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In God's Crucible, answers to many urgent questions, currently in the public discourse, can be
deduced. Is Islam essentially a violent religion? Why do Sunnis and Shiites kill one another over
a genealogical disagreement? Must we worry about the dream of a worldwide caliphate today, or
a terrorist fantasy about restoring the glory of al-Andalus in southern Spain? Is Europe really a
Christian continent? 

Lewis has made an important contribution to the growing body of literature on Muslim-Christian
relations that has emerged after 9/11. But his book also shows how daunting the task of
understanding the history of the Middle East is for the average American. He makes no
concession here to the general reader. While the book is erudite, it is marred by stilted academic
prose and an overemphasis, especially in the first half, on the minutiae of tribal and sectarian
conflict. Because of this density, it can be difficult to concentrate on the larger narrative, and
many of his insights are inaccessible to the people who most need them.
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