Islam, an LDS Perspective

From Religions of the World, A Latter-Day Saint View, ch. 12
The Arabic word “islam” means, literally, submission or surrender, and a muslim, therefore, is a person who submits or surrenders.  

The root of “islam” (S-L-M) is associated with ideas of peace (salaam) and well-being (salaama), and the implication in a religious context is that a person who submits his or her will completely to the worship of the one God, Allah, finds peace, safety, and salvation.  For both etymological [historical background of words] and theological [religious] reasons, then, Muslims commonly speak of Islam as “the religion of peace.”  It is a source of great consternation and bewilderment to Muslims, therefore, to learn that in the minds of many throughout the world Islam has come to represent the antithesis of peace.

For Latter-day Saints, although the Koran [the Muslim holy book] has often been compared with the Book of Mormon, it is more accurate to compare it with the Doctrine and Covenants.  Essentially, it is arranged from the longest to the shortest chapter.  

The Five Pillars of Islam
1. Witness of Faith - The witness of faith is a two-part declaration that embodies the central beliefs of Islam: “I witness that there is no god but Allah, and I witness that Muhammad is the messenger of Allah.”  To be or become a Muslim, one must embrace this statement as inviolable and recite it with conviction.

2. Prayer - “Ask Allah for all your needs, even for the thong of your sandal when it breaks.”  Muslims engage in many forms of prayer: sometimes they are informal, private, and intensely personal; sometimes they are more formal in nature and address specific communal needs, as in the case of special prayers for rain during seasons of drought.  Simple, formulaic prayers are normally uttered before and after a meal.

In preparation to perform prayer, a Muslim must first have righteous intent in his or her heart and must perform a symbolic washing of face, hands, and feet that signifies one’s purity and readiness to approach God in prayer.  …Generally speaking, the five prayer times are dawn, midday, late afternoon, sunset, and early evening.

3. Almsgiving - Service to God and service to human beings are inseparable precepts in the Koran and incumbent on all the faithful: “Serve Allah, and…do good – to parents, kinsfolk, orphans, those in need, neighbors who are of kin, neighbors who are strangers, the Companion by your side, the way-farer (ye meet), and what your right hands possess: for Allah loveth not the arrogant, the vainglorious.”

According to Islamic law, [tithes are] to be paid at the end of each year, and the amount is designated as 2.5 percent of a person’s personal wealth.

These individual, informal contributions take many forms.  Residents of a neighborhood may pool their savings to build a new mosque or an addition to an existing mosque.  An individual or family may contribute money to buy books or new furnishings for the mosque.  A family may “adopt” a needy individual or family in the neighborhood, buying them food and clothing, paying for school fees and supplies for their children, and giving them gifts during Muslim holidays.  

God is less interested in teaching the faithful to calculate precise percentages of their income than in inculcating a spirit of benevolence and concern for the welfare of other people.  In this sense, [almsgiving] becomes, not a mechanical performance, but a state of mind and heart, an impulse to expand one’s sphere of influence for good, and a community ethos that promotes the well-being and safety of every individual.

4. Fasting - [From the ancient sayings:] “Fasting is a protection and a shield”; “Every deed that a person performs is for him except fasting, and that is done for Me, and I will reward him for it”; “The bad breath of one who fasts is sweeter to God than the fragrance of musk.”

The entire month [of Ramadan] is holy for Muslims because the Koran and [ancient sayings] prescribe fasting for the faithful from sunrise to sunset (twelve to sixteen hours depending on the season of the year) for thirty days in a row.

Traditionally the twenty-seventh night of Ramadan is designated the “Night of Power.”  It is believed that on this evening the heavens draw closer to the earth than at any other time in the year, and the mosques are therefore crowded with worshipers seeking the blessings and forgiveness of Allah.

It is impossible to describe adequately the sense of anticipation, excitement, joy and spiritual renewal that accompany the advent of Ramadan in the Muslim community.  It resembles Thanksgiving, at least at the level of popular religious tradition, in its emphasis on large family gatherings and sumptuous feasting after the fasting each day.

5. Pilgrimage to Mecca - Every Muslim who is physically and financially able is required to go on the pilgrimage to Mecca at least once in his or her lifetime.

The pilgrimage is in a very real sense the Muslim equivalent of the Latter-day Saint endowment combined with the communal aspects of general conference, for it reminds Muslims of who they are and what God has done and still does for them.  Muslims who have performed the hajj describe it as a profoundly moving, ineffable experience that changes their life, solidifies their faith, and deepens their spiritual enjoyment.  …Islamic law allows for a son or daughter to act as proxy in performing the hajj on behalf of a father or mother who passed away before having the opportunity or means to go to Mecca.

Women and Family Life in Islam

They point to the high rate of sexual promiscuity, divorce, drug abuse, crime, and teenage pregnancy as proof that the avowed superiority of liberal Christian mores is a delusion and that such permissiveness only erodes the family and social structure of the nation.  Generally speaking, men are the breadwinners and protectors; women are the homemakers and nurturers.  Islam seeks to build marriages and families that foster faith, kindness, hard work, cooperation, and prosperity.

Jihad

Muslims sometimes speak of the principle of jihad as a sixth pillar of Islam.  The word is usually mistranslated in English as “holy war,” but the Arabic root does not denote holiness or war.  The literal meaning is “struggle” or “striving,” meaning to exert oneself in the service of Allah.  The Koran teaches that jihad involves violent struggle only under certain well-defined and restricted circumstances, such as defending family, home, religion, and innocent people against outside aggression.  In everyday practice, jihad is a word that encompasses virtually every aspect of a Muslim’s life and signifies the daily striving for self-improvement and the prosperity of the [Muslim community] by various means, such as performing charitable deeds, giving money, speaking truth, working for justice.  “Those who believe, and emigrate and strive with might and main, in Allah’s cause, with their goods and their persons, have the highest rank in the sight of Allah: they are the people who will achieve (salvation)”.  A familiar [saying] states that Muhammad, while returning from a battle with the Meccans, informed the Muslim combatants that they were leaving behind the “lesser jihad” (military struggle) and taking up again the “greater jihad” (the struggle against the evil inclinations of the soul).

Extremism

A Pakistani student at BYU expressed the attitude of many Muslims toward religious extremism in an insightful editorial following an attack by Muslim militants [in 1993, 8 years before 9-11]:  

The Muslim students at BYU join the rest of the nation in condemning the recent terrorist attack on the World Trade Center.  We also condemn the possible involvement of Muslims in this heinous crime.  We regret the loss of innocent lives in this incident and hope the real culprits are subjected to exemplary punishment.  These senseless acts have nothing to do with Islam and are against the spirit of the religion that emphasizes the concept of peace more than anything else…The incident in New York City is not any more representative of Islam than the people in Waco, Texas [the David Koresh group] are representative of mainstream Christianity.  Cody Judy [who briefly held Pres. Hunter hostage] does not represent Mormonism any better than do the Palestinian suspects of the New York bombing represent Islam.  Acts of a handful of derelicts are not true representatives of the faith they adhere to.”  

[Teachers’ note: Not only does the violence shock us, but so also does the hatred. 4 Nephi 1:39 reads “And it was because of the wickedness and abomination of their fathers, even as it was in the beginning. And they were taught to hate the children of God, even as the Lamanites were taught to hate the children of Nephi from the beginning.”]

LDS Reflections

The Koran gives Jesus prominent status among the prophets of God, acknowledging the many miracles associated with his life (including his virgin birth to Mary) and the supernatural powers he possessed from a young age.  However, it emphatically denies that he died on the cross, was resurrected, and is therefore divine, the Son of God and a member of a Godhead or Trinity.

As early as the 1850s Latter-day Saint leaders noted commonalities between the faiths.  Speaking in general conference, George A. Smith and Parley P. Pratt both treated extensively and in complimentary terms the role of Islam in religious history.  Elder Smith stated that Muhammad “preached the moral doctrines which the Savior taught…and was no doubt raised up by God to scourge the world for their idolatry.”  Elder Pratt, who acknowledged that [Islam] was regarded with prejudice by Westerners, noted that “the followers of [Muhammad] did not take the sword…until compelled to do so by the persecutions of their enemies” and asserted that Muslims “upon the whole…have better morals and better institutions than many Christian nations.”

Main Precepts Shared by Muslims and Mormons

· Faith in a God

· Belief in prophets

· Prayer, fasting, and charitable giving

· Emphasis on strong family life

· Adherence to high standards of moral and ethical conduct.  Practice principles of honesty, hard work, frugality, generosity, and politeness in dealings with others.

· Observance of a dietary code.  Faithful Muslims refrain from drinking alcohol and eating pork or pork products.

Differences - One must also be aware that some of the most fundamental, deeply cherished theological tenets of Latter-day Saints are diametrically opposed to those of Muslims.

· Nature of God.  Christian teachings about the divinity of Jesus Christ and certainly the Latter-day Saint doctrines of eternal progression and anthropomorphism [having human form or traits] would be labeled as blasphemies by Muslims.  In orthodox Islamic thought God is not spoken of as a Father, and therefore humans are not his children.

· Modern prophets and continuing revelation.  The second most important principle for Muslims, next to belief in the one God, is belief that Muhammad is the last and greatest of all prophets.

· [Missionary work].  Islam discourages, or in many cases prohibits proselyting by non-Muslim groups and that there are severe strictures against Muslims converting to other faiths.  Most Muslims view this Islamic policy as necessary to preserve stability and unity in their communities.

Summary

Whenever Muslims and Latter-day Saints become acquainted, a bond of admiration and mutual respect is quickly established.  Muslims, whose stereotypical view is that most Westerners are faithless, wealthy, and immoral, are pleasantly surprised on first encountering Latter-day Saints… Many Muslim students at Brigham Young University (and their parents) have mentioned that they came there because they heard of its reputation for high moral and academic standards and because they feel comfortable in a Latter-day Saint environment: “It is similar to our lifestyle at home” is a typical comment.

It is an official part of Latter-day Saint doctrine that Heavenly Father has revealed eternal truths to his children of every nation, and the First Presidency’s statement of February 1978 specifically mentions Muhammad as one of the great historical founders who received “a portion of God’s light” and “moral truths…to enlighten whole nations and to bring a higher level of understanding to individuals.”  The thirteenth Article of Faith states that Latter-day Saints seek after “anything virtuous, lovely, or of good report or praiseworthy,” and Joseph Smith taught that “we should gather all the good and true principles in the world and treasure them up, or we shall not come out true ‘Mormons’.”

The Book of Mormon states that “the Lord doth grant unto all nations… all that he seeth fit that they should have.” (Alma 29:8)
B. H. Roberts: “God raises up wise men and prophets here and there among all the children of men, of their own tongue and nationality, speaking to them through means that they can comprehend; not always giving a fullness of truth…; but always giving that measure of truth that the people are prepared to receive.  Mormonism holds, then, that all the great teachers are servants of God; …inspired men, appointed to instruct God’s children according to the conditions in the midst of which he finds them.”

(Handout by Zan and Misty Larsen, elarsen.net/lessons)
Extra Material

LDS researcher Daniel C. Peterson tells the story of being contacted by Elder Neal A. Maxwell for some help with the Koran.  Elder Maxwell was to turn on the lights at the opening of the Christmas season at the Washington D.C. temple and knew that some Arab dignitaries would be in attendance.  With Brother Peterson’s help, Elder Maxwell was able to quote from the Koran about God and light – in Arabic – to the surprise and delight of those attendees.  (As told at a small lunch discussion on Friday, June 25, 2010, hosted by The Neal A. Maxwell Institute, Z&M in attendance.  Recollection: “God and light” might have been “God is light” or “God of lights”.)
