Name: _____________________________   Period:  
So, What’s the Deal With JIHAD?
Source:  Religious Tolerance.org


The term jihad is the source of a lot of misunderstanding between Muslim and non-Muslim people.  Many believe that it only means “holy war” and that all Muslims believe in waging “holy war” against anyone who is not a part of their faith.  That is VERY far from the truth, and it’s important that we understand the true meaning of this word so we don’t stereotype the Muslim people because of our lack of knowledge.  Doing so would be repeating the past mistakes of our history, and it’s something we must avoid.  

The personal jihad is the most important form of the word to the Muslim people and one that Muhammad stressed.  It means the struggle to cleanse your spirit of sin.  It is the internal struggle against good and evil.  Some of the personal struggles include:
· Striving to “put Allah ahead of our loved ones, our wealth, our worldly ambitions, and our own lives.”

· Striving to resist the pressure of parents, peers and society--“striving against the rejecters of the faith”

· Striving to live as true Muslims

· Striving for righteous deeds

· Striving to spread the message of Islam

Another type of jihad is called the “verbal jihad.”  This simply means to strive for justice through WORDS and nonviolent acts.  Muhammad emphasized the importance of words over violence.  

The final meaning of jihad is called “physical jihad.”  Physical jihad is “using physical force in the defense of Muslims against oppression and transgression by the enemies of Allah, Islam, and Muslims.”  The Qur’an recommends that any Muslim that is persecuted or oppressed in some way should first try to move to a more peaceful, tolerant place.  If relocation isn’t possible, then the Qur’an teaches that Muslims should defend themselves by fighting.  However, Muhammad emphasized that although fighting is sometimes necessary, it is the most minor part of the jihad, or struggle.  Muhammad said that what is most important is, “the more difficult and crucial effort to conquer the forces of evil in oneself and in one’s own society, in all the details of daily life.”  

The frustrating part of any religion is that people can take a large religious book, like the Qur’an or The Bible, and dwell on passages from them that seem to justify actions that we all know are wrong.  It is very possible to take passages from the Bible and conclude that the document promotes violence or contains hate literature.  But, you can also take passages from the same document that relate to justice, helping the poor and the sick, loving each other and behaving morally.  When slavery was legal in this country, many argued that they had found passages in the Bible that allowed it.  Others have found passages that they believe prove that women should be denied rights.  While others could look at the same book and conclude the opposite is true.  This is why there are over 1000 Christian groups in North America.  All of them base their beliefs and practices on the Bible, yet often also teach conflicting ideas.  

The way people interpret the Qur’an can be different too.  A small percentage of Muslims from extreme and radical groups might focus on passages from the Qur’an that have to do with conflict, war, and resistance to oppression and “conclude that the Qur’an expects them to engage in acts of terrorism, assassinations, suicide bombings. . .” etc. against people of other faiths.  Passages might also make some Muslims believe that oppressing women is the right thing to do. (See sidenote below)  But, Muslims who are from the main parts of the faith tend to focus on passages from their holy book that focus on themes of peace, justice, freedom, spirituality, etc.  They are both reading the same book, but when you emphasize different themes, you can arrive at a very different way of thinking about your religion—just as the many different groups of Christians do.  

Unfortunately, the tiny fraction of Muslims who tend to interpret the term “jihad” as holy war—tend to be the ones who get all the attention, especially in light of the terrorism around the world that scares us all.  But, it’s important to remember that there are more than a billion Muslims in the world, and the vast majority of them are peace-loving and spiritual.  The news and other forms of propaganda tend to dwell on the negative, however, and this leads to misunderstanding.  It is our responsibility to educate ourselves fully, so that we reach a deeper understanding about people from other faiths.  If we fail to do so, we risk repeating the mistakes of our past (the Holocaust, the Crusades, etc.).  
A Sidenote on Women:


You might wonder why many Muslim women are veiled.  The Qur’an dictates that woman and men must dress modestly.  It is more strict about what modest means for women than for men.  According to the holy book, women must cover all parts of their body except the face, hands and feet.  How strictly this mandate is followed differs from country to country.  In some countries women are fully veiled, with only their eyes showing.  While in others, the hair is covered, while their faces are fully visible.  Most Muslim women, however, don’t see this as oppression, but simply see it as following their faith as Allah intended.  In some parts of the world women’s involvement in public life is also limited, but the Qur’an states that there should be equal rights for men and women in public life.  During Muhammad’s time, women actively participated in voting.  However, like the term jihad, some interpret the treatment, dress, and ability of women to participate in Muslim society differently, so it can vary throughout the world.      
The only real mistake is the one from 
which we learn nothing.”
—John Powell

“If it is true that there is always more than one way of construing a text, it is not true that all interpretations are equal.”  
--Paul Ricoeur
Reflection Questions

Define Personal Jihad- __________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Give two examples of personal Jihad __________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Define Verbal Jihad

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Define Physical Jihad

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What did Muhammad say was more important than the physical Jihad? __________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Can people interpret texts such as the Bible or Qur’an in different ways? 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Explain one way that the Qur’an is interpreted differently throughout the world with regard to women.

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

