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From the Christian perspective Robin Gibbons explores 
the rich history of Christian monasticism and its encounter 
with Islam.  In particular he draws on the stirring historical 
and contemporary examples of Bishop Theodore, Francis 
of Assisi, Charles de Foucauld and Christian de Chergé, 
who all risked – and even suffered – death through love 
for their Muslim neighbours.  Maria Pavlova also looks 
at Christian attitudes towards Muslims by drawing on 
examples of chivalric literature in the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries.  Despite cultural isolation and prevailing norms 
these poems display a surprising curiosity about and 
respect for the other.

In a similar era but from the Muslim perspective Michael 
McCoy introduces us to the work of the Muslim tafsir 
writer, al-Biqāʿī. Unlike many of his contemporaries, al-
Biqāʿī took the Biblical texts seriously, as had some 
earlier commentators such as Ibn Qutayba, al-Yaʿqūbī 
and al-Ṭūfī (see Research Briefing No.2, 2014).  Charles 
Ramsay presents the work of another more recent scholar 
who took the Bible seriously – Sayyid Aḥmad Khān.  
Khān’s typology for understanding revelation clearly 
acknowledged the Jewish and Christian scriptures to be 
divinely inspired.   

Together this eclectic assortment of papers creates a 
collage of attitudes, approaches and actions. In the words 
of Shelley the accumulation of positive stories and salient 
lessons recorded here may help to write another verse 
of the ‘cyclic poem written by time upon the memories 
of man’ which is history.  To help us further explore 
the usefulness of such histories we have reproduced 
verbatim the conclusions offered by Sidney Griffith and 
Ziad Elmarsafy at the CMCS Annual Joint Lecture which 
explored exactly this theme.

Finally, on a rather different note, Roger Trigg reviews a 
book by Christian philosopher Richard Shumack which 
is written in conversation with CMCS’ very own Shabbir 
Akhtar.

Dr Richard McCallum, Editor
May 2015, Oxford

History is a gallery of pictures in which 
there are few originals and many copies  
— Alexis de Tocqueville

During the spring term at CMCS our seminars focused 
on the history of Christian-Muslim relations and 

asked what relevance it has for us today.  For many the 
answer is ‘not much’!  However, Edmund Burke’s well-
known dictum warns us that ‘those who do not know 
history are destined to repeat it’.  Clearly we can and 
must learn from the mistakes of the past.  Sadly mistakes 
are not hard to find; past successes are rather rarer.  
Nonetheless, the contributors to this briefing have all 
found positive examples.   But how can reading obscure 
Muslim commentaries on the Bible or studying medieval 
poems help to improve our mutual understanding today?  
For those who are willing to listen, they may suggest an 
alternative to dominant polemical narratives, a glimmer of 
hope in an otherwise bleak landscape.  Little known facts 
and opinions may spark a thought or suggest a new line 
of reasoning.   They represent a kaleidoscope of pictures 
creating a gallery of wisdom for the serious inquirer. 



There are several reasons for examining the relationship 
(or not) of Christian monasticism and Islam, perhaps 

all of them bound up in the need for people of faith to 
create encounters of mutual respect and appreciation 
leading to a more tolerant approach toward understanding 
each other.

After exploring the roots of Christian monasticism and 
its links to Islam, this paper briefly draws on the stories 
of four Christians – historical and more contemporary: 
Theodore Abu Qurra, a ninth century Melkite theologian; 
the thirteenth century Francis of Assisi; Charles de 
Foucauld (1858-1916); and the Cistercian Christian de 
Chergé martyred in Algeria in 1996.

EXPLORING THE ROOTS

The word monasticism comes from the Greek word monos, 
meaning alone, and is a Christian term defining men and 
women who leave the structures of ordinary life, and 
renounce marriage and possessions in order to devote 
themselves to seeking God.  Although Hinduism and 
Buddhism have strong communal and eremitic monastic 
traditions, we must be wary of attributing too much 

influence from these traditions on the inception of Christian 
Monasticism.  Early Christianity was itself ascetical 
following Jewish traditions of prayer, alms giving, fasting 
and celebrating feasts such as Pascha and Pentecost.  
Whilst Acts 15 shows particularly non-Jews moving away 
from adherence to Biblical laws about circumcision, diet 
and the Sabbath, in Acts 2 and 4 we clearly detect a form 
of nascent monastic life in common ownership and the 
disciples’ devotion to teaching, fellowship, breaking bread 
and prayers.

Later developments through the C3rd to C6th were 
influenced by Anthony, Augustine, Pachomius, Cassian 
and Benedict.  Whilst Eastern Christianity retained only 
one form of ‘religious’ as distinct from clerical or lay life, 
the Western tradition saw several evolutions of this ideal 
– mendicant friars, missionary and teaching orders – over 
the centuries.

Islam does not allow 
monasticism and has been 
critical of it.

So at the time of Islamic beginnings there was a strong 
and vibrant Arab Christianity which had at its heart much 
of the spiritual teachings and traditions of monasticism 
reflected in the tale of the encounter of the prophet 
Muhammad with the monk Bahira.1  This legend is part 
of a phenomenon that took place in the medieval Middle 
East, when Christian Monks first began to dialogue with 
Muslims on religion, revealing the fact that monks were 
some of the most vocal and active agents in the process 
of dialogue.2

Islam does not allow monasticism and has been critical 
of it.  There are only three mentions of Monks and one of 
Monasticism in the Holy Qur'an, all of which have been 
interpreted negatively, for instance: ‘Monasticism was 
something they invented - We did not ordain it for them’ 

CHRISTIAN MONASTICISM 
AND ISLAM: ENCOUNTERS 
AND RESPONSES
DR ROBIN GIBBONS  CONSIDERS FOUR INTERACTIONS  BETWEEN CHRISTIAN MONASTICISM AND ISLAM

Robin Gibbons is Programme 
Director for Theology and 

Religious Studies at the Oxford 
University Department of 

Continuing Education and a 
member of the Theology Faculty 

and Regent’s Park College, 
where he is part of the Religious 

Diversity, Freedom and Society 
project.  He is also a pastor to the 
Greek Catholic Melkite Church in 

London and Great Britain.
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(Q57:27 see also 9:31, 9:34, 5:82).

Nevertheless Anthony O’Mahony has rightly pointed out 
that there are a number of instances where we can see 
a direct link between Islam and Christian monasticism. 
Firstly, there was a strong monastic presence in the early 
Islamic milieu with important monasteries such as St 
Anthony’s in Egypt, Mar Saba in the Kidron Valley and Saint 
Catherine’s at Mount Sinai.  Secondly, despite conflicts 
over issues such as marriage and celibacy, monasticism 
had positive influences on Islam with respect to the ideals 
of asceticism, poverty, seclusion and alms giving.  There 
was also a theological component especially where 
the doctrines of Christ were concerned and the monks’ 
zealotry on these issues along with their defence of icons 
could easily account for negative Islamic responses. 

There is also a need to revisit the apparent privileged 
status of monasteries within early Islam extending 
tolerance and exempting them from taxes and military 
conscription – even if in certain cases covenant treaties 
issued by the Prophet with places like St Catherine’s turn 
out to be later forgeries.3

TWO EARLY HISTORICAL EXAMPLES

There is a great need to carefully examine the influence 
that the Arab Christian communities such as the Melkites 
had on early Islam. There is a fascinating account of a 
dialogue that took place between the bishop (and monk) 
Theodore Abu Qurra, several Muslim scholars and the 
caliph al-Ma’mun. This was definitely two sided: one 
discourse with the scholars was argumentative; the 
other with the caliph was polite.  What these dialogues 
show is the Christians’ quite remarkable knowledge of 
Islam’s scriptures, traditions and arguments, but also 
their tolerance of religious pluralism as they engaged in 
dialogue and conversation.  It is that sense of conversation 
and tolerance that monastic people have encouraged and 
still do.

It is that sense of conversation 
and tolerance that monastic 
people have encouraged and still 
do.

Another example was Francis of Assisi who in 1219 
went to preach in Egypt to the Sultan al-Malik al Kamil. 
Though we know little about this event it is clear that 
Francis was received generously and returned safely, 
even if his mission might be conceived as a failure.   If 
the Crusades lend themselves to a paradigm of the ‘clash 
of civilizations’, the peaceful encounter of Francis and al-
Kamil offers a gleam of hope. ‘Even in the Middle Ages, 

an age of crusade and jihad, some cool heads and large 
hearts were ready to engage in dialogue instead of war’.4 

TWO CONTEMPORARY EXAMPLES

Charles de Foucauld and Christian de Chergé take us 
into the contemporary age. Both lived in North Africa 
and suffered death at the hands of those they loved 
and lived with.  In de Chergé’s case a remarkable letter 
to the one who would kill him was found amongst his 
possessions after his death.  It is a testament to loving 
encounter and ultimate forgiveness in the friendship of 
God. Nevertheless in their encounter with Islam the basic 
theme was not conversion, nor argument, but something 
different: the spiritual quest for God present. For de 
Foucauld it was a commitment to ‘break down barriers 
and create understanding’, something Muslims respected 
in him as a marabout, a holy man who welcomed all.5 For 
de Chergé a similar theology of encounter impelled him to 
break down barriers and establish a just relationship with 
the intention of calling the other along with oneself ‘to turn 
more resolutely to the ONE, the Ineffable, the Ultimate’.6  

My own contention is that the monastic encounter with 
Islam always had, and always will have, hope at the 
foundations of a deep spiritual conversation; for God 
is revealed in encounter and if this sometimes ends in 
blood, then a greater ecumenism occurs, where suffering 
and death transform us. ‘Before speaking to them about 
religion, we have to win their confidence and friendship: 
we should demonstrate our religion by practising its virtues 
in front of them rather than by words’.7

FOOTNOTES 
 

1 See Abjar Bahkou, The Christian legend of the Monk 
Bahîrá. The Syriac Manuscript of Marda 259/2: Study 
and English Translation (Baylor Institute: Fort Worth, 
Texas, 2006).
2 David Bertaina, 'Monks and Muslims in Dialogue' in 
Ines Angeli Murzaku (ed) Monastic Tradition in Eastern 
Christianity and the Outside World: A Call for Dialogue 
(Peeters: Leuven, 2013), 211.
3 John Andrew Morrow, The Covenants of the Prophet 
Muhammad with the Christians of the World (Angelico 
Press, USA: 2013), 205.
4 John Tolan, 'The Friar and The Sultan: Francis of 
Assisi’s Mission to Egypt' in European Review, Vol. 16 No. 
1 (2008), 125.
5 Peter France, Hermits: The Insights of Solitude (Pimlico: 
London, 1997), 162.
6 Christian Salenson, Christian de Chergé: A Theology of 
Hope (Cistercian Publications: Collegeville, MN, 2009), 7
7 France, 158.
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THE PORTRAYAL OF MUSLIMS 
AND MUSLIM-CHRISTIAN 
RELATIONS IN LATE MEDIEVAL 
AND RENAISSANCE CHIVALRIC 
LITERATURE 
MARIA PAVLOVA DISCUSSES THE VARIED PORTRAYAL OF MUSLIM-CHRISTIAN ENCOUNTER IN LITERATURE

Maria Pavlova is a DPhil Candidate 
in Medieval and Modern 

Languages at St. Hilda’s College, 
University of Oxford.
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In the second half of the sixteenth century a number of 
Italian scholars believed that Ludovico Ariosto’s Orlando 

Furioso (1532) could have been translated into Arabic. 
The fact that they thought that the poem could be or could 
have been exported into the Islamic world is interesting, for 
this must mean that they did not consider it to be a piece 
of crusade propaganda pervaded by religious hatred. 
Recent scholarship has exposed the myth that Muslim/
Saracen characters1 of European chivalric texts are 
invariably demonised.2 It has been argued that even the 
earliest chansons de geste ‘are not Crusade propaganda 
[…] but they are good propaganda for a life of daring 
and adventure’.3 This paper focuses on the portrayal of 
Saracens and Saracen-Christian Relations in Matteo 
Maria Boiardo’s  Inamoramento de Orlando (1483; 1495) 
and Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso. It assesses the degree of 
realism present in Boiardo’s and Ariosto’s representations 
of Islam and Islamic culture. Moreover, it re-examines 
the possible influence of contemporary history on the two 
Orlandos in light of the complex perceptions of Turks in 
fifteenth and sixteenth-century Ferrara and Italy.

A PORTRAYAL OF ISLAM AND ISLAMIC CULTURE

There are important differences between literary Saracens 
and historical Muslims. One of the most glaring examples 

of the misrepresentation of Islam in chivalric literature 
is that Saracen characters are usually portrayed as 
polytheists worshipping a pantheon of gods. Although 
the late Middle Ages and the early Renaissance did not 
witness any significant advances in the understanding of 
Islamic doctrine, basic information on Islam was available 
not only in polemical works penned by intellectuals, but 
also in ‘lighter’ texts, such as the immensely popular 
Itinerarius by Jean de Mandeville. Boiardo certainly knew 
that Islam was a monotheistic religion, as we can see 
from his translation of Riccobaldo Ferrarese (Historia 
Imperiale, 1471-1473). However, he deliberately chose 
not to show his knowledge of Islam in the Inamoramento 
de Orlando. His and Ariosto’s portrayals of the Islamic faith 
are deformed and unrealistic, not because of ignorance, 
but rather because of a centuries-old literary convention.

In both poems, the Saracen creed is to a large extent a 
mirror image of Christianity with some elements borrowed 
from ancient Paganism. The ‘Saracen Trinity’ of Macone, 
Apollino and Trivigante is effectively a grotesque version 
of the Christian Trinity. However, Boiardo’s and Ariosto’s 
Saracens often address their prayers (or curses) to God 
tout court. While in the Inamoramento de Orlando Saracen 
characters’ interactions with their deities are occasionally 
described in a comic fashion, Ariosto’s treatment of the 
Saracen religion is on the whole surprisingly ‘respectful’. 
The Furioso contains only a handful of references to the 
Saracen gods, which means that Ariosto does not attach 
much importance to Saracen polytheism. Agramante – a 
powerful African king who wages war on Charlemagne – 
is less presumptuous in his relationship with the Creator 
than his Christian counterpart is. Having lost his kingdom, 
he surrenders himself to the will of God, whose ways, 
as he asserts in his last speech, are far beyond the 
understanding of mortals of whatever faith. His refusal 
to convert has earned him the admiration and respect of 
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many sixteenth-century commentators. 

There are scarcely any cultural differences between 
Christians and Saracens in the two Orlandos. Ariosto is 
more eager to show his knowledge of Qur’anic law: he 
mentions circumcision and the fact that the Qur’an forbids 
the consumption of wine. Boiardo’s Saracen North Africa 
is an important cultural centre, where such disciplines 
as philosophy, astrology and navigational science are 
flourishing. Ariosto adds a further element to Boiardo’s 
elaborate portrayal of Saracen culture: among the 
characters of the Furioso there are two Saracen poets. 
Most of the oriental terms that feature in the poems belong 
to the conventional ‘oriental lexicon’ of the received 
chivalric tradition.

SARACENS AND THE TURKS

Unlike other earlier and contemporaneous chivalric texts, 
the Inamoramento de Orlando and the Furioso do not 
seem to contain any allusions to the Turkish threat or, 
for that matter, any historical allegories involving other 
Muslim rulers.4 Yet it would be wrong to claim that the 
Ferrarese poets completely disregard contemporary 
history. They draw inspiration from contemporary courtly 
culture, a culture that was characterised by openness 
towards the figure of the cultural and religious Other, or 
more precisely, towards the figure of the foreign prince. 
The poets’ patrons (Ercole I d’Este, Alfonso I d’Este and 
his brother Cardinal Ippolito) were interested in the non-
Christian parts of the world, as is evident from their yet 
unpublished correspondence with their gentlemen and 
secret agents.5 Real-life encounters between Christian 
and Muslim princes and nobles show that Boiardo’s and 
Ariosto’s chivalric fantasies were after all not completely 
fantastic. One has only to think of the affectionate 
friendship between Francesco II Gonzaga (Marquess of 
Mantua and the husband of Isabella d’Este who was one 
of the most enthusiastic early readers of the Furioso) and 
the Turkish sultan Bayezid II.6 Like Boiardo’s and Ariosto’s 

knights, Francesco and his Turkish friend claimed to value 
courteous conduct and martial prowess above anything 
else. Their epistolary exchange is saturated with chivalric 
vocabulary, which shows that secular chivalric culture was 
not confined to chivalric romances.

CONCLUSION

Although Boiardo’s and Ariosto’s representation of Islam 
and Islamic culture cannot be deemed realistic, a number 
of realistic elements find their way into the two poems, 
with Ariosto showing a greater interest in real Islam than 
Boiardo. Though greatly influenced by the preceding 
literary tradition, the two Orlandos indirectly draw 
inspiration from contemporary reality. Pride in one’s own 
culture did not necessarily preclude curiosity, respect or 
even admiration for other civilisations. 

FOOTNOTES 

1 The word Muslim entered European languages relatively late. 
Medieval chivalric romancers mostly used the terms Saracen 
(saraceno in Italian) and pagan (pagano) to designate Muslims.
2 See at least Paul Bancourt, Les musulmans dans les 
chansons de geste du Cycle du roi (Aix en Provence: 
Université de Provence; Marseille: Diffusion, J. Laffitte, 1982), 
2 vols; Norman Daniel, Heroes and Saracens: an Interpretation 
of the Chansons de Geste (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 1984).
3 Daniel (1984), 267.
4 There have been attempts to find historical allegories in these 
poems (see, for example, Jo Ann Cavallo, The World beyond 
Europe in the Romance Epics of Boiardo and Ariosto (Toronto; 
Buffalo; London: University of Toronto Press, 2013)), but such 
interpretations are not supported by any concrete evidence.
5 These letters are preserved in the Archivio di Stato di 
Modena.
6 Cf Hans Joachim Kissling, Sultan Bâjezîd II. Beziehungen zu 
Markgraf Francesco II. von Gonzaga (München: Max Hueber 
Verlag, 1965).

ORLANDO FURIOSO depicted by Gustave Doré in 1878 Photo Credit: Wikipedia



REDACTION AND ADAPTATION: 
THE USE OF THE FOUR GOSPELS IN 
AL-BIQA’I'S TAFSIR
MICHAEL MCCOY OFFERS A FRESH LOOK AT THE HERMENEUTICAL APPROACH OF AL-BIQA`I TO THE GOSPELS

Michael McCoy is a DPhil Candidate in 
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University of Oxford. 
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Burhān ad-Dīn Ibrāhīm ibn ʿUmar ibn Hasan ar-Ribāṭ 
al-Biqāʿī was a fifteenth century Qur’anic teacher and 

preacher who spent time in Damascus, Jerusalem and 
finally Cairo, where he studied under the famous ḥadīth 
scholar Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī.  In 1477 CE (882 AH) he 
published his tafsīr which he had refined over a twenty 
year period.  However, he came under attack from some 
scholars who found the biblical quotations in his work 
problematic.  This forced al-Biqāʿī around 1469 CE (873 
AH) to write an apologia for quoting the Bible.1

In al-Aqwāl al-qawīmah fī ḥukm an-naql min al-kutub al-
qadīmah (The Just Verdict on the Permissibility of Quoting 
from Old Scriptures) al-Biqāʿī tries to establish that what 
he is doing with the Bible is nothing new; Muslim exegetes 
had been quoting the biblical text from the beginning. What 
he fails to point out, however, is the difference between 
what he does with the Bible and what Muslim tradition 

has done. He goes through several legal arguments or 
justifications for using the Bible, some from his own 
madhhab, the Shafiʿī school, as well as quoting others. 

APPROACHING THE GOSPELS

His main argument rests on a comparison between quoting 
weak hadīth and hadīth qudsī and quoting the Bible. For 
al-Biqāʿī, the same hermeneutic should be applied. He 
then delineates four categories for understanding biblical 
taḥrīf, or ‘corruption’: the first group holds to the complete 
corruption of the Bible, which he considers to be excessive 
(ifrāṭ); the second camp believes that most of the Bible 
has been corrupted, a position al-Biqāʿī understands 
as merely a variation of the first group; the third group 
maintains that corruption has minimally affected the 
biblical text, a position al-Biqāʿī presents as al-Shāfiʿī’s 
own and one that he aligns himself with; and the fourth 
camp believes the Bible is not corrupted at all, but rather 
Jews and Christians have misinterpreted the text. Even 
though al-Biqāʿī places himself in the third group, he also 
believes the text has been misinterpreted in some cases. 
So there is a blending of the third and fourth categories.

It is interesting that in all of the passages of the Gospels 
that al-Biqāʿī cites he never issues a cautionary note or 
warning, quite the opposite in fact. He is adamant that 
his audience know that the scripture he uses is the same 
scripture that Christians use; in other words, it is authentic.  
He does not quote what he believes to be ‘fabricated 
material’.  So this leaves the Gospels to be ‘genuine divine 
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material’ or ‘material whose status cannot be determined’. 
One preliminary conclusion that I have come to in my 
research is that al-Biqāʿī does in fact understand the text 
he quotes to be the same Injīl and Tawrāt referred to in 
the Qurʾān. 

One preliminary conclusion that 
I have come to in my research 
is that al-Biqa'i does in fact 
understand the text he quotes 
to be the same Injil and Tawrat 
referred to in the Qur'an. 

Al-Biqāʿī uses the Gospels in his commentary in three 
distinct ways.  Firstly, they supplement the Qurʾānic 
narrative. This may be through ‘clear signs’ or ‘proofs’ 
(al-bayyināt) for which he draws on the signs in the early 
chapters of John.  Or it may be through ‘pronouncement 
texts’ such as in John 5:31-47, which is a summation of 
who Jesus was and John’s role in identifying him.  This 
appears to be a very clever way of using the Gospels to 
bring the stories of both John the Baptist and Jesus to a 
close from the perspective of the Qurʾānic narrative.  Al-
Biqāʿī also uses the Gospels for ‘historical reports’ and 
on one occasion his quotations from the Gospels occupy 
approximately thirty pages, whereas his exegesis of the 
Qurʾānic verses in question consists of less than two 
pages.

Secondly, he uses the Gospels to interpret the Qurʾān.  
For instance, in expounding Surāt al-ḥadīd (57:27) he 
uses Matthean texts including ‘a brother who sins against 
you’, the ‘parable of the unforgiving servant’, ‘the rich 
young man’ and the cleansing of the temple to clarify 
the meaning of monasticism.  Again he illustrates Surāt 
al-baqara (2:275) on usury and ‘being driven mad by the 
touch of Satan’ by quoting texts from the Gospels that deal 
with demon possession and unclean spirits.

Lastly, al-Biqāʿī takes a Qurʾānic concept and applies 
it to the Gospels in order to interpret the biblical text 
as in Surāt Āl ʿImrān (3:7).  This is consistent with 
his hermeneutical approach of surah holism (ʿilm al-
munāsabāt) which according to al-Biqāʿī is ‘the science 
through which you know the subtle reasoning behind the 
ordering of the Qurʾān’s parts, and it is the secret of rhetoric 
(al-balāghah) because it leads to really understanding 
how these meanings suit what the circumstances need.’

APPLICATIONS OF THE HERMENEUTIC

So when al-Biqāʿī quotes and interprets the Gospels, he 
does so with his Qurʾānic interpretive lens sharply focused.  
His selection of Gospel quotations at Q 3.7 reflects his 

overall purpose of elucidating the relationship between 
clear (muḥkam) and ambiguous (mutashābih) verses 
through which he challenges Christian doctrine. The first 
Christian assertion that he challenges is the divinity of 
Jesus. One way Christians went astray on this doctrine, 
al- Biqāʿī contends, was by misinterpreting instances in 
the Gospels when people would prostrate before Jesus, 
asking for help of some kind.  He comments,

[The Christians] believed wrongly about Jesus 
that when a person would say to him, “Oh lord, do 
such and such for me,” and that individual would 
prostrate to him, and then Jesus would confirm 
this person in what he was doing and answer his 
request, that that indicates Jesus was a god.

The second Christian assertion al-Biqāʿī references 
pertains to the filial language of ‘sonship’ (al- bunuwwa) 
and the description of God as ‘Father,’ and using 
‘fatherhood’ (al-ubuwwa) to express the relationship 
between Jesus and God in the Gospels. He maintains 
that the Christians went astray by believing wrongly that 
the expressions ‘sonship’ and ‘fatherhood’ were to be 
interpreted literally; that is, they deliberately clung to the 
ambiguous verses without referring them back to the clear 
verses in the Gospels.  

Does this open a positive door 
to dialogue between Muslims 
and Christians concerning the 
authority of the Gospels?

In conclusion, by applying a Qurʾānic hermeneutic to 
the exegesis of the Gospels, al-Biqāʿī’s methodology 
raises a few important questions to consider.  Does this 
open a positive door to dialogue between Muslims and 
Christians concerning the authority of the Gospels? Is it 
helpful to think of the Gospels and Jesus’ words recorded 
there in terms of hadīth qudsī? Or is this approach too 
anachronistic, forcing an Islamic paradigm back on the 
text of the Gospels without reading it on its own terms?  
And are his arguments against Jesus’ divinity and his use 
of filial language persuasive? In any case, al-Biqāʿī is a 
fascinating character who has not received the attention 
that he deserves. 

FOOTNOTES 

1 Walid A. Saleh, In Defense of the Bible: A Critical Edition and 
an Introduction to al-Biqāʿī’s Bible Treatise (Leiden: Brill, 2008).
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GOD’S WORD, SPOKEN AND 
OTHERWISE
DR CHARLES RAMSEY PRESENTS A SYSTEMATIC APPROACH TO SAYYID AHMAD KHAN'S VIEW OF THE BIBLE 
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Sayyid Aḥmad Khān (1817-1898) was a prolific writer 
and prominent religious reformer and educationist in 

pre-partition India.  One of his least understood works is 
Tabyīn al-kalām fī tafsīr al-taurāt wa ‘i-injīl ‘alā millat al-
Islām (The Elucidation of the Word in Commentary of the 
Torah and Gospel According to the Religion of Islam), 
or as the author simply termed it: ‘The Mohomedan 
Commentary on the Holy Bible.’1 This was published 
between 1860 and 1865 from the author’s private press 
in Ghazipur.  I have examined Tabyīn along with other of 
Sayyid Ahmad’s principal works in the original Urdu to 
enquire how Sayyid Ahmad conceptualizes revelation in 
the Bible.  In summary, I argue that he employs a systematic 
paradigm to categorize all prophetic revelation within the 
‘Abrahamic religion’ (millat-i Ibrahīm). The identification of 
this paradigm opens the way for a clearer understanding 
of the author’s exceptionally positive attitude towards the 
Bible.2  

A SYSTEMATIC APPROACH

Sayyid Ahmad applied a cogent means to conceptualize 
prophetic revelation, whether found in the Bible, Qur’ān, 
or Ḥadīth.  He applied a specific taxonomy from the 
science of tradition (‘ilm-i haḍīth) that is derived from 
the works of the eminent jurist Idrīs al-Shafi’ī (d. 820), 

and which continues in mainstream use today.3  The 
taxonomy classifies the revealed word of God (kalām ilāhi 
or waḥy) as either matlū or ghayr matlū.  The term matlū 
is derived from the Arabic tilāwah, literally meaning to 
repeat in succession, or to authoritatively rehearse, and 
ghayr is merely a negation.4  Unlike other mechanisms for 
describing the interrelation of the Qur’ān and Ḥadīth, this 
taxonomy was applied specifically to convey the organic 
equivalence shared by the Qur’ān and Sunnah, which is 
composed of incontrovertibly sound Ḥadīth.  As Abdullah 
Saeed explains, the taxonomy recognizes the Qur’ān and 
Sunnah to have equal religio-ethical authority.5  Hence, 
the difference between matlū and ghayr matlū revelation 
is one of form and function not of substance.

Sayyid Ahmad works within al-Shafi’ī’s framework but 
further subdivides the category of matlū revelation into 
two forms: word (alfāẓ) and subject (maḍmūn).  In the first, 
the recipient rehearses the ‘pure words spoken’ by God 
in revelation.  In the second, the recipient rehearses the 
‘pure subject spoken’ by God in revelation.6  Ghayr matlū 
revelation, however, is recounted through intermediaries 
who serve as inspired ‘sacred historians’ (muqaddas 
mu’arrikh).  In light of this, Sayyid Ahmad capitalized 
upon the fact that throughout most of interpretative history 
the value of Sunnah as revelation has overshadowed its 
difference from the Qur’ān in form and function. 

Sayyid Ahmad’s originality is seen in his application of 
these categories to revelation in the Bible.  The Bible, in 
his estimation, contains a blend of matlū and ghayr matlū 
revelation.  Matlū revelation, whether of word or subject, 
is classified as matn, or text.  This is the ‘backbone’ of the 
divine message, or the meaning intended to be conveyed 
to the recipient audience.  Ghayr matlū revelation, on 
the other hand, also contains contextualizing narrative 
(riwāyat).  The Qur’ān is solely matlū and is therefore 
completely matn.  Sunnah, however, is predominantly 
ghayr matlū, and contains text and contextualizing 
narrative.  The Bible, like Sunnah, contains both matlū and 
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ghayr matlū revelation and is thus a combination of matn 
and riwāyat.  Regardless of the differences in form, and in 
the function of these texts in religious practice, both matlū 
and ghayr matlū are of the same substance (jawhar).  The 
terms describe the word of God, spoken and otherwise.

APPLYING THE SYSTEM

The application of this taxonomy values revelation in the 
Bible as equally authoritative to that in the Qur’ān.  In Tabyīn 
Part 1, Discourse Three, this is clarified in no uncertain 
terms, ‘God protect us [from Satan] (Na’udhbillāh)!  The 
revelation of the earlier (sābiqīn) prophets is no less than 
that which was granted to the Prophet Muḥammad.’7  
Sayyid Ahmad specifies that Muslims must not qualify 
matlū revelation as of greater worth than ghayr matlū 
because they are both of divine origin and that ‘in matters 
of religion, both are equal’ (dīn kā mu’amlah main, donon 
barābar hain).  This is an unequivocal assessment of the 
value of Biblical revelation in relation to that of the Qur’ān.  

One consequence of the application of this taxonomy is 
that Sayyid Ahmad has functionally expanded the canon 
of scripture in Islam to include the Bible.  In matters 
of universal religiosity (dīn), or the elements that are 
everlasting and un-abrogable, the Bible and Qur’ān are of 
equivalent value.  Secondary principles, those pertaining 
to doctrine (shar’īah), differ but these are inherently 
flexible and will continue to morph according to human 
development. But in the essential universal elements, the 
Bible and Qur’ān are equivalent in authority and jointly 
testify to the central message of tawḥīd, the integrative 
and monotheistic Oneness of God.  As illustrated in Tafsīr 
al-Qur’ān (1880-1904), the Qur’ān is the culmination of 
scriptural prophecy.  It also assumes the audience to be 
familiar with the Bible.  ‘Without this history,’ he wrote in 
the first pages of the Genesis commentary, ‘the world 
would be in darkness, not knowing where it came from 
or to where it is going.  In the first page of this book, a 
child may learn more in an hour, than all the philosophers 

in the world learned without it in a thousand years.8  In 
a way, this summarizes our author’s attitude towards the 
Bible.  Sayyid Ahmad’s view of revelation allowed for the 
conclusion that the scriptures of the Jews, Christians, 
Muslims scripture can be read critically and reverently to 
elucidate one another.

FOOTNOTES

1 Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan Bahahur, Tabyīn al-Kalām (Aligarh: 
Aligarh Muslim University Press, 2004).  This is a mechanical 
reproduction of the earliest extant versions.  This can be found 
digitally at www.sirsyedtoday.org  
2 For concerted studies on Sayyid Ahmad’s religious ideas 
including discussions on Tabyīn see Christian W. Troll, Sayyid 
Ahmad Khan: A Reinterpretation of Muslim Theology (Delhi: 
Vikas Publishing House, 1978);  Christian W. Troll, “Sayyed 
Ahmad Khan’s Commentary on the Holy Bible.” Islam and the 
Modern Age 7 (1976): 35-45; and Bashir Ahmad Dar, Religious 
Thought of Sayyid Ahmad Khan. Lahore: Institute for Islamic 
Culture, 1957.
3 For a contemporary usage on an international level see 
Nāsir al-Dīn al-Albanī (d. 1999);  in a South Asian context see 
Muḥammad Isma’īl Salafī, Hujjait-i Ḥadith (Lahore: Islamic 
Publishing House, 1981), or Abdurraḥman Kīlānī, Difā‘i Ḥadīth 
(Lahore: Dar al-Andalus, 1999).
4 Daniel Brown, Rethinking Tradition in Modern Islamic Thought 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 1-15.  See also 
Farid Esack, The Qur’an: A Short Introduction (Oxford: Oneword, 
2002), 111. 
5 Abdullah Saeed, “Rethinking ‘Revelation’ as a Precondition 
for Reinterpretation of the Qur’ān? A Qur’ānic Perspective,” 
Journal of Qur’ānic Studies 1,1 (1999) : 93-114. Abdullah Saeed,  
Interpreting the Qur’an: Towards a Contemporary Approach 
(London: Routledge, 2006), 31-33.  Farid Esack, The Qur’an: A 
Short Introduction (Oxford: Oneworld, 2002), 111-113.
6 Tabyīn Part 2, 349.
7 Tabyīn Part 1, 24.
8 Tabyīn Part 2, 30.
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Looking back over the seminar papers in this Briefing 
we inevitably ask ourselves the question “so what?”  

What relevance do these seemingly obscure topics have 
for Christian-Muslim encounters today?  At our Annual 
Joint Lecture in March our two guest speakers highlighted 
some good reasons for taking note of history.  Here we 
reproduce their conclusions:

HISTORY AS INVENTION, CREATION 
AND ETHICS  

“One result of this greater awareness of history is the 
power to constantly interrogate what is in light of what has 
been: knowing, for example, what a boisterous, pluralistic, 
interreligious space once existed in Baghdad makes it 
easier to imagine creating a similar space in another place 
and time, rather than, as seems to be the case today, 
expending vast sums on damage, and then on damage 

control, followed by still more damage ad infinitum, with no 
real vision for making things better. The power of history to 
suggest such a vision may explain the bizarre educational 
curriculum now imposed on places under the control of 
ISIS (as you may know, the humanities are out, Shari’a is 
in, and science only insofar as it does not contradict the 
teachings of the Qur’an as interpreted by ISIS): if history 
poses a threat to this criminal organisation, it is precisely 
insofar as it teaches its students that things do not have to 
be the way they are; that they could, and should, be better.

Taking greater stock of history might also provide some 
relief for the persistent tendency to overlook our own 
discursive past.  I think we can all agree that the same 
terms that were once used to discuss race in the public 
sphere are now used to discuss religion. There are only 
minimal reflections on the translatability of race and 
religion, or the vocabulary that we use to talk about both, 
or about how this awkward transition came about. 

History invites us to locate 
ourselves by locating the other. 

Greater historical awareness on all sides might also 
provide some relief from the narcissism that undermines 
so much contemporary debate and political action: the 
question that triggers most discussions, if that is what they 
are, seems to be “why don’t they like us? Why are they 
saying such bad things about us?” when it really should 
be “where do certain ideas come from and why are they 
current?” Again, here history can operate as a powerful 
self-cure, allowing us to bring about greater and deeper 
understanding by getting over ourselves, by opening up to 
the other who is within, around and in front of us. History 
invites us to locate ourselves by locating the other. 

'AND SO WHAT?' THE 
RELEVANCE OF HISTORY
PROF SIDNEY GRIFFITH AND PROF ZIAD ELMARSAFY  DISCUSS THE RELEVANCE OF HISTORY

Prof Sidney Griffith is Professor of 
Early Christian Studies at the Catholic 
University of America in Washington 

DC. He is the author of numerous 
books and articles, including The 

Church in the Shadow of the 
Mosque: Christians and Muslims in 

the World of Islam. 

Prof Ziad Elmarsafy is a Professor at 
York University in the Department 

of English and Related Literature. He 
is the author of The Enlightenment 
Qur'an: The Politics of Translation 

and the Construction of Islam. 
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History, finally, feeds our desire for a better future by never 
falling silent about our multifarious pasts and presents. It 
is only by paying attention to history and its lessons that 
we can invent, and even create, that future for ourselves 
and those unforeseeable others who will come after us.”

— PROF ZIAD ELMARSAFY

READING AND REPORTING THE 
CONTENTIOUS HISTORY OF 
ABRAHAM’S EXTENDED FAMILY OF 
MONOTHEISTS: ITS RELEVANCE 
FOR CHRISTIAN-MUSLIM 
RELATIONS TODAY 

"The twentieth century British philosopher, R.G. 
Collingwood (1889-1943) strenuously argued that 
“historical knowledge is simply the re-enactment of past 
experiences in the mind of the present thinker”.1  In the 
present instance the mental re-enactment has recalled 
the memory of selected instances of the interactive 
conversations and shared experiences between Arabic-
speaking Muslim and Christian interlocutors in early 
Islamic times. In many ways it was a markedly different 
experience from that of the interaction of Muslims and 
Christians in other languages and in other times and 
places. The question now is: what is the relevance of 
this recollection of past experience of by-gone people to 
Muslim-Christian relations today; put otherwise, what good 
is it, cui bono? As the redoubtable William James (1842-
1910) might have asked, what is its cash value? James’ 
student, George Santayana (1863- 1952) would no doubt 
have answered the question with his famous remark, 
“Those who cannot remember the past are condemned 
to repeat it”.2  In context, Santayana was speaking of 
progress in human life and he pointed out that in his view 
it depends on retentiveness. He went on to say, “When 
change is absolute there remains no being to improve and 

no direction is set for possible improvement: and when 
experience is not retained, as among savages, infancy 
is perpetual”.3 The famous remark follows immediately. 
In response, the American novelist Kurt Vonnegut 
(1922-2007) reportedly quipped, “I’ve got news for Mr. 
Santayana: we’re doomed to repeat the past no matter 
what. That’s what it is to be alive”. 

In my view, the relevance to our times of an attempted, 
mental re-enactment of Christian-Muslim intercourse 
in Arabic in early Islamic times, if such a thing is really 
possible, is to offer a cache of memories of yesterday’s 
experiences to today’s Christians and Muslims who want 
to be in conversation with one another today. The lesson 
is not then to suggest that the past can be repeated; that is 
impossible and anyway actually undesirable. But there are 
moments in the past experience that might bear the seeds 
of a good idea for the present. Among them in my opinion 
are the several features of a limited past experience I have 
identified above: translation, interreligious colloquy, and 
philosophical engagement. They suggest some means 
of rapprochement among peoples caught in a ‘clash of 
theologies’, which is more the case than the ‘clash of 
civilizations’ that Samuel Huntington has envisioned."4 

— PROF SIDNEY H. GRIFFITH 

FOOTNOTES

1 R. G. Collingwood, The Idea of History (revised ed., with 
Lectures 1926-1928, ed. Jan Van Der Dussen; Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1993/1994), 326.  
2 George Santayana, Reason in Common Sense (vol. 1 of 
The Life of Reason, 5 vols.; New York: Charles Scribner’s 
Sons, 1905), 284.  
3 Santayana, Life of Reason, 284.
4 Samuel Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the 
Remaking of World Order (New York & London: Free 
Press, 2002).  
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PROF SIDNEY GRIFFITH addressing the audience at the CMCS Annual Joint Lectures in March 2015
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This book, by Richard Shumack, who is based in Australia, confronts 
common objections made to Christianity by Muslim thinkers. He 
particularly responds to philosophical objections made by the British 
Muslim, Shabbir Akhtar. Shumack gives him the compliment of saying 
that he is "unique among contemporary Muslim thinkers in the depth of 
his engagement with Christian belief".

A basic theme is the difference, as Shumack sees it, between Christian 
and Muslim understanding of divine/human interaction. The Muslim, 
he believes, sees this in terms of a ‘legislative’ model, according to 
which God lays down laws for humans through the medium of the 
Qur’an. Christians, on the other hand, adopt a ‘ fellowship’ model. The 
first model sees God as Lord with humans as his servants, obeying His 
commands. The Christian model places greater stress on a personal 
relationship between God, as Father, and the individual believer.

A few words of summary cannot do justice to the complexity of the 
discussion, and the philosophical understanding displayed. Such 
dialogue between Christians and Muslims too rarely happens. There 
seems to be little appetite for philosophical argument amongst many 
Islamic scholars. On the other side, too many Western thinkers seem 
anxious to minimise differences between religions, and to pretend that 
they are even unimportant. The pluralism of the philosopher of religion, 
John Hick, was of this kind, and it can ultimately degenerate into a 
relativism that discards the idea of objective truth.

We must accept that Christianity and Islam claim truth, but both cannot 
be right. The doctrine of the Trinity, discussed in one of Shumack’s 
chapters, is a case in point. Muslims may portray it as a belief in three 
gods, and glory in a strict monotheism. Christians can say that is a 
misunderstanding. What cannot be allowed is the relativist conclusion 
that, for Muslims, God is one, but for Christians he is a Trinity. What is 
true must be true for everybody whether they accept it or not.

Shumack’s book is profound and readable, but raises questions. He 
says that "both Christianity and Islam make the confident declaration 
that their respective holy books consist of the received and inerrant 
Word of God". He concludes that both equally have to face the 
question how extant Scripture ‘did originate with the testimony from 
God’. Yet this comparison cannot be quite right, even given different 
Christian understandings of the role of Scripture. The Qur’an is seen 
as itself a direct revelation from God. The Bible, though, witnesses to 
such a revelation. The Qur’an is viewed as literally God’s Word. The 

Bible points to the incarnate Logos (or Word), namely Jesus Christ. 
Things are not true because they are in the Bible. They are in the Bible 
because they are true, or so Christians believe. The latter worship a 
Person not a text.

A major gap in Shumack’s treatment is the issue of human freedom, 
which he barely mentions. There are differences about this between 
the two religions. Christianity believes it is a God-given gift which must 
be respected. Human rationality is impossible without it. God wants 
our freely given love and adoration, and coerced belief is not genuine 
belief. The Western tradition of democracy springs from this basic 
idea. How far Islam and democracy are compatible is still unresolved.  
It is sometimes said, too, that Islam is more fatalist than Christianity, 
accepting all that happens as the will of Allah. These difficult matters 
remain to be debated. This book, though, illustrates that an informed 
and courteous interchange of views can help each religion appreciate 
some of the richness of the other, while still holding to their own 
convictions about what is true.

BOOK REVIEW
PROF ROGER TRIGG EMERITUS PROFESSOR OF PHILOSOPHY, UNIVERSITY OF WARWICK
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Richard Schumack, The Wisdom of Islam and the Foolishness of Christianity, Island View 
Publishing, 2014, 240pp. 
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