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JOSEPH RATZINGER became Pope Benedict XVI and we have come to know of a man very different from his much loved predecessor Pope John Paul II, a man of God.

Giving a lecture at a German university, he quoted a 14th century Byzantine emperor who declared that the Prophet of Islam commanded “to spread by the sword the faith he preached.” The Pope relied on the accuracy of this statement and exhorted that Christianity appeals, instead, to reason and logic.

Since the statement attributed to Islam’s Prophet is clearly contrary to the Quranic text the Pope cited the Quranic verse, “there is no compulsion in religion” (2:256) but then attempted to water down its import by stating that, “according to experts, this is one of the suras of the early period, when Mohammed was still powerless and under threat”. Thus implying that this “early period” sura was replaced by subsequent Revelations recommending the use of the sword or else the Prophet stopped following the Quranic prescription? Neither of these propositions was supported by any reference to the Quran or Hadith literature.

Let us examine the Quran and whether the necks of infidels may be severed. “Never should a believer kill a believer” (4:92). “If a man kills a believer intentionally, his recompense is Hell, to abide therein and the wrath and curse of Allah are upon him, and a dreadful chastisement is prepared for him” (4:93). The sacredness of the best of God’s creation, is such that: “Whosoever slew a person unless it be for murder or for spreading corruption in the land, it would be as if he slew all humanity” (5:35).

Suicide bombers also have no place in Islam and there are no exceptions. “O you who believe ... do not kill yourselves” (4:29). The sanctity of life is supreme. “Take not life, which Allah hath made sacred” (6:151). “Nor take life, which Allah has made sacred” (17:33). Just as destroying life is forbidden, the act of saving life is commendable. “And if any one saved a life, it would be as if he saved the life of the whole people” (5:35).

The Quran may not prescribe death, but can conversion be induced by intimidation, by destroying churches and synagogues? Muslims are enjoined to safeguard all places of worship in which “the name of Allah is commemorated in abundant measure”, and in this regard, the Quran makes specific mention of “monasteries, churches, synagogues and mosques” (22:40).

The Quran extols Muslims to protect the defenceless in their time of persecution, for “persecution is worse than death” (2:191). How about inquisitorial proselytising? The Quran even specifies the manner in which Islam is to be spread. It should be “with wisdom and beautiful preaching; and persuade them in ways that are the best and most gracious” (16:125). Not by the sword or by rattling sabers.

What about Muslims getting a psychological advantage by negating other faiths and by reviling their prophets? “Those who deny Allah and His Messengers and wish to separate between Allah and His Messengers saying: ‘we believe in some but reject others and wish to take a course midway’ they are in truth unbelievers and We have prepared for unbelievers a humiliating punishment” (4:150, 151). And, “to those who believe in Allah and His Messengers and make no distinction between any of the Messengers We shall soon give their rewards” (4:152). “Those who believe. Those who follow the Jewish and the Sabians and the Christians, any who believe in Allah and the Last Day, and work righteousness, on them shall be no fear, nor shall they grieve” (5:69).

Do we then hear a papal murmur that “there is no profession of love and respect in Islam for Christians and other faiths”? Christians, in the words of the Quran, are “nearest in love to Islam” (5:82). References to Jesus Christ, the Gospel and Christians in the Holy Quran are many. “We sent Jesus the son of Mary, confirming the Torah that had come before him: We sent him the Gospel: therein was guidance and light” (5:46). “We sent after them Jesus, the son of Mary, and bestowed on him the Gospel, and We ordained in the hearts of those who followed him compassion and mercy” (57:27).

“Behold! The angels said, ‘O Mary! Allah giveth thee glad tidings of a word from Him: his name will be Christ Jesus, the son of Mary, held in honour in this world and the hereafter and of those nearest to Allah” (3:45). “And we made the son of Mary and his mother as a sign” (23:50).

Islam accords an exalted status to Jesus Christ, who spoke in his cradle: “I am the slave of Allah. He hath given me scripture and hath appointed me a Prophet. And hath made me blessed wheresoever I may be, and hath enjoined upon me prayer and almsgiving so long as I remain alive; And (hath made me) dutiful toward her who bore me, and hath not made me arrogant, unblest. Peace be on me the day I was born, and the day I die, and the day I shall be arised alive” (19:30-33). We are told of the touching reaction of the Christians who upon hearing the Quran had “eyes overflow with tears because of the recognition of the Truth” (5:83).

The coming of the Prophet of Islam had been foretold by Jesus. “Jesus, the son of Mary, said ‘O children of Israel! I am the Messenger of Allah to you, confirming the Taurat before me, and giving glad tidings of a messenger to come after me, whose name shall be Ahmad” (61:6). A very special relationship exists between Christianity and Islam.

So the Christians’ special status saved them, but what about the adherents of other faiths? Couldn’t they be browbeaten to submit to Islam? “Every nation has its messenger” (10:47). “To every one of you [Messengers] we have appointed a right way and revealed law” (5:48). Revelation is recognised as a universal phenomenon and all believers are brought together and protected under the umbrella of Islam.

Does the Holy Quran prevent rebuking or reviling other faiths and peoples? “Revile not those unto whom they pray beside Allah lest they wrongfully revile Allah through ignorance” (6:108).

There is a widespread perception that under the sword people were persuaded to turn to Islam. Actually the word ‘sword’ (saif) does not find mention even once in the entire Holy Quran. So, where does this sword myth come from? With respect to the Pope, it is in Bible. “And ye shall chase your enemies and they shall fall before you by the sword” (Leviticus XXVI, 7). “Let the praises of God be in their mouth, and a two-edged sword in their hands to be avenged of the heathen, and to rebuke the people” (Psalm CXLIX, 6-8)

The Papacy must also remember well its relations with the Eastern Orthodox Church. The “insane hatreds between the so-called Christians had placed all the cards in the hands of the Muslims” (‘The Last Centuries’ From the Muslim Empire to the Renaissance of Europe 1145-1452, by Sir John Glubb). In 1182 the Papal legate was beheaded by a sword and his head tied to the tail of a dog, which was chased through the streets of Constantinople. The Fourth Crusade brought the Latins (Roman Catholic Church) against the Byzantines (Eastern Orthodox Church). The crusaders launched an attack on Constantinople and it fell.

In the words of the contemporary Byzantine historian Nicetes, “To the sound of trumpets and waving their drawn swords the Latins began to plunder the houses and the churches. I do not know how to tell of the iniquities committed by these scoundrels... they smashed the altar of Santa Sophia and divided the fragments between them. They violated all the women...the whole city was nothing but despair, tears, crying and groans.”

Jalal al-Din Rumi addressed ignorance and folly among his co-religionists: “Not wanting people to mock them, these fools show themselves as all turbans and beards... In their fine exterior you see ascetics, but inwardly — God does not inhabit the house” An attempt can be made to enlighten the ignorant but some just adamantly revel in their ignorance. But the treatment that should be meted out to such ignoramuses is one of utmost gentleness. “And the servants of the Most Gracious (Allah) are those who walk on the earth in humility, and when the ignorant address them, they say, ‘Peace!’” (25:63).

