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Islam and Judaism 

 

When you think of Islam and Judaism, the first thought likely to come to mind is the 

Arab-Israeli conflict. There is good reason for this; Israel and the Arab states have been 

in a more or less constant state of conflict for sixty years. But in terms of history, this is a 

blink of an eye. Islam has been a religion for almost 1400 years. There have been 

numerous conflicts, some very bloody, but there have been more periods of relatively 

peaceful co-existence. 

One glorious period took place in what is today Spain, but was then known as Andalusia. 

For a brief time, Muslim, Jew and Christian all lived in harmony and produced advances 

in philosophy, the arts and sciences. It is out of this region that Judah Halevi would come 

and he in turn would influence Moses Maimonides, also of Spain. He was a 

contemporary of Abu Walid ibn Rushd, and they shared many points of view.  

But before we discuss that, we need to understand what Islam is about and where it came 

from. 

The Land of Islamôs Birth 

The Arabian Peninsula is 

located between the Red Sea on 

the West, the Persian Gulf on 

the East and the Arabian Sea to 

the South. The land mass is 

over 2.25 million miles, most of 

it desert. There are mountains 

and the region called the Asir is 

quite pleasant and attracts 

tourists. The cities of Mecca 

and Medina are near the 

Western coast. 

When we concluded the last 

class, Rome had banned the 

Jews of the time from living in 

Israel and the Jews had been 

forced out into the world. Some 

would live in the Roman West, 

in modern day Europe. Most 



would stay in the more familiar area around the Mediterranean. There were already 

Jewish communities in Egypt and Iran. Jews were not unknown in Lebanon and Syria. 

Other Jews would head south, into the Arabian Peninsula. 

By 570 CE, there were a number of Jewish tribes in the area and even a Jewish kingdom. 

Jews had lived in the northern area since Biblical times. In 518 CE Dhu Nuwas became 

the king of the Himyarite Kingdom, which had replaced the previous kingdom of Sabea 

or "Sheba" as mentioned in the Bible, and existing north of Yemen. Upon ascending the 

throne, he announced his conversion to Judaism and took the name of Yusuf or Joseph. 

These Jews would have significant interaction and influence with the Islamic Prophet, 

Muhammad. Muslims tell two stories that reflect how they perceive their relationship 

with Judaism. The first is that it was not Isaac that Abraham took up to sacrifice, but 

Ishmael. After all, Ishmael was the oldest son and would certainly have been Abrahamôs 

favorite. Therefore the covenant and prophecy apply to the descendants of Ishmael. The 

second related story is that Abraham would not have driven Hagar and Ishmael away into 

the desert. No, he accompanied them to a place of safety, to Mecca in Arabia. 

 
Figure 1 Jews of Hadramaut celebrating the Seder. 

When Christianity became the official religion of Rome, the Orthodox began eliminating 

heretics. Among those deemed to have heretical beliefs were the Gnostics. Many 

Gnostics took refuge in Arabia. Among the beliefs that they contributed to Islam was that 

Jesus was not killed on the cross; what the crowd saw was an illusion. This belief would 

also be adopted by Islam. 

Other Christians in the area include the Nestorians, who had been declared anathema for 

refusing to accept the divinity of Jesus. The Muslims would also incorporate this belief. 

Jesus would be remembered by Muslims as a prophet, not a Divine figure. 

But the majority of people living in the Arabian Peninsula were neither Jewish nor 

Christian, they were pagan. This included the Quraysh, Muhammadôs tribe. The Quraysh 


