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Reza Aslan No god but God (Random House, 2011) 292p. 
Reviewed by Chris Mauger M.Div, MA.  
 
As a religious person, the title No god by God grabbed my attention as soon as I heard about the 
book.  The author, Dr. Reza Aslan was born in Iran and currently lives in Los Angeles, California 
where he works as a professor.  What makes him somewhat famous is that he is married to a 
Christian woman while remaining a Muslim.  According to him, they are raising their children in 
both faiths. 

Aslan did not waste any time making his opinions known so neither will I.  The book’s 
introduction included a slam on Samuel Huntington’s fine work, The Clash of Civilizations and that 
literal interpretation of both the Holy Bible and the Qur’an are irrelevant.  According to Aslan the 
real issue at hand is not a clash of civilizations but a clash of monotheisms.  Actually, neither phrase 
is completely accurate but the respective authors both have a valid point.  The best way to define or 
title the issue is, “The ways of sinful man as he put his own personal desires above the desires of 
Almighty God”.  As for the second issue the reader is told that meaning, not the validity of the event 
itself, is the most import part of religious writing.  Aslan referenced Hazrat Jesus raising Lazarus 
from the dead and also the source of the Qur’an.  First, if Lazarus did not actually come back to life 
how could a reader of the Holy Bible know that Jesus was all powerful and that other miracles 
happened as was written?  Aslan claims it is irrelevant to ask (or believe) whether or not the word of 
God indeed poured through the lips of Muhammad.  This is the first Muslim I have ever heard that 
questioned the validity of the Qur’an.  By making this statement, “only the meaning matters” the 
author is repeating the God-less mantra, “There are no absolutes.”  This is his foundation to start a 
book about God. 

Chapter 1 begins at the Ka’ba and does a thorough job explaining the political and religious 
situation in Arabia prior to the time of Islam.  It was interesting to me that at one time there were 
360 idols housed inside the Ka’ba.  Although the book did not bring out this point, that is one for 
each day of the lunar year.  Aslan seemed to be very fair by stating that the historical record 
mentions the Ka’ba as a mud and stone building in the year 600 CE but that there are only legends 
that date it back to the time of Adam.  However, because I believe Moses wrote a literal account of 
Adam and the Garden of Eden in Genesis, I have to question why he thinks that these are legends.  
The Garden of Eden was located somewhere near the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers.  Simply put, the 
locations are very far apart and it is highly unlikely that a mud building remained intact for that 
many years.  The reader is told that Noah re-built the structure of the Ka’ba after the Flood but once 
again it seems very unlikely that he would have traveled from modern day Turkey to Mecca, a 
distance of 3000 kilometers.  There is a much better chance that tribes local to the area built and 
maintained the structure, and that it was not visited by anyone who lived thousands of years prior to 
its first written reference. 

Aslan, in accordance to the Qur’an, was very open to the idea the Mohammed was not perfect 
from his birth.  Muhammad participated in idol worship prior to the revelations he received in the 
cave.  The reader is told that Muhammad’s original message was an attempt to reform the existing 
religious beliefs and cultural practices of pre-Islamic Arabia so as to bring the God of the Jews and 
Christians to the Arab peoples.  However, I do not know how this statement could be true because he 
did not follow either the Christian or the Jewish religions.  Although he probably had interaction 
with people from both groups during his work as a trader, his main desire was to receive their 
acknowledgement that he was a prophet.  When they did not grant this desire, his attitude toward 
Jewish people changed very dramatically (and negatively).  This truth is evident by comparing what 
is said about Jewish people in the early sections of the Qur’an and what is said in the latter sections. 

Chapter 2 documented Muhammad’s life from young childhood until he left Mecca as a new 
leader and moved to Medina.  It is well know that he first worked on and then later was in charge of 
caravans, trading goods in the region.  Eventually he married his boss who became very influential 
and supportive after he received revelations in the cave.  According to the story, the revelations came 
in painful and violent manners.  This is very interesting because one of the attributes of God is that 
He is merciful.  Another, if you take the Holy Bible literally, is that He is loving.  Actually, the 99 
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beautiful names nor the Holy Bible give the impression that God is violent.  After receiving the first 
revelation Muhammad was afraid and sought out his wife for comfort.  It took many years for the 
second revelation to come.  The initial revelations focused on what type of god Allah is, and the later 
ones focus on reforming the local society.  It seems to me the second of these topics is covered in 
much greater detail and is very specific to the local context of Arabia. 

After Muhammad began to share what was revealed to him, local people were silent up to the 
point that he began to attack their religious-economic system.  These people were more interested in 
their livelihood and less interested in hearing anything that might require a change.  Every year 
people came to the Ka’ba to worship their idols and naturally the local tribes profited on the event.  
As soon as someone said both the idol worship and the unfair business practices were wrong, local 
people became upset.  First they boycotted Muhammad, his clan, and his followers.  As a result, those 
who believed in Muhammad stealthily moved to Yathrib (Medina) which was an oasis settlement. 

When Muhammad finally arrived to the new place he immediately found success as an arbiter 
between the two main Arab tribes who lived in that area.  He also had an opportunity to implement 
the reforms he was preaching in Mecca.  The author does not go into great detail about the rest of 
Muhammad’s life but does mention his peaceful return to Mecca several years later.  I am not sure 
why the author did not answer the big question which is rarely addressed. The question is: “What 
caused the change of mind and heart in the people of Mecca?”  He fled almost certain death but there 
are no records of warriors going out to searching for him.  Then several years later, Muhammad 
entered Mecca as a hero and welcomed leader.  As a self-proclaimed research scholar, I would have 
liked Aslan to address this topic.  And this is one of the problems of the book.  Dr. Aslan either 
ignores or is very vague about keys points in Mohammad’s history which are controversial.  It is a 
fact that Ali laid in his bed in Mecca just in case an attack would come at night.  This is a very 
valiant act by Ali but raises questions about the valor of Muhammad.  An example of the author 
being vague is on the issue of what happened to the Jewish tribes who lived in Medina.  Originally 
they were very rich from the cultivation of dates and other trades.  However through “competition 
over limited resources” the local Arabs seemed to have gained the upper hand.  I have an idea from 
reading other books what this phrase really means but Dr. Aslan apparently does not think it is an 
important issue.   

Chapter four is about Jihad.  According to Aslan, “Until the day he died, Muhammad continued to 
engage in peaceful discourse– not theological debate with the Jewish communities of Arabia” (p. 102).  
However he was personally involved in eight major battles and led in the planning of 38 other 
battles.  If both statements are true, than it must have been difficult for any Jew to take him seriously 
when he mentioned he wanted to live in peace.  Another very interesting story mentioned in this 
chapter goes back to when Muhammad was cleaning out the Ka’ba.  As mentioned before, there were 
360 idols housed inside of it.  As the story goes, at this one event he brought out each of the idols and 
smashed them on the ground until he reached a statue of Jesus and his mother.  This image the 
Prophet put his hands over reverently, saying, “Washout all except what is beneath my hands” (p. 
107).  The only time I have ever heard this story before was from a course called ‘Loving Muslim 
Neighbors’ and that author took his story from this very book.  Dr. Aslan does not provide a source 
for this event.  As a disciple of Jesus and one who tries to live within the boundaries of the Ten 
Commandments, I have to question why Muhammad saved what appeared to be an idol.  Even if 
Muhammad did not know the Ten Commandments, his key message was for people to get rid of 
idols and worship God alone. 

After the Prophet’s death, there was little consensus for who the next leader of Islam should be.  
Another conflict centered on what type of leader should follow Muhammad.  Was the person only a 
political leader?  Or was there spiritual authority and responsibility that came with the position?  
Many believed Ali was ideal to be the next leader, but he did not get his turn until three others came 
before him.  ‘Uthman was the third Caliph (the Arabic word for successor) and caused the most 
controversy.  To the positive he was able to many lands but to the negative he gave money and 
positions to his family while disregarded the religious tradition.  To make matters worse he took on 
the title “Khalifat Allah” or “Caliph of God” which means successor to God.  The other major thing 
he did which made many angry was to recall all the copies of the Qur’an, burn them, and have his 
own canonized version written down.  The reason he did this was because there were many 
variations in print which did not agree with each other.  However, each group thought their 
particular version was the correct one and fair-minded scholars were not a part of the process when 
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the new Qur’an was made.  Although this event is a historical fact, Muslims do not see it as 
something that weakens the Qur’an’s authority.  I see it a big problem because today’s reader has the 
access to Uthman’s version (called the Uthmanic recension) and not Muhammad’s version.  Added to 
this fact, Uthman was not a devout man, regardless of the title he gave himself.   

In contrast, the Holy Bible was written by prophets and apostles through the inspiration of 
Creator God.  Once it was written, God, through man, protected His written Word.  One of the ways 
He protected it was by preserving countless partial and complete manuscripts from time periods very 
close to the original writing.  For example, I was not alive when India received independence but if I 
were to write a book that said India received her independence from France in 1920, I would be 
mocked and my book would never get printed.  Why?  Because eye witnesses are still alive today and 
every history book agrees on the fact that it was England not France and the year was 1948, not 
1920.  The same is true with the Holy Bible.  The oldest copies available today are from a period only 
one or two generations after the events actually happened.  The version of the Holy Bible that is 
available today is compared to those manuscripts to make sure it agrees with what was originally 
written.  I do not believe Aslan intended to expose a flaw in the Qur’an’s origin but when he stated 
that only the meaning is important and then documented the work of Khalifat Uthman, he did just 
that.  

Chapter 6 starts out with a very interesting and thought-provoking question: is the Qur’an 
created by God, or is it increate and coeternal with God?  Aslan did not give a clear answer to this 
question within the chapter, but he did make several other interesting points.  He also, without 
trying to, brought out an interesting and helpful comparison between Islam and Christianity.  Islam 
does not believe in a trinity, however the author basically said that Allah and God are on one level 
and the Qur’an and Jesus are on the next level.  There is not a Holy Spirit in Islam but some would 
say that the Angel Jibril (Gabriel) fulfilled that role when he delivered the revelations to Muhammad 
and also told Mary that she was going to give birth to Jesus.  At the end of the chapter Aslan makes 
another confusing statement. “During the twenty-two years of Mohammad’s ministry, the Quran 
was in an almost constant state of flux, sometimes altering dramatically depending on where and 
when a verse was revealed, whether in Mecca or Medina, whether at the beginning or the end of 
Mohammad’s life … while God may not change, the Revelation most certainly did, and without 
apology” (p. 170).  If we agree that God does not change, than how can His revelation change to the 
point that the theme is no longer consistent?  Perhaps my question is better stated, “Does the Qur’an 
or Islamic history present a picture of a consistent God?”  Muslims say that God does not change but 
Aslan seems to tell a different story. 

Chapter 7 focuses on the Battle of Karbala, the beliefs of the Shi’ite and a history of Iran.  The 
chapter is very good and informational for anyone who is interested in these specific topics.  Chapter 
8 does an equally good job with the Sufi branch of Islam. 

Chapter 9 focuses on India’s first war of independence against the British in 1857.  Because I was 
a long time resident of India and have read a good deal on the topic of the country’s history, I noticed 
several discrepancies in Aslan’s account.  Fortunately, none are large enough to worry about.  I will 
mention that both sides, the Indians while they had a brief turn at power, and the British when they 
regained power were equally brutal.  Aslan was only willing to record the British brutality.  He 
finished this chapter highlighting Aligarh Muslim University which was/is an attempt to mix the 
better parts of Western educational with the traditions of Islam.  In Aslan’s opinion the attempt did 
not and could never succeed, however the school is still active and a vital part of Indian society. 

Chapter 10 was a wonderful history of Iran and Iraq, even up to the present period.  The quote 
that caught my eye was,  

There are those in the West who argue that such a democratic system is impossible, that Islam is 
inherently opposed to democracy and that Muslim peoples are incapable of reconciling democratic and 
Islamic values.  Such a view not only contradicts Islamic history (not to mention observable reality), it flies 
in the face of countless surveys that reveal overwhelming majorities throughout the Islamic World pining 
for democracy as the “best form of government” (p 261). 

Although democracy is a common term, it is defined in many different ways.  Democracy, just like 
any other political system, takes on the culture of the country.  Therefore, democracy in the Middle 
East would probably not look like democracy in the West.  In addition, the human spirit is restless 
which means people fight for what they want until they get it.  Then they fight to get rid of it.  The 
other admission in this chapter that I thought was worth noting was when the author said, “God 
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may be one, but Islam is most definitely not” (p 272).  This is very true.  Islam takes on the culture of 
nation.  I personally talked to a Muslim man from India who said, “God is one” and “God is in the 
trees and the rocks and in everyone”.  The second part of his comment is exactly what a Hindu would 
say.  Of course someone from another country can declare this man wrong but before that happens, 
that person might want to make sure culture has not become a part of their religion also.  There are 
American Muslims who were drawn to the religion simply because their heritage is not European.  
And they maintain their belief structure based on race.  He finishes this chapter by saying that the 
West is only a bystander in a conflict that is between various sects of Islam and the true rivalry is all 
about who will be writing the next chapter in Islamic history.  I believe it was Huntington’s book 
Clash of Civilizations that also stated that the West shamed several Islamic countries by getting 
involved in conflicts that should have been handled locally.  And by doing this, became (or re-
enforced) the enemy of specific nations.  I am sure that Westerners do not want to be called a 
bystander and in many ways this term is wrong.  The West is involved in nationalistic Islamic 
affairs, sometimes for the better and sometimes for the worst.   

The final chapter recounts the history of Egypt and highlights the effect of electronic media.  In 
the past, people listened to and followed their local religious leaders.  But now, Aslan rightly states, 
there is a reformation happening within Islam and it is a result of mass communication.  Through 
TV and the internet every variation of Islam is available around the world.  For better or worse, 
people are connecting to the version they like the most and bypassing both tradition and local 
teachings.  According to the author this reformation has positives and negative built into it.  Aslan 
finishes the book by making some comparisons between Osama bin Laden and Martin Luther.  If you 
want to know what they are, you will have to read the book. 

As a history book, No god by God is a good read.  I do not agree with everything in the book but 
that is not a requirement for me and I hope it is not for you either.  However, I am disappointed with 
the title of the book because it does not fit the content.  The term Allah Akbar (God it the Greatest) 
was never even mentioned.  The 99 beautiful names were never mentioned.  Passages from the 
Qur’an or the Holy Bible are absent.  Actually, except for the historical account of Muhammad at the 
Ka’aba, God was not mentioned in the book.  And in that section, Muhammad was the subject, not 
God.  Added to this, there were no stories about a people’s remarkable faith or the providence of God 
within history.  Instead, the book read as a secular history book with its roots in a religious leader.   

If you want to read a book about God, I suggest J.I. Packer’s book, Knowing God or John 
Ortberg’s book, Love Beyond Reason.  Both are life-changing books about our Creator and Sustainer.   

 
 
 


