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affection to them are those who say: ‘We are Christians.” That is

because there are priests and monks among them; and because

they are free from pride.
Or a slightly earlier passage in 5:51:

Believers, take neither the Jews nor the Christians for your

friends. They are friends with one another. Whoever of you seeks

their friendship shall become one of their number. God does not

guide the wrongdoers.
There is no danger for a modern reader coming across these passages
provided such a reader understands them in their historical context.
Clearly in an historical context they warn Mohammed’s followers
about the dangers of consorting with the enemy while you are still
fighting them. But they are certainly not statements to be read as
true for all Jews and all Christians through all time. The danger of
the fallacy of teaching from a single book is that one takes these to
be non-historical warnings. Thus even though the reference is clearly
to the 7™ century in the Arabian peninsula, it is taken by a reader
today with no other learned acquaintance to mean that you cannot
trust Jews and Christians today as well. Then one is in a situation of
self-fulfilling prophecy where none was intended.

The above passage is shortly followed by the striking exhortation
in 5:55 as:

Believers, do not seek the friendship of the infidels and those

who were given the Book before you, who have made of your

religion a jest and a pastime. Have fear of God, if you are true
believers. When you call them to pray they treat their prayers as

a jest and a pastime. This is because they are devoid of

understanding.

Say: “People of the Book, it is not that you hate us only because we
believe in God and in what has been revealed to us and to others
before, and because most of you are evil-doers.”

If one confined one’s reading of the Koran to only these passages
one might easily conclude that one’s religion, if Islam, had nothing
good to say about Jews and Christians and that they are always and
forever implacable enemies.

But there are also numerous passages which are magnanimous
and wise. Indeed, Muslims are permitted to marry Christian women,
as the Prophet Mohammed himself did and as the King of Jordan has
done in our own day, as well as the Aga Khan.

One magnanimous passage occurs early on in the Koran, where
Jews and Christians are referred to as they often are in the Koran as
“the People of the Book.” It reads as follows in 2:109:

Many among the People of the Book wish, through envy, to lead
you back to unbelief, now that you have embraced the Faith and
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the truth has been made plain to them. Forgive them and bear
with them until God make known His will. God has power over
all things. :
And a little later in 2:115 in a passage that Jews and Christians
might take seriously today:
The Jews say the Christians are misguided, and the Christians
say it is the Jews who are misguided. Yet they both read the
Scriptures. And the ignorant say the same of both. God will
judge their disputes on the day of Resurrection.
And as for taking Christian and Jewish women in marriage, 5:5
exhorts:
Lawful to you are the believing women and the free women from
among those who were given the Book before you, provided that
you give them their dowries and live in honour with them,
neither committing fornication nor taking them as mistresses.
In fact the Prophet’s Christian bride would not convert to Islam so he
lived with her as his concubine.

But more characteristic of the tone of the Mohammed’s
revelations concerning the People of the Book in his own day are
passages such as 3:110 which reads:

Had the People of the Book accepted the Faith, it would surely

have been better for them. Some are true believers, but most of

them are evil-doers. If they harm you, they can cause you but a

slight hurt; and if they fight against you they will turn their

backs and run away. Then there shall be none to help them.

Ignominy shall attend them wherever they are found, unless they

make a covenant with God or with man. They have incurred the

wrath of God and have been utterly humbled: because they
disbelieved God’s revelations and slew the prophets unjustly;
and because they were rebels and transgressors.

But even this is followed by a magnanimous passage (3:113):

Yet they are not all alike. There are among the People of the

Book some upright men who all night long recite the revelations

of God and worship Him; who believe in God and the Last Day;

who enjoin justice and forbid evil and vie with one another in

Good works. These are righteous men: whatever good they do its

reward shall not be denied them. God knows the righteous.

A reader of the Koran who knew nothing other than this one divine
Book, but who concentrated on passages such as those cited above
while excluding 3:113, could hardly be faulted if he came away with
the impression that the Jews and Christians were the implacable
enemies of the Prophet. Or if he concluded that the Jews and
Christians were, as Bin Laden appears to believe, the implacable
enemies of all Muslims today. Yet clearly the Prophet’s revelations of
God’s word were relative to the particular time and place that God











