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By Terrence McCoy
The Washington Post

D ozens of Pakistani lawmakers
rumbled through the streets of
Islamabad last week with one voice:
Death to the blasphemers. Death
to the blasphemers. Death to the
blasphemers.

The “blasphemers” in this case were the
Charlie Hebdo cartoonists who recently
published a fresh depiction of the Prophet
Muhammad on their magazine’s cover in
remembrance of the journalists who were
killed in the Jan. 7-9 terrorist attacks.
“Making blasphemy cartoon of Prophet is

the worst act of terrorism,” a photographed
banner at the rally bellowed.
It read, “THE SKETCHMAKERSMUST

BEHANGED IMMEDIATELY.”
It’s so commonly reported that Islam for-

bids Muhammad’s portraiture that it seems
almost a waste of space to repeat it.
After all, isn’t that why someMuslims

were so outraged in 2006 when the Danish
daily Jyllands-Posten depictedMuhammad
in an unflattering light? Isn’t that why the
MetropolitanMuseum of Art pulled three
paintings of the prophet? Isn’t that why the
show “South Park” had to censor all men-
tions of Muhammad in a 2010 episode?
“Islam forbids images of Muhammad,” CNN
boomed in a headline last week.
But the reality is substantially more com-

plicated. The Koran, in fact, does not directly
forbid the portrayal of Muhammad. And
the secondmost important Islamic text, the
Hadith, “presents us with an ambiguous
picture at best,” wrote Christine Gruber of
the University of Michigan. “At turns, we
read of artists who dared to breathe life into
their figures and, at others, of pillows orna-

mented with figural imagery.”
Themost explicit fatwa banning the por-

trayal of Muhammad, she notes, isn’t tucked
into some ancient text. It arrived in 2001.
And its creator was the Taliban. The ban is a
very modern construct.
Still, no one refutes its pervasiveness,

nor its emotive underpinnings. To reiter-
ate, Pakistani men proclaimed the only
thing worse than terrorismwas drawing
Muhammad— a crime punishable by vio-
lent death. What explains this sentiment?
Where did it come from?
To answer that question, onemust travel

hundreds of years when the depiction of
Muhammad in artwork was not uncommon.
In non-Arab regions, researchers have

unearthed a panoply of remarkable and
detailed portraits of Muhammad that date
before the 16th century. In one, a Persian
image of Muhammad, clad in a white tur-
ban in beard, preaches his final sermon. In
another, a youngMuhammad, hair parted
into two ponytails, stands amid a throng of
monks. Onemore showsMuhammad set-
tling a dispute by placing a black stone into
the center of a rug.
But such drawings were far rarer in the

Arabian Peninsula, “where verbal reality
eclipsed the reality of the visual image,”
wrote Ali Aijdan in the Proceedings of the
11th International Congress of Turkish Art.
He argued there was a divide between Arab
Muslim cultures and non-ArabMuslim
cultures on how to handle artwork, which
eventually led to the contemporary disap-
pearance of Muhammad.
“An important element in Islamic aesthet-

ics is the role played by Arabic language,” Ali
wrote. “Among Arabic-speaking people, the
need for illustrative pictorial art to accom-

pany historical, religious, or literary works
was rarely felt. For example, although the
description of the Prophet is quite explicit in
the Arabic annals, there is not a single pic-
ture painted by an Arab that portrays him.
“On the other hand, among the Turks, the

Persians and the Indians, whose artistic
heritage had been rich in pictorial images
and whose language is other than Arabic,
the Prophet was actually portrayed.”
Along the way, something changed in non-

Arab drawings of Muhammad.
Muhammad still appeared in paintings.

But his features weren’t shown. Rather, they
were covered with white linen or cloth, his
form enshrouded by golden flame. Those
pictures, however, soon disappeared as well.
Gruber, in an interviewwith the BBC,

said the modern objection to images of
Muhammadmay have been a reaction
to colonization by Christians, with their
images of Jesus and the crucifix. It was dur-
ing the colonial era that pictures showing
Muhammad began to vanish, replaced by an
aversion to his image.
“To a large extent, this divide is rooted

in real-world grievances rather than theol-
ogy: a sensitivity caused bymanyMuslims’
perceptions that they are under attack by
theWest,” wrote theWall Street Journal’s
Yaroslav Trofimov. “And that their societ-
ies are in seminal economic and cultural
decline that started with European coloniza-
tion centuries ago.”
Of course, many who have no religious

objection to images of Muhammad per se,
deeply resent cartoonish images that ridi-
cule the prophet or make fun of Islam.
AsPopeFrancis told reporters thisweek

commenting on theCharlieHebdoportrayals,
“you cannotmake fun of the faith of others.”

A carved
depiction of
the Prophet
Muhammad in
the courtroom of
the U.S. Supreme
Court building. It
is commonly
reported that
Islam forbids
Muhammad’s
portraiture,
however, most
aren’t aware of
the history of the
practice. (Gerald
Martineau/The Wash-
ington Post)

How images of theProphet
Muhammadbecame ‘forbidden’

“You cannotmake funof the faith of others.”
— POPE FRANCIS, ALTHOUGH HE CONDEMNED THE DEADLY ATTACKS IN PARIS, SAID IT’S WRONG TO INSULT RELIGIOUS BELIEFS OF OTHERS

By Douglas Kindschi
Director of Kaufman Interfaith
Institute, GVSU

Last week, I wrote about the
Charlie Hebdo attack in
Paris and whether it would

increase the Islamophobia in
France, as well as around the
world.
The other tragic event two

days later was the killing of
Jewish shoppers at a kosher
market in a Paris suburb. This
highlights another terrible trend
that peace-loving citizens of all
countries need to be aware of:
growing anti-Semitism.
Here in Grand Rapids, the

Calvin College January Series
brought to our attention the
story of Tova Friedman, one

of the young-
est survivors
of Auschwitz.
This month
marks the 70th
anniversary of
the liberation of
that death camp,
whichmur-
deredmore than 1 million Jews.
Tova’s story was also told in an
award-winning documentary,
“Surviving Auschwitz: Children
of the Shoah,” which was filmed
10 years ago.
It will be aired again at 10 p.m.

Tuesday onWGVU-TV. It will
mark the actual date of the libera-
tion, andwhich Tova, age 6 at the
time, considers her “birthday.”
A tragic part of her story is

that following the end of the war,
anti-Semitic sentiment continued
to plague the Jewish community.
Upon her return to her home-

town in Poland she was repeat-
edly called “dirty Jew.” Her
schoolmates would throw rocks
and sticks at her to the point
where she wanted to stop attend-
ing school. In addition, her aunt
wasmurdered while working in
a jewelry store by an anti-Jewish
gang of young people. The defeat
of Hitler was not the end of
Jewish persecution.
In France today, half of all

racist attacks target Jews, even
though Jewsmake up less than
1 percent of the population,
and the number of anti-Semitic
attacks has increased seven-fold

since the 1990s. Similar increas-
es of such anti-Semitic senti-
ments and attacks have also been
reported in other parts of Europe
and in Great Britain. Hate crimes
against Jews have increased in
the United States, though not to
the same extent as in Europe and
theMiddle East.
Last week’s column also

pointed out the vast majority of
Muslims are peaceful. An inspir-
ing part of the kosher market
killings and hostage taking is
the story of Lassana Bathily, a
Muslim employee of the super-
market who hid a group of hos-
tages in a cold-storage room in
the basement. After getting them
to safety, he told them to stay
calm, turned off the lights and

closed the door while remaining
hostages were being threatened
upstairs. He escaped through a
delivery shaft and was able to
help the police by describing the
layout of the store and giving
them a key to open themetal
shutters so the police could make
their assault.
This Muslim store worker

saved the lives of Jewish cus-
tomers in this kosher market.
Let us not stereotype any group
because of the actions of the few
violent criminals. Let us instead
look for the stories of kindness
and bravery that should mark
the actions of all who act from
faith to do what is right and pro-
mote peace.
—Email: interfaith@gvsu.edu
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Supporters of fired
Atlanta fire chief
rally in state Capitol

Supporters of fired Atlanta
Fire Chief Kelvin Cochran
packed Georgia’s Capitol
Rotunda to protest what they
consider unjust persecution he
has suffered for expressing his
religious beliefs.
Mayor Kasim Reed suspend-

ed, and then fired, Cochran
after learning he had self-pub-
lished a book that described
homosexuality as a perversion.
At last week’s rally, Cochran

said his termination sent a
message to Bible-believing
Christians that “you’d better
keep your mouth shut or you’ll
be fired.”
Cochran said he was given

approval to publish his book
by the city’s ethics officer, but
Mayor Reed has said the offi-
cer never granted the approv-
al. Reed said Cochran was
fired for poor judgment, not
for his faith, and for leaving the
city vulnerable to discrimina-
tion lawsuits.
Cochran told supporters he

didn’t discriminate against
anyone.

ATLANTA

Ownership of Bible,
peace prize is only issue
One of the Rev. Martin

Luther King Jr.’s sons has
declined to say whether his
father’s 1964 Nobel Peace Prize
and traveling Bible would be
sold if an Atlanta judge rules
they belong to the civil rights
icon’s estate.
Dexter Scott King spoke to

reporters after a hearing in a
legal dispute that has pitted
King’s two sons against his
daughter.
King’s estate includes

Martin Luther King III and
Bernice King. The two broth-
ers voted last year to ask a
judge to order their sister to
surrender the Bible and Nobel
Peace Prize medal so it can be
sold to a private buyer.
Bernice said in February

that her brothers’ plan to sell
two of their father’s most cher-
ished items was unthinkable.

COLOMBO, SRI LANKA

Pope backs search
for wartime truth
Pope Francis has repeated

his calls for reconciliation and
justice to Sri Lanka.
Francis said at a Mass last

week that the Indian Ocean
island nation can’t fully heal
from a quarter-century of bru-
tal civil war without pursuing
the truth about abuses that
were committed.
At the rally, Francis canon-

ized Sri Lanka’s first saint. The
Rev. Joseph Vaz was a 17th
century Indianmissionary
who revived the faith in Sri
Lanka during a time of anti-
Catholic persecution by Dutch
colonists, who were Protestant
Calvinists.
—The Associated Press

Kindschi


