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One advantage of doing a teaching series is that you get to do some reading to update your knowledge.  That was certainly the case when I gave a recent course on Islam for my community in Trail.  Both the preparation and the questions and points made, kept me thinking and going back to the resources from my previous studies.  One thing I identified as I prepared for the course was that I didn't have a single volume resource on Islam.  There were many different books on different elements of Islam - the histor, the Qur'an, spirituality, etc.  But no one book I could recommend.  

I started searching through Amazon and found Kung's recent (2007) book.  It appealed because of Kung's pedigree and because of the tone of reviews I could find.  It was a good price ($40) for a fat book (760 pages).  I recommended it to me group before I had read it, and took some flack (appropriately) for doing so, particularly because I would not commend other authors. Then the book arrived and I was delighted.  Not just because of the detailed content, but because of Kung's arrangement of the information, and specifically because of the paradigm model of Islam's development that Kung employs.

The content of the book covers all that you need to know about Islam - apart from the essential experiential factor of visiting a mosque and talking to Muslims (something we should never be concerned about doing if we get the opportunity).  We get the religious background to Islam, to Mohammed, to the Qur'an.  We learn about the five pillars of Islam.  We observe the growth of Islam as a religion and the Arab empires.  All the basics are covered in the kind of detail that the interested and impartial reader would want.  The text is not too dense to read casually, but is informed enough to be a solid reference.  The book goes beyond these to deal with the theological issues, particularly those between Islam and Christianity (Kung is of course a Christian scholar).  Kung addresses the problems facing the wider Islamic community in the post- 9/11 world, and looks at the future for Islam along a variety of trajectories.

The genius of the book lies in the layout, in the way that Kung has divided the story of Islam into five paradigms or eras:  The original Islamic community, The Arab empire, The world religion, The Law schools and Sufi's, Modernisation, and the contemporary/postmodern era. This layout brings clarity to a history which can be confusing to the outside (and even the insider).  The different elements are given a context which adds to the understandability of the whole.  This is, of course, what historians and sometimes theologians do, marshal the details of their subject in order to present a particular view.  It takes a very good academic to do this convincingly and  without undue bias.  Kung is such an academic.

If the book has faults they are in the length, which may appear too much for the average reader.  But if it is considered as not one fat book but 5 thin ones (as per the structure on the index), then this  is not a fault but an advantage.  There is only one other source I would recommend on Islam - Wikkipedia.  The wikkipedia articles are excellant, you can start with "Islam" and go in all sorts of directions.  You will not have Kung's guiding hand and overall perspective, but you will have the one thing Kung's book misses.  Pictures.

