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Conversion to Islam

What draws people from around the world from many different backgrounds to Islam?  The question of conversion to Islam and the motives behind conversions receive relatively little attention in scholarly literature compared to Christianity, possibly due to the nature of conversion within Islam.  While conversion itself receives little attention, various issues concerning Islam are often given a great deal of interest, such as why women are converting, coercion in Islam, and the claim that Islam is the fastest growing religion in the world.  Christianity and Islam share many common attributes, from the monotheistic worship of one God, which some believe to be the God of the Old Testament, known in Islam as Allah, to common ideals in the conduct of man.  While Islam and Christianity share many things, various factors of conversion appear to differ greatly within the religions.
“Conversion” according to Webster’s New World College Dictionary is “a converting or being converted: specif., a) a change from lack of faith to religious belief; adoption of a religion” and “b) a change from one’s belief, religion, doctrine, opinion, etc. to another.”  Conversion, the moment of accepting the faith and choosing to live according to the beliefs of the newly accepted religion, is often the focal point of many religions.  Muslims within the Islamic faith, however, do not place such an emphasis on a “conversion” moment, but instead see the acceptance of Islam as embracing the way God intended man to live:  “Every person is born a Muslim because we are all created by God. Therefore, a preferred term would be reversion rather than conversion.”
  Claiming that every person is a Muslim simply because we are created by God seems inconsequential; Christians could make this same claim. This concept of “reversion” over conversion is maintained in a study Larry Poston conducted that included Americans and Europeans.  Poston found that in the seventy-two converts questioned “a number of converts felt that they had always been Muslims without knowing it or that they had gradually realized that they had become Muslims at some intermediate point in the past.”
  Although the results of this study supports the Islamic belief of reversion, Poston and others continue to use the term “conversion” in their studies.  From Poston’s study many saw their “conversion” to Islam as a process rather than a decision made at a certain point in time, “…it appears that it is possible for one to slip effortlessly into the religion; that one can take on the characteristics of Islamicity without being aware that a significant transformation is taking place.”
  Poston found that only one out of the seventy-two converts could be categorized as having had a “spontaneous” conversion experience.
  In “On the Nature of Islamic Da’Wah” Isma’il al-Faruqi supports Poston’s results of the process nature in his study of the Islamic concept of da’wah, finding that “unlike Christianity, Islamicity is never a fait accompli. Islamicity is a process.  It grows, and it is sometimes reduced.”
  The process nature of Islam is observed in many aspects of conversion.
Because of the process nature and the simplicity of conversion to Islam, the issue of conversion has remained a topic unexplored in great detail.  Poston suggests that because of the lack of emphasis on “supernatural phenomena in connection to conversion” within Islam compared to Christianity, “historians of Islam considered the experience of conversion normative and therefore not necessary to report,”
 and refers to the gradual process that many Muslim converts experience as well.
  The lack of supernatural emphasis in the conversion process is a significant difference from Christianity.  Both religions place a great deal of importance on their monotheistic God, however, within Islam God apparently does not play a role in turning the newly converted Muslim toward himself.  The lack of the supernatural experiences is also indicative of the “normative” and process nature of conversion to Islam.    
The gradual and easy progression into Islam reveals another element contrary to Christianity – the issue of salvation.  Islam does not hold the belief of “salvation” in the same way Christianity does,
Man, as Islam defines him, is not an object of salvation, but its subject.  Through his agency alone the moral part, which is the higher part of the will of God, enters, and is fulfilled in, creation.  In a sense, therefore, man is God’s partner, but a partner worthy of God because he is trustworthy as His khalifa, not because he is pitifully helpless and needs to be ‘saved.”
  

Transferring the responsibility for salvation onto man instead of God is another key aspect of distinction between Christianity and Islam.  Whereas man is corrupt and in need of salvation from God on account of his sins in Christianity, Islam lacks the idea of a sinful nature in man, which Poston also discovered in his study: 
many did not believe that they were “sinful” in the sense that Christianity claimed that all men were.  Indeed, the doctrine of original sin was repulsive to several individuals and they mentioned that one of the precepts of Islam that most attracted them was the innate goodness of man.
  

In the sense that Christianity requires salvation on account of the sinful nature, the need for conversion in Islam is nearly insignificant.  Due to the lack of the concepts of the sinful nature and salvation, Islam has no need for the controversial notion of justification within Christianity, “…conversion to Islam is not a sacrament which, once it takes place, becomes an eternal fait accompli.  Islam knows of no “justification by faith”, certainly of no “justification” in the sense of justi fact.i”
  The absence of these concepts within Islam allows simplicity within the faith, yet without these concepts Islam lacks the theological depth that Christianity possesses.  It is this lack of theology and simplicity that draws many to embrace Islam as their way of life, and allows for the conversion process to be an easy transition.
The entrance to the fold of Islam often appears to be more of a process than a conscious decision at a certain point in time, and allows the act of “conversion” to be very simple.  The acceptance of the Islamic faith entails the action of declaring the Shahada; one 
Officially convert[s] by pronouncing the shahadah (pledge of conviction of faith) in Arabic thus: "Ash HaduAllaa Ilaaha Il-lallaah Wa Ash Hadu Anna Muhammadar Rasullulah" which means "I bear Witness that there is no deity but Allah and I bear witness that Muhammad if His Messenger". The pledge is to be taken in front of at least two adult Muslim witnesses.
 
Although many believe themselves to have always been Muslim this pronouncement is the formal entrance into the Muslim faith.  In a manner similar to Christianity, the declaration of the shahadah itself does not make one “Muslim,” but a true belief in the content of the shahada is required,  a “belief in the Unity and Oneness of God and that Muhammad is his Messenger makes one a Muslim at heart.”
  As some assert, Islam, like Christianity, is a religion of the heart, yet many of converts do not include emotions in their motivations for conversion to Islam.  Mufti Taqi Usmani claims that conversion to Islam lacks many of the official procedures of other Religions such as Christianity, asserting that: “Conversion to Islam has no particular procedure, like baptism, etc.”
  Yet in spite of the claims of the lack of a particular procedure the author of the website HOW TO BECOME A MUSLIM recommends that “…a devotee (newly reverted to Islam) is to purify himself by taking a bath (total ablution)”
  While many claim that the conversion process is quite different from Christianity these steps appear very similar – a declaration of faith and a recommended immersion in water.  The actual conversion process appears similar, as do some of the belief systems, yet they retain their own unique nature, remaining distinct in spite of their similarities.

After declaring the shahada, a new convert to Islam begins to live as a Muslim, practicing the five pillars of the Islamic faith   The author of the web page HOW TO BECOME A MUSLIM recommends that a new Muslim also “take a Muslim name” and “take up a basic course on Islam (if he/she hasn’t already) and keep the company of other Muslims.”
  Usmani encourages new Muslims to place oneself under the tutelage of a well-learned Muslim to absorb the teachings of Islam “about the basic beliefs of Islam and can teach him the concise and comprehensive words to express his acceptance of those beliefs.”
  An important element to accepting the new faith is the renunciation of the previous faith one held if they held any, as Usmani states: “A further requirement for a convert Muslim is to free himself from those beliefs of his former faith or religion which are not in line with the Islamic beliefs.”
  In HOW TO BECOME A MUSLIM anon. maintains Usmani’s statement and instructs that the new Muslim
should then resolve to comply with all the principles and rules of Islam in their entirety. He disowns all forms of polytheism and false beliefs. He should reject evil and be righteous. Such rejection of evil and being righteous is one of the requisites of the motto of Islam that is, Lailaha Illal Laah.
    
Accepting and living according to the new belief system is comparable to Christianity, as are some of the actual specifics – such as one God and striving for a life of righteousness.  However, Islam rejects some vital elements of Christianity while upholding aspects not observed in Christianity.  Mufti Taqi Usmani goes on to state the new beliefs that a Muslim ought to hold, which he sums up in these five points:

“(i) God is One. He has neither a partner, nor a son or daughter. He is One in the true sense of the word that has no room for the concept of trinity, or for any other form of camouflage monotheism or a disguised polytheism. 
(ii) The Holy Prophet Muhammad, Salla-Allahu alayhi wa sallam, is the last Messenger of Allah after whom no messenger or prophet of Allah (in any sense of the word) will come. 
(iii) The Holy Qur'an is the last of the divine books revealed on the Holy Prophet, Salla-Allahu alayhi wa sallam, and all its contents are true. 
(iv) The life Hereafter is the eternal life one has to live after his death where he will have to face the fate of his good and evil deeds. 
(v) All the teachings given by the Holy Qur'an or by the Holy Prophet, Salla-Allahu alayhi wa sallam, in absolute and unambiguous terms are true and acceptable. Once a person accepts all these fundamental beliefs as true, both verbally and in his heart, he becomes a Muslim”
 

The two religions reject and uphold individuals necessary to the faith.  Islam rejects the trinity and Jesus as God’s son, yet they accept Jesus as a great teacher, while Christianity does not uphold Muhammad, who is an indispensable part of Islam.  The two faiths also place a great emphasis on their particular inspired “scriptures,” the Bible in Christianity and the Qur’an in Islam, while both use the Old Testament.  The Qur’an and Bible, while both claim to be inspired by their monotheistic God, are very different.

There are numerous motivations for those converting to any religion, and Islam is no exception.  Different factors of Islam appeal to different people, and there are various influences that lead final decision to convert.  There appear, however, to be some universal attractions.  In Poston’s studying of da’wah in Islam he explored the motivational factors behind Muslim converts, examining previous studies investigated by others and compared his results to others’ results.  Factors that others had found played a part he discovered in his own research did not play a common role, if at all, in Muslim conversion.  Common motivations for conversion in other religions such as “fear (of death or hell)”, “self-regarding motives” such as “I wanted the approval of others” and “Ambition of a refined sort influenced me,” “remorse for and conviction of sin,” and “social pressure and urging,” and “response to teaching” were usually limited to a single person or entirely absent.
  The absence of these motivations can be attributed to the lack of specific ideas in Islam such as sin and theological teaching.  Hell, however, is present in Islam, and in Surah 3:131the Qur’an advises non-Muslims to fear hell “Fear the Fire, which is prepared for those who reject faith.”  It is notable that hell is not a motivating factor.  Islam lacks the idea of the sinful nature, which explains the absence of remorse for sin not being a factor.  Response to teaching is not a factor in conversion to Islam because there is not a whole lot of doctrine in Islam.  These non-factors, while vital to the Christian faith, are sometimes the impetus to reject Christianity – which many converts to Islam do.
The majority of the subjects of Poston’s study claimed to have some religious background, predominantly Christian.  Poston found that: 

Of the 72 converts, 41 (57 percent) mentioned that they had been Christians or raised as Christians; 10 stated specifically that they were Roman Catholic, and 23 simply called themselves “Christian” without specifying rite or denomination.  In addition 5 (3 percent) claimed to be “agnostic,” 1 had been a Hindu, and 23 (32 percent) did not mention a religious background at all.
 

What then, drives people to transfer to another religion?  Poston found in his study that the decision of conversion was instigated by a rejection or discontent with the religion they were raised in; Poston states that “The converts were quite explicit concerning their general dissatisfaction with their previous religious beliefs.  Eleven individuals mentioned that at a specific point in their lives they consciously and deliberately rejected the faith in which they had been raised.”
  Poston goes on to say that 

“For a significant number of converts rejection of the faith of their parents or culture did not imply a rejection of religion in general.  This is evidenced by the fact that many proceeded to explore other religious alternatives following their initial rejection of a particular faith”
  

The exploration for Poston’s converts led them to Islam with different aspects motivating their decision. 
There are many factors that draw converts to Islam, mostly being those of a way of life than a doctrine.  The factors that Poston found were significant were those along the lines of “example and imitation,” “the desire to follow out a moral ideal” such as “spiritual existentialism…which involves ‘how you enter a room, which foot you entered with, that you sip water and gulp milk, etc.,’” and “altruistic motives” which are similar to the motives of Christian conversion “I felt I must do better and do more good in the world,” as some of his subjects claimed that Islam is “the only hope for uniting mankind and creating equality among the races” and that Islam “develops higher and nobler elements of humanity.”
  These ideals, while some are based on a moral way of life similar to Christianity, lack a theological base, and are more concerned with specific ways of living.  Abdul Wadod Shalabi also includes some of motives that Poston refers to, but he also claims that most converts do not identify one factor alone as their motivation but various factors that contribute to their decision.
  Shalabi continues, claiming that: “Islam has appealed to many because of its simple and intellectually satisfying creed…The most immediately felt impact of his faith, on the newcomer to Islam, is invariably a sense of finding a place in the cosmos…”
 
Abdul Wadod Shalabi then identifies some of the more common factors that contribute to the decision to convert: 
1. Direction and discipline…Obedience is due to God alone, and no man can hold mental sway over the believer…The believer is enabled to control his physical form rather than be controlled by it.  

2. Lack of a priesthood.  
3. Racial equality…The capacity, not for change, but for expansion, undoubtedly constitutes a key factor in Islam’s continuing dynamism.
  

Poston also found these factors in his study, and includes them in what he calls the “teachings of Islam,” adding some as well, which include: simplicity; rational faith; universal brotherhood of man; “this worldly” focus of Islam; and lack of a priesthood or other medial agents.
  These factors, it appears the authors are trying to assert, are distinctly different from those of Christianity.  By emphasizing these claims it seems that they are alleging that Christianity is neither simple nor rational which is able to be contested.  While Christianity does indeed place an emphasis on life after death, it does not disregard life on Earth.  And although Christianity may have more offices, Islam does have leaders within the mosques.  These motivations, while seeming distinct to Islam, may not be as unique as some consider them to be.  
Although various features attract new converts to Islam, the most common influential factor appears to be relational.  Poston asserts that    “Cult-affective bonds are extremely significant for Muslim converts,”
 and he refers to a previous study on conversion to support this, “Lofland and Stark observed that the conversion of their subjects was ultimately attributable to their having come to accept ‘the opinions of friends.’”
  Poston continues with evidence from his study of converts to Islam: “Of the converts to Islam, forty-three (60 percent) specifically mentioned the influence of a Muslim friend or an acquaintance in their decision to convert.”
  A negative influence of a relationship, while not as common as positive relationships, is also demonstrated in some conversions, which Poston identifies as “… ‘extra-cult-affective bonds,’ through which the disapproval of a person or persons with whom one has a negative relationship can become motivation for deeper involvement with the group that is disapproved of…”
 With personal relationships being so important to conversion to Islam, Poston rejects the idea of Muslim missionaries and teaching, discovering that:
Only one of the seventy-two converts mentioned the influence of a ‘Muslim missionary,’ and very few attributed their decision to teachers or other formal leaders.  The majority saw Islam in the daily lives of individuals like themselves and learned the precepts of the religion from the lips of friends and acquaintances who took the initiative upon seeing the interest of a fellow seeker.
 
While missionary work may not be common in both religions, the relational factor is often observed.  

Islam appears to have a rational nature that appeals to many converts.  In Poston’s study of conversion he refers to the supposed emotional aspect of Christianity as opposed to the rational characteristic of Islam; from his findings he claims that 

At some point a conscious, rational decision was made to formally declare the Shahadah and begin to follow fundamental Islamic practices.  Half of the respondents to the questionnaire noted that they had experienced ‘a feeling of peace and happiness,’ but half noted no emotional response whatsoever…Conversions to Islam, then, differ significantly from conversion to Christianity in that they appear to be ‘conversions of the head’ (i.e. the intellect) rather than ‘conversions of the heart’ (i.e. the emotions).
  

According to Poston, contrary to Christianity, as one might seek Christianity on an emotional basis, one seeks Islam from a rational standpoint; he claims that most Islamic converts are 

not the result of an emotional reaction to pressures brought to bear by the atmosphere of a revival or tent-meeting campaign.  In most cases there was no crisis, no sense of desperation, no abject feeling of lostness or hopelessness driving individuals to seek religious solutions to their difficulties…Their conversion experiences were the end result of a long process of seeking, a deliberate choice made after careful examination and consideration of alternatives.  This is a rational as opposed to emotional approach to religion.
 
These results from Poston’s study are on the assumption that all conversions to other religions are based upon radical moments, demonstrated in his reference to “revival or tent-meeting campaigns.”  Something within the potential convert begins the process of seeking, whether it is a conscious emotion or not.  
A common question concerning conversion to Islam is the question of women – why would a woman want to convert to Islam - especially in America?  The author of a website titled Why Are So Many Women Converting To Islam? states that the population of converts increased 235% within the past decade, 137% being women.
  Then, drawing from a recent pole, anon. maintains that “100,000 people per year in America alone, are converting to Islam, Subhana-Allah. For every 1 male convert to Islam, 4 females convert to Islam.”
  The author of Why Are Women Converting to Islam, a woman, asks the question: 
why is it that so many women who have been born and brought in the so called 'civilized' societies of Europe and America are willing to reject their 'liberty' and 'independence' to embrace a religion that supposedly oppresses them and is widely assumed to be prejudicial to them?
 
She attempts to explain the answer, drawing from her own experience.  She claims that Islam is “the only Religion that truly liberates women by giving us a status and position, which is completely unique when compared with that of our non-Muslim counterparts.”
 
After giving some background of her story she claims that “Being a Christian did not do anything for me, and I began to question the validity of only remembering God one day a week - Sundays!”
  This claim seems to be a frequent criticism of former Christians, yet that is not how all Christians live – to some Christianity is more than a religion, but a way of living that permeates their lives.  She continues to express her dissatisfaction with Christianity: “As with many other Christians too, I had become disillusioned with the hypocrisy of the Church and was becoming increasingly unhappy with the concept of Trinity and the deification of Jesus.”
  Upon realizing her discontent in Christianity she started looking into Islam, specifically the treatment of women.  After researching Islam she claims:

What I read and learned, taught me a lot about myself as a woman, and also about where the real oppression of a woman lies: in every other system and way of life outside of Islam. Muslim women have been given their rights in every aspect of the religion with clear definitions of their role in society - as had men - with no injustice against either of them. As Allah says: "Whoever does deeds of righteousness, be they male or female, and have faith, they will enter paradise and not the least injustice will be done to them" [Nisaa 4:124]

This new way of looking at women within society convinced her to convert to Islam, and she appears to believe that these could perhaps be the reasons for so many women converting – Islam is the truly free religion, in spite of appearing oppressive.  

The author of the website Why Are So Many Women Converting To Islam? also draws from the idea of the equality of women and Islam being the truly liberating religion; anon. lists nine reasons that people are converting, six of which concern women:
4.  The Bible convicts women as the original sinners, (i.e. Eve picking from the forbidden tree){Genesis 2:4-3:24}. The Qur'an clarifies it was Adam not Eve {Al-A'raf 7:19-25}.

5. The Bible says "The birth of a daughter is a loss."  The Qur'an says both are an equal blessing {Ash-Shura 42:49}. 

6. The Bible forbids women from speaking in church {I Corinthians 14:34-35}. The Qur'an says women can argue with the Prophet (SAW) {Al-Mujadilah 58:1}. 

7. In the Bible, divorced women are labeled as an adulteress, not men {Matthew 5:31-32}. The Quran does not have Biblical double standards {Ar-Rum 30:21}. 

8. In the Bible, widows and sisters do not inherit any property or wealth, only men do {Numbers 27:1-11}. The Quran abolished this male greediness {An-Nisa 4:22} and Allah (SWT) protects all. 

9. The Bible allows multiple wives {I Kings 11:3}. In the Quran, Allah (SWT) limits the number to four only under certain situations. {An-Nisa 4:3}. The Quran gives the woman the right to choose who to marry.
 

These reasons appear to take the Bible out of context.  The Bible does not convict Eve as the sinner, nor does the Qur’an specifically blame Adam for the fall of man.  The Bible also considers children a blessing, and it is significant that point number five does not include a reference.  While I Corinthians 14:34-35 does indeed advise women to remain silent in church, this is on account that women should remain submissive to their husbands for husbands are the head of the household.  Islam also incorporates the idea of submission to husbands as demonstrated in the daily lives of Muslim women around the world.  The double standards that number seven claims also does not include any references, making it unclear as to the double standards it is claiming.  The last two points refer to the Old Testament, which Islam also uses – making the points irrelevant, especially considering that the New Covenant replaced the Old upon Christ’s sacrifice.   While Islam is able to claim these factors as motivations for women, they appear not to be well-supported.  
Another impression of Islam that many Muslim scholars attempt to disprove is the idea of forced conversion.  Those that attempt to prove that Islam is a religion of peace and does not use coercion to convert people use Surah 2:256: “Let there be no compulsion in religion: Truth stands out clear from Error” Why then, is the notion of forced conversion is so common?  Sherif Mohammed claims that forced conversion is a myth and a misconception, and desires to seek the truth in this subject.  He begins his defense of Islam with two questions: “Did Muslims really force others to convert to Islam? Is there any evidence for consistent forcible conversion throughout the Islamic history?”
  He then answers his own question, stating that: “As a matter of fact, there is no such evidence anywhere in the history of Islam…In fact, there is substantial evidence to the contrary.”
  Sherif Mohammed offers reasons as to why people are attracted to Islam, and not forced, followed by a handful of stories, however, he fails to include specific evidence that supports his claim that there is evidence against coercion.  Mohammed then claims that “Islam is so strong and so self-assured that it does not need to use force to attract others to it. The moral and intellectual superiority of Islam over all other religions has manifested itself so clearly throughout the history of Islam.”
  Mohammed upholds the common notion that Islam is the fastest growing religion on Earth and then says: “Yes, something is right about Islam and that's why it has attracted so many people throughout its 1400 years of history.”
  While many claim that Islam is the right religion because it is growing, the claim is also made of Christianity.  

Many claim that Islam is the fastest growing religion in the world, yet the same statement is also made of Christianity – this cannot be true of both.  The John Mark Ministries web site, written by the editors of Religion Today make the claim that 

Evangelical Christianity is the world's fastest-growing religious movement, researchers said. There are 645 million evangelicals in the world, about 11% of the world's population, the U.S. Center for World Mission and researchers Patrick Johnstone and David Barrett said. The movement is growing 3.5 times faster than the world population, and Pentecostal and Charismatic churches are growing 4.5 times faster. "That makes evangelical Christianity the fastest-growing major religious group and the only movement growing significantly through conversion," Johnstone said.

Why then, is Islam claiming the same thing?  Brother Andrew on the website Islam: Truth or Myth? challenges this claim, stating that “Islam is not the fastest growing religion in the world. Islam is the religion of the uncivilized third world where the birth rate is high. In these same Countries, Muslims are killed if they convert to Christianity.”
  Using information from David A. Barett’s 2001 AD edition, two volume World Christian Encyclopedia, Brother Andrew asserts that this claim is a myth.
  He takes the statistics that the Muslim’s use to maintain their claims – that Islam is growing by 235% and Christianity only 47%, and he attempts to refute them, explaining that these statistics are “from the Readers Digest Almanac and Yearbook 1983, and represents 235 percent increase over 50 years. Muslims always leave off the 50 year fact to make it appear they are going 235% every year.”
  Brother Andrew contends that these statistics are “directly linked to the birth rate in Third World countries where Islam dominates and not actual conversions to each religion.
  From this he makes the claim that “Christianity has always been larger than Islam.”
  Both religions claim that they are the fastest growing religion in the world – which claim is true?  Although there may be evidence to support both claims, it appears that Christianity may in fact be the one growing the fastest – but perhaps only God or Allah will truly know.

Christianity and Islam both attempt to make the claim that they are very different, and on the surface it appears that they are.  The apparent differences in the nature of Islam allow the specifics to go fairly unnoticed, yet not completely unstudied.  The conversion process is very simple, although not quite as different from Christianity as it may first appear.  Some motivational factors are also quite different from Christianity, while others, seeming different, are similar.  In spite of the motivations for conversion receiving little study, various topics gather a lot of attention, which adds to the incentive of investigation.  Islam and Christianity challenge each other in various but important areas, yet they may not be quite as different as some claim that they are.
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