
CHAPTER FIVE

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN MUSLIMS
AND NON-MUSLIMS

Muslim scholars have discussed and written about the relationship
between Muslims and non-Muslims. The latter in traditional writings
were called Zhimmi or those who had a covenant with Muslim. They
were Jews or Christians who lived among Muslims. They were a
minority and were under the protection of the Muslim state. They were
not forced to become Muslims against their will, but were afforded their
freedom and civil liberties. Their life was protected, as wel as their
possessions and freedom to worship in their own tradition. Actually Jews
and ،Christians enjoyed a lot of freedom under Muslim rule. Such
freedom was subsequently violated in Spain when Christians came to
power after the overthrown of the Muslims in Andalusia. Both Jews and
Muslims were persecuted at the time of the Spanish inquisition, and
many fled Spain to norther Europe or to Morocco or other countries
where they had better freedom and a chance to live their life according to
their religious tradition. What was expected of non-Muslims under
Muslim rule was to have allegiance to the country they live in and not
collaborate with its enemies. ln lieu of protection, and because non­
Muslims do not serve in the amy, they were obligated to pay a special
tax or levy called Jizia. This tax was a miniscule amount much less than
what Muslims paid in obligatory charity. Such a tax was not levied
against the poor or elderly or women among the non-Muslims. Only the
males who could afford it were asked to pay. If Muslims were unable to
provide protection, then they retumed this Jizia to the inhabitants. Since
Jews and Christians enjoyed significant freedom, they were able to
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contribute to the civilizations they were an integral part of as witnessed
by the great contribution of non-Muslim scholars at the time.

The situation of Muslims living in the West these days is quite
different from what Muslim scholars wrote about centuries ago. Muslims
nowadays in America and in Europe live as a minority among a non­
Muslim Christian majority. Fortunately in America freedom of religion is
guaranteed in the constitution since there is the principle of separation of
church and state, and the Christian majority cannot enforce its own
religious doctrine on non-Christians. Therefore Muslims and Jews, as
well as people of different convictions enjoy the freedom to worship as
they wish and observe their religious or ethnic traditions. This freedom to
worship as well as the freedom of free speech and expression allowed
Islam to spread rapidly in America, and to become the second or third
minority religion.

MUSLIM IMMIGRANTS 'TO THE UNITED STATES

Many Muslims who came as immigrants to America from Muslim
countries like ndia or Pakistan or from Arab countries came with their
own prejudices and bias. They had their own fxed ideas about the
relationship between Muslims and non-Muslims. Such ideas focused on
Islam as being God's tnue religion, and that other religions are no longer
legitimate since prophet Muhammad (PBUH) came as the last messenger
of God and the Our'an came down as the last divine revelation. ln their
own mind, there can only be one religion, and that religion must be
lslam. They had the notion that the whole world must accept God's
religion and become Muslims. The idea that other religions can coexist
with Islam was only tenable for a time when Muslims were weak or
unable to spread God's religion.

These Muslims with such a fixed view point were unable to reconcile
their own convictions by living as a minority among a non-Muslim
majority. They were afraid of losing their identity as Muslims, or
apprehensive about being assimilated along with their children in
American society. They saw a tradition and a way of life different from
their own, and felt a great danger, Therefore, some isolated themselves
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living in a small circle, associating only with people who shared their
own beliefs and way of life. This isolated way of life gave them the
security they needed and demanded. They were afraid of interacting or
reaching out to the larger community. They knew people who spoke the
same language and had a culture and tradition similar to their own. They
did not allow their children to leamn Westem morals or ideology, fearful
of losing them or being corrupted by Westem decadence and free way of
life. So they lived secluded from outside influences. They were living in
America, but actually lived as if they never had left their own homeland.
To them America meant danger and evil. It is difficult to change the
behavior of people and it usually takes two to three generations to change
a way of thinking and a way of life.

Other Muslims saw the danger of such an attitude, and made a
conscious effort to expose themselves and their families to the larger
society they live in. Some rejected anything to do with lslam in their
attempt to integrate and to be welcomed into American society. Others
understood the importance of keeping their religious and ethnic identity,
but also realized that this country is now their home and the home of
their children. Therefore, they reached out and made friends with their
neighbors and colleagues at work and encouraged their children to have
American friends. They sent their children to schools and leamed quickly
American history and culture. They saw the goodness of the American
ideal and embraced the American dream of a good life for themselves
and their children. They worked hard at integration and to establish a
good life for their families.

MISINTERPRETATION OF OUR'ANIC VERSES

Other factors that influence the way that Muslims look at and interact
with non-Muslims is their perception of how the Our'an talks about non­
Muslims, and what conclusions they draw from these Our'anic verses.
Some Muslims take the verses in the Our'an out of historical context and
appy the statements made by the Our'an to present day Jews or
Christians regardless of time or place. Other Muslims realize that the
Muslims in Madinah faced a lot of opposition from the Jewish tribes
living there at the time of Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) but do not put the
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blame of their actions on current day Jews. To clarify these different
points of views I will discuss some of the verses of the Our'an that deals
with the political situation in Madinah and also with the Prophet's plan to
address these problems. Then I will discuss the general rules laid down
by the Our'an of how Muslims should deal with non-Muslims.

Muslims in Macca were few, weak and oppressed. The Our'an came
down to Prophet Muhammad exhorting patience and perseverance and
strengthened the faith of those early pioneer Muslims. Then when Muslims
migrated to Madinah and established their Muslim state they faced many
dangers. There were extemal enemies from the Arab tribes that did not
accept lslam and were vehement in their opposition to the Muslim state that
they fought Muslims three times. There were also three Jewish tribes in
Madinah that enjoyed economic domination. They saw the Muslim state as
a danger to their power and influence. The Prophet (PBUH) made a treaty
of non-aggression and coexistence between Muslims and the Jews in which
the rights of each citizen in Madinah was safeguarded including religious
rights, but ensured that all members of the community would work together
to fight aggression against their city. Things worked well for two years but
when the Jewish tribes plotted with the enemies of lslam they were forced
out of Madinah. Subsequently Muslims fought the remaining Jews in
Khaybar and expelled them from Arabia. The Our'an was inspired to
Prophet Muhammad throughout his life from age 40 when he first got the
divine revelation till he died at age 63, and addressed the problems that
faced the Muslims and gave direction and solution. Therefore, it was
natural for the Our'an to discuss the situation in Madinah and the Jews
living there, and their collaboration with the hypocrites and their efforts to
cause division among the Muslims and destruction of the Muslim state. So,
when we read these Our'anic verses it is important to relate them to the
historical context and the environment they addressed, and not blame
current day Jews for mistakes their predecessors made. Such a verse is in
Surat Al-Maeda (chapter 5) Verse 82 in the Our'an and states:

 ذن تغؤ أزلت: تغطهم أزنيا: والنضرى ألوة تتخذوا لآ :اعثوا ألين وينأا
٤:٢٥١ الاند»4٤ الظبيين القزم يهدى لا آلة إن يتهم فرئة. ينكز تتوهم

"0 you who believe take not the Jews and the Christians as your
guardians, for they are guardians and protectors to each other;
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anyone amongst vou who takes them as guardians and protectors iS
of them, for God guides not the 1rong-doers" (4l-Maeda 5.:51)

Some misunderstand this verse and reach conclusions that are not
corect. For example some Muslims believe that the Jews and Christians
are enemies to the Muslims and cannot be tRusted, and anyone who tnuStS
them becomes like them. Others forget the historical context and extend
the conclusions they reached to apply at all times and in all places.
Therefore, they conclude that enmity between Muslims and non-Muslims
is etemal and will only cease at the Day of Judgment when God will
judge between them Himself.

Another verse in Surat Al-Maeda (Chapter 5) that also 1S
misunderstood by some Muslims is:

 ولتجذ أثرا و البهرة :اموا ثل.ين عغذوة تاس أغذ لنجذ و
 فتيمت بنهز بأن ل ذ نضزى إا قالوا "لير ،امنوا للذين مزذة أقربهم
٢٨٢ انندة.:= ينتكيرون لا وأنهز ززخاكا

"Yo will fnd those ho are most severe in enmipy towards the
Muslims those who are Jes an the idolaters, and you will find
those closest to the Muslins in kindness those who say, "١e are
Christians"; because anog them ae priests and scholas and
because they are not arrogant" (A/-aeda 5.82)

Some Muslims draw wrong conclusions from this verse as well such as:
• All Jews are open enemies and harbor hatred towards Muslims
• Christians are more close to Muslims

Obviously this verse does not apply to all Jews or to all Christians. t
specifcally addressed a group of Jews that were adverse enemies at the
time of Prophet Muhammad (PBUH). We cannot blame curent day Jews
or ascribe to them the burden or fault of their predecessors. We should
treat every person according t his own deeds, and not prejudge him on
the basis of his beliefs. Not all Christians are kind or loving as history has
shown. Again we treat each according to his deeds and character, not on
what his ancestors did or did not d0.
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Some Muslims with limited knowledge draw their own conclusions
from such Our'anic verses and fomm an opinion of what is the nature of
the relationship between Muslims and non-Muslims. Such an opinion is
also influenced by their own perception of current events and the
problem of the Palestinian-lsraeli conflict. To understand this conflict 1
will give two different prospective: that of a Muslim and that of a Jew.
Muslims have high regards for the mosque of Al-Aqsa because this is
where Prophet Muhammad got to in his night journey from Macca to
Jerusalem, and where he prayed, and where he ascended to heaven. The
Our'an states:

 الأقا المنجد إلى الزام المتجر ت. تيلا بعجد، أترى الذى ومتحن
٢١ الإسراء: البصر%» التبيع هز رئة :ايتنا ين للرية خزلة. برا أليى

"Glory be to God Who took His servantfor ajourney by nightfrom
the sacred mosqwe to the farthest mosque, whose precincts We did
bless, in order that We might show him some ofOur signs,: for God
hears and sees all things" (Al-Isra'a 17.:1)

It is also the place where other prophets of God lived like Abraham
and Jesus. Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) stated in one of his sayings
(Travel is allowed to visit three mosques: my mosque (in Madinah), and
the sacred mosque (in Macca), and the farthest mosque ( in Jerusalem)
Bokhari & Muslim. The Our'an stated that Palestine is a holy land that
Allah has favored:

٢٧١ الأنبياء:41 لاج: تغلبت فها ترفا آلى آلأز إلى ووًا وقتية

"And We delivered him (Abraham) and Lt to the land which We
have blessedfor mankind" (Al-Anbia'a 21:71).

Palestine and the Masjid Al-Aqsa (the farthest mosque) has been
under Muslim rule and control for 14 centuries. Muslims regained control
over this land after the crusaders took control of it briefly. Therefore,
Muslims regard this piece of God's earth as sacred and a Muslim land. It
is not surprising that Jewish contro] of Jenusalem causes deep sorrow and
evokes strong emotions from Muslims all over the world.

On the other hand, to a Jew Jenusalem and Israel represent something
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unique and equally important and crucial. It not only ties Jews all over
the world through religious ties, but also represents a sanctuary and an
identity, and a place they can call their own. It represents a place of
freedom from the long history of oppression and being forced out from
different parts of the world. That is why Jews all over the world identify
with lsrael and feel that it is their solemn duty to support it and defend it.

RELATIONSHIP WITH CHRISTIANS & JEWS

lt is also important to understand and draw conclusions from what the
Our'an is trying to teach us. The Our'an talks in fiendly tems in some
of its verses about the people of the Book, referring to Jews and
Christians and to illustrate that Jews, Christians and Muslims share one
thing in common, which is each having a divine revelation sent to them
from the One and only God. Obviously, the implication is that the
message in these three divine revelations is the same, and emphasizes
basic principles of belief in God and in being accountable to Him. As an
example l will cite the following verse from the Our'an:

-: والإجيل الززنة وأنزل بذيه بين لفا مضتا ألخي الكنب علت «تزل
]٣ عمران: [آل

"God sent down to ou (0 Muhamad) the Book, cofirming what
was sent down before it; and He sent down he Torah (of Moses)
and the Gospel (ofJesus), before this as a gidance to mankind'

(A/-hmran 3: 3)

The Our'an tells Muslims to talk to the people of the Book in a kind
way" Argue not with the people of the Book except in the best way,
unless it be those among them who do wrong, but say:

 وفوتوا بنهز ظفرا الرين إلا أختنن هى بألي الكنبإلأ أفل لجدلواً ذلا ة
4 منلثون لة، نخن ؤجت إلهكم وإلها إلنكة وأنزل إلينا أنر بألى :اما

٢٤٦ [العنكبوت:

"And dispute ye not with the Reople of the Book, except with means
better (than mere dispttaion). unless it be ith those of them who
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inflict wrong (and iniury), but say, "We believe in the Revelation
which has come down to ws and in that which came down to you,'
our God andyour God is One; and it is to Him we bow (in lslam)."

(A/-Ankabut 29.:46).

The Our'an is very clear that the basic principles goveming the
relationship between Muslims and those with different faith are kindness
and justice. The only exception are those who are open enemies to the
Muslims or those who collaborate with Muslim enemies:

 أن ديركم ين خزخو وكز آلتين ف يقيلوكم لم ألنن غي أنقة تتهنز ولا
 أأييخ عن آلة تتهمكم رئتا4 ج النفيين ب أله إن رتهم وثقيسظزا تءهذ
 تزلزهز أن إخراجكم عن وظهرواً ديركم ين وأخرجوكم آلتين ي فلوكز

٢٩-٨ الممتحنة:431 الظلمون هم قأزلتبلك يتؤلثخ ذمن
"Allah forbids you not regarding those who do not fght you

'because ofyourfaith, nor drive you out ofyour homes, to deal with
them with kindness and justice, for God loves those who are .ust ز
God only forbids you regarding those who fght you because of
your faith, and drive you out ofyour homes, and collaborate with
others in driving you out ofyour homes, to take them as guardians
and protectors; anyone who takes them as guardians, they are
wrong-doers" (A/-Mumtahina 60:8 & 9).

From the above Our'anic verses, it is clear that the Our'an does not
advocate hatred towards Jews or Christians or people who have a
different faith from Muslims. Nor does it advocate open warfare against
non-Muslims. It advocates kindness and justice and urges Muslims to
talk in the best way.

[f we apply these guidelines to Muslims living in America with a
Christian majority and with a Jewish minority, then there is nothing in
the Our'an that forbids us from reaching out and working with Jews and
Christians. There is nothing that prevents us from having a relationship
with them based on respect, kindness and justice. If we want them to
respect our convictions and our right to our beliefs, then we too must
respect their right to their own convictions and religious practices. A
Muslim can and should develop friendship and relationship with his
neighbors and colleagues at work and with others in his community who
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do not necessarily share his own faith. Obviously, a Muslim will and
should have closer ties and friendly relationship with his fellow Muslims.
The Prophet (PBUH) emphasized that a Muslim has certain inherent
rights on his fellow Muslims including the right to seek help and advice,
and not to be hamed, but to be protected and supported.

When Muslims work with non-Muslims to solve common problems
that face their community, they can add a Muslim prospective and offer
solutions. Such work and collaboration should be done in the context of
civic and religious organizations, as well as through individual effort.
Working closely with people of different faith allows us as Muslims to
have a better understanding of how others view their faith and how they
put it into action. We can too relate to others how we apply our faith in
helping others, and how we express our commitment, love and
appreciation of God. We as Muslims shoukd not feel nor express that we
have a monopoly or that our way or our faith is the only way or only faith
accepted by God. God bestows His blessing and guidance on every human
being, some appreciate this blessing and use it properly, while others feel
too mighty or arogant to accept it or put it to good use. The only way to
solve problems is through collaborative effort of many people. lt is when
we put our resources together, and when we use our diversity as a source
of strength, that we can become successful and accomplish things.

If Muslims take the attitude that they are the only people guided by
God now, and that the only divine Book to be Trusted is the Our'an, then
it is easy to reach the conclusion that there is no way except the way of
Muslims and lslam. Muslims, may then be tempted to look down at non­
Muslims as not being guided and following a wrong way. If this happens,
then Muslims may elect to go their own separate way. Such an attitude
and such way of thinking is wrong and represent a tragic mistake and
misunderstanding of the implication of the teaching of the Our'an.
Muslims who follow this arrogant attitude are destroying any chance of
collaboration with non-Muslims, and are planting the seeds of suspicion,
mistnust and hatred.

DIVERSITY OF MUSLIMS IN AMERICA

Muslims in America represent a broad spectrum of ideology and
comprise diverse populations with different attitudes and points of view.
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It is, therefore, not surprising that Muslims differ in their perception of
how to deal with non-Muslims. Some with extreme hard line attitude,
lump all non-Muslims together, and their view is that lslam is not
compatible with other religions, and that Muslims should have nothing to
do with non-Muslims at all. Others who are liberal, see nothing wrong,
rather encourage reaching out and collaborating with non-Muslims.
Others that may represent the majority of Muslims in America are
«Silent". Either because they do not know what is the correct way; or
silent because they are not ready or not willing to take a stand, therefore
they delay their decision. Still others are silent because they cannot yet
reconcile their long held beliefs with the conclusions they fomulated
living here in a westem society. They know and wish to integrate and
reach out, but there is something pulling them back. ،

I hope that our children and their children will have a more easy time
trying to reconcile some of these concemns, and be able to face the issues
directly and see a need to be active and contribute.
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