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Vocabulary for Islam

Abbadsids – the name of the second dynasty that ruled much of the Islamic world from Baghdad during the Golden Age of Islam (750-1258). 

Abu Bakr – Mohammed’s friend and advisor. He was the first caliph and the father of Mohammed’s second wife A’isha.

Ahmadiyya Islam – founded in 1889 by Mirza Ghulam Ahmad (c. 1839-1908) in Punjab, India. Ahmad claimed to be the appearance of the promised Messiah.  Some sources say he also claimed to be the manifestation of the Prophet Muhammad and an incarnation of Jesus and the Hindu god Krishna.  Ghulam Ahmad taught that Jesus did not die on the cross but traveled to India where he died at the age of 120.  This belief contradicts traditional Islamic teaching that Jesus never died but was taken up into heaven. Ahmad also reinterpreted jihad as a nonviolent war against infidels.  The pen not the sword should be the weapon of jihad.  Ahmed’s teachings have led other Moslems to denounce Ahmadiyyas as heretics. 

 Aisha – the daughter of Mohammed’s friend Abu Bakr and the most beloved of Mohammed’s wives after Khadija. Many of the hadith (sayings of the Prophet) come from Aisha, who played a role in the leadership of Islam after Mohammed’s death.

al-Alshari – (died 935) An influential Islamic theologian and founder of the Ash’aria school of theology.

al –Bukhari – (810 to 870 CE) Islamic scholar who compiled what he considered to be the authentic Hadiths of Mohammed.  Al-Bukhari’s edition of the Hadiths is one of the most respected versions of the Hadiths.

al-Ghazali – (1058-1111 CE)  One of Islam’s greatest philosophers.  Al-Ghazali synthesized orthodox Islamic thought and Sufism, reconciling reason with mysticism.

Ali Ibn Abu Talib – (599 to 661 CE) Cousin of Mohammed, husband to Mohammed’s daughter Fatima, and the last of the four rightly-guided caliphs in the early period of Islam. Shia Muslims consider Ali the first rightful imam. 
Allah. (ah-lah) The one divinity of Islam.
Arafat. (ahr-ah-faht) A ritual location east of Mecca where pilgrims practice wuquf ("standing") before a small hill (Jaba -al-Rahma).

ash’arism – an influential school of Muslim theology that emphasizes that the ways of Allah are beyond human understanding; therefore, Allah can only be known through revelation. 
Ayatollah – a Muslim religious and legal leader of the Shi’a tradition with great learning and righteousness.  

Caliph – a successor of the prophet Mohammed. Sunni believe that the first caliph was Abu Bakr, Mohammed’s friend and father-in-law. The caliph is the political, religious, and military head of the Muslim community.
Chador – a full-body covering worn by Muslim women, most typically in Iran following the Iranian Revolution. 
Faqir – a religious man who has renounced personal possessions and lives by begging. 
Fatwa – a legal opinion or interpretation issued by a mufti, an Islamic scholar.

Five Pillars of Islam. 1) The Shahada: There is only one God, Allah, and Muhammed is his prophet. 2) Salat Prayer five times a day. 3) Zakat Almsgiving Free-will gifts to the needy. 4) Sawm, fasting during month of Ramadan.  5) Hajj, pilgrimage to Mecca.
Hadith – a sayings of Mohammed. The Hadiths are not as authoritative as the Qu’ran, but Muslims believe that the Hadiths have great authority because they give the teaching and the example of Mohammed. Hadiths are used to help Muslims establish Islamic law and practice.
Hajj – a pilgrimage to Mecca, Saudi Arabia.  As one of the five pillars of Islam, all Muslims are expected to perform hajj.  During the hajj Muslims visit the Kaaba in the Masjid al-Haram, the Sacred Mosque.

Hassan – one of the sons of Fatima, and Ali. Hassan was assassinated as a potential threat to the incoming Umayyad dynasty.
Hijab – a head covering worn by women for the sake of modesty.

Hijra – In 622 Mohammed was forced to leave Mecca.  He and some of his followers moved 200 miles to the north to the city of Yathrib, known today as Medina.  Mohammed’s hijra is the beginning date of the Islamic calendar.
Husayn – one of the sons of Fatima, and Ali.  Shia Muslims believe Husayn to be the rightful successor to the Prophet Mohammed after Husayn’s father Ali.  Husayn was killed in 680 CE at the Battle of Karbalah, Iraq by Sunni Muslims. His death is still ritually mourned by Shia Muslims today.
Imam – a leader of Muslim prayer and the one who delivers the Friday sermon. In Shia Islam, the imams are Mohammed’s legitimate line of successors. They were not prophets, but divinely inspired and the final authoritative interpreter of God’s will as formulated in Islamic law.
Imamis – the largest group of Shia Muslims also called “Twelvers” because they believe there were twelve legitimate imams after Mohammed.

Ismailis – a smaller group of Shia Muslims also called “Seveners” subgroup because they believe that the seventh Imam was the last true imam and that he is now the hidden Madhi.  The Madhi will eventually reveal himself and establish Shia as the legitimate form of Islam. 
Jihad – a holy struggle or striving by a Muslim for a moral, spiritual, or political goal. 
Jinn – invisible spirit beings made of fire that were created by Allah to praise him.  Muslims believe that the jinn can Muslims influence people and can appear in the form of humans or animals.
Ka’aba – (“the cube”) a large cube-shaped building made from granite blocks. The Kaaba is covered by a black silk and gold curtain which is replaced every year for the hajj.  Inside the cube is the sacred stone believed to be a meteor.  The Kaaba is the center of the Islamic world.  All Muslims pray toward Mecca because Mecca is the location of the Kaaba.  Moslems believe that the first Kaaba was built by Ibrahim and Ismail.
Khadijah – the first wife of Mohammed.  Three of her daughters married Caliphs.  Ruqayyah married Uthman.  After Ruqayyah died Uthman married Mohammad and Khadijah’s daughter Umm Kulthum, and Fatima married Ali.
Malcolm X – (1925 to 1965) an early leader in the Nation of Islam until he became disillusioned with the Nation of Islam’s doctrine of racial prejudice and formed his own group in 1964 in the tradition of Sunni Islam. Malcolm X was also a militant civil rights leader.  After his conversion to Sunni Islam Malcolm X disavowed violence but did stress the right for African Americans seek self-determination and use self defense.

Masjid – a mosque, the place where Muslims meet for worship, prayer, and instruction.

Mecca – the central holy city of Islam in Saudi Arabia where the Kaaba is located.  Millions of Muslims practice Hajj the annual pilgrimage to Mecca.
Night of Power – Laylat al-Qadr the 27th day of the Islamic month of fasting, or Ramadan. The Night of Power celebrates the occasion of Mohammed’s first revelation from God.
Mihrab – the niche in a Muslim mosque indicating the direction of Mecca so that Muslims know in which direction to direct their prayers. 

Mina – a location east of Mecca where pilgrims spend a night and throw seven pebbles at a pillar symbolizing Satan. 
Minaret – the tall tower beside many Muslim mosques from which the muezzin calls out the believers to prayer.

Minbar – the seat in a Muslim mosque from which the imam gives his sermons. 

Miraj –Mohammed’s night journey to Jerusalem. A visionary journey reported by Mohammed in which he flew on a small donkey from Mecca to a distant mosque, then to Heaven, where he met Allah.  Some Islamic commentators say that the mosque in question was in Jerusalem.  Some modern commentators say that this mosque was in heaven.  This story is found in the Qu’ran Surah Al-Isra 17:1.  In the vision, the angel Gabriel introduced Mohammed to the other prophets of Allah, including the prophets of the Bible.  
Mosque – a Muslim building for prayer. Some are domed, some have open courtyards. Very often a mosque will have one to four tall, narrow towers called “minarets”.

Muezzin – the chanter who calls faithful Muslims to prayer.

Mufti – an Islamic legal expert who issues fatwas, or legal decisions.  
Muslim – a person who submits to Allah; a believer in Islam.

Muhammed – (570-632 CE) Born in Mecca, Arabia, Mohammed had a vision of the angel Gabriel who showed him the word of Allah.  As a result of this vision, Mohammed began preaching the one God and told people to turn away from idol worship.  
Ramadan – the month of fasting which commemorates Mohammed’s migration from Mecca to Medina.  In the Muslim calendar Ramadan is the ninth month.  During this month, Muslims fast from sunrise to sundown.  
Shi’a – the smaller group of Muslims found primarily in Iran and Iraq.  Shia Islam separated  from Sunni Islam over conflicts about the proper line of succession from Mohammed. Shia believe that Mohammed’s grandson, Ali, and Ali’s descendants are the rightful Caliphs which they call Imams.  

Sufi – those Muslims who seek a direct, mystical experience of Allah.  Some Sufi practice ascetic self-denial.  Others, such as the Whirling Dervishes, seek trance state to achieve oneness with Allah.
Sunnah – the customs or traditions of Mohammed.  Most of the Sunnah is from the Hadiths. The Sunnah supplements the Quran as a source of Islamic faith, morals, and practice.
Sunni – the larger group of Moslems found all around the world except Iran.  Sunni Moslems believe that the Caliphs should be chosen by a consensus of the community. 

Tawaf – the ritualistic circling of the Ka'bah seven times at the center of the Great Mosque in Mecca.

Tawhid – Islamic doctrine of Allah who is a single and absolute being that transcends the world.  Allah is a unique, independent, and indivisible being, who is independent of the entire creation.
Ulama – the community of Muslim scholars who interpret of Islamic doctrines and laws.  The mullas of the Ulam are the chief guarantors of continuity in the spiritual and intellectual history of the Islamic community.  These mullas may be spiritual leaders, ayatollahs, imams, and muftis. 
Qu’ran – the book revealed to Mohammed that was written by his followers in 650 CE in the Arabic language. 
