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M ost of the time 
when we hear 
about Muslims 
or Islam on 

the news, it’s usually connected 
with some sort of violence. We 
see images of Muslims holding 
signs expressing their anger 
with the West, saying they hate 
freedom of speech, encouraging 
terrorism, and attacking or even 
killing people who disagree 
with them. It is easy to assume 
that Islam is a very violent, 
oppressive (= cruel and unfair) 
religion.

But actually, that’s not true. 
When I was a university student, 
I had the opportunity to take 
a comparative religions class 
where I learned a lot about 
Islam, read many parts of 
the Qur’an•, and spent some 
time talking to some female 
Muslim students about their 
culture and religion. What 
I learned really surprised me. 

Allah and Mohammed
Many people don’t realize that 
Islam is an Abrahamic religion, 
which is the same category 
as Judaism and Christianity. 
The Qur’an contains versions 
of the Jewish and Christian 
bibles, and also has more 
sections, which were added by 
Mohammed. When we hear 
the word “Allah” on the news, 
many people think they are 
talking about a different god, 
but actually “Allah” is just 
the Arabic word for “god”. 
Even Christians and Jews who 
speak Arabic use this word.

In fact, Muslims even 
believe in Jesus. They 
believe that he existed 
and they believe in 
the lessons he taught 

about love and compassion, 
but they do not believe that he 
was the messiah*; instead, they 
think he was a great prophet*. 
They think that the Jewish and 
Christian bibles were correct 
when they were first written, 
but that many mistakes were 
made when they were translated 
between languages, which 
made people misunderstand 
what really happened. That 
is why God sent the truth to 
Mohammed, the last prophet, 
who wrote the Qur’an, 
which they believe fixed all 
these mistakes.

The Qur’an and the hadith
One of the main reasons there 
is so much confusion about 
what Islam teaches is that there 
are two sources of information 
about the religion. The main text 
is called the Qur’an, and this is 
believed to be the exact words of 
God, which he told Mohammed 
to write down. All Muslims agree 
that this book contains the truth 
as God wanted the people to 
know it; the book is considered 
perfect, and the absolute 
authority for the religion.

The Qur’an is written in 
Arabic. Most Muslims speak 
this language, and any Muslim 
who wants to fully participate 
in the religion is encouraged 
to learn it so that they can read 
the book for themselves. But 
the text is not always easy. It was 
written a long time ago, so some 
of the words are a little outdated, 
and the language is very poetic. 
Most people feel that the Qur’an 
is a very beautiful book, even 
for people who don’t believe in 
Islam, but it’s not always easy to 
understand clearly.

This is why there is also 
the hadith, which is a collection 
of other religious writings from 

Islam. The hadith contains 
interpretations of the Qur’an, 
reports about Mohammed’s 
life, and other teachings. It 
is important to understand 
that these writings are not 
considered “the word of God” 
as the Qur’an is. It was written 
by humans (almost always 
men), and even to Muslims, 
they are not necessarily perfect. 
Different sects of Islam use 
different hadith collections, 
which is why they believe 
slightly different things.

What are the differences?
By now, everyone has heard of 
the rule that you must never 
show an image of Mohammed 
– but this is not in the Qur’an at 
all. It’s only in the hadith (and 
the rule actually says you should 
never show an image of any 
person, not only Mohammed). 
So even for a Muslim, this rule 
does not come from God – it 
comes from human religious 
scholars.

Another rule is the laws 
about how women must dress. 
There is a line in the Qur’an 

A Peaceful 
Religion
How much do you really 
know about Islam?

Many Muslims 
believe that God 
didn’t make any 
rules for what 
women wear.
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that says women should cover 
their breasts, as well as some 
instructions that women should 
dress modestly, but the specific 
rules about women covering 
their faces, hair, and entire 
bodies come from the hadith. 
They are the interpretations of 
the men who wrote these rules 
– and they didn’t ask the women 
what they wanted. There are 
many Muslims who believe that 
God didn’t make any rules for 
what women wear.

So why does anyone believe 
the hadith over the Qur’an? 
While the Qur’an is poetic, 
the hadith writings are clear and 
direct. This makes them easier 
to read and understand. If you 
trust the people who wrote 
them, you can find the rules 
for living as a good Muslim 
very easily. But more and 
more Muslims are starting to 
believe that they should throw 
away the rules from the hadith 
and only follow the ones that 
are actually in the Qur’an. In 
fact, there are two passages in 
the Qur’an which specifically 
warn Muslims to only trust what 

they read in the holy book, not 
what other people write:

“Woe (= Sadness) to those 
who write the Book with their 
own hands then Say: ‘This 
is from Allah!’, so that they 
can make a cheap gain! Woe 
to them for what their hands 
have written, and woe to 
them for what they gained.” 
(Qur’an 2:79)

“Among them is a group who 
distort (= change) the Book with 
their tongues so that you think 
it is from the Book when it is 
not from the Book. They say, ‘it 
is from Allah’, but it is not from 
Allah. They tell a lie against Allah 
and they know it.” (Qur’an 3:78)

Religion vs. human nature
In general, religions teach people 
to be kind and compassionate 
(= showing care and sympathy) 
and to treat others well, but 
that does not make the world 
a peaceful place. Humans are 
not perfect, and some people are 
very extreme in their opinions. 
There are many violent people 
who are Christian, Jewish, 
Hindu, etc., even though those 

religions teach people to be 
peaceful. 

Islam is not well understood 
in Europe and America, so it’s 
very easy to make the mistake 
of thinking all Muslims are 
the same as these extremists. 
People with extreme ideas are 
usually very loud and easy to 
notice, while people who are 
quiet and peaceful are not. 

This creates an even bigger 
problem in countries like France. 
There are many Muslims living 
there, but their communities 
are often separate from non-
Muslims. This leads to a lack of 
interaction and understanding. 

Imagine living in a country 
where almost everyone thought 
that you were a terrorist just 
because of your clothes or skin 
color. Many Muslims in France 
do not feel safe. Even peaceful 
people can get very angry when 
they live in a situation like this, 
and want to defend themselves 
and their families.

This makes it easier for 
extremist terrorist leaders to 
persuade Muslims, especially 
young people, to join them and 
become violent. When a small 
group of extreme people does 
a terrible thing like attacking and 
killing innocent people because 
of a comic, and then the media 
blames all Muslims and calls 
them violent freedom-haters, 
they want to fight back. This 

pattern makes the situation 
worse and worse.

You’re on their side?
Not at all. Personally, I am 
against all kinds of violence, 
and I don’t agree with anyone 
who thinks violence is okay to 
use as a tool. On the other hand, 
I think a big part of the problem 
is that people blame all Muslims 
for these violent attacks, or they 
misunderstand the religion 
itself and believe that Muslims 
are violent people who hate 
freedom. When you tell a whole 
group of people that they are 
the enemy, eventually they will 

become the enemy, because they 
will feel like they have no choice.

I believe that people who 
commit acts of violence, 
especially against innocent 
people, should be stopped. 
That is true no matter if they 
are Muslim, Christian, or 
Atheist. But I hope that people 
can learn more about Islam 
so that the good people who 
believe in the peaceful religion 
can be understood and treated 
well. It would be nice to live in 
a world where good people can 
all live peacefully, no matter 
what religion they believe in – 
and stop violence and hatred 
together.
Megan LeBoeuf (USA)

Muslims from all over the world pray 
together at Mecca.

Glossary*
messiah – a person that many religions 

believe will come from God to save all 
the good people in the world

prophet – a person in a religion that 
gets a message from God to share 
with the world; famous ones include 
Moses and Mohammed

lanGuaGe Point•
Because the word Qur’an comes 
from Arabic, which uses a different 
alphabet and has different sounds, 
there are many ways to spell it. 
Some of the common ones are 
Quran and Koran.


