstian. See Tabari, Tarikh , Vol. 3, p. 569f; 1bn Khaldiin, 7arikh , Vol. 2, p. 543f.

"% 'The Nestorian Catholicus Timothy was appointed bishop of San‘a’ in Yemen at the end of the eight century.
A century later the Catholicus Yuhanna Ibn ‘Isa wrote a letter to a Yemini priest answering a number of his
questions. See Fr. L. Sheikhu, Christianisme en Arabie avant L’Islam (Beirut ?), p. 67.
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the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948. In Madina, a Christian, Abt Zubayd,
accompanied the Caliph ‘Uthman as his confidant.'™ The Christian musician, Hunayn of al-
Hirah, was invited to Madina by his fellow musicians, and died in the house of a great-grand
daughter of the Prophet Muhammad.'”* In any case, after the so-called ‘Wars of apostasy’
(harub al-Riddah), which took place during the Caliphate of Abti Bakr, idolatry was no longer
the problem confronting the Muslim community in Arabia. But duning ‘Umar’s Caliphate, the
problem was the People of the Book whom he regarded as a serious threat to the infant faith.
The death of the Prophet some four years earlier had left the community facing a
number of problems. One of those problems may well have sent an alarming signal to ‘Umar.
Both Ibn Hisham (on the authority of ‘A’ishah) and Sayf Ibn ‘Umar report that after the
Prophet’s death, “the Arabs apostatized either individually or collectively, hypocrisy in-
creased, and the Jews and the Christians began to rise up”.'”” The Arabic term used to
describe the attitude of the Jews and the Christians 1s ‘ishra’abba’ which means to stick one’s
neck up in order to look at some one arrogantly and in disdain. If indeed this report is true,
then the indication is that Judaism and Christianity, with their well-developed theology, were
posing a very serious challenge to the infant faith at this point. Islam would not compel them
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to convert.” Muslims are forbidden to dispute with them except in a courteous and gentler

manner.'”’ But ‘Umar must have viewed the continued presence of these two faiths in the

cradle of Islam as a very serious threat and as a recipe for future apostasy. Therefore, on the
second year of his Caliphate, ‘Umar embarked on their removal — a removal that after all

failed to make Arabia completely free of them.

193 H. Lammens, Le Chantre des Omiades, notes sur le poete arabe chretien Akhtal, JA, 9, iv, 1894, p. 236.

'Y Abii al-Faraj al-Asfahani, Kitab al-Aghant, (Cairo 1868), xi, 24; see also ii, 127.

'%>" Tbn Hisham, Part 4, p. 345; Tabari, Tarikh, Vol. 3, p. 87; Ibn Kathir, al-Bidayah, Vol.3, p. 846.

' Tbn Abbas tells us that this verse was uttered in response to the attitude of al-Hasin, one of the Ansar and
a member of the clan of Bani Salim Ibn‘*awf. His two sons were Christians (other versions say they
converted to Chnstianity). He asked the Prophet permission to force them to return to Islam. The answer
was, “Let there be no compulston 1n religion: Truth stands out clear from error.” (Siira al-Baqgarah [2]: 256).
Sce Taban , Tafsir, Vol. 1, p. 220.

97 Siira al-‘Ankabiit [29]: 46
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THE QU’RANIC VIEW OF OTHER FAITHS

And
The Apostasy Indictment

2. 1. ISLAM IN QU’RANIC PERSPECTIVE

Before we consider the Qur’anic perspective of other faiths, it 1s important to understand how
the Qur’an essentially perceived the Muslim community. On a number of theological and
spiritual issues Islam does not hesitate to affirm its agreement with the other contemporary
faiths like Judaism and Christianity, and to some extent even with certain religious concepts
cherished and practised by the so called Pagan Arabs.! On other matters, however, Islam does
not fail to distance itself from them and emphasize its uniqueness. There i1s no need to discuss
here the points of distance and agreement between Islam and these faiths. Our interest at this
stage is to draw attention to certain Qur’anic terms that were obviously designed to identify and
indeed emphasize both the uniqueness and the superiority of Islam. Its followers are therefore

known as:

2.1.1. AL-MU’MINUN (the believers).
As among the early Christians, the term ‘believer’ 1s the earliest title that the first
Muslim community used among themselves. In other words, before the word ‘Muslim’ became

the technical term, a follower of the prophet Muhammad would simply call himself a

' For example, the practice of circumambulation which the Qur’an enjoins in relation to the rites of pilgrimage
to the Ka‘bah. Muslim writers present this as a ntual that was current in pre-Islamic times. Michael Cook,
Muhammad (Oxford University Press 1996), p. 79f; for more detail on this subject see al-Shahrastani, al-
Mila l wa an-Nihal (Beirut 1987), Vol. 2, p. 237f; also al-Azraqi, Tarikh Makkah, Vol. 1, pp. 203ff. Among
the few books that have caused a great deal of uncase in Egypt recently 1s that of Sayid Mahmoud al-Qamii,
Rabbu az-Zaman wa Dirasat ukhra (Cairo 1996), see esp. pp . 161 - 168.
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‘believer’.? The Qur’an makes this abundantly clear. Even a casual reader of the Qur’an would
not fail to notice that the expressions ‘faith’ or ‘belief® (Iman), ‘believer’ (mu’min) or
‘believers’ (rmu 'miniin) are more widely used terms. * This suggests that even afier the technical
term ‘Muslim’ was established, the identification of the people as ‘believers’ (al-Mu ’miniin)
seems to have continued to be most favourable. The faithful are always addressed as “O ye who
believe”(ya ayyuha al-ladhina amanii), and when they are mentioned among those of other
religious communities, they are simply identified as “those who believe”. There are four
passages in which this 1s made perfectly clear, and it would suffice here to refer to the text in

Stira al-Hajj:

Those who believe (in the Qur’an), and those who follow the Jewish
(scriptures), and the Sabians, Christians, Magians and Polytheists, - God

will judge between them on the Day of Judgment: for God is witness of all
things. (22:17)°

Iman (belief’ or ‘faith) 1s the real source that is creative and demonstrative of all spiritual and
moral virtues, and no virtue i1s conceivable i1n Islam which is not rooted in the sincere faith in
God and his divine revelations. Therefore, the Qur’an most frequently characterizes the
believers as “those who believe and do the deeds of righteousness.” > In particular, the term
‘believer’ or ‘believers’ applies exclusively to those who, in addition to their faith in former
divine revelations, believe also in the crowning and final divine message revealed to the
Prophet Muhammad. Those characterized by this faith are alone the people who possess the

right guidance (al-huda). They are described in Siira al-Baqarah as those,

* W. Montgomery Watt, Companion to the Qur’an (London 1967), p. 30. Among themselves, the Christians

of the first century used the term ‘belonging to the Way’, “disciples’(Acts 9: 2, 26), and most of all

‘believers’(Acts 5:14; Tit. 4:12). The name ‘Chnstian’ is found only three times in the New Testament, and was

used as a derogatory term for the early followers of Jesus (Acts 11:26; 26:28; 1. Pet. 4:16)

Interestingly, the term “faith’ or ‘belief’ (iman) is mentioned 46 times, the word ‘believer’(mu 'min) together

with its plural believers (AMu 'mintin & its feminine mu'minat) 223 times. As for the widely uscd term ‘those

who believe’ ( al-ladhina amanii) it is mentioned 259 times.

* See also Siira al-Baqgarah [2]: 62; Siira al-Ma'idah [5]:69, 82.

> Siira al-Baqarah [2]:277; Siira Al-‘Imrin [3]:57; Siira an-Nisa’[4]):122. The characterization of believers in
this way 1s mentioned no less than 37 times.
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who believe in the revelation sent to thee, and sent before thy time, and
(their hearts) have the assurance of the Hereafter. They are on (true)

guidance from their Lord, and 1t 1s these who will prosper (2: 4 - 5).

This guidance (al-Huda’) is in the Qur’anic revelation that the prophet came to proclaim so that
“the religion of truth may be above every religion” (Siira at-Tawbah [9]: 33).° Sura al-Jinn

equally declares:

Therefore, the faithful acknowledge that “since we have listened to the

guidance, we have accepted_if (believed in it): and any who believes in his
Lord has no fear... (72:13).

The Qur’anic title of ‘believer’ cannot conceivably apply to one who acknowledges only part of
revelation and ignores the rest (Stira al-Baqgarah [2]: 85; nor can it apply to one who rejects the
new revelation and clings only to his old one (Sira al-Bagarah [2]: 91). ° Finally, the true
believers (al-mu’minin) are noted for their genuine piety and deep earnestness. Such inner

piety, according to Suira at-Tawbah, has its own outward manifestations:

° The last part of this verse which is repeated in Siira al-Fath [48]:28, and Siira as-Saff [61]:9 is difficult. A. J.
Arberry translates the phrase “liyuzhirahu ala ad-dini kullihi” “that He may uplift it above every religion”.
According to N. J. Dawood, “to make 1t tnumphant over all religions”. Evidently, Muslim commentators
would readily agree with such translations. They all interpreted the singular ‘ad-Din ’ as meaning ‘every other
religion’. See Tabar, Tafsir, Vol. 6, p. 150f; al-Qurtubt, al Jami * li Ahkam al-Qur’an , Vol. 5, p. 2960f;, az-
Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, Vol. 2, p. 257.

" Tt is not clear whether the term “bihi” refers to the Guidance (i.e. the Qur’an ) or to God. A.J. Arberry and A.

Yiusuf Al think that it refers to ‘Guidance’ whereas Dawood thinks that it refers to ‘God’. Whilst most

commentators understand “bihi” as a reference to ‘al-huda’ i.e. Guidance, al-Qurtubi suggests that it can refer

to both. See al-Qurtubi, al-Jami *,Vol. 10, p. 6808.

Both of these verses refer to the Jews of Madina. Stira al- Baqgarah [2]:85 exposes the inconsistencies of their

faith and behaviour. Prior to the Hijrah, the Jewish clans of Bani Qurayzah and Bani an-Nadir were on

different sides of the fighting and shared in killing and expelling each other contrary to the Mosaic revelation
(Lev. 19: 17 -18). Afterwards they would redeem or ransom each other in fulfilment of Lev. 25: 47ff. Thus

they fulfil this command, but ignore the prohibition of killing members of their own Jewish community. See a

more detailed comment on this text by Muhammad Rashid Reda ( Beirut ?), Vol. 1, pp. 372 fI.  In its proper

context Siira al-Baqgarah [2]: 91 1s an attack not only on the Jewish community’s rejection of the new
revelation, but also a clear exposure of their defiance and inconsistency. They are said to have been praying

for God’s help against the idolators by the expected Prophet ( in Jewish sense the Mcssiah), sce verse 89. W.

Montgomery Watt, Companion to the Qur’an , p. 24.
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[True believers are] those that turn in repentance; that serve Him, and
praise Him; that wander in devotion to the cause of God; that bow down and
prostrate themselves in prayer; that enjoin good and forbid evil; and observe
the limits set by God. So proclaim the glad tidings to the believers (al-
mu’'minin). (9: 112).

2.1.2. AL-HUNAFA?’ (pre-Islamic Arab monotheists).

Apparently, this term was introduced about the late Meccan period and became another
favourable appellation in the early Muslim community. This attitude is reflected in the
exceptional reading of Siira Al-‘Imran [3]: 19, by Ibn Mas‘Qid, (a notable companion of the
Prophet, died 653). Instead of “the religion before God 1s Islam,” he read, “the religion before
God is al-hanifiyvah.” ° This term whose etymology we have already discussed appears in the

Qur’an twelve times. According to Stira an-Nahl, Abraham was the first Hanif par-excellence:

Abraham was tndeed a model, devoutly obedient in faith (Hanif), and he
joined not gods with God  (16: 120). '°

Stira Al-Imran tells us that he belonged neither to the rank of the heathen idolaters (as the
Syriac hanaphe implied) nor indeed to the rank of Judaism and Christianity:

Abraham was not a Jew nor yet a Christian; but he was true in faith (Hanif),

and bowed his will to God’s (which is Islam), and he joined not gods with
God (3:67).

7 As-Sajastani, Kitab al-Masahif (Beirut 1975), p. 70, note 1.

1% The last sentence, “and he joined not gods with God” — “ wa lam yaku mina al-mushrikin™ lit. not one of the
associators. Associanism is characteristic of both polytheism and henotheism. This last will be discussed
later.
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The rightly guided, therefore, are not those who join the religions of Judaism and Christianity
(or for that matter the religion of the idolaters), but rather those who join the unique and

superior religion of Abraham 1.e. the Hanifiyyah.

They say: ‘become Jews or Christians if ye would be guided (to salvation).’
Say: ‘Nay ! (I would rather) the religion of Abraham the True (Hanif), and
he joined not gods with God (2: 135).

The uniqueness and the superiority of the Abrahamic religion i.e. al-Hanifiyyah, as the
Qur’an perceives it, lie in its very character:
(1) It has to do with the idea of pure monotheism and self-surrender to God as the true, or
right, path. This point is made abundantly clear in Siira al-An‘am. Here the Prophet 1s held as
the perfect example. He had been rightly guided to the Abrahamic Hanifiyyah:

Say: ‘Verily, my Lord hath guided me to a Way that is straight, - a religion
of right, - the Path (trod) by Abraham the true in faith (Hanif), and he

(certainly) joined not gods with God  (6: 161, see also ver. 79; Siira Yunus
[10]: 105).

This right guidance had come to him by divine inspiration, indicating that the Abrahamic Hanif

-iyyah is God’s chosen Path for him. In Siira an-Nahl we read.:

So We have taught thee the inspired (message), ‘Follow the ways of
Abraham the true in Faith (Hanif), and he joined not gods with God.
(16:123).

Therefore, Muhammad is instructed to urge his people to follow the Path of the Abrahamic

faith, which is true monotheism.

Say: ‘God speaketh the Truth: follow the religion of Abraham, the sane in
faith (Hanif ); he was not of the Associators  (3: 95).
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(2) In Siira ar-Rum, true religion (hanifiyyah) is described as being ingrained in the natural

disposition (al-fitrah) of every human soul to believe in the oneness of God:

So set thou thy face steadily and truly to the Faith, (as a Hanif)...according
to the pattern (the natural disposition - fifrah) on which He created mankind.
There can be no alteration to the creation of God. That 1s the upright
religion, though most people understand not.  (30; 30)."

(3) The Abrahamic religion (hanifiyyah), according to Siira an-Nisd’, is characterized by its

absolute submission to, and amity with God:

Who can be better in religion than one who submits his whole self to God,

does good, and follows the way of Abraham the true in faith (Hanif)? For
God did take Abraham for a friend.  (4:125).

(4) This faith (hanifiyyah) with which Abraham was characterized, 1s described as the antithesis
of idolatry. Interestingly, al- Hanifiyyah 1s mentioned in the Qur’an twelve times, and each

time it means freedom from shirk’ (associanism or idolatry).

2.1.3 AL-MUSLIMUN (the plural of Muslim).

It is grammatically the participial/adjectival form of the verb aslama, meaning to submit

or surrender one’s self wholly and unreservedly to someone else’s will. A Muslim, therefore, is

one that has surrendered himself in this manner to the will of God and has become a member of

"' Upright or ‘right’ gayyim is the literal term. The Abrahamic religion is also described in Sira al-An ‘am [6]:
161 “a Way that is straight”- “siratin mustagim.” Muslim commentators tend to explain the term “hanif a
being synonymous with the terms ‘qayyim’ or ‘mustaqgim’ i.e. straight path. The possibility 1s that the Qur’an
scems 1o take ‘hanif” as being synonymous with “istigamah’ i.c. uprightness. See Taban, 7afsir, Vol. 1, p.785I.

12 Nine times explicitly (al-Baqarah [2]:135; Al-‘Imran [3]:67, 95; al-An ‘am [6):79, 161;Yiinus[10]:105;an-
Nahl [16]: 120, 123; al-Hajj [22]:31, and three times implicitly (an-Nisa’[4]: 125; ar-Riam [30]: 30; al-
Bayyinah [98]: 5). Obviously this is intended to argue that the none affiliation of the members of the new
faith to Judaism or Christianity does not make them pagans as the Syriac term Hanaphé meant. Rather they
belonged to the uniquely superior and pure monotheistic faith of Abraham.
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the new faith, known as Is/am." It is particularly instructive how the Qur’an itself defines the

term Islam:
(1) The most concise definition of Islam 1s found in Siira al-Baqarah, which has been described

as the Creed of Islam, or more correctly the Creed of Abraham:

Say ye: ‘We believe in God, and His revelation given to us, and to
Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob and the Tribes, and that given to Moses and
Jesus, and that given to (all) the Prophets from their Lord: We make no

difference between one and another of them: And (thus) we are submissive
(Muslimiin ) to Him (2: 136)"

At the same time not every Muslim is a Believer. Indeed, joining the Islamic community does
not guarantee that he has ‘faith’ in the real sense of the word. His acceptance of Islam may be
motivated by personal interests fear or some other unknown motives. Nevertheless, he is
recognized as a Muslim, and his ‘/slam’ would be regarded as the first step towards Iman
(faith) which has not yet entered his heart. In this sense Is/am is clearly distinguished from
Iman.. The Qur’an makes it clear that all ‘Believers’ are undoubtedly Muslims, but the reverse
cannot always be true. Sira al-Hujurat may provide a good example. The Bedouin of Bani
Asad Ibn Khuzaymah, for one reason or another came to the Prophet and declared their faith."

The response was abundantly clear:

'3 These peculiar appellations are found seventy two times in the Qur’an ; thirty threc times in the Meccan
Siiras and thirty nine times in the Madinan Suras. In particular, the term Is/lam predominates in the Madinan
Siiras (seven times) while it appears twice in two Meccan Siiras (az-Zumur [39]:22; al-An ‘am [6]:85). This
may indicate that the title came to apply only at Madina where the new religious community was officially
established by the Prophet.

'4 This verse in its proper context, intends to present this statement as the Creed of Abraham which has now
become Islam ’s Creed, and is therefore superior to that of Judaism and Christianity. See W. Montgomery

- Watt, Companion to the Qur’an , p. 30f. The statement here is also a polemical response to both Jewish and
Christian claim reported in verse 135. For a detailed exposition on this verse see Muhammad Rashid Reda,
Tafsir al-Manar, Vol. 1, pp. 482f1. For him, this is a call to “thc font et ongo of true religion that 1s free from
discrepancies or divisions”.

'> Tabari relates that the declaration of Bani Asad was based on fear. But al-Qurtubi reports that the desert Arabs
in this verse were the same as those mentioned in Siira al-Fath [48): 10, 14-15 the Bedouin of Muzaynah,

Juhaynah, Aslam, Ghifar, ad- Dayl and Ashja‘. Ibn ‘Abbas says that they were certain Bedouin whose motive
was to be included among the privileged rank of al-Muhdajirin. Instead, they were addressed as “al-4 'rab” 1.¢.
‘the desert Arabs’. In any case, their declaration was devoid of iman i.c faith. .He considers them hypocrites.
Sce Tabari, Tafsir, Vol. 13, p. 1821, al-Qurtubi, al Jami * li Ahkam al- Qur’an , Vol. 9, pp. 6168.
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The desert Arabs say, ‘we believe’. Say, ‘Ye have no faith; but say, ‘we
have submitted our wills to God (aslamna), for not yet has faith entered
your hearts. But if ye obey God and His Apostle, He will not belittle aught
of your deeds: for God is Oft — Forgiving, Most Merciful (49: 14)

(2) Whilst it is possible to be a Muslim but gravely wanting in /man (faith), it is impossible to
be a Mu’min (believer) and not a Muslim. As a clarification that fman is the seal and guarantee

of Islam and not vise versa, Stuira ‘Al-Imran gives Abraham’s Islam as an illustration:

Abraham was not a Jew nor yet a Christian; but he was true in faith (Hanif)
and bowed his will to God (which 1s Islam) (3: 67). 1°

We can safely say that only in this sense Iman and Islam are interchangeable.

(3) The characteristic feature of Is/lam 1s that it stands in glaring contrast to gast, which means
deviation from the path of truth, justice and righteousness. '’ The clear implication is that Islam
is the right course to take 1n life, with somehow strong emphasis on conduct. This seems to be

the meaning of the verse in Siira al-Jinn, which N. J. Dawood rightly translates,

Some of us are Muslims and some are wrongdoers. Those that embrace

Islam pursue the right path; but those who do wrong shall become the fuel
of Hell (72: 14 -15). '8

(4) As the term Muslim means the submission of one’s whole being to God alone, one would

' Other examples are found in Al-‘Imran [3]: 52; al- Ma’idah [5]:115; an-Naml [27]:81; ar-Riim {30]: 53;
Yiinus [10]: 74.

' The Arabic term “gast’ is opposite ‘gist’. The latter implies an act of justice or righteousness. ‘mugsit’ part.
act. - one who acts justly and righteously, not always in a judicial sense. See (Sura al-AMumtahinah [60]: 8).
The term ‘gast’ has the opposite meaning. “gasit’ part. act. — one who deviates from the path of truth and acts
“unjustly’, ‘unrighteously’ or ‘wickedly’. See John Penrice, Dictionary and Glossary of the Qur’an (Curzon
Press,Surrey1993), p. 118. See also az-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, Vol. 4, p. 616.

'8 N.J. Dawood, The Koran (Penguin Books Ltd. Middlesex 1973), p. 260
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flatly contradict himself should he adopt a compromising attitude towards tdolatry. A Muslim

in this sense is the direct opposite of Mushrik. In Stira al-An‘am we read:

I am commanded to be the first of those who surrender (aslama), and be
thou not [Muhammad] of those who join gods with God (AMushrikin)
(6:14).

In conclusion, it 1s interesting to note that all these three unique and superior designations of

the community of the new faith are summed up in two verses in Stira an-Nisa’:

If any do deeds of righteousness, - be they male or female — and have faith
(mu’min), they will enter heaven, and not the least injustice will be done to
them. Who can be better in religion than one who submits (aslama) his

whole self to God, does good, and follows the way of Abraham the true in

faith (Hanif )? For God did take Abraham for a friend (Sura an-
Nisa’[4]: 124 - 125). |

It 1s, however, significant that the Qur’an applies none of these titles to its contemporary faiths.

This becomes abundantly clear as we consider the Qur’anic perspective of those faiths.

2.2. OTHER FAITHS IN QU’RANIC PERSPECTIVE

The Qur’an, as even a casual reader would notice, refers to, and is concerned with, three
religious groups: Associators (mushrikiin), Jews and Christians. The Prophet Muhammad’s
own kinsmen and predecessors were the Associators. In Madina particularly Jewish
communities were his neighbours. Although there was no organized Christian community in
Mecca itself, within easy reach of it there were Christian settlements with their own bishops,

churches and monasteries. It was probably some of these Christians who, during the Prophet’s



