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At the height of the Roman Empire, roughly 40% of the world’s population was in China and the 

Far East, another 1/3 was in what we now call India, less than 15% of the world’s population was 

controlled from Rome, the other 10% to 12% of the world’s population was scattered across 

North and South America, Africa and Arabia, the deep forests of northern Europe, the steppes of 

eastern Europe, and island nations such as Australia.  When Rome fell from the advancing tribes 

from the eastern steppes and northern forests, it left a vacuum in the power structure through 

much of Europe and northern Africa that led to what historians call the Dark Ages and the rise of 

Islam. 

 

Arabia was a largely desolate desert place, but it lay along trade routes between markets in 

China, India and Western Europe, and Arab tribes survived and thrived in these desert 

conditions.  In 570 CE, a desperately poor pregnant Arab woman, Aminah, whose husband had 

died before his child could be born, was struggling to make ends meet.  She prayed to her 

spiritual ancestor Hagar, she who was driven pregnant into the desert, and went on to give birth 

to Ishmael, the ancestor of all Arabic people.  Hagar lived life in the midst of multiple 

oppressions: race, nationality, class and sex.  Ishmael would be born into a situation just as dire.  

Aminah was related by marriage to a penniless branch of the Quraysh, the most powerful tribe in 

Mecca, and she named her son Mohammed, which means praiseworthy, but Aminah died when 

Mohammed was only six.  Of all the great wisdom teachers, Mohammed speaks the most about 

care of widows and orphans, and he does so as one who has been there.  He lived with his 

grandfather until the old man died, and then was raised by an uncle, but in Arabic society, where 

who you are related to mattered so much, Mohammed was treated like the penniless orphan child 

he knew he was. 

 

Because of the important trade routes, the culture Mohammed grew up within was more 

religiously and culturally diverse than perhaps anywhere on earth.  His was a story telling, 

trading, illiterate, tribal culture in which he learned to thrive.  Early on he heard stories from the 

caravans about how the Emperor of China combined all the warring states and factions under one 

rule and one religion to make China the most powerful people on earth.  From the Jews in his 

town he heard stories of King Solomon, who expanded his kingdom to include all of Palestine, 

with wealth beyond counting, under one rule and one religion.  From the Parthians he heard how 

the Persians had conquered Palestine and Arabia, bringing the religion of Zoroastrianism, so that 

region came under one rule and one religion.  Lastly from the Christians he learned how the 
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Roman Empire had sought to bring its conquered people into one rule and one religion: Roman 

Catholicism.  This fired the imagination of a young boy. 

 

Mohammed worked diligently to earn a reputation as a reliable businessman.  When only 25, a 

wealthy widow named Khadija hired Mohammed to manage her caravans and be her business 

manager.  Being a wealthy widow in Arabic society was nearly as unstable an existence as being 

an ambitious orphan.  They fell in love and wed as Mohammed built a business empire.  Over the 

years Mohammed developed a reputation as a strong diplomat and negotiator.  At age 40 he had 

a crisis of meaning.  Looking around him he saw a society bursting with wealth, but also 

widows, beggars, orphans barely scraping by on charity. 

 

Mohammed developed an annual habit of retreating to a cave in the hills above the town to 

meditate for forty days and nights in order to come to better know the mind of God.  He later 

recounted that one night, in the utter darkness of the cave, he sensed a powerful presence, and 

heard the command: recite!  The voice said: “Peace be unto you, chosen messenger of God!”    

Mohammed was sore afraid.  He didn’t know what to recite or to whom.  That night has become 

known in Islam as the night of power.  When Mohammed came out of the cave the whole world 

opened before him and he experienced a transcendent awe.  He went home and told his wife and 

nephew Ali, who said they believed his vision, so Khadija and Ali became the very first 

Muslims.  Gradually Mohammed drew a small group of disciples around him, some of whom 

could read and write, and so they would transcribe his visions when he recited the words he felt 

God gave him to recite.  These recitations, gathered over many years, became the Qur’an.  The 

Qur’an, in original Arabic, are the exact words of God as recited by his prophet Mohammed. 

 

The second Surah, or chapter, where it tells the story of Abraham and Ishmael building the 

Kab’ah, includes Abraham’s prayer for God to send a prophet to the Arabs: “O God, make us 

surrender ourselves unto you, and make out of our offspring a community that shall surrender 

itself unto you, and show us our ways of worship, and accept our repentance: for, verily, you 

alone are the acceptor of repentance, the dispenser of grace.”  Just as God sent the Jews Moses, 

and sent the Christians Jesus, Mohammed came to believe that God sent him to be God’s 

messenger to the Arab world, and the message was surrender and live in the fullness of God’s 

glory.  He recited, “When God said to him, “Surrender yourself to me!”  He answered, “I have 

surrendered myself unto you, the sustainer of all the worlds.”  This is the core message of Islam, 

to surrender our will, our ego, to the divine mystery, and we will live life more abundantly! 

 

In that same second Surah, Mohammed deals with religious diversity.  “They say ‘Be Jews’ or 

‘Be Christians’ and you shall be on the right path.”  [You should say to them]: “No, ours is the 

creed of Abraham, who turned away from all that is false, and was not of those who ascribe 

divinity to aught beside God.”  “Say: ‘We believe in God, and in that which has been bestowed 

from on high upon us, and that which has been bestowed upon Abraham and Ishmael and Isaac 
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and Jacob and their descendants, and that which has vouchsafed to Moses and Jesus, and that 

which has been vouchsafed to all the other prophets by their Sustainer; we make no distinction 

between them.  And it is unto God that we surrender ourselves.”  From the Qur’an comes the 

notion of the Abrahamic religions, later described as people of the book, who are honored as 

followers of God, each according to their particular divine messenger. 

 

Most Arabs at that time were polytheists.  And like Haran in Abraham’s day, the trade in 

religious idols was an important business in Mecca where Mohammed lived.  Mohammed’s 

teaching about the One God, ALLAH, which means the one and only God, seemed to cut into 

their business.  Mecca profited from drinking dens, gambling, prostitution, and greed, all of 

which Mohammed’s recitations seemed to forbid for followers of God.  Mecca’s business and 

religious leaders tried to kill Mohammed.  God responded in the Qur’an, with these words in the 

102
nd

 Surah: “In the name of God, the most gracious, the dispenser of grace: YOU ARE 

OBSESSED by greed for more and more until you go down to your graves.  In time you will 

come to understand.  If you could understand with an understanding born of certainty you would 

indeed most surely behold the blazing fires of hell.  In the end you will indeed most surely 

behold it with the eye of certainty, and on that day you will most surely be called to account for 

what you did with your one precious life.”  Seven elders of his Quraysh tribe decided to kill 

Mohammed in his sleep, but—warned in a dream—Mohammed fled to Medina on the Red Sea 

250 miles north of Mecca. 

 

Mohammed’s beloved wife and uncle had both recently died, so Mohammed traveled to Medina 

with his best friend Abu Bakr, who seems to have handled financial and administrative matters 

for this small group of Muslims, and his nephew Ali, who Mohammed made his spiritual heir.  

Medina, then called Yathrib, was a fractious and divided town.  So Mohammed employed his 

considerable business and diplomatic skills to hammer out a covenant that all agreed to adhere 

to, called the Pact of Medina, which led to enormous new wealth and tranquility for this formally 

fractious place.  With this new wealth they raised up an army that went back and conquered 

Mecca.  Mohammed had a strong base from which to build a kingdom of God, based on one rule 

and one religion. 

 

When Mohammed died ten years later, his best friend, Abu Bakr, became the leader of orthodox 

Muslims, and helped to define what it meant to be a Sunni or orthodox Muslim.  A religion’s 

foundational myths can greatly shape its vision.  Surrender and live became a battle cry as 

Muslim armies swept out along the ancient trade routes.  Within a generation Islam controlled all 

of Arabia; 100 years after that it controlled most of northern Africa and the former eastern 

Roman Empire.  At its peak in the 16
th

 century, when Islamic wealth per capita was twice that of 

Europe and rivaled even China, and Europe turned towards the new world for expansion, Islam 

controlled much of southern and eastern Europe as well as much of the top half of Africa. 
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Islam had become as institutionalized and state-controlled as Roman Catholicism or Eastern 

Orthodox Christianity in the last days of the Roman Empire.  Its founder had grown up poor, and 

at the margins of society, but now its religious leaders lived like potentates and ruled armies.  

Mohammed created the Qur’an and the five pillars of Islam to help Muslims surrender to God. 

 

While Mohammed was still alive a group of mystics called Sufis grew up, centered on 

techniques for purifying your heart.  They sought in the Qur’an revelations towards 

transformation and transcendence.  They regard Mohammed as God’s first Sufi.  The Sufi 

Islamic mystics I traveled with in Turkey in 2011 trace their lineage to Mohammed’s spiritual 

heir, Ali, who in addition to being the son of Mohammed’s adopted uncle had become 

Mohammed’s son-in-law.  Ali was killed, along with his closest followers by Sunni Muslims at 

Karbala in what is now in Iraq.  Many orthodox Islamic states still today outlaw Sufi’s and Shi’i 

Muslims as heretics.  So I traveled with heretical mystics, singing about the martyrs of Karbala, 

and cherishing secret teachings of mystic traditions outside of Sunni orthodoxy. * 

 

This becoming more fully human is a journey.  A journey faced in many forms by over seven 

billion humans on this planet.  Islam is the second largest religious path of this journey on this 

planet.  I have been told that I have been telling too many of my own misadventures from my 

spiritual quests lately, so some of you evidently think I think this is about me; but no, it is 

ultimately about the journey.  When I traveled with Islamic mystics, a Sufi master planted the 

Kab’a of love in my heart, and that changed how I dream and how I participate in this spiritual 

journey.  It is a journey of stories, a journey of love.  I love you all dearly.  Amen and Blessed 

Be. 


