
examples of that in the DVD and discuss similar examples from books and 
movies portraying the Christian tradition. 

 
4. Now that you've been introduced to the history and basic beliefs of Islam, discuss 

what you would most like Muslims to understand about your own Christian faith 
and practice. 

 
Learn more 
ELCA resources 
For insights on a variety of topics comparing Islam and Christianity, see 
"Christian-Muslim Talking Points" www.elca.org/ecumenical/christianmuslimtalkingpoints. 
For more on the history of Islam and its interaction with Christianity,  
see especially pp. 16–19 of "Windows for Understanding: Jewish-Muslim-Lutheran 
Relations." Scroll down at www.elca.org/Who-We-Are/Our-Three-Expressions/Churchwide-
Organization/Office-of-the-Presiding-Bishop/Ecumenical-and-Inter-Religious-Relations/Inter-
Religious-Relations.aspx. 
"Understanding Islam" Summer 2003 MOSAIC  
What do Muslims believe? Who was the Prophet Mohammed? How does Islam relate to the 
Christian faith? This DVD from Mosaic Television helps members of your congregation 
understand Islam. http://archive.elca.org/mosaic/summer03.html 
To view on Google: 
http://DVD.google.com/DVDplay?docid=7250353128530739405&pr=goog-sl&hl=en 
 
Other resources 
Basic information about Islam http://islam101.net/  
Beliefnet on Islam www.beliefnet.com/Faiths/Islam/index.aspx 
What Is Islam? http://globalministries.org/mee/resources/what-is-islam.html 
Islam FAQs www.saudiaramcoworld.com/issue/200305/islam-faqs.htm 
Esposito, John L. Islam: the Straight Path 
__________. What Everyone Needs to Know about Islam, 2nd ed. 
__________. The Future of Islam 
Goddard, Hugh. A History of Christian-Muslim Relations 
Kaltner, Islam. What Non-Muslims Should Know 
 

 

 

Prepared by Carol Schersten LaHurd, Ph.D., with the Consultative Panel on Lutheran-Muslim Relations 
of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America's Office of the Presiding Bishop, Ecumenical and Inter-
Religious Relations; and A Center of Christian-Muslim Engagement for Peace and Justice, Lutheran 
School of Theology at Chicago, 2012. 
Disclaimer: The views expressed in the Discover Islam videos are those of the producers and may not 
necessarily reflect official positions of the Evangelical Lutheran in America or A Center of Christian-
Muslim Engagement for Peace and Justice at the Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago. 
 

Discover Islam DVD Series  
Study Guide 

 
 

#1 Islam: Faith and History 
 
Summary of DVD content 
The DVD opens with the Muslim call to prayer and a common etymology for the 
term "Islam," which derives from the same root as the Arabic word for "peace," 
though it is more correctly translated as "submission." The DVD explains that Islam 
is the same faith revealed by God to the biblical prophets and addressed to all 
humankind through the final prophet, Muhammad. While Jesus is not the divine 
Son of God in the Qur'an, he is a major prophet, born of a virgin, who performed 
miracles through God's power.  
 
According to the traditional account, Muhammad was born in Mecca around 570 
C.E. and encountered an Arabian culture in spiritual and ethical darkness. 
Revelations from God began when he was 40 and continued for 23 years until his 
death. He was commanded by the angel Gabriel to recite what had been revealed to 
him. These revelations were gathered together into the Qur'an. This revealed 
scripture and the personal example of Muhammad form a practical guide to life for 
most Muslims. The first Muslim community was formed in Medina in 622 C.E., 
and by the time of the Prophet's death, most of eastern Arabia had accepted him as 
the Prophet of God. 
 
By the eighth and ninth centuries Islamic influence had spread as far west as Italy 
and Spain, and there was an "explosion of knowledge" as different cultures and 
faith groups came together under Islamic governance. The presence of intolerance, 
sexism and extremism in modern-day Islamic societies is explained as part of the 
legacy of colonial disempowerment of Muslim people. Terrorism and "holy war" 
are condemned as distortions of Islamic teachings, and all Muslims are urged to 
"take back Islam" and work with others toward peace. 
 
Elaboration on key topics 
1. The DVD says the majority of people in Africa are Muslim. While it may be 
true that Islam is the single most populous religion in certain parts of the African 
continent, overall, the numbers of Muslims and Christians in Africa is about the 
same, according to a recent Pew Research report: While sub-Saharan Africa has 
almost twice as many Christians as Muslims, on the African continent as a whole 
the two faiths are roughly balanced, with 400 million to 500 million followers each. 
Since northern Africa is heavily Muslim and southern Africa is heavily Christian, 



the great meeting place is in the middle, a 4,000-mile swath from Somalia in the 
east to Senegal in the west. Similarly, the figure of eight million Muslims in the 
United States is considerably higher than recent estimates by the Pew Research 
Group, which puts the 2010 population for the combined Americas at about 5.3 
million. [See http://pewresearch.org/pubs/1564/islam-christianity-in-sub-saharan-africa-survey 
and http://www.pluralism.org/resources/statistics/tradition.php#Islam.] 
 
2. The DVD presents the Islamic concept of "Tawhid," the unity and oneness of 
God, as expressed in the Qur'an. Helpfully, Hamza Yusuf of Zaytuna College 
explains that the Christian concept of a Triune God does not mean that Christianity 
fails to share Islam's commitment to monotheism. Isaiah 44:6-9, John 1:14 and this 
passage from the Qur'an illustrate a shared commitment to the one God in Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam, as well as a difference regarding Jesus' relationship to God: 
"In the name of God, the Lord of Mercy, the Giver of Mercy, Say, He is God the 
One, God the eternal. He begot no one nor was He begotten. No one is comparable 
to Him." [Surah 112] 
 
3. Many Christians are not aware that Jesus is one of the most important 
prophets mentioned in the Qur'an, which presents the story of his virginal 
conception and birth to Mary in great detail, as well as some of his miracles and his 
future return at the end of time. The Qur'anic versions of these stories do not match 
the canonical gospels precisely, though the overall story is in keeping with most 
Christian tradition. The Surah of Mary (19) is an excellent starting point for 
Muslim-Christian dialogue. Most Muslims consider Jesus one of the greatest 
prophets along with Muhammad and have deep reverence for him. Whenever 
practicing Muslims say or hear the name of Jesus, they pronounce the honorific 
"peace be upon him." The DVD presents a common Muslim interpretation that the 
coming "advocate" or "paraclete" Jesus proclaims in John 15–16 is actually a 
prediction of the Prophet Muhammad, while acknowledging that Christians 
understand Jesus to be referring to the Holy Spirit. Using the Greek word 
"parakletos," Jesus in John's Gospel gives his followers the assurance that God's 
Spirit will act as their defender and consoler. An early historian, Ibn Ishaq (d. 767), 
read the Gospel in a Syriac translation where "parakletos" is rendered as 
"munahhemana," which sufficiently resembles "Muhammad" to suggest this claim. 
(Read more in F.E. Peters, "Jesus and Muhammad: Parallel Tracks, Parallel Lives," p. 175.)  
 
4. According to the DVD, Islam's rapid growth in just a few centuries led to a 
"united and peaceful community" stretching from Cordova in Spain to Timbuktu in 
Africa. While there was never a single, united Muslim polity or community after the 
death of the prophet, it is certainly true that travel and trade in much of the territory 
from Spain in the West to India in the East was encouraged and led to a flourishing 
and largely peaceful economy. However, the DVD underplays the military aspect 

of these conquests and over-emphasizes the actual spread of the religion. In 
fact, like all religious traditions, Islam took many centuries to develop its theology 
and law. Further, evidence shows that it took centuries for the local populations to 
convert to Islam, and many Arab nations still have significant Christian minorities 
left from the ancient churches established in the early Christian period. Under 
Islamic rule Christians and Jews were granted protected minority status and 
continued to practice their own traditions. Although there were occasional periods 
of discrimination and even persecution, these minorities sometimes thrived under 
Islamic rule, especially in comparison to the treatment of minorities under imperial 
Christendom. It is also quite true that the "renaissance" of Europe owes much to 
these larger and more advanced cultures to the south and east of Europe, as 
represented in our many words from Arabic (algebra, admiral, algorithm, alcohol, 
alchemy, etc.).While history remembers a litany of wars with the Muslim world 
(from the initial conquests to the crusades and the "Reconquista" of Spain), there 
are also outstanding examples of the "convivencia" (peaceful coexistence) in 
Andalusia and many cultural, scholarly and artistic exchanges that are worth 
recovering. Learn more: 

• Amin Maalouf, Leo Africanus 
• Jonathan Harris, Byzantium and the Crusades 
• Maria Rosa Menocal, The Ornament of the World: How Muslims, Christians, and Jews 

Created a Culture of Tolerance in Medieval Spain 
 
5. The DVD's overgeneralization that early Islamic empires were entirely free 
of intolerance, sexism and extremism was not true under all Muslim rulers. 
Second, while it is the case that most Muslim countries were colonized and 
Muslims disempowered as a result, that legacy is not the only cause for the ills 
afflicting some Muslim societies today. For more on women's roles and rights in 
Islam, see study guide "#3 Women in Islam." Read more about decline and renewal 
in Islamic societies in the books by John Esposito listed below. 
 
Discussion questions 
1. What most surprised you in this DVD segment? What did you find disturbing? 

Reassuring? 
 
2. How does the transmission of the Qur'an via the angel Gabriel and the human 

prophet Muhammad compare with the revelation that led to the Old and New 
Testaments? See the "Christian-Muslim Talking Point" on the Bible and the 
Qur'an at www.elca.org/ecumenical/christianmuslimtalkingpoints. 

 
3. It could be argued that the DVD's portrayal of Islamic history demonstrates the 

general human tendency to idealize one's own tradition's past. Talk about 


