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Suggested texts 

Smith, Huston; The World’s Religions; Harper San Francisco; ISBN0-06-250811-3.  This is an excellent book for introducing anyone (young adult or adult) to the major religions of the world.  The chapter on Islam is particularly helpful, and is recommended as preparatory reading for any study of Islam.

The Quran; surah 2 (The Heifer).  Any translation of this surah will work for the purposes of this lesson; although it is important to keep in mind that all English language versions of the Quran will be inaccurate to varying degrees, given the nature of translation.  If your students cannot purchase a hard copy of the Quran, numerous translations are available and free online (search for “Quran text.”  One such translation is available at http://www.oneummah.net/quran/quran.html . It may also be interesting to have each student find her own translation online to use so that the students can see the variance from translation to translation.

Time Requirements: 2-3 days

Note to Teachers: Most students will know very little about Islam, and what they do know will come from unreliable or sources such as the media and poor sources such as uninformed opinion.  Some students will have decent and even good information from study in Islam, but much of this information will still have come from secondary sources such as the above-recommended chapter from Huston Smith.  

This lesson plan takes the most foundational level, primary source approach to Islam possible for English-speaking students by allowing the Quran itself to define Islam for its readers. It can be used as introductory lesson to Islam, or can be modified to be used as an alternate approach to Islam by those who are already familiar with it. It approaches Islam as a spiritual path and from the perspective of a world religions classroom. It does not consider “Islamism” as a geopolitic for forming a nation-state.

Preparatory Reading: If feasible, have the students read the chapter on Islam from Huston Smith’s The World’s Religions.  The reading is lengthy but manageable (about 50 pages).  It is not necessary that they read the chapter to undertake this lesson plan; however, it will give them an excellent base from which to approach the Quran and its second surah, “The Heifer” (also translated “The Cow”).

Essential Questions:

· What is “islam”? (The lower case is intended.)

· Who are “muslims”?

Discussion of key terms: This lesson starts with a bare-bones introduction to select Arabic vocabulary and its meaning.  These words are crucial to the study of Islam as spiritual path. Therefore begin by discussing these words and their meanings in the context of spiritual practice.

· Mohammad: The language of Muhammad and therefore of the Qur’an is Arabic.  In Arabic, Muhammad means “highly praised.”  According to the tradition of Islam, after a long period of spiritual struggle, Muhammad began to receive revelations from God. These revelations began around 610 CE and continued until Muhammad’s death in 632 CE.  Islam as a religion has immense reverence for Muhammad as its prophet of God, but neither Muhammad nor those who accept him as a prophet of God claim that he either a) is the only prophet, or b) is in any way divine.

· Quran: Muhammad himself was ummi (unlettered) and therefore did not write.  However, the revelations he received from God and recited to those who would accept the message were later recorded.  The collection of these revelations is called al Qur’an, which means “the recitation.”  It is so called because God called Muhammad to proclaim (or to recite) the messages God revealed to those who would listen.  The Qur’an is the collection of the revelations Muhammad received over the approximately 22 years of his prophecy.  Those revelations were recorded, collected and divided into surahs (chapters).  The surahs of the Qur’an appear in order from longest to shortest (with the exception of the first surah), and are not in chronological order.

· Allah: This word is a combination of the Arabic words “al” (the) and “illah” (god), and thus means simply “God,” or “The God.”  A common, more poetic translation is “God, who is One and True,” where unity and truth are the two, ultimate aspects of God.  In the Qur’an, God (Allah) is the same God as God in Judaism and Christianity, and identifies itself as such.

· islam: First, please note that it is important in dealing with the Quran to keep the “i” in islam in the lower case.  This is so because in the Quran “islam” is an Arabic word that denotes a very certain action and is not yet the title of an official, formal religion.  In the Quran, God does not call humanity to follow a formalized religion called “Islam” with a capital “I,” or to follow any specific religious denomination, but rather calls humanity to islam, referring to a spiritual practice that will be explained below.  Therefore, with the lower-case “i” islam retains the meaning of the Arabic word itself and refers to the spiritual practice it explains, and does not refer to the full-blown, specific and formal religion which will develop around that practice.  This lesson plan is designed as an exploration of islam in the lower-case. Islam with the lower case is an Arabic word that derives from the root verb aslama, which means “to surrender oneself.”  From this is also the root word slm which means alternately “peace” and “surrender.”  Thus, its meaning is “the peace” or “the surrender” or fully and poetically rendered “the peace of surrendering one’s full being to God.”  With the i capitalized, Islam refers to the formal religion built around that spiritual practice.

· Muslim: The word muslim translates as “one who surrenders to God.”  In its most common, popular usage, the word refers to an adherent to the religion of Islam.  However, that usage is not entirely accurate and can be both misleading and divisive.  For the Qur’an, the word does not refer only to one who practices the formalized religion called Islam, but rather to one who surrenders to God.  The Qur’an states that that surrender is possible through the vehicle of a number of formal religoions, Judaism and Christianity among them. The Qur’an goes on to imply that surrender as practice is evident in certain actions that surahs list and reinforce.  This lesson will study how the surah “The Heifer” defines both “islam” and “muslim.”

· jihad: (Note: this is a pervasively misunderstood word and may take some discussion to de-politicize.)  The action of islam, the surrender of one’s entire being to God, is a simple but supremely difficult task.  In classic and widely rendered spiritual teaching, surrendering to God is the process of relinquishing the dualistic individual and personal desires to the unified and natural order of the divine.  It is the process of returning the human to a state of union with its source.  This is a process that includes great struggle (think Jesus in the wilderness, Buddha under the Bo tree, or Muhammad himself in the cave on Mt. Hira).  Jihad is an Arabic word which means “spiritual struggle” and which refers to the spiritual struggle to islam.  While some mainstream and current sources will translate jihad as “holy war” and use the word to denote military action against “infidels,” that translation is greatly distant from its roots in spiritual practice.  The concept of jihad as spiritual struggle does allow for actual, physical self defense, but only in highly qualified situations.  Primarily, jihad is a personal and inward-directed struggle to surrender one’s full being to God.

· fana: Fana is an Arabic term from Sufi practice, the mystical branch of Islam as religion.  However, with various understandings of the concept fana represents, it can be seen at the aim of islam as spiritual practice as a whole.  Fana is translated as “extinction” and refers to the extinction of desires for personal fulfillment.  While the individual will still be alive and self-aware, she has fully surrendered her self-derived and self-oriented desires to the natural order or will of God.  For example, an individually may find it personally more pleasant to spend her wealth solely on personal pursuits; however the Qur’an enjoins the individual to “show kindness… orphans and to the destitute… and render the alms levy” (2:83).  Fana is the realization of having surrendered all such personal desires, and therefore one’s full being as separate and autonomous entity, to God.  The experience of fana is peace, and thus, the state of living from the peace that comes through the surrender of one’s full being to God: islam.

Student Exercise:

· Having discussed the above terms, it is time to set aside secondary instruction and instead to pursue (almost) primary text.

· Using either a hard copy or online version of the Heifer (surah 2), have students read the surah with a pen and a sheet of paper handy.

· Instruct the students to read the surah, looking out for those whom the surah calls “believers,” or “righteous” or “faithful” or “those who will be rewarded.”  Chances are the translations the students read will not include the Arabic word “muslim” in them.  However, the above words are translated references to those who surrender to God.  Instruct the students that, when the come across these references, they are to make a list of the qualities those people have and the actions they perform.

· You may extend or contract the time you allow for this exercise as is available.

Essential Questions:

· Based on the above exercise, discuss the central questions: Responding from what you have read in surah 2 of the Quran, what is “islam”? and who is a “muslim”?

