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LOVE OF GOD AND LOVE OF NEIGHBOUR
IN ISLAM AND CHRISTIANITY

Rev Dr John Azumah

In October 2007, one hundred and thirty eight eminent
Muslim leaders signed and issued a statement entitled “A
Common Word Between Us and You” as an open letter to
Pope Benedict XVI and a number of key Christian leaders,
organizations and denominations around the world. The
statement was subsequently posted on the internet by
The Royal Aal al-Bayt Institute of Jordan.! The statement,
issued in the wake of Pope Benedict’s comments in a
lecture in September 2006 that caused anger and violent
demonstration around the Muslim world, called for peace
and justice between Muslims and Christians. The opening
paragraph of the statement made it clear that there can
be no peace in the world unless there is peace between
Muslims and Christians, who make up well over half the
world’s population. The statement then adds:

The basis for this peace and understanding already
exists. It is part of the very foundational principles
of both faiths: love of the One God, and love of the
neighbour. These principles are found over and over
again in the sacred texts of Islam and Christianity. The
Unity of God, the necessity of love for Him, and the
necessity of love of the neighbour is thus the common
ground between Islam and Christianity.

Many leading Christians and Christian organizations issued
their various responses to the Muslim statement. Some of the
Christian statements, especially that issued by Yale Divinity
School Scholars and signed by key Evangelical figures, have
caused disquietand in some cases division amongst Christians.?
The main reason given by those who signed the Christian
responses is that it is only courteous and reasonable to respond
positively to a hand of friendship and dialogue in search of
world peace. For many of those who expressed reservations
and disquiet, the much needed clarifications and qualifications
were not written into the Christian responses, thereby giving
the misleading impression that Muslims and Christians mean
the same thing when they each speak of love of God and love
of neighbour. They on their part accuse as naive those who
signed what they view as an uncritical response to the Muslim
statement.

This CIS Occasional Paper seeks to throw light on some
of the issues. We will do this, first by briefly outlining
the teaching of the love of God and love of neighbour
in both Islam and Christianity, and the main paper by
Dr. Gordon Nickel will explore the historical context of

1 http://www.acommonword.com/index.
php?lang=en&page=option1 (accessed 30/06/09)

2 http://www.acommonword.com/index.
php?page=responses&item=39 (accessed 30/06/09)
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recitation (asbab al-nuzul) of the key qur’anic verse, Sura
3:64, prominently used by the Muslim crafters of the
Common Word document. It is from this verse that the
document got its name. Dr. Nickel will also present how
leading Muslim commentators down the centuries have
understood and interpreted the verse which reads:

Say: O People of the Scripture! Come to a common word
between us and you: that we shall worship none but
God, and that we shall ascribe no partner unto Him,
and that none of us shall take others for lords beside
God. And if they turn away, then say: Bear witness that
we are they who have surrendered (unto Him).

Love of God in Islam and Christianity

To fully appreciate the Islamic teaching on love of God
and love of neighbour, one has to understand Muslim
teaching about who Allah is and who man (as generic for
humankind) is. Allah is understood in Islam as a Sovereign,
a Ruler, Creator, Sustainer, and a Master. As self-sufficient
Sovereign/Master, the relationship between Allah and
humankind is governed by submission, obedience
and a pledge to him on the part of the subject/servant.
Nevertheless, the Qur’an contains statements that speak of
Allah loving and not loving. There are about thirty nine of
these statements in the Qur’an, seventeen of which specify
those whom Allah loves and twenty two about those whom
Allah does not love.? The Islamic teaching on God’s love for
man and vice versa is succinctly summarized in the words
of al-Zamakhshari:

The love of humans for their Lord means obeying him
and a desire to satisfy him and not do what brings his
anger and punishment. And the love of Allah for his
servants is that he repays them with the best reward
for their obedience, exalts and commends them, and is
pleased with them.*

As creator and master, Allah has no obligation or emotional
attachment whatsoever towards his creation (including
man). To use an analogy of Isma'il al-Faruqi, who can be
described as the most eloquent voice of orthodox Islam in
the last century, the divine/human relationship in Islam is
like that of an inventor or manufacturer and a product like
a computer or automaton.’ There can be no intimacy, no

3 See Gordon Nickel, “The Language of Love in the Qur'an and
Gospel”, can be accessed from: http://quranandinjil.org/commonword_
files/Language_of_Love.pdf

4 Ibid.

5 Isma’il al-Farugqi, Comments in exchanges with Kenneth Cragg, in
Christian Mission and Islamic Da’'wah: Proceedings of the Chambesy
Dialogue Consultation (Leicester: The Islamic Foundation, 1982), p. 48



fellowship or communion between the two parties. The
language of love carries within it the notion of emotional
attachment, which in turn, in the view of the Qur’an,
suggests mutual benefit and is therefore too frivolous
a notion to be applied to any relationship involving the
transcendent and self-sufficient God. What Allah cares
about is man’s duties to him and whatever he does for man
is either in the form of a reward or punishment. In the
divine/human relationship, man can only hope for what
he has earned. Allah is merciful but he is definitely not
gracious!

Hence even though Allah is “loving” (11:90 & 85:14), his
love is limited only to the “good-doers”, the “just” and
“god-fearing”, i.e. those who have “submitted”, become
Muslim (cf. 2:195; 3:134; 5:42; 49:9; 9:4,7). Allah does not
love “evildoers”, zaalimuun, (3:57, 140; 42:40); the “proud
and boastful”, mukhthalan fukhuran, (4:36; 57:23), and
“workers of corruption”, mufsiduun, (5:64; 28:77). The
notion of God loving the sinner or unbeliever is alien to the
Qur’an. Indeed Allah is severe with unbelievers, and orders
Muhammad to fight and treat them harshly (9:74; 66:9).
While the Qur’an talks about loving Allah, the fear of Allah
is what predominates in Islamic teaching, and believers
are taught to fear Allah and his wrath. ‘So fear God as best
ye can, and listen, and obey, and spend; that is better for your
souls’, says the Qur’an in 64:16.

The love of God in the Qur’an is therefore different from
the love of God in both the OT and NT. The God of the OT,
unlike Allah, is a Covenantal God. In the OT God reaches
out, enters and binds himself to various covenants with his
creation in general and the people of Israel in particular.
In the book of Hosea God is depicted as a faithful loving
husband still longing and yearning that his adulterous,
prostitute wife might repent and return to him. In other
words, in the OT God is the Creator, He is a King, indeed the
King of Kings, butas Kenneth Cragg pointed out to al-Farugi,
this King is prepared, out of concern for His subjects, to lay
down His crown and get alongside the common soldier in a
dire situation. Cragg asked rhetorically whether this is less
kingly than sitting in the palace on a throne?

Al-Farugqi responded thus: ‘No, it is not... but if you are
saying that the king next started polishing the soldier’s
shoes and carrying his ordnance box, then this is not
kingly’.® But this is precisely the level to which the NT view
of God, revealed in the person of Jesus, takes the kingship
of God. The biblical God did not only leave His throne and
stoop down to the level of a servant, but out of concern, He
laid aside His crown and took the way of the cross (Phil. 2:
6-8). Such an action is unthinkable of Allah. But love is the
overriding factor in that relationship between the biblical
God and His creation. God, in biblical teaching, is not only
loving butis love (1John 4:8 & 16). Hence John 3:16: ‘For God
so loved the world that he gave his Son...

6 al-Faruqi, “Exchanges with Kenneth Cragg”, 48

In the OT, God’s covenant with the people of Israel is
described as a ‘covenant of love’ (Deut. 7:12) and the Jews
are called upon to obey the commandments of God not
as a duty but out of love (Deut. 11:1). This was the point
missed by the religious leaders of Jesus’ day. So when Jesus
was asked about the greatest commandment He summed
it up by quoting from Deut. 6:5 and Lev. 19:18 as love of
God and love of neighbour. In other words, the love of God
talked about in the NT flows out of the OT. In contrast to
Islamic teaching, while the Bible talks in numerous verses
about the need to fear God and the fear of God, it is the
love of God and loving God in return that predominates.
Herein lies the difference between the qur'anic and biblical
understandings of the love of God.

Love of Neighbour

in Islam and Christianity

As mentioned above, to understand the Islamic teaching
on love of neighbour, one has to appreciate the qur’anic
teaching on the nature of man. In qur’anic teaching man is
created as Allah’s khalifa, or vicegerent (2:30) and entrusted
with oversight over creation. Man therefore is defined by
the role expected of him. Man is not created in the image
or likeness of Allah and therefore has no intrinsic value per
se. Man’s value is in his submission, obedience and service
to Allah. Allah commands Muhammad, and by extension
through the prophetic example, sunna, to the Muslim
umma, to be harsh towards unbelievers because of their
ingratitude, kufr. Unbelievers are by virtue of their unbelief,
enemies of Allah, his Messenger and umma (8:60). Hence,
even though the Qur’an talks about Christians as ‘nearest
in affection to Muslims’, friendly relations (muwalat) with
unbelievers — including Christians and Jews - is frowned
upon and resented in Islamic teaching.

O YOU who have attained to faith! Do not take My
enemies - who are your enemies as well - for your friends,
showing them affection even though they are bent on
denying whatever truth has come unto you, [and even
though] they have driven the Apostle and yourselves
away, [only] because you believe in God, your Sustainer!
If [it be true that] you have gone forth [from your homes]
to strive in My cause, and out of a longing for My goodly
acceptance, [do not take them for your friends,] inclining
towards them in secret affection: for I am fully aware of all
that you may conceal as well as of all that you do openly.
And any of you who does this has already strayed from the
right path. (60: 1)

Love of neighbour in Islam is therefore a purely in-house
affair. Outsiders like “Samaritans” and “enemies” are not
included in this love.

Compared to the view of man in Christianity, according
to the biblical narrative in Genesis, God created man in
His own image or likeness. In the Bible, man is more than
a khalifa, man bears “something” of God. The divine/
human relationship is therefore very different from that
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between a computer or auto engineer and computers or
automobiles. The relationship, as poignantly taught in
the NT, is that of a father and his children. Blood, as the
saying goes, is thicker than water. Unlike the qur’anic view,
there is “emotional” attachment in the biblical view of the
divine/human relationship. While God remains Creator,
King, Master and Judge, the relationship has moved to a
different level. For as Jesus told His disciples, “I no longer
call you servants, because a servant does not know his
master’s business. Instead, I have called you friends, for
everything that I learned from my Father I have made
known to you” (John 15:15).

The fact that man is created in the “image” or “likeness” of
God gives man an intrinsic value irrespective of whether
one is a believer or not. Hence, God warned that no one
should touch let alone take the life of Cain who murdered
his brother Abel. Some may point to the massacres of whole
communities in the OT at the orders and with the help of
God. These episodes do not however mean the people of
Israel were better or worth more in the sight of God than
the communities who suffered God’s judgment. In the
OT God called upon Israelites to be kind to foreigners
and reminded them over and over again that He equally
loved other nations and that the Israelites were not above
the treatment meted out to the other nations. In Amos
chapters 1 & 2 all nations, including Israel, come under
God’s judgement. In Amos 9:7 Israel is just like other
nations: “Are you not like the Ethiopians to me, O people of
Israel? says the LORD.” In the parable of the weeds in Matt
13, believers are told plainly that the fate of unbelievers is
none of their business. These are in sharp contrast to the
qur’anic teaching that Muslims are “the best community”
entrusted with the responsibility of “commanding good
and forbidding vice” (3:110).

In the parable of the Good Samaritan in Luke 10, Jesus in
answering the question “who is my neighbour?”, reminded
his Jewish audience that the “neighbour” they are called
upon to love actually refers to or includes those outside the
community. In other words, love is not an in-house affair,
and neither is it just to do with those whom we get along
with. It includes those whom the Jews did not get along
with such as the Samaritans. Indeed Jesus went beyond
loving our neighbours and took the teaching of love to a
much more sublime level:

You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor
and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you: Love your enemies
and pray for those who persecute you, that you may
be sons of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun
to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the
righteous and the unrighteous. If you love those who
love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the
tax collectors doing that? And if you greet only your
brothers, what are you doing more than others? Do
not even pagans do that? Be perfect, therefore, as your
heavenly Father is perfect. (Matt 5:43-48)

A Common Word

Thisisvery different from the qur'anic teaching concerning
Allah, who views unbelievers as enemies and is harsh with
them and calls upon believers to treat them harshly. But
beyond teaching the love of outsiders and even enemies,
in the story of the Good Samaritan Jesus contrasted the
actions of the Samaritan with those of the priest and Levite
and upheld the Samaritan as an example to the Jewish
religious leaders: “Go and do likewise”, he told the Jewish
teachers of the law. In other words, the Samaritans are not
only your neighbours, worthy of your love and affection,
but they have something to teach you!

Conclusion

These are the ideals as set forth in the teaching of Islam
and Christianity. Are we therefore to conclude that
there is nothing Muslims and Christians can talk about
concerning love of God and love of neighbour? Certainly
not! Sustainable dialogue, as far as the academic ethos
of the CIS is concerned, can only be founded upon an
acknowledgement, appreciation and respect for our
differences. Dr. Gordon Nickel’s paper seeks to make the
added crucial point that dialogue must be constructed
on solid hermeneutical and exegetical grounds. Also the
premise that dialogue can only be constructed upon what
we share in common or upon common ground, is a false
premise. Indeed, by trying very hard to evade the difficult
questions and differences, we give the impression that
we are intolerant of difference and diversity of views,
without which there can be no dialogue. Let us therefore
be courageous and unashamed to admit and explore our
differences for it is only by exploring, not ignoring, our
differences that we can arrive at some common ground.

And talking of common ground, the truth of the matter is
that despite the sublime teachings of love in Christianity,
Christians have been guilty of some of the most atrocious
acts against “outsiders” in history, and despite the
harsher teaching in Islam, Muslims have been known for
magnanimous and harmonious if not loving relationships
with “outsiders” in many parts of the world. If there is
any common word between Muslims and Christians, it is
that we are all sinners and have fallen short of the glory of
God (Romans 3:23). The conversations around the theme
of the love of God and love of neighbour should therefore
not become an academic, theological and philosophical
discourse between “specialists”. Rather, it should be
addressed to madrassas, mosques and imams around
the Muslim world, and the Christian responses should
similarly be sent to churches, seminaries and grassroots
Christian institutions and organizations. These are the
places in desperate need of the initiative contained in
the Common Word document. For many Muslims and
Christians in the non-Western world, these are issues of life
and death, and we need to be seen to be addressing these
critical concerns.



‘A COMMON WORD” IN QUR’ANIC
CONTEXT AND COMMENTARY

Gordon Nickel

According to Muslim tradition, the conversation betweenIslam
and those who did not accept its messenger began at a very
early stage. The sourcebooks of Islam tell a story of polemical
encounter between the messenger and various groups of
listeners who hear his recitations. Prophetical traditions
known as hadith present the words of various antagonists
and the replies of the messenger.! The earliest biographies
of the messenger and the Muslim histories of the origins of
Islam identify particular groups of polytheists in Makka and
Jews in Madina who resisted the recitations and denied their
divine provenance.? These groups neither acknowledged the
prophethood of the messenger nor recognized his authority
to speak from God.

The Muslim scripture contains a range of materials which
seem to reflect polemical situations, Many passages in the
Qur’an give the reader the impression of entering debates in
progress between the claims of Islam and groups of listeners
who do not accept those claims.® Scholars have made such
observations from a close reading of text and context and, as
will be shown below, the Muslim interpretive tradition has
tended to support these directions. The main qur'anic claims
seem to be that the reciter of the verses is a true messenger of
Allah, and that the words he is reciting are sent down by Allah.
The listeners who question or reject the claims appear most
often to be Jews or “associators.” These adversaries counter
that far from being a prophet, the reciter is a poet, a sorcerer
or a soothsayer, or that he is mad or possessed by jinn. They
describe the messenger’s recitation as a forgery, as nothing
but old stories, or confused dreams. The Qur'an replies with

1 Many such hadith can be found, for example, in book 60 of al-
Bukhari’s collection, kitab al-tafsir. Sahih al-Bukhari (Cairo: Al-Arabi,
1955), Vol. VL. See Ignaz Goldziher, “Uber muhammedanische Polemik
gegen Ahl al-kitab,” Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenldndischen Gesell-
schaft xxxii (1878), 344f.; Martin Schreiner, “Zur Geschichte der Polemik
zwischen Juden und Muhammedanern,” Zeitschrift der Deutschen Mor-
genlindischen Gesellschaft xlii (1888), 592-596; H. Hirschfeld, “Historical
and legendary controversies between Mohammad and the Rabbis,”
Jewish Quarterly Review x (1897-8), 100-112; Georges Vajda, “Juifs et
Musulmans selon le Hadit,” Journal Asiatique ccxxix (1937), 85-109; and
G.H.A. Juynboll, “Hadith and the Qur’an,” Encyclopaedia of the Qur'an,
Jane Dammen McAuliffe, gen. ed. (Leiden: Brill 2002), Vol. I1, 391.

2 IbnIshagq, Sirat al-Nabi, Muhammad Muhiya al-Din ‘Abd al-Hamid,
ed. (Cairo: Maktaba Muhammad ‘Ali Sabth wa Awlad, 1963), Vol. 11, 372-
412, Alfred Guillaume (trans.), The Life of Muhammad (Karachi: Oxford
University Press, 1955), 247-270. Rudolf Sellheim, “Prophet, Caliph und
Geschichte: Die Muhammed-Biographie des Ibn Ishaq,” Oriens xviii-xix
(1965-7), 53-54, 62, 80-82. John Wansbrough, The Sectarian Milieu: Content
and Composition of Islamic Salvation History (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1978), 11-42.

3 Cf.Kate Zebiri, “Polemic and Polemical Language,” Encyclopaedia
of the Qur'an, Jane Dammen McAuliffe, gen. ed. (Leiden: Brill, 2004), Vol.
1V, 114.

affirmations of the messenger’s true status.’ Elsewhere in
the Qur’an, claims are made for the true identity of figures
familiar from the Bible. Such passages seem to be responding
to claims for these figures made by Jews and Christians.

Scholars often remain tentative about the meaning of any
one passage in the Qur'an because the Qur'an does not
generally supply the setting for the recitation. The style of
the qur'anic discourse is allusive and elliptical.> The qur'anic
text frequently lacks words or units of information which
might otherwise be considered essential to a clear expression
of meaning. Muslim scripture gives the impression of being
addressed to an audience which could supply missing details
to which the text only refers.® Even narrative in the Qur'an
is “often unintelligible without exegetical complement.” In
the case of polemical passages, the reader usually encounters
ambiguity about many parts of a sentence, including the
identities of the subject and object, and the nature of the
dispute.

Because of these uncertainties of meaning, Muslim scholars in
the early centuries of Islam attempted to provide a setting for
the words of scripture. One common method was to specify
the “occasion of revelation” (sabab al-nuziil) for each verse.
Sira and maghazi literature provided a continuous narrative
framework for the recitations, which by Muslim accounts

4 Kate Zebiri, “Argumentation,” in The Blackwell Companion to the
Qur’an, Andrew Rippin, ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), 274.

5  John Wansbrough, Quranic Studies: Sources and Methods of Scriptural
Interpretation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 1, 42, 57; idem.,
Sectarian Milieu, 24-25.

6  Wansbrough, Quranic Studies, 1.

7 Wansbrough, Quranic Studies, 131. Wansbrough characterized
Muslim scripture as a “torso” needing completion by the sira-maghazi
literature. Sectarian Milieu, 45. Norman Calder prefered the image of a
Chinese painting, in which the missing details do indeed need to be
filled in - but only according to independent structures. “Tafsir from
Tabari to Ibn Kathir: Problems in the description of a genre, illustrated
with reference to the story of Abraham,” in Approaches to the Quran,
G.R.Hawting and Abdul-Kader A. Shareef, eds. (London: Routledge,
1993), 115.

8  “[The Qur’an] almost never mentions by name those who ask, chal-
lenge, seek guidance, doubt, or abuse, which is one of the reasons the
Qur’an has been named a ‘text without a context.” Stefan Wild, “The
Self-Referentiality of the Qur’an: Sura 3:7 as an Exegetical Challenge,”
in With Reverence for the Word: Medieval Scriptural Exegesis in Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam, Jane Dammen McAuliffe, Barry D. Walfish, and
Joseph W. Goering, eds. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 422.
Matthias Radscheit, for example, discusses the “anonymity” of the
Qur’an’s polemical passages and concludes that not only is it difficult
to be sure of the identity of the prophet’s opponents, but also of the
identity of the prophet. Die koranische Herausforderung: Die tahaddi Verse
im Rahmen der Polemikpassagen des Korans (Berlin: Klaus Schwarz, 1996),
14-23.

9  Gordon Nickel and Andrew Rippin, “The Qur’an,” in The Islamic
World, Andrew Rippin, editor (London: Routledge, 2008), 149.
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were spoken at many different times within a twenty three
year period and are not arranged chronologically in the
canonical sequence. Both kinds of material were used in
commentaries on the Qur'an, and in fact some of the earliest
Muslim commentaries explain meaning chiefly by providing
narrative and tayin al-mubham, or identification of the
anonymous.

Frequently already in the earliest Muslim biographies of
Muhammad, narrative accounts are offered in an attempt
to associate verses of the Qur'an with particular encounters
between various groups and the prophet of Islam. The Muslim
portrayals of these encounters specify time and place, and
provide names and descriptions of the antagonists, lengthy
quotations from the conversations, and many other details.
These accounts are also found in many classical Muslim
commentaries on the Qur'an. As a result, many verses of the
Qur'an began to be associated with traditions about their
narrative settings. Such verses were not simply understood
to have “plain meanings,” clear to any listener or reader, but
rather were thought to require extra information. This way
of approaching the meanings of the Qur'an through tradition
continues for many Muslims around the world today.

One important example of the interplay of scriptural text and
narrative setting is the traditional understanding of 3.64. This
verse has come into some notoriety in recent years through
its prominent use in a Muslim invitation to interfaith dialogue
issued in October 2007."° Read on its own, 3.64 appears to
reflect polemical interaction with a group of listeners who are
called to a particular understanding of deity. In its recent use,
however, the verse is advanced as an indication that Muslims
and Christians share certain theological understandings “in
common.” Christian scholars and other leaders, including
evangelicals, have become divided on how to best respond to
the claim of theological similarities in the Muslim document.
The text of 3.64 reads: “Say: ‘O people of the Scripture, come
to a word that is common between you and us. We serve only
God, and we associate nothing with Him, and we do not take
one another as lords to the exclusion of God.” If they turn
away, say, ‘Bear witness that we surrender.”"!

Readings of the verse in the Islamic interpretive tradition
tended to understand a polemical context. The twelfth
century exegete Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 1209/606)"? wrote that
in 3.64, Allah mentioned three things in particular, “because
Christians bring together these three.” He explained:

10 The document titled “A Common Word between Us and You,”

was posted on October 13,2007 at http://www.acommonword.com/
index.php?lang=en&page=option1 by the Royal Aal al-Bayt Institute
for Islamic Thought. The text of Q3.64 is featured on pp. 2-3, 13-14, and
15. The document takes its title from a translation of a phrase in this
verse.

11 Unless otherwise indicated, English translations from the Qur’an
are those of Alan Jones, (trans.), The Qur'an (Gibb Memorial Trust, 2007).

12 This indicates the year of al-Razi’s death in both A.D. and A.H.
(“Anno Hegirae” - lunar years dated from the hijra in 622 A.D.).

13  al-Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, al-Tafsir al-Kabir (Beirut:
Dar Thya’ al-Turath al-‘Arabi, 1973), Vol. VIII, p. 86.
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They worship someone other than Allah, that is the
Messiah. They associate others with Him, and that is
because they say that Allah is three: Father and Son and
Holy Spirit. They have asserted three equal (sawa) and
eternal (gadim) divine personalities (dhawdt). We say they
assert three eternal personalities because they say the
hypostasis (ugnim) of the Word armed itself (tadarra‘a) in
the humanity (ndsit) of the Messiah. The hypostasis of
the Holy Spirit armed itself in the humanity of Mary. Had
these two hypostases not been independent and separate,
they could not have separated from the Father and armed
themselves in Jesus and Mary. Thus because they asserted
three independent divine hypostases, they committed

shirk (ashraka).™*

Not all Muslim commentators have specified Christians as the
audience of this verse, and few have provided the theological
detail characteristic of al-Razi. As al-Tabari (d. 923/310) wrote
repeatedly throughout his great commentary, “the people of
interpretation disagree concerning the occasion of revelation
of this verse.”s However, Razi’s comments, as we shall see, are
well within the bounds of the classical Muslim interpretive
tradition. His treatment of the verse, described more fully
below, adds dimensions of rational discourse and theological
reflection which lead into some of the most important issues
of interfaith encounter.

The context of 3.64 suggests that the verse reflects a polemical
encounter between the speaker and a group of Christians
and/or Jews. Traditional Muslim designation of the “occasion
of revelation” for 3.64 tended to favour a meeting with a
particular group of Christians. Exegesis of the verse by the
great scholars of the Muslim interpretive tradition, however,
made more room for the involvement of Jews in the story.
In their treatment of this verse, Muslim exegetes showed
a freedom to make a strong case for an Islamic concept of
deity. They attacked what they took to be the wrong faith and
false worship of Christians and Jews. They did not generally
understand “a common word” to signify a belief which
Muslims, Christians and Jews hold in common. Rather, they
understood the verse to indicate a call to Christians and/or
Jews to acknowledge the “truth” of the speaker. Some Muslim
commentators saw this challenge leading in a political
direction and appeared to anticipate military engagement
for failure to submit to a Muslim concept of deity. Other
Muslim interpreters took 3.64 and its preceding context to be
a demonstration of a method of rational appeal which they
found just and beautiful.

Investigation of this qur'anic verse will now proceed into
observation of the verse in its scriptural context, and secondly
into exploration of traditional Muslim understandings of
the meaning of the verse as set out in a succession of major
commentaries. The commentary passages will then be

14  al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, Vol. VIII, 86.

15 For example, at Q3.64, Abu Ja'far Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari,
Tafsir al-Tabari, Jami* al-bayan ‘an ta'wil al-Qur'an, Mahmiid Muhammad
Shakir and Ahmad Muhammad Shakir, eds., Second edition (Cairo,
1955-69), Vol. V1, p. 322.



analyzed for the features of polemic which they display.
This will lead finally into some reflections on what medieval
Muslim understandings may contribute to the development of
peaceable polemic between Christians and Muslims today and
in the future.

1. Traditional understandings of the qur’anic
context of 3.64

Observation of the qur'anic context of 3.64 suggests that one
or more scriptural communities are concerned in this verse.
The verse itself contains the expression “people of the book,”
but it does not specify which audience is in view. The verse
immediately following, 3.65, mentions the Torah and the
Gospel and the question of the identity of Abraham. Soon
after, 3.67 claims that Abraham was neither “a Jew” nor “a
Christian.”

Preceding 3.64, however, is an extended passage of material
which would seem to interest Christians more than Jews.
A narrative about the “wife of ‘Imran” begins at verse 35.
Mary explicitly enters the narrative at verse 37. Most Muslim
interpreters understood Jesus to be referred to in verse 39
by the expression, “a word from Allah.” In any case Jesus is
indicated by the names ‘Tsa and Messiah at verse 45. In verse
49 the infant Jesus speaks from his cradle about the miracles
he will do. The narrative about Jesus continues till verse 55,
which seems to refer to the death and ascension of Jesus.
Verse 59 seems to be a statement about the nature of Jesus:
the assertion here is that Allah created Jesus from dust just as
he created Adam. Following this verse, a dispute with people
who do not accept the qur'anic assertion seems to be referred
to in verse 61. Just preceding verse 64, at verse 62, comes the
apparent claim that the narrative about Jesus starting at verse
35 is “the true story.” Verse 63 seems to concern those who
do not accept the qur'anic account: “If they turn away, God is
aware of those who wreak mischief.”

From context alone, therefore, 3.64 seems to fall between two
arguments - one about the identity of Jesus, and the other
about the identity of Abraham. This observation may account
for the ambivalence which characterizes the traditional
Muslim exegetical treatments of the verse.

This particular qur'anic context, however, came with a
strong tradition about its occasion of revelation. Muslim
commentators are generally agreed that the first eighty
or so verses of Siira Al ‘Imran were revealed in response
to a delegation of Christians who came to Madina from
Najran.'® This is the claim of the earliest Muslim biography
of Muhammad, the Sirat al-Nabi of Tbn Ishaq (d. 767/150).” The
best-known Muslim work of the “occasions of revelation” of
qur'anic verses, the Asbab al-Nuzil of al-Wahidi (d. 1076/468),

16 Mahmoud M. Ayoub, The Qur'an and Its Interpreters, Vol. II, The House
of ‘Imran (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992), 1.

17 lbnIshagq, Sirat al-Nabi, Vol. 11, 415.

supports this dating of the passage.'® This tradition is also
offered by many Muslim commentaries on the Qur'an,
including the earliest complete extant commentary, the Tafsir
of Mugqatil ibn Sulayman (d. 767/150).

Ibn Ishaq enclosed the entire text of Al ‘Imran 1-64 in a
narrative about the encounter of Muhammad with the Najran
Christians. The Christians, writes Ibn Ishaq, attempt to make
a case for the deity of Jesus to Muhammad. They confess,
“he is Allah,” “he is the son of Allah,” and “he is the third of
three.” Muhammad commands the Christians to “submit.” At
this point, according to Ibn Ishag, Allah sends down the first
eighty verses of Al ‘Imran.”

Many Muslim commentators on the Qur'an offered the story
of the delegation of Christians from Najran closer to their
explanations of 3.64. Muqatil began his narrative of the Najran
visit at verse 59 and continued it through his interpretation of
verse 64, His interpretation of these six verses could be said to
be completely within the narrative, a typical characteristic of
his exegetical method.”* For Mugatil, the antagonists were the
Christians until verse 65, where he turned abruptly to include
the leading Jews of Madina.

Al-Tabari, writing at the end of the third Islamic century,
cites a variety of traditions about the occasion of revelation of
Q3.64. He attributes to Ibn Ishaq the tradition that this verse
applies to the Najran Christians.?? However, this is not the only
tradition with which he is familiar, and - as we shall see below
- he chooses a different interpretive angle. Interestingly, al-
Tabari signalled at the beginning of his commentary on Stra
3 that he understood the theological significance of 3.64.
Even if the Christians of Najran were intended as the primary
audience of the “divine argument (hujja)” in these verses, he
wrote, the message applies to any other people “who share in
their rejection of faith (kufr) in Allah by taking another being
beside Him as a lord and a god and a deity (ma‘biid).”

Major Muslim interpreters after al-Tabari differed in their
approach to the occasion of revelation of 3.64, as well as
in their views of the influence of context for the verse’s
meaning. Some commentators considered the verse to be of
one piece with the preceding verses as part of a scriptural and
prophetic demonstration of how to present the truth to non-

18 Abii al-Hasan al-Nisabiri al-Wahidi, Asbab al-Nuzil (Beirut: Dar
al-Kutub al-1limiyya, 2006), 50.

19  Tafsir Mugatil ibn Sulayman, Abd Allah Mahmud Shihata, ed. (Beirut:
Mi'sasat al-Tarikh al-‘Arabiyya, 2002), Vol. I, 261. See also al-Tabari,
Jami‘ al-bayan, Vol. V1, 150, 153; al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb , Vol. VII, 155;
Abi ‘Abd Allah Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Ansari al-Qurtubi, al-Jami*
li-Ahkam al-Qur'an (Beirut: Dar Thya’ al-Turath al-‘Arabi, 1967), Vol. 1V, 4.
Abt Sa‘ld ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Umar ibn Muhammad ibn ‘Ali al-Khayr Nasir
al-Din al-Baydawi, Anwar al-tanzil wa-asrar al-ta'wil (Dar al-Tiba‘ah al-
‘Amira, 1887), Vol. 1, 193.

20 Ibn Ishagq, Sirat al-Nabi, Vol. 11, 414-415.

21  Wansbrough, Quranic Studies, 122-131. Wansbrough comments on
the similarity of Muqatil’s commentary to the Sira of Ibn Ishaq on page
127.

22 al-Tabari, Jami‘al-bayan, Vol. V1, 484.
23 1Ibid., Vol. VI, 151.
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Muslims. Al-Razi, for example, saw the story of the Christians
from Najran - as well as 3.64 and its preceding context - as
a lesson in “rational investigation and reasoning (al-bahth wa
l-nazar),” and as a proof that “the use of disputation (munazara)
for the purpose of confirming the faith and removing errors
(shubahdt) was the way of the prophets.”

The traditional narrative of the visit of the Christians from
Najran, best known from Ibn Ishag’s account,” is that a
delegation comes to Madina from the Yemen? to make terms
with Muhammad when his conquest of the Arabian Peninsula
seems unavoidable. The Christians explain to Muhammad
their belief in the deity of Jesus, and Muhammad denies
their claims. At the end of Muhammad’s recitation of 3.1-
64, according to Ibn Ishag, Allah commands Muhammad
to challenge the Christians to mutual invocation of a curse
(muld'ana).” The Christians discuss the matter among
themselves and decide not to participate in the cursing
ceremony. Instead they leave Muhammad in his religion and
return to Najran to practise their own religion.?

2. Meanings of 3.64 in
the Muslim interpretive tradition

2.1. Understandings during the early centuries

As noted above, Muqatil interpreted 3.64 in the midst of his
narrative about the delegation of Christians from Najran. In

24 al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, Vol. VII, 155.

25 IbnIshagq, Sirat al-Nabi, Vol. 11, 412-422. English translation Guil-
laume, The Life of Muhammad, 270-277.

26 There was indeed a vigorous Christian community in Najran at
the start of the seventh century. Irfan Shahid writes that Christianity
was introduced to Najran in the fifth century through one of its native
merchants, named Hayyan. “Although the initial Christian impulse
came from Hira, where Hayyan was baptized, other Christian mission-
ary currents converged on Nadjran from Byzantine Syria and from
Ethiopia, all of which made Nadjran the main centre of Christianity in
South Arabia. Various Christian denominations existed side-by-side in
Nadjran, but Monophysitism was the one that prevailed.” “Nadjran,”
The Encyclopaedia of Islam, New Edition, C.E. Bosworth et al, eds. (Leiden:
Brill, 1993), Vol. V11, 871-872.

27 lbnIshagq, Sirat al-Nabi, Vol. 11, 422. Widely known in Muslim tradi-
tion as the mubahala. R. Strothmann, “Die Mubahala in Tradition und
Liturgie,” Der Islam 33 (1957), 5-29.

28 Ibn Ishagq, Sirat al-Nabi, Vol. 11, 422. The earliest Muslim sources
offer a diversity of details of the discussion which occurs among the
Najran Christians in response to Muhammad’s mubahala challenge. In
Ibn Ishagq, the leader of the Christians is convinced of Muhammad’s
prophethood and thus advises the delegation that cursing Muhammad
would be disastrous. Sirat al-Nabi, Vol. I1, 422. In Muqatil, the leader
simply says that in any scenario, cursing Muhammad would be disas-
trous. Tafsir, Vol. 1, 281-282. al-Tabari also transmitted a tradition which
indicates ambivalence: according to ‘Amir al-Sha’bi, the Christians

of Najran initially accept the mubahala challenge. But when they seek
the advice of a wise man from their deputation, he rebukes them:
“What have you done? If Muhammad is a prophet, and he invokes
Allah against you, Allah would never anger him by not answering his
prayers. If, on the other hand, he is a king, and he were to prevail over
you, he would never spare you.” Jami‘ al-Baydn, Vol. V1, 478. Ibn Sa'd
did not give details of the deliberations, but had the leader respond

to Muhammad, “We think it proper not to curse you. You may order
us as you like and we shall obey you and shall make peace with you.”
al-Tabagat al-Kubra (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1957), Vol. I, 357-358. See Gordon
Nickel, ““We Will Make Peace With You’: The Christians of Najran in
Mugqatil’s Tafsir,” Collectanea Christiana Orientalia 3 (2006), 171-188.
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the verse immediately preceding, Muqatil understood the
Christians to be “those who wreak mischief” (mufsidin); he
completed the scriptural phrase by adding “..in the earth
through rebellion” (al-ma@si).”” These strongly negative
descriptions connected in the mind of Muqatil to the Christian
refusal in the story to give up their belief in the deity of Jesus
and accept tawhid. When he came to 3.64, the exegete found
“Say” to be addressed to Muhammad. From “a word that is
common,” Mugatil understood “a word of justice (adl).” To
the phrase, “we associate nothing with Him,” Muqatil added,
“from His creation.” When he came to the words, “and we
do not take one another as lords to the exclusion of God,” he
explained, “Because they took ‘Tsa as a lord.” “If they turn”
means “if they reject (aba) tawhid.”

On this verse, the early Kufan grammarian al-Farrd’ (d.
827/207) immediately noted a variant reading for the phrase,
“to a common word between us and you.” He wrote that the
alternate “reading (qira'a) of ‘Abd Allah” is “to a just (‘adl) word
between us and you.” Al-Farra’ brought in a cross reference
from a quranic story about Moses in order to develop the
meaning of sawa’ “...So fix a tryst between you and us, that
neither you nor we shall fail to keep, a convenient (suwan)
place” (20.58). Al-Farra’ concluded that the term sawa’ meant
equitable (‘adl) and just (nasaf).®

Al-Tabari’s approach to the interpretation of 3.64 was quite
different from the largely monovalent method of the early
commentators. At the end of the third Islamic century, al-
Tabari knew a wide variety of traditions on virtually every
verse in the Qur’an. Like Muqatil, he showed an interest in the
narratives with which 3:64 had traditionally been connected.
With al-Farra’ he shared a deep concern for Arabic grammar.
Al-Tabari also indicated an awareness of the theological issues
which he found behind the verse, and did not hesitate to
characterize theological differences in the starkest terms.

The exegete cited three traditions which connect the verse
with the Jews of Madina,** and another three traditions which
claim that the verse concerns the delegation of Christians
from Najran, including one tradition which names Ibn Ishag
in the chain of transmission.” In his characteristic manner,

29  Plural of ma‘siya. The verb ‘asa carries the sense of disobedience,
rebellion, opposition and resistance. Edward William Lane, An Arabic-
English Lexicon: Derived from the best and most copious Eastern sources
(London: Williams and Norgate, 1874), Book I, Part 5, 2069.

30 Mugqatil, Tafsir, Vol. I, 281. The noun ‘adl can have a number of other
senses, including equity, rectitude, equivalence, and balance. Lane, An
Arabic-English Lexicon, Book I, Part 5, 1974.

31 Mugqatil, Tafsir, Vol. 1, 281.

32 Abi Zakariyya Yahyab. Ziyad al-Farra@, Kitab Ma‘ani al-Qur'an,
Ahmad Yisuf Najati and Muhammad ‘Al al-Najjar, eds. (Beirut: Dar
al-Sariir, n.d.), Vol. I, 220.

33  Ibid. Lane give many meanings for sawd’, including equality,
equability, uniformity, evenness, justice, rectitude, and likeness; and
translates the clause from Q3.64 as, “Come ye to an equitable, or a just,
or right, sentence, or proposition, between us and you.” An Arabic-
English Lexicon, Book I, Part 4, 1480.

34 Tabari, Jami al-bayan, Vol. VI, p. 483-4.

35 1bid., 484-5.



al-Tabari then gave his own view: the “people of the book”
are the “people of two books,” because both the people of the
Torah and the people of the Gospel are intended by this call.*

From the expression “a common word,” al-Tabari understood
a “just” (adl) word.” He supported this reading with further
traditions, arguments from grammar, and cross-references
from other occurrences of sawd’ in the Qur'an,* Al-Tabari also
drew attention to a textual variant. He wrote that Ibn Ma'std
understood the text to read kalima ‘adl in place of kalima sawa’*
Al-Tabari further cited a tradition which asserts that the
“common word” has a specific verbal content: “no god except
Allah.™

Al-TabarT’s discussion of theological issues begins at the start
of his comments on the verse and continues throughout. The
“just word” that the verse is referring to is that “we declare
Allah to be one (wahhada), and not worship other than him,
and remain free from every deity (ma‘biid) except him, and not
associate anything with him.” In his preliminary paraphrase
of “we do not take one another as lords,” he wrote, “we do not
owe obedience (ta‘a) to one another, by which we would defy
(ma‘asi) Allah, and magnify (azzama) [another] by worshipping
(sujid) him in the way the Lord is worshipped.” Later in
the passage, when he considered the same scriptural phrase
separately, al-Tabarl wrote that this refers to “the obedience
which they accorded their leaders, and by which they
committed acts of rebellion (ma'dsi) against Allah.”

To support his point, al-Tabarl brought in a cross reference
from 9.31: “They have taken their rabbis and monks as lords
apart from God as well as al-Masih, the son of Mary - yet
they were commanded to serve only One God.” By quoting
this verse in connection with 3.64, al-Tabari made explicit
that he had not only religious leaders in mind, but also Jesus.
He transmitted a tradition that through such worship, Jews
and Christians commit acts of disobedience (ma'siya) against
Allah.® His concerns, and those of his authorities, are that
no other being except Allah be obeyed, bowed down to,
worshipped, or prayed to.* What the opponents are ‘turning
away from’ is the oneness (tawhid) of Allah, and loyal worship
of him.

36 1Ibid., 485.
37 1bid., 483, 486, 487.

38 1bid., 486. al-Tabari quoted from Q22.25, “..which We have assigned
to the people, equally (sawa’) for those who stay close to it and for the
bedu...”; and 45.21, “...that We shall make them as those who believe

and do righteous deeds, being equal (sawd’) in their living and their
dying?”. He also noted the “Kufan” cross reference to 20.58. Ibid., 487.
39 1Ibid., 487.

40 1Ibid., 488.

41 1bid., 483.

42 1bid., 488. This translation Ayoub, The Qur'an and Its Interpreters, Vol.
11, 203.

43 1bid., 488, trad. 7200. The term ma'siya also carries the sense of
“insubordination, refractoriness; insurrection, revolt, sedition.” Hans
Webhr, A Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic. 4th edition (Wiesbaden: Otto
Harrassowitz, 1979), 723.

44 Tabari, Jami‘ al-bayan, Vol. V1, 488 (obey, worship, pray), 489 (bow
down).
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2.2. Demonstration of polemical discourse

Al-Zamakhshari (d. 1144/538) was another major Muslim
exegete who understood 3.64 to be addressed to “the people
of the two books” - the delegation of Christians from Najran
and the Jews of Madina.® The expression “common between
us and you” he took to mean “on the same level (mustawiya)
between us and you,” concerning which the Qur'an, Torah and
Gospel do not disagree. This “word,” wrote al-Zamakhshari,
is then explained by the rest of the verse. He immediately
wrote that the call in these words means that “we not say
that Ezra is the son of Allah or that the Messiah is the son of
Allah.” Here the exegete is using the wording of 9.30, a verse
which strongly assails Jews and Christians for making these
confessions. Neither Ezra nor the Messiah may be called the
son of Allah, “because each of them is a human being (bashar)
like us.” Al-ZamakhsharT’s concern was wrong authority and
obedience: he wrote that the verse is a call to not obey the
rabbis in their “innovations of prohibition and permission
without recourse to what Allah has prescribed.™”

In support of his argument al-Zamakhshari then quoted 9.31,
with its specification of taking rabbis, monks or the Messiah
as lords. He apparently agreed with Mugqatil and al-Tabari that
the Christian confession of Messiah as Lord clashes with the
worship of one God. Al-Zamakhsharirecounted a conversation
between the prophet of Islam and ‘Adi ibn Hatim in which ‘Adi
objects that Christians did not worship (abada) their monks.
Muhammad replies that they did in fact do so because the
monks “made things lawful and unlawful for you, and you
accepted their word.”® Obeying a created being in this way is
rebellion (ma'siya) against the Creator.*

Writing at the end of the twelfth century, perhaps from Herat
at the eastern end of the empire, al-Razi began his exegesis
of 3.64 by explaining why he chose to interpret the verse as
applying to the Christians.”® He knew of traditions relating the
verse to the Jews, but he understood 3.64 to be in continuity
with the preceding verses which concern the identity of Jesus.
He also saw the verse as an essential part of an important
demonstration of how to challenge the Christians to reconsider
their belief in the deity of Jesus.** The prophet of Islam, wrote
al-Razi, first presents various effective proofs to the Najran
Christians, then calls them to the mubdhala. The Christians
are afraid and will not participate in the cursing, but instead

45 Abii al-Qasim Jar Allah Mahmiid ibn ‘Umar al-Zamakhsharf, al-
Kashshaf ‘an Haqa'iq al-Tanzil wa ‘Uyiin al-Aqawil fi Wujih al-Ta'wil (Beirut:
Dar al-Kutub al-‘Tlimiyya, 2006), Vol. I, 363.

46 al-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, Vol. 1, 364.

47 Ibid., 364.

48 1bid., 364.

49 1bid., 364.

50 al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, Vol. V111, p. 85.

51 al-Razisignaled this theme already at the beginning of his
comments on Siira Al ‘Imran, where he writes that the report of the
delegation of Najran Christians “proves that the use of disputation for
the purpose of confirming the faith and removing errors was the way
of the prophets.” Mafatih al-Ghayb, Vol. VII, 155.

A Common Word



accept servility (saghar) and payment of the jizya. With that
now settled, Allah asks Muhammad to leave argument aside
and to take a rational approach based on justice (insaf), an
approach in which there is no deviation (mail) toward either
of the two parties.”

This respect for Christians is warranted, al-Razi wrote,
because in this verse Allah addresses them as “people of the
book of Allah” - a name reserved for people of honour in order
to put their hearts at ease.” In his commentary on 3.64, al-
Razi wrote that sawd’ means fairness (‘adl) and justice (insaf).
He wrote that the three matters specified in the verse are
aimed at Christians because Christians combine all three: they
worship someone other than Allah; they associate others with
Allah;** and “they take their rabbis and monks as lords instead
of Allah.” In support of this latter claim, al-Razi wrote that
Christians obeyed their rabbis concerning what is permitted
and forbidden, and even bowed down (sajada) to their rabbis.
He also transmitted a tradition from AbG Muslim that when
Christians consider a person to have attained a high state of
spiritual perfection, they invest him with the attributes of
lordship.* In this way they follow their leaders in sin (ma‘si).

Al-Razi understands the scriptural phrase “a common word”
to mean a word in which there is justice (insaf) between people
in a situation where no one would have an advantage over the
other.”” A striking feature of al-Razi’s exegesis is his careful
explanation of the quality of discourse which he believed was
exemplified by Allah’s revelation of 3.64 and the behaviour
of Muhammad in its alleged narrative setting. After first
presenting proofs and secondly proposing the mubahala to
the Christians, “he treated [them] justly on this occasion to
the word (kalam) based on the consideration of justice, and
gave up quarrelling (mujadala) and the pursuit of knock-down
arguments (ifham) or coercion (ilzam).”® Al-Razi added that in
an appeal to theological truth, “it is imperative, in accordance
with sound reason, that people abandon all manner of
oppression (zulm), be it against oneself or others.”

2.3. Letter to the Byzantine Emperor

Born at the opposite end of the Muslim Empire, the Spanish
exegete al-Qurtubi (d. 1272/671) seemed interested mainly
in the legal implications of 3.64. Typical of his method, he
organized his explanation of the verse in three questions or
issues (masail).*® He acknowledged the traditions linking the
verse with Christians, or Jews, or both. Then he mentioned

52 Ibid, 85; also 86.
53 Ibid., 85-86. Cf. Ayoub, The Qur'an and Its Interpreters, Vol. II, 206.

54 Atranslation of this passage was given in the introduction to this
article.

55 al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, Vol. V111, 86.

56 Ibid, 86-87.

57 1bid., 86.

58 Ibid., 85.

59 1Ibid., 86.

60 al-Qurtubi, al-Jami‘ li-Ahkam al-Qur'an, Vol 1V, 105-107.
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that the verse had also been connected with a document (kitab)
which Muhammad is reported to have sent to the Byzantine
emperor Heraclius.®" Though this story is not cited in the
commentaries surveyed to this point, it is offered as a hadith
in the kitab al-tafsir in the collection of al-Bukhari.® The letter,
according to al-Qurtubi, contains a charge to “the mighty one
of Rome” to submit (aslim taslam). “Then Allah would grant you
a double reward. But if you turn away, you will have to bear
the sin (ithm) of the Arisiyyin.” Following this charge, the text
of 3.64 is included in the letter.

For the meaning of sawd’, al-Qurtubi offered ‘adl and nasafa
(“justice”), citing al-Farra, and also passed on the variant
reading of ‘Abd Allah, “to a just (‘adl) word between us and
you.”

In his explanation of the phrase “we do not take one
another as lords to the exclusion of God,” al-Qurtubi seemed
concerned about the foundation of authority for law. “[This
phrase] means that we not follow them in making lawful or
unlawful except what Allah has made lawful.”® The exegete
brought in 9.31 for cross reference: “They have taken their
rabbis and their monks as lords apart from God....” The Jews
and Christians gave their rabbis and monks the same status as
their Lord in accepting their prohibitions and sanctions when
Allah had neither forbidden nor permitted these.” Apart
from Allah, wrote al-Qurtubi, people must not take anyone as
lord, “not Jesus and not Ezra and not the angels,” which again
partly connects to 9.30. These have no status to determine
law, “because they are human (bashar) like us.”®

Al-Qurtubi also transmitted a tradition attributed to ‘Tkrima
that in 3.64 the verb “take” (akhadha) means “bow down”
(sajada), and recounted a short story about a custom of bowing
down to persons of status in pre-Islamic Arabia. In this
tradition, the prophet of Islam forbids bowing, and instructs
instead shaking hands.®

Writing during approximately the same period as al-Qurtubi,
al-Baydawi (d. 1286-1316/685-716) produced a very popular
shorter commentary by combining selected elements from
the works of al-Zamakhshari and Fakhr al-Din al-Razl. His
comments on the verses immediately preceding 3.64 are
interesting because they show an important understanding of
context.” Al-Baydawi made it clear at 3.61 that he understood
the dispute to be between the Christians and the messenger,
and the point of contention to be the deity of Jesus. There he

61 1Ibid., Vol 1V, 105.

62 al-Bukhari, Sahih al-Bukhari (Cairo: Al-Arabi, 1955), Vol. V1, kitab
al-tafsir.

63 al-Qurtubi, al-Jami‘ li-Ahkam al-Qur’an, Vol. 1V, 105-106.
64 1bid., 106.

65 Ibid.

66 Ibid.

67 Ibid.

68 1Ibid., 107.

69 Ibid.

70 al-Baydawi, Anwar al-tanzil, Vol. 1, 210-211.
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relayed the traditional account of the mubdhala.” At 3.62 the
exegete wrote that this verse contains the full expression wa
ma min ilahin illa llah,” “in order to emphasize the refutation
of the Christian doctrine of the Trinity.””* On 3.63, al-Baydawi
agreed with al-Zamakhshari that the antagonists are turning
their backs on tawhid, and further wrote, “..to reject the
evidences and to repudiate the doctrine of the Unity (tawhid)
constitute corruption (ifsad)™ of religion and faith, which
leads to corruption of the soul, and indeed, to the destruction
of the world.””

In his exegesis of 3.64 itself, al-Baydawi first passed on al-
ZamakhsharT's ambivalence about whether 3.64 concerns
Christians or Jews.s The phrase “a common word” meant
for al-Baydawi “that wherein there is no variance between
the apostles and the books.”” Al-Baydawi was concerned
that people worship only the One who deserves worship. On
the phrase, “we associate nothing with Him,” the exegete
wrote, “we neither make a partner for him in deserving
(istihgaq) worship, nor regard another as worthy (ahl) to be
worshipped.””® Like others before him, al-Baydawi connected
the phrase “we do not take one another as lords to the
exclusion of God” with 9.30. “We must not say that Ezra is
the son of Allah or that the Messiah is the son of Allah”, he
wrote, “nor obey the rabbis in their inventions concerning
things lawful and unlawful; for each one of them is only one
of us, and human like us.”” Al-Baydawi also quoted 9.31 and
related the story found in Zamakhshari in which a listener to
the recitation of this verse objects that the Jews did not in fact
worship their rabbis.®

At the end of his explanation of the verse, al-Baydawi added
a note (tanbih) to draw the reader’s attention to the role of
3.64 in the larger demonstration of how Allah, through the
prophet of Islam, deals with the Christians from Najran.

Observe in this story the catechetical skill employed and
the beautiful stages in the polemicizing process.! First he
explains the circumstances of Jesus, and the events passing
over him which contradict (mundfiya) his deity (ulithiya).
Then he states what will solve their difficulties and clear
away their false notions (shubha). Then, when he sees their
opposition (‘inad) and litigiousness (lajaja), he invites them
to the mutual execration, with a rhetorical figure. Then

71 Ibid.
72 Similar to the first part of the shahada.
73 1Ibid., 211.

74 Verbal noun of afsada, a verb with many stongly negative mean-
ings, including to corrupt, to deprave, to pervert, and to destroy. Lane,
An Arabic-English Lexicon, Book 1, Part 6, 2396.

75 al-Baydawi, Anwar al-tanzil, Vol. 1, 211. Translations in these para-
graphs from D.S. Margoliouth, Chrestomathia Baidawiana: The Commen-
tary of el-Baidawi on Sura I1I (London: Luzac & Co. 1894), 45-46.

76  al-Baydawi, Anwar al-tanzil, Vol. 1, 211.

77 Ibid.

78  Ibid.

79  Ibid.

80 Ibid.

81 al-mubalagha fil-irshad wa husn al-tadarruj fi l-hijaj.
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when they declined that, and partly yielded, he once more
endeavoured to instruct them, going an easier (ashal)
and more convincing (alzam) way, by summoning them
to accept the doctrine whereon he, Jesus, and Gospel and
all the Books and Apostles were agreed; but when this too
did not help them, and he knew that signs and preaching
would not avail them, he relinquished the task, saying
merely, “Bear witness that we are Muslims.”?

Though al-Baydawi knew of traditions which brought the Jews
of Madina into this verse, he appeared to side with al-Razi
in the understanding that 3.64 belongs with the preceding
passage 3.35-63, and that it thus takes meaning from that
context.

In his exegesis of 3.64, Ibn Kathir (d. 1373/774) was more
interested in political questions than in either theological
reflection or polemical beauty.®® He devoted his greatest
attention to the story of the letter which Muhammad is
reported to have sent to Heraclius, and to the question of
how this story and the tradition about the Christians of
Najran could be linked with 3.64 if the jizya verse (9.29) was
revealed only after the conquest of Makka. At the start of his
explanation of 3.64, Ibn Kathir wrote that this verse includes
both Jews and Christians. The “common word” is just (‘adl) and
fair (nasaf) and puts all on the same level. Among the things
which people falsely associate with Allah, Ibn Kathir listed a
statue, a cross, an idol, false gods (taghiit) and fire.* He wrote
that the command to worship Allah alone was the message of
all of Allah’s messengers, and quoted two verses in support of
this, Q21.25 and 16.36.

Ibn Kathir cited al-Bukhar as the source of the tradition
about the letter of Muhammad to Heraclius.® The exegete
related the letter to a story about Abl Sufyan’s meeting with
the Byzantine emperor which is recounted in both the hadith
and the Sira. Ibn Kathir then introduced the tradition from
Ibn Ishaq that more than eighty verses at the beginning of
Stira 3 were revealed about the Christians from Najran, and
the tradition from al-Zuhri that the people of Najran were the
first to pay the jizya. How is that possible, asked the exegete,
if the verse of jizya (9.29) was revealed only later after the
conquest of Makka?* Among the possible answers, Ibn Kathir
suggested that the payment made by the Najran Christians
was in lieu of the mubahala, not as jizya. The later recitation of
9.29 then agreed with what occurred with the Christians. In a
similar way, wrote Ibn Kathir, it is possible that the prophet of
Islam wrote the words of 3.64 in a letter to Heraclius before the
conquest of Makka, and that later on, “[Allah] sent down the
recitation in agreement (muwafaqa) with him.”’

82 1bid., 212. Translation by Margoliouth, Chrestomathia Baidawiana,
46.

83 al-Qurayshi al-Dimishqi ‘Imad al-Din Abi Fida’ Isma‘il Ibn Kathir,
Tafsir al-Qur'an al-‘Azim (Beirut: Dar al-Andalus, 1966), Vol. II, 53-54.

84 1Ibid., Vol. 1, 53.
85 Ibid.
86 Ibid., Vol. II, 54.
87 Ibid.
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3. Traditional understandings
of qur’anic material as polemical

This survey of traditional understandings of a single verse
reveals a remarkable consensus among Muslim exegetes
during the early centuries of Islam that a large and significant
passage of qur'anic material was polemical. Not all of the
major commentaries in the Muslim interpretive tradition
understand 3.64 to concern Christians alone. A number
of the commentaries bring the Jews into the circle of the
antagonists. However, all of the commentaries understand
3.64 to be addressed to people who have a false concept of
deity. They perceive the challenge of 3.64 to be a call to the
only true concept of deity, summarized by the term tawhid.

The question could be posed as to whether these traditional
understandings of 3.64 carry over to commentaries written
in the modern period. How representative would classical
exegesis be of Traditionalist and “salafi” Muslims today? This
article cannot provide an adequate answer to these questions.
However, the directions of two popular commentators may be
noted. In recent years, the commentary of Sayyid Qutb, Fi Zilal
al-Quran, has seen wide circulation and has exerted extensive
influence.® On 3.64 and its immediate context Qutb wrote like
many of the classical commentators that the central issue
is a false concept of deity on the part of the “people of the
book.” He also wrote at the end of his comments on 3.64 in
that if the people of the Book did not respond positively to
the call in the verse, “this would be the final separation, a
separation after which there is no friendship or dialogue.”
Abw’l-Ala Mawdidi, the influential South Asian Islamist and a
mentor for Sayyid Qutb, actually took 3.64 to be addressed to
the Jews. However, he understood the verse in any case to be
about a false concept of deity, and his discussion of the Najran
Christians takes for granted that “their belief in the Godhead
of Jesus is gravely ill-founded.”®

The commentary passages described in section 2 above display
a number of distinct features of polemic. First, they frame
the questions at issue between Muslims and non-Muslims in
terms of truth and falsehood. Muslim writers claim that the
Islamic concept of deity is true, and simply call false whatever
differs from that concept. Second, the Muslim writers do not

88 YvonneY.Haddad, “Sayyid Qutb, Ideologue of Islamic Revival,”

in Voices of Resurgent Islam, John L. Esposito, ed. (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1983), 67-68. Cf. Neal Robinson. “Sayyid Qutb’s At-
titude Towards Christianity: SGra 9.29-35 in Fi Zilal al-Qur'an,” in Islamic
Interpretations of Christianity, Lloyd Ridgeon, ed. (New York: St. Martin’s
Press, 2001), 176.

89 Sayyid Qutb, Fi Zilal al-Qur'an (Beirut: Dar Ihya’ al-Turath al-‘Arabi,
1971), Vol. 11, 599-600. Cf. Ayoub, The Qur'an and its Interpreters, Vol. I,
208. Interestingly, in another of his writings, Qutb cited Q3.64 in the
context of his argument for “Jihad in the Cause of Allah.” In Milestones,
Mohammed Moinuddin Siddiqui, ed. (Kuwait: International Islamic
Federation of Student Organizations, 1989), 104.

90 Abw'l-A'la Mawdidi, The Meaning of the Quran (Lahore: Islamic
Publications, 1971), Vol. I1, 35. See also Charles J. Adams, “Abi’'1-A‘la
Mawdadi’s Tafhim al-Quran,” in Approaches to the History of the Interpreta-
tion of the Qur'an, ed. Andrew Rippin (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988),
317-319.
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hesitate to characterize false concepts and those who hold
them in the most negative language. They seem to show no
concern that strong disagreement over truth claims would
“cause offense” to the opponent. Third, in their commentary
on the context of 3.64, they provide examples of polemic from
prophetic tradition and from their own experience through
which they recommend good ways to silence the opponent. In
order to further illustrate these features of polemic, particular
mention will be made of al-Razi, that “intellectual diamond
cutter” of classical Muslim exegetes.** Al-Razi displayed great
virtuosity in his use of all of the interpretive disciplines while
effectively communicating a distinctive theological message.

3.1. Polemic in the service of truth

The exegesis of 3.64 by some of the major commentators in the
Muslim interpretive tradition shows a lively concern for the
identity of Allah and his true worship. The Qur’anic context
prepares the reader for such a concern with the phrase, “the
truth is from your Lord,” at 3.60, and “this is the true story,”
at 3.62. These great scholars seemed to share a willingness to
pursue the truth no matter what non-Muslims might think.

The theological issues connected with 3.64, as suggested by
context and commentary, are no inconsequential or peripheral
issues. In the larger context immediately preceding 3.64, 3.55
seems to refer to the death and ascension of Jesus. Verse 59
appears to be an assertion about the nature of Jesus. These are
among the most important - many would say the two most
important - concerns of the New Testament. The scholars of
the Muslim interpretive tradition generally understood 3.54-
55 to deny the death of Jesus,” and took 3.59 to deny the deity
of Jesus.” Verses 60-63 then seem to insist on the truth of both
denials and issue a challenge to those who do not accept this
“knowledge” (3.61). Theological issues are set within the limits
of truth and authority. Who has authority to declare “the true
story” about Jesus?

The Muslim accounts of the meeting between Muhammad
and the Christians from Najran illustrate this approach in a

91 Calder, “Tafsir from Tabari to Ibn Kathir,” 114.

92 Mugqatil, Tafsir, Vol. 1, 278-279. al-Farra’, Kitab Ma‘ani al-Qur'an,

Vol. I, 218-219. ‘Abd al-Razzaq ibn Hammam ibn Nafi‘ al-San‘ani, Tafsir
al-Qur’an al-‘Aziz, Tafsir ‘Abd al-Razzaq (Beirut: Dar al-Ma'rifa, 1991), Vol.

1, 129. al-Tabari, Jami‘ al-bayan, Vol. VI, p. 454-461. al-Zamakhsharfi,
al-Kashshaf, Vol. 1, 359-360. al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, Vol. VIII, 65-71. al-
Qurtubi, al-Jami ‘ li-Ahkam al-Qur’an, 98-101. Ibn Kathir, Tafsir al-Qur’an al-
‘Azim, Vol. 11, 43-45. See also Jane Dammen McAuliffe, Qur'anic Christians:
An analysis of classical and modern exegesis (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1991), 129-159; Mahmoud M. Ayoub, “Towards an Islamic
Christology, pt. 2: The death of Jesus, reality or delusion? (A study

of the death of Jesus in Tafsir literature),” The Muslim World 70 (1980),
91-121; and Joseph L. Cumming, “Did Jesus Die on the Cross: Reflections
in Muslim Commentaries,” in Muslim and Christian Reflections on Peace:
Divine and Human Dimensions, J. Dudley Woodberry, Osman Ziimriit and
Mustafa Koylii, eds. (Lanham, Maryland: University Press of America,
2005), 32-50. Much controversy in traditional interpretation of 3.55 sur-
rounded the rendering of mutawaffika. A.H. Mathias Zahniser discusses
this term in “The forms of tawaffa in the Qur’an: A contribution to
Christian-Muslim dialogue,” Muslim World 79 (1989), 14-24.

93 See the translations of a wide selection of classical commentary in
Ayoub, The Qur'an and its Interpreters, Vol. 11, 183-188.

13



dramatic way. Some Muslim scholars evidently understood
that prior to coming to Madina, the Najran Christians have
already heard Muslim claims about the identity of Jesus.
Mugqatil, for example, wrote that the leaders of the Najran
delegation ask, “O Muhammad, why do you villify (shatama)
and dishonor (aba) our master (sahib)?”* In this account,
Muhammad responds, “What master of yours?” Mugatil also
wrote that the two Christian leaders become angry (ghadiba)
at Muhammad’s denial of Jesus’ deity.*

Such offence was evidently not considered a reason to hesitate
to declare what the commentators saw as the truth about
Jesus and their duty to protect Allah from the association of
anything with him.

3.2. Those who reject tawhid

In fact, the qur'anic context again prepares the exegetes to
use straightforward language to describe those whom they
understand to be rejecting the unity (tawhid) of Allah. Those
who do not accept the qur'anic narrative about Jesus are
called perpetrators of corruption (mufsidin) in 3.63. Mugqatil
understood this to mean rebellion (ma@si). In their exegesis
of 3.64, al-Tabari, al-Zamakhshari and al-Razi used forms of
ma'siya to characterize the worship of Christians and Jews.
In the Muslim interpretive tradition, many commentators
understood ma'siya to refer to a major sin.*

Al-Tabarl also wrote that Christians are rejecting faith in
Allah “by taking another being beside Him as a lord and a god
and a deity.” Al-Tabari understood the worship of Jews and
Christians to be false worship, and did not hesitate to name
it as such. Al-Baydawi took this language a step further. At
3.63 he wrote that “..to reject the evidences and to repudiate
the doctrine of the unity (tawhid) constitute corruption (ifsdd)
of religion and faith, which leads to corruption of the soul,
and indeed, to the destruction of the world.” Al-Baydawi
characterized the Christians who do not accept the authority
of Muhammad as obstinate and litigious.

This is not a pluralist or post-modern sensibility. In the mind
of al-Baydawi, to misunderstand the divine unity results in
the destruction of the world, and the “corrupters” of 3.63 he
understands to be the Christians.

3.3. Recommendations for polemical style

Al-Razi described at a number of points what he saw as the
polemical dimensions of the reply of Muhammad to the
Christians from Najran. He also evidently included accounts of
his own polemic with Christians whom he met at the eastern
end of the Muslim Empire at the end of the twelfth century.

94  Mugqatil, Tafsir, Vol. 1, p. 280. This question also appears in al-
Wahidi’s version of the encounter: “Why do you abuse (shatama) our
master?” Asbab al-Nuziil, 54 (on Q3.59).

95 Mugqatil, Tafsir, Vol. 1, 281.

96 Muhammad Qasim Zaman, “Sin, Major and Minor,” Encyclopaedia of
the Qur'an, Jane Dammen McAuliffe, gen. ed. (Leiden: Brill, 2006), Vol. V,
19.
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For al-Razi, God himself is speaking in a polemical mode
in the context of 3.64. On 3.61, the so-called verse of
mubdhala, he wrote, “Know that Allah elucidated with many
incontrovertible arguments (dald’il) the falsity (fasad) of the
claim of the Christians that God had a consort and child. He
concluded his discourse with this final argument concerning
the falsity of their claims.””’

In his comments on the beginning of the third sira, al-Razi
narrated how the prophet of Islam “took up the dispute”
(nazara) with the Christians from Najran during his encounter
with them. The debating style consists of a series of questions
which Muhammad poses to them.?

Do you not know that Allah is living [cf. Q3.2] and will
never die, while Jesus is subject to extinction (fana’)?

Do you not know that there is no child but that he must
resemble his father?

Do you not know that our Lord has control over everything
which He alone preserves and sustains? Does Jesus possess
the power to do any of these things?

Do you not know that nothing is hidden from Allah on
earth or in heaven? [cf. Q3.5] Does Jesus know anything of
this other than what he was taught?

It is our Lord who formed Jesus in the womb as He willed.
[cf. Q3.6] Do you know that our Lord neither eats nor drinks,
nor does he void?®® Do you not know that the mother of
Jesus bore him in the same manner as women bear their
children, and delivered him as they do, then he ate, drank,
and voided?

How could it then be as you claim?'®

The Christians answer “yes” to questions one, two and five,
and “no” to questions three and four. To the final question,
al-Razi narrated, the Christians comprehended (araf), but
then rejected the argument (juhiid), saying, “Muhammad,
don’t you claim that [Jesus] is the word of Allah and a spirit
from Him?” Muhammad answers “yes” and the Christians say
“we thought so.” Al-Razi wrote that at this point Allah sends
down the verse, “those in whose hearts is deviation follow [the
verses] that are like one another” (3.7).1!

But al-Razi also brought into his commentary material from
polemical discussions he evidently had with Christians in
his own day. One example of such material is included in his
comments on 3.61.12 Al-Razi wrote, “It so happened that when
I was in Khwarizm, I was informed that a Christian (Nasrani)

97 Al-Razi,, Mafatih al-Ghayb, Vol. V111, 77-78.

98 Al-Razi,, Mafatih al-Ghayb, Vol. VII, 155.

99 ahdatha hadath, with the sense of ritual impurity. Wehr, Arabic-
English Dictionary, 189.

100 Al-Razi, , Mafatih al-Ghayb, Vol. V11, 155.

101 Ibid. At an earlier stage, al-Tabari recounted this series of ques-
tions in a slightly different order, though with the same content.
Perhaps to sharpen the point, he added to question five, “[Do you not
know that Jesus] was fed like a boy is fed?” al-Tabari, Jami*al-bayan,
Vol. VI, p. 154. al-Wahidi transmits al-Tabari’s sequence of questions in

Asbab al-Nuziil, 50.
102 Al-Razi,, Mafatih al-Ghayb, Vol. VIII, 77-83.
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came appealing for verification and deep study of their
doctrine. So I went to him. We began with small talk, then
he asked me, ‘What is the proof (dald’il) of the prophethood
of Muhammad?”%* Al-Razi answers that miracles (mu'jiza)
and unbroken witness (tawdtur) prove the prophethood
of Muhammad - just as they prove the prophethood of all
prophets. If these proofs are not allowed for Muhammad, al-
Raziargues, then the prophethood of all other prophets would
be similarly put in question. The Christian counters, “I don’t
say concerning Jesus that he is a prophet, but rather that he is
God.” This turns the conversation away from Muhammad’s
prophethood toward the deity of Jesus. Al-Razi’s spur-of-the-
moment refutation of the deity of Jesus includes the following
argument:

Allah is a non-contingent existent (wajib al-wujiid) in

himself. 1t is necessary that he should not be a body; he

should not occupy space; nor should he be an accident. Jesus

was a human corporeal person who came into being after

he was not (ma‘diim). He was killed after he was alive, as you

claim (ala gawlikum). He was an infant then he grew up into

adolescence and manhood. He ate and drank, voided and

slept and woke up. It is stipulated in the self-evident truths

of reason (bada’ih al-agqiil) that anyone who voids (muhdith)

could not be eternal, nor could anyone who is lacking be

self-sufficient. A contingent being could not be necessary,

nor one who is subject to change be permanent.'%

Al-Razi then seemed to address an aside to the reader before

he continued his report of his conversation with the Christian

in Khwarizm:
Concerning the thwarting (ibtal) of this assertion that they
confess, that the Jews took him and crucified him and left
him alive upon the post (khashaba), and tore his chest, and
that he was outwitted (yahtal) in escaping or disappearing
from them, and when they treated him in these
relationships in this extremely distressing way: If Jesus
were God, or if God incarnated in him, or if part of God was
woven into him, why did he not rid himself of them, and
why did he not destroy them completely? And what need
was there for him to suffer from them and to be outwitted
in escaping from them? By Allah I am astonished!'%

Al-Razi wondered aloud how anyone could consider this
depraved thinking (fasad) reasonable, then continued.
“Whether they say that God is this visible bodily person, or that
God fully incarnated in him, or that part of God incarnated
in him, [or speak of] three parts, [each of these beliefs is]
false (batil).” Once more he expressed his amazement: “If the
God of the world were this body, then when the Jews killed
him they in fact killed the God of the world. How could the

103 Al-Razi, , Mafatih al-Ghayb, Vol. V111, 78.
104 Ibid.
105 Al-Razi, , Mafatih al-Ghayb, Vol. V111, 78.
106 Ibid.
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world survive without a God?"?” At the end of his aside, the
exegete attempted to highlight one further absurdity. “It is
generally accepted by Christians themselves”, he wrote, “that
Jesus was a man of great devotion and obedience to God. It is
preposterous (istahdla) that he be God, because God does not
worship himself!”1¢

Al-Razi then returned to his report of the conversation, in
which he poses a leading question to the Christian, “On what
basis do you infer the deity of Jesus?” The Christian answers,
“on the basis of the splendour of his miracles (aja’ib), such as
raising the dead and healing the blind and the leper, which
could only happen by the power of almighty God.”*® Among
his arguments in reply, al-Razi says that turning a staff into
a snake was a greater miracle than reviving the dead. This is
because the resemblance between a dead and a living body is
far closer than that between a stick and a snake. Hence, Moses
should be more deserving than Jesus of being God or the son
of God, yet no one has asserted this of him."°

Al-Razi wrote that his last set of arguments stops the Nasrani
in his tracks, and “he had nothing left to say.”"!

If this is an accurate report of al-Razi’s conversation with
a Christian in Central Asia, it holds considerable interest
for the history of interfaith conversation. Even if it is not a
true report, it shows the perceptions of Christianity in the
mind of an intelligent medieval Muslim scholar. In any case
it opens a window into ways of polemic which had developed
by the twelfth century. These and other examples show that
the prophethood of Muhammad and the deity of Jesus were
intertwined polemical issues in early Islam. The truth of the
qur'anic denial of the deity of Jesus, as well as the authority
of Muhammad to recite it, would inevitably fall if the
prophethood of Muhammad were not accepted.

Another observation on these examples of polemic is that
in reference to Jesus, the key points of denial were his deity
and his death. In fact, in Muslim polemic the two Christian
confessions are used against each other, as demonstrated in
the conversation of al-Razi above.'"? This brilliant and creative
Muslim scholar also appeared to lack any reluctance to say

107 Al-Razi,, Mafatih al-Ghayb, Vol. V111, 79. This and other questions
posed by al-Razi in this passage are of course an aspect of his polemic
- they are rhetorical. However, some of these questions come close to
the wording and concerns of the New Testament, which the Nasara in
the Eastern part of the Muslim empire presumably had access to. For
example, in Acts 3:15, Peter accuses the Jewish religious leaders in Jeru-
salem: “You killed the author of life, but God raised him from the dead.
We are witnesses of this.” This suggests both an interesting line of
scholarly enquiry into how Christians living within the Muslim Empire
responded to this particular polemic, and an area of useful explana-
tion and discussion in Christian-Muslim dialogue today.

108 Al-Razi, , Mafatih al-Ghayb, Vol. VIII, 79.
109 Al-Razi, , Mafatih al-Ghayb, Vol. V111, 79.
110 Al-Razi,, Mafatih al-Ghayb, Vol. VIII, 79-80.
111 Al-Razi, , Mafatih al-Ghayb, Vol. V111, 80.

112 Ibn Ishaq set the confession of the death of Jesus in opposition to
the phrase in 3.2, “...the Living, the Eternal.” “He does not die, whereas
Jesus died and was crucified according to their doctrine.” Sirat al-Nabi,
Vol.1I, 415.
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things about Jesus which the Christians of his day would
no doubt have found an insulting diminution of Jesus’ true
identity.

These impressions about the polemical interpretation of
3.64 and its context in early works of qur'anic commentary
seem to be borne out by archaeological evidence, such as
the inscriptions in the gallery of the Dome of the Rock in
Jerusalem. The striking preoccupation of these inscriptions,
evidently commissioned by the ‘Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-
Malik in 691 A.D., is the deity of Jesus and the divine sonship
of Jesus. Both Christian confessions are repeatedly denied,
and the corresponding affirmations are the apostleship
and authority of Muhammad, including the command also
at 33.57 that just as Allah and the angels “pray upon” (salla
‘ala) the prophet, believers are to do so as well.® These
traditional understandings of qur'anic material as polemical
would also seem to be supported by those documents which
put themselves forward as debates between Muslims and
Christians during the early centuries of Islam.'

3.4. Political impulses

A belief that wrong theology can result in the destruction of
the world would provide strong motivation to make the best
case for the truth about God. Indeed, two of the commentators
claim that 3.64 and the preceding verses provide a model
for how believers can make the very best rational case for
the truth. Their views will be discussed below. As we have
seen, however, two of the commentators take the verse in a
political direction. By bringing in the story of a letter sent
by Muhammad to the Byzantine emperor Heraclius, al-
Qurtubi and Ibn Kathir appear to associate 3.64 with political
negotiations related to the expanding Muslim Empire.
According to their account, if Heraclius does not “submit,” he

113 Full English translations of the inscriptions on the Dome of the
Rock are given in Oleg Grabar, The Shape of the Holy: Early Islamic Jerusa-
lem (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 59-61. Andrew Rippin
provides a fascinating discussion of the significance of the inscriptions
in Muslims: Their Beliefs and Practices, 3rd edition (London: Routledge,
2005), 66-70.

114 Many good examples of this interesting literature are available,
including Daniel J. Sahas, John of Damascus on Islam: The “Heresy of the Ish-
maelites” (Leiden: Brill, 1972). Arthur Jeffery, “Ghevond’s text of the cor-
respondence between ‘Umar Il and Leo 111,” Harvard Theological Review
xxxvii (1944), 269-321. Alphonse Mingana, “The Apology of Timothy the
Patriarch before the Caliph Mahdi,” Bulletin of the John Rylands Library 12
(1928), 137-146, 147-226. William Muir, The Apology of Al Kindy (London:
Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1887). John C. Lamoreaux,
Theodore Abii Qurrah (Provo, UT: Brigham Young University Press, 2006).
See also, among many fine descriptions, Samir Khalil Samir and Jergen
S. Nielsen, eds., Christian Arabic Apologetics during the Abbasid Period
(750-1258) (Leiden: Brill, 1994) ; and recently, Sidney Griffith, The Church
in the Shadow of the Mosque: Christians and Muslims in the World of Islam
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008), especially chapter four.
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will have to bear the “sin of the Arisiyyiin.”* The call to “come
to a word that is common between you and us” seems here to
be related to concerns of conquest and political sovereignty.

The cross-referencing of 9.30 by three of the commentators, 6
and of 9.31 by four of the commentators,"'” raises the question
of how these and other commentators understood the
relationship of false theological views to violence against
those who hold such views. 9.30 contains a strong expression
for those who say that Ezra or the Messiah is the son of Allah:
“God fights (qatala) against them.” Immediately preceding
these two verses is the so-called “verse of tribute” “Fight
from among the people who have been given the Scripture
those who do not believe in God and the Last Day and who do
not forbid that which God and His messenger have forbidden
and who do not follow the religion of truth, until they pay the
tribute readily, having been humbled” (9.29).

As we have seen, it is 9.29 which Ibn Kathir wanted to discuss
in relation to 3.64. The scriptural context of 9.29-33 seems to
reflect a situation of military engagement. To what extent
were these commentators thinking that disagreement with
the Muslim concept of God should eventually lead to armed
combat?

In his comments on 9.29, al-Razi returned to his disagreement
with Christian confessions: their beliefs in Father, Son and
Holy Spirit, in Incarnation (hulal) and in “merged oneness”
(ittihad), by which they negate (nafa) deity.""® By confessing
such beliefs, plus their belief that the hypostasis (ugniam) of
the word (kalima) incarnated in Jesus,"'? Christians show that
they do not believe in Allah at all,’* and thus demonstrate the
truth of God’s description of them in 9.29. Their error is not
simply in relation to the attributes of God, but rather related
to His very essence. Further along in his interpretation of
9.29, al-Razi appeared to show his belief that it was this false
faith of the Christians - and no other reason - which made
them deserving of Muslim attack “until they pay the tribute

115 Scholars have suggested a number of possibilities for the meaning
of this mysterious term, including the followers of Arius, or rebellious
peasants. But Lawrence Conrad relates the expression to the wording
of Jesus’ parable of the wicked husbandmen in Matthew 21:33-41. In
this reading, the meaning of the Arisiyiin line would be that should
Heraclius fail to agree to Muhammad’s terms, the Byzantine emperor
would lose his kingdom to the Arabs. Lawrence I. Conrad, “Heraclius in
Early Islamic Kerygma,” in The Reign of Heraclius (610-641): Crisis and Con-
frontation, Gerrit J. Reinink and Bernard H. Stolte, eds. (Leuven: Peeters,
2002), 130.

116 al-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf, Vol. I, 363; al-Qurtubi, al-Jami ‘li-
Ahkam al-Qur’an, Vol. 1V, 107; al-Baydawi, Anwar al-tanzil, Vol. I, 211.

117 al-Tabari, Jami‘ al-bayan, Vol. V1, 488. al-Zamakhshari, al-Kashshaf,
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readily, having been humbled.”? The exegete also wrote that
the ambiguous phrase ‘an yadin can be understood in the sense
of benefaction (in‘am). Quoting al-Zamakhshari, al-Razi wrote
that “accepting the jizyah from them and sparing their lives
(tark arwahihim) is a great blessing (ni‘ma ‘azima) for them.”

At 9.30, al-Razi continued his focus on the false faith of the
Christians.'” He wrote that Christians commit shirk, and that
there is no difference between those who worship an idol and
those who worship Jesus or another being. On second thought,
al-Razi wrote, the shirk of Christians is actually worse than
that of polytheists (mushrikan). Polytheists never say that
their idol is the creator of the universe, or that it is the God of
the universe; they simply worship the idol as a way of seeking
access to God. Christians, by contrast, affirm the reality of the
Incarnation and “merged oneness.” This is truly abominable
unbelief (kufr gabih jidan).

If there is indeed no difference between Christians and
polytheists, al-Razi asked, why do the people of the book
get favoured treatment rather than being put to death (the
punishment for mushikiin which he understood from 9.5). 1t
is only because of outward appearances, he answered. The
people of the book claim a connection to Moses and Jesus and
pretend to act according to the Torah and Gospel. In honour
of these two prophets and their two books, al-Razi wrote, and
in honour of Jews and Christians in the past who followed the
true religion, Allah decided that the jizya could be accepted
from them.'?* However, al-Razi repeated, in reality there is no
difference between the people of the book and the polytheists.

In this exegesis of 9.29-30, al-Razi appeared to link the
theological error which he attributed to the people of the book
with a command to fight them. He even seemed to suggest
that the imposition of jizya was a “kindness” which the people
of the book did not deserve. Not all Muslims would agree with
this approach, but, as Jacques Jomier suggests, since al-Razi’s
view corresponds to one of the basic tendencies of Muslim
thought, it deserves to be examined in more depth.’?* In recent
years, the views of Sayyid Qutb on 9.29-31 have been noted.'?
Qutb’s understanding of 9.29-31 seems to share many features
with al-Razi’s exegesis of the same passage. If Muslims today
look to his Fi Zilal al-Quran and similar Islamist writings as
their way into the meanings of the Qur'an, what approach will
they tend to take toward interfaith dialogue?

3.5. A good way to call people to the truth

None of the commentaries surveyed in this study understands
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“a common word” in 3.64 to mean a theological concept which
Muslims, Christians and Jews hold in common. However,
some of the exegetes took the expression in the direction of a
kind of dialogue in which truth is taken seriously and where
rational discourse replaces acrimony. These exegetes saw the
entire preceding context in Sira 3 as a demonstration of an
exemplary way to call non-Muslims to the truth. Al-Razi in
particular seemed to envision a scenario in which no one
dialogue partner had an unjust advantage over another.

Al-Razi judged 3.64 to be the final accomplishment in a series
of steps for how to dispute on theological matters in a good
way. He understood that in 3.64 Muhammad, and through him
Allah, treated the Christians with a view to justice. “He gave
up quarrelling and the pursuit of knock-down arguments
or coercion,” After al-Razi, al-Baydawi too picked up on the
theme of a demonstration of “the beautiful stages in the
polemicizing process.” However, al-Baydawi’s description
lacks the sensitive language of al-Razi and al-Razi’s apparent
insight into what constitutes a “just” dialogue.

Was al-Razi encouraging a free, reasoned discussion in which
theological differences are faced squarely and conversation
partners do their best to challenge the thinking of the other
through rational discourse? His language about “oppression”
(zulm) could possibly refer to a situation in which one of
the partners holds physical power over the other. Al-Razi
seemed to be inadvertently projecting the dream of a level
conversation field in which rational discourse characterizes
the dialogue rather than fear of reprisal on the one hand or
political dominance on the other. In other words, through the
series of steps which al-Razi had in mind, he ended up with
what he considered to be the most just and intelligent way of
dealing with theological difference. If this is so, the encounter
he proposed must be characterized in the way he evidently
intended. This is a conversation in which truth is taken with
utmost seriousness, and partners are free to use the strongest
arguments - and rhetoric - in order to prove their case.

Conclusion: Reflections
on interfaith conversation

The understandings of Muslim scripture shared by major
commentators in the Muslim interpretative tradition suggest
a number of directions for interfaith conversation today and
in the future.

Though modernist and postmodern interpretations of the
Qur’an which seek to detach from traditional understandings
tend to attract the attention of many non-Muslims, especially
in the West, the question must be asked as to which
understandings command greatest authority among large
blocks of traditional Muslims in Muslim-majority societies.
Andrew Rippin observes that “The Traditionalist group holds
to the full authority of the past, and that change should not
and does not affect the traditions of the past.” He suggests
that in addition to many of the ‘ulama’ and Sufi groups, the
Traditionalist group includes “the vast majority of those
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who have not been exposed to modern education.”? Tariq
Ramadan seems to agree substantially with this analysis
in his description of “scholastic traditionalism.”?* How do
Traditionalist Muslims tend to approach the meanings of the
Qur’an?

If traditional understandings of the Qur’an hold sway in such
societies, it is safe to assume that many Muslims today will
approach Christian faith affirmations in similar ways as
did the great Muslim exegetes of the past. These ways may
be quite different from the polite conventions of interfaith
dialogue in the West. And yet, as Ramadan points out, it is
exactly such Muslims, and their Christian counterparts, who
need to be engaged in meaningful conversation together.'”
People of faith need the freedom to openly commend their
beliefs to others. Those who hold a strong concept of truth and
falsehood will naturally make the best case they can for their
faith commitments. Will the partners in such a conversation
be able to respect each other in spite of their disagreements?
The first act of respect for the partner is to acknowledge
differences.

According to some of the greatest commentaries of the Muslim
interpretive tradition, Muslims and Christians disagree about
the concept of God. The question for peaceable coexistence
between these communities is whether people of faith will
make a link from theological disagreement to antipathy and
violence. There is no logical reason for this link, though both
Christians and Muslims have found many occasions to make
it. Surely one of the most urgent tasks facing these two world

127 Rippin, Muslims, 192.

128 Tariq Ramadan, Western Muslims and the Future of Islam (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2004), 24-25.

129 Ibid., 200-201.
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communities is to make crystal clear that a link between
theological difference and violence is not possible. That
these two need not be linked seems to be suggested by the
story which a number of the commentators specified as the
narrative framework looming over 3.64 and its context in the
Qur'an.

In the story about the Christians from Najran which Muslim
scholars narrated, the strong disagreement over the deity of
Jesus does not end in violence. Though they do not submit to
the beliefs and practices of Islam to which the ruler of Madina
calls them in the tradition, there is no hint of a military
response from Najran. The Christians decline to participate
in the ceremony of mutual cursing which Muslim exegetes
understand from 3.61. Instead, the Christians in this Muslim
narrative make peace with the messenger of Islam and submit
to his rule. Mugqatil portrayed their response in these words:
“They said, ‘O Muhammad we will make peace (salaha) with
you, lest you attack (ghaza) us and terrorize (akhdfa) us and
dissuade (radda) us from our religion, by paying blood money
to you of a thousand suits of clothes in Safar and a thousand
suits in Rajab, and 30 iron coats of mail.”*°

According to Muslim tradition, the Christians from Najran do
not accept the authority of Islam’s prophet to pronounce the
truth about the deity of Jesus. They are Arabian Christians
who simply accept the political terms which Muhammad
stipulates and return to their home with their faith in Jesus’
deity intact.

130 Mugqatil, Tafsir, Vol. I, p. 282.
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