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Introduction
Christian W. Troll SJ: A Servant of Reconciliation
It is a great joy for us to offer a bouquet of essays in honor of
Professor Christian W. Troll SJ, whom we have experienced as
a mentor, a guide and a friend. Father Christian inspired and
encouraged many Jesuits to take an interest in meeting Muslims
as part of their pastoral concern and to take up higher studies in
the history and theology of Christian-Muslim relations. Wherever
he worked, in Delhi, Lahore, Birmingham, Rome and Berlin, he
contributed to the local Churches as well as to the universal
Church in the field of dialogue with Muslims.

Fr. Christian’s commitment to pursue a deeper understanding of
Muslims and Islam, their culture and religion, developed gradually
during the years 1957 to 1961 when he was a seminarian of the
archdiocese of Cologne/Germany in preparation for priestly
ordination. Aware of his interest, his archbishop, Josef Cardinal
Frings of Cologne, sent him to the Centre Religieux d’Études
Arabes (CREA), the language school of the Université Saint Joseph,
Beirut, situated at Bikfaya, to study Arabic. His intensive study
of Arabic (1961–63) was the foundation for his later service in
the field of Christian–Muslim understanding. He recalls that this
intensive and demanding effort to enter into the world of Arabic,
together with the first encounter with central foundational texts
of Islam in the Arabic original, left a lasting impression on him
and shaped his later encounter with Muslims and their culture
and faith. His Jesuit training, especially the thirty days’ Ignatian
retreat, acquainted him with the method of discernment in
spiritual matters where he discovered in the course of time that
the critical openness for God’s Spirit was essential for building
relations with Muslim brothers and sisters.
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The Second Vatican Council (1962–65) and its final documents
shaped his spirituality and theology for his later engagement
with Muslims and Islam. Texts like paragraph 16 of the Dogmatic
Constitution on the Church (Lumen Gentium); the Declaration
on the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions
(Nostra Aetate), especially its paragraph 3, and, last but not least,
the Declaration on Religious Freedom (Dignitatis Humanae)
became for him firm points of reference and a constant source
of motivation in his ministry among Muslims. Pope Paul VI’s
encyclical letter Ecclesiam Suam gave him great inspiration. He
said that the key elements emerging from Paul VI’s teaching
on interreligious dialogue, such as reciprocal communication,
mutual friendship and respect, as well as a joint effort for the
sake of shared goals, all in the service of a common search for the
fuller realization of the truth, inspired him further to deepen his
commitment to Christian-Muslim relations. He cultivated lasting
friendships with a number of Muslims in India and in many
parts of the world. Many of them collaborated with him in his
efforts towards building good and lasting relationships between
Christians and Muslims.

His academic and dialogical pilgrimage began when the Jesuit
Superior General sent him to New Delhi in 1976 to teach Islam
and Christian–Muslim relations at the Vidyajyoti Institute of
Religious Studies. At his priestly ordination in 1971, he had
chosen the motto from the Second Letter to the Corinthians:
“Servant of Reconciliation” (2 Cor. 5:18f). In India, he found
himself being called in some small way to help the Church in her
task of promoting reconciliation between Hinduism and Islam.
His assignment was to introduce Catholic students of theology to
Islam, to Indian Muslim culture and to dialogue between Muslims
and Christians. In Delhi, he found a companion in the person of
Fr. Paul Jackson SJ in Patna, Bihar who, inspired by the late Fr.
Victor Courtois SJ of Calcutta, was already engaged in the study
of Islam, especially in the medieval history of Islam and Sufism
of South Asia and also in dialogue with Muslims. Christian and
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Paul together formed Jesuits Among Muslims (JAM) in India,
which, in 1983, became ISA, the Islamic Studies Association.
During the same year, they founded the quarterly publication
Salaam, which is still being published from Delhi. This small
group of Indian Catholics organized in ISA made it possible to
maintain the vision and to pursue the work of initiating dialogue
at various levels.

In 1988, he moved to the Centre for the Study of Islam and
Christian-Muslim relations at the Selly Oak Colleges, Birmingham.
At Selly Oak Colleges he worked with Christian and Muslim
scholars and was engaged in research in the field of Islam and
Christian–Muslim relations. The next move came in 1993 when
he was asked by his superiors to take up a professorship at the
Pontifical Oriental Institute in Rome, with a specific mission of
going regularly as exchange guest professor to the University
of Ankara’s Ilahiyat Fakültesi. In Ankara, he gave lectures and
seminars on Christian themes and from there, in a number of
other Muslim theological faculties.

In 1999, he returned to Germany, first to the Catholic Academy
of Berlin, where he established the Forum for Christian–Muslim
Dialogue. In 2001, he left Berlin to join the Jesuit Faculty of
Philosophy and Theology of Sankt Georgen in Frankfurt. There
he started a certificate course called ‘Introduction to Islam and
Christian-Muslim Relations’ for students and professionals. After
being busy for close to a quarter of a century, he retired from
his active teaching and has been living in the Jesuit Community
writing and serving the cause of Christian-Muslim Dialogue.
As editors, we are grateful to the scholars, friends and colleagues
who have contributed to this volume. All the writers of this
volume have expressed their appreciation for the inspiration
they found in the scholarship of Christian W. Troll.

We would like to express our deep gratitude to Fr. Stanislaus
D’Souza SJ, the President of the Jesuit Conference of South
Asia for his inspiration. In realization of this project, the staff
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of Vidyajyoti have closely collaborated with us. We would like
to thank the principal of Vidyajyoti, Fr. P. R. John SJ, the rector
of the Jesuit community, Fr. Nirmal Raj SJ, Fr. Anton Kurmann
SJ, Missionsprokurator, Stiftung Jesuiten weltweit, Zürich and
Rev. Dr. Samuel Packiam, the director of Henry Martyn Institute,
Hyderabad for their support and encouragement. We are also
indebted to Fr. Francis Parmar SJ, the director of G.S.P., and
Fr. Anthony P. Vedam SJ, for the publication of this volume.
Herman Roborgh

Head, School of Religion and Philosophy
Minhaj University Lahore, Pakistan

Joseph Victor Edwin SJ
Lecturer, Vidyajyoti Institute of Religious Studies, Delhi, India

31st July 2022, Feast of St. Ignatius of Loyola

A Tribute from a
Contemporary Missioner
Bob McCahill
At six years of age I aspired to be a cartoonist and drew
many airplanes in flight. That was my first ambition, so curious
to my first grade teacher that she wrote on my report card for
Mom and Dad to see: “Bobby is living in a world of airplanes.”
One year later that ambition morphed; I then wished to pilot
the airplanes. The following year’s ambition changed again, as
happened every year thereafter, when I wished to become a
military officer, a cowboy, a professional athlete, an archeologist,
and so on until first year of college when I realized that what
I really wanted to do was something honorable and admirable
with my life. Somehow, religious life had never occurred to me
during my first nineteen years!

But then, suddenly, as I walked to my off-campus room at
the close of the students retreat for 1956 at Seattle University,
God stopped me in my tracks near the corner of Summit and
Seneca Streets. Become a priest; become a missionary, was
the crystal clear inspiration. “Trust Me. My love is enough for
your happiness. Give Me your all.” That unmistakable message
grabbed me. “Why had I never thought of it?” I asked myself. Is
there anything now that prevents me from saying yes, i.e. let it be.
God was offering me a life of happiness. “Trust Me” for this was
no joke or fake attraction. “My love is enough for your happiness;
I will take care of your loving relationships. Give me everything
you have. I would not attract you to this way of life if I were not
going to be with you always.” Those thoughts were God-given
to me. During God’s stunning approach to me, I felt completely
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free to refuse the invitation. I was absolutely sure God would not
punish me for turning down the offer. I also knew that I would
be a first class fool to say no to God. After those moments alone
with God on the sidewalk, I begged the inspirer not to depart. “O
God, please don’t let me mess this up. Strengthen and prolong the
desire that You have put into my heart. Help me to do your will.”

I am a Midwesterner, born in Des Moines, Iowa, and raised
in Goshen, Indiana, a town having 10 to 13,000 population, more
than fifty churches, and lots of good people. The majority were
Protestants, the largest group of them Mennonites, persons with
an appreciation for foreign missions. Our Catholic parish was
small.
An incident from childhood comes to mind. We two
elementary school boys were playing in our back yard. During the
conversation my friend informed me “Catholics cannot be saved.
My mother told me so.” I offered no rebuttal. He may not even
have known he was playing with a Catholic. What impressed me
most at that moment, and thereafter, was how silly the statement
was. I felt that well behaved persons are good. We accept them. To
be damned for belonging to any religion is ridiculous, I thought.
Besides, I liked being a Catholic. How could it be bad?
At eight years of age I bought my first bicycle, a Columbia
model, and used it for delivering newspapers – my first paying
job. Probably no skill I have learned since then has been more
useful to my missionary apostolate.

Another formative experience of my five years as a
newspaper carrier was to receive the satisfaction that comes
from doing a job on time and well. I seldom missed delivering
papers to a customer, and even when I did miss, the customer
viewed me benignly. Fault finders were fewer in those days.
High school years found me in a class of 130 students; only
three of us were Catholics. I still recall my high school fellow
students better than any subsequent group. My Protestant
schoolmates and neighbors thought well of missionary work.

Bob McCahill
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Missionaries were much respected. Their senders and supporters
in our small town were invited to share their experiences of other
peoples and cultures.

After high school, I enrolled at Marquette University, the
first Catholic Educational Institution I had ever attended. By
year’s end I was financially broke and in need of a good summer
job. A chance to go to Alaska came my way. In Alaska, I mined
gold, assisted a surveyor, and finally drove a truck (in which
occupation I nearly lost my life due to failed brakes). That neardeath experience caused me to pause and think deeply but the
thoughts were soon forgotten. They only returned to remind
me through God’s mercy on October 31, 1956 after the students
retreat at the beginning of my second year of college.

Seven years of seminary life followed. After ordination in
1964, I received an assignment to the Philippines. During eleven
years I lived in remote areas, often travelling by motorcycle where
there were roads or on foot in the hills, so I could be with farmers
in their barrios and at their fiestas. It was a busy and satisfying
life of service to people who looked to God for consolation and
support. The poor and I have encouraged one another.

An invitation for priests to work in Bangladesh was given
to the Maryknoll Society in 1975. Five of us volunteered and
we arrived on 2nd December 1975. The Holy Cross Fathers and
Brothers had been in Bangladesh since 1852. They helped us
make a start in Bengal 123 years later. After our Bengalese
language studies, we requested our sponsor, the archbishop of
Dhaka, to give us permission to live among the Muslims. Although
it was not the work he had planned for us, i.e., parish apostolates,
he agreed to our request because we had “decided in prayer” to
make our request.
At the beginning of our eighth year in Bangladesh, the
community of five was reduced to two. Fr. Douglas Venne and
I decided to leave Tangail, where we had lived for the previous
eight years, to go to places we felt we could become witnesses
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of our brotherhood with Muslims and Hindus. Doug chose to
be a village-based farmer; I chose to be a seeker-helper of the
disabled. Thus began my program of spending three years in a
town and then transferring to another town and district. Curious
Bengalis wanted to know why I had come to live among them.
“What do you do?” they asked. A young friend who had been at
school offered me cogent advice while I searched for the best
response I could offer. He informed me that my desire to work
freely for the disabled poor and to bring them to better health at
my own expense, was unbelievable. “Frankly speaking,” he told
me, “we think altruism is a hoax.” No Bengali Muslim trusts a
pretended servant of the poor. Everybody wants a reward.” His
advice confirmed in me the determination to do freely and gladly
the works of mercy that I believe Jesus, my model in life, had
done. Another young friend reminded me of the very purpose
I had set for myself by saying: “It is not enough simply to be
present among us. You must be doing something for the poor!”
I have enjoyed being a Christian witness in twelve towns
and districts after having left Tangailo, the only town where we
priests lived as a community. To be a Christian among Muslims
is the very purpose of my life. I have always tried to give visible
expression to my sense of Christian brotherhood with all people.
Searching for (on a bicycle) and finding persons in great need
of medical attention or surgery has given me my name: Bob
Brother/Bhai.

Every town where I go to live and serve is a new experience
for me. The first days find me prone to anxiety, especially on day
one. Will I find a place to stay for a few days while I search for a
more permanent place? Refusals to offer me a place to rent, brushoffs, exorbitant rental demands; all these are regular experiences.
God inspires me to maintain trust during such experiences. He
who once said: “Trust Me” urges me to hang on, to keep seeking,
to refuse discouragement. That God has always arranged living
conditions for me demonstrates how important it is for a
missioner among Muslims and Hindus to live a simple life style.

Bob McCahill
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Simplicity refers also to cooking for myself on a single
burner kerosene stove. It feels good to fix foods for myself.
Before leaving my shelter every morning to cycle to surrounding
villages, I have a boiled egg and a large banana. Then, on the
road, perhaps an hour later, I stop for parata dipped in lentils. At
noonday I eat a snack named shingara and drink lots of water to
replenish the fluids I lose through biking. Then, in the afternoon
at 4 o’clock, I enjoy my daily cooked meal, always like the meal
I had the previous day: rice and lentils mixed with veggies such
as potatoes, string beans, okra, small squash, seasoned with a
five takas packet of spices. All are cooked together in one pot for
12 minutes and I do not tire of this menu. Neither meat nor fish
are necessary. Vegetable kichuri satisfies. Another banana and a
biscuit finish off the meal. “You eat that every day?” skeptics ask
and I reply: “If one is hungry, one eats.”
During the first of the three years that I intend to spend in
a particular village, many or perhaps even most people suspect
that I have come for the purpose of converting them. But not for
that have I come; I came to serve. I tell them that I wish to change
nothing in them except that which they also wish to change, i.e.,
poor health so as to become more healthy. Why do it? Because
Jesus went around doing good and healing and because the
sign atop a hospital in Mirzapur of Tangail District proclaims
SERVICE IS THE BEST RELIGION. And also because the Prophet
Muhammad said that those who serve the poor thereby serve
Allah. Occasionally I am approached by a tester who declares
“I will become a Christian” and then asks “What will I receive?”
Suffering, I reply. Cunning individuals and opportunists go away
disappointed.
By the second year in a village, trust has been built and is
growing. Most people can see and understand that I came to
serve and that I am like a brother to all people. More people
accept my help. Doctors and nurses begin to cooperate for they
see that my help is freely given and not for a profit motive. By
the third year there is widespread affection for this particular
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foreign missionary. Now they have come to understand that I
receive happiness and peace by my service of the poor. They see
the signs of what Jesus did and are able to appreciate it. Having
given them that sign, I can move on, for Jesus also made moving
on normative when he said that “To other towns also I must go.”
It needs to be remembered that the acceptance of a Christian
missionary by Muslim people is as extraordinary for those who
receive Christian witness as it is for those who give Christian
witness. The reason is that the history of what is now Bangladesh
is a colonial history, that is, the experience of foreigners taking
advantage of history. Even farther back in history, the Crusades
give Muslims a reason to be hostile towards Christians. Thus, it
is very difficult for Muslims to accept acts of Christian service
without compensation unless they have an actual experience of
such selfless service. The openness of Bangladeshi Muslims and
also Hindus to accept and appreciate Christian service is the
sign of a converted heart. Suspicion and hatred based on past
history are overcome and the door is opened for an experience
of brotherhood.

Occasionally it happens that I cross paths with persons I had
met in other towns and at other times. Recently, while travelling
by bus in Dhaka, a young man whom I did not recognize reminded
me of the services I had offered to the poor and disabled in his
town and district. Finally, he summarized his feelings for this
once upon-a-time neighbor: “People there say you are a feresta”
(in Arabic, an angel). I know quite well that I am no angel and so
I replied: “You mean people say that I am a feringi” (in Arabic, a
foreigner). “No!” he protested gravely. “You are an angel because
you do what angels do: you come as a stranger and bring benefits
to persons in need.”
True, I am no mere foreigner. Indeed, I am their brother.
“What is the result of your life-style and service among Muslims?”
Church persons ask me. I cannot answer this question in an exact
way. Nor am I expecting positive feedback in order to continue
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my apostolate. All apostolates depend on God and I feel that what
I am doing is God’s will for me. I sense that God has prepared me
through the earlier experiences of my life and environment for
just such an apostolate. The happiness and peace I experience is
surely God-given and is a sign I should continue on this path for
as long as stamina – physical, mental and spiritual – remain.

I am surely practicing a form of dialogue of which the Church
approves because each and every Christian is equipped by God,
guided by the Spirit and led by the example of Jesus to fulfill this
mission in different ways. My particular way happens to be the
way of dialogue with persons of other faiths. Seminary training
and spiritual education do have a role to play in preparing us for
a life of dialogue. But basically it is the willingness to relate to
the ‘religious other’, to converse and live among them that bring
us together. I pray that we receive the courage to place ourselves
wherever dialogue and trust can blossom and flourish. For me
personally, the ubiquitous tea stalls of the sub-continent seem to
be ideal environments for dialogue.

The Qur’an, Oussama and I
A Christian reads the Qur’an
David M. Neuhaus SJ
My first direct encounter with the Qur’an occurred when
I was an adolescent. My best friend then and now, more than
forty years later, Oussama, proposed that we meet regularly and
read together texts from his Holy Book each Friday afternoon.
The ostensible reason was to improve my Arabic. By reading the
fully vocalized texts of the Qur’anic page, I would be improving
my reading abilities and my pronunciation. By attempting to
identify familiar words, I would be reinforcing my vocabulary.
By analyzing word forms, I would be deepening my knowledge
of grammar and syntax. However, there was another important
reason for becoming familiar with this text. I was perfectly
aware that the Qur’an was at the center of the faith life and
religious practice of Oussama and his family, a family that had
befriended me when I moved to Jerusalem as an adolescent. With
no family of my own in Jerusalem, this traditional Muslim family
living on the slopes of the Mount of Olives became my second
family. In the family home, the Qur’an was in fact everywhere,
expressions and entire verses punctuated speech, Qur’anic texts
in beautiful Arabic calligraphy decorated the walls and Umm
Oussama (Oussama’s mother and now mine by adoption) put on
the television channel in the morning which showed the Ka’aba
in Mecca, an image that was accompanied by a sonorous voice
chanting the Qur’an throughout the day and it remained on until
she went to bed.
Oussama and I began with the Fatiha, the powerfully
poetic first surah (or chapter) of the Qur’an. Oussama proposed
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learning it by heart, which I did and even today I find myself
repeating the words, letting the sounds flow over me. At the
conjunction between Rahman (usually translated merciful) and
Rahim (usually translated compassionate), I had an experience
of the heart of God overflowing with condescendence for me and
all humanity. This surah and some of the other brief surahs at the
end of the Qur’an became part and parcel of my own Christian
prayer life, texts that focused me and introduced me into the
presence of God. They were like mantras as I quietened my spirit
in order to make time and space for God. Next to the Fatiha,
the surah that has accompanied me as a constant invocation is
Surat al-Nas, the last surah in the Qur’an, “Say I take refuge in
the Lord of people… from the evil of the devious whisperer who
whispers in the chests of people”. In Arabic, the alliteration that
evokes the work of the Evil One is stunning. “Min shar al-waswas
al-khanas iladhi yuwaswis fi sudur al-nas”, the repeated hissing of
the letter “s” conjuring up the Garden of Eden and the slippery,
slithering serpent. The poetic resonances of many of the Qur’anic
texts evoked in me a sense of wonder, a fundamental orientation
for encountering God. Not all the texts were equally evocative
however and there were those that aroused very different
sentiments, sometimes even outrage and defiance. However,
these hours spent with Oussama not only rooted in me a love and
deep respect for Arabic and the civilization it had engendered,
but also cemented a life-long friendship with Oussama, who has
been an intimate fellow traveler in the search for God’s presence
in the world.
My first approach to the Qur’an was not direct, fruit of
personal belief, but mediated, through friendship with a Muslim.
My attitude towards the text is first and foremost the sense that
this book has inspired the growth, wisdom and gentleness of a
life-long friend. Hearing the resonances of the Qur’an conjures
up images drawn from Oussama’s life, the life of a loving son,
a devoted husband, a gentle father, an inspiring schoolteacher,
and a trusted friend. In more general terms, I am filled with an
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awareness of the faith it provokes in so many other Muslims and
the works it has inspired. The Qur’an reveals a deep experience
of God, not my own but that of my friend and his coreligionists.
It communicates a sense of genuine encounter with the divine.
In a language that is poetic, it transmits a message that has
borne great fruit in piety, mystical experience, literature, art,
architecture, and government. As a Christian living in the Middle
East, I am also supremely aware that this same text has also
provoked violence and fanaticism, quoted by vengeful warriors
and bloodthirsty terrorists, who drag the God of the Qur’an into
their acts of violence. I need to constantly remind myself that
in this the Qur’an’s fate is not much different from the fate of
the Scriptures of both Christians and Jews, who have used and
continue to use the God of their Sacred Writ to justify their
crusades, expansionism and ideological campaigns.

There is an important implicit tension in this encounter
with the Qur’an.1 On the one hand, I have experienced at close
hand how this text has been surprisingly fruitful among those
searching for God and yet, at the same time, this text is not part
of my own sacred writings and even critiques them. One of the
great teachers of Islam in the Christian world, Martin Bormanns,
has expressed the tension in a Christian approach to the Qur’an
as follows, “The question remains: where does this “Islam” fit
into the history of salvation? It has enabled millions of men and
women to gain access to the mystery of the transcendence of
the living God in serving him through prayer, alms-giving, and
fasting, thus fulfilling the desires of their naturally religious
consciousness. But it has also forbidden them entry into this
same mystery, rejecting all communication or communion
between the Creator and his creature, and denying to Jesus
Christ his role of mediator and redeemer at the same time.”2
1

The tensions are very well described in the remarkable document Groupe de Recherches
islamo-chrétien, Ces Ecritures qui nous questionnent : La Bible et le Coran (Le Centurion,
Paris, 1987).

2

M. Bormanns, “Following a path of dialogue”, in Christian Lives Given to the Study of
Islam, ed. C. Troll and C. Hewer (Fordham University Press, New York, 2012), 18-19.

David M. Neuhaus SJ

11

The first consequence of encountering the Qur’an was
that it gave me a much greater understanding of Oussama,
his family and the world he lives in, a world that significantly
intersected with my own. However, a second consequence was
facing the challenge that the Qur’an posed to my own rootedness
in Christian faith and my approach to the Bible, the sacred text
of my own religious community. How does the Qur’an compare
with the Scriptures that I, as a Christian, regard as God’s Word?
Always drawn to prayer with and meditation on the Scriptures
as I continue to clarify my own spiritual path, I assiduously
read the Old Testament and the New. On the bookshelf next to
my work desk, the Qur’an is placed next to the Bible, Old and
New Testaments, and the Hebrew version of the Jewish TaNaKh
(Torah, Prophets and Writings, the Jewish collection of Sacred
Scripture).Are there distinct borders among these Scriptures,
dividing them into two groups, “mine” and “theirs”?
The question of the border among these collections of
writings has been definitive in the Catholic attitude towards
the sacred scriptures the Church has defined as her own and
those of the “other”, however that “other” is defined. Whereas
for centuries an abyss separated the discernment of the Word of
God in the Catholic Bible and the perversion of that Word in the
writings venerated by the various others who peopled the Catholic
world. On the other side of that abyss, the first to be countered
would be the Protestants. Catholics were supremely aware that
although the Bible of the Protestants looked quite similar to the
Catholic one, it was gravely impaired. The definitive decision on
the contents of the Catholic canon, made public in 1546, at the
Council of Trent, was a decision provoked by the contestation
of the canon of Scripture by the Protestant reformers. Not only
did the interpretation of the Bible by Protestants lead to heresy,
but their version of the Bible itself was maimed by the excision
of certain books of the Catholic Old Testament canon. Seven
books were missing (Tobit, Judith, Maccabees 1 and 2, Wisdom,
Ecclesiastics and Baruch) and they had castrated versions of
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Esther and Daniel (shorter than the Catholic ones because they
were missing the Greek sections of those books). Their maimed
Bible was one sure sign of the division that separated the true
Church from “them”, rejected as heretics. These arguments were
a central part of the polemic with the reformers that dominated
Catholic discourse after the Council of Trent.

Beyond the Protestants, even further away from the truth,
were the Jews who also had to be countered. Their blindness
and stubbornness were made manifest not only in the way they
read Scripture but also in their form of the Scriptures, which
completely ignored the New Testament and upheld a truncated
version of the Old. The empty husk of the writings of the people of
Israel had been retained without the light of the New Testament
focusing on Jesus Christ, the only key to make sense of the Old.
Furthermore, the books of the Old Testament had been organized
by the rabbis in such a way that the prophetic voice had been so
stifled that it would not point to Jesus of Nazareth. Their rabbis,
in writing the commentaries and tractates that made up the
Talmud, the Midrash and the casuistry of legal arguments were
intent on hiding the true meaning of the Scriptures of Israel, the
Messiah, and making sure that these writings would never lead a
Jew to the light of Christ. In June 1242, twenty four wagon loads of
rabbinic commentaries, including precious copies of the Talmud,
were burnt in Paris after a public disputation that had focused
on the errors of the Talmud and how it constituted an obstacle
to the enlightenment of the Jews. The burning of the Talmud was
repeated elsewhere and in Rome itself in September 1553.

The Muslims, if they were encountered at all, were beyond
a second abyss that opened up, beyond that which separates
Catholics from Protestants and Jews. The claim was made that the
Qur’an, scripture of the Muslims, does not respect the literal text
of the Bible but rather rewrites it. The 8th century Saint John of
Damascus formulated a very hostile but unfortunately formative
Church perspective on the Qur’an.
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The Second Vatican Council opened a new era in the
Church’s teaching about separated Christians and the faithful of
other religions. Instead of “them”, the Church invited Catholics to
seek out a “you”. Rather than countering them, the Church called
for encounter. The dialogic principle at the heart of the Council
transformed the “other” from a “they” to a “you”. The tones of
judgmental condemnation of Protestants, Jews and Muslims,
forming a resounding “teaching of contempt” gave way to a
dialogic relationship, the readiness to listen to the other and try
to understand a point of view that could open new perspectives,
becoming a “teaching of respect”. Whereas the Christian Bible, Old
and New Testaments, remains the source for Christian discourse
and teaching, the Scriptures of others could be respected as
they revealed a yearning search for God. In the document
Nostra Aetate, published in 1965, as the Council’s declaration
on relationship with the believers of “non-Christian” religions,
it was notable that the formulation of a teaching of respect
for both Jews and Muslims neither mentioned the Talmud nor
the Qur’an. However, the changes in attitude formulated at the
Council led to an increased intensity in the encounters with Jews
and Muslims. In those encounters, as “they” became “you”, there
was no avoiding the Scriptures of the other, now approached
in respectful dialogue, a dialogue mediated by the friendship
Catholics were encouraged to cultivate with Jews and Muslims.
During my theological and Biblical studies for the priesthood
in Paris and Rome during the 1990s, I was struck by the fact
that formation included becoming familiar with the Rabbinic
literature of the Jews. Knowledge of this library of texts was
correctly understood to be a source of enrichment for those
engaged in Catholic theological and Biblical study. Now Catholics
repented having burnt the Talmud and, instead referred to it with
respect. On September 12, 2008, in Paris, where the Talmud had
been burned, Pope Benedict XVI greeted the Jewish community.
In his remarks, he said, “Does not the Talmud say: the Sabbath is
offered to you, but you are not offered to the Sabbath?” (from the
Babylonian Talmud, Yoma, 85b).
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The rabbis of the Jewish tradition, in the centuries following
the destruction of the Temple in 70 AD., developed new and
sometimes surprising ways to read the ancient Scriptures of the
people of Israel. These readings developed within a religious
framework that was quite different from the one that had been in
existence until the first century, in the world in which Jesus the
Jew had lived, taught and died. In this new context, gone were
the Temple, the city of Jerusalem and life in the Land of Israel,
gone were the priests and scribes that had ruled Jewish religious
life, gone were the sacrifices and dramatic liturgies of Temple
worship. The genius of the rabbis facilitated the transformation
of the faith and practice of the Old Testament into a new form of
Judaism that has continued until today. This Judaism developed
parallel to the development of Christianity.

Awakening to the rotten fruit of the teaching of contempt for
this form of Judaism over centuries, the Church, after the Shoah in
Europe, abandoned contempt and adopted respect, recognizing
that Jews and Christians had much in common, sharing a heritage
rooted in the ancient Scriptures of Israel. As the Pontifical Biblical
Commission in 2001 taught: “Christians can and ought to admit
that the Jewish reading of the Bible is a possible one, in continuity
with the Jewish Sacred Scriptures from the Second Temple period,
a reading analogous to the Christian reading which developed in
parallel fashion. Both readings are bound up with the vision of
their respective faiths, of which the readings are the result and
expression. Consequently, both are irreducible.” Furthermore, the
document insists: “On the practical level of exegesis, Christians
can, nonetheless, learn much from Jewish exegesis practiced for
more than two thousand years, and, in fact, they have learned
much in the course of history.”3
What the rabbis were teaching was posterior to the life,
ministry, death and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth. Their
3

Pontifical Biblical Commission, The Jews and their Sacred Scriptures in the Christian
Bible, 2001, n. 22.
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teaching was not only posterior but also consciously rejected
Jesus as Messiah. Parallel to the rabbis, the Church developed
its own way of understanding the Scriptures of ancient Israel,
Scriptures that became part and parcel of the slowly developing
canon of authoritative texts that provided Christianity with its
language, understanding of God and humanity and the identity
and mission of the Church. For many centuries, the Church had
regarded the alternative understanding of the rabbis as a threat
to the Christian understanding of the ancient texts, it was now
willing to engage in respectful and positive ways of interaction
with rabbinical literature. What about the Qur’an? How did the
new teaching of respect relate to it?
The abyss had to be bridged here too. A careful, nonpolemical reading of the Qur’an makes clear that it is part and
parcel of the same world that brings together the Christian and
Jewish Scriptures. On his way to the Holy Land in 2009, Pope
Benedict XVI said:
Certainly there exists a common message, and there will
be an occasion to present it and, despite the difference of
origins, we have common roots (…) Islam was also born
in an environment where Judaism and various branches
of Christianity, Judeo-Christianity, Antiochian-ByzantineChristianity were present, and all these circumstances
are reflected in the tradition of the Qur’an. In this way we
have much in common from our origins, in the faith in the
one God. For that, it is important on one hand to maintain
dialogue with the two parts -- with the Jews and with
Islam -- and as well as a trilateral dialogue.4

In a new age of dialogue, what is mine remains mine but
what is not mine is no longer “theirs”, a “they” I can dismiss with
the wave of a hand, but rather “yours”, a “you” I seek as a partner
in dialogue. The “they’ had been contemptuously rejected, but the
“you” is treated with the respect that derives from an encounter
with a partner who can become a friend. This is not necessarily
4

Pope Benedict XVI, Speaking to the press on the plane to the Holy Land (8.5.2009).
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a pacific and untroubled process. Encountering the Qur’an as
understood by a Muslim inevitably challenges the Christian and
can be unsettling. Dan Madigan, a contemporary Catholic teacher
of the Qur’an, has commented that the Qur’an emerges from
a tradition that understands itself to be God’s definitive
reform of the Jewish and Christian traditions, a tradition
that offers a substantially different understanding of the
history of God’s engagement with humanity from the
creation of Adam and Eve, through Noah, Abraham, Isaac,
Ishmael, David, Solomon, right up to Jesus and beyond—a
history we both see as our own, and which for the most
part we share with the Jews. Above all, the tradition we
are giving our lives to studying proposes a very different
assessment of what God was doing in Jesus Christ and
presumes that the Christian reading of that event is at
best mistaken, and at worst impious. It requires humility
and discipline to avoid simply becoming defensive or
dismissive, and to take seriously the Muslim critique of
our faith and the ways in which we express it.5

Over the years, Oussama and other Muslim friends, Iman,
Yahya, Issa, Yusef, Emre, Nufuz, and I have spent hours reading
Qur’anic texts and being challenged by them. The challenge
is mutual. Whereas I am challenged by the discovery of an
alternative way to understand God and humanity and conjugate
the relationship between them, ways that are sometimes parallel
to and sometimes quite different from the ways I discern in
the Bible, the Muslim partner in reading the text might also be
challenged by what a non-Muslim finds in the Qur’an, hearing
with ears that have not been formed (and sometimes deformed)
by Muslim tradition. During one of those first lessons with
Oussama, coming to the end of the Fatiha, we read, “Show us the
straight way, the way of those upon whom you have bestowed your
grace not those who provoke your wrath nor those who have gone
astray” (Surat al-Fatiha, verse 6-7). Oussama commented, “Those
5

Dan Madigan, “A Lenten Journey,” in Christian Lives Given to the Study of Islam, ed. C.
W. Troll and C. Hewer (Fordham University Press, New York, 2012), 249.
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who provoke the wrath of God are the Jews and those who have
gone astray are the Christians.” I looked at him quizzically and
said, “Oussama, the text does not say that.” Oussama looked at
me and responded, “You are right, I never noticed”. Later, we
identified the source for the polemical interpretation about Jews
and Christians in the commentators, most often found in the
margins of the Qur’an (cf. commentaries of Ibn Kathir, al-Jalilayn,
al-Qurtubi and al-Tabari)

In studying and teaching the Bible, I return over and over
again to the discipline of reading the Qur’an. It reminds me of the
importance of reading slowly, savoring every word, analyzing the
grammar and the syntax, pronouncing the words in the original
language in order to inhale the cadences and the poetry. Reading
in Hebrew, Greek and Aramaic opens the Bible to other levels
of experience, touching the flesh of the text. Any translation
is indeed an interpretation that opens up one possibility of
meaning among others but never captures fully the ebb and flow
of the original language. Furthermore, I return to meditate and
mull over the Qur’anic rewritings and alternative presentations
of Biblical heroes. The Qur’an’s Joseph broadens the perspectives
offered by the Book of Genesis. I am particularly attuned to the
presentation, fresh and innovative, of the encounter between
Joseph and the wife of Potiphar (cf. Surat Yusef, verses 22-32).
Likewise, Noah, who, in the Qur’an, becomes a tragic figure,
losing his own son among those who die in the flood but saving
many others, opens up horizons when reading the Biblical text
(cf. Surat Hud, verses 36-49). The Qur’an’s merging of the two
Maryams (cf. Surat Mariam, verse 28), Maryam (sister of Aaron)
and Maryam (mother of Jesus), has also been a very fruitful
source of understanding the figure of Mary in the New Testament
in the light of Mary in the Old. It has shed much light on the
prophetic acts of these women, the first birthing Israel in her
dance after the crossing of the sea, and the second birthing the
savior of Israel and all peoples (cf. Surat Al Imran, verses 35-51).
The examples could be multiplied and increased with more and
more reading, meditation and prayer.
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In my reading of the Qur’an, I am not interpreting it, which is
the prerogative of the Muslim reader, but rather I am authorizing
it to challenge my understandings of the Bible. This way was
opened by friendship and has borne much fruit. There is a
Qur’anic verse that speaks to what is at stake in this exposure to
the religion of a friend. “For each We have appointed a divine law
and a traced-out way. Had God willed He could have made you one
community. But that He may try you by what He has given you
(He has made you as you are). So, vie with one another in good
works. Unto God you will return, and He will then inform you of
that wherein you differ” (Surat al-Ma’ida, verse 48). The words
“vie with one another in good works” outlines a very different
relationship among the followers of religious traditions than
the one that has emerged from a history choked by bloodshed.
Readers of the Qur’an and readers of the Bible have been fighting
among themselves for centuries, each one convinced that the
way that he or she hears the message conforms to the way God
speaks God’s Word. Surat al-Maida leaves that judgment to God
on the Day of Judgment and proposes instead a competition to
perform acts of goodness, stimulated by listening to the Word.
This competition cannot but bring friends in God into fruitful
encounter.

Interactive Theology
A New Paradigm for a New Constellation
Felix Körner SJ
In the following pages I am proposing a new theological
paradigm, namely, ‘Interactive Theology.’ I will present it in view
of a particular constellation: at several public universities in the
German speaking world, institutes of “Islamic Theology” have
been founded.
The universities are Tübingen, Erlangen/Nürnberg, Frankfurt,
Osnabrück, Münster, Berlin (Humboldt) and Paderborn. One
might add two Austrian universities, namely, those of Vienna and
Innsbruck. The Swiss model, at Fribourg, is slightly different but
in many ways comparable.

The newly founded institutions do not only study Islam’s
religious phenomena. That has already been done for decades
by institutes of Islamic Studies. Such institutes already exist in
two dozen German speaking places,1 which have a long-standing
philological tradition and now work with various methods of
literary and historical research and are involved in social and
cultural studies. Theology is different from Religious Studies.
Theology can be defined as “a religion’s rational discourse.”2 This
implies that theologians belong to the religion they study—and
reflect on it in the light of their belonging. So, Islamic theology is
by definition done by Muslims; and again, what they are supposed
to do is not only Muslim theology but “Islamic theology.” They
1

Austria: Vienna. Germany: Bamberg, Bayreuth, Berlin (FU), Bochum, Bonn, Erlangen/
Nürnberg, Freiburg, Göttingen, Halle, Hamburg, Hannover, Heidelberg, Jena, Kiel,
Cologne, Leipzig, Marburg, Münster, Tübingen. Switzerland: Basel, Bern, Zürich.

2

Felix Körner, “Islamic Theology, Past and Present. A Comparative Perspective,” Studia
Bobolanum 28, no. 4 (2017): 61–75.
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are not only to present their personal opinions but understand
themselves as part of Islam’s history of self-understanding.
Islamic Theology is, in other words, “confessional,” just like the
institutes or schools (“faculties”) of Christian theology, which exist
also in all the universities that have launched Islamic Theology.
“Confessional” does not mean that every proposition uttered there
is an act of faith profession, or that it is contrasted with some other
denomination. “Confessional” here means that religious teaching
is being done in the name of the relevant religious community.

But how to assess the orthodoxy of the teaching? If the
state claims neutrality in matters of religious doctrine, no
political authority can decide on faith issues. The secular states
in the German speaking world leave those assessments to the
representatives of the respective religious communities. In the
case of theology done at Christian universities, Church authorities
determine such an assessment. For example, no institution may
offer courses in “Catholic theology,” unless approved by the local
bishop. He grants the necessary ecclesiastical authorization,
endorsing the professors and the programs in collaboration with
the Pontifical Congregations for the “Doctrine of the Faith” and
for “Catholic Education.” Protestant territorial Churches also
have institutionalized doctrinal procedures in Austria, Germany
and Switzerland. But for Islam, who is authorized to say, in the
name of the religious community, that a certain curriculum or
professor is orthodox? For this reason, each university has
found its own way to compose and authorize an Islamic faith
commission. It is to be expected that such a commission (Beirat)
will create difficulties. The main Muslim associations want to
be represented but they are often problematically linked to a
foreign state’s politics and so they do not represent concerns of
local Muslims. Moreover, they tend to lack academic expertise
and they may fundamentally disagree among themselves.
Why would a secular state, a pluralist society or an
independent university allow a department of confessional
theology to exist at public universities? The strategic advantage is
that those who provide confessional religious education as well as

Felix Körner SJ

21

leaders of religious communities will have access to an academic
formation. According to the German Council of Science, theology
at the university is good for religious communities, for the public
sphere and also for the university itself.3 In spite of the difficulties
involved, teaching has been going on for around a decade now at
some of the aforementioned institutes of Islamic Theology.

In what follows, we will discuss three questions. What is
the meaning of the view that theology is a religion’s rational
discourse? Has there been anything like an “Islamic theology”
in Muslim history before it was—perhaps quite artificially—
created in Western Europe? And finally, how should other faith
traditions and other theologies deal with the new interlocutor,
namely, with Islamic Theology?

1

What is Theology?

1.1 Faith Understanding
First of all, we need to explore the concept of what we mean
by theology. Many Christians would offer the suggestive formula:
theology is intellectus fidei. The formula is interesting because it
can be read in two ways: we try to understand our faith—and,
faith is a particular way of understanding. That is to say, theology
is the fruitful dialogue between understanding and believing:
thinking which explores belief—and faith as a key to a fuller
understanding of life. Although such a formula is both beautiful
and helpful in some contexts, it does not really lead anywhere
when discussing the foundation of non-Christian academic
theologies. The formula speaks of faith, a word with which, say,
Jews, would not commonly describe their own religious tradition;
and the formula says nothing about the institutional context.
1.2 A Religion’s Rational Discourse

That is why I propose the formula: “Theology is a religion’s
rational discourse,” which seems to me to be sufficiently open
3

Wissenschaftsrat, Empfehlungen zur Weiterentwicklung von Theologien und
religionsbezogenen Wissenschaften an deutschen Hochschulen, Berlin 2010 (http://www.
wissenschaftsrat.de/download/archiv/9678-10.pdf).
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and provides some criteria to work with. Let us briefly consider
the definition’s elements.
“Rational” is a regulative idea, as is “just” or “true.” We try to
reach justice, truth, rationality; but the quest goes on. It is easier
to say what is not just, not true, not rational. In that process of
enquiry, we approach the ideal. This is why it is hard to say without
further investigation that this or that “is rational.” Approximation
must suffice. For our purposes, an explanation such as the
following may be acceptable: the word ‘rational’ means that nonadherents of a particular opinion can follow its train of argument.

“Discourse” can refer to (more or less) institutionalized
rational endeavors - in our case, the whole range from debates
and lectures to written material such as books. Rational
discourse is made up of a productive tension, that is, the collision
of what is common and what is individual, the encounter of past
and present and also, according to a wide sense of the words,
the ‘reflection’ of ‘scripture’ in the light of ‘experience.’ But what
about the definition’s first word, namely, religion?

The word ‘religion” is a notoriously difficult concept but one
might say that religions are ‘phenomena like Christianity.’ This is
Eric Voegelin’s explanation of the term4 but one wonders whether
he wrote it tongue in cheek because he goes on immediately
to admit that there is a lot of projection in our recognition of
‘religions.’ What needs to be pointed out for our understanding of
theology is that it is done in the name of a visibly corporate entity
in contrast to concerns of a this-worldly nature. Hence, religion
refers to a community of witness within the public sphere.
1.3 Three Theological Agendas: Apologetic, Hermeneutic,
Talmudic
Theology, a religion’s rational discourse, can be performed
for different purposes. I propose to distinguish three types of
theology according to three primary concerns.
4

Eric Voegelin, Die politischen Religionen (Munich: 2007), 12.
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If one wants to show that one’s religion is correct, one
works apologetically—not in the sense of asking for an
excuse or showing a defensive reaction but in the sense of
demonstrating, through rational, systematic arguments,
the coherence of one’s belief’. (“Always be prepared to
give an answer (apología) to everyone who asks you to
give the reason for the hope that you have. (1 Peter 3.15)
If one wants to present the meaning of one’s religion in
the world of today, one is doing ‘hermeneutics’, that is,
translating, interpreting and developing one’s tradition,
proposing implications for action or even criticizing
contemporary society or one’s own community.
But there are also researchers who simply want to
immerse themselves in their religious tradition without an
‘apologetic’ or ‘hermeneutical’ agenda. They may explain
themselves by saying: “I simply try to understand the
logics of the sacred.” If that is one’s intent, one may still
be called a theologian; and one could perhaps call one’s
agenda “talmudic”– even if one is not studying the Talmud.

These three agendas can overlap in a theologian’s activity.
However, if none of these three agendas is operating, I would say
that such a person is not doing theology.

We must now turn to the historical question. Is there
anything corresponding to the (not specifically Christian) concept
of theology in Islam? Has there ever been an Islamic Theology,
that is, a rational discourse in Islam?
2

What is Islamic Theology?

The famous Qur’an researcher Rudi Paret5 once gave
meaningful advice to his successor at Tübingen University, Josef
van Ess. He said something like this: you are young; if you find
your research topic soon, your work can have something of
global relevance. This proved to be wise guidance. Josef van Ess

5

Josef van Ess, “Rudi Paret (1901–1983),” Der Islam 61, (1984): 1–7.
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dedicated his life’s energy to the first two centuries of Islamic
religious thought. The first of his many conclusions may be
summed up in seven words: ‘some early Muslims were indeed
doing theology.’6 It would be interesting to find out why theology
came into being at that period of time.
A glance at Christianity may be helpful here. Why did Christian
theology come into being? Christians faced the theologically
fruitful challenge of explaining the Easter experience, namely the
insight that Christ is the ‘fulfilment’ of God’s covenant with Israel
and of the Law’s intent as well as of the Prophets’ promises. Christ
is the fulfilment of all human life. He is, therefore, the fulfilment
of the search for understanding.
With Islam, the situation is different. The Qur’an’s claim is
more about common sense. Instead of being a game changer,
the Qur’an is the corrective confirmation of all earlier divine
guidance. Hence, the Qur’an is not as ‘scandalous’ as the gospel
(1 Corinthians 1:23). One may say that it was a three factor
constellation that gave rise to theology in Islam, namely, a triple
‘responsibility’:
•

•
6

Debates were taking place with Christians and Jews.
Muslims, especially nouveau riche trades people of nonArab origin, wanted to prove how cultured and how
Islamic they were. Thus they felt a kind of responsibility
with regard to contemporary non-Muslim neighbors
and even fellow believers. This was the birth of Islamic
‘argumentative’ theology, which was often expressed
through debate (kalām, in Arabic, is probably a
translation of the Greek dialexis).
A second type of responsibility and another factor that
contributed to the origin of Islamic theology was an
event, which became a trauma for early Muslims, namely,

Josef van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft im 2. und 3. Jahrhundert Hidschra. Eine
Geschichte des religiösen Denkens im frühen Islam, six volumes, Berlin, 1991–1997; and
idem, The Flowering of Muslim Theology, trans. from the French (sic!) by Jane Marie
Todd, Harvard 2006.
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the fitna or ‘heavy test’ of the umma’s division. Despite
the fact that the community was meant to be the one,
all-unifying ‘caravan’ on the ‘straight path,’ guaranteeing
salvation to those who kept to it, the community
divided into two parts. Who was responsible for this
tragedy? How could Muslims continue to understand the
nature of human responsibility under an all-powerful
God? Such questions gave rise to a theology of human
action, of freedom, of sin and even of something like a
theology of history.

The third kind of responsibility promoted a more
institutional type of faith reflection in early Islam. This
was the new responsibility that Muslims accepted upon
themselves to run an Islamic state. Such responsibility
needed a kind of court theology to justify the state’s
decisions even though none of the rulers had come to
power in ways that could be considered uncontroversial
in Islam.

In short, the need arose for a political theology. The
courts favored scholars who could provide justification
for the ruler’s authority. These scholars were not paid by
the court for being theologians because they were jurists
and other officials. They were paid by the court because
they produced theological ideas.

It is now clear what we understand by Islamic theology, why
it arose and that it has been around for a long time.

3

A New Theological Paradigm

If, then, theology is nothing strange to early Islam, it is
not surprising that today several Muslim majority countries
have ‘Faculties’ of Islamic theology at public universities; Iran,
Indonesia and Turkey have such a Faculty. The modern Turkish
academic tradition of Islamic ‘divinity’ schools dates back to
1949. In that year, at the newly founded Ankara Üniversitesi, a
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Divinity School was launched under title İlahiyat Fakültesi.7 By
now, Turkey has more than 100 such schools and much of what
is done there resembles the activities of a similar ‘Faculty’ of
Protestant or Catholic Theology in a country like Germany.

With a growing number of Muslims living in European
countries that offer courses of Christian (and, to a lesser degree,
Jewish) theology at public universities, it would seem appropriate
to initiate regular courses on Islam as well. In this case, the
different theologies would have some interaction. In the following
section, I would like to reflect on the way theologians belonging
to different religions have related among themselves in past
history. I have identified three models of such inter-relationship.

3.1 Theology in Encounter

(i) Theology of Refutation. One common theological
attitude towards other faiths should be described
as apologetic. According to this style of theological
encounter, it was quite common for theologians
to engage in debates about the beliefs of another
religion. This was a characteristic of the relationship
between Muslims and Christians, whose intention was
to demonstrate that the other was simply wrong. In
Arabic, such an attempt would be called radd; in Greek,
elenchos and in Latin, refutatio.8
(ii) Theology of Harmonizing. A second way of dealing
with the other was the attempt to demonstrate that
there was no contradiction between different beliefs
and so the other religion was presented as quite similar
to one’s own. When, for example the great theologian
Cardinal Nicolas of Cusa (d. 1464)9 discussed the

7

Felix Körner, Revisionist Qur’an Hermeneutics in Contemporary Turkish University
Theology: Rethinking Islam (Würzburg: Ergon, 2005).

8

Cfr., the huge project edited by David Thomas, Christian-Muslim Relations. A
Bibliographical History (Leiden: Brill 2009–).

9

Ian Christopher Levy et al, eds., Nicholas of Cusa and Islam. Polemic and Dialogue in the
Late Middle Ages (Leiden: Brill, 2014).
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Qur’an and Muslim faith practice, he found much that
was similar to his own tradition. Conversely, many
Muslims would say that Jesus’ message was basically
the same message as that which was entrusted to the
Prophet Muhammad – an attitude that is evident even
in the Qur’an.

(iii) Comparative Theology. Comparative theology may be
characterized as being ‘positional,’10 that is, as a four
step procedure with each step using the category of
‘position. First, one declares one’s own belief: one’s
position. A protagonist of the approach, Francis X.
Clooney, for example, professes that he “could not cease
to be Roman Catholic.”11 This already distinguishes
comparative theology from the allegedly neutral
standpoint claimed by the discipline of ‘comparative
religion.’ Secondly, comparative theologians would
now look at another religious tradition.12 They are
likely to encounter there an issue which touches them
as a point of discovery: a ‘position’ significant for
themselves. They would now, thirdly, put this issue in
contact with a theme of their own religion, typically in
the light of an esteemed thinker. Clooney, for example,
presents Karl Barth’s view (‘position’) concerning
Revelation.13 This concentration on one particular
topic at a time is by some comparative theologians
called their ‘micrological’ method.14 Finally, one listens

10 Cfr., e.g. the over 50 occurrences of the word “position(s)” in a classic of comparative
theology: Francis X. Clooney, SJ, Hindu God, Christian God. How Reason Helps Break
Down the Boundaries between Religions (Oxford 2001), 7: “once believers hold that their
positions are intelligible and plausible,” etc. In this section I will have to give some literal
quotes in a fairly pedantic manner because some comparative theologians might doubt that
my presentation is actually using the terminology of their discipline.
11 Hindu God, Christian God, vi.
12 E.g., Clooney ventures to “look at later Vedānta theologians”: Hindu God, Christian God, 20.
13 Hindu God, Christian God, 131–136. The formula “Barth’s position” is found in Hindu
God, Christian God, 132 and 134.
14 Klaus von Stosch, “Comparative Theology as Liberal and Confessional Theology,”
Religions 3, (2012): 983–992, p. 986; idem, “Komparative Theologie der Religionen als
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to what the other faith tradition has to say regarding
the same theme. Especially when authors focus on that
other tradition’s written, indeed classical expressions,15
and thus less on its popular, performative, fluid,
contemporary utterances, the object studied comes
into sight as relatively stable: as a ‘position’. Since the
approach can now identify similarities and differences;
and since it requires at least as much scholarly access
to a foreign culture (linguistic competence, historical
background) as the discipline of comparative religion,
the procedure is called ‘comparative’ theology.16

If comparative theologians were doing only that, they
would have to face a series of objections. Can theologians look
own their own view of another as if they were two objects that
you can compare like two unchanging mosaic stones?17 Do faith
traditions really consist of inert elements that one can observe
as objects? Is a religion not a living stream of evolving tradition?
Does any one element of belief or practice really make sense if
taken out of its context? Could a religion, theologically studied,
not be seen as a systematic whole? Can a Christian theologian
discuss revelation without at the same time doing Christology
and eschatology, for example? Finally, are there no living partners
representing the other traditions? Only then can the study of the
classical texts become, for both sides, a reflection through which

Herausforderung für die Theologie des 21. Jahrhunderts,” Zeitschrift für katholische
Theologie 130, (2008): 401–422; cfr. already Francis X. Clooney, “The Study of NonChristian Religions in the Post-Vatican II Roman Catholic Church,” Journal of Ecumenical
Studies 28, (1991): 482–494.

15 Francis X. Clooney, ‘Comparative Theology,’ in The Oxford Handbook of Systematic
Theology, ed. John B. Webster, Kathryn Tanner and Iain Torrance (Oxford 2007), 653–669.
16 Remarkably, Clooney also observed that “theology is rarely irenic”: Hindu God, Christian
God, 121.
17 Christianity understands itself neither as a position, nor as set of separable positions. One
might express this with a word from Paul of Tarsus: Christian faith is “knowledge of
Christ” (Philippians 3:8). But, nota bene, that is neither the claim that we ‘know him fully’
nor ‘have his knowledge,’ it rather means, that we are coming to know Christ. Christian
gnõsis (in German, Erkenntnis, rather than Wissen) is an ever continuing discovery. But is
Christ not the fullness of all? He is. We do not, however, possess the full understanding
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different views, and even different teachings, can change. That is
in fact how several comparative theologians now proceed, and
expressly describe their approach; namely, as ‘learning from each
other’ leading to an ‘intensification,’ ‘rectification,’ ‘recovery,’
and ‘reinterpretation’18 of elements present in one’s own faith
tradition; and indeed as a ‘dialogical’ and ‘interactive’ event.19
These last two designations will now lead us to a couple of other
approaches.
3.2 Theology of Dialogue

The character of Christ’s fullness, which still hidden
is also the theological reason for a striking formulation the
Church has been using ever since 1984, that is the encounter
of two believers of different religions can become for both
sides ‘purification and enrichment.’20 How do such encounters
happen in theology? Benedict XVI offered a two-dimensional
scheme for interreligious dialogue.21 He spoke of the face-to-face
and the side-by-side dimensions.
Some objections may be raised against this. The face-to-face
dimension might lead into the ‘personality trap.’ That is to say, we
may lose out of sight of the fact that we are not only encountering

of that fullness yet. This is why the Letter to the Colossians can confess that in Christ
“are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (2:3). In the risen Christ, the
completion of creation’s history is anticipated. But in order to see and understand it in
detail already now, history has to go on and make visible what is being anticipated in
the Easter event. In other words, the Christian faith is, quite fundamentally, “historical.”
By now, some proponents of comparative theology may see the danger of an overly
static vision of religions self-critically. So is there a different way of doing theology in
interreligious encounters?

18 Catherine Cornille, Meaning and Method in Comparative Theology (West Sussex: 2020),
117, 124, 129, 131.
19 Klaus von Stosch, “Zur Lage Komparativer Theologie. Ein Literaturbericht zu ihrer
internationalen Entwicklung in den letzten fünf Jahren,” Theologische Revue 115, (2019):
355–371.
20 Secretariat for Non-Christians, Dialogue and Mission, n° 21; Benedict XVI, Christmas address
of December 21, 2012 (http://w2.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/it/speeches/2012/december/
documents/hf_ben-xvi_spe_20121221_auguri-curia.html); Evangelii Gaudium, n° 250.
21 http://w2.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/speeches/2010/september/documents/hf_benxvi_spe_20100917_altre-religioni.html.
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‘my’ and ‘your’ private point of view, but through the two of us,
two different traditions are meeting.22 And in the side-by-side
dimension, we might fall into the ‘actionist trap,’ which does
not allow us to explore and celebrate our differences. In short, a
third dimension seems necessary: the back-to-back dimension.23
Such a tri-dimensional setting—face to face, side by side, back to
back—can be fully expressed in an interactive theology.
3.3 Interactive Theology

An interreligious theology that does justice to the three
dialogical dimensions of face-to-face, side-by-side and backto-back needs fine-tuned ‘frameworks of interaction.’ They are
particular forms of reciprocity, rationality, responsibility and
the capacity for reform. Each of these four frameworks needs
investigation.

(i) Reciprocity. If believers of two religions meet, both
sides are alive and active. That is why they can interact.
But a need for genuine reciprocity can be felt in
theological dialogues between Christians and Muslims
with interlocutors of embarrassingly diverse quality.
So, both sides need, first of all, representatives of equal
linguistic capacity. If a parish in Austria invites the local
imam who hardly knows German and has little grasp of
the area’s current intellectual discourse, the audience
that evening may return home thinking that there
was no theological culture at all in Islam. Reciprocity
is granted if both sides have academic institutions
where there is space and time for profound study and
reflection.

22 Secretariat for Non-Christians, Vers la rencontre des religions: suggestions pour le
dialogue, Rome 1967, Italian translation, Guida al dialogo, Brescia 1968, 91: interreligious
encounters between persons have always taken place, the particular thing that has now
become possible is encounter between religions as such.
23 Felix Körner, Rücken an Rücken. Die dritte Dimension interreligiösen Miteinanders, in:
George Augustin, Sonja Sailer-Pfister, Klaus Vellguth (Hgg.), Christentum im Dialog.
Perspektiven christlicher Identität in einer pluralen Gesellschaft, Festschrift Günter Riße,
(Freiburg: Herder 2014), 235–242.
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But within the framework of reciprocity, another
dynamic becomes possible, namely, that dialogue is
a continued process. It does not demand immediate
results. Conceptual proposals from one side can be
useful for the other. Examples of how to remain faithful
to both, one’s religious tradition and to the demands
of modernity can be inspiring for the interlocutor.
What at first seems negative can prove to be fruitful
at a later time. In short, criticism, mistakes and
misunderstandings are part of the history of learning
and discovery.

(ii) Rationality. It is, by contrast, not necessary to
predefine a particular framework which indicates which
argumentative strategies are allowed. Philosophy, for
sure, is a great help in interfaith discussions but one does
not have to share a particular school of thought before
starting to talk. If one really tries to understand the
other, one will also see how many misunderstandings
need to be clarified. The best framework of rationality
is that of a public university where one has no written
code of what is rational and what is irrational. In a
university setting, other features (rather than artificial
definitions of rationality) create what might enable a
culture of learning. Such features include the plurality
of views even within one and the same Institute of
Islamic theology as well as challenges from other
departments, which may even doubt whether theology
is a scientific endeavor or whether it should have a
place in the modern university. Discussions about such
issues can be tiresome but can often prove helpful in
the end.
(iii) Responsibility. An important step on the way to
establishing Islamic theology in public universities
was the aforementioned expertise shown by a German
scholarly state commission in 2010. It discussed the
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place of Theology and Religious Studies in the public
forum. Academic theology received a positive evaluation
there as an enrichment of the other academic disciplines
within the university. A tradition of rationality becomes
alive in concert with other forms of rationality but it
also has a good effect on each religious community.
Believers are more likely to get thoughtful leaders if
they come from different schools of theology. According
to the 2010 paper, theology in public universities was
good for the public sphere as well because civil societies
will more easily find religious interlocutors to explain
faith issues in a generally comprehensible language and
to point out the relevance of beliefs in contemporary
ethical debates.24 So theologians should not limit their
horizon of responsibility to the academia. Students of
theology at the university are the future teachers of
confessional religious education and future leaders
of religious communities. Theology takes place in an
environment of academic freedom in which the future
representatives of religion receive their education. So
the particular responsibility of interactive theology is
the public sphere in which students will be representing
their religion. However, serious theology has a particular
responsibility to the students’ religious communities.
This requires skill in maintaining relationships because
responsibility means loyalty to human authority but does
not demand submission to it. This aspect is highlighted
in the last means of interaction presented below.

(iv) Theology of Ongoing Reform. As has been said, one
task of today’s university theology is to form responsible
leaders for religious communities. For this reason,
theology should not simply restrict itself to a religion’s

24 Wissenschaftsrat, Empfehlungen zur Weiterentwicklung von Theologien und
religionsbezogenen Wissenschaften an deutschen Hochschulen, Berlin 2010 (http://www.
wissenschaftsrat.de/download/archiv/9678-10.pdf).
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present state of self-understanding. Tension between
the community’s representatives and academic theology
is by no means detrimental but can be advantageous
if released through good communication. But since
academic theology should not be completely separate
from the religious community, scholarly insights will be
fed into the community, especially through students who
subsequently become faith teachers. In the interaction
with other religions, these insights and critiques will, in
the long run, also shape the mentality and teaching of
those religions.

Academic theology is not simply re-inventing the religion
that is its source and subject but has a significant influence
on its ongoing reformation. The reform of a religious
community like the Church or the Muslim Umma does
not result in uncritical adaptation to modernity nor
in the imagined return to the life of the forefathers.
Reform, according to sound theological understanding,
is the process of becoming more what one has always
professed to be. This is because critical faithfulness is
not focused on a set of formulations but on the message
of one’s religion as identified by means of the best
available methods of enquiry.
The paradigm of interactive theology may be a suitable
paradigm for a critical religiosity in contemporary
societies that are religiously and culturally diverse. It is
a theology that works in all three dimensions, viz., back
to back, face to face and side by side. Secular society
is in need of religious representatives who have been
trained in their own confessional theology in separate
study centers as well as through exposure to occasions
of interreligious togetherness and by jointly facing the
challenges of the present world.

A Typology of Theologies
Islam as a Case Study
Adis Duderija
It would be fair to assert that every religious tradition
in human history has highly valued and continues to highly
value knowledge, good deeds and spirituality (in the sense of
the performance of some kind of religious rituals), however,
differently they are defined or put into practice. What is
interesting to explore, and this is the aim of this short article, is
the idea of the relative importance placed on these three pillars
of religious tradition in relation to one another. This could be
done both comparatively (that is, across the different religions)
and as well as within the various strands of a particular religious
tradition. It could also be examined chronologically by tracing
possible patterns or shifts in patterns. The effort to ‘prioritize’
these three pillars of religious tradition would give us an insight
into the ‘ideal’ types of theologies prevalent among the adherents
of religious traditions and could perhaps also be used as a method
for developing some kind of typology of theologies.

What I mean by prioritizing or finding the relative
importance of one pillar over another can best be illustrated with
the following example. Imagine you could dedicate six hours a
day to expand your knowledge (not necessarily religious in the
narrow sense of the word but inclusive of it), to do good deeds
and to engage in spiritual rituals. Percentage wise, how would
you make the best use of the time available? The answer to this
question would, in my view, indicate what type of theology you
subscribe to.
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In what follows, I would like to identify and briefly discuss
three different ‘ideal types’ of theology prevalent in my own
religious tradition of Islam through the lens of this triad of
knowledge-good deeds-spirituality. Islamic history contains a
rich history of ideas related to these ‘ideal types’, especially in
relation to the definition of faith (iman), which can be conceived
as a kind of a continuum. On the one hand, there were those
who insisted that good deeds (including the normatively
prescribed rituals) were an essential prerequisite of faith with
the implication that the failure to perform them was tantamount
to apostasy - a crime many considered to be punishable by death.
On the other hand, there were those who subscribed to the view
that a tacit or a verbal proclamation of the faith was considered
sufficient to be part of the faith community.1 My intention here
is not to revisit these but to describe, in broad outlines, some
contemporary theologies held by Muslims and the implications
of these theologies for issues such as the nature of revelation and
scripture, the relationship between law and ethics and so on.

One such theology in the context of the Islamic tradition I
will describe as progressive.2 Progressive theology gives priority
to orthopraxis over orthodoxy. This means that it considers
performance of good deeds more important than acquisition
of knowledge leading to the ‘correct’ understanding of faith or
the correct performance of ritual. For this type of theology, the
human condition is central. The discussions pertaining to how
to arrive at ‘correct belief’, which center on the nature of God
and God’s relationship with the cosmos and living creatures
are of secondary importance. Instead, alleviation of extreme
poverty, being on the side of the wretched, the marginalized, the
stigmatized, and the downtrodden is not only considered to be
1

Daniel Brown, A New Introduction to Islam (New York: Wiley 2017).

2

Adis Duderija, Constructing a Religiously Ideal ‘Believer’ and ‘Woman’ in Islam: NeoTraditional Salafi and Progressive Muslim Methods of Interpretation (manahij) (New
York: Palgrave, 2011). See also Adis Duderija, The Imperatives of Progressive Islam (New
York: Routledge, 2017).
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the purpose and the primary function of religion but is also viewed
as a condition of orthodoxy. This theology, in my understanding,
holds that humans are considered to experience the Divine most
readily and immediately through their interactions with other
human beings rather than by contemplating the divine, observing
nature or engaging in various spiritual exercises such as rituals.
Moreover, this theological orientation, in my view, favors
inductive over deductive reasoning because its foundation and
starting point is the situation of human being with its incredible
diversity (including the religious) and complexity, which makes
it very difficult to think in binary terms (for example, acquiring
salvation or not). Furthermore, this theology, by giving primacy
to good deeds and to the human condition and by having less
concern for knowledge leading to ‘correct’ belief is also more
likely to be egalitarian, thereby eschewing all forms of hierarchy,
most notably those based on gender, sexual orientation, race or
ethnicity. In addition, it is more likely to be open to and more
accommodating to the idea of religious pluralism, namely, the
premise that none of the reified religious traditions made in
the crucible of history (either in the present or in the future)
is capable of objectively and fully capturing the Divine and,
therefore, none of these religious traditions can claim monopoly
over God.
According to progressive theology, the idea of God cannot
be fully grasped by the human mind or by the human heart.
This implies that sacred scripture cannot offer human beings
an unequivocal, clearly accessible and once and for all valid
understanding of God through the simple process of reading
or interpretation. Instead, progressive theology considers the
human interpreter and her subjectivities and contingencies as
most significantly determinative of the process of interpretation
envisaged as a never-ending dynamic process that continually
evolves with the use of reason. There is, in other words, an
organic and dialectical relationship between revelation and
reality. Furthermore, this theology gives precedence to reason-
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based ethics over law. It insists that law must be in the constant
service of ethics and that law ought to develop according to
the evolving ideas about ethics. In the post-revelatory period,
this evolution is exclusively driven by reason or intellect. Put
succinctly, this theology embraces and even thrives on pluralism,
diversity and on uncertainty, which is the specific character of
modern life.

Furthermore, progressive theology is in many ways akin to
liberation theology as articulated by scholars such as Gustavo
Gutiérrez and practiced by Muslim liberation theologians such as
Hassan Hanafi.3 Liberation theology is a theory that arose among
certain Roman Catholic theologians in Latin America in the middle
of the 20th century. It sees liberation from social, political, and
economic oppression as an anticipation of the historical process
of eschatological salvation. Its advocates believe that the Christian
Gospel demands a ‘preferential option for the poor’, and that
the church should be involved in the struggle for economic and
political justice in the contemporary world – particularly in the
Third World. Gustavo Gutiérrez, one of the major theoreticians of
liberation theology, defines it as a “critical reflection on praxis in
the light of the word of God”.4

As one form of liberation theology, progressive theology
seeks to explore the relationship between religion, theology
and political activism, particularly in the areas of social justice,
poverty, and human rights. In other words, it seeks to re-examine
the very purpose of revelation and tradition in order to engender
the social and liberating dimensions implicit in both sources.
Progressive and liberation theology oppose more dominant forms
of what could be called ‘accommodationist’ theology because the
latter often emerges from a position of privilege and affluence.
Accommodationist theology is, therefore, elitist in nature and
3

Adis Duderija, The Imperatives of Progressive Islam (New York: Routledge, 2017).

4

Gustavo Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation: History, Politics, and Salvation (Maryknoll,
NY: Orbis Books, 1988), 13.
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oriented towards the intellect. Liberation theology, on the
contrary, surfaces among the oppressed, is non-elitist, thisworldly and action-oriented. Its aim is to bring about political,
social, and economic change in order to undo what it considers
to be an unjust status quo. It works to dismantle the existing
structures, which prevent the oppressed from being liberated
and becoming fully human. In my view, this kind of theology has
few followers among contemporary Muslims, especially among
the clerical establishment. It is, however, attracting a growing
number of Muslim scholars.

The second type of theology can be described as purist.
According to this theology, religion is all about correct belief
(that is, about knowledge) and everything else is secondary to
it. The central concern for the purists is how to, or to put more
precisely, from whom to obtain such correct knowledge in
order to arrive at correct faith or belief. The nature of legitimate
knowledge and its sources is very specifically defined, delineated
and guarded. Moreover, purist theology is focused on the
discourse on God’s essence and nature rather than on the human
condition. According to purist theology, God is primarily to be
found in sacred scripture and in other canonical writings rather
than being experienced through human social intercourse or by
contemplating nature and the cosmos.

I understand this to be the scripturalist dimension of purist
theology or simply scripturalism. Scripturalism is closely linked
to what could be termed positivist legal theology, which views law
not only as more superior to ethics but the very embodiment of it.
Furthermore, ethics and reason are not subject to evolution and do
not possess the potential for positive change, growth or progress.
The law, according to this view, does not have a scripturally
independent source, basis or rationale. This kind of theology
favors deductive over inductive reasoning. In its epistemology
and methods, it resembles the natural sciences and eschews
uncertainty. Purist theology also favors a decontextualized
thought process and defines good deeds rather statically and
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literally as independent of their underlying moral trajectories.
Infact, the ‘rights’ of God are usually defined as independent
of and even in opposition to human rights. Clearly, the ‘rights’
of God are always given precedence over the ‘rights’ of human
beings. Purist and legalist theology, combined with scripturalism
and a strong opposition to the possibility of progress as defined
above, combine to facilitate hierarchical structures, especially
those based on religious creed or gender. As a result, purist
theology makes strong theologically exclusivist claims and shuns
religious pluralism. In addition, this kind of theology endorses
various forms of gender inequality and gives preference to the
social and cultural customs and conditions that were prevalent
during the time when the religious traditions were in the process
of formation. The scripturalist and decontextualized character of
this purist theology contributes significantly to its hermeneutical
inclination to narrow down various legitimate or authentic
interpretations of the sacred and canonical texts. My view is that
this theology, in its various shapes and hues, has considerable
influence among contemporary Muslims and is usually associated
with Salafism.5

The last ideal type of theology I discuss here can be described
as spiritual-ritualistic theology. In the context of Islamic tradition,
this type of theology is known as Sufism or Islamic mysticism. In
this kind of theology, self -introspection and deep meditative-like
contemplation take centre stage in contrast to a focus on the social
and human condition (progressive theology) or on the scriptures
(purist theology). This contemplative dimension is often expressed
through elaborate rituals and the recitation of sacred mantras or
formulae either individually or in a communal setting. This kind
of theology usually employs the symbolism of the ‘heart’ as the
locus of the ‘true’ source of knowledge about God in contrast to
that of the ‘intellect’ or ‘the sacred text’. History testifies to the
interesting fact that this kind of theology can accommodate both
5

Adis Duderija, “Neo-Traditional Salafi Qur’an-Sunna Hermeneutics and Its Interpretational
Implications,” Religion Compass 5, no. 7 (2011): 314–325.
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purist and progressive theologies. In other words, it can function
within the shape of legal or purist theology or transcend it entirely
by adopting the ethically-based theology of the progressives.

What does the future hold for these three ideal types of
theology? What types of theology be more likely to capture
the minds and hearts of people? These remain open questions.
However, in view of the sharp rise of moral consciousness and
the focus on the human condition, in all its diversity of views
and emotions, one could opine that progressive theology would
be best equipped to meet the ‘religious-spiritual’ needs of
contemporary human beings, who identify themselves as ‘people
of faith’.

Who am I?
An Exploration of Selfhood and
Identity in Islamic Thought
Yusuf Jha
This article proposes an integrated theory as a reflection
on the difficult problem of consciousness by focusing on the
Islamic model of the seven states of the soul/self (marātib
al-nafs). By analysing the stated evolutionary trajectory and
phenomenological descriptions of each of these states as espoused
within classical sufi texts, it proposes an onto-epistemological
solution towards the mind-body problem and challenges the
materialistic assumptions and causal reductionism of the mind
to the brain. The paper argues that the Islamic worldview
of consciousness is both gradated and non-dual in that it
simultaneously affirms monistic theory and created diversity,
distinguishing it from Cartesian dualism, thereby allowing for an
evolutionary model wherein the phenomenological perception of
consciousness is premised on the degree of actualization of its
own innate potential.
Before we approach this question from the prism of the
wisdom that can be gleaned from the Islamic tradition, it is best
to shed some background on the question itself. Firstly, the
query has perplexed mankind since the dawn of civilization, and
remains today one of the most vexing of all human questions.
‘Know thyself’ was one of the maxims inscribed on the temple
of Apollo at Delphi. Similarly, Socrates famously said: “To know
thyself is the beginning of wisdom.” The question of how an
animate consciousness (the knowing, alive and aware element of
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our subjective experience) comes to be derived from seemingly
inanimate matter remains a vexing problem. In response, answers
have been offered which range from the sacred to the profane,
the complex to the simple, the scientific to the romantic, the
political to the individualistic, and yet the question still intrigues
us. This article is not intended to be a didactic response to this
question, adding to the list of other responses, but it is intended
to be enquiry-based, to engage our contemplative faculty. What
is the basic process that occurs when a person asks the question
‘Who am I? What is my real self?’
If someone were to ask you, ‘Who are you?’ and you proceed
to give an honest answer, what are you doing by giving this
answer? In everyday parlance, there is often a basic process
underlying the whole procedure of establishing an identity for
most of us. When we are describing or explaining our sense of
‘self’, what we are actually doing, whether we are conscious of
it or not, is drawing a mental line or boundary across the field
of the entirety of our experience. In such cases, everything on
the inside of that boundary we call our ‘self’, while everything
outside that boundary we feel to be ‘not-self’.

Hence, our self-identities depend entirely on where we
draw that boundary line of separation. Some of us may choose
to define ourselves by our ethnic identities, some by national
boundaries and borders, some by gender or sexuality, some by
spirituality and religious creeds; but all of these answers can only
ever be partially true, as the question is an existential one. What
I mean by this is that the question of the ‘I’ in my experience
is ultimately a question of being-ness, and whatever comes into
the field of my being can never be my being itself. The part can
never be the whole, and as long as we perceive ourselves as the
subject of our lives, then every sense of objective perception we
have therein is transient – it comes and goes in the presence of
our being. Something cannot be my being if whilst I exist, it has
the potential to not exist, and this is where the mystery of the
question arises.
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In this regard, the famous medieval philosopher IbnSina [Avicenna] (970–1037 CE) is well known for the thought
experiment of the so-called ‘flying man’. To perform the thought
experiment, one must imagine oneself as created anew in a
peculiar situation where one floats freely and with one’s limbs
separated from each other in a volume of air, the meteorological
conditions of which resemble the relevant qualities of one’s body
so that one cannot perceive the air. Moreover, in this situation
there will be nothing to see, hear, taste or smell. And since one
finds oneself in this situation without any prior personal history,
there cannot have been any prior perceptions either, which rules
out the possibility of any imaginary or intellectual content of
experience. So here we have a simulation wherein there is the
complete absence of all objective content of experience. And yet,
Avicenna claims, there still remains an undeniable awareness of
oneself. So who or what is that awareness?

The Concept of Consciousness

To question the existential nature of our identities is
necessarily an ontological inquiry and hence cannot be answered
on the basis of our personal preferences. Most of us, except
when we are asleep, feel that we exist, and even in deep sleep,
in the conveyance of dreams, there remains a subjective sense,
i.e. someone who is experiencing a sense of existence. In this
sense, the notion of being-ness is a constant, and in-fact precedes
most of the objects of perception that we choose to define
ourselves by. This poses a problem for science and for scientific
method, which rests on the hypothesis of testing the falsifiability
of objects ‘outside’ of us. Where does the clear demarcation
between the observed and the observer lie? According to its own
methodology, the scientific method is unable to provide a test
for consciousness, a conundrum that has led scientists to refer
to the ‘hard problem of consciousness’.1 David Chalmers, who
1

David Chalmers, “Facing Up to the Problem of Consciousness,” Journal of Consciousness
Studies 2, no. 3 (1995): 200–219.

44

Witness to a Common Hope

introduced this term, contrasts the issue with the easy problem
of “phenomena associated with consciousness”, which he deems
“functionally definable”2. The possibility of definability fails when
we seek to examine the “subjective quality of experience: [or]
what it is like to be a cognitive agent [therein]”3. It is precisely this
difficulty of definition that gives rise to the mind–body problem,
namely, the perplexing ontological relationship between them.
For as Thomas Nagel indicates, it is the immaterial subjective
aspect of experience underlying all the material states of
conscious phenomena, in terms of what it is like to be in them,
namely “what it is like for the organism to be itself”4, the sense
of “me”, “I am”, “I exist” – that makes “the mind-body problem
really intractable”5.
And yet, conceptual separation is something that comes
natural to us. A bifurcation of the self into what is called the mindbody problem, into an objective world ‘out there’ and a subjective
inner world wherein ‘I am’, as the conscious soul or mind within
a body, can arguably be traced back to its first proponent, René
Descartes (1596–1650). In his famous phrase Cogito ergo sum
(“I think, therefore I am”) in his Meditations (1641), he posited
that it was the disembodied thinking mind that served as the
first principle for his philosophy of consciousness, giving rise
to the central claim of Cartesian dualism, namely, that the mind
and body remain ontologically distinct substances, only causally
interacting through cognition by the former. Descartes famously
stated: “Accordingly, this ‘I’ – that is, the soul by which I am what
I am – is entirely distinct from the body, and indeed is easier to
know than the body, and would not fail to be whatever it is, even
if the body did not exist.”6
2

Ibid.

3

David Chalmers, The Conscious Mind: In Search of a Fundamental Theory (Oxford
University Press, 1996), 6.

4

Thomas Nagel, “What is it like to Be a Bat?” The Philosophical Review 83, no. 4 (October
1974): 435–450.

5

Ibid., 435.

6

René Descartes, The Philosophical Writings of Descartes (Cambridge University Press:
1985), 127.
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This dualism of a disembodied, conscious mind, wherein
resided the seat of the ‘soul’,7 looking out unto an unconscious,
external, machine-like universe, provided the foundations for
seventeenth century mechanistic science. Notably, the major
proponents of this science8 were mostly deistic, believing in a
theistic deity or God, but relegating God to the deistic analogy
of the watchmaker, wherein creation became a discrete act
(and not a perpetual animating reality) in a world of inanimate
matter. Within this ultimately mechanistic world view, the
Cartesian self became a sole point of awareness, looking out
upon observed phenomena from its flesh-based container, which
British philosopher Gilbert Ryle referred to as “the Ghost in the
Machine”.9 In time, this mechanistic paradigm would come to
hold greater sway, for as David Bentley Hart notes:
Reason abhors a dualism. Any ultimate ground of
explanation must be one that unites all dimensions of being
in a simpler, more conceptually parsimonious principle.
Thus, inevitably, what began as method soon metastasized
into a metaphysics, almost by inadvertence…it came to be
believed, everything-even mind-must be reducible to one
and the same mechanics…10

Accordingly, Descartes’ argument that animals and the
greater universe were machine-like would later be extended to
human beings; first proposed by La Mettrie in his 1748 essay
L’homme machine (Man, the Machine).11
7

Descartes famously believed that the soul interacted with the body through the pineal
gland, a small gland in the center of the brain, between the two hemispheres.

8

Such as Francis Bacon (1561-1626), Johannes Kepler (1571-1630), Galileo Galilei (15641642), René Descartes (1596-1650), Robert Boyle (1627–1691) and Isaac Newton (16431727); who were all Christians.

9

Gilbert Ryle, “Descartes’ Myth,” in The Concept of Mind (London: Hutchinson, 1949).

10 David Bentley Hart, Science and Theology: Where the Consonance Really Lies, Renovatio,
The Journal of Zaytuna College, June, 2008. See https://renovatio.zaytuna.edu/article/
science-and-theology-where-the-consonance-really-lies
11 Thomson, Machine man and other writings, ed. Ann, trans. Julien Offray de La Mettrie
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003).
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By taking away from existence all its qualitative aspects and
reducing it to pure quantity, the likes of Descartes and Galileo,
followed by many others, created a world view in which inert
matter could be totally divorced from consciousness. Cartesian
bifurcation thus created a dualism between mind and matter
which has dominated Western thought since the seventeenth
century, a dualism which has led many to choose the primacy
of matter over mind. The contemporary writer, Daniel Dennett,
rejects the mind all together, stating that consciousness itself
is an illusion12. To Dennett, disconnected from matter, the soul
need no longer exist since there is no need for such “Cartesian
Theater” (to use Dennett’s terminology). For others, if there still
remained a sense of subjectivity, the stubborn sense of ‘I am’, then
biological naturalism as proposed by John Searle would not deny
the ‘ghost’ but instead posit it as a mental by-product of physical
processes of the brain; because neurological events at the microlevel were what caused it and the resultant changes at the macrolevel were what constituted it. Such a causal reductionism of the
mind to the brain and of consciousness as a mental by-product,
i.e. an epiphenomenon, caused by such physical brain activity,
would lead to the new project of what people like Sam Harris
call a ‘maturing neuroscience’13. The aim here is to produce
a precise, functional neuroanatomy, wherein brain processes
could be mapped to unravel the mystery of consciousness
itself; thereby supposedly rendering it as mystery no more by
concluding that the mind is mere matter. Left with matter alone,
this new supposition of ‘divinity reduced to dopamine’ seeks to
invert the oft-articulated experience of mystics who advocate
the view that ‘God/Consciousness is the ground of all being’14 to
12 Daniel Dennett, Consciousness Explained (Little, Brown and Co. 1991).

13 As the neuroscientist Sam Harris notes: “There seems to be no limit to how a maturing
neuroscience might reshape our beliefs about the nature of conscious experience.” See
Sam Harris, “The Mystery of Consciousness: II”. https://samharris.org/the-mystery-ofconsciousness-ii/.
14 Reza Shah-Kazemi notes in his book Paths to Transcendence: “Judging by the
pronouncements of the three great sages [Shankara, Ibn ‘Arabi, and Meister Eckhart]
from different religious traditions…the summit of spiritual realization is conceived of in
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its exact opposite. In this manner, it perversely denies the one
constant experience of our consciousness, namely, that we exist
and have awareness of such existence, in favour of an assertion
that inert matter is all that there is, a claim quantum mechanics
is increasingly revealing to be vacuous.15

Islamic Discourse on the Soul

Evidently, the trajectory of physical reductionism within
modern empirical science leaves no place for the concept of a
soul, and hence to state a case for it would require demonstrating
the implausibility of such causal reductionism in the first place.
And yet, experiences of consciousness are often concurrently
documented as being inversely proportional to physical brain
activity wherein “Near Death Experiences” (NDEs), psychedelics,
and even cases of brain damage have been known to provide
experiences of higher consciousness despite the presence of brain
disruption and a decrease in measurable brain activity16. If true,
such phenomena support the need to revisit the metaphysical
hypothesis found in most religious traditions, wherein for
millennia human beings lived in a universe dominated by the
idea of the primacy of consciousness over all that is corporeal
and material.
To come to our topic then,Islam’s position on the nature of
soul can at first glance appear ambiguous. The Qurʾan (Q. 17:85).17
itself documents the Prophet being asked about the nature of the

fundamentally similar terms: the transcendence of all finite conditioning—including,
crucially, individuality as such—entails the realization of the one and only Absolute;
to the extent that this attainment—which cannot in the last analysis be identified as an
“experience”—can be expressed analytically, it is said to consist in the realization of the
Self as the undifferentiated Essence of pure Being, pure Consciousness, and pure Bliss.
See Reza Shah-Kazemi, Paths to Transcendence: According to Shankara, IbnArabi, and
Meister Eckhart (World Wisdom, 2006), 252.

15 Ken Wilber, Quantum Questions: Mystical Writings of the World’s Great Physicists
(Shambhala Publications, Inc., 2001).
16 See Bernard Kastrup, “What Neuroimaging of the Psychedelic State Tells Us about the
Mind-Body Problem,” Journal of Cognition and Neuroethics 4, no. 2 (2016): 1-9.
17 See Qurʾan 17:85.
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soul (rūḥ), wherein the context and response appear indicative
of a potential ineffability.18 And whilst the Qurʾan affirms the
immensity of the soul, saying “it is of the affair of one’s Lord
(Rabb)”, it does not definitively answer what the soul actually is.
Instead, it simply says, almost cryptically, that mankind has not
been given knowledge of it “except a little”.

A closer look at the etymology of the Arabic word Rabb is
more revealing, however. The word denotes one who raises and
fosters something from state to state until it reaches a state of
completion.19 In more theological terms, the word Rabb has been
viewed as a catch-all term for the relationship of Divine disclosure,
being “the Absolute as manifested through a particular concrete
Name [attribute]”20 wherein “each Name enunciates an attribute
of God”.21 Given this understanding, it is possible to infer the soul
posited here as being both a locus of divine disclosure (tajallī)22
as well as the recipient of spiritual upbringing (marbūb) through

18 The context of this verse is that this question was posed to the Prophet either directly or
indirectly (through the pagan Arabs) by a group of Jewish Rabbis (al-Aḥbār al-Yahūd)
of Medina. See, for example, al-Baghawī’s commentary on this verse in his Tafsīr which
gives the narration from IbnʿAbbās wherein Quraysh send a deputation to the Rabbis in
Medina with a view to challenging the Prophet, the Rabbis then state: “Ask him about
three things, if he answers all of them or doesn’t answer something of them, then he is not
a Prophet. However if he answers two of them and does not answer one question [about
the soul]: then he is a Prophet.” Most traditional exegetes postulate that the intent of the
enquiry was the reality (haqīqah) of the soul, being its quiddity (māhīyah) and essential
nature (mādah). For example, see the exegesis of the verse by Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzi (Tafsīr
al-Kabīr), al-Bayḍāwī (Anwār al-tanzīl wa asrār al-taʾwīl), al-ʾAlūsī (Rūḥ al-Maʿānī), Ibn
Kathīr (in his Tafsīr, as quoting from al-Suhalyī), al-Ṣawī’ (in his commentary on Tafsīr alJalāllayn) and IbnʿAjība (al-Baḥr al-Madīd). Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzi (Tafsīr al-Kabīr)states
the correct understanding (ḍabṭunmaʿqūlun) of the enquiry as being: “something here that
man indicates when he says: ‘I am’…so that which is indicated by everyone when they
say ‘I am’, is either bodily (jisman), or accidental (ʿaraḍan), or a composite between being
bodily and accidental or something other than being bodily or accidental.

19 See Rāghib al-ʾIsfahānī, al-Mufra dāt fī Gharīb al-Qurʾan (Dar al-Maʿrifah, Beirut, 2008),
185.
20 Henry Corbin, History of Islamic Philosophy. trans. Liadain Sherrard (London: Kegan Paul
International, 1993), 295.
21 Ibn ‘Arabī, quoted in: William Chittick, The Self.-Disclosure of God: Principles of Ibn
al- ‘Arabl’s Cosmology (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1998).
22 The word tajallī has the root j-l-w, which has the meaning of “to be clear, to reveal, to
disclose.” From the same root we have the term jilwa, which Chittick explains as signifying
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such disclosure. In other words, the soul is a plane wherein the
cosmos itself undergoes evolution towards a state of spiritual
completion; i.e. the actualization of an embodied relationship visà-vis the total disclosure of God’s Names/attributes. The soul is
that entity through which God comes to see His own enactment
of perfection in creating the cosmos. It is akin to a mirror that,
when polished, allows for God to see Himself.

The Role of Divine Names and the Soul

Such an interpretation would be consistent with the
metaphysics of Sufi thought form many Sufis23 posit the Names
in the Qurʾanic verse: “And He [God] taught Adam the Names all of them”24 as being the Divine Names of God,25 intended to be
continually manifest in a theophany of unfolding creation that
alludes to the primordial nobility of all human beings, which
is that of their souls. Accordingly, the soul therein is seen as a
microcosm embodying the macro-cosmic manifestation of God’s
Names/attributes; acting as an intermediary thereby (barzakh),
thus serving as the bridge between all dimensions of experience.
Expressing this, William Chittick notes:
No connection can be established between the one and the
many, the luminous and the dark, without an intermediary,
which in man’s case is the soul, the locus of our individual
awareness…The soul – that is to say, our own self-awareness
- represents an unlimited possibility for development
…’God created Adam upon His own form’ means that He

the ‘removal of the bride’s veil’ on her wedding night. Hence the word tajallī signifies
“self-disclosure” or “God’s unveiling Himself to the creatures.” See William Chittick, The
Sufi Path of Knowledge: Ibn al-’Arabī’s Metaphysics of Imagination (Albany, NY: SUNY
Press, 1989), 19.
23 See Al- Ghazālī, The Ninety-Nine Beautiful Names of God, al-Maqṣad al-asnāfīṣh ar
ḥasmā ʾAllāh al-ḥusnā, trans. David B. Burrell and Nazih Daher (The Islamic Texts
Society, 1992).
24 Qurʾan: 2:31.
25 These Names are not so much proper Names of God but in accordance with the Islamic
tradition are seen as “qualities embodied by God” that denote a specific dimensional
relationship between God and His creation or “the discernable ways in which He interacts
with His Creation”.
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placed within man every one of His attributes, just as He
placed all of His attributes within the cosmos.26

The narration of ‘God having created Adam upon His own
form’27 has thus been seen by Sufi exegetes to represent the
totality of God’s disclosure, as the Sufī Scholar IbnʿAjībah (1747–
1809 CE) notes:
This [affair] is what the author of the ʿAyniyyah28 indicated
in his couplet: “The example of the cosmos is nothing but a
flake of snow, to which, you [Man] are like water of gushing
outflow”29…Thus He, glorified and transcendent be He,
made Man a microcosm of existence itself, communing
through his form with all of creation. Indeed, if he were to
acquire gnosis of the Real, existence itself would become a
microcosm of him [Man]!30 …

[So] He made him [Man] a treasury of all His Names, so in
Man are the Ninety-Nine Names of God; all concealed in his
secret… [For] this was the reality of Man when he was in
the totality of the secret pertaining to the Divine Presence.31

The Two Returns Unto God

If we construe the human soul in this manner, then the
consciousness that it reveals becomes multi-dimensional in its
reflecting the Names/attributes of God, wherein all dimensions
open up to all others. For this reason, in the traditional, broadbased Islamic view of things, one cannot disengage the study of
the soul from cosmology. The soul opens up to the wider cosmos
26 William Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge: Ibn al-ʿArabi’s Metaphysics of Imagination
(Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1989), 17.

27 As narrated in the Ḥaḍīth collections of Saḥīḥ al-Bukhārī (Book 79, Ḥaḍīth 1) and Ṣaḥīḥ
al-Muslim: Book 45, Hadith 152 [www.sunnah.com/muslim/45/152].
28 Being the ode al-Nawādiru al-ʿAyniyya fi ʾl-Bawādiriʾl-Ghaybiyyah (The graceful lens
towards the transcendental descent of metaphysical knowledge) authored byʿAbd al-Karīm
Jīlī (1366 – 1424 CE).
29 See Aḥmad ibnʿAjībah al-Ḥasanī, al-futuḥāt al-ilāhiyyah fīʿl-mabāḥith al-aṣliyyah (Dar
al-Kutub al-ʿilmiyyah, 2000), 22.
30 Ibid., 22.
31 Ibid., 23.
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and vice-versa. This perspective also allows for the conception
commonly referred to as the “Great Chain of Consciousness/
Being”32 wherein the multifaceted interior dimensions of
human experience correspond to gradations along a wider
spectrum of consciousness – all ultimately beginning from God
as absolute consciousness and returning back to Him as that
very consciousness. In this regard, returning to God becomes
a perennial principle of existence itself, as Mohammed Rustom
notes: “As the sole basis of reality, consciousness is fundamentally
a dynamic principle: [wherein] the entire cosmos and its contents
are nothing but the flow of consciousness and its individuation
on both vertical and horizontal planes of existence. The reality
of things is precisely accorded to them by virtue of how much
consciousness they manifest—that is, how intense they are on the
scale of consciousness. Thus, things as modes of consciousness
are so on account of the graded nature of consciousness and not
for any reason within themselves.”33

The beauty of such a model is that it allows for a multiplicity
within a unicity, namely multiple orders of consciousness within
the manifestation of the supreme, absolute consciousness of God.
Such a conception of tawḥīd34, often translated as monotheism
or the Oneness of God, could be more literally translated as the

32 Ken Wilber notes that all Great Chain theorists maintained three essential points: (1) all
phenomena are manifestations of the superabundance and plentitude of Spirit; (2) there
is, therefore, a continuum of being with no “gaps” or unbridgeable dualisms; and (3)
this continuum, nevertheless, shows gradation and hierarchy. See Ken Wilber, Integral
Spirituality: A Startling New Role for Religion in the Modern and Postmodern World
(Integral Books, 2006), 232.
33 Mohammed Rustom, The Great Chain of Consciousness: Do All Things Possess
Awareness? Renovatio, The Journal of Zaytuna College, June, 2008. See https://renovatio.
zaytuna.edu/article/the-great-chain-of-consciousness.

34 Note: Edward Lane’s Lexicon on classical Arabic, wherein tawḥīd is listed as a verbal
noun meaning “He asserted, or declared, God to be one” and is derived from the Arabic
intensive verb “waḥḥada” (the II form of waḥada), meaning “to make into one”, implying
the making of one in the appearance of multiplicity. As all multiplicity can first be reduced
to a duality of the subject-object perception, tawḥīd could be easily seen as a non-dual
creedal articulation. See Edward Lane, Al-Qamus: An Arabic Lexicon (Vol.8.) (London:
Williams and Norgate 1863), 2926–2928.
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ability to “cognize unicity in the appearance of multiplicity”35
or as some Sufi Scholars have termed it, the doctrine of the
‘Oneness of Existence/Being’.36 In this regard, such a position
could be arguably termed as being non-dual37 in that it is neither
strictly monistic in substance nor dualistic. Instead, as the
Islamic philosopher Sayyid Naquib al-Attas states, at the level
of causality it “necessitates a duality (ithnayniyyah) of quiddity
and existence…Seen according to this perspective the duality of
quiddity and existence is resolved, in that it is not really true; it is
only apparently so at the suggestion of the mind.”38Attas further
states that for this reason the “Islamic worldview is not be
construed as a dualism, for although two elements are involved,
yet the one is independent and self-subsistent while the other
is dependent upon it; the one is absolute and the other relative;
the one is real and the other a manifestation of that reality. So
there is only One Reality and Truth, and all Islamic values pertain
ultimately to It alone.”39
35 See Toshiko Izutsu, “The Basic Structure of Metaphysical Thinking in Islam,” Creation
and the Timeless Order of Things: Essays in Islamic Mystical Philosophy, (White Cloud
Press, 1994), 1-37.

36 Sufis who have arguably held this doctrinal view include: Maʿrūf al-Karkhī (d.815-20),
Junayd of Baghdad (d.910), ʿAlī al-Hujwīrī (d.1077), Khwaja Abdullah Ansari (d.1088), Abū
Ḥāmid al- Ghazālī (d.1111), ʿAbd al-Qādir al-Jīlānī (d.1166), Muʿīn al-Dīn Chishtī (d.1236),
Ibn al-ʿArabī (d.1240), Ṣadr al-Dīn al- Qūnawī (d.1274), Jalāl ad-Dīn al-Rūmī (d.1273), Abd
al-Karīmal-Jīlī, (d.1424), Abdar-Rahmān Jāmī (d.1492), Shah Walīʾullāh al-Dihlawī (d.1762)
and many others across the length and breadth of the Muslim world; indicating a relative
consensus of Sufi discourse therein. For writings on how the doctrine came to be integrated in
the practice of various Sufi orders, see Michel Chodkiewicz, “The Diffusion of Ibn ‘Arabī’s
Doctrine,” Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn ‘Arabi Society 9, (1991): 36–57.
37 Although the term non-duality meaning “not two” is commonly associated with eastern
faiths such as Hinduism (Advaita) and its Buddhism (Advaya), at its philosophical core
non-duality finds echoes within mystic articulations of the Abrahamic faiths as well (see
the writings of Cynthia Bourgeault for non-dual Christianity). Linguistically speaking, an
approximate translation of the term non-duality exists within Sufi literature such as the
use of words such as adam al- ithnayniyyah (not-two) and fardāniyya (singularity or nonduality) as descriptive words for tawḥīd. Concerning the word fard, it denotes the idea
of being alone and without opposite, and is implicitly tied to the concept of duality as
scholars such as Ibn Manẓūr in his Lisān al-ʿArab cite the word fard indicating one of a
pair. However, since God has no pair he is one without a pair while all other created things
have pairs in the Qurʾanic cosmology.
38 Sayyid Naquib al-Attas, Prolegomena to the Metaphysics of Islam (Penerbit UTM Press,
2014), 231-232.
39 Ibid., 78.
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If from this ultimate perspective, God alone has Being then
all journeying ultimately marks a return to God; wherein this flow
of consciousness corresponds to both the vertical and horizontal
planes of existence, marking essentially two paths or returns.
On the one hand, there is the horizontal “compulsory return”
(rujūʿiḍṭirārī40) of form itself, marking the cycles of creation, the
Great Chain of Being, of life and death, from element to element,
created domain to domain, each phase manifesting His Names and
Attributes until completion. On the other hand, concurrent to this,
there is the “voluntary return” (rujūʿikhtiyārī), being voluntary as
for as free will allows whereby Man can engage with apparent
“freedom” in a manner that allows him to choose and determine
the outcome. This vertically transcendent return (rujūʿikhtiyārī)
from Man unto the presence of God is what Sufi scholars term
takhalluq bi akhlāq Allāh (assuming the character traits of
God), wherein they interpret the famous Prophetic statement of
perfecting one’s character as being synonymous to “assuming
the traits of God’s Names” (al- takhalluq bi asmāʾAllāh)41. This
is understood to mark the point of mystic arrival (wusūl) in
the spiritual path (al-Ṭariq), retracing, inversely, the process
of theophany from God to Man. It is this voluntary return that
this article details and which sufi texts posit broadly as having
seven stages of spiritual development,42 wherein these levels or
stations are both being (ontology) and knowing (epistemology).
40 For comparison between rujūʿiḍṭirārī and rujūʿikhtiyārī, see William Chittick, The Sufi
Path of Knowledge: Ibn al-‘Arabī’s Metaphysics of Imagination, (Albany, NY: State
University of New York Press, 1989), 20.
41 Ibid., 22.
42 Generally all Sufis agree on three principle stages of soul development as mentioned in the
Qurʾan, namely: nafs al-ammārah, nafs al-lawwāmah and nafs al-muṭmaʾinnah; however
many Sufis also add four additional stages taken from the Qurʾan: nafs al-mulhamah,
nafsar-raḍīyyah, nafs al-marḍīyyah and nafs al-kāmilah. In essence there is no essential
difference between those who refer to seven or those who refer to three, as the latter
condense other stages in their paradigm. See Shaykh Abd al-Khaliq al-Shabrawi, Maratibal-nafs, trans. Mostafa al-Badawi, The Degrees of the Spiritual Stations on the Sufi Path
(The Quilliam Press, 1997), 51.
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Phenomenology as Methodology

In Islam, praxis concerns every significant act that begins
with a formula epitomizing the Muslim understanding of
God and his relationship with his creation; the most constant
phrase being: “In the name of God, the All-merciful, the EverCompassionate.” Contemporary philosophers of consciousness
such as Ken Wilber43 would concur with such an approach,
since that it is the phenomenological44 description of stages of
consciousness from ancient wisdom traditions that offer the
best response towards otherwise dismissive modernist and
postmodern epistemologies.45 Noting that empiricism originally
meant “knowledge derived from sensorial experience”,46 Wilber
states that empirical epistemology was “originally big enough
for interior experience, or introspection (phenomenology) as
well as the more familiar exterior experience, or behaviourism
(positivism).”47 Citing William James (1842-1910) and his
landmark book, The Varieties of Religious Experience as
43 Somewhat ignored by mainstream academia, arguably for reasons of epistemological bias,
Ken Wilber’s intellectual and literary production in the field of consciousness studies is
recognizably distinctive, even amongst critics. Dubbed the “Einstein of consciousness
research” by John White, Director of Education for The Institute of Noetic Sciences
(IONS), with 22 books on spirituality, consciousness and science, and translations in
more than 25 countries; he has been credited with being the most translated writer on
consciousness studies in the United States and perhaps in the entire world. All of which
has arguably contributed to him being amongst a select few psychologist-philosophers in
history to have their collected works published whilst still alive. See The Collected Works
of Ken Wilber Series, Penguin Random House, Volume 1 – Volume 8.

44 The historical movement of phenomenology is broadly defined as the study of structures
of consciousness as experienced from the first-person point of view. As a philosophical
tradition it was primarily launched in the first half of the 20th century by Edmund Husserl
(1859-1938), Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980), and developed
by others. Accordingly, phenomenology studies the structure of various types of experience
ranging from perception, thought, memory, imagination, emotion, desire, and volition to
bodily awareness, including visual, auditory and linguistic activity, etc.
45 Ken Wilber, Integral Spirituality: A Startling New Role for Religion in the Modern and
Postmodern World (Integral Books, 2006), 19-26, 49.
46 Stathis Psillos and Martin Curd, The Routledge Companion to Philosophy of Science
(London: Routledge, 2010), 129–38.
47 Ken Wilber, Integral Spirituality: A Startling New Role for Religion in the Modern and
Postmodern World (Integral Books, 2006), 47.
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“quintessential modernist epistemology”48, Wilber claims
phenomenology in its purest sense was always seen as a
replacement for philosophical postulation, wherein truth was
to be judged through the experiential dimension, not through
exterior intellectual reference. To Sufis, such indicative knowledge
is valid precisely because there is a pre-acquaintance of the
divine disclosure within all human beings, and hence the efficacy
of such experiential allusion is dependent on the readiness of the
spiritual aspirant to be true to themselves, wherein:
The realities of gnosis are [already] imprinted
(munṭabiʿatun) upon the souls from the Day of the
Covenant49 (yawm al-mīthāq), and it is because of this
[matter] that accountability is established and continues.
Thus, the arrival of the slave unto what is [already] with
him from that [knowledge] is by means of the support
of divine disclosure (tajallī), not anything additional to
that. Some of the spiritual guides (mashāyikh) have [even]
said: Beware of seeking proof outside of yourself, lest you
become dependent on something to carry you; seek the
truth from your essence, for your essence: [for then] you
will find the Real closer to you than your essence.50

It is often assumed by some Muslims and non-Muslims that
Islam began with the historical event of Muhammad, a position
incongruous with the Qurʾanic narrative. According to the Qur’an,
Islam began with the creation of the cosmos, for in its broadest
meaning Islām (submission) designates acknowledgment of a
universal truth that expresses the actual situation of all things for
all time and all eternity, since everything submits to God’s Unity
by the very fact of its existence: “To Him is submitted everything
48 Ibid., 47.

49 Being the occasion mentioned in the Qurʾan when the original totality of divine disclosure
occurred, as evidenced by the verse: And [mention] when your Lord took from the children
of Adam - from their loins - their descendants and made them testify of themselves, [saying
to them], “Am I not your Lord (Rabb)?” They said, “Yes, we have testified.” [This] - lest
you should say on the day of Resurrection, “Indeed, we were of this unaware.” [Qurʾan
7:172]
50 See IbnʿAjībah al-Ḥasanī, al-futuḥāt al-ilāhiyyah, 24-25.
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in the heavens and the earth” (Qur’an 3:83). There is however
the exceptional situation wherein only human beings among
all creatures have the peculiar status of being able, in a certain
respect, to accept or reject this truth. This is why the human
trajectory, according to Islam, has necessitated reminders, in the
form of prophets, messengers and revelation, wherein people are
called to witness to the unique reality of God again. The Qur’an
says that “Each community has a messenger” (10:47) and that
God sends every message in the language of the prophet’s people
(14:4). The basic content of every message was tawḥīd: “And
We never sent a messenger before you save that We revealed
to him, saying, “There is no god but I, so serve Me”(21:25). This
message was twofold, “There is no god but I” being the first
truth of every message, the first half of its truth to be witnessed
(Shahadah). And the second, “Serve Me” lays down the necessity
for a second Shahadah to delineate the specific forms of ‘service’
(‘ibādah or worship). At its highest level, the Shahadah is thus a
declaration of ontological experience. It has an essential truth to
be witnessed, tawḥīd, which stands outside history and outside
transmission. In this sense, it claims to be a universal truth, an
inherent quality of the innate primordial disposition (fiṭrah) of
Adam and his children.
Notably, Muslims do not construe Adam’s ‘fall’ from paradise
as representing a fall at all; in their narrative, he was forgiven for
an inadvertent, forgetful slip. His descent to earth was thus seen
as a fulfilment of his destiny, being in actual fact an ascendancy
in purpose and meaning, as he was always intended to fulfill his
stewardship therein. This stewardship required him to behold
the Names of God, and the world was the domain of this complete
theophany, not heaven. In this regard, Adam and his progeny
are aided in their being born according to their fiṭrah, having
already witnessed unto God’s Names, their existence is a state of
original goodness and not of original sin. But it is in the nature
of human beings to make a slip whereby this truth becomes
obscured. Accordingly, the way of Islam is the way of return to
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that primordial state but now with the awareness of free will, it
becomes a path that embraces the full reality of our humanity. In
Arabic, the underlying substance of a human being is referred to
as nafs, being the basic reflexive pronoun in the Arabic language.
The word is often translated as ‘self’ or ‘soul’, depending on the
context. For Sufis, the levels of the soul correspond to the extent
to which it has actualized itself, which is to say that this invisible
‘something’ is more or less awake to its own inherent reality.
Within the Sufi framework, the quest for the nature of the nafs
can be described in seven key stages or degrees.

The Seven Degrees of the Soul (nafs)

Stage 1. The inciting nafs (al-nafs al-ʾammārah)
In its most primitive stage, the nafs incites us to commit evil,
this being the nafs at the lowest self, constantly indulging its base
instincts for egotistic pleasure. In the eponymous Surah of the
Qurʾan, Yusuf/Zulaykha is noted as saying: “Yet I claim not that
my nafs is innocent: Verily the nafs incites to evil.” (Qurʾan, 12:53)
In Qurʾanic terms, this is the stage of thorough identification with
the primal transgression of self-independence, as articulated
in the verses: “No! [But] indeed, man transgresses all bounds,
because he sees himself self-independent.” (Qurʾan, 96. 6-7) The
evil here is thus an evil that serves and abets this independence,
this separation, translating into lusts, heedlessness and sin. For
this reason, this stage has also been called al nafs al-hayawaniyya
(the animal state) in that it describes the self, which runs after
material possessions, physical pleasures and animal desires,
thereby in effect worshipping its own desires. As the Qu’ran says:
“Have you seen the one who takes as his god his own desire?
Then would you be responsible for him?” (Qurʾan, 25:43) It is for
this reason that animal imagery is often used to describe such
a nafs, for “his example is like that of the dog: if you chase him,
he pants, or if you leave him, he [still] pants.” (Qurʾan, 7:176) In
seeking to reform such a nafs, the popular image given is that of a
donkey or unruly horse that must be trained and broken in so

58

Witness to a Common Hope

that his owner takes him to his destination. Rumi compares such
a nafs to a camel that the hero Majnun, representing the reigning
intellect (ʿaql), strains to turn in the direction of the dwellingplace of his beloved.
Stage 2. The self-reproaching nafs (al-nafs al-lawwāmah)

This is the first stage of reformation, and accordingly, it is
beloved of God who takes an oath, as the Qur’an mentions: “I
swear by the self-reproaching soul.” (Qurʾan, 75:2) It is the stage
where conscience is awakened and the soul begins to focus on
its own faults and notice the egotistic traits and the excuses it
makes for self-justification. “Rather, man, against himself, will
be a witness. Even if he presents his excuses.” (Qurʾan, 14-15)
This stage marks the first sign of the spiritual journey for Sufis,
which is “to rise above the plague of the ego-self, to know it, and
exercise it, and discipline its manners.”51 Thus this stage occurs
when the nafs notices the results of its behaviour, its inherent
folly, and aspires to perfection. If it continues in its aspiration to
follow this new path, it will be inspired by the heart.
Stage 3. The inspired nafs (al-nafs al-mulhamah)

This is the stage of inspired behaviour. On this level, one
becomes more attentive to one’s conscience but is not yet in a
state of surrender. This is the stage when the soul becomes open
to inspiration, making it susceptible to both darkness and light.
For this reason, Sufis suggest the need for a guide at this point.
As its exposure to the light increases, its own discerning capacity
becomes correspondingly greater. As the Qurʾan notes: “And
[by] the soul and He who proportioned it. And inspired it [with
discernment of] its evil and its righteousness.”(Qurʾan, 91:7-8)
Hence, at this stage, distinct grades or levels in the spiritual path
emerge, as the Sufi sage IbnʿAjībah notes:
Know that discussion here concerns works that are needed
for the purification of limbs, hearts or souls, and this is

51 Al-Kalabadhi, kitab al-ta’arruf li-madhhab ahl al-tasawwuf, 105.
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what was previously identified for each category…and it is
not correct to move to a station until one has realized that
which comes before. So he whose beginning is illuminated,
shall find his ending illuminated. Hence, one does not
move to the works of the inward path (ṭarīqa), until he has
realized the works of the outward path (sharīʿa), and his
limbs conform likewise…thus if he is purified from [base]
human attributes, he becomes adorned with spiritual
attributes, such as proper manners with God concerning
theophanies which are His manifestation. At that point, his
limbs can rest from fatigue [of egotistic self-direction], for
nothing remains except goodly manners (ḥusn al-adab).52
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The end of the above quotation states that if the soul
continues to respond to its inspiration and light, it eventually
arrives at a point of rest and contentment.
Stage 4. The contented nafs (al-nafs al-muṭmaʾinnah)

This is the stage of complete rest on the spiritual path
because at this level the soul finds tranquility and peace. As
the Qurʾan says: “[To the righteous it will be said], ‘O contented
soul ...’” (Qurʾan, 89:27) So if the dominant metaphor describing
the path of spiritual journeying is the image of the wayfarer
traveling unto God, then the teleological ‘endpoint’ (nihāyah) of
such journeying is the paradox wherein ‘arrival’ unto the divine
presence (wuṣūl) enables one to attain freedom (ḥurrīyyah)
from the fatigue (taʿb) of travelling and indeed from the very
experience of being a ‘traveler’. This would be consistent with
the general teleological focus of Sufis, for the term wuṣūlila Allah
(lit. arrival unto God), has been defined by one of the earliest of
the Sufis, Abū al-Qāsim al-Naṣr-Abādī (d. 367 AH/977) as being:
“an illumination of truth leading to the Truth… that is, fanāʾ (selfannihilation) from the two worlds [the world and the hereafter],
with only the Creator of both remaining and permanent.”53
52 IbnʿAjībah, Īqāẓ al-Himam fī Sharḥ al- Ḥikam (Dar al-Khayr, 2005), 19-20.

53 ‘Abd al-Malek al-Kharkoushi, “tahdhīb al-asrār” (lit., “Refining/Disciplining Secrets”), ed.
Bassam Baroud (The Cultural Center, Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates, 1999), 36-37.
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But this ‘arrival’ unto the divine presence is not the end for
Sufis. Rather, the sense of an arrival or wuṣūl that heralds the
non-existence of the seeker, denotes in many ways the ontology
of the self. The very nature of such wuṣūl prevents the possibility
of a theological understanding of unification (ittiṣāl) or
incarnation (ḥulūl), pre-empting allegations against the Sufis by
those not familiar with their discourse. This is because to affirm
either interpretation (ittiṣāl or ḥulūl) assumes the potential
union of two ontologically independent substances. Sufis as well
as all Muslims assert that there is no ontological partner to God,
so how could there be such a union? To them, the self cannot
be said to exist in the same modality of God’s existence, and
so its spiritual realization or awakening is an expression of its
profound perception of its own existence as being in a state of
ontological poverty (faqr) to God. What remains is greater and
greater unfolding of such poverty. If the previous stages marked
the journey to the presence of God, the remaining stages mark
the journey in the presence of God.
Stage 5. The pleased nafs (al-nafsar-raḍīyyah)

This stage comes after the 4th stage, and is seen as a journey
in the presence of God. It is alluded to in the same Qurʾanic
verse discussing the ‘contented soul’ wherein the Qurʾan
mentions another stage marking the ‘return’ unto God stating:
“Return to your Lord, pleased.” (Qurʾan, 89:28) Whilst Sufis
such as Ibn ʿAjībah consider the previous wuṣūl or contented
arrival unto God as the “witnessing of your own existence in
front of His existence”, they still deem it to be a subtle degree
of witnessing of oneself. For despite their praising this state as
being the “removal of one’s delusion, through the annihilation
of one’s own existence”,54 they consider it an interim stage
because something can only be “annihilated after its existence
has been affirmed in the first place”55. It is for this reason that
54 IbnʿAjībah, Īqāẓ al-Himam fī Sharḥ al- Ḥikam (Dar al-Khayr, 2005), 90.
55 Loc. Cit.
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the ordinary person fails to see his “non-existence from the very
beginning (mafqūdun min aṣlika)”56. It is only at stage 5, when in
their ‘return’ to God and being pleased with God therein that the
soul has “grasped reality/truth from its very source”57 (adrakat
al-Ḥaqqu min aṣlihi). A passage ascribed to Ibnal-ʿArabi clarifies
this realization: “Whoever sees creation as having no actions of
their own has succeeded, and whoever sees them as having no
life of their own has attained the reward, as for whoever sees
them as being non-existent in the first place: they indeed have
truly arrived (faqadwaṣal).”58
Stage 6. The pleasing nafs (al-nafs al-marḍīyyah)

This stage comes after the 5th stage and is actually a mirror
image of the first. It marks a progression in the light of the
previous stage. Whereas in the previous stage, the soul was
pleased as a traveler to be witnessing his Lord, now it is the Lord
who is pleased to see Himself witnessed in the soul of the traveler.
Hence the verse continues: “Return to your Lord, pleased, and
pleasing [to Him].” (Qurʾan, 89:28) IbnʿAjībah notes that, in the
previous stage, there is always the danger of being elated (basṭ),
which can cause the feet to slip on the spiritual path (mazallatiʾlaqdām). He contends that there is a common category of gnostics
(ʿārifūn) who, although having tasted gnosis (wa in kānūʿārifīn),
still face the possibility of their elatedness taking them beyond
the limits of propriety. This is because elatedness is a potential
expression of the ego. IbnʿAjībah’s commentary appears to
allude consistently to the principle of servanthood mirroring
divine disclosure with its opposite. In other words, when given
states of joy and elation (basṭ) come upon the spiritual aspirant,
the required response is to be inwardly sober and cautious;
likewise when states of anxiety and difficulty (qabḍ) come upon
the aspirant, the desired response is to meet this with elation.

56 Loc. Cit.

57 Ibid., 89.
58 Ibid., 90.
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The point in either response is to return towards equanimity
without being inclined to either elation or difficulty. For as
IbnʿAjībah notes: ‘opposites do not meet’ (ḍiḍānlāyajtamiʿān),
implying that both basṭ and qabḍ negate each other’s polarity
when conjoined. When this process of self-dissolution, akin
to the mystic concept of kenosis, or self-emptying, is complete,
suffering and joy take on a certain similarity. As IbnʿAjībah says:
From the essential manners of the gnostic is that he
should not be amazed by anything that precedes from the
theophanies of the Real, and not be surprised by anything
from it, whatsoever it be, whether it be from the Divine
Rigor (jalāliyyah) or the Divine Beauty (jamāliyyah)…
because the theophanies of this worldly abode are mostly
from the Divine Rigor, for it is an abode of ephemeral
states (ahwāl) and a place of separation (furqatun) and
transition (intiqāl).59

It is only when the aspirant fully comes to know God “in the
beauty (jamāl) and the rigor (jalāl) - in both the sweet and the
bitter”60 - that he can graduate to the next and final stage.
Stage 7. The completed nafs (al-nafs al- kāmilah)

Sufis see the actualized human being (insān al-kāmil)
represented in cosmic functions and in actualized potential;
the bridge between the absolute consciousness of God and the
relative consciousness of creation. In their understanding, this
is the Kingdom of Heaven on Earth being actualized in the soul,
as the Qurʾan notes: “And enter among My [righteous] servants.
And enter My Heaven.” (Qurʾan, 89:29-30)

Sufis refer to those who witness the cosmos in this way as
being “the possessors of two eyes” (dhuʾl-ʿaynayn). In this regard,
a prominent Sufi notes: “The perfect human being (al-insān alkāmil) has two visions (naẓar) of the Real, which is why God

59 Ibid., 75.
60 Ibid., 76.
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appointed for him two eyes. With one eye he looks upon Him
in respect of the fact that He is “independent of the worlds”
(Qurʾan, 3:97). So he sees Him neither in anything nor in himself.
With the other eye he looks upon Him in respect of His name
All-Merciful (al-Raḥmān), which seeks the cosmos and is sought
by the cosmos. From this perspective, he sees His being (wujūd)
permeating all things.”61 In a more modern metaphor one could
say that here the human being is using two kinds of brain.62

Conclusion

We are now in a position to provide an answer to the
question about the soul according to Islamic Sufi wisdom. On
the one hand, we can describe the ‘soul’ as that which expresses
who one is. In other words, the soul is the created interspace
designed by God, wherein God sees Himself in an unfolding of
His own attributes. This unfolding takes place in the love of
non-separation (raḥmah), which is the constant theophany of
creation, with everything arising out of that love (al-Raḥmān)
and returning and culminating in that love in a more intense form
(al-Raḥīm). This answer, however, can only be actualized when
one becomes that witnessing. And to become such a witness, one
must be ‘born again’:
…If the horizons of the sensory world vanish, what remains
is the vast expanse of spiritual meanings and the immense
space of witnessing [the Divine]. And this is what it means
to be ‘born again’. For the human being, once he comes out
of his mother’s stomach (baṭan), which is the first birth,
remains imprisoned through that which encompasses him
and confined through his own skeletal structure, devoured
by caprice, only to end up in the ‘stomach’ (baṭan) of
the sensory world and its delusion, for the prison of the
universe is encompassed by its corporeality. Thus if the

61 Ibn al-‘Arabī, Futūḥāt al-Makkiyya (Beirut, n.d.) III, 151-26. To read the passage in its
context, see William Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge: Ibn al- ‘Arabī’s Metaphysics
of Imagination, op. cit., 368.
62 See Iain McGilchrist, The Master and His Emissary: The Divided Brain and the Making
of the Western World (Yale University Press, 2009).
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horizons of the sensory world cease to exist, and he exits
from the ‘stomach’ of his [sensory] attachments and lustful
caprice of the ego-self, his soul traverses [beyond] the
totality of the created universe, exiting unto witnessing the
One giving it existence. It is thus born a second time, and it
is this birth, which is one that is not met with annihilation
nor death thereafter, for God says: “They will not taste
death therein except the first death.” (Qurʾan, 44:56) This
is the meaning of what our master Jesus (upon him be
peace) meant when he said: “He is not from us who is not
able to be born twice.63

So the real answer to our question is: let us get to work.

63 IbnʿAjībah, op. cit., 419-420.

Isma’ilis
Followers of the Aga Khan
Michael L. Fitzgerald
I first met Christian W. Troll at the School of Oriental and
African Studies (SOAS) of London University. I was undertaking
a degree in Arabic, while Christian, who had already studied
Arabic in Lebanon, was engaged in a BA (honours) course in
Urdu Language and Literature. This was in the second half of the
1960’s. Our lives since then have been lived as it were in parallel,
though in different parts of the world1. I am delighted to be able
to contribute this short piece, which in some ways reflects both
the Asian and universal dimensions of Christian’s vocation.

In an excellent article on the Sunni Shia split, John McHugo
mentioned in passing “one branch of Shias, the Ismaili disciples
of the Aga Khan (who) still follow the leadership of a living
descendant of Muhammad”2. It is true that the same author has
written more about this particular Islamic community3, yet the
Shia ImamiIsmaili Muslims, to give them their official title, who
now number approximately 20 million and who are to be found
in over 25 different countries, remain little known.

The Ismailis present themselves as a transnational
community composed of responsible citizens of the countries
where they live. In the United Kingdom, the Ismailis have grown
over the last fifty years or so to number about 15,000. The
1

See the contributions of both of us in Christian W. Troll and C. T. R. Hewer, eds., Christian
Lives Given to the Study of Islam (New York, Fordham University Press 2012).

2

John McHugo, “Don’t blame the faith: it’s the politics,” The Tablet, 7 July 2018.

3

John McHugo, A Concise History of Sunnis & Shi’is (London: Saqi Books 2017).
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members of the community have come from East Africa,
the Indian sub-continent and, more recently, Central Asia and
the Middle East. They are best known in the UK for the Ismaili
Centre, opened in 1985 in south Kensington. Slightly older is the
prestigious Institute of Ismaili Studies (IIS), founded in 1977, now
situated near King’s Cross. The IIS offers, under the auspices of
SOAS, a Graduate Programme in Islamic Studies and Humanities,
and a Secondary Teacher Education Programme which is ratified
by University College London. The IIS also works in cooperation
with McGill University, Montreal, and the University of Jordan.4

The term ‘Isma’ili’ is derived from Isma’il, the son of Ja’far
al-Sadiq, the sixth Shi’ite Imam. Isma’il was expected to become
the Imam after his father’s death, but according to some accounts
he predeceased his father and the designation as successor was
changed to his brother, Musa al-Kazim (there are many differing
accounts of these events). The Ithna’ashariyya (‘Twelver’)
Shi’ites, who believe in twelve Imams, accepted this designation,
but others did not, recognizing instead Muhammad, the son of
Isma’il, as Imam, and therefore becoming known as Isma’ilis. The
Isma’ilis gave rise to the Fatimid dynasty, which took its name
from Fatima, the daughter of Muhammad and wife of his cousin
Ali who was the fourth caliph, but was recognized by the Shi’a as
the first Imam. Proclaiming themselves caliphs, the Fatimids, at
the beginning of the Tenth Century, first established themselves
in present-day Tunisia. They soon conquered Sicily and also
engaged in naval operations against the Byzantine Empire. They
then spread to Egypt where the new capital city al-Qâhira (Cairo)
was founded.

On the death of Caliph Mustansir (1094), a struggle ensued
between his two sons, Musta’li and Nizar. The followers of
Musta’li remained in control in Egypt, while the supporters of
4

What follows is based mainly on an appendix to a chapter entitled “Dimensions of
Shi’a Islam” in Michael Fitzgerald, and Biju Michael, eds., Christian-Muslim Dialogue:
Festschrift in Honour of Prof. Pier Giorgio Gianazza SDB (Jerusalem, STS Publications
2017), 94-99.

Michael L. Fitzgerald

67

Nizar moved to Persia and Syria. From 1090 a leading dâ’î, a
Persian missionary, Hasan-i-Sabbah, ruled from the fortress
of Alamut in the Elburz Mountains, in a region near Daylam
and Azerbaijan. Because of the policy of political assassination
that they carried out, his followers were known as Assassins,
and they were greatly feared (they were held responsible for
the deaths of the Vizier Nizam al-Mulk, the Abbasid Caliph alMustarshid, and the Crusader, Conrad of Montferrat). Hasan-iSabbah taught that the authoritative teaching (taclîm) was given
by the Imam. He emphasised his own role as the hujja(lit. ‘proof’),
i.e. having access to the hidden Imam, and therefore on his own
authority able to change dispensations. The fourth hujja, Hasan
‘aladhikri-hi l-salam, in fact declared himself to be the Imam. On
8 August 1164 he proclaimed the qiyâma, i.e. the Resurrection,
and abolished sharî’a. In the new era the faithful were invited
to contemplate God present in the Imam, the Imam of the Age,
who was identified with Ali, the first Imam. After a short while,
however, this rule of the Assassins came to an end. Alamut fell
to the Mongols in 1256, and later, in 1273, the last Assassin
stronghold in Syria, al-Kahf, fell to the Mamluks.

Yet the Nizaris continued in India where their early history,
especially in the first centuries, is very obscure. There are
legendary stories about the ducât, the missionaries. It is possible
that the first missionary activity was in Sind where a political
community developed and was recognized as a vassal by the
Fatimid caliphate. A leading religious figure, Pir Shams al-Din,
is said to have been active in Sind during the 12th Century, and
is buried in Multan (present-day Pakistan). A later successor as
head of the community, Pir Sadr al-Din, gave to the Hindus who
converted to Isma’ili Islam the name Khoja (from the Persian
Khwadja, a Master), a name that is often used still today. He laid
the basis for the organization of the community, building the
first jamâtkhânas (community centres which always included a
prayer room) and appointed the first mukhis (directors). The title
Pir (Persian for “old man” or “respected elder”), the equivalent
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of murshid, i.e. the one responsible for directing novices along
the Sufi way (tarîqa), may be an indication of contact with Sufi
groups. Isma’ili ideas, considered by many Muslims down the
ages to be heterodox, were often disguised as Sufism. It is well
established that certain Hindu elements entered into Isma’ili
doctrine, and were then transmitted by means of poetry and
hymns (ginâns). These hymns, composed in different Indian
languages and attributed to various medieval pirs, contain a
mixture of Islamic, Hindu and tantric elements. For instance, Ali
is identified with the Tenth Avatar; the Qur’an is considered the
last of the Vedas; observing the injunctions of the Qur’an is said
to bring about liberation from reincarnation.
The historical development of the Nizar remains confused
until the modern era. In 1840 Hasan Ali Shah, who had received
the title Aga Khan (‘elder brother, king’) arrived in Sind from
Persia, claiming leadership of the community. His claim, bitterly
opposed by local leaders, was upheld in a law case in 1866. When
he died in 1881 he was succeeded by his son Ali Shah who, on
his death in 1885, was succeeded by his son, Sultan Mohammad,
who at the time was not yet 8 years old.
Educated at home, the young Sultan Muhammad was taught
not only religious subjects, Qur’an and Islamic Tradition, but
also science, mathematics and astronomy. Similarly, he became
proficient not only in oriental languages: Arabic, Farsi, Hindi and
Urdu, but also in English, French and German. Endowed with
a strong business acumen, he took up horse-breeding and had
considerable success, producing five winners of the Derby. He
thus became a prominent figure in London society, particularly
because of his love of horse-racing, but also on account of his
philanthropy. In recognition of this, he was given a knighthood.
He lived to celebrate both his golden jubilee and diamond jubilee
as Imam. On each of these occasions he was weighed against gold
and then diamonds, the money from which went to establish
funds for the community, for schools and other institutions.
During his time many Isma’ilis settled in Africa, particularly in
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East Africa. The Aga Khan encouraged a more modern outlook,
though remaining faithful to the tenets and practices of Isma’ili
Islam.

When the Aga Khan Sultan Muhammad died in 1957 it was
presumed that his eldest son, Ali Khan (who was married to the
film star Rita Hayworth), would be his successor. To everyone’s
surprise, in his will the Aga Khan appointed his grandson, Karim,
to be the Imam after him. Karim thus became the 49th Imam. He
had previously been sent to Harvard to become proficient in
Islamic studies. A year or two after Karim’s accession, Ali Khan, at
the time ambassador of Pakistan to the UN, always a flamboyant
figure, noted for his philanthropy but fond of women and fast
cars, was killed in a high-speed motor accident – an event which
made people speak of his father’s prescience.
It should be remembered that for the Nizari Isma’lis, unlike
the Ithna’ashariyya, the Imam is not hidden. The Aga Kahn, the
leader of the community, is the Living Imam, who thus interprets
the will of God for his followers. Visits of the Aga Khan to the
various communities spread around the world are of real
importance to them and also occasions of great joy. Isma’ilis
travel from far and wide to have the privilege of being in the
presence of the Imam since this brings a special blessing. For
this reason, many marriages are celebrated on the occasion of
his visits.5

During his imamate, Prince Karim led the community to shed
some of the Hindu accretions in its worship and to come closer to
mainstream Islam.6 In 1967, he set up the Aga Khan Foundation,
a private philanthropic institution to provide “the Muslim ethic
of care and compassion for those of society in greatest need”.
This has become a recognized international development agency
5

Visits to the Imam, or meetings with the Imam when he visits communities, can be
considered an extension of the fifth pillar of Islam, namely hajj (pilgrimage).

6

Yet the Isma’ilis are still considered by most Muslims to be heretical. They have not been
included in the intra-Islamic discussions promoted by Prince Ghazi, the head of the Al alBayt Foundation in Jordan.
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(known now as the Aga Khan Development Network [AKDN])
with programmes in Africa, Asia, Europe and North America.

It was in 1969, while I was teaching at Makerere University,
Kampala, Uganda, that I came into contact for the first time with
Isma’ilis. The majority of Muslims studying at the university
belonged to this community and a number of them were my
students in the Department of Religious Studies. As I taught them
about Sunni Islam, I got to know about their own distinctive
practices: early morning meditation in the Jamatkhana, the
important place of hymns (ginans) in their worship, the respect
given to women, the importance given to firmans (decrees or
instructions of the Imam), and the emphasis given to contributing
to the community7.

In 1972, under Idi Amin, the Isma’ilis, like other Asians,
were expelled from Uganda. Many of them found refuge in the
UK, but especially in Canada and in the US where the community
has developed considerably. In February 2014, on the occasion
of his being made an honorary citizen of Canada, the Aga
Khan delivered a speech to the united Houses of Parliament.
He explained the nature of the Isma’ili community within the
larger Islamic Umma. He expanded on the work of the AKDN,
mentioning that McMaster University in Canada had assisted in
establishing a private nursing school in Pakistan, which was the
first component of the Aga Khan University (AKU). Canada also
helped to set up AKU’s Institute for Educational Development
in Karachi and in East Africa. More recently a Global Centre
for Pluralism has been created in Ottawa, a joint venture of the
Imamate and the Canadian Government.

Following the break-up of the Soviet Union in 1989, and
the independence of the Central Asian States, the presence of
a considerable Isma’ili population in Tajikistan came to light.
7

On the Ismaili practice of the five pillars of Islam see the chapter “Dimension of Shi’a
Islam” (see above footnote 4), 88-93.
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Consequently another university, the University of Central
Asia, has been founded, serving the countries of Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan.

It is worth mentioning that a concordat has been signed
between the Republic of Portugal and the Isma’ili Imamate. At
a ceremony on 11 July 2018, at the conclusion of his Diamond
Jubilee Year, the Aga Khan officially designated Lisbon as the seat
of the Ismaili Imamate.
In his speech to the Canadian Parliament already mentioned,
Prince Karim, the Aga Khan, appealed for more attention and
understanding to be given to the tensions between Sunni and
Shi’a versions of Islam. One can only hope that his appeal would
be more widely heard.

Caring for the Earth
A Shared Muslim-Christian Challenge
Leo D. Lefebure
It is an honor and a pleasure to contribute this essay in
recognition of the lifelong contributions of Christian W. Troll
SJ, who has worked tirelessly to promote better understanding
and relations among Muslims and Christians in India and
around the world. Troll’s scholarship is attentive to the need for
mutual learning about each other’s perspectives and values.1 He
has stressed the importance of clarity in this encounter and of
exploring the ethical and political dimensions of contemporary
Muslim-Christian relations.2 Pope Francis has also emphasized
the importance of developing constructive relations between
Muslims and Christians, most dramatically during his meeting
with the Grand Imam of Al-Azhar University, Ahmed el-Tayeb,
during his visit to Abu Dhabi in February 2019. The two leaders
jointly signed the Document on Human Fraternity for World Peace
and Living Together, which establishes a framework of MuslimCatholic respect and collaboration.3

Pope Francis calls Muslims and Christians to reflect on their
place in the natural world and their responsibility to care for the
earth and the community of life on this planet. In his encyclical
letter addressed to all people of good will, Laudato Si’, Pope
1

Christian W. Troll, Muslims Ask, Christians Answer, trans. David Marshall (Hyde Park,
NY: New City Press, 2012).

2

Christian W. Troll, Dialogue and Difference: Clarity in Christian-Muslim Relations, trans.
David Marshall (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2008).

3

Document on Human Fraternity for World Peace and Living Together, https://www.
vaticannews.va/en/pope/news/2019-02/pope-francis-uae-declaration-with-al-azhar-grandimam.html.
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Francis laments the harm that humans are currently doing to the
earth, our common home. Recalling that the canticle of St. Francis
of Assisi praises God through all creation, Pope Francis reminds
us “that our common home is like a sister with whom we share
our life and a beautiful mother who opens her arms to embrace
us.”4 Later in the encyclical, Pope Francis quotes the Muslim
spiritual writer Ali al-Khawas on the importance of sensing the
presence of God in all creation.5

Pope Francis stresses that the current ecological crisis is a
global challenge that demands a global response of ecological
conversion, including practitioners of all the world’s religious
traditions: “The majority of people living on our planet profess
to be believers. This should spur religions to dialogue among
themselves for the sake of protecting nature, defending the poor,
and building networks of respect and fraternity.”6 The prospect
of ecological devastation and the attendant suffering of millions
of people, especially the poor and the vulnerable, challenges
Muslims and Christians to examine their respective traditions in
dialogue in order to address this crisis.

The Goodness and Beauty of Creation and Human
Responsibility

Pope Francis calls for an integral ecology grounded in the
Bible, rooted in the values of Catholic spirituality, inspired by the
life of St. Francis of Assisi, and open to dialogue with Muslims
and all persons of good will. Similarly, Muslim authors ground
Islamic concern for ecology in the teaching of the Holy Qur’an,
the Hadith, and the classical Islamic tradition.

Central for both traditions is belief that God is the Creator
of the universe who delights in all creatures, and that the
4

Pope Francis, Praise Be To You, Laudato Si’: On Care for Our Common Home (Vatican
City: Libreria Editrice/San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2015), #1, 9.

5

Pope Francis, op. cit., #233, 153.

6

Pope Francis, op. cit., #201, 135.
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universe reflects the goodness and glory of the Creator. Mawil
Izzi Dien, a Senior Lecturer on Islamic Studies at the University
of Wales, comments: “The environment is God’s creation. The
creation of this earth and all its natural resources is a sign of His
wisdom, mercy, power, and His other attributes and therefore
serves to develop human awareness and understanding of
the Creator.”7 As a Muslim, Izzi Dien is confident that all
creatures praise God, noting, “Humankind might not be able to
understand how these creatures praise God, but this does not
mean that they do not do so.”8 He cites the Qur’an as witness:
The seven heavens and the earth,
And all beings therein,
Declare His glory:
There is not a thing
But celebrates His praise:
And yet ye understand not
How they declare His Glory! (Qur’an 17:44)9

We can note the striking similarity to Psalm 19:1-3:

The heavens are telling the glory of God;
And the firmament proclaims his handiwork.
Day to day pours forth speech,
And night to night declares knowledge.10

Inspired by the psalms, Francis of Assisi prayed: “Praised
be You, my Lord, with all creatures, especially Brother Sun, Who
is the day and through whom You give us light. . . . Praised be
you, my Lord, through Sister Moon and the stars, in heaven You
7

Mawil Izzi Dien, “Islam and the Environment,” in Islam and Ecology: A Bestowed Trust,
ed. Richard C. Foltz, Frederick M. Denny, Azizan Baharuddin (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2003), 108-09.

8

Izzi Dien, op. cit., 109.

9

Izzi Dien, Loc. cit.

10 The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version (augmented third edition;
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007). Unless otherwise noted, all quotes from the Bible
will be from this edition and translation.
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formed them clear and precious and beautiful. . . . Praised be
You, my Lord, through our Sister Mother Earth, who sustains and
governs us, and who produces varied fruits with colored flowers
and herbs.”11 In the Umbrian dialectic of the Italian language,
the word “per,” which St. Francis of Assisi used in his hymn, has
multiple meanings, all of which are possible ways to interpret
the canticle: “per” can mean “for”: God is praised for the Sun, the
Moon, the Air, the Waters, and Fire. It can also mean “by”: God
is praised by them, which echoes Psalm 19. “Per” can also mean
“through,” which suggests both the role of creatures in praising
God and also a sense of God’s mystical presence in all of creation,
as in the beauty of the Sun and the Moon. The phrase ‘Laudato Si’
(‘Praised be you’) is the refrain running throughout the Canticle,
as St. Francis prays that God may be praised for, by, and through
the wide variety of creatures.12

The context of the Canticle is St. Francis’s lived concern
both for the poor and for all creatures. In taking the name of this
saint, Pope Francis signaled his twofold concern for the poor and
for our relation with all of creation, especially with the earth.
This dual care for the poor and for the earth shapes the entire
encyclical, as Pope Francis tells us: “Today, however, we have to
realize that a true ecological approach always becomes a social
approach; it must integrate questions of justice in debates on the
environment, so as to hear both the cry of the earth and the cry
of the poor.”13 Pope Francis uses poetic language to echo Francis
of Assisi: “The entire material universe speaks of God’s love, his
boundless affection for us. Soil, water, mountains: everything is,
as it were, a caress of God.”14 For Pope Francis, physical places are
intimately linked to our identity: “Anyone who has grown up in
11 Francis of Assisi, “The Canticle of Brother Sun,” in Francis and Clare: The Complete
Works, trans. Regis J. Armstrong and Ignatius C. Brady (New York: Paulist Press, 1982),
38-39.

12 Francis of Assisi, “The Canticle of Brother Sun,” notes by Armstrong and Brady, 38-39.
13 Pope Francis, Laudato Si’, #49, 38.
14 Pope Francis, op. cit., #84, 61.
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the hills or used to sit by a spring to drink, or played outdoors in
the neighborhood square; going back to these places is a chance
to recover something of their true selves.”15

St. Bonaventure, the great Franciscan theologian and later
leader of the Franciscan Order, meditated on the life and prayer
of St. Francis, noting that this holy man saw all creatures as a
reflection of the divine beauty through which we can glimpse the
presence of the goodness of God in creation:
In beautiful things he saw Beauty itself and through his
vestiges imprinted on creation he followed his Beloved
everywhere, making from all things a ladder by which he
could climb up and embrace him who is utterly desirable.
With a feeling of unprecedented devotion he savored in
each and every creature - as in so many rivulets - that
Goodness which is their fountain source.16

The Franciscan vision of experiencing God in and through
all creation inspired Bonaventure to begin The Soul’s Journey into
God with the natural world, “presenting to ourselves the whole
material world as a mirror through which we may pass over to
God, the supreme Craftsman. . . . The Creator’s supreme power,
wisdom and benevolence shine forth in created things.”17
In similar terms, S. Nomanul Haq stresses the traditional
Islamic understanding that nature is a sign of God through which
God communicates.
[T]he Qur’an emphasizes the transcendental significance
of nature. Because nature cannot explain its own being, it
stands as a sign (aya, pl. ayat) of something beyond itself,
pointing to some transcendental entity that bestows the
principle of being upon the world and its objects. Nature,

15 Pope Francis, op. cit., #84, 61.
16 Bonaventure, “The Life of St. Francis,” in Bonaventure, The Soul’s Journey into God;
The Tree of Life; The Life of St. Francis, trans. Ewert Cousins (New York: Paulist Press,
1978), 263.
17 Bonaventure, op. cit., 63.
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Haq draws out the implications of the Qur’anic vision:
“Nature in its Qur’anic conception is anchored in the divine,
both metaphysically and morally.”19 Moreover, “nature is an
embodiment of God’s mercy, or, more fully . . . God’s mercy is
expressed through the creation of nature.”20 Haq notes that
nature is a form of revelation of God alongside the Qur’an, noting
“a remarkable metaphysical equivalence between natural entities
and revelation, and thereby between nature and prophecy.
Indeed, in numerous Qur’anic passages the creation of nature
is coupled with the revelation of the verses of the Qur’an, and
this has led many medieval Muslim sages to speak of an intimate
connection and ontological parallel between the two; they spoke
even of the identity of the two.”21 Nature, like the Prophet of
Islam, is a guide to the worship of God.
So one may say that while the Qur’an teaches obedience to
the Prophet as God’s delegated commander, it also teaches
obedience to the laws of nature. This generates an attitude
of tremendous respect for the cosmos, and also implies,
inter alia, a divine stricture prohibiting the destruction or
injury of the natural environment.22

Haq explains:

Speaking metaphysically, nature had a transcendental
significance since it could not explain its own being, and
thereby pointed to something beyond itself. It functioned
as the means through which God communicated to
humanity, the means through which, one may say, God
made an entry into the flow of time.23

18 S. Nomanul Haq, “Islam and Ecology: Toward Retrieval and Reconstruction,” in Islam and
Ecology: A Bestowed Trust, ed. Richard C. Foltz, Frederick M. Denny, Azizan Baharuddin
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), 126.
19 Haq, op. cit., 127.
20 Haq, op. cit., 134.
21 Haq, op. cit., 139.
22 Haq, op. cit., 140.
23 S. Nomanul Haq, “Islam,” in A Companion to Environmental Philosophy, ed. Dale
Jamieson (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 1991), 112.
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In a similar manner, Augustine of Hippo believed all creatures
proclaim the Creator: “if anyone could hear them [all creatures],
this is what all of them would be saying, ‘We did not make
ourselves, we were made by him who abides for eternity’ (Ps.
79:3, 5).”24 Ancient and medieval Christian theologians believed
that God spoke in the two books of Nature and of Scripture.
Both Muslims and Christian believe that humans are
entrusted with responsibility to care for creation as servants of
God and custodians of the natural world. Haq explains that for
Muslims: “Human beings exist by virtue of a primordial covenant
(mithaq) whereby they have testified to their own theomorphic
nature, and by virtue of a trust that they have taken upon
themselves in pre-eternity.”25 Pope Francis stresses the moral
responsibilities for both the poor and the earth that arise from
creation; Haq similarly notes that the grounding of nature in God
establishes moral imperatives: “the Qur’an promulgates what
one may call a cosmology of justice, a cosmology that takes into
its fold two realms at once, the human and the cosmic - or rather,
the human within the cosmic.”26 Haq notes what the Qur’anic
vision of God, humanity and nature entails: “The dignity of the
disabled, the rights of the indigent and particularly of orphans,
honesty in trade dealings, feeding of the poor, condemnation
of greed, and admonishment against hoarding wealth.”27 Haq
explains that the Islamic obligation to care for humans in need is
embedded in a call for cosmic justice that warns humans not to
corrupt the earth.28

Haq emphasizes that God’s making nature “subject to”
humanity “does not mean granting of unbridled exploitative
powers, for human beings in their turn must remain subservient

24 Saint Augustine, Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick (1991; reprint, Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2008), 9.10.25; 172.

25 Haq, op. cit., 127.
26 Haq, op. cit., 131.
27 Loc. cit.
28 Haq, op. cit., 132.
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to God, and that it is His, not our, command that nature follows.”29
As a result: “It is clear that in the Qur’anic teaching humankind’s
superiority lies not in its enjoying any higher powers or control
among created beings—it lies rather in the fact that human
beings are accountable before God, like no other creature.”
This accountability arises out of the onus of global trusteeship
that human beings, at their very transcendental origin, had
placed daringly upon their shoulders.”30 In a similar vein, Izzi
Dien emphasizes the Islamic value of protecting the natural
environment because it “contains God’s creatures, which the
`ulama’, or Muslim scholars, consider to also deserve protection;”
protection of the environment “is good by itself.”31 Because God
entrusted responsibility for the earth to humans (Qur’an 33:72),
this trust constitutes a special responsibility and calling for
humankind.
Lynn White famously accused Western Christianity of being
especially responsible for the ecological crisis through the teaching
that humans are authorized by God to dominate the earth.32 After
surveying the development of science and technology from the
Middle Ages to the ecological crisis in the 1960s, White turned to
Francis of Assisi as an alternative Christian model:
Since the roots of our trouble are so largely religious, the
remedy must also be essentially religious, whether we call
it that or not. We must rethink and re-feel our nature and
destiny. The profoundly religious, but heretical, sense of
the primitive Franciscans for the spiritual autonomy of all
parts of nature may point a direction. I propose Francis as
a patron saint for ecologists.33

29 Haq, op. cit., 114.
30 Haq, op. cit., 115.
31 Izzi Dien, op. cit., 109.
32 Lynn White, Jr., “The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis,” Science New Series
155/3767 (March 10, 1967): 1203-1207.
33 White, op. cit., 1207.
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By holding up the vision of St. Francis of Assisi as a model
for Christians and all humans today, Pope Francis is implicitly
rejecting White’s view that Il Poverello was heretical and
endorsing White’s call to honor Francis of Assisi as patron saint
for ecologists.

In Laudato Si’, Pope Francis rejects a purely instrumental
view of nature:
When nature is viewed solely as a source of profit and
gain, this has serious consequences for society. This vision
of ‘might is right’ has engendered immense inequality,
injustice and acts of violence against the majority of
humanity, since resources end up in the hands of the
first comer or the most powerful: the winner takes all.
Completely at odds with this model are the ideals of
harmony, justice, fraternity and peace as proposed by
Jesus.34

Francis rejects a radically anthropocentric view of creation
as leading up to humans: “The ultimate purpose of other creatures
is not to be found in us. Rather, all creatures are moving forward
with us and through us towards a common point of arrival,
which is God, in that transcendent fullness where the risen Christ
embraces and illumines all things.”35 Pope Francis insists upon a
holistic vision of care for the poor, for justice, and for the earth:
“Hence every ecological approach needs to incorporate a social
perspective which takes into account the fundamental rights of
the poor and the underprivileged.”36 He recalls the traditional
Catholic teaching that the goods of the earth are destined for
the common good: “The Christian tradition has never recognized
the right to private property as absolute or inviolable, and has
stressed the social purpose of all forms of private property.”37
This principle has important relevance for the environment:
“The natural environment is a collective good, the patrimony
34 Pope Francis, op. cit., #82, 60.
35 Pope Francis, op. cit., #83, 60.
36 Pope Francis, op. cit., #93, 67.
37 Loc. cit.
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of all humanity and the responsibility of everyone. If we make
something our own, it is only to administer it for the good of all.”38

Ecological Crisis: Harming the Earth

Pope Francis and many Muslim authors warn that Muslims
and Christians have often not been faithful to the vision of
creation and responsibility in their respective traditions. Instead
of honoring creation as a sign and witness of God, humans have
instrumentalized the natural world, seeking to profit from natural
resources. Economic, political, and social forces combine to abuse
both the earth’s resources and the poor and marginalized.

After beginning Laudato Si’ by quoting the hymn of Francis
of Assisi (“Praise be to you, my Lord, through our Sister, Mother
Earth, who sustains and governs us, and who produces various
fruit with colored flowers and herbs”),39 Pope Francis makes
an abrupt shift in tone as he immediately issues a dire warning
that we are harming our sister, the earth: “We have come to
see ourselves as her lords and masters, entitled to plunder her
at will. The violence present in our hearts, wounded by sin, is
also reflected in the symptoms of sickness evident in the soil, in
the water, in the air and in all forms of life.”40 This sets the stage
for the central tension that runs throughout the encyclical: we
are harming the earth and violating God’s creation. Pope Francis
cites the words of Saint Paul that the earth “groans in travail”
(Rom 8:22), and he chides us for forgetting that “we ourselves
are the dust of the earth (cf. Gen 2:7); our very bodies are made
up of her elements, we breathe her air and we receive life and
refreshment from her waters.”41

Izzi Dien believes that traditionally Muslims had a strong
sense of the human responsibility to protect creation, but the
38 Pope Francis, op. cit., #95, 68.
39 Pope Francis, op. cit., #1, 9.
40 Pope Francis, op. cit., #2, 9.
41 Loc. cit.
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advent of modern Western culture disrupted traditional Islamic
values: “The schism between the spiritual and the ‘scientific’
was imported into the Muslim mind and land when the material,
industrial culture was introduced, effectively separating the
political system from the traditions of the community. This had a
devastating effect on the indigenous culture and the environment
and its biota.”42 He cites the introduction of the modern industrial
world view and value system into Saudi Arabia in the 1970s
and 1980s as one example: “The Islamic holistic concept of one
society like one body living on God’s gift to His creatures, the
earth, began to crumble. The earth became only an object which
is measured by meters and valued by dollars. Mother Earth
became building plots.”43 Similarly, Abdul Aziz Said and Nathan
C. Funk lament that, with regard to the environment, “Presentday Islamic countries do not practice Islamic precepts patterned
after the shari`a.”44

Pope Francis believes that one factor shaping the ecological
crisis is that many humans have lost a sense of our common
origin in God and our fellowship with all creation: “We lack an
awareness of our common origin, of our mutual belonging, and of
a future to be shared with everyone.”45 Pope Francis laments the
dominance of compulsive consumerism: “Since the market tends
to promote extreme consumerism in an effort to sell its products,
people can easily get caught up in a whirlwind of needless buying
and spending. Compulsive consumerism is one example of how
the techno-economic paradigm affects individuals.”46 Francis
comments that humans are frequently caught in the mind-set
of modern consumerism: “Amid this confusion, post-modern
42 Izzi Dien, op. cit., 111.

43 Izzi Dien, op. cit., 112.
44 Abdul Aziz Said and Nathan C. Funk, “Peace in Islam: An Ecology of the Spirit,” in
Islam and Ecology: A Bestowed Trust, ed. Richard C. Foltz, Frederick M. Denny, Azizan
Baharuddin (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), 176.
45 Pope Francis, op. cit., #202, 137.
46 Pope Francis, op. cit., #203, 137.
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humanity has not yet achieved a new self-awareness capable
of offering guidance and direction, and this lack of identity is
a source of anxiety. We have too many means and only a few
insubstantial ends.”47

Pope Francis warns that exploitation of the natural world
also harms the human community, both those who are doing the
damage and especially those who are most vulnerable. Haq notes
the Qur’anic principle that human wrongdoing always harms the
perpetrator: “And this means that to damage, offend, or destroy
the balance of the natural environment is to damage, offend,
or destroy oneself. Any injury inflicted upon ‘the other’ is selfinjury.”48

Looking at the ecological problems of the Muslim-majority
nations of the Middle East, Izzi Dien presents a diagnosis and
proposed solution that resonates strongly with the analysis of
Pope Francis:
The main environmental problems in the Middle East are
caused by a disturbance of the prevalent value system.
Industrial concepts, which have not recognized spiritual
or ethical values as commercially significant, have led
to a severe cultural rupture that has taken the human
inhabitants away from the earth that supports them. The
proposed solution is to go back to the traditional Islamic
relationship between humans and the earth, and between
humans and the other elements of the ecosystem, and
perhaps most essentially, between humans themselves.49

Integral Ecology to Heal the World

After acknowledging the dire ecological crisis in which
we currently find ourselves, Pope Francis and many concerned
Muslims retrieve aspects of their traditions that offer a hopeful
vision for the future. In response to the danger of radical
47 Pope Francis, op. cit., #203, 138.
48 Haq, op. cit., 136.
49 Izzi Dien, op. cit., 118.
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anthropocentrism and a technocratic view of the earth and
human life, Francis calls for an integral ecological culture:
“There needs to be a distinctive way of looking at things, a way
of thinking, policies, an educational program, a lifestyle and a
spirituality which together generate resistance to the assault of
the technocratic paradigm. Otherwise, even the best ecological
initiatives can find themselves caught up in the same globalized
logic.”50 Pope Francis believes that such a revolution must be
informed by religious and ethical principles that go beyond
the domain of empirical science. “Any technical solution which
science claims to offer will be powerless to solve the serious
problems of our world if humanity loses its compass, if we lose
sight of the great motivations which make it possible for us to
live in harmony, to make sacrifices and to treat others well.”51In
this context, he calls for renewed interreligious dialogue.

Many Muslims have expressed similar concerns. For
example, Seyyed Hossein Nasr warns: “There is no alternative
but to change our whole world view. We cannot continue to
entertain a world view based on the severance of the relationship
between humanity and the Divine, and hence between humanity
and nature as a spiritual reality.”52 Nasr warns that most Muslims
and most other humans “are walking through this unprecedented
crisis like sleepwalkers, little aware of what goes on about them
or of the deeper causes of a crisis that threatens human existence
itself here on Earth.”53 Nasr turns to the classic sources of the
Islamic tradition for guidance for both Muslims and Christians:
The Islamic teachings about God, human beings, nature,
and the relation between them all constitute a clarion call

50 Pope Francis, op. cit., #111, 80.

51 Pope Francis, op. cit., #200, 134.
52 Seyyed Hossein Nasr, “The Spiritual and Religious Dimensions of the Environmental
Crisis,” The Ecologist 30, no. 1 (Jan/Feb 2000): 20.
53 Seyyed Hossein Nasr, “Islam, the Contemporary Islamic World, and the Environmental
Crisis,” in Islam and Ecology: A Bestowed Trust, ed. Richard C. Foltz, Frederick M.
Denny, Azizan Baharuddin (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), 85.
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for this awakening from the dangerous dream of scientism
and humanity’s conquest of nature. They can set Muslims
again on the correct path to a harmonious modus vivendi
with nature, and they can also help the Western world to
regain and recollect its own forgotten tradition concerning
the role of human beings in God’s creation.54
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Abdul Aziz Said and Nathan C. Funk present an Islamic vision
of the oneness of God as grounding an ecology of the spirit leading
to peace: “Tawhid expresses the Islamic ideal of the fundamental
unity of all humankind and of all life. . . . At the heart of the message
of universalistic Islam is a respect for cultural pluralism that is
inextricably linked to a recognition of the fundamental solidarity
and connectedness of all human beings.”55 As a basis for what
he calls “Green Deen,” Ibrahim Abdul-Matin recalls the hadith of
the Prophet of Islam saying: “Wherever you may be at the time
of prayer, you may pray, for it (the Earth) is all a mosque.”56
Drawing upon the Arabic word, deen, which can be defined as “a
religion or creed, a faith or belief, a path or a way,” Abdul-Matin
proposes: “A Green Deen is the choice to practice the religion of
Islam while affirming the integral relationship between faith and
the environment, or, better said, the natural world, the universe,
and all that is in it.”57 Like Said and Funk, Abdul-Matin grounds
his ecological approach in understanding the oneness (tawhid)
of God; he develops it by noting the signs of God everywhere in
creation, the responsibility of humans to be stewards honoring
the trust that we have with God and establishing relationships of
justice in balance with the natural world.58
In a similar vein, after surveying the ecological threats to the
Middle East, Izzi Dien proposes that “Islam as a common factor
54 Nasr, op. cit., 104.

55 Said and Funk, op. cit., 156-157.
56 Ibrahim Abdul-Matin, Green Deen: What Islam Teaches About Protecting the Planet (San
Francisco: Berrett-Koehler Publisshers, 2010), 2.
57 Abdul Matin, op. cit., 3.
58 Loc. cit.
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between the regional states is one of the main keys, if not the
key, to the resolution of the region’s environmental problems.”59
Izzi Dien notes that many in the Islamic world are “searching for
religious roots that can be utilized to solve rather than to create
problems. I maintain here that Islam may offer effective ways to
resolve not only the environmental problem but also the water
distribution problem, which is strongly associated with it.”60 Izzi
Dien calls Muslims to hear anew the message of the Holy Qur’an
in a time of ecological crisis:
O people! Worship your Lord, Who hath created you and
those before you, so that you may ward off (evil): Who
hath appointed the earth a resting-place for you, and
the sky a canopy; and causeth water to pour down from
the sky, thereby producing fruits as food for you. And do
not set up rivals to Allah when ye know (better). (Qur’an
2:21)61

Pope Francis concludes Laudato Si’ with a call for ecological
conversion that resonates deeply with the calls of many Islamic
leaders. After noting various reasons why Christians avoid the
ecological challenge, Pope Francis asserts: “So what they all need is
an ‘ecological conversion’, whereby the effects of their encounter
with Jesus Christ become evident in their relationship with the
world around them. Living our vocation to be protectors of God’s
handiwork is essential to a life of virtue; it is not an optional or
secondary aspect of our Christian experience.”62 This is not an
individual concern alone, since it also involves a community
conversion. Pope Francis believes that an ecological lifestyle
will bring peace: “No one can cultivate a sober and satisfying
life without being at peace with himself or herself.... Inner peace
is closely related to care for ecology and for the common good
because, lived out authentically, it is reflected in a balanced
59 Izzi Dien, op. cit., 115.
60 Izzi Dien, op. cit., 116.
61 Izzi Dien, op. cit., 117.
62 Pope Francis, op. cit., #217, 145.
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lifestyle together with a capacity for wonder which takes us to a
deeper understanding of life.”63
Said and Funk express a similar hope:

Islamic teachings suggest that peace with nature begins
with the harmonization of the human being... In the
daily life of the veritable practitioners of Islam, there is a
practical demonstration of how to cherish social, ethical,
and ecological values leading men and women to the good
life.64

As the two most populous religious communities in the world
today, Muslims and Christians share a particular responsibility
for shaping our future. From the dialogue between Christians
and Muslims concerning ecological visions of nature and peace,
hope can spring anew.

63 Pope Francis, op. cit., #225, 149-150.
64 Said and Funk, op. cit., 176, 179.

The Mystery of Ishmael
The Urgency of Muslim-Christian Solidarity
Edward Joseph Alam
Given the sheer number of human beings virtually everywhere
around the globe today that significantly identify with the largest
world religions of Islam and Christianity, it is vital to the wellbeing of our planet that we uncover, cultivate, and actively
promote a spiritually authentic, even mystical,solidarity between
Muslims and Christians: our very existence in both this life and
the next hangs in the balance. In this life, the existential threats
are well known, and without Christian/Muslim solidarity, we
have little chance of meeting these global challenges adequately;1
as for the next life, we can say very little except to express the
paradoxical conviction that our life there will be both a radical
break with, and a continuation of, our psycho-somatic life here.
Although we can say ‘very little’ due to the severely limited scope
of our knowledge in our present condition as pilgrims, the little
we can and must say is both necessary and crucial if we are not
1

These interrelated existential threats (global corporate capitalism/climate change) are well
known, if largely ignored by those in a position to effectively address them. Sadly, Pope
Benedict XVI’s call in his third and last encyclical, Caritas in Veritate (2009), for a “true
world political authority” to manage these existential dangers, has gone mostly unheeded.
Although he strategically released it the very day before a G8 Summit meeting in Italy with
the hope that the most powerful persons in the world would listen, it seems to have fallen
on deaf ears. More than a decade after his urgent call for such an authority “to manage
the global economy, revive economies, bring about integral and timely disarmament, food
security and peace, guarantee the protection of the environment and regulate migration,”
we find that all these problems have not only gotten substantially worse but, what is more
alarming, are either denied (via false optimism) to be serious problems at all or deemed to
be so serious and complex (via false pessimism) as to be beyond repair. Anticipating such
reactions, Pope Benedict calls out these twin illusory ideologies of pessimism and optimism
by an appeal to the theological virtue of hope, something he stressed during his Papal visit to
Turkey shortly after joining his Muslim brothers in prayer facing Mecca in the Blue Mosque.
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going to lose ourselves on the way toward our final destination;
thus the importance of solid orthodox eschatology in the context
of the Christian ecclesiastical doctrine of “The Body of Christ”,
which affirms that each human being simultaneously exists in
others and, therefore, the final destiny of one is mysteriously
connected to the final destiny of all.

It is a real joy to write this essay in honor of Professor Troll as
an expression of gratitude to, and admiration of, a man and a priest
who has devoted his life to the promotion of this kind of Muslim/
Christian solidarity. I write from the perspective of an Eastern
Catholic of the Syriac tradition (Maronite) in Lebanon where such
solidarity is crucial and, when absent, devastating. While official
Catholic teaching strongly encourages and supports this spiritual
solidarity, far too many Catholics are still either unaware of or
resist this significant movement of the Holy Spirit in our times.
What is more alarming, is the very active and direct efforts on
the part of some ‘evangelical’ modern versions of fundamentalist
Christianity to demonize Islam; such efforts, perhaps in good
faith, have nonetheless reaped havoc over the last few decades
and are widely supported in North and South America, Europe,
Africa, and even in some parts of Asia.2 This increasing trend
to demonize Islam has already resulted in too much needless
death and destruction3 and, if not checked, will certainly lead to
more. My essay, therefore, is meant to resist these tendencies by
showing that the authentic Christian response to Islam, like that
2

This trend not only exists among far too many Christians, but is also present and growing in
other religious traditions. The anti-Muslim movements in India among Hindu nationalists,
for instance, are among the most disturbing, particularly because they go against a long
tradition in Hinduism of openness towards other spiritual traditions and religions.

3

Evangelical Christian Zionists are an important element of the Israel Lobby in the US – a
lobby that played a significant (necessary, but not sufficient) role in the US decision to
invade Iraq in 2003. See John J. Mearsheimer and Stephen M. Walt, The Israel Lobby and
US Foreign Policy (New York: Penguin Books, 2007), 132-139. For theological reasons,
a good majority of these Christian Zionists demonize Muslims and believe Islam to be a
dangerous and false religion, while denouncing Muhammad as a false prophet, even as
an anti-Christ; such denunciation is part and parcel of their support for the state of Israel,
which to some degree influenced the efforts of the Israel Lobby to pressure the US into the
2003 Iraqi war.
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of Troll’s, is to see the believing Muslim as a spiritual ally, not an
enemy, in a common struggle against all those pernicious evils
that threaten human existence and dignity in this life and thus
in the life of the world to come. This eschatological dimension,
once again, is especially important since theological errors in
eschatology (part and parcel of theological errors in ecclesiology)
are, to a large extent, one of the reasons why so many of our
‘evangelical’ brothers and sisters have not been able to embrace
that spiritual and moral solidarity with Muslims to which the
biblical tradition and the teaching of the Church calls us and to
which I refer as the ‘mystery of Ishmael’.

The role of the Ishmaelites in saving the sons of Jacob and
thus all ‘Israel’ is recorded in Sacred Scripture; Joseph is taken
down into Egypt by the Ishmaelites where he is sold once again
into slavery. The Genesis account is well-known with a version
appearing in the Qur’an. Through Joseph’s rise to power and
glory, Jacob and his sons are saved from the famine and all
‘Israel’ ends up prospering in Egypt. The archetypical significance
of this story has been recognized over the ages as containing
many mysteries related to those intermittent periods in the long
history of Islamic civilization wherein the children of Abraham,
Jews, Christians, and Muslims, have displayed authentic spiritual
fraternity.4 Other periods, of course, testify to the neglect of this
story and the genuine sentiments and insights it elicits, resulting
in demonic animosity and needless bloodshed. In more recent
times, the proper relation between Christians and Muslims
(the one I believe the Holy Spirit desires) has finally made
its way into the official Catholic Extraordinary magisterium,
expressed in two well-known documents of nothing less than
an Ecumenical Council: Vatican II’s Lumen Gentium5 and Nostra
4

Such interpretations assume, of course, the historical connection between the biblical
Ishmaelites and the Hashemite clan from which Mohammad is thought to have descended;
it also assumes that Muhammad saw the origins of the Arab people in Ishmael.

5

“But the plan of salvation also includes those who acknowledge the Creator, in the first
place among whom are the Muslims: these profess to hold the faith of Abraham, and
together with us they adore the one, merciful God, mankind’s judge on the last day.” (16)
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Aetate.6 These teachings, which Paul VI, John Paul II, Benedict XVI,7
and Pope Francis8, have all substantially deepened and bravely
witnessed to, were long in the making, but due to the hardness of
our hearts, were only lately enshrined forever in official Catholic
teaching. The immediate historical antecedents of these teachings
go back about a century and are well worth reviewing as one
way of helping our Christian ‘evangelical’ brothers and sisters
submit to the promptings of the Spirit with respect to Islam, and
of overcoming any lasting reluctance among Catholic Christians
to lovingly submit to the official teaching of Holy Mother Church one of the Holy Spirit’s personal living instruments in his mission
to unite all creation to the saving works of Christ Jesus, our Lord
and redeemer.
The immediate historical antecedents of the Church’s teaching
in Vatican II go back, in part, to the intimate friendships through
which the remarkable personality of a man from whom this
teaching would partially emanate, was fashioned. This man was
6

“The Church has also a high regard for the Muslims. They worship God, who is one, living
and subsistent, merciful and almighty, the Creator of heaven and earth (Cf. St. Gregory
VII, Letter III, 21 to Anazir [Al-Nasir], King of Mauretania PL, 148.451A.), who has
spoken to men. They strive to submit themselves without reserve to the hidden decrees of
God, just as Abraham submitted himself to God’s plan, to whose faith Muslims eagerly
link their own. Although not acknowledging him as God, they venerate Jesus as a prophet,
his Virgin Mother they also honor, and even at times devoutly invoke. Further, they await
the Day of Judgment and the reward of God following the resurrection of the dead. For
this reason they highly esteem an upright life and worship God, especially by way of
prayer, alms-deeds and fasting. Over the centuries many quarrels and dissensions have
arisen between Christians and Muslims. The sacred Council now pleads with all to forget
the past, and urges that a sincere effort be made to achieve mutual understanding; for the
benefit of all men, let them together preserve and promote peace, liberty, social justice and
moral values.”

7

My essay, “From Regensburg to Istanbul and Back Again: Benedict XVI and Islam”
attempts to demonstrate, by quoting Pope Benedict XVI’s many teachings on the importance
of Christian/Muslim spiritual solidarity, and by a close reading and presentation of the
argument of the address at Regensburg itself, the gross misinterpretations of this address.
The essay (originally a public presentation in Beirut) is published by the Near Eastern
School of Theology in Lebanon; (Beirut: NEST, 2010).

8

A notable and recent example being the “Document on Human Fraternity for World Peace
and Living Together” signed jointly on 4 February 2019 in Abu Dhabi, UAE, by His
Holiness, Pope Francis, and by the Grand Imam of Al-Azhar, Ahmad Al-Tayyeb.
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Louis Massignon (1883-1962): “a shayk built on a rock, like every
edifice God Himself builds.”9 The first of these friendships was
between him and his father’s10 close friend, Joris-Karl Huysmans,
a talented novelist who underwent a dramatic conversion to
the Catholic Church after a rather decadent career. During six
crucial years of his young adult life from age 16-21, Massignon
was deeply influenced by Huysmans’ genius and passionate
devotion to his Catholic faith, though Louis himself drifted away
from his faith into agnosticism towards the end of this period.
Even after Huysmans’ death, Massignon came to believe that his
friend’s intercession aided him in his spiritual journey, which
eventually led him to return to Christianity. This return to his
faith came through other profound friendships with members of
the prominent Alussy Muslim family of Baghdad, which paved
the way for adramatic and mystical conversion11 in 1908. It is
impossible, of course, to do justice to any of these friendships in
this short essay, and even the best biographies12 inevitably fall
short of capturing the depth and breadth of the impact of these
friendships on the formation of Massignon’s unique personality
and intellectual brilliance. Nor is it possible, of course, to even
mention all of them,13 but a few cannot not be mentioned, such as
9

An expression of the Andalusian Sufi, Shushtari, reflecting on sanctity’s mystical power
to magically transmute urban existence into something extraordinary. See Youakim
Moubarac, Opera Minora (Beirut: Dar Al-Maaraf, 1963) Volume 2 of 4 volumes, 367.

10 Massignon’s deep aesthetic sense comes, it seems, from his father - a successful artist who
excelled in sculpture and painting under the pseudonym, Pierre Roche.
11 He described this conversion as an invasion of a Stranger, which involved, among other
things, the rejection of a brief homosexual expression of friendship (1906) with Luis de
Cuadra, a young Spanish aristocrat that Massignon met as he sailed to Cairo, where he had
planned to study an as yet unspecified topic in Egyptian archeology. Though he rejected
the homosexual expression of this friendship during and after his conversion, the bond
with Cuadra was to play a significant role in Massignon’s new life of faith.
12 One of the best biography’s in English is still the one by Mary Louise Gude, Louis
Massignon: The Crucible of Compassion (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press,
1996); many, but not all, of the biographical details I sketch here are taken from Gaud’s
thoroughly researched and beautifully written book.
13 Among those who must be mentioned, in no particular order, are: Jacques Maritain, Léon
Bloy, Paul Claudel, Gabriel Marcel, Thomas Merton, François Mauriac, Jean Daniélou,
Emmanuel Mounier, Henri Maspero, Judah Magnes, and Charles Journet.
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that with a Lebanese Christian Carmelite priest, Father AnastaseMarie de Saint Elie, with whom Massignon traveled to Beirut
shortly after the trying ordeal in Iraq wherein he almost lost his
mind and his life, and which led to his conversion. In Lebanon,
he confirmed this conversion through a powerful confession to
Father Anastase, deepening their friendship and confirming his
newly discovered and renewed Catholic faith in the context of
his experience with the mystery of Islam - something he shared
in common with another important friend, Charles de Foucauld,
whose experience of God also took place in the milieu of the
mystery of Islam. This mystery, which I refer to in my title as
the ‘mystery of Ishmael’ is partially embodied, for Massignon, in
what can only be described as something he strongly believed
to be a mystical friendship with that figure who consumed his
scholarly and spiritual life, the Sufi mystic, Husayn ibn Mansur
al-Hallaj (d. 922).
Two other key friendships, both with women, must be
noted, the first with his wife (the intricacies of which have not
yet, nor may ever,come to light)14 and the other with the young
woman he first met in Egypt in 1912, Mary Kahil, a bond that

14 Apparently, the homosexual tendencies that Massignon experienced as a young man, in
his brief (less than a year), but intense relationship with Luis de Cuadra (see footnote
11 above), were not deep-seated since seven years later he married Marcelle DansaertTestelin and remained faithful to her for nearly 50 years, raising three children in a devout
Catholic family. But this is an enormously complex subject that still needs to be studied in
the light of (1) Massignon’s theological anthropology, whereby inner femininity for both
men and women plays a central role in the spiritual life and (2) his own ‘confession’ after
he stopped seeing Mary Kahil (less than a year after he met her), once he believed she
was becoming attached to him emotionally: “...that I emerged troubled from this debate
[whether to continue seeing her or not], besides myself to have felt weakening, beneath
an unexpected feminine offensive [referring to the pressure put upon him by the Countess
de Hohenwaert (the Spanish wife of the Austrian consul in Egypt, who first introduced
him to Mary) to continue seeing her], my sinful misogyny has made common cause with
an ascetic ‘manichean’ stance since my conversion. Satisfied at having backed away early
enough to prevent hurt [whether he is referring to hurting Mary or himself or both is
unclear], I began to recite the Magnificat.” Quoted by Jacques Keryell; see “Notice: Kahil,”
L’Hospitalité sacrée (Paris: Nouvelle Cité, 1987), 162. Wendy De Souza’s Unveiling Men:
Modern Masculinities in Twentieth-Century Iran (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press,
2019) partially addresses this ‘enormously complex subject’ in a chapter titled, “Who Is
the Lover? Mysticism and Desire in the Writings of Louis Massignon”.
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was renewed and deepened substantially in 1934, after not
seeing one another for more than two decades. With Mary15 he
eventually established the famous Badaliya16 prayer association
in 1947—the fruit of a rich prayer life they had shared together
long before its formal establishment; in time, this sodality was
sanctioned by the Church and was destined to have a profound
influence on yet another friend, Monsignor Giovanni Battista
Montini, who became a faithful member of the prayer sodality
once it was approved by the Church, and who eventually became,
26 years after Massignon first met him, Pope Paul VI. The
association’s key insight and its very foundation consisted in the
struggle (a kind of jihad) to offer one’s life in a substitutionary
way for others, especially Muslims, so that “the will of God might
be accomplished in them and through them.”17 Massignon felt
that it was up to the Holy Spirit whether or not Muslims would
formally come into the Catholic Church as a result of this prayer,
but this was not the stated intention of the sodality, as Massignon
clearly distinguished between proselytism and evangelization.
I have mentioned above that reviewing some of the
immediate historical antecedents of Vatican II’s teachings may
be one way of helping our Christian ‘evangelical’ brothers and
sisters submit to the promptings of the Spirit regarding solidarity
with Islam and likewise of overcoming any lasting reluctance
among Catholic Christians to embrace the teachings of their own
Church. I have drawn attention to the unique life and genius of
Massignon hoping that the power of his extensive scholarship,
so intricately connected to his dramatic existential experiences
15 Mary Kahil’s father was from an Eastern Catholic (Melkite) family of Syria who had
migrated to Egypt in the 18th century; her mother was German. Mary was educated and
accomplished in both Arabic and European culture and played a major role in arranging
for Massignon to both transfer from the Latin Rite to the Melkite Rite and to be ordained
a priest (1950) in this latter Rite of the Catholic Church. (Gude, Crucible, 78; 179-181).

16 The term comes from the Arabic verbal root, b-d-l, and means to exchange, substitute,
convert, even to trade or barter, but the primary meaning for Massignon was soteriological,
as in the idea of ‘mystical substitution’, and is related to the Islamic notion of abdal –
which somehow signifies a temporal chain of substitutes or intercessors before God.
17 Gude, op. cit., 134-135.
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and friendships, will help clear the way for the beginning of
such a submission. There is a chance, of course, that it might
present further obstacles in this regard, since Massignon and
his writings, as extensive and demanding as they are, have
been so misinterpreted and misrepresented. Nonetheless, I am
convinced that a thorough reading of his work in the context of
his profound friendships and very active public (but mystically
private) life will continue to yield more and more of that same
sweet fruit of Muslim/Christian solidarity, which has already
nourished millions. The challenge is to better comprehend
his life, personality, and thought in their inimitable unity and
then to appropriate this unity in such a way as to continue the
sweet nourishment that had such a wonderful and surprising
beginning18 in the documents of Vatican II. This challenge is one
that the English speaking world in particular must now take up,
as Massignon’s thought is still little known there.

One of Massignon’s claims (which he painstakingly proves),
that “[t]he mysticism of Islam is what has made it an international
and universal religion,”19 has important implications for
Christian/Muslim solidarity in the context of a revival of those
areas of Catholic and Muslim theology, namely soteriology and
eschatology, that have gradually fallen out of vogue, thus creating
voids that superficial and fundamentalist theologies have
understandably attempted to fill. Of course, the dynamics and
theological categories are quite different in the two religions, and

18 Sydney Griffith correctly makes the point in his precise and insightful Foreword to
Krokos’ Theology that no one on the eve of Vatican II could have foreseen the new
teaching regarding the Church’s relations with non-Christian religions. At the same time,
it must be said that Christian/Muslim solidarity really did exist ‘on the ground’ in certain
places at certain times long before Vatican II; Lebanon is one example if you take the
long view of its history. In this regard, the Church’s teaching at Vatican II ought not
to be interpreted along the lines of what Pope Benedict XVI called a ‘Hermeneutic of
discontinuity and rupture’, but in the spirit of a ‘Hermeneutic of reform’. In this, I believe
he was drawing upon the work of John Henry Newman’s classical 1845 work, An Essay
on the Development of Christian Doctrine (New York: Image Books, 1960), especially see
174-264.

19 Louis Massignon, Essay on the Origins of the Technical Language of Islamic Mysticism,
trans. Benjamin Clark (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1997), 9.
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even different within each religion (Shiite vs. Sunni/Catholic vs.
Protestant) and in the different regions of these religions, but it
may be a general truth that whenever mysticism’s universalizing
role is neglected or forgotten in either Christianity or Islam, their
mutual relationship suffers and their theologies tend to reap
division and violence both within and without.

Even though Massignon’s claim was in the historical context
of the dissemination of Islam, (i.e., “the persuasive example of
Muslim hermits, as well as that of the Chishtiyya, Shaariyya,
and Naqsh-bandiyya sheikhs who learned the local dialects and
mingled with the people, did much more than the tyrannical
fanaticism of conquerors speaking foreign languages to convert
so many Indians and Malays to Islam”20), I think it can be extended
as a general rule applicable across history to all three Abrahamic
religions.21 That is to say, genuine Jewish, Christian, and Muslim
mystics tend to curb fanatic fundamentalism within their own
traditions while opening bonds of fraternity among themselves
and with other traditions. The lurking danger here, of course,
and tending towards the opposite extreme, is the promotion of
a superficial sentimentalism that ends up in a flat syncretism
- ultimately undermining all and any real faith in anything
doctrinally substantive whatsoever; certainly, none of the great
and enduring mystics in any of these traditions went down that
path. On the contrary, doctrines were deepened by the mystics
and through this deepening created greater space for fruitful
dialogue and mutual understanding and appreciation. This is
powerfully seen in Massignon’s unearthing of the soteriological
and eschatological beliefs operative in the mystical life and
death of al-Hallaj: Massignon’s own faith in the redeeming life,
passion, death and resurrection of Christ Jesus, and his belief in
the eschatological implications of these redemptive acts, are not
only not watered down, but profoundly strengthened, deepened,
and universalized. The Muslim/Christian solidarity which the
20 Ibid.

21 Perhaps this is the case for all the world’s great religions.
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Catholic Church officially teaches and promotes at this precise
kairos in history is not just about tolerating one another’s ‘false’
beliefs for the time being to keep some sort of artificial peace; it
is not about identifying the least common denominator on the
surface of the two faith traditions, but precisely about plumbing
the depths of the complementary missions dwelling mysteriously
in the Ishmaelite/Israelite posterity of Abraham himself:
As for Ishmael, I have heard you [Abraham]; behold I will
bless him [Ishmael] and make him fruitful and multiply
him exceedingly; he shall be the father of twelve princes
and I will make him a great nation.22

Through his massive learning, careful scholarship, and
intimate friendships with many exceptional and saintly
personalities (both living and dead)23 Massignon singularly24
penetrated this ‘mystery of Ishmael’ in a way that led to
substantive reform in the teaching of Vatican II on Islam. This
openness towards Islam, as I have said, had in turn important
theological implications in terms of deepening and renewing
other branches of theology which, before the Council, were
showing signs of either neglect or fideist fundamentalism.25
With respect to soteriology, Massignon renewed its doctrinal
element of mystical substitutional sacrifice, so prevalent and
central in the animal sacrifices of First and Second Temple
22 Genesis 17: 20-21

23 Massignon believed deeply in the Catholic doctrine of the ‘Communion of Saints’ and
was convinced that his mother (to whom he was always very close), Joris-Karl Huysmans,
St. Francis of Assisi, and especially al-Hallaj, had all interceded for him at pivotal times in
his life.

24 Of course there were many others, besides Massignon, who played significant roles in
the formulation of the final teaching of Vatican II, not to mention the Council Fathers
themselves who wrote, debated and agreed upon the final written expression, but
Massignon’s role, though not sufficient, was absolutely necessary and unique. A thorough
discussion of this point can be found in the significant study of Gavin D’Costa, Vatican
II: Catholic Doctrines on Jews and Muslims (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014)
165-187.
25 This is much too complicated and extensive to treat here, but suffice it to say that Vatican
II sought to address these tendencies through its new expression of old ecclesiological and
sacramental truths.
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Judaism, which Jesus, as High Priest, had perfected in his own
substitutional sacrifice. This perfection of the Old Law necessarily
brought an end to animal sacrifice, as the first Jewish Christian
community realized very early on, but St. Paul’s “Now I rejoice
in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I complete what
is lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body, that is,
the church,”26 also made it clear that innocent suffering united to
Christ’s suffering was efficacious for the perfection of his Church
- to make her a spotless bride. Massignon’s insight here was to
see that the innocent suffering of the Sufi mystic and martyr,
al-Hallaj, though not formally or visibly a part of the Church,
nonetheless participated in this on-going work of salvation for
the Church through Christ. And not only the “Hallajian fiat”, but
all genuine Muslims, who are part of the authentic mystery of
Ishmael, also potentially participate in a special way as the
posterity of Abraham, mystically united through their innocent
suffering and good works, to Christ. Massignon made it clear
that “to complete what is lacking” by no means meant that
Christ’s sacrifice was not enough, or somehow imperfect, or not
ultimate; on the contrary, it was perfect, eternal, and universal,
and thus had universal (catholic) reach - calling all of creation,
and all people, especially the posterity of Abraham’s first son, to
participate in it in a mystical way. His understanding of badaliya
tried to capture all these soteriological mysteries in a new way,
while deepening and confirming orthodox soteriology, and at the
same time breaking new doctrinal (ecclesiological) ground in the
Church’s understanding of her relation to Islam.
Similar to the way Massignon’s exposure to the mysticism
of al-Hallaj deepened and strengthened his appreciation for
and understanding of Christian soteriology, so too his discovery
of Islamic (especially Shiite) eschatology, with its mystical
soteriological (badaliya) undertones, renewed and strengthened
his appreciation for Christian eschatology. Of course the influence
went in both directions: his Catholic beliefs made him more

26 Colossians 1:24
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attentive to similar beliefs in Islam. Regarding eschatology, the
strong emphasis on the ‘day of judgment’ and the consummation
of creation in Islamic mysticism enabled him to rethink Christian
eschatology within the context of a greater appreciation for
Christian mysticism. This enabled him to confirm orthodox
Christian teaching about the ‘end things’ in such a way as to avoid
two opposite extremes: the modern ‘conservative’ fundamentalist
extreme based upon a literal reading of Sacred Scripture that
was cut-off from the Semitic mystical tradition of exegesis, which
continued among the early Eastern (Syriac and Greek) Fathers
of the Church, and a modern ‘liberal’ interpretation of Scripture
that stripped it, using a scientist hermeneutic, of all existential
and transcendental meaning and substance. In both cases, and in
both Christianity and Islam, the mistake, according to Massignon,
was rooted in a neglect of authentic mystical traditions. Such
negligence in both traditions stemmed not from some sort of
gnostic inaccessibility on the part of the mystics themselves, but
from a lack of simplicity and humility on the part of those leaders
who manipulated religious power for worldly gain. The genuine
mystics, for all their profundity, were exceedingly simple,
practical, and down-to-earth, and spoke powerfully and effectively
to ordinary people about the ‘end things’. This is not the place
to fully present Massignon’s confirmation of traditional Catholic
eschatology in the light of his rediscovery and appreciation of the
complementary natures of Islamic and Christian mysticism, but I
would like to juxtapose this traditional Catholic eschatology to a
particular brand of Christian eschatology that I alluded to above,
and one which plays a major role in preventing many Christians
from recognizing the genuine Muslim believer as a brother or
sister, an ally, in a common struggle against modern forms of
injustice and evil.
I am referring, in particular, to that brand of Christian
eschatology presented by John Nelson Darby (1800-1882),
which was widely popularized and disseminated years later
in Hal Lindsay’s 1970 publication, The Late Great Planet Earth
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(over 30 million copies sold) and then further popularized and
disseminated, in our own times, by Tim LaHaye and Jeremy
Jenkins in their record-breaking sales of the book consisting
of 16 religious novels (1995-2007) - singled out in 2018, by
the Public Broadcasting Service, as one of the 100 most widely
read and most influential novels in American history.27 Darby’s
dispensationalism28 has taken many forms over the years,
and has been manipulated for political reasons in a variety
of different ways, but one constant, at least since the middle
of the last century, has been to see the establishment of the
modern state of Israel as a direct act of God in preparation of
the ‘end times’ and ‘last days’. Inevitably, for reasons having to
do with a dispensationalist interpretation of prophetic literature,
Islam is identified as playing a definitive role in the final battle
between good and evil, with Muslims taking the side of evil
against Christians and those Jews who have converted in mass to
Christianity as a ‘sign’ of the Second Coming of Christ. Needless
to say, such interpretations go completely against the grain of
Catholic eschatology and the Church’s call for Christian/Muslim
solidarity, and are recipes, as I mentioned above, for needless
wars, tensions, and meaningless hatreds. This is not the place
to argue against dispensationalist theology in favor of covenant
theology, which has a much older tradition behind it. Such
arguments, in any case, often lead nowhere, especially when
they are approached with closed minds and hearts. The better
argument for Christian/Muslim solidarity, I suggest, is the one
27 These 16 books are presented under the title Left Behind and present a Christian evangelical
account of the End Times. Left Behind is now a multimedia franchise.

28 Dispensationalism is often contrasted with the “covenant theology” of traditional
Christianity (i.e., Roman Catholicism and Greek Orthodoxy) whereby the Old Testament is
definitively interpreted in the light of the New Testament; the promises to Israel, therefore,
are fulfilled in the Church, which is the Mystical Body (Bride) of Christ. Dispensationalism
rejects this sort of covenant theology and believes revelation is progressive; it is primarily
a system of interpretation that divides biblical history into “dispensations” or rigorously
defined periods to which God has given certain administrative principles which he holds
people accountable for in terms of accepting and living by these principles. The preferred
method of interpretation of dispensationalism is a literal (or grammatical-historical)
interpretation.
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that urges Christians to get to know Islam through friendships
with genuinely devout Muslims in order to see for themselves
that we are not enemies, but that we are allies in a common
battle against all those evils that undermine human dignity—a
battle that clears the way for the only thing that really matters:
unending love and praise of the One true God, the merciful and
the compassionate.

The Allegation of Text Distortion
(tahrīf) in Islam
.

An Ongoing Interfaith Challenge
Anja Middelbeck-Varwick

Taḥrīf – a Key Term in the Islamic Self-perception
To this day, the Islamic concept of “text distortion” (taḥrīf)
remains definitive for the relationship between Islam and the
two older, monotheistic religions of Judaism and Christianity.
Over the course of the history of the religion of Islam, the
allegation has taken on distinct and varied emphases and
functions. Essentially, the allegation is made against the so-called
“People of the Book” (ahl al-kitāb), the Jews and Christians. In
the broadest sense, it says that the ahl al-kitāb have not properly
preserved the revelation given to them. The definition of what
text distortion actually means, as will be shown, is relevant for
interfaith relationships in three ways: First, it makes a definitive
statement about the relationship of the Qur’an to the Bible. Second,
this gives the interpretation of the term a central, potentially
even constitutive, role in the Islamic self-image. And third, the
understanding of taḥrīf is of great moment in the relationship of
the two older religions to Islam. We are thus dealing with a key
Islamic concept, a motif that, in its various guises, is constantly
shaping both identity and (in both directions) relationships.1 In
the Qur’an, in line with later exegetical distinctions, the term
1

The term is derived from the verb yuharrifūna (distort, falsify); as noun taḥrīf, distortion,
falsification. As a guide to understanding, cf. Lazarus-Yafeh, Hava, taḥrīf, in: EI2 retrieved
from:
http://dx-1doi-1org-1549439870two.erf.sbb.spk-berlin.de/10.1163/1573-3912_
islam_SIM_7317 [15 May 2018; online since 2012]; printed edition 1960-2007. Also cf.R.
Caspar and J-M Gaudeul, Jean-Marie, “Textes de la tradition musulman e concernant le
taḥrīf (falsification),” Islamochristiana 4 (1980): 61-104.
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refers to a “distortion of meaning” (taḥrīf al-ma‘na) or to false
interpretation of preceding revelation; in exegetical history,
however, it assumes a conspicuously new quality. It is then used
to indicate deliberate and direct falsification of the text (taḥrīf
al-lafẓ).2

In itself, the structure of the allegation is older than Islam.
The motif of text distortion is to be found in the early history of
the process of the differentiation of Christian groups from Jewish
positions. A formative role in the tradition, as it were, was played
by Justin Martyr (100-165 CE)3, who accused Jewish scholars
of a deliberate distortion of the Greek Old Testament in his
“Dialogue with Trypho”. According to Justin, the Jews sought, by
these means, to undermine the foundation of Christian scriptural
argument.4

The motif has proven exceedingly durable within the
Christian tradition, being used to justify the destruction of Jewish
texts in the Middle Ages and the early modern period. Although
it would certainly be worthwhile exploring in more depth
the accusation, as already levelled by Justin, that the Jews had
completely eliminated several passages that prefigured Jesus,
2

On this, cf. T. Guezelmansur, ed., Das koranische Motiv der Schriftverfälschung (taḥrīf)
durch Juden und Christen (Regensburg: Verlag Friedrich Pustet, 2014).

3

I am particularly grateful to Rainer Kampling for drawing my attention to Justin.

4

Justin was born around 100 CE in Flavia Neapolis [Samaria; today: Nablus, Palestine] and
died in 165 in Rome. In the Dialogue with Trypho, Section 71, he wrote: “1. Further, I do
not believe your teachers when they do not agree with the interpretations by the Seventy
elders at the court of Ptolemy, King of Egypt, but endeavour to give interpretations
themselves. 2. And I would have you know that they have completely removed from the
interpretations which were made by the elders at the court of Ptolemy many passages by
which this very One who was crucified is plainly proved to have been proclaimed as God,
and man, and crucified, and dying. But these passages, since I am aware that all who are
of your nation deny them, I do not adduce in such enquiries as we are now making, but
I come to discuss those which are still acknowledged among you. 3. For you recognize
all those that I have brought forward to you, save that you made a contradiction about the
text: Behold, the virgin shall be with child, saying that it runs: ‘Behold, the young woman
shall be with child.’ And I promised that I would prove that it was spoken not of Hezekiah,
as you were taught, but of this my Christ. So now I come to the proof.” Cited from:
Translations of Christian Literature: Series I - Greek Texts. Justin Marty: The Dialogue
with Trypho, trans. A.L. Williams (SPCK: London, 1930).
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the reference to this earlier usage must suffice here.5 The focus
below is far more, and primarily, on the Qur’an and some points
along the course of its interpretation with regard to the motif of
distortion.

The Allegation Within, and the Position of, the Qur’an

It is not easy to define what specifically is meant by Islamic
Theology with the term “text distortion” (taḥrīf). First, it is
important to clarify the context in which the Qur’an refers to the
“People of the Book” and their biblical books.

Assumed Identity of the Qur’an with Biblical Texts

Particularly in the earlier, Meccan Surahs, the fundamental
recognition of Jewish and Christian revelatory scriptures does
not appear to have been problematic. On the contrary, they
reveal an assumption of the essential identity of the Torah, the
Gospels and the Qur’an. Accordingly, Qur’anic revelation should
remind Jews and Christians of what their own scriptures have
already told them. The Qur’an is highly self-referential in this
respect, positioning itself as one of a series of revelations. In
surah 6, verse 92, we read: “And this is a blessed Book which
We have sent down, bringing blessings and confirming [the
revelations] which came before it: that you may warn the Mother
of Towns [Mecca] and all those around it. Those who believe in
the Hereafter believe in it, and they are constant in guarding
their prayers.”
It must also be assumed that the proclamation of the
Qur’an by Muhammad was in a setting in which knowledge of
biblical figures and of the customs and teachings of Jews and
Christians could be assumed.6 As already existing scriptures, the
5

G.S. Reynolds, “On the Qurʾanic Accusation of Scriptural Falsification (taḥrīf) and Christian
Anti-Jewish Polemic,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 130, no. 2 (2010): 189-202.

6

Cf. S. Schreiner, “Der Qur’an als Auslegung der Bibel – die Bibel als Verstehenshilfe
des Qur’ans: Zur Wechselbeziehungzwischen Bibel und Qur’an,” in Naheist Dir das
Wort: Schriftauslegung in Christentum und Islam, ed. H. Schmid, A. Renz and B. Ucar
(Regensburg, Verlag Friedrich Pustet, 2010), 167–183.

Anja Middelbeck-Varwick 105

Qur’an names the “Scrolls” of Abraham (ṣuḥuf; 87:18-19), the
“Torah” of Moses (taurāt; 2:53), the “Psalms” of David (zabūr;
4:163), the “Book” of John the Baptist (al-kitāb; 19:12) and the
“Gospel” of Jesus (inğīl; 12:2).7 Accordingly, the “Arabic Qur’an”
(12:2) given to Muhammad, confirms the preceding revelation,
with its prophets and scriptures - scriptures, that is, that are
generally considered books of the Bible.8 The following verse
is representative of the traditional approach assumed in the
Qur’an, i.e. the assumed agreement between the Qur’an itself and
the older revelations: “And in their footsteps, We sent Jesus, son
of Mary, confirming the Torah that had come before him, and
We gave him the Gospel, in which was guidance and light and
confirmation of the Torah that had come before it, a guidance
and an admonition to the pious.” (5:46)

The Qur’an, then, sees itself as an admonishing reminder,
confirmation or reinforcement of that which had already been
given. The Torah and the Gospel, in turn, draw on a divine original
text, the umm al-kitāb (Arab. “Mother of the Book”). The prophets
thus passed on the same message, of which “only” a reminder was
necessary: belief in the one and only God.9 On the one hand, the
above puts beyond any doubt, as Stefan Schreiner expressed it,
that the books of the Bible “are part of the deposit of faith of the
Muslims and, together with the Qur’an, constitute a contiguous
tradition.”10 On the other hand, it is already clear at this point
that the Qur’an perceives these Biblical scriptures as “obviously
something different from the Bible as understood in Jewish and
Christian tradition.”11 This tension is already addressed in the
Qur’an, for Muhammad by no means met with the approbation of
all Jewish and Christian groups as initially expected.12
7

S. Schreiner, op. cit., 169.

8

Loc. cit.

9

Cf. Renz, Mensch, 471. Further examples: 2:146; 3:2–4; 11:17; 41:43; 26:192, 196; 23:68;
81:27; 7:69 and elsewhere

10 Schreiner, op. cit., 169.
11 Loc. cit.
12 Cf. for orientation: Dziri, Amir, Sīra. Einführung in die Prophetenbiografie, Freiburg i. Br. 2014.
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The view of the “People of the Book” and of their
understanding of the scriptures changes in proportion to the
opposition Muhammad experiences and the vehement refusal
of recognition accorded to him by other believers, instead of
simply joining him.13 In particular, the conflict with the Jewish
tribes of Medina is reflected in many verses of the Qur’an. Here,
in the Medinan surahs, we find very brusque distinctions. There
is, accordingly, a very clear development in tone in the course of
Qur’anic revelation. In this regard, Catharina Wenzel observes,
In the Medinan surahs we clearly sense the tense mood.
There were confrontations, disputes, in which the Jews
accused Muhammad of differences between the Bible
and the Qur’anic revelations and mocked him (3:20;
3:181; 4:46). Muhammad, meanwhile, insisted that the
Old Testament scriptures were full of the reproach of
God and the prophets (2:87-96). The Jews, according to
Muhammad, had breached the covenant with God, and for
this reason God had made their hearts hard and stubborn
(5:16); furthermore, they had taken usury (4:161),
although this was prohibited in the law (Lev. 25:36f). In
addition to all this, there were hefty accusations that they
had deliberately twisted and distorted the scriptures.
(2:75; 3:64; 5:13; 6:91).14

From now on, the “People of the Book”, that is, initially
the Jews, are confronted with the allegation that they have
misappropriated the one original message.15 The message of the
Qur’an aims to remind them of the right approach, which once was
to correctly guide the people. The Qur’anic revelation requires a
return to the original single teaching. It means the confirmation

13 Friedmann Eissler retraced this using the example of Moses: As Muhammad’s prophetic
role model, Moses is more and more “Islamified” in reaction to the opposition the latter
experienced from the Jews of Medina; cf. Eissler, Friedmann, Mose im Islam, in: Böttrich,
Christfried / Ego, Beate / Eissler, Friedmann, Mose in Judentum, Christentum und Islam,
(Göttingen: 2010), 112–181.

14 Ibrāhīm Wenzel, 202–203.
15 Qur’an 3:70–71 “O People of the Book! Why do you disbelieve in the signs of Allah,
while you yourselves bear witness to their truth? You People of the Book! Why do you
mix truth with falsehood and conceal the truth while you know?”
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of the preceding messengers in the sense of a message restoring
the single truth to which they all bore witness and which had
been forgotten or which had not been correctly established in the
tradition. Angelika Neuwirth describes the process of escalating
conflict over the scriptures as follows:
The generally accessible monotheistic tradition of Mecca
became in Medina a subject of conflict insofar as a
monopoly on the Biblical and post-Biblical traditions was
reclaimed by very definite interpretative communities,
represented by learned Jews and Christians, and the new
congregation had to contend with these; the reconstruction
of the details of this interaction remains to be done.16

From now on, only those preceding revelatory scriptures
were valid which did not run counter to the Qur’an as the
ultimate revelation.17 By and by, the Qur’an becomes the
standard for measuring the Biblical scriptures - whereas in the
Meccan period the Torah and the Gospel served as the standard
by which the Qur’anic revelation was measured. It is, however,
never called into question that the People of the Book have
a special status with regard to the history of revelation: God’s
signs were first revealed to them and apply equally to them.
Andreas Grünschloss aptly describes the lasting ambivalent
temporal relationship of the Qur’an to the “People of the Book”
as a “retrospective identification” for the purpose, as a rule, of
self-legitimation.18 The Qur’an serves, Grünschloss continues, as
a bridge to restore the connection to pure monotheism. Qur’anic
revelation, factually new, is presented as a restoration of the
original proclamation. The faith approach of the others, the Jews
and Christians, in contrast, is considered factually insufficient, as
seen in the Islamic accusation of text distortion.
16 Angelika Neuwirth, Der Qur’an als Text der Spätantike: Ein Europäischer Zugang (Berlin
2010), 27.
17 Cf. Schreiner, op. cit., 174.
18 Cf. Andreas Grünschloss, “Der eigene und der fremde Glaube. Studien zur interreligiösen
Fremdwahrnehmung” in Islam, Hinduismus, Buddhismus und Christentum (HUTh 37).
Tübingen, 118–127; e.g. 5:51 and 5:44–50.
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Although the Qur’an itself, as a consequence, is the yardstick,
the bible continues to be an “aid to understanding”.19 And so we
find in the Qur’an, in surah 10:94, the admonition: “So if you
are in doubt concerning that which We have revealed unto you,
then ask those who were reading the Book before you!” Overall,
the Qur’an, however, does not see itself as a continuation of the
preceding revelations, but rather as a correction to them.

Within the Qur’an we find a highly ambivalent relationship
to those who have the scriptures, initially harmonic but
ultimately critical and extremely confrontational. It is important,
though, that the claim of a common origin is not revised. The
preceding revelations remain, in principle, in force - despite all
the objections and the developing tension.20 Furthermore, many
Biblical accounts in the Qur’an are so abbreviated that they can
scarcely be comprehended without reference to their Biblical
or para-Biblical origins.21 Alongside the need for legitimation,
then, there is also a theological dependence on the preceding
scriptures.

Dimensions of Taḥrīf in the Qur’an

The word taḥrīf is only found in verb form, as yuḥarrifūna,
four times in the Qur’an,22 and it only means falsification in two
places; on the other two occasions, it refers more to “distortion”.
There are a number of other terms, too, but Muslim theologians
have always expressed their judgment of the Jewish and Christian
attitude to the scriptures in terms of taḥrīf, which is thus also
a collective term that encompasses the other relevant terms.23
19 Schreiner, op. cit., 167; Cf. 16:43; 10:94.

20 Cf. Anja Middelbeck-Varwick Cum Aestimatione: Kontureneiner Christlichen Islamtheologie,
(Münster: 2017) in particular section 3.2.2.
21 In this regard, very concisely, cf. Stefan Schreiner, “Der Qur’an als Auslegung der Bibel
- die Bibelals Verstehenshilfe des Qur’ans. Zur Wechselbeziehungzwischen Bibel und
Qur’an,” Bibel und Kirche 69, no. 3 (2014): 140-145.
22 2:75; 4:46; 5:13; 5:41.
23 Lejla Demiri, “Taḥrīf in der vor modernen muslimischen Literatur,” Guezelmansur, 15-44.
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Stefan Schreiner identifies six different expressions used in this
context in the Qur’an alone:24

(1) To misrepresent the meaning (ḥarrafa l-kalima
‘anmawāḍi‘ihī): “So, because of their breach of the covenant,
We cursed them and made their hearts grow hard. They change
the words from their places and have abandoned a good part
of the Message that was sent to them. And you will not cease to
discover deceit in them, except a few of them. But forgive them
and overlook [their misdeeds]. Verily, Allâh loves good-doers.”
(5:13)
(2) To exchange one word for another (baddala qaulan):
“But those who did wrong changed the word from that which
had been told to them for another ....” (2:59)

(3) To twist the words with the tongue (lawā al sinatahū bilkitāb): “And verily, among them is a party who distort the Book
with their tongues [as they read], so that you may think it is from
the Book, but it is not from the Book, and they say: ‘This is from
Allah,’ but it is not from Allah; and they speak a lie against Allah
while they know it.” (3:78)
(4) To shroud the truth with lies (labisa l-ḥāqq bil-bāṭil),
here direct to the “Children of Israel”: “And mix not truth with
falsehood, nor conceal the truth while you know the truth.” (2:42)

(5) To obscure or withhold a part of the Scripture: “They did
not estimate Allah with an estimation due to Him when they said:
‘Nothing did Allah send down to any human being [by revelation].’
Say: ‘Who then sent down the Book which Moses brought, a light
and a guidance to mankind which you have made into separate
paper sheets, disclosing [some of it] and concealing much. And
you were taught that which neither you nor your fathers knew.’
Say: ‘Allah.’ Then leave them to play in their vain discussions.”
(6:91)
24 Schreiner, op. cit., 175.
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(6) To write the Scriptures with one’s own hand: “Then woe
to those who write the Book with their own hands and then say,
‘This is from Allah,’ to purchase it with a little price! Woe to them
for what their hands have written, and woe to them, for that they
earn thereby.” (2:79)

Two observations can be made on the basis of the above:
First, the examples all show that “text distortion” in the Qur’an
refers to the sense and meaning of the text, not to the text itself.
Second, it must be stated that, as used in the Qur’an, the allegation
is primarily levelled at Jews. Christians are accused of false
beliefs, but they are only touched by the allegation of distorting
the Scriptures in one place in the Qur’an (5:47), and even there
it is only implied. This changes in the commentary of Ibn Ḥazm,
who applies the concept equally to Jews and Christians. Many
commentators, however, exclude Christians when they refer to
taḥrīf verses.

Taḥrīf in Later Exegesis

Alongside the Qur’an itself, the accounts of the dealings
of the prophet Muhammad and his customs - the Sunna - are
definitive in opening up Islamic teachings. Here, however, there
is nothing essentially new to be found on the subject of taḥrīf.
The ambivalent and controversial conceptualization denoted
in the Qur’an continues in early Islamic Hadith literature. The
chroniclers of the sayings of the prophet report, on the one
hand, that Muhammad advised believers against consulting the
People of the Book with regard to their scriptures, but on the
other hand that he most definitely permitted some individuals to
read the Torah and the Qur’an.25 Camilla Adang aptly comments:
“This contradiction, however, says more about the attitude of the
transmitters and collectors of traditions than about Muhammad’s
attitude.”26 Accordingly, the tradition teaches that the prophet
said Muslims should neither contradict nor agree with the
25 Cf. Camilla Adang, Muslim Writers on Judaism and the Hebrew Bible: From Ibn Rabban
to Ibn Ḥazm (Leiden, New York: Cologne, 1996), 7.

26 Ibid., 8.
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“People of the Book”; this means that it is forbidden to disbelieve
Jews and Christians, but at the same time it is also forbidden to
accept as truth that which has been changed. The tension already
described thus remains.

For many years, established research considered the
Andalusian scholar, Abū Muhammad Ali b. Ahmed ibn Ḥazm (9941064), to be the first to deploy the allegation of taḥrīf in the sense
of a deliberate distortion of the text. This has now been refuted:
more recent research shows that this understanding of text
distortion had already developed at the beginning of theological
contact between Muslims, Jews and Christians.27 The allegation
of distortion was being debated between Christians and Muslims
as early as the 8th century, as is demonstrated by the well-known
though fictitious dialogue between the Nestorian Patriarch
Timothy 1 (died 823) and the Abbasid Caliph al-Mahdi (caliphate
775-785).28 In the early history of the distortion debate, the
omission of scriptural passages was at first the main accusation;
mostly, the complaint was that passages foretelling Muhammad
were missing.29 In the following period, the Bible was read for
a distinctly varied range of scholarly interests. Abū al-Qāsim
(died 860)30 in his “Refutation of the Christians”, for example,
27 Lejla Demiri, op. cit., 38-39.

28 The text distortion allegation is thus already found in the 9th century work of al-Dschāhiz
(died 869), al-Maqdīs (died 966) and al-Bīrūnī (died 1050/51). Cf. Thomas Würtz, “Ibn
Ḥazm: Göttliche Rechtleitung und menschlicheVerfälschung,” in GottesWerk und Adams
Beitrag. Formen der Interaktionzwischen Mensch und Gottim Mittelalter, ed. Thomas
Honegger, Huber-Rebenich, Gerlinde, Leppin, Volker (Berlin: 2014), 91-110.
29 These relate, for example, to the supposed foretelling of Muhammad in the Bible referred
to in Surah 61:6 (“O Children of Israel! I am the Messenger of Allah unto you, confirming
the Torah [which came] before me, and giving glad tidings of a Messenger to come after
me, whose name shall be Ahmad”.) This verse is taken to relate to Jn. 14:16, “And I will
ask the Father, and he will give you another Helper, to be with you forever...” The term
Helper (Greek parakletos) is, by vowel change, transformed into perykletos, i.e. the greatly
praised, in Arabic “Ahmad”, making it the equivalent of the name “Muhammad”. Along
with the words about the paraclete in the Gospel According to John (cf. 14: 16-17; 15:26;
16:4b-15), Deuteronomy 18:18 is a classical Islamic reference passage.
30 Cf. David Thomas, “Abū l-Qāsim al-Balkhī,” in Christian-Muslim Relations. A
Bibliographical History. Volume 2 (900-1050), ed. David Thomas, Mallett, Alexander,
Roggema, Barbara (Leiden: 2010), 188–191.
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also made intense use of Biblical texts; he still considered the
text itself to be trustworthy, reserving the allegation of distortion
for the interpretation.

Undoubtedly, polemics and apologetics, that is to say, the
interest in proving text distortion, were central factors motivating
the engagement with Biblical texts. But the Bible was also used
as a source of information, e.g. for the recording of history, for
accounts of the prophets and frequently in Qur’an commentaries.
Commentaries do indeed extensively cite the Bible to explain
more clearly sentences from the Qur’an, making the Bible an aid
to the understanding of the Qur’an. As Lejla Demiri expresses it,
“The works of the early Islamic historians such as Ibn Wāḍiḥ alYa‘qūbī (died 292/905), Ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī (died 310/923) and
Abū al-Raiḥān al-Bīrūnī (died 453/1061) show their extensive
knowledge of the Bible. Similarly, the Islamic mystic literature
contains numerous references to the Gospels and to statements
attributed to Jesus. Qur’an commentators such as Burhān al-Dīn
al-Biqā‘ī (died 885/1480) cite the Bible extensively, not only for
polemic or apologetic purposes but also to explain the verses of
the Qur’an.”31

Recent research in this area will allow a differentiated
account to be made of this in the future.32 Such research can
break down traditional stereotypical views, consisting of
assumptions and generalisations, that there is and always has
been a fundamental Islamic disinterest in Biblical texts and that
the texts of the Qur’an are, essentially, sufficient unto themselves.
31 Demiri, op. cit., 15-44.

32 Cf. e.g. Walid A. Saleh, In Defence of the Bible: A Critical Edition and an Introduction to
al-Biqā‘ī’s Bible Treatise (Leiden: 2008). But even if such differentiation is still wanting in
interfaith theology, it can be assumed that Hans Zirker is right when he speaks of the texts
of the Qur’an being, essentially, sufficient unto themselves. The Islamic understanding
of the Qur’an is not compatible with “looking for the origin of specific elements of the
Qur’an in Biblical traditions”. Nevertheless, there are “three exceptions to the Islamic
disinterest in Biblical texts: (1) the search for Biblical foretelling of the future prophet
Muhammad; (2) evidence of distortion (taḥrīf) of Biblical tradition;”... (3) supplementation
of the Qur’anic accounts of the prophets with isra’iliyyat.”
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The Systematic Thinker from Córdoba: Ibn Ḥazm (died
456/1064)

Ibn Ḥazm came from Cordoba, a caliphate that had been
independent of Baghdad since 929, a remnant branch of the
Umayyad dynasty that had ruled the entire Islamic empire
from Damascus until 750. In view of the destruction of the
political order, he sought to produce a unified Qur’an exegesis
built on the literal interpretation of the revelatory text.33 His
examination of the Torah and the Bible, aimed at pointing out the
supposedly obvious contradictions and clear lies of the Jews and
Christians, can be found in the “Book of Opinions on Religions,
Heresies and Sects”. It is worthwhile and appropriate to take
note of Ibn Ḥazm’s harsh criticism of earlier revelations, as he
assumes a fundamental and massive text distortion (taḥrīf annass) - a criticism which he combines with systematic analysis.
Engagement with Ibn Ḥazm’s allegation is also worthwhile
because he addresses it particularly to Christianity.34 Ibn Ḥazm is
worthy of attention not least because of his impact. The Islamic
studies scholar Thomas Würtz writes, “Although his hypothesis
of a massive text distortion was not unopposed, this definition of
distortion (taḥrīf) is largely accepted today.”35 Will we continue
to see discussion of a continuity in revelation and confirmation
with Ibn Ḥazm? To what extent do the People of the Book retain
the special position accorded them in the Qur’an?

An essential foundation for Ibn Ḥazm’s thought is the
“miracle” of the Qur’an, in his view attested even by contemporary
witnesses, reliably given to the prophet Muhammad.36 This

33 “Such a spiritual background, however, cannot be claimed for 11th-century Andalusia in
general. At the same time, for example, in his book ‘Categories of Nations’, Sā‘id alAndalusī praises the accomplishments of the non-Islamic peoples.” Würtz, Ibn Ḥazm, op.
cit., 99.

34 Würtz, op. cit., 102. Whilst within the Qur’an the accusation that the scriptures have not
been properly safeguarded is levelled primarily at the Jews, Ibn Ḥazm, according to Würtz,
portrays the reliability of Christian scriptural translation as far worse.
35 Würtz, op. cit., 97. Cf. also Lazarus-Yafeh, Hava, Taḥrīf, in: Encyclopedia of Islam,
Volume 10, Leiden, 2000 (EI2 10), 111–112.
36 Würtz, op. cit., 103.
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idea is important, because it enables Ibn Ḥazm to use the
miraculous nature of the Qur’an, and the trustworthy chain of
tradition guaranteed by the giving of the Qur’an, against Jews
and Christians. As, in his opinion, Jews and Christians cannot
produce a chain of proof, there is no longer a guarantor for
the miraculous attestation of their scriptures. Their scriptures,
therefore, have not been correctly passed down, but in actual fact
distorted, which Ibn Ḥazm demonstrates by means of supposed
contradictions within these scriptures.37 The truth of the Qur’an is
thus the standard against which other things are to be measured.

The individual text manuscripts used by Ibn Ḥazm in
Islamic Spain cannot be listed here. Based on current research,
it is believed that he had access to an Arabic Pentateuch Targum,
an Arabic translation of the Old Testament from Greek and an
Arabic translation of the gospels.38

Ibn Ḥazm’s Criticism of Christian “Tradition”

In sum, Ibn Ḥazm accuses both religions of distortion,
listing the distortions but also noting differences. He identifies
two reasons that make the situation of the Christian tradition
more problematic: first, the lack of a confirmatory miracle, and
secondly the interruption in the chain of proof.39
The Evangelists did not appear in public, living instead
secretly and presenting themselves as Sabbath-observing Jews;
they did not openly attest to their message, and so the associated
miracle of attestation could not be passed on. The background
to this, as already stated, is the Islamic concept of a prophetic
37 Loc. cit.

38 The exact manuscript of the Jewish Torah in Andalusia cannot be determined, but
researchers are in agreement that it must have been an Arabic Pentateuch targum. Ibn
Ḥazm assigns the five books of Moses to the Jews as the Torah, but refers to the Old
Testament as the text which Christians have and assume to be equivalent to parts of the
Torah. It has been demonstrated that Ibn Ḥazm must have had an Arabic translation of
the Greek Old Testament. It is proven that Ibn Ḥazm’s New Testament was an Arabic
translation of the Gospels.
39 Würtz, op. cit., 103f.
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miracle of attestation, according to which historical events
are only credible if they are established and passed on in the
history of the tradition with prophetic miracles. (In the case of
Muhammad, this is the existence of the inimitable Qur’an.) Islam
can conceive of Jesus performing miracles and being given a
scripture, but neither his scripture nor his miracles have been
passed on. Ibn Ḥazm thus writes: “For if, in the decades after the
life of Jesus, the Christians had been in the possession of all these
things, they would not have needed to act as Jews, but could have
publicly represented their faith.”40

Interruption to the Chain of Proof

According to Ibn Ḥazm, early Christian history proves that
the chain of proof was interrupted, because in the period of
secret transmission and constant persecution, no one was able
to safeguard true doctrine from change. None of the human
authors knew the source of their material. Many considerations
of the deficiencies of the history of transmission cast doubt on
the textual integrity of the Gospels, making it extremely unlikely
that Christians were in possession of a true revelatory scripture.

The proof of distortion took the form of a precise textual
analysis conducted by Ibn Ḥazm. According to Thomas Würtz,
the underlying systematic can be broken down into five stages:
“(1) The Torah itself is distorted. (2) Christians further distorted
the distorted Hebrew Torah when translating it into Greek. (3)
The Gospels deliberately contradict the Torah. (4) The Gospels
contradict one another. (5) Ultimately, statements found in one
single Gospel cannot be reconciled with one another.”41 The
distortedness of the Torah (1), to which Ibn Ḥazm dedicates
more than a hundred pages, shows for example, in his opinion,
that the Egyptian plagues carried off all livestock but in a later
plague people and animals were afflicted by sores, although
all animals (except those of the Israelites) had already been
40 Würtz, op. cit., 103.
41 Würtz, op. cit., 104.
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destroyed or died.42 The belief of the Christians (2) that their Bible
is conformable with the Torah is, in his view, shown to be false
in that he finds chronological deviations such as differences in
figures and ages between the Arabic translation of the Septuagint
that he has and the Pentateuch Targum mentioned above.43 In
Matthew 5:7, it says that no single letter of the Torah is to be
altered. Paul, however, waived the obligation to circumcise, and
Peter even allowed the consumption of pork meat. For Ibn Ḥazm,
this proves that the Bible knowingly distorts the Torah and
proclaims completely different doctrines (3).44

According to Ibn Ḥazm, there are numerous examples of the
Gospels contradicting one another (4) such as the discovery of the
empty grave by Mary and Mary Magdalene: “Matthew claims that
an angel rolled away the stone, Mark says that the women found
the stone already away and a man in white garments there. John,
though, says that Mary went to the grave alone and the stone
had already been rolled away, and she found no one there.”45
Ibn Ḥazm finds internal contradiction within one Gospel (5) in
Matthew, for example. Those who dwell in Paradise, according
to Matthew, neither eat nor drink. Nevertheless, he also records
Jesus telling his disciples on the night of his arrest that he would
sit at table with them in the Kingdom of God.46

Despite the evidence he presents for systematic distortion,
Ibn Ḥazm himself draws on the Bible as a source of proof for his
argument, e.g. by referring to the son of the carpenter as evidence
that this is the son of a human and not of God. All in all, Ibn
Ḥazm reveals countless contradictions as well as attacking the
scriptures on the basis of the Islamic pattern of interpretation.
This poses the question how one can then seriously speak of a
special position for the ahl-al kitāb or of confirmatory continuity.
42 Würtz, op. cit., 105.
43 Würtz, op. cit., 106.
44 Loc. cit.
45 Loc. cit.
46 Würtz, op. cit., 107.
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Taḥrīf in the Commentary of Al-Ṭūfī

The second selected example of the Hanbali lawyer and
theologian, Najm al-Dīn al-Ṭūfī (died 716/1316) shows a
different way of positioning the taḥrīf concept in pre-modern
Muslim literature. Al-Ṭūfī, who lived in Baghdad, Damascus and
Cairo, had a great interest in identifying points of consistency
with the Bible.

He used the Bible not only as a proof text, but also wrote his
own commentary, making him one of the first Muslim scholars
to produce a commentary on both scriptures, the Qur’an and the
Bible. Despite all criticism, his book: “Critical Commentary on
the Four Gospels, the Torah and Other Books of the Prophets”
is written in a conciliatory and moderating tone. Essentially,
he had a great respect for the Torah and the Gospel in their
original state as, indeed, did a good many of his contemporaries
and predecessors. His statements on preceding scriptures are
nonetheless shaped by the taḥrīf concept and his judgements are
based on the standard of binding Muslim scriptures. On the origin
of the Christian scriptures, he says that the Gospel given to Jesus
does not agree with the canonical Gospels and that, rather, the
true revelation has been lost without a trace: the majority of that
which is in the Christians’ Gospels consists of reports compiled
by various people and not of the words of Jesus as such.

Al-Ṭūfī understands the Christian concept of revelation. He
argues that there was no need for Christ to receive a revelation
since he was, in the Christian view, the Son of God - a view
that al-Ṭūfī, of course, does not share. He shows a great deal of
understanding for the difficulties encountered in the process
of the transmission of Christian teaching but comes to the
conclusion that the existing scriptures are more like attempts
at analogous presentation of the revelation that were not
literally passed on. In view of the great number of copyists and
translations involved, combined with the circumstances faced by
the first Christians, this does not surprise him. He then compares

118 Witness to a Common Hope

the Gospels with the Sunna, which passes on what the one giving
the message understood; in the case of the disjunction between
the Gospel texts and the life of Jesus, however, this is significantly
more problematic.

Once again, we are missing an uninterrupted transmission;
furthermore, the texts contain inventions and errors. Overall,
he assumes that some of the texts are distorted and other are
incorrectly understood. He thus combines both concepts of taḥrīf,
albeit assuming that not all distortions were deliberate. Al-Ṭūfī
was aware of the fact that his understanding of the gospels was
incongruous with the Christian understanding, as shown in his
common differentiation between inğīl as divine scripture and
anağīl for the canonical Gospels.

Referring to al-Ṭūfī, Lejla Demiri offers a notable summation:
Just as Christians proffered a Christianised approach to
reading the Qur’an, the Muslims proffered an Islamicised
exegesis of the Bible. The Muslim opinion presented the
Gospel and the Torah as having been subjected to human
intervention and change (taḥrīf), depriving them of the
unique authoritative status of the Qur’an. Nevertheless,
these scriptures – in their undistorted form – came from
one and the same divine source as the Qur’an. The Muslim
interpretation of the Bible therefore has two goals: first,
to highlight everything that is considered irreconcilable
with Islam or, in other words, the muḥarraf (corrupted)
parts of the Biblical scriptures; second, to explore the
undistorted divine truths that are contained therein. As
can be observed in the case of al-Ṭūfī, these goals are
seen in both Muslim criticism of Christian theology and in
Muslim exegesis of the Bible.”47

In short, Al-Ṭūfī clearly takes into account that the
scriptures of the older traditions, according to the Qur’an,
contain “guidance and light”. Moreover, he follows the Qur’anic
view on the preceding scriptures, recognising their divine origin
but considers that their historical and canonical form calls for
47 Würtz, op. cit., 40-41.
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criticism. His appreciation of the Torah and the Gospel applies to
their original form, which is beyond the current versions. Hence,
for al-Ṭūfī, too, Jews and Christians are now only in possession of
corrupted and changed versions.

Taḥrīf – an Ongoing Interfaith Challenge

I have shown that the discourse about how Muslims are
to read the Bible developed within the framework of taḥrīf,
although the connotations of this term varied from theologian
to theologian. Looking at the concept of text distortion, in turn,
confirms that the status accorded by the Qur’an to those who
have the scriptures must, as a direct consequence of the claimed
superiority for the Qur’anic teaching, remain in force. It would
be worth exploring here how the practice of calling on Biblical
scriptures as an aid to understanding verses of the Qur’an is
perceived by Muslim exegesis today, and the relevance for the
faith’s self-understanding of the recognition that the older faiths’
scriptures contain “guidance and light”. Were current Islamic
exegesis to assign fundamental significance to these two aspects,
would not the interest in comparative exegetical studies on
the part of Muslim theology be much more evident? The fact
that Muslim scholars have a “general disinterest” in the Bible
disregards the role of the Bible as a source for explaining verses
of the Qur’an, a role which has been very important in the course
of Islamic theological history. Perhaps it would be more fitting to
speak of a traditionally limited or qualified interest in the Bible
by Muslim theology.
At this point, the concept of text distortion cannot be further
explored in Islamic history. It is clear that, right up to the present
day, Muslim believers and exegesis do not consider the original
message of the Biblical scriptures to be in existence. In view of
this fact, the Qur’an is the final and valid revelatory message
from God and the Qur’an, ultimately, corrects the errors of the
Jewish and Christian scriptures. Without doubt, this view is
one of the greatest challenges in dialogue between these three
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monotheistic religions. Ultimately, the great question as to the
significance of the scriptures for revelation in the respective
understanding of the three monotheistic traditions needs to be
highlighted and addressed at the interfaith level. Potentially, in
turn, this may allow for a different emphasis in understanding
the concept of text distortion to what has been the case in the
past. It would be useful to discuss the concept of taḥrīf without
having recourse to assumptions arising out of it from earlier
polemical context. It may also be beneficial to rediscover the
ancient tradition of “consulting the elder”, which would also
throw light on the Bible’s understanding of itself. Much is thus
left to insights provided by religion-related disciplines as well as
to the actual dialogue among believers.

What is the Meaning of Humanness?
Emilio Platti
In September 2015, thousands of refugees fled from the
Middle East towards Western Europe. Every day, more than
two hundred of them passed by the ministry for immigration,
and received papers for a provisory residence permit. Some
members of our Christian Centre for Dialogue with Muslims
in Brussels called me to assist the refugees when they left the
office and translate for them the indications given by the Belgian
administration. I met several people from Iraq and Syria, from
Somalia and Afghanistan, guiding them as much as I was able
due to my limited Arabic. I remember two boys who had come
from Afghanistan. They were just 16 years old and without
family members and joined other groups of refugees who had
travelled long distances to reach Brussels. When they were sent
to a reception centre in Limburg where social assistance was
available, I helped them take the train there. At the same station
in North Brussels I heard a boy who was speaking Arabic with
some friends. He soon left them because they were unable to
help him to find the platform where he was supposed to catch
his train. I said to him in Arabic: ‘I am Emilio, can I help you?’.
He was surprised, but immediately showed me the indications
he had been given by the Belgian administration. He had to travel
to Bruges so I showed him the platform where the train would
arrive. He told me that he was one of the immigrants who had
just arrived in Belgium from Aleppo in Syria and that his name
was Aḥmed. He jumped onto the train and waved towards me
expressing his joy that he was now on his way to the Centre for
newcomers.

122 Witness to a Common Hope

At home in Leuven in the evening, I told my friends that I had
met someone called Aḥmed from Aleppo, in Syria, but nothing
more. They replied that I had helped a ‘human being’ not to get
lost in that crowded station. Someone else, however, remarked
that the person I helped could have been someone from Daesh
and asked me whether I knew anything about his identity. I
realized that I knew nothing at all about Aḥmed except the fact
that we had met in the North Station after I heard him speaking
Arabic and that I had understood what he was saying because I
used to live in Egypt at the Dominican Centre, Idéo. This had made
it possible for us to exchange a few words. He was just one of the
hundred refugees I met that day. I had remembered his name.
What was the significance of calling him ‘a human being’? Did
the concept ‘human being’ leave someone without the particular
details that made him a person? Is the concept ‘human being’
only an abstract concept?
The universal Declaration of Human Rights states that a
person is entitled to natural and legal rights because she or he
is a ‘human being’, “regardless of their age, ethnic origin, location,
language, religion, ethnicity, or any other status”. Actually, we also
add “regardless of their gender”, and other aspects of identification.
The intention is to avoid discrimination in any form. These rights
are universal and the same for all on condition that he or she is
a ‘human being’. The problem is that in our definition of ‘human
being’, we are excluding every mark of identity. In the case of
Aḥmed, for example, I knew the person I met was Syrian, that he
spoke Arabic and that he was a candidate for immigration. I was
not concerned about the colour of his skin. But this is an issue
for some people, judging from current discussions about racism.
Other people will be more concerned about the gender question
and so on. It becomes clear that when we use the universal
concept of ‘human being’ all the particular marks of identity are
disregarded. The question remains as to whether these marks
of identity signify anything significant or anything real or even
anything that exists.
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This question led me to a special subject in Arabic Studies
that I have been thinking about for a long time, namely, the
philosophical discussions among logicians (Manṭiqiyyūn) in the
School of Bagdad in the tenth century. I have a particular interest
in the most famous of them, Yaḥyā Ibn ‘Adī (d. 974), a Syrian
Orthodox philosopher, the head of famous disciples and the
successor of Abū Naṣr al-Fārābī (d. 950). He dismissed the view
that universals (al-kulliyyāt), or communia (al-umūr al-‘āmmiyya)
existed only in the representation of the soul and in the material
individuals and their accidents1. To the question about a ‘human
being’ and his real
existence, his answer is that existence (wujūd) is an
ambiguous term, which refers to different ma‘ānin (real
entities). First, natural (ṭabī‘ī) existence, which is the
existence of ma‘ānī in matter, together with accidents.
Second, logical (manṭiqī) existence, which is the existence
of ma‘ānī formally in the soul (ṣuwaran fī ’l-nafs). Third,
essential [existence], which is [also] called divine (ilāhī),
which is the existence of ma‘ānī as that which their
definitions indicate.2

Important for us is that Yaḥyā Ibn ‘Adī said that these
three kinds of real entities (ma‘ānin) were linked to the term
‘existence’ (divine, natural and logical). The ‘divine’ element had
already been recognized in neo-Platonism. The meaning of the
term ‘ma‘ānin’, is significant because this word implies that these
three kinds of real entities are all really ’existing entities’. The
quiddity, the form, the pure notion of something, has a divine
existence and corresponds to what its definition signifies. To
explain this, Yaḥyā Ibn ‘Adī added the following:
Let us first comment on the signification of each of these
terms – I mean our saying “natural”, “logical” and “divine”.
We assert that by saying “natural beings”, we mean

1

Emilio Platti, “Towards an Interpretation of Yaḥyā Ibn ‘Adī’s Terminology in his
Theological Treatises,” Mideo 29 (2012): 68; Gerhard Endress, The Works of Yaḥyā Ibn
‘Adī (Wiesbaden: Reichert), 68.

2

Loc. cit.
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essences that exist in matter. As for our saying “logical [or
rational] beings” [...], we assert that we think philosophers
use the term “logic” with two different senses. One of them
is the sense of the discriminatory faculty, which is one of
the specific differences that constitute human beings. The
other is the art of logic [...]. When we say “divine beings”,
[we mean] essences that are independent of matter and of
soul, as free of all concomitants other than these two [i.e.,
matter and soul].3

It is obvious that already in Ibn ‘Adī’s time, some disciples
disagreed with the affirmation of the real existence of these
‘divine forms’. In his comment on the presentation of Ibn
Taymiyya on the logicians, Khaled El-Rouayheb, editor of the
article on Theology and Logic, wonders why anyone would ever
have held the views attributed to the logicians by Ibn Taymiyya.
He is convinced that Ibn Taymiyya was wrong in his presentation
of their views. According to El-Rouayheb, Ibn Taymiyya was
making “outrageously false attributions [that:] ‘the logicians’
for example, supposedly believe that quiddities are in the extramental world apart from their existence [in the material and the
mental world]”.4 This is however exactly what Yaḥyā Ibn ‘Adī and
other logicians of his time were saying according to the recent
analysis of his treatises by Marwan Rashed and other scholars.5
From what we read in Yaḥyā Ibn ‘Adī’s treatises on the three
kinds of mawjūdāt (existing things) and the definition of divine
existence as “the existence of the absolute essence in virtue of his
definition”, we conclude that Ibn Taymiyya’s attribution is correct
and that indeed (some) logicians (al-manṭiqiyyūn) believed that
quiddities existed independently in the extra-mental world.
3

Stephen Menn and Robert Wisnovsky, “Yaḥyā Ibn ‘Adī on the Four Scientific Questions
concerning the three Kinds of Existence,” Editio Princeps & Translation, Mideo 29 (2012):
88-89.

4

Khaled El-Rouayheb, “Theology and Logic,” in The Oxford Handbook of Islamic
Theology, ed. Sabine Schmidtke (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 422.

5

Marwan Rashed, “Ibn ‘Adīet Avicenne: sur les types d’existants,” in Aristotele e I suoi
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Ibn Taymiyya expressed these views in his book: The
Refutation of the Logicians – Al-Radd ‘alā l-manṭiqiyyīn, where he
refutes the universal propositions based on quiddity abstracted
in itself.6 In so far as it is a quiddity qua quiddity, without its being
subsistent extramentally or in the mind. Thus, they say: ‘man qua
man; existence qua existence; blackness qua blackness’, etc. They
also think that this quiddity, which they have abstracted from all
negative and affirmative conditions, is realized extra-mentally in
this abstracted form. According to Ibn Taymiyya, this is however,
a mistake; just like the mistake committed by their predecessors
concerning the abstraction of numbers, of Platonic Forms, and of
other things”.7

Ibn Taymiyya is very clear that “those people think that the
realities of species such as the reality of ‘man’, ‘horse’ etc., are
realities subsistent outside the mind, that they are different from
the objects existing outside the mind, and that these realities
are eternal and incapable of change. It is these which are called
the Platonic Forms”.8 Ibn Taymiyya concludes that “the concept
of the universal, absolute man, which includes the individuals
existing in the external world, cannot exist qua universal, except
in the mind. According to him, the philosophers’ method of
proving extramental contingency is wrong. “Matters existing in
the extramental world are particular; every existing thing has a
reality particular to it, a reality which distinguishes it from other
existing things that share no such reality with it”.9 If we follow the
reasoning of Ibn Taymiyya, the ‘human being’ is not a particular
being but only a concept based on all the individuals we meet.
The only human beings really existing are the particular human
beings who exist in the external world. That means that the
philosophers’ wisdom is an absolute, universal existent which
6

Wael B. Hallaq, trans., Ibn Taymiyya against the Greek Logicians (Oxford, Clarendon
Press, 1993), 146.

7

Ibid., 147.

8

Ibid., 25.

9

Ibid., 155.
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is conditioned by a negation of all particular attributes. The
conclusion to this way of thinking is that nothing really exists in
reality.

This conclusion is very significant for the analysis of any
aspect of our world. Only particulars really exist. The ‘Universal
Declaration on Human Rights’ refers to the concept of ‘human
being’ but the modern definition of a ‘human being’ excludes
any mark of identity. This is why particular phenomena are
considered so important in modern society while the category
of ‘human being’ is often neglected. The particular status or
condition of a person is clearly more concrete than his or her
more abstract status as a human being. Contemporary problems
are linked to such particular characteristics as national identity,
gender status, ethnic origin, ‘white’ or ‘black’ color, social status
and so on. We are all always being confronted with the fact that
equality is extremely difficult to achieve, even despite the fact
that equality has been stressed in so many national Constitutions
ever since the French revolution: liberté, égalité, fraternité.

It seems that people have this view because the particular
looks more real and all human differences are linked to
particular characteristics in line with the view of Ibn Taymiyya:
“In the external world only individuated particulars exist,
particulars that are specific, distinct and unique”.10 The major
consequence of this philosophical position has been modern
Western nominalism and empiricism although the Islamic world
evolved differently after Ibn Taymiyyah. Shahab Ahmed explains
that Muslims followed the traditional philosophy and mysticism
that was inspired by Ibn Sīnā (d. 1037 AD.), Ghazālī (d. 1111
AD.), Suhrawardī (d. 1191 AD.), and Ibn ‘Arabī, al-Shaykh alAkbar (d. 1240 AD.)11. In fact, it is paradoxical that Ibn Taymiyya
himself became, in modern times, the source for a very particular
way of understanding Islam.
10 Ibid., xxii.

11 Shahab Ahmed, What is Islam? The importance of being Islamic (Princeton-Oxford:
Princeton University Press, 2016).
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According to Ibn Taymiyya, we can receive knowledge of
transcendental reality “through the messengers and the signs
(āyāt) He has revealed in His Books, but also (through) the
natural intelligence which God has bestowed on His subjects”.12
In his view, we are indeed able to speak about a universal reality
such as mankind because this concept appears in the Holy Books
of God’s revelation. Ibn Taymiyya showed that logicians and
mystics were wrong and that it was also wrong to say that they
followed God’s signs. People call Ya‘qūb Ibn Isḥāq al-Kindī (d. c.
873) a Muslim philosopher and even “the leading philosopher of
Islam in his time” but, according to Ibn Taymiyya,” philosophers
are not Muslims” and “Islam has no philosophers”. This view
applied to Ibn Sīnā and for al-Kindī13 as well. According to Ibn
Taymiyya, the great theologian Abū Ḥāmid al-Ġazālī (d. 1111 AD.)
followed the logicians’ views at first but, at the end of his life, he
refuted them and their heresy “because they upheld the view of
the eternity of the world and denied that God knows particulars
and that there will be a Day of Judgement”14. For Ibn Taymiyya,
philosophers are even worse than Jews and Christians because
the latter received guidance from God while these philosophers
were far from following the messengers of God and the revealed
Scriptures. Ibn Taymiyya refers to the Qur’an, assuming that,
through revelation, it would be possible to accept the universality
of humanness: “Mankind were one community, and Allah sent
(unto them) prophets as bearers of good tidings and as warners,
and revealed therewith the Scripture with the truth that it might
judge between mankind concerning that wherein they differed”
(Qur’an 2: 213).
Particular aspects such as nationalism, ethnic origin, lineage
and so on, are such strong realities that the harmony of human
beings referred to in this verse from the Qur’an is apparently
difficult to achieve. This is why Ibn Taymiyya’s position became

12 Wael B. Hallaq, op. cit., 149-150.
13 Wael B. Hallaq, op. cit., 113.
14 Wael B. Hallaq, op. cit., 112.
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a source of conflict and even violence. His interpretation of
Islam as a way to show esteem for humanity was developed
into an extreme view by militants who understood Islam as the
only possible law system for the organization of society. In his
booklet Ma‘ālim fī al-ṭarīq,15 Sayyid Qutb affirms that there is
no human civilization except the Islamic civilization described
by the Muslim Brothers or other militants. One day, some years
ago, I watched on You Tube the terrible struggle between the
forces trying to retake the old city of Mosul in northern Iraq, and
the fighters of Daesh. From my room in Leuven I watched the
images transmitted by a camera on a soldiers’ helmet. He entered
a house, and I suddenly saw two names written by Daesh on
the wall: Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhāb as the Muslim
thinkers who inspired Daesh. Firstly, Ibn Taymiyya, and his ideas
about Islam and the divine law provided the only foundation on
which to make mankind one universal community and has made
the concept of ‘human being’ a universal concept. Secondly, Ibn
‘Abd al-Wahhāb, the founder of Wahhabism, gave that concept a
particular expression.
In a discussion between professor Frank Griffel and myself
about Maududi’s and Sayyid Qutb’s positions, Griffel made it
clear that Sayyid Qutb considered his understanding of Divine
Law (Sharia) the unique and universal natural Law.16 Ibn
Taymiyya had a similar understanding of Islam, which Ibn ‘Abd
al-Wahhāb accepted and put into practice. Subsequently, Daesh
started a war to impose their own interpretation of Islam and to
install a ‘human civilisation’, which would exclude every other
way to understand humanness. For Daesh, ‘being human’ meant
‘to adhere to the particular way of life’, which the militants tried
to impose by force everywhere in the world. We know what
happened in Syria and Iraq and the war against Daesh there.

15 Sayyid Quṭb, Ma‘ālim fī al-ṭarīq (Bayrūt: Dār al-Šurūq, 1993), 119.

16 Frank Griffel, “The Harmony of Natural Law and Shari‘a in Islamist Theology,” in Islamic
Law in the Contemporary Context. Shari’a, ed. Abbas Amanat & Frank Griffel (Stanford:
2007), 38-61.
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We know also how Christian Coptic pilgrims were attacked and
killed in Egypt. We were, however, less well informed about the
Muslims killed by militant Muslims simply because they adhered
to a different theology. Similarly, the terrorist attack in the Bi’r
al- ‘Abd-village in the Sinai, where the al-Rawdah mosque was
attacked because the Muslims there were members of a Sufimovement. On 24th November 2017, 311 Sunni believers were
massacred during Friday prayers, because their practice of
Ṣūfism was not tolerated by the Muslim militants. We also know
Ibn Taymiyya was totally opposed to Ṣūfism.17 On Friday, 1st
December 2017, the Great Imam himself, Ahmad al-Tayyib, went
to al-Rawdah mosque to preside over the prayers there and to
give expression to the fact that Sunni Islam authorities did not
accept the narrow interpretation of Islam embraced by the
militants, nor the violence they committed.

On 4th February 2019, in order to highlight the fact that
more solidarity was needed to confront the multiple and acute
problems of the modern world, two major religious authorities,
his Holiness Pope Francis and the Grand Imam of Al-Azhar, Ahmad
Al-Tayyib, issued a Document in Abu Dhabi on Human Fraternity
for World Peace and Living together. What was the meaning
of ‘humanness’ for them? They wanted to clarify the concept
because different ways to understand the ‘human being’ were
undermining the universal nature of the concept ‘humanness’.
The very first sentence of this Document is a reference to faith:
Faith leads a believer to see in the other a brother or sister to be
supported and loved. This fraternity is seen as a transcendental
value, whose source is faith in God, who has created the universe,
creatures and all human beings (equal on account of his mercy).
Both Sunni Muslims and Catholic authorities were convinced
that it was indeed possible to speak about a universal concept of
all human beings, equal on account of God’s mercy. Apparently,
they saw this as a transcendental value that could counter the
particular threats against humanity in our time, such as the

17 Wael B. Hallaq, op. cit., xiii.
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arms race, social injustice, corruption, inequality, moral decline,
terrorism, discrimination, extremism and many other causes.
After all what is said about the reality of everything
particular in our world, we come back to the Document written
by the Pope and the Great Shaykh. And we find that they affirm
also that particularity is not something bad! Plurality is indeed
linked to creation! We can only be identified by our particular
qualities. Some ideologies imply that everyone in the world must
be absolutely equal. Pluralism, however, affirms that particularity
is part of creation for the pluralism and the diversity of religions,
colour, sex, race and language are willed by God in His wisdom,
through which He created human beings. Particularity is indeed
the most obvious reality of our world. Not only in the sense of
belonging to a particular group, a particular race or colour, a
particular gender, a particular age, a particular nation or even a
particular religious group. However, I agree with Ibn Taymiyya at
least on one point: in order to overcome the challenges produced
by all these differences, we need a reality that transcends the
fact of particularity and diversity. We need something to bring
us together. The Document written in Abu Dhabi affirms that this
can only be faith in God.
The last sentences of the Document affirms the greatness
of faith in God that unites divided hearts and elevates the human
soul. Universal peace . . . can only exist when people believe that
God has created us to understand one another, cooperate with one
another and live as brothers and sisters who love one another.

Muslims and Secularism
Some Contributions to the Debate1
David Marshall
It is a privilege to contribute to this volume of essays in
honour of my Doktorvater and friend Christian W. Troll. I count
it a great blessing both to have been his student and, in the years
since, to have worked with him from time to time, notably in
translating some of his publications into English. I have learnt so
much from him both about Islam, in its varied expressions, and
about questions in the interface between Islam and Christianity.
This essay explores different Muslim approaches to
secularism, a topic which has been of concern in much of Troll’s
work.2 A great deal has been written on this topic, and even
more on secularism in itself. It is important to clarify that I do
not write as a political scientist or philosopher and will not be
discussing different theories of secularism, or offering close
readings of Charles Taylor, Talal Asad, or other giants in the land.
My focus will be on Muslim writing on secularism and especially
the secular state, of which my working definition is: a state that
seeks to be neutral regarding religious doctrine and that does not
seek to enforce or privilege a particular religion. Put as simply
as possible, my question is: ‘Can Islam be authentically itself –
can Muslims be authentically themselves – without control of the
state in the name of Islam?’ Or, a bit more fully: ‘Can Muslims
1

This essay is a revised version of a lecture delivered in Rome on 12 December 2019 at the
Pontifical Institute for the Study of Arabic and Islam (PISAI).

2

For example, the question of Muslim approaches to secularism arises at many points in
two collections of Troll’s essays: Dialogue and Difference: Clarity in Christian-Muslim
Relations (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2009) and Aspects of Religious Thought in Modern
Muslim India, ed. M. Ikram Chaghatai (Lahore: Sang-e-Meel Publications, 2015).
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successfully give an account of Islam that allows them to live
permanently, and with good conscience vis-à-vis their religious
identity, in a state that does not recognize Islam as its fundamental
source of legitimacy and authority?’ We will hear Muslim voices
from the last 100 years, beginning with an argument from the
1920s in favour of the secular state, followed by another from
the mid-twentieth century passionately opposed to it, and then
some more recent contributions on both sides of the debate,
including arguments that problematize the very concept of the
modern nation-state (whether secular or Islamic). Limitations of
space prevent any detailed discussion of particular states in the
Muslim world today.

Ali Abd al-Raziq

The first of the Muslim writers we will consider is Ali Abd
al-Raziq, who was born in Egypt in 1888, a time when Egypt
was under British control. Abd al-Raziq’s thinking was shaped
by very different intellectual worlds. He received a traditional
Islamic education at al-Azhar, but he was also exposed to the
influence both of reformist interpretations of Islam and, through
a period studying in Oxford, of Western thought. He began his
career as a scholar when the declining power and prestige of the
Muslim world was reaching its lowest point, with the collapse
after World War I of the Ottoman Empire, and the abolition of
the caliphate in 1924, followed by its replacement by Attaturk’s
secularizing Turkish republic.
It is important to note here the crucial significance of the
abolition of the caliphate. As Ovamir Anjum writes, “For some
fourteen centuries ... the Muslim world had been synonymous
with the caliphate”.3 Whatever differences of interpretation there
might have been of this fundamental Islamic political concept, its
3

Ovamir Anjum, ‘Who Wants the Caliphate?’ https://yaqeeninstitute.org/ovamiranjum/
who-wants-the-caliphate/ published 31 October 2019. As this substantial online essay has
no page numbers, I indicate the titles of sections to help locate passages cited. This citation
is from the essay’s opening paragraph.
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‘religious necessity ... remained unquestioned until the twentieth
century’.4 According to Mawardi’s standard definition in alAhkam al-sultaniyyah, a caliph is ‘the successor of the Prophet
who protects the religion [Islam] and manages and governs
worldly affairs of the community by it’.5 Despite de facto political
divisions among Muslims over the centuries, the rule of the caliph
was in principle over all Muslims, the whole umma. The loss of
the caliphate was thus a huge crisis, which, as Anjum puts it, ‘sent
convulsive waves of shock and lament throughout the lands of
Islam’.6

It was at the heart of this crisis in the Muslim world, in
1925, that Abd al-Raziq published his controversial volume
Islam and the Foundations of Rule (al-Islam wa-usul al-hukm). He
makes his case boldly: Muslims should not lament the passing
of the caliphate; rather, they ‘are free to demolish this wornout system ... before which they have debased and humiliated
themselves. They are free to establish ... the organization of their
state according to more recent conceptions of the human spirit
and according to the principles of government whose excellence
and firmness have been consecrated by the experience of the
nations.’7 Note here the attitude of openness to the wider, nonMuslim world, and in particular to its political systems. Abd
al-Raziq’s answer to the question I defined earlier is a clear
‘Yes’. Muslims can be authentically themselves under a range
of political systems; they can disregard the demand of their
4

Ibid., section entitled ‘The loss’.

5

Ibid., section entitled ‘The theory of the caliphate’.

6

Ibid., opening paragraph.

7

Ali Abd al-Raziq, The Caliphate and the Bases of Power, in Islam in Transition: Muslim
Perspectives ed. John J. Donohue and John L. Esposito (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1982), 29-37, this passage at 37. This publication provides excerpts from Abd alRaziq’s book. An English translation of the whole work is available in Ali Abdel Razek,
Islam and the Foundations of Political Power edited by Abdou Filali-Ansary (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2012). For a French translation, see L. Bercher, L’Islam et
les bases du pouvoir, in Révue des Etudes Islamiques VII (1933), 353-91 and VIII (1934),
163-222. On Abd al-Raziq and the debate around this book, see Albert Hourani, Arabic
Thought in the Liberal Age 1798-1939 (London: Oxford University Press, 1962), 183-92.
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tradition that they should live in a political order that recognizes
the supreme authority of Islam. Yes, Muslims can embrace the
idea of the secular state.

Of course, Abd al-Raziq, a graduate of al-Azhar, knew
that his Muslim readers would have objections to his thesis.
How does he address these? The key distinction to which he
appeals is between religious and political forms of authority.
‘It is well known’, he writes, “that prophecy is something other
than royalty: there is no intrinsic connection between the two
notions. Prophecy is one sort of dignity, royalty another.” But
he knows that his claim runs against the consensus of Islamic
tradition because ‘Muslims in general tend to believe that the
Prophet was both prophet and king and that he established with
Islam a political government of which he was king and head.’
Challenging this position, Abd al-Raziq insists that Muhammad
“dedicated himself to purely religious propaganda without
any tendency whatsoever towards temporal sovereignty’ and
‘he established no kingdom in the political sense of the word.’
Muhammad was only a prophet ‘like his brother prophets” before
him.8 Recognizing an inevitable counter-argument, Abd al-Raziq
admits that Muhammad did wield power: ‘We know that to make
Islamic unity triumph, the Prophet fought with word and sword,
that he obtained divine aid and victory, that he ... exercised an
authority over his nation such as no king before or since has ever
wielded.’9 So, yes, Muhammad presided with authority over a
community, but, Abd al-Raziq insists: ‘This unity which existed
from the time of the Prophet was in no respect a political unity. It
had none of the aspects of a state or government.... It was based
on a unity of faith and religious dogma, not on a unity of state
or a system of temporal authority.’10 He goes on to observe that
in the community over which Muhammad presided there was
8

Abd al-Raziq, Caliphate, 30.

9

Ibid., 32.

10 Ibid., 33.
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nothing like the bureaucratic structure and processes of the
modern state. His authority was religious, not political.11

Abd al-Raziq knew that he must defend his argument in
scriptural terms, and he claims that the Qur’an does indeed
support his position; the Qur’an, he insists, does not present
Muhammad as a man of temporal power. A significant theme
in this essay will be the different ways that modern Muslim
approaches to the secular state refer to the Qur’an, so by way of
background both to Abd al-Raziq and other thinkers to follow, a
brief excursus on the Qur’an is necessary here.

The time of Muhammad’s activity as a prophet is traditionally
divided into two periods: first at Mecca, and second at Medina.
For the first 13 years in Mecca, Muhammad only proclaimed the
Qur’an, the message he believed God had given him; he did not
use force. He and his followers were not permitted to fight those
who opposed and mistreated them. But during the following ten
years in Medina, Muhammad proclaimed that God had permitted,
and indeed commanded, him and his followers to fight their
enemies, which they did – and very successfully. Islam triumphed
in military and political terms as well as religiously.
Muslims believe that the Qur’an is the collection of all the
revelations to Muhammad over these 23 years, first in Mecca
and then in Medina. Traditional Islamic scholarship identifies
different sections of the Qur’an as either Meccan or Medinan. An
important reason for this is that interpretation of the Qur’an faces
the challenge that on certain matters the Qur’an gives different
instructions at different times. Crucially, Meccan revelations
commanded Muhammad and the believers not to fight, but
in Medinan revelations, in contrast, they are commanded to
fight. Both commands remain in the Qur’an. The traditional
Islamic exegetical procedure for dealing with this is the theory
of abrogation (naskh), whereby later revelations, such as those
commanding fighting, abrogate (or repeal) earlier ones.
11 Ibid., 33-34.
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The theory of abrogation may sound like an obscure
corner of Islamic studies, but it is in fact highly relevant to key
contemporary debates. In either accepting or rejecting secularism
and its socio-political implications, Muslims need to offer
Qur’anic arguments. And one could say that in the Qur’an there
are essentially two socio-political paradigms: first, the Meccan
paradigm, advocating religious disagreement but peaceful coexistence with unbelievers; and second, the Medinan paradigm,
which involves fighting unbelievers and achieving power over
them. The Meccan paradigm is more obviously compatible with
secularism than the Medinan paradigm, so it is no surprise that,
implicitly or explicitly, Muslim supporters of secularism tend
to appeal to Meccan parts of the Qur’an and either ignore or
somehow relativize the Medinan parts of the Qur’an which do
not sit so well with their agenda.

When Abd al-Raziq turns to the Qur’an, seeking support
for his argument that Muslims should accept life in a secular
state, he thus naturally focuses on Meccan parts of the Qur’an.
He quotes many Qur’anic verses, which all speak of Muhammad
as a preacher and not as a figure of political authority. Abd alRaziq understandably prioritizes the Meccan paradigm. The
vulnerability of his argument is that he largely – not totally, but
largely – ignores the Medinan parts of the Qur’an which had
traditionally served as the basis for Islamic political power.12
De facto, he relativizes Medina and prioritizes Mecca. This is a
decisive break with tradition, but Abd al-Raziq (understandably,
perhaps) does not really acknowledge how radical a step he is
proposing. Later we will look at a more recent Muslim argument
that, in contrast, makes absolutely clear the need for an explicit
prioritization of Mecca over Medina.

12 The excerpts from Abd al-Raziq’s work in the publication cited above do not include his
listing of the passages from the Qur’an which he identifies as relevant to his argument. For
this section of Abd al-Raziq’s work, see ‘Message not Government, Religion not State’
(another selection of excerpts) in Liberal Islam: A Source book, ed. Charles Kurzman (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 29-36, with the section on the Qur’an at 32-34.
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As we take our leave of Abd al-Raziq we thus note a certain
question-begging evasiveness in the way he framed his argument,
a failure to provide a convincingly Islamic basis for the political
vision he was promoting. This helps us understand why his work
was so decisively rejected as unorthodox by the authorities
of al-Azhar, who stripped him of his authority as an ‘alim, an
authorized Muslim scholar, and in effect silenced his modernist,
secularizing voice. Albert Hourani comments: “It is not difficult to
understand why [Abd al-Raziq’s] book met with such opposition.
It propounded a new historical theory about matters of which
the accepted historical view had something of the nature of
religious doctrine; and this theory was drawn more from nonMuslim writers on Islam, who might be accused of trying to
weaken its hold on its adherents, than from the fundamental
Islamic sources...”13 Anjum’s more recent assessment of Abd alRaziq’s work is that it represented “a forced, ahistorical reading
of both the Prophet’s mission and the succeeding caliphs and an
equally shallow understanding of modernity”.14
The caliphate was abolished in 1924. Abd al-Raziq’s book
was published in 1925. In the following years there was much
debate about these matters in Egypt and a key moment was the
founding in 1928 by Hassan al-Banna of the Muslim Brotherhood,
the first Islamist movement, which would take a very different
approach to that of Abd al-Raziq to the relationship between
Islam and politics. Elsewhere in the Muslim world other Islamist
movements emerged, and for our next example of a Muslim
response to secularism we turn to a highly influential Islamist
thinker from India/Pakistan in the mid-20th century.

Sayyid Abul ‘Ala Mawdudi

Born in India under British rule in 1903, Sayyid Abul ‘Ala
Mawdudi came early to a deep sense of concern with the state of
13 Hourani, op. cit., 189.

14 Anjum, ‘Caliphate’, section entitled ‘The loss’.
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the Muslims of India, weakened both by the surrounding Hindu
majority and the influence of Western ideas mediated by the
British. From 1947, following Partition, he moved to Pakistan and
threw the Islamist organization he founded behind the attempts
to transform what had been created as a homeland for Muslims
into something quite different, an Islamic state. The distinction
was vital. Before Partition, Mawdudi questioned the idea of
Pakistan as a homeland for the Muslims of India because of the
lack of decisively Islamic ideology in the plans for this new nation.
Mawdudi believed that for Muslims to regain a strong sense of
their identity and task, they had to focus on the sovereignty of
God. It was not enough for Muslims to acknowledge the existence
of the one God. They had to recognize that God is the sovereign
who commands and that it is the task of humans to obey, in all
aspects of life. Muslims were, therefore, obliged to work towards
a social order that expressed submission to God’s revealed will
– in other words, an Islamic state. For Mawdudi, the Western
secularism that influenced the Muslims of his day (including the
political elite that founded Pakistan) was ultimately rebellion
against God, because for all practical purposes it sidelined God
into irrelevance and exalted the collective human will over the
will of the creator.
Mawdudi was originally a journalist and was noted for
his lucid, rhetorically powerful Urdu prose. Even in English
translation one feels the power of his writing, as in the passionate
attack on secularism in the following extended quotation:
... “secularism” implies that the Divine guidance, the
worship of God, and obedience to Him should be confined
to the personal life of each individual and except for the
small sphere of a person’s private life, all the other affairs
of this world should be settled purely from the worldly
viewpoint according to our own wishes and expediency.
... God should have nothing to do with this world and its
collective affairs....
[To which Mawdudi responds…] Either God is the Creator
of man and the world in which he lives, as well as being
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its Master and Sovereign, or He is not so. If He is neither
the Creator nor the Master, nor again the Sovereign then it
is entirely unnecessary to have even any private relations
with Him. It is utterly absurd to worship a Being entirely
unconcerned and having nothing to do with us. But if He
is in reality our Creator, Master, and Sovereign, and so
also of this universe, then it is equally meaningless that
His jurisdiction should be limited to the private life of an
individual ...
In so far as the Muslims are concerned I must say very
clearly that modern secular national democracy is utterly
against their faith and religion. If they bow to it and accept
it they will be turning their backs on the Holy Qur’an. If
they take part in its establishment and maintenance it
will constitute an open rebellion against the Holy Prophet.
And if they stand up to raise its standard they will only
be raising the standard of revolt against their Lord God.
The spirit of Islam, which you profess to believe and from
which you derive the name Muslim, is in conflict with
the spirit of this dirty and rotten system; its fundamental
principles are at loggerheads with the fundamental
principles of the other system; and every part of the one is
opposed to every part of the other. Islam and this system
cannot meet for compromise at any stage.15

For Mawdudi, Muslims are in the midst of a battle, and this
is reflected in the black-and-white, ‘no compromise’, tone which
is so evident here. As will be noted later, there is more than one
form of ssecularism, and they can have very different bearings
on the place of religion in public life, but Mawdudi here keeps his
definition of secularism very simple, which enables him to reject
it as effectively as possible.16
15 Sayyid Abul ‘Ala Maudoodi, Our Message, 4th ed. (Lahore: Islamic Publications, 1998),
16–17, 22, 39.

16 For an example of a more theoretical, less rhetorical approach by Mawdudi to this
question, see excerpts from his work Islam: Its Meaning and Message under the title
‘Political Theory of Islam’ in Islam in Transition, ed. Donohue and Esposito, 252-260.
Although he states boldly that Islam is ‘the very antithesis of secular Western democracy’
(253-254), he does also acknowledge the ‘limited popular sovereignty under the suzerainty
of God’ granted by Islam, so that in this sense ‘the Islamic polity is a democracy’ or ‘theodemocracy’ (254). Seyyed Vali Reza Nasr argues that there is a greater complexity to
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What about Maududi’s approach to the Qur’an? Earlier, I
mentioned that Abd al-Raziq appeals to the Meccan parts of the
Qur’an and largely ignores the Medinan. Maududi’s approach
is quite different. He forcefully reaffirms the mainstream of
traditional exegesis and its approach to abrogation by insisting
that those Medinan passages which speak of Muslims fighting
unbelievers and gaining power over them continue to be
authoritative.

For Mawdudi, such passages point to the need for an
Islamic state in which only Muslims committed to the ideology
of that state can hold effective power, and non-Muslims, though
tolerated, must be subordinate. A key text is 9.29, a very late
Medinan verse, traditionally understood as commanding Muslims
to fight Jews and Christians till they submit to Islamic rule and
pay a tax (jizya) to indicate that submission. In his widely read
commentary, Mawdudi writes on this verse:
The purpose for which the Muslims are required to fight
is not ... to compel the unbelievers into embracing Islam.
Rather, their purpose is to put an end to the sovereignty
and supremacy of the unbelievers so that the latter are
unable to rule over men. The authority to rule should only
be vested in those who follow the true faith; unbelievers
who do not follow this true faith should live in a state
of subordination. Unbelievers are required to pay jizyah
(poll tax) in lieu of the security provided to them as the
Dhimmis (“Protected People”) of an Islamic state. Jizyah
symbolizes the submission of the unbelievers to the
suzerainty of Islam....

Some nineteenth-century Muslim writers and their
followers in our own times [secularizing modernists like
Abd al-Raziq may come to mind here] never seem to tire

Mawdudi’s relationship to Western political ideas than his ‘rejectionist rhetoric’ may
suggest. See his Mawdudi and the Making of Islamic Revivalism (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1996), e.g. at 52. For a selection of texts by Mawdudi related to the
themes discussed here, and a brief introduction and commentary by Abdullah Saeed,
Tradition and Modernity: Christian and Muslim Perspectives ed. David Marshall
(Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2013), 115-132.
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of their apologies for jizyah. But God’s religion does not
require that apologetic explanations be made on its behalf.
The simple fact is that according to Islam, non-Muslims
have been granted the freedom to stay outside the Islamic
fold and to cling to their false, man-made, ways if they so
wish. They have, however, absolutely no right to seize the
reins of power in any part of God’s earth nor to direct the
collective affairs of human beings according to their own
misconceived doctrines.’17

Whereas Abd al-Raziq avoids engaging directly with Medinan
texts such as 9.29, Mawdudi affirms their continuing authority
and is scornful of modernist Muslims for their ‘defeatist’ mentality
in avoiding or reinterpreting such texts and prioritizing the
Meccan paradigm of peaceful co-existence. In practice, Mawdudi
may have had to adopt a pragmatic, gradualist approach to
the Islamization of Pakistan, but his underlying theory is quite
clear. On his reading of the Qur’an, there can ultimately be no
accommodation between Islam and any version of secularism.
Mawdudi is unflinching in his logic. Islam is the system and the
ideology that God has provided for the good of all humanity. It
should, in principle, prevail everywhere and, by definition, only
Muslims are competent to implement Islamic rule. Power should,
therefore, be in the hands of Muslims and should not be shared
with non-Muslims.
Going back to my opening question, Maududi’s answer is
‘No’. Until Islam is in power, until political power is in the hands
of Muslims, something fundamental is lacking. Islam is not
authentically itself until there is an Islamic state.

Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na‘im

For our next example, we turn to a Muslim scholar of
Sudanese origin who for many years has taught Law at Emory
University in the USA. A key point in the formation of Abdullahi
Ahmed an-Na‘im’s formation is that he was a devoted disciple

17 Sayyid Abul Ala Mawdudi, Towards Understanding the Qur’an, Vol. III, Surahs 7–9, ed.
and trans. Zafar Ishaq Ansari (Leicester: Islamic Foundation, 1990), 202.
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of the controversial thinker Mahmoud Mohamed Taha. Taha
was committed to the ideal of Muslims and non-Muslims living
together as equal citizens of the same state. But he believed that it
was not possible to achieve that goal so long as Muslims accepted
the final authority of the second stage of the Qur’an (what I have
called the Medinan paradigm). Taha argued that Muslims must
admit frankly that, because the Medinan paradigm requires
Muslims to fight non-Muslims and come to power over them, it
is not compatible with the equal rights of all human beings. So
Taha proposed a radical solution, which, as far as I am aware, is
unique in the history of Islamic thought.

In The Second Message of Islam, Taha argues that the
Meccan paradigm – in which Muhammad lived peacefully (for
his part, anyway) alongside unbelievers, with no command to
rule over them – is the heart of the Qur’an, its eternal message,
with abiding authority. It teaches the equality of all people (the
equality of men and women, incidentally, as well as of Muslim
and non-Muslim). What then does Taha say of the Medinan parts
of the Qur’an? He argues that they were genuinely revealed by
God but only as a temporary measure, required by the challenges
of establishing Islam in a hostile environment. The fullness of
God’s purpose is for the Meccan paradigm to be established,
and the time is now right for this to happen. This bold approach
overturns the traditional Islamic theory of abrogation, and Taha
is explicit about the need for this. He does not diplomatically
ignore or tinker with the Medinan paradigm; instead he insists
on a principle of reverse abrogation by which Mecca abrogates
Medina.18 For teaching these ideas, Taha was executed in 1985
by the Sudanese authorities as an apostate, one guilty of having
abandoned Islam.
An-Na‘im was a follower of Taha. Around the time of
Taha’s death, an-Na‘im moved to the USA and in 1990 published

18 Mahmoud Mohamed Taha, The Second Message of Islam, trans. Abdullahi Ahmed anNa‘im (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1987).
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Towards an Islamic Reformation, which includes a lucid English
account of the complex, mystical ideas which Taha had developed
in Arabic.19 An-Na‘im’s book has much in common with other
modernist works. What makes it unique is its use of Taha’s reform
methodology based on reverse abrogation, and its argument that
modernist reformists were generally avoiding the elephant in the
room: the fact that democracy, the secular state, human rights,
international law and so on were all completely incompatible
with the Medinan paradigm and the principles of Shari‘a derived
from it. An-Na‘im criticizes the superficiality and evasiveness of
modernist Islam’s engagement with the Qur’an. As regards my
opening question, an-Na‘im says ‘Yes’: Islam can authentically be
itself without state power, but only if it deals honestly with the
different paradigms of political power within its own scripture.

How was this received? Western academic circles showed
considerable interest, but the key idea of reversing the
theory of abrogation was too radical for even reform-minded
Muslim scholars to accept. Muslims have from the beginning
understood the Qur’an in a clear, linear way that works through
to Muhammad’s triumph by the end of the Medinan period,
seeing this as the God-given glory of Islam, not a some kind of
compromise with a barbaric age that can now be shelved. Islam
came to rule and to bring to the world the harmonious and
just order decreed by God. That was Muhammad’s crowning
achievement; it cannot be edited out of Islam.

Years later, an-Na‘im published another book, Islam and the
Secular State. Here he acknowledges that, while he still believes in
the reverse abrogation theory developed by Taha, he has to turn
to other arguments to persuade Muslims to accept the secular
state.20 The memorable opening sentence reads: ‘In order to be a
Muslim by conviction and free choice, which is the only way one

19 Abdullahi Ahmed an- Na‘im, Toward an Islamic Reformation: Civil Liberties, Human
Rights and International Law (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1990).

20 Abdullahi Ahmed an-Na‘im, Islam and the Secular State: Negotiating the Future of
Shari‘a (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008), 2.
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can be a Muslim, I need a secular state.’21 An-Na‘im emphasizes
that his project is profoundly religious. He is not asking Muslims
to abandon their religion in order to live equally with nonMuslims in secular societies. Rather, he argues that it is only in
a secular state that Muslims are free to be Muslims voluntarily,
and therefore sincerely. He also stresses from the first paragraph
that he is not opposing Shari‘a but rather arguing for the proper
context for its free observance, which, he says, ‘cannot be coerced
by fear of state institutions or faked to appease their officials’.22
The alternative, living under pressure to conform to Islam,
‘promotes hypocrisy . . . which is categorically and repeatedly
condemned by the Qur’an.’23 So an-Na‘im here offers religious
arguments for the secular state, emphasizing that true religious
practice must be marked by freedom, sincerity, and the avoidance
of hypocrisy. It is notable that these are arguments which focus
much more on the conscience of the individual believer than on
the cohesion of the believing community.
We saw that Mawdudi understands secularism in one simple
way, as the exclusion of religion from public life. In contrast, anNa‘im insists that secularism does not have to be like that. He
acknowledges that there have been authoritarian secular states,
like Ataturk’s Turkey, but there is also the kind of secular state
that is not hostile to religion showing itself in public life and even
acting as a motivation in politics. Rather, this kind of secular state
acts as an honest broker, negotiating between different religions
and preventing any one religion imposing itself over others. While
Mawdudi is black-and-white, an-Na‘im frequently admits that his
project is complex, difficult; it involves challenging negotiations.
In particular, he touches on the ‘difficult distinction between the
state and politics’, arguing that we must separate Islam and the
state, but we cannot separate Islam and politics.24 Along with
21 Ibid., 1.
22 Ibid.

23 Ibid., 4.
24 Ibid.
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Christians and others, Muslims will inevitably be inspired by
their religion to seek to influence politics. But they must not (as
Mawdudi would have encouraged them to do) seek to take over
or control the state in the name of Islam.

An-Na‘im argues, further, that serious study of the history of
Islam supports his case over against that of Islamist promoters
of the Islamic state such as Mawdudi. An-Na‘im recognizes
that in Muhammad there was a combination of religious and
political authority in one person, but argues that this was a
unique, unrepeatable occurrence. Ever since Muhammad, Islam
has involved a difficult negotiation between individuals and
institutions expressing religious authority and individuals and
institutions expressing political authority, with some cross-over.
So the kind of difficult negotiation of the place of religion in a
secular state that is necessary in the modern world is, for anNa‘im, simply a continuation of what Muslims have always had to
do. In contrast, along with many other commentators he insists
that the idea of an Islamic state is genuinely something new in
Islam; this political concept is not part of the Islamic tradition
and (ironically, in view of Islamist disdain for the West) it, in fact,
derives mainly from modern European ideology, with sinister
Fascist undertones.25

An-Na‘im might be right that his ideal of Muslims living
faithful lives in secular states has better grounding in Islamic
history than Maududi’s vision of the Islamic state. But what of
today? Is there today any clear pattern in the direction being taken
by the nations of the Muslim world? Is there more to encourage
an an-Na‘im or an Islamist follower of Mawdudi? In Islam and
the Secular State, an-Na‘im offers case studies of secularism
and Islam in three different contexts: India, with Muslims as a
minority in a secular state; and Turkey and Indonesia, states
with different kinds of secular tradition and Muslim majorities.26
25 Ibid., 7.

26 Ibid., chapters 4, 5 and 6.
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Writing in 2008, an-Na‘im appears cautiously optimistic about
the prospects for ‘Islam-and-the-secular-state’ in Turkey
and Indonesia. President Erdogan seemed at that time to be
achieving a reasonable balance between allowing religion more
of a role in public life and respecting Turkey’s secular traditions.
I suspect that most observers who shared an-Na‘im’s hopes at
that time have felt growing disappointment about developments
in the decade since then, not just in Turkey and Indonesia, but
also, for example, in Malaysia and Pakistan. In many places, the
Islamization of the state has advanced and non-Muslims feel
under increasing pressure.

However, before we jump to the conclusion that these
developments are all explicable entirely in terms of issues internal
to Islam, we should first ask the question (beyond the scope of this
essay) whether the pattern is different elsewhere in the Muslim
world, recognizing that any grand overarching theory in this field
is likely to break down at points. We should also acknowledge
that, over the last decade, India has been on very much the same
trajectory, towards a greater identification of the state and the
majority religion (in this case, Hinduism), leading to increasing
pressure on its religious minorities, particularly Muslims. The
suffering of Muslim minorities in other contexts also comes to
mind. In Western nations too, liberal secular ideals are under
pressure, and in many parts of the world religious minorities are
feeling more vulnerable. Globally, there seems to be a growing
reluctance to engage in the ‘difficult negotiations’ that an-Na‘im
describes as the core work of secular states. Developments in the
Muslim world must be seen both in terms of debates within Islam
and also in the context of wider developments across the world.
Of the thinkers discussed so far, Abd al-Raziq and an-Na‘im
offer support for the secular state, while Mawdudi rejects it. We
now move on to two more recent contributions which introduce
a significant further dimension to this debate. A key feature of
the arguments discussed so far is that they all take for granted
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the givenness of the nation-state: for Abd al-Raziq and an-Na‘im,
Muslims can and should live in secular nation-states, while
Mawdudi wants Muslims to take control of the nation-state and
make it an Islamic state. However, they are all thinking within
the nation-state box. That is the available political reality within
their frames of reference. In striking contrast, Wael Hallaq and
Ovamir Anjum, the next two thinkers to be considered here,
argue that Islam should not be constrained in this way: Muslims
should aim for a quite different political reality.

Wael Hallaq

In 2013 Hallaq, a professor at Columbia University in New
York City, published The Impossible State: Islam, Politics, and
Modernity’s Moral Predicament.27 The ‘impossible state’ of the
book’s title is the Islamic state. Hallaq writes that ‘judged by any
standard definition of what the modern state represents’, the idea
of an Islamic state is ‘both an impossibility and a contradiction
in terms.28 However, what is challenging about Hallaq’s book –
certainly for the average western reader – is that he does not go
on to argue, as we might expect from a New York professor, that
Muslims need to reconcile themselves to the modern western
secular nation-state. On the contrary, he launches a blistering
attack on it, drawing on the arguments of many western scholars
as he does so. The fundamental problem with the modern
state is that it has replaced God in the lives and the loyalties
of its citizens.29 Furthermore, because it has no moral basis, its
proceedings are ultimately unjust and destructive, as seen in
effects such as the psychological state of western societies, and,
in the wider world, the plight of refugees and the degradation of
the environment.30
27 Wael Hallaq, The Impossible State: Islam, Politics, and Modernity’s Moral Predicament
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2013).

28 Ibid., ix.
29 Ibid., 27-28.
30 Ibid., e.g. 4-5.
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Islamists might be expected to agree with this damning view
of the West and its influence in the world, so is Hallaq arguing,
like Mawdudi, that Islam can redeem the nation-state, redirecting
it towards righteousness, justice and equality? No, again. For
Hallaq, the mistake of Islamists is to think that the nation-state
is a neutral structure that can be filled with Islamic content. Built
into the very idea of the modern nation-state, Hallaq insists, are
assumptions that are profoundly antithetical to Islam. So recent
attempts to create Islamic states have failed because of the
impossibility of reconciling the modern foundations on which
they were building with the versions of Shari‘a that they sought
to impose.31 Instead of failing miserably in their attempt to work
within the Western system, Muslims should do something quite
different by returning to their own tradition and recovering the
fundamental principles, not of the Islamic state – a contradiction
in terms – but of ‘Islamic governance’.32 Hallaq acknowledges
the danger for Muslims of mere nostalgia, but insists that
while Shari’a is at present ‘institutionally defunct’, it remains
‘psychologically and spiritually latent’ and can be reactivated
as a ‘moral resource’ in the modern world.33 A very attractive
picture of traditional Islamic societies follows. Hallaq argues that
the effect of Shari‘a was to create just, principled, egalitarian
societies, based on a shared acceptance of the sovereignty of God
(rather than the sovereignty of the state, as in the modern West).

There is no time here, and I do not have the competence, to
assess the historical accuracy of Hallaq’s account of mediaeval
Islamic societies. But he certainly presents a significant scholarly
appeal to Muslims to turn away from the political models offered
by the West and dig deep into their own tradition to find creative
ways of re-establishing ‘Islamic governance’ today.

31 Ibid., x-xi, 2.

32 Ibid., 6, 48-70.
33 Ibid., 13.

Ovamir Anjum
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Going one step further, a younger Muslim scholar, Ovamir
Anjum, again a professor at an American university (Toledo,
Ohio), builds on Hallaq’s work but gives his own argument a
particular focus and a sharp edge by making it an explicit appeal
for the restoration of the caliphate. In Anjum’s learned and
eloquent essay ‘Who Wants the Caliphate?’ published online in
October 2019, a sentence that particularly stands out is: ‘For
nearly a century now [i.e., since the end of the caliphate], Islam
has not been allowed to be Islam.’34 Mawdudi would surely say
‘Amen’ to that, and to a considerable extent Anjum would, I think,
sympathize with Mawdudi, certainly over against Abd al-Raziq.
Anjum criticizes the modernist, secularizing Abd al-Raziq for his
departure from the Qur’an, the Sunna and the clear consensus
of the Islamic tradition.35 We can be confident that Anjum would
also reject an-Na‘im’s reverse abrogation theory. Like Hallaq,
however, Anjum believes that to aim for the creation of an Islamic
state is to be drawn onto the enemy’s godless territory and so
into an exercise which cannot end well.
Instead, Muslims should restore the caliphate. This task is,
however, complicated by the discredit recently brought upon the
concept of the caliphate by the claim of ISIS to have re-established
it. ISIS is relatively easily dismissed by Anjum as a racist ‘bunch
of angry thugs and psychopaths’ trading in the ‘pornography of
violence’.36 Anjum recognizes, however, that the creation of a new
caliphate would require much hard thinking and consultation.
Although the main burden of the essay is a discussion internal
to the Muslim community about the history of thinking about
the caliphate and why it should be restored today, Anjum also
acknowledges the need for dialogue with “non-Muslim citizens
of Muslim lands, regional neighbors, and the global scholarly
34 Anjum, ‘Caliphate’, section entitled ‘Dreams, pasts, and futures’.
35 Ibid., section entitled ‘The loss’.
36 Ibid., section entitled ‘Looking ahead’.
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and scientific community”;37 he notes, for example, that the
‘constitutional architecture’ of the USA would be a valuable
resource in the planning of a new caliphate.38 His hope is that
not just Muslims, but ‘most well-meaning people worldwide’ will
sympathize with his vision.39 The task, he says in his essay’s final
sentences, is to “reimagine the caliphate as a confederation of
governments in the core regions of Islam that protects a range
of human rights for all, provides political and economic stability
to these regions, and allows Muslims to develop a variety of local
political arrangements while embracing the larger religious and
cultural unity of these regions. Such an order would not only be
in accordance with the divine command but also is the only longterm alternative to the current reality in the Muslim world of a
mutually reinforcing coterie of despots and terrorists.”40

Going back to my opening question, the answer from Hallaq
and especially Anjum is clear: No, Muslims cannot authentically
be themselves without political power, without the capacity to
structure their communal existence in the light of the revelation
in which they believe. They both see it as a mistake for Muslims
to seek to create Islamic states, but they are both clear about
the need for ‘Islamic governance’, without which, for nearly
a century ‘Islam has not been allowed to be Islam.’ As regards
my discussion of the different approaches to the relationship
between the Meccan and Medinan paradigms of Abd al-Raziq,
Mawdudi and an-Na‘im, my impression is that for Hallaq and
Anjum that question simply does not arise. The Taha/an-Na‘im
proposal for reverse abrogation would not be seen as meriting
serious discussion. The abiding authority of the Medinan
paradigm is upheld.
37 Ibid., untitled introductory section.
38 Ibid., section entitled ‘Looking ahead’.
39 Ibid., untitled introductory section.
40 Ibid., section entitled ‘Looking ahead’.
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While all the authors considered in this essay can be
understood as primarily offering contributions to a debate within
Islam, it is because that debate is so significant, not just to Muslims
but also to all who live alongside them, that the work of these
authors should be very widely pondered. While the reflections
and questions with which I now conclude are framed mainly as a
response to Anjum’s call for dialogue about his proposals, I also
refer to Hallaq and an-Na‘im and am implicitly reflecting on all
the material covered in this essay.
I must first acknowledge that reading the work of Hallaq and
Anjum in particular challenges me deeply. Western Christians
such as myself may wish to push back against aspects of their
polemic against a post-truth, morally bankrupt Western world
presiding over global catastrophe and approaching collapse.
Yes, there may still be features of the West that are worth
defending against this polemic; and yes, the way of Christianity
in the world, its witness in the political sphere, must in the end
be different from that of Islam. Nevertheless, exposure to such
Muslim perspectives poses a salutary challenge to Christians
to become more faithful in their own vocation, deepening
their commitment to speak truth to power and to pursue
justice and peace for the most vulnerable and marginalized.
That said, there are important questions to ask. Just as Hallaq
notes that Muslims need to be ‘creative’ in their reformulation of
the Shari‘a and of Islamic governance, so Anjum calls on Muslims
to ‘reimagine’ the caliphate.41 Cynics might suspect that these
professors at American universities imagine that buzzwords
like ‘creative’ and ‘reimagine’ will soothe western sensibilities
and deflect attention from a regressive agenda. However, Hallaq
and Anjum are feisty intellectuals with very little inclination to
genuflect at western shrines, so let us take them seriously. What
would creative Islamic governance or a reimagined caliphate
41 Hallaq, Impossible State, 172, n. 15; Anjum, ‘Caliphate’, section entitled ‘Looking ahead’.
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look like? A key question is what they would be like for women
and for religious minorities, the most obviously subordinate
members of pre-modern Islamic societies, as indeed of other
pre-modern societies, notably Christian ones. Regarding women,
Hallaq briefly acknowledges the ‘patriarchal nature’ of the premodern Islamic society that he so admires, but the implication
is presumably that creative Islamic governance would be able
to advance beyond this.42 Both he and Anjum touch on the
place of non-Muslims under Islamic rule, but not in any detail.
My concern here is that although pre-modern Islam may have
offered provision for non-Muslims that was tolerant by the
standards of that time, even the most benign version of the
traditional Islamic dhimmi system, which regulated the place in
society of non-Muslims, does not look tolerable today. Would a
reimagined caliphate offer equal citizenship to non-Muslims? If
so, how would it reconcile that with Islamic tradition?43

That question about non-Muslims within the Muslim world
connects to another, about the relationship of a reimagined
caliphate to the nations of the wider non-Muslim world. When
Anjum suggests that such a caliphate should be planned in
an open dialogue with neighbouring non-Muslim nations, the
implied hope is that it would also co-exist peacefully with them.
But what, then, of the assumption in the Islamic tradition that
the caliphate exists to spread the rule of Islam to the whole
world, initially through invitation but if necessary through war?
Within that theory, peace between Islam and the wider world
of unbelief can only be temporary.44 Since the 19th century, new
understandings of war and peace and of international order
42 Hallaq, Impossible State, 184-5, n. 77.
43 On this point see Anjum’s essay ‘Dhimmi citizens: non-Muslims in the new Islamist
discourse’ in ReOrient 2, no. 1 (Autumn 2016): 31-50.

44 For an introductory overview of this topic, together with substantial bibliography, see
Sarah Albrecht, ‘Dār al-Islām and dār al-ḥarb’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 3rd ed., Kate
Fleet et al. (last accessed 6 June 2020).
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have been articulated by Muslims.45 Certainly, the idea that
Islam only ever mandated fighting in self-defence has become
fairly mainstream, but while any such developments towards
principles of peaceful co-existence are of course welcome and to
be encouraged, one hopes that scholars of Anjum’s calibre can
undergird them with a greater degree of intellectual rigour than
is normally found.

The nagging underlying question here is essentially: how
does Islam relate to non-Islam? In broad terms, the classical
Islamic tradition, building on Muhammad’s triumph over
unbelief and the astonishing military and political expansion of
Islam in its first generations, worked on the assumption that
non-Islam could be tolerated but Islam must rule. How, then, can
modern Muslims edit out of their account of Islam this classical
assumption that Islam will be in power over non-Islam, ultimately
everywhere? Undoubtedly, the immediate goal in Anjum’s vision
of a reimagined caliphate is for Muslims to take responsibility
again for their own life as a global community of believers and to
organize themselves politically in light of their faith. There is no
hint in his essay of the militancy and triumphalist expectations
of early Islam and the classical caliphate. So where has that
gone? Given the serious and deeply respectful way in which
Anjum engages with the Islamic tradition, this is an inevitable
and indeed urgent question to address. If it is intended that the
triumphalist aspect of the tradition should be permanently left
behind, can we see the clear and convincing way in which it is
proposed to carry out this transformation of the tradition? I
touch here on the complex and sensitive question (with which,
in various forms, Christians often wrestle with great perplexity
and much mutual recrimination) of how any tradition explains
significant reformation of its teachings while also claiming

45 On Sheikh Yusuf al-Qaradawi’s substantial study, Fiqh al-Jihād, a particularly significant
contribution in this field, see the essays by Sherman Jackson and Rachid al-Ghannouchi in
Twenty-First Century Jihad: Law, Society and Military Action, ed. Elisabeth Kendall and
Ewan Stein (London: I. B. Tauris, 2017).
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continuity with its authoritative origins. There is, however, no
avoiding this question, on which so much depends and which
in principle concerns the whole world. The fuller version of his
argument which Anjum is presumably developing is therefore to
be awaited with great interest.

My final point in response to Anjum arises from a more
specifically Christian concern than the more general issues
addressed immediately above. It is important for Christians to
hear and understand the cri de coeur Anjum issues on behalf
of millions of fellow-Muslims: ‘For nearly a century now, Islam
has not been allowed to be Islam.’ Maybe some version of the
caliphate he proposes will prove necessary for the peace of the
world. However, in the dialogue for which he calls I suspect
many Christians would want to echo his phrase and suggest that
in the Muslim world, for 1400 years, “Christianity has not been
allowed to be Christianity”. Why? Because Christians have been
deprived by Islamic governance of the legal freedom to obey the
‘Great Commission’ entrusted to the disciples by the risen Christ
to make and baptize disciples of all nations.46 In making such a
comment, I am aware of the danger of reducing Christian-Muslim
dialogue to an unproductive litany of complaints and competitive
suffering, angry shouting at each other about not being free
to be ourselves. However, the mission of the Church is not an
incidental feature of Christianity, but a fundamental aspect
of the Church’s raison d’être. In this regard, we should note
Anjum’s interesting observation that the caliphate is as essential
to Islamic identity as the doctrine of the Trinity for Christians:
‘Why has the caliphate been so central to Islamic creed? Chiefly,
because it was the defining problem of Islam – as Trinity was
for Christianity.’47 Although this comment displays welcome
sensitivity to the centrality of Trinitarian thinking to Christianity,
I suggest that a better comparison is between the caliphate and
the mission of the Church. For all their obvious differences,
46 Matthew 28: 16-20.

47 Anjum, ‘Caliphate’, section entitled ‘The theory of the caliphate’.
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these hold broadly similar places in the ways that Muslims and
Christians respectively have understood their tasks in the world
in response to what they believe they have received from God.

For Christians, Muslims, and others to negotiate how we
share the spaces in which we live alongside each other in God’s
world calls for ‘difficult negotiations’. This point is especially
emphasized by An-Na‘im, and is also acknowledged by Anjum.
In their impulses towards being fully themselves, different
communities will often be in tension with each other, especially
when they believe that in following these impulses they are
obeying God. As a starting point in the handling of these tensions
we at least need to understand what matters in the other
communities to which we relate, and the debates within them.
To that end, I hope that this essay will be of some use. I also hope
that listening to how Muslims debate the relationship between
their faith, the political order and the common good will deepen
the commitment of Christians to reflection, prayer and action in
relation to these same questions that face us all in our divided,
unjust, violent, and wounded world.48

48 For further resources for Christian reflection on these matters in the Christian-Muslim
interface, see Faith, Power, and Violence: Muslims and Christians in a Plural Society,
Past and Present, ed. John J. Donohue, SJ, and Christian W. Troll, SJ (Rome: Pontificio
Istituto Orientale, 1998); Lesslie Newbigin, Lamin Sanneh, and Jenny Taylor, Faith
and Power: Christianity and Islam in ‘Secular’ Britain (London: SPCK, 1998); Richard
Sudworth, “Christian Responses to the Political Challenge of Islam” Islam and ChristianMuslim Relations 24, no. 2 (April 2013): 191-211; idem, Encountering Islam: ChristianMuslim Relations in the Public Square (London: SCM, 2017), in which chapter 8, on the
thought of Kenneth Cragg and Rowan Williams, is especially relevant; Power, Divine
and Human: Christian and Muslim Perspectives, ed. Lucinda Mosher and David Marshall
(Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2019).

Christian W. Troll on Sayyid Ahmad Khan
Muslims and Christians Mutually Witnessing to
God’s Love for Humanity
Clinton Bennett

Introduction
In 1987, my doctoral supervisor David A. Kerr (1945-2008)
left the Centre for the Study of Islam and Christian-Muslim
Relations at the Selly Oak College, Birmingham to take up an
appointment at Hartford Seminary in Connecticut, USA. Although
Professor Kerr continued to offer advice when he visited the
UK and when I traveled to Hartford to consult him during the
final few months of my doctoral research over Easter 1989,
Christian W. Troll SJ became my official supervisor. Our interests
overlapped because his work on Sayyid Ahmad Khan (18171898) and on Christian-Muslim encounter in India provided
background for my work on Sir William Muir’s view of Islam and
on several missionaries whom Muir influenced.1 I characterized
Muir’s writing on Islam as confrontational. Although a civil
servant rather than a Christian missionary, William Muir (18191905) strongly identified with the polemical approaches to Islam
of most missionaries in nineteenth century India among the
comparatively few who focused on Islam. Encouraged to write
his Life of Mahomet (1858-1862) by Karl Pfander (d. 1865)
of the Church Mission Society, Muir had reviewed Pfander’s
literary exchanges with Muslim scholars (originally as “The
Mohammedan Controversy” in an 1845 edition of the Calcutta
Review) and witnessed his 1854 public debate with Rahmat
Allâh Kairânawî (d. 1895). Khan, while describing Muir as “a
1

William Muir, The Life of Mahomet (London: Smith, Elder & Co, 1858-1862).
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talented author” whose biography of Muhammad was the best
by a “foreign author”, was offended and even hurt by Muir’s
book because Muir saw nothing commendable in Muhammad
whatsoever. Khan wrote that, for Muir, Islam’s “interesting and
beautiful features” appeared “deformed and repulsive”.2 He wrote
A Series of Essays on the Life of Mohammed (1870) to counter
Muir’s negative assessment. Yet the two men knew each other
and even called the other their friend.3 In 1889, as Principal and
Vice-Chancellor of Edinburgh University, Muir awarded Khan an
honorary LL.D. The relationship between the two does seem to
have been warmer than the politeness expected of two servants
of the Indian government.
This tribute to Christian W. Troll’s scholarship concentrates
on the importance of his work on Khan based mainly on Troll’s
Sayyid Ahmad Khan: A Reinterpretation of Muslim Theology (1978)
and on his more recent The Gospel According to Sayyid Ahmad
Khan (2020), co-edited with Charles M. Ramsey, and Mahboob
Basharat Mughal.4 Discussion focuses on Khan’s Commentary on
the Holy Bible, published in three parts between 1862 and 1867,
the first text of this genre by a Muslim. It will be seen that, while
some of Khan’s Christian contemporaries saw his Commentary as
evidence that Muslim opposition to Christian truth was weakening
and that Christianity would win its struggle with Islam, and while
some dismissed his views as aberrant and unorthodox, a view
that was shared by many Muslims, it can also be interpreted
as encouraging reconciliation, harmony and dialogue between
Muslims and Christians. Beginning with a brief description of
Khan’s life and writing about which Troll wrote, this chapter
then discusses Troll’s contribution to understanding Khan’s
approach to the Bible, responses to Khan’s Bible Commentary

2

Sayyid Ahmad Khan, An Account of the Loyal Mahomedans of India (London: 1872), xviii.

3

A. Avril Powell, “Reciprocities and Divergences Concerning Religious Traditions in Two
Families of Scholars in North India,” in Perspectives on Mutual Encounters South Asian
History, 1760-1960, ed. Jamal Malik (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 203.

4

Christian W. Troll, Charles M. Ramsey and Mahboob Basharat Mughal, eds., The Gospel
According to Sayyid Ahmad Khan (1817-1898) (Leiden: Brill, 2020).
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and “Pure Islam” mainly by Christians, and the significance of
Troll’s work on Khan. Khan’s view of the Bible leaves room for
Muslims and Christians to deepen their understanding of God’s
will and their personal relationships with God. Troll’s early work
did not fully answer the question why Khan read the Bible when
he saw the Qur’an as God’s final revelation. However, I follow
Ramsey’s suggestion that, for Khan, Christians, Jews and Muslims
may share in the same “eternal bliss” because God’s voice can
be heard through earlier scriptures and not only in what for
Muslims represents the final scripture.5 If this is not fully
expressed by Troll, he does show how for Khan Bible and Qur’an
are interrelated and, to some degree, that Khan anticipated the
approach to scriptural study known as “Scriptural reasoning” in
which Jews, Christians and Muslims read each other’s sacred texts
in order to grow in understanding of all three traditions, explore
their scriptures and their possible interpretations. The Common
Word’s initiative, to which Troll has responded, which invites
Muslim-Christian collaboration in acts of love for neighbors in
the spirit of Islam’s and Christianity’s shared belief that love of
God must be accompanied by love of neighbor also perpetuates
Khan’s approach as analyzed by Troll’s writing. At the very least,
Troll’s work on Khan presents the thought of a Muslim who was
open to the possibility that Muslims and Christians might both
be enriched through encounter by rejecting the notion that only
a one-way exchange is possible.

Sayyid Ahmad Khan: Muslim Reformer, Educationalist
and community leader

Troll began his Sayyid Ahmad Khan (1978) with a chapter
on his life in the context of nineteenth century India, “Sayyid
Ahmad Khan in his Day and Later”.6 Khan was born in Delhi

5

Charles M. Ramsey, “Sir Sayyed and the Religious Foundations of a Pluralist Society,” in
Sir Syed Ahmad Khan: Muslim Renaissance Man of India –A Bicentenary Commemorative
Volume, ed. A. R. Kidwai (Delhi: Viva Books, 2017), 303.

6

Christian W. Troll, Sayyid Ahmad Khan: A Reinterpretation of Muslim Theology (Delhi:
Vikas, 1978), 3-57.
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October 17, 1817. His father, Syed Muhammad Muttaq (d. 1838),
and his mother, Aziz-un-Nisa (d. 1857), raised and educated
him in the tradition of Mughal nobility although, unusually, one
of his tutors was female. He studied the Qur’an, Farsi, Arabic
as well as Urdu alongside mathematics, astronomy, Islamic
jurisprudence and enjoyed several sports. From an early age
he was interested in the politics of how the Mughal Empire was
declining due to rebellions and encroachment from the British
East India Company. His family were close to the Emperor.
Khan joined the East India Company in 1838 and qualified as
a sub-judge three years later. From British officials, he learned
about Company policies and ambitions. He started writing
religious texts convinced that India’s Muslims needed to revive
Islam. Troll writes that “the ultimate motive of his endeavor in
religious thought” was “to contribute to the re-establishment of
‘true Islam’”, which he saw as “the pure and essential Islam of
origins unencumbered by the accretions of later centuries”7 but,
unlike many who shared this goal, he wanted to do this in a way
that aligned with modern science. Believing that religion could
be reconciled with science and technology, Khan rejected blind
imitation of past judicial rulings and Qur’anic interpretations
(taqlid) in favour of exercising ijtihād8 and a rational approach
to the Qur’an that recognized allegory as allegory. Knowledge
of God is not solely derived from revelation but through nature
and rational thinking. Khan called on Muslims to distinguish
between Islam’s fundamental and non-fundamental elements.9
Khan admired the early “Mu’tazilite school”.10 In the eyes of some
Indian Muslims, by joining the Company, Khan had also sided
with Islam’s enemy. As the Company gained more territory,
many Muslims either actively opposed British rule or had as
little to do with the Company as possible. Climbing up the ranks
7

Ibid., xvii.

8

Ibid., 36.

9

Ibid., 331.

10 Ibid., 20.
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of the company to more senior positions, by the time of the
1857 anti-British rebellion, Khan was chief assessment officer
at Bijnor. He remained loyal to the British who saw the revolt,
nominally led by the Mughal Emperor, as Muslim inspired. Khan
argued that Muslims were not bound to rebel against the British
because under their rule India was a place of safety for Muslims
and not, as some claimed, a place of war.11 Khan believed that
Muslims would benefit more from cooperating with the British
and accessing Western science than by opposing them.

However, he also identified reasons why Muslims were
dissatisfied by the Company’s policies and how this might be
addressed.12 Troll points out that, in writing about the revolt, Khan
cited “a wide range of European works”13 showing familiarity
with “many contemporary Western historians” and with “their
method of work”.14 While it was the events of 1857-8 and the
dissolution of the Mughal Empire that tested Khan’s decision to
continue serving the British government in India, it was the Agra
public debate between Karl Pfander and Rahmat Allâh Kairânawî
that resulted in his decision to pioneer an alternative, more
conciliatory approach to Muslim-Christian relations. During
the debate, at which the Bible’s authenticity was a major issue,
Kairânawî not only drew on the traditional Muslim charge that
the Bible has been corrupted but on modern biblical criticism,
mainly from Germany, that seemed to confirm this.15 This debate
prompted Khan to ask whether a different approach to the text of
the Bible might prove more productive for Muslims, even more
faithful to Islam itself. This resulted in Khan’s three part Tabyīn
al-Kalām fī tafsīr al-Tawrāt wa al-Injīl ‘alá millat al-Islām (The
Mohomedan Commentary on the Holy Bible) described below.
While some Muslims in India chose to boycott schools run by the
11 Sayyid Ahmad Khan, An Account of the Loyal Mahmoedans of India, (London, 1872), 112.
12 Sayyid Ahmad Khan, The Causes of the Indian Mutiny (Benares: Medical Hall, 1873).

13 Christian W. Troll, op. cit., 102.
14 Loc. cit.
15 Christian W. Troll, op. cit., 68.
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British, and exclusively followed a traditional Islamic curriculum,
Khan wanted to combine a reformed Islamic curriculum with
Western knowledge. He led what has been described as a
movement to restore Muslim self-respect within British India.16

Troll points out that during his lifetime, Khan’s thinking was
“characterized as ‘liberal,’ ‘progressive’ or ‘enlightened’ and that
these labels continued” to be used.17 As his influence grew, Khan,
who had established several schools before the revolt, founded
the Scientific Society in 1864 which published many translations
and other works including some by himself. Stationed in Varanasi
in 1867, Khan strongly defended the use of Urdu during the
Hindu-Urdu controversy when some wanted to replace this with
Hindi. Khan’s defense of Urdu has been identified as contributing
to the revival of Urdu literature.18 From this time on, Khan became
convinced that Indian Muslims were a distinct community
(qaum) from Hindus and needed to protect their own interests.
Khan is, therefore, regarded as one of the ideological founders
of the “Two Nation” theory that led to the creation of Pakistan19
although earlier he had often described Hindus and Muslims
as “two eyes of the beautiful bride that is Hindustan”.20 Visiting
England in 1869 where he was awarded the Companionship
of the Order of the Star of India, Khan was so impressed by
Cambridge University that he decided to establish a Muslim
version in India. While in England, Khan also published his book
on Muhammad responding to Muir’s negative assessment of his
character, motives and moral conduct. For Khan, Muhammad’s
sincerity, rationality, nobility and godliness were so central to
pure Islam that he was compelled to refute Muir’s critique.
16 Ibid., 15.
17 Ibid., 16.
18 Ibid., 14.
19 Ibid., 10.
20 Sayeeda Yasmin Saikia, and M. Raisur Rahman, “Introduction,” in The Cambridge
Companion to Sayyid Ahmad Khan, ed. S. Y. Saikia and M. R. Rahman (New Delhi:
Cambridge University Press, 2019).
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After returning to India, Khan began to gather support for
founding the residential Muhammadan Anglo-Oriental College at
Aligarh that he opened in 1875 with a British principal, Theodore
Beck (d. 1899). Khan’s crowning achievement, this became Aligarh
Muslim University, now a leading research University in India, in
1920. While Khan thought that focusing on education was more
beneficial for Muslims than political engagement, he served on
the Viceroy’s Council from 1878 to 1882 completing two terms
of two years each. In 1887, he was also appointed to the Civil
Service Commission. While religion and theology were integral to
Khan’s vision of working out a new ‘ilm al-Kalām, a new Muslim
apologetic theology he also set out to advance his career and
the position of the Muslim community in British India.21 Created
a Knight Commander of the Order of the Star of India in 1888,
Khan can be said to have achieved his goal of gaining recognition
by the British. Having retired from government service in 1876,
Khan continued writing and published his six-volume tafsir-al
Qur’an between 1880 and 1898. Khan died on 27th March 1898
and was buried inside the mosque complex in the grounds of
the College. Muslims inspired by Khan have played important
roles in promoting Muslim welfare, education, and a modernist
religious outlook in India and elsewhere. As argued below,
Khan can be portrayed, despite his “Two Nation” ideology, as
promoting harmony and understanding between communities
since his advocacy for the welfare of the Muslim community did
not assume that Muslim progress would adversely affect Hindus
and others.

Christian W. Troll on Khan’s View of the Bible in relation
to the Qur’an

Troll’s 1978 book was a revised version of his SOAS doctoral
thesis (1975). Between this and the more recent volume, The
Gospel According to Sayyid Ahmad Khan, he has written articles
on Khan in various publications. This indicates Troll’s sustained
21 Christian W. Troll, op. cit., xviii.
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interest in the significance of Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s thought
and contribution to Muslim-Christian relations. Khan’s book
on Muhammad merits detailed analysis as a treatment of the
Prophet in response to Christian criticism that attempted to
counter negative stereotypes while also approaching the subject
in the light of modern scholarly method. However, this discussion
of Troll’s work on Khan concentrates on the Commentary on the
Holy Bible. Both Essays on Mohammed and the Commentary broke
new ground. However, other Muslims responded to criticism of
the Prophet while the Commentary remains a unique text. Also,
although it did attract responses from Christians at the time, it
was subsequently neglected. Finally, publication of Troll, Ramsey
and Moghul’s 2020 book is likely to renew interest in Khan’s
pioneering approach to the Bible making this a more topical
discussion.
Troll’s Sayyid Ahmad Khan has eight chapters and provides
an overview of Khan’s life as described above, as well as context,
influences on his thought, writing and ideas. These chapters are
“Sayyid Ahmad Khan in his Day and Later,” “True Islam – Early
Re-statement,” “Islam and the Scriptures of Jews and Christians,”
“The sources of Islam and Early Historiography,” “Modern Natural
Science and Tafsir,” “Event and Nature of Prophetic Revelation”
and “The Credo”. These chapters are followed in Part Two by
selected translations of Khan’s writing.

The 2020 book, on which Troll collaborated with Charles
M. Ramsey and Mahboob Basharat Mughal, is an annotated
translation of Part Three of Khan’s Commentary on Matthew
chapter 3-5. The pages of the book give the English translation
in the top half and the original Urdu below. Ramsey is currently
a Resident Scholar at Baylor University’s Institute for Studies
of Religion and an Adjunct in History. He worked in India and
Pakistan between graduating MA at Baylor in 2000 under my
supervision and becoming a Resident Scholar at Baylor in 2017.
His PhD, on Khan, was awarded by Birmingham University in
2015. Mahboob Basharat Mughal is Research Associate at the
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Centre for Dialogue and Action at Forman Christian College,
Lahore, where Ramsey was previously an assistant professor.

Part One of Khan’s Commentary, published in 1862 and
printed on Khan’s private press, for which he had bought Hebrew
and Urdu fonts, has 268 pages. He employed a Jewish scholar
to assist him.22 It has ten discourses and two supplements. The
content directly relates to the Pfander-Kairânawî debate including
whether the Bible has been corrupted and whether Muslims can
read the Bible as an authentic scripture and word from God. All
but the first chapter has English and Urdu on the same page.
Part Two, published in 1865, is a commentary on Genesis 1-XI.
The later portion of this text is no longer available so the exact
number of pages is unknown. However, 360 pages survive. Part
Three, published in 1887 in Urdu without an English translation,
on Matthew 1-5, has 129 pages.

This discussion focuses on the seventh discourse of Part One
on the alleged corruption (Taḥrīf) of the Bible drawing on Troll’s
discussion. Khan lists eight types of corruption that Muslims have
alleged, which divide into two categories, textual and verbal.
Citing Qur’anic reference to the distortion or corruption of the
Bible, Khan also reviews previous Muslim arguments on taḥrīf.
Textual corruption means that Jews and Christians changed the
Bible’s text. Initially, Jews were alleged to have corrupted their
scripture – not Christians theirs’. Later, pioneered by Ibn Ḥazm
(994-1064), Christian corruption of the New Testament became
a standard weapon in the armory of Muslim anti-Christian
polemicists. Kairânawî’s Izhar al-Haq (Truth Revealed) (1864)
drew on European biblical scholarship to argue that the text
of the Bible is unreliable, listing “110 errors, 43 additions and
18 omissions”.23 Khan, however, dismissed the charge that the
Bible’s content (matn) has been changed in favor of arguing that
22 Ibid., 70.

23 Clinton Bennett, Understanding Christian-Muslim Relations: Past and Present (London:
Continuum, 2008), 133.
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Jews and Christians verbally distort its meaning. Summarizing
Khan’s conclusion, Troll writes, “the present-day Jewish and
Christian scriptures can and must be assessed positively” since
they witness to the Qur’an’s “basic message.” He continued,
“Muslims share with Jews and Christians a basic belief in the
Scriptures as the revealed word of God”.24

Drawing on the distinction in Islamic thought between
rehearsed and un-rehearsed revelation, however, Khan
accepted the Qur’ān as belonging to the first category while,
like ḥadīth (accounts of the Prophet’s sayings and acts), the Bible
qualifies as unrehearsed revelation. Thus, while the content
of the Qur’ān is word for word from God (rehearsed exactly
as received from God), the Bible’s wording is its authors’ own
choice, as with Muhammad’s sayings but the meaning expressed
was divinely revealed. All nations have had prophets who receive
revelation although this is not confined to prophets. Khan’s
understanding of successive or progressive revelation is that,
while the Qur’an is God’s final word to humanity, this does not
replace, or cancel, previous scriptures whose content may still
have meaning depending on circumstances. If they speak to a
current content, verses remain applicable. Khan’s method was to
interpret the Bible though the lens of the Qur’an,25 which led to
his conclusion that it confirms the Qur’an’s message and what
it says about Jesus, rejecting Trinity, his death on the cross and
divine sonship.26

Khan saw substantial agreement between Bible and Qur’an.
Troll’s analysis examines how Khan applied the sciences of
Qur’an exegesis and of ḥadīth scrutiny in evaluating the Bible’s
reliability.27
24 Christian W. Troll, op. cit., 99.
25 Ibid., 70.

26 Sayyid Ahmad Khan, Tabyīn al-Kalām fī tafsīr al-Tawrāt wa al-Injīl ‘alá millat al-Islām
(The Mohomedan Commentary on the Holy Bible), Part II (Ghazipur, 1862), 265-266.
27 Christian W. Troll, op. cit., 58-99.
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On the use of allegory, Khan applied this to both scriptures
in what some describe as a demythologizing approach to their
meaning. Prophets adapted the meaning of God’s message
“by couching it in figurative and metaphorical language”.28 For
example, Khan did not believe in angels, the devil or in jinn as
actual beings so references to these are metaphors for ‘divine
help, ’’dark passions’ and ‘savage tribes.’ Khan drew on Western
scholarship but could also be critical of this, rejecting for example
Bishop Colenso’s questioning of Biblical historicity.29 On the one
hand, Khan’s belief that the Bible, when understood through the
lens of the Qur’an, confirms its message, reversed the conviction
of Christian missionaries that if Muslim would only read the
Bible, they would inevitably recognize and accept Christianity’s
truth and reject Islam as at best only partially true. Some
Christian missionaries did accept that Islam contained some
truth and tried to demonstrate how Islam’s partial truth could
point the way to Christianity’s complete truth and, therefore,
were not wholly negative in how they perceived and spoke about
Islam. In my doctoral thesis, I analyzed the work of one such
missionary, William St-Clare Tisdall (d. 1928) who, on the one
hand, translated Pfander’s books while on the other spoke of
Islam’s strengths as well as of its weaknesses.30

Finally, before turning to Christian and other responses
to the Commentary, in the recent text, The Gospel according to
Sayyid Ahmad Khan, Troll, Ramsey and Moghul show how, while
modern notions of interreligious dialogue did not then exist, Khan
dealt with Matthew as a contemplative Muslim mystic who was
determined to show the inter-related nature of the Qur’an and
Bible. They suggest that Khan wanted to demonstrate the affinity
between Christian and Muslim exegesis, which represents a call
to come and discuss scripture together rather than an effort to
impose a Muslim interpretation on Christians without discussion
28 Ibid., 109.
29 Ibid., 110.

30 William St-Clare Tisdall, The Religion of the Crescent (London: SPCK, 1895).
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and mutual exploration of the meaning of sacred texts. Khan deals
respectfully with the text of the Bible, not mockingly as some
Muslim polemicists have done or, in the style of much Christian
commentary on the Qur’an, which ridicules content as repetitive,
jumbled, confused and incredulous.

Christian Responses to Khan’s Bible Commentary and
‘Pure Islam’

Alan M. Guenther comments that, in writing his Commentary,
Khan hoped to “foster reconciliation between” Indian Muslims
“and their British/Christian rulers after the brutalities committed
by both the Indian rebels and the conquering British forces in the
Revolt of 1857 had severely alienated the two groups”.31 While
this section of my chapter does not per se directly evaluate Troll’s
work on Khan, it underlines its value by discussing how others
responded to Khan’s Commentary, which when compared with
Troll’s work, was superficial and self-serving. Khan did attract
allies and admirers from the Muslim community but conservative
Muslims responded negatively to his “pure Islam” and his work
on the Bible.

During the mid-1860’s, a correspondence began between
Khan and the German born missionary, John Muchleisen Arnold
(d. 1881) of the Church Mission Society. It is not known which of
the two initiated this exchange. However, Arnold included Khan’s
letter in his The Qur’an and the Bible.32 Khan had written to
Arnold about his wish to maintain friendship between Muslims
and Christians yet he did not expect Christians to welcome his
Commentary because, although he upheld the Bible’s truth, he
“did not believe in the Trinity” while many Muslims expressed
hatred and abuse toward him.33 Arnold’s response is typical
of missionary reaction, writing, “If these views prevail… it will
31 Allen M. Guenther, “Christian Responses to Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s Commentary on the
Bible,” Comparative Islamic Studies 6, no. 1-2 (2010): 70.

32 John Muchleisen Arnold, The Qur’an and the Bible, of Islam and Christianity (London:
Longmans, Green, Reader and Dyer, 2nd ed., 1866).
33 Ibid., 483.
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simply be a question of time before the great rupture caused by
the rise of Islam will be healed”.34 Asserting the authority of the
Bible in opposition “to the assumed corruption of the Christian
Scriptures”, the Commentary should be translated into every
language spoken by Muslims. This will assist Christians to prove
that “if the Bible be true, the Qur’an must be false”.35 Khan, though,
had not written the Commentary to aid Christians in evangelizing
Muslims but to promote more harmonious relations between
Christians and Muslims. Since this might also involve mutual
recognition of the validity of both religions and their adherents’
ultimate salvation, it can be seen as supporting an inclusivist or
pluralist theology of religion. However, it is also possible that
Khan hoped that his Commentary would help convince Christians
that their own Bible points to Islam as the best religion for
humanity, which is the exclusivist paradigm.

The United Presbyterian missionary, John Robson (d. 1908),
who served in India (1860-72), reached a similar conclusion
to Arnold. Conceiving the relationship between Islam and
Christianity as a “battle,” he believed that as “Hindus and Muslims
studied the Bible, they would become convinced of its truth”.36
He welcomed the Commentary “as the first appearance of a
systematic study of the Bible and the followers of the Prophet”37
and commended Khan for his learning and “renown in India”.38
Khan, however, appears to have become disillusioned after
finishing the Commentary, which failed to attract the financial
support he hoped for, and perhaps because “of the small interest
the public took in this undertaking he lost enthusiasm” and left it

34 Ibid., 484.
35 Ibid., 484-5.
36 Allen M. Guenther, “Christian Responses to Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s Commentary on the
Bible,” 82.
37 John Robson, “A Mohammedan Commentary on the Bible,” The British and Foreign
Evangelical Review 16, (1867): 558.
38 Allen M. Guenther, “Christian Responses to Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s Commentary on the
Bible,” 82.
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unfinished.39 Many European scholars rejected Khan’s reformed
version of Islam as “Islam no longer” describing it as aberrant,
heterodox and unrepresentative. Missionaries should not waste
their time dealing with this. For Muir, Khan’s anti-slavery,
pro-female education stances and his view that polygamy is
permitted only in exceptional circumstances were reforms that
undermined Islam’s essential characteristics, which made Khan’s
Islam “Islam not longer.” For Muir, a “reformed Islam … would
be Islam no longer”.40 However, some missionaries appreciated
Khan’s “discourse seven” on taḥrīf, which was reprinted by the
Christian Literature Society of India in 1910.
In contrast to the above responses to Khan’s Commentary,
Charles M Ramsey, who has collaborated with Troll, both draws
on and expands, his work. In his chapter, “Sir Sayyid and the
Religious Foundations for a Pluralist Society” published in Sir Syed
Ahmad Khan: Muslim Renaissance Man of India – A Bicentenary
Commemoration Volume (2017), Ramsey takes his cue from Bruce
Lawrence’s comment that Troll had not addressed the question,
“But why would any Muslim, since he accepts the Qur’an as God’s
final revelation to the last prophet, be motivated to read preQur’anic scriptures?”.41 Describing Troll’s view of Khan’s work as
apologetic, Ramsey argues that neither this view, nor the view of
his work as polemic offered by Dar (1957), which he analyses,
“accounts for Sayyid Ahmad’s engagement with the Bible”.42
Bashir Ahmad Dar interpreted Khan’s view as denying parity to
the Bible, “Sayyid Ahmad was able to prove that … the Bible could
not stand on a par with the Qur’an in any respect whatsoever”.43

39 Johannes Marinus Simon Baljon, The Reforms and Religious Ideas of Sayyid Ahmad Khan
(Lahore: Orientalia, 1958), 103.

40 William Muir, The Caliphate, Its Rise, Decline and Fall (London: 1892), 599.
41 Bruce Lawrence, “Review of Sayyed Ahmad Khan: A Reinterpretation of Muslim Theology
by Christian W. Troll,” The Journal of Asian Studies 39, no. 2 (1980): 395.
42 Bashir Ahmad Dar, Religious Thought of Sayyid Ahmad Khan (Lahore: Institute for
Islamic Culture, 1957).
43 Charles M. Ramsey, “Sir Sayyed and the Religious Foundations of a Pluralist Society,” in
Sir Syed Ahmad Khan: Muslim Renaissance Man of India – A Bicentenary Commemorative
Volume, ed. A.R. Kidwai (Delhi: Viva Books, 2017), 295.
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Ramsey’s view is the exact opposite: he concludes that
Khan does establish parity between the two scriptures and
argues that it was Khan’s commitment to what today is known
as religious pluralism that actually motivated his Commentary.
Khan, Ramsey says, “believed that love can emerge and develop
through empathetic encounter” based on “an attitude of sincere
respect.” “The goal,” he continues, “is not … capitulation but …
understanding”.44 Khan called for fellowship between Christians
and Muslims that involved “the breaking of bread” and “scriptural
reasoning”.45 It is difficult to imagine that, given his career of
government service and desire for recognition by the British,
Khan would want to undermine or challenge his employers’ faith.
Commenting on Jesus’ teaching that we must love our enemies,
Khan wrote in the Commentary, Part Three: “Great men succeed
in practicing this more, but to even practice this to any extent is
pleasing to God”.46 Ramsey describes Khan’s view that forms of
worship prescribed by earlier prophets remain valid. Khan called
for “conviviality with persons of other religions”,47 shared meals
with them and attended their worship where he was “no mere
spectator … but an active participant.” Ramsey cites from Khan’s
Tahdhīb al-Akhlāq (Social Reformer, journal published 18711897) in which he explicitly stated that earlier paths to salvation
remain effective, “whether” these paths are those of the “Jews, or
of any other avatar or divine manifestation” (p. 301, Tahdhīb alAkhlāq, 1879, 41-42).

Discussing Khan’s journal, Jamal Malik identifies Sufi
influence. Despite his outspoken criticism of Sufism, Khan
frequently employs Sufi terms, and his ideal of Ashraf (those who
trace descent from the Prophet, as did Khan, who formed a class
44 Ibid., 299.
45 Ibid., 230.

46 Sayyid Ahmad Khan, Tabyīn al-Kalām fī tafsīr al-Tawrāt wa al-Injīl ‘alá millat al-Islām
(The Mohomedan Commentary on the Holy Bible), Part III (Ghazipur, 1867), 129.
47 Charles M. Ramsey, “Sir Sayyed and the Religious Foundations of a Pluralist Society,” in
Sir Syed Ahmad Khan: Muslim Renaissance Man of India –A Bicentenary Commemorative
Volume, 298.
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of nobles in Muslim India), as well as his civility, manners and
etiquette may derive from Sufism.48 This opens up the possibility
that Khan’s embryonic pluralist theology might owe something
to Sufism’s typical openness to pluralism. Sufism and pluralism
is one of the themes explored in several chapters of South Asian
Sufis which I co-edited with Ramsey.49

Conclusion: The Significance of Troll’s work on Khan

Ramsey’s response to Lawrence’s question about Troll’s
1978 book may take us beyond Troll’s own evaluation of Khan’s
work. However, in the more recent The Gospel According to Sayyid
Ahmad Khan, arguably, we see how Khan’s Commentary invites
Muslims and Christians to study scripture together in a manner
that resembles Scriptural Reasoning. Participants in this exercise
do not aim to convert others but agree to openly acknowledge
deep differences while aiming to prioritize meanings that
promote peace.50 I have suggested that Scriptural Reasoning can
foster interreligious friendship as the foundation for common
social action on matters of concern to all our communities to
improve the quality of life, care for the planet, and champion
peace with justice for all.
The A Common Word initiative similarly calls for Christians
and Muslims to collaborate in practical expressions of love of
God and of neighbor. Welcoming this initiative, Troll wrote, “It
is in itself a highly significant fact that this document includes a
number of Biblical passages and comments positively on them.
Does this indicate something of a break with Islamic doctrine,
according to which the holy scriptures of the Jews and Christians

48 Jamal Malik, “Sufi Amnesia in Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s Tahdhib al-Akhlaq,” in Sufism East
and West: Mystical Islam and Cross-cultural Change in the Modern World, ed. Jamal
Malik and Saeed Zarrabi-Zadeh, (Leiden: Brill, 2019), 76-103.
49 Clinton Bennett, and Charles M. Ramsey, eds., South Asian Sufis: Devotion, Deviation and
Destiny (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2013).

50 Clinton Bennett, In Search of Understanding: Reflections on Christian Engagement with
Muslims after Four Decades of Encounter (Eugene, OR, 2019).
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(as they exist in their present form) are regarded as ‘corrupted’
either by falsification of the text or by distortion of the meaning
of the text (tahrif al-nass; tahrif al-ma‛na)?” (2007). Without
mentioning Khan by name, Troll probably had his denial of
textual corruption in view and was suggesting that what was
once a radical proposition by one man is now gaining more
support. Troll also commented how, at about the same time
that A Common Word was released, “the Pontifical Council for
Interreligious Dialogue (PCID) released its annual message to
Muslims” on the “theme” of “Christians and Muslims: called to
promote a culture of peace.” Troll’s scholarship of Sayyid Ahmad
Khan’s pioneering thought remains relevant today and provides
some with a platform from which they can continue to explore
Khan’s thought and create links with developing ideas, theologies
and initiatives. We owe a debt of gratitude to Troll for his lifelong engagement with Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s thought, as I do
personally for his advice during my doctoral research.

Recognition of the Other and
Unity in Christ
On the Relationship Between Mission and Dialogue
Tobias Specker SJ

The Persistent Tension Between Dialogue and Mission
Without any doubt, the life of Christian W. Troll itself
represents the indissoluble bond between a sincere effort for
interreligious dialogue and the church’s enduring call to missionary
activities. Thus, it does justice to the statement articulated in the
document Dialogue and Proclamation of the Pontifical Council for
Interreligious Dialogue (PCID) of 1991: “Interreligious dialogue
and proclamation, though not on the same level, are both
authentic elements of the Church’s evangelizing mission. Both are
legitimate and necessary. The two activities remain distinct but,
as experience shows, one and the same local Church, one and the
same person, can be diversely engaged in both.” (DP 77) The lifelong commitment of Christian W. Troll shows that both activities
can indeed take place not only in “one and the same local Church”,
but also in “one and the same person”. This is confirmed again by
Evangelium Gaudium of 2013, which also states: “Evangelization
and interreligious dialogue, far from being opposed, mutually
support and nourish one another” (EC 251). But even if the
insight is fundamentally established that the “guiding principles,
requirements and dignity” (RM 56) of dialogue do not abolish the
fact that the church “proclaims, and ever must proclaim Christ,
the way, the truth, and the life’ (John 14:6)” (NA 2), this does
not mean that the relationship between mission and dialogue is
sufficiently or even approximately clarified.
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On the one hand, one can observe an established and
sustained reflection on the concept of mission with clear
distinctions. A current publication distinguishes no less than
eight mission models from the “apocalyptic end-time mission”
and the “Kenotic mission” to the “political diaconia”.1 On the other
hand, the distinctions has in no way led to a greater acceptance
of the concept of mission. In a certain way one could even speak
of a rather increased scepticism, since the concept of mission is
questioned from at least three quite different perspectives.

Firstly, despite the relatively unrestricted opportunity of
practicing one’s faith, a high degree of scepticism can be observed
in the secular context of liberal Western societies towards all
activities and institutions that are associated with mission.
Notwithstanding all the differences in the secular conception of
society, scepticism towards missionary activities is, at least in the
West, exposed in the fundamental aversion towards all visible
and collective forms of religion.2 The word “mission” expresses
the problem of collectively formed religiosity and religious truth
that is presented as a threat to individual and social peace.
Martin Wimmer, for example, justifies his distinction between
interreligious and intercultural communication with the assertion
that religious people are not at all capable of communicating
openly. The concept of mission is considered as proof of this
allegation: “‘Mission’ represents the opposite of a polylogue:
Missionaries do not engage in an open debate about the better
argument, but try to assert their convictions and bring them to

1

Christine Lienemann-Perrin, “Rechenschaft über Mission: Biblische und zeitgenössische
Perspektiven auf die Ausbreitung des christlichen Glaubens,” in Mission in Christentum
und Islam, Schmid, Hansjörg/Başol-Gürdan, Ayşe (u.a.) (Hgg.): Zeugnis, Einladung,
Bekehrung (Theologisches Forum Christentum – Islam, Regensburg: 2011), 64–81.

2

This can be traced back to a general cultural and religious openness, which at the same
time, however, can go hand in hand with a rejection of one or more religions in their
respective concrete form (without being, for example, anti-Islamic or anti-Christian at the
same time). This may be due to a narrowed and distorted perception of religious groups
that do not reflect the overall social consensus but are perceived as religiously exclusive
and rigid. Cf. Pickel (2019), 56, 60–62, 78–81, 93–95.
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the attention of as many people as possible”. This could be taken
to summarize Gmainer-Pranzl Wimmer’s position.3

The debate on the concept of mission becomes much more
problematic in the context of populist and national-religious
politics. On the one hand, populist and national-religious
movements are often associated with certain religious milieus that
uphold an offensive truth claim and promote excluding forms of
religious practice. On the other hand, this association takes place
under the auspices of postulated autochthonous religion, be they
Islam in Turkey, Christian Orthodox in Russia, Christian Catholic
in Hungary or Hindu in the Hindutva movement.4 The connection
of one’s identity with religion sees missionary activities as
unproblematic only in so far as they serve the marginalization
of (allegedly) non-autochthonous religions. But mission as such
is by no means appreciated in this context. Conversion out of
the “autochthonous” religion is frequently seen as betrayal of
national identity. And even if someone converts to the religious
community declared as autochthonous, the conversion is often
observed with suspicion, since it undermines the concept of
autochthonousness.5 Consistently the intellectual New Right
supports in some way a pluralistic concept (ethno-pluralism) but only in the acceptance of the other religions on their territory
are they declared to be ancestral.6
3

“‘Mission’ stellt eben das Gegenteil eines Polylogs dar: Missionare lassen sich nicht auf
eine offene Auseinandersetzung um das bessere Argument ein, sondern versuchen, ihre
Überzeugung durchzusetzen und möglichst vielen Menschen nahezubringen,” GmainerPranzl (2015): 131.

4

Zóltan Ádám and András Bozóki, “Radical Right-wing populism and Nationalized
Religion in Hungary,” in Resisting Exclusion: Global Theological Responses to Populism,
Harasta, Eva/Sinn, Simone (Hgg.) (Leipzig: EVA, 2019), 91–108.

5

Gert Pickel, Weltanschauliche Vielfalt und Demokratie: Wiesichreligiöse Pluralität auf die
Politikauswirkt (Religionsmonitor 2019, Hrsg. durch die Bertelsmann-Stiftung, Gütersloh
2019).

6

On the tension between national and religious identity cf. Heimbach-Steins/Könemann
(2019). Cf. also Robert Schreiter (2012), who clarifies the underlying basic problems of
mission theology (centrality and periphery, absoluteness and universality).
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Thirdly, the concept of mission in the present interreligious
context meets with anything but a deeper understanding or
even acceptance. A sharp and polemical example, which already
indicated in 2006 the development of identity politics in Turkish
religious politics, is the book Misyonerlik from Şinasi Gündüz,
professor at the renowned theological faculty of the Istanbul
Üniversitesi, published in the Diyanet Vakfı Yayları, the official
publications of the Turkish Directorate of Religious Affairs. Gündüz
clearly discredits interreligious dialogue as hidden proselytism7
and puts mission at odds with the continued imperial strategy
of Christianity.8 The distinctions and developments in Christian
understanding of mission that Gündüz has studied and which
he also portrays in his book9 do not detract from this judgment
but are interpreted as mere external image cultivation and as
strategic innovations to better achieve the goal of proselytism.10
But also much more sympathetic non-christian authors
are critical of the Christian concept of mission and do not limit
their criticism to mission concepts which are based on an
exclusivist understanding.11 Hamideh Mohageghi, for example,
also expresses clear reservations about a social concept of
mission: “As is well known the Christian missionaries have
rendered innumerable charitable services and are also today
accordingly active. The aggressive form of mission, which
has also led to forced baptism and to the testifying and public
turning away from one’s own faith, leaves the impression that
in charitable work not the human being with his sufferings and
needs is in the foreground, but his belonging to the faith.”12 She
7

Ṣinasi Gündüz, Misyonerlik (Ankara, 2006), 107f.

8

Cf. Gündüz (2006), 123–125.10.

9

Cf. Gündüz (2006), 85–87.

10 Cf. Gündüz (2006), 87.89.
11 Those concepts which Lienemann Perrin characterizes in the two forms of the “Apocalyptic
End Time Mission” and the “Expansion Mission”. Cf. Lienemann-Perrin (2011), 65–68.
12 “Die christlichen Missionare haben bekanntlich unzählige karitative Leistungen erbracht
und sind auch heute entsprechend aktiv. [..] Die aggressive Form [der Mission, d.A.], die
auch zur Zwangstaufe und zur bezeugenden und öffentlichen Abwendung vom eigenen
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is also critical of the concept of witnessing, which is intended to
highlight the individual dimension of missionary proclamation.
She writes: ‘They see their task as being light of the world, city
on the mountain, salt of the earth. By this they mean that the
life testimony of a few is enough to be effective in a society as
a whole and to be able to bring about change’ [this sentence
is a quotation from Lienemann-Perrin. Is it not a claim to be
‘better’ than all the others? A self-glorification that can only lead
to seeing all others at a low level?”13 In no way does Mohageghi
stand in line with the polemical missionary criticism of Gündüz.
But her critical remarks show very clearly that the distinctions in
the understanding of mission have not eliminated all problems
in the interreligious context. Also in the church the dialogueoriented milieus in which missionary activities are promoted are
hardly connected with each other up to the present time.

These three different perspectives – the third of which
is of particular importance in relation to Christian W. Troll’s
commitment and his own theological reflection – demonstrate
the need for further reflection on the relationship between
mission and dialogue.14 The following reflections are intended to
make a small contribution to this.

At the Root: A Theological Paradox

Already the famous passage from Nostra Aetate points to a
fundamental tension:
Glauben geführt hat, hinterlässt den Eindruck, dass in der karitativen Arbeit nicht
der Mensch mit seinen Leiden und Nöten im Vordergrund steht, sondern seine
Glaubenszugehörigkeit.” Mohageghi (2011), 85.
13 “Ist der Satz, ‘Sie [die Christen, Mohageghi] sehen ihre Aufgabe darin, Licht der Welt,
Stadt auf dem Berge, Salz der Erde zu sein. Damit meinen sie, dass das Lebenszeugnis
von Wenigen ausreicht, um in einer Gesellschaft als Ganzer zu wirken und Veränderungen
hervorbringen zu könnenʼ [dieser Satz ist ein Zitat von Lienemann-Perrin, d.A.] nicht ein
Anspruch, besser zu sein als alle anderen? Eine Selbstverherrlichung, die nur dahin führen
kann, alle anderen auf einer niedrigen Stufe zu sehen?” Mohageghi (2011), 86.
14 Christian W. Troll, Unterscheiden, um zuklären: Orientierungimchristlich islamischen
Dialog (Freiburg: 2008), 113–125.
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The Catholic Church rejects nothing that is true and holy in
these religions. She regards with sincere reverence those
ways of conduct and of life, those precepts and teachings
which, though differing in many aspects from the ones she
holds and sets forth, nonetheless often reflect a ray of that
Truth which enlightens all men. Indeed, she proclaims,
and ever must proclaim Christ “the way, the truth, and
the life” (John 14:6), in whom men may find the fullness
of religious life, in whom God has reconciled all things to
Himself. (NA 2)

On the one hand, this passage expresses the hope that all
people will find the fullness of life in Christ. On the other hand,
it regards the other religions “with sincere reverence” and
highlights their relevance concerning the knowledge of “that
Truth which enlightens all men”. Thus a fundamental tension
arises between the completion of all religion in Christ and the
relevance of believers of other religions for the Christian faith.15

The tension evident here is further intensified by the postconciliar development. It is becoming clearer that the “esteem”
(NA3) which the Council has for individual believers of other
religions also includes the religion of the other (although not
necessarily all forms and expressions of the respective religion).
Redemptoris Missio and Evangelii Gaudium clearly affirm that the
Holy Spirit does not only work in the individual person but also
in the other religions (RM 28f. and EG 254). In this respect not
only the person of another faith (on an anthropological level)
but also on the level of the theology of religion are important
for Christian faith. Evangelii Gaudium further emphasizes that
the other is to be accepted. “In this way we learn to accept
others and their different ways of living, thinking and speaking.
(EG 250).”16 One can conclude that not only the commonality

15 That the “Rays of Truth” are indeed granted a relevance for the Christian faith is shown
not only by the “sincere reverence” but also by the “esteem” (NA 3) which the Council
demands for those of different faith (here: for the Muslims). Esteem requires a relationship,
and a relationship presupposes that the other person is relevant to me, too. “Esteem” thus
means: You are relevant to me.

16 In this regard Benedict XVI. had already formulated that the person of a different faith is
also an “other believer”. Cf. Ecclesia in Medio Oriente 19.
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with Christian faith but particularly the otherness of the other
religions is important. Especially in their difference they can be
a “purification and enrichment”17. Evangelii Gaudium, however,
underlines the close relationship of the Spirit to Christ (EG 233)
and so continues to also hope explicitly for the other person’s
devotion to Christ (EG 251).
Thus, the tension is further intensified. On the one hand, the
Christian believer hopes for a deep encounter of the other with
Jesus Christ, which could claim a total human response. On the
other hand, the otherness of the other believer is indispensable
for a deeper knowledge of the Christian faith, even of the divine
will.18 In this sense it would be problematic if the otherness of
the other religion dissolved into a Christian identity. One identity
cannot simply be dissolved into another.

This indissoluble tension underlies the relationship between
dialogue and mission: Missionary activities hope for unity in
one Christian faith, whereas dialogue deepens knowledge and
respect for the otherness of other religions. Since the tension
cannot be resolved, the relationship between dialogue and
mission remains tense. It would even be problematic if the
tension were not experienced, because then one of the two poles
would be eliminated. The fundamental tension between dialogue
and mission does therefore not point to a half-hearted or even
tactical understanding of dialogue and is not an expression of
a lack of appreciation of those of other faiths (just as a serious
commitment to dialogue is not an expression of a half-hearted
faith in Christ). Rather, the tension between dialogue and mission
is the expression of a paradoxical intertwining of the recognition
of the other as other and the hope for unity in the Christian faith.
This insight can now be deepened by looking at an exemplary
biography in which individual conversion to Christ and sincere
commitment to dialogue are united.
17 Cf. Troll (2008), 122. So also already in the document “The Attitude of the Catholic
Church towards the Followers of Other Religious Traditions: reflections on Dialogue and
Mission” of 1984 (No 21).

18 This is also stressed by Delavelle (2019), 141−144.
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A Surprising Similarity: Conversion and Dialogue

The reconciliation of a clear conversion to Christ with an
intense commitment to Christian-Muslim dialogue is witnessed by
hardly anyone as well as by the Franciscan Jean-Muhammad ʿAbd
al-Ǧalīl (d. 1979). The son of a sincere Muslim Moroccan family
of scholars (and politicians of the independence movement), who
received a basic Islamic education in the madrasah of the famous
Qarawiyin University, became the first Muslim student of the
Institut Catholique in Paris (ICP) in 1925 and was baptized in
1928 in the Franciscan Chapel in Fontenay-sous-Bois.19 However,
the later professor of Arabic literature and history of religions
at the ICP asked Pope Pius XI during a private audience to be
allowed to keep the name Muhammad because he had learned
from him and the Qur’an to love God and to respect Jesus and
Mary.20 Without doubting the determination of his faith in Christ,
Maurice Borrmans therefore speaks of a “double faithfulness
(double fidélité)”.21 This beautiful expression condenses the
statement ʿAbd al-Ǧalīl’s, who himself writes: “I do not know why,
now that I have become a Christian, I should give up the religious
values I have received in my family and from my religious
teachers.”22 ʿAbd al-Ǧalīl emphasizes the harmony of his faith
journey connecting two religions. He emphasizes that Islamic
theology has given him a deep feeling for the transcendence of
God23 and that the Islamic faith has already laid the foundation
for the awareness of human freedom and responsibility24. ʿAbd
19 For details of this process cf. Delavelle (2019), 117−122.
20 Jürgen Neitzert, Jean-Mohammed Ben Abd-el Jalil OFM: Wegbereiter des christlichislamischen Dialogs (Mönchengladbach 2009) 36.
21 Neitzert (2009), 84.
22 “Ich weiß nicht, warum ich nun, da ich Christ geworden bin, die religiösen Werte
aufgeben soll, die ich in meiner Familie und von meinen religiösen Lehrern empfangen
habe.” Neitzert (2009), 35 Fn 51.
23 Jean-Mohammed Abd-el-Jalil, Témoin du Coranet de l’Évangile. De la rupture à la
rencontre, ed. Maurice Borrmans (Paris 2004), 47–21.
24 Cf. Abd-el-Jalil (2004), 25–40.
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al-Ǧalīl also retains certain Muslim forms of piety,25 and the image
of his priestly ordination combines the image of bread and fish
with the Qur’anic verse: “Jesus, son of Mary, said: O Allah, Lord of
us! Send down for us a table spread with food from heaven, that
it may be a feast for us, for the first of us and for the last of us,
and a sign from Thee. Give us sustenance, for Thou art the Best
of Sustainers” (5:114).26

It can therefore be rightly concluded that ʿAbd al-Ǧalīl
embodies in an outstanding way the paradoxical combination
of hope for unity in Christ with recognition of the other. His life
shows that conversion and dialogue need not be a contradiction.
Rather, conversion and dialogue show astonishing similarities,
which a systematic survey of ʿAbd al-Ǧalīls autobiographical
testimony: “Témoignage d’un tard-venu à l’Église (Testimony of
a late comer to the Church)” from 1967 can further illustrate.
Firstly, his conversion to Christianity does not result from a
confrontation with a superficial, purely cultural Islamic faith. It is
rather based on deep Muslim convictions: ʿAbd al-Ǧalīl describes
his family as “pauvre et honorable, profondément religieuse,
pieuse et exigeante sur la foi et les meurs (poor and honourable,
deeply religious, pious and demanding on faith and morals)”27
and describes himself as “Croyant, musulman rigid (believer, rigid
muslim)”.28 In his person, two existentially demanding forms of
faith meet each other, both the determination for conversion and
the sincerity for dialogue.

Secondly, both a successful dialogue and an authentic
conversion depend on personal encounters and, above all, on
the credibility of the dialogue partner. An impressive testimony
is offered by ʿAbd al-Ǧalīl’s relationship with to the famous
Catholic Islamic scholar Louis Massignon, who was ʿAbd al-Ǧalīl’s

25 Cf. Abd-el-Jalil (2004), 51f.
26 Cf.Neitzert (2009), 37.
27 Abd-el-Jalil (2004), 18.
28 Abd-el-Jalil (2004), 22.
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companion on his faith journey. They remained faithful to each
other until Massignon’s death in 1962. Two hundred and eighty
four letters by Massignon testify to this fact.29

Thirdly, it becomes clear in the person ʿAbd al-Ǧalīl that both
conversion and dialogical engagement are based on an attitude
of inner freedom and the ability to change perspectives. ʿAbd alǦalīl’s interest in Christianity begins with an intensive three-year
phase of Christian religious studies in Paris. It thus begins with
empathy for the perspective of the other. But as soon as this first
change of perspective leads to the desire to convert, his mentor
Louis Massignon urged ʿAbd al-Ǧalīl to undertake a deep study
of Islamic systematic theology and at the same time to study
the French laicist thinkers. He is once again forced to change his
perspective. This ability to change perspectives has accompanied
ʿAbd al-Ǧalīl’s engagement in dialogue and enabled him to make
the Islamic faith understandable for a Christian audience. Apart
from many lectures, ʿAbd al-Ǧalīl wrote for the Council Fathers
an important overview of characteristics of Islam and recent
developments under the title “L’islam à l’époque du Concile
(Islam at the time of the Council)”. Moreover, he was adviser to
the Secretariat for Non-Christian Religions, the predecessor of
the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue until 1973. We
can conclude that both dialogue and conversion are founded on
inner freedom and on the ability to change one’s perspective.
Fourthly, the change of perspective goes to the extent of
serving the faith of the other. Thus, the young Muslim ʿAbd al-Ǧalīl
helps the agnostic and mentor Hubert Lyautey, Resident General
of French Morocco, to return to the Catholic faith. Conversely,
ʿAbd al-Ǧalīl’s older friend and mentor Louis Massignon loses
an eye in his non-violent commitment to the Muslim Algerians
during the Algerian war. This service to others can also be
prayer for others: ʿAbd al-Ǧalīl founds the Apostolate of Prayer
of the Ligue du Vendredi. It is certainly a model for Massignon’s
29 Cf. Neitzert (2009), 39.
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Badalīya, the fraternity in which not only the future Pope Paul
VI participated but which also helped to form a foundation for
Nostra Aetate.30 One can therefore learn from ʿAbd al-Ǧalīl that
conversion and dialogue need not be contrary to each other but
rather that they are internally related.

Criteria for the Relationship Between Dialogue and
Mission

From the exemplary faith journey of ʿAbd al-Ǧalīl, who in a
special way embodies the paradoxical connection between the
hope for unity in Christ and the recognition of the other,31 some
criteria for a good relationship between dialogue and mission
can be formulated.32
Both the dialogical and the missionary commitment must
decisively reject a pejorative presentation of other religions. It
is absolutely necessary to keep in mind that one’s own faith can
never become more convincing by means of derogatory remarks
about the other. ʿAbd al-Ǧalīl accordingly stressed that the words
‘contre’ or ‘anti’ had been erased from his vocabulary.33 This
is why he even confronted his former friend, the philosopher
Jacques Maritain, who in his book “Le Paysan de la Garonne”
(1966), had accused the post-Vatican church of ingratiating itself
with non-Christians and used the rude expression “frotter leur
museau (to rub one‘s muzzle)”. ʿAbd al-Ǧalīl denounced the word
“muzzle” in his critical response by demanding respect for the
30 Cf. Neitzert (2009), 41f.
31 Thus Delavelle himself speaks of the “paradoxe de la vie du père Abd El-Jalil”. Delavelle
(2019), 151.
32 Because “pour Jean-Mohammed Abd El-Jalil, il ne s’agit pas [with regard to dialogue and
proclamation, d.A.] de complémentarité a priori ou a posteriori, mais d’une conaturalité
fondamentale (for Jean-Mohammed Abd El-Jalil, it is not a question of complementarity a
priori or a posteriori, but of a fundamental conaturality”. Delavelle (2019), 145.
33 Abd-el-Jalil (2004), 23. Cf. “J’avais appris […] que le chrétien n‘est pas contre les autres,
bien qu’il soit tout autre. (I had learned ... that the Christian is not against others, although
he is quite different.)” Ebd., 24.
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“visage (face)” of the other.34 Thus, with Colette Hamza one can
formulate the guideline: “If the other person has the right to the
truth of my faith, he also has the right that I listen to the best of
what he has in his own faith.”35

In contrast to a devaluation of the other, both missionary and
dialogue activities must always be understood as service to the
faith of the other. It becomes clear that dialogue and conversion
have the same root of conversio, of turning to the other. If one
takes this seriously, then the individual faith process is always
at the centre of missionary as well as dialogical activities.36
Theologically, both activities proceed from the “individual will
of God”, i.e. from the conviction that there is an immediate,
personal call of God for each individual human being, which he
has to discover and live out accordingly.37 This “individual will
of God”, the development of the faith of the individual, is what
the dialogical and missionary commitment is about. The criterion
for the dialogical as well as for the missionary commitment is,
therefore, the freedom of the decision to believe. A current
dialogical understanding of mission formulates: “Only when this
possibility [of the free decision of faith, i.e.] is granted, it can be
asserted that proclamation and dialogue do not exclude each
other, but support and nourish each other and produce as fruit
mutual enrichment and purification.”38
This means, finally, that dialogue and mission can become
a good relationship in which control, strategic calculation and
34 Cf. Abd-el-Jalil (2004), 31f. und Neitzert (2009), 85f.

35 “Wenn der Andere das Recht auf die Wahrheit meines Glaubens hat, hat er auch das Recht
darauf, dass ich auf das Beste dessen höre, was er in seinem eigenen Glauben trägt.”
Hamza (2015), 14. Cf. Delavelle (2019), 128−132.
36 One could also understand Delavelle (2019), 144–148 in this sense.
37 ʿAbd al-Ǧalīl accordingly attributes his conversion to Jesus’ personal gaze of himself. Cf.
Abd-el-Jalil (2004) 21.
38 “Erst wenn diese Möglichkeit [der freien Glaubensentscheidung, d.A.] eingeräumt wird,
kann behauptet werden, dass Verkündigung und Dialog sich nicht ausschließen, sondern
sich gegenseitig unterstützen und nähren und als Frucht gegenseitige Bereicherung und
Reinigung hervorbringen.” Luber (2015), 50.
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tactical considerations are definitely avoided. LienemannPerrin, therefore, speaks of the “paradox of mission”.39 Of course,
activities must be planned and processes of institutionalization
must be controlled, for example in the field of welfare activities
and education. At the same time, however, an individual’s
relationship with God and the interest he or she may show in
Christianity, cannot be planned and controlled in any way. In
fact, faith dies when it is planned and controlled. Christianity can
be attractive when it appears spontaneously and effortlessly. It
is the attraction of gratuitousness, the generosity of the Gospel,
which must not be spoiled by any trace of proselytism.
These considerations show how the tension between
dialogue and mission must not be dissolved, but must be
maintained in such a way that its theological reason becomes
apparent, namely, the paradoxical combination of the hope that
all people are one in Christ with the unconditional recognition
of the otherness of the other. I could, therefore, conclude my
investigation into the relationship between dialogue and mission
with a quotation from Evangelii Gaudium: “The Church will have
to initiate everyone – priests, religious and laity – into this, art of
accompaniment which teaches us to remove our sandals before
the sacred ground of the other (cf. Ex 3:5).” (EG 169).

39 Cf. Lienemann-Perrin (2011), 78f.

Nostra Aetate and A Common Word
Historic Contributions to Christian-Muslim Relations
Riffat Hassan
The Declaration on the Relation of the Church with NonChristian Religions, commonly referred to as Nostra Aetate,
promulgated by the Second Vatican Council and proclaimed by
His Holiness Pope Paul VI on October 28, 1965, is a document of
profound historic significance not only for Roman Catholics but
also for non-Christians including Muslims.

Nostra Aetate, Part 3, Para One: What is Common to
Christians and Muslims
Nostra Aetate Part 3 (henceforward referred to as NA. P3),
Para 1 focuses on the commonalities between Christianity and
Islam. It begins by affirming the unity of the origin of all people
and the fact that they will all return to God. With reference to
Muslims, it states:
The church has … a high regard for the Muslims. They
worship God, who is one, living and subsistent, merciful
and almighty, the Creator of heaven and earth, who
has also spoken to humanity. They endeavor to submit
themselves without reserve to the hidden decrees of
God, just as Abraham submitted himself to God’s plan,
to whose faith Muslims eagerly link their own. Although
not acknowledging him as God, they venerate Jesus as
a prophet; his virgin Mother they also honor, and even
at time devoutly invoke. Further they await the Day of
Judgment and the reward of God following the resurrection
of the dead. For this reason they highly esteem an upright
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life and worship God, especially by way of prayer, almsdeeds and fasting.1

I consider it highly significant that amongst the reasons
cited in the above passage for the church’s “esteem” for Muslims,
reference is made, first and foremost, to Tawhid - belief in God
who is one, unique and self-subsistent - which Muslims regard
as the cardinal principle of Islam and the foundation of world
unity. Amongst the three Prophetic figures highly revered by
Muslims and mentioned in NA. P3, namely - Abraham, Jesus and
Mary - the first-named is especially important in the context of
Tawhid. The special eminence accorded by the Islamic tradition
to Abraham is due primarily to his identification as the first
true monotheist who “turned to his Sustainer with a heart free
of evil.” (Qur’an 37:84).

Abraham’s passionate quest for God is described in
considerable detail in various Qur’anic passages. The Qur’an
repeatedly describes Abraham as hanif: the true in faith, or one
who turns away from all that is not-God. It pays singular tribute to
Abraham in the rhetorical question articulated in (Qur’an 4:125):
“And who could be better in faith than he who surrenders his
whole being unto God and is a doer of good withal, and follows
the creed of Abraham, who turned away from all that is false seeing that God exalted Abraham with His love?” This verse is the
source of the title Khalil Allah: beloved friend of God, by which
Abraham is known especially in the Islamic mystic tradition.
It is customary now to refer to Judaism, Christianity and
Islam as “Abrahamic” faiths but the centrality of Abraham in
the Islamic tradition is not always grasped fully by Christians
and Jews. I am, therefore, deeply touched that NA. P3 likens the
submission and self-surrender of Muslims to God’s will to that of
Abraham with “whose faith Muslims eagerly link their own.” It is

1

“Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions-Nostra Aetate,”
proclaimed by Pope Paul VI (Vatican City: 1965), (Vatican City: 1965, para 3) http://www.
vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decl_19651028_
nostra-aetate_en.html.
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apt to note here that the Qur’an repeatedly exhorts Muslims to
follow “the creed of Abraham,”2 and Muslims frequently refer
to Islam as Din-e-Ibrahimi (the religion of Abraham). It is also
important to point out that in each of the five obligatory daily
prayers, Muslims pray for God’s blessings not only upon Muhammad
and his progeny but also upon Abraham and his progeny.
While there are significant differences in the way in which
Abraham is seen by Jews, Christians, and Muslims, particularly
with regards to his family life and descendants, “the common
recognition of Abraham as a model of faith and submission”3
forms a critical link amongst them. A powerful testament to
this is provided by the emergence of “Abrahamic faiths” as
perhaps the most important rubric within which the discipline of
interreligious dialogue has developed since the 1970s.

Aside from Abraham, two other prophetic figures named
in NA. P3 as constituting important commonalities between
Christians and Muslims, are Jesus and Mary. It is pointed out in
NA. P3 that Muslims venerate Jesus as a prophet though they do
not acknowledge him as God, and that they also honor his Virgin
Mother Mary. While the fact that Muslims do not acknowledge
the divinity of Jesus is widely-known and regarded as the greatest
theological obstacle in the coming together of Christians and
Muslims, many Christians are unaware of the exceptional dignity
accorded to ‘Isa ibn Maryam (Jesus, son of Mary) in the Qur’an.
Hence it is important to mention that the Qur’an affirms that he
was born of a virgin mother (Qur’an 3:42-48) and (Qur’an 19:
33). The special honor conferred by God on both Mary and Jesus
is proclaimed in the following verses:
And Lo! The angels said: “O Mary! Behold, God has elected
thee and made thee pure, and raised thee above all the

2

For instance, in Surah 2: Al-Baqarah: v. 135, Surah 3: Al-‘Imran: vs. 68 and 95, Surah 6:
Al-‘An‘am: v. 161, Surah 16: An-Nahl: v. 123, Surah 22: Al-Hajj: v. 78.

3

Cardinal Michael L. Fitzgerald, M. Afr., “From Heresy to Religion: Vatican II and Islam,”
in Christian-Muslim Relations - A Road to Understanding, Circular # 3, 7 http://www.
maltausa.org; Hospitallers Newsletter, Issue No. 20.
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women of the world. O Mary! Remain thou truly devout
unto thy Sustainer, and prostrate thyself in worship, and
bow down with those who bow down (before Him)

Lo! The angels said” “O Mary! Behold, God sends thee the
glad tiding, through a word from Him, (of a son) who shall
become known as the Christ Jesus, son of Mary, of great
honor in this world and in the life to come, and (shall be)
of those who are drawn near to God, And he shall speak
unto men in his cradle, and as a grown man, and shall be
of the righteous.” (Qur’an 3:42-43, 45-46)

The Qur’an has much to say about Jesus and his extraordinary
life and character. He is revered and loved deeply by Muslims not
only on account of his miraculous birth and his miracles, but also
“because of his message and how he presented and represented
it throughout his life. He was taught by God not merely the
‘letter’ of the Book, but the ‘essence’ and the ‘depth of wisdom’
of God’s revelations that is beyond the letter, and thus he could
complement the Torah, with its strictness and legality, with the
Gospel in its impressiveness and spirituality.” (Qur’an 3:48, 50;
Qur’an 5:110).”4
NA. P3 mentions that Muslims “honor, and at times devoutly
invoke” Mary, the mother of Jesus. I would like to highlight this
statement by pointing to the fact that there is an entire chapter
of the Qur’an, namely, Surah 19: Maryam, which is named after
her. Though Muslims generally believe that all prophets were
men, in my view there is strong evidence for regarding Mary as
a prophet who received direct revelations from God. The place
that Mary occupies, particularly in the hearts of Muslim women,
is unmatched. Surah Maryam is one of the most-often recited
chapters of the Qur’an. The earlier part of this Surah which
narrates the story of how Mary received the divine revelation
telling her of the birth of a son who would be “a symbol unto
humankind and an act of grace” from God, the travails she endures
4

Fathi Osman, Concepts of the Qur’an - A Topical Reading, 2nd ed. (Los Angeles: MVI
Publication, 1999), 480.
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during childbirth and the difficulties she faces when she returns
to her people with her infant son, is recited by many Muslim
women, especially in the context of conception and safe delivery
of children. A large number of Muslim girls are named after her.
The portrayal of Jesus and Mary in the Qur’an is different, in
a number of ways, from their portrayal in the Christian tradition,
but it has a beauty and profundity of its own. It is my deep-felt
desire that the opening of the closed spaces of the heart and mind
that was made possible by Nostra Aetate will lead, one day, to an
appreciation of the love and reverence for Jesus and Mary that is
found in the Qur’an and in the hearts of Muslims.

In identifying common ground between Christians and
Muslims, NA. P3 moves from the prophetic figures that are
of central significance in both traditions to a belief that lies at
their core. Both Muslims and Christians believe that human
beings are accountable for their actions and that on the Day of
Judgment when the dead are resurrected, they will be rewarded
(or punished) for their deeds during their lifetime. This belief
provides the framework of the ethics that guides the daily life of
both Christians and Muslims who seek to live in accordance with
the will of God.

According to Qur’anic teaching, believers in God are required
to honor both Haquq Allah (Rights of God) and Haquq al-‘ibad
(Rights of servants). For Muslims the essence of “an upright life”
is the fulfillment of one’s duties to God and humankind which
constitutes righteousness. The religious practices common to
Christians and Muslims which are highlighted in NA.P3 are
“prayer, alms-deeds and fasting.” Muslims refer to these practices
as salat, zakat, and siyam, respectively, and include them in the
“Pillars” of their faith, which connect them both to God and to
other human beings. I have no doubt that Christians in general
would endorse the spirit of piety underlying these practices,
which is described in considerable detail in (Qur’an 2:177) one
of the best-known passages in the Qur’an:
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True piety does not consist in turning your faces towards
the east or the west - but truly pious is he who believes in
God, and the Last Day, and the angels, and revelation, and
the prophets; and spends his substance - however much
he himself may cherish it - upon his near of kin, and the
orphans, and the needy, and the wayfarer, and the beggars,
and for the freeing of human beings from bondage; and is
constant in prayer, and renders the purifying dues; and
(truly pious are) they who keep their promises, and are
patient in misfortune and hardship and in time of peril:
it is they that have proved themselves true, and it is they,
they who are conscious of God.

I would like to conclude this section by expressing my
appreciation for Dr. Anthony Cirelli’s insightful comment on the
importance of the stress given by NA.P3 to religious practices
that are common to Christians and Muslims. He writes:

5

And so, it is helpful, and indeed encouraged, that for the
sake of promoting greater understanding and ties of
friendship, the first thing to acknowledge when speaking
of the Church’s relationship with Muslims is not our
differences, however real and theologically significant these
might be, but rather those aspects or practices of our faith
traditions that we share in common - indeed, practices
that occupy the center of our lived lives as Catholics and
Muslims, such as devotion to God through the cultivation
of a robust life of prayer and fasting, as well as acts of
mercy and charity. These are not insignificant virtues
- these are, in fact, the keys to living in harmony and
relative peace. And these virtues, despite being ignored
by many in both traditions, do in fact emerge plainly in
the sacred texts of both Christianity and Islam. To the
extent, therefore, that we Catholics, with the cooperation
of our Muslims brothers and sisters, endeavor to highlight
these foundational commonalities between our traditions,
as well as point out together where such are lacking, we
will, in fact, make an enormous contribution to the overall
well-being of the world.5

Anthony Cirelli, “The Church in Relationship with Muslims,” in Nostra Aetate Resource
(Washington, DC.: United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 2015) http://www.
usccb.org.
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Nostra Aetate, Part 3, Para Two: Setting Aside of
Historical Dissensions Between Christians and Muslims

As the foregoing account shows, the first paragraph of NA.
P3, having offered compelling reasons why Christians should
show “high regard” for Muslims, goes on to state in paragraph
two: “Over the centuries many quarrels and dissensions have
arisen between Christians and Muslims. This sacred council now
pleads with all to forget the past, and urges that a sincere effort
be made to achieve mutual understanding; for the benefit of all,
let them together preserve and promote peace, liberty, and social
justice and moral values.”6
I regard the above paragraph to be a masterpiece - both in
terms of what it states and what it does not. It acknowledges in
one sentence the long and troubled history of the conflict between
Christians and Muslims without specifying the multifarious
areas of confrontation, which includes theological, political and
cultural aspects. This “silence” is understandable in view of the
plea made by the Second Vatican Council to both Christians and
Muslims “to forget the past” and engage in a sincere, collaborative
effort to “preserve and promote peace, liberty, and social justice
and moral values.” I appreciate the wisdom of the Council in
not opening Pandora’s box for there is no easy way to resolve
the multi-faceted, multi-dimensional issues that have divided
Christians and Muslims since the advent of the new faith.
I knew that profound scholarship on Christianity and Islam,
as well as deep understanding of the importance of bridging
the gap between Christians and Muslims was involved in the
writing on NA. P3 and I wanted to learn the names of those
who had contributed to its writing. I am grateful for receiving
the information I sought from Dr. John Borelli who identified
Georges Anawati, OP, Robert Caspar, M. Afr, Joseph Cuoq, M. Afr,
Fr. Jean Corbon, and John Long, SJ, as experts who assisted in the
6

“Nostra Aetate,” para. 3.
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writing of the passage relating to Muslims.7 I would like to record
the names of these learned scholars and peace builders in my
paper because, in my judgment, they have made it possible for
Christians and Muslims to come together on common ground
despite the myriad of differences and difficulties that have
separated them across the centuries.

While I admire the sagacity and skill of the authors of
NA. P3 who covered so much ground in so few words, I am
rather intrigued by the exhortation “to forget the past.” George
Santayana, literary philosopher, has stated insightfully that “those
who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”8 I
am sure that it was known to the learned authors that those who
do “forget” their history can only replicate it, and am inclined to
think that what they were advocating was not the “forgetting” of
the past, but rather the “letting go” of the rancor and bitterness
that has been a legacy of the past especially for Muslims.
Christians and Muslims together constitute more than 55%
of the human race. Catholics and Muslims are the two largest
religious communities in the world. I believe that underlying the
poignant plea for advancing “mutual understanding” between
Christians and Muslims in NA, P3 was the recognition that the
goals of global peace, liberty and social justice could not be
actualized without it. In this context, it is important to note that
subsequent to the promulgation of Nostra Aetate, every Pope has
underscored the need for dialogue with Muslims.9

7

John Borelli, “Fifty Years Ago at Vatican II: The Critical Year for Interreligious Dialogue,”
Origins 44, no. 3 (May 22, 2014): 45.

8

George Santayana, Life of Reason (Vol.1, Chap. XII: Reason in Common Sense), (New
York: Scribner’s Sons, 1905), 284.

9

In his March 22, 2016, Address to the Diplomatic Corps Accredited to the Holy See,
the current Pope Francis stated at the beginning of his papacy: “It is not possible to
build bridges between people while forgetting God. But the converse is also true: it is
not possible to establish true links with God, while ignoring other people. Hence, it is
important to intensify dialogue among the various religions, and I am thinking particularly
of dialogue with Islam.”

194 Witness to a Common Hope

Nostra Aetate: Subsequent Developments in ChristianMuslim Relations in the Catholic Church

Referring to the concluding words of NA. P3, Pope Benedict
XVI, speaking to the Muslim community in Cologne, Germany
in 2005, stated: “For us, these words of the Second Vatican
Council remain the magna carta of the dialogue with you, dear
Muslim friends, and I am glad that you have spoken to us in the
same spirit and have confirmed these intentions.”10 In terms of
practical developments subsequent to NA. P3, much has been
accomplished,11 including a number of concrete advances made
in Christian-Muslim relations.12
Archbishop Michael L. Fitzgerald, M. Afr., makes a distinction
between the official teachings of the Church and the statements

10 John Borelli, “Interreligious Dialogue as a Spiritual Practice,” in Islam in the Age
of Global Challenges: Alternative Perspectives of the Gulen Movement Conference,
(Georgetown: University International Conference Proceedings, 2008) 146; also Origins
35, 12 [September 12, 2005]: 208-209) http://en.fgulen.com/conference-papers/gulenconference-in-washington-dc/3100-Interreligious-dialogue-as-a-spiritual-practice.
11 For instance, since 1974, Muslims have been felicitated by Popes on the occasion of ‘Eid
al-Fitr celebrated at the end of the holy month of Ramadan. Further, the Vatican formed
the Commission for Religious Relations with Muslims (CRRM) (1974), co-organized the
Christian-Islam Congress in Tripoli with the World Islamic Call Society (WICS) (1976),
established the Nostra Aetate Foundation (1990), sponsored a conference co-led by the
Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue (PCID) and the Muslim World League, the
Organization of the Islamic Conference, and the Muslim Congress in Cairo (1994), set
up the Muslim-Christian Liaison Committee with four international Muslim organizations
(1995), and established the Permanent Committee for Dialogue as a joint committee with
Al-Azhar University’s Monotheist Religions Committee with the signing of an agreement
in Rome (1998). [Salih Yusel, “Muslim-Christian Dialogue: Nostra Aetate and Fethullah
Gulen’s Philosophy of Dialogue,” Australian e Journal of Theology 20, no. 3, (December
2013)], https://www.academia.edu/6274681/Muslim-Christian_Dialogue_Nostra_Aetateand-Fethullah_Gulens-Philosophy_of_Dialogue.
12 In his comprehensive article entitled “From Heresy to Religion: Vatican II and Islam,”
Archbishop Michael L. Fitzgerald, M. Afr mentions the following: the expansion of
diplomatic ties between the Holy See and Muslim countries, the academic agreements
between Catholic and Islamic universities, many publications on Christian-Muslim
relations by Catholic Churches, and positive papal actions. Pope John Paul II made a point
of meeting Muslims on many of his journeys and included Muslims in all his invitations
to pray together for peace. In 1989, he wrote a letter to Muslims about the situation in
Lebanon, and in 1991 after the Gulf War he himself delivered the annual ‘Eid al-Fitr
message to Muslims. In 2000, Pope John Paul II visited the Dome of the Rock while
performing his own pilgrimage to the Holy Land. In 2001, he visited Al-Azhar in Cairo
and the Umayyad Mosque in Damascus.
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of individual Popes regarding Islam and Muslims. With regard to
the former he states, “On the reflective level there has been very
little change in the position of the Church with regards to Islam,”
as witnessed by the official compendium of the teachings of the
Church entitled Catechism of the Catholic Church promulgated by
Pope John Paul in 1992, which only makes a note in reference to
NA. P3.13 In the context of the former, the author cites significant
Papal statements by Pope John VI and Pope John Paul II that
“strike a slightly different note” with reference to two aspects,
namely common bonds and brotherhood.14

With reference to common bonds between Christians and
Muslims, Pope John Paul II appealed to the Catholic community
in Ankara (1979) “to recognize and develop the spiritual bonds
that unite us” (i.e., Christians and Muslims), and declared to
the young Muslims in Casablanca (1985): “The Catholic Church
regards with respect and recognizes the quality of your religious
progress, the richness of your spiritual traditions. I believe that
we, Christians and Muslims must recognize with joy the religious
values which we have in common, and give thanks to God for
them.”15

With reference to brotherhood, Pope Paul VI emphasized to
the Islamic communities in Uganda (1969) “that what we hold
in common may serve to unite Christians and Muslims ever
more closely in true brotherhood.” Pope John Paul II addressed
the Muslims in Paris (1980) as “our brothers in faith in one
God,” and affirmed to the Muslims in the Philippines (1981), “I
deliberately address you as brothers: that is certainly what we
are, because we are members of the same human family…but
we are especially brothers in God, who created us and whom we
are trying to reach, in our own ways, through faith, prayer and
worship, through the keeping of his law and through submission
13 Fitzgerald, “From Heresy to Religion,” 9.
14 Loc. cit.
15 Loc. cit.
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to his designs.”16 I agree with Archbishop Michael Fitzgerald that
the reference to brotherhood has a special significance since the
term “brother” was traditionally reserved for fellow Christians,
and that by calling Muslims “brothers” (rather than “neighbors
of other faiths as was generally done by the World Council of
Churches in its documents), the Popes were demonstrating
“openness and friendship.”

A Common Word Between Us And You: An Islamic
Theological Response to Pope Benedict XVI’s Remarks
Subsequent to Nostra Aetate

In a lecture entitled “Faith, Reason and the University:
Memories and Reflections,” delivered on September 13, 2006,
at the University of Regensburg in Germany, Pope Benedict
XVI examined the historical and philosophical differences
between Christianity and Islam and the relationship between
violence and faith. In this lecture, the Pope quoted the Byzantine
Emperor Manuel II Palaiologos who had said, “Show me just
what Muhammad brought that was new and there you will find
things only evil and inhuman, such as his command to spread
by the sword the faith he preached.”17 His quotation was widely
denounced by Muslim religious leaders as well as governments of
Islamic countries and led to public protests including some violent
ones on the West Bank. The Pope was forced to issue an apology,
stating that the quotation which had offended the sensibility
of Muslims had a “startling brusqueness, a brusqueness which
leaves us astounded” and did not “express my personal thought,”
and that “the true meaning of my address …was and is an
invitation to frank and sincere dialogue, with mutual respect.”18
16 Loc. cit.
17 Pope Benedict XVI, Lectures of the Holy Father - Faith, Reason and the University:
Memories and Reflections, Aula Magna of the University of Regensburg, Tuesday,
September 12, 2006, http:// w2.vatican.va/content/benedict- xvi/en/speeches/2006/
september/documents/hf_ben-xvi_spe_20060912_university-regensburg.html.
18 “Pope Benedict XVI in his own words,” http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-21417767.
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As a Muslim who has been engaged in Muslim-Christian
dialogue for more than four decades I am all-too-familiar with
the way in which Islam has been maligned, sometimes to the
point of demonization, since it first appeared in the world of
Christendom within the first century of its birth in Arabia. Given
this history it should not be difficult to understand why Muslims
react so strongly to what they perceive to be an erroneous and
misleading presentation of Islam, often in slanderous terms
meant to evoke hatred, ridicule and contempt.

While the public outrage against Pope Benedict’s lecture
was not surprising, “An Open Letter to His Holiness” written
by thirty-eight Muslim intellectuals a month later, was an
unexpected - and salutary - response. It was intended to be “a
very gentle and polite way of pointing out some factual mistakes”
in Pope Benedict XVI’s “controversial and potentially incendiary
Regensburg lecture.”19 A “satisfactory answer from the Vatican”
was received and exactly a year later, an expanded version of
the earlier letter entitled A Common Word between Us and You,
(henceforward referred to as ACW) written by Prince Ghazi bin
Muhammad bin Talal of Jordan, was issued.20 This letter was
signed by 138 prominent Muslims from several countries and
included religious scholars, academics, writers, politicians, and
the Grand Muftis of Egypt, Syria, Jordan, Oman, Bosnia, Russia,
and Istanbul, and was addressed to the leaders of all Christian
churches and denominations.21
ACW begins by clarifying what makes this initiative “so
necessary at this time in history” - it is the current state of
tension between the Christian and Muslim communities, which
could lead to “a growing popular consensus (on both sides)
for worldwide (and thus cataclysmic and perhaps apocalyptic)
19 Miroslav Volf, Ghazi bin Muhammad and Melissa Yarrington, eds., A Common Word:
Muslims and Christians on Loving God and Neighbor (Grand Rapids, Michigan and
Cambridge, UK: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2010), 8.

20 Ibid., 8-9.
21 Ibid., 3.
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Muslim/Christian jihad/crusade.”22 The document categorically
asserts that its sole motive was peace and that its goal was “to try
to spread peace and harmony between Christians and Muslims
all over the world, not through governments and treaties but on
the all-important popular and mass level, through precisely the
world’s most influential popular leaders - that is to say, through
the leaders of the two religions.”23 While recognizing that religious
leaders are not makers of public policy, ACW firmly believes that
“their opinions matter” not only because they have large public
followings, but also because they are “the ultimate touchstones
for morality and thus the final safety net for public opinion and
non-governmental actors.”24

Underscoring the fact that knowledge is a pre-condition
for peace, ACW aimed to disseminate “proper basic knowledge”
of Islam “in order to correct and abate the constant and unjust
vilification of Islam, in the West especially.”25 The essence
of this knowledge, stated in the opening paragraph of ACW,
consists of “the twin ‘golden’ commandments” shared by
Islam and Christianity, namely, “the paramount importance of
loving God and loving one’s neighbor.”26 Regarding these two
commandments as the “joint common ground” between Muslims
and Christians, ACW, like N.A. P3, calls “for peace and harmony
between Christians and Muslims worldwide.”27
The very title of ACW28 comes from the following Qur’anic verse:
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

22 Ibid., 4-9.
23 Ibid., 9.
24 Ibid., 12.
25 Ibid., 9.

26 Ibid., 3 (The italics are the author’s).
27 Loc. cit.
28 “The ACW Letter: A Common Word between Us and You” (Summary and Abridgment),
The 5-Year Anniversary Book, http://www.acommonword.com/the-acw-document/.
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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) (Qur’an 3:64).

The reference to the Ahl al-Kitab (People of the Book) in the
above verse includes the adherents of the three Abrahamic faiths,
namely, Jews, Christians and Muslims for all of whom to love
God with total devotion is the greatest commandment reiterated
with categorical emphasis in the Qur’an, the Torah and the New
Testament.

As stated earlier, Muslims are required to honor both Haquq
Allah (Rights of God) and Haquq al-‘ibad (Rights of servants). In
other words, in Islam love of God is inseparable from love of other
human beings - whether called “neighbors” or “brothers/sisters.”
Amongst Prophet Muhammad’s best-known sayings are “None of
you has faith until you love for your brother what you love for
yourself”29 After stating that love of God was the first and greatest
commandment, Jesus added, “You shall love your neighbor as
yourself. On these two commandments hang all the Law and the
Prophets” (Matthew 22: 38-40).30 The commandment to “love
your neighbor as yourself” is also stated in Leviticus 19: 17-1831

ACW’s emphasis on the two foundational commandments
came from its effort “to find a theologically correct, preexisting
essential common ground (albeit interpreted perhaps differently)
between Islam and Christianity), rooted in our sacred texts
and in their common Abrahamic origin, in order to stop our
deep-rooted religiously mutual suspicions from being an
impediment to behaving properly toward each other. It was,
and is, an effort to ensure that religions behave as part of the
solution and are not misused to become part of the problem.”32

The launching of both Nostra Aetate and ACW have been
watershed events in the history of Christian-Muslim relations
29 Sahih Al-Bukhari, Kitab al-Iman, Hadith no. 13. cited in “The ACW Letter”.

30 “The ACW Letter,” https://www.acommonword.com/.
31 Ibid.
32 “On A Common Word,” op. cit., 10.
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even though Islam has no centralized ecclesiological structure
similar to the Catholic Church. ACW has received “unprecedented
global acceptance” as the world’s leading Muslim-Christian
interfaith initiative to which a large number of Christian religious
leaders, including Pope Benedict XVI, Orthodox Patriarch Alexi
II of Russia, the Archbishop of Canterbury Dr. Rowan Williams
and the Presiding Bishop of the Lutheran World Federation,
Bishop Mark Hanson have responded.33 In November 2007, in
an open letter in the New York Times, more than 300 leading
Protestant leaders and academics (including evangelicals) also
responded to it, while Muslim signatories, including individuals
and Islamic organizations and associations, have continued to
grow significantly in number.34

In the first year of its launching (2008), the impact of ACW
became visible in many countries and in diverse fields ranging
from grass-roots, community-based initiatives, to academic
dialogues, research and publication, to international conferences
at important fora.35 ACW has also had some political influence36
and was cited37 during the Post-Inauguration Service for President
Obama (January 21, 2009). In subsequent years, the ACW, like the
Charter for Compassion launched by Karen Armstrong (2009),
has continued to have worldwide impact.38
33 Ibid., 13.
34 Loc. cit.
35 For example, Yale University, Cambridge University, Lambeth Palace, the World
Economic Forum, the Mediterranean Dialogue of Cultures, and the Vatican’s first Annual
Catholic-Muslim Forum. (Muhammad, “On ‘A Common Word,’” 14).
36 For instance - it was the inspiration for the successful Wamp-Ellison Resolution (2008) in
the U.S. House of Representatives (Muhammad, “On ‘A Common Word,’” 14).
37 By Reverend Sharon E. Watkins (General Minister and President of the Disciples of
Christ Church in the U.S. and Canada) who said: “Recently Muslim scholars from around
the world released a document, known as ‘A Common Word Between Us [and You].’ It
proposes a common basis for building a world at peace. That common basis? Love of God
and love of neighbor! What we just read in the Gospel of Matthew!” (Muhammad, “On ‘A
Common Word,’” 14).
38 For instance, “All over the world symposiums, lectures, workshops, conferences, and other
interfaith activities have spontaneously arisen without any formal coordination by those
who spearheaded the original initiatives.” (Muhammad, “On ‘A Common Word,’” 14).

Fortuitous Convergences
Charles Ramsey
‘When the student is ready’, it has been said, ‘the teacher
will appear’. Such teachers, or perhaps one should refer to them
as mentors—those wise and trusted advisers— are few and far
between. They mirror truth and open pathways, and instill in
the student a profound sense of indebtedness and endearment.
As I reflected on the life and legacy of Christian W. Troll, I have
become increasingly aware of his mentorship and influence upon
my life, and also of his legacy among a constellation of scholars
who remain fascinated by the study of Islam and Muslim-Christian
relations in general, and of the life and work of Sayyid Ahmad
Khan and the Aligarh Movement in particular. Father Troll has
guided us on the path of knowledge and enriched our lives.

The first time I heard of Christian W. Troll was while
reading about the graduate seminars he taught at Selly Oak in
Birmingham.1 The description sounded amazing. Muslims and
Christians engaged in rigorous study, going back and forth
together over a great depth and breadth of material. Chris Hewer’s
description provided a tantalizing description of an engaged
and focused community of learning. ‘If only I could be there’, I
thought as I read the description. Little did I know that only a
few months later I would have the opportunity to work closely
with Troll and to learn from his example. Not in Birmingham, but
rather in Lahore, Pakistan.
Though he has published extensively and his writings
address a wide range of subjects, Troll is best known for having
1

C. T. R. Hewer, Troll in Selly Oak: teaching by example. https://chrishewer.org/?p=109,
accessed September 29, 2020.
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written the book on the theology of Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan. As
a doctoral candidate working on Sir Sayyid, I had read, re-read,
and then annotated Troll’s many writings to a degree best left
unmentioned.2 One can only imagine my delight in hearing that
he was coming to Lahore, and that he would return regularly
in order to establish a series of inter-faith symposia at Loyola
Hall, the Jesuit study center. I still recall our first meeting on
the day he came to see me at Forman Christian College. It was
living history: the person whose voice had been ringing in my
ears, and with whom I’d celebrated and argued in my head, was
now sitting in front of me. And to my joyful surprise, I would
have the opportunity to join in the community of dialogue that
he was forming and to carefully observe the manner in which
he would bring scholars together to deliberate and write on
matters of faith. But perhaps even more importantly, in the
weeks that followed we agreed to translate one of Sir Sayyid’s
most important writings on the Bible, Tabyin al-kalam (Part 3),
and to make this more accessible to an international audience.3

As preparation ensued for the first Loyola Hall Symposia
scheduled for the Fall of 2013, it was amazing to watch
this ‘apostolic academic’ at work. He was clearly driven by
something greater than the usual and predictable motivations of
advancement and self-promotion, characteristics all too familiar
in the higher-education industry. This was the work of a man on
mission, one marked by care and persistence. He was determined
to get serious people together to talk about subjects of the utmost
2

Christian W. Troll, Sayyid Ahmad Khan: A Reinterpretation of Muslim Theology (Delhi:
Vikas Publishing House, 1978). To name but a few, see “Sayyed Ahmad Khan on Matthew
5: 17-20,” Islamochristiana 3 (1977): 99-105; “Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan, 1817-98, and His
Theological Critics: The Accusations of ‘Ali Baksh Khan and Sir Sayyid’s Rejoinder,”
Islamic Culture 51, October (1977): 261-72 and 52, January (1878): 1-18; “Reason and
Revelation in the Theology of Mawlana Shibli Nu’mani,” Islam and the Modern Age 14,
(1982); “Sayyid Ahmad Khan and Islamic Jurisprudence,” Islamic and Comparative Law
Quarterly 2, (1982): 1-16.

3

Christian W. Troll SJ, Mahboob Basharat Mughal, and Charles M. Ramsey, The Gospel
According to Sayyid Ahmad Khan (1817-98), annotated translation of Tabyīn al-kalām
(Leiden: Brill, 2020).
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importance. Though rapidly approaching his eightieth year, Troll
boarded trains, planes, auto-rickshaws, even the occasional
horse-driven tonga to visit and personally invite scholars to join
him for a week of careful and thoughtful engagement at Loyola
Hall on War is Road. He spared no effort. Whether a prestigious
faculty member or religious leader, or an undergraduate student
who simply asked an incongruous question or sought guidance
for life, he listened carefully, always taking seriously what was
said. Though a distinguished professor and an advisor to the
wise, Troll consistently exhibited a profound humility, never
giving a sense that he knew more than you, or that what you said
was not important.
The symposium succeeded in nurturing a seedling
community of thinkers from across Pakistan, and beyond. There
were guests from the US, Europe, and Australia, all together for
this shared purpose. We were being formed: gathered, instructed,
inspired, and empowered. In the small space – this garden in
the bricked metropolis of 12 million souls – we were quiet and
attentive, listening to one another, and pondering the spoken
words. The act of being together, the basking in the time of being
present one to another, was in itself a grace. It was the experience
of fellowship, and the taste of community, that made us want to
carry on through the long hours even late into the night. This
was a gathering of the called, and our being there for one another
was perhaps of even more lasting importance than the ideas
presented and exchanged. This was apostolic work, modeled and
lived, generous in form and content, but nonetheless academic.
By the time of the symposium,Troll and I had commenced
our humble translation of Tabyin.4 The text would structure
our sojourn. Whether at Forman, or in a quiet corner of the
4

I presented a brief reflection on Sir Sayyid’s description of the Incarnate Christ in the
language of Ibn ‘Arabi as an addendum to the conference. ‘He/Not He (huwa la huwa):
Echoes of Ibn ‘Arabi in Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s Tabyin al-kalām’, Mysticism East and
West: The Concept of the Unity of Being, ed. Heike Stammer (Lahore: Current Affairs,
2013).
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Bütler library at Loyola Hall, or on skype, or at Manresa House
in Birmingham, we set the text before us and we waded slowly
through the pages of the Gospel of Matthew with Sir Sayyid as
our guide. This was time of a different nature, it was precious, to
me it was sacred. As I pressed through the tasks of the day, the
time came when we could open the book and proceed to discuss
each word.

I had never worked on a formal translation before, and so I
followed Troll’s example and observed his process. We were soon
joined by Mahboob Basharat Mughal, without whose intellectual
curiosity and powers of orthographic observation the project
would not have been complete. First, we created a schedule and
assigned sections where he or I would create the first draft of
the translation. The first drafts were always overly accurate,
sometimes painful to read in their precision. Each sentenced was
measured, key terms were checked and cross-referenced, and
sources were tracked down and verified. The goal throughout
was to let Sir Sayyid speak, and to render his style and rhythm
and unique wording as carefully as possible. Some days we would
spend the greater part of an hour on a single word.5 Imagine a
Muslim and a Christian pondering the text, deliberating over the
meaning of ‘spiritual light’ or ‘fasting’. It was not uncommon for
one to articulate and attempt to explain the view of the respective
other. In those moments, I could not help but think that we were
experiencing a taste of what Sir Sayyid and his colleagues enjoyed
in preparing the original text. This was not a mere translation, it
was ‘scriptural reasoning’ at its best.6 I was re-learning to read
and to think with my head and my heart, it was a classroom of
the soul. And this is what good mentors do.
5

There were several good sources that we consulted recurrently, but A Dictionary of Urdu,
Classical Hindi, and English by John T. Platts proved to be truly exceptional. On multiple
occasions we blessed – and possibly beatified – Platts as a saint or sufi, sometimes referring
to him as ‘Hazarat Platts’ or ‘Platts sahib’.

6

Peter Ochs, “Philosophical Warrants for Scriptural Reasoning,” Modern Theology 22, no.
3 (2006): 465-482.
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When I reflect upon the life of Sayyid Ahmad Khan, I realize
that he too was a tremendous mentor to many. This can be seen
in the lives of his many colleagues and students. One that has
become increasingly important to me is Hamiduddin Farahi
(1863-1930). Similar to my relationship with Christian W. Troll,
Farahi did not formally study with Sir Sayyid, but they worked
closely together in textual analysis and translation. They were
part of a community of learning that developed in Aligarh,
and shared many mutual friends and acquaintances, including
luminaries whose influence can be seen in the progression of
their ideas such as Faid al-Hassan Saharanpuri and Shibli Numani.

Numani of course was the primary mentor, but for a season
Farahi and Sayyid Ahmad worked together daily to study and
catalog, and occasion reconstruct tattered manuscript pages.7
Like Shāh Makṣūṣullāh, Ināyat Rasūl Chirīakotī, and Sayyid
Ahmad Khan, Farahi was an adept student of Hebrew, an acumen
readily discernable in Khirdnāma, his poetic Persian rendition of
the biblical Book of Proverbs. He also published a comparative
study that juxtaposes the Biblical and Qur’anic accounts of
Abraham’s sacrifice (Al-ray al-sahīfī man howa al-dhabī), and he
too began a commentary on the Gospels (Al-aklīl fī shaṛhal-injīl)
though the extent of this work is not yet known.8 Each of these
projects demonstrates direct and protracted engagement with
ideas and sources reflective of this intellectual milieu. A milieu
fostered and nurtured by a mentor.
Seasons of intense interaction can be formative, and have a
profound and lasting impact on both. The most important source
for ascertaining the correlation of Farahi’s approach to that of
Sayyid Ahmad is found in Tafāsir Farāhī, a list of hermeneutical

7

Muḥamad Ajmal Iṣlāhī, Taṣānīf-i Farāhī kā ghayr matbua sarmāya, 61 (Azamgarh).
www.hamid-uddin-farahi.org accessed October 13, 2020. The texts I read were provided
by Faran Foundation in Lahore.

8

Right guidance regarding who was sacrificed (Al-ray al-sahī fī man howa al-dhabī). This
appears to be a direct response to Inayat Rasul Chiriakoti’s work on the same topic.
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discourses.9 Therein Farahi explained his interpretative method
and detailed a rationale for the use of the Bible in Qur’anic
exegesis. In Tafāsir, Farahi clarified that the ‘heavenly books
facilitate the interpretation of one another’. In language nearly
identical to that used by Sayyid Ahmad in Tabyīn, Farahi affirmed
that ‘all this revelation [Bible and Qur’an] has flown from one pure
spring. Naturally their parity and conformity is [the outworking
of God’s] power’.10 But commonality and proximity do not signify
uniformity. There were plenty of issues upon which Farahi
and Sayyid Ahmad disagreed. Though these differences are not
sufficiently explored - and that would make for an interesting
study -it is recorded that Farahi declined to translate Sir Sayyid’s
Tafsīr al-Qur’an into Arabic. There are many possible reasons
for his decision, but it seems that Farahi did not agree with Sir
Sayyid’s method of interpretation and therefore some of his
conclusions. This was unfortunate for many Arab modernists,
but also for Orientalists like Ignác Goldizher, who regretted not
having more access to Sir Sayyid’s text. Yet though they differed,
still they worked together, and their management of differences
is instructive.
We inhabit a world today that is deeply polarized.
Differences seem stark, and violence looms close. The son of
Baptist missionaries in Brazil, I grew up thinking very poorly of
Roman Catholics. Although these are both Christian communities,
many Baptists have carried forward an animosity rooted in the
Reformation and the historic rupture between Catholics and socalled Protestants. In my mind, Catholics represented what was
wrong in the world: they were the opponents, the other team.
Many of us can relate to tension. People often grow up with
stereotypes of the ‘other’, whether of a sect, religion, nationality,
gender, or color. In my youth, I had no contact or idea about
Muslims, and only a negative view of Catholics. Two particular
9

Imam Hamīd al-Dīn Farāhī, Majmūa Tāfāsīr-I Farāhī, trans. Amin Ahsan Islahi (Lahore:
Farāhi Foundation, 2008).

10 Ibid., 43. See also Sayyid Ahmad Khan, Tabyīn al-kalām (Part 2), 17 and 39.
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journeys expanded my horizons, and are fitting for the subject of
this book.

The first was my journey to the Chama cliffs in the painted
desert of New Mexico. This was soon after my wife’s battle with
cancer, and I had gone there to seek solace and rest. I was also
curious about the lives and faith of the holy persons who had
committed their lives to service as a community of Benedictine
monks at Christ of the Desert. The early morning call to prayer (by
bells), the simple stone floors, and cedar-burning hearths, all of
this set against the backdrop of the towering sandstone cliffs. The
experience lifted my eyes and my soul towards the heavens. One
of the gravest boundaries between our respective communities
is the partaking of the holy Eucharist, when we partake in the
mystery of the consecrated bread and cup ordained by Christ
during the Last Supper. The community of monks, in accordance
with Canon Law and the blessing of the Bishop, invites all
Christians to partake in the Eucharist. I did not know this was
possible, or that such hospitality – such intimate fellowship – was
conceivable in the present state of rupture between Protestants
and Catholics. I felt so humbled and honored by their hospitality
as I was welcomed at the altar.

Many years passed and I was once again welcomed by
a Catholic community, this time in Birmingham, England, at
the invitation of Christian W. Troll. Though the setting was
dramatically different, still Manresa was a place of prayer, rest,
and community. Earlier that year I had read Troll’s reflective
vignette in Christian Lives Given to the Study of Islam, and I had
been touched by his experience of the Eucharist. ‘In and from
the regular encounter with the Lord in the daily celebration of
the Eucharist, I received the motivation and strength needed
to follow on his way’.11 He was ‘inspired and sustained’ by the
daily celebration of the Eucharist. This was a different form of

11 Christian W. Troll and C. T. R. Hewer, eds. Christian Lives Given to the Study of Islam
(New York: Fordham University Press, 2012), 122.
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spirituality than my own, and again my curiosity was aroused.
On the evening of the first day, as we gathered for prayer, the
head of the House paused and said, ‘Charles, you are our guest,
and none of us will partake of the Eucharist unless you join
us’. I was shocked, again mesmerized by the grace and honor
extended by such learned and holy persons. These experiences
are precious to me. They serve as reminders of what is possible –
of how far we seem to have come, and yet how far we have yet to
go. I am inspired to hope for the healing of the fractured church,
and awakened to choices that one can make. Choices such as how
I will view and treat others. The experience led me to realize
my need for more knowledge so as to appreciate alternative
possibilities even in seemingly intractable positions. Sometimes I
need courage, and a community to journey with who can provide
support and solidarity.

During my time in Pakistan, Christian W. Troll and the
scholarly community he helped to form at Loyola Hall provided
such support. It was ecumenical by nature and design. Although
our shared interest and mutual focus was upon Muslim-Christian
relations, the hours invested in study and discussion and around
the table of fellowship allowed for a stronger bond to form among
Christians from different church backgrounds. We were often
surprised by our own diversity of opinion, and yet we shared
foundational commonalities that made us one. Such Christian
ecumenism was part of our testimony, and it added depth and
credibility to our common witness as we reasoned and walked
alongside our counterparts. The awareness awakened through
intra-communal dialogue better prepared me to listen and learn
with Muslims.
Substantive encounter, that is true dialogue, is not simple.
It requires commitment and patience. It also carries the inherent
risk of being changed. Upon reflection, I am not convinced that
my presence and ideas challenged or changed anyone, but I am
certain that these extended periods of discussion and conviviality
were transformative for me. The lived dialogue with my Roman

Charles Ramsey 209

Catholic brothers and sisters awakened in me a longing for a
deeper spirituality. This awakened in me a desire to embrace a
more visceral encounter with the Lord in the celebration of the
Eucharist, a more reverent appreciation of Mary and of feminine
spirituality, and even a humble submission to ecclesial authority –
all of which are characteristically foreign to my Baptist tradition.
In a similar vein, our dialogue with Muslim brothers and sisters
stirred in me a need for greater linguistic and theological
precision which at once caused me to ponder and to appreciate
more deeply the central doctrines of the Incarnation of Christ, the
triunity of the Almighty, and the nature of the human condition.
I realize, as St. Paul had written, that we ‘now see through a
mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I
shall know fully, even as I have been fully known’ (1 Corinthians
13:12). I still have much to learn, and I will continue in my quest,
encouraged by what is stated in Nostra Aetate (No. 3), to ‘forget
the past and work sincerely for mutual understanding’ and work
together for social justice, peace and freedom.
Mentors matter. Even those who are only with you for a small
portion of the journey. This again brings to mind the relationship
of Hamiduddin Farahi and Sayyid Ahmad Khan. Though they
were from different regions and of different ancestries, and
they differed on important theological grounds, still the one
opened the path for the other. This often involves the sharing
of knowledge, and also the modeling of theological commitment
and academic excellence. But it also involves an ethos, a larger
vision of the work that helps the younger to set a course and
form an attitude towards colleagues as fellow sojourners rather
than competitors or foes. One detects this in Farāhī’s research
agenda and in his hermeneutical approach. Like Sir Sayyid,
he is profoundly concerned for tradition, and especially the
interrelationships between the Hadith, the Sunnah and the Qur’an.
He carries forward the quest to identify exegetical principles to
govern the range of acceptable interpretation; but he also carries
forward Sir Sayyid’s ethos: a generous and empathetic attitude
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towards persons from other traditions. Consider, for example,
Farahi’s statement about the Bible. ‘The Qur’an commands that
faith,’ he explained, ‘be placed upon the ambiguous, or concealed
(mutashābihāt), that which is beyond comprehension; and there
is no reason why this command should not be applicable to that
found in other heavenly (asmāni) books as well. If interactions
were conducted in this spirit then coexistence, and possibly
reconciliation, could occur and over time love would emerge
(mohhabat niklegi) amongst the followers of these ancient
traditions’.12 A spirit of patient humility would create an ethos
that fosters relationship and mutual learning.

This mirrors the words of Sayyid Ahmad. In Ahkām, a
text intended to convey that it is licit to eat with the ‘People
of the Book’, it is clearly stated that love is the motivation for
conciliation with other faiths. Sayyid Ahmad reminds the reader
of the Qur’anic injunction to love one’s own community and that
one should have love for all humanity (Qur’an 5:32). Selfless love,
he wrote, accounts for the early spread of Islam and this ethic is
necessary to mend strained communal relations. Sayyid Ahmad
demonstrated this by partaking in meals and joining in Christian
prayer, but the most lasting and compelling example in seen in
his attitude towards the Bible. Indeed, it is quite possible that
his emphasis on love can be traced back to the study of Matthew
5, in Tabyīn Part 3, where the dramatic conviction expressed by
Jesus’ command to forgive and to love one’s enemies is made a
deep impression on him as a Muslim. Sir Sayyid wrote:
Hazrat Masih (Honored Messiah) has required this degree
of love for our enemies even from us. Great people succeed
in practicing this more, but for us to even practice it to this
extent is quite felicitous. And, if we do not enact it at all,
then we are doubtlessly sitting in the boat of misfortune,
set to drown in the sea of sin.

12 If light drives out darkness, then disputation can never establish an equal footing. (Agaar
‘roshini tariqi ko mitha deti hai’ to koi hujjat ni ho sakti ke ham donon barabar rakhen...).
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He understood that love can arise and flourish through
encounter, but this can only happen when there is an attitude
of sincere respect and appreciation. Sir Sayyid modeled an ethos
that commended the ‘critical, candid, and prayerful’ study of
the other’s respective scriptures.13 Sir Sayyid understood the
difficulty of crossing boundaries and bringing people living in a
polarized world together. He saw that this was the way of Jesus,
and it should be the way for all who walk in his path, so that
even today ‘the grace of the Holy Spirit is ever present so that
everyone may do what the Messiah did’. These are beautiful
words with profound significance. They carry great weight, the
weight of insight and conviction forged through years of study
and relationship, and which were passed from teacher to student,
for the benefit of all.

13 Khan, Aḥkām-I Ṭa’ām Ahl-e Kitāb. In the eighth question he notes that to eat with ‘the
people of the Book’ inevitably leads to an increase of mutual love.

‘Tipping the Scales’
A Motif in Bible and Qur’an
Hosn Abboud
In the Gospel according to Luke (1:46-54), upon hearing the
good news of her cousin Elizabeth’s pregnancy, Mary sings the
hymn “My soul glorifies the Lord.” After learning that Elizabeth
had become pregnant too and had been so for six months despite
formerly being barren, Mary decides to visit her (Luke 1:37).
The encounter takes place between two women who had both
become pregnant in a miraculous way, Elizabeth because she was
old and barren, and Mary because she had not had any relation
with any man. The meeting took place far from the presence
of Zachariah and any other male, so that the two women could
glorify the Lord’s ability to intervene in their lives and rejoice in
the prospect of their future motherhood and the safe birth of the
newborn.
Luke describes this encounter between Mary and Elizabeth
as follows:
And she entered the house of Zachariah and greeted
Elizabeth. And when Elizabeth heard the greeting of Mary,
the babe leaped in her womb; and Elizabeth was filled
with the Holy Spirit and she exclaimed with a loud cry,
“Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of
your womb! And why is this granted me, that the mother
of my Lord should come to me? For behold, when the
voice of your greeting came to my ears, the babe in my
womb leaped for joy. And blessed is she who believed that
there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her
from the Lord. (Luke 1:40-45).
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Mary immediately responds to Elizabeth’s cry by reciting a
hymn glorifying the Lord in the traditional style of Thanksgiving
Psalms, and her voice echoes the many voices of women who
sang before her on similar occasions, that is, the occasions of the
miraculous conception of a child who brings new hope.1 Female
biblical figures have always been associated with infertility - the
fertility dialectic meaning ‘whether a woman gives birth or not’2
- determines whether she deserves society’s recognition of her
motherhood because if she is deprived of motherhood, she is
deemed undeserving. The woman, not the man, is responsible for
barrenness, and so society and religion as a patriarchal system
is responsible for depriving her of her self-esteem and her
visibility. The Old Testament witnessed a series of miraculous
births, especially during the decisive transformations of salvation
history: Sarah the mother of Isaac (Genesis 18), the mother
of Samuel (1 Samuel 1.24 to 2.11) and the mother of Samson
(Judges, chapter 13) are barren. All human hope for their fertility
was totally excluded. In addition, the birth of a child, who is
called to be the salvation of Israel, is the result of an act of mercy
on the part of God that makes the impossible possible (Genesis
14.18; Luke 1.37) and raises the humble (Isaiah 7: 2; 1:11; Luke
1.52; 1.48) and overthrows the powerful and their thrones (Luke
1.52). The same pattern continues for Elizabeth, mother of John
the Baptist (Luke 7: 1-25 and 36) and lastly for Mary.
Let us read Hannah’s song from the first book of Samuel
in the Old Testament, which is the text on which Mary’s hymn
– according to Luke’s skill of composition – is based. Such

1

Barren women in Ancient Israel were excluded from society and they were a source of
humiliation for their husbands, or as was the case for Mary, who also in a humiliating
position because she had become pregnant before she was betrothed.

2

This recognition of women only because they do or do not give birth, give birth to males
or give birth to females, is strongly criticized by the Qur’an scholar, Ᾱ’isha ̔Abd alRahmān (Bint al-Shāṭi’) in her lecture “al-Mafhūm al-islamῑ li-taḥrῑr al-mar’ah, translated
by Nazih Khater as “The Islamic Conception of Women’s Liberation,” al-Raida: Women
and Scriptures in the Arab World 125 (2009): 37-43.
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permutations of texts is known as ‘intertextuality’3 in modern
literary terms, which means the compatibility of written texts
with those that came earlier.4 Such a reading will reveal the
suppressed voices of many women and will also reveal relations
of sympathy between Christian and Muslim women. The literary
motif called ‘tipping the scales’ characterizes Mary’s Thanksgiving
Hymn and echoes the voices of many absent women as well as
the voices of the vulnerable and the voices of the poor. Together
with all these people, we can sing the Hymn of Thanksgiving to
the Lord who will “tip the scales of people” who seek freedom,
dignity and sustenance. A “motif” in a literary or artistic work is
an image, word, or repetitive action that appears in many works
and is closely related to the form of the dominant idea or the
unifying thread of the work.5
Let us listen to Hannah’s hymn in the Old Testament:6
And Hannah prayed and said:

‘My heart rejoices in the Lord;

My strength is exalted in the Lord.
I smile at my enemies,

Because I rejoice in Your salvation.
3

Intertextuality in a literary work is a “linguistic and cultural phenomenon that is not
confined to inclusion, quotation, reproduction, or simulation but rather a phenomenon
that broadens to denote all forms of linguistic, social and cultural interaction, and is a
manifestation of communication.” See Ahmad Al-Gharsali, Ass’ilat al-nasswa-l tanāsswa-l
talaqqῑ, in Ktābāt Mu̔āṣirah 18, (October-November 2008): 64.

4

Intertextuality, according to the linguist and psychoanalyst Julia Kristeva (1966) means
inter-literary interdependence, that is, any literary text conforms to all those texts that
came before it. Her opinion is that the literary text is not an isolated phenomenon but
rather a mixture of quotations, and that any text is an “assimilation and transformation of
another. See Julia Kriteva, Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and
Art, ed. and trans. Leon S. Roudiez and Thomas Gora (New York: 1980), 15.

5

I define “motif” here according to Vladimir Propp, in Morphology of the Folktale, ed.
Loius A. Wagner, trans. Laurence Scott (Austin: 1996), 13.

6

Hannah is presented as the protagonist in 1 Samuel 1-2 in the last period before the
monarchy (eleventh century B.C.).

No one is holy like the Lord,
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For there is none besides You,

Nor is there any rock like our God.
Talk no more so very proudly;

Let no arrogance come from your mouth,
For the Lord is the God of knowledge;
And by Him actions are weighed.

The bows of the mighty men are broken,

And those who stumbled are girded with strength.

Those who were full have hired themselves out for bread,
the hungry have ceased to hunger.
Even the barren has borne seven,

And she who has many children has become feeble.
The Lord kills and makes alive;

He brings down to the grave and brings up.
The Lord makes poor and makes rich;
He brings low and lifts up.

He raises the poor from the dust

And lifts the beggar from the ash heap,
To set them among princes

And make them inherit the throne of glory.
For the pillars of the earth are the Lord’s,
And He has set the world upon them.
He will guard the feet of His saints,

But the wicked shall be silent in darkness.
For by strength no man shall prevail.

The adversaries of the Lord shall be broken in pieces;
From heaven He will thunder against them.
The Lord will judge the ends of the earth.
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He will give strength to His king

And exalt the strength of His anointed.7 (1 Samuel 1-2)

Song of Hannah

The Lord kills and makes alive;

He brings down to the grave and brings up.
The Lord makes poor and makes rich;
He brings low and lifts up.

He raises the poor from the dust

And lifts the beggar from the ash heap,
To set them among princes

And make them inherit the throne of glory.
For the pillars of the earth are the Lord’s,

And He has set the world upon them (2 Samuel 2: 7-8).

Hannah’s hymn contains an image of women oppressed by
violence. In her story, Hannah expresses the state of humiliation
that was brought upon her as a wife excluded from participating
in religious rituals or family weddings. She lived by herself
excluded from the participation in religious rites performed by
her husband and offered a prayer that no man could hear or
understand. The essence of the prayer was that the Lord hears
the prayer of an oppressed woman, responds to her, and tips
the scales in her favor as she is one of the stumbling, weak and
hungry.8

Luke compiles a hymn of thanksgiving for Mary to recite
in her own voice and the “tipping the scales” motif is repeated
because the Lord looks at Mary’s humility as he notices the
7

“In the eyes of the Hebrews, oil penetrates deeply into the body (Psalm 109: 18), giving
it strength, health, joy and beauty. Hence, we understand that anointing with oil was
a sign of joy and reverence on the religious level as it was used in rituals for healing
or consecration.” See the term “massaḥ” in Mu̔ jam al-Lahūt al-Kitābῑ (Beirut: Dar alMashriq, 2004), 134.

8

See Lilian R. Klein, “Hannah”, in Women in Scripture, ed. Carol Meyers General
(Cambridge: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2001), 90-91.
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faltering, the weak and the hungry. Luke is the most sensitive of
Gospel writers on the roles of women in the infancy narrative
of Jesus and the one who most developed the role of Mary.9 Her
story starts with the annunciation and her pregnancy with Jesus
(1.26-38), then her visit to Elizabeth (1.39-56) leading up to the
birth of Jesus (2.1-7). Finding Jesus in the temple concludes this
narrative (2.41-52). The Lukan narrative of the Gospel is also
the narrative in which Mary’s role is most dominant and so can
be more easily compared with the narrative of the Qur’an.10 The
Canticle of Mary shares with both earlier and later Marian Songs
the motif ‘tipping the scales’11 in favor of women, the humble and
the poor.
Here is Mary’s Hymn:

9

My soul glorifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior
Because He looked at me, his meek servant!
All generations will congratulate me because the Almighty
has done great things for me
Holy, whose name and mercy are from generation to
generation
For those who fear Him.
He has shown the strength of his arm,
He has scattered the proud in their conceit.
He has cast down the mighty from their thrones,
and has lifted up the humble.
He has filled the hungry with good things,
and the rich He has sent away empty.

The Encyclopedia of Early Christianity, s.v. “Mary,” accessed September 13, 2022, https://
books.google.co.in/books?id=kgRV7QohACcC&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_
summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false.

10 See Hosn Abboud, “Mary’s journey in the Qur’an and Intertextuality between Surat
Maryam and the Gospel according to Luke” in the Proceedings of the conference, entitled
“Understanding the Qur’an: Muslim Scholars in Dialogue” at the University of Münster,
Germany, November 2 - 4, 2018.
11 See Samuel 1: 1-10, Luke 1: 46-54 and Surah Ᾱl-’Imrān, vs. 26-27.

218 Witness to a Common Hope

He has come to the help of His servant Israel
for He has remembered his promise of mercy,
the promise He made to our fathers,
to Abraham and his children forever.

The “tipping of scales” motif in Mary’s hymn reflects one of
the great deeds that the Almighty performed for Mary when he
looked on her humility in relation to the issue of kinship and of
honor and shame. Mary was identified without any mention of
her family lineage, as contrasted with the mention of Elizabeth’s
family lineage when Luke referred to her as one of the ‘daughters
of Aaron’. Mary was engaged to a man from the family of Jacob
and her pregnancy took place before marriage. Dismissing the
arrogant of heart, casting the strong from their thrones, satisfying
the hungry with good deeds and sending the rich empty away, are
examples of the acts of the Almighty’s mercy (from generation
to generation for those who fear Him). There is a new radical
and decisive thing that will happen to Mary as happened to the
humble, the weak and the hungry by tipping the scales in their
favor. What do we read about Mary in the Holy Qur’an? And in
what context did the impulse to “tip the scales” fall on the heart
of the Prophet Muhammad?

The motif of ‘tipping the scales’ appears in the verses
introducing Mary’s Infancy Story in the Holy Qur’an (Surah Al̔Imrān, 25-27). The Family of Imrān is the name of the family of
Mary according to the Qur’anic narration and this lineage connects
Mary with the family of the Prophet Imran of the Old Testament,
namely, Miriam, Aaron and Moses. A typical expression of her
family was to say: “O sister of Aaron” (Yā ukhta Hārūn, Surah
Maryam, 28) as a reminder of her predecessor, Miriam, the sister
of Aaron and Moses, the first woman to be called a prophetess
(Exodus). Aaron was the high priest and in charge of serving the
temple.
The Qur’an’s version of ‘Mary’s infancy story’ connects
with the scenario of Mary’s infancy story in the Apocryphal New
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Testament, particularly the Book of James or Proto-Gospel. Here,
the infancy story of Mary is narrated by her mother, the wife
of Ᾱl - ̔Imran, who committed Mary to serve in the temple (the
sanctuary) as a nazῑr even before she was born. So Mary had a
religious and spiritual upbringing in the Temple in preparation for
her receiving the Annunciation (the good news). The Messenger
or the Spirit from God led her to withdraw from her family and,
in the desert, messengers (angels) delivered to her the message
about the birth of Jesus.
In Surah Al - ̔Imran, the stories of three births are presented
as related to each other in one common lineage (‘The Family of
‘Imran’) in which the event of Mary’s infancy is mentioned first,
followed by the event of Yahya’s infancy (John the Baptist) and
ending with the event of Jesus infancy. These events are presented
as short scenes connected to each other by a thread, resembling
the umbilical cord of salvation that links the fetus to the mother.
This is how God chose Mary to reveal the prophetic lineage. The
choice of Adam, Noah, the family of Abraham and the family of
‘Imran over the worlds12 appears in the introductory verse that
appears before Mary’s infancy narrative, as follows:
Indeed, God chose Adam and Noah, the Family of Abraham
and the Family of ‘Imran over the two worlds: Offspring
one from another. And God is All Hearing, All-Knowing.

Remember when the Wife of ‘Imran said: ‘My Lord, I have
pledged to You what is in my womb. It shall be dedicated
to Your service.
Accept this from me for it is for You

You Who are All Hearing All Knowing.

When she had gave birth to a female, she said:

My Lord, I have given birth and it is a female’ - and God
knew best what she had given birth to and a male is not

12 See the role played by the scenes connected with Mary among other narrative scenes to
explain the literary units in Surah Al-Imrān: Hosn Abboud, al-Sayyida Maryam fi-l Qur’an
al-Karῑm (Beirut: Dar Al-Saqi, 2010).
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like a female- and I have called her Maryam, and I seek
refuge in You (for her and her progeny) from the accursed
Satan.

God accepted her offering graciously and allowed her to
grow up admirably and entrusted Zachariah with her upbringing.
Whenever Zachariah entered in upon her in the sanctuary
(mihrab), he would find food by her side.
He said, ‘Oh Maryam! From where do you have this? ‘

She said: ‘It is from God, for God provides for whomever He
wills, without reckoning (Surah Al - ‘Imran, 33-34)

So the scenes of the three Annunciations begin with the
monologue of Mary’s mother and with her prayer to her Lord
to accept her dedicated female child to serve in the Temple
(miḥrāb); this is followed by the story of Yahya’s infancy, which
began with the remembrance of Zachariah and his comments
about his mature age and his wife’s barrenness; then we reach
the story of Jesus’ infancy that begins with Mary preparing for her
devout and ritualistic life in the Temple by serving, prostrating
and kneeling in prayer until she received the Gospel with a word
from God called Jesus, the son of Mary.

In short, this is the context of the Annunciations concerning
the miraculous births narrated in the Qur’an preparing Mary
to receive the good news of becoming the mother of Jesus. It is
significant that the relevant verse describing the Family of ‘Imrān
(āyat Iṣṭifāʼ Ᾱl-’Imrān), which emphasizes a matrilineal ancestry
to Mary and Jesus, is placed on the same level with the (āyat
Iṣṭifāʼ Ᾱl-Ibrahim), namely, with the Family of Abraham (Surah Al
‘Imran, 33-34).
We find the same motif to ‘tip the scales’ in Surah Al ‘Imran,
26-27.
In the name of God the Merciful:
Say, ‘O God, Possessor of all power!”
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You grant power to whomever You wish,
And you wrest power away from whomever You wish
You exalt whomever You wish
And You abase whomever You wish.
In your hand lies all bounty.
You are Omnipotent!
You entwine night with day,
And You entwine day with night.
You cause the living to issue from the dead,
And you cause the dead to issue from the living.
And you bestow Your bounty, without reckoning,
upon whomever You wish.’13

The tension and opposition emerging from this passage
makes use of a common feature of ancient poetry, known in
Arabic as ṭibāq: You “grant and take away” and You “exalt and
abase”. We are reminded God’s omnipotence, while remaining in
the dark as to how this omnipotence plays out in the world. We
come to understand and believe that God can ‘tip the scale’ but
we cannot always understand why and in which direction this
‘tipping’ takes place for it remains shrouded in mystery.

The wonderful thing about these verses, which invoke an
ancient heritage found in the Psalms and in the Old and New
Testaments, is that they relate to the experience of the woman
(the female) who expresses her joy in her own voice - and in
the voices of all women before her – because God stood by their
side at the time of their humility.14 The power of God referred
to in this thanksgiving prayer will ‘bring forth’ and ‘take away’,
‘cherish’ and ‘humiliate’ whomever God wills.
As mentioned above, the introductory verse to the story of

13 The translation is from The Qur’an: A New Translation, Tarif Khalidi (New York: Penguin
Classics, 2008), 44.

14 To read the references to the Old Testament and the Psalms in the Veneration Prayer in
Luke, see The Bible: New Testament, 6th Edition, (Beirut: 2000), 191.
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Mary’s infancy in Surah Al - ̔Imran shows that God chose Mary
to reveal the prophetic lineage from Adam through Noah to the
family of Abraham and then to the family of Imran. God ‘tips
the scale’, so to speak, from the paternal lineage of the prophets
towards the maternal lineage of the prophets, especially via
Mary, the mother of the prophet, Jesus.15 This ‘tipping’ is also
present in the New Testament (Luke 1: 54-55) when Mary
makes reference to God’s power in the context of his mercy to
Abraham and his descendants forever. It is significant that this
same glorification of God’s power (mercy and goodness) appears
in the Qur’an in Surah Al ‘Imran, in the context of the re-telling
of the story of Mary’s infancy. And the praise that comes in the
verses immediately after this re-telling, “You entwine night with
day, and You allow the day to follow the night,” (Surah Al ‘Imran,
27) accentuates the complementary equality of the paternal and
maternal lineages by appealing (via analogy) to the opposite, but
complementary, powers of night and day which together make up
time. The rest of the passage also makes reference to the opposite
powers of life and death in a similar way, as if to highlight that
the power of God brings life, also through the prophetic lineage
from the womb of the woman, even when it appears there in nolife (barrenness). This high regard for women gives hope to all
subsequent generations of women.

Conclusion

The motif of ‘tipping of scales’ in the Canticle of Mary can be
found not only in the discourse of mercy from the Merciful (alRahman), which is present in the Lukan infancy narrative as well
as in the Surah Maryam, but also in the ancient Marian tradition

15 For this discussion of equality in choosing between the two dynasties: Abrahamic patriarchy
and Urban matriarchy, see Angelika Neuwirth, “The House of Abraham and the House
of Amram: Genealogy, Patriarchal Authority, and Exegetical Professionalism,” in The
Qur’an in Context: Historical and Literary Investigations into the Qur’anic Milieu, edited
by Angelika Neuwirth, Nicolai Sinai and Michael Marx (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 499-531.
George Massouh, Assaad Kattan, and George Tamer, A Face and a Glow: Words
Dedicated to Archbishop George Khuder (Beirut: An-Nur Orthodox Cooperative for
Publishing and Distribution, 2007), 216-238.
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that reinforces the strong connection between the women of
the Gospels and the women of the Qur’an. This parallel between
sacred texts (intertextuality) creates a more universal image of
Mary – both Biblical and Qur’anic – and image that may inspire
Christians and Muslims to praise the mercy of the one God who
‘tips the scale’ in his dealing with all creation.

Christian Trinity and Islamic
Monotheism
Sebastian Painadath SJ
Christian W. Troll has been passionately involved in
Islam-Christian Dialogue for several decades. He has proved
his theological competence in both the traditions. On the basis
of this competence he has often been consulted by the Federal
Government of Germany to foster relations with Muslim countries.
He embodies the Jesuit openness to a culture of interreligious
harmony. This article is a tribute to Christian, a good friend and
confrère of mine.

Dynamics of Interreligious dialogue

Often in interreligious dialogue sessions between Muslims
and Christians the way of understanding the Divine is expressed
as follows: Muslims insist on the oneness of God and Christians
speak of the Trinity. Muslims may feel that Christians slipped
away from monotheism; Christians tend to feel that the Muslim
notion of God is excessively transcendent. Apparently there is
no meeting point between the two perspectives. However, in
fact, there is no ultimate word about the Divine. No religion as
an institution can claim to have said the last word on the divine
mystery. Every religion has only a fragmentary perception of the
unfathomable, ineffable divine mystery. Believers of all religions
are like spiritual co-pilgrims in pursuit of the Divine. In this
pilgrim journey they share their deep perceptions and insights.
One should have a genuine respect for the way the other perceives
the divine truth. Differences of religious insight have to be held
in esteem, for diversity is beauty. Diversity is the consequence
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of the freedom of the human spirit as well as that of the divine
Spirit. But deep down among these diverse perceptions one can
discern converging lines of mystical experience. Mysticism is the
deepest and most universal meeting point of religions.
Secondly, it is possible to understand the other better
through dialogue. Conversation can be a superficial way of
sharing knowledge but dialogue goes deeper and listens to the
divine Word that vibrates in the hearts of genuine spiritual
seekers. Conversation is a process at the level of the mind but
dialogue takes one into the heart. Mind objectifies the Divine in
names and forms but in the heart one realizes the Divine as the
ultimate subject. Mystics of Islam and Christianity invite spiritual
seekers to go beyond names and forms and explore the divine
mystery at the deepest level. Through interreligious dialogue,
one understands better the name-and-form that the other
gives to the divine mystery as well as its limitations. No name,
neither Allah nor the Trinity, exhausts the fullness and abysmal
depth of the Divine. Yet in religious traditions we do need to
speak of the unspeakable and name the unnameable. We need
language to share our perceptions. Every language is a culturally
conditioned reality. Every experience of the divine revelation too
is conditioned by time and space.

In this article I attempt to present a meditative reflection on
the way Christians describe the divine mystery in terms of the
Trinity. I do not intend to follow the traditional path of Christian
dogmatic theology in interpreting the Trinity but I will examine
some of the poetic symbols found in the Gospel according to John
and in early Patristic literature. Dogmas thrive on definitions and
concepts while poetry gives expression to a deep experience.
Dogmas evolve at the mind level; poetry emerges from within
the heart. Dogmas lead to stagnation, poetic symbols are openended. That is why most mystics in the religions have been poets.
The entire Gospel according to John is actually a long poem, full of
poetic symbols. The mystical-poetic way of describing the Trinity
may resonate with Muslim sensitivities. The purpose is not to
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teach Muslims about the Trinity but to explain in a fraternal
sharing what Christians mean by indicating the Divine as Trinity.

The Gospel according to John presents Jesus living, working
and speaking with an intense divine self-awareness. It is John,
more than the other evangelists, who portrays the divinity as
becoming manifest in Jesus. John presents this through archetypal
poetic symbols. Let us examine three basic symbols found in the
Gospel. Holding each symbol like a lens in our hand, let us read
several passages of the Gospel. Here we follow the method called
alegorese adopted by the early Church Fathers.

The Symbol of the Tree

Jesus spoke of himself as the vine-stock (John 15:5). No vinestock or trunk of a tree can stand by itself; it is supported and
enlivened by the roots hidden in mother earth. In the language
of the trunk Jesus said: “I draw life from the Father”, “I am sent
forth by the Father”, “I am in the Father, and the Father is in me”
(John 6:57; 15:9; 14,10). The root which is the source of life has
made the trunk also the source of life (John 5:26). Just as the
trunk experiences the life-giving root, so Jesus experienced the
Father: “I come forth from the Father” (John 8:42; 13:3), “I am
sent by the Father” (7:29), “From him I am” (par autou eimi, John
7:29). The root is not something separate from the trunk; “The
Father who sent me is in me” (John 8:16). The root and the trunk
are one, yet two: distinct but not separate. What binds the root
and the trunk is the constant flow of the vital sap. What makes
the root give birth to the trunk is the sap of the tree. This is the
symbol of the Holy Spirit. Water is an archetypal symbol of the
Spirit throughout the Bible (Is. 58:11; Jer. 2:13; Ez. 36:25; Mk
1:10). Like the life-giving fluid of a tree, the Spirit flows from the
Father to the Son and through the Son to the Father. The Spirit
enables the Father give birth to the Son. The Spirit is the power
of life and the stream of love within the Divine. Jesus experienced
himself as the divine trunk (Son) planted in the world, born of
the divine root (Father) and nourished by the divine sap (Spirit).

The Symbol of the Well
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Jesus describes himself as a well that offers the waters
of divine life (John 4:14; 7:38). A well is the outpouring of the
springs hidden in mother earth. Jesus could offer “streams of
living water, the Spirit” (John 7:37-38) because he lived in the
consciousness that in and through him the divine springs have
been released. In the language of a well and speaking about
hidden springs, Jesus said: “I come forth from the Father”, “I
draw life from the Father”, “The Father who is the source of
life has made the Son the source of life” (John 8:14,42; 6:57;
5:26). Jesus experienced the Divine as the spring hidden within
himself: the Father is the self-outpouring spring, the Son is the
well that releases the hidden spring. Perhaps we could transfer
this symbol to a river. The hidden springs in the mountains pour
themselves out into the river. Symbolically we may say that the
river is the daughter or son of the mountain-springs. The springs
and the river are one, yet two: distinct, but not separate. What
makes the hidden springs produce the well or river is the force in
the springs, the power in the current. Spirit is the power within
the Divine (dynamis tou theou, (Acts 10:38). Spirit is the flow of
the water of divine life (John 3:5; 7:39; Rom 5:5). Hence, Jesus
could invite all who are thirsty: “Come and drink from me” (John
7:39). Jesus experienced himself as the outflowing of the divine
well or river (Son) that releases hidden divine springs (Father)
and communicates divine waters (Spirit).

The Symbol of the Word

The Gospel according to John begins with the Logos-hymn
(Word). Jesus is presented as the enfleshment of the “Word that
is God”: Word of God and with God, Word in God and unto God
(John 1:1-5). Every word emerges out of the womb of silence.
Father is eternal silence: “No one has ever heard his voice” (John
5:37; 8:14), Jesus said. The Son is the Word that unfolds the
divine silence. “Out of the eternal silence God spoke his Word”
(Ignatius of Antioch, Commentary on the Letter to the Ephesians,
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19:1). Jesus spoke with an abiding consciousness of being the
voice of the Father. “What I speak comes not from myself, but
from the Father” (John 12:49; 14:10, 24; 7:16). The Father is the
true Self that speaks through the Son. The Father is the silence
behind the Word that is born out of it. The words of Jesus came
from within a deep sense of the divine silence of the mystery
of the Father. What fills the silence is the meaning, the content
and the truth of the Word. Spirit is Truth: the Spirit of Truth, the
Spirit that is Truth (John 14:17; 15:26). The Spirit is the Truth of
the Divine Word. What the Son communicates as coming from
within the Father is the divine Truth that is the Spirit. The literal
meaning of truth (aletheia) is opening, uncovering, unfolding.
The Spirit unfolds the mystery of the Divine. The Spirit is the
immanent power that makes the Father generate the Son. “The
Spirit explores the depth of everything, even the depths of God.”
(I Cor. 2:10) Our response should be “worshipping God in Spirit
and Truth” (John 4:23-24). Jesus experienced himself as the
expression of the divine Word (Son) that articulates the divine
silence (Father) and communicates the divine Truth (Spirit).

These three, and several other symbols in the Gospels, help
us to have an insight into the divine mystery as Trinity. Perhaps
the term Triune is a better expression than Trinity: the polarity
between three and one vibrates in the term tri-une. Well before
the Council of Nicea (323) decided on a dogmatic language to
speak of the Triune Divinity, the early Church Fathers used a
poetic language with archetypal images.

Poetic Symbols of the Church Fathers

“God brought forth the Word as the root brings forth the
shoot, as the spring brings forth the stream, as the sun brings
forth the beam of light. Each of these manifestations is an outflow
of being from its respective source. And I would not hesitate to
say that the shoot is the son of the root, the stream is the son of
the spring, the beam of light is the son of the sun; every source
has a mother-base, and everything that is brought forth from the
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source is its offspring. How much more true is this of the Word
of God, who received the name of the Son in the proper sense”
(Tertullian, 3rdcent. Adversus Praxean, 4; 8).
“The Son is derived from the fountainhead of the Father”

(Origen, Commentary on John, 2.2.10).

“The Son comes out of the Father as light from light,
as water from a fountain, as ray from the sun”

(Hyppolytus, MG. 10,817).

“The Son is begotten from the womb of the Father (de utero
patris): the Father is the fountain and root of the Son´s being”
(Ambrose. ML. 16,642).

“The Son is the Intelligence, Reason, Wisdom of the Father, and
the Spirit is the effulgence, as light from fire”
(Athenagoras, MG. 6, 945).

“The whole being of the Son is proper to the Father´s essence,
as radiance from light, as stream from fountain”
(Athanasius, MG. 26,328).

“The Spirit proceeds like fruit proceeding
from the root through the bud”

(Tertullian, Adv. Praxean, 4).

Such a dynamic poetic language communicates the mystical
experience of the triune Divine much more powerfully than static
dogmatic categories. Dogmas are needed to get precision on the
content of experience; but poetry is the language of mystical
insight. We need both, the logic of the mind and the mystique of
the heart.
In the light of these symbols the following could be said on
the mystery of the triune Divine:

All these are symbols of movement. A tree may appear to
be a static entity with a particular shape and colour; but in fact
the tree is a flowing reality: at every moment the tree changes,
it grows. Water in the well flows; this is why the well water is
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fresh. When a person speaks there is a flow of words from oneself
to the other. When we speak of the Divine with such symbols,
they point to the self-giving dimension of the Divine and to the
constant self-outpouring of the Divine. God is LOVE, LIGHT, LIFE.
All these symbols are found in most religions and point to the
dynamic nature of the Divine. This divine dynamism is what is
meant when one describes the Divine as triune. The Divine is not
a static reality but a self-giving, self-outpouring presence and a
life-giving vibration of Love.

The Symbol: Father

Let us focus on the different aspects of these symbols: What
is common to the first elements symbolizing the Father – the root,
the spring, the silence – is the hiddenness. Father is a symbol of
the hiddenness of the Divine, the unfathomable mystery. With a
closer look, these three symbols point to the birthing ground in
the Divine. Father is actually mother, the mother-base, the thatout-of-which present within the Divine. That is why Ambrose
said: “The Son is begotten from the womb of the Father (de utero
patris).” The Council of Toledo in 675 takes up this image (DS.
526). John closes the Logos-hymn with an allusion to this: “No
one has ever seen God; the only Son, who is clinging on to the
feeding breast (eis ton kolpon) of the Father, made him known”
(John 1:18). Jesus´ statements like, “I am in the Father, the Father
is in me, the Father and I are ONE” refer to the intimacy that a
baby feels with its mother. Jesus addresses the divine source of
his being as abba. This vocative does not point to a patriarchal
figure that is enthroned in the heavens but rather to the divine
mother-base.

The Symbol: Son

Now let us look at the second aspect: the trunk, the well, the
river, the word. These are manifestations of what is hidden. The
trunk is the unfolding of the root, the well and the river are the
outpouring of the spring and the word is the articulation of the
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silence. Son is a symbol for the self-giving of the Divine. There
is a constant flow of Love within the Divine. This Love-vibration
is symbolically expressed as the outpouring of Love from the
Father to the Son. And Jesus experienced this divine self-giving in
himself. That is why he could say:
“Anyone who sees me, sees the Father”

(John 14:9).

“Anyone who knows me, knows the Father”

(John 14:7).

“Anyone who hears me, hears the Father”

(John 14:10).

“Anyone who welcomes me, welcomes the Father”

(John 13:20).

Hence, Christians experience in Jesus the compassionate face
of God turned towards humanity. Jesus Christ is the embodied
self-giving of the Divine in the world, divine Love incarnate.

The Symbol: Spirit

The third aspect is the vital sap in the tree, the flowing current
in the spring or the river, the meaning of the truth expressed in the
word. What is common to all the three is the dimension of power.
Spirit is the divine Power (dynamis), Life and Love, imbedded in
the Divine. The word Spirit (ruach, rūh, pneuma, spiritus, ātma)
in classical languages means breath, movement, energy-flow.
Spirit symbolises the vibrant dimension of the Divine. Spirit is
the self-communication of the divine life (John 6:63), the selfmanifestation of the divine light (John 8:12), the self-revelation
of the divine truth (John 14:17), the self-outpouring of the divine
love (Rom. 5:5). Jesus experienced himself as the channel of the
divine Spirit. He was born of the Spirit (Lk. 1:35), brought up by
the Spirit (Lk .1:80), filled with the Spirit (Lk. 4:1), anointed by
the Spirit (Lk. 4:18), led by the Spirit (Lk. 4:14), enlightened by
the Spirit (Lk. 10:21) and empowered by the Spirit (Mt. 12:28).
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Jesus lived out a deep consciousness of the Father as the subject
of his personhood and of the Spirit as the power within him.
In this sense, Jesus Christ is the self-outpouring of the divine
presence in the world. Hence, Jesus Christ could say the inviting
words: those who are thirsty come and drink from me; out of
the centre of your being shall flow streams of the divine Spirit.
(John 7:37-39).

The Divine Consciousness of Jesus

The inner journey of Jesus offers a light to peer into the
abysmal mystery of the Divine and to realise the triune process
therein. In his light we see light. In his experience we experience
the Divine. Other religions have other symbols to contemplate the
mystery of the Divine, and these must be respected as valid ways
of God-experience. The ineffable mystery of the Divine manifests
itself in diverse ways. The mystery is within and beyond all
revelations and religions. There is no last word on God and there
is no absolute religion. Any experience of God is an experience of
groping towards the truth. Any revelation of the divine mystery
has a fragmentary character.

When we look into the depths of the Divine in the light
of the experience of Jesus, we realise that God is a self-giving
reality: God is Love. The divine life is not static, but a selfunfolding process, like the root unfolding itself through the sap
in the stem, like the hidden springs pouring out into the river
with a constant current, like the silence articulated in the word
communicating truth. These mystical symbols point to the truth:
the Divine as triune-reality is not a static entity, but a constant
self-outpouring of life and love. God is not like a motionless lake
situated on a mountain but like a lake that continuously pours
itself out into the river. Yet the lake continues to be a lake for it
is nourished by hidden springs. The Divine as triune means that
God is Love, which is self-giving. God is also Life, a life that is a
self-transcending process. In this process of the triune life three
dimensions may be recognised: to be within oneself, to go out of
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oneself and to return to oneself. Similarly in the process of love
three dimensions are present: to be within myself, to go out of
myself, and to return to myself. In as much as one could discern
the signs of Trinity (vestigium trinitatis) in the human experience
of life and love, one may speak of the Trinity as follows:
God-within-self – this is the Father;
God-out-of-self – this is the Son;
God-unto-self – this is the Spirit.
Father is the I
Son is the Thou
Spirit is the We

God above all – this is the Father;
God through all – this is the Son
God in all – this is the Spirit (Eph. 4:6)

Father is the beginningless beginning;
Son is the self-communication of God;
Spirit is the healing presence of God;

Father is the Ground and Abyss of the Divine;
Son is the freedom and love of the Divine;
Spirit is the communion and relationality of the Divine.

Father refers to the dimension of transcendence;
Son points to the dimension of immanence;
Spirit represents the dimension of transparency.

The eternal silence of the Divine – this is the Father;
The eternal word of the Divine – this is the Son;
The eternal wisdom of the Divine – this is the Spirit.

One dimension does not come after the other; all the three
dimensions are always one, yet three. One-and-three points to
the inner divine dynamism of love. These expressions are, in fact,
the out come of the human heart contemplating the ineffable
mystery of the Divine. Every predication has to be affirmed and
denied, mentioned and taken back, for the mystery of the Divine
continues to be incomprehensible.
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ONE-in-three

To refer to the oneness of the Divine, the classical ecumenical
Councils use terms like substance and essence (ousia). To designate
the three, terms like persona and prosopon are used. These terms
are not found in the New Testament but in the history of theology
because such dogmatic categories are needed to get a more precise
understanding of the triune Divine. But these concepts have to be
enlivened through poetic language, the kind of language found
in the Gospel according to John. Reflection takes place at the
level of the mind but experience comes from the heart. Dogmatic
theology has to be constantly nourished by mysticism.
Traditional theology speaks of three persons in the triune
Divine. The term person comes from the Latin word personare meaning ‘to sound through’. The allusion is to a sort of
megaphone, which was used on drama stages in those days. The
actor speaks through this instrument so that he becomes more
audible. It is a means of getting into relation with the audience.
The corresponding Greek term is prosopon, which means mask,
that actors used to play different roles. Both these terms were
taken from ordinary everyday life and refer to getting into
relationship. The original meaning of person is ‘relationship’:
“person is subsisting relationship” (persona est relatio subsistens)
– this is the classical definition of person. But over the centuries
the meaning of this term went through a tremendous evolution.
Today the term ‘person’ is almost similar to ‘individual’.
There is a difference between being-a-person and being-anindividual. When in a marriage a partner says to the other, I am
I because I am not you, the individuality is upheld. This assertion
of individuality could be the beginning of a marriage conflict. On
the other hand, when a partner says to the other, I am I through
you, the personhood is emphasized. This second statement is a
grateful affirmation of relationship: I grow in love through you,
I evolve into maturity through you. This is as much as saying: I
cannot be without you.

ONE, not one

Sebastian Painadath 235

When traditional theology speaks of three persons in the
triune divinity, the connotation refers to a mutual relationship.
Father, Son and the Spirit are three persons in the sense that
there is no Father without the Son and the Spirit, no Son without
the Father and the Spirit, no Spirit without the Father and the
Son. There is a deep, intimate, mutually nourishing relationship
among the three. They are distinct as persons, not separate
as individuals. The three are ONE (unum, ēkam, cumulative),
not one (unus, ēkah, numerical). Within the ONEness there is a
tremendous divine dynamism of mutuality, of self-giving and of
relationship in love. To make this clearer, three symbols could
be of help. Root, trunk, and sap are distinct but they cannot be
separated. Spring, river and the current are distinct, not separate.
Similarly, silence, word and meaning cannot be separated, though
they are distinct. The Divine as triune means God-is-Love, the
ultimate source and channel and power of love.

In order to indicate the mutuality within the triune Divine,
classical theology employs another term from the secular milieu:
dancing together! Father, Son and the Spirit in the ONE divine
essence are in a permanent movement of com-penetration
(circum-incessio); they are in an eternal dance (perichoresis).
(Choro in Greek means to dance; peri- means together, around).
The Divine-is-triune means the Divine is dance! When three
persons are dancing on a stage, they dance not only with
one another, but also through one another. It is this dynamic
mutuality that makes the dance such a beautiful experience.
When five instruments are played in a musical concert they
produce a symphony or a harmony that transmits an aesthetic
experience. Perichoresis among Father, Son and Spirit expresses
beauty, goodness and harmony.

Divine Dynamism

All these symbols point to a profound insight that there is a
tremendous dynamism within the Divine. The triune Divine is the
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vibration of Love, not a static entity but a self-outpouring reality,
not a solitary being but a reality of relationship, not a God-upthere but God-in-our-midst. Creation evolves out of this divine
dynamism. In an extended sense one could say that creation is the
dance of the Divine. The divine presence vibrates in every atom,
pulsates in every living cell. Modern physics says that reality
is vibration and that matter is energy. We live in an expanding
cosmos. If things are in constant vibration and in flux, the divine
reality could be contemplated as the primal vibration: that which
sets everything in movement from within. The Upanishadic sages
speak of antaryāmin.

At the heart-level we experience the divine presence as
vibration but at the mind-level we do need names and forms.
When the Spirit leads human consciousness to the depth of the
Divine (I Cor. 2:10), one perceives the divine dynamism; this is an
experience of contemplation. When consciousness surfaces in the
mental realm there is a clear I-thou polarity; this is where prayer
develops. Because we are social beings with a mind and a body,
we do need forms of prayer and ritual. But mystical experience
unfolds in the heart through the grace of contemplation. The
symbols Father, Son and Spirit are not to be conceived of only at
the mental level; these are rather an invitation to experience the
dynamics of divine Love. The Divine as Father-Son-Spirit means
God is Love.

I do not know to what extent my reflections and meditations
resonate with the mystical experience of Muslim sisters and
brothers. The insight that God-is-Love (Bible) and that God-is-alRahman (Qur’an) could become a meeting point between these
two religious traditions. Christians affirm dynamism in the Divine
while Muslims insist on the oneness of the Divine. Christians
speak of the polarity within the triune God-as-Love while Muslims
allude to the unicity of Allah-as-Mercy. In the vibrant reality of
merciful love both seem to meet.

The Mystico-Theological Dialogue
Paradigm of Swami Abhishiktananda
and Sebastian Painadath
Implications for Christian-Muslim Relations
Xavier Tharamel SJ

Introduction
The paper considers the mystico-theological dialogue
paradigm of Swami Abhishiktananda and Sebastian Painadath
in order to explore their implications for Christian-Muslim
relations. While Abhishiktananda presents dialogue from a
mystical trajectory, Painadath’s approach indicates both mystical
and theological engagement with other religious traditions.1
These mystico-theological approaches recognize the deep
inter-connectedness, unity and diversity of religious traditions.
It is crucial in the dialogue because it enables us “to use the
theological language, methods, and authorities of the other
tradition, to feel the weight of the other tradition’s theological
questions, and so to engage with the other on his or her home
ground.”2 Thus, one could argue that the dialogue paradigm of
Swami Abhishiktananda and Sebastian Painadath offers way to
strengthen Christian-Muslim relations.

Swami Abhishiktananda and Mysticism

Swami Abhishiktananda’s mystical approach forged a
bond between Indian and Christian spirituality and mysticism,
1

See Paul F. Knitter, Introducing Theologies of Religions (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis,
2002), 25-26.

2

S.M. James and L. Heft, eds., Catholicism and Interreligious Dialogue (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2012), 72.
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between the deep-rooted Indian monastic tradition and the
Christian Desert Fathers.3 Abhishiktananda (Henri Le Saux) was
born in Brittany, France, on August 30, 1910. After completing
his studies at local minor and major seminaries and at the
Benedictine monastery of St. Anne de Kergonan in 1929, he
was solemnly professed and ordained a priest in 1935. He came
to India in 1949 and visited the ashram of one of the greatest
sages of modern India, Sri Ramana Maharshi, at the foot of the
Arunachala mountain in Tiruvannamalai, Tamil Nadu. Sri Ramana
Maharishi, who embodied the self-denial, self-actualization, and
the wisdom of India, deeply touched the life of Abhishiktananda.4
He accepted Maharishi’s advaitic mysticism as his own and found
a link between this Indian spirituality and Christian monasticism
while recognising that there was a difference.5 Abhishiktananda
lived at the sacred mountain of Arunachala as a hermit in several
of its caves.

Advaitic Experience

By means of obscurity, silence, and self- renunciation,
the basic characteristics of a Hindu sage, Abhishiktananda
penetrated the mystery of the advaitic experience of India’s
rishis. As Louis Massignon states, “a perilous leap, starting from
the mental springboard” led to a deep experience unfolded from
within and subsumed all the aspects of his way of life.6 This
deep experience of Abhishiktananda helped him to understand
India from within and to a certain extent “…succeeded in
“Indianizing” Christianity by incarnating it into India’s culture,
way of life, prayer, contemplation, and liturgy.”7 In this process
3

See Harvey D. Egan, An Anthology of Christian Mysticism (Minnesota: The Liturgical
Press, 1996), 603.

4

Ibid., 604.

5

See Saccidananda Ashram, Saccidanadya Namah: A Commemorative Volume (Tamil
Nadu: Saccidananda Ashram, 2002), 85.

6

Michael L. Fitzgerald and Robert Caspar, Signs of Dialogue: Christian Encounter with
Muslims (Philippines: Silsilah Publications, 1992), 220.

7

Ibid., 603.
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of convergence, Abhishiktananda in no way rejected Christianity
but many acknowledged him as an authentic Hindu sannyasi
who had attained true advaitic enlightenment.8 He was a guru for
both Christian and Hindu disciples. It was Abhishiktananda’s love
for India and his desire to live Christian monasticism in the land
of the rishis that persuaded him to seek permission to join Jules
Monchanin and to set up the ashram of Shantivanam in Kulittali,
South India where he received the name Abhishikleshvarananda,
which is abbreviated to Abhishiktananda. The most significant
outcome of his synthesizing Christianity and Hinduism is his
embrace of the non-dualistic/advaitic mysticism, which is at the
heart of the Upanishads.9 Abhishiktananda testifies:
I descended into what seemed to me to be successive
depths of my true self - my being, my awareness of being,
my joy in being. Finally, nothing was left but He himself,
the Only One, infinitely alone, Being, Awareness, and Bliss,
Saccidānanda. In the heart of Saccidānanda, I had returned
to my Source.10

It seems that this profound awareness led Abhishiktananda
into a kind of conflict with his own Christian experience. In his
diary, he wrote: “I have already tasted too much from Advaita to
return to the ‘Gregorian’ peace of a Christian monk. Earlier in my
life, however, I had tasted so much ‘Gregorian’ peace that I was
not unsettled by my advaitic experience.”11

Towards a Synthesis

Abhishiktananda was convinced that he could achieve a
synthesis in his person by placing himself under the direction of
Sri Gnanananda and listen to the Divine Spirit who never ceases
to call from within. During his pilgrimage to the source of the
8

See Harvey D. Egan, op. cit., 604.

9

See Sebastian Painadath, SJ, Spiritual Co-pilgrims: Towards a Christian Spirituality in
Dialogue with Asian Religions (Philippines: Claretian Publications, 2014), 31.

10 Abhishiktananda, Saccidānanda: A Christian Approach to Advaitic Experience (Delhi:
ISPCK, 1984), 172.
11 Harvey D. Egan, op. cit., 606.
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Ganges in the Himalayas, an Indian symbol for the inner journey
to the source of Being, Abhishiktananda took a ritual bath in
the Ganges with Hindu pilgrims while singing verses from the
Upanishads. In 1962, he built a small hermitage in Uttarkashi,
not far from the sources of the Ganges in the Himalayas. It was
from this hermitage that he undertook many journeys to and
from Shantivanam, participated vigorously in numerous HinduChristian meetings. He also wrote his main works in this very
place. With the arrival of Bede Griffiths in 1968, Abhishiktananda
was free to spend the rest of his life in silent contemplation in
the solitude of the Himalayas as the only Christian among Hindu
sannyasis until his death following a heart attack on 7th December,
1973. He was buried in the cemetery of the Fathers of the Divine
Word in Dolda, near Indore.12

Hindu-Christian Mysticism

Abhishiktananda’s main contribution should be understood
as the out come of his Hindu-Christian mystical experience.
His mystical thought can be found, not in his writings, but
in the advaitic and Christian experience, which he examined
and communicated to others. Abhishiktananda maintained
that the monk had the duty to free his inner self as a gift for
the world.13 Because of a powerful desire to give Christ to the
Hindus, Abhishiktananda went to India as a giver. However, the
interiority at the heart of the Hindu Upanishads led him to a
deeper relationship with Christ. In fact, he claimed that, more than
anything from his Christian background, India had penetrated
him in a profound way and led him into a new awareness of the
mystery of Christ.

Advaita is essentially a mysticism. It maintains that the
ultimate experience is one of undifferentiated unity in which a
person’s deepest self (atman) and the all-embracing absolute
Reality (Brahman) cannot be two. In short, because atman

12 Loc. cit.
13 Loc. cit.

Xavier Tharamel SJ 241

is Brahman, one experiences the self as the Absolute. The
advaitic mystic strives for the experience of the Absolute in a
pure consciousness totally beyond all feelings, desires, images,
thoughts, and multiplicity. Nothing less than the experience of the
absoluteness of being satisfies the advaitic mystic. “It is the pure
silence…of the unnameable, impersonal God discerned in the loss
of one’s own self at the profoundest depth of one’s being.”14

It is important to understand that Abhishiktananda’s
captivating spirituality contains an image of God as Saccidanada.
“If I am the image of God…this is true not only because I can
discover in myself some analogies to the divine processions;
it is primarily true because the Son reveals himself in me and
lives in me, because the divine generation and the divine life are
operative in me to my very depths.”15 He calls the image of God
“Saccidananda,” a compound of the Sanskrit words sat (being),
cit (awareness), and ananda (bliss). The term Saccidananda
implies not only God’s deepest mystery but also God’s presence
in the intimate core of the person. In his work, Saccidananda,
Abhishiktananda states that the “Gospel of the Absolute in the
cave of his heart,” brought his advaitic experience into harmony
with his Christian experience.16 In addition, he ponders the
cosmic dimension of Christ’s mystery and also discovers that the
Trinitarian and the Advaitic experiences enrich each other and
actually exist within each other.
This confirms Abhishiktananda’s view that the experience
of the triune God is the fundamental experience of Christianity.
For him, the Trinity is not an abstract idea, but a community
of being that contains the rhythm of life. Experiencing the
Trinitarian mystery is to experience one’s own human mystery
and vice versa. Furthermore, the Trinity is the key to authentic
relationships with other persons and with the created reality. In

14 Henri le Saux, The Eyes of Light (New Jersey: Dimension, 1983), 24.
15 Abhishiktananda, op. cit., 165.
16 Ibid., 168.
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the Trinity’s womb, one finds true being, the advaitic experience
of Saccidananda. Abhishiktananda experienced the Absolute
as being (sat), awareness (cit), and bliss (ananda). In sat, the
Christian experiences the Father as the source of being; in cit,
the Son as the Father’s self-consciousness and Word; in ananda,
the Spirit of love as the non-dual bliss of Father and Son. This
experience of interiority allowed him to experience himself as a
son in the Son, face to face with the Father, and to rest in the
Father’s bosom in the non-duality of Spirit. In this experience,
one finds absolute silence “that is presence and presence that is
silence; such is essentially the call of the Spirit to the Christian in
prayer, through the agency of India.”17

Implications for Christian-Muslim Relations

Abhishiktananda’s encounter with the spirituality of
Hinduism through Hindu meditative practices opens up the
possibility of experiencing God in the encounter between
Christian-Muslim traditions. This encounter does not take
away the experience of God but can lead one to experience the
Absolute in a deeper manner.18 Such an encounter enables one to
recognize feelings, desires, images, and thoughts, through which
one can enter the self’s very center, or “cave of the heart.” Such
an experience immerses the self into the Self. The deep silence
and stillness is depicted as a dreamless sleep devoid of any selfconsciousness. God’s grace awakened Abhishiktananda to the
mystery of being, awareness, and bliss.

In short, Abhishiktananda says that “by awakening to
self, man has awakened to God. By awakening to God, he has
awakened himself, to self, beyond God and self, in this eternal
mystery of the Father, to the point where the Spirit leads this
Spirit through whom the Word of God become man has come to
spread throughout the world.”19 As Ibn Arabi said: “My heart is
17 Ibid., 45.

18 Ibid., 11.

19 Henri le Saux, op. cit., 32.
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the Christian monk’s cloister. The idolater who bows down before
the sun is right to see God therein. He is wrong to believe that God
is only the sun, because God is all things. I am Muslim, Christian
and Mazdean.”20 And to Abhishiktananda, this is nothing less
than “the experience of the Lord Jesus, the face-to-face encounter
of the Father and the Son in the nonduality of the Spirit.”21

Sebastian Painadath’s Mystico-theological Paradigm

Sebastian Painadath joined the Jesuit Order at the age of
24. Subsequently, he studied philosophy in Pune and was sent
to Innsbruck to study theology. Following his priestly ordination,
Painadath completed his doctoral studies in dogmatic theology
at the University of Tübingen under the guidance of professor
Walter Kasper, with a thesis entitled Theology of Prayer in the
Works of Paul Tillich.22 Besides his intensive scientific involvement
with the Christian tradition of the West, his spirituality was
shaped by his grandfather, who came from a family of Hindu
scholars, converted to Christianity and worked as a professor
of Sanskrit. In 1987, Sebastian Painadath founded Sameeksha
Ashram on the banks of the river Periyar in Kalady, Kerala, an
ashram of Christian origins, intended as a place for retreats and
for interreligious dialogue, especially between Christianity and
Hinduism.
Painadath embraces an integrative spirituality which
assumes the deep spiritual unity of all human beings and seeks
new forms of religious coexistence.23 He maintains that every
human person is a pilgrim on his/her way to the Divine and
that the search for the divine is the common goal of all religions,
which are characterized by complex diversity. He writes: “a basic

20 Michael L. Fitzgerald and Robert Caspar, op. cit., 224-225.
21 Ibid., 118.

22 See Sebastian Painadath, Dynamics of Prayer: Towards a Theology of Prayer in the Light
of Paul Tillich’s Theology of the Spirit (Bangalore: ATC Publications, 1980).
23 See Sebastian Painadath SJ, “The Integrative Spirituality of the Bhagavad Gita,” Journal
of Ecumenical Studies 39 (2004): 305-324.
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sense of transcendence is the same and unifying all people of
religious affiliation, whose description and language about it is
strongly influenced by their respective cultures or traditions.”24
In his view, no religion can be in possession of the fullness of
divine truth and this conviction forms the theological foundation
of his commitment to interreligious harmony.25 Painadath is a
sought-after speaker and author because of his experiences and
theological perspectives in interreligious dialogue, throughout
Asia and also in the German-speaking world.26

Evolving Spirituality and Dialogue

Painadath affirms that the spiritual evolution of humanity
is based on an ongoing dialogue between God and human
persons. In this process, “humans encounter moments of peak
experiences.”27 Painadath thinks that there are peak moments
in human history in which the divine undercurrents of history
surface with intensity and the divine Word finds powerful
articulations. An experience of being overwhelmed by the divine
Spirit is characteristic of such kairos moments. The divine-human
dialogue attains a break-through, which lifts the dialogue to a
new awareness of the manifestation of grace-and-the-demands of
the divine in history. Thus, every new orientation to the spiritual
evolution of humanity takes place in and through moments of
peak experience.28
Painadath maintains that the new orientation that emerges
out of peak moments becomes evident in two ways, namely
through culture and religion. According him, culture “is the
expression of the rich diversity of human creativity, while
24 Sebastian Painadath, Spiritual Co-pilgrims, op. cit., 153.

25 Ibid., 158-159.
26 Nobert Nagler, “Sebastian Painadath: A Relentless Spiritual Seeker” in Spirituality
Through Interreligious Experience, ed. Xavier Tharamel (Delhi: ISPCK, 2019), xviii.
27 Sebastian Painadath, Spiritual Co-pilgrims, op. cit., 154.
28 Sebastian Painadath, “My Pilgrimage on the Landscape of Religions” in Spirituality
Through Interreligious Experience, ed. Xavier Tharamel (Delhi: ISPCK, 2019), 299.
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religion emerges out of the perception of the spiritual unity at the
depth level of reality.”29 Thus, Painadath highlights a dialectical
relatedness between culture and religion. While culture is the
structure of religion, religion is the content of culture and culture
could be compared to the colourful branches which grow out
of the hidden roots of religion. In his view, culture and religion
develop side by side. However, in the existential process of
history, culture and religion are often seen as separated realities.

The mystical foundation of human creativity cannot just be
something impersonal, nor can it be conceived as a person; it is
rather the trans-personal ground of being. Painadath thinks that,
in religious language, this source is called God. In other words,
God cannot be understood as a person enthroned above but as
the power and presence of the Spirit at the heart of reality.30 The
transforming energy of the Spirit is felt in the sublime forms of
human creativity. He writes: “in this sense human culture is the
language of the Divine: it is in and through the forms of cultural
creations that God speaks to humanity. Religion tries to articulate
this inner Word of God within the process of culture.”31 In this
way, Painadath articulates the two aspects of the historical
evolution of humanity, namely, the cultural creativity with its
manifold expressions and the ongoing dialogue between God
and human beings articulated in the religions. For him, this deep
interaction between culture and religion is at the heart of the
historical process.

Culture and Religion: Historical Process

Painadath maintains that the historical process and the
interaction of dialogue do not take place in a rigid way. Human
freedom and ingenuity are at work in this process. Thus, he
presents the image of a spiral movement to describe the process of
29 Sebastian Painadath, Spiritual Co-pilgrims, op. cit., 154.

30 Ibid., 153.
31 Ibid., 154.
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history as it involves both repetition and progression.32 However,
this spiral process takes place with a lot of ups-and-downs, and
alternate periods of growth and stagnation.33 From time to time,
there are peak experiences of the divine-human dialogue felt
both in the life of individuals and in communities. According
to Painadath, these peak experiences could take place in “the
mystical life of an individual sage in the form of an enlightenment
experience; someone committed to social change may feel the
breakthrough of the Divine in the form of a prophetic call.”34

According to Painadath, these moments of intense experience
can also be felt in the life of a small community of seekers led
by a mystic or a prophet who helps them to become attentive to
the divine. Various religious beliefs and scriptures record such
moments for future generations. Painadath writes:
Every religion has its origin in some peak experience of the
divine-human dialogue communicated either through a
person or a community. Hence at the heart of each religion
we can find a person or a community, a Scripture or a
symbol, that embodies the core experience of that religion.
In as much as each peak experience is a crystallization
point of the relationship between God and the humans,
each religion has a uniqueness of its own.35

In the view of Painadath, all these different moments of peak
experience form a part of universal spiritual experience.

Painadath’s Mystico-Theological Dynamics of Dialogue

According to Painadath, the first and foremost aspect that
promotes the development of a culture of interreligious harmony
is the recognition that the Divine is beyond all religions.36 Every
religion has a limited perspective. Thus, to absolutize a particular
religion is to cut it off from the evolutionary ambience of the
32 Sebastian Painadath, Spiritual Co-pilgrims, op. cit., 154.

33 Loc. cit.

34 Sebastian Painadath, Spiritual Co-pilgrims, op. cit., 155.
35 Loc. cit.
36 Sebastian Painadath, Spiritual Co-pilgrims, op. cit., 156.
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universal process of God’s revelatory dialogue with humanity.
This means that each religion has a certain validity in the spiritual
evolution of humanity. In addition, Painadath thinks that every
religion articulates in a specific manner the relentless quest of
human beings for God and unfolds a particular dimension of the
ineffable divine mystery. Thus, each religion has a uniqueness of
its own in the history of religions. Moreover, both the manner in
which the pursuit of salvation is expressed and the way the divine
revelation is conveyed in a particular religion have a limited
character. Thus, a responsible interreligious hermeneutical
approach is the call of the hour in order to understand the
different ways God’s saving will works in the universal history
of religions.37 Painadath states that every religion is conditioned
by the multifaceted factors of time and space, history and
culture. Thus, religions cannot claim absoluteness because of the
historical experience that has given rise to them.
Painadath views every human person as a mystery and
as an expression of the mystery of the Divine. Hence, in the
interpersonal communication of spiritual experiences, one
constantly encounters the mystery of the human reality and
the unfathomable mystery of the Divine within and beyond it.
When a religion loses the sense of mysticism, it is no longer a
religio, a force that binds humans to the divine source. Mystics
of all religions constantly invite their followers to search beyond
the level of concepts and symbols for the mystery of the Divine.
Moreover, every religion raises a prophetic call for justice. The
prophet listens to the Word of God addressed to the existential
situations of life and demands that all religious symbols and
structures must be radically reoriented in order to promote
peace and love, justice and harmony. Believers are called to
facilitate fellow travellers of their community in the common
pilgrimage of humanity in quest of the height and depth, length
and breadth of the revelation of the mystery of the Divine.38 The
37 Ibid., 165.
38 Ibid., 167.
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religious person of the future will be an interreligious person
and he/she will be deeply rooted in the core experience of his/
her religious heritage.

According to Painadath, the ultimate reality is not a static
being but an eternal movement. He maintains that, although the
names people use to speak of the Divine are different due to
changing cultural contexts, all religions emerge out of the basic
perception of the Divine as the wellspring of Life and Love, Truth
and Beauty, Justice and Compassion. Thus, the Divine is not a
static reality resting in itself but a dynamic reality that constantly
pours itself out. Harmony is not the denial of diversity but the
acceptance of it as the rich heritage of human evolution. Harmony
is the creative process of realizing the unity of spirituality, while
respecting the diversity of religions.39

In conclusion, Painadath states that religions are
complementary perceptions of the ineffable divine mystery. Thus,
one religion cannot claim to be the norm for all others.40 In view of
the many experiences that have been communicated to humanity
by sages and saints, no particular experience can be considered
as an absolute revelation or a universal norm. Any attempt to
absolutize a particular religion is to deny the revelatory dialogue
between God and humans in the evolutionary process of history.
To absolutize one particular religion is to reject belief in the God
who alone is absolute. In sum, religions are the articulations of
significant phases of the universal history of revelation. “In the
rich diversity of ancient cultures and religions there is a vision of
unity in diversity, a communion of life among diverse peoples.”41

Implications for Christian-Muslim Relations

These mystico-theological concepts express the deep interconnectedness, unity and diversity of religions, which offer
39 Ibid., 156-175.

40 Sebastian Painadath, “My Pilgrimage”, op. cit., 299.
41 Sebastian Painadath, Spiritual Co-pilgrims, op. cit., 156.
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possibilities for the strengthening of Christian-Muslim relations.
The mystical experience, which Abhishiktananda attained by
adopting Hindu meditative practices took him beyond the
intellectual level and led him to experience the Absolute in a
deeper manner.42 His mysticism led him beyond all feelings,
desires, images and thoughts to the very center of the self, or “the
cave of the heart.”
Painadath recognizes that the religions are parts of an
evolving whole, parts of one another. His mystical-theological
vision sees religions as “branches of a tree growing in different
directions but taking nourishment from the one divine root.”43
Painadath suggests that the diversity of religions is an expression
of an ancient vision that promotes unity and a communion of life
among diverse peoples: “reality is one, those who perceive it,
speak of it in diverse ways” (ēkam sat, viprāh bahudhā vadanti,
Rig Veda)

The mystico-theological vision of Swami Abhishiktananda
and Sebastian Painadath should be seriously considered as paths
to dialogue within the Islamic mystical tradition, which is Sufism.
Through mysticism, individuals find a “practical discipline to
pursue a life of contemplation, seeking contact with the reality,
with the Source, with God himself…There were men and women
keen on being completely faithful to the Spirit’s graces, coming
to them as a divine call through the Qur’an, God’s very word as
Muslims hold.”44 Abhishiktananda and Painadath show us how
the mystical approach opens up the inner faculties of men and
women on the path towards union with God. “God is with us,
within us. We live in a divine ambience.”45 Abhishiktananda’s
mystical experience and his theology indicate that the ultimate
human experience is one of undifferentiated unity and that the
42 Ibid., 11.

43 Ibid., 156.
44 Michael L. Fitzgerald and Robert Casper, op. cit., 191-192.
45 Sebastian Painadath, Spiritual Co-pilgrims, op. cit., 170.
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person’s deepest self (ātman) and the all-embracing absolute
Reality (Brahman) cannot be two different realities. In short,
because ātman is Brahman, one experiences the self as the
Absolute Reality. “It is the pure silence…of the unnameable,
unpersonifiable God discerned in the loss of one’s own self at the
profoundest depth of one’s being.”46

In a similar way, Painadath suggests that spirituality implies
an ongoing dialogue between God and human beings in the
course of history, especially during moments of peak experience.
During these moments, in which the divine undercurrents
of history surface with intensity, the divine Word finds a
powerful expression. At such moments, the human person
has an experience of being overwhelmed by the divine Spirit.
The dialogue between the divine and the human experiences
a breakthrough towards a new manifestation of the grace and
of the divine demand in history. These kairos moments of
peak experience are constitutive factors, which provide a new
orientation for the spiritual evolution of humanity.47

Conclusion

The mystico-theological paradigm of Swami Abhishiktananda
and Sebastian Painadath is based on the personal experience
of a shared nature between the believer and God, which goes
beyond intellectual knowledge.48 Abhishiktananda’s experience
was based on Hindu meditative practices that transcended his
Christian experience. In other words, his life as a Hindu-Christian
monk did not deny his Christian experience of God but led him
to experience the Absolute in a much deeper manner.49 The
mystical experience he found in Hinduism led Abhishiktananda
beyond all emotional states, cravings, fantasies, and judgements
to the innermost recess of his heart. Shantivanam Ashram in
46 Henri le Saux, op. cit., 24.

47 Sebastian Painadath, “My Pilgrimage”, op. cit., 299.

48 Michael L. Fitzgerald and Robert Casper, op. cit., 193.
49 Ibid., 11.
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Tamil Nadu, South India, continues to exist as a monument of his
interreligious discoveries.

In a similar way, Painadath’s search for a deeper interconnectedness, unity and diversity found expression in the shape
of Sameeksha Ashram in Kalady, Kerala. Through the life of this
Ashram, Painadath points to his conviction that religions are
parts of an evolving totality. His `mystico-theological approach to
understanding the religions affirms that they “are like branches
of a tree growing in different directions but taking nourishment
from the one divine root”.50 Religions are meant to communicate
life in different ways among diverse peoples.”51 The theological
dynamics of his thinking indicate a deep inter-connectedness,
unity and diversity among the different religions. Hence, the
mystico-theological thinking of Swami Abhishiktananda and
Sebastian Painadath provide new scope for the interreligious
relationship between Christianity and Islam.

50 Sebastian Painadath, Spiritual Co-pilgrims, op. cit., 156.
51 Loc. cit.

An Indian Muslim “Life of Jesus”

Khwāja H asan Ni z āmī’s History of the Messiah1
.

.

Marcia Hermansen
The 1920s was the most active decade in the political
activism and publishing career of the Indian Muslim activist,
Sufi, and literary figure, Khwāja Ḥasan Niẓāmī (1879-1955). The
text under consideration here, Ta’rīkh-e Masīḥ (History of the
Messiah) was issued in 1927,2 but had apparently been under
preparation by him for at least four or five years, beginning as
early as 1922.3 This chapter, in honor of the Jesuit scholar of
Indian Islam, Christian W. Troll, will explore the major elements
and perspectives represented in Niẓāmī’s work on Jesus in order
to situate it within broader themes and issues surrounding
Muslim-Christian encounters in South Asia, a suitable topic for a
volume honoring the career of an individual who has made major
contributions to the field of Islamic Studies with a focus on the
Muslims of India and the contributions of Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan.

The Career of Khwāja Ḥasan Niẓāmī

Khwāja Ḥasan Niẓāmī grew up among the custodians of one
of the major Sufi institutions in India, the Niẓāmuddīn shrine in
Delhi. Breaking with his family’s hereditary role of being pilgrim
1

This chapter was prepared during the Coronavirus pandemic of 2020. I wish to
acknowledge the invaluable service to knowledge of the websites Rekhta and Internet
Archive in making available online versions of many of Niẓāmī’s books without which
the background research could not have been accomplished. The library and librarians at
Loyola University Chicago also facilitated access to e-books and interlibrary sharing of
published chapters and articles that were necessary for the project.

2

Ta’rīkh-e Masīḥ (Delhi: Maṭba‘a Ḥamīdiyya, 1927).

3

Preface to Ta’rīkh-e Masīḥ, i.
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guides and professional petitioners,4 Niẓāmī became one of the
more successful Urdu journalists and writers of the early 20th
century. He is credited with a vast number of works on a wide
variety of subjects,5 many pamphlets of article length, as well as
novels. In literary circles, he was especially recognized for his
popular semi-autobiographical diaries called Roznamcha.

In the early twentieth century, Urdu came into its own as
a prose language. Khwāja Ḥasan Niẓāmī participated in this
development as an innovative stylist, particularly in the fields
of biography, autobiography and diary writing. Among the
topics addressed within his vast array of publications, Niẓāmī
had a practice of taking up certain themes and then for a time
publishing pamphlets and longer words around these topics.
For example, at one point, ostensibly to encourage a work ethic
among his co-religionists, he penned a whole series of works on
how to successfully engage in various occupations. He also took
up female education and social engagement as a theme. In like
manner, the work being considered in this chapter is one of a
series of books treating life studies of the leaders and heroes of
other religions. Some of these are termed “biographies” (bītī)
while others are designated as “accounts” (kathā). Subjects of
these works included Krishna,6 Guru Nanak,7 and the founder of
Baha’ism.8
4

In the culture of Sufi shrines, the custodians and purported descendants of the saints are
believed to have closer access to him and, therefore, are often paid to supplicate on behalf
of pilgrims.

5

By some accounts, as many as five hundred. Mullā Wāhidī, Sawanih ‘Umri: Khwāja
Ḥasan Niẓāmī (Delhi: Munādī Khwāja Number, 1957), 130.

6

Khwāja Ḥasan Niẓāmī, Krishen Bītī (Delhi: Delhi Printing Works, 1919); Krishen bītībā
taṣāwīr (subtitled “The True and Explained Life Account of India’s Famous Avatar, Sri
Krishna”). (Delhi: Halqa-i Mashā’ikh, 1917); Krishen Kathā (Delhi: Ansari Press, 1941).

7

The work related to Nanak is less of a biography and more of an explanation of how close
Sikhism is to Sufi Islam. See Yoginder Sikand, “Building Bridges between Sikhs and
Muslims: The Contribution of Khwaja Hasan Nizami,” Studies in Inter-Religious Dialogue
9, no. 2 (1999): 178-188.

8

These include Irānī Dārvīsh, a translation of Kashf al-Asrār (on Bahā Ullāh) and Asrār-e
Bābī (Secrets of the Bāb).
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At the height of his career, Niẓāmī associated with great
figures of Urdu literature such as Shiblī Nu‘mānī, Abū’l Kalām
Āzād, Akbar Allāhabādī,9 and Iqbāl.10 Niẓāmī also went beyond
books and novels as literary vehicles by becoming involved in
all kinds of journalistic activities, writing articles for Muslim
newspapers as well as starting a number of his own religious
magazines, for example, Pīr Bhā’ī (Brother Disciple) Darvīsh
(Dervish), and Munādī (The Caller). We may observe that printing
and publishing were not centralized activities in India at that
time. In fact, many vernacular language books in India and
Pakistan are still self-published in small runs of 500-1000 copies.
It seems that Niẓāmī, due to the sheer volume of his publications,
eventually came to constitute his own publishing center. All of
his works were originally composed in Urdu.

Niẓāmī also worked to reform Sufi institutions in India and
was himself recognized as a prominent Sufi Shaykh with many
disciples and, in fact, as a “reformer” of the Chishtī Sufi Order.
During the 1920’s his activities assumed a significant political
role as he opposed the Arya Samaj and Swami Shraddhananda for
their Shuddhī (purification) movement aimed at returning more
recently converted Muslim castes in India to the Hindu fold. He,
along with a range of Muslim leaders and movements, termed his
efforts tablīgh and certain of his strategies and goals resembled
the goals of the more famous tablīgh of the organization, Tablīghī
Jam‘at, founded by his contemporary, Maulānā Muhammad Ilyās
(d. 1944). For example, Niẓāmī wrote about and disseminated
basic explanations of Islamic beliefs and practices. Unlike the
Tablīghī Jama‘at of Ilyās, however, he did not participate in
walking tours to villages to teach isolated and marginalized
9

Mullā Wāhidī, Sawanih, op. cit., 136-145. Allāhabādī’s side of their correspondence was
published by Niẓāmī as Khuṭūt-e Akbar bi-Nām-e Khwāja Ḥasan Niẓāmī (Delhi: Maḥbūb
al-maṭābi‘, 1953).

10 Muḥammad Iqbāl and Niẓāmī met and exchanged letters on a number of topics,
occasionally disagreeing.
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Muslim communities, nor did he avoid becoming involved in
political activities, as we shall see.11

Niẓāmī was considered to be an important exponent of
Muslim opinion in India. He had attracted the attention of the
British police as early as 1911 and was kept under surveillance
due to his writings, travels, and political organizing.12 He was
initially supportive of the activities of the ‘Alī brothers, Muslim
leaders of the Khilafat Movement13 who opposed the elimination
of the Turkish Caliphate and British rule generally. Hindus and
Muslims found common cause during this period in condemning
British colonialism and seeking Home Rule for Indians. Niẓāmī
was associated with such circles for a time, but ultimately was
seen as promoting Muslim communal interests through his
religious activism and strong opposition to the Arya Samaj. At
the same time, he seems to have had a strong interest in other
religions, not only Hinduism, but also Christianity and Sikhism
and composed works about their main figures and teachings that
could be considered positive interreligious engagements.
Niẓāmī frequented the princely states as well as intellectual
salons and his portraits of notable personalities of the era
grace the pages of his series of diaries, called the Roznāmchā.
His attitudes to British rule and to Hindu-Muslim co-operation
fluctuated during his career. As a good journalist, Niẓāmī seems to
have responded quickly to the pulse of Muslim popular opinion.
Niẓāmī lived until 1955 although his later years were marked
by ill health and loss of vision. Thus he experienced the trajectory
of the struggle for Indian home rule, which he supported, and
the creation of Pakistan, about which he demonstrated some
ambivalence. At the time of the turbulent events of the Partition

11 An article treating various Muslim responses to the Arya shuddhi campaigns is Yoginder
Sikand, “The Fitna of Irtidad: Muslim Missionary Response to the Shuddhi of the Arya
Samaj in Early Twentieth century India,” Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs 17, no.
1 (1997): 65-82.
12 Mullā Wāḥidī, Ṣawāniḥ, op. cit., 120.
13 A standard source for this Movement is Gail Minault, The Khilafat Movement: Religious
Symbolism and Political Mobilization in India (New York: Columbia, 1982).
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of India he and his family took refuge in the then princely state of
Hyderabad for several years.

The idealized image of Muslim Sufis in India, in particular
the image represented by the Sufis of the Chishti Order, is that of
tolerance and openness to spiritual exchange and interreligious
cooperation. Chishtis are considered to be the most ‘Indianized’
of the four main silsilas (Sufi orders). This is because the Chishti
Sufis were willing in some cases to initiate Hindus as well as
other non-Muslims as disciples without the requirement of
formal conversion to Islam. The Chishti Order also sanctioned
the use of Qawwali music as a spiritual practice in order to reach
a broader indigenous audience and this tradition of Sufi music
and poetry became one means of communicating Islam to the
Indian population.

Ta’rīkh-e Masīḥ

This work has previously attracted some limited scholarly
attention, for example, achieving first a favorable review14 in the
journal Moslem World and subsequently a positive mention in
the work by the American Protestant missionary and scholar of
Islam, Murray T. Titus (d. 1964).
Khwāja Ḥasan Niẓāmī of the Tablighi Mission, Delhi in
the year 1927 published a “Life of Christ” called Ta’rīkh-iMasīḥ which he based on the four gospels and the works
of leading Christian scholars. This work is free from any
controversial comments, and the ‘life’ is a remarkably true
presentation of the Gospel record. His object in writing
such a book was that the Muslims might come to know
exactly what Christians believe about Christ, and, by
imparting of such knowledge, to soften the attitude of
Muslims toward Christians. The same author has prepared
a similar book relating to Hinduism called Krishan Bītī,
which is a ‘Life of Krishna.’15

14 Murray T. Titus, “Tarīkh-i-Masih by Hasan Nizami,” (Review) Moslem World 18, no. 3
(July 1928): 317.
15 Murray T. Titus, Islam in India and Pakistan (Calcutta: Y.M.C.A. Publications, 1959),
270. The first edition of this book was published in 1930.
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In fact, Niẓāmī’s 1927 preface declares that a major purpose
of his composing the work is its potential use for school pupils,
even college students and, in particular, Muslim students.
He writes, “I love Hazrat ‘Īṣā (peace be upon him) because,
according to the guidance of the Qur’an he is one of the earlier
prophets, because he was a great philosopher, because he was a
great guide and reformer, and finally, because he was also a great
Sufi.”16 He further notes that, “Despite the fact that Muslims and
Christians have been fighting for 13 centuries and the protracted
wars between his community and mine, I would never speak ill
of ‘Īṣā.”17
In the final section of the introduction, Niẓāmī cites for
his readers the major sources written by Christian authors
from where he has obtained information for this book on Jesus,
explaining that a capable Christian friend who knew English well
had assisted him with translating excerpts of critical passages
from these books.18 He seems to anticipate some critical queries
about why he, as a Muslim, would undertake this project. After
affirming that “Muslims should know about Jesus and his book
(the Gospels) because these are mentioned in many locations in
the Qur’an,” he counsels potential critics of the project that,
Any nation that reads about the correct aspects of
any religion will not find themselves misled thereby.
If Christians were to read about the true events of
Muhammad’s life they would not become Muslim and if
Muslims read about Jesus they will not become Christian
due to this. I am a Muslim and I have written this book
from that perspective. But any Christians can bear witness
that I have not written anything about Jesus that would be
hurtful to a Christian.19

16 Tarīkh-i-Masih, op. cit., 3.
17 Loc. cit.
18 Ibid., 4.
19 Ibid., 2.
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He then notes that he has avoided giving his own opinions
on Jesus and his teachings, possibly reserving that until a later
time, if he were able.

Some of these same elements of Niẓāmī’s preface were
briefly alluded to by Mushirul Ḥasan and Nishat Zaidi in A Voyage
to Modernism: Syed Ahmed Khan, in which they suggest some
possible resonance, if not direct influence, of Sir Sayyid’s project
on Niẓāmī.
Khwāja Ḥasan Niẓāmī (1878-1957) wrote on the life
of Jesus to soften his community’s attitude toward the
Christian. In Ta’rīkh al-Masīḥ (1926) he set out to acquaint
Muslim children with the Christian creed and the status of
Jesus in the Qur’an, and to understand, especially in the
light of ongoing political warfare (siyāsī larā’ī) between
the adherents of Islam and Christianity, the prophets
and preachers of other religions. He believed that the
knowledge this generated will never produce deviants or
encourage conversion. His book on Krishna had not led to
any Muslim being converted to Hinduism or vice versa.
In the end, he affirmed his love for Jesus, as a religious
leader, philosopher, reformer and a leading Sufi and stated
that, “if necessary, I will be one with my community in its
political war against Christianity, but I will not question
the piety of Jesus or his sacred teaching.”20

The authors thus attribute this approach to the influence
of the legacy of Sir Sayyid Ahmed Khan upon later scholars and
theologians in North India.21
Among the Christian writings that Niẓāmī lists as sources in
his forward are:

The Life of Christ of Dr. Frederic Farrar,22 a study written
in 1874 by an Anglican priest, who ministered in Westminster
Abbey, was later Dean of Canterbury and was also a scholar of

20 A Voyage to Modernism: Syed Ahmed Khan, ed. and trans. Mushirul Ḥasan and Nishat
Zaidi (New Delhi: Primus, 2011), 32.
21 Tarīkh-i-Masih, op. cit., 32.
22 New York: E. P. Dutton and Co., 1874.
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classics. Further sources that he lists are The Life and Times of
Jesus the Messiah by Dr. Alfred Edersheim23 and James Stalker’s
The Life of Jesus Christ.24 In the prefatory section listing his
sources, Niẓāmī usually mentioned only the authors’ last names
and thus the titles of the respective sources and their publication
data given here had to be deduced from other sources. The names
of authors are cited by Niẓāmīare (August) Neander,25 (Giovanni)
Papini,26 (J.) Patterson Smyth,27 and (Johannes Heinrich August)
Ebrard.28 A special indication is given that the work of Dr. Stevens
was a major source for excerpted information on the teachings
of Jesus. I conclude that this most likely refers to George Barker
Stevens’ The Teaching of Jesus,29 although this book was published
quite close to the time of Niẓāmī’s work and also features a less
historical and a rather more constricted theological tone.
We may take a cue from a commentator on another late 19th
century “Life of Jesus,” that of Alexander Patterson30 who opines
that this approach to the life of Jesus is a novel take on a genre
known well in Patterson’s day: ‘the life of Christ.’ Many famous
theologians published attempts at biographies of Jesus in the
second half of the nineteenth century, most of them titled simply
The Life of Christ. The focus of this genre was to present a kind of
narrative gospel harmony and sometimes a more introspective,

23 New York: Longmans, 1883.

24 Edinburgh, T. and T. Clark, 1880, published in the series Hand-Books for Bible Classes,
ed. Dods & Whyte. Stalker was a minister in the Free Church of Scotland and then in the
United Free Church of Scotland.
25 The Life of Jesus Christ in its Historical Connection and Historical Development (London:
Henry G. Bohn, 1837).
26 The Story of Christ, trans. Mary Prichard Agnetti (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1923).
27 Most likely A People’s Life of Christ (New York: Fleming H. Revell, 1920) although
Patterson Smyth wrote other works.
28 d. 1888. Biblical Commentary on the New Testament (New York: Sheldon & Co., 1858).
29 George Barker Stevens, The Teaching of Jesus (London, Mac Millan, 1901). This title
seems to best match Niẓāmī’s citation of ta‘līmāt al-masīḥ, although the contents of this
book would not lend themselves so well to the selections (iqtibāṣāt) that he claims to
copiously draw from this source.
30 The Greater Life and Work of Christ (New York: Fleming H. Revell, 1896). https://
archive.org/details/greaterlifeworko00patt/page/164/mode/2up/ Accessed Dec. 19, 2020.
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speculative or biographical look at how Jesus interacted with
people and went about his day. Some popular and typical
examples include that of Dawson (1874), F. W. Farrar (1875),
James Stalker (1880), Joseph Parker’s Inner Life of Christ (1883),
and Edersheim’s Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah (1883).31

It is noteworthy that the books cited in the paragraph
cited above comprise a good portion of the sources cited in
Ta’rīkh-e Masīḥ, and thus we may situate Niẓāmī as an Indian
Muslim who was explicitly influenced by this genre of “history as
biography” in treatments of the life of Jesus. One of the strategies
of such writers was to weave the disparate Christologies and
orientations of the four Gospels into a unified biographical
narrative. Therefore, one might imagine Niẓāmī as taking this one
step further by integrating some Islamic materials as well. Two
further sources that he acknowledges are Encyclopaedia Biblica:
A Critical Dictionary of the Literary, Political and Religion History,
the Archeology, Geography and Natural History of the Bible,32 and
the Dictionary of the Bible by James Hastings.33
As is the case with some of his other “historical” works,34
it is not completely clear how much of the work is original to
Niẓamī himself as an author and how much may have been
composed of direct summary translations from the Gospels or
secondary Christian literature into Urdu by another party such
as the Christian friend mentioned in the preface, or the extent
to which Niẓāmī may have consulted another highly relevant
source, the Tabyīn al-Kalām of Sir Sayyid Ahmed Khān,35 which

31 Pioneer Library, https://olddeadguys.com/tag/alexander-patterson/ Accessed Dec. 19, 2020.
32 Edited by Thomas Kelly Cheyne and J. Sutherland Black (London: Adam and Charles
Black, 1899).
33 James Hastings, Dictionary of the Bible (New York, NY: Scribners, 1909).
34 That is, at least eight of his works have “history” (ta’rīkh) as part of the title, including a
Ta’rīkh-e rasūl (Life of the Prophet) (Hyderabad: Munādī Office, 1948).
35 See Christian W. Troll, Charles M. Ramsey, and Mahboob Basharat Mughal, The Gospel
According to Sayyid Ahmad Khan (1817-1898): An Annotated Translation of “Tabyīn alkalām” (Part 3), Volume 38 (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 2020). This is the most relevant volume of
the Tabyīn for the topic of this chapter since it deals with Gospel material.
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is not mentioned but could not likely have been ignored. Further,
the cover notice of the book indicates that Niẓāmī “compiled”
(murattab) the material, further pointing out to the reader that
he is not claiming to speak in his own voice as the author, but
rather that he is presenting the views of others, in this case
Christian scholars of the Bible.

Contents and Arrangement of the Work

It should be noted, that Niẓāmī quite intentionally designated
the study under consideration here as a “history” (ta’rīkh) of the
life of Jesus rather than a biography. From the text itself it is
apparent that he viewed the purpose of a “historical” work to be
presenting material in a non-polemical way based on accepted
sources, in this case, Christian writings about the person of Jesus.

Niẓāmī’s use of the term masīḥ (Messiah) in the title also
requires some commentary. The Arabic word masīḥ is used 11 times
to refer to Jesus in the Qur’an. However, the Qur’anic usage does
not entail the Christian messianic interpretation of Jesus’ being a
savior figure. It rather seems to be employed as an honorific title as
in the phrase al-masīḥ ʿĪsā ibn Maryam (Chapter III, 40; IV, p. 156)
- “the Messiah Jesus son of Mary”. While, certain hadith reports do
suggest that Jesus will return at the end of time to fight against the
forces of evil, these hadith do not use the title masīḥ.36

In preparing this preliminary study of Niẓāmī’s work, it was
decided to focus on the author’s broader intentions and framing,
as could be ascertained from his prefatory and concluding
remarks. A further strategy for situating his project was to
consider his organization of material and his treatment of certain

36 Classical Arab Muslim exegetes of the Qur’an draw on the meaning of the root “m-s-ḥ” to
wipe or anoint. For example, Al-Razi (d. 1210) opines that Jesus earned the title because
Jesus would barely touch someone afflicted with disease and that person would be healed.
Another source maintained that it was because Jesus had been anointed with a special
blessed oil reserved for prophets, and so on. See Asma Afsaruddin, The Messiah ʿIsa, Son
of Mary: Jesus in the Islamic Tradition in Nicolas of Cusa and Islam, Ian Christopher
Levy, Rita George-Tvrtković, and Donald Duclow, eds., (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 2020), 177–
201, 186.
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elements of Jesus’ life and the theology surrounding the figure of
Jesus, especially where significant discrepancies between Muslim
and Christian views might be expected.

Perusal of the entire text of some 212 pages indicates that
most of the content reviews the story of Jesus chronologically and
thematically. This would echo the approach of many Victorian
Christian treatments of the life of Jesus as was previously noted.
Throughout these topical sections, Niẓāmī often cites chapter
and verse from the Gospels as sources for his accounts.

Like many 19th and early 20th century works on Jesus, Niẓāmī
begins by setting the stage of Jesus’ life through discussing the
physical geography of Palestine, the political context of Roman
rule before moving on to an overview of the contemporary
Jewish movements.37 For example, he reviews and characterizes
the Jewish sectarian movements at the time of Jesus as follows:
1)

2)

The well-known and influential, but free thinking (āzād
khayāl)—in other words “naicharī”38—sect who controlled
the [Jewish] communal interests were the Sadducees
(ṣaddūqiyūn). Among this group were found the ruling
echelon and influential individuals. These people were not
as strict in following religious injunctions as the common
Jews, they had faith only in the Torah, but even this was lip
service, in their action they were not concerned [with this].
The second famous sect were the Pharisees (farsīyūn)
who were devoted to religious traditions and it was their
special task to encourage and hold the public to religiosity,
performing acts of worship, and respecting the religious

37 Tarīkh-i-Masih, op. cit., 5-7.

38 Naicharī. This designation emerged because Sir Sayyid used the English term “nature”
transliterated into Urdu as naichar beginning in the 1860s in his various writings about
religion and philosophy. The label naicharī began to be used in a disparaging way among
his opponents and Jamāluddīn Afghānī then applied the term to Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan
and his followers, whose interpretations Afghānī disparaged as inimical to religious faith.
See David Lelyveld, “Naichari Nature: Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan and the Reconciliation
of Science, Technology, and Religion” in Y. Saikia & M. Rahman, eds., The Cambridge
Companion to Sayyid Ahmad Khan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 69-86.
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law. Thus they should be considered the “Sufi” group among
the Jews.39

The passage above may suggest to us that Niẓāmī deliberately
did not associate himself with the biblical project of Sir Sayyid,
whom he symbolically links here to the Sadducees by invoking
the somewhat disparaging term naicharī in their regard. One
wonders if there is a further indication that the Sadducees way
of currying favor with the Roman ruling authorities is being
paralleled to Sir Sayyid’s friendship with the British Raj. At the
same time Niẓāmī’s rather odd positioning of the Pharisees as
“Sufis” does not seem to be derived from what he would have
read about them in the Christian sources.

The Pharisees of the Bible actually seem more to correlate
with a third sect that Niẓāmi terms “the legalists” (faqīhūn)40 and
equates with Maulvis among the Jews. This would have been the
group, usually referred to in the King James Bible as the “scribes”
who were designated by the term faqīh in the Hindustani version
of the Bible. The fourth sect are the “political extremists”41 who
strove to instigate the common people against Roman rule and
constantly worked to foment a revolution that would do away
with Roman domination and usher in self-rule (swarāj).42

Finally, “Besides these were the Essene sect who bore no
connection to the Jews in terms of communal identity, and for
this reason the Jews regarded them with hatred and suspicion
and legally forbade associating with them.”43
39 Tarīkh-i-Masih, op. cit., 6-7. Sir Sayyid likewise begins his interpretation of Matthew with
a discussion of the condition of Judaism at the time of Jesus’ birth and its various sects.
The Pharisees, according to him, were those who “ascribed to both the exoteric (ẓāhirī)
and the esoteric (bāṭinī) meanings of the Torah.” Tabyīn, op. cit., 3. Perhaps this element
inspired Niẓāmī to associate them with Sufism.
40 See for example, John 8:3, Kitābi Muqaddas, ya‘ne, Purānā aur Nayā Ahd-namā [The
Holy Bible in Urdu (Latin script version)], (London: British and Foreign Bible Society,
1887), 129.
41 Presumably the “Zealots”, although Niẓāmī does not employ this term.
42 Tarīkh-i-Masih, op. cit., 7.
43 Loc. cit.
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Niẓāmī proceeds to paint a rather bleak picture of the
conditions of the Jews at that period explaining that, “centuries
of servitude had completely eliminated their sense of generosity,
enlightened thinking, magnanimity and equality, liberty, and
progress.”44 In addition, he writes that the Jews preferred to live
apart from other peoples, while they thought that they were
superior to all other nations, perceiving themselves as the only
ones entitled to and deserving of Paradise. Niẓāmī here mentions
the Qur’an as the source for this observation, citing verses
II:111,45 and V:18.46

At the same time, Niẓāmī describes the high level of religious
education among the Jews: “Josephus, a Jewish historian and
near contemporary of Christ, observed that religious devotion
was the motivation for everything that the Jews did. Such that if
any Jewish child were asked about the laws of Judaism, “he will
more readily tell them all than he will tell his own name.”47 Yet
he opines that, “From a moral perspective their condition was
very depraved such that in the Qur’an there is repeated mention
of their “hard heartedness” (qaṣāwat). Haughtiness and pride,
pomp and showing-off had deeply taken root in their hearts,
and they had strayed far from the essence of the Mosaic law.”48
Meanwhile, he notes that the Jews at that time believed in certain
Messianic prophecies regarding a descendant of David, a special
Prophet, who would arise in Bethlehem and lead them back to
political victory and domination.49
44 Loc. cit.
45 [II:111] “And they say: None entereth paradise unless he be a Jew or a Christian. These
are their own desires”.
46 [V. 18] “And the Jews and the Christians say: We are the sons of Allah and His beloved
ones. Say: Why does He then chastise you for your faults?”
47 Flavius Josephus, Against Apion (English), 2:176. http://perseus.uchicago.edu/perseuscgi/citequery3.pl?dbname=GreekFeb2011&query=Joseph.%20Ap.%202.178&getid=1/
Accessed Dec. 19, 2020.
48 Tarīkh-i-Masih, op. cit., 8.
49 Ibid., 8-9.
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Once this contextual background has been sketched, Niẓāmī
proceeds to the story of the life of Jesus, starting from the
background of Mary, then the Annunciation, and the Nativity.
Some details about Mary that are given include that she came
from the Levite tribe and mentions the names of her ancestors,
who were descendants of Aaron and also of David.50 Niẓāmī then
cites the Qur’an (3: 35-37) and then quotes Muhammad ‘Ali’s
tafsir explaining how, due to her family being “Kāhins” (Cohens),
Mary spent her childhood in temple service and was called a
“sister of Aaron” because of her Levite descent.51 Implicit here is
the need to explain that this appellation was not due to confusion
or inaccuracy in the Qur’an as was sometimes claimed by nonMuslims. In fact, it seems that in the case of Mary’s background,
Niẓāmī is filling in details according to Muslim sources that are
not found in the biblical account of Mary. While the Muslim
sources are silent on the topic of Joseph, Niẓāmī reports about
him what is available in the Gospel accounts. For example, he tells
how Joseph was informed about Mary’s condition in a dream and
therefore accepts her as his wife.

Niẓāmī explicitly cites Luke 1: 26-37 as the basis for his
description of the Annunciation and he quotes directly from Luke
1: 46-55 Mary’s words of praise known as the Magnificat.52 His
somewhat detailed discussion of divergent calculations regarding
the date and year of Jesus’ birth in the Christian calendar and
how a date was settled on in the 4th century can perhaps be
traced to the article “Jesus Christ” in the Encyclopaedia of Biblical
Literature or a similar source.53
50 Ibid., 9.

51 Ibid., 10.
52 Tarīkh-i-Masih, op. cit., 13. Niẓāmī’s version was compared to a standard Urdu Bible
of the period and was found to differ in expression and vocabulary used. Roman script
Hindustani Bible 1910 reprint. Injīl-e Muqaddas (Cambridge: London British and Foreign
Bible Society, 1910).
53 Tarīkh-i-Masih, op. cit., 15. This was probably excerpted from Encyclopedia of Biblical
Literature II. John Kitto and William Alexander, eds., (Edinburgh: A. and C. Black, 1847),
545.
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He then cites the Qur’anic verses regarding the birth of Jesus
from Surah Maryam, the Qur’anic chapter about the story of
Mary. He concludes the section by first stating that, despite minor
differences, the major elements of the respective Muslim and
Christian accounts of the Nativity agree, for example, on Mary’s
purity and the fact that extraordinary portents surrounded the
birth.54 An immediately succeeding “note” states that, “Among
both Christians and Muslims we find certain people who don’t
take the nativity in this sense and hold that Jesus was born of
a union of male and female like everyone else, but we have no
need to get involved in this controversy because this book is not
oriented to such arguments.”55

Niẓāmī proceeds with the Christian Nativity narrative
including the story of the shepherds from Luke, the visit of the
Magi from Matthew, the massacre of the innocents, and the flight
to Egypt. He recounts a number of events from Jesus’ childhood
and youth in Nazareth as found in the Gospels. One aspect about
which Niẓāmī offers some reflection seems to be an affirmation
that Jesus received a good religious education in the Torah and
books of the prophets and speculates that although he primarily
spoke Aramaic (Hebrew being by then a dead spoken language),
he also likely knew Greek.56
The story of the young Jesus bringing clay birds to life is
not found in the Gospels but is part of the Qur’anic narrative
(Qur’an 5:110). This account, while non-canonical in Christianity,
is found in the Gnostic source, the Infancy Gospel of Thomas.57
After noting the paucity of Gospel material regarding Jesus’
54 Tarīkh-i-Masih, op. cit., 16.

55 Ibid., Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan may have been on his mind among Muslims who questioned
the divine parentage of Jesus, although Sir Sayyid apparently held conflicting positions on
this issue. See Ismail Abd Rahman Muda, “The Interpretation of the Birth of Jesus and
his Miracles in the Writings of Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan,” Islam and Christian–Muslim
Relations 14, no. 1 (2003): 23-31.
56 Tarīkh-i-Masih, op. cit., 23.
57 Kate Zebiri, “Contemporary Muslim Understanding of the Miracles of Jesus.” The Muslim
World 90, no. 1/2 (2007): 81-82.
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early years, Niẓāmī briefly recounts the story of the bird without
much commentary and, in fact, seems to dismiss it, preferring to
speak generally about Jewish childhood of that period.58 It has
been noted that some other 20th century Muslim writers found it
necessary to explain that the miracle of the “creation” of the birds
by Jesus was on a different scale than that of divine creation.59 In
fact, the position of Jesus’ miracles among Muslims, especially for
modern commentators, has in many instances, led to some efforts
to minimize them as a counter to the evidentiary role they play in
the Christian narrative. Some classical strategies for this purpose
had included stressing the commonality of miracles recounted in
the Gospels with miracles performed by the Hebrew Prophets.60

Thus, in speaking of Jesus’ childhood, Niẓāmī describes what
daily life was like among the Jews at that time in order to give
a sense of the context.61 He again cites Josephus as the source
about the religiosity of the Jews and how focused they were on
imparting religious knowledge to their children. Niẓāmī then
cites in this regard some of the well-known hadiths that exhort
Muslims to seek knowledge. Further elaborating on the study
of religion among the Jews, he cites Philo as a source for their
dedication to religious knowledge and including it as part of a
child’s formation.62

The topic of Jesus’ brothers and sisters receives some
attention at this juncture. Niẓāmī begins with the statement that
Jesus had four brothers, whom he names and two sisters, also
named. This is generally a Protestant view and Niẓāmī does point
out for the reader that the Catholic Christian position denies that
Mary had other children besides Jesus, seeking to preserve her
exalted role as “Mother of God.”63 Niẓāmī’s personal view on this
58 Tarīkh-i-Masih, op. cit., 23.

59 Zebiri, op. cit., 82.
60 Ibid., 76.
61 Tarīkh-i-Masih, op. cit., 21-22.
62 Loc. cit.
63 Tarīkh-i-Masih, op. cit., 25.
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disagreement, which he in this case articulates, is that there is
nothing objectionable to the idea of Mary and Joseph having had
other children together.

The next topic covered is the birth and role of John the
Baptist (Yaḥyā). Niẓāmī’s account draws on Luke 3:21-23 but
also includes corroborating material from the Qur’anic verses
that mention John. This is one instance where the words of three
of the Gospels explicitly use the language of sonship as in, “This is
my beloved son with whom I am well pleased” (John 3:23) during
the baptism of Jesus. Niẓāmī handles these passages as follows:
Having said this, Jesus went into the water and received
baptism at the hand of John. In the Gospel it is written that
the sky opened in one place and the Holy Spirit descended
upon Jesus in the form of a dove and a voice from the
heavens conveyed good tidings.64

We may characterize Niẓāmī’s treatment of this episode as
avoiding the issue of the language about sonship and we may
conjecture that he either decided that it did not carry theological
import or that he preferred to avoid directly discussing it.

Following the story of Jesus’ baptism by John, the life of Jesus
continues with accounts of his temptation in the wilderness by
Satan, the recruitment of the first four disciples (based on John
1:24-26), and the miracle of the wedding at Cana.65 Here Niẓāmī’s
recounting of the miracle of the transformation of water into
wine concludes with the parenthetical observation that “at that
time wine was not religiously prohibited (ḥarām).”66

Next come accounts of various other miracles performed
by Jesus, a detailed translation of the teachings imparted in
the Sermon on the Mount,67 his giving his disciples the power
to perform miracles and then sending them out to preach, the
64 Tarīkh-i-Masih, op cit., 29.
65 John 2: 1-12.

66 Tarīkh-i-Masih, op. cit., 32.
67 Ibid., 41-45.
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feeding of the 5,000, accounts of numerous parables,68 the
annoyance of the Pharisees that Jesus healed on the Sabbath, his
trip to Tyre and Sidon, the Transfiguration,69 and Jesus’ teachings
on forgiveness according to Matthew 18:7-20.70

The presentation of the Transfiguration has an interesting
feature or adjustment on the part of Niẓāmī. He cites Matthew
17:1-13 but one critical passage (Matthew 17:6), the wording
of which is found in Mark and Luke as well, has the voice of
God saying, “This is my son with whom I am well pleased.”
Interestingly, Niẓāmī renders this as a voice being heard saying,
“This is the promised Messiah (masīḥ maw’ūd) with whom I am
well pleased.”71 Now, had the word son been used, it certainly
would have created dissonance with a Muslim theological
understanding of Jesus. However, the strategy of mistranslation
without commentary could be criticized.

As Niẓāmi continues with the story of Jesus, the story of the
woman condemned to stoning (John 8: 1-11) is followed by one
of the complex passages from the Gospel of that includes many
references to sonship. How Niẓāmī handles this in translation is
quite interesting. One may say that there is a certain Islamization
of the discourse, not only in terms of vocabulary choices but also
in terms of its direct expressions.72
In the course of this sermon (waʿẓ) he (Jesus) said,
“Remember this, that when Allah may He be exalted,
selects a person for guidance then He blesses him with
spiritual light (rūḥānī roshanī) such that whoever believes
in him, this Prophet (nabī) illuminates with spiritual and
heavenly (āsmānī) light and this light will always remain
with this person, even after death. He will never fall victim
to darkness. O people! I am the light of this world so
whoever seeks light must follow me.”

68 Ibid., 55-56.
69 Ibid., 60.
70 Ibid., 65-66.
71 Ibid., 61.
72 Ibid., 76.
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How could the Jewish scholars (ulema) tolerate that
someone who was born yesterday (kal kā bachcha)
could assail their dignity? Therefore they retorted with
animosity, “What is the point of praising yourself? Unless
someone else bears witness to the veracity of your claim
what is the point? Why should your testimony on your
own behalf be credible?”

Jesus replied, “You are mistaken in your thinking that
whatever I have claimed is self-conceit and praise or that
I myself am both the claimant and the witness. Neither
of these two arguments is accurate because I am like an
instrument of the hand of God and whatever words He
commands me to utter, I say. I am indeed his messenger
(rasūl), neither can I say nor do anything out of my own
volition. I have come from Him because I have been sent
to guide you and then I will return to Him. If you had any
comprehension of His pure essence you would not have
such negative thoughts about me. Well, reflect on this when you neither have any awareness of who I am, nor of
the one who sent me, and you neither have awareness of
my purpose nor of my spiritual state (ḥāl), then how can
you render any judgment in my regard? What right do you
have to label me as one who makes false claims about God
and as a liar? Alas that you have no idea who sent me since
your eyes are clouded by prejudice (ta’aṣṣub). Remove the
veil of prejudice from your eyes and only then will you
know whether I am lying or truthful. You are afflicted with
the malady of seeing only the external, while the reality
(ḥaqīqat) of things cannot be manifested through esoteric
vision. I did not come to issue a judgment but rather to
save the masses from the fires of Hell and I am not alone,
my heavenly father (āsmānī bāp) who sent me is with me.
He will bear witness to the veracity of my words and His
witness is sufficient.”
The Jews responded, “Then where is your father?” Jesus
said, “Alas for this situation in which you neither know
me nor my father. If you would come to know me, then
you would know my father. He is not just my father but
the father of all humanity!73 However, the situation is such

73 The original Urdu text is in bold letters.
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that you are based in the lower world (‘ālam-e suflā) and I
in the higher realm; you are submerged in materiality and
I am speaking at the spiritual level. You are drowned in
worldly thoughts and I am intoxicated (mast) with spiritual
ideas. Your hearts are bound to the fleeting pleasures of
the world while I dwell in the spiritual universe.74

It may be noted here that Niẓāmī is clearly operating
with multiple sources of translation, not only from the English
version of the New Testament, which presumably would have
been the King James version at that time, but also through the
medium of a missionary Hindustani translation from English,
the base of which was laid by Henry Martyn and then followed
by numerous revisions under the auspices of the Bible society.75
This Hindustani version of the Bible itself faced challenges in
being rendered into a local idiom. The language needed to be on
a level of Hindustani that was not overly Persianized, given the
broad and diverse local audience for whom it was intended.

At the same time, certain concepts changed translation
into Islamic terms due to parallels between Jewish and Muslim
religious legal concepts and religious practices and perhaps due
to the traditions of Mughal rule. For example, Niẓāmī writes that
Jesus was speaking in the bait al-māl (treasury) rather than in the
temple.76 This explicitly Islamic term for treasury had been used
in the Hindustani version of the Bible. Likewise the scribes of the
King James version of the Bible are rendered as faqīh (sic - faqīh
is singular, not plural) in the Hindustani Bible. The debate in the
translated passages of John’s Gospel, which implies a need for
two witnesses to attest to Jesus’ claim, has also been presented
in a way reflecting sharī’a norms in the Hindustani Bible.
74 Tarīkh-i-Masih, op. cit., 77-78.

75 A more detailed discussion of this process of translation may be found in H. U. Weitbrecht
Stanton, “The Urdu Language and the Urdu Bible,” The Muslim World 19, no. 3 (July
1929): 274-286.
76 Tarīkh-i-Masih, op. cit., 76. Bait al-māl referred to the treasury in early Islamic history.
The word treasury is used in the King James Bible.
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A General comparison of Niẓāmī’s version and specifically
with these passages based on John’s Gospel to the missionary
Hindustani version of the Bible, indicates that Niẓāmī consistently
employs more eloquent vocabulary and expression. In his choice
of words and expressions, Niẓāmī also grasps and imparts an
implicit resonance between the spirituality of John and Sufi
concepts.

At the level of theological concepts in his translation, Niẓāmī
takes some liberties. Sonship would of course have presented a
challenge and his choice of having Jesus assert: “He is not just my
father but the father of all humanity” could have been inspired by
the Hindustani Bible’s translation ibn-e Adam77 for the Gospel’s
messianic appellation son of Man. Ibn-e Adam, literally son of
Adam, in Urdu generally means mankind or humanity. Jesus’
declaration that he had come to save humanity from the fires of
Hell as rendered by Niẓāmī is neither found in English versions
of the Gospel nor in the Hindustani Bible translation. It would, of
course, be consistent with broad later Christian theology. In fact,
Niẓāmī here seems to articulate salvationist Christology more
bluntly than the words of John’s Gospel itself!
Niẓāmī describes the arrest of Jesus and the trial by Pontius
Pilate and the crucifixion by closely following the Gospel
accounts. He does not include any suggestion of someone else
being substituted for Jesus at the last moment as in some Muslim
understandings of these events.78

The events of Jesus being tried by Pilate, mocked and
humiliated are recounted according to the Gospels as well as the
poignant and painful aspects of the crucifixion. After describing
the last moments and death of Jesus on the cross, Niẓāmī
tersely comments on the common Muslim understanding of
77 John 8:28. Kitābi Muqaddas, op. cit., 130.

78 This is, however, mentioned later in a brief section comparing Christian and Muslim
beliefs regarding Jesus. The substitution thesis often states that Judas was the one crucified
instead. Niẓāmī reports the story of Judas’ remorse and suicide on p. 179 following the
account in Matthew’s Gospel.
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the crucifixion and briefly states that Muslims believe that the
ascension of Jesus to heaven took place before the crucifixion
whereas Christians hold that it took place afterward.79

Jesus’ life and mission ends with an account of the sightings
of Jesus after the Resurrection as taken from various gospels
and Paul’s letter to the Corinthians as they were compiled by
Christian sources.80

The Appearance and Special Characteristics of Jesus

There follows a section using the Islamic hagiographic
categories of ḥilya (features) and khaṣā’iṣ (special characteristics)
of Jesus.81 Here Niẓāmī is rather non-specific, explaining that the
Gospels do not provide any material about Jesus’ appearance and
generally opining that in character he was kind and hospitable.82
A physical description of some details of Jesus’ appearance
said to originate with a Roman officer is also provided. This
information appears to be drawn from the Letter of Lentulus, a
document that would probably have been deemed a forgery in
the sources used by Niẓāmī. He further discusses how Jesus was
not excessively ascetic but rather allowed and participated in the
regular enjoyments of life.83
Aside from comments on the style of Jesus’ teachings, Niẓāmi
emphasizes that he was faithful to the law of Moses and affirmed
the same God. However, Jesus emphasized God as a father and as
a loving God. He called God “father” in his regular teachings and
taught his disciples the prayer, “Our Father who art in heaven.”84
79 Tarīkh-i-Masih, op. cit., 197.
80 Ibid., 198-202.
81 ḥilya refers to the physical description of a person but is often specifically used for
descriptions of the Prophet Muhammad although in some cases the term is applied to
other sacred persons. khaṣā’iṣ refers to the exceptional qualities of an exemplary figure.
82 Tarīkh-i-Masih, op. cit., 202-203.
83 Ibid., 203.
84 Ibid., 205.
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Muslim Views of Jesus

Niẓāmī declares that he has composed this book as a history
and based it on Christian views of Jesus. He states clearly:
“Muslim views are completely separate. Muslims do not accept
that Jesus was crucified. They believe that Jesus was raised to
the heavens while alive and that he will return at the time of the
Day of Judgment and that he will obey Imam Mahdi and together
with him will spread peace and guidance through the world.”85
Niẓāmī here explicitly mentions the Qur’anic indications that
Jesus was not crucified and that the Jews were deceived in this
regard since someone else was substituted. He also cites the
minority Ahmadiyya view that Jesus survived alive and ended up
in Kashmir indicating, however, that this view is restricted to the
followers of Mirza Ghulam Ahmad.86

Continuing on the theme of Jesus in the Qur’an, Niẓāmi
states that of all the Prophets mentioned in the Islamic scripture,
Moses is named most frequently, followed by Jesus and that
Christians, on the whole, are favorably portrayed in the Muslim
scripture such that, had not political conflicts persisted over
the centuries, Muslims and Christians would have coexisted
in affection and friendship.87 Therefore, he sees that the time
has come for the followers of these faiths to become properly
informed about each other’s religions rather than to seek out
negative elements in each other’s teachings. Niẓāmī affirms that
his intention in the preparation of this book is to bring the two
together in reconciliation so that Muslims would come to know
and appreciate the Christian Jesus.88

As he moves towards the completion of the volume,
Khwāja Ḥasan Niẓāmī further develops the importance of the
figure of Jesus in Islamic literary and its intellectual traditions.
85 Ibid., 206.
86 Loc. cit.
87 Tarīkh-i-Masih, op. cit., 207
88 Loc. cit.
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He observes that in Persian and Urdu poets usually penned
anywhere from ten to two thousand lines in honor of Jesus, so
that his story has become as famous as Shirin and Farhad in Iran
or Layla and Majnun in the Arab world and that it was known in
every household.89 He explains that his motivation in gathering
examples of such poetry in an appendix is to make Christians
aware of the deep love and reverence that Muslims have for
Jesus. He also mentions that, in comparison, he cannot think of
a single Christian poet who has written in this vein about the
Prophet Muhammad. Finally, he explains that his ultimate aim in
citing examples of this poetry is to alert Christians to the inner
love that Muslims have for Jesus that has become part and parcel
of Islamic civilization so that Christians may learn to treat the
greatest leader of Muslims in the same way.90

The author states that he remains a firm Muslim and that
he has not presented his personal views in this book because
the nature of the book is historical. These concluding remarks
present the book as an original overview of the life of Jesus such
as has never before existed in Urdu, or even in English. Finally
Niẓāmī ends with a supplication: “We implore of Allah, may He
be Exalted, that He grant Christians and Muslims success in living
together in love and sincerity, which was the true and essential
purpose of writing this book.”91

Conclusions

While this book is not a “Sufi” Christology of Jesus in
the tradition of classical Sufi sayings, Ibn ‘Arab’s mystical
interpretations or Rumi’s poetry, it is an effort towards interfaith
understanding. In fact, it features less Sufi content than Sir
Sayyid’s Tabyīn, which represents an early stage in that author’s
career when he had recourse to Sufi ideas in interpretation, even
quoting from Ibn ‘Arabī’s Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam in the spirit of a Sufi
89 Loc. cit.

90 Tarīkh-i-Masih, op. cit., 209.

91 Loc. cit.
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Christology.92 Neither author drew on the classical Arabic Sufi
tradition of the sayings of Jesus for this was not their project and
perhaps this Jesus was not well-known in South Asian Islamic
interpretations. The Sufi Muslim Jesus disclosed through these
classical sayings, dispersed in earlier Arabic Sufi texts such as
Abū Nuʿaym al-Isfahānī’s (d. 1038) Ḥilyat al-Awliyā’ is presented
through a range of agrapha – individual sayings attributed to
Jesus, many of which are unknown in Christian sources.93 Leirvik
notes that while some interest in these sayings was “found both
among Orientalists and biblical scholars of the 19th and early
20th centuries,” it was the Lebanese historian Tarif Khalidi who
published a critical edition of 303 of the sayings in 2001.94
These accounts depict Jesus as a committed ascetic
who in his teachings is both socially radical and deeply
compassionate towards all living beings. Khalidi
demonstrates how these sayings of Jesus were utilized by
early Sufi-inclined Muslims who saw Jesus as an ally in
their intra-Muslim opposition to what they perceived as a
mounting worldliness in Islam along with their religion’s
development into a new political empire.95

Yet reading Niẓāmī’s translation of the Gospels into Urdu
does evoke the Sufi aspect of Jesus in the choice of expressions
that resonate with mystical Islam. For example, his parables
and teachings are described as bringing out the inner (bāṭin)
92 Tabyīn, op. cit., xxi.
93 Oddbjørn Leirvik, Images of Jesus Christ in Islam: Introduction, Survey of Research,
Issues of Dialogue. Vol. LXXVI, Studia Missionalia Upsaliensia (Uppsala: Swedish
Institute of Missionary Research, 1999), 59f.
94 Tarif Khalidi, The Muslim Jesus: Sayings and Stories in Islamic Literature (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2001).
95 Oddbjørn Leirvik, “Jesus in modern Muslim thought: from anti-colonial polemics to postcolonial dialogue?” in Jesus Beyond Nationalism. Constructing the Historical Jesus in a
Period of Cultural Complexity, eds. Ward Blanton, James G. Crossley and Halvor Moxnes
(London: Equinox Press 2009), 142-3 based on Tarif Khalidi, “The Role of Jesus in
Intra-Muslim Polemics of the First Two Islamic Centuries,” in Christian-Arabic Polemics
During the Abbasid Period (750-1258), eds., S. K. Samir and J. S. Nielsen (Leiden: E.J.
Brill, 1994), 146-156.
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vs. the extrinsic (ẓāhirī) aspect of phenomena.96 For example,
Transfiguration is rendered as “his body becoming light.”97
Passages from the Gospel of John are particularly suited for
translation into a Sufi mystical idiom that resonates with a
shared neo-Platonic cosmology. Like that of Sir Sayyid, the
approach of Niẓāmī can be characterized as making Christian and
Muslim beliefs appear to be “inherently convergent.”98 While on
a few occasions Niẓāmī points out differences in opinion, these
differences are not cited so as to impugn the Christian position.
Even in the case of the doctrine of sonship and the account of
the crucifixion, he offers no gloss pointing out differences in the
biblical versions of events from a Muslim perspective.
In avoiding the more strident elements of religious debate
over differences, Niẓāmī certainly had Sir Sayyid as a precedent.
One may observe that Niẓāmī’s audience was certainly less
academic than Khan’s and that his level of presentation was
directed to a more popular readership, which, in turn, had its own
significance in terms of developments in Muslim public opinion
regarding Christianity at that time. In fact, popularization was a
deliberate goal of Niẓāmī, as seen, for example, in his preparing an
‘Āmm Fahm Tafsīr, a translation of the Qur’an into contemporary
Urdu.99 For example, in the preface to his work on the Qur’an, he
explicitly discusses the need to reach the majority of the public,
who would not be able to comprehend the previous renderings
of the text into heavily Arabized Urdu.100

96 Tarīkh-i-Masih, op. cit., 71.
97 Ibid., 61.

98 Bruce Lawrence, Tabyīn, op. cit., viii.
99 Khwāja Ḥasan Niẓāmī, ‘Āmmfahmtafsir (Delhi: Darvīsh Press, 1343/1924). Niẓāmī’s
various projects of Qur’an dissemination, including his preparing a Hindi version, are
discussed in Mushīr al-Ḥaqq, “Khwāja Ḥasan Niẓāmī Mutarjim-o Mufassir-e Qur’an,” in
Khwāja Ḥasan Niẓāmī: Ḥayāt-o-Kārmāma, ed. Khwāja Ḥasan Thānī Niẓāmī (Delhi: Urdu
Academy Delhi, 1987), 98-108. The title āmm fahm conveys the purpose of the project
as being “widely accessible to the comprehension” of the general public. It could further
be noted that the serialized version of the Urdu translation was published in his magazine
Munādī under the title “Āsan Qur’an” (Easy Qur’an).
100 Musḥir al-Ḥaqq, “Khwāja Ḥasan Niẓāmī Mutarjim-o Mufassir-e Qur’an,” op. cit., 99.
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Additionally, in contrast to Sir Sayyid, for Niẓāmī there
is no desire to demythologize the sacred text. For example, he
takes the portents and miracles surrounding Jesus at face value.
As a further contrast, Sir Sayyid’s study of the Gospels has been
described as being directed to multiple audiences, both his fellow
Muslims as well as English speakers, especially Christians.
Ahmad Khan wished both to recommend the study of the
Bible to his Muslim fellow religionists and to make his
views known to his English fellow subjects. Hence he had
published the commentary in parallel columns of Urdu
and English.101That Ahmad Khan intended such a dual
purpose is borne out by Ḥālī’s account of the beginnings
of the commentary, where he described Ahmad Khan
as intending to demonstrate as far as possible the
conformity of Muslim and Christian principles and
explain those incidental differences that did appear
thus, on the one hand, removing Christian suspicions
concerning Islam and, on the other hand, removing
Muslim misunderstandings of corruption [taḥrīf] and the
dependability of the Bible.102Ahmad Khan had set out to
dispel the hostile feelings, ignorance, and intolerance that
had been increasing on the part of both towards each
other’s religion.103

It should be noted that, in his preface to Ta’rīkh-e Masīḥ,
Niẓāmī States that he has prepared his work on Jesus with a
broader intent and aimed at a wider audience than merely
offering basic education about the Jesus of the Christian Gospels
to Muslim students. He goes on that everyone, whether Hindu,
Muslim, Christian, or other could benefit from reading his account
so that all could become informed about the history and teachings

101 That is, the first two volumes of the three volume Tabyīn contained these translations, even
in the initial versions.
102 Alṭaf Ḥusayn Ḥālī, Ḥayāt-i Jāved, 114–115. Cited in Guenther (see below).

103 Alan Guenther, “Christian Responses to Ahmad Khan’s Commentary on the Bible,”
Comparative Islamic Studies 6, nos. 1-2 (2010), 83 composed this assessment which in
turn summarizes a review of Khan’s work by the missionary scholar John Robson, “A
Mahomedan Commentary on the Bible,” The British and Foreign Evangelical Review 16
(1867): 556–570, 558; Second Notice, 17 (1868): 58-65.
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of Jesus.104 This goal may have been largely aspirational or even
hyperbolic. Beyond certain missionaries who appreciated the
effort, readers of Urdu on the Christian side were likely few, and
the appeal of Niẓāmī’s book for English speakers who possessed
direct access to the Gospel stories in their own language would
also have been limited. Still, it is noteworthy that amidst the
increasing communal tensions of the 1920s, a Muslim scholar
offered this restatement of the Jesus story according to the
Gospels to a broad Indian Muslim audience in a tone and style
that was appreciated by contemporary Christians.

104 Tarīkh-i-Masih, op. cit., 1.

Losing their Way
Franciscan Martyrs and Missionaries in South Asia
and the Mission to the Mughal Empire (1320-1624)
Michael Calabria OFM

Introduction: Francis and the Sultan – Transformation
of the Encounter
By the standards of modern scholarship, it was an
extraordinary event: in the year 1219, in the midst of the Fifth
Crusade, St. Francis of Assisi crossed enemy lines near the Egyptian
port city of Damietta to gain an audience with the Ayyubid Sultan
al-Malik al-Kamil (r. 1218-38). While the substance of their
conversation is unknown, it is clear that Francis engaged the
Sultan peacefully and respectfully, thereby earning the Sultan’s
admiration. Indeed, it would appear that in this encounter both
individuals gained a greater appreciation for and understanding
of each other’s faith and values.1 Although their encounter now
serves as a peaceful paradigm for Christian-Muslim relations,
this has not generally been the case historically, neither for the
Franciscan Order nor for the Church. Soon after the Crusade,
thirteenth-century authors crafted a narrative that served the
needs of a Church at war with Islam, thus depriving the friars of
their founder’s vision, a vision of the universal fraternity of all
God’s creatures.
Although the earliest accounts of Francis’ meeting with the
Sultan, such as those of Jacques de Vitry and Thomas of Celano,
1

The literature on their encounter is now extensive. See especially: Jan Hoeberichts, Francis
and the Sultan: Men of Peace, ed. and trans. Hans Baars (St. Bonaventure: Franciscan
Institute, 2019); Paul Moses, The Saint and the Sultan (New York: Doubleday, 2009);
Jeusset Gwenolé, Saint François et le Sultan (Paris: Albin Michel, 2006).
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present Francis as someone who simply preached the Word of
God to the Muslims who listened to him willingly, subsequent
accounts, written as the Sixth and Seventh Crusades were being
waged, increasingly present Francis as someone who did not
simply preach the Gospel, but argued in defense of it and against
Islam and its Prophet. Thus, in Henri d ‘Avranches’ Versified Life
of Francis (ca. 1234), Francis “condemns the perverse school of
Muhammad.”2 In St. Bonaventure’s Legenda Maior (1260-63),
Francis is more provocateur than preacher, urging the Sultan
“to abandon the law of Muhammad for the faith of Christ,” and
challenging the Muslim clerics to a trial by fire in order to prove
the superiority of Christianity3 – an element not mentioned in
any previous account. At the General Chapter of Paris in 1266,
the Order accepted Bonaventure’s work as the one and official
account of Francis’ life to the exclusion of all others, and thus
this work served as the basis for the renowned frescoes of the
Basilica of San Francesco in Assisi and Santa Croce in Florence.
These portrayals of Francis directly contradict his
instructions to the friar-missionaries in the Early Rule (1221):
“not to engage in arguments or disputes but to be subject to every
human creature for God’s sake…,” and to “announce the Word of
God, when they see it pleases the Lord…”4 Such changes in the
accounts were made possible by the revised Rule of 1223 in which
Francis’ language of humble, non-confrontational evangelization
is completely absent. Instead of being subject to the Muslims
among whom they lived, the friars on mission in Muslim lands
were to be “submissive and subject” at the feet of the Church. Thus,
after a lengthy analysis of thirteenth-century sources, Franciscan
historian Michael Cusato was forced to conclude that, with few
exceptions: “very little of Francis’ vision of a radically different
approach to the question of the Christian-Muslim relationship
2

Francis of Assisi: Early Documents – Volume I: The Saint (NY: New City, 1999), 487.

3

Francis of Assisi: Early Documents– Volume II: The Founder (NY: New City, 2000), 603.

4

For an analysis of the text of the Early Rule, see especially: Jan Hoeberichts, Francis and
Islam (Quincy, IL: Franciscan Press, 1997).
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was passed on, as it were, to his companions, followers or the
next generation of friars.”5

This paper examines other Franciscan-Muslim encounters:
those that occurred in South Asia over a three-hundred-year
period from the first quarter of the fourteenth century until
the first quarter of the seventeenth century, culminating in the
Franciscan mission to the Mughal court in 1623. My purpose
here is to explore the historical background of the Franciscan
friars in India, their place within the Portuguese Estado da India,
and provide an analysis of the mission of 1623. Historian Arnulf
Camps, OFM, documented the Franciscan missions to the Mughal
Court in a 1959 article, but provided little context or discussion
for the events he had carefully culled from the Portuguese
archival sources.6 Although the friars were the first Roman
Catholic missionaries in South Asia, they were relative latecomers
to the Mughal court, preceded by the Jesuits by more than forty
years. Franciscan and Jesuit history in South Asia is, however,
inextricably intertwined and thus the missions of the Society of
Jesus to the Mughals are also discussed below. By bringing these
various threads together – Franciscan, Jesuit, Portuguese and
Mughal – I intend to demonstrate that the Franciscan presence
in the Estado and their mission to the Mughals reflected, not
the example set by Francis in 1219, but concepts of Franciscan
evangelization and martyrdom that were promulgated in the late
medieval and early modern periods.

The First Franciscan Friars in India

It was the Church’s ongoing crusades against the Mamluks
in the Levant that first brought the Franciscan friars to India.
In 1291, Pope Nicholas IV sent the friar John of Montecorvino
5

Michael F. Cusato, OFM, “The Loneliness of Francis of Assisi: The Reception by the
Franciscan Order of the Encounter of Francis with the Sultan in the First Half of the 13th
Century,” Muslim World 5, no. 109 (January/April 2019): 67.

6

First published in Neue Zeitschrift für Missionwissenschaft 15 (1959), 259-270; reprinted
most recently in Camps, Studies in Asian Mission History, 1956-1998 (Leiden: Brill,
2000), 60-74.
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(1247-1328) to China in order to establish an alliance with the
Mongols who represented the greatest threat to the Mamluks.
From Persia, John travelled to India where, over the course of
thirteen months, he established a small community of Christian
converts in the area of Chennai before continuing on to China.7
Four more friars followed in 1320, arriving in Tana, near
Mumbai where there was an ancient community of Christians.
When their Christian hosts got into a domestic quarrel, the friars
were called before the local Muslim authority (qadi) to provide
testimony. When pressed about their religious beliefs, one of the
friars, Tommasodi Tolentino, took the opportunity to defame
the Prophet Muhammad as “a son of damnation,” who “with the
devil his father has a place in hell” along with others who follow
his law.8 Although the accounts vary in details, all relate that the
friars were ultimately executed in 1321 in spite of objections by
the Muslim populace. It was the account of their deaths widely
read throughout Europe (after 1330) in Latin and a number of
vernacular languages that turned the Franciscan attention to
martyrdom in a new and significant way.9
This is most evident from a history of the Order written in
the second half of the fourteenth century entitled: The Chronicle
of the Twenty-Four Ministers-General of the Franciscan Order (c.
1369-74). Addressed to an Order that had become significantly
divided over the issue of poverty, the Chronicle, ascribed to Arnaud
de Sarrant, made martyrdom a central marker of Franciscan
institutional identity, and united the Order in a common struggle
against the forces of Islam.10 The fate of the Tana martyrs had
7

Siddhartha Sarma, Carpenters and Kings: Western Christianity and the Idea of India
(Gurgaon: Penguin Random House, 2019), 147-155.

8

Christopher MacEvitt, The Martyrdom of the Franciscans: Islam, the Papacy, and an
Order in Conflict (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 2020), 113-114. See also: John
Moorman, A History of the Franciscan Order: from its Origins to the Year 1517 (Chicago:
Franciscan Herald Press, 1968), 429; and Sarma, Carpenters and Kings, op. cit., 184-85.

9

MacEvitt, Martyrdom, op. cit., 111-112. For earlier, medieval Franciscan concepts of
mission, see E. Randolph Daniel, The Franciscan Concept of Mission in the High Middle
Ages (St. Bonaventure: Franciscan Institute, 1992).

10 MacEvitt, Martyrdom, op. cit., 150-51.
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awakened interest in the first martyrs of the Order: Beraldo
(Berard) and companions, the martyrs of Marrakesh (1220).
According to the first passio of the martyrs, the five friars began
their mission in Seville where, in the city’s central mosque, they
exhorted the crowd to forsake “the most vile slave of the devil,
Macho met.”11 Arrested and threatened with execution, they were
instead deported to Morocco where they met their end after
denouncing Islam as they had done before. Hagiographic material
inserted at the end of copies of the Chronicle claims that Francis
sent the friars to Morocco, not only to preach, but to “attack the
law of Muhammad,”12 an element that had not appeared in any
previous accounts. Thus, as Mac Evitt observed, the Chronicle
“elevated insulting Islam to be a fundamental part of the martyrs’
mission.”13 This strategy, by which the friars did not merely
desire martyrdom, but actively sought it by deliberately inciting
Muslims, stands in stark opposition to Francis’ instructions in
the Chapter 16 of the Early Rule “not to engage in arguments
or disputes with Muslims, but be subject to every human creature
for God’s sake,” words that few friars ever saw once the revised
Rule of 1223 was approved. These provoked martyrdoms are
also contrary to the “martyrdom” of Francis as conceived by
St. Bonaventure, which was “not by the martyrdom of the flesh,
but by the en-kindling of his soul,” an all-consuming love for God
and for humanity that he longed to serve humbly.14

Achieving martyrdom in the manner of the Marrakesh
Martyrs became even more significant to Franciscans when Pope
Sixtus IV (r. 1471 - 84), a Franciscan friar, canonized them in 1481,
the first Christians to be honored by the Church for dying at the
hands of “Saracens,” and the only friar-martyrs canonized before
the nineteenth century.15 Sixtus was acting in response to the
11 Ibid., 139.

12 Ibid., 166-67.
13 Ibid., 179.

14 Legenda Maior, ch. 14 in Francis of Assisi: Early Documents – Volume II.
15 MacEvitt, Martyrdom, 1, 190.
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Ottoman conquest of Otranto in Apulia, on the Italian mainland in
1480, in which six friars had been among the hundreds killed. The
canonization of the Moroccan martyrs also reflected the Church
of the Reconquista in the Iberian Peninsula where the Spanish
monarchs Isabella and Ferdinand were engaged in war against
the Kingdom of Granada (1481-1492), and as their younger
contemporary (and later son-in-law) Manuel I (r. 1495-1521)
would continue the Portuguese crusade against the Kingdom of
Fez. With the successful return of Vasco da Gama from India in
1499, Manuel was ready to take his crusade to South Asia – and
Franciscan friars, inspired by their newly canonized martyrbrethren, were prepared to join this project.

Friars in the Estado da India

Soon after da Gama returned from his initial voyage to
India, Manuel I sent a second and much larger fleet under the
command of Pedro Alvares Cabral. Before Cabral set sail for
Calicut in March 1500, the king gave him lengthy instructions
about potential encounters with Muslims:
…if you encounter ships belonging to the aforesaid Moors
of Mecca at sea, you must endeavor as much as you can
to take possession of them, and of their merchandise and
property and also of the Moors who are in the ships, to
your profit as best you can, and to make war upon them
and do them as much damage as possible as a people
with whom we have so great and so ancient an enmity…
none of the Indians (Hindus) will be injured in any way…
for war will only be waged against the said Moors as our
enemies…16

Manuel’s instructions to Cabral reflected the spirit of the
Reconquista that was still fresh in the minds of the Portuguese.
From the beginning of his reign Manuel had worked to secure
papal approval for his plans to fight a crusade against the Muslim

16 William Brooks Greenlee, trans., The Voyage of Pedro Alvares Cabral to Brazil and India
(London: Hakluyt Society, 1938), 180. For the Portuguese in Africa and India, see also: Nigel
Cliff, The Last Crusade: the Epic Voyages of Vasco da Gama (New York: Harper, 2011).
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powers in Morocco. That support was granted by Pope Alexander
VI in September 1496 when he issued two bulls: Redemptor
Noster, which granted a plenary indulgence for those who fought
in Morocco or financially supported the crusade and Cogimus
jubente, which gave Manuel two years of church tithes to help
finance the crusade.17 Manuel demonstrated his commitment to
fighting Muslims by ordering their expulsion from his kingdom
in 1497, three years before his famous in-laws ordered the
conversion of the Muslims in Spain, or face expulsion. Pope
Alexander rewarded the king’s actions by issuing yet another bull:
Ineffabilis et Summi (1497), which decreed that the Portuguese
monarch and all his descendants could possess in perpetuity any
lands conquered from Muslims and other “infidels.”18 Manuel’s
imperial ambitions were clearly intertwined with his religious
belief that, as a Catholic monarch, he had the duty of waging war
against Muslims wherever they held power.
Thus, Cabral’s expedition to India included eight secular
priests and eight Franciscans under the leadership of Frei
Henrique de Coimbra. Upon landing in Calicut in September
1500, Cabral urged the ruler (zamorin) of Calicut - whom they
thought to be a Christian - to exclude Muslims from his realm
and from trading in it. When Cabral began seizing Muslim ships
(per King Manuel’s instructions), a mob from the city attacked
the Portuguese trading post. Three of the Franciscan friars were
slain along with fifty other men. In retaliation, Cabral bombarded
the city with cannon before sailing south to Cochin. There, with
the cooperation of the local ruler (also Hindu), he succeeded
in establishing a Portuguese base of operations. When Cabral
returned to Portugal in January 1501, Frei Henrique de Coimbra
went with him to enlist other friars for the Indian mission, while
the four surviving friars remained in Cochin. Even before Cabral
17 François Soyer, The Persecution of the Jews and Muslims of Portugal: King Manuel I and
the End of Religious Tolerance, 1496-7 (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 165.

18 Ibid., 277; see also: L.P. Harvey, “When Portugal Expelled Its Remaining Muslims
(1497),” Portuguese Studies 11 (1995): 1-14.
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had arrived back in Lisbon, Manuel had dispatched another fleet
to India in March 1501 with four more friars. Still more friars
arrived when Vasco da Gama returned to India in 1502, and
in 1505 when Francisco de Almeida came to serve as the first
governor and viceroy of Estado da Índia (r. 1505-09). En route
to India, Almeida had attacked Kilwa, a prosperous city on the
Swahili coast of East Africa and deposed the ruling Sultan. Moving
up the coast to the Sultanate of Mombasa, he torched the city in
preparation for attack. The city’s sultan wrote:
He entered this city so forcefully and cruelly that he
spared the life of none, man or woman, young or old or
children no matter how small…Not only men were killed
and burned, but the birds of heaven fell to the earth.19

In Kilwa and in Mombasa, the friars carried the Cross of
victory into the traumatized cities, claiming them in the name of
the Portuguese king as the Pope’s bull of 1497 had permitted.
In whatever lands King Manuel seized from Muslims and other
non-Christians, Christianity was to prevail. Under Afonso de
Albuquerque, the second viceroy of Estado da Índia (r. 15091515), the friars again witnessed the crusading carnage exacted
upon Muslim populations. In February 1510, Albuquerque
attacked and took control of the island-city of Goa on the west
Indian coast, then part of the Deccan Sultanate of Bijapur.
Unable to hold the city against the advancing army of Adil Shah,
Albuquerque fled but returned in November accompanied by Frei
João Allemão. Upon securing the city for the Portuguese king, he
wrote proudly to his sovereign:
Our Lord has done great things for us, because he wanted
us to accomplish a deed so magnificent that it surpasses
even what we have prayed for…I have burned the town
and killed everyone. For four days without any pause our
men have slaughtered…wherever we have been able to get
into we haven’t spared the life of a single Muslim. We have
herded them into the mosques and set them on fire. I have

19 Roger Crowley, Conquerors: How Portugal Seized the Indian Ocean and Forged the First
Global Empire (London: Faber and Faber, 2015), 170.
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ordered that neither the [Hindu] peasants nor Brahmins
should be killed. We have estimated the number of dead
Muslim men and women at six thousand. It was, sire, a
very fine deed.20

Moving on to the Sultanate of Malacca on the Malay
Peninsula, Albuquerque was again accompanied by Frei Allemão
whom he greatly esteemed.21 As in his conquest of Goa, after
looting the city, Albuquerque ordered his men to kill the Muslims,
their wives and children, “wherever they are found,” while the
lives and property of Hindus, Javanese and Burmese were to be
spared.22 If Frei Allemão or any other friar voiced objections to
Albuquerque’s massacre of Muslims at Goa or Malacca, whether
to the viceroy or to King Manuel, they have not survived in the
historical record.

After Albuquerque re-took Goa in late 1512, it became the
center of Portuguese power and the Franciscan presence in India.
By the 1520’s, the friars had begun the construction of a church
and friary capable of housing some 40 friars. By the end of the
century, it was enlarged to accommodate one hundred friars as
the number of Franciscans peaked across Estado de India.23 In
just over one century, the total number of friars in India would
reach six hundred, of whom some 230 were in Goa.24 Wherever
the Portuguese extended their commercial presence and military
power, there were Franciscan friars: in Kanur, Kochi, Kollam
(from 1500), Chaul (1520’s), Mumbai (1534), Bassein (1547),
Mangalore (1570’s), Diu (1590’s) and elsewhere. A number of
friars applied themselves to learning indigenous languages such
as one Francisco do Oriente:
Wherever he found himself, he immediately learned the
language of the country and after he knew how to read

20 Ibid., 286.

21 Meersman, Ancient Franciscan Provinces, (Bangalore: Christian Literature Society, 1971), 55.
22 Crowley, Conquerors, op. cit., 300.
23 Meersman, Ancient Franciscan Provinces, op. cit., 61.
24 Ibid., 36.
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and write he would summon the most learned of the
place, whether they were Hindus, Muslims, or Jews and
frequently discussed with them concerning their doctrine
and ours…25

For the most part, however, it seems that the friars in
and around Goa especially tended to engage in more parochial
and internal ministries, perhaps due to obstacles presented
by the secular clergy as Frei Antonio de Louro, Guardian of
St. Francis Friary in Goa, indicated in a letter to King Manuel in
1518.26 In many respects, the Order of Friars Minor reflected
the larger Church of the 16th century which, when faced with
the Protestant Reformation, focused on matters of doctrine and
sacramental theology rather than mission. During the almost
two decades of the Council of Trent (1545-1563), the Church
said little or nothing about the intense missionary activity that
was occurring in the Asian territories of the Portuguese Empire
and the Americas under Spanish control.27 Moreover, there were
significant changes taking place in South Asia that would affect
the friars’ apostolates and influence. In addition to lay clergy,
Catholic religious from other orders were arriving in the Estado
- Jesuits (1542), Dominicans (1548), Augustinians (1572), and
Carmelites (1607). Increasingly the friars would share mission
territory and ministries - and with mixed results. Within a century
of the Franciscans’ arrival in India with the Portuguese, other
European fleets appeared on the Indian coast, namely the Dutch
(1605) and British (1608). They constituted the commercial and
military might of Protestant monarchs who did not hesitate to
expel Catholic missionaries from the territories they seized from
Portugal or those ceded to them.

The Jesuit Missions to the Mughal Court

The most significant change for the Estado occurred when
Babur, the ruler of Kabul, defeated Ibrahim Lodi at the Battle of
25 Ibid., 79-80.
26 Ibid., 63.

27 John O’Malley, Trent: What Happened at the Council (Cambridge: Belknap, 2013), 21.
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Panipat, thereby ending the rule of the Delhi Sultanate (12051526) and initiating the period of Mughal rule, an empire
stretching from Kabul in the west to Bengal in the east. It was
the expansion of the Mughal Empire into Gujarat in 1572-73 that
brought Akbar, the third Mughal emperor, into contact with the
commercial, military and, subsequently, the religious presence
of the Portuguese in South Asia. As Akbar made his entry into
the port city of Surat in February 1573, the Portuguese viceroy,
António de Noroha (o Catarraz), sent a battle-ready fleet north
from Goa to stop his advance. Akbar was apparently not eager to
confront the Portuguese, and so decided to use the opportunity to
establish commercial and diplomatic relations. Not only had the
Portuguese established themselves proximate to areas under his
rule but much of the Estado was immediately adjacent to his rivals
in the south: the Sultanates of the Deccan. After an exchange of
envoys, Akbar issued a farmān instructing his officials to maintain
good relations with the Portuguese and respect their territorial
claims at the time.28 The emperor dispatched a courtier, Hajji
Habibullah Kashi, to Goa “to take a large amount of choice goods
of Hindustan to Goa and bring back rarities from there to divert
the mind.”29 Habibullah returned to Akbar’s court in December
1577 “with a large number of people dressed in Christian (i.e.
European) garb,” including artisans and musicians.30

Akbar became acquainted with the Jesuits for he specifically
invited them to his court in September 1579. He addressed them
as the “Fathers of St. Paul,” because of their presence at the
College of St. Paul in Goa, a school established by the Franciscans
but ceded to Francis Xavier and the Jesuits upon their arrival in
the Estado. In letters addressed to the Portuguese Viceroy, the

28 Matthew, K.S., “Akbar and the Europeans – A Study of Changing Perspectives,” in: Akbar
and His Age, ed. Iqtidar Alam Khan (New Delhi: Northern Book Centre, 1999), 114131; Jorge Flores, Unwanted Neighbors: the Mughals, the Portuguese, and Their Frontier
Zones (New Delhi: Oxford, 2018); and Abu’l-Fazl, The History of Akbar, Volume 5, trans.
Wheeler M. Thackston (Cambridge: Harvard, 2019), 81.

29 Abu’l-Fazl, The History of Akbar, Volume 5, op. cit., 435.
30 Ibid., 685.
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Archbishop and the Jesuit Provincial in Goa, Akbar requested
that they send two “learned priests who should bring with them
the chief books of the Law and Gospel” as he wished “to study
and learn the Law and what is best and most perfect in it.”31 The
three recipients of Akbar’s request indicate that in a short time
he had become familiar with the political and religious hierarchy
of the Portuguese Estado, and had been well advised in this
regard. It was perhaps Fr. Julian Pereira, a secular priest, who
had assisted Akbar. He had been serving in Satgaon in Bengal but
had arrived at Akbar’s court in March 1578.
Given the presence of the Franciscan friars throughout much
of the Estado at this time, it is perhaps curious that Akbar had not
addressed his request to the Franciscan provincial in Goa, but it
is possible that the emperor was not familiar with the friars. To
some extent the early friars in the Estado seemed to have been
more internally or locally focused, as suggested above. In a letter
of 1547, Comse Anes, the Secretary of the Estado, spoke of the
friars, “enclosed in their monasteries,” as being “very good both
for themselves and as ornaments and therein they will render
service to God.” Two years later, he noted that “the friars serve in
their Friaries and not so much outside.”32 More than forty years
passed before the Franciscans sent a mission to the Mughal court.
The request from a Muslim emperor for priests to teach
him about the Christian faith was certainly surprising from the
European perspective. Although it could have been an elaborate
ruse, it also seemed to be the perfect opportunity to bring Akbar

31 Sir Edward Maclagan, The Jesuits and the Great Mogul (London: Burns Oates &
Washbourne, 1932), 24. According to Jesuit chronicles, Akbar also became familiar with
the Jesuits through their positive presence in Bengal which had also come under his rule,
and had already received Father Julian Pereira who served in Bengal in Fatehpur Sikri
in March 1578. For some more recent works, see Awais Akhtar and Muhammad Waqas
Nawab, “Christianity in the Court of Mughal Emperor Akbar (1556-1605 AD),” Journal
of Indian Studies, 5, no. 2 (July-December 2019): 189-198, and “Akbar, the Portuguese
and the Politics of Religious Dialogue,” in Pius Malekandathil, The Mughals, the
Portuguese and the Indian Ocean: Changing Imageries of Maritime India (Delhi: Primus,
2013), 13-38.

32 Meersman, Ancient Franciscan Province, op. cit., 67 [my emphasis].
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to baptism and thereby turn the Mughal Empire into a Christian
kingdom. After some discussion by the Committee of Bishops and
the Viceroy in Goa, it was decided to dispatch two Jesuit fathers
in November 1579 to Akbar’s court at Fatehpur Sikri (1580-83)
where they arrived in late February 1580. Fr. Rodolfo Aquaviva
(1550-1583), a Neapolitan by birth, who had some familiarity
with the Qur’an,33 served as the leader of the mission. He had
coincidentally arrived in India in the same month that Akbar’s
envoy came to Goa bearing the emperor’s invitation. Fr. Rodolfo
was accompanied by Fr. Antony Monserrate, a Catalan (ca. 15361605) and Fr. Francis Henriquez, a Persian Muslim convert
who served as translator. Very soon the priests were welcomed
into the interreligious discussions that Akbar held in the Ibadat
Khana (“house of worship”) as described by the royal chronicler
Abu’l-Fazl:
Sufis, philosophers, theologians, jurisprudents, Sunnis,
Shiites, Brahmans, Jatis, Seoras, skeptics, Christians,
Jews, Sabians, Zoroastrians, and all other various groups
rejoiced in freedom from worry when they saw the calm
of the imperial gathering and when they witnessed the
emperor himself sitting atop a platform in the highly
decorated pavilion, and this, without fear of rancorous
antagonists, they revealed their secrets.34

This is famously illustrated in a painting from a copy of the
Akbarnama in which the priests Rodolfo and Henrique appear
in their black cassocks and mantles seated with representatives
from other religions in the presence of Emperor Akbar.35
Although learned in the Christian faith, the Jesuits were as yet
unaccustomed to the religious diversity such as they experienced
at the Mughal court. Indeed, the rulers of Portugal and Spain had
already attempted to homogenize their societies by forcing the
33 From Robert of Ketton’s Latin translation of 1143.

34 Abu’l-Fazl, The History of Akbar, Volume 6 (2020), op. cit., 53.
35 Chester Beatty Library, Dublin (Ms. 3, f. 263v.). For Badayuni’s description of the activities
in the ‘Ibadat Khana, see Shireen Moosvi, Episodes in the Life of Akbar: Contemporary
Records and Reminiscences (New Delhi: National Book Trust, 1994), 60-64.
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conversion of Jews and Muslims, expelling those who refused
to accept baptism and instituting inquisitions to ensure there
were no deviations from Catholic practice and belief. Such efforts
continued in the Estado when Francis Xavier requested an
inquisition in Goa, which began in 1560 and remained in effect
until 1820. Early in the mission to the Mughals, Akbar himself
felt compelled to reprimand his Jesuit guests when their speech
became intemperate. Fr. Rodolfo admitted in a letter to his
Superior-General that “we, in the presence of the King and of all
his people have said that Muhammad was Antichrist,” and that
as a result he felt “very close to martyrdom.”36 In another letter,
he complained of the frequency with which he heard the name of
Muhammad invoked in the discussions at court: “Nothing, Father,
and I say it with tears, nothing strikes the air but that diabolical
name.”37

During one of the more contentious debates between
Fr. Rodolfo and the Muslim clerics, it was suggested that the
matter could be settled with a trial by fire. In addition to Jesuit
testimony, there are two Mughal accounts of this scene, one
by Akbar’s chronicler, Abu’l-Fazl, who was favorably disposed
towards the Jesuits, and the other by Akbar’s fiercest critic,
Abdul Qadir Badayuni, who was quite hostile towards the priests’
presence. Given these several sources, we may conclude that
someone actually made such a challenge. The accounts differ as
to who proposed the ordeal, but they describe the same trial: a
priest and one of the Muslim clerics would carry their respective
book of Scripture into a fire to test its veracity against the
other. This is similar to the story of Francis and the Sultan as
Bonaventure related in his Legenda Maior. If Fr. Rodolfo made the
challenge as Abu’l-Fazl claimed,38 it is possible he was inspired
by the story of Francis and the Sultan, which was by that time
36 Powell, Avril, Muslims and Missionaries in Pre-Mutiny India (London: Routledge, 2014), 36.
37 Maclagan, op. cit., 31.
38 Abu’l-Fazl, op. cit., 59-61. Al-Badaoni, Mintakhab-ut-tawarikh, W.H. Lowe, trans.
(Calcutta, 1884), v. II, 308.
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common Catholic lore. It seems that Fr. Rodolfo had a copy of the
Franciscan Chronicle with him, which he gifted to the emperor.39

Although Akbar’s interest in Christianity had initially given
the Jesuits hope that he would embrace the faith, they were
soon to be disappointed. In 1582, while the priests were still at
court, Akbar promulgated what was called the Dīn-i-Ilahi (“the
divine religion”) or Tawḥīd-i Ilahi (“divine unity”), an attempt
at articulating the virtues held in common by all faiths.40 At the
heart of the emperor’s religiously pluralistic perspective was the
concept of ṣulḥ-i kull - “universal peace” - a term that connoted
“the balance and compromise necessary to maintain the stability
and harmony of the social order within a ruler’s dominions.”41
By February 1583, Fr. Rodolfo had given up any hope of the
emperor’s conversion and was at last permitted to leave the
court. He arrived back in Goa in May 1583 but was killed just
months later with four others at Salsette near Goa in an attacks
by Hindus.

Akbar remained favorably disposed towards the Jesuits and
he requested their presence again when he was in residence
in Lahore. He explained in his letter of safe conduct that he
wanted the priests to help him come to “a true knowledge of the
Christian law and of the royal highways by which they travel to
the presence of God.”42 Thus, a second mission was dispatched
in 1591 with two priests - Duarte Leitão and Christoval de Vega
- and a lay brother Estevão Ribeiro. The mission came to a quick

39 Maclagan, op. cit., 191. The Dominicans told a similar story about St. Dominic and the
Cathars in which he challenged the heretics to throw their writings on a fire just as he did
to prove which were true. This “miracle of the book” was portrayed in several paintings of
the fifteenth century.
40 Milanetti, “Religion and Religions,” in Akbar: the Great Emperor of India (Torino: Skira,
2012), 58. See also: S.A.A. Rizvi, “Dimensions of Ṣulh-i kul (Universal Peace) in Akbar’s
reign and the Ṣūfī Theory of Perfect Man,” in Akbar and His Age, ed. Iqtidar Alam Khan,
(New Delhi: Northern Book Centre, 1999), 3-22.
41 Rajeev Kinra, “Handling Diversity with Absolute Civility: the Global Historical Legacy of
Mughal Ṣulḥ-i Kull,” The Medieval History Journal, 16, no. 2 (2013): 261.
42 Maclagan, op. cit., 47.
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end, however, as the Jesuits encountered opposition to their
presence at court and, as with the first mission, they saw little
value in remaining with the emperor unless he was genuinely
interested in accepting the Catholic faith rather than merely
learning about it.

Akbar was not to be deterred, however, and in 1594 he again
requested that priests come to him. It was this third mission of
the Jesuits that established a fairly consistent presence at the
Mughal court for the remainder of Akbar’s reign (1595-1605),
and throughout the reigns of Jahangir (r. 1605-1627) and Shah
Jahan (r. 1628-1658), with occasional interruptions due to
Mughal conflicts with the Portuguese. This was the mission during
which the Jesuits established churches in the Mughal capitals of
Lahore (1597) and Agra (1599). Often travelling in the emperor’s
entourage between Agra, Lahore, and Kashmir, as well as on
other imperial expeditions, black-robed Jesuits began to appear
in Mughal paintings and drawings, whether among the crowds
of courtiers or as principal subjects.43 The religious artwork
brought by the fathers from Europe as an aid to conversion
had an enormous influence on Mughal court painting, which
began to freely incorporate Roman Catholic elements and copy
biblical subjects. Fr. Jerome Xavier, a nephew of the missionary
Francis Xavier (1506-1552), led the initial mission to Lahore in
1595. At the emperor’s request, Fr. Jerome wrote a life of Christ
that was translated into Persian as Mir’ātal-quds (The Mirror of
Holiness).44 Although he was assisted in translating the work
into Persian by ‘Abdus Sattar, we know that Fr. Jerome and the
other Jesuits who served in the Mughal mission studied Persian
and learned to read, write and speak the language well enough
to communicate effectively and understand what happened at
43 Anand Amaladass SJ and Gudrun Löwner, Christian Themes in Indian Art (New Delhi:
Manohar, 2012), 74-85, and Amina Okada, “The Representation of Jesuit Missionaries in
Mughal Painting,” in Goa and the Great Mughal, ed. Nuno Vassallho e Silva and Jorge
Flores (Lisbon: Calouste Gulbenkian Museum, 2004), 190-199.

44 Pedro Moura Carvalho, Mir’āt al-quds (Mirror of Holiness): a Life of Christ for Emperor
Akbar, trans. M. Wheeler (Leiden: Brill, 2012).
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court. When the Franciscans arrived at the Mughal court in 1623,
they depended entirely on the Jesuits to translate on their behalf.

The Jesuit mission continued during the reign of Jahangir
(r. 1605-1627) who, like his father before him, expressed great
interest in Christianity, particularly artistic images of Jesus and
Mary which Jahangir had copied by Mughal artists from European
originals.45 This gave the Jesuits great hope that he would accept
the faith. Even before ascending the throne it was said: “He had
already secretly opened his heart to Father (Jerome) Xavier, and
had given such proofs of his devotion to our Saviour and His
thrice-holy Mother, as to justify the hope that God would one day
work in him a great miracle.”46 The missionaries were mistaken
about Jahangir, however, for like his father, he too sought divine
truth from various sources. On several occasions he spent hours
conversing with a Hindu ascetic named Jadrup Gosain whom
he regarded highly,47 and commissioned Persian translations of
Hindu sagas such as the Harivamśa and Mrigravati, as his father
had done. It is, therefore, not surprising that the emperor engaged
the Jesuits in discussion about the tenets of their faith. During
September 1608, “these exchanges and disputes went on for a
month almost every night”, the content of which was described
in letters written by Fr. Jerome to the Jesuit provincial in India.48
Predictably, topics included the crucifixion, the divinity of Christ,
and the use of images. Jahangir had Muslim scholars on hand to
respond and he also offered his own opinions. Inevitably, the
emperor raised the subject of the prophethood of Muhammad:
45 S.P. Verma, Biblical Themes in Mughal Painting (New Delhi: Aryan, 2011) and Asok Kumar
Das, “Prince Salim and Christian Art,” in Goa and the Great Mughal, op. cit., 162-169.
46 Pierre du Jarric SJ, Akbar and the Jesuits, trans. C.H. Payne (London: George Routledge,
1926; reprint, 2014), 183-84.
47 Jahangir, The Jahangirnama: Memoirs of Jahangir, Emperor India, trans. M. Wheeler and
Thackston (Washington, DC: Freer Gallery, 1999), 209, 283, 285, 313-14.
48 Alam and Subrahmanyam, Writing the Mughal World: Studies on Culture and Politics
(N.Y: Columbia, 2011), 275.
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[Jahangir] said : what do you all say about Maffamede [Muhammad]?
The Padre said : he was a man who wanted to become a prophet.
The King said

: Maffamede was not a prophet?

The Padre said : So it is, my Lord, he was not a prophet.
He at once said : Was he a false prophet?
The Padre said : Yes, my Lord, false…

The King turned to the Padre and said : You do not accept Maffamede
as a prophet?
He said

: My Lord, no, for if I took him for one, I would accept
his law, but he was not and I do not consider him
to be one, for there will be no other law [save
Christianity] until the Day of Judgment.49

This is certainly not the most fruitful conversation that
Jahangir shared with the Jesuits, and at this late stage (twenty
eight years since the first Jesuit mission came to the Mughal court)
we might expect the missionaries to have used more temperate
language. But a number of things should be noted. The topic of
Muhammad’s prophethood was first raised by the emperor; the
missionaries did not initiate an attack on Muhammad. Moreover,
Francesco Corsi -the Jesuit respondent - is initially evasive on the
issue, replying to the emperor’s query that Muhammad “wanted
to become a prophet.” The issue might have lain there, but
Jahangir presses the priest on the matter until the emperor asks
him pointedly if Muhammad was a false prophet. Fr. Francesco
might have given a more diplomatic response rather than simply
reiterating the word “false,” which was deeply offensive to the
emperor’s guests who were present. However, the priest was in a
difficult position as he wanted to uphold his own Christian faith.
Significantly, it seems that Jahangir maintained his composure
throughout the exchange. When the Franciscans stood before the
emperor fifteen years later, he was similarly gracious with his
new guests, however contentious.
49 Ibid., 281.
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The Franciscan Mission of 1623

Given the Jesuit presence at the Mughal court, it is
somewhat surprising that the Franciscans decided to undertake
a mission of their own in 1623. What could the friars have hoped
to accomplish? Did they think they would be more effective in
evangelizing the Mughals even though there were no friars in
the Estado who spoke Persian? According to Maclagan, some
Europeans at court wanted to introduce a Franciscan mission to
counter the Jesuit influence.50 Jesuits in India were controversial
both politically and pastorally – even among their own brethren.

The case of Roberto de Nobili, SJ, provides a good example.
A missionary in south India, de Nobili had adopted Hindu dress,
practices and ideas for purposes of evangelization. He was
reported to the Jesuit superior in Goa and censured in 1619
by a conference of bishops, inquisitors and theologians, among
whom were Franciscans. De Nobili appealed the decision to the
Holy See and was exonerated by Gregory XV in January 1623 but
it took quite some time for the decision to reach him in India.51
Thus, his case was still officially pending in Goa as the friars were
planning their mission to the Mughals. Although no accusation
of “Indianization” had been made against the Jesuit missions in
the Mughal Empire, perhaps de Nobili’s case had raised certain
doubts since the emperor, notoriously insouciant with regard
to his Muslim faith, had not accepted Christianity. Moreover, a
volatile political situation had arisen in the Mughal Empire, and
perhaps the viceroy himself believed that the friars could help
facilitate a quick conversion that would be beneficial both for the
empire and the Estado da India.

Since Akbar’s reign, the Mughals had attempted to subjugate
the Deccan Sultanates. During Jahangir’s reign, his son Prince
Khurram had led a successful campaign against Ahmadnagar
(1616-17), a victory for which he was awarded the title Shah Jahan

50 Maclagan, op. cit., 90.

51 Vincent Cronin, A Pearl to India: the Life of Roberto de Nobili (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1959).
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- “the King of the World”. In 1620, he was sent back to the Deccan
and received the nominal submission of Bijapur and Golconda as
well. The Portuguese would have followed these events closely
for Shah Jahan’s advances into the Deccan brought the might of
the Mughal Empire to the borders of Goa and the heart of the
Estado da Índia. The situation for the Portuguese became more
worrisome when Shah Jahan rebelled against his father in the
spring of 1622 because the actions of the ambitious prince could
upset the delicate balance between the Estado and the Mughal
Empire. Given these events, it is possible that authorities in
Goa felt it was imperative to bring Jahangir and the empire to
Christianity as soon as possible before Shah Jahan seized power.
The Jesuits effectively had become part of the status quo at court
but had not achieved the emperor’s conversion. So perhaps a
more direct approach was desired.

Fr. Paolo da Trinidade, OFM, who wrote an account of
the Franciscan mission in 1638, provides a pious rather than
a political reason for the Franciscan mission, namely, that
Fr. Manuel Tobias was prompted by a desire for martyrdom and
the salvation of souls. This could be hagiographical but it might
also actually have been the case since, as we have seen, the
canonization of the Moroccan martyrs in 1481 had inspired a new
generation of friars to engage in a verbal Crusade against Islam,
thereby laying down their lives like Beraldo and companions.
The Franciscan Provincial in Goa, Fr. Gaspar da Conceição, gave
his permission for the mission. This was standard procedure as
stated in the Franciscan Rule of 1223:
Let those brothers who wish by divine inspiration to go
among the Saracens or other non-believers ask permission
to go from their provincial ministers. The ministers,
however, may not grant permission except to those whom
they see fit to be sent. (Ch. 12)

Fr. Manuel was a native of Chaul, a coastal city north of
Goa. The friars had probably settled there several decades
after Afonso de Albuquerque had established a factory there
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around 1523 with the permission of the sultan of Ahmadnagar,
Nizam-ul-Mulk (d. ca. 1560’s) who ruled the region. In 1570-71,
however, the Deccan sultanates led a combined attack on Chaul
to check the growing Portuguese presence on the coast. The friars
apparently helped in the defense of the settlement by obtaining
reinforcements. Perhaps Fr. Manuel was inspired by this event
and thereafter committed himself to evangelizing Muslims.

Fr. Manuel and a lay brother named João de Nazareth
travelled by sea to Cambay (Khambhat) but were shipwrecked
just off the coast, apparently saving only “their habits, the Bible
and a few books.” Nevertheless, in Cambay they met Agha Nur,
a Mughal military officer who had been deployed to Gujarat to
apprehend some of Shah Jahan’s supporters.52 Agha Nur is not
known from historical records but apparently offered to escort
the friars to court. This is quite extraordinary and one wonders
if this had been pre-arranged since the friars would not have
known where to find the peripatetic Mughal emperor. Indeed,
Jahangir was neither in Agra nor in Lahore at the time but had
gone to Ajmer in May 1623 and from there had moved on to
Sāmbhar to enjoy some hunting by the saltlake. Since the friars
were bearing a letter for Jahangir, they may have represented
themselves as official messengers on behalf on the Portuguese
viceroy. It is not known how the friars communicated for they
spoke no Persian but Cambay was an important center of trade
and thus multi-lingual speakers were probably fairly common.
From Cambay, Agha Nur took the friars north to Ahmadabad,
the capital of Gujarat province where there was apparently a
community of Christians, including Armenians, as Fr. Manuel
performed baptisms and heard confessions during their stay.53
Three weeks later the friars arrived with Agha Nur in Sāmbhar.
In Sāmbhar, they met two Jesuit fathers who were travelling

52 Jahangirnama, op. cit., 197 ff.

53 For Armenians in the Mughal Empire, see Maclagan, op. cit., 271 ff. and more recently:
Shireen Moosvi, “Armenians in the Trade of the Mughal Empire during the Seventeenth
Century,” Proceedings of the Indian History Congress, 1998, 59 (1998): 266-278.
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with the emperor: Joseph de Castro (b. 1577), who had been a
member of the mission in the Mughal Empire since 1610 “going
with him (the king) every year and running about through his
kingdom,”54 and Gonçalves de Sousa. One wonders if the friars
had been told to seek out the Jesuits and whether the Jesuits
knew anything of the Franciscan mission. In any case, Fr. Manuel
and Br. João stayed with the Jesuit Fathers for nearly a month
before moving into another house until Agha Nur was able
to arrange an audience with the emperor. They were eager to
proceed with their plans of either converting the emperor “or
suffering martyrdom,”55 reflecting a vital aspect of Franciscan
identity since the dissemination of the Chronicle in the fourteenth
century and the canonization of the Martyrs of Marrakesh in the
fifteenth century. On 22nd October 1623, Agha Nur brought the
friars before the emperor accompanied by Fr. de Castro who
would serve as translator. The friars presented Jahangir with a
crystal medal of Our Lady, a fortunate choice since Jahangir was
particularly fond of images of Mary.56

Jahangir received the friars graciously, assuming that they
had come simply to seek permission to settle within his realm
as the Jesuits had. Fr. Manuel informed the emperor, however,
that their reason for coming was contained in the letter that he
bore and which Fr. de Castro would read aloud in Persian. Fr.
de Castro had apparently not yet seen the letter, which was
written in Portuguese, and after glancing through it became quite
uncomfortable; but Fr. Manuel insisted that he read the letter to
the emperor, translating what had been written. According to the
letter, Fr. Manuel had braved the journey to court solely to save
the emperor’s soul. In part it read:
Lord [Emperor], I come to teach thee the way of truth,
for thou – being so indifferent to it since thou art walking

54 Maclagan, op. cit., 77.

55 Camps, “Franciscan Missions,” op. cit., 62.
56 See for example: Jahangir holding a picture of the Madonna, National Museum, New
Delhi (Inv. 55.58/31). See also: Amaladass and Löwner, Christian Themes, op. cit..
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in the shameful law (infame lei) of Muhammad – wilt
not only lose thy soul by condemning it to the eternal
torments of hell, where that false prophet (falso propheta),
as an architect of so great an evil (fabricador de tamanh
amaldade), is staying, but thou wilt also be an occasion of
bringing ruin upon thy vassals themselves, who, as they
during life follow thee in guilt, will in death accompany
thee in punishment. Now, thou hast in my person someone
who will show thee what thou in truth shouldest do,
namely to give up this shameful religion (essetor peseita)
wherein thou are living – this religion of the perfidious
Muhammad (desseperfido Mahomede) who, under the false
title of a prophet, deceives so many souls leading them to
eternal damnation - and to observe the Law of Jesus Christ
and to embrace His most pure and most holy faith…57

After preaching Christ Crucified as Savior, Fr. Manuel again
urged the emperor “to quit the disgraceful religion thou hast
followed till now…” Understandably, this inflammatory speech
angered the Muslims who were present, but Jahangir maintained
his composure and even challenged the friar to try to make
converts among the courtiers. Fr. de Castro tried to bring an end
to the tense exchange, but Fr. Manuel continued: “If I were scared
to die for Christ, I should not have come to profess my faith in
public. I should be very happy to die for a Lord who for the sake
of all of us suffered death on the cross.” If Fr. Paolo da Trinidade
related the events as they actually occurred, Fr. Manuel’s actions
reflect the model for Franciscan missionaries who went among
Muslims as a means to martyrdom that had been established by
the Chronicle and hallowed by the Church in the canonization of
the Moroccan Martyrs.

Fr. Manuel was not prepared for what he encountered at the
Mughal court, a culture of dizzying religious diversity in which
a Muslim sovereign ruled over Hindus, Muslims (Sunni, Shi’i,
and Sufis), Jains, Sikhs, and Parsis, as well as Christians (Eastern
and Western) and Jews (European and Asian). If Fr. Manuel was
57 Camps, “Francisan Missions,” op. cit., 63.
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indeed seeking martyrdom for himself and Br. João de Nazareth,
he was to be sorely disappointed because, contrary to the tales of
Muslims recounted in the Chronicle, the Mughals rarely executed
subjects for their religious beliefs but rather on grounds of
sedition. Inquisitions did not exist and religious differences were
freely debated among scholars and shaykhs.58 Thus, Jahangir did
not punish the friar for his incendiary speech; he simply brought
in Muslim theologians to respond to Fr. Manuel’s comments about
Muhammad. The debate continued until a downpour brought the
garden audience to an end.

Realizing that he had failed to make his case before the
emperor, Fr. Manuel asked Agha Nur to arrange a final audience
so he and Br. João might return to Goa. That he had hoped to
convert the emperor with a single harangue seems naïve at
best and arrogant at its worse. The friars had to wait for over
a month before they saw the emperor again on 25 November.
The two Jesuit fathers were present when the friars returned. As
before, Fr. Manuel urged the emperor to leave Islam and accept
Christianity. He attempted to further discredit Muhammad by
telling a story of some Muslims who had returned from Mecca
having had a vision of Muhammad engulfed in the flames of
hell. Predictably, this was upsetting to the Muslims present, so
Jahangir - perhaps with tongue in cheek, as he was wont to do
in such situations - asked Fr. Manuel to perform a miracle. The
friar declined (of course) and instead referred the emperor to the
miracles of Christ, the apostles and the saints. Looking for a way
to bring this pointless episode to an end, Jahangir said he would
become a Christian if he had a vision of Christ that night and then
he dismissed them.

58 It is true that Jahangir was responsible for the death of the Sikh Guru Arjun (d. 1606).
It seems clear, however, that Jahangir regarded Arjun as a traitor since the guru had
shown support for Jahangir’s rebellious son Khusrau. See Khushwant Singh, A History
of the Sikhs, Volume I: 1469-1839, second ed., (New Delhi: Oxford, 1999), 56-59. Cf.
Jahangirnama, 59.
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Fr. Manuel’s behavior at court caused such a stir that it
was not long before the Jesuit and Franciscan superiors in Goa
heard about it, including the rumor that the friars had actually
performed miracles before the emperor. In response, the
Franciscan Provincial sent Commissary Fr. Francisco de Madre
de Deos to investigate the matter. With two other friars, he
travelled to Sāmbhar where he met the Jesuit father Francesco
Corsi, who had been serving the Mughal mission for some time
(see above). The emperor had returned to Agra, however, so Fr.
Francisco proceeded to the capital where he undoubtedly met
Fr. de Castro, who could tell him what had transpired the year
before. In his letter of July 1624, the friar praised the Jesuits for
their kindness to him and for their apostolate: “I was greatly
edified on seeing how, in the midst of so wicked a nation, they
instructed souls.” His disdainful view of a culture he barely knew
is striking. Fr. Francisco never mentions an audience with the
emperor and it seems likely that, given Fr. Manuel’s behavior, he
neither sought one nor was granted one. He merely confirms that
the friars had not performed miracles such as had been rumored.
This did not end the matter entirely, however, and in time, the
failure of Fr. Manuel’s mission to produce any positive results
was blamed on the machinations of the Jesuits in spite of the
praises the friars had previously heaped upon them. The matter
was discussed in Goa and the case forwarded to Rome where the
accusations against the Jesuits continued to linger until 1648 twenty-two years after Fr. Manuel Tobias had stood before the
Mughal emperor.

Conclusion

It is doubtful that the Franciscans could ever have
established a successful mission to the Mughal court after the
damage inflicted by Fr. Manuel’s mission of 1623 or the view
expressed by Fr. Francisco in 1624.59 Upon the friars’ arrival at
court, Jahangir was ready to allow them to reside in his realm and
59 A third Franciscan mission in 1626 was suggested but Camps convincingly argued against it.
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to assist them, as he and his father had done with the Jesuits. The
friars did not, however, conceive of the mission among Muslims
as developing long-term relationships in the way that the Jesuits
of the third mission had learned to do by remaining close to
the emperor, travelling with him, teaching and conversing with
him, attending court festivities and forming relationships with
members of the royal family and the courtiers. It is important
to note that this was not a way of doing mission that the Jesuits
knew instinctually from the outset. As we have seen, they, too,
had desired the quick conversion of Akbar and had resorted to
defamatory language that had insulted rather than inspired him.
In time, however, they learned a new way of evangelizing as they
learned to be men of faith among other people of faith, albeit
different faiths. Herein lie the seeds of a theology of religious
pluralism that was formulated by the Jesuit theologian Jacques
Dupuis centuries later.60

The friars had come to court to convert the emperor by
immediately denouncing Islam and the Prophet Muhammad and
failing that, to die as martyrs. Their model was not the humble
Francis of Assisi who had exhorted his brother missionaries not
to engage in arguments or disputes with Muslims but to be “lesser
brothers” (minores), “subject to every human creature for God’s
sake” while confessing their faith in Christ. With St. Bonaventure’s
Legenda Maior, the Order had instead officially crafted an image
of Francis who, burning with desire for martyrdom, provocatively
challenged the Sultan and his faith. With the fourteenth-century
Chronicle, the friars felt they had learned how to become “true”
martyrs, not only in spirit like Francis but with their bodies like
their brothers in Marrakesh, the friar-martyrs canonized in 1481
who had maligned the Prophet of Islam and had thereby invited
execution. Fr. Manuel Tobias had inherited a medieval view of
the world from King Manuel I, confirmed by the Franciscan Order
and the Church, a view in which Catholic Christendom was at
60 Jacques Dupuis, Toward a Christian Theology of Religious Pluralism (Maryknoll: Orbis,
1997).

306 Witness to a Common Hope

war with Islam in an on-going crusade against Islamic sultanates
from Morocco to Malacca.

This perspective made little sense, however, in the context
of the Mughal Empire which, in the 16th and 17th centuries, was
more concerned with the ambitions of the Safavid Shah of Persia
and the Sultans of the Deccan than with any Christian power.
In the Mughal Empire, there were no systematic expulsions,
forced conversions, inquisitions or persecutions of people based
on religious identity alone. Disputes about religious truth were
generally settled with the aid of books rather than by resorting
to battles. Repressive measures by the state were taken against
rebels from within the empire regardless of religion – as well
as against threats from without. Thus, the Jesuits generally had
little to fear during their time in the Mughal Empire except for
those occasions when they fell victim to court politics or when
the Portuguese acted aggressively against imperial interests.61 In
short, although Islam certainly had a privileged position in the
Mughal Empire, it was in reality one faith among others. For the
friars of the Estado, this was a reality they were not yet prepared
to accept.

61 On one such occasion in 1613, when Portuguese traders seized a ship that was owned
by Jahangir’s mother, along with its cargo and some seven hundred passengers, Jahangir
closed the Jesuit church in Agra and discontinued the allowances paid to the Portuguese
Jesuit fathers established by Akbar until the crisis was resolved. See Ellison B. Findly,
“The Capture of Maryam-uz-Zamani’s Ship: Mughal Women and European Traders,”
Journal of the American Oriental Society 108, no. 2 (April – June 1988): 227-238.

The Copernican Theory and the
“Revolution” in Scriptural Interpretation
The Contributions of Kepler, Galileo and
Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan
Job Kozhamthadam SJ

Religions of the Book – the Centrality of the Book
God is love and as such God reveals because love essentially
involves sharing and revealing one’s innermost secrets. It is
the most sacred and intimate form of sharing. God shares with
humans in a humanly accessible way – by word of mouth and
through his actions. The Holy Books of religions are God sharing
by word, particularly in the case of the main world religions of
the Book – Christianity, Islam, Judaism and Sikhism. Since this
revealing follows two principal channels, the idea of the Two
Books emerged – The Book of Scripture and the Book of Nature.
The Book of Scripture serves not only as a source of God’s verbal
message, but also as a way of preserving the original spirit,
character, inspiration, teaching and the deep personal experience
of the Founders. It is no mere catalogue of instructions and
stipulations. Rather it is a comprehensive source of information,
instruction, inspiration, covering all aspects of human life, human
interactions, human aspirations, interactions with fellow-humans
and the environment around. For the adherents of religions,
particularly in the case of the religions of the Book, these Books
are alive and active, life-giving, life-preserving, life-inspiring and
life-guiding. Sikhism refers to the Book as a person – Sri Guru
Grandh Sahib. These Books command attention, respect and
acceptance from all. They serve as the indisputable and primary
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point of reference on religious matters, although they do not
exclude other sources.

The Interrelationship between the Book of Scripture
and of Nature
Although often the Two-Book tradition is traced back to St.
Augustine, scholars point out that there is good reason to think
that it predates him. These Books were known and recognized for
a long time, but there was very little attention given to clarify the
relationship between the two. In the initial stages, perhaps there
was not much urgency to clarify this point since the attention of
scholars was primarily focused on the Book of Scripture. In fact,
the Book of Nature was very much subsumed into the Book of
Scripture. This was particularly true when human knowledge
of nature was primarily limited to whatever was accessible to
the senses. In the Bible, for instance, we find the revelation of
God through nature described in terms of what is found in the
visible universe. Thus in the Old Testament, particularly in the
Psalms we read: “The heavens declare the glory of God and the
firmament proclaims his handiwork.” (Ps. 19: 2). Again, “The
heavens proclaim his justice and all peoples see his glory.” (Ps.
97: 6). Indeed the Lord speaks to us through nature: “The voice of
the Lord is over the waters, the Lord of glory thunders, the Lord,
over vast waters.” (Ps. 29: 3). Finally, the Psalmist extends an
open invitation to all creation: “Let the heavens be glad and the
earth rejoice; let the sea and what fills it resound; let the plains
be joyful and all that is in them! Then shall all the trees of the
forest exult before the Lord, for he comes; for he comes to rule
the earth.” (Ps. 96: 11-13). All these passages and many more like
them leave no doubt that the Lord reveals in and through Nature.
However, the situation began to change with the coming
of modern science. It revealed the serious limitations of what
observation by unaided senses alone can reveal. We can get only
a tiny superficial knowledge of the nature of the universe. It was
brought home very convincingly and effectively that for a better
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and deeper knowledge of nature we need to go beyond what the
senses can reveal. More reliable, wider and deeper knowledge
can be obtained when observation is merged with theory,
particularly theory assisted by mathematics. In fact, Galileo, one
of the Founding Fathers of modern science, would argue that
nature has been written in the language of mathematics, and only
through it can humans really read and understand the universe
or nature. This discovery and insight concerning modern science
had far-reaching consequences, particularly with regard to the
relationship between the Book of Scripture and Book of Nature.
I would go to the extent of arguing that a better knowledge of
the Book of Nature is necessary for a better understanding of
the Book of Scripture. This transformation or “revolution” in the
understanding of Scripture is the principal theme of this paper, in
which I will confine myself mainly to the role of the Copernican
Theory or the Heliocentric Theory in this transformation.1

Literal and Non-Literal Understanding of Scripture

As mentioned already, before the arrival of the Copernican
theory and subsequent ushering in of modern science, the Book
of Scripture held a dominant position. It was also the general
view that the text is the Word of God, and so is to be taken
literally, although it was admitted that in some special cases the
sacred author of the text wanted it to be taken metaphorically. In
this connection, St. Augustine has given some criteria, which we
will discuss later in this paper.

However, this situation began to change. For one thing,
the Copernican helio-centrism argued that the sun was the
center of the universe, was motionless and that all the planets,
including the earth, revolved around the sun. On the other hand,
there were many texts in the Bible which held that the earth
was the center of the universe, motionless and that the sun and
other bodies went around it. Since science was considered the
systematic study of the Book of Nature, tension arose between
1

While discussing Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan, we will go beyond Copernican heliocentrism.
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what was held by the Book of Scripture and what was advocated
by the Book of Nature. If the latter were accepted, a non-literal
understanding of the Bible would become necessary, at least
with regard to texts related to cosmology, astronomy, and other
areas of science. In this paper we will discuss briefly the views
of three eminent scholars on this controversy – Johannes Kepler
and Galileo Galilei in the 17th century and Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan
in the 19th century.

Johannes Kepler (d. 1630)

Perhaps Kepler gives the most balanced and integrated view
of the relationship between the Book of Nature and the Book of
Scripture. Far from causing any uneasy tension, the two books
harmonized beautifully and fruitfully in his life and works.

All through his life, Kepler had a very positive view of the
material universe. Unlike many of his contemporaries, he looked
upon it as something sacred, having a divine origin. He expressed
this in a letter to Herwart von Hohenburg, his patron and friend,
written on April 10, 1599; “The world is the corporeal image of
God, whereas the soul is the incorporeal, though created, image
of God.”2 According to him, the material world is the “image of
God become tangible” by having taken concrete shape, while the
world of spiritual beings is the “image of the same God in the
incorporeal form.” In another place he referred to the universe as
the “bright temple of God.”3 Involvement in the world was not a
burden imposed on the human race in the Garden of Eden. Indeed,
he believed that the universe and involvement in it through
scientific research was the sure means to reach heaven.4 As he
wrote to his astronomer-friend David Fabricius, for him nature
2

Johannes Kepler, Gesammeltewerke, ed. Von Dyck, Max Caspar, F. Hammer, and V.
Bialas, Munich, 1937, [hereafter GW], vol. XIII, nr. 117: ll. 295-296.

3

Carola Baumgardt, ed. and trans. Jonannes Kepler: Life and Letters (New York:
Philosophical Library, 1951), 32.

4

Here one can see clearly the influence of Pythagoreanism and Neoplatonism. The former
believed that engaging in the study of nature was a sure way to attain salvation, while the
latter looked upon the universe as the manifestation of the Supreme Being.
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aspires to divinity.5 Furthermore, according to him, God ordained
that the universe would act and operate by the same laws as those
of God: “As God the creator played, so he also taught nature, as
his image, to play; and to play the very same game he played for
her first.”6 The positive outlook he had toward the created world
rendered his scientific work meaningful and purposeful.
Kepler expressed the revelatory role of the material universe
in terms of the Book of Nature. According to him, nature is a
sacred book with a sublime message to all humankind. As he put
it in the Epitome, “This is the very Book of Nature in which God
the creator has proclaimed and depicted his essence and his will
toward man in part and in a certain wordless kind of writing.”7
Just as we can come to know the personality and greatness of an
author through his/her book, we can come to know God through
the Book of Nature. In fact, God himself “wishes to be known
through this Book of Nature.”8

The characteristic of his interpretation of this theme
consisted in the original way he related the Book of Nature to the
Book of Scripture. He placed them on a par. Both are aspects of
one and the same reality, complementing each other, and thereby
giving humans a further and more complete manifestation
of God. He argued that since God has mouth and hands, God
reveals through both – the Word of God proceeding from his
mouth and through his actions. The Book of Scripture recounts
the word of God, whereas the Book of Nature the deed of God.
Hence, both are sacred and both are worthy of our total respect
and attention. This conclusion has an extremely significant
consequence: science, which is the study of the Book of Nature,
becomes a profession analogous to Scriptural theology. This idea
in a way revolutionized his whole life, providing it with a new
5

See letter to Fabricius, dated July 4, 1603, in GW XIV, nr. 262: ll. 495-496.

6

GW IV, 246: ll. 23-24.

7

GW VII, 25: ll. 29-31.

8

Kepler’s letter to Maestlin, written on October 3, 1595, in GW XIII, nr. 23: l. 254.
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direction. To be a priest of God in the Lutheran Church was his
great ambition. But the perception of the full significance of the
Book of Nature transformed his life vocation because he realized
that he could be both a priest of God and an astronomer at the
same time.

The Sacred Character of Astronomy

It was obvious to Kepler that if the Book of Nature was
something sacred, then the study of Nature had to be something
sublime, just like the study of Scripture. For a person to whom
the universe was the “sacred temple of God” this conclusion had
to follow, since astronomy was nothing but the study of this
sacred temple. But the theme of the Book of Nature elevated
astronomy to an even higher plane. It was not just the study of
the temple or abode of God, it became the study of God himself
manifested in and through Nature, just as the study of the Book of
Scripture was not just the study of God’s verbal communication
but also of what God communicates of himself to us. He affirmed
this sacredness again and again in his writings. For instance, in
the Astronomia Nova, his most important book which discusses
in great detail his discovery of the first two Laws of Planetary
Motion, he asserted that it was “the divine voice that calls humans
to learn astronomy.”9

Astronomers are Priests

One of the direct consequences of placing the Book of Nature
and the Book of Scripture on a par with each other was that,
for Kepler, astronomers became priests of the Almighty. Just as
ordinary priests are ministers of the Word of God, astronomers
are ministers of the work of God. Ordinary priests give glory to God
by expounding the mysteries in the Book of Scripture, whereas
astronomers do the very same by explaining the mysteries in the
Book of Nature. He emphasized this conviction repeatedly in his
correspondence with friends: “Indeed I am of the opinion that
9

GW III, 108: l. 3.
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since astronomers are priests of Almighty God with respect to
the Book of Nature, we should concern ourselves not with the
praise of our cleverness but with the glory of God.”10 This was not
merely a pious statement as far as he was concerned. Nor was it
offered as a rationalization to justify his decision to discontinue
his training to become a Lutheran priest. He really meant it, as
was evident in the way he lived out his conviction – with the zeal
of a priest-missionary, he fully dedicated himself to astronomy
with utter selflessness. Even in his most mature age he remained
faithful to this conviction, as could be seen from the fact that he
wanted his Epitome, another outstanding book in the history of
modern science, to be interpreted as a hymn that he composed
as the “priest of God for the Book of Nature.”11

Furthermore, this conviction defined the goal of science or
astronomy for him. The aim of science was to discover the plan
of God, the thought of God, not to play God over nature, not to
have power over nature so as to control it as Francis Bacon (d.
1626) would have it. It was to discover in this plan God’s great
wisdom and love for humankind so that we could praise the
Divine Majesty all the more.

Kepler and Scriptural Interpretation

The integrated view that Kepler had of the relationship
between the two books helped him to develop a new way of
interpreting Scripture, thereby avoiding any serious conflict
between the scientific and scriptural views. The influence of
Kepler’s scientific ideas on his religion was most conspicuous
in his new outlook on scriptural interpretation. The specific
problem confronting Kepler was how to reconcile astronomy,
specifically the Copernican astronomy, with the Bible. He was
caught in a difficult dilemma: on the one hand, he was convinced
10 Kepler’s letter to Herwart, written on March 25, 1598, in GW XIII, nr. 91: ll. 182-184. See
Nicholas Jardin, The Birth of History and Philosophy of Science: Kepler’s, “A Defense of
Tycho against Ursus” (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 9.

11 GW VII, 9: l. 12.
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that the Copernican system was true. On the other hand, he had
no doubt about the veracity of the Bible. But there were many
passages in the Bible which seemed to contradict the Copernican
position. How could such a contradiction arise? How could one
truth contradict another on the same issue? Could a rational God
allow such a situation?

Kepler also expressed the conflict in different words. God
had both tongue and hands (fingers). The Holy Book was the
Word of God, the work of his tongue. The Book of Nature was
the deed of God, the work of his hands. Insofar as astronomy
was the study of this Book of Nature, true astronomical laws
were nothing but laws governing the works of God’s hands. To
say that astronomy and the Holy Scripture contradicted each
other was tantamount to denying any coordination between
God’s tongue and hands. Since such could never be the case,
he concluded: “Therefore in matters which are quite plain
every one with strong religious scruples will take the greatest
care not to twist the tongue of God so that it refutes the finger
of God in nature.”12 Obviously, Kepler’s dilemma was to find a
rational way to bring about a reconciliation between two truths
– the veracity of the Bible and that of the Copernican system.
Basically Kepler’s solution was as follows: there could not
be a real conflict between scientific truth and scriptural truth.
The contradiction was only apparent, not real. It arose because
of a literal interpretation of Holy Scripture. He advocated a
nonliteral interpretation, especially in passages where Scripture
talked about scientific issues. In this way his scientific views and
his faith in the ability of science to reveal truths about nature
moved him to argue for a nonliteral interpretation of Scripture.

Although he always remained respectful towards the
word of God, he argued that it had to be interpreted in the
light of scientific findings. In this context he subscribed to the

12 Kepler, Mysterium Cosmographicum, trans. A.M. Duncan (New York: Abaris Books,
1981), 85.

Job Kozhamthadam SJ 315

accommodation theory of interpretation of the Bible, according
to which God accommodated his language and expression to
the people and to the purpose he had in mind. As Kepler wrote
to Herwart, the inspired writers of the Bible used the ordinary
language and concepts of the day to communicate God’s message,
“not for linguistic accuracy, but for the sake of conversing and
communicating his message.”13 The accommodation theory
argues that we must recognize that there is a real distinction
between what is said and how it is said. On the other hand, a
literal interpretation denies such a distinction and identifies
what is said with how it is said.

In opposition to many Lutheran theologians of his day who
looked upon the Bible as a textbook of astronomy, he argued that
the purpose of the Holy Book was not to teach astronomy but
moral conduct. According to him, except for the first chapter of
Genesis, the Holy Writ was not meant to instruct humans about
natural science. The Bible wanted to take the believers to a higher
level of morality, not to the level of the study of the planets and
stars. “For astronomy discloses the causes of natural phenomena
and takes within its purview the investigation of optical
illusions. Much loftier subjects are treated by Holy Writ.”14 As an
illustration, Kepler referred to the Book of Job, chapter 38, where
God talked of the creation of the world. Although this passage
referred to topics ordinarily dealt with in astronomy, it was not
an astronomical (scientific) analysis on how the earth and things
in and around it had been formed. The purpose of this passage
was to remind humans of the supremacy of God over all creation,
to remind them of their ignorance, and to recall them to humble
submission to and reverence for God, the Master of all creation.
How about the passages in the Bible often quoted by the
opponents of Copernicus? He argued that the principles developed
above could show that these passages did not contradict
Copernican theories. The most frequently quoted one was from

13 Letter on March 28, 1605, in GW XV, nr. 340; ll. 85-86.
14 GW VII, 99; ll. 27-29, trans. Rosen.
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Joshua 10:12-13: “Sun, stand thou still at Gibeon, and thou Moon
in the valley of Aijalon. And the Sun stood still, and the Moon
stayed, until the nation took vengeance on their enemies.” The
usual argument (in Kepler’s day) had been that if the sun were
stationary, it would have been pointless for God to order it to stop
moving in answer to Joshua’s prayer. According to Kepler, the
Israelite leader was not speaking as an astronomer, he was using
the language of the people. God, on the other hand, understood
what Joshua wanted and granted it. “The sum of Joshua’s prayer
came down to this that it might so appear to him, regardless of
the reality; to be sure, the appearance was not groundless and
invalid but was related to the desired effect.”15 He continued:
“Thoughtless people consider it only a contradiction of words:
‘the Sun stood still,’ and ‘the Earth stood still.’ They do not realise
that this contradiction arose only within the boundaries of optics
and astronomy, and for this reason it does not extend to common
usage.”16 Definitely in astronomy it was important to know which
one stood still but in ordinary conversations such distinctions
were immaterial. The relevant question was ‘what did the author
intend?’ The conclusion he wanted to draw was clear: if the
Bible was a book on astronomy and if Joshua was speaking as
an astronomer, then there was a serious problem and the Joshua
passage could be taken as a refutation of the Copernican system.

Kepler’s arguments are quite persuasive. However, there
are serious difficulties with his view. His position implies that
some passages of the Bible are to be taken non-literally, whereas
some others literally. But how do we know which are to be taken
non-literally and which are to be taken literally? Kepler would
not want to say that all passages referring to scientific issues
should belong to the first category because he himself gave
the first chapter of the Book of Genesis as a clear exception to
this rule. An absence of a clear criterion would render his view
an easy prey to inconsistency. The main criterion at that time

15 GW III, 30: ll. 13-16, trans. O. Gingerich and N. Donahue.
16 GW III, 30: ll. 1-4.
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was articulated by Robert Bellarmine: in order for a scientific
theory to demand a nonliteral interpretation of a passage in the
Bible, it was necessary that the scientific theory concerned be
demonstratively true, i.e., true beyond all reasonable doubt. One
must show that the scientific theory cannot be false. It is true
that this was the Catholic position and hence Kepler (who was a
Protestant) did not have to abide by this. However, as far as I know,
the other Christian denominations with which Kepler had close
contact took an even more stringent position. Hence, I believe
that Kepler accepted Bellarmine’s criterion. This is clear from his
statement right at the beginning of the first chapter of his first
book, the Mysterium Cosmographicum: “I promise generally that
I shall say nothing which would be an affront to Holy Scripture,
and that if Copernicus is convicted of anything along with me,
I shall dismiss him as worthless.”17 Hence it was necessary for
Kepler to be absolutely sure of the truth of Copernican views
before he could opt for a nonliteral interpretation of the biblical
passages, which seemed to go against the new theory. He was
convinced of the veracity of the new theory and so proposed his
own new interpretation of the Bible. This important contribution
of Kepler towards scriptural interpretation was the result of his
deep faith in the scientific view in general, and the Copernican
view in particular.

Galileo (d. 1642)

Galileo’s Loyalty to Catholicism
The theme of the Book of Nature and the Book of Scripture
was important in the case of Galileo too. However, unlike Kepler,
many historians of science often depict his case as a paradigm
of the incompatibi1ity between the two books, and consequently
between science and religion. According to these scholars, far
from looking for an integration between the two books, Galileo
was arguing for their compartmentalization. His often-quoted
statement “The Bible teaches us how to go to heaven, not how the
17 Kepler, Mysterium Cosmographicum, op. cit., 75.
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heavens go”18 is interpreted as advocating a sharp demarcation
between astronomy and Scripture, between science and religion.

However, in recent times several scholars have pointed
out that this stereotype view is more a creation of certain later
historians with vested interests than of historical data. It is
abundantly clear that at no time did Galileo consider himself as
an opponent of the Church. Although he was almost merciless
in putting down his opponents, some of whom were highly
placed in the ecclesiastical circles, it was never his intention
to oppose and humiliate the Catholic Church. It is well-known
that Galileo had many prominent ecclesiastics among his close
friends. There is good evidence that he always wanted to be a
faithful Catholic. For instance, although many accusations were
brought against him during his trial in 1633, he was particularly
sensitive to two of them: one expressing doubts about his fidelity
to the Catholic faith and the other accusing him of having used
deceitful methods to obtain the imprimatur for his book, i.e., one
referring to his religious authenticity and the other to his moral
character. He pleaded with the authorities to have both these
accusations repealed, which was readily done. In his letter to his
friend Cardinal Dini he expressly stated that his efforts to show
the compatibility between Copernican views and the Bible arose
not out of any malice but in the “hope of at least showing my
affection for the holy Church.”19

Galileo on Scriptural Interpretation

When it came to the relationship between the Book of
Nature and the Book of Scripture, Galileo did not find any
contradiction between the two. Like Kepler, he was convinced
that the message of the Bible was true and commanded our
total adherence. Again, like Kepler, he had no doubt about the
18 Although this statement is attributed to Galileo, its original author was Cardinal Caesar
Baronius (1538-1607).

19 Galileo Galilei, “Letter to the Grand Duchess Christina,” in Discoveries and Opinions of
Galileo, trans. Stillman Drake (New York: Doubleday Anchor Books, 1957), 166.
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veracity of the revelation of the Book of Nature as given by the
Copernican system. The challenge before him was “to prove that
the position of Copernicus is not contrary to Scripture.”20 This
task at the time looked formidable since he had to confront
objections from various sides: theological, philosophical, and
scientific. He courageously set out to address all of these.

To begin with, Galileo admitted that, at first sight, there
seemed to be contradictions between the Copernican and the
biblical views since several biblical passages seemed to go against
a stationary sun and a mobile earth. But he pointed out that the
contradiction arose because of the literal interpretation of the
Bible. He argued that the Bible was not to be understood literally
– particularly the passages dealing with astronomy because the
purpose of the Bible was the attainment of “the salvation of souls
and the service of God.”21 Since the biblical message was for all,
particularly for the ordinary and unsophisticated people, its
language and style had to be accommodated to their level. As Kepler
had done before him, he used the well-known accommodation
theory and explained away the apparent contradiction between
certain biblical passages and the Copernican system.

But there were many objections to such a non-literal
interpretation of the Bible, the most vehement ones coming
from Cardinal Bellarmine, undoubtedly the most authoritative
and influential Catholic theologian of the day. According to the
Cardinal, “Scripture is the immediately revealed word of God,
and was written as dictated by God.... There can be no error in
Scripture, whether it deals with faith or morals, or whether it
states something particular and pertaining to only one person.”22
Concerning historical, lyrical, and any other non-religious items,
such as astronomy, he said: “In Scripture there are many things
20 Loc. cit.

21 Olaf Pedersen, The Book of Nature (Vatican City: Vatican Observatory Publications,
1992), 50.

22 Quoted in Richard Blackwell, Galileo, Bellarmine, and the Bible (Notre Dame: University
of Notre Dame Press, 1991), 31.
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which of themselves do not pertain to the faith, that is, which
were not written because it is necessary [for salvation] to believe
them. But it is necessary to believe them because they were
written.”23 Bellarmine went further to assert that “it will not do to
say that this is not a matter of faith because though it may not be
a matter of faith ex parte objecti, or as regards the subject treated,
yet it is a matter of faith ex parte dicentis, or as regards him who
announces it.”24 In other words, although the subject matter of
astronomy does not pertain to faith, but because it is written in
the Bible, which is the Word of God, it has become a matter of faith.
This position easily leads to a literal understanding of Scripture.
Obviously, many scholars consider Bellarmine’s view too rigid
and too stringent, and some have subjected it to bitter criticism.
Bellarmine agreed that the Bible often needed interpretation but
he insisted that “the Council of Trent forbids the interpretation
of the Scriptures in a way contrary to the common opinion of the
holy Fathers.”25

Galileo responded to these objections in his Letter to
the Grand Duchess Christina. For instance, in response to the
requirement of the agreement with the common opinion of
the Fathers, he himself quoted the very same Fourth Session
of the Council of Trent: “So far as I can find, all that is really
prohibited is the perverting into senses contrary to that of the
holy Church or that of the concurrent agreement of the Fathers
those passages, and those alone, which pertain to faith or ethics
or which concern the edification of Christian doctrine.”26 He
went on to point out that “the mobility or stability of the earth
or sun is neither a matter of faith nor one contrary to ethics.”
According to him, “neither would anyone pervert passages of
Scripture in opposition to the holy Church or to the Fathers, for
23 Loc. cit.

24 James Brodrick SJ, Galileo: The Man, His Work, His Misfortunes (London: Geoffrey
Chapman, 1964), 94.
25 Loc. cit.
26 Drake, op. cit., 233.
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those who have written on this matter have never employed
scriptural passages.27

Another condition for adopting a non-literal interpretation
of Scripture was that the literal reading went against a
demonstrated truth. Hence, if Copernican views could be shown
to be a demonstrated truth, a non-literal interpretation would be
justified. Bellarmine referred to this condition when he wrote to
the Copernican Paolo Antonio Foscarini in 1615: “If there were
a real proof that the sun is in the center of the universe, that the
earth is the third heaven, and that the sun does not go around
the earth but the earth round the sun, then we should have to
proceed with a great circumspection in explaining passages of
Scripture which appear to teach the contrary and rather admit
that we did not understand them than declare an option to be
false which is proved to be true.”28 Galileo was also well aware
of this, as was evident from his letter to Dini: “To me, the surest
and swiftest way to prove that the position of Copernicus is not
contrary to Scripture would be to give a host of proofs that it is
true and that the contrary cannot be maintained at all; thus, since
no two truths can contradict one another, this and the Bible must
be perfectly harmonious.”29
In this department, Galileo had a clear superiority over
Kepler for although the latter did give empirical data in support
of the views of Copernicus, they lacked the excitement and
persuasiveness of Galileo’s telescopic discoveries. But, as many
scholars have repeatedly pointed out, all the empirical evidence
Galileo could muster fell far short of a demonstrative proof.30
This never prevented him from asserting that the new theory
was true. Later developments in science like Bradley’s discovery
of the aberration of light in 1725, Bessel’s discovery of the stellar
27 Loc. cit.

28 James Brodrick SJ, The Life and Work of Blessed Robert Francis Cardinal Bellarmine, SJ
(New York: P.J. Kennedy and Sons, 1928), 359.
29 Drake, op. cit., 166.
30 See, for instance, Job Kozhamthadam SJ, “The Galileo Episode Revisited,” Vidyajyoti 58
(1994): 337-358.
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parallax in 1838, and the introduction of Foucault’s pendulum
in 1851, etc., provided what Galileo failed to produce in his day.
Galileo was definitely right, but for reasons he could not deliver
in his lifetime. It is true that Galileo never fully succeeded in
integrating the two Books on the basis of scientific data, as he
had hoped and even claimed, but it is quite clear that this noble
task had always been his great ambition.

Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan (d. 1898)

Some Historical Notes – Islam and the Copernican Theory
Controversy is a constant companion and accompaniment
in science when it comes to original discoveries and inventions,
particularly so if the subject of controversy has far-reaching
consequences. Predictably, the Copernican heliocentric theory
was no exception. It is almost universally accepted in the history
of science that the first astronomer to propose a heliocentric
scientific theory was Nicolas Copernicus in his book De
Revolutionibus in 1543. However, a number of Muslim scholars
have accused Copernicus, Kepler and other well-established
stalwarts in the world of modern science of plagiarism. For
instance, according to Nas E. Boutamina, “Copernicus and Kepler
plagiarized their great works from Al-Biruni, Al-Farghani, AlBitruji and Ibn Yunus.”31

In my view such a claim is unjustified, to say the least. I have
done considerable work for many years in this field, and have
seen how hard and prolonged Kepler’s struggles were to arrive at
his discoveries.32 Plagiarism would have been the easiest way to

31 Nidhal Guessoum, “Copernicus and Ibn al-Shatir: Does the Copernican Revolution
Have
Islamic
Roots?”
http://articles.adsabs.harvard.edu/cgi-bin/nph-iarticle_
query?2008Obs...128..231G&defaultprint=YES&filetype=.pdf, accessed on 9.8.2020, 231-239.
32 See my Choice Magazine Award-Winning book, The Discovery of Kepler’s Laws: The
Interaction of Science, Philosophy, and Religion (Notre Dame, USA: University of Notre
Dame Press, 1994). One may point out that this book is talking about the discovery of the
laws of planetary motion by Kepler. However, it is very clear in the book that Copernican
heliocentrism was an indispensable first step and motivating factor in the whole process of
Kepler’s long odyssey to discover the laws.
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short-cut all these tireless, agonizing struggles. Fortunately, Nidhal
Guessoum, a contemporary historian of Islamic science corrects
this view in his study: “Copernicus and Ibn al-Shatir: Does the
Copernican Revolution Have Islamic Roots?” Here, he points out,
“The serious problem of misrepresentation that has developed
around the ‘similarities’ between the model of Ibn al-Shatir and
of Copernicus stems from a hasty reading and misunderstanding
of the commentaries made by some contemporary historians of
astronomy regarding the works of Ibn al-Shatir.”33 As George
Saliba, a leading contemporary scholar in Islamic astronomy
says, “Aristarchos and Biruni … did acknowledge that the same
phenomenon could either be explained by a fixed earth at
the center or by a moving one .... But that did not change the
Aristotelian cosmological conditions one bit.”34 As Guessoum
clearly states, “Copernicus adopted a heliocentric model while
Ibn al-Shatir (and all Muslim astronomers) followed a geocentric
model, as strictly as possible.” Guessoum leaves no doubt on the
matter when he further states: “I insist that neither Ibn al-Shatir
nor any Muslim astronomer accepted, let alone proposed, a
heliocentric model.”35 Perhaps the most authoritative and forceful
statement on the matter comes from Owen Gingerich of Harvard
Smithsonian Astrophysical Observatory, USA, one of the world’s
leading authorities on the history of the Copernican Theory: “The
Islamic astronomers would probably have been astonished and
even horrified by the revolution started by Copernicus.”36
Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan and his Contribution to the
Interpretation of the Qur’an

While discussing the contributions of Kepler and Galileo
to biblical interpretation, we focussed on the impact of the
Copernican heliocentric theory, mainly in the 16th and 17th
33 Guessoum, op. cit., 232.
34 Loc. cit.
35 Loc. cit.
36 Ibid., 239.
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centuries. However, now we move to scientific developments
in the 19th century as we discuss the views of Sir Sayyid. It is
important to note that the developments in the 19th century
were closely related to what had begun in the 16th century.
The Copernican Revolution, strictly speaking, was not just an
individual event but rather a process that set moving a whole
chain of developments. That is the main reason why many
contemporary scholars refer to the role of Copernicus not so
much as a revolution but as a “revolution-making” event.
A Brief Historical Background

As the British East India Company established itself in the
18th and 19th centuries, it needed many talented and capable
Indians to take up responsible administrative positions for the
Company in India. This meant that quite a number of Indian men
and women began acquiring Western education along with the
accompanying cultural, social and political adaptations that were
required. Since modern science was an integral part of Western
culture and education during this period, many of these Indians
became highly influenced by the developments in science afoot in
Europe, particularly in England. As Ansari points out, “By the end
of the last quarter of the 18th century, several Muslim Indians,
belonging to the madrasas-educated class, had the opportunity to
visit Europe in various capacities, where they could witness and
learn directly the modern science and technology as developed
then in Europe and particularly in Britain.”37 The principal
beneficiaries of these opportunities were the educated and
well-off Muslim leaders and scholars, particularly those with a
Western education in the ever-advancing sciences of the day.
Some Highlights of Sir Sayyid’s Career

Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan (1817−1898) had a very scholarly
and free-thinking ancestry. His father, Mir Muttaqui, was a free
37 S.M. Razaullah Ansari, “Scientific and Rational Re-Interpretation of Islam in India,” in
Science, Technology and Values: Science-Religion Dialogue in a Multi-Religious World,
ed. Job Kozhamthadam (Pune: ASSR Publications, 2003), 211.
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thinker even in religious matters. Sir Sayyid himself had a good
grounding in the world of science right from his school days. In
1863, he established the Scientific Society in Ghazipur, Bihar,
which moved to Aligarh, Uttar Pradesh, in 1864. This Society took
a keen interest in translating scientific books from English into
Urdu. In 1866, this Society started its own journal, The Institute
Gazette.

Sir Sayyid visited England during 1869−1870 and had a
first-hand experience and knowledge of the Western cultural,
religious, social and educational situation, particularly regarding
the impact of science and the scientific, critical attitude to religious
matters, especially with regard to the Bible and related studies.
After his return to India in 1875, he founded the Mohammedan
Anglo Oriental College (also known as Aligarh Muslim University)
in Aligarh. He also published a journal: The Muslim Reformer
(Tahdh īb ul Akhlāq). According to Ansari, “all these efforts were
primarily meant for orienting the Indian Muslims’ mind towards
the European learning and sciences and to generate in the Indian
Muslims’ Society a unique dimension in which to critically assess
the traditional interpretation of Islamic thought so as to make
it compatible with European scientific discoveries and their
resulting theoretical framework.”38

Several Muslim scholars, both before and after Sir Sayyid, had
similar experiences. To mention a few, Mir Muhammad Hussain,
who was an expert in Unani medicine and the natural sciences,
visited Europe and Britain in 1874-1877 and wrote monographs
in Arabic such as On the Theories of European Scholars Concerning
Planets and Heavens, in which he brought home to his readers in
India some of the important recent developments in astronomy
in the Western world.

In the words of Ansari, “roughly during 1775−1850,
substantial and up-to-date knowledge of European Astronomy –
then the queen of sciences – was transferred to Medieval India by
38 Ibid., 212.
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a number of Muslim and also Hindu scholars. The new astronomy
of the 18th and 19th centuries together with the physics of Galileo
and Newton had triggered and brought about the downfall of
the world view of the antiquity, vis-â-vis of the Graeco-Arabic
(Islamic) Anschauung. The resulting philosophical repercussions
naturally affected the Islamic thinkers profoundly both in India
and abroad.”39

Sir Sayyid stressed the acquisition of Western learning and
sciences through the medium of the English language so that
Muslim men and women could take up jobs like members of
the other communities in India. He wanted to take his Muslim
brothers and sisters into the modern period without in any
way undermining their religious purity and belief. He remained
deeply open to modern developments, particularly the modern
emphasis on rationality and science. He was a supporter of
women’s education and was against polygamy. As mentioned
already, he founded Aligarh Muslim University in 1875 to
promote education, particularly among Muslims. All these
developments had a serious impact on his thinking, particularly
on his religious thought. In fact, according to many Muslim
scholars, he was the first Indian Muslim to make an attempt
to understand and assess the Jewish and Christian scriptures
positively. In this connection his Commentary on the Holy Bible
(Taby’īn al−Kalām) is a comparative study of the Qur’an and the
Bible. This three-part volume, published during 1862−1865, is of
significant importance as far as historical criticism is concerned.40
In this volume he attempted to interpret the Qur’an in the light of
modern rationalism and science.
Sir Sayyid was aware that, just as in Christianity and
Judaism in the past, the traditional interpretation of Islamic
thought was very much influenced by Greek science, particularly
Greek cosmology. In light of developments in modern science,

39 Ibid., 217-218.

40 See Christian W. Troll, Sayyid Ahmad Khan: A Reinterpretation of Muslim Theology
(Karachi: Oxford University Press, 1978), 58 ff.
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particularly the heliocentric view of Copernicus, this traditional
view needed to be critically assessed. However, this development
had a darker side as well. According to Altaf Hussain Hali, Sir
Sayyid was saddened by what had happened to the Christian and
Jewish youth in the West who were giving up their religion in
the light of scientific developments. Sir Sayyid was “anxious to
prevent the education he was advocating himself from having the
same evil influence on Islam as it was having on Christianity.”41

To make sure that the program proposed by Sir Sayyid did
not endanger genuine religious belief and practices among the
Muslims, he proposed a well thought-out, carefully balanced new
approach to the principles of exegesis. In this connection, he
submitted 15 Principles to the Ulama of Saharanpur (1873/1874).
These, in a way, can be looked upon as his public profession of
faith in Islam. For instance the Third Principle reads: “The world
of the Glorious Qur’an, without doubt, is the Divine Word. No
letter of it contradicts truth or reality.” The Fourth Principle
is equally significant and revealing: “Whichever verses of the
Glorious Qur’an may seem to us to contradict truth or reality,
there are two explanations of such seeming contradictions:
either we have made an error in understanding the meaning of
these verses, or we are mistaken in our understanding of what is
truth and reality.”42

It is interesting to note the similarity of this Principle to the
hermeneutical principle given by St. Augustine in the 4th century
CE in his De Genesi ad Litteram, which was quoted by Galileo in his
“Letter to the Duchess Christina of Tuscany in 1615: “If anyone
shall set the authority of Holy Writ against clear and manifest
reason, he who does this knows not what he has undertaken; for
he opposes to the truth not the meaning of the Bible, which is
beyond his comprehension, but rather his own interpretation, not
41 Altaf Hussain Hali in his Hayat−i Javed (A Biographical Account of Sir Sayyid) in Urdu in
1901. The English translation was done by K.H. Qadri and David J. Mathews, Delhi, 1979.
42 Troll, op. cit., 276.
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what is in the Bible, but what he has found in himself and imagines
to be there.”43

Christian W. Troll summarises the views of Sir Sayyid on
Qur’anic interpretation as follows:44
1.

2.

3.

The first and primary requirement is that one does a close
and well-informed inquiry into the true meaning of the
Qur’anic language in the passage under consideration. This
meaning is the right one, it is what the Book of Scripture
reveals, and this cannot contradict what has been discovered
by genuine reason and science – what is revealed through
the Book of Nature.
What comes to us through Revelation (the Book of Scripture)
and clearly established truths of science (the Book of
Nature) “refer to the same kind of – namely factual – truth
or descriptive truth about an objective world, and cannot
therefore contradict each other.”45

There are occasions when one has to decide whether
a scriptural passage is to be interpreted literally or
metaphorically. According to Sir Sayyid, this situation arises
when the scriptural passage contradicts what has been
established by science demonstratively, i.e., beyond all
reasonable doubt. When such a contradiction arises, a nonliteral interpretation is justified. This comes about because
“modern sciences establish truths that can claim the same
degree of certainty as the first principles (auwaliyat) of
classical philosophy… because they are based on experience
of facts in accordance with the law of cause and effect, on
permanence and uniformity of events, different forms of
induction, repeated observation and observation by way of
refined instruments.”46

43 Galileo Galilei, Letter to the Grand Duchess Christina of Tuscany, 1615, http://hti.osu.edu/
sites/default/files/galileo_galilei.pdf, accessed on 2/8/2020.
44 See Troll, op. cit., 168-170.
45 Loc. cit.
46 Ibid., 169.

4.

5.
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Sir Sayyid is not alone in this view – although other scholars
like Ali Bakhsh Khan disagree with him – because his
view is similar to Ibn Rushd’s response to the problem
of reconciling maqul (demonstrative truth) and manqul
(scriptural truth). In fact, Sir Sayyid considers the position
of Ibn Rushd “extremely balanced and reasonable.”47 Sir
Sayyid is convinced of the justifiability of his view because
all truths come from the same author of the universe and
hence they cannot contradict each other. In fact, this is
what the author of the Book of Scripture had in mind. Thus
here science comes to the aid of the exegete to identify the
meaning the author of the Scripture had in mind.
Sir Sayyid is clear that such a move in no way undermines
the importance and sacredness of the Holy Scripture. In
fact, “Scripture exhorts the believer to contemplate nature
and to improve his knowledge of it, and thus to know more
perfectly God and His Law.”48

Commenting on Sir Sayyid’s contribution to scriptural
interpretation, Ansari says: “We may note that the application of
critical reasoning to Islam as a religion is the main highlight of
Sir Sayyid Weltanshauung, which opened vast vistas in the re−
interpretation of the Islamic world view in the context of modern
sciences, both natural and social. One may therefore rightly claim that
‘with the advent of Prophet Mohammad the age of reason ensued.’”49
Opposition to Sir Sayyid

It was only natural that Sir Sayyid’s view would be
vehemently opposed by some, perhaps considerably large,
sections of Muslim leaders and scholars. He and his colleagues
were well aware of this possibility and took whatever steps they
could to pre-empt such opposition and to clarify their position. In
47 Ibid., 170.
48 Loc. cit.
49 S. M. Ansari, op. cit., 221.
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particular, they tried to show that their views were being made
public in order to protect Islam from being abandoned by the
educated as happened in some other religions in other regions
of the world.

Conclusion

Harmonious blending of the truths of religion and the facts
of science
Both the Book of Scripture and the Book of Nature are God’s
gift to humans for their enlightenment and betterment. The former
has given rise to religion and the latter to science. Although God’s
formal revelation through the Book of Scripture has ceased,
revelation through the Book of Nature continues through science.
Thanks to scientific developments, almost every day we humans
are learning more about the mysterious ways God is present and
active in our universe. The new insights we are able to gather
through science and technology are helping us to understand the
profound message of the Book of Scripture more clearly. The three
outstanding scholars discussed in this essay clearly understood
this fact despite their differing religious backgrounds – Kepler was
a Lutheran, Galileo a Catholic and Sir Sayyid a Muslim. That is why
they could see no tension, much less any contradiction, between
what scientific developments uncover and what has been revealed
by the Holy Scriptures. In fact, they found a complementary
relationship of mutual enrichment and reinforcement between the
messages of the Book of Scripture and of Nature.

Of course, not everything science says should be accepted
without further investigation. There needs to be appropriate
critical and responsible reflection and evaluation of scientific
findings and ideas, particularly on the basis of the fundamental
principles revealed through genuine religion and its legitimate,
well-informed and open-minded authorities. These three men
and many others like them assure us that humanity stands to gain
by the harmonious blending of the revealed truths of religion and
the discovered facts of science.

Islam in the Thought of J. N. Farquhar
David Emmanuel Singh

Introduction
J. N. Farquhar (1861-1929) is known for his works relating
to Hindus/Hinduism. His views on Islam, however, are as yet
unknown. This paper makes an attempt to bridge this gap. I hope
too that this modest contribution will serve to honour Professor
Christian W. Troll.
As a member of the Evangelical Union Church in Scotland,
Farquhar came into contact with the Orientalists Max Müller
(1823-1900) and Monier Monier-Williams (1819-99) in Oxford,
which began his introduction to India. Although he did not attend
the missionary conference in Edinburgh (1910), he remained
in correspondence with its leaders, which still enabled him
to make a significant contribution to the reports emerging from
here. Farquhar’s influence was expanded through his travels to
England and USA (Hartford Seminary, Connecticut, which was
becoming known for the study of Islam through the Duncan
Black Macdonald Centre, and the journal The Moslem World,
founded in 1911). His lectures at the Hartford Seminary in 1913
were focussed on the topic of his book on modern religious
movements in India.

Eric Sharpe (1933-2000), known for his survey of
comparative religion as an academic discipline, speaks of
Farquhar as being ‘the director, its inspiration, and its conscience’
of ‘the Protestant missionary corps in India’. He suggests also that
Farquhar was ‘the first Protestant missionary in India to base a

332 Witness to a Common Hope

missionary theology, not on Christian assumptions only’.1 This is
because he was sympathetic to the broader religious background
of Christianity in India. We know Farquhar himself acknowledged
that whilst his main study involved Hinduism, his travels for
lectures ‘brought him in personal contact with men of almost
every type of belief.’ This exposure enabled him to look beyond
Hinduism to other religions and more significantly ‘religious
movements’ including Islam. Consequently, even though it is not
well known, Islam too was a significant topic of discussion in at
least three of his major works.

Three of Farquhar’s major writings contain much relevant
material on Islam. My review of these is below; this is followed by
a discussion highlighting the importance of Farquhar’s references
to Islam’s relation to Christianity. One hopes Farquhar and his
works will find a fresh lease of life in our time and theological
students, particularly those interested in theology of religions
and dialogue with Islam, will uncover a facet in his works that
was hitherto hidden from view.

Review of Three Writings
‘The Religious Literature’

An outline of the religious literature of India was published in
1920, as the fourth volume in the Religious Quest of India series,
co-edited by Farquhar and H.D. Griswold.2 The work contains
seven chapters and 361 pages. The editorial preface (pp. v-vi)
describes two ‘impelling motives’ that inform the series, first,
that each volume was written ‘in the sincere and sympathetic
spirit of science’ and, second, that they ‘seek to set each form of
1

See E.J. Sharpe, ‘Farquhar, John Nicol’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, vol. 19
(Oxford, 2004), 90-1; ‘J. N. Farquhar’, Mission legacies: Biographical studies of leaders of
the modern missionary movement, in G.H. Anderson, et al ed., (Maryknoll, NY, 1994), 2906; “The legacy of J.N. Farquhar,” Occasional Bulletin of Missionary Research, Overseas
Ministries Study Center, New Haven CT, 3, (April 1979), 61-4.

2

J.N. Farquhar, An Outline of the Religious Life of India, London, 1920, Delhi, 1984, [s.l.],
2010, Charleston NC, 2012, [s.l.], 2013, [s.l.], 2016, Toronto, 2018.
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Indian religion by the side of Christianity in such a way that the
relationship may stand out clear’, thus presenting Jesus Christ as
their ‘goal’ and ‘starting point’.

Like all of Farquhar’s other works (except Modern religious
movements in India), this book appears to have been written with
Hinduism in mind. He writes in the Foreword that the book was
inspired by ‘an overwhelming sense of personal need’, with a focus
on the ‘chief Hindu sects or philosophies’ (p. ix). Certain texts and
philosophies have been studied by scholars, but on their own
and not as part of the continuous ‘religious history’. Farquhar is
bothered by the barriers he sees as he seeks to engage with these
sects or philosophies – not because of imperfections in them but
because these were and have continued to remain ‘imperfectly
known’ despite the long history of their development.

As was the case in The Crown of Hinduism, in this fairly
massive book references to Islam appear incidental, with
the major exception of chapter viii (pp. 284-361) but this is
enough to show that his approach towards Islam was not too
dissimilar to his approach to the other so-called Indian religions
interconnected with the history of Hinduism. In all his writings
and also here, reforms within religions (and it included Islam)
was seen as an evidence of Christ as ‘the light’. Christ was not
just the light illuminating the Indian religions from within but
all of the religions; in this sense, Islam was incorporated in
this theological synthesis. A supposed claim for a scientific
examination of religions might seem inconsistent with a theology
of religions with Christ as ‘the goal and the starting point’; it
might also seem ‘incompatible’ to critics, but to Farquhar ‘the
second motive reinforces the first’ (p. iv). The assumption was
that all religions in India at the time were on a quest and this
‘age-long quest of the Indian spirit for religious power’ was
finding in Christ ‘its goal and its new starting point’ (p. iv).

One example of a historic reform in Hinduism was the bhakti
movement. In speaking of this devotional movement, Farquhar
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refers to the ancient Buddhist ‘university’ of Vikramshila
which was founded in the 9th century and abandoned in the
early 13th century when it was attacked by the Muslim general
Muḥammadibn Bakhtiyār Khiljī (Khaljī) (d. 1206). This Buddhist
centre of learning, which attracted scholars from all over India,
was already weakening owing to ‘Hindu violence and criticism’,
and Islam came as the last and most effective weapon that
‘destroyed Buddhism […] in the great conquest of the North just
before A.D. 1200’ (p. 272). Some may consider this to be a passing
reference to Islam but it is significant since this martial version of
Islam translated into Indian Sufism which shared traits with the
bhakti cult as in the hybrid cult of Kabir Das (pp. 284, 291, 323,
326 etc.); Islam (particularly Sufism) and Hinduism both played
a role in Kabir’s spirituality (p. 331); idolatry was denounced
(p. 332); the notion of the Incarnation of the divine was rejected
and monotheism was adopted (p. 333).

In chapter viii of his book, Farquhar gives particular
attention to the Muslim influence in India between 1370 and
1800. In this substantial section of his book, he presents Islam
as the main factor influencing changes in Hindu and Jain thinking
(philosophies), but most importantly also in producing sects
inspired by Indian Islam. Over the centuries of Muslim interactions
with Hindus and Islam’s interactions with Indian religions, Indian
Islam had evolved a highly developed and ordered system of
thought and devotional practice. This re-formed Indian Islam led
to the emergence of movements such as Kabirpanth and Sikhism
(which are just two of the twelve examples listed by Farquhar
(pp. 330-345). Both are living traditions in India today. These
movements exhibit socio-religious hybridity but are strictly
monotheistic; in this sense, therefore, Farquhar’s work here
sees evidence of the movement of ‘the Indian spirit’ towards the
ultimate goal, namely Christ. Islam was as much part of this as
the Indian religions, since it too was being transformed through
the centuries of its interactions with India.
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Islam was, to Farquhar, ‘the new factor in the religion of
India’ (p. 284). He rightly acknowledges its importance in the
13th and 14th centuries in particular, even though Islam and its
ideas had not become widely established or diffused by this time.
It was through the devotional form of Islam (a contextualized
form of Islam such as Chishtiyya), as opposed to the traditional
Sunni Islam and its military campaigns that conversions into
Islam first began to multiply. Sufism acted as a bridge between
Islam and Hinduism; this was probably one of the first examples
of Islam becoming contextualized in India (well before similar
efforts in China). Its gentle approach, the book argues, was
effective in reaching the hearts of Indians (and making Islam and
the worship of the one God more amenable to Indians).
Further evidence of the transformation of Islam in India is
in the high-mindedness of Mughal rulers such as the Emperor
Akbar. Also known as the philosopher-king, Emperor Akbar’s
reform of Islam drew from the religions that existed in India in
his time. His attempt at interfaith dialogue in court may have
had a political angle to it but his aim was to make Islam fit into
the Indian context, again under the influence of Sufism. It was
during his reign that, for the first time under Mughal rule, Hindu
subjects had equal rights with Muslims, and some attained the
highest posts in the military and civil services. Akbar’s din-illāhī
(‘religion of God’) led the way to liberal religious policies, open
dialogues on matters of faith and translations of Hindu works, as
well as generating a sense of peace and well-being, although this
was short-lived (p. 291). Thus, the means by which Islam truly
penetrated the hearts and minds of Indians was Sufism. Like
Kabirpanth, the Guru Granth Sahib, the holy book of Sikhism,
drew on Islam, as did the Maratha Bhaktas in the 15th century,
who incorporated ideas from Islam into their devotional poetry.
Modern Religious Movement

Farquhar’s Modern religious movements in India, was the
outcome of eight Lamson lectures that Farquhar was asked to
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deliver in 1913 at Hartford Theological Seminary, USA.3 The book
was published in 1915. The main text is 445 pages long, divided
into seven chapters. Farquhar’s aim in looking at the many
scattered and varied Indian religious movements was to ‘arrange
them in related groups’ such as those advocating ‘serious reform’
of religion (Ch. 2), those whose reform is ‘checked by defense
of the old faith’,4 which was considered by Farquhar to be an
example of reform in Islam (Ch. 3), which offered a ‘full defense
of the old religions’. Here ‘religions’ in the plural refers to the
sanskritic and non-sanskritic religions, which were incorporated
into the idea of a single religion called ‘Hinduism’ (Ch. 4). Finally,
religious movements aiming for ‘religious nationalism’ (Ch. 5),
and others focusing mainly on ‘social reform and service’ (Ch. 6).

In Ch. 7, Farquhar refers to ‘the significance of the
movements’ from his ‘theology of fulfillment’ perspective (a
perspective which sees movements in religions as a sign of the
work of Christ). The purpose behind this systematic investigation
was to ‘set them [the movements] forth as varying expressions
of a great religious upheaval’ (p. vii). Farquhar not only refers
to Islam and Muslims throughout, he also includes at least two
types of Muslim reform movements in his discussion in order to
build a broader picture of the movements and he discusses the
place of Christianity relative to them. The first explicit section on
Islam occurs in Ch. 2, section 4, and is entitled ‘Muhammadan
Reform’ (pp. 91-100) and the second section appears in Ch. 3,
section 5, where he speaks of Ahmadiyas (of ‘Qadian’ in South
Asia, pp. 137-147). In Ch. 4, he speaks of Muslims (his preferred
terms was ‘the Muhammadans’) under section 5 (see pp. 347351).
Farquhar made a distinction between ‘Indian religions’
(Buddhism, Jainism, Sikhism and Hinduism and foreign religions
3

J.N. Farquhar, Modern Religious Movements in India (New York, 1915).

4

‘Old faith’ here refers to the supposed original religion as e.g. the Ahmadiyya (established
in Qadian by Mirza Ghulam Ahmad).

David Emmanuel Singh 337

(Islam and Christianity).5 He does not dwell here on the long
history of their presence and indigenization, which he had
referred to in the previous work. It appears that in employing the
notions of Indian and foreign he was merely using categories that
were already in use among scholars and administrators. This was
more a way of describing how the reality of religious identities
and distinctions among them had become sharpened. Islam and
Christianity were considered foreign and the source of assaults
against religions that were Indian (we know from Arya Samaj
sources that religious polemics were not a one way street). It was
Islam and Christianity that ‘provoked’ religions regarded as Indian
in order to introduce social and religious reforms. Dayananda
Saraswati (1824-1883), the founder of the Arya Samaj (the Noble
Society – a monotheistic Hindu reform movement), actually saw
himself as a Luther-like reformer of a Vedic community. On the
other hand, Farquhar also saw in Dayananda and his movement
the instrument by which Christianity and Islam risked being
stamped out of India. His reaction to Dayananda was therefore
unambiguously critical: “For extreme unfairness, for inability
to state the position of opponents without caricature, and for
general crudeness, these sections [‘section’ refers to the parts
in Dayananda’s well-known polemical work against Christianity
and Islam, Satyartha Prakash) can hardly be matched in the
whole literature of religious controversy” (p. 113).6

A curious development mentioned in the book is the Nazarene
New Church, which sprang from the Ahmadiyya (pp. 148-150).
It was initiated by E.J.S. White, a government official who was
impressed by Mirza Ghulam Ahmad (1835-1908), the Ahmadiyya
Messiah. To White, Islam was a ‘perverted continuation of the
Nazarene or Ebonite sect’, the immediate community of disciples
5

The term used for foreign was mleccha, which means barbarian, unclean.

6

Dayananda’s critique of Christianity and Islam were matched by an equally robust critique
of the weaknesses in Hinduism, which evidently led to the founding of the Arya Samaj:
‘Thus the program included reform for indigenous religion and extirpation for foreign
religion’ (p. 112).
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of our Lord. (p. 149) White saw parallels between this early
sect and that part of early Islam that consisted of the family of
the Prophet. Farquhar states that White was ‘keenly interested
in ‘Muhammadanism’ and he found the Ahmadiyya version
particularly attractive partly because he believed that the
Ahmadiyya were also suppressed though not ‘crushed out of
existence’ as the Ebionites were (p. 149). Despite his attraction
to Ahmadiyya and its leader, he felt he could not ‘follow him
completely’ and so he established his own new church which
synthesized the ‘purer elements of both Islam and Christianity
in a Unitarian doctrine’ (p. 149). These ‘purer elements’ included
the freedom for the members of his New Church to ‘read the
Kuran as a perfect exposition of the Unitarian doctrine’, ‘adhere
strictly to the law of Moses’, the Gospel of Matthew and some
parts of the NT, pilgrimage to Nazareth and freedom for women,
‘under restrictions, in the worship of the mosque’ (p. 149). Some
influential Muslim families from Kurnool were ‘sympathetic
supporters of the movement’. White tried to establish similar
movements in other parts of South India (including in Madras)
but was unsuccessful and the movement ceased to exist (p. 150).

There was however, from Farquhar’s point of view, some
way to travel in the trajectory of ‘the Brahmanical Church’
reforms. The internal reforms in Indian religions were not going
to bring lasting transformation and this was where Christianity
would make a difference. The goals yet to be achieved were that
all Indians belonging to different religions including Islam would
see God as ‘the Father of men’ and each person as ‘a child of
God’ and hence ‘all men as brothers’ (p. 436); would understand
God as the righteous One as taught by Jesus (this was important
for character building); would emphasize the spiritual worship
of this God (as opposed to repetitive and ritualized worship);
and finally, would recognize the need to move beyond simply
emphasizing the importance of role-models (e.g. Muhammad) in
favour of actually accepting the person of Jesus Christ as Lord.
However, advances in other religions (as also in Islam) were not
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uniform since they were often ‘accompanied by continuous and
steadily increasing inner decay.’ Farquhar credited Christianity
(and not Islam) for exposing both what was good and ‘coarse,
unclean and superstitious’ in the other. Some of the areas
he highlighted (all attributed to Christianity and, again, little
or nothing to Islam) were as follows: (a) reform movements
recognize the significance of monotheism: ‘Christianity has
made men feel that the only possible religion is monotheism’
(p. 434); given his frequent juxtaposition of Christianity with
Islam, it appears reasonable to suppose that Islam was included
here as an impulse for Indian religions to consider monotheism;
(b) reforms exclude ‘polytheism, mythology, idolatry and manworship’ (p. 435); (c) the idea of God being righteous (and just)
in Christianity (but also in Islam) has a profound influence
as well (p. 137-138); (d) a focus on the missionary nature of
faith; (e) a commitment to social reform (p. 442); (f) the use of
mission methods borrowed from Christianity (pp. 442-445) and
a desire for leaders to be like missionaries (pp. 441-442). Some
distinctive elements of Christianity, for Farquhar were firstly, the
idea that ‘the worship of God must be spiritual’; this eliminated
the need for sacrifices, ceremonial bathing, pilgrimages and selftorture (pp. 438-439) and secondly, the Christian doctrine of the
person of Christ, which he saw also in modified form in different
movements as ‘among Muhammadans and Ahmadiyyas’ (pp.
439-440).
‘The Crown of Hinduism’

The Crown contains 469 pages comprising an Introduction
(pp. 11-65) and eleven chapters. Broadly, Farquhar was in search
for a Christian missionary approach to religions (and not just
Hinduism as the title seems to suggest) which he saw reviving
through the reforming religions.7

One of Farquhar’s first references to Islam (he used the
term ‘Muḥammadanism’) occurs in the context of his discussion
7

J.N. Farquhar, The Crown of Hinduism (Oxford, 1913).
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about the ‘cleavage of opinion upon the missionary question’ (p.
17) regarding the reason why missionaries should not persuade
Hindus, Buddhist and Muslims to convert to Christianity. The
reasons against conversion were three-fold. First, the differences
between religions are only ‘superficial and of no consequence’
meaning that deep down religions share the same reality. Second,
although ‘religions differ deeply’ in doctrines and worship, this
does not matter since ‘religion is a practical thing’ and they are
all seeking the same God and hence it is unnecessary to seek
converts. Third, there are good people with joy in their faith
in Islam who are guided by their religion (pp. 18-20). Clearly,
Farquhar found these to be absurd reasons for not actively
seeking converts. For example, the doctrine of the Trinity in
Christianity, for Farquhar, presents a picture of God that is
fundamentally different from the Islamic conception. Faithful
Muslims would never accept the Christian notion of the Triune
God. Farquhar’s position on religions, similar to Louis Massignon
(1883-1962), was influenced by evolutionary ideas current
during his time. This was conceptualized in terms of an image
of a ‘ladder of religion’ from primitive savages to Christianity. To
a reasonable savage living by his lights, the monotheistic vision,
the law and the ethics of Islam would seem to be an advance over
his primitive conception. Farquhar argued likewise with regard
to a polytheist who came in contact with Christianity or Islam.
For such a polytheist, idolatry would appear to be sheer folly.
In speaking about ‘the Hindu family’, Farquhar also wrote
about the eschatological hope in Islam. Clearly, as in Christianity,
there will not be any ‘family in heaven’ in the sense understood on
earth but, in Islam, according to him, ‘sexual enjoyment is made
one of the chief attractions of heaven’ (p. 129). To him, life in
heaven is ‘spiritual, or there is no such life at all’. In speaking of ‘the
divine social order’, Farquhar speaks of the caste system. Whilst
the ‘Buddhists and the other unorthodox schools’ challenged the
hegemony of Brahmanism, there was, according to him no explicit
condemnation of the caste system because it had not yet become
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‘rigid and harmful’. What Farquhar critiqued was that neither
by ancient Buddhism nor down through the centuries, including
around the time of the advent of Islam, was there any serious
critique of the caste system nor was there ‘any idea incompatible
with caste’ implanted ‘in the Indian mind’ - until now, he claims,
with the arrival of Christianity. This does not mean that caste was
condoned in Islam. Caste is a ‘natural outcome of the doctrine
of karma and transmigration’ and ‘the disappearance of all race
difference in Islam is the necessary result of the conception of the
infinite exaltation of Allah and of the littleness and weakness of
man’. Here, there is a coming together of Islam and Christianity
but where they diverge is also significant for Farquhar. The
‘enslavement of unbelievers captured in war’ can easily make
acceptable in light of the ‘dogma that believers are the object
of Allah’s high favour and unbelievers of his utter displeasure.’
He further held that ‘the Muslim doctrine that women were far
inferior to men’ was responsible for the practice of ‘polygamy,
free divorce and concubinism in Muhammadan lands.’ In other
words, he sees a strong connection between belief and social
organization. In contrast, the teachings of Jesus, for Farquhar,
undergird what he then describes as a ‘healthy social life.’
Elsewhere, Farquhar returns to Islam again in the context
of a fuller discussion of idolatry. He reviews ancient and modern
criticisms of idolatry arising from within ancient India as, for
example, in some Tamil and Telugu literature and the works of
the Maratha saint Namdeva (c.1270-1350). But none of these
criticisms developed into a strong and persistent movement
before the arrival of Islam in the north. When Islamic iconoclasm
manifested itself most severely in many examples of ‘the
destruction of temples and images and the number of their
priests.’ Lest it be misconstrued, Farquhar balances this severe
view of Islam spreading by the sword with one that is supported
with a fair amount of evidence and which involved the peaceful
spread of Islam producing results that ‘violent methods do not
appear to have produced.’ Reform movements like Kabir Panth
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(Kabir, 1440-1518) involving a synthesis of Hindu and Muslim
ideas were a means by which ‘the stern monotheism of Islam and
its hatred of idolatry passed into Hinduism and took organized
form.’ Sikhism, which was founded by Nanak, was also influenced
by both Hindu and Islamic ideas and condemned idols. The Islamic
but more importantly the 19th century Christian missionary
critique of idolatry led to the emergence of a number of powerful
theistic reform movements of which Brahmo (1828-) and Arya
Samaj (1875-) are fine examples.

Importance for Theology/Religions
Islam and Christianity

The immense breadth of the traditions reviewed in his work
on the Religious Literature of India can easily give the impression
to readers that this research is exclusively about Indian (Hindu)
traditions. This is a not an accurate conclusion. References to
Islam are peppered throughout and they are also found in a full
chapter dedicated to the influence of Indian Islam/Muslims. It
is true that the immediate aim was to demonstrate how Islam
‘influenced’ Indian religious traditions through centuries of
contact but in its broader conception of religion, where farquhar
is looking for evidence of the influence of Christ, Islam is as
much part of the total picture as any other Indian religion. At
least in an evolutionary sense, Islam and especially its reformed
traditions were considered to be closer to Christianity than to
any other religion. Jesus Christ was already embedded in the
belief of Islam and so was belief in one God. Islam, and indeed
traditions reformed through interaction with it, were for this
reason understood as allies of Christianity.

A focus on parallels between such religious traditions and
Christianity reintroduced a tradition of dialogue instead of the
polemics so common in the 19th century. Also, the idea that
Muslims played a marginal role in promoting inter-religious
dialogue could be challenged in the light of Farquhar’s work
and its argument about the extent of the Muslim influence in
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India. A more open space was indeed fostered by Islam, which in
turn nurtured the evolution of new religious movements; these
movements then served to span the perceived divide between
the religions. Kabir Das, a 15th century Indian mystic, for example,
played a significant role in bringing Muslims, Hindus and Sikhs
onto the same page, with many regarding him to be ‘a great
mystic and religious reformer’. He inspired a brand of devotion
(bhakti) centered on the one God, which underlies reformed
Hinduism, Islam and Sikhism alike.8

More generally, Farquhar’s approach to Islam was
refreshingly nuanced in comparison with the 19th century
polemics. His book, for example, speaks of the role of ‘the sword’
in the spread of Islam in India, but it balances this by identifying
other routes by which Islam gripped the attention of ordinary
Indians. Indigenization through contact and exchange was, for
instance, a major means of Islam’s growth. Farquhar, however,
did not fully address the question of how the influence of Islam
in India and on India’s religious traditions developed during the
centuries of its presence in the Subcontinent. Clearly, this did not
happen through the sword or by the other theories that Eaton
speaks of in his work.9
Eaton outlines four conventional theories of Islamization in
India: immigration, sword, patronage, social liberation (section
5 in chapter 1). Farquhar’s critique shows that these factors do
not fully explain the reasons for conversions to Islam during
many centuries in India. Another work by Eaton, however,
better describes conversion (and hence the Islamic contact and
exchange) as a ‘very gradual process’, which involved ‘accretion
and reform’ (‘Approaches to the Study of Conversion to Islam in
India’ in pp. 106-123). In other writings, Farquhar emphasizes
how Sufism played a central role because the Sufis fulfilled a
8
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variety of functions in society.10 Besides the notion of the gradual
process of conversion, the dynamic reality of Islam also spawned
hybrid movements in India, whose impact was felt not only in
Hinduism but also in Islam as these movements were neither
simply Islamic nor Hindu.

Farquhar’s reference to the role played by the Emperor,
Akbar the Great (1556-1605) in promoting contact and exchange
between different religious traditions is significant as well. Akbar
played a pivotal role in promoting interfaith relations in South Asia,
one of the richest Muslim empires in the world. His inclination to
engage in debate was further strengthened by the soft power of
Sufism. Although credit for the facilitation of the broader ‘crosscultural interactions between the English and various groups in
South Asia during the years 1600 - 1857’ was given to the British
East India Company,11 motivation for such interactions and the
revolutionary adaptations that made this possible were facilitated
in the prevailing liberal space fostered by the devotional practice
of Islam that many Mughals patronized. The encounters that the
Jesuits made with the Mughals enabled the former to ‘change
their perceptions’ about Islam. These missionaries then became
the medium through which the Europeans (the Portuguese)
saw Islam. The Jesuit position became less critical and less
encumbered by a sense of superiority as time passed; one sees
a softer attitude emerging and an increasing dilution of Jesuit
criticism of Mughal Islamic practices.12
Religious Reformation and Christianity

In this work, Farquhar offers a cogent classification of
different types of reforms involving Islam, Christianity and
10 Richard M Eaton, The Sufis of Bijapur, 1300-1700: Social Roles of Sufis in Medieval India
(Princeton University Press, 2015).
11 See W.A. Pettigrew & M. Gopalan, The East India Company, 16-1857: Essays on AngloIndian Connection, 2016.
12 Onenkala, “The Beginning of the Jesuit Mission, their perception of Akbar in the Mughal
Court (1580-1605)” International Journal of Recent Research in Social Sciences and
Humanities 2, no. 3 (2015): 44-51.
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Hinduism. He also offers his explanation for ‘the steady advance
of the ancient faiths’. In his view that Christianity played a major
role in socio-religious change, Farquhar was partially right since
Christianity did play a part in catalyzing reforms but not all the
reform movements became part of the culture as some were
only ‘transitional’ (to use Kenneth Jones’ term) and the Arya
Samaj, on which he focused in detail, was an example of such
a transitional movement.13 Scholars are now rather guarded in
claiming a greater role for Christianity than can be backed up
by evidence. Thus, Farquhar rightly attributed the reforms he
outlined to Christianity but also acknowledged other possible
factors, including Oriental research, Western science and the
colonial presence. He may have failed to fully acknowledge the
role played by Islam though this religion was certainly included
in his analysis of reforms. Islam, too, underwent reforms as did
Hinduism but Farquhar saw Islam in a slightly different light
as compared to Hinduism. Islam was manifestly a monotheistic
religion closely related to Judaism and Christianity and he
acknowledged its long presence in India. All this together makes
it impossible for Islam not to have played an important role
together with Christianity in encouraging the religious reform of
Hinduism, resulting in a movement like the Arya Samaj.
The contextualization that has occurred within Islam is often
overlooked. Even less attention has been paid to Muslim efforts to
enable their faith to enjoy a deeper relationship with Christianity.
Farquhar draws our attention to the contextualization achieved
through the appearance of Ahmadiyya, which attempted to build
abridge between Islam and Christianity and also between Islam
and Hinduism. The ability of Islam to adapt to India by means
of Sufism has been the subject of several works.14 Efforts to
13 K. W. Jones, Socio-Religious Reform Movements in British India, New Cambridge History
of India 3, (New Delhi, 1994).

14 D. Lee, Contextualisation of Sufi Spirituality in Seventeenth and Eighteenth Century China
(Cambridge, 2015); Nile Green, Islam and the Army in Colonial India: Sepoy Religion in
the Service of Empire (Cambridge, 2009).
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‘Contextualize Muslim Identity’ have been very evident in Indian
Islam and allow us to dismiss the notion of an ‘essentialized
reading of the Indian Muslim identity’.15 One of the diverse
schools of thought that reforms have generated within Indian
Islam is the presence of darul ‘ulum, which has led to ‘the
symbolic construction of the walls of Deoband’.16 This project
not only sought to wrest control of education from colonial and
missionary institutions but also to foster a broader sense of
‘Indian Islam’ and ‘Muslim Identity’. The idea of an ‘imagined
community’ clearly distinguished from other schools of thought
and other religions was further fostered by movements such as
da‘wa and Tabligh, which were national and transnational Muslim
mission efforts directed towards both insiders and outsiders.17

A question remains, however, for Christian mission: if diverse
religions, including Islam, are already advancing and realizing
the potential inherent in their ‘ancient faiths’, what opportunity
is left for Christianity in this movement of change? It is clear that
Farquhar’s analysis does not envisage the abandonment of mission
activity. In his view, religions other than Christianity (including
Islam) ‘lacked’ something that could ‘only be replaced or fulfilled
by Christianity’. What remains unacknowledged in this wave of
reform across religions described by Farquhar are the signs of an
increasingly defensive stance among Christian missionaries. There
was a growing realization that these reforms were not drawing
religions towards Christianity as their fulfilment. Reforms were
often the result of certain unintended factors that generated the
need for change or the desire to acquire something that these
religions recognized as present in Christianity (or in Islam).18
15 Economic and Political Weekly 44, no. 24 (1 June 2009).

16 R. Geaves, “The Symbolic Construction of the Walls of Deoband,” Islam and ChristianMuslim Relations 23, no. 3 (2012).
17 See M.J. Kuiper, Da‘wa and other religions: Indian Muslims and the modern resurgence
of global Islamic activism (Routledge, 2017).
18 See M. Swamy, “Religion, Religious Conflicts and Interreligious Dialogue in India: An
Interrogation” (PhD diss., University of Edinburgh, 2012).
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The 19th century missionary approach was largely disparaging
and oppositional. This approach was focused on the normative
‘superiority of Christianity’ and was devoid of any appreciation of
the insights on religions gained from ‘comparative religion’ or the
‘science of religion’. Farquhar believed the ‘scientific approach’
was better suited to enabling missionaries to gain an unbiased
(or less biased) understanding of other religions. However,
Farquhar’s approach was, as noted before, not ‘purely scientific’
because the particular permutation of his missionary approach
was informed by the prevailing evolutionary thinking. Since he
was a product of his time, it is not surprising that his theoretical
position was to present Christianity as the ‘Crown of Hinduism’.
His approach was ‘sympathetic’ in supposing that what is prior is
not untrue; it is merely less formed or less developed. He thought
that the task of the ‘missionary scientist’ was to give a nudge to
this evolutionary process. Although Hinduism was his main focus,
Farquhar also made several references to Islam and Muslims.

The negative approach to India and its heritage adopted by
missionaries such as C.F. Andrews [1871-1940] and E. Stanley
Jones [1884-1973] led to reactions expressed through writings,
street preaching, public debates and more importantly, it led to
indigenous Indian reform movements. Farquhar was hailed as
a new kind of missionary writer whose approach was different.
His work reflected evolutionary thinking but also affirmed ‘the
universal witness of God’ and took the Indian texts, history and
traditions seriously. This approach is usually characterized as
‘fulfilment theology’, which dominated the early 20th century.
Subsequently, fulfilment theology became less pronounced
in Indian Christian Theology and led to a clearer and a less
prejudiced view of the other by accepting the continuities as
well as the discontinuities between religions. Although Farquhar
did not write a book entitled ‘the Crown of Islam’, the religion
of Islam was also viewed in terms of fulfilment theology as was
Hinduism. Farquhar’s ideas on ‘fulfilment’ have echoes in many
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different theological writings, but especially those emanating
from India. A 2001 doctoral thesis of an Indian Christian
theologian, Ivan Satyavarta sought to throw a new light on this
approach by focusing on two Indian converts to Christianity.
Satyavarta argued that other religious traditions ‘can serve as a
pedagogy to Christ’ and a ‘verification of a trinitarian scheme of
progressive, differentiated and complementary divine revelation’
between Christianity and other religions. Satyavarta’s two case
studies were drawn from a Hindu (K.M. Banerjee) and Sikh
convert (Sadhu Sundar Singh)19 but throughout the 19th and 20th
centuries we have examples of prominent Muslim conversions to
Christianity as well. One of these was ‘Imād-ud-dīn.20

With regard to Christian-Muslim relations, one can identify
an element of Farquhar’s evolutionary ideas in the thinking
of a Catholic (Melkite) who led the ‘Catholic-Muslim mutual
understanding’, namely Louis Massignon (1883-1962), especially
in his idea of ‘the stages of revelation’ with Christ completing this
process in his ‘revelation of Divine Love’. His writings on Islam came
out of a deep sense of sympathy with Islam, which he understood
as representing the stage of ‘natural religion of the Patriarchs’.21
Parallels to Massignon’s ideas can also be found in the thinking of
the British missionary, W.H.T. Gairdner (d. 1928) who belonged
to the Christian Missionary Society (CMS) in Egypt. Although
Farquhar’s approach continued to reflect the 19th century’s
obsession with debate and apologetics,22 he always demonstrated
fair-mindedness. The idea of fulfilment was critiqued early on by

19 I.M. Satyavarta, “God has not left himself without witness: A Critical Examination of the
‘Fulfilment’ Concept in the Christian Understanding of Other Religions in Indian Christian
Thought, with Special Reference to the Contribution of Krishna Mohan Banerjea and Sadhu
Sundar Singh to Protestant Fulfillment Theology” (PhD diss. The Open University).
20 M.P. Kamil, “The Unfinished Agenda: The Great Munāz̤ara of 1854 and ‘Imād-ud-dīn’s
Contribution to the Muslim-Christian Debates in Nineteenth-Century India” (PhD diss.,
Middlesex University).

21 See more on Massignon in M.L. Gude, Louis Massignon – the Crucible of Compassion
(Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1996).
22 See his journal, Orient and Occident and his work on the Verse of Stoning in the Bible and
the Qur’an, 1910.
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A.G. Hogg who taught and served as the principal at the Madras
Christian College from 1875-1954 and who wrote Karma and
Redemption (1904). Hogg’s reflections were exceptional during
a period of mission history when missionaries were on the
defensive (owing to the reform movements in Hinduism).23 Hogg
was of the view that fulfilment theology was an expression of the
fact that Christians and Christianity were offering what religious
people were searching for. Christian mission was making Hindus
feel the need for something available only in Christianity.

Conclusion

In writing the books that I have reviewed, Farquhar’s aim
was to ‘work in the sincere and sympathetic spirit of science’.
However, as a Christian faced with such an immense variety of
traditions and their schools of thought, Farquhar recognized the
difficulty of upholding the principles of his ‘scientific’ pursuit. The
ultimate motivation for researching and writing this work was
evidently Christological; so the book was written by a Christian
believer (who happened to be a scholar) concerned with
showing how the Christ he worshiped related to the religions
of the world. In the light of his comment about ‘hastening the
consummation’, i.e. the realization of the Christological vision or
the goal he believed all religions were moving towards, one could
question the claim about his work being an example of ‘scientific’
scholarship.

If one reads Farquhar’s works as pieces of scholarship in
their own right, it would not be possible to dismiss their value
as sources for an understanding of religions and religious
movements in the 19th century. As sources for an understanding
of the theology of religions prevalent in the 19th century,
Farquhar’s works highlight a developmental understanding of
religion, which was catalyzed by Islam and Christianity in the
context of India. Although Islam was on a different plane than
23 More on Hogg can be found in E.J. Sharpe, “The Legacy of A.G. Hogg,” International
Bulletin of Missionary Research 6, no. 2 (1982): 65-69.
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the Indian religious traditions, Islam, for Farquhar, was also
part of the movement of religions towards the ‘consummation’
in Christ. The significance of this view can be appreciated only
in the light of prevailing 19th century polemics and interreligious
competition. By recognizing parallels in the religious reforms of
different religious traditions, Farquhar’s approach opened up a
course that ran counter to the prevailing atmosphere of polemics
and competition among the religions of India. Farquhar pointed
to signs of a general aspiration for the fulfilment of human
hopes in Christ. This approach had critics like Hogg but was and
continues to be relevant, especially in the context of hostility and
opposition between the religions.

An Appraisal of Henry Martyn’s
Approach to Islam with Reference to
Controversial Tracts
Pamhor Thumra

Introduction
This paper is a historical appraisal of Henry Martyn’s (17811812) approach to Islam and his encounter with Muslims in India
and Persia vis-à-vis Controversial Tracts.1 Martyn was a product of
his time—oriental in world view and missionizing in commitment.
His approach towards Islam was polemic but apologetic in his
defense of Christianity. The appraisal of his method from the
present trends of Christian-Muslim relations summons reproach.
Christian-Muslim relations in India today have evolved towards
a dialogical approach. Looking back on the history of Christian’s
interface with Muslims is an important learning curve. Re-telling
the past as it appeared can be a guide in our path towards better
Christian-Muslim relations. It is with this purpose that the writer
appraises Martyn’s approach to Muslims vis-à-vis Controversial
Tracts. The progress in Christian-Muslim relations, however
small (at least in the Protestant Indian Christian history), would
not have occurred without the work of Henry Martyn. He is
remembered as a pioneer in the field. The essence of Martyn’s
passion for the Muslims remains but the approach and objective
of the mission have evolved from missionizing converts to the
direction of dialogue, reconciliation and relations with Muslims.
1

Controversial Tracts on Christianity and Muḥammadanism records the three rejoinders of
Henry Martyn to Mirzā Muhammad Ibrāhīm on issues relating to Qur’an, the prophethood
of Muhammad and the vanity of Ṣūfīsm. The tracts’ main aim was to refute Islam in
defense of Christianity.
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Henry Martyn: Modern Protestant Missionary to the Muslims

Henry Martyn is known as the pioneer Protestant Christian
missionary to the Muslims in India and Persia in modern times.
His missionary approach and objectives should be understood in
the context of the Christian mission world view of the 18th and
19th centuries. This period witnessed intense studies in eastern
religion and culture in many parts of the colonial world as a
result of travel and missionary reports due to new discoveries
in the East. Missionary agencies and individuals set out to many
parts of the colonial world to preach the Gospel and to make
new converts. Henry Martyn was one of them. He is known as
the ‘first modern missionary to the Muḥammadans.’2 Christian
W. Troll identified him as “Henry Martyn (1781-1812) the
pioneer Protestant missionary among the Muslims in India
and Iran...”3 Clinton Bennett knew him as a ‘missionary’ or ‘the
pioneer Protestant missionary to Muslims,’ and ‘the first modern
missionary to Islam.’ However, according to Bennett, Martyn
was technically not a missionary per se, in the sense that he was
neither sent by a missionary society nor commissioned by his
church for missionary work. Having said this, Bennett admits
that Martyn was a missionary insofar as his ‘self-understanding’
and ‘modus operandi’ were concerned.4
In the preface of George Smith’s Henry Martyn: Saint and
Scholar, the author wrote that Martyn was a “Bengal chaplain
of the East India Company, he was, above all, a missionary to
the two divisions of Islam, in India and Persia, and Arabia and
Turkey.”5 Smith further commented that “…Henry Martyn’s

2

George Smith, Henry Martyn: Saint and Scholar (London: The Religious Tract Society, 1892).

3

Christian W. Troll, Christian-Muslim Relations in India: A Critical Study (Bangalore:
Association for Islamic Studies, 1980), 8-9.

4

Clinton Bennett, “The Legacy of Henry Martyn,” International Bulletin of Missionary
Research (January 1992): 10-11.

5

George Smith, op. cit., vi. See T. I. Chinniah, “An Examination of the History of the Henry
Martyn Institute of Islamic Studies and Its Evaluation” (B.D. Thesis, Senate of Serampore
University, 1975), 7.
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(defense) was the first attempt of Reformed Christendom to
carry the pure doctrine of Jesus Christ to the Asiatic races ….”6
While affirming that Martyn was “the first modern missionary
to Muslims,” although he came to India as a chaplain of the
East India Company, David T. Lindell commented on the work
and commitment of Martyn: “…for it signifies a standard of
scholarship, a commitment to the Gospel and a burning love
for Muslim people which still ought to move and inspire us all
today.”7

Although Martyn came to India as a chaplain of the East
India Company, his interest was to show the people of India
the way to Christ. There are questions, however, about whether
his mission (apart from his work as chaplain) was directed to
Hindus or to Muslims. While his mission was focused mostly
on Muslims, he was very knowledgeable of Hindu religion and
culture. While in Iran, he recalled that during his stay in India he
had made every inquiry about Hinduism and ‘Muḥammadanism.’8
While stationed at Dinapore (Bihar) from 1806-1809, Martyn
expressed his desire to work among Hindus. Quoting the work
of S. Wilberforce, Clinton Bennett described Martyn’s desire
to work with Hindus as “the utmost encouragement and even
desire to go and reach to the Hindooos [sic]. My talent seems to
me to be peculiarly suited to them.”9 In Dinapore, he began Urdu
translation of the Bible, followed by Persian and Arabic versions
with the help of Nathaniel Sabat.10
6

George Smith, op. cit., 400.

7

D. T. Lindell, Henry Martyn Institute of Islamic Studies (Hyderabad: Henry Martyn
Institute, 1980), 2-3; D. T. Lindell, “The Henry Martyn Institute of Islamic Studies,” The
Bulletin of Christian Institute of Islamic Studies 3, no. 1-4 (Jan-Dec 1980): 134.

8

George Smith, op. cit., 384.

9

S. Wilberforce, ed., Journals and Letters of Henry Martyn, vol., 1 (London: R.B. Seeley
and W. Burnside, 1837), 163; quoted by Bennett in “The Legacy of Henry Martyn,” op.
cit., 12.

10 Clinton Bennett, op. cit., 12.
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Translation of the New Testament

Martyn took language lessons from the language expert John
Gilchrist on ‘Hindustani’ (Urdu) even before leaving for India.
The latter was an Urdu teacher who had previously taught in the
Company’s training college at Calcutta. He was instrumental in
writing dictionaries, grammar, and preparing readings in Urdu.
Martyn, during his voyage, worked on such materials because
he knew that he would be posted in the Northern part of India
where there was a sizeable population of Muslims. Literary
contributions were one of his main achievements but this was
not his only occupation. During this period in India, he took help
from ‘paid assistants’ (munshīs) who are native translators. They
played a big role in Christian-Muslim encounters. Two important
translators were ‘Abdul Masīḥ and Jawād bin Sabat. Both were
Muslim converts. The former is known for extending Martyn’s
legacy and the latter for reverting to Islam. Avril A. Powell was
of the view that without them the Bible translation project of
Martyn would not have been possible.11

In 1807, Martyn began translating the New Testament
into Hindustani language. He completed the translation in
1810 after his transfer to Cawnpore (now known as Kanpur in
Uttar Pradesh). Vivienne Stacey remarked that the Urdu New
Testament was Martyn’s greatest single work.12 During his four
years in North India, Martyn translated the New Testament
simultaneously into three different languages: Hindustani (Urdu),
Arabic, and Persian. He left Cawnpore for Persia with the Persian
and Arabic versions in the month of October 1810. His zeal for the
cause of translation is understood from his expression, “If I live
to complete the Persian New Testament, my life after that will
11 Avril A. Powell, “The Legacy of Henry Martyn to the Study of India’s Muslims and Islam
in the Nineteenth Century,” 6, https://www.cccw.cam.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/
Powell-Dr-Avril.pdf (March 18, 2020). See also, Chinniah, “An Examination of the
History of the Henry Martyn Institute of Islamic Studies and Its Evaluation”, op. cit., 9.
12 Vivienne Stacey, Life of Henry Martyn (Hyderabad: Henry Martyn Institute, 1980), 37.
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be less important.”13 The Persian New Testament was completed
in February 1812.14 The revised translation of the Persian New
Testament in Shiraz was printed after Martyn’s death at St.
Petersburg in 1815 and Calcutta in 1816. In 1814, the translation
of the Hindustani (Urdu) New Testament was published in the
Arabic script under the auspices of the British and Foreign Bible
Society in Bengal by the Serampore Press. Three years later a
publication of the same translation in Nagri script intended for
Hindu readers was produced. Many further editions of the New
Testament were made and missionaries continued to make use
of Martyn’s translation. For instance, Powell reported that a
Baptist missionary by the name of William Yates published a new
translation in 1838 and made ‘free’ use of Martyn’s translation.15

Martyn’s Hindustani, Persian, and Arabic versions of the
New Testament which circulated in North India since the 1820s
gave new impetus to the Muslim ‘ulamā’ for polemical arguments.
One of the main reasons often cited was the differences among
the translations and subsequent editions. For instance, Maulānā
Raḥmat Allāh Kairānāwī questioned the reliability of Christian
Scriptures based on the variety of translations and editions. The
Muslims referred to this as the ‘corruption of the scriptures.’
Muslim scholars also refuted the claims of Christianity about the
Scriptures. This critique was based on the translation of Jawādbin
Sabat’s (Martyn’s munshī) book Sabatian Proofs which support
the pillars of the Muḥammadan religion and subvert the columns
of the abrogated Christian faith published at Calcutta in 1814.
However, this work was said to be incoherent and concerned less
with religious questions.16
13 Constance E. Padwick, Henry Martyn: Confessor of the Faith (Chicago: Moody Press,
1950), 221.
14 George Smith, op. cit., 446.
15 Avril A. Powell, op. cit., 10.
16 Ibid., 16.
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Henry Martyn’s Approach to the Muslims in India and
Persia

Powell noted that apart from his translation work, Martyn
did not get down to a serious discussion with the Muslims in
India who were gathered in famed mosques, madrasas, and Ṣūfī
shrines in North India. It is also said that meetings arranged by
munshī who worked as a go-between for Martyn with ‘ulamā’
and pīrs did not materialize. For instance, Jawād had planned
for Martyn to visit an important Ṣūfī shrine at Phulwārī Sharīf
(Patna), which did not materialize. He was not known to have
visited madrasas and mosques in and around Delhi. For this
reason, it was said that there was no intellectual exchange
between learned Muslims and Martyn. Moreover, Martyn was
not known to have mentioned Muslim scholars whose reputation
and writings drew students to India from many parts of the
Muslim world. This lack of engagement with Islamic scholarship
is evident in his approach to Islam. Thus, Powell is of the view
that Martyn’s lack of engagement with individuals of deep Islamic
learning questions his scholarship of Islamic studies. Perhaps his
comment that “the work of God is seldom wrought this way”17
may also prove this point.

Whereas Martyn’s approach to Muslims in India was
somewhat passive as far as scholarly discussion of Islam was
concerned, his approach changed drastically in Iran. There he
identified himself with the people in their eating habits and
dress.18 He began to wear baggy blue trousers, red boots, and a
conical Astrakhan cap for erstwhile clerical dress. He sat crosslegged on the ground as he engaged in religious discussion.
Powell suggests that this was one of the reasons behind Martyn’s
fruitful encounter with scholars and Ṣūfīs–an experience that had
eluded him in India. In Persia he engaged in prolonged religious
discussion and serious writings.19

17 Ibid., 7-8.

18 Constance E. Padwick, op. cit., 220.
19 Avril A. Powell, op. cit., 8.
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There are different opinions on whether Martyn advocated
either conversion or education as his missionary approach.
Clinton Bennett is of the view that Martyn advocated education as
his approach but not in exchange for conversion. Bennett quoted
Martyn as follows: “I told them that what they understand by
making people Christians was not my intention. I wished children
to be taught to fear God and to become good men.”20 However, on
other occasions, especially in his letter to Rev. D. Corrie, dated 12th
September 1811, from Shiraz, Martyn expressed his willingness
to settle in India superintending native schools as they did in
Patna (the capital city of Bihar) and Chunar (Uttar Pradesh). He
further expressed his willingness to learn Hindi to preach to the
people.21 Thus it may be surmised that preaching, teaching and
writing were all part of Martyn’s missionary endeavor.

At the center of our discussion on Martyn’s approach to
Islam is the book Controversial Tracts. Without a doubt, it was
confrontational and bore limited fruit. Bennett opined that the
polemical approach adopted by Karl Pfander fostered animosity
between Christian missionaries and Muslims. In the words of
Christian W. Troll, debating or confrontationist approaches
“sowed the seeds of enmity and hatred in the hearts of Indian
Muslims and they started to suspect the missionary efforts of the
Christians as a plot to destroy Islam in India”22 Bennett further
surmised that since Martyn was the role model for Pfander,
Martyn’s legacy must have contributed to the animosity between
Muslims and early missionaries.23

While Martyn employed the confrontational method by way
of debate, he was known to have expressed its futility by saying

20 Wilberforce, ed., Journals and Letters of Henry Martyn, vol., 2, 30, quoted by Clinton
Bennett, op. cit., 13.

21 George Smith, op. cit., 390.
22 Christian W. Troll, op. cit., 9-10; Clinton Bennett, op. cit., 13-14; also see George Smith,
op. cit., 415; Sam V. Bhajjan, “Muslims and Christians in an Indian Context,” The Bulletin
of Christian Institutes of Islamic Studies 1, no. 4 (Oct.-Dec. 1978): 39-40.
23 Clinton Bennett, op. cit., 13.
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that only through God’s love would a person be converted and
not through debate and arguments.24 Likewise, Troll citing the
work of L.L. Van der Werff concurred that although Martyn was
prepared for disagreement with the Muslim scholars,
Yet, his overall approach to Muslims was much broader
than is evinced by the tracts. He had strong reservations
as to the aptness of disputations and controversies for
conveying the Christian message. At best, he thought, they
would arouse a spirit of inquiry. By contrast, he felt that
personal talks with a small circle of interested Muslims
produce what he called ‘mutually responsive notes.’ He saw
it as his main endeavor to share the religious experience
of the forgiveness and peace attained through Christ. He
purposely set out to appreciate whatever was best in his
Muslim acquaintances and ascribe such to the activity of
God.25

He attempted to look beyond religion and see the human
side of Muslims. As a missionary, he adopted a person-oriented
approach, which was at times obscured by his Controversial
Tracts.26

Martyn was known to be courteous even in his defense of
the Christian doctrines of Incarnation and Atonement. Regardless
of his defense of Christianity, he would say that if what had been
stated did not produce conviction, he would ask God to instruct
the hearers further. Indeed, he was gracious in his presentation.27
On another occasion, as news of his departure from Shiraz
spread, a young doctor of Islam came with a confession that he
had heaped scorn on him on many occasions. The young religious
doctor expressed remorse over his aggression and expressed
appreciation for Martyn’s forbearance and calmness which put
24 Ibid., 14.
25 L. L. Van der Werff, Christian Missions to Muslims (South Pasadena: W. Carey Library,
1977), 30-36.
26 Clinton Bennett, op. cit. 14.
27 George Smith, op. cit., 405.
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him to shame and laid bare his sophistries.28 Smith commented
that Henry Martyn approached the people of Shiraz with humility,
patience, and resignation. They called him mard-i khudā’ī (man of
God) and doctor of religion. Even the Persian Ṣūfīs saw in Martyn
the signs of ‘divine drunkenness.’29

On the Qur’an, Prophethood of Muḥammad, and Ṣūfīsm

While translating the New Testament into Persian during his
stay at Shiraz, Martyn engaged either by his refutations of Islam
or through his defense of Christianity on all three of these main
themes separately. This period (1811-1812) witnessed intense
religious discussion and debate with various Shī‘a and Armenian
scholars, Ṣūfīs, and Madrasah ‘ulamā’. Martyn wrote a rejoinder
consisting of two tracts in Persian to the claims made by Mirzā
Muhammad Ibrāhīm on the excellence of the Qur’an, which is
taken as a proof of Muḥammad’s true prophethood. He further
wrote a tract on the vanity of Ṣūfīsm based on his encounter
with the Ṣūfīs in Shiraz. These rejoinders came to be known as
Controversial Tracts on Christianity and Muḥammadanism, which
is a discourse between Mirzā Ibrāhīm, known as the ‘preceptor of
all mullās’ and Henry Martyn, resembling an encounter between
the champion of Persian theology and knight of Christ.30 After the
death of Martyn, a Shī‘a Persian by the name Muhammad Ruzā
of Hamadān wrote a 300-page refutation of Martyn’s arguments.
These ‘controversial’ exchanges came to light in Britain in the
mid-1820s.31
Mirzā Ibrāhīm defended the revelation of the Qur’an and the
prophetic mission of Prophet Muḥammad. He alleged that the
miracles of Moses were forms of art that were prevalent during
his time. A similar allegation was also made on the miracles
28 Constance E. Padwick, op. cit., 233.

29 George Smith, op. cit., 372-373; Constance E. Padwick, op. cit., 224.
30 S. Lee, Controversial Tracts on Christianity and Muḥammadanism by the Late Rev. Henry
Martyn (Cambridge: J. Smith, 1824), cxvi; Constance E. Padwick, op. cit., 230.
31 Avril A. Powell, op. cit., 9.

360 Witness to a Common Hope

performed by Jesus as being psychic in nature.32 He further
defended the mission of Muḥammad’s control over Arabs,
Persians, and Turks, among others. The miracle of the revelation
of the Qur’an was stated to be more convincing and inspiring
than the revelation bestowed on other prophets whose messages
became less convincing over time. In this way, Mirza Ibrahim
demonstrated that the Qur’an was divine in origin.33 Mirzā
Ibrāhīm contended that the ‘magic’ performed by Moses and
Jesus had reached perfection during the times of the prophets.
He asserted that if these miracles had occurred in any other ages,
they would have been imperfect and non-binding. In contrast,
the Qur’an has satisfied all ages and conditions. This is a miracle
of eloquence in which the Arabs were proficient. Thus, Mirzā
Ibrāhīm defended the superiority and the perpetual nature of the
Qur’an.34

Martyn’s response to the critique of Mirzā Ibrāhīm was
straightforward and precise. He defended the miracles performed
by Moses and Jesus by arguing that they could not be the marvels
produced by science or psychic power. He further defended
the miracles of Jesus by asserting that never in history had life
been healed and restored simply by a person’s word or willpower. Martyn attempted to set aside Mirzā Ibrāhīm’s claims as
groundless allegations. In the case of the miracles performed by
Moses, Martyn reminded Mirza Ibrāhīm that Moses was able to
outperform all the magic performed by Pharaoh’s magicians.35
Martyn said that it was inappropriate for Muslims to claim
that the uniqueness of the Qur’an proved its divine source. He
argued that it was only normal for Muslims, as believers in
the Qur’an, to defend its uniqueness. To the claim by Ibrāhīm
that no equals had been produced, Martyn replied that this
32 S. Lee, op. cit., 2, 8-9; John Elder, “Henry Martyn in Iran,” The Bulletin of the Henry
Martyn Institute of Islamic Studies 53, no. 1 (April, 1964): 27.
33 S. Lee, op. cit., 11-13.
34 George Smith, op. cit., 401.
35 S. Lee, op. cit., 84-86.
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characteristic was not unique to the Qur’an since the same could
be said of other works of literature such as Homer, the Greek
author, among others. To the claim made by Mirzā Ibrāhīm that
the miracle of Qur’an remained effective as compared with other
sacred texts which gradually lost their power, Martyn asserted
that the miracles of Jesus were recorded not only in the Gospels
but that were also accounts of the apostles performing miracles.36
Martyn was unimpressed with Mirzā Ibrāhīm’s claim regarding
the miraculous nature of the Qur’an. He remarked, “I have now
lost all hope of ever convincing Muḥammadans by argument. The
most rational, learned, unprejudiced, charitable men confessedly
in the whole town cannot escape from the delusion. I know not
what to do but to pray for them.”37 Martyn also wondered how a
divine revelation of the past could contradict a later revelation.
He countered this contradiction with the mission of Jesus, who
came not to abolish the law but to fulfill it.38

Martyn defended his view that the spread of Christianity
was the greatest miracle by saying that it was not spread by the
passion of humans, sword, power, eloquence, or by other human
means but through some ordinary people. He also claimed that
Jesus was the last prophet based on the scripture text which
says that all the prophets and the law prophesied until John.
(Matthew 11:13).39
Martyn was also critical of Ṣūfīsm. He opined that Ṣūfīs
claimed to be independent of all laws but they were captive
of their own thought. He remarked that Ṣūfīs pretended to be
accommodative and tolerant yet spoke negatively about the
Gospel.40 Commenting on the ways of the Ṣūfīs, Martyn opined
that union with the divine was beyond human nature alone
36 Ibid., 91 and 96. See also George Smith, op. cit., 403.
37 Ibid., 379.

38 Matthew 5:17, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I have
come not to abolish but to fulfill.” See S. Lee, op. cit., 113-115.
39 Ibid., 122-123.
40 George Smith, op. cit., 380-281.
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although he agreed that union of the human and the divine was
the end of all human endeavor. He stressed that the best one can
gain from meditation is the substitution of one set of opinions
with another set of opinions. It is impossible for human beings
to go beyond this in order to obtain some benefit. Moreover, in
his view, union of a human being with God cannot be attained
by contemplation alone, as the Ṣūfīs claimed. While Martyn
insisted that human beings were incapable of becoming one
with the divine, he argued from the Gospel that the Holy Spirit
dwells in human beings and makes such union possible through
the practical manifestation of Jesus Christ and abundant life.41
Martyn pointed out that it was Christ’s atonement that restored
the relationship between God and human beings.42

Martyn defended the Incarnation of Jesus Christ and the
Virgin Birth. He understood Jesus as the Word of God sacrificed
for the sins of humanity. Atonement through the obedience of
Jesus reunited human beings with God through the love and
mercy of God.43 He also defended the faith of Moses and Jesus
through the witness of the Scripture when Moses divided the sea
and the disciples of Jesus were witness to his miracles. Moreover,
Martyn argued that the foretelling of the birth of Jesus Christ and
his Atonement were proofs of the authenticity of the mission of
Moses and Jesus.44

Martyn attempted to remove the prejudices Muslims have
about the Incarnation of Jesus. In his words: “not that I wished
to make it appear altogether agreeable to reason, but I wanted to
give a consistent account of the nature and uses of this doctrine,
as they are found in different parts of the Holy Scriptures.”45 He
was addressing one of the main issues facing those who were
41 S. Lee, op. cit., 145, 150.

42 George Smith, op. cit., 404.
43 S. Lee, op. cit., 152-153, 157.
44 Ibid., 157-158; George Smith, op. cit., 403-404.
45 George Smith, op. cit., 385, 387.
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sent out as missionaries to the Muslims. The issue pertains not
only with the doctrine of the Trinity but the genuineness and the
integrity of the Scripture on which the truth of the Christian faith
is grounded.46

Conclusion

Martyn expressed genuine love for Muslims though he also
expressed critical remarks about Islam. This was generally the
approach adopted by missionaries during his time. In hindsight,
one can see the futility of the polemical approach. Today the
prospects of Christian-Muslim relations cannot be grounded on
debates pertaining to theological and doctrinal issues. Doctrinal
debates divide rather than unite. The call for Christian-Muslim
relations cannot be based on reason whereby one compares
Jesus Christ as the Son of God with Jesus as the Son of Mary.
One cannot compare the miracle of the Qur’an with the miracle
of Jesus Christ. Likewise, there is no basis for comparing the
prophethood of Prophet Muhammad with the atonement of
Jesus Christ. The future of Christian-Muslim relations cannot be
grounded on such debates.
Patricia Lelvis in her research: The Henry Martyn Institute of
Islamic Studies of India: Its History and Function concluded that a
Christian believer’s study of Islam should be more of a listening.
She stated that “the urgent and continuing call is to listen, lest we
fail to hear it because of the noise of our own statements.”47 It is
a call to listen to what Muslims have to say about their religion.
This is true for Christian-Muslim relations. She wonders whether
we have failed Christ by not defending His ‘cause’ or by not loving
the person whom we meet.48 Likewise, Ian Douglas points out
46 Ibid., 416.
47 Patricia Marie Lelvis, “The Henry Martyn Institute of Islamic Studies of India: Its History
and Function,” (Master of Arts, The Harford Seminary Foundation, May, 1970), 95.
48 Ibid., 98.
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that conversation with Muslims implies listening.49 It is a call to
listen to what Muslims have to say about Prophet Muḥammad; a
call to listen to the miracle of the Qur’an and a call to listen to the
struggles of the Muslims. To listen is to accept. Acceptance is an
important element of Christian-Muslim relations.

Kenneth Cragg’s approach to relating with Muslims continues
to hold great prospects for Christian-Muslim relations. The call
of the minaret is a call from God to all people. It transcends the
boundaries of religions. Both Christians and Muslims are called
to dwell on aspects of their religions that unite. This is a call for
service and renewal of the relationship between Christians and
Muslims. It is to bracket-off value judgments when approaching
religious traditions and doctrines.50 It is a call to respect,
understand, and witness. It does not attempt to convert Muslims
to Christianity and vice versa but calls for an inner conversion
that entails a total transformation of one’s perception of the
other. Christian-Muslim relations aim to make Christians better
Christians and Muslims better Muslims.

49 Ian H. Douglas, “Dangerous Business,” in Bulletin of Henry Martyn Institute of Islamic
Studies LIV/2 (1965), 18.
50 Kenneth Cragg, Call of the Minaret (New York: Oxford University Press, 1956), 33, 60,
173.

A Marriage with Hinduism
Yann Vagneux
‘Therefore, the man will leave his father and his mother to
join himself to his wife, and the two will become one flesh’ (Gen
2: 24). According to the description of our origin in Genesis which
runs throughout Scripture before being found once again upon
the lips of Christ (Mt 19: 5) and in the Letter to the Ephesians
(Eph 5: 31), the man who marries must leave the paternal home
to face up to the alterity of others whom he will come to know by
stages. Firstly, his wife, then his children, whom he will discover
with joy and the occasional inalienable freedoms upon which
he will never be able to exert control. In this adventure of the
‘other’, the destiny of Abraham is once again being lived out, the
one whom the Lord enjoined to ‘leave his country, his kindred,
his father’s house for the land that he would show him’ (Gen 12:
1). In a very clear way Biblical Man knows, even with a hint of
sadness, that he must be separated from the place of his origin to
undertake the pilgrimage into the unknown, with a naked faith
towards the One who has called him to otherness.

Even if he does not create a family in the flesh, the Catholic
priest is himself also called into such an adventure and even, we
might say, in an exponential way because his priesthood is by
default a response to all the brothers and sisters that he meets
daily. If he is faithful to his calling, the priest will not experience
any of the complacency of the ‘shut-in homes’ the ‘closed doors’
and the ‘jealous possessions of happiness’1 but on the contrary
he will always be reaching beyond. I have had the chance to
1

Andre Gide, Les nourritures terrestres (Paris: Mercure de France, 1897), 83.
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experience this myself for more than twenty years, by living at
the centre of an unusual marriage with Hinduism which has been
one of the most prominent realities of my consecration to India. In
fact, at a young age I left the ‘house of my origin’, in which, I risked
a life of Christian self-segregation, in order to live a Catholicism in
the wider world in the company of Hindu believers. I experience
a mysterious calling that brought my Christian roots, which had
been firmly planted in the mystical soil of the Chartreuse – the
land of my ancestors – my childhood in a Brittany of timeless
faith and devotion and the Pontifical Rome where I completed
my theological studies before departing for the multi-religious
Benares, from which the tree of my attachment to the Saviour
has stretched its canopy ever further afield.
In this exodus I am a bit like the younger son of the
well-known parable who, having asked for his share of the
inheritance, left the paternal home ‘for a distant country’ (Lk 15:
13). However, far from squandering my Christian inheritance,
my missionary journey has in fact led me to make it bear fruit in
Hindu land. I have as my only model the eternal Son who ‘came
from the Father’ and ‘who came into the world’ (Jn 16: 28) to
expose himself to the complete otherness of humanity through a
total gift of his own person. Today, after twenty years of marriage
with the people of India, I would like to gather together some
fruits of my pilgrimage into the heart of Hinduism – the religion
with which I maintain an interior dialogue over the long term.

Devotion and Wisdom

From my early days in India I recall a Sunday in November
1997 when, sitting on the steps of the pool of Mylapore in Madras,
I was watching the faithful go down into the purifying waters
before entering the sacred courtyard of the temple. Also, I can see
myself one month later on the night of the full moon of Karthikai,
climbing the slopes of Arunachala with thousands of pilgrims to
receive the vision of the shining fire at the top the mountain. These
first encounters with the radiant religious devotion (bhakti) has
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prevented me from attempting any intellectualist reduction of
Hinduism – a temptation into which Westerners so often fall
when, using logos, they try to classify something that cannot be
classified and to understand something that is unfathomable by
mere reason. On the contrary, with the interior openness of youth,
I allowed myself to be carried along by the faith of these people
in all their highly diverse and disconcerting manifestations – like
the Tamil penitents whose tongues are pierced by a large needle.
Thus, led in silence by the religious fervour that stirs our being to
its roots, I have been able to reach the threshold of what lives in
the Hindu soul without having to rely on the assistance of words
and ideas. I have thus discovered something of the burning
heart of Hinduism in the realm that is accessed through prapatti,
surrender, the abandonment of oneself to the divine love – not
a passive surrender, but by contrast one which is marked by an
insatiable longing. I have also realized that, in such a bhakti, it is
precisely the surrender of oneself to the One who is beyond that
gives a deeper meaning to our lives at the centre of the universe.
The proof of the authenticity of such a surrender is to be found
in the humility of the offering that a person makes to his God:
‘he who offers to me with devotion only a leaf, or a flower or a
fruit or even a little water, this I accept from that yearning soul,
because with a pure heart it was offered with love’.2

Seized by the interior power of Hinduism as it is lived in
daily life, I mingled with the crowds of pilgrims and walked with
them to the sanctuaries of the plains and the mountains. With
great joy I experienced the religious festivals which provide a
monthly cycle to the lives of these pilgrims. And thus, I entered
into the powerful flow of the great river of devotion in which the
Beloved becomes present. One thing led to another, as I stated
out from a simple faith, eventually the peaks of the timeless
wisdom (jñāna) appeared to me, not just in an intellectual way
but with a sort of ‘mystical foreboding’. This led me to discover
2

Bhagavadgītā 9, 26.
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what it is that unites various people in the same adoration: the
simplest soul, the sage who has himself ‘become like a child’3
and the devotee who feels his way through the night of viraha4
where he must search in the dark night of separation for the
one whom he loves in his heart. I understood then that there is
a Himalaya of wisdom (jñāna) which will always rise up on the
Hindu horizon to rekindle its unquenched quest for the heights
where, the silent hermits hide in the shadow of peaks among the
sacred streams spring up that pilgrims have to keep climbing and
struggling against the current of all that scatters us throughout
the regio dissimilitudinis5 that is covered over by the opaque and
illusory veil of māyā which hides the true light.

It will always be difficult for me to say to what extent my
daily journey with Hinduism has transformed the Christianity
that I inherited as my core identity. What I can say with clarity
is that India continually cleanses my faith of all that might be
too intellectual within it, leading it towards the spiritual depth
without which any religion is nothing but a sham which the
world will quickly expose. The sheer otherness of Hinduism has
given me the interest to rediscover the living springs of the two
traditions which are blended together within myself in a unique
way. To borrow an appropriate image from Christian de Chergé,
the Prior of Tibhirine, I have to tirelessly ‘dig my well’6 by living
out with Hinduism a genuine ‘emulation of sanctity’7 through the
face to face experience of the devotion (bhakti) of the pilgrims
and the intensity of their search for wisdom (jñāna) of so many
of those one meets on the road, whether they are still fully
engaged in the world or, the sannyāsī, who are already separated
3

Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad III, 5, 1.

4

The viraha is one of the ways of Hindu bhakti where the believer is called to love his Lord
in the mystical experience of separation from Him.

5

‘The realm of dissimilitude’.

6

Christian Salenson, L’échelle mystique du dialogue de Christian de Chergé (Montrouge:
Bayard, 2016), 68.

7

Monchanin, “Homage to Mahatma Gandhi,” Swami Parama Arubi Anandam (Fr. J.
Monchanin) 1895-1957 (Saccidananda Ashram, 1959), 200.
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from it. This ‘ascent to the depth of the heart’8 results in a deeper
stripping away in order to reach the interior simplicity of those
who, in the words of the evangelist, are called to be ‘like little
children’ (Mt 18: 3) – those who belong to the Krist bhakta: the
devotees of Jesus, the eternal Child of the Father.
Thus, over the years, I have come to understand that it is
not the words or the ideas that India wants to hear but rather
the intensity of a silent presence where everything is rendered
transparent to the Mystery. It is in this place of utter simplicity
that the logos can be awoken within ourselves. The West has
forgotten that the logos is not a fixed, once and for all faculty, but
a disposition through which the spiritual gift of wisdom is called
to grow, by deepening itself so as to be capable of penetrating
ever further into the weaving of reality that India designates by
the term tantra.

Scriptures and Ritual

It has to be recognized that nowadays Hinduism is studied
more by foreigners than by Hindus themselves, who would have
difficulty explaining their faith to an outsider. For this reason, we
must recognize the remarkable work carried out by numerous
western universities in conserving so many of the spiritual
traditions that appeared fated to disappear even though they
give Hinduism its elusive multifaceted countenance. However, in
this contrast between the intellectual work of foreigners and the
simple faith of Hindus, there is an important point to emphasise.
The young Brahmin in his gurukul who spends years studying
centuries-old texts from his tradition is not doing so in order to
find new ideas but, on the contrary, he is uncovering the gateway
to the original source so as to retrieve the intensity of the spiritual
experience documented in the sacred Scriptures. Along with his
predecessors he knows that everything he will need for his way
8

Abhishiktananda, Ascent to the Depth of the Heart: The Spiritual Diary (1948-1973) of
Swami Abhishiktananda (Dom Henri le Saux) (Delhi: ISPCK, 1998).
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of union with the Absolute is contained within the Veda, the
Upaniṣad and the Bhagavadgītā. In these world heritage spiritual
monuments, the precious pearl has been embedded by means of
the use of a perfect language – Sanskrit – where each word is
charged with a depth of interior vision. It is the reason why the
lengthy process of Vedic studies has to start with the learning of
Sanskrit, a veritable vehicle of the divine that is perhaps without
equal.

In Hinduism, all the Scriptures have their given place in
the ritual which is the framework of this religious universe.
The Hindu is a profoundly liturgical individual and inhabits the
splendour of the cosmos. In particular the Brahmin is called to
be the cult mediator between man and the gods. By stating that
‘the officiant recites the verses continually, without interruption’
to ‘make the days and nights of the year continuous’ and ‘so
the days and nights of the years alternate continually without
interruption’,9 the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa assigns to the Hindu
priest the duty of saturating time with the rite so as to restore
the original unity that was broken up by the sacrifice of the
Puruṣa.10 The life of the simple man of faith is also enshrined
entirely within the ritual framework of the saṃskāra, the diverse
ceremonies that begin from his conception and continue upto
his final funerary offering to the flames of Agni, the sacred fire
that is the witness of his whole destiny. Contrary to what many
may think, the rite has not been abandoned over the course of
time in Hinduism. It has remained truly alive, all the while being
overlaid with a new symbolic dimension in tantrism which has
managed to unify the cult (karmakhaṇḍa), devotion (bhakti)
and wisdom (jñāna) producing a new scriptural flowering that
guides the spiritual path of man and transforms his bodiliness. It
9

Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa, 1, 3, 5, 16.

10 Ṛg Veda X, 90. This concerns one of the most moving myths of the origins of Hinduism
according to which it is through the sacrifice of the primordial man (Puruṣa) that
everything has been created. By means of the ritual sacrifice (yajña) everything that was
dispersed into the plurality can now be reintegrated.
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is in this way that the tantras have made each of the connections
(upaniṣad) between the world (cosmos), the Absolute (theos) and
man (anthrōpos) embracing everything in the flames of Agni, the
ardour of ascesis (tapas) and the radiance of knowledge (jñāna).

In the silence of my room at Benares, I spent months
studying the Hindu sacred Scriptures, deciphering them word by
word from Sanskrit, before opening the many commentaries of
the Vedānta masters. This effort became a fruitful ascesis which
by embracing the mindset of the other was a veritable spiritual
healing for myself. In what can seem off-putting for a Westerner
I realised how much Christian theology in its beginnings during
the patristic era, was in itself also a continuing commentary on
the Bible, and not an attempt to formally conceptualize it into
‘summas’ as was the case during the Middle Ages. Then and
now the Scriptures are offered to us as a text to decipher – and
furthermore as a place to inhabit. Gregory the Great said that
they ‘accompany those who read them, being perfectly accessible
to the simplest readers and disclosing themselves to be forever
new to the wise’.11 By beginning to open up the Bible in the way
that a Hindu enters into the Veda, it occurred to me very clearly
how much the great Christian theology is a theology of the
Eternal. The Bible speaks to us of ‘the spring that flows and runs’,
a source ‘whose origin is unknown, because it does not have one’
but of which one knows that ‘every origin has come from it’ even
if ‘it is at night’.12 Of course – and such is its particular character
– Christianity is called to take in hand what is temporal and
channel it towards the ‘blessed hope’ but it can run the risk of
spiritual exhaustion if it does not succeed in this effort to return
to the trinitarian source from which all things come.

In the liturgy of the Church, the Scriptures have also
powerfully reverberated, at least for many centuries. Whilst
listening in awe to the Brahmins who chant the Veda from memory

11 Gregory the Great, Commentary on Job, XX, 90.

12 John of the Cross, Song of the soul that rejoices in knowing God through faith, v. 1 and 2.

372 Witness to a Common Hope

to music from ancient times, a sadness often overtakes me as I
think of what has been lost with the disappearance of Gregorian
chant. No other Christian chant has been able to so greatly exalt
the Christian Scriptures by immersing them in the language of
music and expressing the spiritual experience of the believer
understood from the first notes, in the way that the call of the
muezzin in Islam speaks so powerfully of the transcendence of
Allah. This loss has surely been most detrimental for the ordinary
people, who have also lost their access to the great treasure of
the Church.

As a spiritual diary entry from the poet Marie Noëlmakes
clear: ‘although not learned […] I am […] so attached to the Latin
of the Offices that I feel a great absence when the French version
– secularised – tears it from us. How would I know the reason for
this great nostalgia? Is it that in our liturgical chant transmitted
to us across the ages by so many blessed voices there is an almost
sacramental gift of the Spirit of Pentecost, that used to speak to
simple souls in a hidden way through sacred languages? Do they
want to take this away from us because not being sufficiently
educated, we would not know how to understand them? Well, of
course we do not understand them all, despite our missals, but
we used to let them flow over us like an outpouring of grace. The
words of the Veni Creator, Miserere, De profundis, Magnificat, Te
Deum, and all the others that were repeated time and time again,
have become within us our family wealth, through the wide-open
magnificence of the Catholic Church whose prayer in the world
raises up and enhances the humble without their knowing it, far
better than all the lessons and lectures in every age and place of
the world’.13
When one lives in India, one can see the evidence that ritual
is an essential dimension of being human. It is the very foundation
on which our spiritual growth is made possible because it
connects us with and frees us from the endless web of surfing
13 Marie Noël, Notes intimes (Paris: Stock, 1984), 321-322.
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into which the so-called developed world is locked. Having the
privilege of hours of contemplation during the Brahminical
rituals, the best of which I have often found in remote shrines, I
understood how much the Catholic priest when he celebrates the
Mass must disappear as an individual in the face of the mystery
that he is celebrating so as not to make himself into a screen.
This is the only way that a sacrament can truly beckon and that
the cosmos re-ignite itself in the tiny host of the God who was
sacrificed and dismembered for the love of mankind.

Kaliyuga

My daily life with Hinduism has also allowed me to go ever
deeper into the deep psychological wound that this religion
carries, particularly in the North of India,14 bearing the tragic
history of the many foreign invasions. I have thus had to grow
in compassion and share the anguish of the broken memory
of the past. How would one be able to abandon a spouse upon
discovering her shadows and her fractures? Today Hinduism is
the target of a problematic political revival led by the religious
organisation Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (R.S.S.) and the
Bharata Janata Party (B.J.P), its political offshoot which is in
power. Along with other branches of Hindu fundamentalism
(Hindutva) these groups are trying to unify their polymorphic
religion by any means possible in order to make it receptive to
their political interests. We have here the perfect incarnation
of Péguy’s well-known 1910 aphorism concerning the Dreyfus
affair: ‘Everything begins in mysticism and ends with politics’.15
In practice, this ideological stranglehold translates into the
14 Without doubt it is necessary to nuance our analysis distinguishing between Southern India
where Hinduism is more serene and sovereign as it still is in Nepal. The south of India has
a less complicated and wounded history than the north. In Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh or
Kerala, Hinduism remains alive and tranquil. Moreover it is remarkable to observe how
often across history, Hinduism has been refreshed by great spirits who came from the
South. At the same time, children of immigrant Indians settled in the United States are now
starting to rediscover their religious tradition when they come into contact with western
philosophy. Even if there are only a few of them, they are a source of hope for Hinduism.

15 Charles Péguy, Notre jeunesse (Paris: Folio essais, 1993), 115-116.
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brainwashing of the masses that I also notice amongst the
Brahmin students at Benares. We are witnessing the destruction
of reason in a discourse reduced to slogans that are shot through
with prejudice, which would be hilarious if they were not leading
to the ongoing lynching and murder of Muslims. To that is added
the triumph of bad taste such as the gigantic statues of gods
which pop up like mushrooms in the Indian landscape, reducing
Hinduism to a derisory folklore half way between a religious
Disneyland and the megalomania of the satraps. Ultimately the
motto, ‘vasudhaiva kutumbakam’16 (the world is all one family),
seems now to be only a vague past memory, giving vent to a
highly toxic communalism which polarises Indian society. From
being the spiritual beacon of the world, Hinduism has become a
caricature of itself. In this religion, which has become corrupted,
by politics there is no longer an ounce of the mystical. Is this
spiritual emptiness not just the trademark of all extremists,
fundamentalists, hardliners and traditionalists?

Another fault line to be found in contemporary Hinduism is
its fossilisation of a fragment of its distant past: a mythical golden
age that never existed and which thus lends itself to all possible
fabrications and manipulations. This has led to an ominous crisis
of priestly vocations amongst the Brahmins. One by one the
gurukuls are emptying as the better-off families refuse to commit
their children to a career that provides virtually nothing. None
remain to learn the ritual other than the poorest Brahmins, who
are incapable of doing other studies to earn a living. So, from year
to year the age-old traditions are disappearing and many learned
pandits die without having been able to pass on the mantle to a
disciple. At the same time, the Vedic cult and the sannyāsa (that
is to say the coming together of the liturgical and the spiritual)
is ridiculed within wider society: the Brahmins for their seeking
financial gain and the renunciates for their licentious hypocrisy.

16 Mahā Upaniṣad VI, 72.
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In a religion which is losing its spiritual vitality, only the devotion
of the faithful remains, but this has been taken hostage by the
Hindutva.

When Hinduism adapts itself to the modern world, as it
has done for example in the Unites States, then it becomes the
harbinger of ‘wellbeing’ which, as the name suggests, is the
religion of the healthy. We need to mention here the astounding
development of yoga in the West during the twentieth century,
where it has been completely transformed – if not indeed distorted
– returning to India by way of the affluent middle classes who find
in it a practical and sanitized religion. In this Hinduism promoted
by a few celebrity gurus, often with questionable objectives, it is
no longer the ancient rites and the long, demanding ascesis but
a cheap awakening for those who only want a harmonious and
peaceful supplement for their hectic lifestyles. It could be that
this decaffeinated version of the religious quest is one of the
greatest poisons which Hinduism has to face up to today.

However, all these pathologies take place within the
understanding that the Indian makes of his destiny and this is one
of the most puzzling factors for a Westerner. In fact, Hinduism
(along with Buddhism elsewhere) has contemplated its own
disappearance in the present kalpa: the kaliyuga which started
5000 years ago and stretches over a modest period of 432,000
years. In this age of darkness everything must disappear, starting
with the most venerable religious institutions heading for a
massive collapse. Nietzsche’s idea of the death of God appears as
nothing in comparison with this Hindu teaching. However, there
is no need for us to prepare for the shipwreck, because for a Hindu
this cataclysm is inevitable! And all the disorders cited previously
are nothing more than the symptoms of a disintegration that is
already far advanced.
Personally, I have always considered that the other’s wound
is the mirror image of the wound within ourselves. I draw this
from my experience as a confessor: in fact, very often, in the sin
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that the penitent confesses the priest is able to recognize his own
sin. In view of the problems of Hinduism, how would the Church
not also be worried that the breath of the spirit has deserted
many sections of its own institutions which are collapsing from
day to day, as the unrelenting heat of modernity evaporates all
the illusions of the traditionalists and their derisory folklore?
How would the Christian faith also not be threatened with being
drained of its theological lifeblood in so many places and reduced
to a simple ‘lifestyle’, a placebo for all our existential anxieties,
not on a quest for final salvation, but merely a bit of wellbeing?

In the face of this malady of Hinduism in the kaliyuga in
which it is going to progressively disappear, an evangelical
Protestant would be able to rejoice because for him all nonChristian religions are the work of the devil. But would this be
so for a Catholic? He knows that he needs the spiritual rivalry
of other religions to give of the best of himself. Deeper still, he
believes that religions – like all human manifestations – are
mysteriously inhabited by the Spirit through which shines a ‘ray
of that Truth which enlightens all men’.17 In order to keep all
the spiritual treasures of Hinduism alive, it will not be enough
to save its rich tradition with scholarly studies because all that
will remain a dead letter as long as the sacred writings are not
incarnated within the lives and growth of living beings. As with
every religion in crisis, the only thing that can save it is the gift of
saints who re-live at the inner level the whole spiritual journey
of earlier times.
My journey with Hinduism has not only been to receive, as
far as practicable, the spiritual tradition of my Hindu brothers
but also to do everything so that they might be proud of making
a concrete manifestation my hope for their religion. I have
actually understood being naive, the measure of the malady that
is corroding present-day Hinduism, I have not reduced it to the
distortions that it is experiencing but on the contrary, I wanted

17 Ecumenical Vatican Council II, Nostra Aetate 2.
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to explore the highest peaks it has generated, its most intimate
treasures, the very best of itself. It is for this reason that thanks
to so many Hindu friends, I have been able to come to the heart
of their faith – a heart that is very pure and cleansed of the slime
with which the fundamentalists have covered it. I am highly
delighted with the superabundance of greatness that my friends
share with me, in this interior communion where we all become
one within the depths of the heart.

It can certainly seem that when faced with such riches, this
ancestral tradition has become too heavy to carry on the fragile
shoulders of 21st Century men and women. However, over time
nothing has been more moving than to receive the grace of
the divine darshan18 in the encounter with the human beings
who consecrate themselves totally to fulfilling their religious
heritage with the utmost fidelity in order to transmit it to a new
generation. Whether by means of ritual or by their renunciation,
they want to complete this great task not only by the use of their
reason but in the power of the Spirit, which is the only true way.
My prayer goes out to them so that Hinduism never lacks some
true spirituals who can stand up to all the political deformations
and who will know how to preserve the riches of their religion,
aware that this is related to a priceless world heritage which
will make humanity better through being more aware of the still
small voice that murmurs within us all.

They will Become one Flesh

Nowadays we are a handful within the Holy Church who
are existentially engaged with Hinduism. This inconsequential
number may appear derisory in the face of a billion believers but
who cares: we must go forward like a ‘voice in the desert’. For me
this is how to be faithful to my consecration to India along with
the very specific form that my priesthood has taken on over the

18 Darshan is a key notion in Hinduism referring to the manifestation of the Divine in his
different effigies, in the sacred Scriptures or just in the encounter of eminently spiritual
beings.
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course of time. In fact, I have tried to welcome as generously as
possible the alterity of Hinduism into my being and my Christian
faith. I have let myself be transformed by it in an ongoing
spiritual dialogue, all the more real when Hindus themselves
come to me calling me ‘Father Yann’ with infinite tenderness,
making me their friend, their brother, their father and also their
priest. Looking at their faces, full of confidence towards me, I can
say that the two traditions, Christian and Hindu, are inextricably
linked in my being, as if they were of the one flesh whilst still
remaining distinct. I also know that I will never finish knowing
and learning from Hinduism. This will be a pilgrimage without
end, made up of new discoveries that are not just intellectual but
above all deeper, in the range of the mystical experience of which
Abhinavagupta, the great spirit of Kashmir, said that aesthetic
pleasure was the nearest equivalent. In one sense, in my Hindu
wedding feast, there have not just been the seven inaugural
paces (saptapadī) that the bride and groom take going around
the sacred fire, according to the ancient ritual that is still in force.

There will still be thousands of steps to make together in an
accompaniment within which we will be mutually transformed.
But just as in union where the man and the woman remain what
they are according to their sexual difference, it is very clear
that for me there has never been a question of falling into a
syncretism that for instance absorbs the forms of Hindu prayer
or a number of its beliefs. On the contrary it is about an actual
expansion through Hinduism of my Catholicism, in order that it
can reach its adult maturity.
It is in this precise way that I wanted to bring the heritage
of my forefathers to fruition by learning how to be Christian at
the heart of Hinduism and how as a Christian to make myself
understood by Hinduism, through speaking its language and
in communion with its spiritual quest. Doing this I have found
myself to be more broadly Christian because going back to the
language of Teilhard de Chardin, I have so powerfully felt the
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coming of the ‘ever greater Christ’19 who walks upon the sea of
eternity as in the mosaics of the ancient Roman basilicas. But this
Christ has so often come to me with the surprise of the Spirit – he
who is ‘the wind that blows where it will’ of which one knows
‘not where it comes from nor where it goes’ (Jn 3: 8). It has thus
shown me some unimagined aspects of his person that I still did
not know – the one who can assume all the human bye-ways
whilst purifying them and transforming them in the newness of
his mystery. This is also why my prayer to him has become so
simple that nothing remains except the yearning that brings the
Bible to a close: ‘Maranatha, Come Lord Jesus’ (Ap 22: 20).
In this strange marriage that is my life I am a bit like the
Hindu husband who on the night of his wedding invites his bride
to sit by his side under the heavenly firmament. There, he shows
her the polar star that shines above them and says to her ‘You are
firm and I see you. Be firm with me, o flourishing one! Bṛhaspati
has given me to you, so live with me a hundred autumns, bearing
children by me, your husband’.20 Inextricably united in the silence
where there are no more words to speak, we stand side by side,
with myself in Christian prayer and she in her Hindu prayer. And
in our indissoluble love, I would like to designate for her the star
that I am mysteriously gazing upon in the heavens: the Lord who
comes, he whom the Apocalypse calls ‘the morning star’ (Ap. 22:
16) the one ‘which never sets’.21

19 This is the title of a prayer that Teilhard de Chardin included in his essay The Heart of the
Matter.
20 Pāraskara Gṛhya Sūtra 1, 8, 19.
21 Exultet, the proclamation of Easter.

Queen Radiyya and the Delhi Sultanate
Gaetano Sabetta

Historical Background
It is interesting to trace the second important expansion
of the Islamic world between the 11th and the 18th centuries
precisely towards the East: South Asia, China and East Asia. To
describe the path of this expansion historically, it is no longer
possible to follow a simple evolution, as it was in the case of early
Islam. Early Islam had followed a movement integrated in three
stages: the mission of the Prophet Muḥammad, the first wave of
the Muslim community and the two caliphates (Umayyad and
‘Abbāsid). With the end of the second caliphate, the political unity
of Islam was lost forever. From that moment on, the caliphate
would remain as a mere symbol of legitimation of the different
local Islamic kingdoms, where political, administrative, economic
and power would de facto be implemented.

These “Middle Ages” (the expression, in itself, is inaccurate,
and should not be equated with the European Middle Ages, since
for many Asian countries it is the period of their first encounter
with Islam) between the ancient history of Islam and the different
faces of contemporary Islam, seem to be characterized by three
main features: the encounter of Islam with the populations of
Central Asia, in particular with the Turks; the maritime expansion
that follows the trade routes of the Indian Ocean and the Chinese
Sea; the prolonged interactions with Asian spirituality, cultures
and religions, i.e. a whole range of non-Semitic cultures.
From the 11th century onwards, most of the political and
military power in much of the Middle East and Asia had been
held by the Turks or their descendants. Turkish supremacy
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reached its height at the beginning of the 14th/20th century with
the Ottoman Empire and the presence of Qajār in Iran. Similarly,
in northern India, the first Muslim rulers, the Ghaznavids, were
of Turkish origin, while the Sultanate of Delhi was created by the
Mamluk dynasty (Kuṭb al-Din Aybak), the Turkish generals of the
Gūrī. Finally, the Moghul, the greatest of the Muslim dynasties in
India, was of Turkish-Mongolian origin, since the founder, Bābur,
was descended from both Tamerlane and Chinggis Khan.1

The lasting consequence of Turkish hegemony on the
international scene was the development of the Sunnī form of
Islam at the expense of Shi’ite domination, especially in Egypt
(Fāṭimids) and Persia (Būyids). As stated by D.O. Morgan and A.
Reid:
What was significant was the boost the Saljuqs gave to the
Sunnī form of Islam .... The advent of the Saljuqs was epoch
making. They may not precisely have caused, but they
certainly initiated, a marked change in the ethnic makeup of the region. Put simply, from the eleventh century
onwards, there were a great many more Turks.2

For some scholars the conversion to Islam of the tribal
populations living in Central and South Asia is mainly due to the
missionary work of the Sufis, although the military and political
strategy and the maritime expansion of Islam in India and
towards the east coast of China cannot be underestimated.
In a certain sense, communication between middle and
south Asia and even the Far East was much easier by sea than by
land. It should not be forgotten that Arabs were in charge of the
Red Sea and the Persian Gulf routes between the Mediterranean
and the Indian Ocean, even before the rise of Islam in Arabia.
The most prominent and historically significant places along this
route were in Sri Lanka, southern India, northern Sumatra, the
1

Cf. J. Burton-Page, “Mughals”, EI2, VII (1993), 313-346.

2

D.O. Morgan, and A. Reid, “Introduction: Islam in a plural Asia,” in The New Cambridge
History of Islam. Vol. 3, The Eastern Islamic World Eleventh to Eighteenth Centuries, ed.
D.O. Morgan and A. Reid (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2011), 6.
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Malayan peninsula, the northern coast of Java, and the central
Vietnamese coast. Originally existing as simple Islamic enclaves,
the gradual spread of the Arabic language, combined with the
wide application of the Islamic law, made these places a sort of
“Muslim commercial oecumene”3 where it was easy to travel and
move for Arabic-speaking people. Between the 16th and the 17th
century, the stable Muslim presence in these different places gave
rise to an intense translation work in the many local languages.

Most of the best-known translators were Sufis from Mecca
and Medina. At the same time, the arrival of the Portuguese in
India, in the mid-16th century, and later the more efficient Dutch
and British trade connections to Indonesia and India made the
Muslim presence in these countries more complicated.

The beginning of Islam and the first expansion were closely
linked to both the Arabian Peninsula and the Mediterranean
world, where the new religion had taken shape in interaction
with Judaism and Christianity. In contrast, during the second
wave, Islam was shaped by its interaction with Asian religion
and spirituality, which often lacked the monotheistic emphasis
and doctrinal clarity of Abrahamic faiths, especially in the case
of the plurality of paths towards the Ultimate Reality. The first
Islamic scholar who wrote about India, the famous Abū alRayḥān Muhammad ibn Aḥmad al-Bīrūnī (362/973-439/1048),
eloquently comments on this specific point in his book Taḥqīqmā
li-l-hind min maqūlah maqbūlah fī al-ʿaql aw mardhūlah
(“Verifying All that the Indians Recount, the Reasonable and the
Unreasonable”):

3

Secondly, they [Indians] totally differ from us in religion,
as we believe in nothing in which they believe, and vice
versa. On the whole, there is very little disputing about
theological topics among themselves; at the utmost, they
fight with words, but they will never stake their soul or
body or their property on religious controversy. On the
contrary, all their fanaticism is directed against those

Morgan and Reid, op. cit., 9.
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who do not belong to them – against all foreigners. They
call them mlecca, i.e. impure, and forbid any connection
with them … because thereby, they think, they would be
polluted.4

The Delhi Sultanate5

Despite the previous Huns’ invasion of northern India,
foreign aggression remained a distant memory for most Indians,
even when Mahmūd of Ghaznī (360/971-421/1030), the first
independent ruler of the Ghaznavid dynasty, penetrated northern
India between 390/1000 and 416/1026. These war campaigns
were largely incursions aimed at enlarging the Ghaznī treasure.
The bloody invasions of the cities of Mathurā, Tānesar, Kanauj and
Somnath and the plundering of their numerous temples between
400/1010 and 416/1026 remain indelible in the memories of
the Hindū mind and fuel the collective imagination about the
barbarous character of Mahmūd and Muslim rulers in general. A
9th/13th century history, from Arab sources, well known in India,
speaks of the sacking of Somnath:
When the Sultan … went to wage religious war against
India, he made efforts to capture and destroy Somnat, in
the hope that the Hindus would become Muhammadans.
He arrived there in the middle of … December A.D. 1025.
The Indians made a desperate resistance. They would go
weeping and crying for help into the temple and then issue
forth to battle and fight till all were killed. The number of
slain exceeded 50,000. The king looked upon the idol with
wonder and gave orders for the seizing of the spoil and the
appropriation of the treasures … The value of the things

4

Al-Bīrūnī, Taḥqīqmā li-l-hind min maqūlahmaq būlah fī al-ʿaql aw mardhūlah, Alberuni’s
India: An account of the Religion, Philosophy, Literature, Geography, Chronology,
Astronomy, Customs, Laws and Astrology of India about A.D. 1030. Vol. 1 E.C., ed.
Sachau (Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner & Co., London, 1910), 19-20.

5

Paul Jackson, “Muslim India: the Delhi Sultanate,” in The New Cambridge History of
Islam. Vol. 3, ed. Morgan and Reid, 100-127; R. Tapar, A History of India. Vol. 1 (Penguin
Books, New Delhi 1990), 229-240 and 266-320; A History of India. Vol. 2, 15-80; P.
Hardy, “Dihlī Sultanate”, EI2, II (1991), 266-274; S. Wolpert, Storia dell’India. Dalle
origini della cultura dell’Indo alla storia di oggi (Milano: Bompiani, 1993), 103-129.
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in the temple and of the idols exceeded twenty thousand
dinars.6

Mahmūd died in 420/1030 but the meaning of his annual
raids as anticipation of further attacks from the northwest was
not fully understood by the Indians. In fact, it was considered
one more mlecca incursion and soon forgotten, as the Indians
were often engaged in internal conflicts. Therefore, when a
second major attack came from the northwest led by Mu’izz
al-Dīn Muhammad Gūrī (555/1160-602/1206) at the end of
the 12th century, India found itself unprepared. After defeating
King Rajput Prithviraj Chauhan (1149-1192) with the help of
his lieutenant Quṭb al-Dīn Aybak, Muhammad Gūrī conquered
Lahore in 1186, and more importantly Delhi and Ajmer in 1192.
The aim of Muhammad Gūrī was to establish a kingdom in
northern India rather than to indulge in looting, as he recognized
the immense wealth of regions such as Sind and Punjab. He was
assassinated in 603/1206 and the Gūrī reign in Afghanistan
did not last long while the Indian part of the kingdom under
Quṭb al-Dīn Aybak became the nucleus of a new political
entity - the Sultanate of Delhi. This marked the beginning of
Turkish-Afghan rule in northern India, which was destined to
last for 120 years through five different dynasties and to have
a profound impact on Indian culture. Delhi, with its strategic
position, allowed access both to the Ganges valley and central
and western India and became the centre of this Turko-Afghan
reign. After Aybak’s death in 607/1210, the Turkish nobles at
Delhi managed to establish his son-in-law Iltutmish as Sultan
and he moved to Delhi. If Quṭb al-Dīn Aybak was the real founder
of an independent Muslim reign in India, Iltutmish, from 60733/1210-36, was the effective architect of the Delhi sultanate. He
soon realized that, if anything was to be preserved of the Turkish
possessions in India, he would have to strengthen the sultanate

6

Al-Qazwini, ‟Ajaibu-l buldān,” in The History of India, as Told by Its Own Historians:
The Muhammadan Period. Vol. 1, ed. H.M. Elliot and J. Dowson (Cambridge University
Press, Cambridge 2013), 97.
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and prevent the Turkish nobles from breaking away and forming
new independent principalities. After receiving the title of Sultan
of the whole of Muslim India, conferred on him by the ‘Abbāsid
caliph al-Mustanṣir in 626/1229, by the end of his life Iltutmish
had secured the northern frontier and imposed his authority on
the nobles, even though he could not stop the Mongols’ presence
in western Punjab and the Rajput’s threat from the south.
Following most of the Gūrī tradition, Iltutmish built up a corps
of Turkish slave troops, known from the Sultan’s own laqab as
the Shamsīs, later known as chihilgānīs, since each commanded a
group of forty slaves (ghulāms).

The later historian Ḍiyāʾ al-Dīn Baranī (d. 1358) depicts
Iltutmish’s immediate successors as shallow figures, mostly in
the hands of Turkish ghulām’s. His son Rukn-al-Dīn Fīrūz Shāh
ruled the sultanate for less than seven months (633/1236)
and his first-born daughter, Raḍiyya Begum Bint Shams-ud-Dīn
Iltutmish (r. 633/1236-637/1240), for four years. The Persian
historian Jūzjānī, who migrated to Delhi in 624/1227, depicts her
in his Ṭabaqāt-i-Nāṣirī as an independent Sultan.
Sultan Raziyyat - may she rest in peace! - was a great
sovereign, and sagacious, just, beneficent, the patron of
the learned, a dispenser of justice, the cherisher of her
subjects, and of warlike talent, and was endowed with all
the admirable attributes and qualifications necessary for
kings; but, as she did not attain the destiny, in her creation,
of being computed among men, of what advantage were
all these excellent qualifications unto her?7

Therefore, she was ostracized by the people in power around
her for being a woman and for keeping the control of the realm to
herself and was finally murdered. After her murder, court intrigue
continued relentlessly until the emergence of Iltutmish’s former
slave, Bahā-ul-Dīn Balaban, who rose from minister to become
7

Minhaj-i Siraj Jūzjānī, Ṭabaqāt-i-Nāṣirī, in A General History of the Muḥammadan
Dynasties of Asia, including Hindūstān from A.H. 194 [810 A.D.], to A.H. 658 [1260
A.D.] and the Irruption of the Infidel Mughals into Islām, Vol. I, trans. H.G. Raverty (The
Asian Society of Bengal, London, 1881), 637-638.
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Sultan (r. 664-85/1266-87). His reign was mostly dedicated to
strengthening the political and administrative Turkish power in
India, even at the cost of excluding Indian Muslims from positions
of political authority. He died without a dynasty in 689/1290.

The Delhi sultanate survived with a new group of Turks
coming to power, the Khaljis. They were of Afghan origin and
came to power by winning the loyalty of the discontented Afghan
nobles, neglected by the former dynasty. They were also in favour
of establishing Indian Muslims in positions of high office. During
their thirty years in power (689/290-720/1320), the dynasty
had to face rebellions inside its own territory as well as engage
in campaigns against the Rajputs and Mongols. The advent
of the second ruler of the Khalijs dynasty, ‘Alāʾud-Dīn Khaljī
(r. 695/1296-716/1316), marks the climax of the sultanate’s
political power, both in terms of territories and the prestige of
the Sultan. As nephew and son in law of his predecessor Jalal-udDīn Khalji (r. 689/1290-695/1296), ‘Alāʾud-Dīn Khaljī made it
clear that he did not depend on the opinion of his court as well as
demonstrating skilful administration in the areas of price control,
revenues and social policies. He was also able to withstand the
Mongol invasion into India. Despite these successes, his dream
of bringing the entire peninsula under the sultanate did not
materialize as some northern provinces broke away from his
government.
During the four years after ‘Alāʾud-Dīn Khaljī died in
716/1316, diverse successors acceded to the throne, the last of
whom was a low-caste Hindu convert. The situation was soon
exploited by a powerful Turkish family, which organized a revolt
against him led by the future Sultan of Delhi, Ghiyāth al-Dīn
Ṭughlāq (r. 720/1320-725/1325), founder of the third dynasty,
which was of the Ṭughlāq line. His eldest son, Muḥammadibn
Ṭughlāq (r. 725/1325-752/1351) had the same political
ambitions as ‘Alāʾud-Dīn Khaljī but his economic policy, especially
the failure of his monetary policy and his political ambition to
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move the capital from Delhi to Daulatabad were so incoherent
and confusing as to jeopardize the very survival of the sultanate.
Revolts in the provinces and famine in Delhi led to further
turmoil and the political and religious leaders began to denounce
Muḥammad’s policies. He died in 752/1351 while pursuing
rebels in Sind and the nobles and theologians at the court choose
his cousin Fīrūz Shāh Ṭughlāq (r. 752/1351-790/1388) as the
new Sultan.

But now an opportunity opened up for the Mongols. Their
most successful raids took place in 880/1398 under the leadership
of Tamerlane. After sacking Delhi, Tamerlane returned to central
Asia leaving a nominee to govern in the Punjab. As the Ṭughlāq
dynasty soon ended, Tamerlane’s nominee was proclaimed
the new Sultan, the first of the Sayyid dynasty, which was to
rule during the first half of the 9th/15th century. In 855/1451, a
governor from the Northern Province, Bahlūl Khān Lōdī, chief
of an important Afghan tribe, became the new Sultan of Delhi
after dismissing the Sayyids. This was the beginning of the fifth
dynasty of the sultanate, a dynasty of pure Afghan origin, which
eclipsed the Turkish nobility and its influence. The tribal loyalty
among the Afghans was very strong compared to that among
the Turks and the first two Sultans made strong appeals to this
loyalty to govern the empire.

The third Sultan, Ibrāhīm Lōdī (r. 923/1517-932/1526),
had a different policy. During his reign, he renounced tribal ties
to assert the absolute power of the Sultan. This led different
tribes and clans to unite against the Sultan, culminating in the
nobles inviting foreign assistance to overthrow him. In particular
the nobles in Punjab and Sind sought the help of Ẓahīr al-Dīn
Muḥammad, known as Bābur, a descendant of Tamerlane and
Chinggis Khan. In 932/1526 he defeated Ibrāhīm in the famous
battle of Panipat and became the first emperor (r. 932/1526936/1530) of the Mughal dynasty. It was the beginning of a
totally new chapter since his descendants would finally realize
the Delhi Sultans’ dream of ruling over an Indian empire.
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The Delhi sultanate was the first stable and permanent
presence of Islam within the vast Indian sub-continent. In trying
to depict Hindu-Muslim relations within this new political,
cultural and social entity, two words come to mind: confrontation
and assimilation. The Muslim attitude towards Hindus and vice
versa was of confrontation at the level of orthodoxy. However, a
pattern of assimilation was also evident, not merely in superficial
ways such as the Turks’ adoption of local habits of eating and
dressing but in more important areas such as their acceptance
of new social customs, which were an integral part of Indian life.
Artisans working together for generations as part of the same subcaste (jati) would continue to enjoy good relationships despite
the conversion of some of them to Islam. Such relationships were
less in evidence among the ruling classes, however, since the
theologians of both religions and some sections of the different
aristocracies fostered a climate of separation.
Furthermore, at the level of political functioning, the Delhi
sultanate was an institution not always in accordance with its
description by the political theorists of Islam but was closer to the
Turkish concept, which was of Persian origin, of an association
between kingship and divinity. Of course, this concept of the
Sultanate was sustained by an interpretation of passages from
the Qur’an selected by the ʿulamāʾ, who would authorize these
interpretations in exchange for being recognized as legal arbiters
in state matters.

In short, the Sultan followed Islamic law, the Sharia, as
interpreted by the ʿulamāʾ. Initially the Islamic law was applied
only to the Muslim population whereas non-Muslims could follow
their own legal institutions. Later it was explicitly stated that
a non-Muslim code could be applied to a non-Muslim provided
it did not endanger the state. Discrepancies between the two
systems of law were common as in the case of sati, the Hindu
practice of a woman committing suicide on the pyre of her dead
husband. Suicide was unacceptable according to the Sharia. As
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a representative of the caliph, the Sultan in the final analysis
had to rely on Islam for support, which meant, that he had to
conform publicly to the Islamic tradition. During the 10th/16th
century, however, Akbar disregarded this religious custom by
proclaiming his own religion: Dīn-i-Ilāhī.

In this context, it is worth mentioning the important
questions of the destiny of the Hindu religious temples and the
imposition of the ǧizya, the tax on non-Muslims. Some of the Delhi
Sultans have been charged with the destruction and desecration
of Hindu temples.8 Fīrūz Shāh Ṭughlāq is often remembered as an
iconoclast since at Puri, in Orissa, at the end of his campaign he
destroyed the famous Jagannatha temple. We can accept that the
many historical reports insisting on the eradication of idolatry
were meant to indicate that the Sultan was the right model of
faith. This is clear from the fact that most of the time political
and economic motivations were more urgent than religious ones.
Furthermore, recent research shows that such actions derived
less from Muslim iconoclasm than from an awareness of Indian
political tradition. The destruction of temples by Turkish rulers
was intended to undermine the legitimacy of the defeated ruler
rather than to assert their religious superiority.9 Finally, most of
the converts in the early days came from the lower castes; their
conversion was motivated by the possibility of improving their
social status and escaping from under the yoke of caste rather
than from strictly religious considerations. Individuals from the
upper Hindū social strata rarely converted to Islam for reasons
of religious conviction but rather for reasons of opportunism,
realizing that conversion was a necessary step toward social and
economic progress or political power.
8

Today the most striking case remains the destruction of the Babri Majid in the city of
Ayodya in 1992 - the birthplace of Lord Rama according to Hindutva supporters. The
mosque, erected in honour of Bābur in 1528, is presumed to have been built on the ruins
of a Hindu temple.

9
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With the establishment of the Sultanate, the question of
revenues became relevant. Islamic law allows rulers to acquire
revenue from five different sources: the tax on non-Muslims in
dhimmī status ((ǧizya), the land tax (ḫarāǧ) on non-Muslims, the
tax equal to one fifth of the booty captured in battles against the
infidels (khums), the tax on agricultural products paid by Muslims
(‘ushr), and an additional tax paid by Muslims to be used for the
benefit of the community, in particular for religious purposes
(zakāt).10 The levying of both ǧizya and ḫarāǧ not infrequently
merged into a single tax, which varied according to the whim of
the Sultan. Although the ǧizya was not counted as a major source
of income, it is undeniable that its meaning was more symbolic as
it represented, to some extent, the level of the Sultan’s openness
to the Hindūs.
Fīrūz Shāh Ṭughlāq, probably one of the most intelligent
rulers of the sultanate (though not the most enlightened) imposed
on Brahmins, who until that time were exempt from all taxation,
the payment of the ǧizya. Their sense of being persecuted grew
but it was accompanied by the conversion of many of those who
preferred to pay the zakāt to the far heavier ǧizya. Naturally, this
reduced the government’s revenue. As a result, not many Sultans
were willing to favour mass conversions.

The policy of Akbar, the most famous ruler of the Moghul
dynasty, was radically different. In 953/1564, he abrogated the
hated ǧizya, which was not reinstated for more than a century.
With this gesture of regal magnanimity, he gained the support
of a large part of the Indian population and laid the foundations
for his fruitful collaboration with the Hindū Rajput princes: an
alliance that was the foundation of his boundless empire.

10 Sourdel-Thomine, J., “Bayt al-Māl”, El2, I (1986), 1141-1149; Cl. Cahen, “Djizya”, EI2,
II (1991), 549-562; in India: P. Hardy, “Djizya”, EI2, II (1991), 566-567; Cl. Cahen,
“Kharādj”, El2, IV(1997), 1030-1034; in India: Abdus Subhan, “Kharādj”, El2, IV (1997),
1055-1056; N. Clayer, “‘Ushr”, El2, X (2000), 917-919; A. Zysow, “Zakāt”, El2, XI
(2002), 407-422; R. Gleave, “Khums”, El2, XII (2004), 531-535.
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The evolution of Muslim society in India followed three
well-defined trajectories: the nobility, both secular and religious,
the craftsmen and the farmers. The nobles, of Turkish, Afghan,
Persian and Arab origin, with the first two in a prominent
position as holders of political power, were functionally
organized according to the categories of “men of the pen” and
“men of the sword”. The first were certainly the theologians and
judges, mostly Sunni oriented, and often advisors to the Sultan
in various ways. The important categories of saints and Sufis
also fell into this sphere and not infrequently they also had an
important political role despite living a life far from the world.
One could think, for instance, of Syed Muhammad Nizam-ud-Dīn
Auliya (635/1238-725/1325) and his influence on some of the
decisions taken by the Sultan.

The part of the Muslim nobility that avoided any form of
relationship with the majority of the Indian population were the
ʿulamāʾ, the doctors of the law. This attitude was reciprocated
by the Brahmins whose political and religious influence was
certainly reduced by the Muslim presence in terms of prestige,
political influence, possession of goods and influx of donations.
The ʿulamāʾ, on their part, were well aware that only by
maintaining a strong identity could they hold on to the political
power and the economic security they had achieved. The
separation between the ʿulamāʾ and the Brahmins had a negative
effect on the educational system. Formal education was provided
almost entirely in schools attached to temples and mosques
where for the most part, a sectarian religious orientation was
cultivated. The same trend was in vogue for higher education, in
the vast majority of cases this was given in theological schools
(madrasāt). It is estimated that Delhi alone counted about 1000
religious schools during the Ṭughlāq dynasty.
The fusion of Islamic culture with the existing Indian culture
has found a positive expression in the activities and life of both
the artisan and peasant classes, manifesting itself both in the
socio-religious sphere and above all in the architecture of the
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period. Social occasions and various religious ceremonies such
as birth, marriage or death have seen elements, from both sides
come together to form a synthesis. The Sufis and their Spiritual
Centers definitely had a role to play in this synthesis.

In spite of all these, the caste distinction soon spread,
beginning with the ethnic distinction between the families of
foreign origin, descendants of the Arabs, the Turks, the Afghans,
and the Persians, belonging to the highest caste called ashrāf.
Next in the hierarchical scale were the Hindū converts belonging
to the highest castes such as the Muslim Rajputs. The working
classes formed the two lower steps and were divided into “pure”
(craftsmen and other workers) and “impure” (leather tanners,
sweepers, scavengers etc.). Likewise, one should not forget the
influence of Indian Sufism on the leaders of the bhakti movement
through its three main orders: (a) Čištī in and around Delhi and
the Doāb, (b) Suhrawardi in Sind and (c) Firdausi in Bihar. From
a historical point of view, the most significant contribution in
this period was undoubtedly that of Kabir (1440-1518) and Guru
Nanak (1469-1539), with their respective independent religious
communities, the Kabirpanti and the Sikhs.
The attempts made over the last hundred years to show
that Hindū and Muslim cultures have lived side by side almost
ignoring each other or worse, fighting each other, can be
considered a case of “historical back-projection”. As Romila
Tapar reminds us, the notion of separation is mostly linked with
the writings of theologians and court dignitaries but the fusion
between the cultures should not be assessed from the testimony
of a tiny minority living in a world of their own. Instead, it should
be assessed by viewing the culture as a whole. From this point of
view, the Indian historian concludes:
From the pattern of society in the Sultanate period it is
evident that a synthesis of the two cultures took place,
although this synthesis did not occur at every level and
with the same intensity. Furthermore, the pattern which
emerged was to mature in the period subsequent to that of
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the Sultanate. The coming of Islam did not introduce major
changes in political institutions, but as is evident from the
development of the Bhakti movement, the challenge to
the social pattern was intensified. … The fact that Islam
in India succumbed to and accepted caste society reduced
the social dynamism of Islam. … [and] This made the
Bhakti movement politically ineffective during this period.
… But the traditional pattern of opposition to orthodoxy
was to continue until the nineteenth century, when, with
the emergence of the Indian middle class … a new social
and political pattern began to evolve.11

Queen Raḍiyya

Raḍiyyat al-Dunyāwa ’l-Dīn, daughter of Sultan Iltutmish,
was the only female Sultan (r. 634-8/1236-40) in medieval
Islamic India and “her rule was a source of wonder to later
Indo-Muslim historians”12. Her ascent to the throne of Delhi
is characterized by some specific circumstances. Firstly, it
shows the active participation of the population of Delhi
for the first time ever in the election of a Sultan. In fact, the
population of Delhi always represented the true strength of
Queen Raḍiyya and only her departure from the city could
lead to her demise. Raḍiyya even entered into a contract with
11 R. Tapar, op. cit., 319-320.

12 M. Athar Ali, “Raḍiyyat”, El2, VIII (1995), 371; the only contemporary source for her
reign is: Minhaj-i Siraj Jūzjānī, op. cit., 637-648; another primary source is: Mahdi
Husain, The Reḥla of Ibn Baṭṭūṭa (India, Maldive Islands and Ceylon) (Oriental Institute,
Baroda, 1976), 1-40; the earliest account of Raḍiyya’s relationship with her Ethiopian
slave is in the mid-fourteenth century text, ‘Abd al-Malik ‘Isami, Futuh al-Salatin, ed.
A. S. Usha (University of Madras, Madras 1948), 132–142; for general summaries of
Sultan Raḍiyya’s reign in the Sultanate history: A. B. M. Habibullah, The Foundation
of Muslim Rule in India (Oriental Book Depot, Allahabad 1961), 113-122; M. Habib,
Khaliq A. Nizami eds., A Comprehensive History of India, vol. 5: The Delhi Sultanat, A.D.
1206–1526 (People’s Publishing House, New Delhi 1982), 237-244; P. Jackson, The Delhi
Sultanate: A Political and Military History (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge UK,
1999); for more detailed analysis of her figure: A. B. M. Habibullah, “Sultāna Rāziah,” The
Indian Historical Quarterly 14, no. 4 (1940): 750-772; J. Brijbhushan, Sultan Raziya, Her
Life and Time: A Reappraisal (Manohar, New Delhi 1990); P. Jackson, Sultan Radiyya
bint Iltutmish, in Women in the Medieval Islamic World: Power, Patronage, Piety, ed.
Gavin R. and G. Hambly (St Martin’s Press, New York 1998), 181-197; F. Mernissi, The
Forgotten Queens of Islam (University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis 2006).
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the city of Delhi, which provided for her removal if she failed
to keep the promises made at her election.13 Secondly, Raḍiyya’
selection did justice to the choice of her father, Iltutmish, who,
from the beginning, saw in her the most suitable heir.14 Thirdly,
it shows the elasticity and openness of the Turkish mentality in
accepting the presence of a woman as the head of the Sultanate.15
Fourthly, it highlights the impotence, or at least the indifference,
of most theologians and jurists in matters of state because
the elevation of a woman to the highest office was certainly
not an idea supported by classical Islamic thought, nor was it
a widespread practice.16 Finally, her modus operandi fuelled
vigorous opposition from local governors, perhaps the most
powerful section of the entire government apparatus. Of Turkish
origin all of them, they would be a thorn in queen Raḍiyya’s side
from the very beginning and would end up decreeing her death.
Iltutmish’s death set in motion a very troubled process of
succession. Undoubtedly, the animosities between the two halfbrothers and the half-sister were nourished by the intrigues
of the different mothers and supported by the various factions
that confronted each other within the sultanate.17 The slave
who became Sultan had no problem in recognizing a woman’s
worth. “In his eyes, merit and justice went together; this was
the essential point in his understanding of Islam, and as he was
very pious, everything else, including difference of sexes, was
irrelevant”.18 It was therefore not a total surprise when Iltutmish,
who had to designate a successor once his eldest son Nāṣir-ud13 ‘Isami, Futuh al-Salatin, 132. According to Habibullah, op. cit., 758-759: “she was
immediately raised to the throne and an oath of allegiance from the assembled people,
composed presumably from all classes of population, was taken”.

14 Jūzjānī, op. cit., 639.
15 Mernissi, op. cit., 14, 89-90.
16 Habib, Khaliq Nizami, eds., op. cit., 237.
17 Iltutmish had three sons, Nāṣir-ud-Dīn Maḥmūd, Rukn-al-Dīn and Mu’izz-ud-Dīn, and one
daughter, Raḍiyya. She and Mu’izz-ud-Dīn were born of the same mother.
18 Mernissi, op. cit., 94.
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Dīn Maḥmūd in 626/1226 died, decreed that Raḍiyya was his
worthy heir on the throne of Delhi.19 After all, she was the eldest
of his surviving children and had already shown her political
insight when she was left in charge of the administration during
the period in which the Sultan was preoccupied with the ruler of
Gwalior. In his historical account, Minhaj-i Siraj Jūzjānī reports
Iltutmish’s simple and surprising justification for this apparently
unusual choice in front of his rather confused entourage:
My sons are engrossed in the pleasure of youth, and none
of them possesses the capability of managing the affairs of
the country, and by them the government of the kingdom
will not be carried out. After my death it will be seen that
not one of them will be found to be more worthy of the
heir-apparent than she, my daughter.20

Despite the reticence shown by the Sultan’s entourage, it
does not seem that the language chosen by the historian and
famous jurist Minhaj-i Siraj Jūzjānī - later to become dean of
the Nāṣirī College of Delhi and Qāḍī of the empire - indicated
opposition to the appointment of a woman as a possible Sultan,
at least in theory. On the contrary, the opposite seems true,
that is, his words underline Raḍiyya’s considerable abilities to
command and to direct as necessary and sufficient conditions for
her possible appointment as head of State. Islamic political theory
does not say much about women’s eligibility for government
except to reserve for men the role of Caliph and imām, the one
who leads the prayer in the mosque for all believers. The title
of Caliph is extremely precious - says Mernissi - and remains

19 Minhaj-i Siraj Jūzjānī speaks of Nāṣir-ud-Dīn Maḥmūd as follows: “a beneficent,
intelligent, sensible, and sagacious Prince… endowed with great energy and gallantry, and
was munificent, and benevolent… [he] became afflicted with disease and weakness and
died”. Jūzjānī, op. cit., 628-630.

20 Jūzjānī, op. cit., 639. It is important to remember that Minhaj-i Siraj Jūzjānī writes more
than twenty years after the reign of Raḍiyya, under the patronage of Ghiyās ud-Dīn Balban
(r. 644/1266-685/1287). Therefore, the historian certainly had no reason to show excessive
condescension towards Raḍiyya. In fact, he still regrets that, even though she possessed
the best qualities to lead the state, she was not a man. More than being a legal impediment,
this seems to manifest the common prejudice that women have always been “of weak
intellect” (nāqiṣ al-’aql).

396 Witness to a Common Hope

reserved for a very small circle of people, given its religious and
messianic dimension. In the case of the king, the queen or even
the sultan, the question is different. They manage earthly matters
while the Caliph, given his spiritual nature, is also in charge
of the Beyond.21 The only other limitations that theoretically
affect women’s eligibility for government remain their inferior
juridical status in the case of testimony and their inability to lead
the public prayer – this last thing being one of the most specific
duties of the imām and also of the Sultan – later delegated to the
Khaṭīb in the major cities of the sultanate and to the Shaykh alIslām in the capital.22

With the affirmation of Turkish dominion in the Muslim
world, the legal limits, albeit tenuous, seem to weaken, while
the practice in different circumstances appear to validate the
greater freedom of Turkish women, including Muslim women,
as compared to the rest of the Islamic world. If we examine the
instances of female sovereigns, the case of Shajarat al-Durr, the
Egyptian queen of Turkish origin who was proclaimed Sultan in
648/1250 by the Turkish slave commanders of her late husband,
Sultan al-Ṣāliḥ Ayyūb (r. 1240-1249), shows some similarities
with the coming to power of Raḍiyya.23 After all, this is just one of
many different examples of female leadership within the overall
Islamic landscape.24 In this connection, it is necessary to mention
the influence of Persian political culture, where a woman’s rise to
power could be seen as part of the monarchical theory according
to which the divinity resided in the person of the king. It was
therefore not entirely absurd to consider the lineage of the
king as endowed with the royal blood that would have made it
possible even for a king’s daughter to claim the throne.25
21 Mernissi, op. cit., 10-11; Cf. F.M. Donner, Muhammad and the Believers. At the Origins
of Islam (Harvard University Press, Cambridge/Massachusetts-London/ England, 2010),
167-170.

22 Habibullah, op. cit., 751.
23 Jackson, op. cit., 181-182; 189-190.
24 Mernissi, op. cit., 71-179.
25 Habibullah, op. cit., 752-754.
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Despite Iltutmish’s endorsement of Raḍiyya, as soon as
the Sultan died the notables and some of his most powerful
mulūk “by agreement, seated Rukn-al-Dīn upon the throne on
Tuesday, the 21st of the month Sha‘bān, 633 H.”.26 Before long,
it became clear that the new Sultan was incapable of ruling. He
started spending public funds improperly. Led by his unbridled
appetite for pleasure and sensual enjoyments, “the business of
the country, the concerns of the state, and the regulation of the
affairs of the kingdom fell into a state of disorder and confusion”27,
and his mother, Shāh Turkān, began to assume more and more
power, to make important decisions and to dispose of the affairs
of state. In the meantime, Raḍiyya, not at all intimidated by the
new situation, exploited the widespread discontent between the
notables and the population to seize power. While Rukn-al-Dīn
was engaged in quelling a local uprising, she recaptured power.
Minhaj-i Siraj Jūzjānī describes the events well:
[Raḍiyya] … entered upon open hostility with the mother
of Sultan Rukn-ud-Dīn …, at Dilhī, and he, as a matter of
necessity, returned again towards the capital. His mother
had conspired against Sultan Raziyyat to put her to death.
The people of the city, upon this, rose, and attacked the
royal Kaṣr [Castle], and seized the mother of Rukn-ud-Dīn.
When Rukn-ud-Dīn… reached the city, insurrection had
[already] broken out there in, and his mother had been
made prisoner. The centre contingents [of the Dilhī forces]
and the Turk Amīrs all entered Dilhī and joined Sultan
Raziyyat, pledged their allegiance to her, and placed her
on the throne.28

Ibn Baṭṭūṭa, who writes much later and is not a direct
witness of the event, embellishes the story with several details,
probably drawn from folk tales and other sources. According to
him, Raḍiyya rose to power by appealing directly to the people
of Delhi, adopting a tactic used by her father in combating
26 Jūzjānī, op. cit., 632.
27 Loc. cit.
28 Ibid., 635-636.

398 Witness to a Common Hope

injustice.29 Ibn Baṭṭūṭa reminds us of the infinite justice shown
by Iltutmish towards the oppressed during his long reign.
He [Iltutmish] ordered that everyone who was oppressed
should wear a dyed garment, while all the inhabitants of
India wear white clothes. Whenever the sultan held a court
of justice and whenever he marched on horseback, as soon
as his eyes fell on a person wearing a dyed garment he
forthwith looked into his case and obtained justice from
the person who had oppressed him.30

Raḍiyya was very clever and decided to resort to the practice
so well-known to the people of Delhi. She waited until Friday
when the majority of people gathered for prayer, and when the
Sultan came out of his palace to go to the mosque to pray, she
stood on the balcony dressed in red, like a victim seeking justice,
and began to scream. According to Ibn Baṭṭūṭa:
She presented herself to the army (an-nās) and addressed
them from the roof saying, ‘My brother killed his brother
and he now wants to kill me’. Saying this she reminded
them of her father’s time and of his good deeds and
benevolence to the people. This led to a revolt and they
proceeded against Sultan Rukn-ud-Dīn at the time when
he was in the mosque. He was arrested and taken to her.
She said that the murderer should be killed; and he was
killed in retaliation for his brother’s death… The army (annās) agreed to appoint Raziya as ruler.31

There could not have been a better time for such a wellplanned and skilfully executed coup. Her own debut in power
demonstrates her politically vigilant personality. Minhaj-i Siraj
Jūzjānī rightly observes that “she was endowed with all the
admirable qualities and qualifications necessary for kings”.32
But it was not easy for her to consolidate her reign. Raḍiyya’s
29 In one of these campaigns, Rukn-al-Dīn most probably killed his young half-brother,
Mu’izz-ud-Dīn, who was Raḍiyya’s brother. Jūzjānī, op. cit., 633;

30 Mahdi Husain, op. cit., 33.
31 Ibid., 34.
32 Jūzjānī, op. cit., 637.
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first difficulty arose out of the refusal of the famous wazīr of
the kingdom, Nizām-ul Mulk Muhammad Junyadī, to accept her
ascent to the throne for not having been consulted beforehand.
Together with other eminent Turkish nobles, he marched on
Delhi from different directions, intent on defeating Raḍiyya. With
the full support of the people of Delhi and of her army, she first
broke the rebel coalition and then defeated it. In doing so “she
prevented the growth of a dangerous constitutional precedent
– that of allowing the provincial officers a predominant voice
in the ruler’s appointment”.33 This episode really seems to be
emblematic of her entire political adventure. In fact, if we look
closely at Raḍiyya’s political experience, the opposition against
her was marked by racial rather than sexual motives, as some
commentators subtly claim. It was her attempt to reduce the
power of Turkish nobles by creating a non-Turkish-counterpower and her direct appeal to the people for legitimacy that
fuelled the opposition against her.
After the rebellion was quelled, the new Sultana devoted
herself to the administrative reorganization of the State. She
appointed Khwājah Muhazzab as the new wazīr of the kingdom
with the title of Nizām-ul Mulk and appointed Malik Kuṭbud-Dīn Ḥusain Ghūrison of ‘Alī, as commander of the army
after the sudden death of Malik Saif-ud-Dīn Ibaik-i-Bihak.
Again, Raḍiyya showed great political acumen in dealing with
recalcitrant elements and soon almost all the mulūk and umarāʾ
had submitted to her authority.34 Some of the most important
posts were assigned to non-Turkish Muslims, as in the case of
Jamāl-ud-Dīn Yākūt, an Abyssinian who was appointed horse
master (Amīr-i-akhur). In making these official appointments,
Raḍiyya gave public opinion a great deal of importance, as she
was concerned about the general response of the masses to her
actions and policies. After all, the support of the people of Delhi
was still the main source of her strength. Since Raḍiyya was
33 Habibullah, op. cit., 760.

34 Jūzjānī, op. cit., 641-642.
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also careful to avoid the concentration of power in the hands
of a specific section of the nobility, she opted for enlisting and
patronizing non-Turkish nobles, as in the case of Jamāl-udDīn Yākūt’s election to the post of Amīr-i-akhur – a nomination
which was traditionally the prerogative of Turkish nobles. This
appointment aroused much opposition from the Turkish nobles
and was a proof, in their eyes, of the Sultan’s attempts to restrict
their privileges, an attitude that would later prove fatal for her
government.

Raḍiyya also decided to take direct control of the business
of the government. However, this was not possible if she
continued to observe the purdah rules that kept her in solitary
confinement.35 Her throne was separated from the courtiers and
the audience by a screen and only her female guards could stand
beside her. This isolation was an obstacle to the performance of
her public duties and she decided to abandon the purdah. She
began to appear in public with her cloak (qaba) and hat (kulah),
without covering her face and decided to dress like a man. She
went out in public on horseback or by elephant to conduct
military campaigns and also to maintain contact with the people.
According to Ibn Baṭṭūṭa: “She ruled as an absolute monarch for
four years. She mounted horses like men armed with bow and
quiver; and she would not cover her face”.36 In general terms,
it is possible to state that: “Raziya’s more direct and assertive
role in the administration and in the appointment of non-Turks
to important posts created an undercurrent of hostility amongst
the Turkish nobles who began to plan her overthrow”.37
35 To trace the history of purdah in India: S. Sharma, The Status of Muslim Women in
Medieval India (Sage Publication, New Delhi 2016), 18-20; 158-165; 238-242.

36 Mahdi Husain, op. cit., 34.
37 Nizami, ed., op. cit., 240; see also: Mernissi, op. cit., 96-97; Habibullah, op. cit.,764-765.
Scholars confirms of the movements among the Turkish Maliks to “counter the queen’s
determination to break their political power once for all and restore the crown to its rightful
place in the state”. After all they guarded their privileges which included, among others, a
monopoly of such household offices as the Amīr-i-Hājib [Lord Chamberlain], Wakīl-i-Dar
[Controller of the Royal Household] and Amīr-i-Akhūr [Commander of the Cavalry]”.
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This was a turning point in her reign, since from now onward
she had to defend herself from different insurrections. In the year
637/1240, Malik ’Izz-ud-Dīn Kabīr Khān Ayāz, one of Iltutmish’s
former slaves appointed by Raḍiyya as iqtadar of Lahore, rebelled
against Delhi. The Sultan quickly moved away from the capital and
quelled the insurrection. It was now clear that if something could
work against Raḍiyya, it had to involve both local rulers and some
of her most trusted collaborators in Delhi. And that is exactly
what happened. Malik Ikhtiyār-ud-Dīn Altūnīa, another one of
Iltutmish’s slaves to whom Raḍiyya had shown great generosity
by giving him the iqtas of Baran and Tabarhindah, started a local
uprising. He was particularly attracted by a compact and solid
agreement with Ikhtiyār-ud-Dīn Aitigin, (appointed by Raḍiyya to
the prominent position of Amīr-i-Hājib) in Delhi. When the Sultan
reached Tabarhindah: “the Turk Amīrs rose against her and put
to death Amīr Jamāl-ud-Dīn Yākūt… seized Sultan Raḍiyya and
sent her to the fortress of Tabarhindah”.38

Now that the citizens of Delhi were without military forces
to support Raḍiyya’s cause, it was easy for the rebels to proceed
with their plan to bring her younger half-brother Bahram to the
throne. The simple information that she had been captured was
enough for the proclamation of the new ruler in Delhi during the
same month. In the capital, a new administrative apparatus had
been created by Ikhtiyār-ud-Dīn Aitigin, who remained in total
control of the entire administrative machinery. On the other
hand, Ikhtiyār-ud-Dīn Altūnīa, who expected some reward for
his contribution to the uprising, had been excluded from any
important position in the new government. The situation became
critical when Aitigin was assassinated two months after Bahram’s
election and Altūnīa lost all expectation of a possible reward.
Raḍiyya took advantage of this new situation and married
Altūnīa. This new alliance was convenient for both of them.
Raḍiyya had a new opportunity to return to the kingdom while
her husband would obtain an important position. Both united
their armies and marched toward Delhi but, on the way, their
38 Jūzjānī, op. cit., 645.

402 Witness to a Common Hope

army was defeated and Raḍiyya was forced to flee. According to
Minhaj-i Siraj Jūzjānī:
The troops along with them all abandoned them, and Sultan
Raziyyat and Malik Altūnīah fell captive into the hands of
Hindus, and attained martyrdom.…; and the martyrdom of
Sultan Raziyyat took place on Tuesday, the 25th of Rabī’ul-Awwal, in the year 638 H. Her reign extended over a
period of three years, six months, and six days.39

More poetically Ibn Baṭṭūṭa describes her end in these terms:
Raziya’s troops suffered a defeat and she fled. Overpowered
by hunger and strained by fatigue she repaired to a peasant
whom she found tilling the soil. She asked him something
to eat. He gave her a piece of bread which she ate and fell
asleep; and she was dressed as a man. But, while she was
asleep the peasant’s eyes fell upon a gown (qabā) studded
with jewels which she was wearing under the clothes. He
realized that she was a woman. So he killed her, plundered
her and drove away her horse, and then buried her in his
field. Then he went to the market to dispose of one of her
garments. But the people of the market became suspicious
of him and took him to the shiḥne [police office] … There
he was beaten into confessing his murder and pointed out
where he had buried her. Her body was then disinterred,
washed, shrouded and buried there.40

Ibn Baṭṭūṭa ends by saying that, at the time of his travels in
the 14th century, the people had made her a saint, since: “A dome
was built over her grave which is now visited and people obtain
blessings from it. It lies on the bank of the great river Jumna (Jūn)
at a distance of one parasang (farsakh) [equal to 18,000 feet]
from the city”.41
The Queen’s tomb is still located about three miles from the
Jamuna River at Mohalla Bulbuli Khana (Old Delhi). Contrary to
Ibn Baṭṭūṭa’s testimony, however, it is in a semi-abandoned state
39 Ibid., 648.

40 Mahdi Husain, op. cit., 35.
41 Loc. cit.
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in the middle of a dirty environment and the people in Delhi
seem to have forgotten their Sultana. Encircled on all sides by
unappealing residential buildings, some of the Muslim residents
have turned part of the tomb into a mosque where people pray
five times a day. Some years ago, the Archaeological Survey of
India declared the place to be the tomb of a Sufi saint. Others
claim that Raḍiyya’s tomb is situated at Kaithal, in Haryana, close
to the jail42.

Conclusion

Raḍiyya occupies a significant place among the Turkish
Indian rulers of the 13th century. Among the successors of
Iltutmish, she was undoubtedly the most skilled and most
worthy of a ruler’s position. Her political skill and administrative
wisdom enabled her to restore the state’s finances, which had
been impoverished by the miserable management of her halfbrother Rukn-al-Dīn. Her policy of external alliances through
pacts of non-belligerence with the Mongols of the north and the
Hindū rulers of the centre-south was successful, although it did
not lead to new territorial conquests. Her skilful internal policy
in managing relations with local governors was undermined by
her independent decision-making and her audacity in managing
the state apparatus by disregarding every limit that her feminine
condition imposed on her. It was her independent decision to
undermine Turkish participation in power of the Sultanate that
proved fatal, despite the constant and faithful support of the
people of Delhi.

Some historians connect the end of her reign with the
alleged “love affair” of a young woman. No doubt the Queen of
Delhi was a woman of her time but she also demonstrated her
ability to rise beyond the social conventions of her society with
the temperament and the audacity characteristic of the great
women of history who are ready to challenge social customs
and cultural practices in order to find new paths of action and
commitment and to inspire new hope.
42 Brijbhushan, op. cit., 21.

Iqbal and German Orientalists
M. Ikram Chaghatai
‘Allama Muhammad Iqbal (d. 1938) was a poet, philosopher
and politician of British India. Historically, he spent his whole
creative life during the inter-war period of the twentieth
century, as his first book Asrār-i Khudi (Persian: Secrets of the
Self, 1915) and the last, posthumously published, Armaghān-i
Hijaz (Persian/Urdu, Presentation to Hijaz, Oct. 1938) came out
during WWI and WWII respectively. Moreover, Hermann Hesse
(d. 1968), a German Noble-laureate of Literature, beautifully
evaluates Iqbal’s creative personality and sums up his whole
Gedankenwelt in three domains of the spirit, namely the world
of India, the world of Islam and that of occidental thought.1 In
the last realm, Iqbal was deeply influenced by the philosophical
and poetical achievement of Germany. Intellectually, and to some
extent emotionally, he was close to this country, as he openly
confessed in some of the letters, written to his Emma Wegenast,
teacher of German language in Heidelberg, as follows:
Germany was a kind home to my spirit. I learnt much and
thought much in that country. The home of Goethe has
formed a permanent place in my soul.2

Numerous instances in his biography, poetry, lectures,
articles, letters and recorded conversations with his associates
and intimate friends, show clearly how he was inspired by
German philosophers.
1

Buch der Ewigkeit (Gr. tr. of Iqbal’s Javīdnāma by A. Schimmel), Preface, Munich 1957.

2

Iqbal Europe mein (Urdu). By Sa‘id Akhtar Durrani; rev. ed. Lahore 1999 (1985); 468,
letter dated 17 January 1932.
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As an intelligent student and then young teacher of
philosophy, he knew German philosophers like Nietzsche
(d. 1900) and poets like Goethe (d. 1832) to whom he pays his
respect as “though not a prophet he has a book namely Faust.”
In one of his early poems “Ghalib”, he refers his compeer who is
sleeping in the garden of Weimar.3

Iqbal visited many European countries such as England,
France, Spain and Italy but he was intellectually closer to
Germany than to any other country. He came to Germany only
once and stayed about three and a half months there (21 July –
5 November 1907), first in Heidelberg to improve his German
and then in Munich to submit his doctoral dissertation to the
University.4 He enjoyed the experience of breathing freely in
an anti-colonial power and living in an impressive, learned
and educational environment while enjoying the romantic
atmosphere and the beautiful natural landscapes of Heidelberg.
But, above all, his deep study of Goethe gave him an impetus
to follow the poetic diction and thinking of this German savant
who also conceived the idea of writing West-östlicher Divan
(henceforth Divan)5 during his memorable sojourn in this city.6
3

In: Makhzan (Lahore), 1901. Ghalib (d. 1869) was a great Indian poet of Urdu and Persian.
The translation of this verse is:

		
		

“Alas! you live buried in desolate Delhi,
While in the Garden of Weimar sleeps your compeer.”

and Gr. trans. as
		

“O weh! Du ruhst im versotteten Delhi,
während dem Mitsänger in lieblichan Weimar schlaft.”

(cf. Ch. Bürgel (tr.): Steppe im Staubkorn. Freiburg 1982, 108.
4

Development of Metaphysics in Persia. Lahore, 1908. Gr. tr. by A. Schimmel and Ali Reza
Rāhbar. Bonn, 1982.

5

Edited and annotated by Hans-Joachim Weitz. 17th ed., Frankfurt/M., 1999.

6

As indicated by some scholars, the basic concept of two Urdu poems of this period
namely Haqiqat-i Husn (Reality of the Beauty, published in Makhzan, March 1906) and
Ek Shām Nekar ke Kināre (an evening on the Bank of Nekar) were taken from Goethe’s
Vieljahreszeiten and Wanderers Nachtlied respectively, see Nawādirāt-i ‘Allāma Iqbal.
Ed. Nadeem Shafique Malik. Lahore 2015, 89-93; Christina Oesterheld: “Ek Shām Nekar
ke Kināre” and Goethe’s “Wanderers Nachtlied/Ein Gleiches. A Comparative Analysis”.
(in: Revisioning Iqbal. As a Poet and Muslim Political Thinker. Eds. Ali Usman Qasimi
et al. Karachi: OUP, 2011, 37-58.
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The poetic affinity of Iqbal with Heidelberg and Germany reached
its apex in his Payām-i-Mashriq (henceforth Payām)7 with its subtitle “in response to the German poet, Goethe.”8

Iqbal’s biographers, close associates, reputed scholars and
the distinguished Iqbalists of South Asia and abroad expressed in
detail their views about different aspects of his relationship with
Germany. In this respect, the first most authentic and reliable
source is a book titled Iqbal written by Atiya Faizi (d. 1967),
who spent three weeks with Iqbal in Heidelberg and beautifully
described the time she spent with him, including some personal
letters written to her.9 The next most significant event in Iqbalian
studies was the discovery of twenty-seven German and English
letters of Iqbal, written to his German teacher in Heidelberg Emma Wegenast (d. 1964). The credit for finding these letters goes
to Muhammad Aman H. Hobolm (d. 2014), a German diplomat and
deputy chairman of the Central Council of Muslims in Germany. As
a converted Muslim, he was the imam of Wilmersdorfer Mosque,
Berlin (1949-53) and then appointed as the cultural attaché in
the German Embassy (Karachi). As a devout follower of Iqbal, he
succeeded in approaching Emma in Heidelberg who handed over
all these letters to him. After some years, he introduced these
letters to the public in a lecture delivered in SOAS, London.10

The first Gr. tr. of this poem “Ek Shām” by Otto von Glasenapp was published in
Heidelberger Tageblatt (16 March 1916) and the same has been engraved on a slab, lying
now in the middle of the central park in Heidelberg.

7

Persian, Message of the East, Lahore 1923, esp. 2nd ed. 1924. Gr. tr. by A. Schimmel,
Botschaft des Ostens. Wiesbaden 1963.

8

See Jū-i Aab, excellent adaptation of Goethe’s Mahomets-Gesang, see I. H. Solbrig:
“Die Rezeption des Gedichts Mahomets-Gesang” bei Goethe’s Zeitgenossen und in der
modernen persischen Adaption Muhammad Iqbal (1923).” (in: Goethe Jahrbuch, 100
(1983), 111-128).

9

1st ed., Bombay 1947; Edited and annotated by Rauf Parekh. Karachi: OUP, 2011; see
also Siobhan Lambert Hurley & Sunil Sharma: Atiya’s Journeys: A Muslim Woman from
Colonial Bombay to Edwardian Britain. New Delhi: OUP, 2010 and Zaheda Hina: “Atiya
Faizee: a bygone era.” in: Gender, politics and performances in South Asia. Ed. Sheema
Kirmani et al; Karachi: OUP, 2015, 248-273.

10 At the age of thirteen he converted to Islam (1939). After joining the German Foreign
Service, he worked as a cultural attaché at German embassies not only in Pakistan but also
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Annemarie Schimmel (d. 2003) was a legendary scholar,
cultural mediator between Germany and the Islamic world and
a doyenne of Iqbal studies.11 As a prominent Iqbalist, she opened
new vistas of Iqbal’s intellectual relationship with Germany
through her German and English books and numerous articles.12
Most authentic and comprehensive biographies of Iqbal
indicate in detail his scholarly contacts with renowned German

in London, Riyadh etc. as well as head of the branch of Goethe Institute, Bandung. During
his stay in Karachi, he supported to establish The Pakistan-German Forum, a learned
institute for promoting the cultural relations between Pakistan and Germany, particularly
with reference to Iqbal. Mumtaz Hasan (d. 1974), President of this Forum writes:
“He [Iqbal] is…the cultural bridge between Pakistan and Germany. There is no other
Indian or Pakistani Muslim who has brought us so close to German thought and German
culture as Muhammad Iqbal. And it is to his importance as the main cultural link between
Pakistan and Germany that the present book owes its existence.”
(Mohammad Iqbal. Poet and Philosopher. A Collection of Translations, Essays and other
Articles. The Pakistan-German Forum, Karachi 1960, Preface, 5).
Hobohom was also the managing director of the King Fahd Academy in Bad Godesberg
(1995-2002) and the chairman of the Annemarie Schimmel Forum in St. Augustin.
11 “Muhammad Iqbal and Germany: a Correspondence of the Heart,” Iqbal Review (Lahore),
41, no. 4 (2000): 131-137. All these letters and the English translation of German letters
have been published in Sa‘id Akhtar Durrani: Iqbal Europe mein (Urdu), Lahore 1999
(1985), 375-470 and “Matters of No Importance” in: Iqbal Singh: An Ardent Pilgrim. An
Introduction of the Life and Work of Muhammad Iqbal. 2nd ed., Delhi: OUP, 1997, 147-172.
12 For example, see her “Iqbal and German Thought”, in: Muhammad Iqbal, Poet and
Philosopher. Karachi 1960, 96-98; Rāshid al-Haydari (Schimmel’s pseudonym):
“Muhammad Iqbal wa Saqāfat Al-Amānia,” Fikrunwa Fann. no. 2, Hamburg 1963, 24-33;
“Muhammad Iqbal and German Culture.” Ibid., (Selection), vols. 1-6 (1963-65), Hamburg
1966, 46-54; “Germany and Iqbal”, Muhammad Iqbal und die drei Reiche des Geistes.
By Wolfgang Koehler. Hamburg 1977; “Iqbal and Germany, Germany and Iqbal.” Iqbal
Commemoration Volume. Eds. Ali Sardar Jafri & K.S. Duggal. New Delhi 1977, 45-60.
See also B. Robotka: “Iqbal and Deutschland”, in: Fremde Erfahrungen: Asiaten and
Afrikanes in Deutschalnd, Österreich und in der Schweiz bis 1945. Berlin 1996; J. Ch.
Bürgel: “Iqbal und Goethe”, in: Iqbal und Europa. Bern 1980, 11-32; Sa‘id Akhtar Durrani:
Iqbal Europe mein, op. cit., Ibid., Nawādr-i Iqbal Europe mein (Urdu), Lahore 1995; by
the present author: Iqbal and Goethe. Lahore 1999; ibid.: Goethe, Iqbal and the Orient.
Lahore 1999; ibid.: “Iqbal and Germany”, in: Iqbal. New Dimensions. 2nd ed., Lahore 2014,
625-638; ibid.: “Iqbal awr Germany” in: Iqbal Urdu Encyclopedia, vol. II. Lahore 2015;
ibid.: Iqbal awr Germany (Urdu). Lahore 2020; Win and M. Callewaert et al: A descriptive
bibliography of Allama Muhammad Iqbal (1877-1938). Leuven 2000; Uta Ahmed:
Bibligraphie des Deutschen Pakistan-Schrifttums. Hamburg 1975, “Iqbal”, 224-232.
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orientalists like Josef Horowitz (d. 1931),13 Georg Kampffmeyer
(d. 1936)14 and Fritz J. Krenkow (d. 1952).15 They corresponded
with Iqbal but at present no letter written by them is extant,
neither in the Iqbal Museum nor elsewhere.
Besides the hand-written scripts of Iqbal’s works (Persian,
Urdu & English), rare documents, family records and other archival
material, there are five German letters in the Iqbal Museum
(Lahore),16 which are unpublished and remain completely
unnoticed. These were written by three German orientalists
namely August Fischer, Josef Hell and Rudi Paret about their
exchange of books, including Hanns Meinke’s illustrated poetic
collections. The present study is entirely based on this German
epistolary material, including the new information about Meinke
gained from the Hanns-Meink-Archiv in the Akademiefūr Künste,
Berlin.

August Fischer

August Fischer (d. 1949) studied theology and Oriental
languages at Halle, Berlin and Marburg and received D. Phil.
in 1889 from the University of Halle. He taught Arabic at the
Seminar für Orientalischen Sprachen (Berlin) from 1896 to
1900. He was, no doubt, an outstanding linguist, competent
in classical as well as colloquial Arabic which he knew from
repeated visits to North Africa and the Ottoman Empire.17

13 Kulliyāt-i Makātib-i Iqbal. Ed. Muzaffar Husain Barni. New Delhi 1999 (1991), vol. 2,
463, 468, 569-570, 1088-1089; J. Horovitz by S.D.F. Goiten, in: Der Islam, 22 (1935),
122-127.

14 Iqbal kee Suhbat mein (Urdu) by M. Abdullah Chaghatai. Lahore 1977, 137, 278; G.
Kampffmeyer by Erich Pritech, in: Die Welt des Islams. 18 (1936), 1-11.
15 See my new book Iqbal awr Germany, op. cit., 76-80; Otto Spies: Nachruf, in: Der Islam,
31 (1953), 228-236.
16 Relics of Allama Iqbal Catalogue. Preserved in Allama Iqbal Museum. By Dr. Ahmad
Nabi Khan. Karachi 1982.
17 For A. Fischer’s life and works, see Martin Plessner: “Generalregister zu Schriften Prof.
A. Fischers”, in: Islamica (Leipzig), 2 (1926), 618-644; J. W. Fück: “August Fischer
(1865-1948)” in: ZDMG, 100 (1950), 1-18, also in: Johann Fück: Arabische Kultur und
Islam in Mittelalter. Ausgewähte Schriften. Hrsg. von Manfred Fleischhammer, Weimar
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As is evident from Iqbal’s own writings, he was extremely
eager to send his Payām18 to various European experts of Oriental
learning, particularly to German orientalists, as it was written in
response to Goethe’s West-östlicher Divan (1819). Immediately
after its publication (1923), it was sent to A. Fischer who wrote
a letter in acknowledgement with the prospectus of Islamica,
which was in preparation in those days. In a letter (dated 25
March 1924),19 to Iqbal says:
I enclose herewith a copy of the Prospectus of Islamica20
which Prof. Fischer of Leipzig has started. This will be
partly in English and partly in German. Please do get it
for the Oriental College Library,21 as, I think, it will be of
great use to the Oriental reader. Prof. Fischer has sent me
this Prospectus and has also written a very appreciative
letter regarding the Payām-i Mashriq which he prefers to
Goethe’s Divan. When we meet next, we shall try to read
his letter together. The Islamica will, I think, come out in
May next. I wish you could write to the Prof. direct now
about it.

1981, “August Fischer”, 328-337; A. Schaade: “August Fischer”, in: Der Islam, 30 (1952),
97-101; Festgabe zum 60. Geburtstag von August Fischer mit seinem Bildnis, der vom
Herausgeber-Bräunlich gegeichneten Widmung, der Awsprache Bergsträssers beider
Geburtstagsfeier und einem Vergleichnis der Schriften Fischers von Plessner mit genauen
Sachindex und Angabe der von F. interpretieren Dichter—und Qur’anverse. 1928
18 In Persian, Message of the East, 1st ed. 1923, 2nd ed. 1924. German translation by A.
Schimmel, Bostschaft des Ostens Wiesbaden 1963.
19 Written to Dr. Maulavi Muhammad Shafi‘ (1883-1963), ex-Principal of University
Oriental College, Lahore (1936-1943) and Chairman, Urdu Encyclopedia of Islam, see
Armaghān-i ‘Ilmi. Presentation volume. Lahore 1955. For this letter, see Jashn Nama-i
Iqbal. Ed. Ebadat Brelvi, Lahore 1977. “Iqbal on the Freedom of Ijtihād” by Dr. Rana
M. N. Ehsan Elahie, p. 298. This letter has not been included in any collection of Iqbal’s
English letters.
20 Islamica. A Journal devoted to the Study of the Languages, Arts and Civilisations of the
Islamic Peoples. Editor A. Fischer, vol. 1 (Leipzig, 1924-25), reprinted: Johnson Reprint
Corporation, 1964. Only 7 volumes of this journal were published and then stopped; vol. I
(1924-25), vol. II (1926-27), vol. III (1927-28), IV (1929-31), V (1931-23), VI, VII, Nr. 1
(1933-35).
21 University Oriental College, Lahore (established in 1870), cf. Tārikh-i University Oriental
College Lahore. By Dr. Ghulām Husain Zulfiqār; Lahore 1870 in Urdu.
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Rānā Ihsān Ilāhī comments in this letter as follows:

From the correspondence between ‘Allāma [Iqbal] and
Maulawi Muhammad Shafi‘ we feel that Prof. Fischer had
afforded to Dr. Iqbal the original and immediate dynamic,
Prof. Fischer who had already contributed to the ZDMG22
a short article in the Qyzyl Elmā, [Istanbul, 1941] one
of the contemporary periodicals of Turkey, issued from
Leipzig in 1922 his independent work on the Religious
Reformist Movement in Turkey under the title Aus der
religiösen Reformbewegung in der Türkei. Incidentally, in
this book Prof. Fischer made frequent use of the poetical
compositions of Mehmet Ziya Bek which he had published
in Turkey under the nom de plume of Gök Alp (Lit., the
Celestial Hero [d. 1924].23

In another letter (dated 29th August 1924) to Maulavi M.
Shafi, Iqbal wrote:
I have got Prof. Fischer’s German translation of some of
the things written recently in Turkey.

Rānā Ihsān Ilāhī again writes:

Very likely Prof. August Fischer of Leipzig (d. 1949)
had sent to Dr. Iqbal a copy of the latest work on the
Reformist Movement in Turkey, along with the copy
of the Prospectus pertaining to the Islamica, which
subsequently appeared in seven or eight volumes
in 1925, 1926, 1927, 1932, 1934 and 1937-1938.24

As he had done for other European orientalists, Iqbal also
sent a copy of Payām to his friend and first translator,25 R. A.
22 Vol. LXXIV, 1920, 170-174.
23 Jashn-Nama, op. cit., 300.
24 Ibid., 288.
Besides Arabic language, Fischer’s another favourite subject deals with the history of
Ottomans and the religious movements, in pre-Kemalist period of Turkey. In such studies,
he was assisted by his colleague in Leipzig, Ahmad Muhieddin.
25 Secrets of the Self. London 1920 (Eng. tr. of Iqbal’s first Persian poetic book Asrār-i
Khudi, Lahore 1915).
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Nicholson (d. 1945),26 a ‘Derwisch’27 scholar of Cambridge. He
reviewed it in English and perhaps at the poet’s suggestion, the
reviewer preferred to publish it in the first issue of A. Fischer’s
Islamica,28 which played a vital role in introducing Iqbal to the
German learned élite, scholars, orientalists and littérateurs.
In this review, Nicholson opines:

Although the Payām resemble the Divan in form, since
both contain short poems arranged in section which bear
separate titles [hāl-i Tūr, Afkār, May-i Bāqi, Farang etc.] and
also in its general motive, there is no correspondence as
regards the subject matter. “Märchen und Dichter” [Hūr-o
Shā‘ir] and “Mahomets Gesang”29 [Jūe-i Aab] are the only
poems of Goethe (and these do not belong to the Divan)
which are directly imitated. In the piece entitled “Jalāl and
Goethe”, Iqbal imagines Jalālu’ddin Rūmi, for whom he has
the greatest admiration, meeting Goethe in Paradise.

At the end of the same year (1924), Iqbal wrote a letter to
Khālid Khalīl and advised him to contact A. Fischer for an indepth study of Islamic civilization:
In this respect, it would not be useless if you correspond
with Prof. Dr. Fischer of the University of Leipzig. I think
that he would give you useful information concerning
your subject. If you don’t know him personally, you can
write a letter to him with my reference.30

26 Islamic Culture (Hyderabad, Deccan), Oct. 1946, 442-443 and The Pakistan Times
(Lahore, Daily), 22 Jan. 1971, art. by Dr. Sh. Inayatullah.
27 J. A. Arberry: Oriental Essays, Portraits of Seven Scholars. Repr.: Lahore 2004, 197-232.
“Nicholson was the first man in the West to recognize the greatness of Iqbal” (215).
28 (1924-1925), 112-124.
29 I. H. Solbrig: “Die Rezeption des Gedichts “Mahomets-Gesang” bei Goethes Zeitgenossen
und in der modernen porsischen Adaption Muhammad Iqbals (1923)”, (Goethe Jahrbuch,
100 (1983), 111-126)
30 Kulliyat-i Makātib-i Iqbal. Ed. Sayyid Muzaffar Husain Barni. Dehli, 1999 (1991), vol. 2,
569-570, also for Fischer. 963-964.
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In 1930, Iqbal referred some of Fischer’s studies in his
Reconstruction.31 He writes:
This new [international] ideal reflected in the work of
the great nationalist poet Zia whose songs, inspired by
the philosophy of August Comte, have done a great deal
in shaping the present thoughts of Turkey. I reproduce
the substance of his poems from Prof. Fischer’s German
translation:

‘In order to create a really effective political unity of Islam,
all Muslim countries must first become independent
and then in their totality they should range themselves
under one Caliph. Is such a thing possible at the present
moment? If not to-day, one must wait. In the meantime,
the Caliph must reduce his own house in order and lay the
foundations of a workable modern State.
In the international world the weak find no sympathy;
power alone deserves respect’.32

On Iqbal’s translation of the passages from Zia Gökalp’s
Külliyati (vol. i, Ankara 1952), A. Schimmel comments:
Iqbal did not know Turkish, has studied his (Zia Gökalp’s)
work through the German translation by August Fischer,
and it is of interest to see how he (Iqbal) sometimes,
changes or omits some words of the translation when
reproducing the verses in the Lecture.33

The Editor of the Reconstruction (1986) clarifies that

It may be added that these changes or omissions are
perhaps more due to August Fischer’s German translation
as given in his Aus der religiösen Reformbewegung in der
Türkei (Religious Reform Movement in Turkey) than
to ‘Allāma [Iqbal]. The term ‘esri, for example, has been
used by Zia Gokalp for ‘secular’ and not for ‘modern’ as

31 1st ed., Six Lectures on the Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam, Lahore 1930.
“VI: The Principle of Movement in the Structure of Islam”; 2nd ed., The Reconstruction
of Religious Thought in Islam. Lahore 1935 (with an addition of lecture “Is Religion
Possible?”).
32 Reconstruction, op. cit., edited & annotated by M. Saeed Sheikh, Lahore 1986, 126.
33 Gabriel’s Wing, 242.
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Fischer has put it. Again, a line from the original Turkish
text is missing in the present passage, but this is so in the
German translation.34

During the five years (1924-1929), nothing is available
about Iqbal and Fischer’s contact through correspondence or
exchange of writings, neither in the Iqbal Museum (Lahore) nor
in Fischer Nachlass (Leipzig). At present, only one hand-written
German letter of Fischer is extant in the Iqbal Museum35 and the
rest has been lost. It was written when he received Six Lectures.36
He read a few pages and promised to review them after a careful
study in his own journal.37

Josef Hell

Josef Hell (d. 1950), was an Orientalist, Arabist, Islamist,
and a Catholic. He studied Semitic Philology in Munich (1896-98)
and his teacher was Fritz Hommel (1854-1936),38 doktorvater
of Iqbal, under whose guidance he submitted his Ph.D. thesis in
Munich (1907).39 He was very much interested in pre-Islamic
Arabic poetry and discovered many poetical collections of that
period. He also authored books on the religious and cultural
history of the Arabs.

J. Hell received his doctorate in Philosophy in 1902 from the
University of Leipzig. He was Professor of Oriental Philology at

34 Reconstruction, op. cit., 193, f.n. 25. Mehmet Ziya Gök Alp (1875 or 1876-1924), a social
scientist, writer and nationalist of Turkey (cf. EI², 2 (1965), 1117-1118, art. by Niazi Berkes).

35 Catalogue of the Iqbal Museum. By Dr. Ahmad Nabi Khan. Karachi 1982 (Acc. No. AIM.
1977. 365).
36 1st ed., Lahore 1930.
37 Islamica. Fischer wrote this letter to Iqbal on 31st Oct. 1930 and afterwards vols. IV to VIII
(1931-1935) have been published but he did not review it.
38 See Wege und Umwege einer grossen Liebe, written by his son Hildebrecht Hommel
(1899-1996), unpublished; NDB (Neue Deutsche Biographie), vol. 9 (Berlin 1972), 591,
art. by Ernst Weidner; Orientalistische Studien. Fritz Hommel zumsechzigsten Geburtstag
am 31. Juli 1914, 2 vols., Leipzig 1917-18; see my article (Urdu), in: Māh-i Nau (Lahore),
Iqbal Number, Nov. 2002, 147-154, with photograph.
39 Development of Metaphysics in Persia. London 1908 (dedicated to F. Hommel).
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the Universities of Munich and Erlangen.40 One of Hell’s books
was translated into English41 and then translated into Urdu by
a very close young scholar of Iqbal, Nazir Niāzi.42 The book was
presented to Iqbal, who read it with much interest. It seems
strange that these translations did not bring Hell and Nazir Niāzi
into direct contact with each other. The man who was responsible
for their scholarly cooperation was Fritz Krenkow43 who informed
Hell about Iqbal’s Payām and thus the correspondence between
them started.

J. Hell wrote a letter to Iqbal in order to get a copy of Payām
but in the collection of Iqbal’s English letters, no such letter is
available. However, in the huge corpus of his Urdu letters, he
refers to J. Hell. In a letter to Sayyid Nazir Niāzi (11th December,
1930) he informs us that “Prof. Hell, whose book you have
translated in Urdu, sent to me a letter from Erlangen (Germany)
in which he writes about [Six] Lectures: ‘your book is one of the
most significant phenomenon’.44 In another letter (31 March,
1933), he informs Dr. Sufi Ghulam Muhiyuddin that “The German
translation of Payām is in process. Prof. Hell of the University
of Erlangen is translating.”45 Hell responded and wrote three
hand-written German letters from Erlangen (5 Oct. 1930, 10
40 NDB, VIII, Berlin 1968, 473, art. by Hans Wehr; Johann Fück: Die arabischen Studien
in Europa… Leipzig 1955, 317-318; Ludmila Hanisch: Die Nachfolger der Exegeten
deutschsprachige Erforschung der Vorderen Orients inder ersten Hälfte des 20.
Jahrhunderts. Wiesbaden, 2003.

41 The Arab Civilization. Tr. by S. Khuda Bakhsh. (1875-1931) Cambridge 1926 (Die Kultur
der Araber, 1909).
42 N. Niāzi (1900-1982). A close associate of Iqbal and his biographer and the compiler of
his conversations.
43 For his life and works, see obituary by Otto Spies, in: Der Islam, 31 (1953), 228-236
and Fück, 280. He emigrated to England, becoming naturalized in 1911. Upon the
recommendation of August Fischer, the University of Leipzig granted him a honorary
doctorate in 1929 and in the same year he was invited to teach Islamic studies at the
Muslim University of Aligarh, cf. Rashid Ahmad Siddiqui’s Ganj Hā-i Grān Māya (Urdu),
New Delhi, 1989, 116-117.
44 Kulliyāt, 3: 185.
45 Ibid., 3: 338-339.
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March 1932 and 1 May 1932) which are safely preserved in the
Iqbal Museum.46 The main points of these letters are as follows:
i)

ii)
iii)

iv)

He acknowledges the receipt of Iqbal’s Six Lectures (1930).
Though he did not read English easily, he appreciated the
richness of profound ideas expressed by the author.
He mentions his own lectures on the subject of “Die
Religion des Islam”,47 to which he would like to refer and
quote relevant passages of Six Lectures.

He mentions a brief pamphlet entitled “Der Islam und die
abendländichen Kultur” (1915), in which he expressed the
opinion that “Earlier in India than elsewhere has Islam
begun to make progress independently. Just in accordance
with European fashion, the Indian Muslim author expounds
the Western viewpoint in their works in English.”

He confesses that Krenkow48 informed him about Iqbal’s
Persian translation of Goethe’s West-östlicher Divan,
whereas this is not a translation and its sub-title clearly
indicates that it was presented as a response to the German
poet, Goethe (dar jawāb Shā‘ir-i al-M‘anavi, Goethe).
Iqbal had not taken anything from Divan but adapted a
few poems from Goethe’s other writings, like Mahomet
Gesang49 etc. All such adaptations have been included in
the 2nd ed. of Payām (1924) and not in its first appearance
(1923).

Hell knows the cultural significance of Payām and believes
there has been a close connection between Western and
Oriental intellectual life through all the centuries up to the
present day. According to him, he became an Orientalist
only with a view of discovering these relations.

46 Catalogue, op. cit.

47 Die Religion des Islam (1915-1923).

48 Fritz Krenkow (1872-1953), see under Nr. 44.
49 J. Jolle: The River and its metaphors. Goethe’s “Mahomets Gesang”. (in: Modern Language.
Notes, 119/3 (2004), 431-450).
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v)

vi)
vii)
viii)

ix)

He promises to send Iqbal a copy of the discourse he
delivered on one occasion as the Rector of Erlangen
University.50 (5 Oct. 1930).

Hell received Iqbal’s letter (dated 7th April 1932) and the
translation of his two books.
He informs his colleague, Rudi Paret, who was teaching at
Heidelberg University about the contents of Six Lectures.
He also sent Rudi Paret the postal address of Iqbal so that
he could contact the poet himself.51

He was completely unaware of any German translation
of Six Lectures. If this information is correct, then his
permission would be necessary for this undertaking.52
Hell thanks Iqbal for sending him a book. He had already
read R. A. Nicholson’s detailed review, which was published
in Islamica. He had started translating Payām into German
but slowly, as he was facing difficulties in reading its
beautiful Nasta‘liq script. Apart from all these difficulties,
he decided to complete it and send the final script to Iqbal
for revision. He would like to complete the translation
within a year and then send it to the poet.

Iqbal had mentioned Hanns Meinke’s Leather-Book in
his letter. Hell personally was very much interested in
Meinke’s translations and poetry. Sometimes he thought
of working with Meinke, as he was translating into prose
while Meinke was translating into verse.
As mentioned in the book (1928), Hanns Meinke was a
teacher, writer, graphic artist and painter. In 1923 he lived

50 Probably his Ph.D. thesis: Al-Farazdak’s Lobgedichte auf al-Walīd Ibn Jazīd, 1902, or his
Habilitation dissertation: Al-Farazdak’s Lieder auf die Mohallabiten, 1903 (see ZDMG,
1905/1906).
51 Two days after Hell’s letter, Rudi Paret wrote a letter to Iqbal (3 May 1932), see later.
52 No German translation of Iqbal’s Reconstruction (1st ed. 1930, 2nd ed. 1934) was published
in the 20th century. The first German translation of this book was made by Dr. Axel Monte
and Thomas Stamer which was published by Iqbal Academy, Pakistan in 2003 & then from
Munich.
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x)
xi)

xii)
xiii)

at Brandenburg A.H. (Danzigerstr. 26). During these years,
he changed residences but Hell did not know locations.53

He is grateful for sending the postal address of Ziāud-Din
Tabātabā’i. With his permission, the translation of Payām
would be sent to him.54

From the linguistic point of view, he considers Javed
Nama55 easier to understand than Payām. Under the
present circumstances and due to a lack of sincerity and
realism, the German translation [of Javid Nama] was not
suitable. On the contrary, the interest that people showed
to Goethe and his various literary collections on the
occasion of his first death anniversary (1932) would be
helpful to increase his popularity.56
Hell had sent his book entitled Arabische Dichtungim
Rahmen der Welt-Literatur (1915), which Iqbal
acknowledges and appreciates.

Hell had asked for this German book to be translated into
English and Hindustani [Urdu] and for this his permission
was granted on condition that at least a few pages of the
English translation would be sent to him as a specimen, so
that he could present them to his Oriental Seminar.57
Muhammad Barkat ‘Ali,58 his colleague, would help him in
its revision.

53 For Meinke, see later.

54 He was the Prime-Minister of Iran during the reign of Ahmad Shah Qajār. When Raza
Shah Pahlavi was appointed as Minister of War; he resigned and settled in Switzerland.
He knew many languages. He was a staunch follower of Jamāl ud-Din Afghani. On the
occasion of Second Round Conference, he met Iqbal and invited him to his residence in
London (17 Oct. 1931). See for detail Kulliyat, 4: 501, 770 and Javed Iqbal: Zinda Rūd
(Urdu), 3: 471.
55 German translation by A. Schimmel. “Buch der Ewigkeit.” 1957; also in her Ausgewählte
Werke, Tübingen 1977, 199-327.
56 On the occasion of 250th Birth Anniversary of Goethe, see my two English books on
Goethe: Iqbal and Goethe. Lahore 1999 and Goethe, Iqbal and the Orient. Lahore 1999.
57 English tr. The Book of Eternity. By Muhammad Husain, Lahore, 1952.
58 Dr. Barkat ‘Ali Quraishi (1896-1960). After completing his education from Aligarh, he
went to Berlin (1924) and got his Ph.D. (1928). He was appointed as the Principal of
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xiv)

xv)

xvi)

Hell had devoted most of his time in reading and
understanding Payām. He wanted to know more about
Islam in India because he could play an important role in
the promotion of international movements of Islam. (1st
May, 1932).

About a week before, Hell had sent Six Lectures to his
colleague [probably Rudi Paret] because he intended to
express his thoughts about Iqbal’s Lecture on “Islam in the
Modern World”59 and knew that one of Hell’s pupils was
interested in translating the book into German. He came
to know from his colleague’s conversations that several
people had known about Iqbal’s book.

Hell had sent Six Lectures to his colleague (possibly Rudi
Paret) so that he could read and inform him about Payām.

xvii) He thought of an Iranian who could help him solve his
problems. He was in search of such Iran scholars who had
a special poetic interest, could establish friendly relations
and could help him to read Hāfiz,60 Javid Nama, PourDaud’s61 edited text of Avesta (Part II) and complete Payām
as soon as possible.
xviii) Hell’s real interests were Arabic, Semitic languages and
literatures and he was also interested in the Persian poetry
of the Islamic period but he was not able to understand

Islamia College, (Lahore and then University Oriental College, 1948, 1950). He also
performed his duties as an Ambassador of Pakistan in Syria, Lebanon and Jordan. He
returned to Berlin (1954) where he died. See Ghulam Husain Zulfiqar: Tarikh-i Oriental
College. Lahore, vol. ii, 1992, 213-246.

59 Not in the Reconstruction, op. cit.
60 Hāfiz Shirazi (1320-1388), a leading Persian poet, his Divan was translated by HammerPurgstall (1774-1856) in German, Stuttgart 1812-1813. Stuttgart, 2007, which deeply
influenced Goethe and resulted in his West-östlicher Divan (1819).
61 Ibrahim Pour-Daud (1895-1968) a distinguished Iranian scholar. He was editor of
Iranshahr (only 4 issues; see Nima Mina: Hammers Hafis-Übersetzung im Lichte der
Iranistik. Graz 2007) and Rastkhiz (Baghdad, 1916). After WWI he settled in Germany
and married with a German woman.
He was the head of the Persian Department in Tagore’s Shantinekan. He also translated in
Persian most of Tagore’s poems, cf. my book Iqbal and Tagore. Lahore 2008.
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xix)

xx)

Persian completely. Possibly after some time he would be
able to understand Persian poetry.

He wanted to know any person from India or Iran living
in Munich who could help him translate a few verses of
Iqbal or Payām. He also requested Iqbal to translate a few
pages of Payām (pp. 12-13) and Javid Nama (pp. 2-3) or
inform him of Indians who could translate into English
a few pages of these two books. He believed that, after a
comparative study of their translations, it would be easier
to translate them into his own language. He intended to
complete this translation as early as possible.

His most favorite subject was Hudaili Divan, published a
short time before.62 It portrays the modern spiritual life
of Islam. He wanted to study modern Persian literature
(novels, short stories and poetry) and for this he required
the cooperation of a book-seller. The German publisher,
Otto Harrassowitz,63 sometimes informed him about
oriental books but this was not very useful.

For him, Iqbal’s letters were enjoyable and encouraging.

Hell eventually completed his translation and became the
first scholar to translate one of Iqbal’s books into a language
other than English. Unfortunately, all his efforts were fruitless as
his translation was not published and the manuscript still exists
in the library of Erlangen University. After his death, A. Schimmel
examined it and expressed her opinion in these words:
The translation was never published. I once had an
opportunity of examining it but found it too un-poetical for
a publication. Still, the very fact that Prof. Hell undertook
this venture - probably in the 1930s, and in any case long
before any other translation outside the English language
appeared - proves that there was indeed some interest in
Iqbal’s work in German academic circles.64

62 Facsimile edition of Arabic Diwan, ed. by J. Hell in 1916 and then the 1st volume of Neuen
Hudaibiten-Diwane (1924) and 2nd was published (1933).
63 Otto Harrassowitz, now in Wiesbaden.
64 “Germany and Iqbal”, in: Iqbal and the three Realms… Hamburg 1977, 49.
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A. Schimmel was not only a renowned scholar of Iqbal and
Rumi and as well as a scholar of Islam in South Asia but also a
poet in the German and English languages.65 Therefore, she was
the most competent Orientalist to examine Hell’s unpublished
German translation. The fact that she found it ‘un-poetical’ would
normally not be a defect. Hell’s major area of study was related
to Arabic and Semitic studies and one cannot expect a ‘poetical’
translation from such a scholar. A few years after examining
Hell’s work, Schimmel published her own translation of Payām
(1963).
She may have used Hell’s translation, which was completed
with the cooperation of Iqbal, Indian and Iranian littérateurs who
were living in Berlin. Therefore, Hell’s translation should also be
published so that a comprehensive in-depth comparative study
could be undertaken.

Rudi Paret (d. 1983)

Rudi Paret belonged to that generation of orientalists who
started their career in the inter-war period following Theodor
Nöldeke’s (d. 1931) Geschichte des Qur’ans (1860)66 and whose
research on the Qur’an finally reached its peak in a German
concordance of the Qur’an in which cross-references were
given to other verses for the sake of comparison.67 No doubt, he
became the sole standard bearer of the long tradition of Qur’anic
scholarship in Germany after the Second World War. As a young
teacher of Islamic studies, he contacted Iqbal, wrote a letter to
65 Lied der Rohrflüte. Deutsche Ghaselen (Hameln, 1948); Mirrors of an Eastern Moon
(London 1978); Nightingales under the Snow, Poems (London 1994); Wiederholte
Spiegelungen (Köln, 1998).

66 Eng. tr. The History of the Qur’an. By Th. Nöldeke and others. Edited and translated by
Wolfgang Behn. Leiden: Brill, 2013.
67 “Der Plan einer neuen, leicht, kommentierten, wissenschaftlichen Qur’an-Übersetzung”.
(in: Orientalische Studien. Festschrift Enno Littmann, überreicht Leiden, 1935, 121-130).
For the completion of his “Plan”, see Grenzen der Qur’anforschsmg. (Stuttgart, 1950);
Der Korān (Darmstadt, 1975); Der Qur’an, übersetzt, kommentiert, eingeleitet und
Konkordanz. Berlin: Directmedia 2001 (Digital Bibliothek, 46). CD ROM (frequently
reprinted in hardback and paperback).
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him and exchanged their recent publications. Before giving the
details of their correspondence, it would be appropriate to give a
brief sketch of Rudi Paret’s life and works.

After completing his education in theology, Rudi Paret
moved to Tübingen where he submitted his doctoral dissertation
under the guidance of Enno Littmann and two years later did his
Habilitation. In 1930, he went to Heidelberg as a lecturer, where
he was to move up to junior professional rank in 1935. During
WWII, he served the German army in Africa, was arrested by the
Americans and released in 1946. A few years later, he started his
scholarly career in Tübingen University as a Professor of Semitic
and Islamic Studies (1951) and served there until his retirement
as Professor Emeritus (1968).68

Rudi Paret once visited Pakistan in order to participate in
the Islamic Colloquium in Lahore where he presented his paper
“Problems of Legislation in Modern Islam”.69 Before going back
to Germany, he read a paper: “Recent European Research on the
Life and Works of Prophet Muhammad” in a seminar organized
by the Pakistan Historical Society, Karachi.70

Iqbal was introduced to Paret by Josef Hell (see his letter
to Iqbal referred to above, dated 1st May 1932) who received a
complimentary copy (referred to above) of Iqbal’s Six Lectures
(Lahore, 1930). Paret borrowed it from Hell and was deeply
68 See for his life and works, Josef van Ess; in: Der Islam, 61 (1984), 1-7; Walter W. Müller,
in: ZDMG, 136/I (1986), 1-7, William A. Graham, in: MW, 73/2 (1983), 133-141.
Neue Deutsche Biographie, 20 (Berlin 2001), 41, art. Hartmut Bobzin; Gunter Gross,
in: Biographisch-Bibliographisches Kirchenlexikon, 25 (Nordhausen 2005), 1023-1030;
Raphael Gross: “Der Fall des Orientalisten Rudi Paret”, in: Frankfurter Allgemeine
Zeitung, Nr. 36, 12 Feb. 2010, 40; and my article on R. Paret (Urdu), in: Al-Ma‘ārif
(Lahore), Nov./Dec. 1985, 129-141.
For the bibliography of R. Paret’s works, see Schriften zum Islam. Ed. Josef van Ess.
Stuttgart 1981, 9-16.
For the history of German orientalism, he wrote an important book under the title Arabistik
und Islamkunde an deutschen Universitäten. Stuttgart 1966 (also available in English and
Arabic translations).

69 International Islamic Colloquium. Lahore 1960.
70 Journal of the Pakistan Historical Society, vi/ii (April 1958), 81-96.
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impressed by Iqbal’s views about the modernization of Islamic
thought. He tried to get another copy of his own but failed.
Then Iqbal sent him a separate copy. He acknowledged it and
wrote a letter to Iqbal (in typed German) on 3rd May 1932 from
Heidelberg in which he:

i)

ii)

Describes his deep interest in Iqbal’s Six Lectures.

Shows interest in Iqbal’s concepts on ijtihad, on the position
of Islam with regard to nationalism and some other burning
questions of modern Islam which resembled those of
modern Christianity.

iii) Intends to review Six Lectures in Der Islam in which he
subsequently provided current information on new writings
concerning modern Islamic subjects.

iv) Informs us that for the last two years [1930] he had stood
in for the ordinary professor of oriental languages and
had given a public lecture course on Islam as an issue in
the modern world. In this connection, he did not hold the
common viewpoint of Christian missionaries but endeavored
to report as objectively as possible on what was going on in
the contemporary Islamic world.
v)

In his Six Lectures, Iqbal had pointed out the Bolshevik
danger and, in Paret’s opinion, this should have been enough
to open peoples’ eyes in Europe.

In his early academic career, Paret was keenly interested
in contemporary Islam and different movements in the modern
Muslim world. This interest is quite apparent in his book entitled
Frauenfrage in der arabische-islamischen Welt, which discusses
in detail the arguments of five Muslim writings on the status of
Muslim women during the period 1928 to 1932. He sent a copy of
this book to Iqbal and it is still exists in the Iqbal Museum.71 This
book was published from Stuttgart in 1934 and also published
71 Relics of Allama Iqbal Catalogue: Preserved in Allama Iqbal Museum. By Dr. Ahmad
Nabi Khan. Karachi 1982. (Acc. No. AIM. 1977. 166).
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in Schriften zum Islam: Volksroman—Frauenfrage—Bildverbot,
edited by Josef van Ess. Stuttgart 1981. The editor considers it
the pioneer work on the subject of feminism in Islam.

Hanns Meinke (d. 1974)

As stated above, J. Hell referred to Hanns Meinke (hereafter
Meinke) and his Leather-Book in one of his letters to Iqbal (dated
1st May, 1932). Meinke was a little-known German poet who was
profoundly influenced by the various literary trends of his age.
Besides, he was widely known as an artist, wood-engraver, linecutter, grapher, water-colour painter, designer, lithographer and
sketch-master.

Meinke was a teacher by profession and during his
educational career, he was transferred to different places but
spent most of his time in Königwusterhausen. After WWII, he
settled in Berlin (Moabit) and lived with his son Dr. Elmar HansHelmut till his death, three months before his 90th birthday. He
was buried in St. Matthias-Friedhof in Berlin-Mariendorf.72

Meinke started writing poetry almost from childhood. At
first, he was deeply influenced by Boudelaire and translated
some of his verses into German. During his stay in Kammermark
as a teacher (1918-1927), he showed much interest in oriental
poetry, particularly in the German translations of Rumi by
Friedrich Rückert (d. 1866),73 which influenced his poetic thought
and diction. No doubt, his poetical adaptations of Rumi’s verses
in an oriental garb have become a part of German literature.74

72 Cf. Deutsches Literatur Lexikon, 10 (1986), cols. 735-736 (art. by Anna Stürs); Edda
Gutsche: Hanns Meinke in Lichtenow. Kleist-Museum, Frankfurt (Oder), 2014; see also
unpublished documents, housed in Akademie der Künste (Berlin), Hanns-Meinke-Archiv
under the “Biographie” and “Quellen von Informationen zu Hanns Meinke in neuerer Zeit”
by Dr. Franka Käpp.

73 Allgemeine Deutsche Biographie, s.v.
74 See his Chymische Hochzeit Merlins und Rumis. Sufische Ghaselen aus dem Diwan-iSchems-i Tabrizi Dschel al Ed-din-Rumis in deutscher Umdichtung. Chemnitz: Gescllschaft
der Bücherfreunde. 1926; Ghaselen aus Rumis Diwan. Umdichtungen. Sufische GhaselenVorklänge zur Chymischen Hochzeit. Mit einen Nachwort von Joachim Uhlmann. Berlin:
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R. A. Nicholson (d. 1945), the first English translator of
Iqbal’s poetry, reviewed in detail his Payām75 (Message of
Paian Druck, 1969; his poem “Tanzender Derwisch” (5 March 1971), see Helmut Röttger,
55 (referred below).
A. Schimmel writes: “Very interesting are the ghazals by Hanns Meinke (d. 1974) which
convey something of the ecstatic flights of Rumi and though relying upon earlier
German versions, are faithful to Rumi’s spirit in their frenzied love and absolute
surrender; the poet never had them printed completely but gave them in beautifully
illuminated and hand-written copies to his friends, a true spiritual alms.”
(The Triumphal Sun. A Study of the Works of Jalāluddin Rumi. London—The Hague, 1980
(1978), 395)
Schimmel wrote an article in commemoration of his Turkish friend Ismā‘īl (d. 1959)
(‘Mein Bruder Ismael. Gedenkblatt für einen türkischen Freund”) and Meinke added with
his own hand “meiner auch” (mine also) with the word “Freund’. (Hanns-Meinke-Archiv,
Berlin). In her autobiography, she informs that “The most intimate connection he [Ismā’‘īl]
developed with Hanns Meinke from Berlin, the poet, who in 1956 together with his son
and daughter-in-law had gone there to fulfil his life-long wish to visit Maulana. The old
gentleman with his long beard celebrated his seventy-second birthday in Konya, and that
on Shaker Bagram! He won the hearts of the Konyans by storm and all the ghazals which
he had written in his life in the style of Maulana came to life during his days in Konya.
Later, in his artistic writing-style, he wrote letters and verses to Ismael, who had enchanted
his Konyan days with his reed-flute and mystical songs.” (Orient and Occident. My Life in
East and West. Tr. by Karin Mittmann. Lahore 2012 (2007), 117).
Schimmel writes further:
“Thus, Konya became a second home-town for me; during the five years of my stay in
Ankara I often visited the place, taking friends from all over the world with me. Historians
of religion like Friederich Heiler and C. J. Bleeker were among them: and poets, like
Hanns Meinke, intoxicated, in spite of his great age, by the presence of the mystical poet
whose verses he had transformed into German lyrics.”
(The Triumphal Sun, op. cit., x)
In another article, she further describes:
“I very soon met Rudolf Pannwitz, the philosopher, whose system resembles that of Iqbal
in many respects, and who then began to be interested, in Iqbal’s works, particularly of
course, in the philosophy of Six Lectures, which he highly appreciated. Pannwitz introduced
me to a friend of his, an elderly German poet, Hanns Meinke, who was one of the strange
romantic dreamers of olden times enamoured by the mystical flights of Maulana Jalaluddin
Rumi and likewise by Iqbal, whose works he knew, again, through Nicholson’s article. In
the 1930ies he had written to the poet-philosopher to express his admiration for his work,
and Iqbal had sent him copies of the Payām-i Mashriq and the Javidname. Since Meinke
could not read Persian, but was inspired by sheer love, he presented the two books to me;
having bound the Payām-i Mashriq artistically in purple brocaded silk. They became my
working copies out of which my translations were made.”
(Jashn Name…Iqbal. Ed. Dr. Ebadat Brelvi. Lahore 1978; “Iqbal as I see him” by A.
Schimmel, 153-159).
75 In Persian, 1st ed. 1923, 2nd ed. 1924, sub-title “In the response of German poet, Goethe”.
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the East),76 which was published in the first issue of Islamica
(Leipzig, 1924-25).77 In fact, this review introduced Iqbal
to many learned scholars and distinguished orientalists in
Germany. Meinke may have read it only a few years before he
corresponded with the poet, as his brief biographical sketch of
Iqbal informs us.78 Meinke writes that, in 1921, he read an essay
on contemporary Indian poetry including Iqbal’s verses in a
weekly paper named Volkserzieher (by Wilhelm Schwamer) and
asked its Indian author for Iqbal’s address. In this way, Meinke
was able to send him his “drei Sonettenkränze” (Darmstadt,
1921). Iqbal quickly responded and sent him Payām with a letter.
Since Meinke did not know Persian, he tried to read Payām with
the help of Elementa Persica (by Georg Rosen) and Praktische
Handbuch dur neu Persische Sprache (by Dr. Adolf Wahrmund)
and to translate a few ghazals into German but failed. Then he
contacted Fazal Karīm Khan Durrani (d. 1946), who was the
second imām of the Berlin Mosque (Wünddorfer Moschee) of
the Ahmadis (1925-29) and was a close friend of Iqbal. He knew
German and helped Meinke to translate some of the verses
of Payām.79 Meinke learnt a lot from Durrani about Iqbal’s life
and poetic thought. With the cooperation of this Indian friend,
Meinke sent an adaptation of Iqbal’s ten ghazals under the
title “Leather Book” with beautiful calligraphy and profusely
decorative motifs which contained “Zehn Gedichte aus dem
Persischen nach Muhammad Iqbal in achtzehn Fassungen.”80
76 Gr. tr. by A. Schimmel entitled Botschaft des Ostens. Wiesbaden, 1963; Muhammad
Iqbal: Botschaft des Ostens. Ausgewāhlte Werke. Ed. A. Schimmel Tübingen/Basel, 1977,
121-198.

77 See under A. Fischer, cited above.
78 See Hanns-Meinke-Archiv, in: Akademie der Künste, Literaturarchiv (Berlin). Meinke’s
Nachlass is also available in Deutsches Literaturarchiv/Schiller-Nationalmuseum
(Marbach) and Heinrich-Heine-Institut (Düsseldorf) but I have confined my study of his
personal papers, housed in Berlin.
79 See his German letter written to Meinke (24 July 1926, Berlin Mosque) in: Hanns-MeinkeArchiv, Berlin.
80 Still on display in the Iqbal Museum, Lahore. See Relics of Allama Iqbal Catalogue.
Preserved in Allama Iqbal Museum. By Dr. Ahmad Nabi Khan. Karachi 1982, Nr. I 38.
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Iqbal was very pleased to receive this gift from a German
poet and showed it to his intimate friends. An interesting note
was published in the Urdu daily newspaper Inqilāb (Lahore), 4
July 1927), which read as follows:
A German orientalist and well-known poet-philosopher,
Dr. Hanns Meinke, has translated a part of Payām-i Mashriq
with overwhelming love and deep reverence. Beautifully
written on leather paper, which was used to transcribe the
ancient scriptures such as the Bible and decorated with
motifs of Eastern style, Dr. Meinke has sent his German
translation to Iqbal … Such rare documents were usually
prepared only in the olden days.
(Author’s translation)

Doris Ahmad (d. 1993), a German widow and the governess
of Iqbal’s two children (from 1936 onwards), writes about this
Leather-Book in these words:
He [Iqbal] had a few German books and he once gave
me a beautiful handwritten German book to read. It was
beautifully bound with painted borders and parchment
and he asked me to handle it very carefully. It contained
some of his poetry translated into German and I enjoyed
reading it as this was the only way I could find out what
his poetry was really like. I returned the book to him after
reading it….81

Meinke sent another collection of his poetry to Iqbal
comprised of fourteen hand-written pages with green binding
and decorated with different colors.82 Iqbal reciprocated by
sending a copy of his other Persian book entitled Javid Nama83
to Meinke.
Schimmel was a pioneer scholar who brought to light the
exchange of letters and books between Iqbal and Meinke. Rudolf

81 Iqbal as I Knew Him. Lahore 2001 (1986), 29.

82 Die Terzinen der Sphinx. Festgabe zum 50. Geburtstag von Max Bruns. Minden: J. C. C.
Bruns, 1926 (cf. Catalogue Iqbal Museum, op. cit., ACC. No. AIM 1977, 196).

83 Lahore, 1932. Gr. tr. Das Buch der Ewigkeit. By A. Schimmel. Wiesbaden 1957, also in
Ausgewählte Werke, op. cit., 199-327.
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Pannwitz (d. 1969), the philosopher, introduced her to Meinke.84
She met him in Ascona in 1951 - the year she started working
on Iqbal. Pannwitz was an admirer of Iqbal but he was also
familiar with Nietzsche and was considered a better interpreter
of Nietzsche than most other European thinkers. Afterwards,
Schimmel received a letter from Pannwitz in which he introduced
her to his friend, Meinke, who belonged to the poetic school
of Otto zur Lindes, the “Charon”. She contacted Meinke and
received from him Iqbal’s two important books, namely Payām
and Jāvid Nāma, which became the foundation of Schimmel’s
life-long study of Iqbal’s life and works. From that time on Iqbal
and Schimmel corresponded with each other85 and Iqbal sent
her the poems which he had published under the name “Merlin”,
beautifully bound and artistically calligraphed. He dedicated to
her a large volume of free translations of Rumi, in a self-made
copper-plating.86

Finally, I would like to mention Javid Iqbal (d. 2015), the
son of Iqbal, who in his lecture on Iqbal Day in 1976, disclosed
that a German geographer had helped his father to prepare
maps showing the majority and minority regions of India - a
geographical tool which later played a vital role in the formation
of Iqbal’s idea for a separate homeland for the Indian Muslims. In
this context, Schimmel writes:
“It was not only Goethe and Hegel on the spiritual plane
but also the help of a German geographer on the practical plan…
which proves Iqbal’s close and friendly relations with Germany.”
84 Hanns Wolffheim: Rudolf Pannwitz. Einleitung in sein dichterisches Werk. Wiesbaden 1961.
85 All these letters of Schimmel are safely preserved in Hanns-Meinke-Archiv (Academie der
Künste, Literaturarchi, Berlin, Document No. 256) In a letter (Istanbul, dated 1st August
1958), she sent a photo and explains:
“Der kleine Javid Iqbal [d. 2015] ist ein reizender Kerl, ich schicke Ihnen hier ein Foto mit
ihm und seiner Schwester Munira [still alive]. Ich hoffe, von Lahore aus können wir Ihnen
dann einen gemeinsamen Gruss schicken.”
86 Orient and Occident, op. cit., 65-66.
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Christian W. Troll SJ
A Brief Self-Portrait
Christian W. Troll SJ describes his personal journey into the world
of Islam in response to questions raised by Joseph Victor Edwin SJ.

How did you come to study Islam?

Troll: My commitment to pursue a deeper understanding of
Muslims and Islam, their culture and religion, developed gradually
during the years 1957 to 1961 when — as a seminarian of the
archdiocese of Cologne (Germany) in preparation for priestly
ordination — I was studying Christian theology at the universities
of Bonn and Tübingen. From 1959 I worked under the guidance
of the church historian Hubert Jedin on an extended paper “The
China Missions in the Middle Ages”. One day I came across the
essay “The Need for Islamic Studies” by the Dutch Jesuit, J. J.
Houben, who was then Professor of Islamology at Nijmegen
(Holland) and Beirut (Lebanon). During a discussion on the
importance of a renewal of religious thought in contemporary
Islam, the following statement impressed me:
Not only the missionaries working in Muslim countries
but every Catholic throughout the world must realize
that the fate of hundreds of millions of Muslims hangs
in the balance and that in order to help them solve the
difficulties along religious lines, a deeper knowledge of
their mentality and of Islam in general as a religion and as
a polity is certainly one of the most pressing needs for the
Catholics of our times.

Soon after reading Houben’s essay, I managed to meet him in
person. He stressed that a proper study of Arabic and of Islam
was quite demanding and that I should think twice before
embarking on this road. However, I decided to face the challenge.
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How did your higher authorities respond to your
initiative?

Troll: Father Houben gave me a letter addressed to my
archbishop, Josef Cardinal Frings of Cologne, in which he
proposed that I should be allowed to undertake special studies
in Arabic and Islam. I delivered this letter to the Cardinal during
my first official encounter with him in June 1961 on the occasion
of the completion of my university studies in preparation for the
priesthood. The Cardinal, to my surprise, immediately expressed
his agreement with Fr. Houben’s proposal. He said that for some
time he had been feeling the need for a priest of the archdiocese to
become thoroughly acquainted with the Christians and Muslims
of the Middle East. He knew that a solid knowledge of Arabic was
needed and suggested that I should begin the study of Arabic as
soon as possible. So the Cardinal sent me to the Centre Religieux
d’Études Arabes (CREA), the language school attached to the
Université Saint Joseph, Beirut, which was situated at Bikfaya,
a small and relatively remote town about nineteen miles northeast of Beirut, about 2,600 feet above sea level on the western
slopes of Mount Lebanon.

What motivated you?

Troll: I would say that my motivation for going beyond the
boundaries of regular Catholic theological studies came from
a desire to be a missionary. From the time of my first Holy
Communion at the age of ten, I had felt a calling to serve God
in a special way. This calling persisted somehow throughout the
following years. It moved me, after completing my Abitur (the
final examination taken in Germany at the end of secondary
school education, which entitles one to pursue university studies)
to ask to be admitted as a seminarian, which in the Archdiocese
of Cologne meant living in a college with other candidates for the
priesthood as a student of the Faculty of Catholic Theology at
Bonn University.
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However, my interest in the universal Church and in “the
missions” had begun much earlier in life. My father was an
internationally well-known geographer at Bonn University. I was
one of nine siblings and we were often present when geographer
colleagues, friends, and acquaintances of my parents would come
to share lunch or dinner in the family home. The blessing and
thanksgiving that my father recited at the beginning and at the
end of each meal was also said in the presence of these guests
who may not have shared our Christian faith. Over the years, this
caused me to think and ask questions.

The library in our home was scattered along the corridors
and staircases of our house. Fascinating book titles as well
as geographical maps that I would find at home would often
take me to distant places in my imagination. During this time,
I was serving as an altar boy in the parish church almost daily
and loved singing in the city’s Bach Choir. One day, at the age
of thirteen, I told my parents that I would like to become a
missionary. This is how I came to spend several years in two
grammar schools. In the first, which was run by the Missionaries
of the Divine Word, I lived as a boarder and in the other, run
by the Redemptorists, I attended as a day boy. My ideal was to
serve somewhere in the world-wide Church. In both schools,
the regular practice of liturgical and personal prayer as well as
meditation on Holy Scripture played a central role. But we also
had many opportunities to learn about far-off countries. I can
still remember occasions when missionaries on furlough from
Asia and Africa, with the help of slides and other visual aids, held
us spell-bound with stories about the countries where they were
living and working.
Since I was not yet clear about the concrete path I should take
to realize my ideal, I began to study Catholic theology at Bonn
University. Right from the beginning of this period of study, I
used to attend various lecture courses and seminars presented by
Protestant theologians and historians of religion. After two years
of university studies, during my time at Tübingen University
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(1959–60) and under the umbrella of the Catholic chaplaincy,
I started a group whose members consisted of students from
overseas who were studying at various departments of the
university and who were either Muslims, Hindus, or Buddhists.
We began to meet every week in a private home and would
take it in turn to introduce some interesting topic related to our
country, culture or religion. These meetings and the students I
encountered made a lasting impression on me.

How did you prepare yourself to begin the journey into
the world of Islam as a Christian?

Troll: With regard to my subsequent encounter with Muslims
and Islam, I feel that my two years of intensive study of Arabic
(through the medium of French) at Mount Lebanon (1961–63)
were the most significant. Together we made up a group of about
fifteen students, most of whom were Jesuit scholastics from the
Netherlands and France. I was the only German. Looking back, I
think of my time studying Arabic at Mount Lebanon as a kind of
novitiate in the service of Christian–Muslim understanding. For
two years, we were separated from our homes and from city life
and were able, therefore, to concentrate fully on the intricacies
of Arabic grammar and style. The discipline demanded by this
course of study and the effort we made by devoting about ten
hours each day to the study of Arabic was made bearable by
weekly excursions into the mountains or down to the seashore
and by frequent visits to families in the nearby villages and to
monastic communities in the vicinity of Bikfaya. We also began to
understand the complexities of Near Eastern politics by reading
the local press. Although Lebanon was politically already in a
somewhat precarious situation at this time, the country was still
considered “the Switzerland of the Near East.”
The founder and spirit of the Centre Religieux d’Études Arabes
was Père André d’Alverny SJ (d. 1965), professor of Arabic
literature at the Institut Oriental de l’Université St Joseph.
He was assisted by Père Louis Pouzet, .SJ (d. 2002), who later
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succeeded d’Alverny as professor of Arabic literature at the same
university and who is the author of outstanding works on Yahya
an-Nawawi’s (d. 1277) Al-Arba’in and on the religious life of
thirteenth-century Damascus. Our language tutors were specially
trained Lebanese school-teachers.

This intensive and demanding effort to enter into the world of
Arabic, together with my first encounter with central foundational
texts of Islam in the Arabic original has left a lasting impression
on me and has shaped my later encounter with Muslims and
their culture and faith. The daily celebration of the Eucharist in
the Melkite or in the Maronite rite helped to give these two years
a religious and ascetic quality.

Did your formation as a Jesuit influence your approach
to Muslims and to Islamic studies?

Troll: In the summer of 1962, after my first year in Lebanon, while
staying in a village on the Biqa plain to learn spoken Lebanese,
it became clear to me that I should ask to be admitted into the
Society of Jesus. But I was told by the Jesuit Provincial of the Near
Eastern Province that I should complete the course in Arabic for
which the Archbishop of Cologne had sent me to Lebanon and
obtain the Diplôme de Langue Arabe of the Université St. Joseph,
Beirut. After returning to Germany from Lebanon, I entered the
Jesuit novitiate in Westphalia.
The thirty days’ Ignatian retreat during the novitiate acquainted
me with the method of discernment in spiritual matters. Ignatian
discernment begins by asking the question: What does God want
of a person in a concrete situation, in circumstances that are not
clear and where reflection and conclusions do not provide a clear
answer? The method of discernment demands total openness
(indifference) before God and before one’s actual situation.
Ignatian spiritual pedagogy helped me to see that the a priori,
clear-cut division of the world of lived religions into natural
and supernatural or into evil/erroneous or good/true was too
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simplistic. Such a view of things does not take sufficient account
of the fact that all reality, not only that of lived religions and
cultures, is marked by signs of the presence of the Holy Spirit as
well as by signs of the Holy Spirit’s absence.

Did the Second Vatican Council, which took place during
the time of your Arabic studies and your novitiate, which
is the two year period of spiritual initiation into Jesuit
life, make an impact upon your approach to Muslims
and to Islam?

Troll: Spiritually and theologically the discussions of the Second
Vatican Council (1962–65) and its final documents turned out to
be crucial for the whole of my later engagement with Muslims
and Islam. At the time of the announcement of the Council by
Pope John XXIII, on 25th January 1959, I was still pursuing my
theological studies at Bonn University. Hubert Jedin, the wellknown historian of the Council of Trent and later a key advisor
to Pope John XXIII during the preparation for Vatican II, was my
main tutor at that time. Immediately after the announcement
of the council, he “prophetically” impressed upon us students
the extraordinary impact this council would have on the future
life of the Church. Lecture courses and personal contact with
two other periti of the council (Joseph Ratzinger at Bonn and
Hans Küng at Tübingen) raised my awareness of the tensions
within the Catholic Church over the fundamental questions of
aggiornamento and opened up issues regarding relations of the
Church with contemporary Islam.

The importance of the documents of the council for any Catholic
working in the field of Christian–Muslim relations during the
post-Vatican II period is obvious. Texts like paragraph 16 of
the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church (Lumen Gentium); the
Declaration on the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian
Religions (Nostra Aetate), especially paragraph 3, and the
Declaration on Religious Freedom (Dignitatis Humanae) became
firm points of reference and constant sources of motivation
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for me. Personally, however, I was especially impressed by
Pope Paul VI’s encyclical letter Ecclesiam Suam of 6th August
1964. The key elements emerging from the letter of Paul VI
and from the council’s teaching on interreligious dialogue were
reciprocal communication, mutual friendship and respect as well
as collaboration to achieve shared goals, all in the service of a
common search for the fuller realization of the truth.

What was the Muslim contribution to your preparation
for this ministry?

Troll: During the first half of 1966, towards the end of my licentiate
course in philosophy, I asked to be sent to work as a member
of the Jesuit community in Lahore, Pakistan, in order to engage
in the study of Muslim culture and in interreligious dialogue in
the spirit of Vatican II. To prepare for this period in Pakistan,
I went to the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) in
London and enrolled in a BA (honors) course in Urdu Language
and Literature. The honors course included the study of classical
Persian and medieval and modern Indian history. These years
at SOAS led eventually to my PhD thesis and subsequent book:
Sayyid Ahmad Khan (1817–98): A Reinterpretation of Muslim
Theology (New Delhi: Vikas, 1978; Karachi: OUP, 1979).
The decade in London from 1966–76 was a period of intensive
study and encounter with Muslims, most of whom came from
South Asia. The first two years were dedicated almost entirely
to acquiring basic language skills in Urdu and Persian. The Urdu
course was designed to enable the student, practically from
the beginning, to converse with Urdu speakers. I spent many
weekends in Urdu-speaking homes practicing the language,
talking about the South Asian Muslim tradition, reading Urdu
poetry or listening to its recitation and watching Urdu videos and
films. For me, this was an interesting way to enter into the world
of Islam in India and Pakistan. As far as Persian was concerned,
I remained at the level of reading texts of classical works of
historiography, literature and Sufism. For four years my main
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tutor in Urdu was Ralph Russell, an outstanding teacher, together
with Khaled Hasan Qadiri and Dr. Timur Gandjei. During those
years, I also took the opportunity of spending several summer
holiday periods reading selected classical Sufi texts in Arabic and
Persian under the personal guidance of the outstanding scholar
of classical Sufism, Richard Gramlich, SJ

Surely, there were times when I felt somewhat stressed during
this long period of initial immersion into the world of SouthAsian Islam in London and South Asia - since I was already at
a relatively advanced age to be a student. But my curiosity and
fascination with the languages of Urdu and Persian and with
the universe that these languages and literatures opened up
to me enabled me to persevere. The British academic system
allowed me to spend a whole year of my course traveling on
my own in Iran, Afghanistan and South Asia, visiting Muslim
scholars and institutions and finally taking tutorials with Urdu
scholars in Lahore, whom I had met at the University of London
earlier. During my years of doctoral research under the intensive
guidance of the historian of South Asia, Dr. Peter Hardy, I was
able to travel once again to Pakistan and India where I met with
scholars knowledgeable in the field of my research and was
assisted by visits to the fine libraries of Aligarh, Rampur, and
Patna.

Has the fact that you are an ordained priest of the
Catholic Church had an impact on your approach to
Muslims and to Islam?

Troll: Reflecting on this period now I notice that my priestly
ordination in July 1971 did not change my desire to spend all my
energy in the study of Islam and in frequent personal encounters
with Muslims. However, being sent to give myself to this task
as an ordained priest of the Church not only strengthened my
sense of commitment but also gave me the knowledge that I was
doing this work in the name of the local and universal Church.
The Church, by assigning me as an ordained priest to this
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work, had committed herself to the serious task of Christian–
Muslim dialogue. So, for example, spending several weeks
studying a Muslim text or whole weekends discussing trends in
contemporary Islamic thought with educated Muslims were, for
me, expressions of my priestly apostolate. These activities, which
included, for example, the effort to learn Turkish relatively late
in life, were part of the single process of being drawn ever more
deeply into an encounter for which I had been prepared and sent
officially by my religious order and thus by the Church. I have
never lost this sense over the years. I have always felt that my
way of participating as a priest in the larger and centuries-old
encounter between Church and Mosque was to meet Muslims
and to reflect on Islam at a deep level. In and from the regular
encounter with the Lord in the daily celebration of the Eucharist,
I receive the motivation and the strength I need to follow this
path.

How did Muslims respond to your work?

Troll: The greatest gift of the years that I spent teaching and
researching in London and then in Delhi and in many other parts
of India and Pakistan, I consider to be the lasting friendships with
a number of Muslims who represent to me some of the finest
qualities of Indo-Muslim culture and religion. I can mention here
only a few of these persons: Syed Vahiduddin (1909–98), who
over the years conveyed to me a unique synthesis of Hindu and
Muslim philosophy, modern Western thought, Sufi wisdom and
contemporary Christian theology. Syed Vahiduddin helped me
to understand and appreciate essential aspects of the Qur’anic
idea of God and the meaning and significance of Islamic prayer.
Khwaja Ahmad Faruqi, the accomplished scholar of English
and Urdu literature, Muhammad Ishaq Khan, the outstanding
historian of Sufism, past and present, in the context of Kashmir,
Maulana Wahiduddin Khan, the remarkable leader of the AlRisala movement, these and many others—among whom
especially those who collaborated with me for the book series
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Islam in India: Studies and Commentaries—became esteemed
colleagues and even dear friends.

Was coming to India your own choice?

Troll: Early in 1976 I moved from London not to Lahore but
to New Delhi. The Jesuit superior general wanted me to teach
Islam and Christian–Muslim relations at the Vidyajyoti Institute
of Religious Studies, the Jesuit Faculty of Theology in Delhi. In
this way, I was to serve the Indian Church in its effort to develop
dialogue not only with the Hindu community but also with the
Muslim community of India.

You were a professor of Islam and Christian Muslim
Dialogue at Vidyajyoti. You were able to build up a
library within Vidyajyoti that now has a very rich
collection on Islam and Christian Muslim Dialogue. You
also started the Vidyajyoti Institute of Islamic Studies
(VIDIS) and, together with Fr. Paul Jackson, founded
JAMI and ISA. Together with Fr. Jackson and others you
founded the quarterly SALAAM. What was the purpose
of these initiatives?
Troll: My main assignment in Delhi was to introduce the Catholic
students of theology to Islam, to Indian Muslim culture and to the
encounter and dialogue between Muslims and Christians. Already
at my priestly ordination in 1971, I had chosen the words from
the Second Letter to the Corinthians: “Servant of Reconciliation”
(2 Cor. 5:18f). Now in India I felt myself being called in some small
way to help the Church in her task of promoting reconciliation
between the worlds of Christianity, Hinduism and Islam.
Soon after arriving in India in 1976, I met Fr. Paul Jackson, SJ in
Patna (Bihar) who, inspired by the late Fr. Vincent Courtois, SJ
of Calcutta, was already engaged in the study of Islam, especially
of mediaeval history and Sufism in South Asia and in dialogue
with Muslims. From 1977 onwards, we began to meet regularly
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and eventually formed JAMI, a group of Jesuits Among Muslims in
India, which in 1983 became ISA, the Islamic Studies Association.
During the same year we founded the quarterly publication
SALAAM, which is now in its thirty-second year of publication.
The small group of Indian Catholics brought together by ISA
made it possible to maintain the vision and to pursue the work
of initiating dialogue at various levels—contacts as neighbors in
everyday life, teaching and publishing, discussing questions of
common social, cultural and religious interest and so on—within
an Indian society that was and remains largely uninterested and
even at times hostile. For many people (not only Hindus and Sikhs
but also many Indian Christians) felt that to deliberately reach
out to Muslims would weaken the enculturation of Christian life
in Hindu culture and religion.

Were you also active in dialogue with Muslims on the
international level?

Troll: From 1975 onwards, on the international level, I
participated in almost all the meetings of the Journées Romaines.
These meetings, from 1956 onwards for nearly half a century,
have been held every two years in Rome (or in its vicinity). They
allowed hundreds of Christians to reflect on the theological,
spiritual, sociological and cultural dimensions of their dialogue
with Muslim friends. Journées Romaines consisted of a meeting
of Catholics (and an increasing number of Christians from other
traditions) who were practicing and promoting the Christian–
Muslim encounter in the spirit of Vatican II in different parts of
the world. Maurice Borrmans, who for decades was one of the
outstanding figures of Christian-Muslim dialogue, described
Journées Romaines as “a school of formation and a place of
information” (“Les ‘Journées Romaines’ et le Dialogue IslamoChretien,” Islamochristiana 30 (2004): 111–22, especially the
conclusion p. 121). At Journées Romaines I developed personal
contacts with such key figures in Christian–Muslim relations
as Jacques Jomier, Georges Anawati, Robert Caspar, and Louis
Gardet and I was able to feel the pulse of Christian–Muslim
dialogue worldwide.
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You are also one of the founding members of Islamic
Studies Association (ISA). How is it different from
Islamic Studies in the Universities?
Troll: The founding of the Islamic Studies Association came about
through the vision of the Second Vatican Council. It aims to help
the Catholic Church in India to reach out to Muslims through
various well-known forms of dialogue in the same way that the
Church reaches out to Hindus, Jains, Sikhs and others. ISA wants
to encourage Christians in India to get to know and to relate
with Muslims on all levels and in the various constellations of
national life such neighborhoods, villages, towns, cities, states
and national institutions. ISA hopes that, in this way, Muslims
will also gradually acquire a more adequate and better informed
knowledge of Catholics and the Church so that interfaith relations
may be characterized by respect, mutual understanding and
the determination to join hands wherever possible to achieve
common national goals.

Can you tell us something about how Indian Muslims
recognized and cooperated with you in your work?

Troll: From the day I arrived in India as a member of the staff of
Vidyajyoti College, I experienced great openness and eagerness,
not least among Muslims, to meet and to get to know one another
and to cooperate on matters of shared cultural and religious
concern. This hospitality was offered to me mostly by Muslim
individuals whom I met as a scholar of religion and of Islam, as a
Christian theologian and as a Catholic priest. It constitutes one of
the most precious gifts I have received during my life. I used to
visit a number of respected Muslim scholars in Delhi. The bonds
of trust and friendship that developed among us made it possible
to enjoy respectful conversations on basic questions of religion,
the history of Islamic thought and spirituality, and even on issues
faced by both Christians and Muslims. After his retirement from
Delhi University, Professor Syed Vahiduddin (1909-1998) had
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moved to Hamdardnager in Tughluqabad, where, with Syed
Ausaf Ali and others, he worked on the translation of Avicenna’s
monumental works on medicine and philosophy, especially alshifā’ and al-qānūn. I used to visit Professor Vahiduddin at least
once a month to exchange news about recent publications and
eventually we became trusted friends. I owe to him, above all, the
understanding of Islam as unconditional surrender to the God of
creation and the Author of the Qur’an, the Transcendent and yet
the Near One who remains Hidden (al-ghaib), inspiring us with
reverential fear and attracting us by His mercy and love (jalālo-jamāl). Syed Vahiduddin’s name brings to mind the name
and personality of another, though quite different but equally
respected scholar, Maulana Wahiduddin Khan, the founder
of the al-Risālah Movement. Only a few days after my arrival
at Vidyajyoti Institute in Old Delhi, in the summer of 1976, he
knocked on my door. From that afternoon onwards we have
been in continuous friendly contact. The conversations that I had
with this remarkable ‘alim and the study of his thought have not
ceased to fascinate me.

From summer 1976 onwards, I also used to meet Dr. Syed Abid
Husain (1896-1987), one of the three intellectual pillars of
The Jamia Millia Islamia. Through his initiative, the movement:
‘Islam and the Modern Age Society’ started in 1970 and he
edited the periodical ‘Islam and the Modern Age’, which is now
being edited by Prof Akhtarul Wasey, the director of the Zakir
Husain Institute. Dr. Abid Husain introduced me to the basic
ideas underlying his Institute and its publications. Eventually,
I also met Professor Mushirul Haq (d. 1990) and Prof. Ziya ul
Hasan Faruqi (d. 1996). Both these personalities had studied in
renowned Indian institutions of Muslim learning and later under
Wilfred Cantwell Smith at McGill University in Montreal (Canada).
I was introduced by them to a deeper understanding of the South
Asian Muslim tradition, past and present. These scholars used
to invite me to various famous institutes such as Aligarh Muslim
University, Patna’s Khuda Bakhsh Library, Osmania University
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in Hyderabad and Asghar Ali Engineer’s Institute in Bombay
(Mumbai) to participate in seminars and meetings and to discuss
various aspects of past and present Indian Muslim culture.

In Delhi, the renowned scholar of Urdu literature, Prof. Khwaja
Ahmad Faruqui (1917-1986) used to invite me regularly to
his home. The discussions we had over breakfast helped me
to deepen my love for Urdu prose and poetry. The Ghalib
Academy sponsored by Hakeem Abdul Hameed (1908-1999)
of the Hamdard group and inaugurated by President Dr. Zakir
Hussain in 1969 and the Dargah of Hazrat Nizamuddin Auliya
regularly offered opportunities to attend mushāira as well as
qawwāli sessions. These Thursday evenings spent at Nizamuddin
will always be remembered. As professor of Religious Studies at
Vidyajyoti Institute and as editor of the series Studies of Islam in
India, I was able to develop cordial and fruitful collegial relations
with a good number of Muslim colleagues belonging to various
academic institutions all over India, from Srinagar to Hyderabad
(Deccan), from Ajmer to Calcutta.

Moving from India you worked in Birmingham, Rome,
Berlin and now in Frankfurt. How have these places
helped you to deepen your commitment to ChristianMuslim Dialogue?

Troll: The Centre for the Study of Islam and Christian-Muslim
Relations at the Selly Oak Colleges, Birmingham, officially invited
me to join its staff in 1988. David Kerr, the founder of the Centre,
had left England to take up the directorship of the Duncan
Black Macdonald Centre for the Study of Islam and ChristianMuslim Relations at Hartford Seminary in Connecticut as well
as the editorship of the renowned quarterly The Muslim World.
At Selly Oak Colleges, Muslims and Christians were engaged in
study, teaching, and research in the field of Islam and Christian–
Muslim relations. Its academic courses and exams came under
the Faculty of Theology of Birmingham University and included
undergraduate and postgraduate courses up to the level of PhD.
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In the Midlands and beyond, the Centre offered training courses
and study sessions for Muslims and Christians who, in their
pastoral and social activities, were in need of knowledge about
Islam and Christian–Muslim relations. The Centre’s activity and
concern thus had both a world-wide and a local dimension.

At Vidyajyoti Institute in India as well as at various other
faculties and seminaries throughout India, I had been teaching
students of Christian theology, introducing them to the Islamic
traditions of South Asia. For all of these students, however, the
courses on Islam and on Christian–Muslim relations were of
relatively marginal importance. Regrettably, they had neither the
time nor the language skills, nor were they sufficiently motivated
to go deeper into the study of Islam and Muslim culture. But at
Selly Oak Colleges, I was part of a team of Christian and Muslim
colleagues who were teaching graduate and postgraduate
courses as well as directing PhD theses. This new challenge
attracted and motivated me considerably. At Selly Oak Colleges, I
entered naturally into conversation with young Muslim students
of religion, both men and women, who had come from different
countries in which Christians and Muslims were trying to enter
into meaningful relations with one another. The staff and students
of Selly Oak Colleges were united in the effort to deepen their
own and one another’s understanding of Islam and of Christian–
Muslim relations in an environment of academic undertaking. So,
for example, I was able to teach a one-year course called “The
development of Islamic religious thought from the Qur’an to the
present time” in close collaboration with the Pakistani scholar
Dr. Khalid Alawi (d. 2008). This turned out to be a refreshing
and satisfying experience for me in both human and academic
terms. Moreover, the effort to launch a new international biannual journal (later to become quarterly) called: Islam and
Christian-Muslim Relations together with Muslim and Christian
colleagues brought me into regular contact with Muslim and
Christian scholars of Islam and Christian–Muslim relations all
over the world. Besides, in and around Birmingham, which was
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an important centre of Muslim immigration in Britain, I began
to learn about the problems that Muslim immigration to Great
Britain posed for local and national politics, for the Muslim
communities themselves as well as for the Christian churches.

First from England, and later from Rome, you went nine
times as guest professor to Turkey. In which way did this
experience enrich your life and the work of dialogue?
Troll: In 1993, I was asked by my superiors to take up a
professorship at the Pontifical Oriental Institute in Rome, an
academic institution dedicated mainly to teaching and research
on the Oriental Churches. The main reason for asking me to
move to Rome was to enable me to make regular visits to the
University of Ankara’s Ilahiyat Fakültesi as exchange guest
professor in the name of the Pontifical Gregorian University
Consortium. A Turkish professor from the Ankara Faculty would
teach on aspects of Islamic culture and faith at the Pontifical
Gregorian University in Rome and, in return, I would give
lectures and seminars on themes related to Christianity and
Christian–Muslim relations at the Ankara Faculty and from
there, as it turned out, in a number of other Muslim theological
faculties in Turkey. I taught at the Ankara Faculty for over nine
years, on each occasion for one or two months. After having been
engaged in India and in England in explaining aspects of Islam
and Christian–Muslim relations to Christians, especially students
of Christian theology, I was now being asked to do the opposite,
namely, to explain aspects of Christian faith and practice, such as
the biblical scriptures and the history of the Christian Churches
and of their relationship with Islam, to Muslims. I was also
frequently asked to discuss more recent Christian developments
such as the Protestant Reformation and the Catholic Counter
Reformation, Christian responses to the Enlightenment and to
modern, critical scholarship, the ecumenical movement and the
First (1869–70) as well as the Second Vatican Councils.
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I took advantage of this opportunity to learn Turkish. At the wellknown TÖMER Institute for Turkish Language at the University
of Ankara I found myself learning Turkish in the company of
students—most of them about thirty-five or even forty years
younger than myself—hailing mainly from Central Asia and from
the Caucasus region. In these and many other fascinating ways, I
was able to approach yet another great geographical and cultural
region of the Islamic world, different from and yet also in many
ways related to the world of Arab and of South Asian Islam that
had hosted me earlier.

How do you serve the cause of dialogue between
Christians and Muslims in Germany and in other
countries in Europe?

Troll: Right from the beginning of my guest lecturing in Ankara
for the Pontifical Gregorian University I was aware that one day,
upon my eventual return to Germany, my acquaintance with
Turkey and its language might be of significant help in mediating
between the majority population and Turkish immigrants. From
1993 onwards this idea provided me with additional motivation
to enter the world of Turkish language and culture. When I did
eventually return to Germany in 1999, I established the Forum
for Christian–Muslim Dialogue at the Catholic Academy of
Berlin. There I became acquainted with a city that was not only
still reeling from the effects of the rather sudden events of the
reunification of East and West Germany but which also, at least
in its western section, had become, in the course of two or three
decades, a major centre of Turkish and Muslim immigration and
settlement.
However, in 2002, after two-and-a-half years in Berlin, I again
became part of an academic setting, namely, the Jesuit Faculty
of Philosophy and Theology of Sankt Georgen in Frankfurt
where I started a certificate course called Introduction to Islam
and Christian-Muslim Relations for students and professionals.
Somehow I also found the time and the space to remain updated
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on Christian–Muslim developments in Germany (and elsewhere)
and to contribute by means of critical study and debate.
So after encountering Muslims and studying Islam in many
different contexts for more or less four decades, I found myself
back in my home country. I also discovered, however, that
social, political, and ideological preoccupations in Germany had
changed beyond recognition since I had left forty years ago. I
began to feel privileged to have the opportunity to grapple with
the nature of society in my home country once again. I noticed
that the massive immigration into Germany was not merely a
cause for concern but had brought about a vitality and a plurality
that was enriching as well as stimulating. Having lived for
several decades in countries with a variety of majority-minority
constellations, I could now be calmly attentive to present-day
German and European discussions about identity, integration
and assimilation.

Please inform me about your efforts in recent years
to answer Muslim questions about Christian faith and
practice online.
Troll: During my many experiences of teaching Christian themes
in Turkish faculties of theology, it became clear to me that
young Muslims, especially those at the numerous Faculties of
Theology in Turkish State universities, were interested to hear
about Christianity from a Christian perspective. The electronic
media, especially the internet made it possible for me to answer
questions about Christian faith and practice raised by Muslims
and Christians from around the world in various languages
(English, German, French, Indonesian, Italian, Russian, Spanish,
Turkish, Arabic, Persian and Urdu. I began using this website
(www.answers-to-muslims.com) in response to a felt need but
also inspired by the words of the First Letter of Peter: “Always
have your answer ready for people who ask you for the reason of
the hope you have. But give it with courtesy and respect and with
a clear conscience.” (1 Peter 3, 15f)
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Sebastian Painadath SJ is an Indian Jesuit who did his doctoral
work at the University of Tubingen, Germany, on the theology of
Paul Tillich. He founded Sameeksha Ashram, located in Kalady,
South India in 1986 and promotes interreligious dialogue at the
level of spirituality. He has authored many books on spirituality
and interreligious dialogue in Malayalam, English and German
and gives dialogue seminars and contemplative retreats in
India, several East Asian countries and also in Germany. He has
published ten books on spirituality and interreligious dialogue.

Tobias Specker SJ has studied German literature and Catholic
theology. After completing his doctorate in fundamental theology
on the French philosopher Jean-Luc Marion, he joined the Society
of Jesus in 2001 and completed the “Islamic-Theological Studies
program in Frankfurt (2010-2013). He has been teaching “Catholic
Theology in the Face of Islam” at the Jesuit Sankt Georgen since
2014-15. In June 2020, he completed his thesis on “God’s Word
and the Human Language; Christian theology of revelation in
conversation with Islamic positions on the inimitability of the
Koran”. He is advisor to the Sub-Commission “Interreligious
Dialogue” of the German Bishops’ Conference.
Xavier Tharamel SJ is a member of the Sameeksha Jesuit
community in Kalady, Kerala, and holds a degree in philosophy
from Madras University; a degree in Christianity and Interreligious
Relations from the University of London; and a Doctorate on
Raimon Panikkar’s theology of religions from the University
of Birmingham (UK). He edited the book Spirituality Through
Interreligious Experience: Festschrift in Honour of Dr. Sebastian
Painadath, SJ. At present, he coordinates the interreligious
dialogue ministry and chairs the Service of Faith Commission of
the Jesuits in Kerala. His research interests include the theology
of religions and church history, particularly of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries.
Yann Vagneux is a member of the Foreign Missions Society who
has settled in the multi-religious city of Varanasi (Banaras) where
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he is following the path of a contemplative Christian presence
to Hinduism. His doctoral dissertation in theology sets out the
Trinitarian theology of Jules Monchanin, a pioneer of the dialogue
between Christianity and Hinduism. His recent book is entitled:
Indian Portraits. Eight Christian Encounters with Hinduism (Nirala,
2021). He has deep friendships among the traditional Brahmin
Pandits, with whom he continues his Sanskrit studies and engages
in a fruitful inter-religious dialogue. His book A Priest in Banaras
(ATC, 2020) recounts his early years on the banks of the Ganges.

Yusuf Jha currently works as a translator and trainee Mufti at the
General Authority of Islamic Affairs and Endowments (AWQAF)
in Abu Dhabi, and specializes in providing spiritual guidance for
the English speaking Muslim community across the UAE. Prior
to his current role, he worked for over a decade in the Islamic
finance industry and was among the first group of native English
speakers to qualify as an AAOIFI-certified (Accounting and
Auditing Organization for Islamic Financial Institutions) Sharia
Auditor and Advisor. He is the author of the book: The Way of
Return: Responding to Economic and Environmental Injustice
Through the Wisdom Teachings of Islam.

Christian W. Troll SJ
Born in Berlin on 25th December 1937, Father Christian
W. Troll studied philosophy and theology as a diocesan
seminarian of the Archdiocese of Cologne (Germany)
in Bonn and Tübingen and subsequently took up the
study of Arabic at Bikfaya under the supervision of the
University of St. Joseph, Beirut.
After completing his early training in the Society of
Jesus, Father Troll received a Bachelor of Arts (with
honours) in Urdu literature from the School of Oriental
and African Studies, London, where he also completed
his PhD in ‘modern Islamic thought in South Asia’.
Father Troll has held the following teaching positions:
1976 to 1988 professor of Islamic Studies at Vidyajyoti
Institute of Religious Studies, Delhi.
1988 to 1993 lecturer at the Centre for the Study of Islam and Christian-Muslim
Relations at the University of Birmingham, UK.
1993 to 1999 professor of Islamic Studies at the Pontifical Oriental Institute, Rome.
He has given regular courses at the Theological Faculty of Ankara University, Turkey.
In 2001 he became honorary professor at Sankt Georgen School of Philosophy and
Theology, Frankfurt am Main. For many years, Father Troll was a member of the
Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue’s Commission for Relations with Muslims.
Herman Roborgh studied Christian theology at the Jesuit Theological College,
Melbourne, Australia and at Sanata Dharma University, Yogyakarta, Indonesia. He holds
a PhD in Islamic Studies (Aligarh Muslim University, India, 2007). He was a tutor on Islam
at several theological colleges (Melbourne, Yogyakarta and Jaffna, Sri Lanka). Currently,
he is the head of the School of Religion and Philosophy, Minhaj University Lahore,
Pakistan, and the editor-in-chief of the South Asian Journal of Religion and Philosophy.

GUJARAT SAHITYA PRAKASH
P.B. 70, ANAND-388001, GUJARAT, INDIA

anandpress@gmail.com

Joseph Victor Edwin SJ obtained an M.A., Islamic Studies (Aligarh Muslim University,
India, 2004), an M.Phil in Christian-Muslim Relations (University of Birmingham, UK,
2011), and later his PhD in Islamic Studies (Jamia Millia Islamia, New Delhi, 2014). He
teaches theology and Christian-Muslim Relations at Vidyajyoti Institute of Religious
Studies, Delhi and edits Salaam, the Journal of the Islamic Studies Association.

