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Don Closson provides a consideration of the role that violence has played in both
historical and contemporary Islam.
On September 11, 2001 Americans found themselves confronted by an enemy
they knew little about. We had suddenly lost more lives to a sneak attack than had
been lost in the attack on Pearl Harbor and yet few understood the reasons for
the hatred that prompted the destruction of the World Trade Center towers and
part of the Pentagon. Even in the days that followed, Americans were getting
mixed signals from the media and from national politicians. One voice focused on
the peaceful nature of Islam, going so far as to argue that Osama bin Laden could
not be a faithful Muslim and commit the acts attributed to him. Others warned
that bin Laden has a considerable following in the Muslim world and that even if
he was removed as a potential threat many would step in to replace him with
equal or greater fervor.
Some argued that fundamentalist Muslims are no different than fundamentalist
believers of any religion. The problem is not Islam, but religious belief of any type
when taken too seriously. This view holds that all forms of religious belief,
Christian, Jewish, or Islamic can promote terrorism. Robert Wright, a visiting
scholar at the University of Pennsylvania writes that:
If Osama Bin Laden were a Christian, and he still wanted to destroy the World
Trade Center, he would cite Jesus’ rampage against the money-changers. If he

didn’t want to destroy the World Trade Center, he could stress the Sermon on
the Mount.{1}
His view is that terrorism can be justified by any religion when people are
economically depressed. He adds “there is no timeless, immutable essence of
Islam, rooted in the Quran, that condemns it to a medieval morality.”{2}
This claim points to the question: Is there something inherent in Islam that makes
it more likely to resort to violence than other world religions like Christianity or
Buddhism? While it is important to admit that all religions and ideologies have
adherents that are willing to use violence to achieve what they believe are
justified ends, it does not follow that all religions and ideologies teach equally the
legitimacy of violent means.
People have committed horrible atrocities in the name of Jesus Christ, from the
inquisitions to the slaying of abortionists. However, it is my position that it is not
possible to justify these actions from the teachings of Christ Himself. Nowhere in
the New Testament does Jesus teach that one should kill for the sake of the
Gospel, the Kingdom of God, or to defend the honor of Jesus Himself.
What about Islam? My contention is that Islam’s founder Muhammad, and the
Qur’an, its holy book, condone violence as a legitimate tool for furthering Allah’s
goals. And that those who use violence in the name of Allah are following a
tradition that began with the very birth of Islam.

Muhammad
As mentioned earlier, there are followers in most of the world’s belief systems
that justify the use of violence to achieve their religious or political goals.
However, this says more about the sinfulness of humanity than it does about the
belief system itself. It is important to look past the individual behavior of a few
followers to the message and actions of the founder of each system and his or her

closest disciples. In the case of Islam, this means Muhammad and the leadership
of Islam after Muhammad’s death.
One cannot overstate the centrality of Muhammad’s example within the religion
of Islam. One of the greatest Muslim theologians, al- Ghazzali, writes of
Muhammad:
Know that the key to happiness is to follow the sunna [Muhammad’s actions]
and to imitate the Messenger of God in all his coming and going, his
movement and rest, in his way of eating, his attitude, his sleep and his talk . . .
God has said: “What the messenger has brought—accept it, and what he has
prohibited—refrain from it!” (59:7). That means, you have to sit while putting
on trousers, and to stand when winding a turban, and to begin with the right
foot when putting on shoes.{3}
Although considered only human, one Muslim writer describes Muhammad as
“[T]he best model for man in piety and perfection. He is a living proof of what
man can be and of what he can accomplish in the realm of excellence and virtue. .
. .”{4} So it is important to note that Muhammad believed that violence is a
natural part of Islam. Many passages of the Quran, which came from
Muhammad’s lips support violence. Followers are told to “fight and slay the
Pagans wherever ye find them (9:5),” and to “Fight those who believe not in God,
nor the Last Day.” (9:29) Muhammad also promises paradise for those who die in
battle for Allah, “Those who left their homes . . . or fought or been slain,—Verily, I
will blot out from them their iniquities, and admit them into Gardens with rivers
flowing beneath;—A reward from the Presence of God.” (3:195; cf. 2:244; 4:95)
While living in Medina, having escaped from persecution in Mecca, Muhammad
supported himself and his group of followers by raiding Meccan caravans. His
fame grew after a stunning defeat of a large, well-defended caravan at Badr.
Muhammad was also willing to have assassinated those who merely ridiculed his
prophetic claims. The list of those killed included Jews, old men and women,

slaves, and a mother of five children who was killed while she slept.{5} Also, in
order to violate a long-standing ban against warfare during a sacred month, he
claimed a new revelation that gave him permission to kill his enemies.{6}
Violent expediency seems to have been the guiding rule of Muhammad’s ethics.

Early Islam
Muhammad’s life as a prophet was a precarious one. After fleeing Mecca and
establishing himself in Medina, Muhammad was constantly being tested militarily
by those who considered him a religious and political threat. Although at an initial
disadvantage, Muhammad wore down his opponents by raiding their caravans,
seizing valuable property, taking hostages and disrupting the all-important
economic trade Mecca enjoyed with the surrounding area.{7} The turning point
for Muhammad and his followers seems to have come in what is known as the
Battle of the Ditch or the Siege of Medina. A large Meccan force failed to take the
city and destroy the new religion. Suspecting that a local Jewish tribe had plotted
with the Meccans to destroy him, Muhammad had all the men of the tribe killed
and the women and children sold into slavery.{8} In A.D. 630 Muhammad
returned to Mecca with a large force and took it with little bloodshed. He
rewarded many of its leaders financially for surrendering and within a short
period of time a large number of the surrounding tribes came over to this new
and powerful religious and political movement.
Muhammad continued building his following by using a combination of material
enticements, his religious message, and force when necessary. With the fall of
Mecca, many other tribes realized Muhammad’s position as the most powerful
political leader in western Arabia and sent representatives to negotiate
agreements with him.
Muhammad’s death in 632, just two years after his triumphant return to Mecca,
thrust an important decision on the community of believers. Should they choose

one person to lead in Muhammad’s place or do they separate into many
communities. The decision was made to pick Abu Bakr, the Prophet’s father-in-law
and early supporter to assume the role of caliph or successor to Muhammad.
Immediately, many who had submitted to Muhammad refused to do so to Abu
Bakr. Several tribes wanted political independence, some sought to break
religiously as well. The result is known as the Apostasy wars. At the end of two
years of fighting to put down both religious and political threats, Abu Bakr had
extended his control to include the entire Arabian Peninsula. Islam was now in
position to extend its influence beyond Arabia with a large standing army of
believers.
Violence and warfare seems to have dominated early Islam. Two of the first four
caliphs were assassinated by internal rivals, and within the first fifty years of its
existence Islam experienced two bloody civil wars. Rival tribal loyalties within and
the religious struggle or jihad against the Byzantine and Sasanian Empires made
the first century of Islam a bloody one.

Jihad
Historian Paul Johnson writes,
[T]he history of Islam has essentially been a history of conquest and reconquest. The 7th-century “breakout” of Islam from Arabia was followed by
the rapid conquest of North Africa, the invasion and virtual conquest of Spain,
and a thrust into France that carried the crescent to the gates of Paris.{9}
From the beginning, Muslims “saw their mission as jihad, or militant effort to
combat evil and to spread Muhammad’s message of monotheism and
righteousness far and wide.”{10} Although many Muslims in America have
argued that jihad primarily refers to a struggle or striving for personal
righteousness, Bernard Lewis, professor of Near Eastern Studies at Princeton
University writes that, “The more common interpretation, and that of the

overwhelming majority of the classical jurists and commentators, presents jihad
as armed struggle for Islam against infidels and apostates.”{11}
Although highly regulated by Islamic law, the call for every able- bodied Muslim
to defend Islam began with Muhammad and has continued with the fatwas of
Osama bin Laden in 1996 and 1998. Bin Laden argues that his attacks on
American civilians and military personnel conform to Islamic law because
America is acting as an imperialistic aggressor against Islam. He has three
specific complaints: America has placed infidel troops on holy soil in Saudi Arabia;
America has caused the death of over a million Iraqi children since Desert Storm;
and American support for the evil Zionist nation of Israel.
Regarding the history of jihad in Islam, an ex-chief justice of Saudi Arabia has
written “[A]t first ‘the fighting’ was forbidden, then it was permitted and after
that it was made obligatory, . . .” Muslims are to fight against those who oppress
Islam and who worship others along with Allah.{12} He adds that even though
fighting is disliked by the human soul, Allah has made ready an immense reward
beyond imagination for those who obey. He also quotes Islamic tradition, which
says, “Paradise has one hundred grades which Allah has reserved for the
Mujahidin who fight in His Cause.”{13}
Numerous passages in the Qur’an refer to Allah’s use of violence. A surah titled
“The Spoils of War” states, “O Prophet! Rouse the Believers to the fight. If there
are twenty amongst you . . . they will vanquish two hundred: if a hundred, they
will vanquish a thousand of the Unbelievers: for these are a people without
understanding.”{14} Another says, “O ye who believe! When ye meet the
Unbelievers in hostile array, never turn your backs to them. . . .”{15} It adds that
those who do will find themselves in hell, a significant incentive to fight on.

Muslims and Modernity
Islam was born in the midst of persecution and eventually conquest. Muhammad
was adept at both religious and military leadership, but what about modern
Islam? Do all Muslims see jihad in the light of conquest and warfare?
While it is probably safe to say that American born Muslims apply the teachings of
Muhammad and Islamic traditions differently than Saudi or Iranian Muslims. The
use of violence in the propagation of Islam enjoys wide support. Part of the reason
is that the concept of separation of church and state is alien to Islam. Muhammad
Iqbal, architect of Pakistan’s split from Hindu India, wrote, “The truth is that
Islam is not a church. It is a state conceived as a contractual organism. . . .”{16}
Responding to the inability of Islam to accommodate the modern world, an
Algerian Islamic activist points to the example of Muhammad:
The Prophet himself did not opt to live far away from the camp of men. He did
not say to youth: “Sell what you have and follow me. . . .” At Medina, he was
not content merely to be the preacher of the new faith: he became also the
leader of the new city, where he organized the religious, social and economic
life. . . . Later, carrying arms, he put himself at the head of his troops.{17}
The powerful combination within Islam of immediate paradise for those who die
while fighting for Allah and the unity of political, religious, and economic
structures, helps us to understand the source of suicide bombers and children
who dream of becoming one. Young Palestinians are lining up by the hundreds in
the West Bank and Gaza Strip to volunteer for suicide missions. Eyad Sarraj, the
director of the Gaza Community Mental Health Project, detects a widespread zeal.
“If they are turned down they become depressed. They feel they have been
deprived of the ultimate award of dying for God.”{18} Palestinian support for
suicide bombers is now at 70 to 80 percent.
Islam and Christianity both require its followers to sacrifice and turn from the

world and self. Yet while Islam equates political conquest with the furtherance of
Allah’s reign, Jesus taught that we render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s and unto
God what is God’s. Christianity recognizes that the advancement of God’s
kingdom is not necessarily a political one. The New Testament did not advocate
the overthrow of the Roman Empire. Muslims are given the example of
Muhammad’s personal sacrifice in battle so that Allah’s enemies might be
defeated. Christians are given the example of Christ who gave His life as a
sacrifice, so that even His enemies might believe and have eternal life.
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