Islam
Islam means obedience or peace through submission to the will of Allah (God).  Due to differences in transliteration, many words are spelled differently by different authors.  Different spellings are included below for the purpose of clarity.   Followers of Islam are called Muslims (Moslems) which means obedient ones.  There are over one billion Muslims in the world, mainly in the Middle East, North Africa and parts of Asia.  It is the second largest religion after Christianity and is the fastest growing religion in the world.  Islam was originally called Muhammadanism.
Ishmael - Arab legend traces their descent from Ibrahim (Abraham).  Our Bible says that Abraham had children with two different women.  Abraham had a child (Ishmael) with Sarah’s servant, Hagar and had a child (Isaac) with Sarah many years later.   Sarah grew jealous of Hagar and Ishmael and forced Abraham to send them away.  Hagar went into the desert with Ishmael on her shoulders.  With the hot sun beating down on them, Hagar fell to the ground and wept.  

According to the Arab legend, Ishmael kicked the sand in anger and a spring gushed up.  When Abraham learned what had happened, he built a temple, called the Ka’bah,  near it.  The descendents of Ishmael built a holy city around the shrine.  This is the city of Mecca.  
Muhammad – Muhammad (Mohammed), whose name means “the Praised One”, was born in Mecca about 570 C.E.  Most Arabs at that time were idol worshipers.  Islamic tradition says that at age 40, Muhammad experienced a vision of the angel, Jibril (Gabriel), a messenger of God.  The Arabic word Allah means “The God”.  All revelations given by Jibril to Muhammad were eventually written down and became Islam’s sacred book the Koran, also written as Qur’an.  The Sunnah are reports of the words and deeds of Muhammad.  Muslims use the Sunnah to help them interpret the Koran and give additional guidance on belief, worship, and behavior.
Muhammad continued to receive other revelations throughout his life.  Muhammad believed that there was only one God, Allah.  He also believed that there would be a judgment day where all men would be resurrected and sentenced to either everlasting punishment in hell, or eternal life in heaven.  Man could be assured of the reward of heaven through 5 means: surrendering to the will of Allah; abandoning idolatry, prayer and meditation; acting justly and mercifully; and encouraging other to be patient and perform good deeds.  Muhammad began to speak publicly about Allah and himself as the Prophet of Allah.  The pagans of Mecca were fearful of Muhammad’s influence and were going to kill him.  Muhammad fled to the city of Yathrib which was later renamed Medina – the city of the Prophet.  This occurred in 622 C.E. and it is this hegira – flight – that Muslims consider the official beginning of their faith.
After taking control of Medina, Muhammad built an army and conquered Mecca in 629.  He banished all idols, but kept the shrine built by Abraham.  He honored the shrine by riding around it seven times.  This is the beginning of the Muslim tradition of making a pilgrimage to Mecca.  Muhammad began to unify the whole of Arabia.  He invited Jews and Christians to convert to his religion.  When they did not, he tried to destroy them and then tolerated them only if they paid high taxes to the Muslim rulers.
Muhammad died in 632.  His friend and disciple, Abu Bakr, became the Caliph – successor – continued taking over Syria, Palestine, Egypt, and large portions of the Persian Empire.  Within a century, Muslims had conquered Spain and North Africa and came close to conquering France.   The largest Islamic empire was the Ottoman Empire which lasted from the 1300’s until 1923.
Beliefs – The first half of the 8th Century (the 700’s) brought the greatest growth of Islam.  As it expanded and different people interpreted Muhammad’s teachings, the religion broke into over 250 sects.  All followers believe in the following: 

1. There is no God but Allah, 

2. Around the throne of God are the angels who serve Him and make known His will.  Lower than these are the Jinn, male and female spirits, one of whom – the Devil – caused the fall of Adam in the Garden of Eden.

3. Allah has revealed Himself and His will through the prophets, of whom Ibrahim (Abraham), Musa (Moses), Dawud (David) and Isa (Jesus) were the forerunners of the last and greatest prophet, Muhammad.  Muhammad alone handed down the perfect revelation.  Muslims believe that Jesus was an important prophet, but not the son of God.
4. There are certain divinely-inspired writings – the five books of Moses (Torah), the Psalms, the Christian Gospel and the Koran.  Muslims believe that the Koran is identical with the word of God and that the others are in mutilated form and contain many errors.

5. There will be a Judgment Day and life after death.   On the Day of Judgment, the deeds of every human being will be evaluated by Allah.  The righteous will enter Paradise and the wicked will go to one of the seven levels of Hell.

6. Everyone must submit to Allah’s will since all is predetermined by Allah and man cannot alter his fate.

Five Pillars of Faith – The Five Pillars of Islam show how Muslim beliefs should be put into action in everyday life:
1. Shahadah – The declaration of faith is repeated several times a day: “There is no God but Allah, and Muhammed is His messenger.
2. Salah – These are five daily prayers which are said in Arabic at dawn, just after noon, mid-afternoon, just after sunset, and after dark.  For cleanliness, Muslims wash and often take off their shoes before praying.

3. Zakah – For those who can afford it, Muslims are to give 2 ½ percent of their savings and other valuables to the poor every year.

4. Sawm – During the ninth month – Ramadan – Muslims eat and drink nothing during daylight hours.

5. Hajj – Pilgrimage – Muslims are to visit the Ka’bah – the holy shrine in Mecca during the twelfth Muslim month.

Mosques – The Muslim temple.  They are for communal prayer and act as centers of the community.  There are rooms for prayer, washing, studying and for teaching children.  Verses from the Sunnah are relayed via loudspeaker from the tower of the Mosque as a call to prayer.  The prayers done five times a day is led by an Imam – man of knowledge – who is appointed by the Mosque.
Jihad – A Jihad is a person’s inner struggle to live a good life.  For many Muslims, this also includes the holy duty to try to win others over to Islam by setting a good example in their lives.  They believe that the solution to the world’s problems would be a worldwide Islamic state.

Sects of Islam – There are two main sects accounting for 95% of all Muslims – Sunni and Shiite.  A third sect  - Wahhabism - is mentioned here because the members of that sect has caused much strife in the world.

Sunni:

Accounting for at least 85 percent of the Islamic world, the Sunni claim to be the direct continuation of the faith as defined by Muhammad. For many years they acknowledged the religious authority of a ruling caliph.  The Sunni derive their name through reliance on the "Sunnah" or the observed sayings, lifestyle and practices of Muhammad as recorded in a collection of writings called the Hadith. The Sunni accept the "Sunnah" as a source of spiritual wisdom, while the Shiite insist on the primacy of the Koran.

Shiite:

The smaller of the two principal branches of Islam, the Shiite account for at least 10 percent of all Muslims. They originally were followers of the fourth caliph, Ali, who was Muhammad's son-in-law through the prophet's daughter Fatima. Ali claimed that Muhammad on his deathbed selected Ali as leader of the faith, but Ali was murdered during the fifth year of his reign. The Shiite formally broke away from Muslim leaders recognized by the Sunni around 680. A principal belief of the Shiite is that no caliph since Ali has been legitimate. The movement became popular among disaffected non-Arab Muslims who feared they were held in lower esteem within the faith.

Wahhabi Movement:

Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab began a campaign of spiritual renewal in the smaller city states of Arabia in the mid- 1700s. His extremely traditional group opposed all innovations within Islam, often using violence to enforce its views. The group threatened to become the first nation state in Arabia, prompting a crackdown by the Egyptian army in 1818. Today, Wahhabism is quite strong in Saudi Arabia. It demands punishment for those who enjoy any form of music except the drum, and severe punishment up to death for drinking or sexual transgressions. It condemns as unbelievers those who do not pray, a view that never previously existed in mainstream Islam. Wahhabism has been an inspiration to Osama bin Laden.
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