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Islam was founded by Muhammad (570-632), who was a merchant in Mecca. When he was about 40, he believed that the archangel Gabriel visited him. Transformed by this vision, he was convinced that he was a prophet. Many of the Arabs worshipped tribal gods, but a few believed in monotheism. Islamic morals are set by the Koran, the book they believe contains the words of Allah as given to Muhammad. They see their religion as the completion of Judaism and Christianity. They regard the prophets as prophets and Jesus as one too, but do not consider him divine. They see Muhammad as the last of the prophets, and believe that he was human. They worship only Allah, their god. Faithful Muslims are promised paradise. An essential feature of Islam is to obey the Five Pillars of the faith: 1. A Muslim must accept and repeat the statement of faith: “there is no God but Allah, and Muhammad is his Prophet” 2. At least five times a day they must face Mecca and pray 3. They have to be generous to the poor 4. During the month of Ramadan, they fast during the day 5. They are expected to make at least one pilgrimage to Mecca. Islam began to win followers, but the elite of Mecca would not accept it. To escape persecution, Muhammad and his followers left in 622 for Medina. The date of Muhammad’s flight, or Hegira, is the first year of the Muslim calendar. In Medina, he gained converts and won respect. He preached a holy war against unbelievers. He tried to convert the Jews of Medina, but they did not accept him. For a time, he persecuted Jews. In 630, Mecca surrendered to a Muslim army without a fight. After Muhammad’s death in 632, his father-in-law, Abu Bakr, became his successor, or caliph. The caliph is regarded as the defender of the faith, and governs in accordance with law as defined in the Koran. Islam gave the Arab tribes unity, discipline, and organization. Under the first four caliphs (632-661) the Arabs overran the Persian Empire, seized some of Byzantium’s provinces, and invaded Europe. They believed that they were engaged in a holy war, jihad, to spread Islam to everyone, and those who died in the jihad went to paradise. A desire to escape the Arabian Desert and to exploit the Byzantine and Persian lands was another reason for expansion. Islam’s territory eventually extended into India and the borders of China, they encompassed North Africa and most of Spain. But in 717, they were halted by the Byzantines at Constantinople and in 732 by the Franks at the battle of Tours in central France. The Islamic state was a theocracy. God was the source of all law and authority. The ruler who did not enforce the law failed in his duty. Islam was more than a religion, it was a government, society, law, and thought. The idea of a society governed by the Koran remained in the Muslim mind for centuries. They perceived themselves as members of a single community, but the emergence of sects ruptured that unity. In their world, dissent with the established social and political order was expressed through religious movements. The principal division that still exists was between the Sunnis and the Shi’ites. The Sunnis followed traditional teachings as defined by the consensus of the Muslims. The Shi’ites maintained that the descendants of Muhammad were the true caliphs. Ali, Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law, and his descendants were the true caliphs. He was murdered in 661, his older son in 669, and his younger one in 680. The murder of his younger son produced a passionate devotion 
