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HOLY WAR?
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In Istanbul, the Topkapi Museum displays the “holy relic” of a hair from Mohammed’s beard. Nearby are the swords of the first five Caliphs, who fought to extend the Islamic empire after the Prophet’s death.


The Vatican Museum does not display the swords of the first five Popes. Far from it, since the successors of Peter never took up the sword. The first twelve Popes were martyred for their testimony to Jesus, risen from the dead. Early Christianity spread by the power of the Holy Spirit, miracles and martyrdom. In contrast, Islam was a military faith from its foundation, propagated by warlike Arab armies and Sharia law. Within ten years of Mohammed’s death in 633 AD, holy war (jihad) had conquered for Islam Egypt, Palestine, Mesopotamia and Persia. 


Islamic armies swept along the North African coast, destroying 400 Catholic dioceses, flooded through Spain and over the Pyrenees (712 AD). In the east they attacked Constantinople, occupied Armenia, Azerbaijan and Afghanistan, extended into Pakistan and Central Asia. Mohammed’s religion today has hold on one billion people in North Africa, the Middle East, Asia and Indonesia.


Non-Muslims naturally find the concept of jihad threatening. Most Muslims are peaceable folk, but the fundamentalist minority constantly stirs up trouble. Round the globe today there are Muslim wars and killings in Indonesia (East Timor), the southern Philippines, Pakistan and Kashmir, Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, Chechnya and Dagestan, Lebanon, Syria, Palestine West Bank, Sudan (two million dead), Algeria, Kosovo, the persecution of Christian Copts in Egypt. 


It is not anti-Islamic propaganda to enquire why Islam is so widely associated with wars and disturbances. UVF and IRA terrorism are clearly against Christ’s teaching. However, are terrorist attacks against Mohammed’s teaching, or are they a logical development of the doctrine of jihad? 


Mohammed was born in 570 AD in Mecca in Arabia. His parents died young. As a youth, he travelled with the trading caravans to Syria, where he had superficial acquaintance with Jews and Christians. He was respected as reliable and honest. Aged 25, he married a rich widow, Khadijah. They had four daughters. Their two sons both died in infancy.

In the heart of Mecca at the Ka’bah shrine, containing the famous Black Stone, the Bedouin Arabs worshipped Allah, the supreme Semitic God, the God of Abraham. However, they had added idols and statues to the goddesses of power, fate and fertility. This idol worship brought the shrine custodians rich profits.

The desert solitaries, men of prayer (hanif), protested. They preached the strict worship of Allah alone, and their message influenced Mohammed. He began to hate the corrupt idolatry practiced at Mecca. After his baby son’s death, he wandered and brooded hollow-eyed in the desert. One day in a cave, in a trance, two great fiery eyes terrified him. He saw, written in letters of fire:

“Recite, in the name of thy Lord, who created, 

Created man from clots of blood.   (Surah 96)

Mohammed feared that malicious jinns (spirits) were deceiving him. His wife Khadijah comforted and reassured him. Further revelations followed at unpred​ictable intervals, accompanied by great emotional stress, limpness, perspiration and trance. He believed the figure he saw was the angel Gabriel, bearing the messages of God. Mohammed himself was barely literate, so his followers later wrote these messages down and collected them into the Qu’ran: supposedly the copy of an original book preserved in heaven.

The early Surahs aimed to purify Meccan paganism. They spoke in beautiful poetry of the majesty of God, denounced the evil folly of idol worship, and warned of the impending judgment of mankind.

Mohammed’s fellow Meccans received his preaching coolly. They thought him eccentric and unbalanced. His denunciations of idolatry threatened their livelihood. Without miracles to his credit, he had no credibility as a prophet. 

Despite his rich uncle’s protection, ten years’ preaching brought him meagre results. The Qu’ran verses from this period draw parallels with Old Testament prophets, rejected but later vindicated: Noah’s detractors are drowned in the flood, Moses triumphs at the Red Sea.

About AD 619 his uncle and his wife Khadijah both died. The Meccans were plotting to rid themselves of Mohammed. 

New hope came unexpectedly from the north. Pilgrims from Medina, 220 miles distant, showed great interest in Mohammed’s teachings. They vowed themselves to abandon idolatry, theft, adultery, fornication and infanticide, and to obey the Prophet in all that was right. A community of disciples grew up in Medina. They described themselves as Muslim, meaning “submissive to Allah.”

In AD 622, Mohammed ordered his 1,140 Meccan disciples to migrate to Medina (the Hijrah), where he established a sheikdom to propagate his religious message. The Qu’ran in this middle period shows more legal and political content: rules, customs and organization, campaigns and confiscations.

Mohammed had expected the Jews and Christians of Medina, “peoples of the book,” to accept his revelation and follow him eagerly. He was bitterly disappointed when the Jews scorned him. He retaliated by accusing them of corrupting the Scriptures, and the Christians of worshipping Christ as the son of Allah. “God fight them, what liars they are” (9.30). 

In his view, both Jews and Christians had gone astray from God’s commandments. He was God’s messenger, sent to bring them back to the true religion, the worship of Allah, as practiced by Abraham. He ordered a symbolic change in the direction of prayer: no longer should his disciples face Jerusalem, but Mecca.

Mohammed now took more wives. The Qu’ran limits a man to four, but Allah conveniently granted the Prophet up to twelve, for reasons of love or tribal alliances. He could not divorce his wives, but he might exchange his slave-girls.

Mohammed had to provide for his followers who had abandoned their livelihoods to emigrate to Medina. Military tactics were employed to ensure religious survival. His followers took to raiding Meccan caravans. 


In retaliation, the Meccans joined with local Jews to besiege Medina. In cold weather the Meccans withdrew, allowing Mohammed to visit his wrath upon the hapless Jewish element who sued for clemency. He executed 700 men and enslaved the women and children. His ruthlessness unnerved the surrounding tribes. For the first of many occasions in Islamic history, blood was spilt on the large scale. 


Mohammed’s original rules had spoken only of defensive wars. Now he changed to advocating  jihad.  Holy war would guarantee the survival and spread of Islam.


He arranged a truce with Mecca with pilgrimage rights for his followers. In AD 631 he raised an army, took Mecca by surprise, destroyed the idols and occupied the city without bloodshed in the name of Islam.


Surah 9 of the Qu’ran stipulated that the pagan desert tribes could no longer come on pilgrimage to Mecca, and would be attacked unless they accepted Islam.  War must be waged against Christians and Jews until they become subject peoples. Islam was now a military religion, not a peaceful creed. Repeated conquests forced many tribes into the growing Islamic empire.


Exhausted by years of intense spiritual and political stress, Mohammed died in AD 633. His closest disciple, Abu Bakr, became Caliph and continued the expansion of Islam. 


How do we discern Mohammed’s claimed spiritual revelations? Was he a true prophet, who failed to understand or record accurately parts of the revelation he was given? Was he a true prophet, who was given a partial revelation but went beyond it in unauthorized ways, adding his own personal inventions? Or was he a totally false prophet? Was Mohammed’s revelation from the Holy Spirit, from his own psyche, or from an evil spirit? Or was it from a mixture of the three? By their fruits ye shall know them.



Whereas the Bible is the record of Revelation through the Jewish or Christian community over fifty generations: the Qu’ran came through one lone individual. Which is more reliable?

G.R.Cragg, an Anglican expert on Islam, suggests that the key difference between Mohammed and Jesus is highlighted by asking the question: “How shall the prophet succeed, when the people refuse to hear him?” By building an empire, or by martyrdom? Soldier, or victim? By jihad and the sword, or by the cross and Resurrection? 

In essence Islam is not a religion of toleration. When Muslims are in the majority, they frequently impose Sharia Law, relegating non-Muslims to second-class citizens. In northern Nigeria this has provoked over 7000 deaths in recent months, last week alone 160 in Jos city. Europe and the rest of Africa are viewed as prime mission territories for the spread of Islam. In Saudi-Arabia no Christian religious services are permitted, never mind any church building. 

Islam prevents its adherents worshipping God according to their consciences, should their consciences lead them elsewhere.  British-born Muslims are afraid of the fatwa, the death sentence, being passed upon them, should they convert to another faith.

Peace-loving Muslims living in democratic and tolerant societies, urgently need to repudiate the Qu’ranic doctrines of jihad and fatwa. They must reciprocate the tolerance shown them in Christian countries.

