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CHAPTER TWO

Islam
Located in the center courtyard of the Masjid al-Haram (Sacred 
Mosque) in Mecca, Saudi Arabia, is the most sacred object 
in the religion of Islam. Called the Kaaba, it is a roughly cube-
shaped building 49 feet (15 m) tall and approximately 39 feet 
(12 m) on one side and 34.5 feet (10.5 m) on the other. Its stone 
walls are covered with silk cloth dyed black and adorned with 
gold and silver Arabic inscriptions. Each 
year millions of Muslims, the adherents 
of Islam, travel to Mecca to pray and 
perform holy rituals at the Kaaba.

In 2024 about 1.8 million Muslims 
from Saudi Arabia and twenty-two foreign 
countries made the pilgrimage known as
hajj to Mecca. It is a sacred duty for all 
Muslims, if they are physically and fi nan-
cially able, to make hajj at least once during their lifetime. Pilgrim 
Zara Mohammed recalls, “I just remember the sheer excitement. 
. . . This was the center of Islam, and the Kaaba signifi ed a place 
of unity for Muslims irrespective of background or race.”7

That so many people express their faith in this way indi-
cates how dedicated Muslims are in worshipping Allah (Arabic 
for God). Indeed, in the twenty-fi rst century, Islam has become 
the fastest-growing religion in the world.

The Last Prophet
Islam is a monotheistic religion that traces its heritage back to 
Adam, the fi rst human being, who is also regarded as the fi rst 

“I just remember the 
sheer excitement. . . . 
This was the center of 
Islam, and the Kaaba 
signi� ed a place of unity 
for Muslims irrespective 
of background or race.”7

—Zara Mohammed, hajj pilgrim



Muslim and the beginning of a long line of prophets that includes 
Abraham, Moses, and Jesus.

Around 570 CE a child named Muhammad was born in Mecca. 
Orphaned at the age of six, he was raised by relatives and spent 
years as a merchant. In 610 CE Muhammad fi rst began receiving 
revelations from an angel of Allah in a cave near Mecca. Over a 
period of three years, Muhammad received more revelations from 
Allah and soon began preaching in public. His message that there 
is only one God attracted a small but increasing core of follow-
ers. But it also drew persecution from the religious establishment 
in Mecca, which believed in polytheism, or the worship of many 
gods. In 622 CE Muhammad and his believers escaped to the 
city of Yathrib (now Medina). There Muhammad found receptive 
followers, and the basic tenets of Islam (meaning “submission to 
the will of God”) were established from his teachings. 

Located in the 
courtyard of the Masjid 
al-Haram in Mecca, 
Saudi Arabia, is the 
cube-shaped Kaaba, 
the most sacred object 
of Islam. Each year 
millions of Muslims 
travel to pray at Kaaba.
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Islam considers the Prophet Muhammad to be Allah’s fi nal 
messenger, ending the line of prophets that began with Adam. 
In his fi nal sermon in March 632 CE, Muhammad declared, “O 
People, no Prophet or apostle will come after me, and no new 
faith will be born.”8 He died three months later. 

For almost twenty-three years, Muhammad had received wis-
dom from Allah and preached the message of Islam. During the 
three decades after his death, Muhammad’s followers spread Islam 
throughout the Middle East and North Africa through trade and 
conquest. It was the beginning of the worldwide growth of Islam.

Islam Today
As of December 2024, there were more than 2 billion Muslims 
around the globe, making Islam the world’s second-largest reli-
gion after Christianity. Islam is most prevalent in the Middle East, 
northern and central Africa, and Southeast Asia. Indonesia has 
the most Muslims, with nearly 90 percent of its population em-
bracing Islam. While sources differ regarding the American Mus-
lim population, the World Population Review estimates that there 
are about 3.45 million Muslims in the United States, about 1.0 
percent of the total population. According to the Pew Research 
Center, Islam is expected to surpass Christianity as the world’s 
largest religion by 2060.

There are two major branches or denominations of Islam, 
Sunni and Shia, and they trace their origins to an Islamic upheav-
al after the death of Muhammad. When the sixty-two-year-old 
Prophet drew his last breath in the city of Medina, a controversy 
arose over who would follow him as the leader of Islam. Most 
Muslims endorsed Abu Bakr, Muhammad’s close friend and trust-
ed adviser, to be his caliph, or successor. A minority of Muslims 
supported Ali, who—as Muhammad’s cousin—was a blood rela-
tive of the Prophet. Abu Bakr was chosen to be the fi rst caliph, 
leading Islam until his death. His Muslim followers are known as 
Sunni, derived from the Arabic word meaning “the path” or “tradi-
tion.” After two other caliphs ruled, Ali, the head of the Shia fac-
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tion of Islam, became the fourth caliph. His followers, however, 
considered him to be the only legitimate successor to Muham-
mad, rejecting the three who had preceded him.

Sunni is the larger group, with some 87 to 90 percent of Mus-
lims belonging to its ranks. Shiites, or those adhering to the Shia 
branch, account for the remaining percentage. Sunni Muslims 
are the prevalent Islamic denomination in Egypt, Indonesia, Sau-
di Arabia, and many other nations. Shia Muslims have a strong 
presence in Lebanon, Yemen, and Iraq and have been the vast 
majority in Iran since the sixteenth century.

The schism between the two branches of Islam continues 
to this day. Sunni Muslim leaders are elected from among the 
most devoted and traditional Muslims; Shiite leaders, however, 
are chosen by Allah from the direct lineage of Muhammad. The 
roles of these leaders, called imams, also differs between the de-
nominations. Sunni imams act as worship leaders, conducting 
prayers for adherents in mosques or other locations. For Shiite 
Muslims, imams are considered to be infallible representatives of 
Allah and are the only true caliphs who are divinely empowered 

Today there are more than 2 
billion Muslims across the globe, 
making Islam the world’s second 
largest religion after Christianity. 
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to interpret the Koran, Islam’s holy text. Sunnis are the more tra-
ditional branch (which their name implies), while Shiites are often 
seen as more extreme. The two branches also disagree on the 
understanding of a collection of sayings of Muhammad called the 
Hadith, the use of images of Islamic prophets, and the interpreta-
tion of Islamic law.

Still, both branches have many common beliefs, such as the 
importance of prayer, the necessity of the hajj, and the existence 
of an afterlife preceded by a Judgment Day that determines who 
is worthy of spending eternity in heaven. Perhaps the most im-
portant consensus between the branches is a set of fi ve Islamic 
practices that provides guidance for what is required to live a 
proper Muslim life.

The Five Pillars of Islam
There are fi ve rites that all Muslims, Sunni or Shiite, are obligated 
to perform. “The Five Pillars of Islam,” says journalist and religion 
writer Jason Boyett, “are viewed as the foundational acts of iba-
dah, or worship—in other words the minimum religious obliga-
tions of a Muslim.”9 Muslim children are taught these fi ve religious 
duties as they grow up, and by the time they reach puberty (or 
in some cases as young as ten years old), they are expected to 
begin to live by these rules.

The fi rst and most basic pillar is shahada—
making a declaration of belief in one God (Al-
lah) and in Muhammad. Shahada means “tes-
timony” and is recited by saying “There is no 
God but Allah and Muhammad is the Prophet 
of Allah.”10 Shiites add another phrase, “And 
Ali is the friend of God.”11 Shahada is spoken 

to a newborn baby, making it the fi rst words the child will hear 
upon entering the world. Saying shahada sincerely and with un-
derstanding changes a non-Muslim into a member of the faith. It 
is the basis of living life as a Muslim and is spoken several times a 
day, according to the second pillar, salah. 

“There is no God but 
Allah and Muhammad 
is the Prophet of Allah.10

— The shahada, one of the Five 
Pillars of Islam
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Salah means “prayer,” and prayers are usually performed fi ve 
times a day at specifi ed times: dawn, midday, afternoon, dusk, 
and nighttime. Muslims pray facing the direction of the Kaaba 
in Mecca and may rest on a small rug to defi ne a clean place 
for reciting prayer. Prayers entail a cleansing ritual before pray-
ing, then making specifi c movements that begin by standing and 
end in a prostrate position with the forehead touching the prayer 
rug. Each daily prayer follows tradition and usually praises Allah’s 
greatness while showing the individual’s devotion.

Zakat, the third pillar, requires Muslims to donate a portion of 
their wealth each year to charitable causes. Muslims believe that 
giving to charity is a form of worship to Allah. Only those with 
income and assets above a certain threshold must pay zakat, 
which is usually 2.5 percent of a person’s wealth. The proceeds 
go to recipients such as people who are extremely needy or in 
debt, people under slavery, and Muslim soldiers. 

The Mystical Sufi s of Islam

One of the goals of most religions is to draw the believer into a closer relation-
ship with God. For the members of a certain order of Muslims, that goal is 
sought by mystical revelations and ecstatic expression.

Su� sm is a practice of Islam whose followers are called Su� s, a name that 
comes from the Arabic word for “wool,” evoking the coarse garments worn 
by its early adherents. Su� s believe that God can be best known by inner 
puri� cation rather than strictly following Islamic law. Today there are some 
three hundred thousand Su� s within Islam, found mostly in the Sunni branch. 
A Su�  believes that human life must be released, or puri� ed, from all worldly 
concerns so that it can be � lled by nothing but God. 

The practices of a devout Su� , sometimes referred to as dervishes, may 
include chanting, meditation, repeating God’s name, fasting, and worshipping 
through music and dance. One especially notable form of Su�  worship is a 
sacred dance as part of a ceremony called dhikr. The dancers whirl around in 
a spinning fashion, giving rise to their description as “whirling dervishes.” This 
may lead the dancer to experience an ecstatic state in which they become 
� lled with God.
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