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MUHAMMAD ,, 2¢-37

Tahera Qutbuddin

Early Life in Mecca

Muhammad (d. 632), the “Messenger of God,” was born in 570 in the city
of Mecca, located in the heart of the Arabian Peninsula, Flanked by two
powerful empires — the Sassanids in Persia and the Byzantines in Syria-
Palestine — the inhabitants of the peninsula led camel caravans through
its arid wastes to trade in those lands. Arabian society was tribal, its secu-
rity maintained through alliances among the tribes and by mutual threat of
biood revenge. Although a few Jewish and Christian tribes lived in parts of
the peninsula and in neighboring Syria and Mesopotamia, most of the in-
habitants of the region worshiped pagan deities such as Lat, “Uzza, and
Manit. Moreover, the Arabs were largely nomadic; the majority of the
tribes migrated with the seasons from one watering place to the next, and a
few lived in towns that were settled next to oases, or around shrines built
near water springs and dedicated to various deities. Mecca was one of
these settled towns, and an important center of commerce and religion, Tt
was home to the Ka'ba, a cubical structure built, according to Islamic be-
lief, as the House of God (Bayt Allah) by the Prophet Adam and later re-
built by the Prophet Abraham, and converted over time into a pagan
shrine. Large numbers of Arabs came ta Mecca during the annual pilgrim-
age season ta circumambulate the shrine, and also during the yearly fair at
nearby “Ukaz for trade and cultural exchange.

Mecca's population included the influential tribe of Quraysh, descended

according fo Muslim tradition from Abraham through his son Ishmael. Mu-
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hammad was born into one of its preeminent clans, the Banti Hashim, who
were the guardians of the Kaba. Orphaned at a tender age — his father
‘Abdallah died around the time he was born, and his mother Amina passed
away when he was six — Muhammad was raised by his paternal grandfather,
‘Abd-al-Muttalib, until he was eight, and then by his paternal uncle, Abt-
Talib. Muhammad became known at an early age for his integrity and hon-
esty, and the Meccans nicknamed him “the Trustworthy One” (al-Amin).

In his youth, Muhammad often traveled to Syria with Abi-Talib to
trade, and on one of these journeys a wealthy Meccan widow named Khadija
employed him as her commercial agent. Captivated by his uprightness and
sagacity, she proposed to him and they were married. Muhammad was then
twenty-five, Khadija about forty. He and Khadija had two sons, Qésim and
“Abdallah, nicknamed Tayyib (“the Good”) and Tahir {“the Pure™), who both
died in infancy, and four daughters, Zaynab, Rugayya, Umm-Kultham, and
Fatima, who all survived into adulthood. After Khadija's death and his sub-
sequent remarriages, Muhammad would have just one more child, a son
named [brahim (Abraham) who also died in infancy. Muhammad’s line was
destined to continue solely through the progeny of Fatima and her husband
"Ali (the son of Ab(-Talib), a line that would become the locus for the Shi‘ite
doctrine of the imamate (see “Shi‘ites, Shi‘ism.” chapter 8),

“Revelation, Prophecy, and the Birth of Islam-

Muhammad was a man given to deep thought, and he regularly spent quiet
hours meditating in a cave on Mount Hira outside Mecca. According to
Muslim historia.ss, it was here in 610 at the age of forty that he first re-
ceived God’s message, when the archangel Gabriel came to him and in-
structed, “Recite in the name of your Lord, who created human beings
from a blood clot” (Q 96:1-2). This revealed “recitation” {Qur’an} became
the first of many that together — in 6,236 verses {(dydt) and 114 chapters
(suras) of varying lengths — would constitute the scripture of Islam, the
Qur’an (see “Qurian,” chapter 2).

The early suras laid out some of the fundamentals of Islam. Among
the first revelations was the “Sura of Sincerity” (Tkhlds, Q 112:1-4):

In the Name of God, Ever Compassionate, Full of Compassion,
Say: He is God, Matchless; God, Ceaseless;
Not begetting and Not begotten; Without a single partnet, Peerless.

29



TAHERA QUTBUDDIN

With its four pithy verses proclaiming God’s unity, this sura comprised the
core doctrine of Islam. Another was the “Sura of Praise” (Hamd), also
called “The Opening” (Fatiha, Q 1:1-7);

In the Name of God, Ever Compassionate, Full of Compassion,

Praise to the Lord of all Creation, Ever Compassionate, Full of
Compassion, Sovereign of The Day of Determination: You alone do
we worship, and You alone do we ask for aid. Guide us on the
straight path, The path of those you favor, not of those who earn
Your wrath, nor of those in deviation.

With its seven short verses of prayer, this sura became a basic invocation in
Islam, in status not unlike the Lord’s Prayer in Christianity.

Summoned to Gods service, Muhammad began calling others to the
worship of the one God. He professed the creed that was to become the key
testimony (shahdda) of Islam: “There is no god but God” At first he ap-
proached his wife Khadtja, who accepted Islam, then his young cousin and
ward “Ali. Then, one by one, he brought aboard several members of his
clan and other members and affiliates of the Quraysh tribe, including Abt-
Bakr and “‘Umar {(who later became leaders), until the Muslims numbered
a few dozen. Muhammad then began preaching openly to his people and
also to the pilgrims who visited Mecca, warning of the transitory nature of
this world and the imminence of the hereafter. Emphasizing accountability
for one’s actions, the early Meccan revelations (and Muhammad’s own
speeches) painted vivid pictures of the rewards and punishments of one’s
deeds, embodied in the pleasures of paradise and the tortures of hellfire.
They condemned many of the immoral social practices of pagan Arabia
such as female infanticide, usury, and blood revenge,

The Meccans were not pleased with Muhammad’s activities, Fearing
his growing influence and the possible political consequences of the
spread of Islam, they began to starve and beat many of the weaker mem-
bers of the new religion. In 615, Muhammad had to send these followers
away for their own safety under the leadership of his cousin Ja‘far to seek
refuge with the Christian ruler of Abyssinia (modern-day Ethiopia in Af-
rica, across the Red Sea from Arabia). In 616, two powerful clans of the
Quraysh (Makhz(im and ‘Abd-Shams/Umayya) instituted a social boycott
prohibiting interaction with Muhammad’s Hashim clan. Except for Mu-

_hammad’s paternal uncle Ab-Lahab, who vehemently opposed him, the
Hashimites had by and large supported Muhammad. Abd-Talib, their
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chief, had offered him the full protection of the clan; now they lived in dire
straits until the boycott ended three years later in 619.

It is from Mecca that Muhammad is believed to have made the Night
Journey (Isrd’) to the holy land of Jerusalem and to have led all the earlier
prophets in congregational prayer there, From Jerusalem, he is said to have
attained ascension (Mi‘rdj) to the seven heavens, until he “drew close and
yet closer, till he was at a distance of a bow’s length or even closer” to God
(Q 53:9). Some Muslims regard this as a miraculous physical journey; oth-
ers deem it to have been a spiritual experience. During the ascension Mu-
hammad received instructions from God to make obligatory the five daily
ritual-prayers (saldf). Indeed, it is during Muhammad’s years of preaching
in Mecca that he instituted many of the worship rites that would become
part of the mandatory “pillars” of Islam.

When Abi-Talib and Khadija both died in 619, the Quraysh stepped
up their offensive against Muhammad and the Muslims. Abd-Lahab had
become the new Hashimite chief, and he withdrew the clan’s protection
from Muhammad, leaving him open to attacks on his very life. Continued
residence in Mecca became not only difficult, but dangerous, so Muham-
mad began looking for a more favorable location for his mission. He jour-
neyed to the neighboring shrine city of T&if, but found its inhabitants
from the powerful Thaqif tribe unwelcoming. Two years later during the
621 pilgrimage season in Mecca, a small delegation from the flourishing
northern agricultural settlement of Yathrib came to Muhammad at the hill
of "Aqaba outside Mecca. They accepted Islam and pledged allegiance to
Muhammad. Early the following year, in 622, they came again in greater
numbers and reached a formal agreement, whereby Muhammad would
come to Yathrib as its chief and his followers would enter into its protec-
tion. Soon thereafter Muhammad's followers in Mecca began migrating to
Yathrib in small groups; they came to be known as the “Emigrants”
(Muhdjirin), and along with the Muslims of Medina who gave succor to
them, known as the “Helpers” (Ansar), they would be honored by later
Muslims for their sincere service to Islam. They would also be known as
the Companions (Sahdba) of Muhammad. In the spring of that year, Ma-
hammad himself migrated to Yathrib, which from then on was called
Madinat al-Nabi, the “City of the Prophet,” shortened to Medina. The year
of his migration was later marked as year 1 of the lunar Islamic calendar,
called the Hijri calendar, from the word Hijra, “the Migration.”
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The Making of the Muslim Community in Medina

Arriving in Medina in 622, Muhammad embarked upon a new phase; in
addition to his role as the Prophet of Islam, he became the political and
military head of the nascent Muslim community (umma). The Constitu-
tion of Medina — a document preserved by an early historian — lays out
in some detail the tribal-religious makeup and political composition of the
Medinan community at the time of the Prophet’s migration there. Large
numbers from both of Medina’s pagan tribes of Aws and Khazraj had al-
ready converted to [slam when Muhammad arrived, and this continued
until both groups were almost entirely Muslim. The three Medinan Jewish
tribes of Nadir, Qurayza, and Qaynuqa’ did not convert, but they accepted
Muhammad as their political leader and entered into an alliance with the
Muslims to defend and protect one anather. The Constitution of Medina
named “God and His Prophet Muhammad” final arbiter for all the resi-
dents of Medina, and made it incumbent upon them to obey Muhammad.

Even as the new community was being set up in Medina, the discord
between the Muslims and the Meccans was escalating. Small armed skir-
mishes between them had begun to take place almost immediately follow-
ing the migration, preludes to several larger, pitched battles. In 624, a
Meccan caravan on its way home from Syria learned of Muhammad’s plans
to attack it and called up a [arge military force to engage the much smaller
group of three hundred Muskims. In the Battle of Badr (the site of some
wells a short distance from Medina), the pagan force was roundly defeated
by the Muslims; news of their victory over the powerful Meccans immedi-
ately resonated throughout the peninsula, establishing Muhammad as a
force to be reckoned with. The Meccans came back to fight the Muslims
again in 625 at the Battle of Uhud (the name of a hiil just outside Medina),
and again in 627 at the Battle of Khandagq (literally “trench,” named for the
trench the Muslims dug around their city to prevent the Meccans and their
allies from entering). There were ups and downs for both sides, but overall,
the power of the Meccan Quraysh was clearly slipping, .

Meanwhile, conflicts had erupted internally in Medina between the
Muslims and the local Jewish tribes. The Constitution of Medina had
made Jews equal to Muslims in exchange for political loyalty, but during
the Battles of Badr and Uhud, leaders of the Jewish tribes coliaborated se-
cretly with the Quraysh to overthrow Muhammad. Consequently in 624
and 625, Muhammad expelled the Qaynuqa’ and Nadir with their families
and possessions from Medina. After the Battle of Khandaq in 627, the re-
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maining Jewish tribe was accused of plotting with the Meccans against
Muhammad’s life. An arbiter was selected jointly by the Muslims and the
Jews who passed an execution order against the male members of the
Qurayza. Also in the Battle of Khandag, the Jews of Khaybar (an oasis
northwest of Medina that housed large numbers of the erstwhile Medinan
Nadir tribe members) had incited neighboring tribes to join the Meccan
confederation against Muhammad. In 628, Muhammad fought and de-
feated them in the Battle of Khaybar. (See “Islam and Judaism,” chapter13.)

On the Meccan front, Muhammad had signed the Treaty of
Hudaybiyya with the Quraysh in 628 agreeing to cease hostilities. But soon
thereafter, the Meccans broke the treaty by aiding a third party against a
Muslim tribe, and Muhammad declared a resumption of warfare. In the
interim of peace, Muhammad had concentrated on proselytizing among
the tribes, and by this time about ten thousand peninsula Arabs had con-
verted to Islam. In 630, Muhammad entered Mecca in triumph with a huge
army, and took control of the city without bloodshed. He granted amnesty
to his erstwhile enemies, and the Quraysh accepted Islam en masse. With
the conquest of Mecca, Muhammad's authority in the peninsula became
supreme. In the next year, 631, called the Year of the Delegations, tribes
from all over the peninsula sent deputations to declare their acceptance of
Muhammad as spiritual prophet and political leadet. By the end of that
yeat, almost all of Arabia pledged allegiance to Muhammad.

Over the years in Medina, Muhammad had continued to receive reve-
lations that elaborated Islamic doctrine and practice, and were underwrit-
ten by a call for community-oriented living and socioeconomic justice.,
They addressed in detail some of the ritual and legal issues that arose in
the early Muslim society, combining spirituality with humane ideals. In
the second year of the Hijra came the stipulation of fasting (sawm) —
dawn-to-dusk abstention, annually during the ninth Muslim month of
Ramadan, from all food, drink, and sexual activity. A little later, the
Medinan revelations instituted a compulsory yearly alms-tax on wealth
(zakit) to be collected from all who had the means and distributed among
the poor; it was to be considered part of the rites of worship. The suras re-
vealed at this time also set down laws governing civic issues such as mar-
riage and inheritance, and directives dealing with crimes such as stealing
and murder. Additionally; these suras dwelt in great detail upon the earlier
prophets and their missions, including Moses (the prophet mentioned
most in the Qur’an) and Jesus, as well as most biblical prophets and some
Arabian ones; they presented Muhammad as the current, the last, and the
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greatest incumbent of divine messengerhood — the “seal of the prophets”
(khatam al-anbiyd’). In both their recounting of these issues and indepen-
dently of them, the Medinan suras continued to encourage Muslims to
lead pious lives and be good human beings. In social areas this included
caring for orphans, encouraging widow remarriage, and ensuring the well-
being of the disadvantaged members of society; in ethical matters, speak-

ing truth, being trustworthy in one’s dealings, and nurturing one’s fellows; -

in spiritual issues, establishing regular prayer, and fasting. All these teach-
ings were underpinned by a consistent injunction to God-fearing piety
(tagwa).

In 631, Muhammad led the annual pilgrimage (hajj) to the Kaba in
Mecca; this too was presented as another compulsory duty in Islam, to be
performed by every able Muslim man and woman at least once in his or
her lifetime. By bringing Muslims regardless of position, wealth, or gender
to stand together in the sight of God, the pilgrimage, in addition to its spir-
itual function, had a social utility. Muhammad encouraged all the Muslims
of the Arabian Peninsula to attend the pilgrimage with him, indicating that
this first one of his would also be his last, and large numbers flocked to
Mecca. On the return journey, he stopped at the springs of Ghadir
Khumm, where, according to the Shi‘ites, he publicly appointed “Ali his
successor. According to the Sunnis, Muhammad’s speech at Khumm ex-
tolled “Ali but had no succession context; they believe the Prophet died
without appointing an heir. (See “Sunnis, Sunnism,” chapter g9, and “Is-
lamic Government,” chapter 11.)

Back in Medina, Muhammad fell ill, and soon thereafter, in 632, at
sixty-three years of age, he passed away. In just twenty-three years — thir-
teen in Mecca and ten in Medina — he had transformed Arabia from an
inward-looking, fractured, largely pagan society into a dynamic commu-
nity of believers united by their faith in the monotheistic teachings of Islam.,

Muhammad in Muslim Piety and Literature

Muhammad is a constant presence in the lives of Muslims, as beloved
guide and source of comfort in this world, and as intercessor for forgive-
ness of sins in the next. The Qur'an calls him the embodiment of God'’s
“mercy for all the worlds” (rahma lil- ‘3lamin, Q 21:107), and Muslims ear-
nestly solicit his benevolence. Moreover, they invoke him in their personal
lives as well a$ their public ones, in private contemplation and prayer, and
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in the performance of a myriad of mundane activities. Although there are
few images of Muhammad (visual representation is considered reprehensi-
ble by many Muslims lest it lead to worship of icons and idols), Muslims
laud and quote the Prophet regularly in poetry, Quranic exegesis, and
theological treatises, and they reference him in their legal activities as well
as their spiritual teaching and religious ritual. The historical record of his
deeds and words — known collectively as the Prophet’s Sunna (tradition),
or the Hadith, and individually as hadiths (traditions) — is critically im-
portant for Muslims; scholars and laypeople alike consistently cite the Pro-
phetic hadiths alongside the Qur’an as a font of inspiration and a source of
guidance. (See “Hadith and Sunna,” chapter 4.)

Muslims regard Muhammad as the model of the perfect human being,
and the paradigmatic exemplar par excellence. Having reached the pinna-
cle of human goodness, he is the one to be emulated in all aspects of a
Muslim’ life. The Qur’an enjoins Muslims to follow his example, saying,
“You will find in the Messenger of God a righteous model” (Q 33:21); it em-
phasizes his high character in the verse “Indeed, you [0 Muhammad] pos-
sess excellent moral principles” (Q 68:4). Muslim mystics such as Ibn-
“Arabi (d. 1240) and Jalal-al-din Rimi (d. 1273) consider Muhammad one
of the highest links in the initiate’s spiritual chain to God, the saints them-
selves being illuminated by the “Muhammadan light” (see “Sufism,” chap-
ter 7). Philosophers such as Ibn-Sina (Avicenna, d. 1037) deem him a per-
fect intellectual who was aiso a perfect communicator, one who received
the highest truths and was able to convey them to mankind (see “Istamic
Philosophy,” chapter 6). And Shi‘ites such as Mu’ayyad Shirazi (d. 1078)
find in him both the embodiment of an angelic being and the zenith of hu-
manity in the perfect fruition of the faculty of reason.

Muhammad has been the subject of a large body of Islamic literature,
in languages ranging from Arabic, Persian, Turkish, and Urdu to Swahili,
Malay, Hausa, and English; in historical writings and biographies of the
Prophet (sira); and in treatises on specialized topics such as the Prophet’s
Night Journey to Jerusalem and ascent to heaven. One of the most promi-
nent genres in Muhammad-related Muslim literatyre is praise poetry (na't
and madh). The tradition began in the Prophet’s lifetime itself, with
Hassdn-ibn-Thabit writing verses praising Muhammad and defending
him against the invective of the Meccan poets, and the newly converted
Ka'b-ibn-Zuhayr addressing a panegyric to him after the conquest of
Mecca called the “Ode of the Mantle” (Qasidat al-Burda). Poetry com-
posed in praise of the Prophet developed yet further in medieval times to
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become a prominent literary genre. The high point of the tradition came
in the form of the Egyptian Berber poet al-Busiris (d. ca. 1296) 160-line

Arabic encomium of the same name as Kab’s “Ode of the Mantle” Al--
Busiri’s ode attracted numerous commentaries and adaptations, and was.

imitated time and again across different periods, places, and languages. In
South Asia, the tradition was emulated with vigor, and Azad Bilgrami

{d. 1785), author of lyrical Arabic poems, came to be likened to Muham- -

mad’s own panegyrist.

Muhammad is known by many names and titles, which reflect his
standing in the eyes of the Muslims and their relationship to him. Most
commonly, he is called the Prophet (nabi) and the Messenger of God (rasiif
Allah in Arabic, payghambar in Persian, Turkish, and Urdu). He is also de-
scribed by the Qurianic epithets “warner” (nadhir), “bringer of good tid-
ings” (bashir), “witness” (shahid), “shining lamp” (sirdj munir), “one who
summons” (others to God) (da9), and ummi (interpreted by some to mean
“unlettered,” and thus a pure vessel for God’s message, and by others to be
“of a community, ummd”). He is further known by the names Ahmad (a
variation of Muhammad, literally “praiseworthy”), Mustafa and Mukhtar
{both meaning “the chosen one™), and Taha and Yasin {two names for him
in the Qur'an). The name Muhammad — along with its derivatives
Abmad, Mahmid, and Hamada in Arabic, and its renditions into other
languages as Mehmet, Mamadou, and Amadou — is said to be the most
common given name in the world.

Muhammad is credited by Muslims with the performance of miracles
(muiza). Many say his greatest miracle is the Qur'an and its divine guid-
ance. But they also relate more physical wonders, particularly at his birth,
such as a large crack appearing suddenly in the grand hall of the Persian
monarch Chosroes, signaling the end of the mighty Persian Empire at his
hands; later, a cloud continuously moved over Muhammad to give him
shade, protecting him from the hot desert sun. One of the most famous
miracles attributed to Muhammad is the splitting of the moon at his be-
hest, validating him as Gods messenger, one whom the very elements
obey. These miracles are prominent themes in Muslim literary works.

For most Muslims, a visit {ziydra) to Muhammad’s tomb at Medina is a
dearly beloved aspiration, and they consider it a source of healing {shifd’)
and grace (baraka). Indeed, a visit to the Prophet’s earthly resting place —
to perform the ritual prayer in his mosque and pay respects at his grave —
is deemed a duty alongside the required pilgrimage to Mecca.

The Qur’an enjoins Muslims to invoke peace and biessings (salawqdt)
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upon the Prophet, in the verse: “Verily, God and His angels invoke bless-
ings upon the Prophet. O you who believe, you too invoke blessings upon
him and send greeting of peace” (Q 33:56). The most commonly used form
of the invocation is “O God, shower blessings and peace upon Muhammad
and his progeny,” and the Sunnis (and sometimes the Shi‘ites too} add “and
upon his Companions” Muslims recite this blessings formula alongside
their own individual and collective prayers, with religious ritual; at the
opening and closing of speeches, sermons, and treatises on religious and
secular topics; and often apart from any specific occasion. They also in-
voke blessings upon Muhammad whenever they mention his name.

'The way Muslims revere Muhammad is different from the way Chris-
tians revere Christ. For Christians, Jesus is the Son of God, part of the Holy
Trinity, and himself divine. For Muslims, Muhammad (like Jesus before
him) is a creature of God, not a deity; God transcendent is indivisible and -
“one.. . not begetting and not begotten” Muslims do not worship Muham-
mad; they are followers of Muhammad inasmuch as they accept his mes-
sage. But in the manner detailed above, Muhammad is a constant presence
in their lives. They invoke him constantly as guide and model, as interces-
sor and friend, and as the prophet who taught them to lead a righteous life
and to worship the one true God. They reaffirm his divine messengerhood
— and their deep personal bond with him — in each of their five daily rit-
ual prayers, with the muezzin's chanted call that echoes the key Islamic
doctrine cited earlier: “I bear witness that there is no god but God. [ bear
witness that Muhammad is the Messenger of God.”
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