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The time has come to talk about holy-book burning and ask, “Why the double
standard for the Bible and Qur’an?”

The Bible and the Qur’an are not equivalent books. Treating them as if they were
facilitates misunderstanding and conflict.

When a pastor in Florida threatened to commemorate 9-11 by burning Qur’ans, it
escalated into an international crisis (Guardian story link below). When the US
military burned Bibles in Afghanistan, it actually defused an international crisis (CNN
story link below).

Burning a Qur’an is exponentially more explosive than burning a Bible. It is
potentially much more perilous than publishing pictures of Muhammad. In
Indonesia, | saw a man die in a hospital from a beating after he’d been arrested for
allegedly burning some verses of the Qur’an.

In Muslim theology, the Qur’an is a verbatim incarnation of God’s word. It is an
extension of divine essence, a part of heaven. In Christian theology, Jesus fulfills
that role. To Christians, the Bible is not an extension of God’s essence. It frequently
quotes God in recording the history of some of God’s actions and interactions with
his creation.

Christians believe that Jesus is divine, and that the Bible is divinely provided and
protected as a testimony to him. Muslims believe that the Qur’an is divine, and that
Muhammad is divinely provided and protected as the testimony to it.

As a result, in Muslim theology, burning a Qur’an is like crucifying Christ or
desecrating the Eucharist. In Christian theology, burning the Bible is like burning a
very valuable and special book. Functionally, for their respective groups, the Bible
and the Qur’an are different, so the responses of the respective groups are different
as well.

The Muslim equivalent to the Christian Bible is their Hadith. The Hadith is the
written record of the sayings and actions of Muhammad. Muslims use it to interpret
and apply the Qur’an the way that Christians use the Bible to understand and apply
the teachings of Jesus. Without the Hadith, there can be no authoritative application
of the Qur’an. Without the Bible, there can be no authoritative knowledge of Christ.
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Islam is political as well as religious. Muslims do not study the Qur’an devotionally
the way that Christians study the Bible. Rather, they dissect the Qur’an legally the
way that Americans treat the U.S. Constitution. A Muslim cleric is more of a legal
scholar than a theological one. Muslim people leave interpreting the Qur’an to
trained clerics the way that Americans leave interpreting the Constitution to trained
lawyers. Muslims and Americans memorize portions of the Qur’an and Constitution.
Some may memorize the whole thing. Memorizing the Qur’an or Constitution does
not make one a constitutional or Muslim scholar.

Political institutions always have access to instruments of violence for defending
sovereignty and policing law and order. Americans with little knowledge of the
Constitution will die to defend it and protect the institutions that interpret and apply
it. Similarly, Muslims sacrifice their lives to defend the Qur’an and protect the
religion and institutions that spring from it. Americans have a death penalty for
treason (and other crimes like murder). Muslims have a death penalty for people
who leave Islam (and other crimes like adultery).

Ideally, Christians will die rather than renounce their faith in Jesus. Unlike what
springs from the Constitution and the Qur’an, Jesus’ “kingdom” is not of this world.
If it were, as Jesus told Pilate before his crucifixion, then his followers would have
risen up to fight. Whenever people, like the Crusaders, have risen up to fight in the
name of Jesus, they destroy the other-worldly nature of Jesus’ kingdom and violate
the teaching of Christ. When Muslims threaten to behave violently to stop the
burning of the Qur’an, they underscore the worldly nature of their kingdom and
validate the comparison between burning a Qur’an and crucifying Christ.

Islam is a worldly kingdom, historically advanced and defended by Muslim political
institutions. Today, the worldly kingdom of Islam is divided between many disunited
countries under the dominance of a non-Muslim world system. Without a united
institution to advance and defend their religion, Muslims are left all on their own to
enact and threaten civil unrest when their “kingdom” is threatened.

And that, dear friends, explains why you can burn a Bible, but you can’t burn a
Qur’an.

Links:

Guardian Story on Burning Qur'ans:
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2010/sep/09/christianity-islam

CNN Story on Burning Bibles:
http://edition.cnn.com/2009/WORLD/asiapcf/05/20/us.military.bibles.burned/
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