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In a changing world, a world of division, a world th#
hungers for God, the cenobitical family stands apart. It %
stable, because anchored in the service of God. 1t is unlt?d
in obedience to the Abbot, and because of the charity of 1
members in the bond of perfection. From its beginning®
monasticism has always been inspired by what 1s most
fundamental and yet what is most creative in the life Od
Christ as portrayed in the Gospels. St Benedict gather¢
together a small group of men to serve and praise GO
through their work and through their prayer. Together the}
were to seek the kingdom of God and his justice. It
been rightly pointed out that what was added unto them w#
the whole civilization of Europe. And the end is not yet.
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CHRIST IN THE KORAN

Majip Fakury

F the three monotheistic religions of the Semltese’
O Islam was the last to make its appearance upon £

stage of history in the third decade of the seveny
century. Unlike its two predecessors, Judaism and Chrﬁ,
tianity, its appearance was attended by a series of epod
making events which mark the eclipse of the two 8¢
empires of the time, Byzantium and Persia. And, wher®
the beginnings and development of the two latter relig®
are surrounded by comparative obscurity, historians k8
almost all the significant stages in the rise and developme}“6
of Islam, which forces itself, like a cataclysm, upon ts'
attention of the civilized world by dint of military pr oWCut
One significant feature of the new faith, as it emerges
of the dark background of Western Arabia, is that, from t'th
start, it places itself consciously and deliberately in lin€ Wgth
the original Abrahamanic revelation, from which our fals
takes its source. Muhammad, not unlike our Lord, de¢ Jike
that he did not come to destroy but to fulfil, and that
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the prophets of old who preceded him, he was the bearer
of good news (Koran 2, 119 and 4, 162) whom God had
ent to his fellow-countrymen to preach the unity of God
d the inevitability of the Last Day. He did not omit, it is
TUe, to Jay claim to a certain pre-eminence which pertained
o him by reason of his position as the last of the prophets
(or their ‘seal’) to whom the ultimate and complete revela-
on of the divine word had come of late (61, 9; 5, 3).
Vhat g more, like the prophets who had preceded him,
\13 OWn coming was foretold, he alleged, by his predecessors
ofand in particular by the specially favoured ‘Jesus, Son
) Mary’ (61, 6), whom God had sent to Israel in order
: confirm and complete the revelation which had been
mparte:d to Moses and the Prophets.!
conE 1t is not with the validity of this claim that we are
fcerned here, but rather with the reverse problem: namely,
Kg View of Christ which emerges from the reading of the
o fan. This, it should be observed, is a problem which is
t without relevance to Christian theology itself. For, if it
PPears upon examination that the Messianic concept plays
af&e of some importance in the new, as it did in the old,
of ¢ of the Semites, then we have a further confirmation
o ¢ centrality of this concept, regardless of whether it is
- Wed to coincide with the person of Jesus of Nazareth
enrtll(;t" Not, to be sure, that a confirmation of' Christ six
oo Ties after his earthly career by an outland}Sh Sem1t!c
2 Phet’ would make any difference to the yahdlty of h}s
0:‘ to be the Messiah, but rather that this added testi-
andy from such an unexpected quarter cannot fail to puzzle
Nlmpress.
the OV the view of Christ which emerges from a study of
Sive \Oran, it should be noted at the outset, although impres-
Sor” 'S OY no means a consistent one. In the first place, ‘Jesus,
Q'eatgfj Mary’ is stated to be a mere human whom God had
the po like Adam, from earth (3, 59) and hgd. sent, like
Jew ®St of the prophets, with a divine commission to the
S (5, 17), to whom he was to be an example and an

at . .
Joher Mushm theologians find a basis for this alleged prophecy in the

16,?‘;!)# reference to the coming of the Paraclete (John 14, 16

1
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arbiter in their conflicts (43, §9). But despite this distin¢
tion, it is not suggested here that he was endowed with aﬂ);
special status, but is rather said to be a ‘mere servant of GO¢
who came to enjoin Israel to obey God, ‘his Lord and the!f
Lord’. Here, as it were, the humanity of Christ, with 3,11
the humility which attended it, is brought out, but not *
order that it might lead thereby naturally and logically
the acknowledgment of his divinity. Rather is this divinitf
itself questioned and ultimately denied in striking and pafa;
doxical terms. This mere servant of God, Jesus, Son ©
Mary, is stated to have been miraculously born from th°
Virgin (3, 47 and 19, 20-21) and is, in addition, said to haV§
spoken as a mere babe to plead with the critics who accus¢

her of inchastity (19, 28ff). But the substance of this ﬁfs;
utterance of Christ the babe (‘Verily, I am the servant Of
God’), instead of confirming his special status as the son ¢
God, amounts precisely to a refutation of his divinity. Jes*
the babe is made, as it were, to engage in a polemic ag21°
himself purporting to refute his divinity, even before he '
invested with this extraordinary quality by his eventdt

followers.

This paradox, however, seems to have eluded the authof
of the Koran. And so did the paradox lurking in the pal‘alkfs
assertion that Christ was indeed the Word of God and hlI
spirit, which he imparted to Mary, the Chosen One (4, 176
and 3, 45) whom ‘he had purified and preferred to all th.s
women of the earth’ (3, 42). An attempt to explain th
assertion away is ineptly made, to be sure, by descrlbm.%
Mary’s conception as the outcome of ‘God casting forth’ hlc
word or Spirit into her; but this is far from resolving {
difficulty inherent in the original assertion. For, wher®
the creation of other humans, notably Adam, is spoket s
in terms of a divine ‘fiat’ or command, the Virgin Birthl .
described as an ‘infusion’ or a ‘casting forth’ of the Spir
of God into the Mother of Christ, And when it is reCﬁ*‘lzrl
what a decisive chasm between God and man the ol’o
creates, 'this special and extraordinary demonstratio? 4ed
divine favour towards a mere human mother acquires 2% ¢
significance as evidence for the validity of Christ’s St*
as a supernatural being.
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In addition to his miraculous birth and his supernatural
Yatus as the Word or Spirit of God, the Koran endows
fist with the power for miracle-making to a degree which

4 exceeds anything ascribed to such ‘prophets’ as Moses,
Onas, Solomon or even Muhammad himself.? The main
;glracles of the canonical Gospels are mentioned, but what
. More, a number of miracles which the Gospels do not
tcord are ascribed to Christ. For instance, he is stated to
ir‘;’lf"e'l’ﬂad.e sparrows out of clay and caused them to fly by

- using Jife into them (5, 110 and 3, 43);° to have brought
(OWH from heaven a laden table for his disciples to eat from
ts’ 113-115);* to have divined what a group of Jews had
Ored away in their houses (5, 49), and finally to have been

o raculously assumed into heaven (3, 55). To this category
R apocryphal miracles must also be assigned the miracle of
Tst the babe pleading with his mother’s taunters, already
€ntioned, and which the Gospel of the Infancy reports in
th: Opposite sense. (C. 1.) But let it not be imagined that
iv'se- miracles are advanced here as evidence of Christ’s
Cisg_llmty as are the miracles in the Gospels. For it is pre-
: hy th1§ thesis which the Koran is concerned to repudiate,
exq] 2 view to reserving divinity to the Almighty as his
mira“il"e_ prerogative. Accordingly, in reporting these
thy cles it makes the interesting, but inadmissible, proviso
t Christ performed these miracles by ‘God’s leave’. In
ther place, this power for miracle-making is represented
on actok_en of divine favour which God graciously conferred
ang o, 5t, as he was wont to do in dispensing his favours
legegl‘aces freely, but which did not imply any special privi-
. OF pre-eminence pertaining, sui gemeris, as it were, to

Ch rlSt

dep}us the nature of the Koranic testimony for Christ,

Pite the extravagant terms of praise in which it is

a.no

2

I :

Ktolrsanoteworthy here that Muhammad, who is declared thl:oughout the

ey N as 2 mere human, is not credited there with any miracles what-
©r besides the transmission of the Koran which is considered to be

¥ 4 Miracle par excellence (17, 88).

:;E;);d( éf tg;s miracle is found in the apocryphal ‘Gospel of the

. 36).
Teference, probably, to the Eucharist.

https://doi.org/10.1017/50269359300025738 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0269359300025738

450 THE LIFE OF THE SPIRIT

couched, remains ambiguous and confused. The humanity
of Christ alone is admitted, but not his divinity. Even th®
miraculous and supernatural qualities with which he ®
loaded are shorn of their ultimate significance as probati?
evidence of his divinity. The assumption underlying .th}S
recognition of his power to perform miracles is that it *
derived from God. Needless to say, such an assumptio?
runs counter to the whole spirit of the canonical Gosp b
in which Christ’s miraculous deeds are performed throug
his own power in his capacity as God—a power which, !
his divine wisdom, he never wields in his own favou,
Satan would have him do at the beginning of his eart};?]’
career. But, despite this whittling away of the supernat®
significance of Christ’s miracles, the Koranic record is %
without its value. The striking feature of this record is the
it is not in what it affirms, but rather in what it denies, t ’
it contradicts the spirit of historical Christianity. In thi/
limited sense, Islam can be described with St John of Damﬂf’n
cus as a mere Christian heresy, which errs not by affirmat!
but by denial, not by assertion but by exclusion. And s0 ¢ b
the more modern forms of ‘Symbolic’ Christianity, W ‘Cr
like unitarianism seek to explain away as mere metaphof 0
symbol the fundamental and distinctive affirmations
Christianity which set it apart from all other form$
religion as a truly supernatural faith. - he
Among the things which the Koran further denies 1 ™
consistency of the doctrine of the Trinity with belief e
genuine monotheism. In its obsession with the notion © ,Eal,
absolute and unqualified unity of God, Islam in get®
and the Koran in particular, brand as polytheism aﬂY,th ¢ f
logical view which does not accord with their conceptio® he
God’s unconditional uniqueness, the first article OF,
Muslim Credo as well as the sole condition of sa'lvatl‘;cc
The Trinity is interpreted, perhaps owing to the in u.ci
of Nestorianism, as a plurality of Gods rather than 2 tr.mg;ﬂ
of persons in one God, in short, as tritheism. The Vis ¢
Mary figures in the Koran as the Third Person © pavt
Trinity (5, 116)—a view which Muhammad might-tigﬂ
picked up from some unlettered and misinformed Chr®
5 At least with certain sections of theological opinion.
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of Arabia. This is surprising in view of the concession which
¢ Koran makes, presumably at an early stage, in favour
0 Chyistians and Jews (the Scriptuaries) who are placed on
3 booting of equality with the Muslims and are accordingly
Promised salvation in the life to come (3, 84 and 2, 62).
§ hat we are entitled to assume is that, in the course of
inme’ the new faith encouraged by success became increas-
itg Y more intransigent in its attitude to Christianity which
finally decided to put outside the pale of genuine mono-
tSm altogether.
b lnally,‘ the Koran denies the reality of Christ’s cruci-
it éin, which, following an early heretical Christian view,’
\ escribes as a mere deceptive panorama to which the
Orin,eSSes of the crucifixion were subject (4, 157). Like the
aglnal exponents of this heresy, the Koran does this per-
Sps out of deference for Christ whom, it argues, ‘was
o Umed to God’. But the Church has consistently refused
at t‘LCCept this gesture of false deference, because it struck
Lor de’ very root of the Christian belief in the reality of our
Reg S passion: the major episode in the drama of the
on t}(;'n"lptlon. For if we deny the reality of Christ’s suffering
€ cross, his humiliation and death, we are equally driven
€0y his triumph upon death. Thus the very foundations
theolérhbelief_ would be shaken and the historical genesis of
Chrispur(-:h- itself would be left unexplained. Was it not
fainths rising from the dead which gathered together the
Perse dpearted flock which his ordeal on the cross had dis-
re;fi}tle Koran, logically enough, could not concede the
: ry of Christ’s crucifixion without coglcedl_ng the fgtct pf
®Surrection and consequently his divine title. But it did
nizege}}f‘t best thing, relieved him of this ordeal and recog-
howe,,.s aScension to heaven, all through the power of God,
the %> not his own. In this manner it contrived to avoid

. Paradox inherent in admitting the crucifixion and the

Owe - . .
are . o5  sect, the Collyridians, long extinct before Muhammad’s time,

e .

p ?1 by St Epiphanius to have adhered to this heresy which was
Basilii:d In Arabia, Thrace, and Upper Scythia’. (Haeres 3, 75 and 79.)
8 and others, reported by St Epiphanius, op. cit. 24, 3, and

Ir
eng
s, Contrg Haeres, 1, 24.

https://doi.org/10.1017/50269359300025738 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0269359300025738

452 THE LIFE OF THE SPIRIT

ascension of Christ, while denying at the same time h#
divinity. But, be this as it may, the picture which the Koras
paints of Christ is a beautiful picture indeed. This extra-
ordinary Jesus, Son of Mary, speaks as a babe, heals the
blind and the’ leprous, raises the dead and is ultimately
assumed into heaven. Throughout he is fortified with the
Holy Ghost and is miraculously shielded against the
nefarious attacks of the Jews. Is not such a character truly
divine? What more could God do if he had actually trodde?
the earthly scene? And what other privileges would he hav®
enjoyed? Notwithstanding this exalted view of Christ, ho¥"
ever, the Koran stops short of avowing his divinity. In sub-
sequent generations, fascinated by this noble image of powe!
beauty and holiness, Muslim consciousness seized upo®
Christ as the supreme model of holiness—which remait
it is true, mere human holiness. Certain extreme sects €ve?
assigned to him the role of demiurge, the Creator of th¢
terrestrial world, and the co-adjutant of God, as it wer®

* But that is a later, and in fact, heterodox developmen®
which has no basis in the Koran and which orthodox the”
logy was accordingly quick to rule out as a blasphemo®
contention from a Muslim point of view.
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Kathleen Long, Leonard Blake, Anthony Milner,
Eric Taylor, George Malcolm, Kathleen Cooper)
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Write at once for particulars, sending booking fee 55
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