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Preface 

Islam and Christ ianity are two major re ligious, cultural and soc ial forces 
in our wor ld. About half the wor ld population is either Christian or Mus­
lim believers. Their religious commun iti es are not only present in certain 
segments of humanity but constitute, in modern terms, global players. 

Their responsib ility for the future development of our world, which they 
share in various ways with all other religious and non-religious traditions 
and ideologies, is therefore of high importance. First of al l, they shou ld fee l 
called together to keep mankind's religious resources alive, so that the gar­
den of our world does not tu rn into a desert and man is prevented from 
becom ing a one-dimensional being that loses his re lation to the mystery in 
him, in the depth of hi s existence, and above him, in the beyond of all 
wor ldly being, that is to God, who is the Lord of history and who wi ll call 
us to give account for what we have done or left undone in our earth ly lives. 

At the same time, it is necessary to promote a sense of joint responsi­
bility in our world in the face of al l the various ea rthly concerns, first in 
our own communities and then quite in general. God wants us to solve 
the problems in the fields of agriculture and techno logy, medicine and 
economic affai rs, ecology and handling of resources, and so fo rth, but 
today and in the world of tomorrow only joint actions w ill be ab le to 
respond to these issues that face humanity. 

But how can we ga in common ground after centuries of manifold rivalry, 
misunderstanding, fighting and mutual suspicion? There seems to be no 
other way than to defi ne our various identities no longer aga inst each other 
but towards each other, and to open them up to each other. Forth is reason, 
Christian theologians asked wel I-known experts in Islamic studies to explain 
the re ligious, cu ltural and social aspects of Muslim identity as they were 
origi nal ly estab lished and historically developed, and to give them the 
opportun ity to reflect for themselves on the Christian faith in encounter 
w ith these tenets of the Islamic fa ith tradition. 

" Islam Question ing Christian ity" is therefore the tit le of the f irst vo lume 
on the encounter of Christian fa ith with Islam . The figure of Muhammad, 
whom Musi ims believe to be "the Sea l of the Prophets", and the Q ur'an as 
the ul timate Word of God, human responsibili ty for the world as seen by 
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Musi ims, Islam as religion, society and culture, and the experience of tran­
scendence in Islamic mysticism, are some of the subjects dea lt with in this 
book by scholars of Islamic studies. Each lecture dealing with one of these 
centra l aspects of the Islamic faith is followed by extensive discussion. 
This tries to clarify many of the questions Christians raise in the encounter 
with Musi ims and deals with the historical dimension of the Islamic tradition, 
opening up significant, deep insights into the spiritua l wor ld of Muslim 
mysticism, prayer and devotion. This evokes a constant response by Chris­
tians, who want to achieve a better understanding, who are critical in their 
attitude and at the same time empathetic, who want to learn and open up 
as Christian believers to their contemporari es, who search for possibilities 
of lived commonality in dialogue and joint responsibility in the face of all 
the problems in our present world. 

The outcome of this way of dealing w ith one of the major challenges 
and tasks of modern times is presented in th is first volume. It is deepened 
in the second volume which, methodologically, begins the other way round, 
with Christian theologians and philosophers presenting the thoughts which 
they hold to be important in the encounter with Islam and, by doing so, 
opening up a wide platform for discussion with all the participants in the 
symposium. 

From their experience in the field of dialogue with believers of other 
fa ith traditions, the St Gabriel Institute for Theology of Religions developed 
this preparatory initiative to foster a genu ine encounter of faith with faith. 
These reflections in the anteroom of dialogue are intended to help prepare 
the soi l for a fruitful d ia logue between Christians and other bel ievers on 
the basis of thei r commonalities and differences in faith. 

From the very beginning, it was Professor Adel Theodor Khoury who 
jo ined and encouraged us in this project. We are most gratefu l to him and 
to all who made it possible, in particular to all the speakers and partici­
pants in this initiative, who together elaborated its original outcome and 
were ready to revise and authorize all the texts that had f irst been pub­
l ished in the German edition of this book. After its publication in Arabic', 

' A. Bsteh - A. Th . Khoury (eds.), al-Islam yusa'il al-masTbTya fi su'un al-lahut wa-1-falsafa 
{al-MasTbfya wa-1 -.islam fT 1-biwar wa-t-ta'awun; 13). Jounieh, 2000; A. Bsteh - A. Th. Khoury 
(eds .), al-'AqTda al-masT/JTya fi liqa' ma' al-is/am (al-MasTbTya wa-1-islam ff 1-biwar wa+ 
ta' awun; 16). Jounieh, 2002. 
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h English translation of these two volumes on Christian-Musi im dialogue 
t e . . t 
was carri ed out by Mrs. Ingeborg Bogensberger in Vienna 111 coopera 10.n 
w ith Ms. Carol Bebawi in Birmingham. The editor wishes to express hi s 
heartfelt gratitude for their admirable and most careful work. 

In close cooperation with the translators, the editor tried his best to guar-
ntee sentence by sentence and word by word, that the English text comes 

:s cl~se as possible to the text of the German edition, w ithout being able 
once again to submit all these translated texts to their a~tho~s._Therefore the 
responsibility for the fidelity of the English. texts _to thei r original presenta­
tion rests with the editor, in close cooperation with the translators. 

More than 40 years have passed since the Second Vati can Council pr~­
mulgated its Declaration on the Relationship of the Church t~ Non-Chr,s­
tian Religions "Nostra aetate11

• Its sincere past~ral ~oncerns 111 the face of 
the emerging new global order in our world 111sp1 r~d _the Fath_e_rs of the 
Counci l to take a stand on the relationship to other religious trad1t1ons. The 
increasing contemporary relevance of this document, whose third ~hap­
ter express ly refers to Muslims, is beautifull y and somewhat prophetica ll y 
mirrored in its preamble: 

"In our times, when every day men are being drawn closer together an.d 
the t ies between various peoples are being multi pl ied, the Church 1s 
giving deeper study to her relationship with non-Christian r~I igions .. [ .... ] 
For all peoples comprise a single commun ity, and have a single orig111, 
since God made the whole race of men dwell over the entire face of the 
earth. One also is their final goal: God." 

The joint endeavours of those who were origina_lly enga?ed in this pro­
ject and those who have now cooperated to make 1t acce~s1~le to the Eng­
l ish-speaking world are intended to serve these very asp1rat1ons . 

Andreas Bsteh, SVD 

St Gabriel, March 2007 
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The Books of the Bible 

Quotat ions from the Biblica l scriptures are taken from: The Holy Bible 
containing the Old and New Testaments. New Revised Standard Version: 
Catholic Edition. London, 7 993 (repr.). 

Old Testament 

Genesis Gn Obadiah Obad 
Exodus Ex Jonah Jon 
Leviticus Lv Micah Mi 
Numbers Nm Nahum Na 
Deuteronomy Dt Habakkuk Hb 
Joshua Jos Zephaniah Zeph 
Judges Jg Haggai Hag 
Ruth Ru Zechar iah Zech 
1, 2 Samuel 1, 2 Sm Malachi Mai 
1 Kings 1 (3) Kgs 
2 Kings 2 (4) Kgs 
1, 2 Chronicles 1, 2 Chr New Testament 
Ezra Ez 
Nehemiah Neh Matthew Mt 
Tobit Tb Mark Mk 
Judith Jdt Luke Lk 
Esther Est John Jn 
1, 2 Maccabees 1, 2 Mc Acts Ac 
Job Jb Romans Rm 
Psalms Ps 1, 2 Corinthians 1, 2 Cor 
Proverbs Prv Galatians Gal 
Ecclesiastes (Qoheleth) Eccl Ephesians Eph 
Song of Songs Song Philippians Phil 
Wisdom Wis Colossians Co l 
Sirach (Ecclesiasticus) Sir 1, 2 Thessalonians 1, 2 Thes 
Isaiah Is 1, 2 Ti mothy 1, 2 Tm 
Jeremi ah Jer Titus Ti 
Lamentations Lam Phi lemon Phm 
Baruch Bar Hebrews Heb 
Ezekiel Ezek James Jas 
Daniel On 1, 2 Peter 1, 2 Pt 
Hosea Hos 1, 2, 3 John 1,2,3Jn 
Joel JI Jude Jude 
Amos Am Revelation (Apoca lypse) Rev 
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Muhammad - And the Claim that He W as 
the Last of the Prophets Sent by God 

Ludwig Hagemann 

Introduction: Mubammad, the proclaimer of Islam 

The Arabic word is/am means surrender to God or submission to his will. 
According to the self-understanding and claim of Mubammad, the pro­
claimer of Islam, the word of God was spoken to humans in a final manner, 
and in the Qur'an, the Muslims' holy book, it found its binding litera ry 

expression. 1 

The fundamental profession of faith is: "There is no god besides God, 
and Mubammad is His messenger."2 

In this paper we shall try to show how Mubammad saw himself and 
how he attempted to justify his claim to be a prophet and messenger of 
God as wel l as the conclusion and culmination of the history of the prophets.3 

For this the most important source is the Qur'an. More than all other ex­
tensive sources of tradition on the li fe and work of Mubammad, the Qur'an 
is a source of special immediacy and authenticity, insofar as it reflects the 
story of Mubammad's li fe step by step: 

• as the story of a man who searches for God and finds Him in the ex­
perience of his own vocation; 

• as the story of the religious personality in Mecca, who gathers a com­
munity of believers around himsel f; and fi nally 

• as the story of the religious-politi cal leader of Medina, who founds 
the Islamic theocracy. 4 

' Cf. L. Hagemann, "Der Islam in seinem Selbstverstandnis und Anspruch", in: W. Wanzura 
(ed.), Mos/ems im Strafvo//zug (Handreichung; 3). Altenberge, 1982, pp. 44-64; A. Th. Khoury, 
Der Islam. Sein Glaube - seine Lebensordnung - sein Ansprnch (Herder/Spektrum; 4167). 
Freiburg etc., ' 1993. 

2 Cf. P. Heine, art. "Glaubensbekenntnis", in: A. Th. Khoury - L. Hagemann - P. Heine, 
/s/am-Lexikon. vol. 2 (Herder/Spektrum; 4036). Fre iburg etc., 1991, pp. 305 f. (li t.); A. Schimmel, 
And Muhammad is His Messenger. Chapel Hill , 1985. 

' As to structure and content we fol low our expositions in: L. Hagemann, Propheten -
Zeugen des Glaubens. Koranische und biblische Oeutungen (Religionswissenschaftliche Stu­
dien; 26). Wurzburg etc., 21993 . Footnotes and references added are new. 

' Cf. A. Th. Khoury, Wer war Muf:,ammad?. Lebensgeschichte und prophetischer Anspruch 
(Herder Taschenbuch; 1 719). Frei burg etc., 1990; R. Paret, Mohammed und der Koran. Geschichte 
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For us this systematic and at the same time chronological division into 
three parts implies the methodological approach of our analysis, i. e., pro­
ceeding from the Qur'an as a historical source, we want to attempt to show, 
or rather trace, Mubammad's awareness of his prophetic mission. This is 
attended by difficulties that are by no means insubstantial: in the first place 
~oday's arrang~ment of the Suras of the Qur'an no longer shows their orig­
~nal c~ronolog1cal order: the 114 Suras seem to be arranged only schemat­
ically in order of length, the longest coming first and the shortest lasts In 
addition, without knowledge of the historical circumstances and contexts 
neither t~e Qur'anic announcement as a whole, nor many of its detail~ 
and allusions to the environment, can be understood. 

Just as it is imposs ible to write a comprehensive biography of Jesus on 
the basis_ of ~he New Testament data and contemporary non-Christian 
sour~e~, 1t 1s impossible to_ pre~ent a comprehensive portrayal of Mubam­
'.11ad s life from a merely h1stor1cal perspective. For, along with the histor­
~cal s_tory of Mubammad's life handed down in the Qur 'an, his own faith 
111 being called and sent by God is also included; his conviction later trans­
lates and interprets historical data." Moreover, popu lar stories about Muham­
mad, which began early, tried to close historical gaps.7 Nevertheles.s as 
far as ~he Qur'an is concerned, we are in the fortunate position that in rien­
eral his statements can be considered as 'ipsissirna vox' of Muhammad . . 

und Verkundigung des arabischen Propheten. Stuttgart ' 1991 · w M Watt M h d t 
M O f d 195 ·d ' , · · , u amma a 

ecca. x or , 3; 1 ., Muhammad at Medina. Oxford, 1956; id. Muhammad Prophet 
and Statesman. London, 1961 . ' ' 

' Cf. R. Blachere, Le Coran. Traduction selon un essai de reclassementdes sourates 2 vols 
(lsl~m d'hier et d'aujourd' hui; 4/5). Paris, 1949- 1951 ; R. Bell, The Qur'an. Translated with~ 
cntu:;al re-arrangement of the Surahs. 2 vols., Edinburgh, 193 7-1939. 
ho Cf. T. ~ndrae, Die Person Muhammeds in Lehre und Glauben seiner Gemeinde. Stock-

_ 1 m, 1 ~18, id. , _Mohammed. Sc,n Leben und s;in G/auben. Guttingen, 1932, Reprint: 
Hild;she1m, 1977, R. Ar;_1aldez_, ":fahomet ou la predication prophetique. Paris, 1952. 

Cf. H. Fuchs, art; Mawl 1d, in Handworterbuch des Islam, edited by A. J. Wensinck _ 
J. HE ,Kra7ers. Leiden, 1976, pp. 468-471;_cf. by the same author (et alii) the relevant article 
111 I , vo · VI (199_1 ), pp. 895-897; A. Sch immel, op. cit. (fn. 2); G. Mensching, Leben und 
Legende der Re/1g1onsst1fter. Darmstadt, s. a., pp. 131 - 174. 

12 

1. Mubammad's origin 

At the age of forty, says the Islamic tradition, Mubamrnad, the proclaimer 
of Islam, received those experiences which were afterwards to determine 

his life.8 

Born in about 570A. D. in Mecca, in modern Saudi Arabia, he belonged 
to the tribe of Quraysh. His clan was that of the Hashimids. The name of 
his father-who died shortly before or after Mubammad's birth -was 'Abd 
Allah. His mother was Amina bint Wahb. During the first years of his life 
he was, according to the custom of that time, entrusted to the care of a 
Bedouin nurse. His mother died when the child was six years old. The 
young orphan was taken care of by his paternal grandfather 'Abd al-Muttalib. 
After the latter's death, Mubammad, at the age of eight, was entrusted to 
the care of his paternal uncle Abu Tai ib who was the new head of the clan 
and, like most men in Mecca, a merchant. Mubammad grew up in his 
house, unti I, at the age of 25, he married a wealthy widow named KhadT.Q.j.a, 
in whose service he worked as a caravan guide. For him this marriage was 
a substantial social advancement. Later the Qur'an refers to this as a di­
vine favour granted to Mubammad: "Did He not find thee an orphan and 
give thee shelter (and care)? And He found thee wandering, and He gave 
thee guidance. And He found thee in need, and made thee independent." 
(Qur'an 93,6- 8). 

2. The socio-cultural milieu: a changing society 

The society in which Mubammad grew up was, to put it simply, a society 
in transition: from a nomadic to a settled way of life, from the tribal col­
lective towards individualism, from polytheism towards monotheism. The 
ancient Arab religion with its world of gods, ideas and concepts was the 
actual religious milieu.9 The centre of religious life in Mecca was the Ka'ba, 
where the deities were believed to dwell. At the pinnacle of this Old-Arab 

' Cf. F. Buhl - (A. T. Welch) et al. , art. "Mubammad", in EP, vol. VII (1993), pp. 360-387; 
F. Buhl, Das Leben Muhammeds. Darmstadt, 11961 ; lbn lshaq, Oas Leben des Propheten. Germ. 
transl. by G. Rotter. Tubingen etc., 1976; A. Th. Khoury, op. cit. (fn. 4) pp. 17 ff.; H . Stieglecker, 
Die Glaubenslehren des Islam. P-dueruurn etc., ' 1983, pp. 338 ff.; W. M. Wall - A. T. Welch, 
Der Islam I (Die Religionen der Menschheit; 25, 1 ). Stuttgart, 1980, pp. 47 ff. 

• Cf. L. Hagemann, Christentum und Islam zwischen Konfrontation und Begegnung (Re­
ligionswissenscha ftli che Studien; 4). Wi.irzburg etc., 21990, pp. 27 ff. (lit.); H. Busse, Die theo­
logischen Beziehungen des !slams zu Judentum und Christentum. Grundlagen des Dia logs im 
Koran und die gegenwartige Situation. Darmstadt, 21991 , pp. 8 ff. 
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polytheism was a kind of 'H igh-God', Allah (from: al-ilah = the God); the 
Qur'an testifies that before Mubammad's proclamation A llah was already 
known to the Arabs and venerated by them: " If indeed thou ask them who 
has created the heavens and the earth and subjected the sun and the moon 
(to His Law), they w ill certa in ly reply, 'Allah'.[ ... ] And if indeed thou ask 
them who it is that sends down rain from the sky, and gives l ife therewith 
to the earth after its death, they w ill certain ly reply, 'Allah'. [ ... ] Now, if 
they embark on a boat, they ca ll on A llah, making their devotion sincerely 
(and exclusively) to Him; but when He has delivered them safely to (dry) 
land, behold, they give a share (of the ir worship to others)!" (Qur'an 
29,61-65; cf. 39,38; 31,25). 10 Qur'an 12, 106 formu lates briefly and pre­
c isely: "And most of them believe not in God w ithout associating (others 
as partners ) wi th Him! " Belief in Allah as the highest God did indeed ex ist, 
but like the H igh-Gods of other religions he was held to be remote with 
no decisive influence on the everyday li fe of the Arabs. 

However, there were, in add ition, other re ligious influences whose traces 
can be found in the Qur'an. The Jewish settlements in pre- Islamic central 
Arabia - in Medina the Jews comprised about half of the population - had 
al ready had a long history. What distinguished them from the others was 
their adhering to the Jewish religion, so that Jewish ideas were bound to 
exercise an influence on the environment of th at peri od. 

And fi nally the Christia ns have also to be mentioned - Monophysites, 
Nestori ans, and various sects - whose religious doctrines certain ly made 
thei r mark on the Qur'an. Before Mubammad, individual women and men 
had already opted for monotheism, without converting to Judaism or Chris­
tianity. In search of a new religious orientation, they had discovered 
monotheism, bu t had remained on their ow n (}:i anTfs). 

It was in this spir itual and religious environment that Mubammad grew 
up. Unti I early midd le-age he shared his Meccan contemporari es' reli gious 
convictions, which had been handed down from generation to generation. 
H is fa ith was that of the people in his country. It is certa in that he wou ld 
have heard of Jew ish and Christian beliefs. Caravans, merchants and traders 
who frequented the important markets as well as the festivals held in Mecca, 
which attracted peop le from the surround ing area, had turned his home­
town into a melting-pot of heterogeneous religious concepts, a spi ritual 
crossroads between Syria in the North and Yemen in the South . 

10 Quoted from: A. Y. A li, The meaning of the Glorious Qur'an. Text, Translation and Com­
mentary. Beirut - Cairo, ' 1938. 
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3. Inward change: experience of vocation and mission 

A turning poi nt occurred in the life of Mubammad at the age of 40 and from 
time to time he began to w ithdraw to Mountain tlira', to live there in so li­
tude. He was drawn to give himself up to contemplation by a desire for the 
religious life, wh ich had grown insipid in Mecca as a result of being domi­
nated by trade and commerce and buried under the profit-making aspect of 
pilgrimages that coincided with annual markets and fairs. The decline of Old­
Arab polytheism, which at that time was obviously no longer of any deep 
relevance, as well as the growing influences of Judaism and Christianity had 
their effect on him and after several years of a life that was withdrawn and 
at times so li tary, he presented his new message of salvation to the public. He 
put forward a revised and new relig ious orientation not on ly for himself li ke 
the ear lier individualistic Arab t1an1fs11 1 but also for his Meccan fellow citi­
zens and ultimately for all Arabs. He fe lt generally responsible for al l peo­
ple and believed he was ca lled to hand on his knowledge about divine truth 
to his compatriots, just as he knew himself guided by God (cf. Qur'an 93,7). 

3.1 Vocation 

"iqra'- Proclaim! (or Read! ) in the name of thy Lord and Cherisher [ ... ]!" 
Mubammad had received this ca ll, as it is expressed in Sura 96, 1, wh ich 
is considered to be the earliest Sura. In a cave in the mountain of light near 
Mecca, he received, according to the interpretation ofthe Qur'an and the 
Islamic trad ition, this ca ll as his prophetic vocation. The term iqra ' ex­
presses an essential characteristi c of Mubammad's self-understanding. He 
was to consider it his task to recite holy texts to the peop le of his country, 
' recitals' - this is the meaning of the term Qur'an - which were fina lly 
gathered together to become a great collection, the Qur'an itself. 

3.2 Mission 

"Ari se and del iver thy warning! " (Qur'an 74,2). With the introductory word 
from Sura 96, Mubammad saw himself called to be a prophet; the order 
"Arise and del iver thy warning!" was to designate him the messenger of 
God. Innumerable verses in the Qur'an tell of this mission . 

There has been much discuss ion concerning Mutiammad's state of mi nd 
when he received his 'revelati ons'. Apart from the opinion generally held 

" Cf. in this context W. M. Watt, art. " 1-;ianTf", in El', vol. Ill (1971 ), pp. 165 f. 
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by Muslims, according to which Muhammad received his revelations while 
asleep (cf. Qur'an 8A3; 48,2 7 [the term ru'ya is mostly interpreted by the 
commentators as nocturnal dream]), the Qur 'an and the traditions refer to 
other states of mind, e. g. to visions (Qur'an 17, 1 .60; 53,2- 18) or appari ­
tions of Qiabra'TI (Gabriel).12 

4. Muhammad and his prophetic claim 

From approximately the year 612, Muhammad appeared in public in his 
home-town of Mecca, claiming to be called by God and sent to present 
the revelation of God to his compatriots in their own Arabic language. He 
sees the specificity of his mission in announcing the revelation of God to 
his fellow people in Arabic. The core of his message consisted of various 
eschatological pronouncements, in which a warning was given, and the 
inexorability of divine reckoning in view of the declared approach ing 
judgement of God (cf. Qur'an 101; 99; 100; 81, 1-14 etc.), as well as a 
ca ll to faith in God as the one and only and almighty Creator. 13 

As a result of his appeals Muhammad encountered the opposition of 
his compatriots. In their eyes the fabric of the society was threatened by 
the rejection he called for of the polytheistic cu I( which was concentrated 
particularly in Mecca around the shrine of the Ka'ba and created sub­
stantia l incomes, and the warning of God's imminent punishment. The re­
sult was a confrontat ion. 

4.1 First reaction of the Meccans: rejection 

Mubammad's compatriots contested his claim to be the messenger of God 
and denied the genuine character of his d ivine mission: they took him for 
a common soothsayer (cf. Qur'an 52,29; 69A0.42 f.) and demonic poet 
(Qur'an 52,30; 69,41; 36,69 f.), accused hi m of sorcery (Qur'an 38A; 
3 7, 14 f. ), considered him to be possessed (Qur'an 25,8; 17A7; 23,70 f.; 
68,2), and branded him the devi l's tool (81,25; 26,210- 212). When in the 
year 61 5 the opposition to Mubammad increased, a group of his follow­
ers fled into Christian Abyssinia, though they returned some time later. 

" Cf. R. Blachere, Le probleme de Mahomet. Essai de biographie critique du fondateur 
de /'Islam. Pa ri s, 1952, pp. 38-42; A. J. Wensinck, art. "Wa~y", in Handwiirterbuch des Islam, 
op. c it. (fn. 7) pp. 784-787; B. Carra de Vaux, art. "Djabra'TI", in ibid. pp. 100 f. ; F. Buhl, art. 
"Mu~ammad", in ibid. pp. 519 ff. 

" Cf. R. Paret, op. cit. (fn. 4) pp. 69 ff. 
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42 Claiming the legitimation of the prophetic mission 

ite of hi s compatriots ' rejection, whi ch was disappointing to him, 
~ st ammad's sense of mission remained unshaken: "And We certainly know 
th~t· there are amongst you those that reje~t (i.t) : But trul y (Revelation). is a 
a use of sorrow for the Unbelievers . But veril y 1t 1s Truth ofassured certa inty. 

~o glorify the name of thy Lord Most High." (Qur'an 69A9-:--52?. . 
But the Meccans did not give in. They demanded authenticating m1 racles 

to confirm Muhammad's mission: "Yet they say: 'Why are not Signs sent 
down to him from his Lord?' Say: 'The Signs are indeed w ith God: and I am 
indeed a clear Warner."' (Qur'an 29,50; cf. 6,37.109; 17,90- 96). So why 
did God not authenticate Muhammad's missi on through signs and miracles? 
The answer: "And We refrain from sending the Signs, only because the men 
of former generations treated them as false: [ ... ]" (Qur'an 17,59). 

The contention was that even a first-hand experience of miracles would 
not be enough to prove to unbelievers the truth of the proclaimed message, 
and that miracles did not necessarily lead to fa ith, as is shown by the his­
tory of the earlier prophets. On the contrary, people continue in their un­
belief (Qur'an 6,7). 

4.3 The warrant for Muhammad's prophetic mission 

Muhammad considered himself a mortal like all others: "Say: 'I am but a 
ma~ like yourselves, (but) the inspiration has come to me, that your God is 
One God: [ .. . ]" (Qur'an 18,110). He was only the messenger of God and no 
more; his task was to announce the revelation given to him by God. He would 
impart to his compatriots the knowledge he received through the mercy of 
God; he was but a warner: "Thou art no other than a warner. Verily We have 
sent thee in truth, as a bearer of glad tidings, and as a warn er: and there never 
was a people, without a warner having lived among them (in the past) ." 
(Qur'an 35)3 f.). Performing signs and miracles was not part of his mission. 

4.3.1 The Qur'an as sign of authentication 

And yet there is one miracle through which God authenticated Mubam­
mad's mission '\ which is the Qur'an itself. "And is it not enough for them 
that We have sent down to thee the Book whi ch is rehearsed to them? Ver­
ily, in it is Mercy and a Reminder to those who believe." (Qur'an 29,51 ). 
Sura 17,88 formulates it thus: "Say: ' If the who le of mankind and Jinns 

" Cf. H. Stieglecker, op. cit. (fn. 8} pp. 371 ff. 
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were to gather together to produce the like of this Qur'an, they cou ld not 
produce the I ike thereof, even if they backed up each other w ith help and 
support." God alone, the one and on ly author of the Qur'an, cou ld bring 
about such an in imitable work. The linguistic unsurpassabi lity of the Qur'an 
itself thus becomes the criterion for the credibi I ity of its content (verbal in­
spiration '5) and at the same time authenticates Mubammad's truthfu lness. 
The Q ur'an itself is the great, continuously present sign, the "everlasting 
miracle" '6 validating Mubammad's legitimacy and authority. The most per­
suasive miracles are the revelations of the Qur'an themselves, w hich are 
therefore cal led "signs in the hands of God" (ayat) (cf. Qur'an 29,49; 7,203). 
" Let them then produce a recital like unto it, - if (it be) they speak the 
Truth", demands Mubammad in Qur'an 52,34. But his opponents' inabil­
ity revealed his truthfulness and credibil ity - his compatriots were not able 
to create even one Sora of the same quality. 

Thus Mubammad attempted to establish and defend his c laim to be the 
messenger and prophet of God, referring to the earl ier history of the prophets 
and the unsurpassabi lity of the Qur'anic revelation. '7 The agreement of his 
message w ith the authentic proclamation of the earlier revealed Scriptures 
- Torah and Gospels - was to be seen as a further argument. 

4.3 .2 Agreement with the "People of the Book" 

Mubammad saw himself and his message as being in conti nu ity w ith the 
Biblica l tradition . The holy Scriptures of the Jews (tawrat) and Christians 
(ingjJI) are considered in Islam as sent down by God upon Moses (Torah) 
and Jesus (Gospels), so Jews and Christians are ca lled "People of the Book11 18• 

While Mubammad himself considered his message's agreement with 
the Biblical revelation as a sign of the truth of what he declared (cf. Qur'an 
10,94), his compatriots had various reservations. 

They said: 
"And they say: 'Tales of the ancients, which he has caused to be written: 

and they are dictated before him morning and evening."' (Qur'an 25,5). 
"[ ... ] ' It is a man that teaches him.' ( ... ]" (Qur'an 16,103; cf. 25,4). 
" ( ... ] 'Thou hast taught (us) diligently,'[ ... ]" (Qur'an 6,105). 

15 Cf. Qur'ari 2,23; 10,38; further 11, 13; 28,49; 52,34. 
1• H. Stieglecker, op. cit. (fn. 8) p. 372. 
" On the teaching of i'fijaz a/-Qur'an, the inimitability of the Qur'an, cf. H. Stieglecker, 

op. cit. (fn. 8) pp. 372 ff. 
" Cf. Q ur'an 2,105.145 f.; 5, 16.21 , etc. 

18 

Mubammad's pagan compatriots took the Qur'an's textual agreement 
with earlier Scriptures as proof thatthe knowledge revealed to him did not 
come from God, but was borrowed from earlier messages. This is how their 
criti cism "[ ... ]'Thou hast taught (us) di Ii gently,' [ ... ]" (Qur'an 6,105) should 
be understood. The Arabic verb darasa, to study, in the Qur'an always 
means 'to study the holy Scriptures', but this only applied to the "People 
of the Book" (cf. Qur'an 7,169), and particularly to the rabb is (cf. Qur'an 
3,79). Since the pagans had previously had no Scriptures'9, this task was 
unfamiliar to them, as attested in Qur'an 6,156: "Lest ye should say: 'The 
Book was sent down to two Peoples before us, and for our part, we re­
mained unacquainted with all that they learned by assiduous study."' 

In response Mubammad categorically rejected the reproaches and in­
sinuations made against him (cf. Qur'an 25,4.6). The assumed informer 
alluded to by the opponents did not speak Arabic; the Qur'an, however, 
was in the Arabic language.20 Before he received the Qur'anic message, 
he "wast not (able) to recite a Book" nor " to transcribe" any (Qur'an 29,48) . 
Until then he "knewest not( ... ] w hat was Revelation and w hat was Faith." 
(Qur'an 42,52). Therefore what was essential for him was to follow what 
had been revealed to him by God (cf. Qur'an 6,106). 

5. Mubammad as "the Seal of the Prophets" 
and Islam as the only true religion 

When the persecutions in Mecca intensified, Mubammad moved in 622 
- this date marks the beginning of Islamic Time - with about 70 followers 
to Ya.tb.rib, later cal led Medina (madinat an-nabT, i. e., city of the Prophet). 
This emigration, the Higj.ra, had far-reaching consequences for him and 
his followers, who had made his faith their own.21 The popu lation of Med­
ina quickly accepted his teaching. The growth of his community meant 
that he soon became the centre of the city's social and political life and 
the responsib ilities of the social and poli tical leader of a community also 
devolved upon him. The welcome he was given there d id not mean, how­
ever, that all groupings accepted the genuine character of his prophetic 
miss ion. The Jews and the Christians - in the Meccan period very re-

" Cf. ibid. 68,37; 37,168; 34,44. 
20 Cf. ibid. 16,103; 42,7, etc. 
21 O n the "HiQjra" cf. the homonymous article by W. M. Watt, in El', vol. Ill (1971), 

pp. 366 f. 
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spectfully ca lled ''Peop le of the Book", since they were not prepared to 
acknowledge his prophetic mission, were in the course of time caught in 
the cross-fi re of his criticism.22 

The fact that Abraham was for Mubammad, setting as ide Juda ism and 
Christianity, the founder of the primeval Islamic rel igion led to Mubammad 
clear ly distancing himself from the faith of the Jews and Christians and pro­
claiming the autonomy of Islam. The relig ion of Abraham, mi/fat JbrahTm, 
was declared to be the only true monotheistic re li gion and had therefore to 
be followed. 23 For Mubammad, Abraham was the fi rst Muslim. He ascri bed 
to him and his son Ishmael the bui I ding of the Ka'ba in Mecca as the shrine 
where the one God wou ld be worsh ipped.2• From now on prayers should 
be di rected not towards Jerusalem but towards Mecca w ith its rel igious cen­
tre, the Ka'ba. For a long ti me Mubammad saw himself as the prophet and 
messenger of God sent to the Arabs, but he eventually became aware that 
his miss ion was not to remain regionall y limited: "Say: 'Omen! I am sent 
unto you al l, as the Apostle of God, [ ... ]" (Qur'an 7,158; 34,28). According 
to his se lf-understanding, having f irst been an Arab prophet, he later became 
an apostle for all peoples: he dec lares: "The Re ligion before God is Islam 
(submission to His Will) : [ .. .]" (Qur'an 3, 19). 

Concerning his miss ion, he cons idered himself to be not only in agree­
ment with the earl ier messengers, but also "the Seal of the Prophets" (Qur'an 
33,40). In the religion wil led by God he had brought the ultimate form of 
the faith, had superceded all previous forms and transmitted to the human 
race the unsu rpassable and definitive revelation of God. Thus Mubammad 
understood himself to be the culm ination and conclusion of the history of 
the prophets. 

" On the Jews cf. J. Bouman, Der Koran und die Juden. Die Geschichte einer Tragodie 
(WB -Forum; 53). Darmstadt, 1990 (li t.). 
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" Cf. Qur'an 12,37 f. , 16,123; 6,161; 4, 125; 3,95; see H. Busse, op. cit. (fn. 9) pp . 62 ff. 
' ' Cf. L. Hagemann, op. cit. (fn . 3) pp. 53 ff.; H. Busse, op. cit. (fn. 9) pp. 88 ff. 

Questions and Interventions 

Who actually is a prophet? What d istinguishes a true 
prophet from a fa lse one? criteria for 

prophethood ZIRKER These questions raise difficult ies for Israel as 

well as for later theology and it becomes even more complicated when 

Islam is included. 
If one accepts phenomenologically, without any theologi ca l evaluation, 
the prophethood of such figures as Amos, Isaiah and Jeremiah, with their 
claims and concerns as prophets, then, without doubt, one also has to ac­
knowledge that Mubammad was a prophet. 
The problem of who should be considered as a true or a fa lse prophet raises 
the issue of what constitute the cr iteria for a prophet. One can certain ly 
not allow this to be determined merely by the self-definition of one who 
publicly declares himself to be a prophet. Neither can one simply argue 
from the side of God. Being accepted as a prophet also implies a com­
muni ty who say, "For us he is a prophet." 

criteria for the 
RIEDL Did Mubammad ever make a claim similar to 
Jesus' saying: "You must believe me when I say that[ ... ] 

genuineness or at least believe me because of the works themselves." 
of Mubammad's Un 14:10- 12)? 
miss ion 

KHOURY No he did not, since the basic premise of 
the Qur'an is that the words in it are not the words of Mubammad but the 
words of God. So, in the Qur'an there is basically on ly one appeal: obey 
God and obey the Prophet. Only later, in Is lamic theology, does the ques­
tion of the justification forth is appeal arise: the evidence that Mubammad 
is a prophet l ies in the effectiveness of his message. Nevertheless, there is 
already in the Qur'an itself an implicit approach towards convincing peo­
ple of the message's genuineness: this relates above all to the establish­
ment of monotheism in oppos ition to polytheism through the Qur'an's·as­
sertion that there cannot be several creators, since th is wou Id lead to chaos 
in the whole creation. Therefore onl y one can be perfect and almighty. 
And if God is almighty, he does not depend on others for help. 
For some t irne it was the outward criteria that were successful in making the 
case for the genuineness of the prophetic mission - after the first battle was 
won against the Meccans in 624 it was said: God granted us support against 
ou r enemies, so we have the true religion. By this logic, the defeat in the 
fo l lowing year brought a great crisis, but the defeat was seen as God's test 
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of whether the believers would stay faithful to him. At this moment, suc­
cess as a criterion for Muhammad's prophetic mission was problematic. This 
same criterion was to be revived again later in relation to the mission of 
Muhammad, who increasingly succeeded, in the course of time, in con­
solidating and expanding his community. As in Christian apologetics, ref­
erence is made to the fact that the beginning of the Islamic community, 
which was to develop into a world religion, was characterized by weakness. 
In any case, (outward) success is less an argument for the truth of Islam than 
for its claim to establish a law and enforce it. Success, which provides Islam 
with greater opportunities to enforce its laws in proportion to the expansion 
of its sovereignty, has always to be renewed and sustained. 
An important argument for the genuineness of Muhammad's mission is a 
certain kind of development in legis lation: on the one hand Muhammad 
refers to the fact that there is a continuity between his legislation and that 
of Moses and Jesus; but just as Jesus affirmed the Torah, and at the same 
time took the liberty of going beyond it in order to re-orientate legal norms 
to account for the changed situation of the people of his time, so Muham­
mad does the same. What is new in the legislation he brings and what 
makes him the founder of a religion, like M oses and Jesus, lies in the golden 
mean between the strictness of the Torah and the great gentleness of the 
Gospels, which, though they introduce norms, in practice leave man too 
much in the dark concerning what he is in fact supposed to do here and 
now in a concrete situation. 

SCHIMMEL For the Muslim, Muhammad is in fact the prophet of equ il ib­
rium, standing between the strictness of Moses and the gentleness of Jesus 
and keeping the balance. 

d.ff . . BARTH In which sense is the term prophet applied r erentratron . 
between 'prophet' wrth respect to Muhammad? 
and 'messenger' KHOURY The_ Qur'an differentiates between two terms, 

prophet (nabi) and messenger (rasu/), but this differ­
entiat ion is not as clearly made in the Qur'an as it is later in the Islamic 
tradition, where this differentiation becomes genera l usage. Prophets are 
people who, being commissioned by God, have a message to bring whereby 
they may also intervene in a particular historical situation of thei r people. 
This understanding is more or less identical w ith the general concept of 
prophet in all religions. 

Messengers, on the other hand, are people who, in addition to the oral mes­
sage, also leave a form of that message fixed in writi ng. In the understanding 
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of the Qur'an, this is the case w ith Abraham, Moses, Jesus and Muhammad. 
In the Qur'an itself Muhammad is called prophet as well as messenger. 

God 
and prophet 

ZIRKER In the Old Testament the prophet appears in 
publ ic claiming to be a messenger and the subject be­
hind what he communicates is the ego of the prophet. 

At first he speaks himself and only later does he say: "It is the Lord speak­
ing", thus bringing God into the action. In the Qur'an it is the other way 
round: God brings the prophet into the action. When the Qur'anic text 
says, rather often: "Say to them", it is a formula implying a messenger, but 
it is God who makes Muhammad speak and tells him what to say, thus 
bringing the prophet into the action. 
VANONI There is a question of whether this difference should be em­
phasized so distinctly. With regard to the problem of the nature of revela­
tion, the situation is very multi-levelled indeed. In the O ld Testament prophe­
cies, for instance in Jeremiah, and Ezekiel, and later Jonah, before "Thus 
says the LORD", there is the commission: "Go to them, speak and tell them, 
Thus says the LORD" (d. Jer 28: ·13; Ezek 3:11 ). Might it not perhaps be nec­
essary to investigate more deeply the difference between the understand­
ing the former prophets had of their prophethood and the understanding 
Muhammad had of his? 

Qur'anic 
revelation and 
history 

PRENNER How is it possible to correlate, and also to 
perceive and understand in its whole historical context, 
not only the personality of Muhammad, his whole life, 
and how it developed, as we are used to seeing it, but 

also the Qur'an, with the Islamic concept of Muhammad as the mouthpiece 
of God- a concept underlined in the proposition that in Ramac;lan, at a sin­
gle point in history as it were, the Qur'an was sent down to him. 
SALMEN How can one find an approach towards the Islamic understand­
ing of history? How can one imagine the way a 'sense of history' devel­
oped in Islam? 
SCHIMMEL The Islamic sense of history is completely oriented towards the 
Prophet. It is difficult to find a bridge from the European or Western histor­
ical ly oriented view of Islam to the Islamic one. But a key function for un­
derstanding what it is that moves Muslims in their faith, is the centrality of 
the figure of Muhammad who completely embodies prophethood. There is 
no doubt that the criterion for a prophet in the definition of Soderblom, 
Heiler and van der Leeuw's phenomenology of religion applies to him: that, 
despite resisting, he is forced by God to speak (d. Sura 96), that the content 
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of his message is the one-and-onlyness and sovereignty of God and that he 
commits himself to seeing to it that humanity also takes care of the poor, 
the weak, and the sick. 
Proceeding from the concept that Mubammad is the mouthpiece of God, 
Islamic theology from the beginning developed in two different directions: 
one placed the Qur'an at its centre, and the other, in which popular Islam 
tends to find expression, stresses the importance of Mubammad as the Prophet 
bringing salvation. In fact, from very early on, as a resu lt of the passage in 
the Qur'an in which Mubammad is called "[ ... ] a Lamp spreading Light­
siragj. mun1r'1 (3 3,46), the teaching of 'Mubammad's light' developed. 1 The 
c9ncept of the primeval light of Mubammad, the first that God created, is 
to be found as earl y as the end of the 8th and then in the 9th century, and 
a non-Qur'anic word of God has been handed down which says: " If there 
had not been you, I would not have created the worlds - !au/aka, /au/aka, 
ma khalaqtu l-af/aka.112 Thus, Mubammad more and more becomes the one 
towards whom the understanding of faith is oriented. 
For the pious Muslim, the announcer of the message and the message it­
self are surrounded by light, guiding from darknesses into the light of God. 
There have always been theologians for whom Mubammad ranks second 
after the Qur'an, but it is he whose birthday is commemorated. As the birth 
of the Redeemer often is in the history of religion, his birth is surrounded 
by apparitions of light, just as the night in wh ich the Qur'an was revealed 
for the first time is also, according to popular Islamic belief, replete with 
light. And the pious often withdraw into a mosque or a hermitage, hoping 
to see that light on the night of 27 Ramadan. 
For most Muslims, their relationship to Mubammad is so close that for 
them he is not dead, but alive, appearing to them in thei r dreams and guid­
ing them, in a way that a non-Muslim can hard ly imagine, and accord­
ingly he is greatly vener_ated. Mubammad's lifetime is therefore the best of 
all possible times and what we today cal l fundamentalism is the ever new 
attempt to organize the world as the Prophet wanted it. This explains Islam's 
sense of history as a whole. 
SALMEN Is it idea l in the Islamic understanding only in an exemplary sense 
or does it also have a theological importance, which might help us arrive 
at an understanding of Mubammad? In the Christian context, for instance, 

' Cf. Tor Andrae, Muhammad: The Man and His Faith. London, 1936; A. Schimmel, And 
Muhammad is His Messenger. Chapel Hill, 1985. 

' B. Furuzanfar, AbadiI/J.-i MaI/J.nawT. Tehran, 1955, no. 546. 
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it is accepted that "when the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son" 
(Gal 4 :4). Here the fullness of time is certainly an interpretation based on 
the coming of Christ. Is anything comparable said of Mubammad? 

The following question was mentioned, but not dealt 

w ith further: the prophet as 
a symbol of the 
community 

DUPRE How far does the figure of the prophet have 
to be seen as the symbol of a certain religious com­

munity? And what is the relation between the mission of the prophet, im­
plying his confronting the community, and his function as a figure sym­

bolic of his community? 

the prophet as 
a man in search 
of God 

• 
DUPRE The fundamental assertion of Mubammad's 
message was the assertion that there is no god beside 
God. If one considers polytheists to be people who 
forget God, who forget what religion and religiousness 

are really concerned with, then the prophet would be someone in search 
of God, living among them. By the same token, people who call them­
selves monotheists are constantly in danger of forgetting God and of no 
longer being aware that they believe in a God, for example when they 
equate their concept of God with God himself. 

RIEDL What is Mubammad's claim to be the last of 
the prophets founded on? After all, Islam knows of a 
tradition of prophets from the beginnings of human­

Mubammad­
the last prophet 

ity's history and extending, via Abraham, Moses and Jesus, up to Mubam­
mad. So why does it end with Mubamma.d? 

a relative 
absoluteness 

KHOURY Leaping from the continuity of the line of 
prophetic vocations to the claim that Mubammad is 
the last, according to the Islamic understanding, has 

to be seen as a 'claim of relative absoluteness'. For Islam continues to con­
sider Judaism and Christianity as part of the Islamic tradition; according to 
the Qur'anic message, they have simply lost their universa l validity. What 
Islam rejects in Judaism and Christianity are those elements that were not 
contained in their original message, but were added later as excesses: as 
far as Christians are concerned, it is above all their assertions concerning 
the Trinity, the deity of Jesus Christ and his role as Redeemer. These ele­
ments are seen as being in contradiction to the pure monotheism of Abra­
ham. Thus Islam's claim of absoluteness is on the one hand based on the 
Qur'anic message, but beyond that, it is also based on its understanding 
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of the Law. For, the Torah and the Gospels are considered to be not only 
monotheistic messages, but also a body of law: there is already a devel­
opment from the Torah towards the Gospels - from a good law towards a 
better one, as it were - and then the Qur'an brings its ultimate, i. e. its per­
fect, form . This is the implicit reason why Mubammad as the prophet of 
this Qur'anic message is necessarily the last prophet. 

the last prophet -
self-defin ition 
and history of 
interpretations 

DUPRE, RABERGER In view of the Islamic understand­
ing of Mubammad as the last of the prophets, the seal 
of the prophets, is there a differentiation to be made 
between how he understood himself and how his per­
son was interpreted in the later Islam ic tradition? 

In this context it seems worthwhi le to note this question, although it was 
not directly followed up. 

prophet of the 
' Last Days' and 
' last prophet' 

VANONI If, in the sense of the Islamic tradition, 
Mubammad understands himself to be the last of the 
prophets, should this not be differentiated much more 
clear ly than it is usually from the concept of the prophet 

of the Last Days? And how far is th is differentiation important, especially 
for Christian-Muslim dialogue, in view of the fact that Jesus makes his first 
pub I ic appearance as a prophet of the Last Days and so the question of 
how far Jesus too understood himself to be 'the last prophet', shou ld per­
haps be examined more closely. A juxtaposit ion between Christi anity with 
Jesus claiming to be the last prophet, and Islam with Mubammad claim­
ing to be the last prophet wou ld then definitely seem problematic. 

Mubammad ­
prom ised by 
Jesus? 

WISSE In the encounter with Muslims, the reference to 
the Parac lete in Jn 14:16 is often mentioned. How ex­
actly do Musli ms interpret thi s promise, when they say 
that Mubammad is the promised one? 

SCHIMMEL In the Islamic understanding, when it refers to the Paraclete, 
the New Testament predicts the coming of Mubammad. According to Sora 
61,6 Jesus himself announces a messenger who will come after him, whose 
name is AIJmad, the Praised One - one of Mubammad's names (reading 
perikleitos, the Praised One = Abmad, instead of parakletos, the coun­
sellor). 
ft M h d VIRT How would a Muslim believer, when visiting 

a er u · ammh a the first temple of the Mormons in Salt Lake City, react 
no new prop ets h f I h · bi. I · tot e act t 1at a new prop et appears in pu 1c, c aim-
ing now to announce the pure word of God? 
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SCHIMMEL For a Muslim it is unacceptable that another prophet should 
come after Mubammad. This is why the Baha'Ts are so severely persecuted, 
because they have a rel igion of their own that relates to Islam as Chris­
tianity re lates to Judaism. The Abmadiyya too, which is not a new religion, 
but whose leader MTrza Ghulam Abmad (1835- 1908) made somewhat 
unclear remarks on the 'prophetic' inspiration he received, was declared 
un-lslam ic in 1974/75 . Although in some countries it did much more for 
the spread of Islam than orthodox Islam, nevertheless, because of the 
prophetic claim of its founder, it was finally excluded from the Islamic 
community - a very rare instance of such a thing. 
On the other hand, some of the great mystic leaders made claims which, 
to the expert, do not sound quite so modest and in which one might say 
they bordered on heresy, but, since they did not make any claim to prophet­
hood, their doctrines were accepted. The fact that no new prophet can 
come has to be deduced from the concept " khatam an-nabiyy,n - Seal of 
the Prophets" (Qur'an 33,40). It was established from the beginning, and 
has never been disputed. 

1 Jesus is held in high esteem, but he is only the last but 
J
1
~shus Mthehb ack d one of the prophets. In some branches of Islamic mys-
,g t, u amma . . h' h b . . I d I d h 
h · 1. ht t1c1sm t 1s as een very interesting y eve ape : t e 
t e green ,g . 

five or seven great prophets are symbo[ ,zed by means 
of colours, by means of appearances of light, wh ich the mystic sees in his 
trance. Jesus is the black I ight, the I ight of the absolute extinction of every­
th ing worldly, complete spir itualization, the light that hides and leads man 
into ecstasy. If one has gone through this, one arrives at the emerald moun­
tain, at the green light, which is the light of Muf)ammad, because then, 
being transformed, one returns again to the wor ld. Thus, in a certain sense, 
Jesus represents the highest, in absolute spi ritua lity, no longer related to 
matter. But one cannot stay there; in Islamic mysticism one has to turn 
back towards the earth. 

Biblica l under­
standing of the 
prophets and 
Mubammad's 
self-understanding 

VANONI A thorough theologica l examination of the 
question 'What is a prophet?' seems necessary, par­
ticularly in the encounter with Islam. The traditional 
image of the prophet as a man who knows what God 
reveals to him and passes it on exactly as he receives 
it - up to Jesus or the last apostle, in Christian ity and 

Islam respectively, with whom the history of the prophets has then reached 
its end, is not enough. The problem of the fa lse prophet has not yet been 
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settled in Biblical theology. Shou ld there actually be no more prophec ies 
after the Christian revelation, or is there not also in our times- in our own 
religion and in the other religions - something like prophecy? If we want 
to encounter Muhammad w ith his prophetic claim, we must after all learn 
more about the image of the prophet in our own Christian tradition. One 
would therefore have to juxtapose Muhammad's self-understanding as a 
prophet with our Biblica l understanding of what a prophet is - then one 
might arr ive at the concl usion that he is a prophet, but in a d ifferent sense 
from that in which he understood it; the contradiction would then present 
itself differently from the way it appears at present. 

HORN Would it not be advisable to try to understand 
should Muham- M uhammad against his own background? Of course, 
mad rather be u n- origi n al I y he does not live with in the frame of Christian­
derstood against 
the background ity, but comes from his own historical context. Why not 
of his own his- leave him in that context and, also for the sake of our 

torical context? own understanding, let him positive ly fu lfi l his prophetic 
task there? Should one not, instead of trying to integrate 

him into the Christian history of sa lvation, rather position him within the 
'general history of sa lvation' or whatever name one may give to it? 

what does 'gen­
eral history of 
salvat ion' mean? 

that context. 

DUPRE In both Christianity and Islam, the meaning 
of 'the general history of sa lvation' seems to me to be 
a decisive question because our di scussion about 
prophets and prophethood takes place in practice in 

ZIRKER The term 'history of salvation' is not very old in Christian theo logy, 
and nor is it of Biblica l origin. In the self-understand ing of Islam it does not 
exist at al I. The various revelations that occurred in the course of history are, 
in the Islamic view, basica ll y identical and in this respect there is no history 
of knowledge either. In fact in the Qur'an it is not clear ly discernib le whether 
David lived before Moses, or whether Noah came before or after them. There 
are repeated ind ividual breakthroughs of the word of God. When the Qur'an 
speaks of prophets, it refers to Jesu s, John the Baptist, David, and Moses, 
and in a certain sense Adam; but the great prophets of our Scriptures, such 
as Jerem iah and Isa iah, do not flgure in the Qur'an. 

Muhammad-a 
prophet who sur­
passes all others? 
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Accordingly, the figure of Muhammad is not under­
stood in the context of history, which implies progress 
and the possib ili ty of being on the way towards an 
even greater insight. MulJammad does not surpass Jesus 

or Moses in the sense of being a development in the history of salvation 
or the history of know ledge. In this respect he is not a prophet who sur­
passes the others. However, in another respect he does - in the sense that 
he guarantees the message. From now on the ultimate revelation is the 
Book, which exists in an unchangeable, pure form, and which is not handed 
down via the tradition of history. Mul:iammad has the Book - this is what 
is decis ive. Otherwise it wou ld simply be an arbitrary decision to pick a 
time to estab lish an end by declaring a final prophet. 

... and for the 
Christian faith a 
post-Christian or 
a pre-Christian 
prophet? 

Seen from the perspective of the history of salvation, in 
the Christian understanding, is Mul:iammad to be con­
ceived of as a post-Christian or a pre-Christian prophet? 
If he is regarded as a post-Christian prophet, an attempt 
must first be made to understand whether and in what 
sense th is is an acceptable approach, for what would 

be the benefit if an individual theologian found this conceivable, but the 
Church did not fo llow su it? Or is he, on the other hand, to be understood as 
a pre-Christian prophet, as is found, for example, in Thomas Ohm 3 or already 
in the 19th century in Johann Adam Mohler 4? But this does not seem to do 
justice to the Qur'an wh ich is, to an important extent, looking at Christianity 
and confronting it w ith its fa ilures. Indeed, in its critical discussion of Chris­
tian ity, the Qur'an refers not only to the formula 'Jesus the Son of God', but 
also·to the fact that the commun ity of the Christians were divided and had 
not stayed faithfu I to their origin . Therefore, if the Qur'an so strongly reflects 
the context of encounter with Christian ity, this may imply a substantial amount 
of prophetic criticism of Christianity, not only of its moral conduct, but also 
of the history of its dogmas, and the resul ting social consequences. 

the historical 
question 

DUPRE How does Jesus appear in his public ministry? 
Does he conceive of himself as being the final one in 
the line of those who were to come? And what about 

Mul:iammad? Traditionally, he is the 'Sea l of the Prophets'. But MulJam­
mad as the one to whom the revelation came - how is his own historical 

self-understand ing identified with this? 
KHOURY When Muslims believe that Mul:iammad 

inward criteria of was authorized by God to bring the fina l message, the 
genuineness 

question of the criteria for the genuineness of prophetic 

' Th. Ohm, Machet zu}ungernalleVolker. TheoriederMission. Freiburg, 1962, pp. 151-154. 
' J. A. Mohler, "Ueber das Verhaltni s des !slams zurn Christentum", in: id., Cesammelte 

Schriften undAufsiitze, edited by Joh. Jos. lgnaz Dollinger. vol. 1. Regensburg, 1839, pp. 348-402. 
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missions necessarily arises. On the basis of thorough research, working from 
the Old Testament, from the New Testament, and the earlier Fathers, I have 
found no positive criteria which are absolutely valid and applicable. As a 
negative criterion, the Old Testament shows that whoever preaches against 
God, or denies him, cannot be sent by God. Now, for us Christians, there 
are binding articles of faith concerning Jesus Christ, the Son of God, the Trin­
ity and Jesus Christ's role as Redeemer. Muhammad, however, declares these 
assertions to be errors and rejects them, which indicates that a negative as­
sessment shou ld be made of him. As long as the relevant statements of the 
Qur'an are understood by the Islamic tradition to be a rejection of these 
binding tenets of Christian faith, it does not seem possible for a Christian to 
accept Muhammad as a prophet authorized by God. There remains the ques­
tion of whether these Qur'anic assertions have to be understood in this way. 
If so, the only remaining possibil ity is to accept his prophetic role, but not 
his absolute claim to prophethood, which would require obedience and 
faith with reference to all the cla ims of his message. 

consequences of 
acknowledging 
Muhammad as a 
prophet 

SCHIMMEL If Christians, when asked by Muslims, were 
to acknowledge Muhammad as a prophet, it would be 
a great step towards understanding and wou ld make 
Muslims very happy, w ithout the Christians themselves 
thereby 'becoming Muslims': for in order to become a 

Muslim one has to pronounce the whole Islamic declaration of faith. 
KAHLERT But then we would have to explain our reservations - that we 
are using the term 'prophet' in a general religio-phenomenological sense 
only, not accepting Muhammad as the 'seal of the prophets'. 
WOLBERT If we, as Christians, acknowledged Muhammad as a prophet, 
there wou ld be no reason for us not to accept others as well, such as the 
founder of the Baha'T religion. 

obedience in faith 
to the message, 
Muhammad pro­
claims? 

KHOURY Is Muhammad, for Christians, a prophet who, 
being authorized by God, proclaims a revelation of God 
which, according to the words of Paul, one has to obey 
in faith? Here it has to be borne in mind that he, like the 
very great prophets, appears in public claiming that he 

brings the new revelation, which, insofar as it contradicts what came be­
fore, cancels it and demands the obedience of fa ith to what is new. 

acceptance as 
criterion 
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Furthermore, concerning the question of a prophet's 
acceptance as a criterion for the legitimacy of his claim, 
two aspects have to be differentiated from each other: 

whether the acceptance or the history of his ministry is for us only the 
reason to deal dogmatically and theologically with the figure of a prophet, 
or whether his acceptance is itself a sustainable argument for the gen­
uineness of his mission. It is clear that we would not have to deal with 
Muhammad had he not been successful, but success is after all no crite­
rion for genuineness - or is it? 

SCHIMMEL With reference to the prophetic mission of 
Muhammad as 

Muhammad, it has to be kept in mind that for Mus­
ummT, like Mary 

lims the Prophet Muhammad is not only the Prophet, 
as virgin 

but he also has a quite different dimension: he is the 
'non-erudite', through whom the divine word comes in pure form. For 
Christian thinking, the challenge is more to compare Muhammad not so 
much with Christ, but with Mary, as is done in Islamic theology. Just as 
Mary had to be a virgin so that the word of God cou ld become man in 
her, so Muhammad had to be ummT, illiterate in order for the divine word 
to become a book.5 Apart from the historical truth, we are here concerned 
rather with what the community feels about Muhammad and how they 
interpret him. 

Muhammad a 
prophet for 
Christians as he 
is a prophet for 
Muslims? 

KHOURY A question that seems theologically impor­
tant is what wou ld have to be done if, in the message 
of Muhammad - which he proclaims w ith the asser­
tion that it is authorized by God as the final revelation 
which must be accepted not only in individual points, 
but as a whole - there were a clear contradiction be­

tween parts of it and the binding doctrine of Christian fa ith. In these cir­
cumstances, could we as Christians continue to say that Muhammad was 
a prophet in the Islamic sense, or do we then make various stipulations in 
order to be able to declare him a prophet, but not in the way Muslims mean 
it? We would always have to express clearly what is meant if there are those 
who say Muhammad is a prophet for us Christians too - or if there are oth­
ers who say for us he is no prophet. In a theological dialogue the issue must 
not be strategic considerations: how convenient it would perhaps be if the 
Muslims heard us say this or that, or how far we cou ld please them w ith it. 
If we really speak in a theologically responsible manner, we must say what 
we believe, not what the other would like to hear. In any case, Muslims for 

' Cf. A. Schimmel, And Muhammad is His Messenger. Chapel Hill, 1985, and Tor Andrae, 
Die Person Muhammeds in Lehre und Clauben seiner Cemeinde. Stockholm, 1918. 
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their part, and rightly, do not try to please us by saying that Jesus Christ is 
the Son of God, because in thei r theology and in their faith they cannot 
justify it. We shou ld really hold a dialogue of truth, in all sympathy and 
openness for one another, but not for politeness' sake. 

concept of prophet 
appropriate for 
defining the 
relation between 
Christianity and 
Islam? 

BARTH The question arises of whether the concept of 
prophet is actually so very appropriate for defining more 
closely the relation between Christianity and Islam. For, 
on the one hand, the concept of prophet itself - from 
the perspective of the phenomenology of rel igion - is 
h istorically cond itioned and undergoes h istorica l 
changes. In the New Testament, for instance, the concept 

has a profi le completely different from that of the Old Testament. 
On the other hand, with reference to Islam, there is the question of whether 
Mubammad as prophet is rea lly understood on the basis of a previously 
clearly defined concept, or whether the concept of prophet can only be 
unambiguously defined by taking Mubammad as a starting point. 
Therefore the assumptions underl ying this concept have to be kept more 
careful ly in mind. We must either (from a historical perspective) establish 
the criteria for found ing a rel igion, or (from the perspective of systematic 
Christian theology) determine the definit ion of revelation. 
ElsAs Seen from the viewpoint of the historian (in view of the fact that 
much of what is Judaeo-Christian evaporated as Christianity moved into 
the worl d of Graeco-Roman cu lture), cou ld the prophetic mission of 
Mubammad be considered as reca lling what Moses and Jesus said in their 
own times, and consolidating it once more in order to bring together what 
is really meant by God's economy of salvation? Would such a perspective 
not be compatible both w ith the self-understanding of Islam as a middle 
way between Moses and Jesus, and w ith the possible Christian under­
standing of a 'post-revelation', recalli ng what was once alive in theJudaeo­
Christian tradition but has now been lost? 

Mubammad­
prophet for his 
Arabic 
compatriots? 

have no excuse? 

PRENNER And could Mubammad's prophetic mission 
not be the task given to him of proclaiming in Arabic 
the messages of Moses and Jesus to his Arab compa­
triots, who were not yet familiar w ith them in their own 
language, so that on the Day of Judgement they would 

SCHIMMEL The Q ur'anic message was in fact f irst sent to those who as yet 
had no Scriptures, the ummis. Then, however, there is the further devel-
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oprnent, as expressed in Sura 21,107: "We sent thee not, but as a Mercy 
for all creatures", with which the cal l to spread the message to all people 
is given, the claim of mission. This is also what makes the position of the 
Arabic language so central in the world of Islam, because, according to 
Muslim fa ith, there is no other way to write down the word of God in a 

pure form. 

mission of Jesus 
and mission of 
Mubamrnad-

DOGAN Could one see the various prophetic missions, 
including those of Jesus Christ and Mubammad, as dif­
ferent expressions of one monotheistic revelation and 
hold accordingly that in the case of both it is basically 

two expressions 
of one revelation? the same revelation, only on two historically different 

levels? And so is there possibly, in the Christian and in 
the Muslim revelation, one revelation proceeding from the one God? 
SCHIMMEL The answer of many Muslims would be what a Turkish mystic 
once said: "Look at the sun: today is Sunday, tomorrow Monday; it is al­
ways the same sun. Is there written on it: Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, Wednes­
day ... ? There is on ly one sun, and it manifests itself afresh every day." We 
give different names to the days, but it is always the same sun. And a say­
ing ascribed to Mubammad, is: "The ways towards God are as many as 
the breaths people take." 
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"He is God, the One - Join not Any Partners with Him!" 

Hans Zirker 

With the two citations of the Qur'an quoted in the title - profession and 
command ($Ora 39,4; 4,36, etc.) - Islam simultaneously distances itself 
from the polytheistic world and from the Christian-trinitarian faith. ' In some 
respects this fact makes understanding harder; it is, however, all the more 
urgent th at both sides are always kept in mind, related to one another but 
differentiated from each other. 

1. 'A ll ah ' 

In vo lume 6 of "Beitrage zur Religionstheologie", edi ted by the Faculty of 
Theology St. Gabriel, a discuss ion about inter-religious dialogue is docu­
mented, in wh ich considerations are included aboutthe extentto which the 
religions might converge concern ing the naming of God. In this context, 
symptomatic hesitations appear: "Of course, the name Allah is often used 
like a proper name for the God of the Musl ims, and from that point of view 
it might cause confusion among the Christians in Arab countries, if one sud­
denly used this name as a Christian way of naming God."2 Whatever the sig­
nificance of 'suddenly', it is assumed here that this terminology could not 
be used without confusion resulting; but if one opens Arabic Bib les, one 
finds that they begin in their own language: "In the beginning when Allah 
created the heavens and the earth" (Gn 1 :1 ) and they profess w ith Paul that 
when the "end" comes, "Allah may be all in all." (1 Cor 15:24.28). 

The misunderstanding th at the name ' Allah' is specifi ca lly Islamic is also 
supported by publications in Islamic studies: it is there above all that one 
reads of this term's being rooted in the history of religion in the ancient 

' Moreover, with its monotheist ic profession, Islam distances itself even from the Jews who, 
according to Qur'an 9,30, say: "The Jews ca ll ' Uza ir [[zra] a son of God, [ ... ]": but this will 
not be dealt with here in any further detail. 

' W. Pannenberg quoted by: A. Bsteh, "Dia log aus der M itte christlicher Theologie. Die 
Gesprachsbeitrage zur 5. Religionstheologischen Studientagung St. Gabriel. Versuch einer 
Zusammenfassung", in: id . (ed.), Claube, der Begegnung sucht. Ein theologisches Programm 
(Beitrage zur Religionstheologie; 6). Mod ling, 1992, pp. 65- 140, here: p. 11 O. 
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Arabic cultu res, where Allah was a 'High God', who, beside and below 
him, had the female al-Lat and other gods and goddesses; in contrast, in 
the relevant chapters of these pub I ications about Jewish and Christian com­
munities in Arabia, there is little reference to the way in which God was 
spoken of there .3 So the cu ltura l re lationships are misrepresented. The as­
sertion of the Qur'an to the "People of the Book": "Our God and your God 
is One" (Qur'an 29,46) also has a lexica l basis. Incidental ly, Syrian Chris­
tians were already speaking of 'A/aha'. This is also important, fo r even 
though it can hard ly be seen as the di rect etymological root of the Arabic 
word Allah4, the linguistic identification has always been obvious. 

2. The eth ical dimension of monotheism 

The proclamation of the oneness of God in the Qur'an is very closely l inked 
there with the statement that man's responsibi lity before his Creator is in­
escapable and that he will have to give account of himself when being 
judged by him. Nobody should re ly on other authorities being able to de­
fend him against this God. The unbeliever des igns an il lusory future for 
himself: "They ca ll on such deities, bes ides God5, as can neither hurt nor 
profit them: that is straying far indeed (from the Way)! (Perhaps) they ca ll 
on one whose hurt is nearer than his profit: evi l, indeed, is the patron, and 
evil the compan ion (for help)!" (Sura 22, 12 f. ). On the Day of Judgement 
the question w il l be asked: "Why then was no help forthcoming to them 
from those whom they worshipped as gods, bes ides God, as a means of 
access {to God)? Nay, they left them in the lurch: but that was their fa lse­
hood and their invention." (Si:ira 46,2 8). 

3 Cf. for example R. Paret, Mohammed und der Koran. Ceschichte undVerki.indigung des 
arabischen Propheten. Stuttgart, '199 1, pp. 16- 20: "Arab ische Gotter", besides pp. 12-14: 
"Judische Kolo11 ie11", pp. 14-16: "Christl iche Missio 11i eru11g"; 011 the other hand: W. M. Watt 
- A. T. Welch, Der Islam. I Mohammed und die Friihzeit - lslamisches Recht - Religioses Leben 
(Die Religionen der Menschheit; 25, 1 ). Stuttgart, 1980, pp. 43-46: Die mekkanische Religion 
und der " Hochgott", before pp. 46 f. : Die alteren· monotheistischen Religionen . 

• Cf. L. Gardet's art. "Allah", in The Encyclopaedia of/slam. vo l. 1 (1960), pp. 416 f., here: 
p. 416: the derivation from al-ilah is "the most likely etymology", that from a/aha "another sug­
gestion" . 

s "min demi Ila.hi" is here oflen Lrans laLed as: " in the place of God" or in a similar exclu­
sive way (e. g. by R. Paret); yet, this does not do justice to the facts in the hi story of religions. 
Cf. 5,1 19, where the addi tive translation is inevitable: "Apart from/besides God" the Christi ans 
have added Jesus and Mary as gods; and these formu lations would also have to appl y in the 
other passages (cf. M. Henni ng's translation concerning the verses 22, 12 and 46,28, to which 
we refer here and in the following). 
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so the monotheistic profess ion is not merely an assertion about the being 
of God. It is also from the beginning a statement about man. The truth of 
this faith is therefore not just based on the simple proposition: there is only 
one unique God. Like the Judaeo-Christ ian fa ith, Muslim faith is sure that 
the whole world, the history of all peoples and the li fe of every individual 
being are in the hand and in the mind of one single power; no space and 
no time are outside it, or can oppose it. "To God belong the East and the 
West: whithersoever ye turn, there is the Presence of God. For God is All ­
Pervading, All-Knowing." (Sura 2,115). Accordingl y, reality cannot funda­
mentally be governed by limitation and discord, contradiction and rivalry, 
but is founded on a comprehensive order, the unity of a one-and-only wi II. 

In view of all this, according to the Qur'an the seriousness of human 
responsib ility and the unity of the wor ld is not guaranteed if severa l gods 
are posited. In their multip licity they may oppose each other, contest the 
respective spheres of their influence, and thus ruin their own power. " If 
there were, in the heavens and the earth, other gods besides God, there 
would have been confusion in both! But glory to God, the Lord of the 
Throne: {H igh is He) above what they attribute to Him!" (2 1,22). " [ ... ] nor 
is there any god along with Him: (if there were many gods), behold, each 
god woul d have taken away what he had created, and some wou ld have 
lorded it over others! [ ... ]" (23,91 ). Th is idea entered into trad itional theo­
logy as 'the proof of a mutual impediment': "For, if other gods had been 
with him, there wou ld have been controversies on how to be the Lord of 
the world, contests on the course of heaven and earth, on the orbits of the 
sun, the moon, and the sta rs, and the ca lculation of the day, the night, and 
the hours. But since all this works harmon iously, it proves that the universe 
has a w ise and all-knowing Lord, whose rule is contested by nobody and 
whose ca lculati ons are contested by no-one."6 

Here lies the pragmatic importance of monotheism. It is the sense also 
of the famous 'Throne verse' of Sura 2, for Muslims one of the most well ­
known passages of the Qur'an: "God ! There is no god but He, - the Liv­
ing, the Self-subsisting, Eterna l. No slumber can seize Him nor sleep. H is 
are all thi ngs in the heavens and on earth. Who is there can intercede in 

' F. Kholeif, "Der Gott des Korans", in: A. Bsteh (ed.), Der Cott des Christentums und des 
/slams (Beitrage zur Religionstheol ogie; 2). Modling, ' 1992, pp. 69-82, here: p. 72, on dalTI 
atctamanu'. On argumen tations concerni ng Sura 21,22 and 23,91 in Islam ic theology cf. also 
T. Nagel, Die Festung des Claubens. Triumph und Schei tern des islamischen Rationalismus im 
11. Jahrhundert. Munchen, 1988, pp. 122 f. 
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His presence except as He permitteth? He knoweth what (appeareth to His 
creatu res as) Before or Aher or Behind them. Nor shall they compass aught 
of His knowledge except as He willeth. His Throne doth extend over the 
heavens and the earth, and He feeleth no fatigue in guarding and pre­
serving them for He is the Most High, the Supreme (i n glory)." (2,255 ). 

Thus, Sora 3, 18 links profess ing the one God with trusting that through 
him the wor ld of man w ill attain socia l concord:"[ ... ] That is the witness 
of God [ ... ] standing firm on justice. There is no god but He, the Exalted 
in Power, the Wise." Consequent ly for Islam the profession of the one God 
has an eminently po litical dimension: since God is one, humans are obliged 
to establish and to preserve unity, ultimately in the perspective of the most 
comprehensive aim of arriv ing at an undivided humanity. According to 
Muslim conviction, faith in the one God demands the ultimate acknowl­
edgement of one unanimous authority in worldly as well as spiritual con­
texts; what fo llows as a religio-po litical consequence from the profession: 
"[ .. . ) The Command rests with none but God: [ .. . ]" (6,57) is: "O ye who 
believe! Obey God, and obey the Apostle, and those charged with author­
ity among you. If ye differ in anything among yourselves, refer it to God 
and His Apostle, if ye do believe in God and the Last Day: that is best, and 
most suitable for final determination." (4,59).7 Therefore, in the program­
matic issue 'unity- taw/:1Td18 perceptions of God and of the social and ulti­
mately even the political condit ions of our wor ld become one. 

3. Condemnab le mu ltiplic ity 

Anyone who 'associates' another with God at the same time supports the par­
ticularity of his own special group; he does not want the one 'house of peace', 
but disunity. "Quite a number of the People of the Book wish they could turn 
you (people) back to infidelity aher ye have believed, from selfish envy, aher 
the Truth hath become manifest unto them: [ ... )" (2, 109) - "And they say: 
'None sha l l enter Paradise unless he be a Jew or a Christian.' Those are their ....., 

(vain) desires. Say: 'Produce you r proof if ye are truthful.' [ ... ] The Jews say: 

7 On the connection between monotheism and pol itica l rule cf. T. Nagel, Staatund Glaubens­
gemeinschaft im Islam. Geschichte der politischen Ordnungsvurstellungen der Mus/ime. 
vol. 2 (Bibliothek des Morgenlandes). Zuri ch etc., 1981 , p. 101 (with reference to verse 21,22 
of the Qur'an already quoted). 

• Cf. from contemporary Islam ic theology, above all the text by M . 'Abduh, Risa/at at­
taw/1Td. Cairo, 1897, engl. transl . by lsbaq Musa' ad and K. Cragg, London, 1966: The Theology 
of Unity. 
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'The Chri stians have naught (to stand) upon; and the Christians say: 'The Jews 
have naught (to stand) upon .' Yet they (profess to) study the (same) Book. Like 
unto thei r word is what those say who know not; but God will judge between 
them in their quarrel on the Day of Judgment." (2, 111 - 113). 

It is part of the special theologi ca l importance of Islam that it looks back 
at the christo logica l controversies in the early history of the Church, per­
ce ives their effects, and makes deductions. To the claim and command of 
Jesus "Veri ly God is my Lord and your Lord: Him therefore serve ye: this 
is a Way that is straight", the Qur'an directly adds the statement: " But the 
sects differ among themselves: [ ... ]" (19,36 f.) . With the mission of Jesus, 
God said to the Christians: "Veril y, this Brotherhood of yours is a single 
Brotherhood, and I am your Lord and Cherisher: therefore serve me (and 
no other)." (21,92; very much like 23,52); in contrast again comes the his­
tori ca l rea lity: "But (later generations) cut off their affair (of unity), one from 
another: [ .. . ]" (2 1,93); "[ ... ] each party rejoices in that wh ich is with itself." 
(23,53). 9 The disunity among the People of the Book, which, at the time of 
Muhammad, was particularly obvious in the controversies concern ing the 
right understanding of Jesus, was the heavy price exacted by encounter 
with Christian dogma wh ich was unable to unite Jews and Christians or 
even Christians among themselves. 

Where Jews and Christians do not insist unequivocally on the oneness of 
God as radical ly as the Qur'an, the latter sees them under the spell of poly­
theism and all its consequences, including especially the social ones. The 
most sweep ing reproaches concern the Christians: "They say: 'God hath be­
gotten a son': Glory be to Him. - Nay, to Him belongs al l that is in the heav­
ens and on earth: everything renders worship to Him." (2,1 16) - "They do 
blaspheme who say: 'God is Chri st the son of Mary' But said Christ: 'O Chil­
dren of Israel! Worship God, my Lord and your Lord.' Whoever joins other 
gods wi th God, - God wil l forbid him the Garden, and the Fire wi ll be his 
abode. There will for the wrong-doers be no one to help. They do blaspheme 
who say: God is one of three in a Trinity: for there is no god except One 
God. If they desist not from their word (of blasphemyt verily a grievous 
penalty wil l befall the blasphemers among them." (5,75 f.); "[ ... ] and the 

' Cf. the remarkable agreement w ith Kelsos' criticism of Christianity - in the descriptive 
summary of N. Brox, art. " Haresie", in Reallex ikon fi.ir Antike und Christentum. vol. 13 (1986), 
pp. 248-297, here: p. 271 (with reference to Orig. c. Cels. 3, 10.1 2.14): "Jederwill rechthaberisch 
und ehrgeizig einen eigenen Anfang haben." [Obstinately and ambitiously, each one wants to 
have a beginning of their own. ] 
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Christians call Christ the Son of God. That is a saying from their mouth; (in 

this) they but imitate what the Unbelievers of o ld used to say. God's curse 

be on them: how they are deluded away from the Truth!" (9,30). The dif­

ferentiation which is sometimes made between polytheists as 'unbelievers' 

and the Christians and Jews as 1d isbelievers110, i? not justified in this con­

text: both practise 'shirk - association'. 

Thus, according to the conviction expressed in the Qur'an, the beliefs 

of the Christians are not ultimately different from those who think that God 

would have intercourse w ith a woman in order to have a child . SCira 6 says 

about the polytheists: "[ ... ] and they falsely, having no knowledge, attribute 

to Him sons and daughters. [ ... ] To Him is due the primal origin of the 

heavens and the earth: how can He have a son when He hath no conso1t? 

[ .. .]" (v. 100 f.). In the Qur'an there is not the slightest indication that the 

Christian teaching about the Son of God should be disassociated from the 

mythological idea of sexual intercourse. In both cases the result is mu lti­

pi ic ity and that is an end of the matter. 11 

In contrast to this a wider margin for possib le interpretation is cons id­

ered by the medieval Muslim theologian al-GhazzalT(d. 1111) in his "Argu­

mentation against the deity of Jesus1112 • He accepts that in the New Testament 

Jesus called himself 'Son of God' (in this case he reads the New Testament 

texts as historically accurate sources). However, he states that Jesus meant 

this 'metaphorically', not in its 'superficially literal sense' l ike the Chris­

tians. Accord ing to Muslim law, Muslims are forb idden in principle to speak 

of God and man as if there were a fami ly relationship between them, even 

metaphorically: " But Jesus also is the Lord of a sharT'a, and each shari'a is 

distinguished by special regulations." 13 

The fact that already the Qur'an puts to the Christians a linguistic usage 

in which the d iv in ity of Jesus can no longer be seen together with his hu-

' 0 Cf. A. Th. Khoury, To/eranz im Islam. MLinchen, etc. 1980, p. 31. 
" Therefore, the translation of the term "mum_rikun" as those "who associate" is mislead­

ing; cf. Der Koran. Obersetzung von R. Paret. Stuttgart, 1979 (revised pocket edition). Chris-
tians and Jews also belong to this group. · 

12 Abu-l;lamid Mubammad al-.Gb.azzalT, ar-Radd al-Qjam,I /i-ilahiyyat 'Tsa bi-$ar,f:i al-in!lj,I 
(written between 1095 and 11 05). In the following I translate according to an Arabic-French 
edition: Al rad al jamif Ii ilahiyat issa bi sarih al injil. Refutation exce//ente de la Divinite de 
Jesus Christ. Contestation de la Trinite et Fondement theologique du dialogue islamo-chretien. 
Par /'imam Abou Hamed El Ghazal i. Paris: Radio du Monde arabe, 1988. Cf. also F.-E. Wilms, 
a/-Chazal,s Schrift wider die Cottheit}esu. Leiden, 1966 (partly quoted in Jesus der Offenbarer 
(Texte zur Theologie: Fundamentaltheologie; 5). ed. by F.-J. Niemann, Graz etc., 1990, pp. 
118-120). 

" Ibid. 25. 
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manity, is shown in Sura 5,78: "Christ the son of Mary was no more than an 

Apostle; [ ... ] His mother was a woman of truth. They had both to eat their 

(daily) food. [ ... ]". When confronting the Christian position, the non-divine 

character of Jesus as well as of Mary is to be emphasized - and for this it 

seems sufficient to point out their human characteri sti cs. Accordingly, al­

GhazzalT refers to Jesus' "language, exhaustion, hunger, thirst, sleep, growth 

inhis mother's womb, and his suffering pain - in thei r opinion - when he 

was crucified and said: 'My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?'" 

And al-Ghazzali deduces: "All this is not compatible with the deity.11 1• 

Sura 5,119 f. where Jesus himself is called to account by God also be­

longs to this context: "[ ... ] 'O Jesus the son of M ary! Didst thou say unto 

men, 'Worship me and my mother as gods in derogation of God'?' He will 

say: 'Glory to Thee! Never could I say what I had no right (to say). Had I 

said such a thing, Thou wouldst indeed have known it. [ ... ] Never said I to 

them aught except whatThou didst command me to say, to wit, 'Worship 

God, my Lord and your Lord'; [ ... ]". Rejecting this trinity, Jesus professes 

himself to be a Muslim. 
In view of these arguments, one could of course take the easy way and 

find in them direct proof that Mubammad, without any knowledge what­

soever of the Christian dogma, fell into massive error: "The doctrine of the 

Trinity is obviously misunderstood in the sense of a doctrine o f three gods 

and therefore rejected", 15 for it is a matter of fact that this triad is not the 

Christian Trinity. We do not know whether the Qur'an was in fact reject­

ing conceptions that had actually spread among certain Christ ian groups 

at the time of Mubammad and affected their re ligious bel ief, but neither 

is there any room whatsoever for any other k ind of trinity. 

" Ibid. 18. 
15 H. Waldenfels, Kontextuef/e Fundamenta/theologie. Paderborn, 1985, p. 35. Cf. G. RiBe, 

"Cott ist Christus, der Sohn der Maria". Eine Studie zum Christusbild im Koran. Bonn, 1989, 
pp. 213 f.: "Eine genaue Kenntnis ist ihm jedoch nicht zuteil geworden, so daB er insgesamt 
eine unklare Vorstellung von der christlichen Trinitatslehre und damit verbunden von dem 
christlichen Gottesbild hatte. Aus Unkenntnis der christlichen Trinitat hat Muhammad selbst 
die koranische Trias Gott- Jesus-Maria (Vers 11 6 Ivon Sure 51) geschaffen." [Yet, he was not 
provided with an exact knowledge, so that on the whole he had an unclear idea of the Chris­
tian doctrine of the Trinity and, connected with it, of the Christian conception of God. Not 
knowing Christian Trinity, Mul)ammacl himself created the Qur'anic triad God-Jesus-Mary 
(5, 119)]. - Somewhat more tentative is the statement in Texte zur Theologie, ed. by W. Beinert 
et al., Fundamenta/theofogie 5, 1: Jesus der Offenbarer I, ed. by F.-J. Niemann, Graz, 1990, 
p. 112, that "Mohammed vermutlich die Trinitat als Tritheismus miBverstanden hat und als die 
drei christlichen Gottheiten Vater, Jesus und Maria angesehen hat" [that Mubammad probably 
misunderstood Trinity as tritheism and saw Father, Jesus and Mary as the three Christian deities]. 
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What is theologically decisive is that Christianity, with its development 
of Christology - and the myriad controversies about it, also noted by the 
Qur'an - did not succeed in speaking about the presence of God in Jesus 
Christ in a way that would have prevented the charge of polytheism from 
being made at all. 

4. Absolute transcendence 

The radically one God is at the same time absolutely beyond all world ly re­
ality. He is close to us, but we have no access to him. He lets us have his 
orders, but does not communicate himself to us; for noth ing of this world 
cou ld commun icate him to us. He turns towards the believers as those 
"whom He w ill love as they will love Him [ ... ]" (5,57)'6; yet, this does not 
abolish the distance between God and man, between Creator and creature, 
in a community including both. '7 (The absolute, unbridgeable opposition 
between Creator and creature will certa inly have to be seen in the context 
of "the experience of transcendence in Islamic mysticism" .18) 

The world being thoroughly dependent on God, God confronts it in 
complete self-sufficiency: "O ye men! It is ye that have need of God: but 
God is the One Free of all wants, worthy of all praise." (35, 15; like 47,38). 

However, those who associate something or someone with God think 
they may approach him. Therefore the Qur'an emphasizes: "Say: if there 
had been (other) gods with Him, - as they say, - behold, they would cer­
tainly have sought out a way to the Lord of the Throne!" (17,42). But this 
way is denied to them. 

We ma-rnot even allow our mind to associate anything with him by 
way of metaphor: " Invent not simi litudes for God: for God knoweth, and 

" Cf. A. Falaturi "Der Islam - Religion der Ra~ma, der Barmherzigkeit", in: id. et al. (eds.), 
Universale Vaterschaft Cottes. Begegnung der Religionen (Veroffentlichungen der Stiftung Ora­
tio Dominica: Weltgesprach der Religionen; 14). Freiburg etc., 1987, pp. 67-87; H. Zirker, 
"Die Hinwendung Gottes zu den Menschen in Bibel und Koran", in Una Sancta 43 (1988) 
229-238; id., ''Das Heil des Menschen im Islam", in Geist und Leben 63 (1990) 293- 304. 

" This only seems to contradict the often quoted word of the Qur'an in SOra 50, 16 which 
determines the relationship of God towards man: " [ ... ] for We are nearer to him than (his) 
jugular vei n" . The context of this sentence shows clearly that here the issue is not the tender­
ness of a personal relationship, but the exact observation of what every individual thinks deep 
down in his heart, so that he can also be called to account for it: " It was We Who created man, 
and We know what dark suggestions his soul makes to him: [ ... ] . Not a word does he utter but 
there is a sentinel by him, ready (to note it)." (50,1 6.18). 

•• Cf. the article by A. Schimmel on "The Experience of Transcendence in Islamic Mysti­
cism" below, pp. 153-162. 
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e know not." (16,74); but: "Goel doth set forth Parables for men" (24,35). 
~ II revelation provides us w ith language about him, wh ich is reliably suf­
ficient for us, without our knowing how it applies to God. 19 Therefore lbn 
'Abbas (died 688) begs and implores: "Think about everything, but do not 
think about the nature of God!"20 And in this century the renowned Mus­
lim theologian Muhammad 'Abduh also recalls what the Prophet com­
manded - "even if it shou ld not be genuine" : "Think about the creation of 
God, but do not thi nk about His nature, otherwise you might perish."21 

19 On the controversies concerning the problem of the effectiveness of religious longuage 
cf. J. van Ess, "Gottliche Allmacht im Zerrbild menschlicher Sprache", in: Melanges de /'Uni­
versite St. Joseph 49 (1975-76) 651 - 688; H. Stieglecker, Die C/aubenslehren des Islam. Pader­
born, ' 1983, pp. 23- 96: " Die Pradikate Gottes" . 

20 Quoted w ith F. Kholeif, op. cit. (fn. 6), p. 70. 
21 M. 'Abduh, op. cit. (fn. 8), p. 53. 
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Qur'anic 
monotheism -
a reaction to 
the situation of 
the Christian 
churches? 

Questions and Interventions 

W1ssE Monotheism as it is proclaimed in Islam is char­
acterized by the confrontation with the polytheists, but 
at the same time also w ith Christianity. From a histor­
ical perspective, in what way was the strict monothe­
ism of the Qur'an in fact a reaction to the christologi­
cal and trinitarian doctrines of Christianity, and more 
specifica lly to the christological controversies that split 

Christianity into different churches? 
KHOURY Muf:iammad knew about the schisms within Christianity exist­
ing in his time, and especial ly about Nestorianism and Monophysitism. To 
all intents and purposes he argues against Nestorian ism in the sense of a 
Monophysitism which recognizes only one nature in Christ - that is the 
human - and in addition he rejects the great doctrines of the Counci ls of 
the orthodox Church. There is much to suggestthat in the Qur'an monothe­
ism is acknowledged as the basis of Islam, Judaism and Chri stian ity and is 
seen as a means by wh ich the schism between the three monotheistic re­
ligions may be overcome. 
H ORN W ith regard to the situation w ithin Christianity at the t ime of early 
Islam, it seems it is right to consider that in the period when Muf:iammad 
lived, the Counci l of Nicaea was al ready generally accepted so that a fun­
damental unity existed on the basis of this Council. Later discussions re­
ferred to the christological question, more specifically to the Chalcedonian 
doctri nes of the two natures in Christ. Dramatic distort ions existed in the 
polemics dominant at that t ime, resulting from the difference between the 
popu lar understandi ng of the Council 's tenets and the genuine and serious 
theological discussions. In any case, the 'monophysites' wanted to adhere 
to Nicaea, as did Nestorius. W ithin the polemics of that time there were 
of course very f ierce controversies-which escalated when they led to sub­
stantial d istortions at the level of popu lar belief, and the well-known 
separations resu lted as a cqnsequence. However, at that time there was 
no dispute about professing Jesus to be the Son of God. This doctrine was 
the uncontested basis of the faith of all the various groupings. The question 
therefore arises of whether the Nicaean definition was in fact presented at 
that t ime with such drastic distortion and popu larized in an erroneous and 
polemical way. This should be the subject of careful scholarl y examina­
tion. 
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ZIRKER Whatever the case, there is much to support the view that Chris­
tianity at that time did not define itself so much in terms of some distorted 
popular creed, but rather h~d not r~ached a unanimous conse~su_s about 
Nicaea. Nicaea was the basis, certain ly - but there was no unan1m1ty as to 
its interpretation. As a result of this lack of unanimity, not only were indi­
viduals such as Arius and Nestorius condemned, but whole Christian tradi­
tions were excluded, wh ich then continued to exist. Thus, when Islam at the 
time of Muf:iammad conquered North Africa, the Monophysite Churches 
welcomed it as liberating them from the Christian emperor and the doctri­
nal domination of his church. The position of the Nestorian Churches was 
similar, and they continue to exist until today. Thus Mubammad was facing 
a Christianity which was in disagreement about the interpretation of Nicaea 
not only when it came to popular distortions, but also at the highest level 
of conciliar debate, a Christianity disrupted in the turmoil of these disputes 
and existing in a state of on-going conflict. And this experience of the his­
tory of our dogmas is reflected in the Qur'an. 

• 
IVANCIC Did not the profession of belief in the one 

the one God God initia lly unite all the Arab tribes, so that there 
and the unity of . came into being in the world a great brotherhood of 
society those who were united in the Islamic faith? Is the say-

ing not true: since there is on ly one God, there must also be one people? 
SALMEN And what should be the concrete social form of this unity? What 
kind of governing authority shou ld there be? 
SCHIMMEL This is a problem with wh ich Muslims have been very con­
cerned in recent times. The statement that the unity of God is reflected in 
the commun ity of those who believe in him has resulted over the centuries 
in our seeing Islam as a monolithic block, without taking sufficient notice 
of its variously developed expressions. It is interesting that Iqbal (1877-1938) 
in 191 O noted in his diary that Muslims (at that time under the domina­
tion of the British Empire) had the task of being witnesses to unity: one 
God, one direction of prayer, the Ka'ba, one final Prophet, one Qur'an, 
and one universal community. This is how he saw unity reflected in the or­

ganization of society. 
But what form should this unity in society take? This 

factors establish-. . is the enormous problem Muslims are struggl ing 
ing unity with especially at the present time. It should not be a 

theocracy, because with the death of the Prophet the revelation came to 
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an end and since then there have on ly been the normal legitimate Ca liphs. 
In addition, there is the division of the umma between SunnTs, who con­
sider the teachings related to Mul:,ammad to be the most important - his 
personality, his tradition and the community of believers - and ShT'Ts, who 
have supported the principle of succession - that on ly one who is a direct 
descendant of Mul:,ammad through his daughter Fatima and his son-in-law 
'AIT can be the legitimate head of the community. And for these reasons the 
ShT'T form of the state is so very different from the SunnT idea ls. 
Jn only one ShT'T sect, the lsma'TITs, the Agha Khan lsma'TITs, can we really 
speak of a theocracy, since the Agha Khan is considered to be the manifes­
tation of what is divine and exercises absolute power over his followers. This 
is the only group in Islam - un less we also include perhaps the Bohoras, the 
other group of the lsma'Tli"s, where something like a sacred kingship, a holy 
government, has ruled over the centuries. 

it is God who 
enforces justice 

ELSAS At this point we can also certainly refer to the 
two Qur'an quotations in Mr. Zirker's lecture: "That is 
the w itness of God, [ .. . ] standing firm on justice." (3, 18); 

and: "O ye who believe! Obey God, and obey the Apostle,[ ... ]" (4,59). These 
two verses certain ly indicate what is special about the Islam ic understand­
ing of democracy: shura (consultation) takes place in a joint meditation on 
the word of God, not by balancing aga inst each other all kinds of thoughts 
and opinions, but only by we igh ing those thoughts that are oriented towards 
the word of God set down in the Qur'an. This is the source of justice. It has 
always been understood that in this way all have equal rights, and it is only 
he who is most pious who is closest to God. 
SCHIMMEL This is why the Kharidj.ites also said as a counter-argument 
against the legitimist ShT'Ts: the most pious one among you sha ll be Caliph, 
even though he were an Abyssinian slave. 

monotheism 
and sol idarity of 
people 

On To what extent does the Qur'anic message speak 
of a greater proximity of man to God, which then takes 
expression in a more intensive solidarity between 
humans - for al l will be judged on the Last Day, si nce 

they are all un ited in their conscience because together they are all bow­
ing before God? In great contrast to the remoteness of God in pre-Is lamic 
times, when the Arabian tribes on ly invoked him in situations of extreme 
crisis, does not this greater proxim ity to God ultimately imply a greater 
proximity between us than we generally assume, and may we not perhaps 
see a bridge between our fundamental Christian idea concerning the self-
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communication of Go~, on the one hand, and Mul:,ammad's original moti­

vation, on the other? 
KHOURY Monotheism shou ld actually have led to a universal solidarity 
between people and it is interesting that this is not stated in the Islamic 

position, which speaks only of a_ graded solidarity: w ith t~e_fel low be li_ev­
ers the solidarity 1s absolute, with the Jews and the Chnst1ans there 1s a 
partial soli darity, and with the unbelievers there is none. A rel igious com­
munity- in this case the Islamic community- must be asked w hat are the 
conclusions they themselves deduce from certain of their religious tenets. 
Jn the realm of politics, the conclusions we deduce from monotheism are 
not the same as those deduced by Islam. 

BsnH P. The general question remains of how far it is 
unity of the possib le to see the believing Islamic community as a 
umma and the 

community united in itself, over and above the harmo-
various factors nious order established in creation by the one God. How 
disturbing this 

. should we explain the alienation that invades creation 
unity through sin, and how can unity be restored, and what 

role does the Qur'an have to play in this? And fi nall y, how can we see the 
understanding of angels and gjinn as an agent of unity? 
SCHIMMEL Islam always considers that angels and all the spirits are God's 
creatures and that they have protective functions. Every human being is ac­
companied by angels; the writing angels sit on our shou lders and write down 
everything we say. Thus at the Last Judgement everything wi ll be perfectly 
recorded. And the gjinn are made of fire and may be good or evil; they are 
small intermediate beings between the spirit world and ours. 
Neither must we forget that JblTs, the devil, who is also made of fire, never 
appears as the opponent of God, but only as the seducer of man. This has to 
be very strongly emphasized. He has no independent function as in Zoro­
astrian dualism. He is God's creature, whose function in the world is to remind 
people constantly that man is weak, and man is called, as a [:-1adTth says, to 
resist him by spiritual warfa re and finally overcome him at the end of time. 
All these creatu res are simply subject to the command of God. They const i­
tute no ground for argui ng against the concept of uni ty. If the angels func­
tioned independently, it would be a different matter, but it is God who sends 
them. Thus Gabriel is the one who instructs the prophets in their particu lar 
miss ions; it is he who puts the word, namely Jesus, into Mary, and who brought 
the word of God, namely the Qur'an, to the Prophet Mul:,ammad. They are 
all ministering spiri ts in the service of God. This is how the Muslim sees it. 
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unity of the 
umma and the 
question of 
inculturation 

WOLBERT The question of inculturation is also part of 
the problem of unity and diversity. It was often the case 
in the history of Christian ity that the form of the reli­
gion developed in the culture of one religious com­
munity was 'exported' into other cultures. Is this also 

the case with Islam? How far, for example, do non-Arab Muslims experi­
ence it as a problem that Arabic is so dominant in Islam? 
SCH IMMEL In Black Africa the problem was not so strongly fe lt as, for ex­
ample, in Tu rkey or in India. One of the reasons for Atati.irk's reform was that 
this Arabic heritage did not seem to fit in wi th the Turks. And A. A. A. Fyzee, 
one of the leading Indian Bohora-scholars, among others, spoke very dis­
tinctly against overemphasizing this Arabic element. 
If one thinks of Indian Islam, it is interesting that two main currents have 
always existed side by side since the Muslims came to India in 711 (at fi rst 
to what is today South Pakistan and then from the year 1 OOO onwards to 
Bengal and the Deccan). Fi rst there were the immigrants w hom I always 
call Mecca-oriented, people who were proud of their non-Indian origin 
and ancestry and who always saw themselves as members of the umma 
transcending national borders. They called themselves the ashraf, the no­
bles, and looked down on the recently converted Muslims, the adjlaf, the 
lower classes. In addition, there was the mystical, popular Islam, which 
was receptive to the influence of Indian traditions, and much more toler­
ant. It is possible to trace these two currents in the history of India up til l 
the present day. Iqbal was somebody who always placed Arab culture, 
whose centre is Mecca, in the foreground of his thinking, whereas Abo 1-
Kalam Azad, who opted for India in the 1947 divis ion of the subcontinent, 
is the prototype of a mystic for whom Islam and India are inseparable. Al­
though he had an Arab mother, he never regarded things Arab as a really 
important ingredient of Islam. 
There are both possibil ities, particu larly in India, but also in certain cur­
rents in Iran and in Turkey, where again one encounters the feeling that 
there is no need to imitate the Arab Muslims in everyth ing one does. Then 
one's own culture is played up and there are constant ups and downs of 
both attitudes. 

loss of unity 
in the course of 
history 
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PESCHKE What about safeguarding unity wi thin the 
Muslim religious community? In the course of history, 
has it not been exposed to schisms and controversies 
quite simi lar to what has happened to Christianity? 

ZrRKER It certain ly is a trauma in the Islamic experience that, in its pro­
gramme for unity, Islam has not been able to maintain the unity of its own 
religious community. Muslims themselves would interpret this as a fai lure 
of their commun ity. Griefover this goes back to early ljadTths, w hich relate, 
for example, that towards the end of his life Mubammad walked in the 
cemetery declaring the blessedness of the dead because they did not have 
to see the shadows rising, the shadows of fitna, of conflict, of contests be­
tween themselves, wh ich he saw arising. 
Yet it is important to observe the differences between the historical causes 
of schisms in Christianity and in Islam. Controversies about dogmas, such 
as took place in Christianity, are alien to Islam: indeed, in Islam there was 
no comparable history of Councils and neither is there an officia l teach­
ing authority. Dogmatic controversies, like that about the div ine attributes 
or the debate over whether the Qur'an was created or uncreated, did occur, 
but they only caused schisms when they touched the position of the Caliph. 
Doctrinal controversies are far less numerous than political ones. For ex­
ample the great differences between SunnT and ShT'T Islam, and w ithin the 
ShT'a, were not essentially about interpretations of the Qur'an. The central 
question was about w ho shou ld be the rightfu l successor to Mubammad 
in the ruling of the community. 

human language 
and the ineffable 
God 

+ 

W ISSE Is a new way of speaking about God not nec­
essary today in order to open up in a new way to the 
people of our time the content of our faith, our think­
ing and our speaking of God? Is our own present situ­

ation not comparable wi th that of the Musl ims when they have problems 
with our speaking of the "Son of God"? Is it not very necessary to discover 
anew the metaphorical nature of every statement about God and its sym­
bolic meaning? 
Orr W hat does a statement like "Jesus Christ is the Son of God" mean 
today to people who are not used to the language spoken in the Church 
and cannot work through all the subtle theological deliberations neces­
sary for the inward understanding of that assertion? We probably have to 
admit that, although we use the language of tradition, with regard to fun­
damental Christian doctrines - like the Trinity and the Incarnation - we 
are facing a clear challenge today in trying to make them understandable 
specu latively, kerygmatically, and spiritually. 
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BARTH In th is context can the apophatic th inking of the Eastern Church be 
seen as having an important bridge-bui lding function? Have we not rather 
lost sight of the fact that trinitarian thinking in particular has to be pursued 
in mindfulness of the proh ibition of images and that professing Trinity and 
the prohibition of images have a mutual correspondence? Indeed in every­
th ing that can be said about God, awareness of what remains inexpressible 
and essentia lly a mystery is crucial. For on the one hand, as a Christian I 
may profess the Trinity, but on the other hand I must bear in mind what the 
limitations of human language entail - what can be expressed in human 
language and what is always infinitely greater than it. 
LEUZE So it is not simply a matter of saying that professing Jesus to be "Son 
of God" is the barrier between us and the belief of Musli ms just because the 
Qur'an forbids the use of this expression. If we really ask ourselves what we 
mean when we say "Son of God", we shall have to interpret th is formu la -
and might this not include to some extent approaching the christo logy of 
the Qur'an, even though the expression "Son of God" is rejected there? 

what do our 
concepts really 
mean? 

KHOURY In fact, in our encounter with Islam we are 
challenged to clarify our concepts and to say what we 
really mean if we use a certain formulation in order to 
express our faith. This challenge is particularly urgent 

with reference to the fundamental declaration of faith in one God, in view 
of the Qur'anic offer addressed to Jews and Christians in Sura 3,64: "Say: 
'0 People of the Book! come to common terms as between us and you: that 
we worsh ip none but God; that we associate no partners w ith Hi m; [ ... ]". 
Monotheism as the foundation of the three monotheistic relig ions was therein 
meantto be affirmed, the dogmas of the Councils rejected, and at the same 
time a way found to overcome the great sch isms of Chri st iani ty at that t ime, 
above all those of Nestorianism and Monophysitism. 

f The question of a relevant clarification of the concepts, 
aCtthe~~ts oh I especially what we mean when we declare "Jesus is 

rist1an t eo ogy . 
the Son of God", has not on ly arisen today; from the 

very begi nning Muslims confronted Christian theologians with it. And the 
latter have tried very hard to face th is challenge, sometimes w ith good suc­
cess . They have pointed out where 'the reproaches of Islam are mistaken 
because we do not believe what we are accused of believing, and they 
have tried to anal yse and make understandable w hat Christian fa ith rea lly 
professes. Today th is is also our task and it is all the more difficult if we are 
to speak adequately not only about God, but also about the Trin ity, about 
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the deepest mystery of God . Not only the whole history of theology, but 
also the various statements of the Councils test ify to constantly renewed 
attempts to speak adequately about God, although we know that he re­
mains beyond the grasp of our language. 

. f Muslims also experience the problem of having to speak 
open ~uest,~ns O about God in the language of man. If they want to say 
Islamic theo ogy more about God, than simply "there is no god besides 

God", they get into the same trouble. This difficulty became especially con­
crete in the so-called controversy over the divine attributes, which arose 
from the Qur'an's positive statements about God - that God sees every­
thing, hears everything, is compassionate, etc. - and the question of how 
one is to understand these qualities: whether in his nature God is multi­
farious, whether these quali ties are added to the nature of God, and if so, 
what is the relationship of these attributes of God with his nature. In var­
ious schools there are numerous treatises and tracts on this topic. Since 
the 1 Oth century Islamic theology has held the opinion thatthe Qur'anic 
expressions about God's qualities have to be accepted without asking how 
these var ious attr ibutes are to be seen in relation to the nature of God. It 
al l speaks of the richness of the divine nature and on ly in the language of 
the Qur'an can this richness be articulated. 
However that may be, it cannot be said that Muslims have not developed 
any theology or have not dealt with it at all. While in contemporary Islam, 
theology is cultivated less because nowadays in the Islamic world politi­
ca l questions are more topical , the fact stil l remains that in the Middle Ages 
Muslims made great efforts to practise theology. Their works read just like 
those of a Thomas Aqu inas and other classics of medieval times. It is ba­
sically the same language - above all that of Aristotle - that they use, in 
order to deal with various theo logical issues, and not least to defend mono­
theism against the manner of the Christians' speaking about Jesus Christ 

and the Tri nity. 
ZIRKER In this prob lematic field of finding a legitimate 
way of speaking about God, a fundamental question 

has to bring him-
for Islam is the way in which it is possible for man to 

self closer to us 

it is God who 

approach God. Even though Islamic faith speaks of the 
great proximity of God - the expression that God is nearer to us than our 
jugular ve in (cf . .Qur'an 50, 16) is often quoted in this context - it is always 
a proximity from God's side. Thi s also applies to the linguistic domain: just 
as it is imposs ib le and prohibited for man to make a picture of God, for 
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God it is possible to approach man, to speak in parables about his divine 
being, and to make us fam iliar with it. 
Concerning the question of the purpose and role of religious language, 
an important criterion for Islam is the extent to which it is capable of serv­
ing and strengthening the community. For Islam the way in wh ich Christian 
faith speaks about Goel in the language of the Counci ls is counter­
procluctive: speaking in a way that disrupts the religious commun ity so 
profoundly, as happened th rough the language of the Councils, cannot be 
legitimate. 

the language of 
On the other hand, the language of prayer, as a door 
opened by Goel for turn ing towards him, is of great im­

prayer portance in Islam. It is one of the pil lars of Islam, and 

in it God is available for man. God li stens to the cal l of the cal ler turning 
to him in the language of prayer. He is the compassionate listener turning 
towards man . Seen in this way, language refuses to speak and to th ink 
about God, but opens up the poss ibility of turning towards him in prayer 
and call ing him. 

tasks in the 
encounter 

Shou ld the encounter w ith Islam not call to the mind of 
Christians how very much all our speaking about Goel 
and man is metaphorical and ana logous? Could it not 

motivate us anew to reflect crit ica lly on the way in which every theologica l 
position that makes a binding assertion relativizes it again, because each of 
these positions is historically cond itioned? In view of our own history of the 
Church and its doctri ne, are we suffi ciently aware of how problematic it is, 
in these ci rcumstances, to have quite firm ly established the acceptance of 
linguistic fo rmulations on christological issues as a cond ition for member­
ship in the Church and to have them sanctified in liturgical norms? 
Converse ly, when listening to the word of God, the listener is always per­
sonally engaged, with his concrete capacities and condit ioned ab ility to 
understand. There is no such thing as the pu re word; it is always only the 
'heard word' into which the world of the listener - the ind ividual and the 
religious community - enters, with the patterns of thinking and fee ling 
which we in our understanding necessarily introduce into what we are 
hearing. From th is also results a challenge for Muslims, to perceive Chris­
ti anity more clear ly in the concrete historical development of its faith, to 
do more justice to what Christian theology is in its attempt to understand, 
always implied in the persona l and communitarian listening to the word 
of God, and to cons ider what was in fac t said at the Counci I of Nicaea, or 
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indeed what was not said. It is a challenge to be more carefu l in judging 
what Christians actually mean or believe or say theological ly. 

On God as Mystery, is this not the most believable, 
God as Mystery credible, and also apologetically most compelling name 

for God? God as the ineffable, the holy mystery. If we 
speak of multifariousness, our language is mythological. If we speak of the 
one which encompasses us, we use the language of faith, of dedication to 
the mystery. ln this respect, there are impressive testimonies in Christianity, 
such as the axiom "fin itum et in finitum non sunt sub numero - the finite 
and the infinite cannot be counted", or the "Non-aliud", the name for God 
proposed by Nicholas of Cusa: which means that beside him, the One, 
there is nothing that could limit him. 
ZIRKER The axiom "individuum est ineffabile" goes without saying in 
medieval theology and philosophy and is also incontestable for contem­
porary lingu isti cs. Predication always demands subordi nation into cate­
gories in which other things are already included. Hence: in fact God is 
ineffab le. What we predicate of him rests on the fact that he provides us 
with language. 
In the draft of the Vatican II Declaration on the Relationship of the Church 
to Non-Christian Religions, the passage concerned with the faith of Mus­
lims contained the statement: they believe in a personal God. However, 
the advisers of the Council rightly referred to the fact that this statement 
wou ld transgress the language of the Qur'an : God is not 'person', he is not 
'personal'. Following a word in the Qur'an, the expression finally chosen 
was: he is the " I iving and enduring" ' . God is ineffable because of his unity 
and oneness, but he gives us a language for our use. Where we transgress 
it, our arbitrar iness interferes. 

about the neces­
sity, in faith, 
to listen to one 
another 

stand our faith. 

• 
KHOURY Every religion should be understood in the 
way the fo llowers of that religion understand it. Just as 
Christians, when they speak about Islam, have to ask 
Muslims how they understand thei r faith, Muslims 
should be open to hear how we as Christians under-

' Vatican 11 , Declaration on the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions 
"Nostra aetate", art. 3: "[ ... I Deum adorant viventem et subsistentem [ ... ]". 
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Once in a dialogue w ith a Muslim where there was this openness, he was 
able to agree that it is the intent ion of Christian fa ith to live by fai th in the 
tri nita ri an God w ithin the framework of a monotheistic be lief and profes­
sion of faith in God. Whether then ou r theo logical explanation that there 
is no contrad ict ion between monotheism and the trinitarian concept of 
God in fact succeeds and can persuade others, is another question and 
can remain open. However, it is already a major step to concede to Chris­
tians that it is thei r intention to include nothing in their faith that contra­
dicts monotheism. On thi s particular occas ion, th is was agreed by the Mus­
lim, who also acknowledged the fact that the history of Christian theology 
clearly shows at least the intention and the endeavours made by Christians 
to find an appropriate language. 
In these circumstances it shou ld be possib le not to accuse Christians of 
polytheism. The seem ingly contradictory assertions of the Qur'an could 
then be interp reted as a reproach addressed not to the great Chri stian 
Churches, but to the sects, wh ich were not so careful in thei r thinking and 
thei r use of language. 
Such an understanding approach towards each other is of course at present 
rather the exception. The predominant attitude among Islam ic thinkers and 
theologians is that they are convinced that they may and must not permit 
thinking or speak ing about it, for that might already include the beginning 
of a danger to monothe ism. At least th is is the characteristic view held by 
the theological schoo l of the Ash'ariyya since the 10th centu ry: they on ly 
use the language of the Qur'an and shrink from seeking a deeper under­
stand ing of what they have heard . However, in such circumstances it is not 
always easy to build bridges towards Islam, if no ways can be found to con­
vey to Islam that, because of the richness intri nsic to God's nature, we pro­
fess a 'different iated monotheism', different from what we wou ld then call 
the 'non-differentiated monotheism' of Islam. 

in faith mono-
theistic - in 
theo I ogy exposed 
to polytheism? 

ZIRKER About the question of whether we Christians 
are seen as monotheists by Musi ims, there is an inter­
esting statement in a text written in a rather popu lar style 
by a German Muslim2, wh ich is distr ibuted by the Islam­
ic Centre in Mun ich. In it th ere is a warning against 

wrong arguments against Christians, which says that, w ith regard to the Chris-

' S. Ibrahim Ruschoff, Oa'wah unter Nichtmuslimen (Sch riftenreihe des lslamischen Zen­
trums Munchen; 11 ). M i.i nchen, 1983. 
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tians with whom one has to do here, one has to proceed on the basis that 
they are monotheists. This text, wr itten for the everyday use of Muslims, 
speaks of difficulties ~hich C~ristians have w ith their trinitarian fa ith in God 
in their dia logues w ith Muslims, and also among themselves; yet they do 
want to be monotheists. This wou ld be an important step forward: to con­
vince Muslims that Christians in their fa ith are in fact monotheists, even 
though they, as Muslims, cannot share their Christian theology, because in 
doing so they could fa ll victims to the danger of polytheism. 

does consistent 
monotheism lead 
towards a 
trin itarian way of 
thinking? 

LEUZE In the dialogue with Islam, shou ld we not refer 
more precisely to the theological attempts to achieve 
an understanding of the Trinity as the fruit of a consis­
tentl y understood monothei sm? In a lecture at a Chris­
t ian-Muslim meeting here in St. Gabriel, Karl Rahner 
once presented the argument: if one thinks monothe­

ism consistentl y and radically, this in fact leads towards a trinitarian way 
of thinking.3 Pannenberg's deliberations are of a sim ilar kind. Could one 
not see th is as a promising point of departu re for a fruitful dialogue with 
Islam? If thi s argumentation in fact were supportive, might it then not ap­
pear to be a way of thinking possib le for Islamic theologians? Converse ly, 
Islamic theology keeps emphasizing unity, but is it really so easy to think 
of God as the one God? 
On God revea ls himself to man, and th is communication has logically to 
be accessible to the mind of the addressee. God's truth has to become 
acceptab le and internal izable for man as addressee of the attention given. 
Because of this basic anthropo logical dimension and because God reveals 
himsel f to man in th is way, it may be concluded that God in himself must be 
like th is, for after al l he communicates himself like th is; the Trinity of the 
economy of sa lvation is the immanent one. Whoever tries to unfo ld Tri nity 
speculatively, moves on a razor's edge between two fundamental heresies, 
those of trithe ism and of modal ism. Since tritheism is utterly mythological, 
a sl ight leaning towards modal ism is still preferable: e. g. in the model of 
Indian Christians, understanding sat (bei ng) - cit (consciousness) - ananda 
(bliss) as a Brahmanic express ion for Tri nity; or in SaintAugustine's specula­
tion aboutTrinity, the idea: the lover-the beloved-love: al l these are basical ly 
monotheistic-modalistic explanat ions. Perhaps the Trinity is the consistent 
evolution of a radical monotheism . 

3 K. Rahner, "E inzigkeit und Dreifaltigkeit Gottes"1 in: A. Bsteh (ed.), Der Gott des Christen­
tums und des /slams (Bei trage zur Religionstheologie; 2) . Modling, ' 1992, pp. 119-136. 
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unity towards the 

outside - unity 

towards the inside 

BARTH On the catchword 'unity' and here again on 

the quest ion of w hat are the philosophi ca l implica­

t ions of the respective concepts of un ity: unity can be 

defined as seen from the outside, in which case it means 

that the one is totally independent of all the others. This understanding is 

obviously in the foreground in Islam. If, however, unity is defined as seen 

from the ins ide, then it wou ld be imaginable to conceive of this unity as 

a dynamic unity constituting itself from var ious elements. This understand ing 

cor,responds more to tri ni tar ian thinking. 

k. IVANCIC If one is searchi ng fo r a bridge which cou ld 
spea mg more . . . 

b t th W d mediate between the Christian understanding ofTrinity 
a ou e or and the Muslim conception of unity, would the idea not 
than about the 

suggest itself of speaking not so much about the Son but 
Son? 

rather about the Word, since, for Musi ims too the 'blessed 

word' is in the heavens and it was Gabriel who conveyed th is word to the 
world? They also say prayers and give the blessing us ing the Qur'an. 

'must' love give 
itse lf? 

RIEDL In the New Testament there is not onl y the state­

ment that God is the Creator, but also the statement that 

"God is love" (1 Jn 4:16). Now, it is the nature of love 

to give itself, but where there is infinite love, it should give itself into an infi­

n ite vessel, and this cannot be the creation, because the crea tion is fi nite. 

Does the Qur'an also have such fundamental statements? There cannot be 

three creators, but love breaks up such a mon ist ica ll y understood being. 

KHOURY Opposed to a 'must', in Islamic theology there is j ust a 'God 

wants to make himself known'; he wants to announce his truth - he does 
not need to. 

speaki ng about 

God in parab les 

• 
PESCHKE In this context, would one not have to put 

more emphasis on the fact that Chri st ians as wel I as 

Muslims speak about God in the language of symbo ls: 

in the Qur'an, w hen God is spoken of as Lord, King, Creator, or in the New 
Testament w hen God is spoken of as Father? Even though the symbo ls are 

d ifferent, this does not change the fact that we both have symbols about 

God. The d ifference between the two assertions of faith is then perhaps 
not so great. 

ZIRKER This rightly refers to the fact that there is a difference between speak­

ing about the nature of God and speaking about the language we use when 
we speak about him. It makes it clea rer that we necessaril y speak about God 
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in parables or in ana logies. It wou ld therefore be important in dialogue with 

Muslims that we make clear that, w hen we ca ll God 'Father', w hen we cal l 

Jesus 'Son', we are aware of t_h~ fac t that this is spea~ ing i~ parable~. And if 
the Muslims could trust that 1t rs real ly understood lrke this by us, 1t would 

be a great step forward. They wou ld then of course also like to know wh ich 

parables we must not use in our speaking about God. 
Apart from the fact that the important people in Is lam 

are not the theologians bu t the jurists, it is not the task 

of theo logy in Islam to discover and expose the nature 

task of Muslim 

theology 

of God: it th inks about everything, but not about the nature of God. It is 

God's speaking in the Qur'an, the language provided for us by God, that 
does this. As for the theo logians, it is thei r task above all to present argu­

ments justify ing Is lam and to give apologetic assistance to the commun ity 

for itself and for its se lf-asse1tion towards the outside. 

the dangers of 

theoretical 
monotheism 

VANONI Nevertheless, in the encounter with Islam, 
we have sincerely to face the question of whether we 

rea lly have rema ined monotheists and whether Chris­

tia ni ty's divisions are not a serious argument against 

this. In this context after all reference has also to be made to the fact that 

a theoretical monotheism can become militant. This danger became of top­

ical interest in the history of Chr ist ianity, and this has also been the case in 
the history of Islam . In pre-Chr istian O ld Testament history there are facts 

to be taken into cons ideration in this repect. How were things before the­

oretical monotheism developped? There was not only polytheism, but there 

was also the so-ca lled mono latry or practical monotheism. Here the beau­

tiful words from the Song of Songs are to be called to mind, when the young 

man says: "There are sixty queens [with Solomon] and eighty concubi nes, 

and ma idens wi thout number. My dove, my perfect one, is the only one 
[ ... ]" (Song 6:8 f.). And Israel professes "The LORD is our God, the LORD 

alone" (Dt 6:4). The text does not say: "The LORD is one". It would benefit 

both sides not to forget this monolatrical element: we may say that there is 

but one; but we need not fight for it either - just as a lover does not have 

to kil l al l other women if he believes that his girl is his only one. 

theocracy or 

theocentrism? 

ZIRKER Do the one God and the one community not 
also demand one authority, one leadership< Is there 

not in the end a tendency towards totalitarianism? 

D UPRE One cou ld also formulate the question li ke this: is the issue theo­
cracy or theocen tri sm? Would theocracy not have to be understood as that 
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form of sovereignty in which unity is created by means of power, whereas 
theocentrism would include that formative energy in society which lets 
unity grow from dedication to God, from relatedness to God, allowing 
room for unity in diversity - ethically and dogmatically? 

monotheism RABERGER Obviously, the idea of unity is substantial ly 
in danger of connected with a possible development into ideology. 
ideology The controversy concerning th is problem started in 1935 

with a study presented by Erik Peterson4, deal ing with 
the consequences in the fields of politics and the history of ideas of Aristotle's 
quoting (in the 12th Book of Metaphysics) from the Iliad (11204 f.: "Polyarchy 
is no good, one be the sovereign"). The history of dogma has no smal l role 
in the historical outworking of this quotation: the Byzantine Emperor tried 
time and again to interpret monotheism subordinationistical ly, in order to 
exclude criticism of uni ty, power and violence, based on trinitarian thinking. 
In this sense monotheism may establish itself as a conception of the sovereignty 
of the one, who has power over all. 

God alone is 
God, or: 
no man is God 

VANONI From the perspective of belief in the Creator, 
which both religions share, it wou ld be possible to de­
duce a responsibil ity to live peacefully together, a re­
sponsibility for peace, which cannot exist w ithout jus­

tice either in Christianity or in Islam. Actually it would not be necessary to 
enforce by means of violence the unity of society and co-existence between 
people. Accepting that God is God would also imply that man is not God. 
As in the Old Testament the Pharaoh who assumes divine omnipotence say­
ing, "The N ile is mine, and I made it" (Ezek 29:9), is told: "No, you are no 
god !" And each of us is no god. This means, however, that we do not have 
to save the world and we do not have to impose the truth - we should act 
within the human context. Is this not, by implication, common ground for 
the two religions? 

the unity of God 
and the diversity 
of creatureliness 

+ 

BsTEH A. From the time when Islamic history began, 
when it was sa id that the Christ ians contradicted each 
other because they were divided and split, there also 
began a history of similar disagreement and rupture in 

Islam. But there was also a great diversity of good things. Does this not chal-

' E. Peterson, Der Monotheismus als politisches Problem. Ein Beitrag zur Ceschichte der 
politischen Theologie im lmperium Roman um. Leipzig, 1935. 
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1 e us to distinguish more careful ly in the history of our own faith between 
e~!t may be a bad and what may be a good, and thoroughly legitimate 
~urality on the level of created things vis-a-vis the boundless infinity of God? 
0nlike polytheism, monotheism does indeed see reality as founded o~ one 
ultimate principle, which is infinite because it does not have to share ultimate 
reality with another primeval being, equally eternal, but independent and 

onfronting it and so necessarily limiting it. 
~oes monotheistic faith therefore not have to be particularly sensitive to 
a quite legitimate plurality of created th ings, difficult as it may o.ften be to 
different iate this from an improper plura lity based on w rongful dissent and 
schism? If God is the one, ultimate creative principle of infin ite richness, 
everything that springs from this richness can only reflect it in a rich di­
versity. To put it more precisely, if the unity of God is to be reflected in the 
unity of human society, must this not, from the start, in view of man's finite­
ness, on ly be a unity with in a multi-hued social diversity? 
Then the encounter with Islam and its eventful history could part icu larly 
raise again for Chri stian faith the question concerning its own history, in­
cluding both the wrongful schisms and, even more, the good diversity ap­
propriate to created th ings, and the challenge to reflect a~ou~ it. Does not 
looking into the history of religions always renew the mot1vat1on to reflect 
on how the holy origin of the great religions was always far richer and 

greater than humans have in fact been able to actualize? 
There has certainly been, until the present time, a wrongful division -where 
one rises up against the other, like Cain and Abel. Yet, the fact that God 
himself creates every human being as a unique creature for himself, points 
to the fact that unity in the creation can only grow from the harmony of 
diversity. So it seems to make sense to think of being able to reflect the 
unity of God not in uniformity, but only in allowing all the multiple colours 
and diversity of creation to converge as in a mosaic. 
SCHIMMEL lbn 'Arab1 speaks of wabdat al-wudj,Od and kathrat al-'ilm, unity 
of divine existence which is absolutely indivisible, and multiplicity of knowl­
edge. However, the innumerable divine names - officially there are 99, but 
there are infinitely many more- have their effect on the creation. On the day 
of creation they broke into contingent being and they continue to exercise 
an influence on everything created. These innumerable names are reflected 
in the creatures just as light is reflected in pieces of glass and the pieces of 
glass, which represent contingent being, only become visible and tangible 
by our seeing in them the colours of the l ight which they reflect. Thus the ab-
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so lute unity of God and the prodigious diversity of creation undeniab ly be­
long together and the unity of God is reflected in bil li ons and tril lions of 
minute mirrors, each of which in its own way shows a way towards the One. 
Thi s is a very beautifu l picture, and it became we ll known in later Islamic 
mysticism, that is after the 13th century. But then some words of warning 
were added: many people see only the back of the mirror, that is matter, 
forgetting that it is the front wh ich reflects the sp lendour of God. 

one God for 
all humans 

BsTEH A. From the perspective of a faithfu l Christian 
theology, are there any objections to stating that it is 
an indisputable fact for us that there is on ly one Goel 

and that this God can only be one for all human beings, whether born or 
unborn, of every kind, and that we all believe in one God even though 
this God, according to the fa ith of "':"\ul:iammad, is the God who entrusted 
to him the Qur'an as his ult imate word and for us Christians, according to 
our belief, he is the one we encounter in Jesus Christ? And should not our 
whole search, together w ith the fo l lowers of other religions and ideolo­
gies, be directed towards contemplating the mysteri es of this one God in 
humility, purity and responsibili ty? 

'God' in the WOLBERT If we speak of God wi thout defi ning him 

t t f t . . more precisely, shou ld we not, as Chri stians, be aware 
con ex o a nni-
t . 1 of the fact that we are actually addressing the Father, 
anan anguage rath er than God in his trin itar ian nature? Shou ld not 

our awareness of this be particularly and openly noted in the dialogue w ith 
Islam? 
ELSAS This is sometimes done already, but care shou ld be taken that in 
this context we do not isolate the Father from the other persons of the Tri n­
ity in such a way as to revive Muslims' suspicions of tritheism. And apart 
from this dange1· it is certa inly very important th at Christians and Muslims 
can speak unitedly of the Creator. 

the one God and KAHLERT If God, for Christians and Muslim s, and for 
all human beings, is one and the same, what is the con­
sequence fo r the express ion of faith in prayer? Is it pos­
sible for Christians and Musl ims to pray together? In 
view of the cu rrent genera l state of mind among Chris­
t ians and Muslims, a positi ve answer to this question 

the question of 
Christ ians and 
Muslims praying 
together 

does not yet seem appropriate. However, wou ld we not be fail ing our own 
monotheism, if we sa id that the God of Musl ims is another God? Or should 
we say th at it is a man-made ido l? 
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WOLBERT Wou ld Evangelicals have the same objection to shared prayer 

with Jews? 
l<AHLERT In genera l not, but in the area of Christian-Muslim encounter, 
theological experts on the Chri st ian side have recently expressed serious 

reservations. 
BsTEH A. Is it not necessary to distinguish the question of whether Chris-
tians and Muslims can say prayers together from the question of whether 
they believe in one and the same God? God, in whom both Christians and 
Muslims believe, is one, since there is but one God. The sources of prayer, 
however, are the concrete, and in fact very different, faith traditions of Chris­
tians and Muslims repectively. When Chri stians in their prayers express 
their faith, are not contents implied that are simply different from those 
Muslims express in thei r praying? Would not a certain uneasiness ari se, if 
the practi ce of shared prayers gave the impression that Christians and 
Muslims in fact mean the same w hen they say one and the same prayer 
together? Would our own honesty and respect for the different tenets im­
plied in a Muslim's and a Christian's prayer not suggest that each one in 
his own way, acco rding to his fai th, should pray to God, the one God of 
al I humans? Do shared prayers not presuppose a common fa ith and would 
not praying together, when the content of the prayers is not held in com­
mon by those who are praying, give a wrong impression? 
ScHIMMH I often read to my Muslim students in Ankara from Christian 
song books. When, for instance, I translate Paul Gerhardt's " Befiehl du 
deine Wege" [Order the ways that are your own], every Muslim can join 
in prayi ng this text without hesitation, and I think that especia ll y in this re­
spect a mutual approach really can be practised, and that particu larly in 
praying we get closest to one another. 
There is a vers ion of the Lord's Prayer which is handed down as a !jadTth. 
There is hard ly anyth ing to prevent a Musl im from praying the Lord's Prayer 
- and a Christian may well join in praying the Fatiba (Su ra 1 ), asking to be 
guided to the strai ght path . Its content is the praise of God, and it does not 
even refer to the Prophet. Apart from this, when one looks for instance at 
the collected prayers af?-f;a/:,,fa as-sadjdiadiyya (they have recently been 
publi shed in a very beautiful Engli sh trans lation), there is much that can 
be prayed by any Christi an or Jewish believer. Neverthe less, this is of course 
a question of one's own personal approach and understanding, and in this 
respect all ou r ways are somewhat different from one another, si nce the 
ways to God are as many as the breaths people take. 
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ElsAs Should not the fact that Jews, Christians and Muslims use the sarne 
n~me for God mak~ us heecl~ul in our thinking? Is there not something in 
this that expresses 111 a special way their particular homogeneousness_ 
within the great mysterious commonalities of the religions? Does Mubarn. 
mad not belong more closely perhaps than Buddha to the Old Testament 
prophets and Jesus Christ? 

Bs_TEH A. God is the one, all-embracing reality in whose presence every. 
thing has to ~e ~nderstoo~, be~ause in him lies the truth of everything, 
and because 111 him everyth ing lives and exists. However, where it is a mat­
ter of concrete human affairs, we understand many things very differently 
from each other. Jesus taught his disciples how to pray, but if they go and 
~ut this prayer into the mouth of people who do not understand the spir­
itual path as they do, as disciples of Jesus, what will happen? This is a dif­
ferent matter from what was meant when we mentioned the name of God 
that we use in common because there can be only one God. 

Muslims, and 
the mushrikun 
who associate 
something with 
God 

• 
ZIRKER For Islam, the real contrast is not between 
Muslims and polytheists, but between the consistent 
monotheists who are the Muslims, and those who 
associate something with God, the mushrikun. Among 
these are included not only polytheists but also Jews 
and Christians. Although it is clear that Christians were 

once fa ithful monotheists, they are so no longer. 

danger to MEIER In th~ Qur'an, on the one hand Christians are 
monotheism by contr~sted w ith polytheists because in principle they 
practice_ practise monothe1~m'. but on the ot~er in their practice 
including that of they have fa llen v1ct1m to corruption by association. 
the Muslims The fact that pure monotheism can be corrupted by 

the practice of the believers also arises repeatedly w ithin 
the historical operation of the Qur'anic revelation. From the beginning, 
the v~rious Islamic reform movements have spoken out against it - you 
Muslims, you yourselves practise shirk - and, up to the so-called funda­
mentalist movements of today, have fought against it. 

ZIRKER When it is said that from an Islamic point of view Christians in 
their practice have corrupted monotheism, this 'practice' also includes the 
history of Christian dogma. 
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VANONI Perhaps in the case of Christianity, the ori-
has Christianity gins were not intended to develop as they did in prac-
in the course of tice. Karl Rahner, for example, has recently pointed to 
hi tory rem~i~ed the fact that modern lip service, a mere repetition of 
true to its origins? formulas, may be heretical, because the original mean­

. . 0 longer alive in it. So it is important for us Christians, particularly ing JS n . . 

. he situation of our encounter with Islam, to reflect anew on our origms 
in t h · · f · b · t · th d d investigate how monot e,sm in act ,s or.ne witness o 111 e ocu-
:ents of our faith and in the history of our Christian tradition. When in the 
h" tory of Christian faith here and there we really do seem to have had sev­
e;:I gods - and this does not appear to be an altogether imaginary charge 
_ then we cannot accuse Muslims of misunderstanding us. 

BARTH Whenever Christians are accused of associat­
which expe~i~nce ing something with God, there is an implied question: 
has led Chn5t,ans according to the Christian conception, what in fact is 
towards what it that is 'associated'? Professing Jesus as the Christ did 
Muslims consider not come about without good reason. After all it was 
'association'? not simply our idea to dewlap a trinitarian faith; it was 

an experience, a concrete encounter w ith the person of Jesus, that led to 
it. How should we speak about the moment of encounter, which Chris­
tians experience with this Jesus of Nazareth which leads them to say: "For 
us he is the Alpha and the Omega!", without immediately appearing to be 
'anti-monotheistic'. · 

Islamic problems 
concerning the 
unity of God 

LEUZE Though unity is always stressed in Islamic the­
ology, nevertheless perhaps the fact is not suffic iently 
taken into consideration that it is not at al l easy to think 
of God as the one God. Do not the controversies about 

whether the word of God should be considered to be as eternal as God, and 
whether it is created or uncreated, show that there is also a problem for Islam 
here? And is the difference between this word and the Logos, who, accord­
ing to the Gospel of John, is God for us, really so great? 

• 
WOLBERT What bearing does the question of the na­

'inlibration' of 
ture of the Qur'an have upon the understanding of the 

the word of God absolute transcendence of God? After all one could 
in Islam 

ask, how come that God can suddenly speak Arabic? 
If one understands the Qur\\nic revelation in the sense of a verbal inspi­
ration, does this not lead to the assumption of some kind of incarnation? 
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SCHIMMEL In that case one can, w ith Harry Wolfson, speak of an 'inlibra­
tion' in which, for the Musi im, there is an inherent question sim ilar to that 
of 'incarnati on ' for the Christ ian. The controvers ies on the position of the 
Qur'an, about whether it is created or the uncreated eternal word, which 
shook the Islamic wor ld in the late 8th and ear ly 9th centuries, were in 
comp lete parallel with the christologica l controversies in the Near East. 
Here an absolute paral lel ism is to be noticed. 
For the Mus lim the Qur'an, the Arab ic text between the two covers of the 
book, is the actual tangible word of God, and there is a /:ladith quds~ a non­
Qur'anic word of God, wh ich says: whoever recites the Qur'an, it is l ike talk­
ing to me and I myself talking to him . It is really the who le sacramenta l qua l­
ity of the Qur'an, which the Mus li m feels, and I think th is is what one should 
always bear in mind. And with the term ' inlibrat ion' we are already ap­
proaching the matter a little more closely. There are also a number of Mus­
lim prayers, which the Chr ist ian cannot pray, in which the believer asks for 
the protection of God, fo r this and that in extens ive litanies - bi-shan qur'an: 
th rough the Qur'an, through the grace of the Qur'an .. . - j ust as the Christian 
believer prays. There is also another form in honour of Muf:iammad. Butthese 
prayers for the sake of the Qur'an, through the Qur'an, have been extremely 
widespread, from the M iddle Ages unti l today. 

ZIRKER The comparison, wh ich puts ou r Biblical ex-
man and book perience - Jesus Christ as the Son of God - on the level 

of the experience of the Qur'an as the Word of God, is 
appropriate. Muslims immediately admit this pa ral lelism saying that it is not 
Mul:iammad, but the Qur'an, that we place on the level on wh ich you, not 
we, interpret Jesus Christ. But, then they emphas ize the difference which 
ca nnot be overcome: where we Christi ans see a human being, they see a 
book. Thi s sounds like an advantage fo r us: a human being is someth ing qu ite 
different from a book, a Scr ipture. However, then the Musl ims say: but you 
do not have the living human being, you have onl y memories - memories 
on ly in the form of sacraments (fl esh and blood, bread and wine), dogmas, 
and the magister ium; we have the Book, we need no magisterium, no sacra­
ments, we need not speak of a mystery, we have no Nicaea integrated in one 
way or another; we have the Book, which has not been historical ly compi led 
in the way of tradition, but is the Word of God: th is is what we need, th is is 
what we read. Therefore we Chri stians cannot pass it over quite so easily by 
saying: we have the human being, they have (only) a book. 

• 
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a self-sufficient 

God? 

VIRT Allah confronts the worl d in complete self-suf­
ficiency. How does one think in Is lam about a person 
circl ing as it were w ithin himself, neither needing nor 

living in any re lationshi p? 
SCH IMMEL This question has been raised repeatedly 
in similar ways throughout the history of religions. At 
issue is the 'deus absconditus', who is often, however, 
also the 'deus reve latus'. 11 1 was a hidden treasure and 

'deus abscondi­
tus' and 'deus 
revelatus' 

wanted to become known; therefore I created the universe - kuntu kanzan 
makhfiyyan"5• Over the centuries, this /:ladith qudsThas been the key sen­
tence of Islamic mystics. It is true, God is a deus absconditus, who simp ly 
cannot be grasped and does not need us - a hidden treasure. Yet, the idea 
that Goel from ti me to time wants to reveal himself plays a very important 
ro le in Islam: that he wants to be known and therefore created the universe. 
For RurnT, a God, who did not take care of the world and its concerns wou ld 
be a miserable God. There are both aspects of God. Above all, it is prayer 
that God hears and to wh ich he responds, as is often said in the Qur'an: 
call m~ and I wil l answer. If they ask you about me, say: ana 1-qarTb, I am 
close to you, I hear the prayers of him who calls me (cf. also the Qur'anic 
verse 50, 16). God wants to be in relat ion to his world. 

• 
DUPRE Is there a confli ct to be found between a 
Ch ri stian and a Mus lim understandi ng of the idea of 

'approaching God'? 

approaching 
God, community 
with God? 

ZIRKER In questions like: are we ch ildren of God?, can 

God be our Father?, is Jesus the Son of God?, there is already too much of 
an 'approach', of an inadequate fam il iarity implied. According to the Islamic 
understand ing, it is always God w ho approaches -as when it says in the Old 
Testament that God enters into a covenant with his people, that God makes 
his way towa rds his peop le, walks together with his people. It is the face of 
God that shines above us. However, God and man are not bracketed to­
gether. Even if it is said that he loves them and that they love him, from the 
perspective of the Qur'an this never develops into a love relationship. Or, if 
it is said, I enter into a covenant wi th you and you enter into a covenant with 
me, th is never becomes: 'we share a covenant'; no, they remain always two 

' B. Furuzanfar, Af)adWl-i Malflnawr. Tehran, 1955, no. 70 . 
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ob ligating relations that can never be made one. Here there are after al I strong 
differences from the Biblical understanding of God and man. 
DUPRE Here I do notthink of a specu lative question. I think primarily of 
Muhammad, the ban,f, who is in search of God and then discovers God 
as the one-and-only-one, who hears God and perceives him as the angel 
reveals him. I have the feeling that here a fundamental relation does break 
through . 
Z IRKER A relation, certainl y, and a fundamental one too, but no approach­
ing is implied. 
DUPRE What sense does it make then, to speak about 'approach ing' at 
all? It has always already happened. 
Z IRKER No. There is no relation of commun ity. To put it more distinct ly: 
according to the Qur'an (mysticism transcends it), it is the target of man, 
the target of his hope, to get into the gardens of paradise (not to heaven), 
in order to be a human being there among other human beings w ithout 
lies, falsehood or disunity, partaking in the eterna l feast. 

'father' as 
denoting God in 
his relation to 
the world 

VANONI In order to guarantee the transcendence of 
God, the O ld Testament-Jewish trad ition treats the term 
'father' very cauti ous ly. In their relig ious ideas, the re­
I igions ex isting in Israel's env ironmen~ combined many 
mytho logical elements w ith the concept of God (and 

the gods), particu larly concern ing his function as Creator: the gods father 
the worl d, the world grows from the deit ies' sperm, they appear as phys i­
cal fathers of the humans, etc. In order to avoid go ing down thi s road, the 
O ld Testament may at fi rst emp loy the term 'father' very seldom only. Then 
it attempts, nevertheless, to introduce the idea of fatherhood into the re­
lation of God towards the wor ld by means of words li ke: he is the redeem­
ing kinsman, as a member of the family the one who is responsible for his 
fam ily, who meets the need of people who get into troub le. It has also to 
be more clearl y realized that the term 'father' fo r God is used in an ana­
logous, not a univocal sense. Fina ll y, in v iew of Islam's aversion to speak­
ing of a fam ily relation between God and man, Christ ians should ask them­
selves whether they are after all sufficient ly aware of the danger of d imin­
ishing God when applying the term to him. 

'son of God' and 
other dangers of 
monotheism 
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KHOURY Every identification of a human being as a 
son of God, even in a metaphorical sense, appears to 
the Qur'an always as an immediate threat to monothe­
ism and is rejected. When it is stated in Sura 9,30: "The 

Jews call 'Uzair a son of God, and the Christians ca ll C~rist the .son of 
God. [ ... ] ", it is said further on that both are wrong assertions which en­
danger monotheism. In addition, however, the Qur'an also sees monothe­
·sm as endangered by the practice of Jews and Christians: "they take their 
1 riests and their anchorites to be thei r lords in derogation of God" (Qur'an 
~ 31 ). With this the excessive power of Church structu res and of the Rab­
binate, who exercise a kind of sovereignty over people as if they were God, 
is rejected, because it implies a usurpation of God's omnipotence, and a 
danger to monotheism in people's everyday practi ce. 
on Does that mean then that the idea of humans being the children of 

God cannot be retained? 
KHOURY The Qur'an repeatedly negates this notion. There is nobody in this 
world who can approach God as a child; he can do so only as a servant. 
Among the 99 names of God, which correspond to the various qualities of 
God, there is none to be found in the Qur'an with the sense of the two 
assertions imprntant for Christianity, that Goel is father and that God is love. 
It is true that God loves human beings who are good, pious, etc. But a mutual 
love b~tween God and man, like that between a ch ild and a father, is suspect 
and, in contrast w ith mysticism, is not given any attention in orthodox Islam. 

ZIRKER Might it seem appropriate to us Christians to 
a human being -

understand Jesus as the symbol of God's presence? And 
the symbol of 

, . . l cou ld Mus lims agree with our asserting this? Under-
God s prox1m1ty. 1• Ch · · f h stanc 111g nst as an 111tense, or us per aps unsur-
passable, symbol of God's prox imity - this cou ld indeed be a legitimate 
interpretation for peop le like us, used to Christian theological think ing; 
perhaps in d ialogue this would have to be expressed in a form more un­
derstandable than th is short fonnu lation. Yet, would it not perhaps be easier 
to convey in this way what we mean, even though M uslims might not be 
ab le to appropriate the expression? It would seem hardly possible for them 
to see in a human be ing a symbol of God's proximity. For man is always 
tempted to seek approaches towards God and to strive for ways of medi­
ation, to be placed close to God, at the side of God, perhaps even to be 
seated at the right hand of God, as it says in our creed. This however leads 
to shirk, to association. Nevertheless, perhaps we can at least make them 
understand us better on th is level. 

God's signs for 
man (ayat) 

SCHIMMEL It is God who gives man the opportunity 
to recognize him; he shows man his signs (ayat) in the 
created world and in the sou l of people. "Soon wi l l 
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We show them Our Signs in the (furthest) regions (of the earth), and in their 
own sou ls, [ .. . ]" (Qur'an 41,53). For me this is one of the key verses of the 
Qur'a.n, and in at least 150 passages where the word is used, it is said aga in 
and again that there are these signs and that they are here for man to rec­
ognizR God, and above all his divine wi ll . They are signposts for believers 
and only unbelievers do not acknowledge them . 

always to 
set out anew 
on the way 

• 
KHOURY Christian-Muslim dialogue, particularly when 
it deals with faith in the one God from the different per­
spectives presented here, constantly shows how nec­
essary it is to be always in search of new approaches 

and to make the insights g;:ii ned into one's own faith understandable to 
others too. It wi II not do simp ly to repeat what was thought and sa id in the 
past and quite often in tota ll y different contexts. But in all th is it should be 
clear to us that there also exists another form of theological ly relevant 
shared spiritua l awareness, beyond and in spite of doctrina l disagreement. 
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The World is His Creation : 
On the Relation between Transcendence and Immanence 

Ludwig Hagemann 

1. God - the world - man: Qur'anic statements 

At the heart of the Islamic experience of God is faith in the one and only 
God, which is proclaimed daily in public in the first part of the shahada: 
"I testify that there is no god but God [ ... ]." Islam gives such weight to the 
oneness of God that it rejects and condemns anything that could imply 
any threat, no matter how remote, to the unique divinity of God. 

1.1 There is nothing whatever li ke unto Him (Qur'an 42, 11) 

The Qur'an time and again emphas izes God's absolute superiority to the 
world, his unattainable transcendence: "[ ... ] for He is the Most High, the 
Supreme (in glory)" (2,255)1, "No vision can grasp Him, [ ... ]" (6 1103), indeed 
"[ ... ] there is nothing whatever like unto Him, [ ... ]" (421 11 ). This perception 
of God's nature being infin itely different from worldly reality has far-reach­
ing consequences: beyond the str ict prohibition of images in Islam, the ques­
tion arises of how access to God can be possible at all. If God, in his nature, 
is so inaccessible - the Qur'a.n says: even though God allows man to rec­
ognize him, he remains unseen (57,3) - and if he tota lly withdraws from 
human knowledge, how can God then, in whatever way, be experienced by 
man?2 In addition, the question also arises of his relation to the world, which 
is his creation. 

1.2 The world is his creat ion 

The doctrine of the One and Omnipotent Creator-God is part of the core 
assertion of Mu}:lammad's message. God created the heavens and earth, the 
world and man.1 "Praise be to God, the Cherisher and Sustainer of the Worlds", 

' Cf. Qur'an 20,114; 23,116. 
' Cf. A. Falatu ri, "Wie ist menschl iche Gotteserfahrung trotz des strengen isla mi schen 

Monotheismus moglich?", in: A. Falaturi et al. {eds.), Drei Wege zu dem einen Gott. Glaubens­
erfahrung in den monotheistischen Religionen. Frei burg etc., 1976, pp. 45-59 . 

' Cf. for example Qur'an 29,44; 46,3. 
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says the opening Sora of the Qur'an.• " [ .. . ] Is it not H is to create and to gov­
ern? Blessed be God, the Cherisher and Sustainer of the Worlds!"5 Repeat­
ed ly, the Qur'an reminds man that God is the originator and creator of every 
being: "To Him is due the primal origin of the heavens and the earth: when 
He decreeth a matter, he saith to it: 'Be,' and it is. 116 Within the creation, mah 
is the sign, aya1 of divine omnipotence and compassion: "It is God Who has 
made for you the ea rth as a resting place, and the sky as a canopy, and has 
given you shape - and made you r shapes beautifu l, - and has provided for 
you Sustenance, of th ings pure and good;- Such is God your Lord. So Glory 
to God, the Lord of the Worlds!" 7 Everyth ing created is oriented towards man8: 

the sun and the moon are made to ca lcu late time9, the day is made so that 
we may work for our livel ihood, the night is made for rest10 , indeed, "Verily 
God is Ful l of Grace and Bounty to men. [ ... ]" 11 • Everyth ing that Goel created 
is good" ; he is "the Best of Creators"' 3• Therefore, whoever understands the 
signs, ayat, of the universe - they are "signs for men endued with under­
standing" '• - wi ll acknowledge God and worship him, for all creaturely be­
ings are signs of him, the one Creator' 5• "Such is God, your Lord, the Creator 
of all th ings. [ ... ] 1116 • He is the on ly one existing and enduring by his own 
nature; every creaturely being is transient: "[ ... ] Everything (that exists) will 
perish except His own Face. [ ... ]"' 7• 

1 .3 Man: God's gerent and servant 

The special importance of man, whom God obviously di stinguished from 
al I other creatu res 18, is expressed in the Qur'an by his designation as khalifa, 

' Qur'an 1,2 . - Cf. on the concept of 'creation' A. Th. Khoury, Der Islam. Sein Glaube-seine 
Lebensordnung - sein Anspruch (Herder Taschenbuch; 1602). Freiburg etc. , 1989, pp. 96 f.; 
J. Bouman, Gott und Mensch im Koran. Eine Strukturform religioser Anthropologie anhand des 
Beispiels Allah und Muhammad (Impu lse der Forschung; 22). Darmstadt, 1977, pp. 11 -1 6. 

' Qur'an 7,54. 
' Qur'an 2, 11 7. 
' Qur'an 40,64. 
• Cf. Qur'an 36,71 f.; 16,80 f., etc. 
' Cf. Qur'an 55,5 . 

' 0 Cf. Qur'an 78,9-11. 
11 Qur'an 40,6 1. 
12 Cf. Qur'an 32,7. 
" Qur'an 37,125. 
" Qur'an 20,54, etc. 
" Cf. So ra 21,30-33 ; 27,86; 36,33-40; 51,20 f.; 20,53 f.; 26,6-8; 12, 1 OS; 29,44, etc. - Cf. 

J. Bouman, op. cit. (fn. 4) p. 11, fn . 1. 
" Qur'an 40,62 . 
" Qur'an 28,88. 
" Cf. Qur'an ·17,70. 
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hid, means successor, gerent, deputy, trustee'9 • In this context the Angl i­:n theo logian Kenneth Cragg has pointed to the fact that the Bible speak­
ing of man as being God's image here in many respects has its Qur'anic cor­
respondence and equ iva lent. 20 As God's trustee on earth, man has a special 
responsibility. Again the Qur'an always speaks of God providing man w ith 
the earth and al I the possibil ities it offers -yet only temporarily: for, according 
to the Islam ic understanding, the earth wi ll "be your dwelling-place and your 
means of liveli hood- for a time." 21 The eschatological dimension suggested 
here also implies the responsib i li ty for the coming generations; for every 
human being wil l be ca ll ed to account for what he does or does not do here 
and now or, in Qur'anic terms, "for a t ime" he is on earth. 22 

Because everything God created is good, man must not ruin the cre­
ation tempora ril y entrusted to him, but must deal with it responsib ly, in 
order to preserve it for posterity as God wants it to be. 

Yet, the Qur'an also acknowledges man's weaknesses: man was created 
weak, it says in SOra 4,28, and this despite his being chosen as God's trustee 
on earth. He is not steadfast in himself, but rather is incons istent and fickle: 
full of hope and optim ism on sunny clays, desperate and pessimistic in hard 
times.23 Even worse: despite all the favours shown to him by God, man is un­
gratefu l: when evil befalls him, he is loud in prayer, but once the danger is 
over, he turns away and holds back.2• Therefore the warning is addressed to 
him:"[ ... ] 'Short is the enjoyment of this world: the Hereafter is the best for 
those who do right: [ ... ]" .25 For: "From the (earth) did We create you, and into 
it sha ll We retu rn you, and from it shall We bring you out once again.1126 Here 
man's total dependence on God's creating power is expressed: although God's 
trustee, man is - be he ever so fickle - dependent on his origin, the Creator, 
who ca lled him to life and who can reca ll him whenever he wills. 27 

" Cf. Qur'an 2,30 ff.; 7, 10 ff.; 15,28 ff.; 61 165; 39,71 ff. - J. Bouman, op. cit. (fn. 4) pp. 
184-189; J. Black, The Dominion of Man . The Search for Ecological Responsibility. Edinburgh, 
1970, pp. 50 f.; M. Tworuschka, Islam. Gottingen, 1982, pp. 43 ff. 

'" Cf. K. Cragg, The Mind of the Qur'an. Chapters in Reflection. London, 1973, pp. 93 ff. 
" Qur'an 2,36. 
" On eschatology cf. L. Hagemann's 11 Eschatologie im Islam", in: A. Th. Khoury - P. Huner­

mann (eds.), Weiterleben - nach dem Tade? Die Antwort der Weltreligionen (Herderbucherei ; 
1202). Frei bu rg etc., 1985, pp . 103-120 (lit.). 

21 Cf. Qur'an 30,36; 41,49 . 
" Cf. Qur'an 41,5 1; 17,67 .83; 16,53- 55, etc. 
" Qur'an 4,77 . 
" Qur'an 20,55. 
" Cf. L. Hagemann, op. cit. (fn. 22) pp. 103- 120; id., "Sterben und Weiterleben aus is­

lamischer Sicht", in: H. Waldenfels (ed.), Ein Leben nach dem Leben?. Die Antwort der Reli­
gionen. Dlisseldorf, 1988, pp. 67-81. 
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Since man, at al l times, has to be ready to be recalled, i. e., ready for 
his death, he cannot and must not unrestrainedly exploit the creation of 
God which is entrusted to him; if he wants to fu lfil rightly his time-limited 
mission within the creation, he rather has to act in a way that will enable 
him to face the inescapable judgement of God. 

For as well as being God's trustee, man w ill always also remain his serv­
ant, 'abd- a term often found in the Qur'an: "Not one of the beings in the 
heavens and the earth but must come to (God) Most Gracious as a serv­
ant."28 As the servant of God, 'abd al/ah, man is always dependent on his 
Lord, whose commandments and prohibitions he has to observe. Because 
his Lord is "never unmindful of (Our) Creation" 29, in keeping with his na­
ture as the servant of God, man is obliged to live in harmony with God's 
creation and not to elevate himself as its Lord. For Lhere is only one who 
is the Lord: God, its Creator. 

2. God turning to man in revelation and creation 

2. 1 The Qur'an expressing the will of God 

As a matter of course the attention of God finds expression in the intro­
ductory words of the individual Suras (with the exception of Sura 9): " In 
the name of God, Most Gracious, M ost Merciful." The initiative comes 
from God. In Sura 96, 1- 5, the first revealed text, God introduces himself 
as the creator and teacher of man: "Proclaim! (or Read!) In the name of 
thy Lord and Cherisher, who created - Created man, out of a (mere) clot 
of congealed blood: Proclaim! And thy Lord is Most Bountiful, - He Who 
taught (the use of) the Pen, - Taught man that which he knew not." This 
" relationship with man, established by God"30 derives its ultimate binding 
force from the Qur'an. It is in the Qur'an as the defin itively valid expres­
sion of God's w ill that man finds that right guidance, huda, which comes 
from God himself and assures man of the right path to God. Whoever sub­
m its to the prescribed norms of action can be sure that God, who ca lled 
man to li fe, wi ll accompany him in his providence throughout his li fetime 
and not forsake him when his life approaches its end. 
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2• Qur'an 19,93, etc. 
" Qur'an 23, 17. 
'° Cf. J. Bouman, op. cit. (fn. 4) pp. 11 ff. 

2_2 The creation as the sign of God's omnipotence and compassion 

According to the Qur'an, the miracle of the creation betokens God. In it his 
rnnipotence - "[ ... ] When He decreeth a matter, He saith to it: ' Be,' and it 

~." (Sura 2, 117)- and his compassion find their expression. In the creation, 

t O God's care for man is shown. For God did not call the world and man 
0 I • 

into being once and for all, in order to leave them then to their fate. On the 
contrary: he accompanies his creatures with his providence. "He does it in­
cessantly, for, at any time, he continues his creative activity".3 ' In al l crea­
turely beings God can be discovered as the creatively grounding and main­
taining cause. Conseqently the relationship of God with the world is not 
only determined by his transcendence, but also by his immanence. God is 
not only the distant, t ranscendent God, but also the near, present God; he 
is nearer to man "than (his) jugular vein", says the Qur'an (SO, 16). 

If God is the on ly agent, what about man's free will? The Qur'an gives 
no decisive answer to this question, and the schools which have devel­
oped in the course of time, such as Qjabriyya, Mu'tazilTs, or the Ash'arTs, 
offer various solutions to the problem. Today the majority of Islamic schol­

ars affirm man's free w il l.12 

3. The destination of creation: submission to God 

Man's free will is not only a prerequisite for his being once called to ac­
count for what he does and omits to do on earth; it is also a prerequisite 
for the meaning and the purpose of creation to be fulfilled: ''I have on ly 
created Jinns and men, that they may serve Me." (Qur'an 51,56)11. Wor­
shipping God, completely submitting to his will, is the ultimate destiny in­
herent in the creation. Thus the Qur'an says: "So setthou thy face steadily 
and truly to the Faith: (establ ish) God's handiwork according to the pat­
tern on which He has made mankind: no change (let there be) in the work 
(wrought) by God: [ ... ]" (Sura 30,30). Living in harmony with creation thus 
means living in Islam, in other words, submitting utterly to God and his 

w ill, being the servant of God. 

11 A. Th. Khoury, 'W as ist Gott fi:1r den glaubigen Muslim?", in: A. Th. Khoury - P. Huner­
rnann (eds.), Wer ist Cott? Die Antwort der Weltreligionen (Herderbucherei; 1079). Freiburg 
etc., 1983, p. 76. 

" Cf. H. Stieglecker, Die Claubenslehren des Islam. Paderborn, ' 1983, pp. 101-111; 
L. Gardet, Dieu et Ja destinee de /'Homme. Paris, 1967; W. M. Watt, Free Will and Predestina­
tion in Early Islam. London, 1948. 

" Cf. A. Falaturi, op. cit. (fn. 2) pp. 51 ff. 
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4. Resume 

Although God is superior to, and his nature is different from, the world, 
he is not a d istant God, who is withdrawn from the world and does not 
turn to his creatures. On the contrary: he is the "Protector of those who 
have faith " (Qur'an 3,68) and he alone can offer a friendship that saves 
(d. Qur'an 18A4). This means that the absolute transcendence of God is 
not weakened by his presence- in-the-world th rough revelation and cre­
ation and his acting in favour of the wor ld in his divine providence, but is 
correlat ive to his immanence. The transcendence and immanence of God 
do not abolish each other; they are rather grounded in the kindness and 
mercy of God, wh ich are creative and support everything that is . 
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Man and His Ranking in the Creation: 
On the Fundamenta l Understanding of Islamic Anthropology 

Rotraud Wielandt 

Sources of Islamic anthropology 

If we are to reflect on the fundamenta l understanding of Islamic anthro­
po logy, the question that has to be clarified first is: where is this funda­
mental understanding articulated and to which sources shou ld we refer if 
we want to describe it? There is no doubt that, for Muslims, the text of the 
Qur'an is the ind ispensab le normative basis of their concept of man. Nev­
ertheless we cannot adequately comprehend the understanding of man in 
Islam only by considering the explicit utterances in the Qur'an concern­
ing man. For Islamic anthropology has always developed from Muslims' 
interpretation of the Qur'an, and, in the course of history, this did not al­
ways lead to the same conclusions . Hence, if grasping Islamic anthropol­
ogy is expected to enab le us to hold a better dialogue with contemporary 
Muslims, then it is important not on ly to follow the text of the Qur'an in 
itself, but also to take into account how the understanding of the Qur'an 
has developed up to now. This understanding of the Qur'an is a process 
and historically changeable. Some remarkable new emphases have emerged 
during the 20th centu ry particularly concerning anthropology, and these 
wi ll be taken into account in the following presentation. 

Man as a creature and object of God's providence 

Accord ing to Islamic belief, as estab lished in the Qur'an, man is -and th is 
is generally known - the creature of God. However, what exactl y does this 
mean? 

In the Qur'an the idea is strongly emphasized that man owes his exis­
tence, i. e., every single moment of it, to the creative act of God. This not 
on ly in the sense that God once, at the beginning of human history, called 
the human spec ies into being. Rather, in the Qur'an the conviction is ex­
pressed that every ind ividual human, in his ontogenesis, directly originates 
in the creative act of God, and that not on ly does every human being receive 
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his/her life as a gift of God, but that beyond this God is the direct originator 
of the various stages in the development of every human individual in his/her 
pre-natal ex istence. For example: "Man We did create from a quintessence 
(of clay); then We placed him as (a drop of) sperm in a place of rest, firmly 
fixed; then We made the sperm into a clot of congea led blood; then of that 
clot We made a (foetus) lump; then We made out of that lump bones and 
clothed the bones with flesh; then We developed out of it another creature. 
[ ... ]" (Qur'an 23 ,1 2-14). The process is similarl y described in several other 
passages. 1 The fact tha t man already owes himse lf to God before his birth in 
al l the individual phases of his development points, according to Qur'an ic 
understanding, to how much attention God has particula rl y given to this 
creature from the begi nning, and how ski lfu ll y he has created him/her. 

Beyond this man is, accord ing to the Qur'an, during his whole li fe on 
earth, the object of specia l div ine care. God arranged the world in such a 
way that man has in it at his d isposal everythi ng he needs in order to live. 
On the one hand th is appli es to nature, whose elements are arranged in 
such a way that man derives from them food, protection from the in­
clemency of the weather, uni ts of time, and oth er necessary things. And 
there are also other objects of human need, wh ich we wou ld, from our 
perspective, hard ly attribute to God's creative power. Thus it is said, for in­
stance, that God made houses for peop le to dwell in, tents easy to hand le, 
and also shi rts to protect them against heat.2 Fu rthermore, in the Qur'an 
God is apostrophized as the teacher of man, who taught him, among other 
th ings, to use the pen.3 Thus we are here confronted w ith a concept of crea­
t ion that is, in comparison w ith the O ld Testament, more comprehensively 
understood, inasmuch as it considers many things which we normally 
count among the achievements of human civ ili zation to be the result of 
God's acti v ity as Creator. 

The specia l status of man among the creatu res 

It is also clea rly stated in the Qur'an that God gave man a special stand­
ing among his creatu res. In verse 70, Sura 17, God says for instance: "We 
have honoured the sons of Adam {wa-karramna ban, Adama] ( ... ); and 

' Concerning them see R. Paret, Der Koran. Konkordanz und Kommentar. Stuttgart, 1971 , 
p. 353. 
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' Sura 96,4. 

conferred on them special favours, above a great part of Our Creation." In 
the course of history Musli m exegetes have developed various ideas about 
what exactly is meant here by "special favours". Today the dominant view 
among them is that this means that God himself, from the first, invested 
man with a particu lar dign ity by virtue of his being human, prohibiting de­
grading treatment by other humans. 

In addit ion, the Qur'an also conta ins many other references to this spe­
cia l status of man. Thus for instance, at the beginning of human history, the 
angels were ordered by God to prostrate themselves before Adam. All of 
them did so except Satan, who refused to prostrate himself because he con­
sidered himself to be a nobler creature than man, whereupon he was im­
mediately cursed and the curse was to rema in on him until the Day of Reck­
oning.4 Furthermore, the Qur'an narrates that the angels had raised objec­
tions to the position God wanted to give to man on earth, because they fore­
saw that this creature wou ld make mischief there. According to the Qur'an, 
God then put the angels to shame fo r the sake of man, by teaching Adam 
the names of al l things and afterwards asking the angels to tell him these 
names, whereupon they had to admit the ir ignorance.5This means that every 
creature has the stand ing God gives it and since it was God's sovereign w ill 
to give man an exa lted position, even the angels have to accept it. 

Man as the servant and witness of God 

Why, in fact, was man granted this exalted position? God created man, this 
the Qur'an maintai ns unmistakably, not simply "in jest" - 'abathan 6, but be­
cause of a ca lling he has to fo llow: man is to serve Him, to be His servant, 
'abd. For Islamic anthropo logy, the destiny of man to be God's servant or 
God's slave is so fu ndamental that in Arabic religious language the word 
'abd, 'servant' or 's lave', has often been and is still used as a synonym for 
'human being'. For those who grew up in the Christian tradition, the idea 
that the re lationsh ip between man and God is to be understood pr imarily 
as that of a slave towards his master, is in general not accessible without dif­
ficulty. For Christians it wou ld be natu ra l to judge this concept in the light 
of the Pauline contrast between slaves and children of God, as expressed in 

' Sora 38,71-78, and 15,26-35 alike. 
' Sura 2,30-33. 
' SCira23,115. 
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Rm 8:15 and Gal 4:7. This antithesis establ ishes for Paul, and hence in the 
consciousness of Christians, a parallel with other antitheses, especia lly that 
of the law on the one hand, and freedom and grace on the other, whereby 
the law is taken as a burden, a heavy yoke, forced onto man. From the 
Qur'anic perspective, however, understanding the law in th is way is unac­
ceptable. Seen in the light of the Qur'an, the divine law in itself is grace, in­
sofar as it shows man the way he should fo llow according to the w ill of God 
for his own best interest in the world and for his eternal sa lvation; this law 
frees man from his insecurity about how to orient himself in this wor ld in 
order to atta in his well-being in this wor ld and his sa lvation in the next. 
Hence, being allowed to be God's slave who fu lfils the revealed law is, in 
Qur'anic terms, completely a reason for joy. 

According to the Qur'an, man as the slave of God is also called to bear 
witness to God in the world . Contemporary Islamic theo logians usuall y 
base thi s mission on Sora 7, verse 172, a passage of the Qur'an recorded in 
the an nals of history as "the verse ca lling to bear witness - ayat al-ishhad1'. 

Here a scene is portrayed which, according to the Qur'an, took place after 
the creation, but before the beginning of human history: God makes all 
the descendants of Adam who are st ill to be born appear before him and 
calls them to bear w itness that he is their Lord; they do this, whereby a 
primeval pact is concluded, henceforth obliging every human being to 
bear witness to God. The idea that man is by nature ca lled to bear w itness 
to the one God is strongly emphasized in the work of the Moroccan philoso­
pher Mohammed Aziz Lahbab i, Le personnalisme musulman (Pari s, 1964), 
as the fu ndamenta l principle of Islamic anthropology and is developed in 
v iew of its ethica l consequences. 

Man as the vicegerent of God 

Furthermore man is, as contemporary Muslim theo logians in genera l as­
sume on the basis of an appropriate exeges is of Sora 2, verse 30, destined 
to be God's vicegerent on earth . In the Arabic original of the Qur'an, God 
says to the angels: " I will create a kha/ifa on earth." The Qur'anic term 
khalifa has a double meaning. It can mean 'successor' and 'vicegerent'; if 
it is to be understood in the sense of 'successor', then comparable pas­
sages w ithin the Qur'an, showing other derivations of the same linguistic 
root, suggest the conclusion that, accord ing to the ori ginal meaning of the 
text, what would most probably be meant is that man wou ld succeed crea-
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tures of a different kind, which have since disappeared. ' In the Islamic tra­
dition both interpretations, 'successor' and 'vicegerent', had been consid­
ered for a long time, as for instance still at the end of the 19th century by 
the Egyptian reform theologian Mu~ammad 'Abduh, well-known as a Qur'an 
commentator. Generally speaking, however, a far-reaching consensus has 
developed among Musi im theologians that in Sora 2, verse 30 khalTfa means 
'vicegerent', i. e., the vicegerent of God on earth . 

Man as vicegerent is seen agai n in the context of another Qur'anic state­
ment on man, wh ich is to be found in Sora 33, verse 72: after God had of­
fered the amana, i. e., 'the good to be entrusted', to various other works 
of his hands - the heavens, the earth and the mounta ins - whi ch refused 
to accept this good, man alone was bold enough (it is implied there) to re­
ceive it. But what is this amana, this entrusted good (as one has to ask with 
hindsight) whose acceptance distinguished man from all other creatures? 
In the course of the centuries this question has occupied Qur'an ic exeges is 
intensely. Medieva l Qur'anic interpreters in part icular proposed two inter­
pretations: they identified the entrusted good either with obedience to the 
commandment of God (which man wi llingly accepted), or with commit­
ment, tak!Tf, to the norms of the Islamic law, the sharT'a. In the course of 
the 20th centu ry, however, another interpretation has come to the fore, 
namely that the amana accepted by man, i. e., the good entrusted to him 
by God, is freedom of moral decis ion. Thi s idea was fi rst rigorous ly elab­
orated by Mohammed Iqbal, the Inda-Muslim phi losopher, in his famous 
Six Lectures on the Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam (1930).8 

It was then taken up by many other Muslim thinkers and supported in 
public, so that in contemporary Islam's concept of man it has found fair ly 
genera l acceptance. 

According to all the characteri stics of man mentioned above and in 
keeping with his position in the world, it is also unquestionable in the Is­
lam ic perspective that the special dignity given to him by God is due to 
every human individual. It has to be kept in mind that this is completely 
a 'dignity wi thout deserving', and it is usuall y associated with the term 
'dign ity of man' in Western phi losophy of law, which means a dignity man 
does not have to earn by specia l achievements in fulfilling his duty, but 

~ Cf. in this context R. Paret, "Signification coranique de balrfa et d'autres derives de la 
racine balafa ", in Studia lslamica 31 (1970) 211 -2 17. 

' Printed Delhi, 1974, p. 95. 
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which is rather part of his human constitution given by God and inherent 
in it. 

According to Islamic understanding, how has God equ ipped man, who 
is distinguished by this dignity, for p laying his special role in the world? 
This question will be dealt w ith necessari ly briefly here by reference to 
two fundamental problems, one of which has been vividly understood and 
discussed in the Islamic tradition itself, whi le the other arises init ially from 
the perspective of the Christian observer, and not to the same degree from 
w ithin the inner Musli m perspective. 

The problem of freedom 

One of these two fundamental problems is that of human freedom. Wide­
spread and often very differentiated controversies took place, especia lly 
in the f irst centuries of Islamic theology's development, concerning the 
question of whether, as to their mora l quality, the deeds of man are pre­
destined by God or whether they are a matter of man's free will. In the 
early 'Abbas id era, in the late 8th and the 9th centu ry of the Christian era 
- partly thanks to the support of the ru lers - the rationa li st theology of the 
Mu'tazi lTs dominated for some time. They held the opin ion that one had 
to proceed on the basis of the mora l freedom of man; on ly on this assump­
tion could the justice of God at the Last Judgement be affirmed, because 
otherwise God would hold man responsible for deeds for wh ich he cou ld 
not be blamed, since they would after all be determined in their quality 
by God himself. Among the majority of relig ious thinkers, however, - w ith 
the except ion of the ShT'Ts - the opin ion became predominant after the 
10th century of the Christ ian era, particu larly through the influence of the 
theo logian al-Ash'arT and his school, that the deeds of man are ultimately 
predestined by God. Until the late 19th century th is opin ion remained in 
genera l uncontested in SunnT Islam. Since the early 20th centu ry, however, 
even among SunnTthinkers, one may observe a tendency to reaffirm man's 
freedom of w ill and action and only to cons ider as predestined by God 
clearly unavoidable c ri t ical occurrences such as incurable diseases or nat­
ural catastrophes. 

This change towards a new affirmation of man's freedom was supported 
by the longing for an activist political eth ic, more and more felt during the 
colonial period: an increas ing number of Muslims strongly desired to shake 
off the rule of the European colon ial powers, to wh ich the major part of the 
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Islamic world had been subjected since the middle of the 19th century. Mo­
tivati ng oneself and others in this direction would, however, hardl y have 
been possib le given the premise that the conduct which brought to the Eu­
ropeans their supremacy, as wel I as one's own failures, implying one's own 
inferiority, were simply predestined by God. One rather needed a paradigm 
for the explanati on of human actions which could nouri sh the hope that it 
was possible to change the given polit ical constellation in favour of the Mus­
lim side by taki ng one's own stand to regain self-determination . In this con­
text the affirmation of man's free wi ll and his freedom of action was obvi­
ously more appropriate than a comprehensive belief in predestination, which, 
in that situation, could have easily resu lted in resignation. 

Man's capacity to be good 

The second prob lem that we shall mention here concerning man's qua li ­
fication fo r playing his special ro le in the world is his fundamental capacity 
to be good. This seems to be part icular ly important from the perspective 
of Christian ity, si nee the Christian tradition is based on the beli ef th at man's 
capacity to be good is deeply flawed, specifical ly by the phenomenon of 
original sin. In many passages the Qur'an certainly speaks of man's weak­
ness, reproaches his tendency to be ungrateful towards God and forgetfu l 
of God's bountifu lness; it records that man tends towards self-glorificat ion, 
but then agai n often falls vict im to pettiness; he is further characterized as 
belligerent. In the Qur'an and in the later Muslim religious awareness, sin 
in these and other fo rms is a reality taken all in all very seriously as offence 
against the revealed w ill of God. 

In all this, however, in the Qur'an and in Muslim belief, it is always as­
sumed that with the help of God sin can in principle be avoided by man, 
or, if it does happen, that its consequences can be overcome by man's 
being penitent and God's mercy extending towards him. The perception 
of a fall that permanently impairs the whole of mankind in the capacity to 
be good does not exist in Islam; consequently, there is also no need of a 
magnanimous salv ific initiative by God in history, beyond his fundamental 
readiness to forgive every penitent sinner as long as he lives. The indiv idual 
human being's sin, if repented of in good time, merely retains this episodic 
character wh ich in the Qur'an also characterizes Adam's sin - he repented, 
God mercifu lly tu r.n ed towards him again and, apart from the loss of the 
ameniti es of the Parad ise garden, everything was as it had been before. 
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The Qur'an certainly mentions that the human soul tends towards propos­
ing wicked deeds or talking man into them:"[ ... ] the (human) soul is cer­
tainly prone to evil [ .. . ) - inna n-nafsa la-ammaratun bi-s-su"' (Su ra 12, 
verse 53), but according to the Qur'an, man need not give way to the temp­
tation emerging from his own sou l; he can very well resi st it, by remem­
bering the commandment of God, and thus consistently refraining from 
sin. Man's capacity to be good is clear ly therefore on the whole seen more 
optimistically in Islam than in Christianity. 
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amana- a key 
concept of Islamic 

anthropology? 

Questions and Interventions 

BsTEH P. What is the importance ascribed to the breath, 
which God, according to Qur'anic tradition, breathed 
into man? And is not amana, in Islamic anthropology 
as a whole, to be seen as a key concept? 

SCHIMMEL This is certainly to the point. Over the centuries, Muslim theo­
logians have repeatedly tried to define more closely the scope of the con­
cept amana. On the one hand, as Mrs. Wielandt said, it enables man to 
act from w ithin in accordance with the divine law which man received 
from God. To many mystics amana means the capacity to love God. This 
understand ing is part of the mystic trad ition. 
To Iqbal th is concept means human freedom. In a certain sense it is also 
understood by him as the princ iple of individualization, as man's capacity 
to develop himself to the highest level possible -which, in Islam, is indicated 
through the various stages of the development of the soul; through the 
amana, man is able to develop all his innate talents, in order to reach a 
high leve l where God immediately grants him the grace to ask questions 
and receive answers. 

of God's breath 

in man 

In the passage where the breath of God is mentioned, 
wh ich he breathes into man w hen he creates him 
(15,26- 29; 38,71 f. ), the Qur'an certai nly speaks of the 

special ro le of man, which is given to him at the creation: th is breath of God 
is indeed most important, whether it is understood as acceptance of the law, 
as love, or as individualization, or as human freedom and dignity. 

man - exalted 
above all 
creatures 

If God says that he breathed his breath into Adam, then 
it means that man bears within himself part of the di­
v ine nature, and it is precisely the fact that man is 
granted the divine breath which exalts him above all 

other creatures. Fi rst the angels refuse to fulfil God's commandment and 
to prostrate themselves before the newly created Adam, but then they do 
so after al l, w ith the exception of lblTs, who says, "ana khayrun minhu -
[ ... ] I am better than he [. .. ]," because he was created from fire, whereas 
Adam was created from clay (Qur'an 38,76). 

lblTs-hewho does Even so some mystics saw the refusal of lblTs, Satan, to 
prostrate himself before Adam as complying with the 

not prostrate him-
self before man eternal will of God that nobody should bow down to 

a created being. In this lblTs was the only one who 
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stayed true to abso lute monotheism. But by disobeying the order of God 
to prostrate himself before Adam he was unfaithful only to a specific word 
of God spoken at a specific moment in time. A part of Islamic mysticism 
therefore sees him as the great lover, the great obedient one. 
In general, however, lblTs appears as the representative of a one-sided imita­
tion, because he only saw the form of clay and not the divine spark, and 
it is his great si n not to have recognized the divine element in man. 

chance of and 
danger to man 

But why did the whole creation, with the exception of 
man, refuse to accept this amana and act accord ingly? 
Why did God not bu rden the lion and the elephant, who 

are much stronger than man, with these laws? Why are gaze Iles not punished 
for their deeds, why do they not have any responsibility before God? This is 
the problem that continuously occupied Islamic theo logy. 
Yet it is also interesting that in th is context (33,72) the Qur'an says about 
man, "[ ... ] he was indeed unjust and foo lish". Th is means that, although 
man had negative qualit ies, Goel granted him the grace of this amana and 
thus gave him the chance, as far as it is poss ible for him, to develop up­
wards. This is one of the interpretations to be found in modern Islamic the­
ologians: in spite of man's inborn weakness, God took the risk of entrusting 
all th is to him. amana derives from the same root as ou.r amen. It is some­
thing connected with faith, Tman, f ideli ty, and trust: entrusted good received 
in faith. 
This strange double position of man as a creature created from clay, endowed 
with all the possibil ities to be good or w icked, is very impressively expressed 
in a brief sentence of Mawlana RO mT. At the beginning of a chapter of his 
prose text FTh i ma (Thi he says: one took the wi ng of an angel and tied it to 
the ta il of a donkey. This means, man can, if he is good, ascend higher than 
the angels, and if he is wicked, fal l deeper than the an imals. For man is the 
only creature endowed with so much free wi ll that, if he is striving in the 
ways of God, he can develop higher, can become higher than the angels, 
who are immobi le in their perfection and cannot develop any further. If, how­
ever, he gives way to the wicked, beast ly possibil ities that are intrinsic to him, 
he fal ls deeper than the lowest an imal. Therefore it is said in So ra 95: "We 
have indeed created man in the best of moulds, then do We abase him (to 
be) the lowest of the low" (vv. 4 f.). 

man as the 
image of God? 
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LEUZE Although in the Qur'an (as in the Old Testa­
ment) man's special status is mentioned, nevertheless 
man is not spoken of as the image of God. Does th is 

arise from the general view held in Is lam that the distance between God 
and man is too great for an assertion of this kind to be possible, or is this 

merel y accidental? 
WiELANDT In the Qur'an the term 'God's image' is not to be found. Never­
theless, in the Islamic tradition it is not completely absent, although in the 
HadTth it is only supported by an authority which in the Muslim v iew is 
~ot classified as the most trustworthy. The reason for th is can be seen in 
the fact that in the concept ' image of God' the temptat ion could be in­
herent to blur the borderline between creature and Creator which is so 
strongly emphasized in Islam, and to present man as god-like, which could 
call into question the uniqueness of God. 

not image 
but khalifa, 
the vicegerent 
of God 

Structurally, in Islam the same position is in fact held 
by the concepl 'vicegerent of God', which has become 
more prominent theologically, although with regard to 
its concrete consequences, the difference is not that 
great. For example, contemporary Muslim theologians 

interpret man's being the vicegerent of God as meaning that man has to 
manifest exactly those qualities towards his fellow humans which God 
manifests towards man, above all justice and mercy, so then one is not too 
far away from the concept of ' image of God'. 

Particu larly in the 20th century, for instance in Iqbal , 
as a kha !Tfa also 

the understanding of man as the vicegerent of God, as 
co-creative? 

a kha!Tfa, gets associated with the idea that it implies 
a participation in the Creator's creativity. Alongside the strong need that is 
felt to emphasize the creative power of God, the idea of a co-creative ac­
tivity on the part of man in the whole process of creation is arti culated in 
various ways in the Islamic tradition, when it is said, for example, that 
when plants are cultivated and animals reared, God has created this or 
that plant etc. through the hands of man. Thus God allows man to partic­
ipate in his work, the creation. 

created in his 
image 

ZIRKER Islamic exegesis has repeated ly taken up the 
1-;ladTth in whi ch it is sa id that Mu~ammad spoke about 
God having created Adam in his image. 1 One may ask 

how far the interpretation has gained acceptance that 'in his image' in fact 
means in Adam's image: God designs an image of Adam and creates him 
accord ing to this image. In any case, kha/Tfa, the vicegerent of God, is not 

' For instance, al-GhazzalT, Die Nische der Lichter. Hamburg, 1987, A 62. 
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essentially the same as the image of God, since a very different being, which 
is not created in the image of God, could also be the vicegerent of God. 

khal"ifa _ WIELANDT Qur'anic usage of the term khalifa is open 
-:- t di to both interpretations: vicegerent and successor. The 
v1cegeren an or . 

, term kha/Tfa itself and verb forms derived from the same 
successon - . 

root are to be found 1n several passages in the Qur'an. 
For some of them the meaning 'vi cegerent' can be assumed. In some others, 
however, kha/Tfa evidently seems to be understood in the sense of 'suc­
cessor', for instance, when it is sa id that fo rmerly there were creatures sim­
ilar to the gj.inn, who, because of their sins, were swept away by a d ivine 
Judgment and were replaced by other creatures - whereupon the latter be­
came the kha/Tfas of the former. 

and the level of 
practice? 

KOPECKY What about the concrele practice of human 
act ions against the background of this 'dogmatic' v iew 
of man as kha/Tfa ? For instance, if a human being, 

th rough what he does, destroys the creation of God? 
W1ELANDT From the perspect ive of Islamic theology there is no reason 
whatsoever to consider that any conduct of a human being can be justi­
fied on the basis of his position as khal,fa. The human individual rather 
has to decide free ly whether and how adequately he does or does not carry 
out his kha/Tfa-role in his mora l conduct. 

man created to 
glorify God? 

RABERGER Did God create man for the sake of his di­
vine glory or did he create man for the sake of man? 
Was man created as the servant of God or as human 

being for the sake of his own dignity? 

servant with God ZIRKER God needs no creatu re, and being absolutely 
without any need, God does not even create man for 
his own glory. It was si_mply an act of his free wi l l. Why 
then did he create man? It may seem that there is no 
need at all for man to speculate about it, since it is God 

as his sovereign 
-free from 
worldly powers 

who created him and not he himself. There is no doubt, however, that human 
beings are created to share life with each other in a humane manner. Since 
man is created as the servant of God, this opposes the claims of any other 
sovereigns who may exist. Man is a servant because he is subject to the 
sovereignty of God - freed by him from all other powers who also want to 
be sovereigns. A caliph w ho does not understand himself to be an admin­
istrator of the word of God, would to the same degree also have no claim 
to sovereignty over his subjects. Since a servant's subjection to the sover-
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eignty of Goel in this sense means his emancipation from all other claims 
to sovereignty apart from God's, it also imp I ies fundamentally a ri ght to re­
sist if another worldly power demands something that is against the will of 
God and against his laws. In the discussions about this that have taken place 
in the course of history, however, it was also put forward that a bad ca liph 

is still always better than a state of anarchy. 

'abd - expression 

of highest 
position possible 

SCHIMMEL For a Muslim, understanding man as the 
servant or slave of God does not imply any degradation, 
but on the contrary describes the highest possible posi­
tion that a Muslim can attain. Theologians as well as 

mystics did not tire of referring to this. Indeed, the term 'abduha, servant 
of God, is to be found twice in the Qur'an, in both cases applied to the 
Prophet; in Sora 17, verse 1: "subl)ana lladhTasra bi- 'abdihT- Glory to (God) 
who did take His Servant for a Journey by night [. .. ]" (an allusion to the 
Prophet's journey to the heavens), and the second time in Sura 53, verse 
1 o, where again in the context of a visionary experience Muf_iammad is 

ca lled 'abduha. 
Fror'n both these Qur'anic passages, mystical theology deduced that 'abduha, 
servant of God, is the highest rank a human being can attain, for it is specif­
ically in the context of these two visionary experiences that the Prophet is 
given this title. In Islam, however, thi s led to the very important distinction 
that Muf_iammad, although in the context of mystical piety he again becomes 
a logos-li ke figure, is not acknowledged as being a son. Thus, even for the 
Prophet, the highest term that can be applied to him remai ns 'slave of God'. 
Even at the moment of the highest visionary experience, the slave always re­
mains the slave, and the Lord remains the Lord. According to Sura 53,8 f. , 
man can certain ly approach to w ithin two bows' lengths of God, or, if the 
word refers to the two halves of the bow, to within one bow's length, but, 
any thought of a unity of the ir natures or of being a son of God is excluded 
in this passage by emphasizing the term 'abduha. 
When speaking of the concept of man in Islam, great emphasis shou ld be 
laid on this 'abd and 'abduha, which is so central in Islam. How far this 
is from implying a degrading meaning emerges also from the frequent use 
in th e Islam ic world of proper names w ith 'abd, like 'Abdallah, the servant 
of God, 'Abdarrabman, the servant of the Merciful, etc. In fact all 99 names 
of God can be used in this way with 'abd. For the believer a certain rela­
tionship is then estab lished between the particular human being and God, 
because one hopes that the person who calls himself the servant of the 
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Compassionate w ill also receive something of the compassionate charac­
ter of God, and the same applies to the other names. Thus the word 'abd 
also in its fem inine form ama, plays an extraord inary role in the whol~ 
structure of Muslim th inking. 

the dignity and 
role of women 

DOGAN The Qur'an speaks of man as the creature of 
God and it speaks of his dignity and his destiny to bear 
witness to God. In th is context is 'man' to be under­

stood as an orienta l term for the 'ma le', or is the d ignity of the female on 
the same level as that of the male and can she too bear witness of God? 
Does the Qur'an mention an Eve? 
SCHIMMEL Although Eve is not referred to by name in the Qur'an, she is cer­
tainly assumed to exist. And according to the original Islamic understand­
ing, Adam and his wife ate at the same time from the frui t that Satan made 
appear pleasant to them. Thus they both have an equal share in the prim­
ordial sin. The Semitic term for man -and this also applies to Persian - is not 
a generic name, but 'the man' is the man of God, the one who strives on 
his way towards God. That this happens to be mascu line does not prevent 
women from being included as well. There are many passages in mystical 
literature where such statements are frequently quoted, in wh ich the sub­
jects are pious women. We may refer to a Qur'anic text:"[ ... ] They (i. e., the 
w ives) are yo'ur garments and ye are their garments. [ ... ]" (SOra 2,187). Gar­
ment means 'alter ego'. Thus exchanging garments means exchanging person­
ality. If not only are women a garment for man, but men are also a garment 
for women, th is shows rather distinctly that the woman has the same role. 
She certainly has the same duties, such as saying prayers, giving alms, fast­
ing during Rama<;fan, and the pilgrimage. She is equally responsible and w ill 
equally be called before the Judgment of God. And just as she is bound to 
fu lfi l al l the commandments, she can of course also bear witness. 
ZIRKER In the perspective of the Qur'an the dignity of the woman is, in 
genera l, seen as equal to that of the man. Unl ike the Biblical tradition, 
there is not in the Qur'an that particular cause for d isregarding woman: 
the statement that in paradise the serpent seduced the woman first and 
man only through the woman. This played quite a considerable ro le in the 
Christian tradition, especia lly in medieval ethics, and here and there also 
entered into the Islamic tradition, but it is not to be found in the Qur'an. 
The serpent - lblTs, Satan - addresses both, Adam and his wife, equally. 
IVANCIC Why did God create the man and then the woman? And are they 
both vicegerents of God? 
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WiELANDT Simi lar to the Biblical tradition, the Qur'an says: God did not 
want humans to be alone and for this reason he created them with the 
capacity to have a fami ly. And similar to the Jewish-Christian tradition, in 
the Islamic tradition the man is the human prototype. The idea that women 
are also vicegerents of God has so far found rather little expression. 

With regard to the question of whether woman can 
the woman - also bear witness to God, it has basically to be an­
a witness to God swered in the affirmative. In the Islamic tradition there 

are even most impressive examples for this, of which the female mystic 
Rabi'a al-'Adawiyya is on ly one example. In the context of social devel­
opment - as here in Europe - this role of the human being as a witness 
was initial ly applied to the man because, as has been said before, he is 
considered as the human prototype. But there is no obstacle in principle 
in Qur'anic anthropology to attributing to the woman the same role w ithin 
the frame of her capabilities. 

What then about the dignity of woman, as it is estab­
··· and the . 1. l ished in the creation, and about the concrete disadvan-
soe1al rea ity tages, for instance in Islamic law or the social reality of 

Islamic countries today? Concerning the attempt of Muslim authors to prove 
that there are in principle no objections to the dignity of woman as a human 
being, the question does ultimately have to be raised of whether the problems 
broached here have rea lly been solved in Islamic anthropology. In fact, do 
we not have to raise the question of whether a Qur'anic assertion l ike the 
statement that in principle women have a status below men (2,228; cf. 4,34) 
can really be understood to mean equal human dignity? 
The fact that social real ity actually lags behind fundamental norms in many 
respects has also been widely discussed on the Muslim side, and the under­
lying rea lity is nothing new for Europe too. The relatively equal rights granted 
to women, as we experience it in the Europe of today, is without doubt a 
very recent development. So it is only fair to concede to Muslims that such 
a development presupposes certain social conditions and takes time. Musi im 
apologetics, by the way, have often tried to demonstrate that the regulations 
in Islamic law concern ing the situation of the woman, as they have devel­
oped since medieval times, do more justice to her rightly understood needs 
than anything else to be imagined in the field of law and that there are no 
objections in principle to the human dignity of women. Apart from this, it 
seems general ly worth reflecting on whether and to what extent our own so­
cial conditions shou ld be considered as the standard for a world-wide ideal. 
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SCHIMMEL Going through centuries of Islamic literature in the various lan­
guages, one finds that there are many women who not only played an' im­
portant role in the general development of culture, writing, the arts, etc., but 
who are also venerated as saints, as for instance Rabi'a of Ba!;ira (died 801 ), 
who is to be seen as the first woman who taught the pure love of God in Is­
lamic mysticism. In this respect woman really has equa l rights, and on the 
day of the primordial covenant, when God said to the human bei ngs who 
were not yet created: "alastu bi-rabbikum - 'Am I not your Lord?'", and they 
rep lied: "bala shahidna - 'Yea! We do testify!'" (Qur'an 7,172), there were 
of course just as many uncreated women present as there were men. 

+ 
VIRT Is there in Islam something like an elaborated 
concept of conscience? 

on the concept 
of conscience 

SCHIMMEL The answer to thi s question is absolutely in 
the affi rmative. Referring, for example, to the works of Muf:iasib,, an ortho­
dox mystic of the 9th century, one finds a detailed doctrine on the sou l's de­
velopment and on an-nafs al-lawwama (Sura 75,2), a term which we can 
best translate as conscience: that is the reproaching soul, the sou l that re­
minds.humans that they have sinned or could sin, unti l they finall y reach the 
stage where they have attained "an-nafs a/-mutma 'inna - the soul that re­
turns to God, joyfu l and pleasing to hi s sight" (Sura 89,27 f.), where they act 
in harmony w ith God. The idea of the conscience and of being responsible 
for one's own sins can also be deduced from the Qur'an. It is always sa id 
that man repents because he knows that he has acted against what is best 
for him, and there is a word that, from earl y on, has been attributed to the 
Prophet, "istafti qalbaka - ask your heart for a counsel's opinion": when the 
heart is ca lm, it is good, when the heart is worried, it is bad. Thus the idea 
that the heart of man is the ult imate sensorium to discern between what is 
good and what is wicked is rooted in Islam from its very ear ly days. 

DUPRE Other rel igions are of interest in the history of 
religions for the very reason that they ex ist. However, an 

religion in Islam? 
freedom of interreligious dialogue, from theologica l-ph ilosophical 

perspect ives, gains importance in that truth, freedom 
and dignity get in touch. And in my view the chance of 

this getting in touch is closely connected with my opportunity to be who I 
th ink I have to be on the basis of what my conscience decides and the in­
sight I have reached. So the question arises: having to be also means being 
allowed to convert oneself, having to convert oneself. Within the frame of 

freedom of 

conversion? 
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Islamic anthropology, how does one have to see the idea or the possibility 
that somebody converts to Ch ri stianity? From the Christian point of view it 
is certain ly the same problem as how one has to see the possibility that 
somebody wants to convert to Islam. Yet, I would like to know what this 
looks like from the other side. And do I not also gain from the answer to this 
question one of the fundamental criteria for judging the possibi lity of an 
inter-religious dia logue and shared reflections? 
WIELANDT The problem of being allowed to convert from any religion to 
any other, or in other words, the problem of religious freedom, is judged 
differently by contemporary Muslims. There is a frequent ly quoted Qur'anic 
verse: 11/a ikraha f, d-dTn- Let there be no compulsion in re ligion[ ... ]" (2,256). 
Nevertheless it is a fact that in Islam ic law, as it has gradually developed 
since the early Middle Ages, a conversion from Islam could not take p lace 
without possib ly life-threatening sanctions. However, it has to be accepted 
that quite a number of contemporary Muslims say that this was a protective 
measure which, based on certain Qu r'an ic ordinances, entered into the sys­
tem of Islamic lega l th inking in a situation when the Islamic re ligious com­
munity was stil l exposed to strong threats from w ithout. In a situation where 
th is is obvious ly no longer the case, individual convers ions could now be 
allowed withou t any sanctions being imposed. In the publi c opinion of 
Islamic countr ies such conversions are sti ll a great problem and not simple 
to make, even from a social perspective. 
The problem can be fina ll y resolved only if it is settled on the level of rea­
soning. And this is what some contemporary Islamic thinkers try to do, as for 
instance Mohamed Taibi who asks quite clearly: "What exactly is the fa ith 
that God wants man to have?", and gives an equally clear answer: "Also ac­
cording to Islam this can only be the self-willed fa ith."2 According to Taibi , 
a faith that is not se lf-wi lled but imposed, is no fa ith at all. Because God 
wants man to have on ly a self-willed faith, he has basica lly also set him free 
to fo llow what in God's view is an error, which may happen, and subsequently 
man cannot forcibl y prevent his fe llow man from converting to a religion 
such as, for example, Christianity. But this position is very far from being 
shared by everyone today. It was only meant to indicate that arguments of 

' See in th is context e. g. M. Talbi 's essay " Islam et accident au-dela des affrontements, des 
ambiguites et des complexes", in lslamochristiana 7 (1981 ), above all pp. 68 f., and his lec­
ture held in M arch 1986 in Tubingen "Religionsfreiheit -eine musl imische Perspektive", in the 
meantime printed in : J. Schwartlander (ed. ), Freiheitder Religion. Christentum und Islam unter 
dem Anspruch der Menschenrechte. Mainz, 1993, especially pp. 58 f. 
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this ki nd do exist and meet with a certain amount of approval. The question 
is, how many can follow them and against what background. 
Whether this position gai ns ground is not of course only a question of intel­
lectual development, but also a question of the pol itica l and socia l conditions 
in which the principle is advocated. Whether one likes to see convers ions 
from one's own religious commun ity, or at least to lerates them even if they 
are not wanted, very much depends also on whether, for example, one is 
aware of being th reatened by non-Islamic powers or authorities, and one 
may assume that the less th is is the case, the more probab le it is that an 
appropriate way of dealing with the pri nciple of religious freedom in the 
Islamic world wi ll develop more widely. 

worried about KA HLERT Although there is no compu lsion in re li gion, 
the salvation of neve11heless one finds in the Qur'an threats about the 
non-Muslims? Day of Ju dgement for those who do not wa lk in the path 

of Islam. Shou ld a non-Muslim expect his Muslim partner 
in d ialogue to be very worried about hi s eternal salvation? 
SCHIMMEL He most certain ly is. Every Muslim, simp ly because it is his or 
her persuasion that he or she has in his hand the fi nal wo rd of God, is in­
terested in persuad ing his or her fellow men/women, so that they do not 
fa ll victim to the wrath of God. So there is no doubt that it is correct to say 
that by his or her very nature every Musli m is a miss ionary and that it is 
not easy to find the right way of dealing w ith what is bas ically so well 
meant and presented w ith much persuas ion. 

on the task of 
BARTH In some respects Islam seems to be very ra­
t ional. One finds that it excludes various intellectua l 

'ratio' in Islam 
difficulties which Christianity expects people to accept, 

for example, concerning the fall of man and the doctrine of the Trinity. The 
resu lt is a concept of man that is relat ively easy to accept. W hat is the pos i­
t ion of human rational ity in Islam? 
W1ELANDT In fact, in the Qur'an many appea ls are made to human reason, 
for example with reference to the signs of God in nature, wh ich shou ld make 
man sure that he owes everything he is and has to a creator God. 
Yet it has to be underlined that the 'reason' which is appealed to here is 
not identical w ith the ' logos' of Aristotel ian philosophy, or with the 'ratio' 
of the European En l ightenment. This is somewhat blurred when contem­
porary Muslims use these terms and say, "Come and see: in principle, mod­
ern rationa lity is already ca lled for in the Qur'an." This is not qu ite so. In 
Islam, an emphasis on the rat ional nature of man only started to play a 
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greater role subsequent to the reception of the philosophy of antiquity, 
which, on the level of theo logy, was then introduced by the theological 
school of the Mu'taz ilTs. 

human ethics 
vis-a-vis 
the divine will 

V IRT In Is lam there is only one criterion for human ac­
tions, and one alone to which man is responsible: the 
wi ll of Allah. In the whole of Christian tradition, there 
is the prob lem of a voluntaristic and a rational ground 

for ethics. What about the Islamic trad ition in th is respect? As a standard, is 
there one who simply wants something to be done - or is the standard that 
God wants what is good and allows man too to recognize and experience 
this? How fa r can one, or can one not, therefore speak of a voluntarism in 
Islam? And is the w i II of Allah always the same, so that the problems arising 
from the knowledge of A llah's w il l on ly exist on the side of man, or is there 
someth ing li ke vivid spontaneity in the w ill of Allah, who reacts and re­
sponds to what hi s people do? 
SCHIMMEL As far as the w ill of God is concerned, it is certain ly always 
oriented towards man's well-being. God gives the law in order to show 
man the right path. The tension between God's eternal knowledge of what 
is good and right and his w ill that this is also clone on the one hand, and 
the human attempt to accord the small human will with it on the other, is 
a prob lem w ith which Muslims have struggled until today. So there is no 
defi nite, class ica l answer to thi s question. 
But Musli ms wi ll always be deepl y convinced that the will of God is always 
directed towards the benefit of man, even though one does not understand 
it, and it is parti cularl y th is acceptance of a fate and a will that is not un­
derstandable which is characteristic of unreflected Muslim piety. If one lives 
and works with Musi ims, one fi nds there a deep and sincere kind of rel igious 
attitude that puts one to shame. It is simply the feeling and the read iness to 
give oneself completely up to the w i 11 of God and this not to someth ing that 
has been decreed mechanica ll y and unchangeably; it is somewhat trusting 
as the child trusts in the father's wi ll , knowing that the father wants hi s/her 
very best. Fatal ism - and Islamic thinkers knew this very well - can also lead 
to laziness and even to blaming God fo r our own faults, because he made 
us in this way. But fatalism in Islam is an inward frame of mind that allows 
me to take a deep breath after an experience of hard luck, saying: God has 
wi lled it in this way, I accept it more or less gratefully. When a Muslim is 
asked how he is and answers: "Praise be to God for everythi ng there is and 
wherein I am", one shou ld know that he is having a rather hard time. 
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revival of the idea 
of human freedom 
in the 19th and 
20th centuries 

W1ELANDT On the question of the background to the 
revival of the idea of human freedom, especially free 
wil l and freedom of action, and its relation to the doc­
trine of predestination since the late 19th and the 20th 
century: this development certain ly has much to do with 

the experience of the colonial period and how this situation presented itself 
in large parts of the Islamic world. They had passed under the political, econo­
mic, and also partly cultural supremacy of European powers and were at first 
facing their representatives in a situation of great powerlessness from which 
they wanted to free themselves and move towards more self-determination. 
Such a process of self-I iberation, which of course presupposes changing con­
ditions in one's own country in order to be able to mobilize support, is only 
possible on the basis of relatively activist ethics, capable of rn0Livc1ting man 
to change his situation by tel l ing him: try and tackle it, and then you will 
manage. Such a challenge to tackle things can hardly be founded if we say 
that ultimately everything is predestined by God. For then it would also be 
logical to think: if the Europeans dominate us, it must have been ordained 
by God, for whatever reasons. From th is need for an activist ethics aiming at 
changes, and also from trusting in the human capacity to achieve changes, 
the idea of human freedom certainly gained a new immediacy. 
In addition, through contacts with modern Europe they had come in con­
tact w ith a civilization in which, since the Enlightenment, the idea of human 
freedom, the human capacity to shape things by means of one's own rea­
son and morals, plays a great role, and it is obvious that it is much easier to 
attach oneself to this Enl ightenment mentality which operates on the basis 
of human freedom and autonomy if one works with an assumption of human 
freedom than if one works with an assumption of predestination. Both factors 
played an important role as catalysts in this change. 

human dignity­
its concrete 
definition 

• 
KHOURY For Islam, the dignity of man is not merely ab­
stract, as is rather the case in Western cu lture, but is de­
fined very precise ly and concretely through positive or­
dinances of God. It is out of his free wi ll that God granted 

this dignity to man . And beyond that God also determined the form this dig­
nity should take in its practical application; so it cannot be understood in­
dependently of God's concrete precepts intel ligibly stated in the law and the 
Qur'an. It fol lows that it is not permitted freely to deduce consequences from 
this concept, as if the dignity of man were a general abstract notion. 
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W1ELANDT The explicit acceptance of the concept 
a rela~ively new 'human dignity' in Islamic theology and philosophy is 
expenence doubtless a relatively new experience. Under the in-
fluence of European and American th inking, there is an interest in empha­
sizing that humans have such a dignity innately through their being created 
by God. It is certainly not unreasonable to establish points of contact w ith 
such a concept in the Qur'an, and attempts to unfold and understand more 
what it embraces and what are the consequences to be drawn from this 
concept have increasingly occupied Islamic theology and philosophy in 

the 20th century. 

previous 
performance of 
one's duty­
precondition for 
'human dignity'? 

Very traditionally oriented theologians speak of 'human 
dignity', but they often show that they have not really 
made this concept their own, or even considered how 
this wou ld be possible in the perspective of the Qur'an, 
in the way suggested above. For they link the dign ity 
of man with the previous performance of his duties by 

saying that this d ignity is only granted to man to the extent that he fulfils 
the commandments. An interpretation of this kind, however, contradicts 
the concept of human dignity. 
In this context reference has also to be made to the well-known fact that 
where Christian traditions were operative, the development of the concept 
of human dignity and human rights as it has taken place today is not only a 
very young phenomenon, but even one that to a very large extent emerged 
against the official theology of the main churches. One may here recall for 
instance the part played in the development of this concept by the members 
of the sects in the Reformist tradition that emigrated to America. 

man owes 
himself to God 

BsTEH A. According to the Islamic faith, man owes 
his existence utterly and completely to the creative 
w ill of God, but it is especially in the context of Is­

lamic anthropology that we are reminded constantly of how very dense 
and living is the relation of Islamic faith to the mystery of the Creator and 
the creation. What Christian faith also perceives as the all-embracing mys­
tery of the world's origin is continuously in danger of unacceptably re­
ceding into the background in the face of the mystery of redemption - as 
far as the extreme heretical concept of Marcion that the (wicked) creator 
God of the Old Testament is other than the (good) God working redemp­
tion in Jesus Christ. Particularly in the encounter w ith Islam, shou ld not 
Christian faith feel challenged a~ew to raise the question of whether, in its 
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theological endeavours, the creation as the primordia l reality of the world 
is taken sufficientl y into consideration, particular ly since th is primordial 
relationship of the wor ld with God the Creator should also be seen on a 
profound level as the key to a proper understanding of the mystery of sal­
vat ion, which is the 'new creation'? 

commonness 
and difference in 
understanding 
the creation 

And does not what has been said here also make clear 
that one would not be wel I-advised to speak too easily 
about agreements and disagreements in the juxtaposi­
t ion of Christian and Islamic faith? Is it not, on the one 
hand, the mystery of the creation which, in a very spe­

cial way, characterizes a commonness in the faith of Christians and Musl ims 
that is so profound that all differences may rightl y be seen as embraced by 
it? And, on the other hand, is not a difference inherent in this commonness 
whose impri nt is fou nd in all the commonness? In the l ight of the faith shared 
by Christians and Musi ims that it is God who created the world and th at there 
is noth ing in the world that was not created by him, is there not a deep agree­
ment between Christi an and Islamic fa ith to be achieved and at the same 
time a differentness which also refers to the whole understanding of the cre­
ation? After all, the creation, in the understandi ng of Chri stian faith , has its 
deepest truth in Christ, who is " the image of the unseen God", "the first-born 
of al l creation", for " in him were created al l th ings in heaven and on earth", 
and because Goel wanted "through him to reconcile all things with him, 
everything in heaven and everything on earth, by making peace through his 
death on the cross" (Col 1: 15-17.19 f .; d . Eph 3 :9-11 , etc.). 

W1ELANDT Indeed, in Christianity the idea of sa lva­
creatio - salvatio tion cou ld be more closely interwoven in reflections 

concerning the creation. In other words, there is in the 
first place a question to be addressed to Christian theology of whether this 
demarcation - in Is lam accentuating the creation, in Christianity accentuat­
ing salvation - can be maintained in th is way. 
Orr If we accept the stri ct separation of 'creatio' and 'salvatio' wh ich is 
usual ly made, th is makes a clear difference of emphasis between the Islamic 
and the Ch ri stian understanding of fa ith . The question is only how fa r in fact 
th is separation has to be enforced . 'Creatio continua' , 'salvatio continua' -
in Goel everything is one, says Nicholas of Cusa. God's resting and God's 
moving are one, God's wi lling and God's seeing are one, they cannot be sep­
arated from one another. Here we get into deep areas in our own tradition 
too, where these differentiations suddenly become somewhat questionable. 

96 

experiencing 
creation through 
the ultimate law, 
which is instituted 

BsTEH P. To w hat extent does the experience of cre­
ation, which evokes the primary response of thanking 
and praising God (which is most probably also the de­
termining element in the Islamic relation to God), come 
about on ly through the word given, i. e., by means of 

at the origin the ult imate law instilled at the origins of the world? 

Cannot also the experiences of man, who goes astray and dissipates him­
self in the creat ion and therefore ends up venerat ing many ido ls, be gath­
ered up aga in but by a real experience of uni ty, w hich is also mystical ly 
communicated through the commandments? Is there not a rea l link to be 
seen w ith Judaism, where precisely this element is particularl y empha­
sized, as wel l as the d ifficu lty concern ing human freedom in the sense of 
independence and personal freedom wh ich tends to remain apart from 
this mystical experience of God? 

G d ElsAs Pondering on the fact that creation and revela-
it is the o;e O tion belong together and form a given unity, one can 
who war 5 after all draw Islam and Christianity nearer to each other. 
everythmg Humans perceive the signs in the creation and at the 

same time they are recip ients of additional signs interpreting th is - in the 
form of the Qur'an or in Jesus Christ as the sign of God. Thus far creat ion and 
salvation are not opposed to one another: everything is worked by one and 
the same God; in every single act ion the creative acts of God are performed 
- and in the Christian understanding it depends on man's getting down to 
initiatives of fa ith, similar to his depending in Islam on professing the One 
God, wh ich of course has to be fo llowed by deeds. 
SCHIMMEL A l itt le story of ROmT expresses very beautifully that this faith 
is not something simple, but denotes an enormous energy and self-giving 
on the part of man. He tells in F'ihi ma f,hi3, that people heard rumou rs 
speaking of a very beautifu l and strong lion in the brush. They came from 
al l over the world, saw the animal and stopped in fear because they thought, 
if we approach one step more closely, he wi 11 devour us. O nly one of them 
went up to the lion and stroked him tenderl y and the lion became quite 
gentle. And RC1mT says: it is the same w ith fai th. We are afraid of believing 
and of giving ourse lves up· complete ly, but if we make one step towards 
God, then we see how much more simple everything is and then God is 
mercifu l towards us. 

' A. Schimmel, Von a/fem und vom Einen. M Cmchen, 1988. 
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BARTH Christian anthropology is expressed in terms of 
is there an analogy 

relation not on ly to the Creator, but also to the Redeemer 
to the Holy Spirit 
in Islamic and to the working of the Holy Spirit. Is there in Islam 

h 1 7 some analogy, something one could relate to this? 
ant ropo ogy. W1ELANDT In the Qur'an one does find the expression 

'holy spirit' (SDra 2,87; 2,253; 5,113; 16,102), but there it obviously means 
something different and so might be initially disregarded. However, there is 
much to support the view that structural ly there is in the Qur'anic procla­
mation and in later Islamic faith an equivalent: the concept of divine guid­
ance on the right path, huda. By means of this energy God is at man's side, 
helping him to recognize which path he is to tread towards his own salva­
tion. This divine gu idance, however, is not understood as a d istinct person 
in God, but as an energy of God, helping man orient himself towards God 
and in his actions. 
BARTH Could one explain to Muslims in this way what Christians mean 
when they speak of the 'Holy Spirit'? 
WIELANDT The explanation that 'Holy Spirit' means 'God is with us' is quite 
accessible to Muslims, but of course it does not fu l ly and completely ex­
press what Holy Spirit means to Christians. 
GLADKOWSKI Is it in fact methodological ly admissible to compare the two 
terms - huda, as energy, and Holy Spirit with one another in this way? 
WIELANDT If one wants to make comparisons and set up analogies at all, 
there is no other way but by attempting to find umbrella terms. They may 
then perhaps not quite render the full sense of what one or the other side 
means in their own usage of the term. As for the case in point here, from 
the Christian perspective, at least it does not seem a priori to be wrong to 
refer to the Holy Spirit as energy. 
On From the viewpoint of systematic theology, trying to understand the 
Holy Spirit as an energy could not be excluded a priori. 

• 
human efforts 

SCHMATOVICH Does Islam think of religiousness as 
expressed through human efforts alone or also as the 

and divine mercy renewal of man from w ithin? 

W1ELANDT From the Islamic point of view, there are no alternatives of th is 
kind. On the one hand - in contrast to Christian fa ith - it is not, according 
to Islamic understanding, crucial that a new man should come into being, 
because man a priori is not so much in need of being renewed. On the 
other hand, one cannot say either that the concept of religiousness ex-
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ressed through human efforts is completely adequate in Islam, because 
~uman efforts remain imperfect, stil l leaving things to be desired; therefore 
the mercy of God is needed to come and meet us, for nothing human can 
succeed unless there is divine support. 
OTT If one thinks of the phrase 'giving oneself to God', one may ask: is 
there in Islam this idea of giving oneself completely up to God in a way some­
how comparable with the 'faith that justifies' as in Paul or Luther? 
WiELANDT It is not the act of giving-oneself-to-God which justifies man, but 
man is conceived of as being just if he acknowledges the fundamenta l rela­
tion given between God and man, in the sense that man simply experiences 
the consequences of what was already there beforehand. 
on In a simi lar way, in the Protestant tradition, faith is not seen as a justi­
fying work of man: faith is not a work of man which he can ensure he does 
rightly. Fa ith is in fact leaving things in the hands of God. And there is no 
'securitas' of fa ith, but a 'certitudo'. 

the problem 
of grace and 
freedom 

On Just as it has already become clear in the context 
of speaking about the uniqueness of God that Christians 
have not yet come to terms with the fundamental dog­
mas of their faith, but have to deal with them again and 

again, in the same way the problem of grace and freedom or freedom and 
providence is also a much discussed problem in our tradition, which sim­
ilarly has not been resolved. 
Where are the d ifferences between Christians and Muslims in their discus­
sion of th is problem? Are there not problems of a very similar kind in the 
Islamic tradition? We may think, for example, of Martin Luther, who in De 
servo arbitrio speaks about man being free compared to a piece of wood 
or a stone (otherwise one wou ld not speak of 'voluntas' but of 'noluntas' 
as he says in a pun), but not being free to achieve his salvation; or, for in­
stance, also of the statements of the Church: that everything happening in 
us happens by the grace of God; that every prayer we put to God is infused 
into us by him. 
This interlinking of grace and freedom, of divine operation and human 
freedom, which does not abolish human freedom, but perhaps rather ac­
tivates it, is a strange problem that so far has not been resolved and wh ich, 
at first, cannot be grasped by our somewhat too 'mechanistic' reason. Has 
the Islamic d iscussion arrived at a comparable point? 
W1ELANDT There are certain ly different emphases. Fi rst, the Islamic faith 
would also say that man is not free to achieve his salvation, and, if he does 
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attain salvation, he owes itto the grace of God. However, the original ground 
of this grace, which enab les man to attain salvation, would be identified 
as being crea tion, perhaps supported by a later reve lation. On the Chris­
tian side, one would here think of creation and redemption. Here there 
seems to be a fundamental difference. 
A Muslim starts from the belief that in the perspect ive of creation man is 
made in such a way that, with divine assistance -especia lly if, in his faith­
ful ness to the w ill of God, he is supported by the mission of the Prophet­
he can achieve his salvation by acting in such a way that he has a chance 
of bei ng accepted at the Last Judgment. 

the concept of 
love in Is lam 

• 
W1ssE The main commandment of Jesus is love. This 
early Christian motif is li ke a thread running through 
the Gospels. Is it also to be found in the Qur'an or is 

there something correspond ing to it? 
W1ELANDT In Islam love is in fact different from love in Christianity; it is not 
the centra l term for the understanding of God, nor is it the central value in 
Is lamic ethics. Nevertheless, in the Islamic tradition, and above all in mysticism, 
there is no shortage of attempts to speak of love between God and man. 
The fact that this centra l importance is not attributed to love does not mean 
that, according to Musi im faith, God may not show impu lses and attitudes 
towards humans, such as mercy and care, which from a Chr istian per­
spective are very closely linked with love. Here although a Muslim wou ld 
not in the f irst instance speak of love, to all intents and purposes his image 
of God amounts to somethi ng similar. 
The same app lies to the level of ethics concerned with human re lations. Here, 
besides the concept of justice, the concept of mercy between peop le plays 
a great rol e. Furthermore, great importance is also attached to the concept 
of brotherliness, primarily referring to the commun ity of bel ievers, but also, 
depending on the individual speaker's magnanimity and according to the 
context, extended to other people. It is perfectly correct to say too that among 
Muslims there is neighborly love, or what we would call so in this context, 
but in Muslim understand ing, it is not the core of the matter. 

where does 
evi l and suffering 
come from? 
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• 
WIELANDT In view of the fact that, according to Muslim 
fa ith, God is the Creator of all things, the great prob­
lem arises of the origin of ev il and the suffering people 
experience in their lives which they can neither under-

stand nor explain. In the course of history, this question has occup ied Mus­

lim theologians intensivel y. 
. th Efforts made to conceptua li ze this problem and approach 

according l? ef a solution have centered around two points: on the one 
unders!~n 1118 ° hand around the idea of God's omnipotence as the Cre-
theologians ator, so that abso lu tely nothing can be imagined that 

would not have to be traced back to God; therefore even what is wicked 
also has to come from him, although in a way which we perhaps do not un­
derstand. The other point of departure is the idea of God's Justice. If God is 
to be j ust, he cannot be responsible for the w icked things people do, for 
otherwise he wou ld punish them in the LastJudgmentfor something he did 
himself and th is would contradict the concept of justice. 
The incl ination to give priority to one or the other point of departure in at­
tempts to solve the above mentioned problems has, in the course of history, 
been subject to certain fluctuations. The rationali st theology of the Mu'tazi ITs, 
at least some of them, was inclined, for the sake of the justice of God, to 
trace evi l ultimate ly back to man's refusal to obey, but then the question 
arises of whether th is is not simply a shifting of the prob lem; for how cou ld 
man ultimately owe his capacity to be disobedient, like everything else, to 
the creatorsh ip of God? In SunnT theology, over the centuries, the dominant 
position came to be that ultimately evi l in one way or another comes from 
God. Now, in the 20th century, in line with the stronger emphasis on the 
ethos of man's free will , there is an increased tendency to search for an origin 
of evi l beyond man. 
Along with many others w ho reflect on God and human life, Islamic and 
Christian theologians, particularly in this context, confront an unresolved 
paradox. Here is an issue about wh ich Musi ims and Christians, if they want 
to be honest, have to conti nue to reflect on together. 

As is well known, in the Qur'an evil is traced back to 
in the assertions 

the refusal of one of the angels to obey God's corn­
of the Qur'an 

mand to prostrate themselves before Adam. As a resu It 
th is angel was condemned and ever since, as Satan, has been the seducer 
of man. 
The fal l of man, as it is portrayed in the Qur'an, is somethi ng that has only 
an episodic character and can hardly be compared with the Christian con­
cept of a 'peccatum originale'. Adam and Eve do someth ingthatthey should 
clearl y not have done, and therefore they fall from the grace of God. Then, 
however, they repent, and God in his grace turns again towards them. Thi s 
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event certa inly refers to mistakes people may general ly make in their lives, 
but it does not implicate al l future human bei ngs. Nothing suggests that 
through it the ir nature wou ld be disabled insofar as their capacity to be 
good was concerned. And therefore, according to Islamic understanding, 
there is no reason for the all-embracing action in the history of salvation 
that Christianity expresses in its doctrine of redemption. 
The problem of the origin of evi I and suffering is various ly presented in the 
Qur'an, and the various types of statement about it may even be part ly, in 
a historical perspective, ascribed to certa in phases in the life of the Prophet. 
Thus, for instance, one may consider a text which certain ly dates from the 
last period of Mul:iammad's activity in Mecca, when, to his great sorrow, 
he found no receptive audience for his message among the pagans I iving 
there. It says, "[ ... ] Now God leaves straying those whom I le pleases and 
guides whom He pleases [ .. . ]" (So ra 14,4 and several parallel passages). 
This is a response to his experience of being unable to accomplish any­
th ing with these people and to the question of the reason for this and why 
they were so obstinate. There are also, however, numerous Qur'anic verses 
which clearly assume that sin is man's own decision, not decided by God 
in this way. 

KHOURY On the question of the origins of suffering, my 
the origins of 

ff . own Qur'an research suggests the fo llowing answers: 
su enng A first source is the devil. After he was driven away 

from paradise, he swore to God: " I will lie in wait for them on Thy Straight 
Way: Then wil l I assault them from before them and behind them, from their 
right and their left[ . . . ] ." (Sora 7, 16 f., cf. 7,63 f.; 15,39; 38,82). 
A second is man himself. In the Qur'an, there is the complaint that the 
land and the sea are full of evi I proceeding from the sinfulness and wicked­
ness of humans (d. Sora 30,41 ). 
A third source is God, who may punish man for his wickedness and sin or 
ordain suffering for man to test his steadfastness (cf. SCira 2, 155- 157; 3, 186; 
29,2 f.) . 
W1ELANDT The last questions certainly remain open. Why did God al low 
all this to come about: did he have to condemn the devi l because he refused 
to prostrate himself before man? Why does God permit man to act in a way 
that causes suffering? And does God owe it to himself to punish man with 
suffering-would there not be other alternatives to guide man.towards where 
He wants him to be? In brief, the problem is not finally resolved even when 
we rightfully bring out these very important Qur'anic issues. 
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KHOURY Concerning this question, which cannot be answered once and 
for all but can only raise endless pointers towards a fina l answer, reference 
should also be made to the fact that in the ShT'T tradition suffering is char­

acterized as redemptive and salvific.• 
VANONI The Bible also says that God shares man's everyday life, and the 
Old Testament may add: " I form light and create darkness, I make weal 
and create woe; I the Lord do all these things." (Is 45:7). In this context, 
Christian theology should also be ready in its questioning and searching 
to integrate the book of Ecclesiastes and so be able to integrate into the 
teach ings about the creation questions which one otherwise tends to avoid 
asking, for instance the question about what God has to do w ith evi l and 

suffering in the world. 

creature and 
child of God 

BsTEH A. In the understanding of the Christian faith 
man's createdness is not diminished by his being ele­
vated towards God, or allowed to approach God. As 

Paul says: "[ ... ] What do you have that you did not receive? And if you re­
ceived it, why do you boast as if it were not a gift?" (1 Cor 4:7). The closer 
man gets to God, the more he becomes one who accepts himself as a crea­
ture given by God. For Christian fa ith, the idea of man being the chi ld of God 
must not detach itself from this primordial concept, which embraces everything 
that is not God himsel f, i. e., not detach itsel f from the truth of being God's 
creation. Being the child of God and being the servant of God are to be under­
stood as two realit ies not competing w ith one another, but growing together. 
To reflect this, the one w ithin the other, and then again to make oneself aware 
of the fact that the mystery of sa lvation has its primary point of reference not 
in sin, but in God's original vision of his creation, would be of great concern 
in the encounter with Islam and should be a fruitful line of discussion. 

Jesus as 
servant of God 

BSTEH P. The relationsh ip of man with God in the 
Christian perspective, expressed in the concept of the 
slave or servant of God, makes us very much aware of 

the moment of God's love: it is a relationship that is to a high degree even 
characterized by being broken by submitting to the w ill of God, by sacri­
fice, by man's giving himself up in his accept ing the wil l of God and set­
ting as ide his own. So the concept of the servant can be very appropriate 
for an understanding of Jesus. It can even be revitalized through th is un-

' On this topic d. Mahmoud Ayoub in his dissertation: Redemptive Suffering in Islam. 
A study of devotiona l aspects of 'Ashura' in Twelver ShT'ism (Rel igion and Society; 10). 
Den Haag, 1978. 
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derstandingJesus. If anyone was a servant of God, he was, fully conscious 
of " not my will but you rs be done" (Lk 22:42); and this is not an expropria­
tion of man, but his giving himself up in love, which includes sacrifice and 
death. This awareness should be intensively cu ltivated. There is inherent 
in it a precious moment which is also acutely brought home to us by Islam. 
This broaches a foundational concept wh ich may bring Christians and Mus­
lims very much closer to each other in their faith. 
SCHIMMEL This interpretation is a great leap forward. 
8STEH A. Here we may particularly think of one of the oldest hymns to 
Christ in the Letter of Paul to the Phi l ippians, in which the form of a slave, 
of a µopcpTJ oou?.ou is mentioned, in which Jesus fu lfill ed his humanity in 
giving himself up in death (Phil 2:6 ff.). 
EtsAs There are other points of influence too, which one can also discover 
anew if one again takes Judaeo-Christian theology more into account. The 
concept 'slave of God' here certain ly plays an important role . If it is correct 
that in Islam there is no longing for a far-reaching act of redemption, Chris­
tianity and Islam can stil I be brought closer to each other if one bears in mind 
that, in the understanding of both, creation and revelation belong together, 
forming a mediated unity. Man perceives the signs of God in the creation 
and at the same time receives supp lementary signs interpreting them in the 
form of God's revelation, wh ich takes place in the configuration of the Qur'anic 
verses and also in Jesus Christ as sign of God. Thus far creation and redemption 
are not opposed to one another, but everything is worked by God. 
WtELANDT Understanding Jesus as a slave of God cou ld in fact in certa in 
aspects also be accessible from an Islamic point of view, if the issue is sub­
mitting to God in obed ience, yie lding to his will. But the way in which this 
is performed in the li fe of Jesus, as recorded in the New Testament, and 
also the concrete reasons given for it, are quite hard to reconci le w ith the 
Muslim view, for instance in the moral approach of not-defending-oneself 
when one could defend oneself, or the concept that the salvation of humanity 
as a whole has to be worked through the se lf-sacrifice of a human being, 
wh ich after all is the ultimate reason for this obedience. So this may bridge 
part of the gap, but there is a shortfal I. 
VANONI In the broad understand ing of the word 'abd, the various con­
notations it has in Arabic wil l have to be kept in mind as wel l as the Hebrew 
and Aramaic (particularly relevant for understanding the historical figure 
of Jesus) and Greek, where the terms correspond ing to 'abdcan either mean 
ch ild or son, and also lamb. 
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WtELANDT But common elements can still be fou nd in this variety. If the 
New Testament speaks of Jesus as " the Son of Man" who came in order to 
erve, the servant element here can certa inly be seen as a common thread. 

~cHtMMEL The text in Sura 5,75 which says that Jesus did not ca ll himself 
Son, but that he was only a servant of God, cou ld be seen as a conceptua l 
bridge as touching the motif of the slave of God. How far this could be ac­
cepted with in the Christian understand ing wou ld remain to be pondered. 
When Islam considers the concept of 'abduhu, slave of God, to be the 
highest designation, it clearly implies its difference from the Chr_istia_n 
understand ing of Jesus as the Son of God, for Mubammad, even in his 
highest glorification, when he becomes as it were the most perfect human 
being, the insan a/-kamil, the ideal type, almost the logos, is always sti ll 

'abduhiJ, ' his servant'. • 
on the Islamic 
understanding of 
the history of 
mankind and of 

the world 

8STEH P. There is without doubt a close connection 
too between the concept of man and that of the his­
tory of mankind and of the world as a who le. One often 
gets the impress ion that because, accord ing to Islamic 
understanding, the law and the word of God are en­
acted as eschato logical realities, the perspective of 

what is coming is introduced in an ahistorical way and that therefore the 
creation and the Eschaton are often understood actualistica lly. Is there not, 
by contrast, in the context of the creation, an obligation on man, willed by 
God, to unfold his history, and does man not accept ful l respons ibility for 
his own nature as a gift on ly by unfolding his own self, his own nature as 
it were, as a reality that cannot be lost? One is concerned at hearing how 
often history is left aside (h istory, not understood here in the specifical ly 
Christian sense as history of salvation, but as history of the world and of 
mankind) when the history of the world and of mankind is in the end to 
be understood as a rea lity with which man is credited by God and which 
still remains to be unfolded by man. 
SCHIMMEL This would agai n take us back to the primordial covenant [see 
above p. 90], where humans are put under obligation to bear w itness to 
God, so that on Judgment Day they wi ll not be able to say, "we did not 
know it." And what happens in history is man's field of engagement. In the 
Qur'an and in the history of the Prophet, man is given the paradigms for 
it, and he has to see to it that he unfolds the gifts he has received as well 
as possible, so that on the Last Day, when he has to render accou nt, he 
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will not stand there utterly unhappy. In the mystical movements especially 
one encounters the concept that, since everything was originally with and 
in God, at the end of time there wi 11 be a return into the undi fferentiated 
divine being where then - 'Attar calls it 'the box of unity' - there wil l be 
no differences any more. In this rather cyclical world view, which is to be 
found in mysticism or in some of the ShT'T traditions, everything in fact has 
its beginning in God, it passes through the world and returns to God, thus 
completing the circle. 

Besides the merely lineal concept of history, which is in general consid­
ered to be characteristic of Islam, there is in fact a cyclica l concept too, 
starting out from the moment when God spoke the word kun!, it shall be!, 
and bound the who le reality to His role as the Lord of the creation, until 
the moment when the Judgment (with punishment and reward) wil l take 
place - an end which, however, for many mystics ultimately leads into the 
undifferentiated divine being. Both concepts exist alongside one another 
in Islam . As it says in Sura 28,88, "[ ... ] Everything (that exists) wi ll perish 
except His own Face. [ .. . ]", 'face' meaning the nature of God. And in Sura 
55,26 f. it is sa id again, "A ll that is on earth will perish: but wi ll abide (for 
ever) the Face of thy Lord,[ ... ]". This means that in the end again God alone 
will remain and the creation will be no more. 
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Human Responsibility for the World as Seen by Muslims 

Rotraud Wiel andt 

Responsibility for the fu lfilment of God's w ill 

We have already considered the concepts which ascribe to humankind a 

privileged position in th~ ~or!d and are_either exp lici_tly expresse~ in ~he 
Qur'an or derived from 1t in interpretat1ons.1 According to Islamic faith, 
this also implies a special human responsibility for the world . 

How far shou ld this ue perceived as the responsibility of the individual 
human being as well as of the whole commun ity of believers? Is the in­
dividual only expected to be concerned that his/her own conduct be in 
accordance with the wil l of God, and have the community of believers 
done their duty if everything within the community happens according to 
God's will? If the individual and the community did not strive for some­
thing beyond that, they wou ld clear ly fall below the Qur'anic ideal. For, 
according to the Qur'an, they do not only have responsibility for their own 
good behaviour, but also for the acceptance of the wi ll of God in the hum_an 
world around them. The principle of enjoining what is good and forbid­
ding what is evil, al-amr bi-1-ma'ruf wa-n-nahy 'ani 1-munka,~ is asserted 
in the Qur'an itsel( which even defines the Islamic religious community's 
identity precisely by applying this principle. "Ye are", says Sura 3, verse 
11 O, "the best of Peoples, evolved for manki nd, enjoin ing what is right, 
forbidding what is wrong, and believing in God. [ ... ]" 

Enjoining and forbidding in this context does not only mean declaring 
that actions are enjoined or forbidden accord ing to the will of God; rather, 
enjoining means here to actively guarantee the fulfi lment of God's wi 11, and 
sim ilarly forbidding means actively to fend off what contravenes it. The 
obligation to be engaged beyond one's own person and even beyond one's 
own religious community on behalf of what is willed by God has not been 
consistently taken seriously in the historical practice of Islam, even though 
it is one of the fundamental requirements of the Islamic religion . It was par-

' See the preceding lecture: "Man and His Ranking in the Creation: On the Fundamental 
Understanding of Islamic Anthropology", pp. 75-82. 
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ticularly emphasized in the theology of the Mu'tazilTs already mentioned 
but apart from them, it is also accepted in Islam more generally. ' 

Personal responsibility for the recognition of the wi l l of God 

In order to be able to bring about the acceptance of the wi ll of God beyond 
one's own person and possibly even beyond one's own rel igious commu­
nity, one has first to know what it is. How can man discover this and how 
far does God allow the responsible exercise of human insight? Profoundly 
different understandings are possible, especially concerning the concept of 
man as the vicegerent of God. As we have seen, this has been used as a key 
anthropological concept by contemporary Islamic theologians on the basis 
of an exegesis of Sura 2, verse 30, and has become commonplace only 
in the twentieth century. The vicegerent may be understood as an agent, 
simply executing a fixed number of ready-made orders given to him by the 
one he represents. But one may also, for instance, imagine the vicegerent 
to be authorized to decide, according to ci rcumstance, what should be done, 
following the intention of the one he represents. 

The question of how far man, as the vicegerent of God, is authorized 
by him to discern repeatedly among the current possibilities what is in 
accordance with the will of God, has been and is answered very differ­
ently by different Muslims; the various viewpoints are closely connected 
w ith how the relation between revelat ion and reason, and also the relat ion 
between norms of actions prescribed by God and the changing circum­
stances of human life, are understood. Two different basic approaches may 
be differentiated. One proceeds from the idea that the will of God is es­
sentially given once for al l in explicit norms, which - complemented by 
a number of specified implied consequences derived from them by fol­
lowing established methodological principles - are val id for all times and 
only have to be carried out by man. Over many centuries, the first and 
foremost expression of this view for Muslims was the Islamic law, tradi­
tionally mostly conceived of as a static concept, va lid once and for all as 
a binding formulation of the will of God, on the basis of the explicit norms 
of the Qur'an and the tradit ion of the Prophet (f:,adiJh). The second funda­
mental approach, systematically developed by some Muslim thinkers in 
the more recent past, has its source in deeper reflections on the Muslim 
awareness of the possibility that norms should keep in step w ith changing 
pol itica l and social realities as they arise, even in Islamic countri es, par-
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ticularly under the influence of modern Europe. This view mainly empha­
sizes the idea that man, as God's v icegerent, has the task himself to de­
velop specific norms in keeping w ith his time and situation, which are 
congruent with the gu idelines of God's wi ll laid down in the Qur'an. In 
order for this to be done well, hermeneutics are needed to explain how 
concrete norms for very definite situations can be deduced from the gen­
eral aims of God's wi ll found in the Qur'an. 

Here two examples may be briefly mentioned of how Muslims-although 
so far only few of them - have during recent decades tried to find a care­
fully considered solution to the problem of such hermeneutics. 

One is the work of the Moroccan scholar 'Alla I al-FasT, who became best 
known in Europe as the leader of his country's struggle for independence 
against the domination of the French protectorate, but with whom we are 
here first and foremost concerned as the author of Maqa~id ash-sharra al-is­
lamiyya wa-makarimuha (The Noble Intentions and Characteristics of Islamic 
Law) published in 1963. AI-FasT was deeply rooted in the Islamic tradition 
and had - and this is significant for his spiritual orientation - received his 
education w ithin the sphere of the MalikT school of law, which had already 
developed special models concerning the adaptation of the sharT'a to chang­
ing historical conditions since the later Middle Ages. In the book referred to, 
al-FasT argues that, strictly speaking, the primary subject of revelation is not 
individual norms of, for instance, a legal kind, like the stipulation that ag­
gravated larceny shall be punished by amputation of the thief's hand, and in­
tentional kil ling, if the victim's re latives do not forgive or are not satisfied 
with being paid blood money, by revenge. Rather, the primary subject of rev­
elation is God's intentions, for example, of protecting property and life by 
means of such norms. The specific individual norms given in the Qur'an were 
only intended as a means of implementing these supreme divine intentions 
in a concrete historical situation, and man, as the vicegerent of God, has al­
ways to ask himself anew, in his particular present, how these intentions of 
God are now best to be realized. In this context he may legitimately arrive 
at the conclusion that, in the changed contemporary conditions, completely 
different detai led norms from those contained in the Qur'anic text may be 
more appropriate to bring about the higher intentions of God. 

The second example is Fazlur Rahman, a scholar of Pakistani origin, 
who developed the same basic hermeneutical idea in his book Islam and 
Modernity, Transformation of an Intellectual Tradition, published in 1982. 
According to Fazlu r Rahman, Qur'anic legal prescriptions as such are not 

109 



valid f?r all times.' Rather, _they are concrete answers, derived from gen­
eral principles valid for all times, to concrete problems of a particulartim 
Man's norm-finding has therefore to proceed in the following way: firstej 
h~ve to ask myself to which concrete problem the Qur'anic legal nor~ 
gives an answer. Second, I have to discover the general principle follow I 
· h" ec 1n t 1s process. Thirdly and finally, I have to work out how, on the basis of 
t~is gene~al principle, the concrete problems of our times, wh ich are pos­
sibly not 1dent1cal with those existing at the t ime when the Qur'an was re­
vealed, may be resolved. 

Examples of fi elds of responsibility in the world 

Th~se two exa1:1ples show that in the Islam of our times there are certainly 
v?1ces addre~sing norms for actions w illed by God which do not simply 
give humankind the role of passive obedience, but to a considerable ex­
t~nt ca ll for the independent acquisition of knowledge. According to Mus­
lin: understanding, wh ich are the areas of life in wh ich human responsi­
b1 I 1ty must now be brought to bear, and what are the specific issues? The 
conciliar process of recent years has brought to public awareness a triad 
~f tasks that should take priority in human responsibi I ity for the world: jus­
tice, peace and the preservation of creation . It may therefore be worth­
wh ile to reflect on how this triad is rated in contemporary Islam. This is 
ce_rtainly not to imply that this triad is an exhaustive expression of every­
:h1ng for wh ich humankind may legitimately be seen to have responsibility 
in the world, and to wh ich priority can or should be given; there are sti ll 
other concerns- especial ly from the perspective of people in the Third World. 
When we consider below how far guaranteeing justice, peace and the 
preservation of creation may be considered in the view of Islam to be en­
trusted to man in a specific way, we shall do so in order to examine only 
one aspect of the practicabi l ity of an interreligious dialogue on man's re­
sponsibi l ity for the world which has been recently offered for discussion 
on the Christian side. That being understood, what can Muslims derive 
from their religious convictions, rooted in the Q ur'an, w ith regard to ef­
forts that can be made in these three areas of responsibil ity? 

Preserving creation 

Let us begin w ith the preservation of creation, the last heading of the triad 
produced by the above mentioned conci liar process. Is there an Islamic 
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b sis for this ca ll? Can we see Islamic approaches towards an ethos con­
c:rning the environment? It seems necessary to formulate the question thus 
tentatively. To ask whether there are instructions in the Qur'an for pro­
tecting the environment would be a-historical and from the European­
Christian point of view not sufficiently self-critical. The awareness of the 
need for the deliberate protection of the environment and the establish­
n,ent of norms in th is regard is very recent. In the highly industrialized 
Western world it did not develop till the last quarter of the 20th century, 
when the imminent catastrophic consequences of continuing an incon­
siderate process of development at the cost of consuming the natural basis 
of human life began to be foreseen. It cannot therefore be expected ini­
tially that the Qur'an, which was proclaimed almost 1400 years ago in 
completely different living conditions, could already have dealt with this 
topic. Yet it may very well be said that the Qur'an, and the Islamic faith 
based on it, offer important approaches towards an ethos of handling our 

natural environment prudently. 
Several passages in the Qur'an emphasize that the whole creation has 

been subjected to man. Thus for instance Sura 31, verse 20 asks the ques­
tion : "Do ye not see that God has subjected to your (use) all things in the 
heavens and on earth, and has made His bounties flow to you in exceed­
ing measure, (both) seen and unseen? [ .. . ] " . Verses 32 f. of SOra 14 devel­
op the same fundamental idea further: " It is God Who bath created the 
heavens and the earth and sendeth down rain from the skies, and with it 
bringeth out fruits wherewith to feed you; it is he Who hath made the ships 
subject to you, that they may sai l through the sea by His command; and 
the rivers (a lso) hath He made subject to you. [ ... ]". Verse 14 of Sora 16 
refers to catching fish and diving for pearls: "It is He Who has made the 
sea subject, that ye may eat thereof flesh that is fresh and tender, and that 
ye may extract therefrom ornaments to wear; [ ... ]". But these statements 
already imply an intrinsic limit to the exploitation of the environment, for 
they suggest that the works of God's creation they refer to shall, accord­
ing to the Qur'an, serve as the basis of all human life as long as there are 
human beings on earth, and not only for a certain generation of people. It 
thus fol lows that the creation should be dealt with in a way that w ill re­

tain its usefulness for the generations to come. 
Beyond this, the Qur'an repeatedly appeals for moderation in the use 

of the good things God has provided for man in creation. Thus, for in­
stance, in Sora 6, verse 141, he immediately adds to the permission to eat 
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of the manifold fruits of the earth the warning: "[ ... ] But waste not by ex­
cess: for God loveth not the wasters." Of course such a warn ing against 
being prodigal does not yet define a clear limit to exploiting natural re­
sources that would be easily applicable, but it does indicate that the per­
mission is not boundless. Numerous other passages in the Qur'an make 
clear that God subjected creation to man in order to satisfy human needs. 
Exploitation of creation arbitrari ly, beyond the satisfaction of legitimate 
needs, cou ld therefore not find justification in the Qur'an. 

A further I imitation on man's right to make use of creation can be in­
ferred from the fundamental Qur'anic assertion, "To God doth belong the 
domin ion of the heavens and the earth, and all that is therein" (Sura 5,123), 
and similar passages. God's sovereignty over the whole creation, a term 
whose Arabic rool also has the connotation of 'right of property', implies 
that man cannot and may not arbitrarily dispose of it. A contemporary Mus­
lim theologian explains this Qur'anic verse thus: "As to man's sovereignty 
(namely over the creation), it is possession limited in t ime and space, and 
a right of use and care (f)aqqu ntifa'in wa-ri'ayatin) w hich includes taking 
responsibi lity"2 • 

This should make clear that there are indeed starting points for an ap­
proach towards an Islamic ethos of the environment. However, Muslim 
thinkers have, as yet, hardly begun to develop such an ethos systemati­
ca l ly. When more substantial advances will be made depends on when 
awareness of ecologica l problems becomes more w idespread and, for ob­
vious reasons, this is not yet at the forefront of the interest of the wider 
popu lation in Islamic countries: there, for the time being, the problem felt 
to be more urgent is how to catch up with the industrialization and pros­
perity of the Western wor ld and so overcome the mass-poverty of their 
own people. It is easy to understand that in such circumstances the cal l 
for responsible handling of the environment is paid less attention, although, 
for example, the problems of unrestrained air pollution from car exhaust 
and uncontrol led disposal of increasing amounts of garbage in the metro­
polises of the Near East as e. g. in Cairo and Istanbu l, are such that they 
have attracted the attent ion of Europeans travell ing there. 

' 'Abdarrabman b. lbrahTm al-Ma\ruclT, al-lnsan, wudjuduhu wa-khilafatuhu fi I-arr;/ fi <;law' 
al-qur'an al-kar,m (Man - His Existence and His Being the Vicegerent of God on Earth in the 
Light of the Glorious Qur'an). Cairo, 1990, p. 368. 
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Justice 
Another heading of the conci liar process, 'justice', de~otes a further a_rea 
f human responsibility for the world. That human beings should be JUSt 
~ enjoined upon them in the Qur'an in many ways. Here humankind's 
calling to be just is, in the Qur'anic passages where it is more closely spec­
ified by the context, defined pre-eminently in two ways. On the one hand 
it corresponds to conduct wh ich might be called 'impartiality' in its w idest 
sense; it appears, for example, in pronouncing impartial judgements or in 
mediating between parties in a conflict3, in maintaining equality between 
one's wives4 or in not letting oneself be tempted by emotional preference 
for one's relatives, or by personal sympathies or antipathies, to show favor 
or disfavor to anybody.5 On the other hand, justice consists in giving every­
one his or her due, and especially in business matters, by giving just weight 
and full measure.6 The importance of these two fundamental forms of jus­
tice, on the one hand impartiality and on the other giving everybody their 
due7, is additionally emphasized in the Qur'an by the characterization on 
a higher level of the acts of God on the Day of Judgment: he judges un­
corruptibly, has human deeds weighed most accurately and gives to every­
one what he/she has earned in the form of reward in paradise or pun ish­

ment in hell. 
In pre-modern Islamic tradition the enactment of the sharT'a, as it had 

been implemented since the early Middle Ages, was considered over the 
centuries to be the quintessence of a just political and social order. Con­
temporary Islamic fundamental ists accordingly see the re-enactment of the 
sharT'a, wherever it has been replaced by secular legal norms after the 
Western pattern, as the main tool of re-establishing justice. Here many of 
them consider a particu lar segment of the traditional Islamic law, namely 
the drastic corporal pun ishments based on Qur'anic ordinances for some 
particularly serious trespasses (the so-called !)add-punishments), as for in­
stance amputation of hands for aggravated larceny, as such an extraordi ­
nary example of communitarian justice that the impression is not rarely 

' See for example Sura 5,9 and 49,9. 
' To be deduced from Sura 4,3 (cf. Sura 4,129). 
' See Sura 6,152 and 5,9 (cf. also 4,135). 
• See for example 6,152; 21,47; 55,9. 
' In the Qur'an, the first of the two, impartiality, is obviously rather associated with the term 

'ad/ and the related verbal forms, the second, giving what is due, rather with the term qist and 
the related verbal forms. 
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given that the implementation of these penalties would instantly establish 
the ideal state of society willed by God. Today, however, even among fu n­
damentalists it is by no means beyond dispute whether the sharT'a in its 
historically stated form can sti II be in every respect the best guarantee pos­
sib le for the just order w il led by God. In one way or another, some of them 
support a new interpretation of Is lam ic law, which still directly refers back 
to the Qur'an and above all the Sunna, the normative statements and ex­
emplary acts of the Prophet handed down in the 1:-Jadi"th . Muslims criti ­
cally confronting fundamental ism, however, generall y advocate the posi­
t ion that a just pol itica l and socia l order does primarily consist in apply­
ing either the historically stated or the somehow newly interpreted sharT'a, 
but that it has to be brought about primari ly by making the general prin­
cip les of Islamic eth ics permeate public life ever more strongly. From this 
perspective, the Islam ic character of the law is then assured only insofar 
as the body of enacted laws is referred back to the basic norms of Islamic 
ethics and understood as the cr iterion of justice. 

U lt imately, both camps are confronting the same need to define the rea l 
substance of what is just according to the wi ll of God by inferring it either 
from the sharT'a or from the genera l gu ide lines of Islamic eth ics. And they 
tend to answer these questions in a more or less identical way, namely by 
identifying a more equa l distribution of property and income as a priority 
characteri sti c of the justi ce called for by the Islam ic reli gion. In view of 
the stark contrast between the poverty of the vast majority of the popu la­
tion and the wealth of a smal l minority which exists today in many coun­
tries in the Is lamic wor ld, it is understandable that this priority is empha­
sized. In this context, the justification of private property is usually not 
called into question even by those who cal l themse lves Islamic socialists. 
They simply emphas ize strongly the socially binding character of private 
property in the conviction that certain basic needs of all citizens must be 
supplied by the community insofar as the c itizens are not in a position to 
meet these needs by their own work. 

Among citizens of Western democracies compli ance with those human 
rights w ith wh ich they are fam il iar is general ly accepted as a basic re­
quirement for a justly organized community. On the basis of the prevail­
ing understanding of justice described above, contemporary Muslim au­
thors are mostly readily conversant w ith the social human rights, such as 
the ri ght to sufficient food and clothing, education, protection of mothers, 
etc. However, the affi rmation of bourgeo is- liberal human rights, such as 
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freedom of movement, assembly, speech, religion, etc. is generally a source 
of much greater difficulty, especially for those Muslims who hold strongly 
trad itional or fundamentalist opinions. They are mostly persuaded that the 
absolute truth given by God can be appropriated in political life by its pro­
tagonists, the believers, directly and unaffected by possible limitations of 
human understanding, and that it is therefore necessary and legitimate to 
lim it the potential activities of those who think differently. Furthermore, 
the connection between justice and equal ity, wh ich goes without saying 
in Western democracies, can general ly not be implemented by Muslims 
of this persuasion. Rather, they consider justice to be that state in which 
everyone receives what is clue to him or her, and what is due is measured 
mostly accord ing to the traditional concepts of the shari""a based on the 
Qur'an, in wh ich women and non-Muslims are in fact not given a posi­
tion of equal status with Mus li m men in the community. 0 

On the whole, we must affirm that taking care of establishing justice is 
part of man's responsibi I ity for the world, corresponds to the Qur'anic un­
derstandi ng, and is altogether affirmed in contemporary Islam. Neverthe­
less, how justice is concretely understood in this context deviates notice­
ably from the scope this concept usuall y includes at present in Western 
democrac ies. 

Peace 

Finally, a word on peace as the third area of human responsibility for the 
world. The Chri stian assessment of Is lam's capacity for peace and read i­
ness to promote peace has traditionall y been very negative. We may think 
particularly of the historical consequences of the view rooted in medieval 
Islamic law that, in order to bring about an established order in confor­
mity with the w ill of Goel Mus lims are obliged to sp read the rule of their 
own religious commun ity throughout the world and with it the enforce­
ment of the sharT'a, accomplishing this by means of a war of religion, Jji­
had, if necessary. In this view all parts of the world not yet subjected to 
Muslim rule are, until they subm it to Islamic government, permanently re­
garded as the 'house of war - dar a/-1:,arb', meaning an area open to Mus­
lim wars of conquest. 

• The same app lies to slaves, but they play a minor role in Muslim authors' reflections on 
human rights issues since the prob lem of slavery is mostly considered to have been overcome 
in practice. 
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During the twentieth centu ry this concept of djihad experienced a re­
vival, firs t within the Muslim Brotherhood founded in Egypt and then du r­
ing the past 30 years in some other sections of the fundamentalist camp. 
But the majority of Mus lims dismissed the idea long ago or never shared 
it. As early as the Islam ic Midd le Ages, a spi ritualized concept of religious 
war emerged, when some scho lars defined and recommended the strug­
gle of be lievers agai nst their own lower instincts as the 'greater djihad'. 
Contemporary Muslims, having definitely distanced themselves from the 
idea of en larging the dominion of their relig ion by vio lent means, often 
refer to this spi ritualized interpretation of !ijihad, explain ing that religious 
warfare understood as spir itual strugg le is the only !ijihad that should be 
supported in our times. 

Moreover, Muslim intel lectua ls have repeatedl y spoken out, particu larly 
in recent times, to persuade the ir fe llow be lievers that unless the abi l ity is 
developed to live together peacefu lly even when re ligious difference is 
deep ly rooted, human l ife in the world as we have come to know it wi ll 
be altogether impossible in the long run. For them, it is clear that it is no 
longer in Mus lims' own interests simp ly to exclude themselves, in the name 
of the absolute claim of their creed, from a growing community of peo­
ples who are making efforts towards cooperation beyond the boundaries 
of cu lture and religion, and the limitation or prevention of mi litary conflicts. 
Thus, a thinker such as the Egyptian lj usayn Ahmad Amin, for example, 
calls today for an ethos of peacefully maintai n ing reli gious difference and 
for dia logue aimed at mutual understanding not only between followers 
of different re li gions, but also between bel ievers and non-bel ievers. 9 Such 
voices are not the most audib le in the Is lamic worl d at present, nor do they 
represent the majority of opinion found in books or the mass med ia and 
they are therefore not often heard in Europe. But they show that a con­
siderab le leve l of agreement between Mus li ms and non-Muslims cancer­
ta inl y be attained on peace as an area of human respons ibi lity for the 
wor ld . 

• See here particu larly hi s article 'Ani t-tasamul:, ad-dinT (On Religious Tolerance) in his 
omn ibus volume al-Islam fi 'a/am mutaghayyir (Islam in a Changing World), Ca iro, 1988, pp. 
167-176. 
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the theoret ica l 
question of 
establishing 
Islamic precepts 

Questions and Interventions 

MEIER Is the theoretical question being raised in the 
Islamic world today of how can we find an Islamic jus­
tification for solutions to modern prob lems? Is this the­
oretical question of establishing precepts even more 
important than the practical question of how to so lve 

particular concrete problems? 
WIELANDT This raises Islam's current problems of identity: nowadays in 
the Is lamic world what has priority is n_ot finding practical precepts, but 
the theoretical justification for the establishment of an Islamic regime. The 
present situat ion in the Islamic world as a whole is characterized by a sense 
of al ienation and especially of Islamic identity being threatened by the 
domination of Western civ ili zation. During the colonia l per iod substan­
tia l openness to this civ il ization had been necessary because surviva l was 
not possible without a certain ass imilation of its technical achievements . 
However, the further this adaptation went, the more acute the prob lem be­
came: were Mus lims still themselves and what could they do to rema in 
themselves in future? The answer would certainly be based on the values 
they considered inherent in their own religion and culture. 
Often the impress ion is given that although everyone insists on the estab-
1 ishment of social justice according to Islamic princip les, for those who sup­
port th is agenda, the flag that is flown over it all is more important than what 
is proposed in practice. Th is shows that what is vital is the clear lslamic-ness 
of the project. When th is is established, the practical details may not be so 
very different from what Western people want to imp lement for themselves. 
There remain some substantia l borrowings, such as the concept of democ­
racy and the social obligation imp licit in the ownership of property, that 
have to be lslamized. These are fa r-reach ing concepts, taken over from the 
West wh ile Westernization is at the same time rejected. An Islam ic justifi ­
cation fo r them must be found in order for Islamic identity to be preserved. 
It is like somebody who knows he has to cross the Atlantic; he can choose 
between several sh ips and prefers the ship flying the flag of his own coun­
try to that of a foreign nation. Simi larly, contemporary Muslims wou ld rather 
sai I under the Islam ic flag and not under that of the West. This is just to i llus­
trate the psychological predicament, which show s that the first priority is to 
justify the intended solution theoretica ll y as Islamic. 
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concepts of 
natural law and 
Islamic ethics 

MEIER Is the area of natural law helpful in finding 
practical Islamic eth ica l precepts? For example, our 
secu lar constitutional law has as its highest ethical 
principle the dign ity of man. On the one hand, through 

natural law, this agrees with the secular understanding of eth ics. On the 
other, every theologian can also understand it as being consistent with a 
specifical ly Christian ethic. 
WIELANDT Actually there is in traditional Islam no particular thinking on 
natural law. About the tenth century A. D. there were the germs of a theory 
about it among theologians of the rationalist school already mentioned sev­
eral times, the Mu'tazila, which has mostly been driven out of the SunnT 
school of theology. Among other things, the Mu'tazilTs were concerned with 
clarifying the question: does one need a revelation in order to recognize what 
is the wil l of God or what is good, or are there basic precepts which one can 
recognize without revelation, by virtue of one's own reason and humanity 
alone? The Mu' tazilTs strongly affirmed the latter. There were even rep­
resentatives of this school of theologians who said that simply as a human 
being one has the abi lity to perceive everything relevant for making ethical 
judgments. Revelation is needed, essentially, for knowledge of religious du­
ties. Without the divine revelation, for example, one would not know about 
fasting during Ramac;lan and so one would fall from the grace of God. But 
basic ethical questions can, according to some of the Mu'tazilTs, be answered 
by virtue of natural human reason. 
Much later this concept was taken up again in the Islamic world, specifically 
when some of its leading thinkers, shortly after the turn of the 18th century, 
came into contact with the concepts of the European Enlightenment. An ex­
ample is the 19th-century author at-TahtawT, the Imam who accompanied 
the first Egyptian study mission to Paris: he was a man of great erudition and 
later wrote a number of important books. Regardless of the fact that he was 
a traditionally educated Islamic theologian, he became a leading figure in 
the f ield of education in Egypt and elaborated forcefu l.ly in his works the idea 
of certain norms of behaviour being given by natural law and recognizable 
simply by human reason. There is no doubt that he was ultimately motivated 
by European Enlightenment ideas, which he got to know in Paris. But he was 
able to relate them to certain assertions in the Qur'an by pointing to the fact 
that the latter appeals to human reason. In this way he thought to deduce 
from the Qur'an itself the principle of finding precepts simply by means of 
natural human reason or through reflection on human nature. 
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freedom for 
practical 
reasoning? 

In this context the question may also be raised about 
freedom for practical human reasoning, and how ab­
solute is the call for a system willed by God, which was, 
for instance, formulated by the sharT'a in the Middle 

Ages. Does it lead to the fundamental assumption that with this system every­
thing is exhaustively settled as it were, so that, no matter what problems 
people have to resolve, they should only be ca lled to keep the ordinances 
given by God? O r is there space where man can and shou ld, by means of 
his reason, find out himself which is the right way to act? 
Jn this regard it must be said that, contrary to the views of some contempo­
rary orientalists, the medieval Islamic understanding of the law was less ab­
solutist than that of today's fundamentalists in Islam. It seems that even in 
the most traditionalist of the schools of law that developed in Islam in the 
Middle Ages, the idea did not exist that all problems and every individual 
question have already been resolved and answered either directly by divine 
revelation in the Qur'an or through the words of the Prophet or through the 
sharT'a derived from them. For example, lbn Taymiyya, the great jurist and 
theologian, who died in 1328 and is often claimed by today's fundamental­
ists as their 'patriarch', practised a characteristic combination of, on the one 
hand, strict commitment to the divine norms he considered existed, and, on 
the other, liberality, to use a modern term. This meant that he insisted on im­
plementing absolutely the norms that existed in or could be deduced from 
the Qur'an and Sunna, while at the same time maintaining the principle that, 
for example, the state should not claim there were ordinances where no or­
dinances exist in these sources, and that it should not lay down any reli­
giously-based obligations which could not be proved to be set out in the 
Qur'an and Sunna. Saying that existing religious ordinances must be fol­
lowed unconditionally, but at the same time that where none had been re­
vea led they could not be invented, cannot be called absolutism. 
While contemporary fundamentalists in general make the absolutist claim 
that fully worked out Islamic solutions exist for all problems and one has 
only to look carefull y to find which of them corresponds to a given prob­
lem, in fact one cl iscovers that the supporters of this cla im are hard-pressed, 
in cases of specific problems, to provide practical measures that justify it. 
For instance, if the question at issue is what the constitution and economic 
order of a state should look like in practice, their practical reasoning is en­
gaged, while at the same time, at least theoretically, the c laim is main­
tained that in fact all necessary solutions are at hand. 
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However, this absolutist solution is affi rmed by only some Muslims today. 
Others express the view, following for example the Qur'an commentary 
of the late 19th - early 20th century Egyptian reformist theologian M u~am­
mad 'Abduh, that divine revelation prescribes only the core of central re-
1 igious truths, rel igious regu lations, and fundamental principles of ethi cs 
and law, while the detailed settlement of wor ldly affa irs is left to the rea­
son of the believers. According to this view, there is indeed wide scope 
fo r the exercise of pract ica l reason ing, and fa ith expresses itse lf, apart from 
dogma and ri tual, primarily in a certain basic attitude towards God and 
one's fellows, and human beings themselves can and must be responsible 
for deriving from it the necessary guidance for their conduct in the prac­
t ica l problems of li fe. 

• 
foundation 
and aim of 
the shart'a 

dialogue? 

CHMIEL The fou ndation and aim of the law in Chris­
tianity is the love of God. What is the fou ndation of 
the shar1'a?The Biblical law is both anthropocentric 
and theocentric. Is this a point from which to approach 

KHOURY It is the aim of the shart'a to establ ish a just socia l and political 
order in society and state and internationa l relations. Whether the sharT'a 
can in fact achieve this aim is a subject of di scuss ion between Christians 
and Muslims. In this context the issue is primarily whether a shart'a legis­
lation is capable in practice of estab l ishing a truly just order if it is not flex­
ib le enough constantly to adapt and accommodate to the ever changing 
conditions of I ife. This question is addressed above al I to the fundamental ists 
ortraditionalists, who bold the opin ion that there is but one duty: that of 
obed ience to the order of God, wh ich has, over time, been elaborated from 
the origi nal sources of Islam - the Qur'an and the 1-;iadTth. 
However, here it wou ld be important always to remember that th is shart'a 
is no monolithic block. For each of its judgments has been explained in 
various ways by the scholars, and on every point the schools have differ­
ent op inions, wh ich are all consi dered leg it imate and orthodox w ith in 
Islam, so that a Muslim is free to fo llow one or the other, accordi ng to cir­
cumstances, in order to find the solut ion to the prob lem at hand . He is not 
ob liged to adhere to a particular school, but can fo llow one or another. 
He may, in a certain matter, follow one schoo l and then, in another mat­
ter, fo l low another. The fact that God in the process of transmission gave 
varying detailed instructions on different questions is to be seen as a sign 
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of his mercy. The question of how these given instructions are to be ap­
plied depends on many var iables. A difficulty may ari se, however, if it is 
cla imed that beyond these stated solut ions given by the various schools, 
there is no possibility of making free decisions. The application of relevant 
hermeneutic methods, which wou ld be necessary here to find a way out 
of the impasse of the classical system and into new paths, is still practised 
only by a minority in contemporary Islam. 
WIELANDT If, from a Christian perspective, one says that love is the aim 
of the law and, from an Islam ic perspective, that it is the establishment of 
an order willed by God, one may do so w ith a certain prov iso. But defini­
tions of this kind, which establ ish the difference between the intentions of 
either side, often give a limited pictu re. As already mentioned, there is cer­
tain ly, according to Islamic fa ith, an impulse of divine mercy in the order 
God wi I ls to be establ ished on earth . Mr. Khoury has rightly referred to the 
fact that efforts towards developing hermeneutics that would al low relative ly 
more flexibi l ity in dealing with the precepts of the sharT'a, as well as w ith­
drawing the concept of a s;iJ.ihad directed towards outs iders, are not nec­
essaril y a concern of the majority. Indeed, with regard to s;iJ.ihad, it can be 
mainta ined th at it is now no longer widely held that a religious war rea lly 
has to be waged aga inst those who think differently. Here we are not speak­
ing of the attitude of a smal l minority. 
As for approaches towards developing hermeneutics, it is certa inly true that 
this is today a concern of only a few people. Nevertheless it is not correct 
to say that Muslims are not capable of it. Within Islamic relig ion there is the 
dormant potential for such possibilities. It has so far been taken up by only 
a few, but it is there. It is important to know this in order correctly to assess 
the poss ibilities for dialogue and future development, without indulging at 
the presen t time in illusions that such hermeneutic approaches could be­
come the dominant subjects taught at al-Azhar in the near future. That is a 
complete ly different issue. 

• 
VANONI Raising the question of the aim of the law 

about the scope 
of the shar,'a may lead to another about its scope. As an example: 

according to the Bib lical tradition, the law was on ly 
given after the Exodus, which means that it was only valid for those who 
had been liberated. They had to ab ide by the law, but those who were sti ll 
in Egypt did not. This in tu rn raises a question for Christians: what has been 
our attitude towards the Ten Commandments and towards preaching them? 
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b h f Have we not imposed them on minors? And my ques-
a out t e scope o . . 
h h -, 1 ) t1on to the speaker 1s: what about the scope of the law 

t e s an a 1cont. . I , D . I II M 1. . h d .. 
- in Is am r oes 1t app y to a us 1ms wit out 1stmc-

tion, or are there differentiations between one case and another such that 
it does not appl y to all , and are there extreme ci rcumstances in which it 
wou ld not app ly at all? 
W1ELANDT One can certainly not say that the law is appl ied in all circum­
stances. Caliph ' Umar, one of the great exemplary personal ities of early Is­
lamic history, is said during a period of famine to have abo lished the f)add­
punishment of amputation of the hand for theft, a decision which has be­
come an accepted rule. This had happened against the underl ying consid­
eration that a precept like th is, according to which one must not take any­
th ing that appears to be someone else's private property, can only apply if 
everybody's most basic needs have already been satisfied. The val idity of the 
law is thus assumed to depend on certain social precondi tio ns . And such is 
also often the argument of contemporary Muslims who say that considering 
the shar,'a to be the law in effect is actua lly mak ing a false assumption. Thi s 
Islamic law, especia lly the })add-punishments, is actuall y a concept for an 
idea l society, where the most relevant problems have been reso lved. This, 
however, is today sti ll very far off. Therefore a discuss ion of this issue cou ld 
at best take place if we were closer to such an ideal society than we are now 
and after the most press ing socia l problems have been settled . 
So the universal principle that man is bound to abide by the precepts given 
by God presupposes that the divi ne gu idance for human conduct is not nec­
essarily contained in form of th e spec ific historica l sharT'a or pa rticular 
Qur'anic lega l inj unctions in place since the time of Adam. According to the 
Islam ic understand ing, divine guidance for humankind in the form of pre­
scriptive reve lations runs throughout history, but with the recogn ition that 
there wil l be, to a certai n extent, an adaptation to the historical situat ion. 
KHOURY The question raised here is very important fo r the specia l situa­
tion of Mus lims l iving in the Diaspora . In the trad ition of Is lamic law, two 
main points should be mentioned here: 
One principle, already embod ied in the Qu r'an, says: anyone subject to co­
ercion is exempt from commands and prohibitions of the sharT'a. This ap­
pl ies to anyone who becomes a bel iever in his heart, but is compel led by ex­
ternal circumstances to declare himse lf a non-believer. If he does so, God is 
most forgiving, and he wi l l be forgiven. From this the princ iple has been de­
rived that commands and proh ibitions do not apply in situations of coercion. 

122 

The second principle, which goes back to Abo f:ianTfa (d. 767), the founder 
of the largest Muslim school of law, the f:i anafT lega l tradition, says: Mus­
lims li vi ng abroad are not bound by the commands and prohibitions of 
the sharT'a, until they return to their own country. Thi s would mean that 
the sharT'a only app lies where the governing authority is Islamic, and not 
elsewhere. This concept has not been accepted as applyi ng comprehen­
sively, but has been restricted by the majority to the implementation of the 
penal code. This means that the majori ty assume that the sharl'a applies 
wherever Mus lims live, with the exception that the penal code enforced 
is that of the governing state authori ty. 
SCHIMMEL The whole concept of freedom within obligation - not only in 
the legal but also in the ritual domain - can be derived from the Qur'an . In 
Islam it is la id down very precisely to whom and in which circumstances a 
particular duty applies. And Mr. Khoury has rightly referred to the relevance 
of this question for Muslims living abroad. 
There is first the question, al ready mentioned, of taqiyya, hiding one's true 
rel igious profess ion, which has an absolutely legitimate place in Shi'T Islam, 
so that one need not say one is a ShT'T if one is in a SunnT or other non-ShT'T 
area, or if one reasonably fears that it may give rise to danger. This has be­
come typical of the ShT'T tradition. 
In addition there is the whole question of dar al-is/am (the land where Mus-
1 ims rule) and dar al-barb (the land of war, where there are no Muslims), 
and what happens if an Islamic country, large ly inhabited by Musi ims, passes 
under foreign rule (as was the case in India)? The problem of estab li shing 
law under British rule was very much laboured over by theologians in India. 
Some, fo r example, were of the opinion that in this situation the Friday 
prayers were inva lid and therefore not only need not be performed, but even 
should not be performed, while others held that the prayers cou ld somehow 
be performed, even under British ru le. 
In our t imes, when there is the great problem of the millions of Muslims 
who live in non-Muslim countries, the whole issue has of course escalated 
further. The question is, who nowadays keeps to the classical tradition, ac­
cord ing to which the Fr iday prayer should not be performed in a state with 
a non-Mus lim majority, for example in the United States or in Germany? 
Some Muslims in America have found a very ingenious so lution : when 
asked whether they can live under non-Islam ic rule and still lead a good 
l ife, they say: yes, we feel exactly like those who fled with the Prophet and 
emigrated with him to Medina, wh ich was not yet Islamic. In the same way 
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we emigrated from our home country to America, which is not yet Islamic 
either. 

justice and 
'holy war' 

.. 
IVANCIC In connection with the term 'justice' we 
should also examine the concept of 'holy war', and 
what it may mean that the Muslims in an Islamic state 

want to exercise all the rights of the sharT'a. In these circumstances, are 
people of another faith expected to leave, even though the People of the 
Book - the Jews and the Christians - may be granted more 'rights'? What 
is the opinion of traditional and modern Islam about this? 
KHOURY The questions raised here will be dealt with in the final lecture 
of this Symposium. ' Although we must be patient when it comes to issues 
of difference between us Christians and Musl ims, we should still hope that 
the theory of the holy war, as it was developed into an official doctrine in 
the M iddle Ages, will be abandoned, and not only in isolated circles. One 
would feel much better if, for instance, the Azhar University would offi­
cially distance itself from this doctrine. 

on the concept 
of d.jihad 

WOLBERT How far does the example of the Prophet 
play a part in the question of peace and mil itary op­
tions? 

SCHIMMEL It w ill not be simple to ach ieve a comprehensive peace. But 
in th is whole complex of questions, what Mrs. Wielandt referred to at the 
end of her lecture [see p. 115 f.] should be taken into consideration: dj.i­
h:id is essentially man's striv ing in the way of God. There is no Arabic term 
for 'holy war' . This is a completely wrong translation of dj.ihad, which crept 
in, even though it is now used by Muslims themselves. 
The 'greater dj_ihacl - al-d.jihad al-akbar', is the struggle against oneself, 
against the lower impulses of the sou l, against 'one's baser instincts', it is 
struggling for the good, which is done to improve one's own soul. From 
the 8th century onwards this concept of d.jihad akbarbegan to play a more 
important part than many of the other struggles. Very many of these other 
wars were not, after all, waged for religious reasons, but simply out of ea­
gerness for plunder, although, according to the Qur'an, this is not permit­
ted. Most political developments have unfortunately sprung from these 
motivations. TimOr Lang, for instance, the aggressive and brilliant Central­
Asian war-lord (d. 1405), and his successors cannot really be called de-

' See below chapter 10 "Polytheists, Jews and Christians", pp. 329-341. 
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fenders of Islam as such. They devastated even Islamic cities and coun­
tries, although they were Muslim princes. This has nothing to do with the 
Islamic concept of d.jihad. They were in fact struggles for power. .. 

ELsAs It has been said that in Islam today the just dis­
zakat as a means tribution of property is a priority. This is certainly also 
of just distribu- d h h I · I · d d h d b f connecte wit t e co on1a perio an t e e ate on 
tion ° property human rights, which is today extended to the question 

of how far whole peoples have rights which may be pursued. This issue of 
collective human rights is something new in the current discussion, and 
is a question addressed to us Christians. Can it be integrated into our Chris­
tian theological thinking? And this is obviously also linked with the un­

derstanding of zakat in Islam. 
SCHIMMEL Here we must agree. Both Islamic and non-Islamic thinkers, 
such as Louis Massignon have said that the poor-due, zakat, is the best 
middle course between capitalism and communism. 

human rights 
and the rights of 
God in Islam 

.. 
BsnH P. In speaking about human rights and democra­
tization there is a tendency constantly to think of the 
French Revolution and lose sight of the American tra­
dition, following on from Magna Carta. The former bore 

the imprint of a very theoretical dilution of Enlightenment ideas, and in 
our time has led to the reactions of nationalism and a recurrence offunda­
mentalisms, etc. But the latter is much more characterized by an awareness 
of history, of a human pragmatism as it were. Should we as Christians not 
prefer to follow much more our own Christian tradition and be aware that 
what is holy in man and has to be protected, this 'sacrum', lies in the in­
alienable dignity of man which is granted by God himself and given in the 
primal proximity and experience of God, which becomes possible in the 

actualization of human existence? 
WOLBERT We have heard that there is the draft of an Arab charter of human 
rights which, however, remained in draft-form, but on the other hand there 
are indications that some Muslim authors are of the opinion that the best 
expression of human rights is in the Qur'an. It may also be that Arab human 
rights develop into collective rights of the Arab people.2 

' Cf. L. Kuhnhardt, Die Universalitat der Menschenrechte (Schriftenreihe/Bundeszentrale 
fur politische Bildung; 156). Bonn, ' 1991. 
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WIELANDT The question of the relation between human rights and the 
rights of God is being discussed in contemporary Islam. On the side of the 
more traditionalist wing, as represented by Saudi-Arabian scholars, there 
is the tendency to say that in principle the rights of God, in the sense of 
explicit precepts partly contained in the Qur'an and partly found in the 
form of sharT'a-regulations formulated later, have priority over human rights. 
On the other hand there are also contemporary Muslims saying that this 
cannot be, because it is against the basic principle of human rights, which 
is that human rights are by definition rights due to human beings simply 
by virtue of their humanity. 

If it was God's wil l to grant humankind a particular dignity and rights are 
consequent on that dignity, then he must also have willed these human 
rights. Therefore, there can be no conflict, logical ly, between expl icit pre­
cepts, found, for example, in the Qur'an or the sharT'a, and human rights. 
If such a conflict seems to exist, it must have arisen from the interpreta­
tion, so what used to be taken as an expl icit precept has now to be under­
stood differently. This approach also solves to a certain extent the problem 
of how to link, on the official level, the idea of human rights with tradi­
tional religious law. 

On the question of whether we Christians should not also start to link the 
concept of human rights more with our own religious trad ition, following 
the American practice rather than the human rights ideas of the French 
Revolution, whose orientation was strongly critical of and even hostile to 
re ligion in general and the Church in particular, there are various opin­
ions. We may recall the decisive role played by sectarian Protestants who 
emigrated to America, in formulating modern human rights, specifically 
because they intended that the system in their new community, despite 
their differences, should establish freedom of religion for them. 

• 
VIRT Man received his dignity from God, and this dig­

'dignity regardless 
of worthiness'? nity is the basis of all human rights. In the Christian tra-
on the death dition as understood by Thomas Aquinas, man can forfeit 
penalty and other his dignity and w ith it also his right to live. This was a 
aspects of Islamic central argument used to justify the death penalty. How 
penal law does Islam see th is? Is there in Islam too a 'dignity regard-

less of worthiness'? Can man, to whom Allah has given 
his dignity, be denied the right to l ife, the supreme good? 
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WOLBERT Although Christians have held the view ofThomas Aquinas, it 
stil l remains highly problematic from a Christian point of view, particu­
larly considering the comparisons frequently made to illustrate it: that a 
man who did something wicked should be removed like a diseased part 
of the body. Comparing an individual human being with the diseased part 
of a body is contrary to the Christian concept of a human dignity granted 
to man by God which prevents the individual from being defined on the 
basis of his function in society. 
V1RT This is exactly the question addressed to Islam too in connection 
w ith the idea of a dignity regardless of worthiness, which keeps coming 
up in this context. Why is Islam so quick to sentence people to death or 
to sever parts of the body, as is repeatedly done today in various countries? 
Is this authentic Islam or does it happen only in situations of emergency? 
How should we understand this, if we compare the Qur'an with what ac­
tually happens in Sudan, for example? 
SCHIMMEL Although I am not a specialist in Islamic law, I offer the fol­
lowing statements as personal opinions that may contribute to the discus­
sion of th is issue. 
First, the death penalty and all other Islamic penalties may only be carried 
out after detailed investigation: thus adultery may only be punished when 
testified to by four witnesses of good character. If they cannot describe the 
act of adultery in detai l, the adulterer or the adulteress can still deny the 
charge and they cannot then be punished according to Islamic law. In ad­
dition, such a sentence has to be pronounced by a qa<;if, which is a rare 
occurrence. Moreover, the shari'a also provides that the culprit w ill not 
incur the death penalty or any other penalty, if the family of the victim for­
gives him or if, in certain circumstances, he declares his readiness to pay 
blood money. 
There are also many ways to prevent the severest punishments. In addition, 
Islamic law has always attached great importance to differentiating between 
crimes committed against human beings and crimes committed against the 
rights of God, which are subject to the authority of God alone. 
Moreover, it must always be pointed out that in Islamic law a double sys­
tem is often in process, because besides the sharT'a there is also custom­
ary law, the local legal system, which has, over the centuries, always been 
applied alongside the sharT'a. We can read, for instance, that in the early 
Middle Ages penalties were inflicted in Egypt which would have shocked 
the sharT'a judges, but which were nevertheless inflicted by the Su ltan or 
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by whoever was the ruler, on the basis of a very specific lega l system, which 
he developed over time. Or, to give an example from our own times, when 
the new Pakistani state was founded, a journa li st was flogged because he 
had criticized the government or done something undesirable. The answer 
to the question of how this was possible and where it cou ld be found in 
the sharT'a was that it had not happened on the basis of a rule of sharT'a, 
but had been taken over from British law and implemented in this or that 
particu lar case. In contrast, there are possibilities of mitigating the most 
severe punishments by legal interpretations and tricks . Islam has often 
fa llen into disrepute because we do not know about these possibilities of 
mitigating punishments and on ly look at the worst outcomes, which are 
often not in conformity w ith the shar,<a. 
In principle, nothing can be said against the idea that somebody who has 
violated the right of another, who for example kills someone or unlawful ly 
usurps property, has to be punished. Then the compar ison with the human 
body's diseased part only means that others in the commun ity have to be 
protected from ev il doers. 
BsTEH P. As for the situation in Sudan, the way Islam has developed there 
seems to be particularly aggressive. In addition, as Mrs. Schimmel has just 
said, some elements seem to have been taken over from African tribal laws, 
which sometimes include the custom of sentencing immediately peop le 
who are caught in the act of committi ng a crime. 
WIELANDT As for the compatibi lity of the death penalty w ith human dig­
nity, it must first be pointed out that the death penalty is a problem not 
only in rel ation to human dignity and not on ly for Islam . Thus, in the new 
Catholic world catechism, the permiss ib il ity of imposing the death penalty 
is retained for certain extreme cases. 
From an Islam ic point of view, it may be sa id that in princip le the permis­
sib ility or prohibition of the death penalty seems to be decided less by the 
concept of human dignity in general , and more by the question of whether 
human li fe may ever be placed at the disposal of men, be it only as an ex­
emplary sanction. A passage in the Qur'an says: "[ ... ] if any one slew a 
person - unless it be for murder or for spreading misch ief in the land - it 
would be as if he slew the whole peop le: [ . .. ]"(Sura 5,35). The restrictions 
contained in th is verse do not allow it to be read as a general prohibition 
of ki I l ing or, therefore, as a prohibition of the death penalty, although some 
contemporary Muslims do read it in this way. But, there are other assertions 
in the Qur'an which clearly show that the extincti on of human life as a 
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sanction is permitted. So no abso lute prohibition is to be inferred from the 
Qur'an and extensive cle l iberations wou ld be needed in order to reach that 
conclusion. 

whoever kills one 
human being 
ki lls all mankind 

+ 

DUPRE In view of the Qur'anic statement quoted 
above: he who kills one human being kills al l mankind, 
one may rightly ask how far every human being is also 
at the same tim e a representative of mankind as a 

whole, an idea which, w ithin Western philosophy, for instance with Kant, 
holds a very respected pos ition. How far does this express authentic Is­
lam ic think ing about th e concept of mankind? 
W1nANDT There is an unrelieved tension between the central idea of this 
Qur'anic assertion and other assertions in the Qur'an. ror instance, the 
Qur'an also contains legal regulations for conducting a vendetta. Here hetero­
geneous elements seem to have been amalgamated from different strata of 
tradition and from various stages of development of a socia l ethos, which 
have not been balanced with each other through discussion. Today people 
usual ly proceed selectively, accord ing to the basic position they hold and 
what they want to stress. Excluding the restrictions implied, the statement 
quoted above is employed when the intention is to underline the primary 
and abso lute worthiness of human life to be protected and the dignity of 
every individual which must not be vio lated. Yet if somebody argues from 
another situation of need, he proceeds differently. There is certainly impor­
tant potentia l here, but so far in th is context there has been no clarificat ion 
of what shou ld be the pr inciple that is given priority. 

retribution and 
forgi veness 

+ 

WOLBERT Concerning the issues of retribut ion and 
forgiveness, we certainly have to be careful notto speak 
in genera l terms, that is withouttaking into consider­

at ion the specific histor ical background. Where, for instance there is a 
penal law in force, such that not the person affected but a neutral author­
ity reacts to an injusti ce done, forgiveness and the consequent obligations 
are something very different from what happens when there is a vendetta, 
wh ich after al I has not only indiv idual, but also social relevance and which 
in our own context is dea lt with by the penal law. From this perspective, 
one has to be very ca reful in assessing such statements and only attempt 
it against the relevant social background. 
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W1ELANDT Under certain social con di t ions, when there are no authori ­
ties guaranteeing rights in any other way, the vendetta has a very di fferent 
relevance from when such authori ties do ex ist. And under the latter con­
ditions it is of course cons iderably eas ier to give up th e practice of vendetta . 

separation of 
powers in the 
context of Islam 

• 
DU PRE For the order of our who le world, to the ex­
tent that it does funct ion reasonab ly, the separation of 
powers is of decisive importance. The conflicts we can­
not sett le today part ly arise from the fact that separa­

tion of powers has not yet been fu ll y estab li shed in these situations. How 
does th is look now in the context of Islam? 
The separation of powers d id not drop to earth from heaven: it is a prod­
uct of the way we understand ourselves and creation, and this has some­
thing to do with d ifferentiations, and how diversity can persist in un ity and 
un ity in d iversi ty. However, it also touches very directly upon poli tical 
problems, w hen the umma, as a relig ious entity, at the same time claims 
the ri ght to order the affai rs and conditions of government. 
W1ELANDT Trad itionall y the concept of a separation of powers is alien to 
Is lam ic state law and the Islamic concept of the state. Accord ing to the 
medieval understand ing of the state, the on ly legislator is God, who is the 
sovereign and the source of law in the state. For pract ical reasons a cer­
tain measure of customary law can add itionally be integrated into the sys­
tem and, fo r reasons of tactica l pragmatism in pol iti cs, certain decisions 
may be made at the discretion of the sovereign, for example, in dea ling 
with pub li c order offences, but the ideal is that God is the only source of 
Jaw. This means that there need not be any legislative power in the state 
besides God, and thE: authori ty of the state, as its function was conceived 
in the M idd le Ages, is both executive and judicial. The earl iest Caliphs 
were appointed with responsibility fo r enforcing the precepts of re ligious 
law, and at the same time fo r implementing legal j udgments. But in pol i­
tica l life in practice, various special izat ions emerged: there were qar;/Ts 
who implemented legal judgments, market inspectors who had certain 
pa l ice functions, and many different kinds of armed forces supporting the 
ruler in carrying out decisions that were made. Eventua lly al I these officers, 
whether qa<;ITs, market po lice or any others, were appointed by the rul er. 
Th is means that the power of the sta te is both jud icial and executive, and 
the idea that mutua l control, or these authorities' independence of one 

130 

another, is necessary to prevent corruption, has not been developed. Even 
in the 19th centu ry, when constitutiona l ideas from Europe began to be 
accepted and the idea began to spread that every state needs a constitution 
which the citi zens can invoke, the concept of separation of powers was 
not directly taken on board. At first the idea was simply that a secure legal 
system should be establi shed in wh ich what everybody may or may not 
do is guaranteed. This d id not require a separation between the judicial 
an d the executive, and serious consideration of this question has on ly taken 
place recently. 

poss ibilities 
of a pluralism 
of opinions 

• 
ElsAs In connection with the principle of zakat, we 
can right ly emphas ize the necessity of a just distribu­
tion of property (see above p. 125). Could we similarl y 
link balance between different op inions with the prin­

cip le of shilra? Are there not Islamic thi nkers who take the view that d i­
vergent opinions shou ld be taken into account as justly as possib le, sup­
porting the legit imacy of a pluralism of opinions, and who even support a 
secular state, pointing out that Is lamic principles are not as endangered 
today as th ey were in the early stages of Islam, so divergent non-Musi im 
opi nions could and shou ld also be integrated? 
W 1ELAN DT The poss ibility of allowing opposition in the state, or a plural­
ism of op inions w hich may be a1ticulated on the political level in a mu lt i­
party system, is st ill prob lemati c. Most supporters of the reintroduction of 
the Islam ic state are very sceptical of the mu lti-party system. They are afraid 
that it may lead to a dissipation of the energies of the umma and that too 
much inner dissension could endanger coherence. And some of the peo­
ple would be prepared to adm it such a system only if there were a guar­
antee that not much change would result from it. In their idea l picture, 
there is an Islam ic major ity opin ion which will support clear solutions -
and then one may ask what opposition there could be. But, practi ca lly 
speaking, there is no chance of establishing an open mu lti-party system in 
which the outcome of decision-making procedures is uncertain and where 
votes - in matters of pr incip le as well as practice - may bring about one 
of several results . This is a concept for which support has always been, and 
rema ins, minimal. 
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internal Islamic 
approaches 
towards 
Enlightenment? 

MmR What is Reinhard Schulze referr ing to, when 
he says that there was an authentic Islamic Enlighten­
ment?3 

W1ELANDT Schu lze's thesis says that on the one hand 
there were intern al Islamic approaches towards an En­

lightenment, but that on the other - and this is not quite the same th ing ­
there were also w ithin Islam tendencies towards secular ization. By the 
way, he is not the fi rst to hold this v iew. 
One can certa in ly say that wi thin Islamic trad ition there was already a form 
of rationalism and also that there was a rev iva l of such ideas in some parts 
of the Islamic world short ly before the massive influence of European culture. 
In d ifferent contexts reference has also been made to the fact th at there are 
indeed certa in Islamic approaches towards Enlightenment think ing. 
W hen the law, insofar as it is articu lated in specific lega l precepts, is basi­
ca ll y a matter of divine authorship, and God is therefore revered as the leg­
islator for the Islamic state, th is does not mean that everyth ing in the state is 
seen de facto as ordained by God alone. Bes ides dFn, the system given by 
God which includes this sphere of law, there is, according to the under­
standing of Islamic law as it has trad itionally developed, an area ca lled siyasa, 
practical statesmanship, wh ich is subject to the changing requ irements brought 
about by specific situations, and in wh ich the ru ler and those appointed by 
him in turn are authorized to establish regu lations. The basic idea is that this 
siyasa, thi s practi cal statesmansh ip, should serve the higher aim of realizing 
the system wil led by God, but at the same t ime the assumption is that there 
are areas in which the ru ler and those appointed by him may lay down de­
tai led regulations at thei r own discretion, albei t the exercise of this practi cal 
statesmanship has no author ity over what is clearly prescr ibed by God; re­
vea led precepts may not be simp ly overruled by practical measu res insti­
gated by the statesmen. 

• 
the function of 
idj.ma'for 
doctrine and 
faith 

IVANCIC What about agreement between scholars, 
the idjma'?What is its re levance fo r doctrine and fai th? 
And how are the d ifferent schools to be assessed, when 
they often hold very different views, whether they are 
in Egypt or in Ind ia? 

' R. Schu lze, Menschenrechte in der islamischen Oiskussion (Arbeitspapiere des lnstitu ts 
fur lnternationale Politik; 12). Wuppertal, 1991 . 
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KHOURY ldj.ma' means agreement, consensus; according to its etymol­
ogy, it shou ld mean the agreement of all ju ri sts on the answer to a certain 
question. As an Islamic princ iple, understanding 1Qjma' may be based on 
an assertion by the Prophet that God would not permit the religious com­
munity as a whole to agree on an error. In practice, however, the agree­
ment of all juri sts is not poss ible, so in its ideal form it remains theoretical, 
but in order to ach ieve a certa in level of agreement, consultations may be 
carried out by presenting a question to the scholars and asking them to de­
clare their opin ion about it. If in thi s context, the majority are in general 
agreement, then the Muslim or the Islamic community can accept the an­
swer in good consc ience. In keep ing with th is tradition, in SunnT Islam four 
main schoo ls have developed which broadly agree on fundamental issues, 
bu l hold d ifferent opinions on many precise details. 
The most widespread school, wh ich is predominant in non-Arab Islam, is 
the f:ianafT, which is the most liberal. HanafTs do not feel bound to the 
morals and customs which developed in Medina. They say that they have 
to apply their common sense in order to find right solutions. In contrast, 
the Mali kis look to the tradition of Medina. The third school, the Shafi'T, 
tries to systematize Islamic law, fi nd ing the reasons for things from which 
general pri nciples can be developed, whi le the smallest school, the Han­
balT, is strict and conservative, but very active, because Saudi Arabia is 
supporting its sp read wor ldwide. Its influence does not so much result from 
the strength of its arguments, as from the political influence of Saudi 
Arabia. 

'Islamic countries' 
and 'countries of 
the Islamic world' 

As for the influence of Islamic legis lation in the vari ­
ous countries of the world, one has to differenti ate be­
tween ' Islamic countries' and 'countries of the Islamic 
wor ld' . The ' Islam ic countries', currently for example 

Saudi Arab ia, Iran, or Sudan, are countr ies which are governed accord ing 
to Islamic law. By 'countri es of the Islamic world' those cou ntries are 
genera lly meant where the majority of the population are M usi ims, but 
where the legislative system is not Islamic. Legislation in these countries 
is a mixture of Islamic trad ition and modern legislation, so that the fa~ade 
is Is lamic, but not the state apparatus as such. There are a few exceptions, 
like Turkey, Syria, and Iraq, which are ruled by a secular ist regime, where 
there is theoret ically separation between state and religion. 
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the status of 
humankind in 
creation as a 
whole 

ELsAs For Islam the understanding of humankind and 
their status in the creation results, on the one hand, from 
the fact that they are creatures of God, sharing with al l 
creatures a fundamenta l right to life, and, on the other, 
from the particu lar dignity granted to them as human 

beings, breathed into them by the Spirit and linked with responsib il ity. In 
the understanding of Islam, does the importance of being granted the breath 
of the Spirit not rank in importance below the createdness humans share 
w ith all other creatures? For example, it says in a tiadTth that someone wil l 
be admitted to paradise simply because he raised water w ith his shoe from 
a wel l beside which a dog lay dying of thirst, so that the dog could drink, 
even though dogs are generally considered unclean.4 

V 1RT This problem is frequently discussed in the context of the ecologi­
cal debate. In the Christian tradition, emphasis always used to be placed 
on what differentiates man from the rest of the creation. In contrast, the 
focus is now more on continuity, the fundamental trait of being created, 
which humans share w ith all other creatures. However, we discover in this 
discussion that there are hardly any starting points in the Christian tradi­
t ion, and we refer to a few assertions by St. Augustine and the medieva l 
mystics, and St. Francis of Ass isi speaking of the creatures as his brothers 
and sisters. Being aware of this obvious lack in the Christian tradition, we 
may ask whether in Islam there is some sort of 'spirituality of creation', in 
which the continuity between man and all other creatures is alive-what 
in fact Francis of Assisi expresses when he calls his fel low creatures broth­
ers and sisters. 

creation gifted 
with praising God 

SCHIMMEL To attribute such a sense of continuity to 
Islam may be going too far, but if we go back to the 
Qur'an, we see that every created being praises God 

in its own language. The birds and the blossoms of plants, each praise God 
in thei r own way, and humankind then expresses praise in words. This 
praise of God permeates the whole creation, from the gnat and the green 
leaf up to the human, and also explains the wealth of Islamic poetry. In 
each voice, singing even the smal lest pra ise, whether it arises from a flower 
or in the song of a gnat, the ti niest of al l animals (which also appears in 
the Qur'an as a parable: Sura 2,26), everywhere one who perceives more 

' Cf. So sprach der Prophet. Worte aus der islamischen Oberlieferung, ausgew. und ubers. 
von A. Th. Khoury (GTB; 785). Gutersloh, 1988, nr. 714. 
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deeply sees the parables and hears the praise of God throughout creation. 
The vis ionary experiences of the mystics describe this in wonderful lan­
guage, as for example in the great cosmic prayers of 9th century Egypt, in 
which the voices of the birds, the rustling of the leaves, the murmuring of 
the brooks, are all but one voice, one single choir, praising God's om­
nipotence. Many examples from literature could be quoted, from the Qur'an 
up to the literature of our t ime, for example in Pakistan or Turkey. 
This needs to be strongly emphasized because for some time, in the as­
cetic tradition which developed in the early 8th century and had a strong 
impact on Islamic mysticism, the world is portrayed as something absolutely 
useless, and even harmful (comparable to the "Milady world" in the Mid­

dle Ages). 

entrusted to man 
so that he may 
not corrupt it 

On the basis of the Qur\in, however, the world is seen 
as a reality entrusted to man by God: " Do not mischief 
on the earth, after it hath been set in order, [ ... ]" (Sura 
7,56). And every creature is a sign, aya, pointing to 

God and expressing in its own language the praise of God. Proceeding 
from this continuity in the praise of God, there may again be starting points 
for coping with modern issues l ike preserving the creation, and the envi-

ronment. 

and every 
creature is singing 
His praise on 
its own 

8 STEH P. Is the praise of creation offered by the prais­
ing human being, or does the bird, on its own, express 
the praise of creation? 
SCHIMMEL According to a beautiful 13th century verse 
by Sa'dT, every blade of grass and every leaf on the tree 

is a tongue occupied in praising God, and a 15th century Persian author 
w rites that the angels sang this verse for a whole year before the throne of 
God, because it expresses the truth so beautifully. 
RumT, for whom the whole of life was a mystical dance, a ring dance around 
the sun, described the creation as one single dance. Accord ing to him, 
non-being, when it heard the div ine call : "[ ... ] Am I not your Lord [ ... ]?" 
(Qur'an 7,172), was so enth ra lled that it hopped out of its non-being and 
became things, flowers and trees. As he once said in an ecstatic poem: 
even the evil spirits dance when they are in love. 

yet man does 
not recognize 
the signs 

ELSAS But the nature of humankind is in fact am­
biguous in view of the human inclination to blood­
shed; the angels speak a warning, but God wants 
human beings nevertheless (d. Qur'an 2,30). 
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SCHIMMEL ... and believes in his possibilities. The tail of a donkey and the 
wings of an angel, mankind has both (see above p. 84) . "And everything 
bears witness for man showi ng him that God is One."The Qur'an frequently 
speaks of these ayat, of these signs of God, whether they are the voices of 
the birds, or the opening of the blossoms and the grass after rain. But most 
people close their eyes to them and do not recognize them. 

• 
Orr What we heard in the lecture on the subject 

anthropocentric 
attitude 'preservat ion of creation', fol lowing the topics of the 

European Ecumenical Assembly "Peace with Justice" 
1989 in Basle [see above pp. 110-112], sounded very anthropocentric. Hence 
the question arises: do we safeguard creation only to preserve it for our de­
scendants, so that they will continue to find and enjoy fresh air, clean water, 
and a variety of species - or do we also preserve creation as our direct re­
sponsibility before the Creator himself to respect it as he made it, as it is? In 
Islam there seem rather to be rudimentary indications that we shou ld un­
derstand creation as being subjected to the service of humankind: we may 
make use of it, though not ego istically, but always responsibly w ith a view 
to the coming generations. 

KHOURY As became clear in Mrs. Wie landt's lecture, it is essential in Is­
lamic belief that God alone is the Lord of h is creation. So the question is: 
w ithin the frame of this vis ion, what is the ro le of humankind in the preser­
vation of creation? We are responsible before God and future generations. 
For, according to the Qur'an, mankind is the vicegerent of God, not only 
one generation, but humanity as a whole, for generation after generation . 
Thus our respons ibility is grounded not only upon solidarity between hu­
mans, but also upon the task set for us by God to put this world to use, gener­
ation after generation. Nobody has the earth at their disposa l, but "[ ... ) On 
earth will be your dwell ing-place and you r means of I iveli hood for a t ime." 
(Sura 2,36; 7,24, etc.); then humankind w i l l be called to render account 
at the end of time for what we have done w ith God's creation. 

preservation of 
creation 

As to the question of what the preservation of creation 
means in Islam, two passages in the Qur'an are informa­
tive. One says: "He Who created the seven heavens [ ... ] : 

no want of proportion wi lt thou see in the Creation of (God) Most Grac ious. 
So turn thy vision again: seest thou any flaw?" (Sura 67) ). It is in line with 
the purpose for which it was created. Th is indicates a harmony between God's 
creation and humankind. 
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In another text a reproach is addressed to the Meccans, the polytheists, 
because they changed the order of the creation (cf. Sura 4, 119). At that 
time the issue was about their treatment of animals, in which the Qur'an 
reproachfully saw a change in the created order. 
Since humankind was entrusted with creation which "will be your dwelling­
place and your means of livelihood - for a time", for Islam the question 
arises immediately of how far humans really have discretionary power of 
disposition over the creation, since God said: you shall not change the 
order of God's creation (cf. Sura 4,119; 7,56.85). 
Thus, in every work God entrusts to humankind, the latter's relatedness to 
God and his order has always to be considered, though the Qur'an does 
not spec ify in detail where the limits of exploitation should be set. 

• 
MITTERH6FER Are Muslims, like Christians who take 

Muslims, 
up the 'conciliar process'5, also exposed to strong cr it­

Christians and the 
icisms? Or is it different for them, since the Islamic 

'conci liar process' 
world, unlike the West, need not feel a comparable 

sense of gui lt about creation, because it did not develop this ideology of 
domination wh ich has exposed creation to exploitation and destruction? 
WtELANDT Muslims who support one or other of the leading ideas of the 
'concil iar process' do indeed have to be prepared to face strong cr iticisms. 
This ar ises, for instance, w hen in the face of the current widespread wave 
of fundamentalism, rather than taking a position of confrontation and pro­
moting a basical ly anti-p lural istic attitude, someone asserts in public that 
efforts have to be made towards peaceful co-existence with the West. Only 
a minor ity has the courage to say that a confrontational attitude will only 

p lunge the world into catastrophe. 
Chr ist ian theology is reproached for being unable to prevent the misinter­
pretation of the ca ll to " fil l the earth and subdue it", as carte blanche to 
explo it creation arbitrarily, regard less of its destruction. Islamic theology, 
however, really does not find itself confronted with such a reproach. This 
may have something to do with the Qur'an not saying, "subdue the earth!" 
but rather, "God has made subject to you (men) all that is on the earth" 
(Sura 22,65; cf. 31 ,20 and re lated passages), which, as it is worded, tends 
less to al low the impress ion that we should take hold of creation, but rather 

5 Cf. above pp. 110- 116. 
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that the share of the wor ld due to humankind is already granted by the 
Creator, and so is kept w ithin bounds. Finally it is obvious that Muslim 
theo logy has so far not been very concerned with environmenta l prob­
lems. It was only when the oilfields were set on fire in the Gulf War that 
many people, including serious theo logians, began to ask whether Mus-
1 ims were permitted to do thi s. In this context many Azhar scholars ex­
pressed the opinion that to act in this way was an offence against the wil l 
of God, for the earth, as God gave it to humankind, is good, and it would 
be extremely reprehensib le if peop le caused disaster on ea rth by destroy­
ing its resources. 

not only for the 
sake of man but 
also for the sake 
of God 

HORN In this context, has mention not also been made 
of the fact that respectful moderation is not only based 
on the needs of man, but also on the ea rth 's bearing 
the glory of God and having the task of reminding man 
of Goel? Would this not create an attitude of respect to­

wards the wor ld, grounded in its relation to God and not so much on the 
needs of man? 
WIELANDT There is much to support the suggestion that the idea of nature 
as a rem inder of God cou ld play a role in environmental ethics; so far, how­
ever, little use, if any, has been made of it. According to the Qur'anic un­
derstanding, nature is an incomparably wonderfu l construction, and if man 
abuses it destructi vely, the result may be that one day thi s may no longer 
be apparent,-ancl creation wil l no longer bear the imprint of God, as it were. 
ZIRKER Here we may well recall that in the Western history of ideas there 
has been the concept of the two books, the book of nature and the Scrip­
tures . Similarly, also in Islam, the world appears full of signs - and 's ign' 
is also the word for the verses of the Qur'an. 

relatively new 
problems 

PESCHKE In considering these prob lems, shou ld we 
not take more into account that they do not yet have 
a long pub lic history and were triggered by a relat ive ly 

new situation, caused last but not least by the enormous population growth. 
The Holy Scriptures conceive of man more as an admin istrator, as it says 
in Genes is, chapter 2: "The LORD God took the man and put him in the 
garden of Eden to ti ll it and keep it." (v. 15). Ideas of an exploitative atti­
tude towards creation are today more to be traced back to the rationalism 
of Descartes, w ho distinguished between a "res cogita ns", which is man, 
and a "res cogn ita", which is the whole materi al creation at man's disposal, 
and then to Newton who, with his concept of physics, justified man's total 
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domination of the material world. So, historically speaking, Islam as well 
as Christian ity are stil l adolescents when it comes to dea ling with the issue 
of preserv ing creation. 

on the reception 
of original 
assertions of faith 

VANONI In general the problems we are discussing 
here seem to lie more in the history of the reception 
of certai n original statements of faith than in the texts 
themselves. An example is the commandment to keep 

the Sabbath, which is not based simp ly on the idea that people shou ld do 
nothing for a whole day in order to be ab le to go on working afterwards, 
nor or iginall y on a social consideration for the welfare of slaves (this was 
a later rational justification). Rather, behind this commandment, which 
through an additional commandment in the Book Exodus (34:21) also ap­
plies to the time of sowing and even to the time of harvesting, there is a 
theo logica l reasoning, a testimony to the believer's conviction that peop le 
who have faith in God can afford to rest one day a week even at the cost 
of harvesting less. From a Bibi ical perspective, this commandment to keep 
the Sabbath, which Jesus certa inly did not abolish, is reflected in the ad­
vice given in the Gospel to look at the birds of the air and the lili es of the 
fie ld w hich neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, "and yet your heav­
enly Father feeds them" (Mt 6:25 f.). Thi s is a reproach for the way the com­
mandment to keep the Sabbath has been received: Christians should live 
according to the att itude behind it, and it should guide them towards not 
becoming slaves of work to the extent that they reach the limit of the re­
sources available. 

according to 
the example 
given in Genesis 
chapter 1 

Another example of problems which may be inherent 
in the way origi nal statements of faith have been re­
ceived, is the prob lem of Genesis 1 already mentioned: 
the translation 'You shall subdue the earth' is incor­
rect. It should rather be: "You shall take possession of 

the land! " (v. 28). The priest-text in which this statement is found was writ­
ten at the time of the Exile with the purpose of creating stability in the face 
of a plurali stic confrontation: God wants order; he establ ishes a cosmic 
house in wh ich there must be room for all; and each peop le may take pos­
sess ion of their land. This would actua lly be compatible with an under­
standing of just ice in the sense of a just distribution of goods. To translate 
this into our t imes is not easy. Whatever the case may be, it is important 
to maintai n the theological reference backwards in th is whole matter of 
the preservation of creation . After all, it cannot mean that we tiny worms 
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should imagine we have to t idy up the w hole mess, not least because, just 
like our ancestors in their time, we are actua ll y unable fully to foresee the 
consequences of what we are doing today. If anybody preserves creation, 
it is God. And it is in this perspective that we have to approach the prob­
lem, not out of the obsessive idea that we should know precise ly how to 
prevent the earth from plunging into disaster. 
Does Islam also have these problems of interpretation - that today we con­
front difficulties that arise litt le, if at all, from the or iginal statement of faith, 
but rather from a wrong interpretation which a rel igious tradi tion has main­
tained for a more or less long time? And does Islam also have an attitude to­
wards work and the times when people shou ld rest from work that is not pri­
marily based on socia l and labour-economical considerations, but rather on 
the theological proposition that one who bel ieves in this Creator can peace­
fully do thi s or not do it, because the land rea lly be longs to the LORD? 
In summary, can we and Is lam share the fundamenta l view that the task is 
to come to terms theolog ica lly w ith three issues - preservi ng creation, es­
tablishing justi ce and achieving peace? 

different 
development 
in Islam 

WrELANDT On the Ch risti an side, it is certainly the 
long history of assertions based on Genes is 1 that has 
caused a problem and not the text itself. Even if the 
text had said, "subdue the ea rth I", at the time of early 

Israel it could not have meant w hat modern industriali sts have made of it. 
The Islamic side does not have the same problem of wrong interpretation, 
because there was not the same development in the means of producti on 
wh ich might have driven religious people to provide justificat ions for ar­
bitra ry explo itation of the environment. 

faith in God and The question of whether, on the Islamic side, faith in 
attitude towards God leads to a different atti tude towards labour, is rather 
labour less reflected on the theological level than it is in popular 

rel igiosity and piety, where there is the be lief that God 
takes care of hlan and that life is possible for hi m not on ly because of what 
he himself can produce; this may sometimes reach a critical extreme, as 
when somebody has fifteen children w ithout the means to support them. 
One might therefore say that the issues re lated to the 'conciliar process ' are 
quite accessible to both sides . From the Islamic point of view, the most re l­
evant issue is justice rather than environmental concerns because, on the 
one hand, there is a long tradi tion in Islam of reflection about problems of 
justice, and on th e other, the problem of socia l justice in the Islam ic world, 
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which mostl y belongs to what we cal I the 'Th ird Wor ld', is fe lt to be so press­
ing that t~ere is a strong motivation to cons ider these issues. 

KLOSE In this context, is the possibi lity also raised of 
expropriation as . . f . , 

f . l expropriation o pri vate property! 
a means o soc,a . . 
• . 7 W1ELANDT In f undamentalist circles, for example 
iustice. within the left w ing of the Egyptian Muslim Brother-

hood, at that time under the leadersh ip of Sayyid Qutb (executed in 1966), 
such questions were raised; sometimes the expropriation of vital resources 
was considered as a possible solution in extreme cases, for example the 
expropriation of land and watercourses to guarantee minimum provision 
for the smallest fa rms. However, they are very cautious about making pri­
vate property ava i I able for pub I ic disposal. 
In a broader sense, however, there are certain points of contact in the Is­
lam ic lega l tradi tion with the idea that vital resources should in pr inciple 
be publ ic property. 

why put the 
blame on the 
Christians? 

.. 
RABERGER It wou ld be interesting to trace the question 
of when Chri sti ans were first blamed over the creation 
issue for thei r use of the frequently quoted "subdue the 
earth! " Was it not before Vatican II that, particu larly 

with reference to this text, the attempt was made to blame Christi an theo­
logy for world obl ivion? 
LEUZE The monotheistic rel igions share the fact that they attribute to man 
an exalted position in creation. They do not give weight to integration wi th 
nature to the extent to which it is found in Eastern th inking. And it is not 
long ago that we proud ly pointed to the fact that, in the history of ideas, 
the development of technology actu ally happened in the wake of Chri s­
ti an ity. 
So, why did these envi ronmental setbacks happen particu larly in the areas 
traditionally dominated by Christi anity? After all, the Qur'an also says that 
God calls man to ru le responsibly, but these developments have sti ll , hi s­
torical ly, had worse consequences w here Christianity was active. O r were 
other factors at work in areas of Christ ian dominance? 

less a question of 
religious theory 
than of concrete 
practice 

KHOURY One simple reason why Chri stian ity rather 
than Islam has been blamed for damage to creat ion 
may be that it was the Christians who developed the 
science and technol ogy with which to exploi t it. If the 
Musl ims had made thi s advancement, they wou ld prob-
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ably have had no greater awareness of the need to be careful w ith creation. 
Perhaps the exploitation of creation is less a matter of religious theory than 
of concrete practice. There is no ev idence that people dea l with creation 
differently from each other if they have the relevant tools and means. Be­
fore techno logy was deve loped, peoples who had converted to Christian­
ity did not treat creation differently from others. Indeed not a few people 
consider that the cal I to protect the environment today is a Western impe­
ri al ist intervention intended to pro long the dependence of the non-Western 
world on the West. 

preservation of 
creation and the 
cal l to develop it 

.. 
BSTEH P. Are we not rightto have the impression that 
Islam sometimes tends too quickly to assume th at the 
natura l order as we see it now is c1s Cod ulti mately in­
tends it? And shou ld this not make Christians ask them­

selves to what extent they, as they understand thei r Chri st ian ca ll ing and 
define their way of fa ith, should not in fact combine both - the preserva­
t ion of the natural order and the freedom granted to us to shape and change 
it? Does Christian fai th not imply an explic it claim to have a mission and 
a sense of bei ng liberated into an arena where God is beyond our under­
stand ing, but where we are given the task of opening up the mysteries in 
the created order which already exists and in the order of sa lvation which 
is st ill to be rea lized among peoples on the path of fa ith? 

On Among Christi ans, an awareness of being re­
the religions' 
shared sponsi ble fo r the wor ld seems to be increasing, and 
responsibility for beyond that a readiness also to see th is as a responsi­
the world bi li ty in which the re ligions can share and cooperate. 

Can this idea also fi nd a sympathet ic understanding 
among Musl ims? 
KHOURY Musl ims are ready to cooperate w ithin this fra mework of com­
mon responsib il ity for the world because, as we have already seen, for 
them practice ranks in principle above theory, so they ask not so much, 
"What shall I believe?" but rather, "What shall I do?" Some years ago, the 
Secretary General of the Islamic World Congress was the President of the 
Worl d Conference of Rel igions fo r Peace. 
At the same time, there are differences of emphasis: when Christians speak 
of th ese issues, th ey want to incl ude pol it ical action, whi le sti ll proceed­
ing on the bas is of the secular separat ion between practica l politics and 
religious proclamation, which, in class ica l Islamic theory, remain a unity. 
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In these endeavours towards peace and a solution of the great problems 
of the world, it seems important not to bui ld up all iances agai nst atheists 
or communists, or develop mi li tant strategies aga inst others, but to be open 
to cooperati on w ith all who are ready to engage in the service of a peace­
ful futu re fo r humanity. 
W tELANDT O n the question of how we ll developed among Muslims is the 
awareness of the religions' shared responsib i lity for the world, as it has been 
recently expressed by Hans K(.ing in his book Projekt Weltethos u, which pre­
supposes that such an awareness should exist, it has to be acknowledged 
that, genera l ly speaking, there is stil l a long way to go, both in Islam and in 
Ch ri stianity. There are Muslims today who are absolutely aware of the reli­
gions' jo int responsibil ity: a number of Muslims cooperate for instance in 
the "World Conference of Rel igions for Peace" . The fundamentalist camp 
of contemporary Islam, however, entire ly rejects this approach to the other 
re li gions that ex ist in the wor ld, and acts on the basis that Muslims should 
fee l responsib le for the world in the sense of spread ing and eventual ly es­
tabl ishing thei r version of fai th . The idea of meeting with Christians, Jews or 
Buddhi sts and reflecting together on how, for example, to maintai n or re­
establish peace is, as already said -and unfortunately not only there - more 
or less remote. 

spokesmen of 
a new responsi­
bility for the 
world in Islam 

• 
Z tRKER In these questions which have so much to do 
w ith politi cs, what is the status of theologians' op in­
ions? Is it not a very different group of people, li ke 
phys ic ians or technicians, who are consu lted for their 
v iews? How far did theologians who took up ecolog­

ica l questions at the time of the Gulf War, really do so because they had 
an interest in these issues, and how far were they motivated by pol it ica l 
considerat ions connected wi th a particu lar regime? 
WtELANDT There is no doubt that theologians suffer a loss of cred ibi l ity 
when they al low themselves to be involved in the religious justification of 
spec if ic po litica l objectives, and this lim its their effectiveness as rel igious 
leaders. Today the lslamistic w ing is in fact led to a large extent by phys i­
cians, pharmacists, engi neers, etc. who, though religious ly committed, are 
theologica l ly uneducated. An Egyptian sociologist describes them with an 

' English edition: H. Kung, Global Responsibility: In Search of a New World Ethic. New 
York, 1991 . 
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apt expression: 'the trained uneducated', which means people who have 
not been theologica lly educated to make distinctions of a subtle kind, but 
who have technical know-how and are able to appeal to w ider circles of 
the population . There are also, of course, some theologians and influential 
preachers who have made themselves known as fundamentalists. 
As for the more modernist-oriented side of the inner-Islamic spectrum of 
opinions, it is striking that it is not primarily the academic theologians who 
influence the development of opinions. The really exciting new theologi­
cal approaches come today from historians, scholars in the field of liter­
ary studies or educationists, who in various pub I ications focus on religious 
subjects. 
RABERGER This is interesting. If we look at theological innovations w ithin 
Cathol ic Christianity, we also find the momentum coming not so much 
from academic theology, but more especially from philosophy, sociology 
and philosophical anthropology. 

as everywhere, 
a matter of the 
minority 

KHOURY Finding and treading new paths is in Islam 
too something not done by the majority, but by the few, 
who begin from a knowledge of classical Islam and try 
to indicate new ways that could lead towards freei ng 

the bottleneck of the class ica l system and so opening up new poss ibilit ies 
of understanding for d ialogue with the non-Musi im world. These new ap­
proaches are not introduced into Islam from the outside, but develop -
perhaps spurred on by external influences-from with in Islam. As already 
mentioned, this group of open-minded intellectuals in the Islamic world 
is few in number and their potential influence is also l imited by the fact 
that the Islamic world today is in search of a new identity and some things 
will only be possible if ca lm returns to the situation. 

fear of YHWH -
self-glorification 
of man - shalom 

+ 

VANONI From the Biblical point of v iew, fear of the 
LORD is relevant for man's responsibili ty towards the 
world in which he l ives. Here it is not so much an at­
titude towards God that is at stake, but rather that, 

being responsible before God, one should do nothing wicked in the world 
(cf. Job 1 :1 ). And in connection w ith the fear of the LORD we think of ar­
rogance, i i lustrated in the story of the tower of Babel, wh ich raises the fun­
damental question of whether humans may do everything they can do, 
wh ich is also a question to be presented to Islam. 
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The other theme to be mentioned here in the context of fear of YHWH is 
sha/6m. A study of all the passages concerned with shalom, and in the 
New Testament w ith E.LpTJV'l'] , which are related to God, has shown that 
they agree on one essentia l point: the peace of God is his forgiveness, and 
if people are to l ive the peace of God and hand it on, then they have to 
be ready to forgive. If one takes the Bible as a process of learning, one 
finds in it a growing awareness that peace is not someth ing one can en­
force. There is of course David, who makes shalom by means of war. But 
then there is the figure of the suffering servant, of whom it is said that he 
was offered for our shalom (cf. Is 53 :5- 10). If we look for a thread in the 
Biblical statements about shalom, it becomes increasingly clear that, on 
God's side, it is grounded in his readiness to forgive, and that man in turn 
musl allow himself lo be inrecled by this readiness tu forgive. 
Does the concept exist in Islam too that Al lah's readiness to forgive should 
also be found between humans? 

man may not 
do everything 
he can do 

W1ELANDT The question of whether people may do 
everything they can do should be answered with a def­
inite no, as we already find in the Qur'an. Accord ing 
to the Qur'an, there are many things humans can do 

which may be harmful for them and not in keeping with the wi l l of God. 
Concerning the things we can do, we shou ld always ask ourselves specif­
ical ly: Am I in th is respect keeping the right balance and is the use I am 
making of my possibili t ies in accordance with the w ill of God? 

the relation 
As for the relation between peace and forgiveness, or 
reconciliation (to use a more Christian term), it has f irst 
to be said that in Islam 'reconci liation' is not a vital 

between peace 
and forgiveness 

concept to the extent it is in Chri stianity, where, even 
w ith regard to structure, it plays a more important role: the Christian view 
presupposes a very different need of reconciliation between God and man 
than does Islam, which again is linked with the very different assessment 
of sin. Nevertheless, Islam does teach that forgiveness from God is to be 
sought partly because he is called the one who forgives. As the v icegerent 
of God man should, in general terms, practice in relation to his fellow be­
ings those traits of character which are also outstanding attributes of God, 
such as j ustice, mercy and forg iveness. 
Th is also has consequences on the level of legal precepts, and this is clear 
also in the Qur'an. For example, the Qur'an regulates punishment forcer­
ta in physica l assaults and types of killing, wh ich in the first instance clearly 
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represents an exercise of restraint in comparison with what is known about 
the customs in early Arab society. This includes restriction of the right of 
vendetta. However, one also finds it clearly asserted in the Qur'an that in 
the case of doubt it is better to refrain from vendetta altogether and accept 
sin-offerings instead. And this principle has been elaborated in Islamic law, 
which we should describe as a preference for pacification by renouncing 
one's right to recompense and forgiving. 
W1ssE The human role as vicegerent is l inked w ith the call to imitate the 
qualities of God. Can this be compared w ith words from the Sermon 

on the Mount: "Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.'' 
(Mt 5:48)? 

W1ELANDT There is certainly an analogy: humankind is ca lled to emulate 
the perfection of God, wel I aware that it can never be achieved, but accepting 
it as the aim. 
W1ssE If we are not only speaking of preserving creation, but also of re­
lating to it with reverence, we can see th is attitude prefigured in St. Francis' 
"Song of the Sun" which not only calls the creatures to praise God by sim­
ply existing, like Psalm 148, but which enters into a brotherly and sisterly 
union with them in order to learn with them and through them, not only to 
exist before God, but to consciously do this in praise of God, on the basis 
of their and our relation to God. In any case, the task of leaving to the com­
ing generations a world that is not exploited, in which one can live hu­
manely, does not seem to be something that we humans can fu lfi l on our 
own. Rather, in itself and through all human endeavours it remains a gift of 
God- just like the efforts made towards what the Old Testament calls shalom. 

readiness to 
forgive in Islam 

.. 
KHOURY When Islam speaks of forgiveness, which 
Musl ims should practise in imitation of the forgiveness 
of God, we may consider the fact that Islam here dis­

tinguishes three steps. 
First: It is your right to return evil for evi l. 
Second: It is better to renounce this right, making concessions to one's 
brothers in the faith, and to be satisfied with b lood money. 
Third: Finally, it is better sti ll to return good for evil. If one does thi s, one 
has won over one's enemy (cf. Sora 41,34; 23,96; 28,54; 13,22). 
Therefore in Islam there is not only read iness to forgive but also a ca ll to 
do more than merely renounce retaliation. This seems to be restricted to 
'brothers and sisters'. O r is it in fact to be extended beyond the Islamic 
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community, and is Islamic sol idarity not only with Muslims, but also with 
all the people in the world? 

also beyond 
one's own fellow 
believers? 

WIELANDT The question of the scope of brotherhood 
in Islam, and whether it extends only to fel low believers 
or also to non-Muslims, is of fundamental importance, 
especial ly for the current world situation. There are, even 

already in the tradition of the Prophet, starting points for extending this con­
cept, for instance in form of ethical precepts about neighbourl iness or simple 
humanitarian precepts, which it is repeatedly reported that the Prophet ob­
served towards fol lowers of other religions. For instance, at the funeral of a 
Jew his conduct was as befits any compassionate person mourn ing the dead, 
simply because he was a human soul like any other. These do seem to offer 
possibilities of extending Islamic solidarity, and they have been elaborated 
further, for example in Islamic mysticism. In the mind of very many con­
temporary Muslims, however, it is still fellow believers who have the first 
right to such sol idarity. .. 

DUPRE Many of our problems arise from a sense that 
compromises for h h d f h k f 7 in the end we cannot renounce t e trut an pre er to 
t e sa e O peace. endure discord rather than make concessions on is-

sues of truth . On the other hand, history shows us how Musl ims have dealt 
with questions of this kind and have often made compromises that sur­
prise us. So the question arises here of how far the art of compromise is 
understood in the Islamic tradition as serving peace. 
W1ELANDT The Islamic tradition has been generally characterized by an 
attitude that preferred enduring discord for the sake of truth. This of course 
presupposed a historical situation where it could be assumed that by such 
a policy it wou ld be possible ultimately to push through one's own agenda 
before the world came to an end. 
In the Western world the majority today work on the assumption that the 
chance for humanity as a whole to survive with dignity is not very great 
w ithout read iness to make compromises for the sake of peace, rather than 
risking confl ict, even for the sake of truth. In contrast, many contemporary 
Musi ims sti II argue that they have the truth, and for the sake of th is truth a 
certai n amount of conflict may have to be settled through violence. Others, 
who of course are less vociferous today, hold the v iew that one has to be 
ready for compromises in controversies where d ifferent truth-claims con­
flict, and one has to expect that nobody will emerge victorious. 
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liberation 
theology and 
simi lar 
movements in 
Islam 

MEIER If we think of relating the two concepts, peace 
and justice, and bear in mind that no peace is possi­
ble without justice, the question arises of the poss ibi 1-
ity of cooperation between movements insp ired by a 
Christian theology of I iberation and sim ilar movements 
in Islam. 

WIELANDT The question of a possible analogy between liberation theo­
logy, as it is to be found, for exampl e, in Latin-American Christianity, and 
Islamic activism, raises an interesting point. ' There are indeed sim ilarities, 
not least with the ShT'T position, which should be cons idered in this dis­
cussion . Concern ing for instance the ideologica l background of the Islamic 
revolution in Iran, particu larly the ideas of the philosopher 'A IT SharT'atT 
(d. 1975), there is nu duubL Lhal a sign ifi can l ro le was played by concepts 
such as that Islam in pr incip le means siding with those who are socially 
deprived and oppressed, and that there is a re li gious obl igation to establish 
an order that abolishes ex isting priv il eges. This was one of the dom inant 
concepts of the revolution. 
However, there are also attempts by Muslims exp li c itly to joi n Latin ­
Ameri can liberation theology, like that put forward by f-:-lasan f-:-lana fT, a 
philosopherteaching atthe Un ivers ity of Cairo, and author of many books 
largely aimed at emphasiz ing the social-revolutionary cha racter of Islam. 
f-:-lanafi expressly holds the opinion that, as he understands Islam, elements 
of an Islamic liberation theology are inherent in it. In his vi ew, Islam is a 
message ai med at the liberation of the oppressed or socially underpriv i­
leged and that the need is to develop further this inherent aspect of Islamic 
tradition. f-:-la nafi sees himsel f as belonging to the Islamic left. 
Yet, it has to be said that, as he himself concedes, there has not been much 
response from other representatives of the lslamist left-wing to his attempt 
to position himself expl icit ly in the same line as Latin-American liberation 
theology. Fi rstly, th is process of identification would presuppose a knowl­
edge of what liberation theology rea ll y means in the Latin-American con­
text, which followers of left-wing Islam ism have not always had. Secondly, 
this is something Christian, and now, as ever, it is difficult for contemporary 
lslamists to identify w ith a theological movement within Christianity, even 

' Cf. K. C. Abraham, "Socio-Political Pluralism and Global Soli darity. A Liberat ional Per­
spective", in: A. Bsteh (ed .), Peace for Humanity. Principles, Problems and Perspectives of the 
Future as Seen by M uslims and Christians. New Delhi, repri nt 1998, pp. 229-245, here: pp. 
240 ff. 
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though they see themselves as soc ial revolutionaries. An obvious question 
in this context would be whether solidarity between Christians and lslamists 
holding similar pos itions could or perhaps already does ex ist in Islamic 
countries, especia ll y in vi ew of shared socia l problems that often exist there. 

'autonomous' and 
' religious' ethos 

+ 
BSTEH A. Does not Islam today, in its fundamenta l re­
ligious concern, contain a question addressed to us 
Ch ristians, of whether our 'autonomous ethos' is sti ll a 

'religious ethos', and to what extent secu larization has in fact led towards 
paganization and a conform ing of our behavior to the wor ld, as Paul says 
(d. Rm 12:2)? On the one hand, if we look at human history, we are alarmed 
when we see the atrocities that Chri stians, Jews and Muslims in parti cular 
have attributed to the will of God in order to justify particular objectives 
that had nothing to do with God, and when we consi der the doctrinal risk 
we run if we ascr ibe to God whatever claims, commands and prohibitions 
we wish. On the other hand, the history of events past and present also 
shows the dangers th reaten ing when people declare themselves to be eth­
ically autonomous. To what extent is Islam, with its fundamentall y religious 
understand ing, prompting us Christians to discover whether our ethical ori­
entation is sufficiently integrated into the will of God? 
WOLBERT Some statements in Islam at least sound as if a theonomous 
moral positiv ism is being asserted, by claiming that what God ordains must 
be good. In our own tradition it is Ockham who comes to mind. He goes 
as far as to say: If Goel orders us to hate him, we must do it. Thus, if good 
is on ly what God expressly orda ins, it follows that we can on ly actually 
know what is good through revelation and consequently a /ex natural is can­
not exist. If we find that Ockham the philosopher says something di fferent 
on this question from Ockham the theologian, we may ask whether there 
is a sim ilar problem in Islam and whether those who have understood the 
problem may not also sometimes contradict themselves. And concerni ng 
the w ill of God, the question always arises time and again, how do we re­
ally come to know the will of God and what are the respective ro les in thi s 
of reve lation and reason. 
BsTEH A. For the Muslim, conforming himself to the will of God is the 
constant fundamenta l concern of his I ife in the faith. He knows that as a 
human being he has to wa lk his way, and he knows from his experience 
that he wi ll go astray if God does not show him the way. According to the 
various stages of d ivine guidance, above all in the laws given by Moses 
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and Jesus, man has now been given the Q ur'an as final gu idance. And the 
Muslim is infinitely grateful to be al lowed to live as one enti rely dedicated 
to the wi ll of God; but, when he comes to our distant countries, he has the 
impression of being confronted with a paganized ethos, a world where 
hardly anyone asks about the will of God. 
WOLBERT Some decades ago, some Christians would perhaps also have 
simply said: I do the w ill of God expressed in the Decalogue. Th is is not 
a problem as long as the subject matter is well known, and as long as the 
tradition conveying it is not called into question. But now, w hen new is­
sues arise because of new si tuations - what about property today? what 
about sexuali ty? etc. - then there are questions that can no longer be an­
swered by simply trusting in the wi ll of God. Th is is the problem in our so­
ciety and Muslims w ill probably not be able to find different answers to 
these questions either. 

VIRT Is this process of discernment, which has become a chal lenge to us 
through the problems of modern times, also present in Islam, at least at an 
initial stage, and are there bridges of understanding? 
SCHIMMEL A lthough I cannot answer that comprehensively, it must be rec­
ognized that the Muslim certain ly tr ies to cope with this problem. As long 
as he is confronted wi th the West and so-called paganization, his attitude 
w ill be one of defence, because he simply cannot understand how one 
can behave in this way w hen God has commanded differentl y. And it w ill 
always be a problem in the dialogue w ith Islam that for somebody liv ing 
in the late 20th century in our society, it is extremely difficult to empathize 
w ith the Muslim believer's absolute certainty about God. 
Then, the whole complex of the path metaphor in classical Islam seems to 
mean much more than our simply saying shar,'a or ' the will of God' . After 
all there is not only the sharT'a, the main path on which everyone has to walk 
in order to arrive safely at the source of life, from which we can draw all our 
life; for Sufi sm there is also the narrow path, the tarTqa, which, although a 
little more difficul t, is also very effective. It is simply the sense that one is 
guided within the multitude of phenomena, a~d even in the desert of pa­
gan ism, if one remains true to the way. Perhaps th is gives a better explana­
tion of why it is so difficult for conservative Muslims to al ign themselves with 
the new world and how things are organized over here. They keep wa lking 
along the ordained path beli eving that this is the best way of overcoming the 
dangers of this world and this may after all also be an explanation of why 
they hesitate to take on board concepts which are so fami l iar to LI S. 
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BsTEH A. If we Christians had a more living understanding of the reality of 
creation, we would be more intensely aware of the responsibil ity given to 
us by God and for which we must answer to God, and of the fact that we 
have to bear it ourselves and not shift it onto God. It is God who, as Cre­
ator, sets man free to be responsible before Him. If we experienced this as 
something more living, we could say more convincingly that for us the way 
man wa lks is one of a rightly understood autonomy and for us this means 
nothing less than accepting the responsibil ity that God, by creating LIS and 
al lowing us to share his Spirit, wants us to assume. 
SCHIMMEL Thi s is a very fine way of looking at personal responsibility and 
it is the view of many philosophers that man really is, as the tradition says, 
kneaded by the hands of God and provided w ith the Spirit of God in order 
to bear, in his specia l position, a special responsibility. Here we again 
touch on the topic of free wi ll and predestination, which has occup ied nu­
merous Islamic thinkers so much, especial ly in the mystical tradition. W hen 
dealing w ith it, they have repeatedly referred to the fact that the idea that 
everything is predestined may make man shift his responsibil ity- even for 
his sins - onto God. On the other hand, it is emphasized that everybody 
is responsible for hi s deeds and, as the Qur'an says, wi ll see on Judgment 
Day the good and the wicked deeds he did, be they as t iny as a grain of 
mustard (cf. Sura 99) . In the words of Mubammad, "Ask your heart for a 
counsel 's opinion, then you will find what is right", Islam maintains that 
it is through the heart that man is closest to God, not the intel lect and not 
the soul, but the heart - the actual point where God and man touch. And 
if the heart says something is good and allows it, it means that man is walk­
ing on the right path. 
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The Experience of Transcendence in Islam ic Mysticism 

Annemarie Schimmel 

About 1100 years ago, around the year 890 of the Christian era, al-Kharraz, 
a mystic in Baghdad, said, "God alone has the right to say 'I'!" Here we have 
a further development, an extreme expression of Islamic monotheism. The 

Profession of Faith says, "/a ilaha ii/a Allah - There is no god but God", and 

th is was soon understood in the sense of, "there is no agent except God", 
for al I actions, every activity, proceeds from him. Yet, at the time of al-Kharraz, 
w ith whose proposition we began, it was already being said, " Nothing exists 

except God." God is the only one who possesses true existence, and for this 
reason he is also the on ly one who can say 'I'. 

This means that when a man says 'I', he is already a polytheist, for he pos­
tulates the existence of another than God. In order truly to profess his faith 

without 'associati ng', man has to atta in fana' (extinction) - "das Entwerden", 
as one can say using the beautifu l M iddle High German expression, so that 
God as it were professes his oneness with his own work. This is the classical 
position of $Ctfism, Islamic mysticism, with regard to the concept of God. 

1. $Ctfism 

I thi nk we should first give an outline and brief summary of the history of 
$Ctfism, for the details of the development of this multifacetted mystical move­
ment are perhaps not so very well known to many. ' 

'Sufism' - derived from the word ?Of, 'wool' (although some have w rongly 
attempted to derive it from the Greek sophos)-begins, as the reference to 
the wool len garment shows, as an ascetic movement in wh ich the ritual 

' Cf. T. Andrae, In the Carden of Myrtles. Trans. B. Sharpe. Albany, NY, 1987 (an excellent 
introduction to early Islamic mysticism); A. Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam. Chapel 
Hill (University of North Carolina Press), 2002; C. E. Pac/wick, Muslim Devotions. London, 
1960; Ch. L. Eaton, Islam and the Destiny of Man. London, 1985; S. Murata, The Tao of Islam. 
Albany, NY, 1991 (a novel interpretation of Islam and its two aspects, very stimu lating); M. 
Iqbal, The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam. Lahore, 1930, several reprints; 
A. Schimmel, Cabriel's Wing. A study into the religious ideas of Sir Muhammad Iqbal. Leiden, 
1963, repr. Lahore (Iqbal Academy) 1989; id., Muhammad Iqbal. Prophetischer Poet und Philo­
soph (Diederichs' gelbe Reihe; 82). M i.inchen, 1989. 
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duties of Islam are deepened to counter, as it were, the increasing secu­
larization that mad~ itself fe lt in th~ w~ke of Islam's expansion in the early 
8th centu ry. Rec1tat1on of and med 1tat1on on the Qur'an played a particu­
larly central role in th is movement. In one of his beautiful books, Pere Paul 
Nwyia refers to the fact that one can even speak of a Coranisation de la 
memoire2: man as a whole, his complete memory, is replete with the Qur'an, 
with the divine word, so that he can see everything there is in the li ght of 
a Qur'anic expression. (Hence the enormous influence of Qur'anic formulas 
assertions, and metaphors even in the everyday language of Muslims.) ' 

Under the influence of the mystic Rab i'a of Ba~ra (d . 801 ), the concept 
of the pure love of God is then introduced: God is not to be worshipped 
out of fear of hell or hope of paradise, but for the sake of hi s inexhaustible 
beauty and love. In the fo llowing centuries this idea of the pure love of 
God permeates Islamic mysticism, and it has remained till today one of its 
most important principles, if not its central theme. 

In the decades after Rabi 'a, an extremely refined mysti ca l psychology 
develops, which tries to encompass the most hidden movements of the 
soul and considers it to be the foremost task of human beings to struggle 
against thei r lower self, their passionate soul - nafs: this is the true, the 
'greater dj.ihad', the 'struggle in the way of God'. Nevertheless, the baser 
human qualities are not to be destroyed, but re-formed. Mrs. Wielandt has 
already referred to the expression, "to mature into the qualities of God", 
to imbibe them, as in the phrase takhallaqiJ bi-akhlaqi I/ah. This means 
transforming every small human weakness one overcomes into a higher 
quality, changing one's fury into zeal for God, one's sensual appetites into 
longing for the suprasensual, until one is as perfect as he/she can possibly 
be. Can one not train even an obstinate horse eventua lly to carry its rider 
at ful l speed to the goal? And is the converted master-thief not later the 
best policeman because he knows al l the tricks of the thieves? So it is too 
with the nafs. Though of course the perfection of the one who treads the 
path is always limited, for "there is no perfection of which there is not one 
that is greater in God." 

2 P. Nwyia, Exegese coranique et /angage mystique. Beirut, 1970. 
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2. The dhikr 

There is a means by which the constant education of the sou l is carried out: 
dhikr, the 'mentioning of', the 'remembering of' God. As the Qur'an says, 
"a-la bi-dhikri 1/ahi tatma'innu 'l-quliJb - [ ... ] for without doubt in the re­
membrance of God do hearts find satisfaction" (Sura 13,28). Th is remem­
bering of God, wh ich the Qur'an frequently urges, was at fi rst meant very 
general ly, but in $Ofism it became an extraordinarily refined attitude of the 
sou l, a spi ri tua l exercise. There are for every human disposition, for every 
level at which a person is, certain formulas which he/she should repeat, 
and the wisdom of the spiritual director is revealed in the formulas he gives 
to the man or woman who is his disciple, for the many thousandfold repeti­
Lion of a word - such as the name Allah, one of the ninety-nine most beauti­
fu l names of God, or of the profession of faith - may have not only positive, 

but also negative effects, if wrongly applied . 
The dhikr of the Most Beautiful Names of God is particularly important, 

for through the names one can draw near to God. The Qur'an speaks in 
genera l about the Most Beautiful Names of God and refers to a whole se­
ries of them, and theology has estab li shed their number at ninety-nine, each 
of which has a certain efficacy. For what happens to the soul if one repeats 
the name 'wadiJd - loving one' ten-thousand times a day is very different 
from what happens if one repeats 'ya qahhar - 0 conqueror' . The dhikr is 
one of the most important aspects of the mysti ca l l ife, and the names do not 
only play a role in the personal relationship of man w ith God, but also in 
the way creation is perceived. One of the names considered to be central 

is 'a l-baqq - the truth, the rea I ity' . 
It is no coincidence that the first period of Islamic mysticism may be 

defined by and seen to culminate in the famous saying of the mystic al­

f-:"l alladj_: ana 'l-baqq. 

3. al-ttalladj_ 

This mystic, famous for his extraord inary asceticism and courageous prayers1
, 

was executed in Baghdad in the year 922, because he is alleged to have 
said: "ana 'l-baqq - I am the Absolute Truth". This was interpreted as 'I am 

3 See AI-Halladsch, " 0 Leute, rettet mich vor Gott" (0 People, save me from God). Intro­
duced and edited by A. Schimmel (Herderbucherei; 1240). Freiburg etc., 1985 . 
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God', for /Jaqq is the innermost name of God and in later mysticism became 
the term typically used for 'God' in al l his majesty. If we remember that al-
1-;iallaQj.'s compatriot, whom I quoted at the beginning, declared a few years 
before that God alone had the right to say 'I', we understand why al-1-;ia lla£!l's 
assertion was seen as a claim that he had been 'deified', attained complete 
union with God - a perception that went far beyond what normative theo­
logians were wi ll ing to to lerate. But al-1-;ial laQj.'s cruel execution took place 
more for political reasons: for the famous assertion is found in one of his 
writings but was perhaps never made public. The words ana '/- /Jaqq have 
nevertheless permeated Islamic mysticism over the centuries and have been 
quoted in the Persian, Turkish and Inda-Muslim literature unti l today, not on ly 
in a rel igious context: numerous poets and rebels knew that one must not 
pronounce the 'truth' in public and shock the establishment, as al-1-;ic1 l la£!l 
did- the end of which is death on the gallows. But it was precisely this death 
that made al-f:-lalladl (often cal led by his father's name Man~ur, 'victorious') 
such a frequently remembered figure. The debate about him has been end­
less: was he a heretic who overstepped the l imits set by the law? Was he a 
deeply-bel ieving searcher, who brought faith to its logical conclus ion ("let 
the O ne alone be the One" by detach ing oneself complete ly from oneself) 
- or what was he? 

Louis Massignon dedicated his whole life to find ing out about this enig­
matic figure.4 However, there are also many critjcs, even among the Suffs, 
who consider al-f:-{al la£!l's assert ion a sin, because he art iculated the mys­
tery of un ion -and what lover would be al lowed to boast of his union with 
the beloved? Such a 1declaration of the mystery' deserves punishment, and 
so the Suffs developed a cryptic language permitting them to allude to the 
inexpressible in 'harmless' symbols. 

4 . The further development 

With al-1-;ial ladl Sufism acqu ired its first martyr, who was later fo l lowed by 
several others, but even so most of the SufTs tried to show that Sufism was 
basica lly compatible w ith the orthodox position, and in fact only deep­
ened the orthodox approach. This movement cu lminated in the works of 

,' L. ~assignon, La Passion d 'al Hosayn ibn_ Mansour al-Hallaj. Martyre mystique de /'Islam, 
execute a Bagdad le 26 Mars 922. 2 vols. Pans, 1922; enlarged new edition in four volumes, 
Paris, 1976, English translation by Herbert Mason, al-1;-/alfaj. Mystic and martyr of Islam. Prince­
ton, 1982. 
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al-GhazzalT (d . 1111 ), who intertwined Islamic orthodoxy with a milder 
mysticism thereby making it accessible to mainstream believing commu-

nities. 
Simultaneously, however, new forms developed. Sufism, which in its 

earliest period had been inspired in various ways through contact with 
Christian ascetics in the Near East, was also touched by many other influ­
ences. In the early period Jesus appears as the true messenger of the love 
of God; then later we find Hellen istic elements and certain Buddhist ideas; 
Indian as well as gnostic ideas are also introduced, so that from the ten­
der plant, which had sprung up in the soil of the Qur'an, there grew a 
mighty tree with a great variety of blossoms and leaves, in which strange 

birds sometimes settled to bui ld their nests. 
At this t ime - that is in the 12th ce11Lury - we find that small cel ls of 

novice mystics who had till then gathered around their master, developed 
into formal orders or brotherhoods. These orders (tar,qa) soon grew into 
widespread organizations whose members contributed in the following 
centuries more to the spreading of Islam than the orthodox theologians or 

the Musl im princes and their armies.5 

5. lbn ' ArabT 

In the 13th century, when the Mongol hordes devastated wide areas of the 
Islamic world, a great systematization took place through lbn 'ArabT, who 
died in 1240 in Damascus and to whom practically all later theoretica l 
systems can be traced .6 H is doctrine of 'wa/Jdat al-wu.dj,Dd- unity of being' 
was identified in many writ ings of mainstream M uslims, as well as Euro­
pean oriental ists, as pantheism or 'monisme existentiel' . Only in recent 
times have new studies shown that the Span iard's extremely refined vi­
sions, which were systematized by his disciples, were not in fact panthe­

istic in the classical sense. 
It is nevertheless understandable that the form of mysticism initiated by 

lbn 'ArabTwas felt to be pantheistic, especially since it was often only known 
in its shortened form, which, in the Persian-Turkish-Indian world, was ex­
pressed by the simple phrase "hama Ost - everything is He". But here we 

, Cf. Th. Arnold, The Preaching of Islam. London, 1896, several reprints (a survey of the 
spreading of Islam, mainly by mystical preachers). . . 

• Cf. W Chittick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge. Albany, NY, 1988 (the best introduction to 

the thought of lbn al-'ArabT). 
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must refer to the original thought of lbn 'ArabT which leads into our topic 
- the knowledge of God and the experience of transcendence. 

For lbn 'ArabT and his faithful interpreters the essence of God is inex­
pressible and unattainable; it is the 'deus absconditus', who can never be 
reached by human minds and hearts because he cannot be conceptualized. 
He is beyond th inking and not-thinking - hence one approaches him by the 
'via negationis' and one knows that 'nothing is equal to him'. 

On the other hand the divine being must communicate with the world 
for he has created it and maintains it. So lbn 'ArabT invented a wonderful 
myth which was perhaps already in the air, because the phrase on wh ich it 
is based had been known among the mystics for a long t ime: it is the alleged 
word of God outside the Qur'an: "kuntu kanzan makhfiyyan - I was a hid­
den treasure and wanted to be recognized, Lherefore I created the world."' 
In lbn 'ArabT's system the world is seen as the sequel to the divine names, 
longing to come into being- and, as the human being breathes out, the di­
vine being, the ineffable essence, breathed out the names. The universe is 
formed out of the reflection of the names which affect the contingent being, 
and every being finds its way towards God through the name which domi­
nates it, or influences it. Thus the whole world is a mill ionfold mirror l ike 
tiny fragments of glass reflecting the divine being as it may be sensed thr~ugh 
the mediation of the names. 

6. The role of the Prophet 

We must not forget another development that was not yet prefigured in 
early $0fism, but which had already become increasingly important in the 
fi rst centuries, and that is the role of the Prophet.8 Muhammad appears as 
the first being created by God. His light, the 'Muhammadan light' is as it 
were comparable to the 'Logos', though it is made, not begotten. 

Whereas in the earlier period it was the hope of the mystics to attain 
union with the divine being, by their ascesis and thei r loving dedication 
to God, and to draw near to the Creator by renouncing their small human 
ego (al-f-:-lalla.dj. may be an example of this), this path now changes: it is no 
longer the aim of the mystic to become completely one w ith the div ine 
being (this may only be possible after one has died, when the drop returns 

' B. Furuzanfar, A/:ladflb.-i Malb.nawf. Tehran, 1955, no. 70. 
• Cf. A. Schimmel, And Muhammad is His Messenger. Chapel Hill (University of North 

Carolina Press), 1985. 

158 

to the ocean); it is his task to pass through the various levels that make up 
the universe, the various levels of revelation, from multiplicity towards 
unity and f inally to find peace through union with the /:laqTqa mu/:lam­
madiyya, the 'primeval Muhammad principle' . 

There is, of course, an enormous difference between this and the former 
ecstatic, spontaneous mysticism. It is now a matter of 'irfan - 'gnosis', 
which in its simplified and theologically abbreviated form influenced the 
whole mystical tradition from then on. Even though loving devotion, ec­
stasy, continues to p lay a role, the true path is the path of gnosis, the path 
of knowledge, and union w ith the Muhammad principle is attained by en­
tering more and more deeply into the mysteries hidden beh ind the sev­
enty thousand vei ls that separate God and man. 

7. Mysticism in the song of the poets 

All these experiences were set out by the Sufi's m innumerable theoretical 
works. The actual mystery of un ion, however, the experience of divine 
love, cannot of course be expressed in theoretical and theological formu­
las, and it took the poets to speak more closely of the mystery. Especially 
in the Persian world, the poets again and again sang of the mystery of lov­
ing un ion in short, concise ghazals, in lyrica l verses, and in great epic 
works. It is this mystica l poetry which allows us to perceive more about 
the inner life of the heart than all the erudite treatises. 

The heart, polished by the constant recollection of God, and also often 
gifted w ith various experiences of light on the path, becomes a mirror, 
where the divine beloved can be reflected. There is a wonderful little Per­
sian booklet, the Sawani/:1 of Ahmad al-Ghazza.lT (d. 1126)9, in which this 
mi rror mysticism is intimated most beautifully but in words almost im­
possible to translate. By being mirrored in the heart of the lover, the beloved 
is actually even closer to the lover than to himself. The only gift one can 
bring to the beautifu I Yusuf- the very essence of divine beauty - is a clear 
mirror, the pure heart. 

There are other symbols which suggest the mystery of union, and the 
experience of the divine. There are for instance the great poetic works of 
FarTduddTn 'Attar, the "Conference of the Birds - Mantiqu t-tayr", and the 

' In the German translation of R. Gramlich: Cedanken iiber die Liebe. Wiesbaden, 1976; 
Inspirations from the World of Pure Spirits. The oldest Persian Sufi treatise on love. Translated 
from the Persian w ith a commentary and notes by Nasrollah Pourjavady, London, 1986. 
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Mu{ibatnama' 0, in which he tries to indicate the path of the soul in two 
allegories that seem opposed to each other. 

The Conference of the Birds - perhaps his most famous work - tells of 
the thirty soul-birds (the soul-bird being a primeval religious symbol). Under 
the guidance of the hoopoe, who once brought the Queen of Sheba to 
Solomon, they set out on pilgrimage to the STmorgh, the king of the birds, 
who lives on the mountain at the end of the world. They wander through 
seven val leys-seven being the number of mystica l progress, which is also 
often found in Christian mysticism (as in Ruysbroek for instance), and on 
the long, hard journey there the hoopoe refreshes them with stories.When 
they reach the mountain at the end of their wanderings, they search for 
the STmorgh and suddenly realize that they themselves (sT morgh- 'thirty 
birds') arc identical w ith the STmorgh: the individual souls are identical 
with the source of al l souls, with God. And after the journey towards God is 
finished, the journey in God begins, which is beyond any description. 

Whereas here 'Attar describes the 'path upwards', in another epic, the 
Mw/ibatnama", he reports on the 'path downwards': he describes the forty 
days of lonely meditation which the SOfT has to undergo once or several 
times, and how every night he asks another being how and where God 
may be found, but they al I say, "quaere super nos-we ourselves are search­
ing for H im who is higher than all." However, in the end the Prophet ad­
vises the searcher to dive into the "sea of his own soul" and to f ind God 
in the ocean of the soul, I ike a precious pearl which can only be found by 
those who undertake to tread the hard path. 

Perhaps such metaphors give us a sl ight idea of what awaits the mystic 
on his path and what he experiences at the end. The metaphors used are, 
of course, often not accessible to logic, because the mystery of union can 
on ly be spoken of in paradoxes. This is why there are so many paradoxical 
sayings among the 'Apophthegmata' of the SOfT fathers, as in the popu lar 
poetry of unpretentious mystical singers, where space and time completely 
lose their meaning because there only the divine time now reigns, 'the 
Now', as the mystics say, a time that is pure presence. 

'Attar spoke of the ocean, the infinite, divine ocean, where the soul finds 
the pearl it has been longing for. On th is ocean the creatures disperse like 

.. Cf. the beautifu l translation into French by Isabelle de Gastines, Le Livre de /'Epreuve. 
Paris, 1982. 

11 See above fn. 10. 

160 

flecks of foam and are re-absorbed into the sea when they hear the call 
from the deep. This is one of the metaphors favoured in mysticism. The 
story of the nightingale singing of the rose, longing for the primevally ever­
lasting rose-garden; the story of the reed-flute, cut from the primevally 
everlasting reed and now singing each of its plaintive melodies in longing 
for its homeland, as ROmT says at the beginning of the Mathnaw, - these 
metaphors and many others have permeated all the mystical poetry of 
Turkey, Iran, Muslim India and to a certain extent the Arab world too, try­
ing to hint at the unutterable mystery that al-ijalla.dj. unwisely articulated. 
For what the mystic experiences when he is united with the divine, where 
the nunc aeternum reigns - this mystery can in fact only be revealed in 
death. The great Inda-Musl im poet Mirza Ghalib (d. 1869) rightly says: 

"The mystery that bears your heart - it will be no sermon: 
On the gallows you can say it. But on the pulpit? No!" 
Whoever utters the mystery of union with God will have to pay with his 

I ife for it. 

Let us return once again to the concept of 'unity of being - wa}:,dat 
al-wudjud', which is so often misunderstood. In mystical theology this 
unity of the divine being is juxtaposed to kathrat a/-<i/m, the multiplicity 
of knowledge. As to his nature God is one, but his knowledge, which is 
infinite and incalculable, is reflected in the creatures, on whom his innu­
merable names have their effects - and through these names we can draw 
slightly nearer to him. 

ROmT (d. 1273)12 takes up the story of Yusuf and Zulaykha, Joseph and 
the wife of Potiphar, as it is told in Sora 12. For him, as for many other 
poets, Zulaykha becomes the symbol of the human soul: for 'nafs - soul' 
is a fem in ine noun in Arabic. Zulaykha is longing for the eternally beauti­
ful Yusuf, and in everything she says she is alluding to him: 

"When she said, The wax is softened by the fire, 
this meant: My beloved is very fond of me, 
and if she said, Look the moon is risen; 
or if she said: The wi llow bough is green; 
or if she said, The leaves are quivering mightily; 
or if she said, The rue-seed is burning merrily ... 

" Cf. A. Schimmel, The Triumphal Sun. A Study of tlie Works of }alaloddin Rum i. London 
etc., 1978; W. C. Chittick, The Sufi Path of Love. The Spiritual Teachings of Rum,. Albany, NY, 
1983; MaulanaJalaluddTn Rum,, Mathnaw1-yi ma'nawT, ed. and transl. R. A. Nicholson. 8 vols. 
London etc., 1925-1940. 
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or if she said, How auspicious is Fortune; 
or if she said, Give the furniture a good dusting; ... 
or if she said, The loaves have no sa lt; 
or if she said, The heavenly sphere is go ing in the contrary direction; ... 
If she praised, t 'was his caresses, 
and if she blamed, t'was separation from him (that she meant). 
If she piled up a hundred thousand names, 
her meaning and intention was always Joseph ... " 
"She concea led his name in all other names"; for, even though she can­

not reach his being, she still calls him by the names in order to come closer 
to him. Thu s the name of the d ivine beloved becomes the bread in famine, 
the fur in wintertime -everythi ng means him, because he is the path lead­
ing towards God. 

ROmT describes in the parable man's continuous longing for God and 
the impossibility of reach ing him in his inner-most being w ithout sacrific­
ing oneself. This parab le we find for the fi rst time in al-tlalladj and we 
know it in German literature through Goethe's Selige Sehnsucht (B li ssfu l 
Longing): 

"And at last, longing for the light, 
you butterfly, were consumed by the light ... " n 

The butterfly, circl ing around the candle that it first sees from afar, then 
fee ls its warmth and finall y, longing for it fu ll of love, throws itself into it 
to be comp letely annih i lated in it, wi ll in death find a new life on a higher 
level. 

Th is parable, which al-tlal ladj wrote down in his smal I Kitab at-tawasTn, 
became in Islamic mysticism one of the most favoured metaphors for man's 
being consumed in the divine, for the un ion that can on ly be attained in 
death or in myst ical death, in giving oneself up absolutely. And so ROmT 
writes that man constantly searches for God and wants to throw himself 
into him; if he does not want to do this, he is no real human being. And 
God always shines like a cand le, and if he did not want to consume man 
in this fire, he would not be God. Thus all li fe bears the imprint of this in­
dissolub le attraction, whose mystery none can understand but the loving 
heart. 

" Cf. A. Sch immel, The Triumphal Sun (see above fn . 12), pp. 350 f. 
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Questions and Interventions 

h . . f PRENNER Is there a genuinely Islamic origin in Islamic 
aboutt e origin o . . 7 A d h f h 1 1 . . . b . 

I . . . myst1c1sm. n ow ar as s am1c myst1c1sm een in-
ls am1 c myst1c1sm f l d . . . . b Ch . . 1 ~ uence in its ong1n y nst, an e ements1 
SCHIMMEL Formerly there was the tendency to call Sufism an exotic plant 
in the barren sand of Islam, as a 19th centu ry book says. It is the great achieve­
ment of Louis Massignon to have shown that early Islamic mysticism devel­
oped from meditation on the Qur'an . Many texts in the Qur'an provide an 
incentive, for example SOra 50, 16: "[. .. ] for We are nearer to him than (his) 
jugu lar vein"; Sora 55, ar-Rabman, which records the visions of the Prophet 
(cf. SGra 17, 1 and Sura 53, 1 ff. in wh ich, according to the $OFT understanding, 
Mubammad's ascension into the divine presence is spoken of), etc. Eventu­
ally it was Rabi'a ofBa?ra (d. 801 ), the great mystic who (according to sources 
now known) first made Muslims aware that the word love is also mentioned 
in the Qur'an, i. e., in Sura 5,57, where it says: "Soon wil l God produce a 
peop le whom He will love as they wi ll love Him". The who le development 
of early mysticism is in fact a struggle to legitimize the concept of love against 
an orthodoxy wh ich is of the opinion that love of God means only obed i­
ence to God, and a readiness to do everything to fulfi l his will. At the time 
of al -tialladj (d . 922) the mystic ism of love in what we may call its classical 
form was already widely accepted, such that it became so central in a later 
period that in Persian for many centuries the love of God was on ly spoken 
of in very concrete metaphors. 
During the first two centu ri es of the Hidjra, ascetic ism and seclusion in 
Islam were very strongl y influenced by Christian monks and hermits. On 
this topic there is a book by Tor Andrae', which describes this precise pe­
riod before al-tlalladj, and the encounter between the early ascetics and 
the hermits in a whole collection of stories based on Arab sources. 

Islamic mysticism 
and the Prayer of 
the Heart in the 
Eastern Church 

BARTH Are there more detailed and specific findings 
on the connections between Islamic mysticism and the 
Eastern Church's Prayer of the Heart? 
SCHIMMEL In this connection, we may first consider 
'thi nking of God', the dhikr, in which breath ing also 

plays a major ro le, which was fi rm ly establ ished by the early 8th cen tury. 

' T. Andrae, In the Carden of Myrtles. Studies in early Islamic mysticism. Albany, NY, 1987. 
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The form in which the Ifb.ikr is prayed proceeds from the assumption that 
mentioning one of the names of God polishes the heart until it becomes 
a flawless mirror. This was increasingly elaborated and from the beginning 
of the 12th century became a very important factor in the development of 
the great SDfi-orders, particularly the Kubrawiyya and the Naqshbandiyya. 
On this topic there is an interesting book, Miftaf:, al-fa/at:, by lbn 'Ata' Al lah, 
who died in 1309 in Egypt, which has now also been published in English.2 

The author describes the special influence emanating from each of the 
names of God towards everybody who invokes it in the dhikr, and says 
that some people may not recite a specific name, because it would have 
psychic or physical effects too strong for them. 
For example, a young woman I know was given a name by her mistress, 
shaykha, which caused severe swell ings on her arms, hands and feet; in 
her despair, she turned to a wise old man, f:,akTm, who asked her: "Did the 
mistress give you such and such a dhikr?11 When she said yes, the wise 
man gave her the following advice: "Then go to her again and ask her to 
give you another one, so that you wi ll be healed again." She had suffered 
a reaction to repeating (.dhikr) thousands of times a certain name, which 
was much too powerful for her. 
And as for the Jesus Prayer in the Eastern Church, it may well be that there 
were certain connections - and in a later period an Indian influence was 
also added. The breathing techn iques are to be found most strongly in the 
dhikr of the profession of fa ith, whose first part expresses la i/aha, "there 
is no god", and whose second part says ii/a I/ah, "but God". The classical 
practice is to say /a ilaha when breathing out, because this indicates that 
everyth ing that is outs ide is not God, and ii/a I/ah as one breathes in again, 
thus bringing the world back to un ity. This is a very effective dhikr-formula; 
one f inds it expressed very well in the thoughts of lbn 'ArabT, who speaks 
of the creation as God's breath ing out, wh ich is again and again, in an inex­
plicable exchange, taken into the deity and then 'breathed' out aga in. Thus 
for lbn 'ArabT and his school the creation is a constant process of exchange 
in infi nitely small units of time which we do not not ice at all, so that for 
us it seems to be a continu ity. 
Z IRKER It would be good to have much more precise knowledge about the 
connections, proximity and distance of mysticism in Islam in relation to 
Christianity. With regard to distance and proximity, the question of a direct 

2 The Key to Salvation. A Sufi Manual of Invocation. Trans. by Mary Ann Koury-Danner. 
Cairo, 1996. 
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influence may arise: for instance, are there in Islamic mysticism clear ele­
ents of an incarnational theology or eschatology different from percep­

~ons based on either the Qur'an or traditional theology (which indeed know 
1f no union with God in the hereafter, but only of an ideal community of 

~umans in the gardens of Paradise)? In addition, we have always to consider 
how far something Christian may be encountered here 'accidentally', that 
is without any verifiable historical explanation. The case of M assignon il­
lustrates this problem very well, when he dedicates his studies to al-Hallagj. 
in a way that shows he believes he can identify with al-Hallagj_'s thinking 

without stepping beyond the bounds of Christianity. 

• 
KHOURY The first period of Islamic history, the Meccan 

the main stages in period from 6 1 o to 622, when the Last Judgement was 
the hi_5tory o_f . believed to be imminent, is characterized by otherworldli­
lslamic myst1c1sm ness and the conviction that the world beyond is more 

important than this world. This encouraged a corresponding ascetic frame_of 
mind. Then, in Medina, the additional need was feltto secure the earthly life 
of the community. In the light of th is new emphasis, there was a corresponding 
turning towards the wor ld on the part of the believers. The world is not to be 
condemned: it is God's good creation. Goel has given itto us. We may indulge 
in it, make use of it, accept it in gratitude. And Mubammad says, like Paul, 
one shou ld not forbid the good th ings Goel has given to us; this belongs to 

the order of his creation. 
Since then there have always been these two orientations. Over time, the 
tendency to turn towards the world has predominated. The Islamic community 
has not become a mystical group, but constituted itself as a political society. 
But the other line, that of asceticism, of otherworldliness, has persisted. There 
are pious Muslims who continue to follow and develop it. 

. . The second period brings a transit ion from asceticism 
from as~~t,cism to mystic ism. At first the ascetic movement resu lted in 
to myst,c,sm people's following a number of practices, which are 

also known in the Chri stian tradition: fasting, reducing hours of sleep, ab­
solute purity of lifestyle concerning food and drink - including extremes 
wh ich are also to be fou nd in Christian ity among the stylites, for instance. 
Instead of the focus being constantly on the human person, with his pas­
sions and all his behaviour and with the attempt to control and restrain 
them by means of ascesis, it is now on God. This characterizes the transi­
tion from asceticism to mysticism, the turning towards the fear of God, 
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trust in God, and complete ded ication to his wi ll, which is the true mean­
ing of the word is/am. Apart from some exaggerated behaviour patterns 
based on a wrong understanding of trust in God, which sometimes made 
people believe they should not take provisions of food for a journey, and 
not allow medical treatment during illness, because, after all, one's life is 
in the hands of Goel, a central position is now given to the text: " [ .. . ] ca ll 
on Him with fear and longing (in your hearts) [ ... ]" (SO ra 7,56); the em­
phasis is on feari ng God and doing his wi ll, and even more on trusting in 
Goel and putting one's life in his hands. 

the two classical Then follows the third stage, the period of the full de-
paths of velopment of mysticism. The representatives of the two 
mysticism classical pat~s _of mysticism ~re B_ayezTd BistamT (cl. 87 4) 

and al-Halla.dJ. (d. 922) . Bayez1d B1stamT is the great 
master of meditation and fana> ['annih i lation from human qualities' in God: 
see also above p. 153] . His path consists of three parts: the first leads to 
w ithdrawal and separation from the world; the second is characterized by 
the believer's withdrawing from himself and renouncing his will in order to 
be free for God - the 'self-annihilation'; and in the third there is God alone 

I 

the human person disappears, and on ly God is left- the union. In his mystical 
experience, BistamT became obsessed with transcendence. He was contin­
uously in search of God, knowing that he could not f ind God unless he him­
self disappeared, dissolved. Yet, when once asked by one of his pupils: 
"When do I reach God?", the question seemed to sadden him and he replied: 
"You miserable one, can God ever be reached?" For him th is implies an ir­
removable tension, an unresolvable paradox: the continuous search for God 
and for union with him - and the ever deeper certainty that God cannot be 
reached, and is always the one beyond, never attainable by man. This ten­
sion persists throughout the history of Islamic mysticism. It is in the metaphor 
Mrs. Schimmel mentioned, the metaphor of the birds that are migrating and 
in the end discover that they are identical with the divine bird, and yet, at 
the moment when the soul 's being one with God is discovered, 'the journey 
in God begins'. Thus humans, travelling in search of God, discover that 
something divine is inherent with in them, the capacity to reach God - but 
in their union w ith God they make the discovery that it is 'an endless journey', 
and that for them the tension between reaching God and his transcendence 
is irremovable. 

However, it is actually al-f-:ialla,m who is the mystic of the love of God, 
searching God not by stra ining his thoughts, his intellect, and his reason, 
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his whole consciousness, but by awakening and setting in motion his af­
fective energies. God alone shal I possess the heart of man, so that man then 
loses his self-awareness and dissolves in God. Then, in this state, man is 
heard to utter the saying Mrs. Schimmel has quoted: " I am the truth - ana 
'l-baqq", or the other saying: "Inside my gown there is God" - paradoxi­
cal utterances, which were then (mis)understood as blasphemies and led 
to al-f-:ialladj being sentenced to death. 

After the difficu I ties with orthodoxy raised by the mys­
al-Gb_azzali and 

tical movement, a period of 'hidden mysticism' had to 
lbn 'ArabT fo llow, unti I al-GhazzalT (d. 1111) established mysti­

c ism's rightful place w ithin Islamic theology as a whole. However, the 
mystics no longer spoke of their experiences d irectly, but rather in the lan­
guage of symbols. This is lhe time of lbn 'ArabT (d. 1240), when the mystics 
withdrew into esoteric circles, which no longer belonged to Islamic pub­
lic life. 
This fourth stage in the history of Islamic mysticism begins at the end of 
the 12th century and the beginn ing of the 13th. Jn th is period theories de­
velop about the encounter w ith God - attempts to name the stages of en­
countering or experiencing God wh ich one has to pass through in order 
attain the experience of union w ith him. They are the first attempts to deal 
comprehensive ly with these various experiences, until lbn 'ArabT, who de­
veloped a theory of mysticism, characterized as wa}:,dat al-wugj,ud, unity 
of being (or of existence), which is essent ially the unity of God, of wh ich 
everyth ing else is but the reflection. 
To date, besides individual mystics, there are also brotherhoods in which 
mystics come together, like communities of religious orders. A special char­
acteristic of the spiritual life of these communities is without doubt the 
practice of dhikr, the continuous remembering of God, of which Mrs. 
Sch immel has already spoken. These brotherhoods have contributed much 
to the spread of Islam, particularly the brotherhoods in North Africa. His­
tori ca lly speaking, the strongholds of Islamic mysticism are the traditions 
of Iran and Turkey, and later India and Pakistan, where mysticism was also 
accepted as part of theology; this is still true today, whereas the mystical 
movements are of less importance in the Arab world, where we still find 
small groupings, orders and brotherhoods.3 

3 Cf. A. Schimmel, M ystical Dimensions of Islam. Chapel Hi ll, NC, 1975, and C.-G. A~awati 
- L. Gardet, Mystique Musulmane. Aspects et tendances - experiences et techniques (Etudes 
musulmanes; 8). Paris, ' 1976. 
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Orr Today reference is often made to Karl Rahner's 
about the specific 
character of saying that the Christian believer of the future wi ll be 

a mystic or he will not exist. This aga in raisestheques­
lslamic mysticism 

tion of a possible commonality between Christian and 
Islamic mysticism and their specific characteristics. 
SCHIMMEL The specifical ly Islamic elements in the mysticism of Islam, es­
pecially in classical Islam, lie first in its absolute turning towards the prin­
ciple of unity. Mr. Khoury rightly mentioned that Louis Massignon spoke 
in this context of a special monism, a "monisme existentiel". The princi­
ple of wabdat al-wuQjiJd, the unity of ex istence, is extremely hard to ex­
plain to an outsider. Of course one tends to interpret sentences like, " I am 
the one whom I adore", pantheistically or monistically like the older gen­
er.ition of Orientalists, such as H. 5. Nyberg in his 1(/einere Schriften des 

Jbn al-'Arab,(Leiden, 1919) or H. H. Schaeder, who categorica ll y rejected 
lbn 'ArabT, because he, like many Muslims, believed that in lbn 'ArabT's 
doctrine of wabdat al-wu{fjudthe whole intellectual progress of Islam had 
been abandoned. 

un ity of the divine 
being - variety of 
divine knowledge 

We know however, thanks to the research of Wil­
liam C. Chittick4, to whom we owe the best stud ies on 
lbn 'ArabT, that one should not use wabdatal-wuQjiJd 
in such an absolute sense. It means the unity of the 

essence of God, the un ity of the 'deus absconditus', who can never be at­
tained. This unity of the being of God goes side by side with the variety of 
divine knowledge, kathrat al-'ilm, which is reflected in the creation of the 
world in its manifold forms. It is interesting that, more than a century before 
lbn 'ArabT, this formulation is already to be found in Abmad al-GhazzalT 
(d. 1126) whose study on pure faith in God was pub li shed by R. Gramlich 
a number of years ago (Wiesbaden, 1983). There, exactly the same paradox 
is to be found between the unity of the divine being and the variety of 
divine knowledge, that is, the things which God knows and which have 
manifested themselves in creation, the contingent beings which, through 
the divine names, become real, at least temporar il y. 
It is quite clear, however, that such thoughts, except when taken up by emi­
nent phi losophers and thinkers, can easily lead to pantheistic formu lations. 
It is worth noting here that in Persian poetry even before lbn 'ArabT, for ex­
ample in 'Attar, who died twenty years before him and had never heard of 

' W. C. Chi ttick, The Sufi Path of Knowledge. Albany, NY, 1989. 
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him, the expression II hama iJst- everything is He" is to be found in several 
poems (not so much the epics, but in lyric poems). This idea that everything 
is He is very strongly stated in Persian poetry and has repeatedly found 
expression in Turkish and also in Inda-Persian mystical lyric poetry. In addition, 
later Inda-Muslim mystical poets assert in their ecstasy that indeed every­
thing is He, whether Pharaoh or Moses, al-tfall a.dj. or the judge who sen­
tenced him to death. All is one, including Abu ljanTfa, the great jurist, and 
Hanuman, the great helpful Ape of the Indian tradition . Waf:idat al-wu{ijud 
is thus a matter much more complex than anything that can be described by 
the simple term of pantheism or monism. 

Mubammad, 
the 'perfect 
human being' 

Secondly, in the late Middle Ages, the specifically Islamic 
element in Islam's mysticism lies in the role attributed 
Lo the Prophet Mu[:iammad by lbn 'ArabT, in that the 
former is seen as the 'perfect human being', al-insan al­

kami/1 within whom as it were all possibilities of the creation inhere and 
to atta in whom is the highest target of the mystic. Thus the object of his 
search is no longer so much the divine unity, the deus absconditus, but God 
as he revealed himself in the creation through the creation of Mubammad's 
light. Th is seems to be of extraordinary importance, especially as it concerns 
the role of the Prophet in mysticism. In the treatises that were written after 
the 13th century, there is a precise categorization of the hierarchies, or the 
levels, on which the divine reality reveals itself: from the level of unity, de­
picted in the dot, towards a further unity, symbolized by the letter A/if- a 
vertical line serving as diameter of the circle - and then in the plurality 
which we can perceive with our eyes. In this tradition, which became the 
predominant one, the task of the mystics is to ascend via the various stages 
of the individual Qur'anic prophets and, if they are very successful, to attain 
union with the f:iaq,qa mui)ammadiyya1 the Mubammad-reality, orthe arche­
typal Mu[:iammad. 

the path of the 
mystical stages 

The mystics in their mystica l wanderings characteri s­
tically differentiate between various stages typified by 
the var ious prophets. Thus they might speak of one 

mystic being on the level of Moses and another on the level of al-Khac;l ir, 
the mysterious gu ide of Moses, and here confli cts of understanding may 
sometimes arise between individual mystics. This progression through the 
stages of the seven foremost prophets is a path typi cal of later mysticism, 
and the reference to the ladderthat climbs eventually to the /Jaq,qa mui)am­
madiyya, seems very important. 
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the path of the 
aqshbandis 

There is however also another approach, that of the 
Naq>hbandiyya, an order founded in Central-As ia 
which was then reformed by Af:imacl SirhinclT (d. 1624) 

in India in the early 17th century. On this path, the stages of preparation 
in which one subjugates the lower instincts play no major role; instead 
one moves immediately to the upper levels, trying to establish an ever 
closer relation with God by developing one's psychic, subtle body, and 
then returns to the world in order to operate there exactly like the Prophet 
who, after the initial experience of the divine revelation, turned towards 
the world. So too the NaqshbandTs, on their path, try to practise the ideal 
of the 'prophetic religion' in their mystical lives, insofar as the target, for 
them, is not union w ith God, but the actual effectual energy gained from 
this union, which they then apply in the world. As a result the NaqshbandTs 
become an outstanding political power, wh ich spread in India and Turkey, 
as far as America in one direction, and as far as the Philippines in the other. 

• 
Muf:iammad as a KOPECKY, IVANCIC What personal impact did the mys­

tical experience have on Muf:iammad himself? Did he 
not continue to have mystical experiences as he l ived 

out his vocat ion, when he withdrew from society and spent his nights on 
Mount Mira'?. Did he not see Gabriel and was it not his conviction that he 
had received a message from God? 

mystic? 

KHOURY We have no substantiated knowledge about him. We know that 
the Islamic tradition has made him an example, a model of mysticism. 
Some kind of pre-ex istence has been ascribed to him, and he is held to 
play a very prominent role in the stages of ascent towards God. The stages 
of ascent progress further and further away from the affairs of this world, 
and finally, before man encounters or attains God, he reaches this ' light 
of Muf:iammad', the nur mu/:,ammadT, and there the level of experiencing 
God begins for him. Such are the specu lations of the later mystics, espe­
cial ly lbn 'ArabT. He wrote a whole commentary on the Qur'an from a 
mystica l perspective: al-futu/:,at al-makkiyya, which conta ins speculations 
based on the Qur'an, although not specifically found in the text. We do 
not know what Muf:iammad himself experienced. Islamic tradition speaks 
of a heavenly journey, the mi'radj, going up to the throne of God. There 
Mubammad is said to have received the fundamental revelation of the 
Qur'an. But, since he had th is encounter w ith God and was repeatedly in­
structed by God, the mystics of Islam think that Muf:iammad, as Prophet, 
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received the light of God. This was his special status. Generally the prophets 
rank higher on the Islamic path than ordinary people or simple objects, 

and among them, Muf:iammad is the highest. 

Mubammad and 
Jesus in Islamic 

• 
M1nERHOFER Jesus is also seen as a hero of the love 
of God. Does Jesus rank as a mystic in Islam and does 
he have a status that could somehow lead towards mys-

mysticism 1. . , 1c1smi 
ZIRKER With respect to the Prophet, it is initially surprising that in th is con­
text of mystical piety the terms 'Mubammadan' and 'Mubammadan believer' 
are in use among Muslims and were also mentioned in Mrs. Schimmel's lec­
ture. We are always warned, and rightly so, against using the term 'Muf:iam­
madan people' . Musi ims, when they hear us say 'Muf:iammadan', feel uncler­
mi ned, or at least that the one who uses this term is in fact uneducated; it 
also impl ies for them a form of disrespect. This is one thing. 
Yet, and many Muslims do not know this either, within Islam, in the context 
of mysticism, one may also speak of the tar,qa mu/:,ammadiyya, the Muf:ian:i­
madan path. Mubammad here becomes the primary figure, where and wherein 
God reveals himself. In th is context even Muf:iammad's pre-existence is some­
times spoken of. Thus, in this very daring language, Muf:iammad can become 
that place with in humanity where God communicates himself, and the Qur'an 
almost seems to disappear; or the Qur'an is understood as the Muf:iammad 
event, so that the separation between the Qur'an, the word of God, and the 
unlearned Prophet seems to be gone. In the unlearned Prophet the rad iance 
of God and the truth of Goel come to shine. These are certainly very daring 

thoughts and experiences within Islam. 
Something similar also happens with Jesus. Does one say, "Jesus the mystic" ? 
It is clearer to say that Jesus is also the place where the div ine radiance 
comes to shine and to which the mystic moves. But it would also f it in with 
this system to see Jesus as a mystic, one who f inds himself completely ab­
sorbed in Goel. On the basis of such formulations, one may occasionally 
ask Muslims: Why are you shocked by our speaking of incarnation, if in 
the Islamic tradition there are such ways of speaking? But the reply is often 

that ultimately this is not authentic Islam. 
On the whole, Muf:iammad's role, even in Islamic mysticism is always tied 
to the role of God's messenger to whom it was granted to communicate 
the Qur'an to humankind. At the same time there is also always seen in 
him the form of the umm,, the unlearned, who, for his part contributes 
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nothing at all to his m ission of delivering the Book of God- a role, which 
is compared w ith that of the Virgin Mary with reference to her mission to 
be the mother of Jesus. 
Similar to Mary who is, according to Catholic doctrine, free from sin, con­
ceived immacu late, fu l l of grace, the figure of Mubammad is also consid­
ered free from error, insofar as the authentic f-:ladTths are all considered to 
be free from error, although these received elements of the Prophet's his­
tory are human, not divine words. There is a technical term for this 'isma I • I 

wh ich one could perhaps trans late as: being kept from error and sin, safe 
from them, being a fortress of defence against them. This was then devel­
oped extensively in Islamic mysticism. Mubammad is seen as the radiant 
p lace, w here man is perceived as a manifestation of God- completely in­
competent in himself, yet in union with God in such a way that, at the 
same time, he is also d iv ine. This even extends to the idea of pre-existence, 
the idea that the whole world is created in Mubammad, even through him, 
so that he represents the great original idea of man. It is here, in a particular 
way, that t he l ine which separates the Sunna from the ShT'a and Arab from 
non-Arab Islam, becomes operative. 

development of SCHIMMEL While earliest Is lamic mysticism, up to al­
Islamic mysticism f-:lalladj and his successors, was completely oriented 
in the Persian, towards Goel, in the tenth century l ittle by little there 
Turkish and appears the figure of the mystical beloved as a human 

Indian traditions personality. They began to see - parallel to Joseph as 
the ideal of absolute beauty - a human being as the 

image, the " flash of l ight", tadj_a/11, of the absolute beauty of God, and for 
this reason later mystical poetry becomes love poetry, in wh ich the meta­
physical and the real levels permeate each other in such a way that it is 
practically imposs ible for an outsider to see whether the subject is a human 
lover or the div ine lover. For it was said: al-madj_az qantarat al-l)aq,qa, the 
metaphor is the bridge to what is true; so that world ly love, specifica lly, 
unfulfi l led, platonic love for a beautiful person, is seen as the bridge to 
learning the love of God. 
Th is is a form of mysticism that unfolded to a particular extent under the 
Persians. If proper attention is paid to th is phenomenon, it becomes c lear 
why in European Oriental Studies as well as in normative Islamic theology 
there was such an aversion to mystical poetry. It seemed, after all, to intro­
duce the danger of a forbidden incarnation ism. Here more than ever the 
problem was posed: can God appear through l)ulu/1 choosing a human 

172 

body as his dwelling p lace; is it really legitimate to take a human body, a 
human being, a young boy, a youth, as a manifestation of divine beauty? 
There are apocryphal t{adTths attributed to the Prophet, such as: " I saw my 
Lord in a most beautiful shape"; and once, "[ .. . ] in the shape of a beauti­
fu l youth wearing his cap ti lted", which offered the Persians infinite pos­
sib il ities for p layful thinking. And those who are unaware of the ambigu­
ity of Persian poetry are of course always inclined to refer to the worldly 
level and to understand things I iteral ly, without perceiving their other mean­
ing. This is the reason w hy later mystics, as for instance Shah WalT Allah 
(d. 1762) of Delhi in the 18th century and in our own time Mubammad 
Iqbal (d. 1938) warned so stern ly against releasing this Persian poetry for 
general enjoyment. The initiated, who could (as Persians say) read the white 
between the letters, knew that it was a matter of metaphors - and those 
who did not know it, such as the 19th and 20th century Orientalists, often 
in their translations turned everyone who poured out the divine w ine of 
love into a very common publ ican; in an American translation of f-:lafi{'. 
(d. 1389), we even find that the person who pours out the divine w ine is 
a bar maid! So there are very many possibilities of misunderstanding and 
therefore it is understandable that orthodoxy and normative Islam, as well 
as the modernists, have turned againstthis kind of mystical poetry, because 
it can be dangerous if one does not know about its ambiguity. 
The f irstTurkish works in Central Asia and Anatolia are those of AhmedYesewi 
(cl. 1166). Beginning with a few verses of RC1mT and his son, they reach in 
the poetry of Yun us Emre (cl. 132 1) a high point which was decisive for the 
whole development ofTurkish literature up to the present time. 
In addition, Islam goes to India, and in the early evidence of the mystical ex­
periences and utterances of the great SufT masters of North and South India, 
we repeatedly find that they used the vernacular and occasionally went into 
ecstasy when poetry in the vernacu lar was employed. Thus it is not surpris­
ing that everywhere in India mysticism plays an important role in the ver­
naculars. In his book Urda kT nashw a numa men ~Ofiya-i kiram ka kam 
(Karachi, 1955) Maulvi Abdul Haqq shows very beautifully that in the 14th 
century, in South India, Urdu was used first by the mystics, and was then re­
tai ned in later l iterature. The same can be said about Sindhi which was com­
pletely developed by the mystics and about Pandjabi, after Madho Lal t{usayn 
(d. 1593) created the first classica l Pandjabi poetry in 16th century Lahore. 
In Pashto it was no different: the first real book in Pashto is Khayru 1-bayan 
of BayezTd An$arT, the PTr-i roshan, the 'shining master', who died in 1575. 
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The 16th century is th~ ~eriod i_n wh ich th is popular poetry really begins 
to blossom,_ and what 1s interesting for our discussion is the fact that these 
poets used images of the land. Perhaps the most beautiful pictu re is that of 
spinning: the dhik,~ the thousandfold repetition of the divine names, is com­
pared with spinning, for the more one spins, the finer the thread becomes 
and the more one practises dhikr, the finer and the more purified the hear~ 
becomes._ If the motif of spinning, which in areas where cotton is grown, 
such as Smd a_nd ~u.dj_ar_at, was_ qui:e natural and could be understood by 
ev~ry housewife, 1s applied to li fe, 1t means: he who has not practised the 
dh,kr, has not spun his heart fine, wil l, on the wedding day (and this is the 
day of _reckoning and of resurrection) stand there I ike a shamefu l gi rl , naked 
~nd w ithout a dowry and be punished accordingly. Thus an image emerg­
ing whol ly from the language of the common people is turned into a mys­
tica l symbol. The symbol of the soul, nafs, which in Arabic is feminine, was 
partic_ularly developed in these popular literatures, and in the purely Sunn1-
lsla_m1c context as well as in the gjinan, the holy songs of the lsma'TIT sect, 
wh ich were very strongly represented in Gu.Qj.arat and Sind. Again and again 
the development of the soul is portrayed by relating old sagas of women in 
search of their beloved: all the pains they suffer are narrated dramatically, 
so that these women's experience of the soul are linked with their real ex­
periences to become an incredibly powerful unity, into which of course 
also creeps t~e moti f of the virahirff, the yearning bride of Indian popular 
poetr~ (~hakt, p~etry). These cross-references between Hindu bhakti poetry 
and Sufi poetry in the border areas in western India and also in Bengal are 
extraordinarily interesting. 
So, _ las~ but not least, through the development of the various languages to 
which 1t gave a specific colouring, Sufism made a remarkably strong mark. 
Ii~ his exc~I lent book Exegese coranique et langage mystique (Beirut, 1970), 
Pere Nwy1a says that, through the experiences of the SOfTs, Arabic gained 
a new dimension, that of the experience of Jove. And in Persian above al l 
it was the poets who formed this language to a great extent out of the trea­
sure of mysticism; the poetry of even the most profane poets of Iran after the 
1 _1 th century cannot _be imagined without the influence of Sufism, for it pro­
vided them with their whole range of metaphors. 

poetry and In poetry a certain magn_animity is also attained, which 
orthodox has led to orthodox believers always having a certain 

y . b aversion to poetry ecause its thoughts have seemed 
to them to be too far-reaching and heretica l. It is a very interesting devel-
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ment in modern Islam that al-ttalla.d.i, the great martyr of Sufism, was 
op d f · f' for some time, approximately between 1965 an 1980, a avounte 1gure 
with the modern left-wing intellectual poets of the Arab world because to 
them he appeared to have been a social reformer, a man who spoke freely, 

man who was killed by the establishment. So for them he was a kind of 
:ale model they cou ld use as a guide. And it is remarkable that during these 
fifteen years there was not only a drama about al-ttalla.d.i written in Egypt, 
but also the Iraqi and the Arab-Lebanese poets, such as Adonis and Bayafi, 
either wrote poems about him or at least alluded to his fate. In the mod­
ern indo-Muslim world we find the corresponding motif of the gallows and 
the pulpit, which fou nd its most beautiful expression in a verse of Ghalib 

(d. 1869): 
"The secrel in the heart, 
no sermon wi ll it be. 
On the gallows you can say it, 
but on the pulpit- no!" 

What unti l the 19th century marked the contrast between orthodoxy or nor-
mative Islam and the loving ecstatics, has become in the last 50 to 60 years 
in the sub-continent almost the opposition's war-cry. It is very interesting that 
the name of a mystic who probably wanted only to strive after God has be­
come a motto for people who basically still feel they are Muslims, but who 

are not able to cope w ith orthodoxy and want to go their own way. 
VANONI Encountering Islamic mysticism, one finds strikingly numerous 
paral lels between it and Jewish O ld Testament mysticism, particularly that 
the mystic need not despise the world when he becomes one w ith God. The 
verse of the Psalm comes to mind: "You have put gladness in my heart more 
than when their grain and wine abound." (Ps 4:7). This certainly does not 
mean that the man of the Old Testament despises corn and wine, but rather 
that it is indeed possible to enjoy the gifts of creation. In Ecclesiastes we 
even find the assertion that God reveals himself in joy (Eccl 5:19 f .), although 
it did not enter the German Bibles in this way. In any case, one has the im­
pression that from the perspective of Islam's theology of creation it is im­

possible for a mystic in Islam to become a sombre ascetic. 
Moreover, the great importance obviously attributed to the narrative-poetic 
element in the Islamic mystical tradition may remind Christians to be more 
careful in dealing with the holy Scriptures. After all, in the Christian tradi ­
tion, too much of Scripture is often understood as history, in the sense of re­
port and historical recounting, sometimes even in the case of parables. There 
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would be much to rediscover: the narrative elements in the Biblical tradi­
tion which simp ly te ll stories tak ing del ight in narrating them, whether in 
the Psalms or in the Song of Solomon or in many other parts . In the Islamic 
tradition this narrative element seems to have a central and leading func­
tion, above all in mysticism. 

mystical experi­
ence - endeav­
ours of man char­
acterized by the 
ini tiative of God 

• 
W1ssE In classical Christian mysticism it is not man's 
endeavours towards mystical union w ith God that are 
in the fo reground, but grace. The mystical union is a gift 
of God, for which man may have or create the prerequi­
sites, but not more than that; this even app lies in Bona­
ventura's ltinerarium mentis ad Oeum. It is God who 

encounters us; it is he who grants himself. How is this relation between the 
work of God and the work of man seen in Islamic mysticism? 
DUPRE In mysticism a union is spoken of, and a non-mystic could think 
that a very special experience is meant here. The question arises of whether 
one becomes a mystic because one has a very special experi ence, or 
whether it is because one is a mystic that one begins to see one's own ex­
periences in a new I ight. If the latter, what does it mean: ' to become a mys­
tic'? Or, in other words aga in: is mysti cism concerned with somethi ng that 
has to be granted, given or found, or with discovering existing conditions 
and relations? Thi s would mean that for instance in al-lja ll a.dj.'s assertion 
" I am the truth ", which has already been mentioned, it is not so much a 
matter of someone here and now saying unintelligible things or giving the 
impression of being mad, but of a very fundamental insight being arti cu­
lated, wh ich became a certa inty on the mystica l path, so that what we ca ll 
union is something which, when we touch it, is like touching and discov­
er ing our own origi n - and I base this on the fact that we are created by 
God. 
KHOURY Also in Islam, the mystic knows that there is much he has to do 
in order to open himself up to the encounter w ith God, but that the ini­
tiative is always God's. Indeed, man can only reach God if he does not 
take the ini tiative . There are in Islamic mystica l literature many examples 
of decisive statements that the agent in mysticism is not man. When speak­
ing about mystic ism, we speak about what humans do, but what God does 
evades our direct description, which may lead to misunderstandings. Never­
theless, the first and last initiative are always taken by God, and as long as 
man does not understand thi s, he does not attain God. 

176 

SCHIMMEL The question of the initiative of God and the role of man in 
mysticism brings to mind a wonderfu l story which ROmT tells in his poetry 
and prose: the story of the poor schoolmaster, who, on a cold winter mo:n­
ing, stood, dressed in lightweight cotton clothes on the bank of a rag 111g 
torrent. The torrent brought along a great creature which everybody took 
for a dead bear. The schoolchildren said, "Master, jump into the water, 
look, there is a wonderful fur coat for you". The poor man jumped into the 
water, and the bear, who was not dead at all , dug his claws into him. The 
children cried, "Let the fur coat go". Whereupon the schoolmaster rep I ied, 
" I wou ld let it go, but the fur coat won 't let me go." ROmT says it is like this 
with the grace of God: once it has got hold of you it w ill never let you go 
again. I think this rather clearly answers the question of God's initiative in 

his relation to man. 

metaphors and 
symbols in 
mystical language 

+ 

BsTEH A. Is it not a sign of true mysticism that in every 
religious tradit ion two things go hand in hand: be­
coming ever more deepl y rooted in the origins of the 
tradition and at the same time an eruption of every­

thing man can grasp? So that w ithin every true mysticism elements can be 
fou nd of what Mrs. Schimmel referred to in her lecture in the metaphor 
that it is in death that the journey begins in God? May we not say that the 
believer only attai ns the mystica l dimension when he has passed through 
this death, whatever form it takes, in which the infinite journey in God 
begins and w ith it all that is to be understood as the encounter with the 
simply Incomprehensible, Nameless and Inexpressible? And th is, para­
dox ica lly, in each of the rel igious traditions, also always entails an extra­
ordinarily fruitful - often visionary - deepening of the knowledge of its 
own fa ith : the deepen ing of what is that particular religious doctri ne's 
unique articulation of its rel igious tradition, wh ich at the same time tran­
scends it into the inexpress ible mystery of the One who always remains 
beyond al l finite forms of expression. Can one also fi nd someth ing of this 

kind in the realm of Islamic tradition? 
SCHIMMEL This is very much the case. Taking up the subject of death, we 
may first remember a phrase frequently repeated by the mystics: "Die be­
fore you die!" They saw l ife as a series of minor deaths; with every step we 
take forwards, something base within us dies and we arrive at a higher level, 
so that our whole life is as it were a preparation for the final death. At every 
stage the divine is experienced a little different ly, until one ultimately ex-
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periences plenitude. This self-sacrifice and mystical death, taking place 
gradually, until at the end the complete extinction of the self is achieved, 
is indeed a subject broached repeatedly by the mystics. In the overall clas­
sification of the mystical journey (the seven steps, which we know so very 
well from Christian mysticism, or also the forty steps) there is an astonish­
ingly strong parallelism not only with Christianity, but also with other tra­
ditions. lbn 'ArabT, who in many respects unfortunately remains too theo­
retical, referred to the fact that - if we believe in the manifestation of the 
names of God - each of us is exposed to one or two names that have a spe­
cia I effect on him/her: this means that one can attain the experience of the 
divine, so to say, only through the channels of these names, so that in acer­
tain way one is guided in one's own tradition by the respective manifesta­
tion of one (or severa l) specific name(s) of God and can attain the experi­
ence of the divine only w ithin the symbols of the tradition that results from 
it, until one ultimately arrives at the final point where everything becomes 
one. On his/her way, however, the individual human being has to fo llow 
the line set out by his/her own religious tradition, which also reveals itself 
in his/her visions. If the Christian mystic has visions of Christ or simi lar vi ­
sions, the only vision of which lbn 'ArabT speaks and which is permitted is 
the vision of the letter ha'; th is is the last and essential letter of the word 
Allah, in which the soul then rests. As a consequence of the inlibration of 
the word of God, one cannot see God in a vision in human form - as hap­
pens in Christianity thanks to the incarnation - but only in the form of a 
letter. It seems important to state this here. 
ELsAs In reflecting on the names of God as they occur in the individual 
Holy Scriptures, can we find anything that is distinctively Christian or Is­
lamic? If, for example, in the Islamic tradition one thinks that one is able 
to see God in form of the letter? 
SCHIMMEL lbn 'ArabT's vision really does seem to be very informative. It 
is his only record of an actual vision of God. And the whole question of 
light manifestations on the mystical path, until one ultimately arrives at the 
final phase, the emerald green, which expresses the stage of the Prophet, 
is extremely fasc inating. The vision of the Arabic letter ha' can rightly be 
called very typica l of Is lamic mysticism: when one takes the Arabic word 
Allah, there is the first lam and then the second and at the end the ha'; this 
is indeed the famous ha' which lbn 'ArabT saw in its individual form . In a 
later mystical text, which still belongs to the same tradition, there is a most 
beautiful description of man's journey towards God: it begins with the let-
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ter A/if, the 'a' of Allah (which numerica lly is the cipher one); thus one be­
gins with the one and only God and in the course of the meditation, the 
heart travels on until, at the end of the path, it is enclosed by the shining 
ha'as if by a ring, and finds restfulness in it. Can we not see in this a very 
beautiful symbolism of the Islamic way? One rests in the essential letter of 

the word Allah. 
In this context we also have to bear in mind that we could not expect peo­
ple-for instance in India, in the Pan.dj.ab or in Turkey- to speak more Ara­
bic than what they needed in order to recite the Qur'anic SOras necessary 
for prayer. So a motif repeatedly appears which is also linked with the in­
libration of the word of God, namely that the mystics tell their simp le, un­
educated followers: "It is enough if you know the first letter of Allah, the 
Alif" (which looks like a straight verlicctl line). And there are wonderful 
early poems from the South of the subcontinent in which the Islamic creed 
is explained to housewives by means of the metaphor of the millstone with 
which the corn for the bread is ground every day. It has of course a straight 
handle, which one holds tight; now the poets say the A/if of Allah is ex­
actly like the handle f ixed to the stone, and exactly as you hold onto the 
handle and so get the nourishing flour and bread, you must hold onto the 
Alif of the word Allah- then you are on the right path. The metaphors are 
certai nly very simple and natural, and thi s probably contributed much 
more towards the spreading of Islam in its mystical form than all the learned 

works of lbn 'ArabT and his successors. 

the experience 
of the path: two 
types of mystics 

As for the experi ence of the path in general, it w i II have 
to be dealt with in greater detail within the scope of the 
second lecture: "Man's Path in the Presence of God" [see 
below pp. 283-293]. In any case, it is important to as­

sert that the path is the absolutely basic element, or that the aim lies with in 
the path. In this context, Islamic mysticism has two types of mystics: there is 
first the salik, the wanderer, who progresses slowly on the mystical path, and 
finally, when God grants him this grace, attains the experience of union . Then 
there is the madjdhab (the attracted one), the ecstatic who, in an ecstatic 
experience, without having passed through the various stages, attains the ex­
perience of union and then slowly descends again into the world, though 
often losing his spiritual and psychic balance through this experience in such 
a way that he is seen as one of those who are psychically no longer quite 
normal. The term madjdhub is used today, as it was already in the Middle 
Ages, for people who are psychically no longer well; they often run about 
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in a terrib le state and may become very dangerous. The salik is capable of 
guiding people onto the path, but the madjdhub, who has experienced the 
unique attraction to God, can not appear in public as a mystica l teacher, be­
cause he lacks the experience of the path . 
Another very remarkable idea concerning the fool 's role in Islamic mysticism 
may also be mentioned here. It belongs to the context of what can be ca ll ed 
the ' rebellion aga inst Goel ' . This moti f, which Hel mut Ritter cal led "Muslim 
mystics' stri fe w ith Goel ", is frequently to be found especia lly in the great 
epi c poems of 'Attar (cl . 1220): in this struggle of the Musli m myst ic with 
Goel, Goel is accused of having created the wor ld in a co111p lete ly unrea­
sonable way. There is a story in which a fool comes to Egypt, where there is 
a fa111 ine; he sees how people die and cry out "Bread! ", whereupon he tu rns 
to God saying, "W hat is th is? If you do not have enough food for al l these 
peop le, why do you create so many?" Such things happen often, particu larly 
in 'Attar, but interestingly such words are almost always put in the mouth of 
fools, of people who are a little menta lly handicapped; for so111eone who is 
not co111p lete ly hea lthy is not subjected to the compelling force of the law, 
he is not mukallaf, not obl iged to fulfi l the com111ands of the shart'a. This is 
why, in 'Attar, the foo ls, w ho are as it were God's foo ls, may speak to him so 
freely and insolently; this is even a sign th at God actually loves them; he has 
released them from slavery - now they can play w ith him. 

mystic ism and 
orthodoxy 

IVANCIC Myst icism never seems to have rea l ly been 
accepted by Islamic orthodoxy. And there is also the 
I ived rel igion of the bel ievers, the p iety of the peopl e, 

w hich does not eas i ly fi nd a place in orthodoxy either. But is there not at 
the heart of Islam some kind of myst icism in the prayers that have to be 
said five times a day, in w hose perfo rmance one gives oneself utter ly up 
to God and renounces the world, in the who le asces is - not on ly in the 
fast ing of Ramadan - and fin al ly duri ng the pil grimage to Mecca? There 
are, even in Islamic orthodoxy, various approaches wh ich come close to 
mysti cism, a meditative life which can make a life of deep fa ith rep lete . 
Does one not have to see the importance of th is, for it is often the reason 
why one can dist inguish a Muslim very clearl y from followers 6f other re­
l igious commun iti es - by the imprint made on him by his praying, fast ing 
and al ms giving, through wh ich he lives his fa ith? 
Even though th is is perhaps not a mystica l experi ence, it is st i ll a deep ex­
perience, w hich shows how unjust ifiab le it is to ca ll Islam simply a reli ­
gion of the law. 
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KHOURY There is no doubt that thi s ki nd of mystica l dimension of nor­
mal religion in Islam deserves much attention . 
on This seems qui te obvious. But, how is it compatib le w ith the view 
that mysticism never rea lly gai ned acceptance in orthodoxy? 
KHOURY It is not onl y in Islam that there are tensions between orthodoxy 
and mystic ism because of the absolute transcendence of this God whom the 
mysti cs want to atta in and w ith whom they want to become one. For ortho­
doxy this has always been a very deli cate matter: how can a mystic want to 
atta in God or even say that he has attained hi m in some way, when the Qur'an 
defini tely says that God is always beyond? Although he reveals himself, he 
always 1·emai ns beyond the ve il. How then can man desi re and try to attain 
God, and how can man clai m to have attained God? This has always been 
the decisive point fo r orthodoxy, and since al-f-:l allagj., and also BistamT, in 
their ecstasy made paradoxica l assertions such as, 11 1 am the truth", the re­
action was that th is was indeed blasphemous. And they were considered to 
be people who did not stand fi rm on the ground of orthodoxy. When later, 
in the 12th century, the mystics were given the right to stay within the Islam ic 
religious co 111 mun ity1 they no longer wanted to expose themselves to this 
cr itic ism and withdrew into esoterica! circl es. 
Beyond al l specific re lated questions, we must stil l always keep in mind that 
any religion that lacks the mystica l dimension has become on ly a practi ca l 
fo rm, a method of organizing one's life. In order to understand the depth of 
a relig ion, one has to look at its mysticism. If it opens up a leve l of mystica l 
experience, making mystica l experiences poss ible or at least not preventing 
them, there is no doubt that a profound aspect of tha t rel igion is revealed. 
But the fact remai ns that myst icism in Islam, as in all other religions, is onl y 
one dimension, and not the most important one. Perhaps it is, in the per­
spective of re ligiosity, the richest and deepest, but fo r the Muslim it is not the 
decisive dimens ion. That posit ion is reserved for orthodoxy. 
On Can one take it from w hat M r. Ivanci c says that in Islam there is a 
mysti cism even in normal everyday lived faith? 
KHOURY It is poss ib le to see a mystical dimension in it- not in the sense 
that man ea rnestly sea rches for union with God as in classical mystic ism, 
but in the sense of a surrender to the w ill of God, particular ly when the 
believer fu lfi ls the rel igious duties in the right spirit of Islam. 
On One may certa inly also say that for Christians our normal rel igios­
ity is open to mysti cism, again w ith the reservation that the mystic ism of 
un ion is not the only form of mysti cism. 
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$Ofism and 
PRENNER How does the relationship between $0fism 
and sharT'a unfold in history? 

sharra 
SCHIMMEL For $0fism both the Qur'an and the shari'a 

have absolute validity. This does not only apply to the early period, but also 
to the time of al- tlalla.dj, who was not in fact sentenced to death because 
of his eccentric mystical ideas, and his alleged heresy, but because of po­
litical difficulties caused by his ideas about more just taxation which met 
with opposition from the political authorities. al-f:'lalla.dj always underlined 
how important it was to fulfil the law down to its minute details, although 
in certain cases one can replace its literal obedience by the spirit of the law. 
This last-quoted assertion is the famous doctrine of isqat al-fara'i<;/1 the re­
placement of certa in religious duties by others. For example, instead of per­
forming the f:iadjdj, the pilgrimage to Mecca, it is as pleasing to God to take 
in thirty orphans during the days of the pi lgrimage, to feed them, clothe them 
and perform certain rites with them. This view aroused much enmity against 
al-f:'lallagj,. But this is the only thing one could reproach him for. He him­
self made the pi lgrimage four times and performed infinitely many ritual 
prayers. This tradition continued over the centuries, up to lbn 'ArabT, who 
has always been decried as the great pantheist and attacked as such by the 
orthodox, although he was very particular in fulfilling his ritual duties. So 
the sharT'a has always been designated as the great path, without wh ich 
there is basical ly no tarTqa, no smal ler path, namely $Ofism. Later on, how­
ever, there were groups which - as it is often the case also elsewhere - did 
not take the religious law seriously or even completely neglected it, because 
they dedicated themselves absolute ly to the state of mystica l drunkenness. 
It was these dervishes who first attracted the attention of European travellers 
in the East: the Qalandar and similar groups of dervishes did not rea lly be­
have l ike good Muslims and some of them were even strongly addicted to 
drugs. The $0fTs of the classical tradition were always very reserved, if not 
sceptical, towards these Qalandar or whatever they called themselves, be­
cause, for the major orders, the sharT'a has always remained the indispens­
able foundation of their life and actions. 
The on ly great danger that actually exists, and has not of course remained 
unknown to the critics of $0fism, comes from those $0fT-masters who claim, 
as mystical leaders, to have attained the highest rank, that of a qutb, an 
'axis' or 'pole' - and as such have been placed, as it were, in a state be­
yond good and bad, because they are d irectly connected w ith the source 
of the sharT'a. It is understandable that this leads to excesses which have 
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been rightly criticized. Classical $0fism, however, strictly adheres to the 

sharT'a. 
Another important aspect of the relation between $0fism and sharT'a is the 
great variety of attitudes towards mysticism among today's Muslims. On 
the one hand, to a great many modern minds it is something old-fashioned 
or even dangerous which stalled at a primitive level and is not compatible 
with a modern view of life. Browsing through modern Islamic literature, 
one finds remarkably sharp criticism of any Islam that is tinged with mys­
ticism, especial ly devotion to, or the nuisance of, saints, as it is ca lled by 
normative Islam. Some of this can be found in a story of the Sindhi-writer 
Jamal Abrr6 which in my translation is published under the title: 
Geschwarzten Gesichtes [With a Blackened Face]5, in which all these prob­
lems are expressed w ith both bitterness and compassion. 
Nevertheless, the inward values of faith, love and absolute dedication to 
God, have particu larly in recent days been repeatedly referred to with great 
respect by educated people. A very interesting phenomenon that will probably 
occupy us for quite a number of years and perhaps decades is the appear­
ance of ever stronger $0fT-groups in the East, and to some extent also in the 
West, where Musl ims who can no longer quite localize their spiritual home, 
find a new home in the $OfT movements. Much of what one can observe 
today, especially in America, is evidence that the spiritual atmosphere found 
in Islamic mysticism, which initiates man as a whole into an experience of 
God that he misses otherwise in the secularized world, is a very important 
aspect of life particularly for Muslims living abroad. It seems that through it 
they can find a new home in Islam without actually observing in every de­
tail all the ritual duties prescribed by the sharT'a. It is clear that many people, 
in th is way, give their life a spiritual, mystical and profound dimension which 
enables them to survive in the West of the late 20th century whi le at the same 

time authentically preserving their values. 
Following on from the question of what mysticism as 

Islamic mysticism a whole is, and if one holds the view expressed sev-
- in opposition era I times that it is simply the psychic, the spiritual, the 
to the 'prophetic f f 1. . ,1 interiorized element of religion, the great movement 
arm O re igion · of the spirit permeating all rel igions, then the further 

question arises of whether this 'mystica l religion' has to be seen as op-

' In: R. ltaliaander (ed.), In der Palmweinschenke. Pakistan in Erzahlungen seiner besten 
zeitgenossischen Autoren. Herrenalb, 1966. 
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posed to the 'prophetic form of religion'. Is the prophet the one who is 
seized by God and cal led to do something, whereas the mystic is the human 
being who tries to approach God and so needs much more guidance - a 
path which leads him in various stages towards God, although, the last 
step must still be taken by God? This is the classical formulation that one 
finds in Nathan Soderblom and Friedrich Heiler. Basica lly, however, one 
can find both forms in Islam, and if one says that, from the perspective of 
the history of relig ion, we encounter Islam as an example of prophetic re­
I igion, it is sti 11 a fact that the simplicity and clarity of such a categoriza­
tion can be mitigated at least to some extent by referring to the existence 
of Islamic mysticism. When we read the classical work on mysticism by 
E. Underhi1 16 we find that, although she gives very few examples from Is­
lamic mysticism, the whole typology it puts forward can be applied to Su­
fism abso lutely and completely. 

reservations con­
cerning certain 
'SufT' groups 
in Europe and 

At this point a final remark on a misapplication of the 
concept of Sufism, which is currently widespread in 
the West: there are indeed numerous SufT groups in 
Europe and America, and in many of their books they 
assert again and again that in fact everybody is a SufT: 

in America 
Napoleon, Goethe and Francis of Assisi - everybody 

who is interesting is described as a SOfT. This use of the term seems to me 
to be dangerous. For the term SufT can only be correct ly used in the con­
text of Islamic mysticism and must not be applied to every mystica l expe­
rience. It may sound like a reconciliation between the religions, but it is 
simp ly a complete ly inadmissib le confusion of terminology which must 
not be used in this way. Moreover, in America even the daily papers carry 
advertisements for things li ke: Courses and Practice in Sufi dancing. This 
seems even more suspect, because dancing, that is ritua l dancing, is strictly 
rejected by many of the SufT-orders, and as far as it has been institution­
alized by them, it is performed according to a precisely prescribed ritua l. 
It is not remote ly like a wild dance, and the permission to listen to music, 
and the dance resulting from it - the whirling dance - has been repeat­
edly discussed, from the 9th until the 20th century. There is a who le library 
of works which deal with this question and all its pros and cons. For this 
reason, especial ly if one does not know what the foundations of Sufism 

• Id ., Mysticism: A study in the nature and development of man's spiritual consciousness. 
London, 1911. 
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are, 'suf i dancing' should be considered a very dangerous aberration. If 
one really lives within a tradition and has been initiated into a tradition 
where there is something of this kind, as among the Mevlevis, then it can 
be legitimate. But practising it like some kind of supergym is extremely 
problematic and not very clever either. 

KAHLERT How far is Islamic mysticism concerned not 
the ~ po~ance only with recalling something historica l, but also with 
of Sufism in current tendencies in contemporary Islam? How strong 
contemporary are such tendencies even in our own civ ili zat ion, i. e., 
Islam among people living with us? 
SCHIMMEL This question was already dealt with above, where the relation 
between Sufism and sharT'a was referred to. But I have a few further com­
ments on the subject. Just thinking of the numerous $0fT groups in Europe, 
for example, shows how great the attraction of Sufism is, even and espe­
ciall y in our times. From my own experience in Turkey, where Atati.irk 
banned the orders in 1925, it became clear that, although the outward 
forms no longer existed, modern Muslims still found there was an energy 
in Sufism wh ich they did not want to abandon. 
This was not so much the Sufism of the village dervishes, the sai nts, who 
at that time did after al I interfere in politics. At first sight, for someone who 
had only read about Sufism, it was actually not easy to understand why 
Atati.irk banned the orders. But after one had been in the country for some 
time and been ab le to become personally acquainted w ith some village 
saints, it soon became clear that they were people who had very little to 
do with our world and, w ith their alleged energies, guided the population, 
if not astray, then at least not towards a very healthy path. So it was under­
standab le why Atati.irk had proscribed them, and at the same time these 
circumstances make one sensitive to the true problems of Sufism and its 

rea l greatness. 
After all, as an outsider, one at first perceives only the outward appear­
ance; but when, later, one is in the company of a member of a pious fam­
ily of mystics, one does indeed discern the true energies . Thus there are 
masters who worked as teachers and completely concentrated on educa­
tion and on deepening understanding of history and art, who can be seen 
as ideal representatives of as perfect a form of classical Sufism as may be 
found. It can be taken for granted that, especially in Turkey, there are nu­
merous peop le l iving modern lives who covertly lead a deeply mystical 
life. This also applies in Pakistan. In Muslim India Sufism is even stronger, 
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because there, as the religion of a minority, Islam cannot present itself in 
the outward form of a life lived according to the sharT'a; this is not en­
couraged by the secular government. There people have followed much 
more strongly the mystical approach, and there are spiritual leaders, such 
as the spiritual master of the Shrine of GesOdaraz (d. 1422) in Gulbarga in 
the Deccan, who was not on ly a great mystic, but who also established a 
college in his compound offering a programme in engineering and a college 
for gir ls, so that this place which was otherwise of hardly any importance 
- it was simply a religious centre - has now become one of the most im­
portant cultura l centres in South India. 
The great and really good mystics, who carry on the classical tradition, do 
indeed have much to say. Sometimes, however, as in Pakistan, they go into 
politics, and there the outcome is sometimes very unpleasant, as in the 
case of the Hurr of Pfr Pagar6. There rea lly are all the variations one can 
imagine, but it can still be said that, for modern man, the interest in or the 
turning towards the mystical values of Islam has recently become a little 
more obvious. Recently a young Egyptian who had worked on the $Off in­
fl uence on medieval religious architecture in Cairo, stated during the oral 
examination for his doctorate that when he had arrived from Egypt he had 
been a complete secularist; then he had worked his way into the subject 
and found many things that were closer to him personally than the Islam 
with wh ich he had been confronted in Cairo, where Sufism was always 
rather ridiculed. Interestingly, th is young man arrived at this point of view 
through his academic work. 

mysticism and 
the unfolding of 
practical I ife 

• 
DUPRE On the relation between mystical understand­
ing and daily l ife, what is the importance of mysticism 
for people's everyday l ife, in practice in one's behaviour 
towards other people, one's care for the community, 

one's solidarity w ith the world and in the world, one's responsibil ity for crea­
tion, the social dimension, etc.? How is responsibi lity for creation expressed 
in practice within and according to mystical tracl itions?This covers a whole 
array of questions, including the question of what precisely was the situa­
tion in these orders and brotherhoods. 
Z IRKER Perhaps mysticism has been a movement w hich not on ly de facto 
had a political relevance - the example of al-1-:JallaQj has already been 
mentioned-but also included a political intention w ithin its own self-de­
finition so that, much more than j ust occasiona lly, it may seem that not 
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only the ' I and God' dimension, but also the other dimension, ' I and my 

social environment', is active. 
DUPRE What also has to be reflected in the context of these questions is 
the si lence of the mystics on their doctrine: what they really know, theo­
logically and religiously, is only communicated to others who are able to 
understand it. This seems to have direct politica l relevance for the en­
counter with the religious powers in society - or is this again situated on 

another level? 
ZIRKER The fact that silence about the experience of 

my:t!cism and a reality that cannot be expressed in words may play 
politics a significant role in politics is one thing; the question 

of how far this is related to a definite political intention is another. In any 
case, the connection between mysticism and pol it ics may be considered 
from two directions: the intention of the mystics, and the effects of mysti­

cism. 
The mystics were generally not isolated individuals. Mysticism needed a 
master who, being an experienced man who knew the correct rules and 
paths, regu lated the practice, so that mysticism was not simply stretched 
between the poles of love mysticism based on willpower on the one hand, 
and gnosis, 'irfan, based on knowledge, on the other. Rather, both were 
lived out through practice with the help of the master, the pTr. Linked with 
the danger that the one and only God may impose totalitarian rule with 
regard to social affairs, there is the danger that in mysticism, too, the one 
and only master in the order may exhibit some totalitarian tra its . 
RABERGER It is well known that there have recently been very many dis­
cussions deal ing with the polarity between mysticism and politics. Mystik 
und Politik (ed. by E. Sch illebeeckx. Mainz, 1988), a publication in honour 
of Johann Baptist Metz, broached the whole problem area concerning 
theopolitical theology and the social dimension, and also postmodern 
criticism of a social generalization of the processes of life; in this tension, 
polarity is again always seen as having mutually ferti lizing effects. In the 
M iddle Ages too, mysticism was a movement opposed to scholasticism, 
which claimed to be able to express everything by means of its concep­
tual language and demonstrate it through argument. 
ZIRKER There is the statement on the enigma of being, which one may 
speak of on the gallows but not in the pulpit. What is fascinating about it 
is that this statement does not simply argue for silence in the face of the 
absolute: it may be spoken of, but only by him who pledges his life to it. 
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SCHIMMEL When we speak about the question of mysticism and pol itics, 
the popu lar kind of Islam outside the great centres may also be referred to. 
This should and can just be mentioned here in brief. Theoretically, the mys­
tics should of course be a-poli tical: if one is oriented only towards God, 
then one should not after all join the political world. Nevertheless it is very 
interesting that among the mystics, who are to be found in all wa lks of life, 
there have been those who appeared in pub li c as politica l rebels. Here I re­
call QadT Badr ad-DTn of Simawna (d. 1416) during the Ottoman period, a 
man who lived very intensive ly with in the Turkish mystical tradition and 
tried to dethrone Sultan BayezTd I (ruled 1389- 1403). QadT Badr ad-DTn 
was then hanged in Serres, i. e., in the European part ofTurkey. And in view 
of the fact that, in the years between 1965 till 1980, al-f:-la ll a£ti became a 
model of left-wing orientation for many Arab poets, it is very interesting to 
see that the great communist Turkish poet Na-? im f:-likmet (d. 1963) took 
QadT Badr ad-DTn as one of his models, and dedicated to him an uncredi­
bly powerful and beautiful cycle of poems. 
Another mystic of this kind is the Sindhi $OfT Shah ' lnayat of Jhok (d. 1718), 
who tried to carry through a just land reform (at least his modern interpreters 
say so), and it is understandable that this ea rned him the enm ity of th e 
landowners. There is quite a large number of such pol itically active leaders, 
often rebe ls aga inst the establ ishment, but, especially in recen t decades, 
also cooperating with the government. If one observes elections in Pakistan 
and sees how the majority of the famous $0fT-leaders' successors are en­
gaged in politics, then one sees the powerful influence that $0fism, albeit 
in a very secu larized form, has had on politics. 
From the time of Wor ld War II, there is a quite interesting example: in Sind 
there was the PTr Pagar6, who came from a Naqshbandiyya-family wh ich 
had separated into two groups at the beginning of the 19th century. He was 
the more powerful and surrounded himself with a group of dervishes, devoted 
to him body and soul, i. e., in a kind of Fida'Ts, as in AlamOt in med ieva l 
Islam. This hard core of followers also played a minor role in the Indian War 
of Independence aga inst the Sikhs and the British in 183 1, and survived up 
to the first decades of the 20th cen tury, w hen, after the breakdown of the 
Ca li fat movement in 1921, India's new struggle for freedom emerged. The 
Hurr, wh ich PTr Pagar6 had trai ned as his fa ithful guard, were then very active 
and successfu l as underground fighters agai nst the British during the 1930s 
and at the begin ning of World War JI. The story of the life of one of these men 
was described in an exremely thri lling report, the book The Terrorist, by the 
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British officer Lambrick7, who spoke Sindh i well and had all the records of 
the legal proceedings at his disposal. This is one of the most exciting books 
I know, a book which shows how complete dedication to the master, which 
is of cou rse part of the mystical training, can really lead to political excesses 
of the worst kind. It illustrates in a very informative manner the issue of the 
possibilities and impossibilities of mysticism and its negative effects on politics. 

mysticism and 
interrel igious 
dialogue; 
the relation be­
tvveen the heart 
and the mind 

+ 

BARTH Considering the significance of mysticism for 
interreligious dialogue, from the inter-Christi an per­
spective, it first comes to mind that mystics clearly have 
no role at all and that on the whole spirituality has not 
borne fruit ecumen ically. With regard to interrel igious 
dialogue, we have the impression that somehow the 
re lation between the heart and the mind, if we may 

use these term s, is unclear. Then the questions are: Is the mind just the robe 
of the heart? Is w hat the mind provides only the outer garment of the lan­

guage of the heart? 
The opposite model would be that it is the mind that moves the heart -
that the name, as has been said in this context, polishes the heart until it 

gives a pure reflection of the name. 
A thi rd model would li e in a kind of interdependence: cou ld it not bear 
good fruit for interreligious dia logue, if we paid more attention to this mu­
tual relation and explained it better - with reference to Islam as well as 
with reference to Christianity - and if one correlated the resu lting models 
of interdependence with one another? An additional question in this con­
text, from an anthropological perspective, would also be: What about the 
constitution of mystical experiences - includi ng here psychological and 
soc iologica l insights? It could after all be that the occurrence of mystica l 
phenomena common to different rel igions simply has something to do 
with the psychic constitution of man and this fact would also somehow 
have to be introduced into interrel igious dialogue. 

mystica l 
psychology 

SCHIMMEL The field of mystical psychology is exten­
sive and has many branches. If, for instance, one thinks 
of the classical Islamic doctrines about the various parts 

of man, as expressed, for example, in the doctrine of the formation of the 

7 H. T. Lambrick, The Terrorist. London, 1972. 
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soul, nafs: on the lowest level there is the nafs ammara, the soul that is "prone 
to evi 111 (Qur'an 12,53), which we can sometimes also translate as 'flesh' 
and its training through the nafs lawwama, conscience (the "self-reproach in~ 
spirit" : Qur'an 75,2) towards the nafs mutma'inna, the "righteous soul" 
(Qur'an 89,27). Then there is the spirit, rDh, the intellect, 'aq/1 and the heart, 
qalb, the actual dwelling place of God, which is also ca lled the throne of 
God or the organ that is the window towards God. Then there are even 
deeper strata: sirr, the secret, the inmost heart, where there is the very point 
of encounter w ith God. This is a complicated world and the mystics of the 
various orders, especially the Kubrawiyya and the Naqshbandiyya, have de­
veloped a whole system of subtle substance centres within man, each of 
which can be awakened by certain kinds of meditation, until the whole 
human being is permeated by the names of God and his presence. This 
awakening of the lata'if, the subtle substance centres, if one may ca ll them 
so, then often goes hand in hand with phenomena of light or other bodily 
appearances. Several books have been written on this subject, for instance 
Henry Corbin's L'homme de lumiere dans le soufisme iranien (Paris, 1971 ), 
and in the work of Fritz Meier in Basle on Na.djmuddTn al-Kubra (Wies­
baden, 1957) there is a beautiful exposition from a somewhat matter-of-fact 
point of view. Another work on all these issues concerning the /ata'if will 
apparently be published soon. 

mysticism and 
dialogue 

When the question is raised of what mysticism can con­
tribute to dialogue, reference is always made to the fact 
that the aim of mysticism, deification, is after all the 

same everywhere, and that on the mystical level, if we set as ide the more 
technical aspects, we can probably meet each other much more easily than 
on the dogmatic level. Yet here too, a reservation is to be made (and this 
seems to be completely relevant for our dialogue): lbn 'Arab, referred to 
the fact that one can only attain the experience of ultimate union, or at least 
of the ultimate vision, legitimately within the framework in which one has 
grown up, the framework preconditioned by the divine name which is 
effective upon one. This is a clear restriction. Mysticism in itself the aim 
is general, but the paths are differ~nt and one can compare the:n. Befor~ 
the stage of ultimate union they shou ld possibly not be mixed; it would be 
unhealthy. This is what lbn 'ArabT would advise. 

the mind and 
the heart 
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Then the issue of the mind and the heart was raised. One 
may say with Goethe in his West-ostlicher Divan that the 
mind is 'das vorwaltende Leitende' [the foreshadowing 

and guiding principle] which leads man and establishes his relationship to 
the divine, but that it is the heart that is the place where God can really re­
veal himself. The concept of the three stages of the soul which has become 
typical of Islam, because it is based on Qur'anic assertions which, however1 

are not connected with one another as such, has just been mentioned. Re­
ferring once again to poetry, it is very interesting that the word nafs1 which 
is grammatically feminine, has often been described as a feminine energy, 
which is, of course, to say in contrast to the intellect, the 'aql, which is mas­
culine. The intellect is the leading energy, but, like the rilh, it can only guide 
man up to the door of the king. Once there, the intellect leaves man alone, 
for the intellect must not enter the bridal chamber of love, as the mystics call 
it. There, there is on ly love, and love is a matter of the heart, which, as was 
said before, is being polished more and more by remembrance of the beloved, 
until it becomes a completely flawless mirror- in the Middle Ages there were 
metal mirrors - in which the beauty of the bel~ed can be perceived. Hence 
the wonderful metaphor, wh ich keeps appearing in Rum1 and in his succes­
sors: to Joseph, who manifests the divine beauty in itself, one can make only 
one gift, and that is the mirror, so that he can see his own beauty. And this 
has to be understood as referring to God: God, as the absolute transcendent 
beauty, can perceive himself in the mirror of the world. Here again we find 
the hidden treasure, wanting to be seen and admired. The heart always takes 
the central position, and opens up, and hears the word of God and takes it 
up, or else it mirrors God. 

BsTEH A. Since the encounter w ith Islam necessarily 
God remains the 

also entails an encounter w ith its mystical tradition, 
unattainable one 

this reminds the Christian believer too very strongly of 
the indispensable element in his own faith : that for him God always re­
mains the infin itely incomprehensible and unattainable one, that accord­
ing to our fa ith we simply cannot grasp God, either in doctrinal teachings 
or in ethical ordinances. Should Christian theology not take this much 
more into account, so that in everything about this God one will always 
sense what is greater, the infinitely ever greater greatness of God, and that 
the language of the heart can always be heard in everything that the lan­
guage of the mind conceptual izes theologically? If Karl Rahner was right 
when he said that theology is an inner aspect of faith, then, within it, faith 
always has to remain the infinitely greater - because it is God who is its 
subject. In other words, does not theology cease truly to speak about God 
if it does not include the 'via negation is'? 
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common and On When we see how the mul tip le threads in the 
d istinct elements web of mysticism meet and that mysticism cannot be 

restr icted to the mysticism of union, but is found within 
in the mysticism 
of the various the wide scope of mystical experiences, then, to a 

Christian and theolog ian, this suggests defin ing mysti­
cism as broad ly as possib le. 

rel igions 

KHOURY The mystics encounter each other and are different from each 
other at the same time, but they do not encounter each other on the level 
on wh ich they differ. One level is that of the experience of and encounter 
with the mystery, which cannot be defined more precisely. On this level 
the mystics of al l religions meet and understand each other spontaneously, 
for they have similar experiences. What they experience has something to 
do with the psyche and the human consciousness, and si nce these states 
of awareness are similarly experienced by the mystics of al l religions, they 
understand each other well. 
The level on which the differences are cl earl y perceptible is the level of 
the interpretation of these experi ences. Thi s interpretat ion takes place 
through doctrine and dogma. It is the level of a particular reli gion's con­
cepts about this God whom the mystic seeks or experiences. In the inter­
pretation, differences soon emerge, as for instance when Meister Eckehart 
interprets his experiences aga inst a trin itarian background, whereas Bud­
dhists do not speak of God at all. 
On If it is sa id that the mysti cs meet on the human level, the level of 
their human experi ences, but not on the level of dogmatic interpretat ion, 
one may then ask, "Where is the reality? Is it in the experience or in the 
interpretation ?" 
KHOURY Neither nor. The true real ity is the mystery of God. The mystic 
experiences this mystery in his own way, which cannot be reproduced, 
except in the sense that it may be interpreted and become communicab le 
through this interpretation. 

I + 

fear in 
SCHMATOVICH How far does fear pl ay a role in Islamic 
mysti cism? 

mysticism? 
KHOURY Fear can be seen as a motive for ascet icism 

in the development of Islamic mysti cism: in the earl y stages of Islamic mys­
ticism, it was said that the Judgement of God was imminent, and so the 
hereafter was more important than the present worl d. In this con text, the 
worl d is considered as a threat and a test, as someth ing seductive from 
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which we have to turn away in fear of Judgement and fai ling to atta in bliss 
in the world to come. But wherever mysticism comes into play, with its 
inner power to overcome fear by complete dedication to God, there is no 
longer any room for fear. 

mysticism 
and gnos is 

HORN How does the relation between mystica l ex­
perience and gnosis man if est itse lf? Are they two move­
ments which are always parallel w ith each other, in 

the sense that the gnostic movement is always there, touching the mysti­
cal experience wherever it appears? 
ZIRKER In M rs . Schimmel's lecture, what was initially emphasized in the 
deve lopment of th e mystic seemed to be the w illed union with God, a love 
rela tionship, a letting-oneself-be-grasped by God, and then, in a second 
phase, it was rather gnosis or knowledge, even though the two can never 
be comp letely separated from one another. 
MITTERHOFER Is the term 'gnosis' used in Islam itself, or is it borrowed 
from somewhere else to interp ret certain phenomena in Islam? 
ZIRKER The term 'irfan, which can be translated as gnosis or knowledge, is 
used here as a technica l term from within the self-definition of Islamic mysti­
cism. There is much in favour of the assumption that gnosis has never died 
out, but permeates various religious cultures. On the other hand, gnosis is 
certainly also linked with human cogn ition and reflection, independent of 
connections wi th individual historica l traditions, so that it is certain ly not 
easy to disti ngu ish between what is simp ly to be expected wherever people 
reflect on their existence under the infl uence of mystical experiences, and 
what gnosis is beyond that in the historical context of the various traditions. 
It is nevertheless clear that mystic ism is characterized by a movement that 
begins with something that happens and expresses itself as a love relation­
ship which then arrives at something rather oriented towards knowledge and 
philosoph ica l systematization. The question is only where to situate th is dis­
tinction in the field of interpretation and its literary expression. 
In certai n trad itions of Islamic mysti cism there has been an extreme devel­
opment, go ing as far as veneration of Satan, the evil one, and a very specific 
Satanic mysticism. In the Qur'an all the angels were call ed by God at the 
creat ion of Adam and Eve to bow down before man. They were surpri sed 
and asked: Shall we bow clown before one you have created from dry clay 
and who wi ll do evil on earth? lb lTs (Greek oio.~oloc;) is the angel who does 
not bow down before Adam . From the Islamic perspective, especially for 
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the mystics, he is therefore an extremely tragic figure, and for some also to 
be revered. He is tragic in the sense that, because of his paying respect to 
God, he does not submit to God's wil l that he should bow down before man, 
and to be revered because, of al l the angels, he is the only consistent Mus­
l im, because he is only ready to bow down before God alone. God's com­
mand entangles him in an unbearable conflict: he is no longer a Muslim 
and yet at the same time he is the only Muslim. 
SCHIMMEL The extent to which the influences of Gnosticism and Neoplato­
nism on Islamic mysticism can be historically establ ished in detail is a real 
question. Neoplaton ism was simply in the air in the Near East; one breathed 
it in, as it were, if one was mystically inclined. There have been scholars 
such as Nyberg, for instance, who said that Jbn 'ArabT actual ly represented 
Neoplatonism in Arabic terms -which seems to be a l ittle exaggerated. After 
al l, there are substantial differences. Nevertheless, his approach, his way of 
seeing the world and all the various divine levels, and the idea of emana­
tion, all this is of course Neoplatonism, wh ich is then permeated by Islam, 
changed and adapted. 
There is also Shihab ad-Din as-SuhrawardT (d. 1191 ), the 'master of inspira­
tion', who developed a whole system wh ich blended together neoplatonic, 
as well as ancient Iranian and ancient Egyptian ideas, to arrive at a very in­
teresti ng, but difficult metaphysics of light, according to which Absolute 
Existence, meaning Goel, equals l ight. Th is can be deduced from the Qur'an, 
according to wh ich Goel is the light of the heavens and the earth; and then, 
through various hierarchies of the angels, th is l ight is filtered clown until it 
reaches the creaturely world of man, and man's degree of maturity depends 
on how much light he is able to absorb in the course of his li fe, when he re­
turns from the Western exile, from darkness, to the place of sunrise - another 
beautiful parallel w ith Spanish mysticism. This is a special case of Islamic 
mysticism, but extraordinari ly interesting because of the parallel develop­
ment in other countries. 

elite elements in VANONI Typica l of Christian gnosticism, which also 
Sufism- always aims to bring liberation from this evil world, 

as in Christian 
gnosticism? 

are elite groups. Is the SufT movement, whose energy 
has been strong enough to establish a tradition within 
Islam, also an elite movement or does it not extend 

into much w ider circles and even break them up? 
ZIRKER Elite - yes and no. First, there is the striking phenomenon of the 
great figures of Islamic mysticism, wh ich necessarily implies elite groups or 
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individuals; in this sense Islamic mysticism as such cannot be described as 
being elite; but the mystics themselves are often el ite because of their spe­
cific qualities and abili ties. But this does not set up a barrier with everyday 
life, which cannot be easily penetrated. They do not walk behind walls, or 
live in an order where silence is imposed. In Islam there is not the kind of 
barrier which often exists in the Christian tradition - for example, between 
the order founded by Teresa of Avila and everyday life. There is no elite of 
that kind, or the esoteric ism which has often characterized 'Christian'-gnostic 

circles. 
+ 

BARTH Is Islamic mysticism to be seen as a phenom-
lslamic mysticism I 

enon which opens the Muslim up to other mystica 
open to other . d". ? traditions? After all, mysticism could provide the corn-
mystic tra 1t1ons. d . cl I I · · · I mon enom1nator; or oes s am1c myst1c1sm 1ave a 
very speci fic profi le that would have to be contrasted with, for instance, 
our Christian mysticism? 
SCHIMMEL There are of course specific traits, such as the role of Muf:iam­
mad according to Jbn 'ArabT, whose aim after all is to attain the f:,aqrqa 
mubammadiyya into which the mystic plunges, because he cannot reach 
the 'cleus absconditus'; though the f:,aqrqa mul;iammadiyya st il l remains 
something created. 
Otherwise the openness of Islamic mysticism towards other religious tra­
ditions is certain ly very w ide, and one has frequently tried to reach un­
derstanding on th is level, especially in Islamic India, where the bound­
aries between Islam and Hinduism appear. Here again it is poetry that is 
very effective. When one reads, for instance, ecstatic 18th century poetry 
in Pan.dj.abT or Sindh i, one is really surprised at the syncretism there be­
tween Islam and Hinduism. Or we may read the poems of Yunus Emre 
who died in Anatol ia in 1321: Yunus' foundation is strictly Islamic, but 
then this fee ling of loneliness develops, and the only thing that finally re­
mains is the love of God that embraces everything: whether Mecca or 
Jerusalem, Christians or non-Christians, all is embraced in this great ec­
stasy of love. Something similar can also be said of RumT. Since he lived 
in Konya, in former Byzantine territory, he knew quite a lot about Chris­
t ians and their customs. If we examine his work thoroughly from this point 
of view, we find very interesti ng details; his second wife even came from 
a Christian family. However, he was also critical: in the first book of the 
Mathnawr he tells the story of the traitor who, after the death of Jesus, 
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sowed discord among the Christians and thereby aggravated the tension 
between the var ious Christian groups to the extent that they killed one an­
other. This is a very interesting allegory. 
Nevertheless, especia ll y in ROmT, we also find in his prose works the idea 
of the birth of Christ in the sou l: he expressed this very clearly. The body, 
or the human being, is I ike Mary; and the Qur'an says of Mary that when 
she felt the pangs of chi ldbirth, she went to a barren palmtree, and in her 
agony she grasped it and held it tight, and the barren palmtree dropped 
sweet dates in her lap (Qur'an 19,23-25), as if in wondrous token of the 
prophet about to be born. RO mi' says: each of us is a Mary, and each of us 
bears Jesus in themselves, but if the birth pangs do not begin, then this 
Jesus cannot be born, but disappears again. Thus the throes which we suf­
fer psychically are a precondition for our sp iritual se lf, our Jesus, to be born 
within us. This was exactly fifty years before Meister Eckehart who spoke 
of Christ's birth in the soul, and so here we can see in Islam ic mysticism 
a very interesting parallel with the Chri stian tradition.8 

The connect ions between Islam, Judaism and Christianity which were par­
ticularly strong in Spain are certainly of special interest in this context. 
Very interesting investigations have been made recently, particularly con­
cerning the numerous connections between early Islamic (Arabic) mysti­
cism and Juan de la Cruz (d. in 1591 ). 9 

The Book of the Lover and the Beloved by Ramon Lui (d. 1315)' 0, which 
contains a great many translations from Arab mysticism, should be men­
tioned here too. And there is also the remarkable reference to Jesuits say­
ing that there are obvious sim ilariti es with Sufi' rules in the rules of Ignatius 
of Loyola. For example, in earl y Sufism, in the 10th century at the latest, 
there is a statement that the Sufi shou ld be in the hands of his master like 
the corpse in the hands of the corpse-washer; so the metaphor of 'cadaver 
obedience' definitely already existed among the Sufi's in the 9th and 10th 
centuries. For someone who really knows Sufism and the Jesuit order well, 
it wou ld be a fascinating task to investigate these para llels. 

• Cf. also H. Rahner ''Die Lehre der Kirchenvater von der Geburt Christi aus dem Herzen 
der Kirche und der Glaubigen", in: id., Symbole der Kirche. Salzburg, 1964, pp. 11-87. 

• Cf. Luce L6pez-Baralt, San Juan de la Cruz y el Islam. Estudio sabre fas filiaciones semf­
ticas de su literatura mfstica (Serie estudios de lingUfstica y literatura; 12). Mexico, 1985. 

10 The Book of the Lover and the Beloved. Trans. by E. A. Peers (1923). Rev. ed. London, 1945. 
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The Qur'an: the Ultimate Word of God Expressed 
in Human Language 

Adel Theodor Khoury 

Introduction: The Qur'an is the core of Islam 

For the Islamic faith Mul:iammad is "the Seal of the Prophets" (Qur'an 
33,40)1, but even so, he is not the core of Islam. The core of Islam is a book, 
the Qur'an, the ultimate word of God, literally transmitted by God to the 
Prophet Mut:iammad to lead human beings towards faith, to make known 
to them the commandments of God, and to guide and regulate their lives 

as ind ividua ls and as commun ity. 
In the experience of his ca ll, Mul:iammad is confronted with the message 

of God in the fo rm of a book. According to Islamic tradition, Mul:iammad 

himself relates: 
Whilst I slept, he (Gabriel ) came to me, holding in his hands a book 

wrapped in brocaded silk. He said: "Proclaim!" I said: "I cannot proclaim." 
Then he throttled me with the book, so that I thought I must die. - Then he 
let go and sa id again: "Proclaim! " I sa id again: "I cannot proclaim." And 
again he throttled me so that I thought I must die. - Then he let go and said 
again: "Procla im !" I said again: " I cannot proclaim." And again he throttled 
me so that I thought I must die. - He let go and said again: "Proclaim!" Then 
J sa id: "What shall I proclaim?" I said th is simply to avoid his doing unto me 
again what he had done unto me before. To the question: "What shall I pro­
claim?", Gabriel answered: "Proclaim! (or Read!) In the name of thy Lord 
and Cherisher, Who created - Created man, out of a (mere) clot of congealed 
blood: Procla im! And thy Lord is Most Bountiful, - He Who taught (the use 
of) the Pen, - Taught man that which he knew not." (Qur'an 96, 1-5). And 
thus J recited these (words). Then Gabriel withdrew and left. I, however, 
awoke from my sleep and I felt as if a scripture had been engraved on my 

heart.2 

1 The statements made in this contribution set out the doctrine of Islam. For practical rea­
sons this is done without emphasizing time and again that they represent Islamic positions. 

, W ith the exception of the Qur'anic verses, th is is a translation into English of H. Stieglecker, 
Die Claubenslehren des Islam. Paderborn, ' 1983, p. 357. 

197 



A book is thus pressed onto Muhammad's chest, a book coming from 
God, put down in a Scripture containing the eternal message of God, which 
is consequently, with regard to its fundamental content, elevated above 
historica l events and beyond worldly fl uxes and changes. From this book, 
the primordial norm of truth and the line of rightful guidance, the newly 
ca lled Prophet must recite: first he must recite it once to himself, imbibe 
the message and .internalize it in order to be able to recite, read out and 
proclaim the revelation of God. 

Muhammad had already found among the Jews (with their Torah) and the 
Christians (with their New Testament) a holy Scripture that functioned as the 
document of divine revelation and compendium of divine commandments 
and legal instructions. He must have been very impressed by the fact that 
these religious communities had holy books which they used during reli­
gious services and whose authority they acknowledged unconditionally. In 
many passages the Qur'an mentions the Torah as the Book of God for the 
Jews (e. g., 2,44.53.78.85.87.101.113 .1 44-146.159.17 4.1 76; 3, l 9f.23, etc.3) 

and considers it their duty to keep the Torah fa ithfully (5,44). The Qur'an 
also urges Christians to comply fai thfully with the Gospels (5,46 f.). It states 
unequ ivocally: "Say: 'O People of the Book! Ye have no ground to stand 
upon unless ye stand fast by the Law, the Gospel, and all the revelation• that 
has come to you from your Lord.' [ ... ] " (5,71 ). 

Consequently, the Qur'an cal ls the Jews and the Christians "the People of 
the Book" (2,105.109; 3,64f.69-72.75.98f.l l 0.113.199; 4, 123.153.159.171 ; 
5,16.21.62.68.71.80; 29,46; 33,26; 57,29; 59,2.11; 98,1 .6), a description 
that implies a religious superiority over the polytheists and the unlearned, 
who have no Scripture. The Torah of Moses is considered to be a model for 
the Scriptures and communities that came after (11, 17; 25,74) and theQur'an 
expressly points out th is advantage to people: "[ ... ) if ye realise this not, ask 
of those who possess the Message5." (16,43; 21,7). 

This shows clearly Muhammad's conviction that a divine message on ly 
achieves the whole scope of its purpose and brings its full authority to bear 
when it is set down in a book and presented to people. This is precisely 

3 See the complete list in my book: A. Th. Khoury, Der Koran. Obersetzung und w issen­
schaft!tcher Kommentar. vol. 1, Gutersloh, 1990, p. 2 53. 

4 According to the Qur'an, the Psalms of David (4,163; 17,55) and the Books of Abraham 
(87, 19) are also counted among the revealed books. 

' I. e., the former revelations and holy Scriptures. 
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what was to happen with the new message of lslam6; and it becomes ob­
vious in the various designations of the Qur'an in the Qur'anic text itself. 

1. The Word of God as a book to be read aloud7 

The Arabic word qur'an is derived from the verb qara'a: read, read aloud, 
recite. This refers to a double function of the holy book: it is a lectionary 
and a reading-book. 

1.1 The Qur'an as lectionary 

The Qur'an is a lectionary, which one reads and which is read aloud. Read­
ing aloud and recitation has special importance in an illiterate society such 
as the early Islamic community. Thus the Qur'an is the collection of holy 
texts which are read aloud, procla imed or recited over and over again. The 
word qur'an is used in this sense in some verses: 

75, 17 f.: " It is for Us to col lect it and to promulgate it {qur'anahO]: but 
when We have promu lgated it, follow thou its recital (as promu lgated) 
[qur'anahO]". 

17,78: "Establish regular prayers - [ ... ], and the morning prayer and 
reading [qur'ana 1-fadjr]:for the prayer and reading in the morning {qur'ana 
1-fadjr] carry their testimony." 

The recita l of Qur'an ic verses is an obligation for the community: reciters 
of the Qur'an fulfil this task in front of the Muslims assembled for prayer, but 
individual believers also read the Qur'an and recite it. 

Whether the Qur'anic texts are recited solemnly or read silently, they are 
meant to bind the believers to God, have an effect upon them, and fortify 
within them their dedication to the will of God (is/am). 

6 Muhammad's intention to present the message proclaimed by him in the form of a book 
becomes very clear in later texts of the Qur'an, e. g. where the Torah, the Gospels and the 
Q ur'an are given the same standing: "God hath purchased of the Believers their persons and 
their goods; for theirs (in return) is the Garden (of Paradise): they fight in H is Cause, and slay 
and are sla in: a promise binding on Hirn in Truth, through the Law, the Gospel, and the Qur'an. 
[ ... J" (9,11 1). - On the efforts made by Muhammad himself to provide a w ritten version of the 
Qur'anic revelation, see my book: A. Th . Khoury, op. cit. (fn. 3) pp. 67-70. 

' Here I follow the explanations in my contribution: A. Th. Khoury, "Buch und gottliche 
Weisung. Der Koran, Buch Gottes", in: Glauben durch Lesen?, edited by A. Th. Khoury -
L. Muth (Quaestiones Disputatae; 128). Freiburg etc., 1990, pp. 115-119; d . A. Th. Khoury, 
Der Koran. Obersetzung und wissenschaftlicher Kommentar, vol. 1-12. Gutersloh, 1990- 2001 ; 
A. Th . Khoury - L. Hagemann - P. Heine, ls/amlexikon. 3 vols. (Herder/Spektrum; 4036). 
Freiburg etc., 1991 ; W. M. Watt - A. T. Welch, Der Islam I (Religionen der Menschheit; 25, 1 ). 
Stuttgart, 1980; A. T. Welch, "al-~ur'an" , in E/2. vol. V. Leiden, 1986, pp. 400-429. 
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1.2 The Qur'an as reading-book 

The Qur'an is also a reading-book, the documentation of the divine message 
and Islam's reference book. Jn the Qur'an the pious believer finds instruc­
tion, edification, admon ition and practical guidance. The mystic too finds 
in the Qur'an support for his meditation and for his search for an ever 
closer encounter w ith God. And finally, the Qur'an is the absolute author­
ity for the jurist in al l questions of law establishment with regard to the de­
finition of legal norms and laws which have to be observed in the life of 
the community. The commands of the Qur'an are beyond question; on the 
basis of its assertions, legal norms, directives and concrete solutions are 
elaborated.8 

1 .3 The Qur'an as norm for decision making 

The Qur'an is the divider between right and wrong (furqan: 2, 185; 25, 1; 
cf. 3,4) which carries absolute authority (the authority of God himself). As 
such the Qur'an is the embodiment of divine gu idance. Innumerable verses 
underline what is asserted at the beginning in Sora 2: "This is the Book; in 
it is guidance sure, w ithout doubt, to those who fear God" (2,2). Thus the 
Qur'an requires of the believers: "So fear God as much as ye can; l isten 
and obey [ .. . ]" (64, 16). Faith and the endeavours they make to fear God 
in the living of their lives enable people better to realize the function of 
the Qur'an as the guide for righteousness and for the right administration 
of God's law. 

For this law is a l ight9 which brings insight and enables people to make 
judgements. From the many relevant passages just one may be quoted here: 
''There hath come to you from God a (new) l ight and a perspicuous Book, 
-wherewith God guideth all who seek His good p leasure to ways of peace 
and safety, and leadeth them out of darkness, by His W il l, unto the l ight, 
- guideth them to a Path that is Straight." (5, 17 f.; cf. 14, 1; 65, 11 ). This is 
not only a light from above i lluminating the path of the believers so that 
they can walk straight along their path (cf. 57,28), but it also makes a light 

• <?n the importance of the Qur'an as the main source of the legal system see my brief 
expos1t1on m A. Th. Khoury, _lslamische .. Minderheiten in der Diaspora (Entwick lung und 
Frieden: W 1ssenschaftliche Reihe; 40). Munchen etc., 1985, pp. 13-16; id., Der /slam. Sein 
Claube-se1ne Lebensordnung-sein Anspruch (Herder/Spektrum; 4167). Frei burg etc., ' 1993, 
pp. 49-56. · 

• On the following explanations see my contribution: "Das Gesetz Gottes. Eine koranische 
Theologie des Gesetzes", in: A. Th. Khoury, Der Islam kommt uns naher. Worauf miissen wir 
uns einstellen?. Freiburg etc., 1992, pp. 36-58 (here: pp. 54-58). 
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begin to shine within man, wh ich makes him grow in understanding (e. g., 
2 242) and provides an insight to help him in making judgements (6, 104). 

' The law is the basis of right decisions, the gu ideline for carrying out in 
practice the decision taken, and the norm for action (cf. 5,51; concerning 
specific cases 4, 11 .25 .1 76). 

In order to be able ful ly to carry out its function as the norm for mak­
ing decisions and judgements, Qur'anic law endeavours to embrace all 
domains of l ife and contains detailed regulations (cf. 7,32.52; 6,126; 9, 11 ). 
The Qur'an itself confirms this:"[ ... ]: and We have sent down to thee the 
Book explaining all th ings, a Gu ide, a Mercy, and Glad Tidings to Mus­
lims." (16,89). 

1.4 The Qur'an as reminder and admonition (.dhikr) 

The Qur'an is dhikr: a reminder and an admonition (3,58; 6,69.90; 11, l l 4. 
120; 12,104; 20,3; 56,73; etc.). The Qur'an is a reminder of the fundamental 
message of all the prophets and of what is said about the primordial revela­
tion: the profession of monotheism and the duty to obey the w ill of God. 
For the divine revelation, which, according to the Islamic doctrine, was of­
ficially and finally concluded w ith Muhammad, has its origins in primeval 
times. The Qur'anic concept is that God has revealed to every individual 
human being the essential content of the later prophetic message. He said 
to human beings: "[ ... ] 'Am I not your Lord (Who cherishes and sustains 
you)?' - They said: 'Yea! We do testify! ' [ ... ] " (7, 172). Added to this was the 
obligation to serve God alone (36,60 f. ). 

This concept of a primeval revelation and a primeval obligation for 
human beings means to say that knowledge about God, the recognition 
of his absolute sovereignty, and- related to it-human obedience and sub­
mission to the w ill of God are rooted in the heart of every human being, 
accessible to every human being, and also the duty of every human being. 

Pointing out to people the signs of God in creation and reminding them 
of his action in the life of human beings and peoples, has, at all times, 
been the role of the prophets. They bring this to the forgetful minds of people 
whose belief in God has been buried and who, for whatever reasons, do 
not trust in him or obey his w i II, thus rem inding people to mend their ways 
and be faithfu l. 

The Qur'an is also a reminder addressed to the Arabs, and beyond them 
to the many people in the world, of the fundamental message of God: "( ... ] 
there is no god but I; therefore worship and serve Me." (21,25; d. 16,36). 
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2. The authority and importance of the Qur'an 

2.1 The grandeur of the Qur'an 

The Qur'an is the Book of God: it is a direct revelation of God, word for 
word, and a collection of his communications, ordinances and laws. 

As word of God, the Qur'an has some kind of existence beyond this 
world. The Qur'an refers to a "Mother of the Book" wh ich is with God (d. 
13,39; 43,2-4) and of which the Qur'an itself is a copy (d. 56,77- 80; 85, 
21 f.; 43 ,4). 

Orthodox Islam affirms (against the Mu' tazilTs who advocated the doc­
trine of the created nature of the Qur'an) the eternity of the Qur'an which 
(at least as far as its subject matter is concerned) is elevated into the tran­
scendence of God. Thus its position is above time and history, unchang­
ing and eternally va lid . The task of human beings consists in constantly re­
membering its message and orienting their life in accordance with it. 

As eternal word of God and, in its accessible form, the expression of its 
direct revelation, the Qur'an is not under the authority of man - or even 
of the Prophet himself (d. 75, 16 f.; 15,9). 

And because it comes from God, it is free of contradictions: "Do they 
not consider the Qur'an (with care)? Had it been from other than God, 
they wou ld surely have found there in much discrepancy." (4,82). 

Here we shou ld refer to the sensitive issue of abrogation (naslm), i . e., the 
question of the abrogation of some Qur'anic verses and regu lations by other 
passages in the same Qur'an. The specific application of abrogation is not 
unan imously resolved even among Muslims, for the Qur'an itself states the 
possib ility that God may abrogate and change his own ord inances (87,6 f.; 
17,86). This makes unbel ievers doubt the genuine character of its declara­
tions and the Qur'an itself witnesses to th is: "When We substitute one rev­
elation for another, -and God knows best what He reveals (in stages), - they 
say, 'Thou art but a forger': [ ... ]." (16,101 ). The Qur'an rejects this criticism 
by pointing to God's better knowledge of his own revelation (87,7; 16,101 ), 
to his discretionary power of disposition over it, and the expression of his 
sovereign wi ll (17,86). The intention beh ind abrogating certain verses is to 
replace them with similar or even better ones (2, 106). 

The Prophet himself, however, had no authority to change what God 
told him to proclaim (10, 15). 
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2.2 The inimitability of the Qur'an 

If the Qur'an is beyond the authority of the Prophet himself, it is wholly 
inimitable and insurpassable for human beings. The Qur'an itself chal­
lenges unbelievers to produce a similar book themselv_es (52,~4; 17,88). 
They cannot produce ten SCtras (11, 13 f. ), or even a single Sura (10,38; 
2,23). Man's inability to produce a Scripture like the Qur'an is a sign that 
it is the word of God. Its inimitability is the miracle that proves Mul:iammad's 

prophetic mission. '0 _ . • ,-

This uniqueness of the Qur'an 1s related to its language. The Qur an was 
revea led in Arabic. This Qur'anic language, when so lemnly pronounced, 
holds a great fascination for the believers. But it is above all the subject mat­
ter of the Qur'an which, being unsurpassable, witnesses its divine origin. 

3. Advantages of the message being fi xed in writing 

Fixing the prophetic message in writing in a book helps to preserve pre­
cisely the subject matter of the reve lation and the form of its proclama­
tion. It means that it becomes possible repeatedly to ascertain its precise 
content, to subject scholars' statements to the authority of the authentic 
assertions of the Qur'an, and to examine them for correctness. In addition, 
the danger of fa lsifying the message is avoided: by being fixed in wr iting, 
it is protected from the weaknesses of oral tradition, human fa l I ibi I ity, and 
deliberate additions and alterations (ta/:irtf) . Thus the original word, trans­
mitted by God and proclaimed by the Prophet, can, by a faithful recita­
tion of its unaltered content, be repeatedly re-activated, re-actualized, and 

made present, thus affecting human beings anew. 

4. The word of God expressed in human language: some problems 

4. 1 Accessibi l ity of the language of revelation 

The theological problem can be formulated br iefly as follows: the Qur'an 
is the word of Goel: the word of God is transcendent because it partici­
pates in the transcendence of God. However, transcendence means inac­
cessib ility; thus the question arises of whether the language of the Qur'an 
is directly accessib le and understandable to human reason. 

10 On these questions see H. Stieglecker, op. cit. (fn. 2) pp. 371-408; H. Grotzfe ld, "Der 
Begriff der Unnachahmlichkeit des Korans in seiner Entstehung und Fortbildung", in: Archiv 
fiir Begriffsgeschichte, vol. 13. Bonn, 1969, pp. 58-72 . 
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The various theo logical schools of Islam have given different answers 
to this question. 

The f:ianbalTs ~~e of. the opin_ion that the believer can only repeat the 
words of the Qur an w ithout being ab le to approach its content. The lan­
gu~ge oft.he Prophet Mubammad and his first community provides human 
beings with the key to the understanding of the divine reve lation. The 
~adiJ.b. and Sunna provide appropr iate access to the w il l of God expressed 
in the Qur'an. 

. The Mu'tazilTs do not go this far, but nevertheless require that any speak­
ing about God shal l be appropriate to the divine transcendence. The tran­
scendence of God, the fact that nothing in the world is equal or similar to 
God (cf. Qur'an 42, 11 ; 112,4), makes some theologians of this school hold 
a nominal istic v iew: any speaking about God is just a logical connection 
of human ~ords and sentences which neither express the reality of God 
nor the reali ty of the world - accord ing to al-.Qj.ubba'T (849-917). 
. al-Am'arT (d. 935, whose school represents Islamic orthodoxy) empha­

sizes the transcendence of God but at the same time underl ines the fact 
that the revelation, expressed in human language, is both understandable 
and related to reality. The language of revelation is the basis and norm for 
spe~king about God theologically. Moreover, the human language of rev­
elation 1s rela ted to the reality of God and even expresses it in under­
standable statements since there is a certain analogy between God and the 
~arid. Nev~rtheless this analogy does not imply that man is similar to God; 
it merely affirms that the language of revelation, which attributes a certain 
quali~. to God, can make man understand this vi tal issue. In the rea lity of 
the d1v111e be111g, God has a quali ty that is essentially eternal and uncre­
at~d, utterly different from the being of man. For what is most important in 
this whole matter is not the human language that describes the divine at­
tnbu~es, but rather the divine reality itself which must fi nd its expression in 
al!us1ve w~ys . Thus speech about God is a language which is related to re­
ality and gives expression to real qualities of God, which in turn, however, 
are hard to define. For, when God speaks to humans, he wants them to 
understand his w~~d~. The fact that God made use of a human language to 
announce the Qur anrc message undeniably testifies to a certain correspond­
ence between the divine and human language." 

" F. Shehadi, Chazali's Unique Unknowable Goel. Leiden, 1964. 

204 

4.2 Voluntarism in the Islamic concept of God 

Accord ing to the school of the Ash'a rTs, God is an abso lute w ill. 12 He does 
what he wi lls to do, and what he does not wi ll does not happen. The con­
sequences of this voluntaristic concept of God are far-reaching and led to 
the following conceptions in Islamic theo logy: 

(1) God as unconditional wi ll is the absolute free Lord of life in all its 
manifestations. In detail thi s means that God is the Lord of truth, the sover­
eign Lord, whose wi ll determines the norms of what is true. The charac­
teristics as well as the forms in which truth finds expression are basica ll y 
just correlati ons established by God in his absolute freedom to dispose. 
What things are, how they are perceived, and how they affect each other, 
including the so-ca lled natural laws, are ultimately nothing but custom­
ary divi ne operat ions which God ordains anew at every moment. So the 
metaphysical and logical principles of human reason lose their universal 
va lidity. They are valid only insofa r as it can be ascertained that God once 
agai n, at this moment, of his own free w ill, acts as he did before. 

(2) Thi s atomism extends to all domains of being and existence, and 
comprises all levels of the world and of human actions. It is the conse­
quence of affirming the exclusive act ivity of God and negating all causal­
ity outside divine actions. Later theologians, such as al-Ghazza lT (1058-1111) 
and RazI (1149-1209/10), introduce a modi fied form of this rigid volun­
tar ism by discerning an ultimate, rationally necessary connection between 
perception, argumentation and knowledge, so that, probably thanks to what 
the divine wi ll has determined, it becomes possible to perceive a constant 
stru ctu re of things. However, with reference to man and his wil l, strict 
voluntarism cannot be superseded. Everything that takes place in the world 
is directly caused by the will of God. And if man is somehow to be granted 
a certa in freedom, it is not on the level of causality, but on ly on the level 
of moral responsib il ity, based on appropriating and making one's own the 
deeds worked by God w ithin man. 

(3) God is the absolute Lord of what is good and of ethica l va lues. His 
sovereign wi ll ordains, accordi ng to his free will, what is to be considered 
as good and what as evi l. For the orthodox school of the Ash'ar iyya, the 

,i Here I follow my own expositions on the subject: "Gottesbegriff im Streit von Theologie 
und Philosophie. Bemerkungen zum islamischen Voluntarismus", in: D. PapenfuB - J. Siiring 
(eds.), Transzendenz und lmmanenz. Philosophie und Tlieologie in der veranderten Welt. 
Stuttgart, 1977, pp. 169-178 (here: pp. 174 f.). 
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positive ordinances of God are the only norms applicable to determine 
what is good and what is evil. 

(4) God is the Lord of fate and sa lvation. His will determines man's fate 
course of life, and final destiny. Yet God is no stern despot. He is pre-em~ 
inently the one who turns towards human beings and accompan ies their 
life in mercy and benevolence. Certainly, the will of God is free and his 
sovereign decisions cannot be challenged, but, as his own revelation tes­
tifies, his ordinances are a grace and a mercy to man. 

4.3 Hermeneutical problems 

Fixing the w ill of God in a verbally inspired text involves the danger that 
religion may lose its capacity to react flexibly and to perceive and take 
into consideration the changing circumstances of life. The word may be 
taken too literally and severed from its deep intention and its fundamen­
tal aim of promoting life by binding it to God.13 

In addition, there is the danger of ideologizing the word of God and 
leaning towards tota litarianism as a result of ignoring history: one loses 
sight of the factthat assertions that are taken I iterally and even absolutized, 
often arise from prevailing circumstances and can in many aspects not be 
transferred to other situations. This danger is clearly evident among the ls­
lamists, the fundamenta lists of Islam. 

5. The Qur'an, the ultimate word of God 

The Qur'an claims to be the ultimate word of God, as compared w ith ear­
lier Scriptures to which are ascribed only a preparatory character. Mubam­
mad is "the Seal of the Prophets" (33,40); his message is the guide in the 
fina l phase of prophecy and the Qur'an, which he proclaims, is the final 
and ultimate declaration of God's w ill . 

As the ultimate word of God, the Qur'an operates as a corrective to the 
deviations of the earlier religions (cf. the theory of falsification and cor­
ruption of scr ipture: tabrif). 1• With the Qur'an the re-establishment of the 
divine revelation's true content takes place as well as the definition of God's 

" This is only one variant of the more comprehensive problems concerning the tension be­
tween tradition and progress, faithful maintenance and development, wording and intention, 
concrete solution and underlying concern, etc. 

" In the Qur'an the Jews (cf. 2,41.75.79.146.159.l 74; 3,71.78.1 87; 4,46; 5,14.16.44; 
7,162) and also the Christians (d . 5, 15.11 9 f. ) are reproached for the falsi fication of their re-
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final order for the human community. Thus, with the Qur'an the correc­
tion, perfection, surpassing and abolition of former religions is achieved. 

spective holy Scriptures. taf;rr,f, the Arabic term used here, means corru,1~tion, change, permu­
tation, or removal from the. right place and meaning. Among the Qur an commentators and 
Muslim theologians, there are two approaches to the interpretation of this term. On the one 
hand, there are those like at-Tabari (d. 923) and RazT (d. 1209/10), who understand the falsi­
fication in the sense that the Jews, for example, although they did not falsify or change the text, 
interpreted it wrongly and attributed a fa lse meaning to it. O ther authors, including lbn Hazm 
'of Cordoba (994- 1064), who applied his interpretat ion systematically in criticizing the Old 
and New Testaments, understand the term in the sense of falsifying the text and changing the 
words and sentences (cf. 2,79; 3,78). - Contemporary Muslim authors now try to prove that 
the books of the Christian New Testament are not authentic Scriptures expressing the original, 
true revelation announced by Jesus Christ, but the work of various authors which contain a 
doctrine composed by themselves, and especially by Paul. Moreover, the bindin_g religious 
doctrines of contemporary Christiani ty are more the concoctions of human councils than the 

authentic message of God. . 
On tal;rrlf and its interpretation in Islam see I. di Matteo, " II 'taf;rr,f' od alteraz1one della 

Bibbia secondo i Musulmani", in Bessarione38 (1922) 64-111. 223-260; id., "Le pretese con­
tradizioni della S. Scrittura secondo lbn Hazm", in Bessarione 39 (1923) 77- 127; E. Fritsch, 
Islam und Christentum im Mittela/ter. Breslau, 1930, pp. 54-74; A. Th. Khoury, Einfilhrung in 
die Grundlagen des !slams. Altenberge, ' 1993, pp. 82-84; id., Wer war Mu!iammad?. Lebens­
geschichte und prophetischer Anspruch (Herder Taschenbuc~; 17! 9). Frei burg e_tc., 1 ?90, pp. 
74-76; A. Th. Khoury - L. Hagemann, Christen/um und Clmsten 1m Denken ze1tgenoss1scher 
Mus/ime(Religionswissenschaftliche Studien; 7). Altenberge, ' 1993, pp. 61- 126; A. Th. Khoury, 
Polemique byzantine contre /' Islam. Leiden, 1972, pp. 210-216. 
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Questions and Interventions 

W1ssE Does correcting or abrogating a certain Qur'anic 
statement not mean calling the unchangeabi li ty of God 
into quest ion? Wou ld it not imp ly that God was cor. 
recting himself? 

changes in divine 
ordinances and 
the unchange­
abi I ity of God 

KHOURY In the Qur'an it is underlined severa l ti mes 
that the w ill of God is unchangeable. The problem ari sing from the fact 
that, in spite of this, God changes his commands in the Qur'an, is tradi· 
tionall y referred to in Is lam as the issue of ab rogation and annu lment. The 
Qur'an's answer to th is question is twofold : one response is that in these 
cases there is in fact no essentia l change, but w ithin the frame of what re. 
mains constant, Cod acts in cons ideration of man. 
The other response, which is in fact the answer to the question, implies 
reference to the transcendence of God. He is the Lord of his reve lation and 
it is not for man to question him about it. As for the statement 'h is will is 
unchangeable', the questi on shou ld also be ra ised of whatthe wi 11 referred 
to here actua ll y is: does it mean those deta i ls which God repeatedly wills 
in every unique hie et nunc of history or does it refer to the general plan 
of God for man? For the wil l of God revealed itself not on ly through Mu ham· 
mad, but also through the oth er prophets, especial ly those who brought 
the Scriptures . So, although in the succession of the prophets God always 
affirmed the fundamental message which is the ult imate issue, a progres­
sion was also entail ed in the legislati on which God of course always adapts 
anew, until, when God's reve lations ended at the death of M uhammad, it 
was estab l ished once and for al I. 
As for the so-called contrad ictions in the Qu r'an, to which peop le fre­
quent ly refer, the general answer is that there is no contradiction (d. Sura 
4,82). If there seem to be contrad ictions, they concern commands w hich 
conta in an improvement or an altern ative to, not a contrad ict ion of, that 
wh ich preceded. 
Very radical theologians wou ld say, of course, that there are no changes 
at al l; any such reference in the Qur'an, is only hypothetical. 

problems of 
hermeneutics 

+ 
BARTH On' the prob lem of hermeneutics, the fol low­
ing problems ari se among others: if the Qur'an under· 
stands itself to be a correction of the preced ing revela­

tions, those preced ing revelat ions that are accessible should be read along-

208 

side it so that the correction can be recognized as such. This means that any­
one who wants to see where the Qur'an corrects the Old or the New Testa­
ment should be famil iar w ith the O ld and New Testaments. So how far does 
the read ing of the Bib lical scriptures play a real part in the exegesis of the 
Qur'an? The possibi lity that the Qur'anic corrections might apply to various 
religions would ra ise a var iant on this theme. For example, it is interesting 
that the criticism against the attribution of a possible wife to the supreme 
deity need not refer primaril y to Christianity, but may also refer to polythe­
ism. Such a change of focus would certainly also result in a shift in under­
standing. How are such matters taken into consideration? 
A second question is imp lied in the idea that a text intended to be heard 
can never be heard independently of the addressee. The listener is always 
implied and is constitutive for the reception of the text, even though noth­
ing may change in the actual wording. How far can these hermeneutica l 
considerations be effectively included in the exegesis of the Qur'an? If it 
is not poss ib le, one wou ld be hindered from a ful l understanding. 
Fina lly a question that is even more strongly related to our subject: what 
about the spirit that is communicated in and with the rec itation of a text? If, 
accordi ng to Christian understanding, when we listen to the word of God, 
God actually approaches, it is in fact not only information that is imparted 
when we l isten, but also an encounter that takes place, an encounter w ith 
Goel . How is God's actual speech linked with the presence of the text of the 
Qur'an, that is not only God's speech which became a written text and, as 
it were, took a material form, but also God's speech as it is encountered today 
in mystica l experience? Is there some sense of the difference between 'spirit' 
and ' letter' ? Of course in this context the letter does not kill but gives life, 
but the difference has stil l somehow to be made between ' letter' and 'sp irit'. 
O r is this question raised from too Christian a perspective? 

the Qur'an, 
the Torah and 
the Gospel 

KHOURY To understand the Qur'an it is not necessary 
to draw upon the texts it supersedes and corrects. If 
schola rs do so, that is their business, but the Qur'an by 
itselfte ll s us which direction to take, and that is enough. 

Moreover, the Qur'an says in several places that the Jews distorted or mis~ 
understood the Torah; it says, fo r example, "there are those who displace 
words from their (right) places" (Sura 4,46; cf. 2,75; 5, 14.44). W hat th is 
means is a matter of controversy among Muslims. It may mean, you have 
misunderstood these texts and applied them wrongly. But with the pas­
sage of time, another interpretation came to the fore: you have fa lsified 
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this text, so that what is found in every edition and passage of the Torah 
today is not the authentic text, and modern authors claim that the original 
text of the Torah was lost anyway. In any case, no proof is offered of what 
was the authentic original text. 
So it fo l lows that if there are differences and contradictions between the text 
of the Torah avai I able today and the Qur'an, then the authentic text is always 
the Qur'anic version and not what is in the Torah. With the passage of time 
something simi lar happened with the Gospel. For instance, Sora 4, 155-159 
says that the Jews wanted to ki l l Jesus, but in fact did not kill him, because 
a figure resembling him appeared to replace him, and so Muslims say that 
Jesus was not crucified, that he did not die on the Cross and therefore did 
not rise from the dead either. The texts of any holy Scripture must accord 
w ith the Qur'an. The New Testament is a collection of reports and testimonies 
about Jesus rather than a record of his own words. It is therefore compara­
ble with f-;iadTth. And when the New Testament text diverges from that of the 
Qur'an, as with the Torah, it is the text of the Qur'an that is fina l. 
W hen the Qur'an says that it confirms the Torah (Sura 2,41 .89.91; 4,47), 
the extent of th is confirmation is understood to be that there is agreement 
and therefore also confi rmation in the fundamenta l message, but not in 
every detai l of the legal regu lat ions. So the basic message of the Torah is 
still val id, but why should one read it there, if it can be found in its ulti­
mate, authentic form in the Q ur'an? And the Law has basically to be con­
sidered as abrogated by the Qur'an. 
On the question of references to a woman and the divin ity, they certain ly 
initially concerned on ly the polytheists, but by extension they also apply to 
the Christians, insofar as they say that God has a chi ld. Thus the Qur'an says, 
addressing the Christians, that God certa inly does not depend on either a 
chi Id or a son and subsequently directs against the Christians the whole argu­
ment against the cla im that God somehow has a chi ld, which was originally 
directed against the polytheists. So, the argument impl ies a paral lel. 

W O LBERT Have the criticisms that the O ld and New 
lsf amic scholars 
of the Old or the Testaments have been fals ified ever been checked closely 
New Testaments? by M usi im scho lars, and is there any statement of where, 

more precisely, one finds these falsificat ions in the O ld 
and New Testaments? Is there a Muslim Old or New Testament scholar, 
just as there are certainly Jewish New Testament scholars? 
SCHIMMEL Of course one might think so. Historica l ly, especial ly in the 
M idd le Ages, there were certainly many religious d ialogues during wh ich 
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such questions were discussed; some statements from the New and Old 
Testaments were also dealt with in the books on the mi/al wa-nil)al (the 
nations and the sects), of which we have quite a number dating from the 
9th to the 12th centuries. But no really comprehensive studies were ever 
made, except perhaps in very few cases; in general, knowledge was rela­
tively vague and on the Muslim side no philological investigation of the 
Old and New Testaments was carried out. However, one may wel I i mag­
ine that there shou ld be a Muslim Old Testament or New Testament scholar, 
who wou ld del ight in applying the philological-critical method. 

interpretation of 
what is heard 
in the mind of 
the hearer? 

KHOURY With regard to listening to the Qur'an and the 
co-constitutive importance of the subjective reception 
of what was heard for its understanding, one has to pro­
ceed from the fact that generally Muslims listen to rather 
than read the word of the Qur'an. At th is reading out or 

reciting of the Qur'an, the listener is present, but not as someone who par­
ticipates in formulating and actively applying the word, so that a hermeneu­
tic could develop. The focus is rather on the listener's simply accepting the 
word of God and obeying it. As soon as he has realized what God says, then 
the next step is to put it into practice, without reflecting much on how it 
could be appl ied to today's situation, or the ways in which this word could 
be integrated anew into our modern understanding. 
BARTH This then becomes largely a matter of development which might 
lead to a more conscious acceptance, because in fact everyone comes 
with his own experience and his own world of thought. 
KHOURY Although th is is rooted in the legal tradition of Islam, it is not al­
together generally accepted. There are individual scholars who are trying to 
develop a hermeneutic based on this idea, for example Fazlur Rahman, to 
whom Mrs. W ielandt has already referred. If we, as Christians, are persuaded 
that the word of God cannot be understood statically, but rather that for us 
the development of its dynamic must be constantly renewed and that this is 
not possible without hermeneutics, then when we seek to live our faith we 
must orient ourselves accordingly and also introduce this into dialogue w ith 
Muslims, not only in theory, but also by means of concrete examples. 

on the 
There is no doubt that within Islam there are important 
initiatives taking place concerning this question of how 

transferability of one should proceed when applying a textthatwas com-
time-conditioned posed in one period to a different historical context when 

it will in some way be affected by the prevailing cir-assertions 
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cumstances. On this point, the Islamic tradition says first of al l thatthe Qur'an 
sets out absolute standards for people on ly in form of guidelines and princi­
ples which were definitely valid for a certain period in time, but which are 
also not conditioned by historical circumstance, since they are by nature 
principles and as such are transferab le from one period to another. 

the 'occasions 
of revelation' 

But the problem acquires a specific relevance, if in cer­
tain cases one has to find concrete solutions developed 
in response to the circumstances of l ife encountered at 

a particular period in time. This is the context of the attempts Muslims have 
made, with great astuteness and imagination, to identify the asbab an-nuzill 
(the occasions of the revelation) for every text; if there are contradictory 
propositions, it is an indication that it has not been possible in every case 
Lo ouLline lhe occasions of the revelation w ith the same degree of certainty. 
In general, however, it is maintained that it is not the occasion that is im­
portant, but the text, i. e., what God in principle fixed in the Qur'an on a 
certa in occasion and which is to be val id for future generations. This means 
that God used this or that occasion, in a historical context, to ordain cer­
tain rules which were nevertheless val id more generally. 

the intentions 
of revelation 

However, there are experts on hermeneutics in Islam, 
who think that it is sti 11 possible to adapt the concrete 
solutions of former times to new situations; that the 

Qur'anic texts do not on ly depend on the ci rcumstances prevai l ing at the 
time of their composition but also on the subject matter, so that a hermeneu­
tica l exegesis has to be undertaken in order to find out, by examining the 
reasons why a certain decision was taken in the past, what was the inten­
t ion and the original concern of the message of a particu lar Qur'anic text 
so as to discover how to fulfi l the intention of the Qur'an today in the 
changed circumstances of our time. 

freedom for new If a statement made by Muf:iammad is handed down, he 
should not be asked to apply it in matters about wh ich 
he did not consider himself to be competent and about 

which his questioners were perhaps more competent.' Remarkably, the Qur'an 
speeks simi larly about God: "O ye who believe! Ask not questions about 
th ings which, if made plain to you, may cause you trouble." (Sora 5,104). 

solutions 

' The relevant Hadi!h is to be found in .Sahib Muslim, bi-mar!i an-Nawawi. part 14. Cairo, 
s. _a., pp.117 f., in the chapter on, "The duty to fulfil what he said concerning the religious law 
w ithout what he mentioned about the affairs of this world"; also mentioned in: Mansur 'Ali 
Nasif, at-Tadj al-gjami' Ii 1-U$DI fi-a!iadith. ar-rasOI. vol. 3. Beirut, 1981 , p. 2 76. 
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This certainly means that the Qur'an exhorts people to use the liberty God 
grants them and not allow themselves to be driven by the desire for absolute 
certa inty in the expectation that God will tell them what he wills in every 
specific detail. Perhaps one may see this as a Qur'anic encouragement to 
humans to exercise the freedom God wants to grant them and not shirk the 
responsibility of giving new answers to new questions. 
And a question to Christians is perhaps also implied of whether the scrip­
tural canon in Christianity is complete in such a way that there is no room 
to consider the Qur'an or other scriptures. According to Islam there is ab­
solutely no possibility after the Qur'an of further canonical texts being re­
vealed. If one looks at the 'magisterium Ecclesiae', the teaching authority 
of the Church, and the history of dogma, the same attitude seems to exist 
in practice in Christianity. 

the possibility of 
a 'magical' mis­
understanding of 
the word of God 

The concept of a 'sacramentality' of the word of God 
could mean that man simply submits to the word of God 
expecting that this will automatically have some effect. 
But does God want man merely to submit passively to 
his word or does he not rather want man to I is ten and 

obey? Thus the Qur'an speaks of a mandate given to man (cf. Sora 2,285; 
4,46). They shal l listen, and when they have understood what God wants 
from them, they shal l obey. And N1mad lbn ljanbal (d. 855), the founder 
of the ljanbalT school of law, does not hold the opinion that the Qur'an 
should merely be recited; rather he looks for a key to understanding the 
Qur'an and finds it in the ijadTth, i. e., in the additional explanation of 
Qur'an ic statements found in the tradition of the Prophet. 

hermeneutics and In the present situation of Islam, the position of hermeneu­
the search for a ties is rather difficult - not among intellectuals, but among 

rel igious leaders, whose polilical interest deters them 
from asking very deeply how Islam, whi le maintaining 

its religious identity, can show that it is genuinely capable of adapting to the 
changed conditions of modern times and how far a 'new Islam' in this sense 
is possible. Today Muslims tend to be primarily concerned with rediscover­
ing their identity and declaring that they have clear knowledge of it in the. 
Qur'an, the tradition and the sharra. And indeed people have the right to 
search for their identity wherever they find it best. 

'new' identity 

In the interest of fi nding a way forward together to a future when all reli­
gious communities will prosper side by side, we may hope too for new 
perspectives, which will then also be brought to bear in the domain of 
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political decisions. Is Islam reall y solely dependent for its identity on the 
traditional forms of the past or does it not also have the possibility, on the 
basis of the Qur'an, the 1-:-ladith and its legal tradition, of building bridges 
towards others, which are not forced upon Islam from the outside, but arise 
from its own self-definition? Much in the Islamic tradition and literature 
speaks in favour of this, and this is good news; for there can only be ac­
ceptance of something new where people have the secure impression that 
'what is new' is emerging from their own potentialities, often initiated and 
encouraged, of course, by exchange with other people. 

+ 
inlibration and WOLBERT There is obviously a certain analogy be-
incarnation of tween the way in which the word of God, in the faith 
the word of God of lslilm, became a book in the Qur'an and, accord-

ing to the fa ith of the Christians, a human being in 
Jesus. Is it possible that the Islamic teaching was in some way influenced 
by the Christian? 
SCHIMMEL According to the opinion currently held by Orientalists, the as­
sumption is that in the dispute which took place between 800 and 847 over 
whether the Qur'an is eternal and uncreated or created, christological con­
trovers ies were not without a certain influence. One may not be able to 
say more precisely where and how this influence operated, but the posi­
tions are comparable to such a degree that it has always been suggested 
that some of the same arguments as those used by the Byzantine Church 
were employed in the Islamic controversy. Perhaps the understanding of 
revelation in both trad itions may also be a factor and, as has already often 
been said, the ideas of inlibration and incarnation of the word of God 
would natura lly ra ise the same problems. 
Bsrrn A. Is this concept of ' inlibration' accepted by the Musli ms? 
SCHIMMEL The term itself was coined by Harry Wolfson, a Harvard ph ilo­
sopher, in the 1970s, and immediately found acceptance by a great many 
Orientalists. Since the Qur'an is considered to be the visib le word of God, 
this term seems to be absol utely acceptable for Musl ims. 
KAHLERT Is this histori cal ly suggestive para llel ism between the problems 
in christology and in the understanding of the nature of the Qur'an an ap­
proach readily accepted by the Muslims? 
SCHIMMEL That depends on which Muslims you refer to. Modernists would 
certainly agree. For the traditiona l Muslim believer, the 'average' Muslim, 
the nature of the Qur'an is so much taken for granted that it is hardly a 
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subject to be discussed. Nevertheless, over recent decades many attempts 
have been made by Muslims to speak of the nature of the Qur'an and the 
Qur'anic message in language that is understandable to modern man, al­
though it is also quite characteristic that Fazlur Rahman (d. 1988), who 
supported the idea of the living Sunna and the living interpretation of the 
Qur'an and who may be thought of as one of the best theologians of Islam 
in recent times, wrote in his book Islam (London, 1964), that one must not 
in any way question that the words of the Qur'an, as they are, were liter­
ally inspired by God. So he refuses to acknowledge thatthe revelation may 
convey the meaning of what God wants to say to humankind without being 

a text received word for word. 
This is a very interesting and perhaps also a typical Mus­
lim position: on the one hand he insists on litcrnlness, 
but on the other hand he allows and even demands 
that these revealed words be interpreted according to 
our understanding and need; and this also brings us to 

book of revelation 
and compendium 
of Islamic 
civi I ization 

what Mr. Khoury said: that finding out how individual revelational state-
ments should be understood is a hermeneutical question. In fact, the many 
levels of Qur'anic text have been a major preoccupation of Muslims over 

the course of the last thirteen centuries. 
Here something deserves to be emphasized which Mr. Khoury has already 
referred to and about which Louis Massignon once very aptly sa id: for 
Muslims the Qur'an is the "lex icon of weltanschauu.ng". From it every­
thing really can be deduced, not only through the literal interpretation of 
the text, but also indirectly through the central importance given to the 
Qur'an in the life of the Muslim religious community. Thus, when Islam 
was spread ing among non-Arabs, from the beginning it produced the sci­
ence of grammar and lexicography, on the one hand to make clear to non­
Arabic-speakers what al I these Arabic words and expressions meant, wh ich 
led to the whole development of Arabic grammar and lexicography, and, 
on the other, to explain the many historical data and allusions in the Qur'an, 
which then brought about Islamic historiography. 
Because many holy sites and places are mentioned in the Qur'an, some­
thing simi lar applies to geography, with the additional fact that the direc­
tion of prayer from every new place had to be precisely defined . This in 
turn led to the development of new mathematical methods. And so piece 
by piece, the whole scheme of the sciences can be linked with the Qur'an 
and can be considered as based on it, because every discipline in its way 

215 



contributed something towards the interpretation of certa in data. This is 
why the Qur'an is so very central, not only as the book of law, but also, to 
use the words of Massignon again, as the textbook and the key for the 
weltanschauung as a whole. It does not only have the function of a re­
vealed book: it is the foundation of the whole Islamic civilization. 

sacramental 
aspects in the 
understanding 
of the Qur'an 

• 
BSTEH P. In the endeavour to do justice to the revela-
tional character of the holy Scripture in the Christian 
context, we shal l repeatedly have to take into consid­
eration the lasting importance of and tension between 
the two great schools of Antioch and Alexandria. The 

issue here is, on the one hand, the actual text of the Scripture, w ithout which 
we have no access to the multiple meanings of the revelation, and, on the 
other, the sacramental dimension of the revealed word. In this respect, it is 
impossible to disregard the special context in human life given to the re­
vealed word by its inclusion in the public worship of the community. This 
last function, that of forming the community and motivating them to dedi­
cate themselves to God, wi ll also be of essential importance for the right 
understanding of the Qur'an, and the awareness of what happens if the 
Qur'an is removed from this communal context into the sphere of the indi­
v idual reader's insight and his subjective cri teria. 

SCHIMMEL This reference to the sacramental character of the Qur'an and 
the sacramental possibilities inherent in it is very welcome. The only book 
on Islam in which I have come across this expression - it is one of the most 
beautifu l and commendable books - is Muslim Devotions (London, 1960) 
by Constance E. Padwick, a practising Anglican theologian. This scholarly 
study, the first and so fa r the only such book on the Muslim life of prayer, 
draws attention in a competent and praiseworthy manner to the fact that 
recitation has a sacramental character because through it the person par­
ticipates directly in the word of God. As for proclaiming the word in the com­
munity, the situation is different from that in Christianity: the short Friday ser­
mons, which are of course based on the Qur'an, are not the most important 
thing. What is much more important is that its Suras, especially the short 
Suras, have to be recited by every Musl im in the prayers of the community 
and in his/her personal prayer. This means that the individual Muslim, from 
his/her ch ildhood onwards, is faced with reciting the words of the Qur'an, 
mostly the short SCiras at the end of the Qur'an, ideally five times a day, and 
in th is way is, as it were, allowing him/herself be penetrated by their spirit 
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and content. So in the sermon the Qur'anic proclamation actually plays a 
minor role compared with that of the Gospel in the Christian sermon. This 
is a difference, but it also helps the Qur'an, especially the short Suras, to 
form very much a part of the general knowledge of the believers. 

. Those who are fortunate enough to learn the Qur'an by 
the reputation _of heart enjoy a special reputation, so there is always an 
those who recite . . h · ·ft d b d · I · d h ff.-,- 111terest 111 av1ng g1 e oys an g1r s tra111e as . u a+, 
the Qur an memorizers of the whole Qur'an. They begin with the 

last, short SOras and progress, passage by passage, to the preceding ones. In 
this way, by the age of 12 to 14 years, many children from pious fami l ies 
know the Qur'an by heart and can recite it on any ritual occasion, and they 
are honoured accordingly in the community. Even if the recitation of the 
Qur'an is the only thing they ever learn, it confers on them a baraka, a charis­
matic qua I ity, a b lessing, and special respect wi II always be paid to the bafi?. 
In southern India there is a custom that at the age of four years, four months, 
and four days a child becomes what in Urdu is cal led basmala ka du/ham, 
'bridegroom of the formula bi-smi 1/ahi r-rabmani r-rabTm'. This brings us 
to something very important, which is the almost magical character of the 
Qur'anic word. During this hismillah-ceremony, the formula: " in the Name 
of God" is written on a wooden board, in saffron, if possible, not in ink, 
because it should be something that tastes good, and then the boy or girl 
has to lick the words " in the Name of God" in order to absorb the haraka, 
the blessing, of these words. From then on, the boy or girl begins to study 
the Qur'an. 

on the blessing 
emanating from 
the Qur'anic 

This is an aspect of the Qur'an that is very important 
in the life of Muslims: the use of certain verses as tal­
ismans or amulets. Especially valued in this context 
are the Throne Verse (Sura 2,255), the profession of 

verses Oneness (Sura 112) and the Opening Sura, al-Fatiba. 

This is found everywhere used as an amulet or blessing. Just as, in a Chris­
tian home, we have a picture of Christ or the Madonna or a cross, a Mus­
I im wi II have Qur'anic verses on the wall, simply to protect the house and 
to confer blessings to it. This capacity of the Qur'an to confer blessings, 
wh ich is recognized in both popular and more sophisticated devotional 
circles, shou ld be taken very seriously. Clifford Geertz once ca lled the 
Qur'an a "baraka-radiating fetish" which may be an ugly expression, but 
it shou ld be mentioned here, because it shows the importance for the re­
ligious l ife which many anthropologists attribute to the Qur'an. 
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the 'iconic We encounter Qur'anic texts in every life situation, 
qual ity' of the even on the shirts of warriors, and - which is another 
Qur'an important aspect - as the uncreated word of God, it 

has to be written as beautifully as possible. So one may 
say without exaggeration that Islamic calligraphy, the central art of Islam, 
developed from the necessity to write the word of God as beautifu lly and 
impressively as possible. Martin Lings once said of the great early Qur'ans 
that they have an "iconic quality": just as Christian icons allow the very 
face of Christ to shine through, so in a simi lar way, a great, beautiful copy 
of the Qur'an, in wonderfu lly measured letters written on parchment, al­
lows the one who looks on it to see the mystery of the divine word. When 
we speak about the parallelism between inlibration and incarnation, all 
these factors have to be taken into consideration . 

For the Muslim, the Qur'an really does have the quality of a divine revelation 
and a respectfu l attitude towards it is also expressed by people only being 
allowed to touch and recite it in a state of ritual purity. So the Qur'an's im­
portance is not only theoretical and theological. It plays a very important 
role beyond that in the life of all Muslims, from very simple people who 
do not know exactly what is written in it and for whom it is an amulet, to 
mystics for whom it is the most important source of all their mystical inter­
pretations. 

sacrament and 
magic 

BsTEH A. A kind of magic in day-to-day life exists 
whenever man takes possession of what is holy, par­
ticularly the holy word, in order to use it for his own 

or another's benefit or harm. But apart from this kind of exploitation, in 
Islam someone can submit himself, his property, his whole life to the word 
of God - whether he writes a word of the Qur'an on the wal Is of his house 
or on his shirt, when he goes to war to protect the umma: in this way he 
submits his very physical life to this word and to the blessing that emanates 
from it wherever it is accepted in good fa ith. Is not the word written, after 
all, not for its own sake, but for the sake of man so that it may become op­
erative in his I ife? 

So the sacramental operation of the word seems to be able to take place 
most intensely when the believer writes the word of Goel in his own heart, 
and in so doing becomes not only the bearer of that word, but somehow 
quite genuinely the word itself. Is it not in this way that the inward poten­
t ial of the revealed word is fulfil led? Does it not achieve the goa l for which 
it was sent wherever it l ives in the human heart, through personal faith, 
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and makes its imprint there? Could this not be spoken of as a kind of cal-
ligraphy, indeed even its deepest and most beautifu l form? . 
SCHIMMEL We could see in this a $Off dimension in the understanding of 
the Qur'anic word, which expresses what Pere Nwyia called 'coranisation 
de Ja memoire', where man's whole memory, man as a whole, is perme­
ated by the Qur'anic words to the extent that he truly l ives from them and 
in them, and his whole life is simply submitted to them. 

• 
ELsAs Another question addressed to our own Chris­

outward form and tian understanding of the holy Scripture is the relation 
eternal content we have already referred to between the outward Ara­

bic text that exists in form of the Book, on the one hand, and what is to be 
communicated to man from the eternal content that transcends t ime, the 
''Mother of the Book", on the other. 
SCHIMMEL The relation between ?ahir and batin, the outward and the in­
ward meaning, raises the question of mystical interpretation, which also 
plays a very important role here. The Qur'an says that God is "the First and 
the Last, the Evident and the Immanent" (Sura 57,3). So it was very easy for 
the mystics not on ly to recognize the outward meaning of the words of the 
Qur'an, but also to see them as a sign indicating and guiding towards a 
deeper dimension of the word. As Mr. Khoury said already in his exposition 
of the different positions of orthodox Islam concerning this question, the 
word, though it appeared in a human language, nevertheless contains much 
deeper dimensions which remain to be discovered, and there is a saying 
attributed to Mul)ammad that the Qur'an has seven levels of meaning. From 
the very beginning, the mystics tried in their meditation to penetrate the 
meaning of the word more and more deeply. 
In Arabic there is even more potential for this than in other languages, be­
cause every Arabic root can have a host of meanings. Bearing in mind this 
characteristic of the Arabic language and knowing that the roots of words 
very often have not on ly very different, but sometimes even contradictory 
meanings, makes it relatively easy to find in even the simplest word mean­
ings that lead in very different directions. So it is said of a 9th century mys­
tic that he found seven thousand interpretations for every verse of the Qur'an. 
Although this may be a little exaggerated, it does show what was consid­
ered possible. 
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lines of Qur'anic 
interpretation 

It is interesting that the mystics never abandoned the 
textual dimension of the Qur'an. They always accepted 
that what we read, what is outward, is absolutely nec­

essary, that it is, as it were, the protective wrapping, the bark of the tree. 
However, the inward meaning of the word has to be fathomed more and 
more deeply by constant meditation on the word. There are only a few 
sects, for example, the lsma'TITs, who then went as far as attr ibuting hardly 
any meaning to the outward text. Reading Goldz iher's book Die Richtun­
gen der islamischen Koranauslegung2 or Gatje's book The Qur'an and its 
Exegesis3, one sees how each theo logical schoo l understood certa in pas­
sages of the Qur'an differently. Thus the Sh1'1s have an interpretation quite 
their own, by which they find in the Qur 'an very many allusions to 'AIT 
and the role of the Prophet's fami ly. It is also interesting to read in one uf 
the great autobiographical poems of the lsma'TIT Na~ir-i Khusrau (died about 
1080), w ritten in approximately 1060, how he had gone astray and sud­
denly read in the Qur'an that there was a pact in which "the hand of God 
was above their hands"; then it became clear to him that the line of de­
scent from Mubammad, as held by the Sh1'a1 is to be deduced from the 
Qur'an - and so he became an ardent lsma'il,. 
The ShT'T interpretation of the Qur'an incl udes some particular ly strange 
ways of finding texts in support of 'AIT. The mystics also had their inter­
pretations, and one cou ld say that the history of the Qur'an's exegesi s, if 
we look at the inner mean ings which have been attr ibuted to the outward 
words, in fact mi rrors the whole theology and history of Islam. To this day 
one can find interpretations of the Qur'an which, whi le acknowledging 
the literal meaning, still give every single word an additional meaning, and 
for the mystics the whole structure of the Qur'an has a wonderfu I harmony. 
Thus lbn 'ArabT says that the Qur'an, though it looks incoherent and makes 
one think the topics jump from one to the other-yet for someone who re­
ally has an insight into the operation of the divine spirit, al l this connects 
to become a wonderful, absolutely harmonious carpet, a comp lete and 
perfect entity of which one must not change a single word or a single vowel. 
Thi s remark is all the more important prec isely because it was made by 
lbn 'ArabT, who, as a great mystic and theosophist, attaches great impor­
tance to the inward interpretati on of the Qur'an. But even he made no 

' Leiden, 1920; 2nd reprint. Leiden, 1970. 
' Trans. and ed . by A. T. Welch. Oxford, 1997. 
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changes whatsoever to the verba l content of the text and the outward ~hape 
of the words. On the contrary, fo r him this was a sign that here what 1s out­
ward encloses and reflects what is inward, and is absolutely necessary for 
it. This also represents a very remarkable difference between the recog­
nized mystics and some Shi'! sects, which simply interpret away the out-

ward meaning. 
An example of a mystical interpretation comes from a 

an example late 16th century mystic from Sind, in southern Pak-
of myStica~ istan: Sora 81,8 f., where the Judgement is described, 
interpretation says: "When the fema le (infant), buried alive, is ques-

tioned - for what crime she was killed" (it was after all a pre-Islamic cus­
tom that girls were buried al ive when there were too many children, a cus­
tom Islam totally abolished). The inlerpretation of this mystic is that the 
"female (infant) buried alive" is the breath coming out of man without the 
name of God being uttered, w ithout the memory of God being included 
in it. So every breath man takes without think ing of God and without bind­
ing himself to him is like an innocent infant being killed . This is a very 
beautiful, typ ically mystical interpretation, because it shows how the mys­
tic can again and again discover a deeper meaning even in the most pro­
saic texts. If we look at Islamic poetry - for our purpose the topic should 
include not only theology, but also the enormous complex body of mys­
tical poetry- we rea ll y cou ld say that it is an interpretation of the Qur'an 

rendered in a very unusual way. 
. . 'Abd ar-Rahman Qj_amT (d. 1492 in Herat, Afghanistan) 

'coranisat1on de _ _· · b. k h M h -ca lls Rum1 's great mystical text oo , t e aLnaw,, 
the Qur 'an in the Persian language. This has frequently 

been taken as a kind exaggeration, but, strangely enough, even very world ly 
things in the Mathnawi can be traced back to the Qur'an and the f-:-ladTtb., 
and the longer one stud ies it, the more one sees that the mystics, and even 
profane poets too, felt bound to the Qur'an to such an extent that, often 
inexplicab ly to us, they somehow connect everything they say with the 
Qur'an - wh ich again brings very vividly to mind the expression "corani­
sation de la memoire". This powerful connection with the Qur'an, which 
becomes clearer to one's mind the longer one works in the field of Islamic 
studies, also seems to be very important for the understanding of later lit-

la memoi re' 

erature. • 
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calligraphy 
and modern 
print technology 

BsTEH P. In contrast to the sometimes wondrous beauty 
of early manuscripts of the Qur'an, modern printed 
works can seem ugly. Is there a modern art of calligra­
phy and poetry? 

SCHIMMEL First of all, since the introduction of the printing of the 
Qur'an? printing press (in Turkey this was at the beginning of 

the 18th century), there has been a great di lemma as 
to whether it is acceptable to print the Qur'an at all . An extensive theo­
logical discussion developed about this, which is still on-going with re­
gard to editions of the Qur'an produced in printing houses run by 'unbe­
lievers', where the possibility could not be excluded that mistakes may 
make their way into the text. In Turkey and some areas of Pakistan, the 
problem is often solved by photocopying the manuscript of a great callig­
rapher. In Turkey it is mostly 1-:{afiz Osman, who died in 1699. In th is way 
the work also has an aesthetic appeal. 

modern Islamic Many Muslim painters are experimenting in the field 
ca ll igraph of modern art, and it is interesting to observe that even 

y . . h h rn countries w ere t e Latin alphabet has been intro-
~uced in recent years, such as Turkey and Malaysia, calligraphy sti ll con­
tinues to play a central role. Thus, for instance in Morocco, the Art School 
of Casablanca has developed very remarkable modern forms. One finds 
in practically every Islamic country some master-calligraphers who do not 
on ly maintain the tradition, but also develop it. An especially good ex­
ample is A~mad Moustafa in London, an Egyptian, whose manuscripts in 
Arabic cursive script are wonderful. He has also published a number of 
books, making use of modern techniques, such as silk-screen printing and 
computerized scripts, thereby creating new forms. It is fascinating to see 
what he ach ieves by linking classica l calligraphy w ith modern techniques. 
In Paris there is Hassan Massoudy who has published a very beautiful book 
on Calligraphie arabe vivante4, and last year also one of his own extremely 
courageous calligrams which are always based on the Qur'an or on the 
tradition, and, as pictures, are uniquely beautiful. In Malaysia too, as well 
as in India and Pakistan, interesting attempts are being made. Calligraphy 
really is the art in which Muslims excel. The dilemma of modern artists is 
often that they want to be modern and so they often imitate rather bad 

.' Hassan Massoudy, Calligraphie arabe vivante. Avec la collaboration de Isabelle Ni tzer. 
Pans, 1981 . 
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19th or 20th century examples. But it is helpful that in calligraphy there is 
a tradition to refer to even if misshapen works appear. 

Islamic literature 
and poetry 

With literature, it is somewhat more difficult: novels 
have no place in classi cal Islamic writings; they are an 
invention of the 19th century. Before then there were 

long epics, fairytal e-like narratives, stories about the campa igns of the 
Prophet, mag/JJizf, sagas, and legends. But the novel in the Western sense 
does not appear before the second half of the 19th century, at fi rst based 
on translations, mostly from French, later also from British, and now from 
American works. There was very little inspirat ion from the German side, 
because there was no German colonia l power that might influence liter­
ature, and because most Muslims either went to Paris or were from India 
and influenced by English culture. So the novel developed relatively late, 
as did the short story. 
In poetry the traditional forms have mostly been abandoned. This started in 
Turkey and India at the end of the 19th century, where,. instead of the gb_azal 
or the long qa{ida, poems in strophes appear and, at the beginning of the 
20th century, especially in Turkey a literature develops which actually feels 
very European. The same is true in India. Then in the 1930s more modern 
movements emerged; there were abrupt changes, and one could say that, 
from approximately the end of World War II onwards, the rupture with the 
tradition has become extraordinari ly distinct. In Arabic it is above all Nazik 
al-Ma la' ika, who first consciously moves away from the class ica l form and 
creates a new lyrical poetry, some of which is very powerful. In Turkey, the 
literary forms are being more or less dissolved and everyday language is fully 
present even in literature. The same applies in Egypt, India and Iran. Female 
poets are also making decisive contributions everywhere in the current de­
velopment towards modernization. Practically everywhere the various con­
temporary li terary genres are to be found and anything goes. 

d b. WOLBERT Do people who speak modern Arabic have 
mo ern Ara ic d'ff' I . d d' h Q ,- ' A d th 

d h I 1 1cu ty rn un erstan rng t e ur an! n can ere 
an t e anguage I b . d d' · I d I 
f h Q ,- a so e m1sun erstan rngs, since not on y oes anguage 

o t e ur an . . 
continue to develop as a whole, but also the meaning 

of individual words changes, and there are certain ly also linguistic differ­
ences between the various regions of the Arabi c-speaking world? 
SCHIMMEL Every Arab ·today can understand the language of the Qur'an if 
he makes an effort, but he cannot appreciate all its finer points; this may give 
rise to problems of interpretation, especially in the case of changes of mean-
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ing (the word qahwa for instance, wh ich does not occur in the Qur'an and 
which in the class ical period meant 'wine', today means coffee). 
Nevertheless the problem is not major because very many people learn 
the Qur'an by heart, or at least some SOras from it that are used in prayer, 
and so they know what the contents are, without be ing able to understand 
their comp lete meaning word by word. For example, they may take SOra 
112 or 1 05 simply as signs with an inherent sacred energy. So for the 'av­
erage' Muslim and also for the modern Arab, there is hardly a need to th ink 
about the literal meaning of this or that word. The danger implied in learn­
ing the Qur'an by heart w ithout understanding its real meaning is of course 
not to be welcomed. This is why every meeting in Pakistan starts with a 
short recitation of the Qur'an very beautifu ll y read in Arab ic and this is 
followed by a translation in Urdu so that people understand what they 
have heard. 

the Qur'an -
and the law of 
creation inscribed 
in the heart 

• 
BsTEH P. What is the re lation between the word of 
the Qur'an and the origina l wri ting of the divine law 
in the creation and in every human being? Is the Qur'an 
to be found in the Muslim concept of eschato logy, and 
w ill it exist forever? 

SCHIMMEL In answer to the first question: Is lam indeed states that every 
human being is born with a natural dispos ition, 'a /a fitratin, which is in i­
tiall y Muslim, and only later, th rough the infl uence of the env ironment (as 
we wou ld say today) and his parents is he oriented towards a certa in way 
of faith and li fe. That is to say, the Qur'an is in fact the law that was given 
to humanity in primeval times, especially in the assertions that God is the 
Lord and has power over creation. This is w hy the yvord dhikr, reco llec­
tion, is suggested, which the Qur'an also uses as a descript ion of itself, 
probably referr ing to the fact that the Qur'an reminds man of what was 
given to him from time immemorial. 

Qur'an and 
eschatology 

As for the second question, which is very interesting, 
one cou ld imagine that a Muslim theologian wou ld 
have no di fficulty in answering it posi tive ly. The Qur'an, 

as the word of God, will, of course, rema in: as it has existed from time im­
memorial, so it has also to be conceived of as in fin ite ly eterna l. Whether 
there is a literature dea li ng with th is in greater detail is a question which 
perhaps M r. Khoury can answer. There are ideas of a somewhat popu lar 
kind, namely that the Qur'an, that is the copy of the Qur'an that someone 
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has read in his li fetime, w ill be personified, and appear on the Day of 
Judgement and bear w itness that the person about to be judged did or did 
not read it. This is, of course, a beautiful mythological idea. But what will 
really happen to the Qur'an in eternity? Will it be' recited in paradise -
where the believers greet each other saying, "Peace" and always bear God 

in mind? 
KHOURY As in I ife, so also at the end of time the Qur'an acts as the meas­
ure and standard for judging people. If the Qur'an is God's right guidance, 
it is the standard for j udging people's works of faith . But it is not the Qur'an 
that is the judge on Judgement Day. God alone is the Judge. On Judgement 
Day, it is only what God himself wants to say to people about their faith 
and their works that will decide everything. So atthe end of time the Qur'an 
does not seem to play a direct ro le- unless something about this may per­
haps be found in myst ical ci rcles, in the remote speculations of some mys­

tics . 
BsnH P. Referring once again to the relation between the Qur'an as the 
literal word of God and the Qur'an as the word originally inscribed in the 
soul of the human creature: when the li teral , wr itten word of God resounds 
with in man, in the indiv idual and in the commun ity, does the original word 
of God rooted in the creature take precedence over the former (written) 
one, and if so, is it possib le to apply this primeval word as the source for 
a hermeneutical interpretation of the secondary word, the Qur'an? 

priority of the 
textually 
formulated word 
of God 

KHOURY The possibility of taki ng the original, inward 
dimension of the word of God as a measure for the word 
formulated textually in the Qur'an is a very beautiful 
Ch ristian idea: can one subject the Qur'anic word to the 
control of the word of God originally inscribed in the 

creature? In Islam, however, things seem to be seen quite differently. Prior­
ity is not given to what I have within my soul, th is primeval readiness to open 
up towards the word of God. Rather, priority is given to the word spoken by 
God. Only in that word I can perceive what God really wants; the other 
'word' is still unformed and may be seen only as a potential for receiving the 
word of Goel. What is rooted in the heart of man - which the Qur'an calls 
natural reli gion, dTn al-fitra - are not the teachings of God on specific ques­
tions or the deta iled interpretation of his message, but rather the innate abil­
ity and also the duty to acknowledge H is uniqueness and profess monothe­
ism, and secondly the human duty to worship God alone. This is rooted in 
man's life through creation. However, Goel did not plant in our hearts spe-
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cific paths, values and laws, so that we could know them al l on our own. 
For that we sti ll have to rely on the particu lar revelation of God. A proof of 
th is is the fact that God, at different times, changed the specific laws. In their 
intention, the specific laws are in complete accord with the innate nature of 
man. But that nature does not provide us w ith an explicit criterion by which 

we may test and alter the specific (positive) revelation. 
In this v iew, it is in God's specific statements and his explicit revelation 
that we have to fi nd the basis that enables us to undertake a particular de­
velopment in our life, and we shou ld not refer for this to the innate nature 
of man. At any rate, that is the idea of the Ash'arTs. Among the Mu'tazi la, 
there is something li ke natural law, but among the Ash' arTs it is rather vol­
untarism that is underlined; that is to say, we can on ly understand the 
meaning of our innate intu itions if we search for detailed expressions of 
them in the explic it revelation of God. In other words: our human reason 
is not a second authority beside the explicit revelation of God; it is on ly a 
too l that can help us to discover, explore and assert what God has ex­
pressly said in his explicit reve lation. However, if and when there are points 
of reference w ithin the explicit revelation that grant us more freedom, to 
that extent we can and shou Id seek to progress by means of our own reason. 

the Muslim and 
his Q ur'an 

.. 
On As Christians we appeal to people, when they en­
counter the Bible, to take into consideration its human 
context, what is typically human in its chronology and 

the historica l speci ficity and limitation of its hori zon. We perceive the human 
factors, the historical scenario, the context and the circumstances. We take 
account of the time in which Jesus lived, the personali ty of the prophets, the 
beauty of the wisdom literature, etc., and in those things we search for the 
word of God and the offer to receive his gu idance. It seems to me that if we, 
as Christians, read the Qur'an, we might experience something simi lar and 
take account of the historica l, local and human context. But for the Mus­
lim, it must all be quite different: although someth ing is said and developed 
in a historical context, one basical ly knows that God himself, the Inacces­
sible, says this and that; there is no question that it is the utterly Transcen­
dent who is speaking. So an element which we Christians see in the Qur'an 
is non-existent for the M uslim and does that not make this point in the dis­
cuss ion somewhat theoretical? Compared with our experience of the Bible, 
how does the Muslim experience his Qur'an? 
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different 
approaches 
towards the 
Qur'an 

KHOURY It is very hard to say 'the Muslim' . There are 
various kinds of Muslim bel ievers, who have different 
approaches towards the Qur'an. The common man, 
who is not learned or a theologian, who may very often 
perhaps be illi terate, experiences the Qur'an through 

its recitation. For him this is the sublime language of God which wants to 
communicate something and he somehow allows himself to be elevated 
into this world. Nevertheless, for him the Qur'an is not the source of di­
rect guidance for h is li fe because the precepts of the Q ur'an which need 
no further interpretation have already entered into the so-called sharT'a 
and the ru le of life which a Muslim of course knows and lives in his com­
munity. 
So the common man searches in the Qur'an less for guidel ines or nurms 
for his actions and more for spiritual nourishment to strengthen his piety 
or some consolation in the various situations of his life. This has brought 
about the interesting, w ide-spread phenomenon which Louis Gardet is 
known to have called a cu lture of ' illiterate humanism' . 
However, when it is a matter of theological reflection and the search for legal 
norms, th ings are different: there is analysis and not just a statement of how 
God can be experienced. This may not be a mystical endeavour exactly, but 
there is a different kind of search for the truth within the Qur'an. It is rather 
a search for the background of th is human d imension. The historica l di­
mension is also noted, but no great importance is attributed to it, since the 
Qur'an does not present it in great detai l. This is also the reason for the arbi­
trariness of the data given by commentators and authorities on what is the 
actual human background of one statement or another. 

the language of 
the Qur'an 

Even more importantly it is the language and the fas­
c ination of this language and the world of ideas of the 
Qur'an, that impresses and holds the believer. The Mus­

lim is persuaded that it is a sign of God's mercy that he clothes his word 
in this way - in a language that is somehow accessible to us, even though 
it is the sublime word of the sub I ime God. It is essent ial to share at least 
once w ith the community in experiencing and listening to a beautifu l recita­
tion of the Qur'an - a rightly meditated recitation of the Qur'an defin itely 
does not consist of merely reading out of the text, but is like chewing and 
tasting the word of God, so that it may be rightly received - and seeing 
how the who le communi ty reacts enthusiastical ly and spontaneously calls 
out the name of Allah in the mosque and the profession of faith that God 
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is One. The word of God is then viv idl y and quite differently alive and 
communicating. 

what matters is 
the content 

It may be appropriate to refer here to Muhammad 
'Abduh (d. 1905): in the Manar commentary on the 
Qur'an he and his pupil Rashid Rida (d . 1935), often 

express anger about the amount of information concerning the background 
of the Qur'an that commentators give, and he asks w hy peop le shou ld 
know all this? The information is diverse and often contradictory and he 
says that in the end the data are so arbitrary that they do not contribute to­
wards a better understanding of the Qur'an. It is in its own formu lations 
that the Qur'an tells us what we need as guidance for our life, and if no 
background information is given, we should not try to find a background 
for every word. 
In this view, for Islam the content is inherent in the formu lated text of the 
word of God and the question of hi storica l background does not seem re le­
vant. In these specific words God told us what he wants from us and that 
should suffi ce. If we indulge too much in hermeneutics, it might happen that 
the word is not present any more. This is the great concern of many Muslims. 

is God the 
interpreter of 
the Qur'an? 

• 
hsAs Does the Islam ic tradition teach that in fact on ly 
God can interpret his word in the Qur'an, just as we 
in Christian ity conceive of the Holy Spirit as the one 
who gu ides us towards a right understand ing? In Islam, 

is one guided by the Prophet's Sunna or the light of Muhammad, or is it 
mystical paths that al low the divine mean ing of the Qur'anic revelation to 
be discovered? 

interpretation 
even through per­
sonal inspiration 

SCHIMMEL Th e quest ion of gu idance through th e 
prophetic tradition is li ke the question of how far the 
f-:l adTth and Sunna really help in interpretingtheQur'an. 
But it is indeed possible that.interpretation comes about 

through the reader's or the student's personal inspiration, that the light of 
the Qur'an slowly shines through the var ious vei ls, becoming brighter and 
br ighter, so that it is in the light of God, as it were, that man is gu ided to­
wards a right understanding, as most mystics would put it. 
For the average Muslim, what God ordaine~ becomes of course utterly clear 
by means of the Qur'an, and since one is aware of the fact that He is al­
baqq, Reality, Justice and Mercy, with the help of the 99 most beautifu l 
names of Goel the Muslim tries again and agai n to grasp other levels of the 
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Qur'an. W ith the help of these names, which ~re rev~aled in the Qur'an, it 
becomes easier for him to understand the Scripture, 1f he does not want to 
rely only on the authority of the Pro~het's Sunna. Ther~ are ~um:ro_us mys­
tics who persevered in finding the right way through direct inspiration - as 
it says in Qur'an 18,65: "[ ... } whom We had taught knowledge from Our 
own Presence", namely from God. The mystic always knows that he can­
not atta in the essence of God, but he also knows that he can eventually at­
tain a certain level up to the 'deus revelatus', if he reads the Qur'an and ad­
dresses God by the names he finds there. But the ultimate mystery always 
remains open, just like the mystery of the primeval and eternal reve lation, 
the logos, the "Mother of the Book", or whatever we may call it. 

on the dignity of 
the Qur'an 

• 
KHOURY One cannot adore the word of God. O ne 
gives honour to the word and one has to recite it with 
attention, but God alone can be adored. And the way 

people deal w ith the Qur'an is evidence that they stand in awe of the word 

of God. 
SCHIMMEL It is also a sign of appropriate reverence for the Qur'anic text 
that in an edition of the original text no annotations or underlinings shou ld 
be added, not even in a bilingual edition, as has been published by the 
Ahmadiyya for example. However, this does not apply to translations of 
the Qur'an; no special respect has to be paid to them, since they do not 
share the essent ial status of the original as a book revealed by God. 

individual 
contents 

KHOURY The Qur'an contains not only the divine laws, 
but also statements about God and about how Islam 
determines the history of humanity and the prophets. 

There are quite a number of stories and didactic passages about the prophets, 
and also argumentation against polytheists, very lengthy argumentation, 
ai med at convincing them that polytheism is a misconception, and they 
should convert to monotheism whose defence is set out; there are also 
controversies w ith the polytheists concerning the resurrection of the dead, 
because they used to mai ntain that we live here and we die here, and there 
is nothing beyond that. In add ition, there are debates with the Jews and 

Christians on various topics . 
In the Qur'an, wh ich is ordered on the basis of several ed itorial principles, 
the contents are not arranged thematicall y. It should be taken as certa in 
that Muhammad wanted to have a complete text of the Qur'an assembled 
during his lifetime. However, after his early death, others had to take over 
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~he editorial work. At first they kept together the Suras which already ex­
isted under Mul:iammad and which belong together. All these collections 
start with mysterious letters. It is on ly the very short Suras at the end of the 
Qur'an, which each consist of on ly a few verses, that deal with a unified 
topic. The other SCiras frequently deal w ith a number of topics, which can 
be very discouraging to the reader. From the point of view of its editorial 
plan, however, it was not primarily intended as a reader, but as a collec­
tion of sermons, debates, stories about the prophets, and legal regulations. 
Since legal instructions are very important in everyday life, the Suras which 
contain the most important legal instructions were placed at the begin­
ning; they are much longer than the Suras that fo llow. 
The Qur'an reflects the situation of the Islamic community and the fact 
that it is not only a religious community but also a political entity. 

who oversees MARCOL The text of the Qur'an is considered to be a 
the purity normative authority. Is there an institution in Islam that 
of the text? oversees and protects the purity of the text? 

KHOURY There is no supreme teaching authority which 
claims responsibility for maintaining the original version of the text, but the 
whole Islamic community is very much aware of this task and fulfils it pri­
mari ly through its scholars. Today there is no edition of the Qur'an that is not 
subjected to carefu l examination. So in every country there is some kind of 
Islamic council, commissioned to compare new editions word by word, sign 
by sign, with the official edition of the text. At the end of every ed ition there 
is a note of the commission by which it was examined. The Arabic language 
has developed, but the original text-as with the Bible- remains unchanged, 
and this gives rise to the need for numerous explanations of the text. Several 
versions of the Qur'anic text are considered authentic, and of these partic­
ular importance is attributed to the Ottoman vers ion. 

the problem of IVANc1c If the word of the Qur'an is eternal, there is 
the 'translations' something divine not on ly in every word, but even in 

every letter, and th is is why the original text cannot be 
translated; al I translations are then considered at best to be commentaries. 
KHOURY For Muslims there is no such th ing as a translation of the Qur'an 
in the precise sense of the word. The original Arabic text cannot be authen­
tically rendered into other languages. No matter how faithful it may be to 
the original, a 'translation' of the Qur'an can only be an interpretation of the 
text. The term 'translation' is therefore avoided as far as possible on principle, 
and German, for example, speaks of the 'meaning' of the Qur'an. 
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Until around the year 1920, there was a sort of official 
'translations' b prohibition of translation of the Qur'an. Then, egin-
allowed for . . ning at al-Azhar University in Cairo, an extensive dis-
religious reasons cussion began. The argument was repeatedly raised 

that the word of God had actually been revealed as a text, specifically in 
the Arabic language, and that therefore human beings were obliged to hold 
onto it and should not risk allowing it to be corrupted through interpreta­
tion and translation. Although the supporters of 'translations' solemnly af­
firmed that they too held the Arabic original alone to be decisive in theo­
logical and legal issues, and the only basis for any binding argumentation, 
they nevertheless pointed out that the overwhelming majority of Muslims 
are not Arabs and therefore have no direct access to the Qur'anic text. The 
argument of those who said Muslims should simply learn Arabic, cou ld 
not really be expected to persuade people, especially in view of the high 
level of i ll iteracy in the respective regions. So it was finally agreed on a 
majority decision that, for rel igious reasons, the translation of the Qur'an 
shou ld in principle be permitted. Since then more and more Muslims have 
dedicated themselves to this task and in several countries official com­
missions have been established for this purpose. 
However, the translation of the Qur'an by non-Muslims continues to be 
discouraged lest alien ideas, from the Christian tradition, for example, may 
creep in, or more generally questions could be raised or additions made 
from too much of an orientalistic or is lamological perspective. For these 
reasons the German translation of Paret, for example, is out of favour. 

on the under­
standing of 
transcendence 

• 
On In Islam, do we encounter an understanding of 
transcendence in any way different from that found in 
Christianity? While for Islam transcendence primarily 
means inaccessibility, the absolute inaccessibility of 

God, for Christian faith, in which the concept of transcendence is also cen­
tral, it is more associated with the moment of relatedness and communi­
cation, in the sense that here transcendence does describe the innermost 
mystery, but that mystery is at the same time always and already re lated 
and relational, because faith cannot conceive of it in itself, but on ly by 
taking man as its point of departure. In other words, in the Christian faith 
transcendence means the fundamental mystery - of being and of faith -
which has always been communicating itself. 
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W1ssE Can God, as the revealer, wholly enter a real 
God as revealer relationship with man? From a Christan perspective, 

fo llowing Peter Knauer5, the answer to this question 
might be that in Jesus Christ God is already unified w ith man and so, when 
revealing himself, does not need to enter into a relationship with man, but 
actuall y remains within himself in the process of his revelation. Similarl y 
Gisbert Greshake6 affi rms that, as creatures of God, human beings already 
participate in the spiritual being of God, in the Holy Spirit, so that God in 
his revelation does not begin a relationship with something outside God, 
but is speaking to man as to someone who is already within Him. 
KHOURY In the Christian understanding, God the transcendent is simul­
taneously the one who is present in Jesus Christ. The incarnation of God 
is the key for understanding transcendence and immanence; because he 
communicates himself in Jesus Christ, God himself becomes the one who 
supports and carries the world, and man, and his future. 
In Islam, what transcendence means only applies to God himself and not 
to man . If God wants to build a bridge across the abyss between his tran­
scendence and man, he creates tools for this purpose: he spoke through 
his prophets. In this way God did not remain inaudible in his otherworld­
liness, but made contact with us. 
In any case, the opinion expressed by Mahmoud Ayoub, a ShT'T (at the last 
Christian-Muslim encounter in St. Gabriel )7, that God in his Spirit is already 
w ithin us, has to be placed at the borderline of classica l Islam. Class ical 
and SunnT Islam wou ld not immed iately accept such an idea; God in his 
transcendence speaks to us not so much in order to begin a re lationship 
with us, but rather to inform us about certain matters and reveal to man 
what he should do. 
In th is context certain theological issues remain to be discussed in the en­
counter with Islam, most importantly the Christian concept of a certain 
connatu rality of man with God, a natural openness of man to God, be­
cause God is said to have endowed man with th is openness - a concept 

' P. Knauer, Der Glaube kommt vom Horen. Okumenische Fundamenta/theologie, Graz 
etc, 1978, pp. 76-102 (6th revised and enlarged edition Freiburg etc., 1991, pp. 113- 154); 
d. 1d., Unseren Glauben verstehen. Wurzburg, 1986, pp. 45-55. 

• G. Greshake, "Gottliches und vergottlichendes Wort", in: A. Bsteh (ed.), Horen auf sein 
Wort ... Der Mens~h als Harer des Wortes Gottes in christlicher und islamischer Oberlieferung 
(Be1tra~e zur Relig1onstheologie; 7). Mod ling, 1992, pp. 89-118, here: pp. 108- 11 o. 

' Sixth Con'.er_ence on Th_eology of Rel_igions St. Gabriel, Apri l 17 - 20, 1990, published in 
Volume 7 of Be1trage zur Relig1onstheolog1e: A. Bsteh (ed.), Horen auf sein Wart, op. cit. (fn. 6) . 
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not in accord with the conceptual structure of Islam and its understand-

ing of transcendence. . . . . 
ELsAs Would it not be possible for Chnst1an-Musl1m 

the eternal word dialogue to make good use of the topics concerned 
and the wo~d with the relationship between the different dimensions 
become Scripture of the word of God - in the form of existing books and 

scriptures, in the earlier form of its oral tradition, and origi~ally in th: form 
of the primeval book of revelation? Specifically, would 1t be possible to 
start a dialogue with Muslims about the fact that in their view the eternal 
word of God already existed before the word of God that became Scripture 
within time, and that in a similar way (although not to be separated from 
one another) in Christianity Christ existed before the book of the Gospels? 
SCHIMMEL This would be an area in which dialogue with Muslims could 
certain ly be initiated and where one could get on very well with them. The 
issue here is umm al-kitab, the "Mother of the Book", the uncreated form 
of the Qur'an, and if one assumes this spiritual Qur'an to be eternal, then 
this eternal reality already ex isted before the moment when it entered into 
the revelation and the oral and the written experience. 

eternity of the 
Qur'an, 'primeval 
book' and verbal 

• 
IVANCIC If the word of the Qur'an is eternal, then 
something divine is expressed not only in every word, 
but also in every letter and then every letter is impor-

tant. 
inspiration PROKSCH But if the word or the language of the Qur'an 

is as eternal as God, then it existed before the creation, because it is co­
eternal with God. But how can it be that God speaks a human language? 
On Then, one could ask: if the word is eternal, its addressee is also eter­
nally implied, so God had to create the world and human beings. Does 

this not limit the freedom of God? 
LEUZE Against the backgrou nd of the Islamic concept of the heavenly 
'primeval Book', the question arises of whether and to what extent one can 
speak, with reference to the Qur'an, about what, in the Christian tradition, 
is cal led 'verbal inspiration' : for, in the Christian understanding, the concept 
of verbal inspiration assumes that the words, which are the issue here, were 
written down in this world. Even though they were inspired by God word for 
word, they still came into b"eing and were written down here on earth. But 
in Islam, the underlying conception seems to proceed from the assumption 
that this primeval book itself already existed in the heavens, and then of course 
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through revelation was made accessible and handed over to Mubammad. 
How should one conceive of verbal inspi ration on the basis of that action? 

revelation as KHOURY According to the Islamic understanding, the 
expressing the primordial norm of the holy Scriptures is with God, in-
riches of God sofar as he holds in his knowledge, from the beginning, 

everything he wants to reveal within himself, and in th is 
primordial knowledge he also knows at which stages this revelation is to take 
place. In th is sense there is a primeval Book, a primordial norm of the holy 
Scriptures, and it is with God - though this is rather a mythical way of putting 
it. What it actually expresses is the etern ity of God's revelation. If this concept 
were taken literally, it would unavoidably lead to accepting that there is some­
thing primeval apart from God, which does not at al l correspond to Islam's 
idea of God. What is in God can only be understood as the expression of the 
riches of his nature, just as the 99 names of God are the expression of the 
abundance of his nature in relation to his creation. How all this is eternally in 
God himself, in his nature, simply transcends our understanding and our ability 
to articulate. The Qur'an does not speak about it and so theology is not com­
petent to say anyth ing about it either. 
If, however, when we consider the Qur'anic revelation, we relate the lan­
guage of God to ourselves, we cannot think of these words as added to his 
nature. They are simply the expression of his bountiful nature in relation to 
our human existence, and everything is ultimately nothing but his nature 
itself. Looking at it in this way, we may naturally speak about the eternity 
of his word, wh ich is nothing but the eternity of his being and his nature. 
For us it brings a relation that does not proceed from God, but is a devel­
opment only on our side, as our relation to God. 

the concept of 
analogy 
applicable to the 
relation between 
God and man? 

• 
LEUZE May it be justifiable from a Catholic background, 
to introduce the concept of analogy into the orthodox 
theologica l system of the Ash'arTs? How far does al­
Ash'arT and the school based on his ideas speak of a 
quasi-analogy? Is there in Arabic a term that corresponds 
to the concept of analogy? Or does this introduce Chris­

tian theologoumena into the thinking of Islam and use them as means of un­
derstanding the world of Islamic faith in a way that is inadmissible?8 

• Cf. M. Allard, Le probleme des attributs divins dans la doctrine d'al-As'arT et de ses pre­
miers disciples. Beirut, 1965. 
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l(HOURY This term may help towards a better understa~ding of the con­
tent of Islamic faith. Nevertheless, the concept of analogy 1s not much more 
than a tentative solution, since, according to Islamic understanding, there 

n be no analogy between God and the world. "God, the Eternal, Absolute; 
ea h ·f 
[ ... ) and there is none like unto Him." (Qur'an 112,2.4). T is is even true 1 
he revea ls himself, or lets himself be heard. Even when he allows the Prophet 
Mubammad to be guided up to his throne -a metaphor for immediat~ close­
ness to God - the Prophet has still not seen God; God remains behind the 
vei l, though when God speaks to us, it is in his language and by his inspi­
ration. But how can a language that is eternal, in a way 'analogous' to God 
himself, be understood by man? There must ultimately be a possibili ty of 
understanding the language of God apart from human language, but it is 
impossible for man to know exacLl y and define precisely what that language 
really expresses about God, even though we have indications such as 'God 

is merciful' or 'God avenges' . 
However that may be, Allard concluded that it is not possible to find analogy 
in the teaching of al-Ash'arT and his pupils who rather wanted to respect the 
standpoint of orthodox Islam. Nevertheless, if by this we wish to state that 
we have no better way of making clear that we must not place God on the 
same level as man, and that it is not possible for us to define precisely what 
the language of God really means, then the concept of a quasi-analogy is 

helpful, though without real ly being to the point. 

• 
DUPRE When, as Christians, we see how Islam refers 

does dealing with to the Qur'an, we are drawn to reflect on our own ap­
holy scriptures proach to the holy Scripture as Christians. At the same 
entail the danger time this observation of how sacred texts are regarded 
of idolatry? leads to a confrontation with our own awareness of 

truth when, for whatever reasons, questioning is no longer allowed. We 
may therefore ask how far the tension between authentic faith in God and 
the rejection of idolatry is a problem that arises when sacred texts are dealt 
with. This problem was touched upon when we compared the ideas of 
magic and sacrament. Beyond this, however, the basic issue here is that 
the concept of God submits all fin ite forms of its presentation to the judge­
ment of the one and on ly eternal name of God. Can we also find with in 
the framework of the Islamic tradition attempts to reflect on whether a par­
ticu lar approach to sacred texts can possibly be categorized as associa­
t ion or shirk? After all, in the Islamic tradition there is repeated reference 
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to. the f~ct that man ~ust refrain from idolatry and from associating any­
thing with God. But ,f one approaches the word in the way laid down in 
Islamic teaching, is one then not practising exactly what idolatry means, 
that is with associating and adding something? What is more important 
now, maintaining God as a principle, or that there is something formu­
lated in human language and therefore an arbitrary formulation? 

KHOURY The question of whether there are attempts in the Islamic tradi­
tion to reflect on whether a certa in approach to sacred texts, especia lly 
the Qur'an, can be categorized as shirk, can perhaps be answered as fol­
lows: according to the Islamic understanding, man comm its this sin if he 
wants to impose his own categor ies upon the words of God, for then he 
tries to add or associate his own concepts to them . 

reason and On the other hand there is in Islamic Lheulogy, especia lly 
reve lation in the Mu' tazili tradition, something like an absolution 

of human reason from this danger by maintai ning the 
principle of negative theology, that is that we can on ly speak negatively about 
God. At its extreme, on the basis of this position it wou ld be best to assert 
that God is, and beyond this to make no further assertions, in order not to 
compromise monotheism. By taking this position, however, they give up both 
the opportunity and the respons ibili ty, and perhaps even the necess ity of 
bringing their reason into line with revelation . However, orthodoxy in Islam, 
represented primarily by the Ash'arf school, from the 10th century on, has 
followed another path. The ro le of reason is considered to be to discover the 
truth in the texts, but not, as it were, to seek the truth beyond the texts. From 
this perspective, the text wou ld not be an occasion to ask questions that go 
beyond it. Rather it confronts the searching mind with the truth which God 
has formu lated positively in the text. Thus the area in which reason operates 
is not left to its own choosing, but has boundaries positive ly set by God. More 
precise ly, it is first of all the task of reason to search and find out exactl y what 
God said, and second ly, by applying logica l methods, to protect and defend 
the divine truth aga inst the attacks of unbelievers. On this second level reason 
has as much freedom as it needs, as long as, in the course of defending truth, 
it does not run into the danger of deviating from what God specifica lly or­
dained in his revelation. 

The phi losophers of Islam were not at all content with this and it resulted in 
a tragic tension between them (especia lly al-Kind,, al-Farabf, lbn Sina and 
lbn Rushd, who took up some elements of Greek philosophy) and orthodoxy. 
Although the metaphysics of Aristotle and Pl ato, apart from logic, were 
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enerally not used in Islamic theology (except perhaps in Islamic apologetics), 
fhey conti nued nevertheless to be cultivated among the philosophers. 

• 
CHMIEL Does the exegesis of the Qur'an include the 

canonicity - concept of a canon, that is of certain texts of the Qur'an 
fin~lity-. being part of the scriptural canon? 
universal ,ty KHOURY There is on ly one Qur'an and it was fixed very 

early, in the years before 656. Beside this canonically defined text of the 
Qur'an, there are also variants to be found throughout Islamic literature, but 
they should be considered as largely unimportant and are therefore not even 
mentioned in any of the official ed itions. For scholarly readers they are listed 
in my Qur'an commentary9: for every paragraph commented on, there is first 
the German translation of the section in question, then the Arabic orig inal, 
and finally the variants known in Islamic literature which make a contribu­
tion to the ed iting history of the Qur'anic text, but which are never edited 
together with the Qur'an. O rientalists also work on the assumption that the 
canonical Qur'anic text con tains what Mubammad actua ll y said and pre­
sented as revelation, even though not in the sequence of the text at hand. To 
mention an example: there is a text which deals with the stoning of adu lterers 
but which was not included in the edi tion of the text, and is therefore 'outside' 
the Qur'an, although in fact it theoretically belongs to the Qur'an and has 
the same authority as the Qur'an. 
DUPRE In very diverse re ligious traditions, such as Juda ism, Christian ity, 
Hinduism and Buddhism, t.here is the phenomenon of the formation of a. 
canon. If we look at this for a moment from the sole perspective of compar­
ative rel igion, we could discuss how far the concept of ultimacy cou ld be 
conceived of in the plural. To speak of 'ultimacies' is inherently contrad ic­
tory, or is it thin kab le? In this context, should we not also consider that per­
haps each of us is to be considered as a manifestation of ultimacy? 
Thi s is a fundamental prob lem arising from the perspective of comparati ve 
religion and app lying also to the complex of problems concerning the cir­
cular structure of its logical fou ndation. Why is the Qur'an absol ute and to 
be accepted unconditionally? - because that is what is said. It seems that 
this, mutatis mutandis, is repeated in the historical context of other scriptures 
and so the focus is finally on the concept of ultimacy. For, if it were merely 

• Der Koran. Arabisch-Oeutsch. Obersetzung und wissenschaftlicher Kommentar van 
A. Th . Khoury. vol. 1-12. Gi.itersloh, 1990-2001. 
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a question of differentiating the use of a particularly emphasized word, then 
one could of course say that each scripture has its own particu lar ity and, as 
it were, its own inimitable value. But what is also at issue here is finding a 
centre which leads to something denoted as universality - that is oriented 
towards this very centre and unfolding from it. 

different authority 
of Qur'an and 
Sunna 

KHOURY The question of the history of the canon, which 
is a very interesting and theoretical ly important ques­
tion, was resolved by Islam in respect of its own tradi­
tion by concluding it with the composition of the Qur'an, 

that is with the collection of what Mubammad in his preaching spoke of as 
a revelation from God. By contrast, the Sunna is not a canonical work, be­
cause Mubammad's own words, his sayings, his exemplary ways of life and 
decisions are not to be considered as a word of God, but rather as an addi­
tional interpretation of the contents of the Qur'an and specific applications 
of it. No matter how much astuteness Muslims have certainly applied to dif­
ferentiating between the genuine and dubious parts of the tradition (and no 
matter how beautiful and edifying some of them are), the fact rema ins that 
the f-:iadi"th has a quite different authority from that accorded to the Qur'an 
- simply because the Prophet is not to be compared with God. Although the 
f-:iadTth gives more instructions for solving concrete everyday problems than 
the Q~r'an because the Prophet was always in contact with his commun ity 
and wanted to solve the var ious problem cases for them, behind the tradi­
tion of the Prophet there is only the authority of a human being. 

incarnation as 
well as inlibration 
of the Word in 
Christianity 

... 
BsTEH A. In the encounter with Islam, perhaps Chris­
tian faith is challenged more than elsewhere to reflect 
on its own original and un-shortened relation to the 
Holy Scripture. For one thing, it could become appar­
ent that the formula: Christian belief in the incarnation 

of the word of God corresponds to Muslim belief in the inlibration of the 
word of God, is a characterization of the Christian position that is not 
merely superficial, but on the whole absolute ly inadmissible. Whatever 
we may say in favour of such a juxtaposition, for the Christian believer 
there is no Jesus who, as the glorified Kyrios in the texts of the New Testament 
(which in turn cannot be conceived of without including the texts of the 
O ld Testament) does not continua lly turn anew towards and give life to the 
individual believer, the Christian community and humanity as a whole. 
There is therefore an original and, for Christian faith, inalienab le re lation 
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between the Biblica l testimony contained in the Old and New Testaments 
and the revelatory figure of Jesus, because the incarnation of the word of 
God, which happened once and for al l in Jesus, whom Christian faith de­
clares to be the Christ, was 'concluded' only in the inlibration of this word, 

in which it attained its true perfection. 
ELSAS This question has always been present here when we have spoken 
of the fu nction the Qur'an has when we consider a possible comparison be­
tween incarnation and inlibration. We may summarize it as follows: Christ 
is to be communicated and the Qur'an is to be communicated, and then all 
the aspects which Mr. Khoury expounded and which were complemented 
by Father Bsteh arise agai n. What does this now mean as a question addressed 
to us: What is the relation between Christ and Scripture?, How is Christ to 
be commun icated through Scripture, which we have as a testimony about 
him, and how is this to be seen as a parallel to communicating the Qur'an 
in Islam and at the same time to the role of the Sunna of Mubammad - where 
both exist, although perhaps differently assessed? 
BsTEH A. Wou ld not the formulation of the Christian understanding of Scrip­
ture as 'testimony about Christ' have to be complemented by the formula­
tion 'testimony of Christ', insofar as, in the original Christian understanding 
of faith in the holy Scriptures, the testimony of Christ is living, and they are 
ultimately holy for us because in them Christ declares himself to the world? 
KAHLERT This would also have to be introduced into the encounter with 
Musli ms by drawing their attention to the fact that we also have recitations 
of our holy Scriptures, and that in this context there are also ways of show­
ing a particular respect for them. For example, they are announced with 
various versicles of greeting and a high value is attached to people's stand­
ing up when the Gospel is read out during public worship. 

questions of 
hermeneutics 

• 
RABERGER It is a word which, though it claims to be 
absolute, yet conceives of itself as constantly ex isting 
within certa in conditions in time and space in which 

this absoluteness f inds its expression, and has an identity that always has 
to be understood as existing in history and society. A self-understandi ng 
of this kind is closer to the relevance of the word as an authority provid­
ing direction. If Christianity or Islam claim social relevance, then, in speci­
fied c ircumstances, their identity should not be characterized by un­
changeabi lity, but by a conditional unconditionality, conditioned by the 

context of history and society. 
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questions of her- HORN Assuming that the word of God always has to 
meneutics (cont.) be interpreted anew, the question of testing the inter-

pretation against the original testimony of faith would 
always have to be ra ised anew. How can this be done in Islam? How far 
does this presuppose a great clarity about the total meaning of a religious 
tradition and a certai n differentiation between what is essential and what 
is not so important? 
MEIER If we take into consideration, in the context of the hermeneutica l 
problem we are discussing, the mystical tradition, which was so impres­
sively presented in the preceding chapter, the question might be raised of 
whether the word of God as a whole shou ld be understood conceptionally, 
or whether it might be understood as a sacrament? Just as in the Christian 
teaching on the Lord's Supper, the expression 'to chew the Budy of Christ 
with one's teeth' was used, was it not simi larly said, for instance in 1-:ianbalT 
theology, that the eternal word of God, the transcendent word, immanent 
in human language, is moved between the prayer's teeth? Is the word of God 
not to be conceived of as an aesthetic miracle that does not really have to 
be understood? In this perspective, could it perhaps be an advantage that 
Turkish ch ildren learn the Qur'an by heart in Arabic, so that they are com­
pletely exempt from all the problems concern ing what is meant and for them 
the text itself of the Qur'an is the target, in its wonderful language that fi­
nally cannot be understood, and th is imp I ies for them an experience of God? 
Is not th is where the attraction of Islam I ies? 
VANONI The Islamic concept of the Qur'an, against which scholars can 
test thei r deliberations and assertions, cou ld certainly become a question 
addressed to Christianity concerning the way theology, ethics and moral­
ity refer to the Biblical testimony. If we have to proceed, especia ll y against 
the background of the assertions of Vatican II, from the fact that, no mat­
ter what the hermeneuti ca l difficu lties, Scripture has to be the guide line, 
then relativizing this reference may happen in Christian circles as a result 
of the objections of certain high ranking authorit ies. Th is is someth ing that 
does not seem to be immediately possible in Islam. 
Another question is raised by the fact that in German the expression 'will 
of God' is often used, whereas in the Old and New Testaments it is in fact 
the concept of benevolence and the goodwill of God that is meant. Thus 
a Jew would feel understood by one who understands the Torah as the guid­
ance of God speak ing of this wide-ranging faith in a God who wants what 
is good and envisages and plans it for the world. The Torah, after all, is not 
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simply a collection of laws; about h_alf of it _is a collection of _writings, in­
cluding many stones, which are guidance 111 the sense that they are sto­
ries that are told, and can be fo llowed up, that repeat themselves, and can 
become the situation of our life. To what extent today do we _rather foc~s 

11 a divine voluntarism and continually try to discover the will of God 111 

~ Kantian sense, on the assumption that God simply wants something and 
also imposes it? In this connect ion, what are the terms in Arabic for 'will' 
and relevan t expressions that specifically refer to the will of God: such 
phrases as: I do not want you to kill? Etymologically, is there as in modern 
Hebrew, a linguistic connection with what we call benevolence? 
Reports on the situation in Islam may give the impression that a_ v?lu~­
tarism of this kind is a danger there too and that the prevalent op1111on 1s 
that everything, both good and bad, is ordained by God, and that what is 
needed is merely to recognize this and to act accordingly. In the Biblical 
tradition, however, one often encounters cases of sins being committed 
that do not consist in overstepping boundaries established beforehand (cf. 
Gn 11 ). This is very relevant to our modern problems and how we deal 
with our world where, in many cases, we have no idea of the future con­
sequences of what we do or do not do today and where we do not there­

fore know what is good and what is bad. 
Z IRKER In Islam there is the Qur'an, the Sunna and finally the traditions of 
exegesis, but no obligation to refer all this to a teaching authority (at least 
not among the Sunnis). On the other hand, traditional Catholic theology has 
an understanding of the Scriptures, which has its 'norma proxima' in the 
teaching authority of the Church compared with which Scripture on ly has 
the function of a 'norma remota' . So the question would have to be raised: 
what is the re lation between the relationship of Scripture and teaching author­
ity in Christianity, and the relationship of Scripture and Sunna in Islam? 
RABERGER Faced with these questions, it seems important that we should 
go back again to the question of a spiritual identity that seeks to be reflected 
in history and society. This has been clone by Christians, insofar as there is a 
history of dogma in which the issue has always been the tension between 
the Scriptures and the authority that claims to be the interpreter of the Scrip­
tures. Th is is the dilemma, but at the same time also the opportunity in Chris­
tianity, because it implies an openness which makes it possible to think quite 
differently from the traditional approach about the conclusiveness of the reve­
lation. This openness contains a greater potential than is usually believed . 
Z IRKER Here the keyword 'history of dogma' is probably more important 
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than the aforementioned concept of the teaching authority of the Church 
because on the one hand (unlike this authority) there is nothing like a his­
tory of dogma in either Sunnf or Shf'f Islam and on the other it does not 
so much involve the Catholic/Protestant divide. 
RABERGER So here we may see the opportunity of Christianity, not only 
its dilemma. In any case, in this context we should bear in mind that a re­
ligious denomination which calls even its norms and unconditional claims 
once again before the forum of the respective plausibility of historical and 
social challenges, is not characterized by what the concept of inconclusive­
ness means. Unfortunately, in the wake of a false or even completely absent 
pneumatology, we have forgotten this, just as was the case in the system 
of neoscholastic theo logy. 
DuPRE We shou ld also see in this something of the human longing for 
certainty. 
RABERGER In what was said above, normativity and unconditional claims 
were spoken of. But a conditional-unconditional claim is different from one 
that is concluded and needs no more consideration. 
o ·uPRE In fact, historica lly the issue has repeatedly been the cond itional­
unconditional. But is this the way people reall y believe? Do we not re­
peatedly ask how this or that could be conceived of as absolute? 
RABERGER In his essay "Zu Max Horkheimers Satz: 'Einen unbedingten Sinn 
zu retten ohne Gott, ist eitel! "' ["On Max Horkheimer's statement: 'Wanting 
to retain an unconditional meaning without God is vain! 111 ] 10, J. Habermas 
underlines the difference between speaking of an uncondi tional meaning 
('u nbedingter Sinn') and speaking of an 'unconditionality of meaning' ('Un­
bedingtheit des Sinns'). This differentiation would have to be transferred from 
ph ilosophical discussion into theological controversy. 
VANONI The history of dogma is of course something positive: at a cer­
tain time one tries to find out what is most important and endeavours to 
gai n a fresh understandi ng of it. But are we not then always in danger of 
stopping and saying: we need dogmas in order to bring the original mes­
sage into the specific historical moment, but we no longer have enough 
energy to apply this principle consistently even to dogmas already for­
mulated? So perhaps there are dogmas which, after two hundred or seven 
hundred years, must not be questioned any more - would this neverthe­
less be an authentic interpretation of the origina l intention? 

10 In: J. Habermas, Texte und Kontexte (Su hrkamp-Taschenbuch Wissenschaft; 944). Frank­
furt/M ., 1991 , pp. 110-126. 
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Islam as Religion, Society and Culture 

Hans Zirker 

Could the scope of a topic be more presumptuously expressed than this? 
It seems to encompass all there is to be said. However, the aim here will 
only be to consider how Islam connects and correlates these three areas 
_ religion, society and culture - both in the claim it makes for itself, and 
also in the historical reality. For it differs in this from all other religions -
and so to non-Muslims occasionally even seems to be fr ightening. 

1. 'Islam' as a 'religion' 

We read in the Qur'an : "The Religion before God is Islam (submission to 
His Will) [ .. . ] ." (3, 19); but this categorical statement is not as definite as its 
German version - let alone the explanatory translation by Rudi Paret - sug­
gests: "Als (einzige) Religion gilt bei Gott der Islam."' [The (only) religion 
before God is Islam.] The initial assumption here is thatthis sentence refers 
to the spectrum of the numerous religions, recogn izing one of them and 
rejecting the others. 'Islam' would then be the proper name of a socially 
and historically limited denominational community in opposition to the 
rest. But this understanding too quickly restri cts the meaning of the origi­
nal text to the perspective of an interreligious competition. 

Muslims often and justifiably like to underline the fact that, unlike the 
names of other religions, the term 'Islam' does not refer to an individual 
human being (as 'Christianity' refers to Christ, or 'Buddhism' to Buddha) 
or to a certain ethnic group (as 'H induism' refers to the Hindus, or 'Judaism' 
to the tribe of Judah)2, but only expresses the relationship of human be­

ings with God. 
First is/am is a verbal noun (or in the grammatical terminology fami l iar 

to us we could say: an infinitive) and denotes an activ ity: in the religious 

• Der Koran. Obersetzung van Rudi Paret. Stuttgart, 1979 (revised pocket book edition), 
p. 44. - I refer below from time to time to my essay " Islam als Religion", in Theologisch-prak-
tische Quarta /schrift 140 (1992) 325-333 . . . 

2 Cf. for instance Sayyid Abu-1-A'la Maudoodi, Weltanschauung und Leben 1m Islam. Leicester, 

1978, p. 15 . 
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context, the verb as/ama means 'to entrust oneself (to God), to give one­
self up (to him), to subm it oneself (to him)'. So 'is/am' describes first of all 
an existential actualization and not an institutionally limited community.) 
This also becomes clear from the passage quoted from Sura 3; for in the 
next verse (20), MulJammad is the subject of the same verb: "So if they 
dispute with thee, say: ' I have submitted my whole self to God and so have 
those who follow me.' [ ... ]" 

However, this meaning of the word recedes, when, accord ing to the 
translations, Jews, Christians and pagans see themselves confronted with 
the decision: "Do you become Musfims?lf they become Muslims, they are 
given the right guidance." The idea that an indiv idual may turn towards 
God and trust in him should not, as the Qur'an sees it, so much be subject 
to their being members of a particular religion. 

It is a feature of the Qur'an that the term is/am occurs far more rare ly 
than the term Tman, wh ich is close to it in meaning and grammatical form 
and means '(having) faith ' .4 Here too it becomes obvious that fo r the Qur'an 
the primary issue is people's re ligiousness, i. e., the ir sp iritual attitude and 
their conduct, and not a religion as a histor ica ll y concrete commun ity or 
an idea ll y prescr ibed system of orientati on. It is on ly over the course of 
the centuries that usage changed the import of the word in this respect.5 

It would of course be a mistake to change this d ifference of emphasis 
in to an opposition. According to the M uslim understanding, re ligion, dTn, 
can never rema in restr icted to indiv idua l thinking and behav iour o r even 
to the spiritual inner life, but has to be realized in the context of the per­
son's who le l ife. The autonomy of part icular spheres of life which could 
remain indifferent towards relig ion, is inadmiss ib le from the Mus lim per­
spect ive, in which dTn signifies an all-compris ing order. 0 This does not only 
refer to the re lationsh ip the believer has towards his Creator, but also to 
al l his inter-human relations and beyond that to his relations towards al l 
the other creatures of God. 

' Cf. H. Ringgren, Islam, 'aslama, and Muslim . Upp ala, 1949. 
' Cf. A. J. Wensinck, The Muslim Creed. Its genesis and historical development. Cambridge, 

1932, p. 22: 11 ln the Ku ran the terms islamand Tman (faith) are synonymous"; simi larly J. Bouman, 
Gott und Mensch im Koran. Eine Strukturform religioser Anthropologie anhand des Beispiels 
Allah und Muhammad (Impulse der Forschung; 22 ). Darmstadt, 1977, pp. 201 f. inc l. fn. 78. 

5 Cf. W. C. Smith, "The Historical Development in Islam of the Concept of Islam as an His­
tor ical Development", in: id., On Understanding Islam. Den Haag, 1981, pp. 41-77. 

• Cf. T. Nagel, Staat und Glaubensgemeinschaft im Islam. Geschichte der politischen Ord­
nungsvorste/lungen der Muslime. 2 vols. Zurich, 1981 , register: dTn. 
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It is therefore understandab le that in concrete historical and political sit­
uations, Islam may experience itself as competing with and in contradic­
tion to other approaches to life and commun ity structures. As the Qur'an 
says: " Do they seek for other than the Religion of God? [ ... ] If anyone de­
sires a religion other than Islam (submission to God), never wi ll it be ac­
cepted of him; and in the Hereafter he will be in the ranks of those who 
have lost (al l sp iritua l good)." (3,83 .85 )- "It is He W ho hath sent His Apos­
tle with Guidance and the Relig ion ofTruth, to procla im it over all religion 
[ ... ]." (9,33). Neverthe less, such statements certain ly do not derive from a 
claim to exclusivity in the history of religions, such that al l other religions 
could simply be rejected and set aside. The specific, hi stori cally and so­
cia l ly defined religious community, developing on the basis of Mul:,am­
mad's proclamation and political action, understands its own existence as 
"the straight usage", "the standard Religion" (9,36; 30,30, etc.), related to 
and juxtaposed with the many other religions in much subtler ways. 

In Sura 7, Mul:,ammad and those who listen to him are reminded that 
God had already bound all human beings, before their worldly existence, 
to the only va l id profession of faith: ''When thy Lord drew forth from the 
Children of Adam - from their loins - their descendants, and made them 
testify concerning themselves (saying): 'Am I not you r Lord (who cherishes 
and sustains you)?' - they said: 'Yea! We do testify!' (This), lest ye should 
say on the Day of Judgment: 'Of this we were never mindful'." (v. 172).7 

From the Muslim perspective, then, humans have once and for all ac­
knowledged their true re lation to God, so that all later faith is ultimately 
nothing but a consistent out-working of this primeval and primordial scene. 

Sometimes we read that, according to the M us lim understanding, 1'Abra­
ham is the first Muslim."8 However, this is not in agreement with the Qur'an. 
To be a 'Muslim' means 'to have submitted oneself to God' and can be ap­
plied to mankind from the beginning of creati on. It is true that the Qur'an 

' According to Musl im trad itions, this alludes to a scene after the fa ll of the first human be­
ings (cf. R. Blachere, Le Coran. Traduction se /on un essai de reclassementdes Sourates. vol. 2. 
Paris, 1950, p. 649); in the Jewish traditions, there is a similar, perhaps related story in whi ch 
the ch ildren of Israel are called to bear wi tness to the covenant on Sina i (cf. H . Speyer, Die 
biblischen Erzahlungen im Qoran. Hildesheim, ' 1988 [Reprint of the first edition of 1931 J, pp. 
304 f. ). 

" Thus for instance ) . Bouman, Der Koran und die Juden. Die Geschichte einer Tragodie 
(WB-Forum; 53). Darmstadt, 1990, p. 89; L. Massignon in his preface to Y. Moubarac, Abra­
ham dans le Coran. Pari s, 1958, p. 5; Sekretariat fur die Nichtchristen - M . Bornnans, Guide­
lines for Dialogue between Christians and Muslims (l nterreligious Docu ments; 1 ). New York, 
etc., 1990 (orig.: Paris, 1981 ). 
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quotes Moses, who professes before God on Sinai:'"[ ... ] and I am the first 
to believe."' (7,143), and Mubammad is commanded to present himself 
to the human race as "the first of those who bow to God (in Islam)" (6, 14); 
but th is is obviously not meant in a historical-chronological sense. In the 
Qur'an the disciples of Jesus also already understand themselves to be 
'Muslims', i. e., as those who "bear witness that we are Muslims" (3,52); 
and in Sura 26,52, even the Pharaoh's sorcerers call themselves the "fore­
most among the Believers", because they acknowledge the deeds that 
Moses does as greater than thei r own. Although individual people in their 
own situation may always again see themselves as protagonists of the fa ith, 
nevertheless Islam knows no other beginning for itself than the beginning 
of humanity as a whole. 

Neither does Islam recognize itself as a path of experience and learning 
initiated by God with in a special history of sa lvation. The guidance which 
God grants to human beings is offered at all t imes in the same way to al l. 
Any individual may see himself and his contemporaries called like Mubam­
mad: "So set thou thy face steadily and truly to the Faith: (establish) God's 
handiwork accord ing to the pattern on which He has made mankind: no 
change (let there be) in the work (wrought) by God: that is the standard 
Religion: [ ... ] " (Sura 30,30). In accordance w ith this saying of the Qur'an, 
Muslims understand their re ligion to be the order of the creation, or the 
natural religion: din al-fitra. 

When God in addition sends prophets, in the Islamic view they do not 
in principle have to proclaim a new message, but only to bring a reminder, 
when human beings have transgressed or forgotten it, of the order already 
ordained long ago. Thus Mubammad brings the Qur'an as "a confirmation 
of what went before, and guidance and glad tidings for those who believe" 
(2,97), just as Jesus had also already been sent as "confirmation of the Law 
that had come before him" (5,49). 

2. ' Islam' as 'social order' 

According to the understanding of 'din' we have given, the human world 
in all its dimensions is subject to the obligations established by God and 
is thus the space where the individual as wel I as the community, the Umma 
wh ich is to direct and support the believer, are put to the test. 

Therefore one may rightly speak of a "comprehensive cla im of the Is-
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lamic order".9 From th is the programmatic formu la 'din wa-dawla- reli­
gion and state' developed in the field of politics: al l human action gov­
erning social structures should be guided as a whole by re ligious norms. 
Even though this cla im was far from fu lly rea li zed in the course of history, 
it is still always vigorous as a critical impulse. 

When in the 11th century a concept of 'politics' - siyasa - developed, 
which severed the sovereigns' realm of authority from the fundamenta l order 
of religion, din, this I inguistic novelty was "at first experienced as something 
alien within the world of Islam; [ ... ] as a relic from a past stage in the his­
tory of mankind." 10 Even though this term final ly became an accepted and 
understood element in the Arabic language, it still did not push to the back­
ground the ideal aim: religion as a system of theocratic governance - re­
lated completely to God and completely to the shaping of worldl y life. 

If, when considering Islam, we speak of 'theocracy', we must neverthe­
less immediately acknowledge that the will of God is here communicated 
in the form of a book and not through any personal hierarchies. Thus the 
occasional attempts to understand the title of the 'Cal iph' to mean not only 
'successor of the envoy of God' (in leading the community: khalifat rasiJI 
Allah), but 'vicegerent of God', khal,fat Allah'1, were not generally sus­
tained. God has represented himself through the direct presence of his 
word in the Qur'an, before which any worldly authority in power has to 
justi fy itself. It is the task of the jurists to deduce the commands of God, 
the sharl'a, from the Qur'an, with the help of the Prophetic tradition and 
following certain rules of interpretation, but the scholars do not acqui re 
their authority simply by virtue of a particular office; their teach ings al­
ways remain subject to demonstration of their reliability and recognition 
by the people. The absolute authori ty of the sharra does not imply with it 
the absolute authority of a magisterium. (This applies without restriction 
primaril y to SunnT theology; the particu larities of the ShT'a cannot be dealt 
wi th in detail here.) 

Despite being closely connected with God's precepts already given in 
the context of the creation, the shar,'a, based on the Qur'an and announced 

' P. Antes, " lslamische Ethik", in: id. et al., Ethik in nichtchristlichen Kulturen. Stuttgart, 
1984, pp. 48-81, here p. 49. 

10 T. Nagel, op. cit. (fn . 6) vol. 1, p. 16. 
" Cf. B. Lewis, Die politische Sprache des Islam. Berlin, 1991, pp. 80-84; W. M. Watt, Early 

Islam. Collected Articles. Edinburgh, 1990, pp. 57-63: God's Caliph: Qur'anic Interpretations 
and Umayyad Claims. 
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~y Muhamma_d, is not, of cou rse, understood in Islam simply as something 
timelessly valid. It also contains regulations that have not always and al­
ready been decreed fo r all people. What the var ious prophets communi­
cated to their respective communities as the w ill of God, took their spe­
cific livi ng cond itions into account. Thus, up to Muhammad, there could 
in principle be a legitimate plurality of legal orders and thus also of reli­
gious comm uniti es. In another context, al-GhazzalT has already been 
quoted: "But Jesus too is the Lord of a sharl'a, and each shar,'a is distin­
gu ished by spec ial regu lations." 12 

However, w ith Islam's claim to universa lity, aimed at unifying the whole 
of mankind in a way which corresponds to the or igina l plan of God's cre­
ation, the plurality of different religious communities loses the validity it 
had enjoyed up till then. " The social order should nuw in principle be uni­
versa lly adjusted to the one sharl'a-even though it continues to allow the 
'Peop le of the Book' to follow their own regulations to a certai n extent. 
Thus, from Muhammad onwards, but only then, there is a grounded and 
justified approach to a history of mankind. 

3. ' Islam' as 'culture' 

At first sight, there seems to be no theological topic specific to Islamic 'cu l­
ture' beyond what has already been sa id. As an all-embracing order for 
l ife and society, religion has its foundation in the creation and revelation 
of God alone; in this fundamental respect, there is no room for merely 
human thought and action. Certainly, in obedience to God's ordinances, 
man takes over active responsibility for hi s world; he is kha/,fa - 'Ca liph', 
in the special way it is understood in Muslim anthropology: as vicegerent 
of God (or 'successor' of the angels' 4), he is faced with the task of carrying 

" Cf. my paper "He is God, the One- Join not Any Partners w ith Him!" (above pp. 35-43), 
ad fn. 13, p. 40. 
• 11 There are of course good reasons to assume that, originally, the Qur'an did not perceive 
itself to be addressed to all mankind; 1t expressly states itself to be "a Book [ ... ] in lhe Arabic 
tongue" (4~, 12), adapted to "an_Arab" (41,44). Cf. on this problem F. Buhl, "FaBte Mubammad 
seine Verkund1gung als eine un1verselle, auch fi.i r Nichtaraber bestimmte Relig ion auf?", in /s­
lam,~a 2 (1926) 135-149; R. Caspar, Traile de theologie musulmane. Tome I: Histoire de la 
pensee musu lrnan~. Rome, _198:,, PP·, 65 f. - What is quoted from the Qur'an as proof of the 
uni~ersali ty cl~_im 1s primarily: Say: 0 men! I am sent unto you all , as the Apostle of God 
1:--1 (7, 158)- w_e have not sent th~e but as a universal (Messenger) to men, giving them glad 
t1d:~gs, and warning _them (aga inst sm) [ ... J" (34,28)- with "a Message for the nations" (6,90). 

On this alternative meaning of the term cf. ). Bouman, op. cit. (fn . 4) pp. 184-189; also 
R. Paret, Der Koran. Kommentar und Konkordanz. Stuttgart, ' 1977, p. 16, on Sura 2,30. 
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t the wi ll of God. But the diversity of human attempts to shape human 
ou h h . , I ' living cond itions, wh ich is what we mean w en we use t e term cu ture, 

is not yet envisaged here. . . 
Nevertheless, the cu ltu ral roots and ri chness of Islam are obvious. First 

and foremost, it is a way of life and a system of action, and not simply ei­
ther a dogmatic edifice or a sacral cult community. While being bound to 
a un iversa l law, it is also character ized by a fundamentally pragmatic ap­
proach and considerable flexibility w ith regard to the individual particu-

larities of li fe. 
In the Islamic community, theologians have always played a subordinate 

and incidental role in comparison with the jurists whose task it is to extra­
polate instructions for action from the Qur'an a~d the '.ro~hetic tra_d ition. 
However, since Islam generally does not recogrnze a binding teaching au­
thority, decisive importance is attributed to the factual reception of these 
directives. Even from early times, various schools of law developed which, 
until today, have marked Islam with different regional imprints. But also 
in addition to this, because of its capacity to assimi late, it has been able 
to enter into quite differently shaped social structures (as regards, for ex­
ample, family relations and forms of government) and into autochthonous 
religious realities, even as far as syncretism.' 5 In Morocco it has different 
features from Indonesia, in Saudi-Arabia different from Centra l Africa. In 
addition, mystical movements opposed the dominant role of the jurists and 
gained great influence on popular religiosity. Up to the present time, in 
large parts of the Muslim world, religious life has been shaped by such 
movements, groups and approaches. 16 The catchword "a Muslim is a Mus­
lim", which is sometimes used in zealous religious self-assertion, is obvi-

ously not in keeping with reality. 
Alongside the proclamation of the one God who once and for all re­

vealed his wi ll in the Qur'an for the whole of mankind, and the leitmotif 
of the one Umma, there is thus a vast historical and cultural spectrum of 
specific forms and ways of life. This contrast is unimportant and can - if it 
is experienced at all - even be pragmatically neglected, as long as it does 

15 Cf. O. Schumann, "Der Islam und lokale Traditionen - synkretistische ldeen und Prak­
tiken", in: W. Ende - U . Steinbach (eds.), Der Islam in der Gegenwart. MLinchen, ' 1989, pp. 

560-581. 
16 Cf. A. Schimmel, "Sufismus und Volksfrommigkeit", in: M. D. Ahmed et al., Der Islam. Ill 

lslamische Kultur - Zeitgenossische Stromungen - Volksfrommigkeit (Religionen der Mensch­

heit; 25,3). Stuttgart etc., 1990, pp. 157-242. 
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not antagonize relatively closed cultural domains by invading them. Yet it 
is precisely then that things become different- when Muslims of different 
regions and styles of religious life encounter one another outside their 
homelands, as currently in Western countries. Then plurality is placed 
under pressure by the need for unity, requiring uniformity. The conse­
quences are hostile polarizations which develop, even within culturally 
Islamic territories, wherever strenuous efforts are made to resist outside in­
filtration. Here it is not uncommon for everyday, locally understood, as it 
were 'naturally' developed and valid traditions to be opposed by 'the true 
tradition', which in reality is an ideological construct. It is this that pri­
marily characterizes the so-called 'fundamentalists' who prefer to be called 
' lslamists' .17 

Thus culture in Islam can be experienced in two ways - as the richness 
of its community, and as a plurality full of tensions that can even become 
dangerous; as a vital express ion of faith, and as overloaded by human ac­
cretions; as a lived tradition and as alienated from its true source. In this 
respect, the encounter of the Islam ic world with the secu lar civilization of 
the West adds further complications . When Muslims today occasionally 
say that they (still) understand themselves as belonging to the Islamic cul­
ture, but not (any longer) to the Islamic religion or the Islamic faith, it must 
be seen as a significant and rather explosive phenomenon. 

" Cf. as a sma ll selection: B. Tibi, Die Krise des modernen /slams. Eine vorindustrie/le 
~ultur_im wissenschaftlich-technischen Zeitalter. Erweiterte Ausgabe. Including an essay: 
ls_lam1scher Funcla111ental1smus als Antwort auf die doppelte Krise" (Suhrkamp-Taschenbuch 

W1ss_enschaft; 8_89). Frankfurt/M., 1991 ; J. Waarclenburg, "Fundamentalismus und Aktivis­
mus in cler 1slam1sch-arabischen Welt der Gegenwart", in Orient30 (1989) 39-51 · R. W ielandt 
"Zeitgenoss ischer isl amischer Funclamenta l ismus - Hintergrunde uncl Pers1; ektiven", in; 
K. K1enzler (ed.), Der neue Fundamentalismus. Rettung oder Cefahr fur Cesellschaft und 
Religion?. Dusseldorf, 1990, pp. 46-66. 
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Questions and Interventions 

On Dealing with the fundamental understanding of 
universal religion 

Islam as religion and social order implies to a certain 
and order of the 

. extent its juxtaposition with the parallel concepts in 
community our own Christian tradition of the inward and outward 

form of re ligion: universalism and pluralism, universal religion and order 
of the loca l community, with an accompanying cultural flexibility and 
pluriformity. Nor can we, as Christians, refrain from making a universal 
claim, although for us it might have a different basis and be understood 
differently. Christian faith is oriented towards universality, even if its name 
- unlike Islam - refers to a specific historical person, but it is perhaps not 
focused on the establ ishment of a universal order of life to the same ex­
tent as Islam. With regard to this Christian order of life, the same need for 
cultural flexibility is asserting itself in a new and very forceful manner. It 
might be appropriate to recall here the issue, currently much discussed, 
of the indigenization and inculturation of the Gospel of Christ and its 
proclamation, for everything it imp I ies, not least the efforts made in the 
direction of interreligious encounter and hermeneutics, is presumably con­
nected with the fundamental meaning of belief in the incarnation. 
KHOURY Genera lly speaking, when these deliberations mean to deal with 
Islam questioning Christianity theologically and philosophically, it should 
be made clear, particularly in the context of what has already been said. 
The point here is in fact the fundamental concept of Islam in itself and, in 
response to this question - tak ing into consideration the different levels 
that have to be kept in mind-we should not keep jumping from one level 
to another. However that may be, the concept of Islam does not on ly refer 
to a constituted community in the sense of a sociologically defined system, 
but also, as has been right ly said, primarily to a universal religion professing 
monotheism and the duty of man to serve God. And there is a constant 
danger of sh ifting from this level of the universal religion to the level of the 
constituted community, and in so doing claiming somewhat apologetically 
and idealistically that this universal religion is realized in this constituted 
community. 

Islam - the reli­
gion of creation 
and revelation 

HORN Is Islam religion insofar as it reflects the order 
of creation? Is it not the case that, as in other prophetic 
religions, it is in fact only the existence of God and the 
need to worship the one God that Islam declares to be 
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the order of creation, whereas everything else is derived from prophetic 
inspiration and revelation? If so, are natural religion and revealed religion 
actually so congruent with one another? 
ZIRKER We find the term 'natural religion', din al-fitra, in the Qur'an (d. 
Sura 30,30). What does this mean with reference to the Islam of the Qur'an 
and the Qur'an of Mubammacl? On the one hand there is no doubt that 
Islam professes the religion of the created order which all the prophets pro­
claimed, which has already been instilled in Adam and all human beings 
by virtue of creation. Thus ' Islam' means: to recognize God as the one who 
created us, who alone holds us in his hands, and who will call us to account, 
and so religion is characterized by creation and judgement. 
Concurrently, however, re! igion is at the time of every prophet a I ways more 
than what is expressed in this short formula, because every prophet has 
his own sharT'a; al-GhazzalT formulated this in a sim ilar way. 
The sharT'a also contains elements related to the specific community in 
which it is established and supported. Thus, although from the time of 
Mubammad, from the perspective of the Qur'an this concrete Islam un­
derstands itself as totally identical with the order established at creation, 
it still knows that at any particular time it has to be l ived towards a particular 
future, within particular community structures, according to rules of life 
not always previously known. 
In specific terms this means that in the Qur'an much is written down con­
cerning inheritance laws, pi lgrimage regulations and the order of prayer. 
We can still see in the Qur'an that initially prayer was made in the direc­
tion of Jerusalem and then later, for particu lar reasons, Mecca. Thus a new 
sharT'a changes law that had been valid up till then and generally regu­
lates the life of the community differently from before. In this way, through 
the Qur'anic revelation new regulations are definitely added which had 
not yet been defined in man's fundamental relation towards God, which 
does remain constant from the creation on. So Islam is both the ever valid 
religion established at creation called to mind anew, and at the same time, 
via the sharT'a which Mubammad is understood to have received together 
with the Qur'an and the new regulations for life contained in it, a posi­
tively revealed, new and final order of life for the whole of mankind. 

' Islam as an 
attitude' 
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• 
ELSAS As d,n, that is religion towards God, Islam is, 
as the term itself indicates, firstly an existentia l per­
ception and on ly secondly the specific community. 

What is already implied in the Qur'an is often also encountered in dialogue 
with Muslims and may well be expressed by the phrase ' Islam as an atti­
tude': people who are trying hard, though they may be Christians or Jews, 
can, in a wider sense, also be seen as believers and as muslims. Hence, at 
first the sense is of an inward attitude of orientation towards God. Could 
this be a point of contact for dialogue? Approaching it from another direc­
tion, to what extent can Christianity understand itself as a religion in a wider 
sense, or an attitude of faith, such as may also be found in others? 
SCHIMMEL I welcome Mr. Zirker's expression of criticism about Paret's 
translation of the Qur'an because for the Muslim, for the orthodox Mus­
lim, represented for instance in Pakistan by MawdudT (d. 1979), Islam is 
not a special religion, but an attitude. MawdOdT writes in his book pub­
lished in 1972 Lhal everything in the world practises Islam: the plants by 
obeying the law of blossoming and withering, the stars by remaining in 
their orbits. In brief, what we see in nature, which may appear to us as fol­
lowing a natural law, is basically the fact that, as Islam sees it, nature tends 

towards complete submission. 
It is interesting to observe that in Indian Islam (elsewhere it is not so ob­
vious) one can call someone who belongs to this absolutely initial stage 
of rel igion given by Goel 'a mus! im', but someone who expressly professes 
Islam is then generally called a Musulman: this expresses the difference 
between the pr imeval form of Islam, according to which everything is mus­
/im, 'submitting itself' -as Goethe says in his West-Ostlicher Divan: "Wenn 
Islam Ergebung in Gottes Willen hei~t, in Islam leben und sterben wir alle" 
[If Islam means submission to the will of God, then in Islam we all live and 
die] - and the specific religion of someone, who as Musulman professes 
his religion and tries to live accordingly. 
ELsAs This resonates with what the Biblical tradition, for example in Psalm 
104, expresses as the general praise given by the whole creation, when 
the heavens and the earth praise God - which can also be said about Chris­
tians and Muslims as part of the creation. It would be important also to 
appreciate in this a general basis for approaches to a way of dialogue open 
to the more recent religious communities for they have developed within 
this context of creation seen as a whole. 
BsTEH A. Is there not implicit in this a deep approach towards perceiv­
ing a commonality which simply exists wherever creation is affirmed, where 
the order of creation is lived, where someone gives water to a thirsty ani­
mal, or to a flower; where someone clothes a naked person or simply shares 
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the joy of someone who experiences joy, and wherever any creature joins 
in the creation's one polyphonic song of praise in this way? Would not this 
commonality, which extends to the ultimate roots of existence, be more 
important and true than the commonal it ies that might develop on the level 
of reflection on all kinds of (often even artificially constructed) agreements? 

+ 
Islam and the HORN In what sense can one say that Islam does not 
history base its claim on a concept based on the history of sa lva-
of salvation tion, when it proceeds after al I from the fact that the f inal 

. form of God's w ill entered into history w ith the Prophet? 
Does this not assert an eschatologica l intervention and a new order into 
wh ich the whole of mankind should be integrated? Shou ld this apply not 
on ly to the outward order, but above all to purity of faith in God itself, so 
that in this claim to be purifying, surpassing and fulfilling, someth ing has 
fi nally become visible which comes from God and could eventua ll y become 
a new, and at the same time final, epoch of history orda ined by God. 
ZIRKER We must first note that, according to the Qur'anic understanding, 
many prophets were sent to many peoples in all periods of history to re­
ca ll repeated ly the original order of creation. We find a great many sto­
ries, but not a history of salvation in the sense of a developing course of 
learning or reve lation. From Muhammad and the Qur'an onwards, a shart'a 
was now to become the ultimate order of life for mankind as a whole. In 
the context of this universa l perspective, which was not realized until the 
Q~r'anic revelation was proclaimed, the 'history of salvation' was spoken 
?f in t~e- lecture, even though the term is not Islamic and was only used 
in Chri sti an theology relatively late. So even if the Qur'an is the definitive 
revelation and Muhammad is also the final Prophet, it is still not easy to 
say that Muhammad is an eschatologica l figure and it may, in view of the 
ambiguity of the word, tend to give rise to misunderstandings. There are 
moments in Mecca when Muhammad fills his proclamation so intensely 
and immediately with the idea of the last Judgement that one may under­
stand it as an urgent reference to an imminent event (cf. Qur'an 53,57 f .). 
The characteristic 'now and not yet' which we must perceive in the New 
Testament when considering Jesus does not, however, exist; so app lying 
the term 'eschatologica l' to Muhammad involves prob lems. 

Misunderstandings also easily arise if one applies the three terms 'purify­
ing', '~ur~a~s_ing' and 'fu lfilling' to the Qur'an: 'purification ' is certain ly to 
the point if 1t 1s understood in the sense of reform and re-ca ll ing; 'surpassing' 
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can be correctly app lied if it is understood on ly in the context of formally 
safeguard ing the Book, so that mankind as a whole can receive it unfalsified; 
'ful fi lment' should preferab ly not be used in th is context, since, from a 
Christian perspective, it mislead ingly suggests even more strongly a pro­
gressive development in the content of revelation. Finality, however, seems 
to the point in v iew of the universality and future of the Qur'anic message. 
So in this sense there has been a hi story of salvation since Muhammad, if 
we want to ca ll it so. 
This universal perspective, embracing humanity as a whole, is seen in the 
Qur'an as based in principle on the creation. Although humankind was 
created as a community, they sti ll deviated in many respects from the right 
path, and what had then been happening in the individual peop les rema ins 
a prior i only of a partial nature - unti l the announcement of the Qur'an. 

defeat and 
suffering in the 
existential imple­
mentation of 
faith in Islam 

+ 
BsrEH P. Is it not a characteristic of modern ity that it 
has brought teleo logica l thinking into crisi s and as a 
resu lt has brought us back closer to an o ld tradition, 
which tends to perceive the order of creation from an 
eschatologica l perspective and in that way overcomes 
the crisis in fa ith? Here we may recall how, at the end 

of the Book Job, the song in praise of creation emerges from the crisis. So 
should we not make the dynamic of salvation history or soteriology the 
subject of our faith in a new way? In this context we may also ask to what 
extent tragedy, fa ilure and defeat are of topical interest in the existe(ltial 
implementation of faith in Islam and its complex culture. 
SCHIMMEL This is rather hard to answer. An Orientalist wrote a short time 
ago that Sunni Islam has an unbroken trust in victory and has always taken 
the positive side, the side of optimistic hope, whereas in Shi'i Islam the tragic 
element, the element of defeat and fa ilure, perhaps plays a more important 
role, and this is why, in some respects, Shi'1 rel igiosity is closer to the Chri s­
tian believer than Sunn 1. The motif of the passion strikes simi lar chords. 
ELsAs Could we also approach this topic, if we reflect on the tension be­
tween the H igj_ra, on the· one hand, where Muhammad first had to emi­
grate from M ecca, and his revelatory experiences being interrupted, which 
was accompanied by profound temptations, and then, on the other, the 
experience of Badr, which could be interpreted as the affirmation of God? 
SCHIMMEL ... and then the small set-back of Uhud, which in the Qur'an 
is put down to the fact thatthere were hypocrites among the Muslims who 
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did not parti c ipate wholeheartedly. Basica lly, however, all this follows the 
pattern of al I the stories of the prophets in the Qur'an: the prophet preaches 
he and his message are rejected, and fina l ly he and the message of God 
are the winners after all. 

the mystics' We may also consider the whole theology of passion 
theology of and of the mystics' 'die before you die': that the whole 
passion of their life co~~ists of numerous self-sacrifices, and after 

each self-sacrrf1ce one finds oneself on a new spi ritual 
and psychological level. But they are deliberately chosen sacrifices. There 
is also, of course, suffering through no fault of one's own, but in mysticism 
the issue is primarily one of suffering that is conscious ly accepted. 

We may also clearly think here of the juxtaposition of the two states of 
qab<;I and hnst: qab<;I, compression, being pressed together closely, bast, 
unfolding oneself, or 'cosmic awareness', as we may often translate it. It 
is very interesting that the classical school of Qj.unayd (d. 91 O) in Bagh­
dad held the view that the state of qah<;lwas considered by the 'sober' mys­
tics to be more perfect than the joyful unfold ing in bast, a view wh ich then 
spread among the Shadhil iyya-order in North Africa and from there through­
out the Near East. For in the state of qab<), where one fee ls as if one's sou l 
has to find room in the eye of a needle (as a beautiful Persian phrasing has 
it), if one is compressed so tightly that one sees no way out, nothing is left 
but to tru st in God, and to hold out even under the toughest conditions in 
hope and utter submission, in is/am, unti I, al I of a sudden, the reversal 
comes which the mystics call 'the sun at midnight' . The parallel with John 
of the Cross and his teaching about the dark night which the sou l first has 
to go th rough, is very str iking here. 

However, at this point we must remember that read ing ~ystical literature, 
especiall y mystical poetry, gives the impression that the Sufrs lived in con­
stant ecstasy, felt at one with everything, and saw the world ful l of light 
and glory. The whole of Persian, Turkish and Urdu poetry is permeated by 
this idea. But for very many mystics this time of the dark night, in wh ich 
they real ly no longer had anyth ing to rely on and hold onto except their 
faith, remained theologically fruitful. 

partial fa ilure in 
history and a 
possible meaning 
attributed to it 
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W1ssE The recently published book by Gotthard Fuchs 
and Jurgen Werbick, Scheitern und Glauben. Vom 
christlichen Umgang mit Niederlagen (Freiburg etc., 
1991) also points outthatfailure may become the grace 
of a new beginning. Now has Islam not experienced, 

in the course of history, the problem of parti al failure, recurring repeatedly 

and having to be overcome? 
ZIRKER Although Muslims may not introduce the term 'failure', there is 
in fact- apart from certain historical periods - a particularly aggravating 
manifestation of failure: Islam, the Qur'an and Mubammad emerged - in 
contrast especial ly with the scriptural religions which were at odds with 
one another - to form a unified community, a brotherly communi ty, intended 
to be unlike the others. However, for many Musl ims the experiences of 
history often give rise to al most depressive reactions; memories often include 
the extreme darkness in one's own history, not only darknesses inflicted 
by others, but darkness resulting from one's own inabi lit ies. The claim that 
a peaceful and unifying word was now being broughtto the world was not 
fulfilled, but in add ition to that, the picture wi thin the community was one 
of disruption, and of a community often disunited - a development that 
began straight after the death of Mubammad. This is something that is cer­
tainly experienced as a failure and there is no sign of where a relevant 
response to it may be found. There certainly is t he positive impulse: we 
can do it differently, we have to get out of it. But to the question : Was this 
failure meaningfu l? there is no pertinent answ er. 

• 
WOLBERT How does Islam reflect on the theme-which 

God the incom-
h .b i is part of our everyday life - that something has hap-

pre ensi e one pened that has had bad consequences, but it is not pos-

sible to reproach morally the person who -is 'blamed' for it? 
SCHIMMEL If such a situation came about in Islamic li terature, the solution 
would always be: this was God's scheme ('schemer' is one of God's attributes) 
and he led man into this situation, for a reason known to him, God, alone. 
For, as the Qur'an says, God "cannot be questioned for H is acts" (Sura 21,24). 
For modern man, this is very hard to understand: that there is this absolute, 
divine w ill , which is not to be questioned, which has simply to be accepted, 
and that the solution emerges, if one accepts it in patience. 

BsnH A. As Pau I in his Letter to the Romans, consid­
i~· ::: He knows ering the incomprehensib i lity of God's decisions and 

ways, breaks into praising the glory of God (11 :33-36), 
so the believer would certainly always have to proceed on the basis that 
it is because of the divinity of God that he is confronted again and aga in 
in his life with the incomprehensibility of God's dec isions, and that, when­
ever he accepts the decisions wi I led by God, he is not confronted with 
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some kind of blind fate, but can be sure of fa lling into the abyss of the in­
finite wisdom and mercy of God. 
SCHIMMEL The Muslim would think in exactly the same way, that this re­
al ity, which manifests itself in the most diverse forms, is basically much 
too great to be called into question; one wou ld not be crushed by it, but 
one would know: it is al-f:,aqq, it is the absolute truth. If something hap­
pened which one absolutely does not understand, the common, traditional 
Muslim would always say in the end: Goel is the Wise One, he knows best. 
It is always easier to encounter one another in this faith than to discuss 
theological subtleties. 

V1RT In looking critically at our own history of ethics, 
criteria necessary 
in order to the question arises of the factors that may cause this 

prevent misuse 
argument about the ultimate validity of faith to be mis­
used and turned into an excuse for not accepting re­

sponsibility for the causes of preventable suffering. Are there criteria that 
can be applied to prevent th is becoming an ideology that might hinder 
work ing at what are perhaps urgent and essential changes in structures 
and conditions? 
SCHIMM.EL If we extend this whole idea of divine wisdom to predestination 
too, we find that great thinkers in medieval and even more in contempo­
rary Islam have always said that faith in absolute predestination and in the 
fact that behind everything that happens there is an absolute w ill, can very 
easily tempt people to become lazy and flee from responsibility. 

"deus semper 
maior" -
" Allahu akbar" 

BsnH P. Is there in the Musi im tradition an expression 
analogous with the Christian "deus semper maior", de­
scribing the always greater greatness of God? Is there a 
similar comparative and dynamic way of expressing this 

"deus semper maio.r" which may, of course, initially be something like a for­
mula, but, understood rightly, contains a very interesting programme? 
SCHIMMEL We only have to recall "Allahu akbar- God is greater" . Theo­
logy says that whatever we try to express, there is no perfection than which 
there is not an even greater perfection in God. And with the 11Allahu akbar" 
which is part of the five daily calls to prayer (and repeated over.and over 
again in the ri tual prayer) reference is already made to the fact that God is 
not only greater than everything created, but also, as the Qur'an says:"[ ... ) 
(for He is) above whatthey attribute to Him!" (Sura 6,100); this means that 
no matter how close we may come to this greatness, there always remains 
a still higher perfection or a greater greatness beyond. 
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BSTEH P. And this call repeated five times is not just a comparative? It 
does not just mean 'God is greater'? 
SCHIMMEL It is an elative, it means: God is greater than everything. 

• 
DUPRE How can one somehow define the semantic 
field of din? religion, dTn, 

and religions 
ZIRKER Although this is not easy, we may perhaps 

mention the fact that in Islamic terminology we generally refrain from using 
the plural of din, adyan. For instance, if we want to say 'history of reli­
gions': tarikh al-adyan, it is felt to be a suspect expression because there 
is only one fundamental din, of which al l other 'religions' are considered 
as different expressions and developments. dtn is thus the order of Goel, 
the fundamental religious order, which is reflected in the order of this 
world, and is present even in the public domain, as a fundamental order 
that makes its imprint even on the state. 
DUPRE Is there a connection between th is and the dharma-understand­
ing in the Indian religions? 
ZIRKER Without being more fami liar with the detailed implicat ions of the 
dharma-concept, we may perhaps see a common feature in the fact that 
din means the structure that is rooted in the world, as well as what is to 
be realized in the consciousness of man. 
VANONI In O ld Hebrew, one cou ld perhaps see an analogy in 'fear of the 
LORD', yir'atYHWH, the Jewish expression for religion. This term does not 
occur in the plural. But the content is different, since the root meaning of 
dTn also has something to do with law - for example, dayyan is a judge. 
Perhaps the difficulty w ith using the plural of drn may also be caused by 
the fact that one could make do with the singular in a pre-scientific age 
when there was no reflection about the others or comparison w ith them. 

the problem of 
' finali ties' 

DUPRE We can also recognize our own position in 
the fundamental religious understanding of Islam, ap­
pealing from the Qur'an for a I ife of dedication and 

fear of God, promising bliss and joy in God, but - because of our limita­
t ions - not excluding problems with Goel either. Despite al I the differences 
between traditions, we are able not on ly to l ive side by side, but also to 
talk with one another on this basis. However, if it is then said that this is 
the final revelation, if a claim to universality is made and it is said that 
other religious expressions have lost thei r validity, if someone al leges that 
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my way of seeing and believing is no longer acceptable, there are two pos­
sible consequences: either I believe this claim and align myself with it, or 
I view it as unsustainable and rej ect it. W ith that the problem of fina li ties 
arises, so that one may of course also ask: if there can be no plural form 
of din, how can there be a plura l of ' f inality'? 
Do Muslims too reflect on this problem, which is one that concerns the 
dignity of our fellow human beings? The possib il ity of dialogue seems to 
depend largely on how far we are ab le mutua ll y to acknowledge each 
other in the specific character of our respective traditions and our under­
standing of truth, and so work towards a universality in wh ich neither side 
dominates, but mutuality can unfold. 

mutual claims of 
validity 

ZIRKER Even though Muslims may hesitate to use the 
plura l form of din, from a linguistic perspective its use 
would certa inly be possible. In fact, the respective 

claims to valid ity of Christ ianity and Islam (each springing from a differ­
ent root, but both very sim ilar structura ll y in that they claim ultimacy and 
universality) cannot be proclaimed together in such a way that each cou ld 
say : I recognize what is mine and what is yours as mutually consistent. At 
the same time we can see that neither of the two religions cou ld histori­
ca ll y prove its claim to ultimacy and universal ity. 
It is the task of Christianity and of Islam to reflect about how, although their 
claims to va lid ity cannot ult imate ly be reconc iled, they cou ld live peace­
fu lly side by side and play a part together in shaping this world. But this 
does not seem to be quite enough. For in such a situation two ultimate 
claims confront each other, and neither side can blame the other fo r being 
unable to be convincing, no matter how open-minded they are or how 
careful ly the case is made. This inability to persuade the other that one's 
own claim is the better of the two and to motivate him to accept it, must 
at some point undermine one's self-confidence: there is the simp le question: 
why are there reasonable, respectable human beings and highly developed 
cu ltures to which in the long run this claim obviously cannot be communi ­
cated? Simply continuing to say, "We are right" and atthe same time realizing 
that we cannot make the others understand, wi ll not do. 

is there a search 
for solutions to 
problems? 

DUPRE We shall have to follow the path that has been 
suggested here, even though we cannot yet know what 
the outcome wil l be. Are Muslims also reflecting on a 
solution to this problem, wh ich is an obstacle to an au­

thentic togetherness, and hence to a sincere dialogue? 
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ZIRKER On our own side, we can hardly see that this 
insufficiency of is being done either. On the Christian side, did we not 
approaches avoid the challenge by shifting the whole problem from 
made so far in t~e fundamental theology and the question: how can I 
Christian domarn cred ibly convey my convictions?, to soteriology and 

the question: how can others be saved? Facing the many people belong­
ing to other re ligions and against the background of new theological in­
sights, Vatican II -very differently from the assertions of the Council of Flo­
rence, which continued to fly the flag of the old axiom "extra Ecclesiam 
nu Ila salus" -opened up quite new perspectives which still, however, can­
not be used to solve the problem we are considering here: what about my 
claim to va lidity and truth, which is in pri nciple conceived universally, but 
is massively limited wilh regard to the possibility of being communicated 

and established among others? 
This creates embarassments which invade both religions and theologies, 
at first as facts, but eventually as problems to be thought through. It cannot 
be assumed that theology is innately capable of achiev ing this . Theology 
does not produce awareness in the Church. It is, if it is doing sound work, 
dependent on a preceding awareness; it can formulate hypotheses and ex­
ami ne how far they are received. In theology we cannot antic ipate what 
the Church's state of awareness wi ll be in the next two hundred or five 
hundred years, though we may perhaps formulate dilemmas in an accep­

table way. 
RABERGER In dogmatic theology this question has become rather con­
tentious, triggered primarily by var ious questions raised in Christi an-Jew­
ish dialogue, and attempts are now being made to confront the dilemma 
by means of a messianic rather than an incarnational christology. 
HoRN There is, of course, the fundamental question of whether it is in 
fact possib le to move from incarnational Christology toward messianism, 
as has been attempted, for example, by the American theologian Paul Kn itter. 
It is not easy to see how this can be done without calling into question the 
Counc il of Nicaea, and how could it then be compatible with the most 
fundamental histori ca l consensus on faith which was reached at Nicaea 
and has endured up to the present time? 
VANONI But at the same time the question arises of whether we have 
come to terms with the fact that basically we consider the hellenization 
of the Church as the norm in ecclesiastical history. Are we sufficiently 
aware of what happened before, that at the beginning, in Acts, the first 
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convert came from Africa, and that there are Syrian chu rches, etc.? Are we 
sufficiently aware of the fact that, when we speak of incu lturation, we al­
ways speak of how we have to trans late the structure and form of Chris­
tianity that established itself later in the Greek context? Does it have to be 
done only via the Greek route? . 

learning to deaf ZIRKER Christians as wel l as Mus lims can already fi nd 
with plural ity many opportun ities to learn how to deal with plural ity 

w ithin ou r own society, w hich is growing more and 
more pluralistic; coping w ith this plurality is one of the precondi tions for 
being fully able to live w ith one another. In the changing situations in the 
course of every individual 's li fe, this wi ll vary widely in extent. Although 
we can learn a lot here, we are certain ly also justified in being carefu l not 
to go to excess; for plurality may overstretch us and then it destroys the 
community. It is importa nt that we restrict ourselves to a bas is where in 
living together with other people, we do not demand that our own c~n­
viction s always have top priority, but where a common minimum wh ich is 

n~c~ssary for all to live their l ife, is the goal: and that is not an arbitrary 
minimum such that people can change things at their own discretion, but 
a mini~um of shared convictions wh ich is an .adequate basis for arriving 
at practical rul es of engagement in the socio-poli tical domai n. 

for the publi c It is far r:ior~ diffic~lt for Islam than for Christianity to 
domain minimal accept, in view of rts own convictions, the adequacy 
rules for playing and acceptabi lity of this co~mo_n basis of min imum 
the game rnles _for_ pJaying the game ~ hrch IS necessary to main-

tarn lrfe in the public domain of our plura listic society. 
Fi~st, in the background, Islam may always tend to the idea l that every­

thing would rea ll y be much better if only we had a total shar1'a, a divine 
law. In addition there is also the frequent experience of present-day Muslims 
of the West striving for power and of co lonialism, and their concern that 
there is a potential or a des ire for the destruction of Islam. 

Musl ims have also not often had good opportunities to learn, practise and 
experiment with pluralism in society. They see that much gets lost in our 
society; they feel threatened by our society and are often worried even by 
economic concern s, so the necessary composure is missing. But we may 
also feel here and there in the Church that fears are being revived, and 
sometimes we may become afra id of the other's fear more than of plura lism. 
To practise the latter day by day, to put up with frictions cropping up here 
and there, and yet encounter each other on the ground of religious freedom 
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without being afra id, is something we ga in, and which also has to be re­

peatedly thought through theological I'.. It simply ~i i I n~ longer do to make 
a certain religious creed the legal basrs of a public pal icy. 

interna lization -
secularization -
open spaces to 

think 

DUPRE Thinking through the history that has brought 
the various traditions to the attitudes towards pluralism 
that ex ist today in the social domain should be seen as 
an essential contribution towards making interreligious 
dialogue possible. Apart from adequately taking into 

cons ideration the question of which standards we apply in this respect to the 
ana lysis of our own history and that of the other trad itions, the following 
stages w ill be important for the satisfactory accompl ishment of this task. 
One stage wi ll be the internal ization into our own fa ith and thinking of 
the experience we encuunler when we confront our own history and other 
cultures: here we have to app ly certain consistent standards and precon­
ditions if we want to approach matters from within, from the perspective 
of the theological questions we raise; this is, as it were, the tension between 
comparative religion (and perhaps also philosophy) and theology. 
A second stage which in this context deserves special attention is the process 
of secular iza tion: al l that is possible today by way of living peacefu lly to­
gether in our plurali sti c world, even a meeting like this one here, has mostly 
become poss ib le on ly through an international lega l system which has de­
veloped alongside what we ca ll secularization, which in fact makes it pos­
sible, despite all our different points of v iew, not to f ight against one an­
other, and even commits us not to do so. 
As a th ird stage we could see the need for an open space to thi nk w hich 
is vita l for reflecting on truth under finite conditions. In our tradition we 
have the universities which we may well call such 'open spaces to think', 
where theo logy is included as a branch of learn ing. 
As far as the Islamic world is concerned, reference has already been made 
to the importance of the schools in which a detai led interpretation of the 
law developed. Has consideration also been given to what we call academic 
freedom? 
ZIRKER There is no precise answer to this question, since in this sense 'the 
Islamic world' does not ex ist, but onl y parts or group ings often very dif­
ferent from each other within a world that bears the imprint of Islam. Con­
cerning the question of secularization, we can only say that, thanks to the 
press, thi s is mainly a term of abuse. The most visible aspects of it are the 
corrupti on of morals, exploitation of women, all the questionable phe-
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nomena attendant upon tourism, among which we may even count cable 
TV which is transmitted into hotels, and many other things, so that the ex­
perience of the West frequently becomes a very depressing experience for 
Muslims. In the face of such negative impressions, it is hard to make other 
people understand that despite all this, the secularized society means first 
and foremost something quite different to us- it means that thinking space 
free from fear which was mentioned above, al though, even for us this is 
not granted everywhere and always. 

With regard to freedom of thought, freedom within the various doctrinal 
traditions, and especially freedom concerning historical-critical questions, 
in general it exists only to a very lim ited extent. On all these issues there 
is a very informative book by Taha f:-lusayn: the story of his life, in Arabic 
published under the title al-Ayyam. 1 From a respectful distance, Lhe au­
thor describes here, among other things, the difficulty of studying at al­
Azhar for someone who asks modern, critical questions - despite all the 
efforts made to create a certain amount of free space. 

sociology 
of religion and 
criticism of 
religion 

RABERGER In the past -and the process sti ll cont inues 
- we in the Christian community were often very radi­
cally cha llenged by research in the field of sociology 
of religion, by reflections and questions raised that were 
crit ica l of rel igion, which often broke through our im­

munizing circular strategies of self-defence. What are the reactions to these 
questions of Musi ims whose religion, society and cu lture meet similar chal­
lenges in the fields of sociology and criticism of re ligion, bearing in mind 
that they live in a society which is almost global ly determined by the same 
reality, one characterized by a cons istent rationalism, be it in its economic 
structures, in the digital technologies or in other domains? 
ZIRKER We may find th is particularly interesting, because in the Middle 
Ages there was a prolific historian and soc iologist in the Islamic world, lbn 
Khaldun (d. 1406), who confronted the Islamic world w ith perspectives, 
criteria and methods wh ich are exciting from the perspective of the his­
tory of science. To what extent this cou ld be done today is, frankly, an­
other matter. There would certainly be some more anx ious reactions here 
and there. On the other hand, sc iences such as sociology are not simply 

' The Days (a l-Ayyam in Arabic) is a three-part autobiography. Part one: An Egyptian Child­
hood (first published in a serialised form in 1926-1927). Part two: The Stream a( the Days 
(1940). Part three: A Passage to France (1967). 
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regulated by theologians; they also have their own space. lbn Khaldun pro­
ceeded from the idea that social conditions, of which religious cu lture is 
one, depend among other things on climatic zones, town-country rela­
tions and the creation of certa in cultural forms. Thus, with reference to 
Islam, he held the opinion, for example, that the period when one Caliph 
alone could be expected to function as the head of an Islamic umma was 
over by the time a multiplicity of Caliphs existed. And this was not only to 
be understood as referring to a historical reality, but also as an assertion 
of theoretical conformity with a natural law, which was shattering and dis­
turbing for the theologians of that time. 
This reference back to lbn Khaldun is intended to point to the fact that in 
principle the Islamic wor ld is open to such questions, which may certain ly 
also include the prob lem of Lhe pluraliLy of Islamic world. 

religious free­
dom as an 
individual's right 
to choose 

+ 
ZIRKER If we look at the different facets that have to 
be taken into consideration when dealing with the un­
derstanding of religious freedom, prominent today is 
the conception of freedom of religion as a personal 
right to choose. It is precisely this subjective right to 

determine for myself my own religious stance which does not exist within 
the framework of the sharT'a and traditional Islamic society. When Mus­
lims here and there refer to the fact that Islam has a great tradition of re li­
gious freedom, it is correct insofar as in Islam the People of the Book were 
guaranteed legal security, which was not granted in Christian societies be­
fore modern times. But this did not at al I represent a personal right to 
choose: in an Islamic society, a Christian could not become a Jew, and a 
convert to Islam could not return to Christianity. It was rather a matter of 
being al lowed, as one of the People of the Book, to live with a certain free­
dom, but not of being al lowed to make a personal decision without reference 
to society. Being allowed to give up one's religion and declare in public 
that in fact one no longer wants to be a Christian or a Muslim, or being al­
lowed to be an atheist, all this is for us a fundamental right, and it does 
not exist as such in the traditional type of Islamic society. 

on the Islamic 
understanding of 
'theocracy' 

+ 
BARTH On the ·question of the social implications of 
Islam, a relevantterm is 'theocracy': in Mr. Zirker's lec­
ture the word was already put between inverted com­
mas and it was clear that there certainly are areas for 
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individual responsibility: how much space, how much room for manceuvre 
is there really? And what about our efforts to open up towards a multi-cul­
tural society where we encounter in Islam a cu lture wh ich seemingly tends 
to exclude 'mu lticulturality' in principle? Against the background of the 
general problem concerning the relation between church and state, the 
question arises for a Protestant theologian of what positions are possible 
from the Islamic perspective: are there possibilities for me, as a human 
being and believer, to emancipate myself from the state, if it is defined in 
such strongly re ligious terms? 
d. . KHOURY The structure of the Islamic state is called a 

ivin~ . I I theocracy because the constitutional law and the 
const1tut1ona aw . . . 

supreme authority in the state does not derive from 
those who rule it, but from a law that, in its broad principles, is basically 
formulated in the Qur'an and in its detail is expressed and handed down 
in the tradition of Muhammad, the ttadTth. It is therefore to this constitu­
tional law authorized by God that the actual authority is imputed, and not 
to those who rule, who have no scope at all for changing it. However, since 
not everything in this constitutional law is instituted as binding, the result 
is that there are certain margins for development with in Islam. 

how are 
individual laws 
passed? 

So in an Islamic state laws are passed in detai l in the 
following way: 
(1) According to Islamic law, if in view of a certain 
problem a government has to pass a law, it has to con­

sult the jurists about whether there is already a directive in the Qur'an to 
deal w ith this problem. If this is the case, the government has no leeway 
- what is laid down in the Qur'an is state law. 
(2) If, with reference to this problem, there is no ordinance in the Qur'an, 
as is usually the case, there is more hope offinding someth ing in the ttadTth 
(reflecting the political conditions of a mini-state), although the traditions 
are graduated. First there are the traditions which have been accepted in 
genera l as genuine decisions of Muhammad handed down without inter­
ruption. After the Qur'an, they have the second highest authority. The major­
ity of the f:'ladTths, however, belong to the second or third category: the 
second category contains those ttadTths which are generally acknowl­
edged, but not handed down via an uninterrupted tradition; they arose in 
the second or third generation, and naturally they do not have the same 
authority as those of the first category. To the third category finally belong 
those f:'ladTths which go back to only one source, but are acknowledged 
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by the Islamic community as true dicta according to the criteria of f:'ladTth 

cri ticism. 
Since most dicta belong to this third category, there are endless discus­
sions among jurists as to whether or not they should now be applied. There 
is much freedom of interpretation for the jurists with regard to these dicta, 
particularly because in this third category many f:'ladTths contradict each 
other and many diverse opinions are held about one and the same prob­
lem. This leads to the differing resolutions in the various law schools - in 
accordance with the general system followed in each school. 
(3) In cases, for which nothing relevant can be found in either the Qur'an 
or the f:'ladTth, it is said that one has to see whether there was a consensus 
on the matter in the first community, and so whether deciding one way or 
another would be in line wilh Lhe Qur'an ctnd Prophelic Lradilion. When 
there was absolute agreement on a certain issue, this has to be accepted 
as law- which, although not the word of God, is still authorized by God. 
Since this source helps very little in taking legal decisions either, a further 
possibility is having recourse to arguing from analogy, al-qiyas: thus con­
cluding from one case in the Qur'an or in the f:'ladTth that another paral­
lel case can be decided analogously. 
(4) Finally, in all other cases the jurists have the duty to find a reasonable, 
adequate solution in the spirit of Islam. In this very wide domain where 
the scholars have considerable scope, the following principles are to be 

applied: 
• first is the principle that a legal decision has to serve the interests of the 
community; 
• then there is the principle that, if there is an existing (non-Islamic) law 
that fulfils its function, it can be taken over insofar as it does not contra­
dict the law of Islam. (Thus, in Indonesia, common law, alongside Islamic 
law, is a component of state law. A similar situation applied in Persian and 
Byzantine administrative law.); 
• then there is also the principle of maintaining existing legal conditions: 
this means that, for example, when it is public knowledge that something 
is owned by a certa in person and whoever contests this cannot present 
any proof to the contrary, then the legal status quo is acknowledged as 
val id even within the meaning of Islamic law; 
• finally there is the principle of equity, of alleviation: a judgement should 
not only be made in the interest of the community, but also in order to 
make it easier for people to obey the laws of God. 
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There is a tendency among people in general to see freedom not quite as 
an opportunity but perhaps rather as a risk. 
A Muslim can live in accordance with his tradition even in a non-Islamic 
country so long as he can fulfil his religious duties and is not subjected to 
any kind of oppression. If, however, the state is Islamic, it is obligatory for 
society itself to be governed according to Islamic law. 

on the relation With regard to the Protestant tradition's doctrine of 'the 
two governments', what possibilities of emancipation 
are there in the context of the Is lamic state? 

between state 
and religion 

Islam would have to be capable of withdrawing from 
state oppression or manipu lation. In view of the close intertwining of state 
and rel igion, this is very difficult: there is always the danger that either the 
state is contro l led by the jurists, or, vice versa, that the stale controls the 
Islamic society. If everything is done in the right order, the Is lamic state, 
when a law is to be promu lgated, passes the bi ll to the office in charge of 
examin ing whether the law is worded in accordance with Islam or con­
trad icts it. If a contradiction is discovered, the b i ll goes back to the gov­
ernment or parliament; if not, it is passed. The implicit danger is that the 
state gets everyth ing it wants from the schola rs, as long as this is not in di­
rect contradiction to Islam. 
Nevertheless, theoretica ll y, Islam always has the possibility of starting eman­
cipatory movements in the name of monotheism. The people can ca ll the 
state to account if it does not accomplish the tasks entrusted to it in the in­
terest of the community and does not act according to the law of God. 
When the communi ty was st ill small and manageable, th is happened re­
peatedly, as history testifies. Ever so often common people did protest against 
the Ca liphs, even after the Umayyads had established a strong empire. 

can someone 
be a Muslim 
without knowing 
the Prophet? 

vealed by God? 

• 
VIRT Do we really need a historica l revelation, given 
to a specific human being at a specific po int in history 
- or is the path to the well, the shar'i'a, not simp ly ac­
cessible to all human beings who are rea lly open and 
ready to respond w ithout any prejud ice to what is re-

SCHIMMEL This is turning to the question of natural revelation which, in 
a certa in sense, is of course poss ible. A re levant example which the mys­
tics l iked to put forward, would be the figure of the Yemen ite Uways al-
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QaranT who, accord ing to the legend, was a shepherd in Yemen, had be­
come a Muslim without knowing the Prophet, and had thus acknowledged 
the reve lation. Muhammad's words about him are said to be: "I feel the 
breath of the Compassionate, nafas ar-rabman, coming from Yemen", be­
cause he saw that there was a human being who had not heard the reve­
lation at al I and had nevertheless known this breath of the Mercifu l One. 
Perhaps the lslamists would not be happy about such a statement com ing 
from a non-theologian. The myst ics, however, always admitted the possi­
bility for somebody like Uways al-QaranT to have found the right religion 
without having heard about it - and therefore Uways was a favourite saint 
of very many mystic movements. 
PRENNER And what about the figure of Abraham in the Qur'an and the 
knowledge of Cod he acquired from watching the stars come and go? 
SCHIMMEL This is an idea l example for the guidance man is given, and 
Islam, as the primeval religion, is really presupposed here when Abraham 
understands how the stars, the moon and the sun, after having risen, dis­
appear again and then says, " I love not those that set", and turns towards 
their creator: "For me, I have set my face, firmly and tru ly, towards Him 
Who created the heavens and the earth, and never shal l I give partners to 
God." (Sura 6,76.79). Abraham was a J:,anTf, one who had the true faith in 
God before the indiv idua l sharras came. 
Essent ially, even Adam too was a monotheist and knew the duties of a 
Muslim. The history of the prophets actually rel ates that Adam had already 
learned all the Is lamic rites; when, after having been expelled from Par­
adise, he met Eve aga in in Mecca, the angel Gabriel came and instructed 
him about everything concerning the p ilgrimage, prayer and the rest. Thus 
far, the Islamic law is already projected backwards into primeva l times. 
Yet, the Qur'an says noth ing about it; it just states that Adam was shown 
the grace of God, and this presupposes that he also had the right faith . 
Nevertheless he fell - but without his fall bringing eternal corruption for 
mank ind . He of course lived before the prophets who had brought a shar1'a1 

and th is is where the d ifficulty lies: as long as these sharT'as did not exist, 
meditat ing on the works of God was a way to achieve the right faith. But 
what about our situation in which the various sharras already exist? This 
is the question. 

• 
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the shari'a of ELSAS If we place the social order of Islam in the nar­
Mu8ammad and rower sense alongside the sharT'a that Jesus as a prophet 
those of the brought into thi s world, then, on the basis that every 
other prophets prophet and messenger of God in turn brought his 

shari'a, a certa in socio-political plural ity on an Islamic 
basis can be conceived; and whoever keeps to the sharra valid for him, 
can - as a believer in tha t way - be incl uded also under the aspect of the 
Allahu akbar. 
SCHIMMEL Without being myself a Muslim exegete, I wou ld stil l say in 
view of the tradition that every prophet brought his shar1'a1 that this would 
certainly be poss ible. If one sees Mu8ammad's sharT'a as the great road, 
leading from primeva l times up to the Last Judgement, then the other shart'as 
- not only that of Christian ity and of Judaism, but also those of the other 
(legis lator-)prophets, as for instance of Noah - can be seen as side-roads, 
along which, in the course of time, one may also arrive at the destination; 
even though, in some cases, it takes a little longer or is not quite as cer­
tain as on the great road of the Islamic shari'a. It seems possib le to hold 
th is v iew and in thi s respect many Muslims are ra ther open-minded. After 
al l, in accordance with the shar1'a, it proved possib le in practical life for 
a non-Muslim from among the 'People of the Book' Uews and Christians) 
to hold any office in the state, with the exception of the sovereign's: thus 
Boutros Boutros Ghali, a Copt, was Egyptian Minister of Foreign Affairs 
and held, as Secretary General of the United Nations, an eminent position 
in the international domain; in Pakistan, for a long time, a Christian was 
President of the Supreme Court of Law. The fact that, in the practice of 
everyday life, what is theoretically rooted in Islamic law is often not taken 
into consideration, does not alter the point that the People of the Book 
have th eir own rights. A non-Muslim is only proh ibited from beari ng wit­
ness before the Islamic court of law, but non-Mus lims of course have their 
own courts of law and thei r own administrati on under the ir respective re­
ligious head, the bishop or the rabbi or whoever is respons ible for them, 
and medieval history is sti ll full of stories how, nevertheless, a Christian or 
a Jew, ill at ease with his rabbi or his bishop, came to the Islamic court of 
just ice because he thought that there everything wou ld be a little better 
for him. 

absolute claim 
of Islam? 
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WOLBERT What does the abso lute cla im of Islam mean 
more precisely? Is there actuall y, as is often sa id, no 
separation between rel igion and po li tics, or does pol-

itics actua lly have a certain autonomy of its own? A representative of a sec­
ular state, a politician, for example, can certainly feel comp lete ly sub­
jected to the cla im of God too, but this does not entai l any obligation for 
others to be so. And what about the conception that politics is primarily 
respons ible for the worldly welfare of man, but not for hi s rel igious con­
cerns, or for the spread ing of religion? 
SCHIMMEL The absolute claim of Islam, as Mr. Zirker elaborated most ex­
cellent ly in his lecture, can be understood as the rule of the word of God, 
as it is presented in the Qur'an, but not in the sense of the sovereignty of 
any spiritua l leader in Islam. The absolute claim of Islam means to the Mus­
lim that in every situat ion of his life he has to conduct himself as some­
one who is in direct encounter w ith God. Accord ing to the shari<a, the 
legal Islam, there is thus no separation between what we call a profane or 
a religious act, as in Judaism, where everything, down to the smallest ac­
tions, is regu lated . After the is/am, the f irst stage, Islam sees as the second 
stage Tman, the faith that lives in the heart; and then, al ready at the time 
of the Prophet, a thi rd stage was added, which is formed according to the 
same grammatica l structu re, namely ibsan, which actually means 'being 
charitable' and is from the same root as the term al-mubsinDn, "those who 
do good", which is often used in the Qur'an (cf. among others SOras 
2,58. 195; 7,56): those who practise ibsan are those who adore God as if 
one cou ld see hi m, who act at every moment in the certainty that we are in 
the presence of God and who, for this reason, do everything as beautifu lly 
and perfectly as possible, knowing that this is even a kind of worship. 

_ d I In fact, the absolute claim of Islam is rea lly rooted in 
din wa- awa . 

1. . d ' the know ledge that every human action, even the small -
re ,g,on an state est, should be performed as in the sight of God. Here, 

poli tics can of course be strongly involved, especially since there is no 
magisterial authori ty. Here we perhaps confront a rather difficu lt question, 
and there are a number of modern Islamic theologians, who say that din 
wa-daw/a, state and relig ion, of wh ich it is usual ly sa id that they are two 
sides of the same coin, do not actual ly belong quite so closely together. 
They understand din more in the sense of reli gion, as we have used the 
term since the Enlightenment in Europe. But most Muslims would not make 
th is division. 
WOLBERT Robert Schumann, a French politi cian, was once said to have 
taken his seat in Parliament as a monk takes his seat in the stall s - to what 
extent would thi s d iffer from the attitude of a Muslim poli tician? 
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SCHIMMEL He would probably feel the same way: that he is subject to the 
law, if he is a pious politician, and that, as far as possible, he should try to 
orient h imself according to the ideals. 
PRENNER Does the expression d,n wa-dawla date from a more recent pe­
riod? 

on the term 
siyasa 

SCHIMMEL The expression itself was already in use in 
medieval times. We know it primarily from the epithets 
of the su ltans, who are ca lled for instance 'Help of the 

religion and the state' . This was already in use at the time of the Buyids, 
i. e., in the late 10th and early 11th century. The two terms juxtaposed, din 
wa-daw/a, then meant: 'in the spiritual world' (or ' in the world of rel igion') 
and 'in the world of siyasa, of politics'. By the way, it is interesting that in 
some contexts the term siyasa does not mean poli t ics, but punishment. 
The power of siyasa is the power of the state, or also an indiv idual power, 
to punish. It derives from a root that also produces the word sa'is, an animal 
driver; this is somebody who, more or less gently, makes people choose 
the right path. The terms d1n wa-daw/a, although they go back to the late 
10th century, have been more strongly emphasized in modern times, against 
which even Musl im voices have protested. 

ELSAS In this context paral lels with Luther come to 
work as worship mind: one, siyasa as the power of the state to punish 

and another, the doctrine of 'the two governments', 
where the state has the power to establ ish a legal order and where in fact 
political responsibi I ity stems from awareness that we are in the presence 
of God. But it also connects with Luther's concept of work: the street sweeper 
who does his work seriously, in a certain sense worships God. 
SCHIMMEL It is a good thing that Luther's reference to the street sweeper 
and the scullery-maid is mentioned. There is a beautiful saying in RumT's 
Fihi ma fihi: this world is l ike the tent of a king, where each of us has a 
task: the one weaves the tent, the other one pushes in the nails, another 
one twists the ropes for the tent; and all of them have their task and make 
efforts to perform it as perfectly as possible in order to have their share in 
the tent of God and thus draw a little closer to God. So even the most sim­
ple work is done in praise of God. It is strange that Islam obviously never 
elaborated a work ethic, but approaches like RumT's are also to be found 
in GhazzalT and other writers: if everything we do, whether as a black­
smith or as a farmer, we do in awareness of the absolute presence of God 
and wish ing to glorify and praise him, we perform our worship, and all 
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this joins in the pra ise of the whole creation. After all , the Qur'an also sug­
gests that Goel gave the world to man for him to work in and so do what 
is good - utterl y in the sense of his position as kha/1fa, as vicegerent and 
co-responsible. If we were to collect such testimonies from the classica l 
sources, we might find an extremely interesting ethic of values and an al­
together new interpretation of the concept of man in the Qur'an and in 
Islam, and in this way make a very good contribution to an important as­

pect of Islamic teaching. • 
a rel igious com­
munity without a 
hierarchy, teach­
ing authority or 
sacraments? 

KHOURY In (SunnT) Islam, the constituted political 
community, the umma, does not know of any hierarchy 
or teaching authority. In the Shra, it is true, there is a 
role for a religious leader, the Imam, as a general guide 
of the community and a kind of teaching authority. To 
the SunnTs, w ho are today the overwhelming majority 

of Muslims, the Imams are not clerics: they are commissioned to represent 
the interests of the community. The Imam is also understood as a model; 

he directs the community prayer. 
Th is system w ithout a hierarchy and w ithout a teaching authority works 
if the general public is Islamic; then every community knows what they 
have to do. For Musl im minorities in the diaspora, however, it is very hard 
to organize their life in these circumstances, because they have no points 
of reference and they find no structure for organizing their community 
properl y. Neither is the M uslim community a religious-pol itical commu­
nity. Muslims certain ly have their community prayer and the social di­
mensions of fasting and the pilgrimage to Mecca, and when they meet in 
the mosque for prayers on Fridays, they are aware of presenting themselves 
as a community, their shoulders touching, one row behind the other. But 
each person has to say his own prayers, which means that the community 
cannot li ft from the individual bel iever's shoulders his responsibility be­
fore God. Each one has to fulfil his own duty before God, but in the com­
munity. Both aspects are important. Thus Muslims do not say the same 
prayer aloud together, as for instance Christians join in saying the Lord's 
Prayer, but the leader of the prayer announces the sections of the prayer 

in turn, and then everybody says the prayer on his own. 
Thus they perform the various actions of the cult in the community, but not 
as a community. No sacramental character can be attributed either to the 
human community, or to anything else in this world. This seems to be con-
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nected w ith Islam's concern for pure monotheism: the conviction that no 
aspect of this world is capable of mediating grace, of participating in what­
ever way in the power or mercifulness of God. The gift of grace is granted 
directly by God, not through the mediation of any creature, person or thing. 
Nor can the word of the Qur'an be understood as a sacrament. 
When we consider the Christian understanding of the sacramentality that 
characteri zes the realm where God encounters the world, the general un-

. derstanding of Islam as a r~ligious commun ity without hierarchy, teaching 
authori ty or sacraments raises a question that has to be taken seriously by 
Christian theology. 
BARTH This idea that the absence of sacraments may be connected with 
the question of monotheism seems plausible, and parti cu larly with respect 
to the rejection of the incarnation. Sacrament and incarnation do indeed 
belong together in a certain sense, and it is not possible that someone who 
categorically rejects the incarnation, should think sacramentally. 

finding the truth ~IRKER At first, without taking theology into account, 
without a teach- it may seem appealing that defining obligations, and 

ing authority: 
advantages and 
disadvantages 

arriving at the truth, is the task of the community as a 
whole, in processes of group-dynamics with the compe­
tence of scholarly people who know more than others, 
but who have to stay in their place in th is great process 

of group-dynamics. However, an everyday and politica l disadvantage is ob­
vious. The actual consequence of having no institutional church office is 
that in certain countries Islam can very easily be taken over by the sover­
eign, for he is in power; he may then also feel it is legitimate for him to say 
what is Islamic and what is not; or he may get the relevant jurists on his 
side. The danger of surrendering to the sovereigns and their political machi­
nations may therefore actual ly arise from the absence of an independent 
teaching authority. 

questions 
concerning 
'sacramental ity' 
in Islam and 
Christianity 

The idea of the absence of sacramenta lity is also in­
teresting. In view of the pillars of Islam, one could 
speak of sacramentality in a broader sense2; there is in 
them an outward sign - relevant to the personal and 
the communal - and a grace this sign works for the in­
dividual and the community. 

' Cf. J. van Ess, " Islam", in: E. Brunner-Traut, Die fiinf groBen Weltreligionen (Herder­
bucherei; 488). Freiburg etc., ' 1978, p. 73 . 
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In a further theological reflection, one wou ld have to take into consider-
tion to what extent Christiani ty has certa in sacraments, because an attempt 
~ made to make the event of Christ sacramentally present in the memorial 
;erformed by the congregation, alth?ugh the historical hu_man being, Jesus 
of Nazareth, is no longer here. He rs not there, but continues to be cele­
brated as the one who is present; this necessitates sacraments with the di­
mension of mystery and symbol ic energy. Merely confronting Islam with 
the statement that it has no sacraments would be too negative. The reason 
would have to be given that it does not need them because the word of 
God is here as something present, as a book, to be read everywhere, among 
all peoples, whereas this human being, Jesus of Nazareth, who is no longer 
historically present, has to be made present in sacraments.3 

W1ssE In tribal cultures circumcision has a certain 
'circumcision' - f d I I religious meaning. Since it is also per orme in s am, 
wilh0ut a I am interested to know whether we can see here cer-
religi~us . tain elements analogous to baptism, the Christian sacra-
meaning rn Islam t f . ·t· t · men o 1111 ,a ,on. 
KHOURY In Islam circumcision has no religious status whatsoever. There 
is no mention of it in the Qur'an. It is a semitic custom which is also known 
among Christians, who do not attribute any religious connotation to it; it 
is also customary among other peoples in the Orient who have nothing to 
do w ith Islam, but understand circumcision as a rite of initiation, whereas 
Islam, as far as its sources are concerned, never regarded it as a religious 
act. If a certain religious connotation is added here and there, it is a later 
development. In the course of time it so happened that Muslims had al l 
their boys circumcised and this became a family celebration. For these rea­
sons, we cannot compare these customs in Islam with circumcision in Ju-

daism. 

mediation 
between God 
and man? 

LEUZE From the Protestant perspective, one might cer­
tainly say that Islam is initially somewhat attractive be­
cause one might provocatively hold the opinion that 
in fact it achieves what in the Protestant Churches is 

L!nderstood as the priesthood of all believers, with no ordained priesthood 
and no clergy. Although Bassam Tibi asserts in his book on Islam that there 
are, in some sense, clergy in.Islam, if we nevertheless take this not to be 
the case, we may ask, from a Protestant perspective, whether there are not 

3 On the question of the sacraments see also above, pp. 216-219. 
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certa in elements in Islam wh ich we, as Protestants, also aim at, but have 
not achieved exactly as they were originally envisaged? 
BARTH If Islam is understood as a community whose fundamental concept 
rejects hierarchy, there is no doubt something in what you say. If, however, 
we proceed from the Reformed position that the priesthood of all believers 
is based on the individua l's personal listening to the word of God, and be­
comes rea l by the one becoming Christ for the other, then it becomes clear 
that spiritual community does not essentially consist in there being no priest, 
but in all being pr iests, and that the one becomes a priest for the other, and 
a witness, and a prophet; th is is very far from the case in Islam. 
KHOURY This very satisfactory description of the concept of priesthood 
gives a good opportunity to point out that in Islam there is no priesthood 
at all in the sense that someone is a mediator between man and Guel. In 
comparative religion the general concept of priesthood implies that there 
is someone who can represent the concerns of human be ings before God 
and so have some kind of mediating function between man and God. How­
ever, the concept of a general priesthood, in the sense that everyone is a 
priest, may still be attractive even to Islam: because in Is lamic under­
standing all humans are equal before God, though without implying that 
there can b in Islam anyth ing analogous to the basic Christian idea of a 
mediator between God and man, in whatever varying forms it may appear. 

conver ion to 
Islam 

• 
CHMIEL According to the Islamic understanding, does 
one become a Muslim if one declares one's fa ith in the 
formu la" la ilaha ii/a I/ah-there is no god besides God"? 

KHOURY It is necessary to distinguish two terms: the term 'muslim' and 
the term 'believer'. Whoever declares the whole profess ion of fa ith - "There 
is no god but God, and Mu~ammad is the Messenger of God" - before two 
witnesses and does not make clear that he/she does not mean it seriously, 
becomes a Muslim, i. e., he/she becomes a member of the Islamic com­
munity, regard less of what his/her heart feels, because this is a legal act, a 
legally relevant act, and for the jurists what is valid is what is legally rel e­
vant, not someone's inward conviction . But this does not yet make him/her 
a believer. You only become a believer by inward conviction, not by de­
claring a formu la. Mus lims know this, and there has historica lly been a 
great controversy between the theologians who say that no one becomes 
a believing Muslim w ithout inward conviction - and the jurists, who say: 
how can we determine peop le's inward conv iction?, we have to proceed 
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from legally relevant acts; if, w ithout any. obvious signs that he/s.he does 
t mean it seriously, someone declares this formula before two witnesses, 

~hoen we must assume that this is also his/her inward conviction and he/she 

becomes a member of our community. 

1 the conversion of non-Muslims there are in general two phases: profess­
i~g one's fa ith before two witnesses and then, in a second p~ase, deepening 
one's faith. There is, however, also a reverse procedure which corresponds 
to the Christian custom, first to have the candidate undergo an extensive cate­
chumenate and only afterwards to admit him to the community of believers. 
OTT Does the validity of the formula depend on the intention? 
KHOURY This is what the theologians maintain. The jurists, however, are 
of the opinion that this cannot be determined by them. If the person con­
cerned does not express anything contradiclury, it has Lo be assumed that 
his/her outward conduct corresponds to his/her inward intention. 
In the case of Christians in Islamic countries, a conversion is sometimes 
not taken seriously by the Islamic community. This is the case when a hus­
band wants to get rid of his wife, but cannot obtain a divorce in his church. 
When he then converts to Islam, dismisses his wife from his home, and 
sues for a divorce- but afterwards says that this settles the matter and wants 
to re-enter his church - this is usually not counted as apostasy from Islam. 

DUPRE If it is said that, unlike Christianity, the Islamic 
synodal processes 
- and the legal 
schools in Islam 

umma has no teaching authority, then after all, strictly 
speaking, it is also true that the Protestant Churches 
have no magisterial authority. 

ZIRKER The '11arious synods up to the level of Ecumenical Councils nev­
ertheless all have their place in the life of the Protestant Churches in a long 
history of synodal meetings and decisions. From the start, there was noth­
ing similar in the Islamic world- nothing like a synod, whose task it is to 
bring about certain doctrinal clarifications on the level of authoritative 
teaching. Another question is how such purposes are connected today with 
the establishment of the Islamic World Congress, the Islamic World League, 
etc. However, these supranational Islamic fora are primarily active in ques­
tions of a political nature - supporting Islam in the diaspora, responding 

to Western human rights movements, etc. 
DUPRE So how is it possible after all to bundle up the Islamic tradition in 
the four great law schools, which cover very extensive areas and express 

unity more than diversity? 
ZIRKER The traditions established in these law schools were formed by their 
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fou~~ers and their disciples. It was also possible for the four acknowledged 
trad1t1ons (the f-:-janafis,_the Mai ikTs, the Shafi'Ts and the f-:-JanbalTs) to be taught 
and handed on alongside one another, for example at al-Azhar in Cairo. Be­
longing to one of these schools created a certain feeling of identity amon 
those who counted themselves among their followers, but it never create~ 
anything that could be compared with the confessional differences in Chris­
tianity. The differences occur in things from the form of marriage to minor 
variants concerning the position of the body in prayer. But there are also 
serious differences concerning, for example, the question of how to apply 
the fundamental principles revealed in the Qur'an. 

the task of the In any case, it is important to note that in general the 
law schoo ls task of law schools is not strictly speaking to find new 

laws. laws dre given by God, and the sovereign him­
se!f a~tually on ly has permission to pass regulations governing their ap­
pl1cat1on - administrative regulations, political instructions or whatever 
terms one may use here. The legislator in the strict sense is God alone. A 
legislative body with competence in worldly affairs in the strict sense no 
longer exists. 

With the law schools, institutions were established which do not have the 
quality of a teaching authority or the official character of counci ls, but 
which are nevertheless institutionally tangible: there are legal traditions, 
references to masters and teachers within these law schools, patterns of 
argumentation, etc. Although such an institution may not be directly un­
derstood as an office or even as an administrative body, but as a social ly 
permanent entity, the law schools, of course, must be understood as insti­
tutions administering what is legal and binding. 

Islam as a form ElsAs Basically, Is lam is a way of life but there is never-
of l ife and the theless a plurality of law schools. What about the 'Alawids 
diversity of the from Turkey, for example, who do not belong to any ac-
law schools knowledged school of law in Islam, but nevertheless want 

to fo llow some form of practice, although they are not 
attached to specific outward forms of Islam which are considered important? 
SCHIMMEL Although the law schools are historically developed bodies, they 
are not so firmly closed towards one another. It may be that in one family 
there are four sons, each of them belonging to a different school of law, and 
the fami ly can stil l be a happy one. One can also change from one school 
of law to another: if you are a ljanafi, you can, for instance, ask a Shafi'T 
jurist for a fatwa, if you are sure that it will serve you r own purposes:-
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As for the 'Alawids, they are of course Sh'i'Ts, i. e., ultra-ShT'Ts of the lsr:na'TIT 
group; they are outside_the wh_ole system of law schools . In modern times, 
there is noticeably an increasing tendency for people to choose one law 
school and take on the taql'id, the obligation to follow all the decisions of a 
certain law school, whereas the Salafiyya, starting w ith Mubammad 'Abduh 
(d . 1905), and in the Middle Ages lbn Taymiyya (d. 1328), in their efforts to­
wards reform, have again and again insisted on return ing, in their search for 
the Jaw, to the sources, i. e., to the Qur'an and Sunna no matter what, and 
rejected all the 'renewals' introduced in the early period of Islam. . 
There are many Muslims who say, we Turks are f-:-janaffsor we South-Indians 
are Shafi'Ts, but in everyday life this only plays a ro le in family law or in 
minor formalities. All the differences between the law schools are not as 
deep as they perhaps seem Lo be when seen from the outside and someone 
who does not belong to any acknowledged law school is no different from 
someone who belongs to a f-:-janafi or f-:-janbalT part of the Islamic culture. 
And the ShT'Ts have their own law school, whereas the 'Alawids again sub­
mit to other laws, because they belong to the ghulat (= pl. of ghati; one 
who exaggerates, goes beyond all bounds), those who exaggerate the ven­
eration of 'AIT and certa in other people. The lsma'TITs too, have a codex of 
their own . The Bohoras, a group of the lsma'Tliyya, have a law that was 
elaborated in the 10th century, which they maintain even today, whereas 
for the Agha KhanTs the Agha Khan is the supreme legal authority. 
An old f-:-jadTth says: "D ifferences of opinion are a sign of God's grace", 
aptly characterizing the situation with regard to the plurality of law schools. 
KAHLERT So why do we so often hear Turkish Musl ims say that this or that 
which looks a little different is not Islam? "Th is is not Islam", they say. 
SCHIMMEL This is a very modern and subjective development. Turks in 
particular, w ho are virtua l ly all f-:-janafTs, should in fact agree on many 
things . But in the modern world there are many modern interpretations 
and personal attempts to approach an interpretation, so that it is very easy 
now to consider everyth ing that is not compatible w ith one's own opin­
ion as un-lslamic. It is often a question of mi nor matters, and the Prophet 
would probably shake his head if he heard somethi ng of the kind, because 
his heart was rather open, even to differences. 

Islam and 
inculturation 

On Is there in Islam today something analogous to 
the present Christian trend towards inculturation, or 
does this happen rather unconsciously, unplanned and 

not thought through? 
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KHOURY This subject has not been dealt w ith in the literature, but as far 
as the practice is concerned, Islam has no great difficulty with it. In a first 
stage the culture of the country in question is not touched; in a second 
stage, the s~art'a, as it is ~racti~ed in the Islamic countries, is increasingly 
introduced 1n stages. Neither rrtes, wh ich would be the subject of incul­
~ur~tion'. nor hierarchy are relevant for Islam. Islam is content if it can put 
its 1mpnnt on cultures wh ile each culture retains its own character. From 
that point of view, we may say that Islam is inculturated al l over the world: 
in the Arab world Islam is Arab, in Turkey it is a Turkish Islam and in Iran 
an Iranian Islam. Thus it is a fact that Islam can live in different cu ltures 
without feeling it has lost some of its substance. 

01: Was there not something sim ilar to what happened in Christianity, 
which, together with the Gospel, also passed on Christian cu lture? 
KHOURY In the Christian tradition, there has been an inculturation of Chris­
tian ity into other cultures, but the reverse happened even more. An incul­
turation of other cu ltures into European Christianity took place. In the sec­
ond stage of introducing Islam into a new cultural area, Muslims now often 
commit the same sins: an attempt is made, with the introduction of the 
shart'a, to make everything Arabic. Thus in missions in Africa, an Arab Islam 
is predominant. In the process of intensifying Arabic, a way of li fe in ac­
cordance with the shart'a is also introduced fo l lowing the model of the Arab 
countries, because th is happens primarily on the in itiative of Saudi Arabia 
with the special promotion of its (Hanball) law school, whereas it was for­
merly the less strict MalikT school that was predominant there. 

Muslim minorities As for the situation of Islam in the countries in which 
and the M uslims are minorities, no successful model has yet 
phenomenon been elaborated. The traditional model of tolerance 
of the 'cultural refers to areas where Muslims are the majority and non-
Muslim' Muslims the minori ty. 

. In countries where Muslims form only a minority, a par-
ticu lar .question is connected wi th the term 'cultural Muslim', referring to 
a Muslim who does not practise his fa ith, but feels bound to the culture in 
wh ich he grew up. What links him with Islam is therefore this cultural back­
ground which he wants to unfold in the context of a possible communica­
t ion with the Western hemisphere. And so he professes Islam to the extent 
that Islam has made its mark on culture, but not as a rel igious system. 
~ ere the question becomes pressing of whether we differentiate sufficiently 
111 the encounter between expressions of identity that really have some-
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thing to do with Islam and others that are in fact :elated to culture, but not 
to Islam as the religious ground of the order of life. 

+ 
ElSAS In some countries economic pressures motivate many Muslims to 
emigrate. In recent times this has also been understood as a chance, after 
escaping the ru le of an Islamic country, to exercise one's religious freedom 
as a Musl im; a possibility offered by the secularized state. For many Mus­
lims this means an opportun ity to find an authentic personal way, as Ger­
man Muslims, for example, and to gather in groups of their own, achiev­
ing a German, Austrian or Swiss form of Islam without exter_nal pressures. 
How can Christians support this re ligious freedom for Muslims, when we 
consider the different aspects to be encountered in Islam as religion, so­
cia l order and cu lture? Can Christian communities provide ruums in which 
specifically Islamic religious acts are performed? How can the tensions b.e­
tween the claim to universal val idity made by both religions, and the Chris­
tian obligation to promote a fru itful li fe together with al l people, be re­
solved in a responsible way? 
ZIRKER One may certa inly expect with great confidence that the Muslims 
who live here wi ll make a profound impact on the development of Islam 
as a whole; that there are chances for Muslims - and also for us - to learn 
things to which they are not sim ilar ly exposed in their countries of origin, 
and that th is will perhaps also have its repercussions in those countries. 
However, this very much depends on how we grant religious freedom and 
how much open-mindedness and fearlessness Muslims experience in their 
immediate surroundings and in their personal contacts with us. Since most 
of them are here not only as Muslims but also as foreigners, they often 
have good enough reasons to regard us with anxiety. The question is whether 
we can remove this. 
Here we should often be concerned not so much with the theologica l prob­
lems implied in the relation between Christianity and Islam, but initially 
quite simply with our constitutions, intending to make possible and_guar­
antee the necessary space for people to live together peaceful ly w ith al l 
their psychological and religious differences. Then we may feel challenged 
to show how far our religious freedom is really important to us in every­
day life and worth having. 
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Man's Path in the Presence of God: 
Worldly Happiness and Paradisiacal Perfection 

Annemarie Schimmel 

1. The path - a metaphor for Islam 

A number of books dealing with Islam have the title: "Islam - The Straight 
Path", and indeed there is probably no better metaphor for the concern of 
Islam and Muslims than that of the path; for millions of pious Muslims pray 
daily not just once, but several times, in the five daily obligatory prayers 
as wel I as in supererogatory prayers:" ihdina $-$irat al-mustaq1m [. .. ]!Show 
us the straight way, the way of those on whom thou hast bestowed Thy 
Grace, those whose (portion) is not wrath, and who go not astray" (Qur'an 
1,6 f. ). Asking for right gu idance is indeed central in Islam, and if we look 
at the vocabulary of the Qur'an as well as of the later development, the 
word shari'a immediately strikes us - a word that is mostly, and also rightly, 
translated by ' law'. Yet, fundamentally it is the wide, broad path, the safe 
path that leads in the desert to the spring of fresh water, to the founta in of 
life. The meaning is that one who follows the shari'a is treading the right 
path and will find the water of life. 

In the brotherhoods of mystics we then find, as a further development 
of this concept, the term tar1qa, the smaller 'path', which is a path that 
leads perhaps more quickly, but through greater difficulties, to this source 
of life; th is is the word for the path of the individual mystic, the salik, 'one 
who is making his way', and then it becomes the term used to describe 
the brotherhood itself. 

Nor can we forget that the Qur'an says again and again that man is to do 
something f1 sabJ/ Allah, literally "on the path of God", which means 'for 
the cause of God', 'for the sake of God'. This means that there are in the 
basic vocabulary of the Qur'an and theology four different concepts linked 
with the 'path'. And even Islam's four schools of law are called madhahib 
(sing. madhhab, 'a way upon wh ich to go'). It is the path, shari'a, which 
the Muslim is required to tread. It is a path on which the Prophet - the 
uswa hasana, "beautiful example (of conduct)", as the Qur'an calls him 
(Sura 33 ,2 1) - serves the Musi im as guide, for the Prophet is also, as the 
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same SOra says, the shining lamp, siradj munTr(SOra 33,46) . He is the lam 
the saving light, gui?ing man in the darkness, in the bewildering dese~'. 
The greatest d_a_nger 1s that ~a~, not recognizing the lamp, may stray from 
the path to which the Qur anic prayer alludes, the path of "those whos 
(portion) is not wrath, and who go not astray" (Sura 1,7), and get lost i~ 
the darkness of the seemingly endless desert. 

One is n~ver comple_tely sure of one's fate. It may well be that through 
an unconscious aberration or even through a conscious crime one leaves 
the path of the shar"i'a, and then God will perhaps, even probab ly, allow 
man to stray in the desert, for he is not only a/-hadT, 'the one who shows 
us the straight way,' b~t also al-mudi/11 'the one who lets man go astray'. 
Therefore the path which man is tread ing is a path between fear and hope. 
"Fe~r. and hope are the two wings that carry man towards God", says the 
trad1t1on; and _this is quite natural, for God, whose nature is incompre­
hensible, manifests himself in the creation in two aspects: d).a/a/, majesty 
which inspires fear and awe, what Rudolf Otto would call the "mysteriu~ 

tre~end~~", and djama!, beauty, clemency, kindness, the "mysterium 
fascinans ~ and everything that appears and exists in creation may be 
seen as having these two aspects: the sun is benevolent and benefic ial, but 
the world wou ld be consumed by its heat if it came closer; poison is use­
ful fo~ the snake but destructive to its victim; the wind br ings the mi ld air 
of spring, but as a hurricane may destroy everything. 

Only God is unity, beside whom there is no deity; but w ith the act of 
creation, duality came into being, and therefore, as tradit ion has it man 
is "between two of the fingers of God", who moves the former as he ~i i ls. 1 

. The path given by God, the shart'a, is described and marked with preci­
sion. :he Prophet not only goes before the believer as a shining lamp and a 
beautiful example, but he is also sa id to have declared, " I am the rad iant sun 
and my companions are the stars; whoever among them you fol low, you are 
shown the straight way."2 We may deduce from this f:iadith that the com­
munity has a certain choice about which of the 'stars' it wants to fol low. 

' B. Furuzanfar, AbadTJil-i MaJilnawT. Tehran, 1955, no. 13. 
' B. Furuza nfar, op. cit. (fn. 1) no. 44. 
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2. The five pillars of Islam 

The duties a Muslim is required to fulfil and which are laid on him are in 
general called the 'five pillars of Islam', so one can compare Islam with a 
well-built house. But the concept of the 'five pillars' entails certain diffi­
culties not only for the Orientalist, but also for many a pious Muslim. For 
the first pillar is the shahada, the profession of faith, which means the ac­
knowledgment that there is no god except God and that Mubammad is 

the messenger of God. 

The profession of faith, shahada 
Many years ago, at a bus station in Bursa, in Turkey, I met a bus driver with 
whom I entered into a conversation, and when he heard that I was teach­
ing at the Ankara Faculty of Theology, he said, "Then surely you can an­
swer my question: the profession of faith is always called the first pillar of 
Islam, but in fact it is its foundation and without it the other pillars would 

make no sense!" It seems to me that this is a powerful argument. 
In this context we should never forget that anyone who professes a monothe­

istic religion cou ld agree with the first part of the Muslim profession of faith, 
whereas the acknowledgement of Mubammad as the (last and concl usive) 
messenger of God sets Islam apart as a religion on its own, a religion that 
appears to the Muslim to be the conclusion of a long development in the 
course of which, since the days of Adam, Goel never left the world without 
prophets to provide guidance. However, after Mubammad no further prophet, 

sent by God and bringing a law, wi ll appear. 
To take up the argument of the Turkish bus driver, we may say that the 

house of Islam, dar al-is /am, is built on the foundation of the shahada and 
is supported by four pillars: the ritual prayer, the obligatory alms given for 
the poor, fasting during Ramadan and the pilgrimage to Mecca. These are 
all compu lsory for Muslims, men and women. Women are exempt under 
certain conditions (menstruation, pregnancy and the like), but in the case 
of fasting they have to make up for the days missed or perform an act of 

atonement. 

Prayer, ~a /at- turni ng towards God 

The aspect of Muslim life which seems to make the strongest impression 
on outsiders is the ritual prayer, which is performed five times between the 
time before sunrise and the time after sunset at definite hours of the day 
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and consists of bowing, prostrating, sitting, standing in a precisely pre­
scribed posture, and reciting Qur'anic formulas. 

Altogether the five da ily prayers consist of seventeen prayer-units, rak'a. 
They may, however, be supplemented by supererogatory units. For the Mus­
lim, the prayers, wh ich one can only offer in a state of ritual purity, real ly 
are the heart of the religion. Thus, in the literature one often comes across 
the Arabic expression la $a /at /aha, or in Persian and Turkish be-namaz 
'prayerless', to describe somebody who has as it were excluded himself fro~ 
the community. For Muslims are not on ly, as is often said, the ah/ as-sunna 
wa '/-gjama'a, those who follow the Sunna (the tradition of the Prophet) and 
take their place in the comm unity. They are also the ah/ al-qibla, those who 
turn in prayer towards the same point of orientation, namely towards the 
Ka'ba in Mecca. The Ka'ba is the centre of the Islamic world, and defin ing 
the direction of the qibla, which is needed for the correct performance of 
the prayers, motivated medieval mathematicians and geographers in many 
different countries to achieve great results. 

Metaphorically, the Ka'ba is the 'House of God': however, prayers offered 
in its direction are much more than those seventeen rak'a, defined as bod­
il y movements and posit ions. Since a Muslim recites the Word of God, the 
Qur'an, in his prayers it is as if he were personally conversing with God, 
addressi ng God w ith H is own words - and so it is, as it were, a 'sacramen­
tal ' act. Therefore it is always repeated ly emphasized that there is "no prayer 
without the presence of the heart". Prayers that are just a patter, whi le one's 
mind is roaming the world and the formulas are repeated mechanica lly, are 
unacceptable. For, if we believe the tradition, prayers were for Mubammad 
a repetition, a repeated encounter with what he had experienced during his 
journey to heaven, the mi'radj, into the direct presence of God, and again 
the descriptions wh ich the pious give always show that a 'personal' en­
counter between God and man is involved here and it appears to man as 
if, entering into the presence of the greatest King, he is full of devoted awe, 
or fee ling like a sacri ficial lamb, he offers himself totally to the mighty Lord 
- his will , hi s wishes, his whole being. 

The theo logy of Islamic prayer is one of the most fasc inating aspects 
of the religion; in her beautiful book Muslim Devotions3, C. E. Padwick, a 
Christian of the Church of England, is the first to refer to the spiritual, the 
pschological and the esoteri c aspects of prayer and to establish parallels with 
Christian prayer. 

' London, 1960. 

286 

The obligatory alms for the poor, zakat­
turning towards one's fellow human beings 

In Qur'anic usage, closely linked with prayer, $a/at, is the term zakat, a re­
ligiously estab li sh~d obl!gatory payment. The terms are mo~tly to be ~ound 
together: if prayer 1s turn mg oneself towards God, then zakat(a term lmked 
with the root zky 'being pure') is turning towards man by paying precisely 
defined taxes to the poor, travel lers and other needy people, who are ex­
plicitly specified in Sura 9,60. Thus, for instance, in Pakistan zakat has in 
recent years been used to en large re ligious schools and colleges. 

Fasting, $awm, during Ramadan 

To the observer, fasting during Ramadan is probably the most difficult oblig­
ation, for the fasting begins at first light, when one can distinguish a black 
thread from a wh ite one, and lasts until the sun has completely set. Dur­
ing this time one may neither eat nor drink nor smoke; one may receive 
no injections, one may not have sexual intercourse or do a variety of other 
things. It is particularly the tota l prohibition of drinking that makes fasting 
very difficu lt during the hot summer months. The twenty-nine or thirty days 
of the fast, which, because of the Islam ic genuinely lunar year of 354 days, 
falls about ten to eleven days earlier every year in terms of the solar year 
and so moves across all the seasons, is often explained by modernists as 
a way of fee ling so lidarity w ith the poor and the hungry of the world. Un­
like fasting in other religions, which often serves as a penance and means 
of purification, the Ramadan fast is a discipl ine of obedience to the word 
of God who ordained thi s fast in the Qur'an. 

The pilgrimage to Mecca, /:,adjdj 
The last pillar of Islam is the pilgrimage to Mecca, again, like al l the other 
obligations, prescribed for men and women, if - and here the practica l 
mind of Islam is evident -they are healthy enough and have enough money 
to undertake the pilgrimage without incurring debts. This was important, 
because in former times the pilgrimage routes, whether on the long cara­
van trai ls from West Africa or Central Asia, or the voyage from India and 
Indonesia, were extremely dangerous because of the risk of attacks by 
Bedouin robbers in the desert, shipwreck or epidemics. All this made trav­
ell ing an adventure to be undertaken only fully trusting in God. But any­
one who dies on the way or in the holy city can hope for paradise. 

From the beginning, the pilgrimage in the last lunar month of the ls-
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lamic year which, like all other months of the lunar year, moves across all 
seasons, has been a centra l rite in Islam whose tradition, of course, goes 
back to pre-Islamic t imes. Emptied of all pre-Islamic meanings and pre­
scribed in detail by the Prophet during his last pilgrimage shortly before 
his death, over the centuries the f:,adjdj has brought to Mecca thousands, 
today hundreds of thousands or even millions of peop le, who perform there 
precisely ordained rites: wa lking seven times round the Ka'ba, spending 
the night on 'Arafat, "stoning satan", sacrificing the lamb, etc. The pilgrims 
wear a special garment, the i/:,ram (derived from ~1aram - 'hol y', 'forbid­
den'), which consists of two pieces of cloth not sown together. Women 
wear long, simple gowns with their face uncovered. 

The path, which is so centra l in Islam, is as it were concretized in the 
pilgrimage and performed accordi ng to the Prophet's example. 

In addition, one may also, outside the month Oha ,l-bidjdia, perform a 
small pilgrimage to Mecca, the 'umra, wh ich omits spending the night on 
the plain of 'Arafat. 

The pilgrimage was and is not only important for Muslims from all over 
the world as a time of encounter, but many, even almost all movements of 
reform have arisen from the pilgrimage: for the pious, coming from Nige­
ria or from Central Asia, from Benga l or from Turkey, saw here something 
they considered to be the true Arab Islam which was sometimes opposed 
to the forms of Islam in their home country, where local mora ls and cus­
toms had defiled the pure ideal. Thus one sees that over the centuries re­
form movements in the Islamic world were carried out by men who had 
performed the l)adjdj, and who had in many cases stayed on for some time 
in Mecca or near the grave of the Prophet, in 'Medina the illuminated'. 
Important texts in Islamic theo logy and mystici sm were also inspired by 
stays at the holy places. 

3. Duties of the individual and of the community 

The prescriptions of the five pi I lars are duties for the individual, but it is nev­
ertheless better to carry them out in community - just as it is better to travel 
through the desert in a group than alone. Even though everyone performs 
the prayers individually - and nothing is more moving than seeing a Mus­
lim pray alone in the desert - prayers in the community are far more va lu­
able, for in the mosque the differences between rich and poor, high and low, 
are obliterated; peop le are simply united in the service of the one God. 

288 

The zakat is clearly a duty towards fellow human beings, towards the 
community, but fasting too, strange as this may sound, is a community af­
fair. This is particularly clear when Muslims in a non-Muslim environment 
try to keep the fast strictly, althou?h they can no~ s~are their fastin? w ith _a 
community. When one has experienced Ramac;fan in Turkey, Saud1-Arab1a 
or Pakistan, one sees how every individual is carried along by the com­
munity, how in the evening people celebrate together and pray together, 
so that, as Muslim friends sometimes told me, fasting is not so much fe lt 
as a heavy duty there but as a time fu ll of joy -for it is indeed the month 
in which the Qur'an was first revealed, in which, as one may say, the light 

appeared that illumines the path. 
With regard to the pilgrimage, it is clear that it is a matter of a duty for 

the community. 
So we could say that the Muslim comes closest to what he is cal led to 

be when he is in community-for "the believers are brothers (and sisters)" . 
When Iqbal writes that prayer is a wonderful experience of God's majesty 
and of man's losing himself so that he finds God, he goes on (in the same 
chapter of his lectures on The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam•) 
to say that we should imagine what an enormous socia l change would 
take place if the proud Brahm in of South India had to stand five times a 
day shoulder to shoulder with the Untouchable. The whole caste-system 
of Hinduism would collapse upon itself. For the Muslim, prayers are a sign 

of the believers' sol idarity. 
It is the umma, the community in the faith, w_hich helps the individual 

to find his/her path; and it is an umma wasat (Qur'an 2,143), a 'median' 
community, in which Mubammad showed the 'middle way' between Moses' 
religion of law and the loving, ascetic reli gion of Jesus. 

Exaggerating ascetic practices, as well as other excesses, has always 
been rejected, and some Muslim critics note with regret or displeasure 
that the Orientalists have not taken sufficient account of this normative 
attitude of the Umma on the path towards God and have instead concerned 
themselves with exceptiona l characters, such as the martyr-mystic al­
f:-lalla.dj. and simi lar individuals, who perhaps seem to the researcher more 
interesting and colourful than those who completely follow the normative 

path. 

' Lahore, 1930, several reprints. 
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4. The destination of the path - Judgement and the hereafter 

When the Muslim, in hope and fear, has travelled the path through life (he 
never knows, of course, what God has ordained for him in the end), when 
he has tried faithfull y to fulfil the duties laid upon him; when he has striven 
to purify himself, and when he has added i/:,san (do ing good), which means 
"acting in fu ll awareness that God sees every act ion", to is /am (devotion) 
and ,man (faith), hi s heart purifies itself, and according to the word of the 
Prophet, "The believer is the mirror of the believer.11 5 He w ill then begin 
to search for mistakes he himself has made when he is displeased in rela­
tion to a fe llow human being. He - and they - know anyway that even if 
one does not precisely fulfil the commands of the Qur'an, or if one does 
not complete ly observe the prohibitions, while always maintaining that 
they are abso lutely valid, one wi ll still belong to the community of be­
lievers. Only rejecting the va lidity of the Qur'anic text makes a man an 
unbeliever. When a human being finally reaches the end of the path, rel­
atives will whisper into his ear the profess ion of fa ith, so that he can an­
swer correctly when he is asked at the grave by the two angels, Munkar 
and NakTr, what his creed is. The first thing a newborn baby hears is pre­
cisely these whispered words of the profess ion of faith, and so life is lived 
from the fi rst to the last breath under the protection of these words, which 
are, as it were,. the food for the soul along the way. 

With regard to what happens to man between death and resu rrection, 
there are various opinions: some say the sou l sleeps; some speak of the 
anticipation of heavenly bliss or hellish damnation, so that the grave be­
comes a wide garden or a narrow, vermin-ridden cave; often it is assumed 
that the deceased lives on in some inexplicab le way and can tel l those 
who are left behind through dreams what happened to him in the beyond 
and why. Here we seem to be confronted by a mixture of several concep­
tions, for the general resurrection only takes place at the end of the world 
- and it is this resurrection and the judgement of God, which are the cen­
tral topic of the Qur'anic revelations, especially in the earl y period. 

Resurrection, qiyama 

The Qur'an has dozens of words for this "hour"; "the beating one", when 
the earth shakes and shows what is inside it, when the sun darkens and 

' B. Furuzanfar, op. cit. (fn. 1) no.104. 
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the heavens roll up, when the mountains become like combed wool, when 
make and darkness cover the world. In ever new, dramatic metaphors this 

:errible day of resurrection is described, though the Meccans did not want 
to believe these Qur'an ic descriptions - such ideas seemed too absurd to 
them. But the Qur'an presents a comparison to make clear the possibility 
of a bodi ly resurrection of the dead: it is the compari son w ith spring, with 
the time after the ra in, when the seemingly dead earth brings forth what 
had been lying in it and of which, for months, one coul d see nothing: green 
plants, blossoms, leaves - and for the _poets of the later p~ri_od, _above all 
in the Persian-Turkish areas, every spring becomes an ant1c1pat1on of the 
resurrection, so that the earth is turned into a fragrant paradise. 

The day of the resurrection 

The day of the resurrection is referred to in the Qur'an in great detai I: there 
are the books of human beings in which the writer-angels have written 
down their good and bad deeds and wh ich are put in the right hands of 
the good and in the left hands of the sinners; the deeds are weighed on 
the sca les even if they are on ly as big as a mustard-seed; there is a bridge 
over which human beings cross and from which the sinners are hurled into 
the f ire - horrifying images for everybody. So, especially in popu lar Islam, 
the word 'resurrection', qiyama, evokes terrible horror and absolute per­
turbation. The day of the resurrection is longer than fo rty years, the sun is 
burning, and human beings, clad in shrouds, ru n round in search of sal­
vation. But from very early on, the Islam ic tradit ion introduced a motif to 
mitigate this horror a littl e. On Resurrection Day, all the prophets, even 
the innocent Jesus, w ill cry out, 11 nafsT, nafs, - I myself, I myself (want to be 
saved)", Mul)ammad, however, will cry out, " ummatT, ummatl- my com­
munity, my community (is to be saved)!", and God has compassion even 
upon those who have committed mortal sins (provided they have not as­
sociated anyth ing with him) and adm its them. This shafa'a, this intercession 
of Mul)ammad, plays an extraodinary role in the Muslims' hope for the 
last day, although it is not easily supported from the Qur'an, where the 
throne-verse (Su ra 2,255) says: "Who is there can intercede in H is presence 

except as He perm itteth ?11
• 

Hell 
Those who are damned - and the question is whether they have been des­
t ined to be damned from eternity, from their mother's womb, or only through 
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thei r disobedience and dev iation from the right path - are subjected to 
horrib le punishments in hell which are depicted dramatica ll y in the Qur'an 
and among which fire plays the central ro le. The question th at troubles be­
lievers of all re ligions-whether the puni shments of hell are eternal - has 
also of course ari sen in Islam. 

Thus the Mu'tazi lTs hold that the punishments of hell are eterna l because 
they are an emanation of God's j ustice. Other theologians point out that 
it is said in the Qur'an that the sinners remain in hell fo r all time, "except 
as thy Lord wi lleth" (Sura 11 ,107). This could give rise to a certain hope. 
Many thinkers later emphasized that according to the Qur'an "everyth ing 
(that exists) will perish except His own Face" (Sura 28,88; d. 55,26 f. ), 
which means except the divine being, with the impl ication that hell as 
well as parad ise, be ing created things, are transient. 

Paradise 

It is well known that Muslim conceptions of paradise were a shock to Chris­
ti an theologians, especially in the Middle Ages: after all it was a sensual 
parad ise with dark-eyed l)urTs , beds of silk, wine and fruits in gardens below 
which streams are flowing. And criticisms of Islam ic conceptions of par­
ad ise, and, as the ir logical consequence, of the Prophet's 'sensual ity', have 
continued till today. But we should bear in mind that the hereafter and 
purely sp iri tua l experiences can only be presented in symbo ls (does the 
Bible not speak about the " marriage of the Lamb"?), and nobody can imag­
ine what we hope the hereafter will be like. However, perhaps, if we look 
a little deeper, we may understand the Qur'anic metaphors as feeble sym­
bo ls in which the perfect beatitude, the sou l's union with the beloved God, 
is all uded to from afar. 

Can we see God in parad ise? This was one of the controversial theo­
logical questions. In normative theo logy it is assumed that th is may at least 
occasionally be possible - on Fridays, fo r example, as the f-:jadTth says. Yet 
it is not hard to see why the colourful portraya ls of hell and paradise have 
always annoyed the mystics and the phi losophers, even though they were 
moderated by the words of the Prophet. 

In Islamic philosophy there are a great many th inkers - in fact all -who 
rejected the graphic images of paradise, and indeed even the idea of a per­
sona l immortali ty, and thus came into confl ict with orthodoxy. The mys­
tics, on the other hand, pointed out repeatedly that what they were hop­
ing for was not a parad ise of sensual or even meta-sensual pleasures, but 
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the vision of God or, in its extreme express ion, union with God - many 
were hoping to be submerged into the primeval ocean 'God' and to be 
immersed in it like a drop returning home. 

What was sa id about eternal life by Mubammad Iqbal (1877-1938), 
who seems to me to be the most ingen ious representative of modern Mus­
lim theology and philosophy, may be interesting in this context. Eternal 
life, he sa id, is pa rti cipating in the li fe of God, continuous growth without 
diminution, whe;reas hell is the realization of one's own fai lure, of one's 
own shortcomings. (This interpretation is one of the reasons why Saudi au­
thorit ies reject lqbal's ideas.) Th is is the very attitude we find at the same 
time in European phi losophy in Heinrich Schol z, for example, and the 
Swed ish bishop and scholar in the f ield of Islam, Tor Andrae. We cannot 
really say what the actua l ultimate goal of the pious Muslim is: paradise 
in the trad itional sense, vis ion of God, being immersed in God, or the in­
fin ite journey in God, wh ich never ends, because God is infin ite; we have 
to wait for the answer to the question which is the proper interpretation of 
the goal - "And God knows best." 
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Questions and Interventions 

WOLBERT What is the actual mean ing of the 'smaller 
the 'smaller path' path' wh ich on the one hand leads to the destination 

more quickly, but on the other is more difficu lt? 
SCHIMMEL It is the path of the mystics. As they tread it, they deepen and 
extend the sharT'a-regu lat ions by, for instance, str iving for poverty, not so 
much in the material sense, but in the sense of becoming completely empty 
before God and of really trusting in God. With the help of someone who 
guides his soul, the $Off endeavours through various steps and stages re­
ferred to already in the preceding paper, to atta in the divine reality, and 
this is not only at the resurrection; even during the t ime of his I ife on earth 
he m.iy feel very close to the presence of God. This is perhaps the differ­
ence between the great shad'a which prepares the human being for the 
hereafter, and the tarTqa which offers the hope of a foretaste of pa rad ise or 
even an experience of union even here in th is life. 
Here we must say somethi ng about the Muslim's efforts towards knowl­
edge, 'ilm, which of course is not to be understood as we tend to use it in 
the sense of scientific information. It is rather a knowledge of his duties 
before Goel, which enab les him, by following this path, to atta in paradise. 
Knowl edge in this sense refers to what prepares us for the hereafter. As a 
model of th is we may take the work of GhazzalT, Jb ya, 'u!Om ad-dTn, be­
ginn ing w ith the 'ibadat, the acts of worship, and then moving on to the 
practical act ions - the way a good Muslim behaves when he goes shop­
ping, when he marries, etc. And finally, in the fourth part, the more deeply 
religious, more mystical concerns are mentioned, li ke tru st in Goel, love 
and longing, so that the last of the forty chapters of th is book are devoted 
to the conduct of man at his death. Thus the who le book ultimately is a 
guide towards dying - and th is is 'ilm, this is true knowledge. 
In the last century, in South India for example, when some benefactors 
founded schools w ith modern interior fitt ings, the 'ulama,, the religious 
scholars, protested and said this did not serve learning, but would distract 
people from searching for God. If one looks at the spiritua l situation of 
many Muslims at the beginning of the 20th century and even nowadays, 
it is very important to take into account this difference in the concept of 
'knowledge' which, for us, has something to do with our practice of l ife, 
whereas for the trad itional Muslim its pu rpose is to help us find a good 
way to atta in God. 
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importance 
and scope of 
mysticism 
in the Islamic 
countries 

VIRT What about the actual impact of Sufism in the 
Islam ic countri es, what does it mean to people there? 
SCHIMMEL Very di ffe rent assessments can be made of 
the status of Sufism in modern Islam. Primarily modern 
Musi ims would say that all th is is superstition, especially 
insofar as mysticism is expressed in popular religion, 

and in the veneration of saints, which, as we all know, is one of the mai n 
points of controversy between normatively and mystically oriented Islam. 
In 1978, at al-Azhar, reading lbn al-'ArabT was forbidden. 
In some areas, for example in India, mystical Sufism is actually an aspect 
of Islam to which many withdraw who in secularized India see this way as 
thei r onl y chance to really live and profess their Islam. In Central As ia, the 
mystica l brotherhoods fought very vigorously against communism.1 In Turkey 
it was interesting that some follower of Ataturk, whose views were quite 
modern, might suddenly mention that his uncle was a shaykh, a sp iritual 
leader in this or that SOfT order, and that his grandfather be longed to this or 
that $Off order. So there was a definite awareness that this element had made 
a deep mark on Turkish religiosity. In North Africa too, mystical brother­
hoods play an important role, and in this context we may compare for in­
stance Michael Gilsenan, Saint and Sufi in Modem Egypt. An Essay in the 
Sociology of Religion (Oxford, 1973) and Freel de Jong, "The Sufi Orders 
in nineteenth and twentieth-century Palestine" (Studia Js/amica 58, 1983), 
who present very interesting statistics on the spread of the orders in India, 
North Africa and the Balkans. 
In Pakistan, the influence of the pTrs, the $Off masters, who are, however, 
often very secu larized, is still very much alive. Justthe name of the master 
and the sanctuary where he lives can sti ll motivate hundreds of thousands 
of peop le to go from Sind and from Pandj.ab by train, by car and on foot to 
the 'urs, the anniversary of the founder, in order to participate in the three 
days of remembrance, to pray together w ith the others, to sing hymns and 
to receive the blessing of the master. This can be a very impressive expe­
rience. But these people are also ready to vote for the party that the pTr 
recommends and so the influence on politics can be very great, espec ially 
in Pakistan, and it can be terrifying because there no longer remains very 
much that is sp iritual. 

' Cf. A. Bennigsen, Le Yogi et le Commissaire. Paris, 1988. 
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BsTEH A. Impressed by the extent of the mystical move­
mysticism 
and faith ments' influence in Islam, a theologian may feel moti-

vated to reflect anew about the relation between mys­
ticism and faith. For it may very well be that mysticism is misused to steal 
us away from faith. Then we would doubtless walk along the wrong way 
wh ich disappears in the desert and does not lead to the water of life. But 
there is much to be said for seeing true mysticism as the original experi­
ence of faith, pistis; that mysticism is not only part of faith, but lives as the 
inner dimension of faith, so that true faith happens where it breaks through 
into this dimension. So reflecting on this relation is a very serious theo­
logical task, particularly in the encounter with other religious traditions, 
because otherwise we may set out on paths where we encounter neither 
Islam, nor Hinduism, nor Christianity. 
And then it is frankly embarrassing to see things in Christianity or even in 
Islam to which the term mysticism is quite wrongly applied; we may think, 
for instance of those who claim here and there to be $0fi masters and en­
courage people to confide in them. Might not an essentia l criterion for rec­
ognizing true mysticism be to discover whether the two wings of fear and 
hope, which were mentioned in the lecture, are the real supporting wings, 
and whether they grow bigger or sma ller- or even become superfluous be­
cause some may claim to be able to anticipate the goal? For is it not true 
that those believers, who were granted in their lifetimes to experience these 
dimensions, were especially at those times most intensely shaken by fear, 
feel ing themselves to be wicked and lost, so that they learned all the more 
to live by hope in God alone? Is it not specifically the mystic who has to live 
and endure the day of his encounter with God - as it is described in the 
Qur'anic statements about the Day of Resurrection - even in all its awful­
ness, in a particularly intense way, the more he advances along this path 
and truly approaches his destination? As Mahmoud Ayoub, on the occasion 
of one of our dialogue meetings in St. Gabriel, emphasized 2 - is not the way 
of the shar'i'a of lasting importance particularly for one who advances on 
the path of mysticism? 
SCHIMMEL I am shocked by what is happening and can on ly emphasize the 
criticism of the so-cal led '$0fT masters', of whom so many swarm about in 

' M. Ayoub, "Das Wort und der Weg. Des Menschen Suche nach Gott in der islamischen 
Mystik", in: A. Bsteh (ed.}, Horen auf sein Wart. Der Mensch als Harer des Wortes Gottes in 
christlicherund islamischerOberlieferung (Beitrage zu r Religionstheologie; 7). Modling, 1992, 
pp. 167-187, here: pp. 174-176. 
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Europe, and even more in the USA. And concerning the enduring importance 
of the shar1'a and the Qur'an, Mr. Khoury has already referred to the fact that 
the Qur'an wi ll always remain the ultimate frame of reference. An early 9th­
century mystic beautifully said: "Sometimes the truth knocks for forty days 
at my heart and I do not let it in before I have found a proof in the Qur'an." 
This means that a mystic, who sees something and divines that it is the truth, 
knows the necessity of referring back to the Qur'an. This is very important 
for our understanding of $0fism, and for this reason one is always so annoyed 
when one sees these $Ofi masters here in Europe or in America, where it is 
even worse, who are quite unaware of the whole rigour of $0fism. Basically, 
mysticism is in fact something very rigorous, a way that is very hard to wa lk; 
the tariqa is much harder than the broad way, and if these people water every­
thing down, serving sweet jam instead of soul-food, one may indeed be rather 

critica l of them. • 
On The five pillars, or the four pillars built on the 

the five pillars one foundation of the Islamic creed, are at first sight 
of Islam and I' . l'f very clearly established, well-ordered performances. 
re igious I e As Christians, we understand our religious life as some-

thing which, if things are going well, permeates everythi ng. One may cer­
tainly assume that this is also the case in Islam and it would therefore be 
good to know more about how these 'pillars of Islam' permeate Muslims' 

whole life. 
KHOURY First of all, the 'pillars of Islam' are duties structuring the life of 
the community. Of course, fulfilling these duties also influences the personal 
li fe of the Muslim, when he fasts, prays or makes his pilgrimage, whether 
alone or in commun ity. The pillars of Islam, these basic religious practices, 
are, however, firstly the expression of the community's religiousness: in 
them Muslim community life is performed and structured, and of course 
that is where every individual believer can also find nourishment for his 

spiritual life. 

on understanding 
the path as it is 
walked in Islam 
and in 
Christianity 

BARTH With regard to Islam, the lecture seemed to 
accentuate rather the formal conception of the Islamic 
path and how the way should be walked. For Chris­
tianity, 'path ' tends rather to mean an inward process, 
an inward growth, an inward progress. This must also 
exist in Islam. What is the relation between these two 

conceptions of the path? 
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KHOURY Indeed there is in Islam too the idea of an inward growth. In the 
context of how the path is understood, the lecture dealt first with the path 
as man's duty before God: what does the Muslim have to do, in order to 
testify to his being a Muslim, a member of the umma? In itself this is no 
direct statement concerning his inner life, whether the richness or the depth 
of it. Nevertheless, it is not only a formality that is the matter, a fu lfilment 
of duty, because the duty shou ld always be accompanied by an inward at­
titude. 

outward duties 
and inward 
growth 

SCHIMMEL The path of outward duties and inward 
growth has very much to do with the relation between 
faith and work, which was discussed with great inter­
est in early Islamic theology. Fulfilling the various re­

ligious duties, accompanied by the right intention, is a healthy way, one 
that guarantees salvation in the next life. Of course Muslims have also al­
ways been aware of the fact that the inward aspect is part of it, but ulti­
mately this has been perceived mainly in mystical Islam, where, at the var­
ious stages, the soul is guided slowly from contrition towards dedication 
to God and to an ever higher perfection. Although the idea is not so dis­
tinct in normative Islam, there is still an awareness of the fact that the fur­
ther one progresses and the more one really internalizes one's ritual ac­
tions, the more one may hope for a blissful ending. Of course there is never 
more than hoping for it; after all, until the last moment, the final questions 
remain open, for it is God who makes the definitive judgement. 

declaring one's 
intention as part 
of the rite 

The intention underlying the performance of an action, 
which we like to take as an ethical criterion - after all, 
works are judged according to the intention with which 
they are performed - has yet another ranking in con­

nection with niyya, the intention required by Islam. Formulating this inten­
tion is the initial part of the ritual action; without it no ritual action is valid. 
Every ritual action, such as prayer, fasting and pi lgrimage, in order to be valid, 
has to begin with the formulation of the intention; for instance, there should 
be a declaration: I have the intention to start fasting before the sun rises, or: 
I have the intention now to say prayers of three rak'as. In the first place, these 
are clear statements, and the ethica l value, which is also of course very im­
portant, is here remembered too, but as a secondary consideration. I am not 
aware that there is also a niyya for non-ritual actions. 
There is also a baraka, a power of blessi ng inherent in the niyya, which is 
needed to make the performance of the ritua l fully valid. If, for instance, 
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one does not quite succeed in the fast, in that one finds it too hard, one 
may hear pious Muslims say that the niyya was probably not formulated 

correctly. + 

BARTH Are the fundamental perspectives of ifoar and 

fear and hope hope', the two wings which were mentioned in the lec-
ture, to be understood rather, in the sense given by 

Rudolf Otto, as reflections of the mysterium fascinosum et tremendum 
within man, or can they be associated with the Christian or Reformation 
idea of 'Law and Gospel ', and with that moment of awe which then be­
comes a deepened discovery of forgiveness and of the Gospel? 
KHOURY The two words fear and hope, are to be found in the Qur'an in 
the conlext of prayer: you shall pray to God in fear - because God is not 
at our disposal - he withdraws when we grasp at him; and with hope -
because he has told us that he gives us his attention (Sura 7,56; 21,90). 
This would correspond less to the juxtaposition of law and gospel in Protes­
tant theology, and rather arises from the fact that God is the transcendent 
one and at the same time the very close one. But this question should be 

followed up further. 
VANONI There are many passages in the holy Scriptures where fear and 
hope are mentioned together. In the Old Testament, this connection is to 
be found most in the Wisdom I iterature (where hope is sometimes replaced 
by trust), from which we may understand that this is rather an expression 
of popular religiosity than of official religion. So there is on the one hand 
awe and fear of God and on the other trust and hope (d. e. g. Prv 14:26). 
In the New Testament, where the words ' law' and 'gospel' do not actually 
occur alongside one another, trust is rendered in Greek as mcrn<; and 
mcr1£u£tv, which is concealed by the German translation as 'glauben' [be­
lieve]. Both expressions are often mentioned in the context of the miracles 
narrated in the Gospels - awe towards the one who works the miracle and 
trust in him (cf. Mk 2:12; 5:36; Lk 7:16; 8:50) - and of the narratives about 
the resurrection, particularly in Luke in chapter 24, where it says that 
the disciples are repeatedly awe-struck when they encounter Christ Risen, 
and even up to the end do not find faith in him, but where there is then 
also the beautiful statement, "wh ile in their joy they were disbelieving and 
sti ll wondering" (24:41 ). Perhaps what we should rediscover above all in 
popular religiosity is that there are no contradictions in these elements of 
tension, but that in the end people say for instance: the main thing is that 
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one does not lose one's trust in God. That trust in God is more important 
than listing dogmas is also Jesus' religion. And in Islam too this seems to 
be typical:_ thattrust in God has priority over specifics. 

inexorability of ~CH IMMEL It may be legitimate to compare the ques­
divine power and t1on of fear and hope with the relation between the law 
hope for his grace and the gospel. But for the Musi im it is simply on the 

one hand his own relation to the inexorab ili ty of God's 
power and his strength that surpasses every worldly power, and on the other 
hope for God's grace. These feelings of fear and hope which constantly en­
counter each other and belong together are most beautifully expressed in 
the prayers of the mystic Yabya ibn Mu'adh ar-RazI, who died in 871, 
prayers wh ich, over the centuries, have been taken up in ever changing 
forms: 11 0 God, I fear you, because I am a miserable sinner, bul I hope in 
you because you are a merciful Lord." In these prayers the issue is always 
the tension between the miserab le sinner and the mercifu l Lord, the sinner, 
who knows on the one hand that his sins will really take him down to con­
demnation, but who, on the other hand, trusts boundlessly in God's mercy 
which is much greater than human sins. The extent to which this is real ly 
connected with law and gospel wou ld be an interesting idea to work with 
but it would have to be reasoned out and developed more. 

ritual and 
personal prayer 

+ 

Orr Character istic fo r Christian and supposedly also 
for Jewish piety is intense, personal prayer to God, ta lk­
ing to God about the events of dai ly life. Is prayer in 

Islam, as we sometimes read, primari ly a ligurgical invocation of God with­
out th is element of a rea l dialogue with God as we understand it? 
KHOURY Wherever fa ith is living, personal prayer, du'a', goes hand in 
hand wi th obligatory communi ty prayers, ~a /at, and in add it ion there are 
personal endeavours to do what is good, personal efforts to deepen the re­
lationship w ith God. As for prayer, there is a noticeable difference. Whereas 
the Christian believer tends to understand his personal prayers as a dia­
logue w ith God, the Muslim wou ld express it d ifferently: one does not 
speak with God; public and private prayers are rather addressed to God, 
are prayers to God, in which the believer takes his concerns, feelings, sig­
nif icant experiences to God, the transcendent one, who is for man the un­
attainable one, the unapproachable one. The Qur'an says: when people 
pray to me, "When My servants ask thee concerning Me, I am indeed close 
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h n). 1 listen to the prayer of every suppliant when he calleth on Me 
(to t e1 . . . . h 

)." (Sura 2, 186). This does not mean that God enters into dialogue wit 
[ ... 
the supp liant, but that he listens to hi~. . . 
Z iRKER Ritual prayer in Islam, the ~a/at, and the fixed times of prayer a~-

. ted for it call to mind in some respects the hours of prayer known 1n pain , . . . 
Christian monasticism intended to sanctify t ime; there may even be his-

torical connections between the two. . . . 
It is impressive to see how indiv idual Muslims, when we v1s1t them for 111-

t nee personally observe these times of prayer. But there are also many 
5 a I d h" h • 
Muslims who no longer perform these prayers five time~ a ay, :' 1c 1s 
often linked with the fact that personal prayer is also d1sappeanng from 
their Jives, and here and there from Islam as a whole. For con~erts, th~se 
five pi J lars of Islam are usually the quintessential :lement ~f their n~w faith 
from the very beginning; this is where they experience their new fai th most 

strongly and where it can find expression. 
KAHLERT In the context of obligatory prayer in Islam, 

ritual _prayer one question that arises concerns the ritual purifica-
and. ~itu~I tion required for it, and whether this is understood sim-
punfication ply as a help towards discipline, or whether there is a 

qualitative difference between prayer performed after ritua l pur!fication 
and prayer without it. And how does this importance attached to ritua l pu­
rity fit in with the fact that elsewhere there see~s ~o be no n~ed for con­
secration, as with the mosque, for example, which 1s not considered to be 

a sacred pi ace. . . 
SCHIMMEL Ritua l prayers are to be performed in a state of ritual pu ri ty 
because they contain words of the Qur'an which may on_ly be touched or 
recited after a ritua l purification. This means that, after minor defilements, 
the hands, the feet, the face - everything that has in fact been defiled- has 
to be washed according to precise rules. This purification really is a ritua l 
act, which means that it has to be performed even after one has washed 
or taken a bath, when one is already qu ite clean. Basica lly it no longer has 
anything to do with the dirt of the body, but more with the dirt of the sou l 

and is therefore abso lutely necessary. 
But voluntary prayer, du'a', which can be said at any time, is possibl~ with­
out ri tual purification unless one reci tes the Qur'an. Beyond t~a:, it 1s of 
course advisable always to be in a state of ritual purity, and this 1s in fact 
attempted by very many pious Muslims because one may by chance utter 
a Qur'anic verse and then one would commit a sin. Since the ru les are 
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very strict, it may sometimes be difficult for the idealistic Musi im constantly 
striv ing for ritu al purity, to comp ly with them exactly. There are also cer­
tain prescribed prayers, which can be used according to ind ividual piety. 
In his work 'Awarif af-ma'arif, Abu ttafs 'Umar as-Suhraward1 (cl. 1234) 
prescribes a number of such texts to be prayed when parts of the body are 
washed one after the other: for instance, when washing the right hand, 
one prays that on Judgement Day one may be given the book by God in 
one's right hand as a sign that one is saved. If there is no water, the purifi ­
cation can be performed w ith sand or dust. Thus one can really describe 
an Islam of purifications, of ablutions. The details and the many stories told 
concern ing these ablutions are quite astonishing and are perhaps an as­
pect of Islam that is sometimes hard for us to understand. 

the mosque 
as a space for 
prayer 

It is correct that the mosque, on the other hand, is not 
a sacred space. The first mosque was in the house of 
the Prophet. The later mosques were schoo ls. They either 
served the administration of law or as courts of law. In 

the course of time they became a I ittle more disti nct butthey are not sacred 
spaces in the sense of being consecrated through a ritual action, as a Chris­
tian church, for example, is consecrated by means of prayers and bless­
ings. Basica lly any build ing, any room, can serve as a mosque, if it is ritually 
pure. But th rough the believers praying in it, the mosque attains a certain 
sacred character, wh ich it does not have in itself as a build ing, as we might 
say. The orientation towards Mecca is of course normal for the mosque 
and it is ind icated by the niche for prayer, about whose function the art 
historians are sti ll undecided. If nobody is in the mosque, it may in princip le 
even be used for sleeping in; this does not disturb anybody. However, at 
the moment when the peop le come and begin to perform their prayers, it 
acquires a different character. 
l<AHLERT The basic thing is that ult imately it is the Qur'an that is sacred 
in Islam. 
SCHIMMEL This is a very beautifu l way of expressing it. 

the Ka'ba-
place of cult and 
destination of the 
pilgrimage 
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+ 

VIRT Did the black stone in Mecca, the meteorite, al ­
ready have a religious meaning before Mubammad 
and, if so, why was this tradition taken up by Islam? 
SCHIMMEL A story in the 1-;ladTth te l ls that the black 
stone had fa ! fen out of the sanctuary after a natural dis-

aster and had also partly destroyed the Ka'ba, but that Muhammad had 
put the black stone back in its place with his own hands. 
The cult which had established its centre in Mecca and which focused on 
the veneration of stone deities (in the ancient Semiti c tradition), was, as 
far as we know today, already very old and was performed during four 
months of the pre-Islamic year. As a result Mecca also became a trading 
centre for caravans, and every year great fairs took place there. The names 
of some of the gods who were introduced and venerated as idols w ithin 
this certain ly qu ite primitive pre-Is lamic relig ion, are still known; however, 
we no longer know what these idols looked like. 
When Mubammad decided, or was told, that prayers should no longer be 
directed towards Jerusalem but towards Mecca, the reconquest of Mecca 
from Medina became the centre of his endeavours. Shortly before his death, 
on the occasion of his last pilgrimage, after he had cleared the Ka'ba of 
all ido ls (the legend te ll s that among them there was also a pictu re of Jesus 
and Mary which he did not destroy), he took over the major part of the 
rites from pre-Is lamic times, but not without first stripping them tota ll y of al l 
the meaning they had held ti l l then. Thus for instance, alongs ide the slaugh­
ter of the sheep, the centra l rite is maintained: that all believers, before the 
slaughter, should spend several hours in the plain of 'Arafat (a place some 
miles away from Mecca), simply 'abiding' there and listening to a sermon, 
then hurry down again to Mina where the sacrifice is offered. These are 
ri tes which neither the history nor the phenomenology of religion can ex­
plain at all. It has already been said that Mubammad performed as it were 
a Protestant-like purification of the cult, and, with the exception of the 
sheep slaughter, by emptying the rites of their previous meaning also cut 
off the connection with the pre-Is lamic cult. It is in any case a pre-Islamic 
cult, wh ich continues to live on w ithout any further explanation and is ac­
cepted as it is. God willed it in this way, and we do not ask its meaning. 
It is one of the strangest developments, not only in Islam, but in the his­
tory of rel igions genera lly. 

the slaughter of 
the sheep at the 
'sacrificial feast' 

PRENNER Would itbeconceivable, as Smai l Balicpro­
posed, to replace the slaughter of animals at the 'sac­
rific ial feast', which takes place in the cou rse of the pil ­
grimage ceremonies with a donation of money? 

SCHIMMEL One is frequentl y confronted with this question, even in the 
Islamic countries themselves: could one not substitute donations of money 
for the slaughter of millions of sheep, which itself involves (beside every-
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thing else) the squandering of huge sums of money. Probably many Mus­
lims would in fact readily agree. But the slaughter of the sheep is sunna, 
and the blood of the sheep must flow, because th is ritual act reminds us 
of Abraham who was allowed to replace a human sacrifice with an ani­
mal sacrifice. By the sacr ifi ce of the sheep Abraham was in fact set free 
from the command to sacrifice his son (cf. Sura 37,101 ff.). Here the an­
cient experience of rep lacing human sacr ifice with animal sacrifice is stil l 
part ly alive. This is perhaps not known to the theologians, but there it is, 
referring back to Abraham and the Qur'an. Nevertheless, one could refer 
to the fact that when we remember Abraham, the point is in fact that 
Abraham is freed from the command to sacrifice his son, and it is not the 
slaughter as such that was important. 
Since in principle everyone who is in Mecca sacrifices a sheeµ, a goat, or 
even a camel, hundreds of thousands of an imals are sacrificed: a piece of 
the meat is kept for oneself and the rest is given to neighbours and to the 
poor; the fur is given to a central institution which processes or se lls it; the 
money earned is used for zakat, the tax for almsgiving. 

thep d f On this occasion we may make a very general refer-rocee s rom 
th 1 . . ence to the question of whether the almsgiving levy 

t e a1msfgiving the zakat, can also be used for non-Muslims· accord~ 
ax a so or · 

the benefit of ing to the Qur'anic assertions in Sura 9,58 ff. this is 
non-Muslims? not allowed. The ibn as-sab11, the son of the path, the 

poor, prisoners and a whole series of others, are listed, 
but there are no non-Muslims among them, unless they be those "whose 
hearts have been (recently) reconci led (to Truth)" (v. 60), a statement that 
could refer to non-Muslims, who, by means of a gift, by receiving a share 
of the zakat, cou ld perhaps be converted to Islam. 
In modern times however, this hardly seems to be considered. Now, as for 
instance in Pakistan, the zakat is mainly used to support religious schools 
and religious teaching; thus, under Zia ul-Haq's government, during the 
intensive lslamization of Pakistan, theological schools mushroomed, be­
cause the zakat-money was used for this purpose - not always very pleas­
ing to many believers. 

Ab h d th ELSAS How is Abraham's role to be understood in the ra am an e 
Ka'ba context of this ritual? Is the slaughter of the sheep taken 

over from the ancient Arab context and then connected 
with Abraham? Abraham is actual ly said to have been in the Ka'ba, too. 
SCHIMMEL According to Qur'anic assertions, Islam proceeds from the as-
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sumption that Abraham did in fact come to the Ka'ba; there Hagar had 
given birth to Ishmael, and when she was thirsty, the spring Zamzam sprang 
up from the sand from a depth of 45 metres to give water to her and the 
th irsty chi ld; then Abraham rebuilt the Ka'ba, wh ich had once been built 
by Adam, but later fa ll en into ruin. The scenario of Abraham's sacrifice is 
then connected with the Ka'ba and the pi lgrimage. 

the Ka'ba -
centre of the 
earth and 
symbol of the 
heart 

The Ka' ba is a symbo l of the centre of the universe and, 
in its theological interpretation, it plays the ro le of the 
'omphalos', the central navel of the earth. According 
to the popular view, it is located in a precise paral lel 
to the heavenly Ka'ba; their mutual relat ion is as if a 
vertical ax is led from the worldly Ka'ba to the heav­

enly Ka'ba, so that man, when he turns towards the Ka'ba in Mecca, at the 
same time orients himself towards the heavenly Ka'ba above. The conse­
quent orientation towards the Ka'ba is so important that, a few years ago, 
there was a rather lively discussion on how one could find the proper di­
rection of prayer in a space-sh ip. 
Yet, often the Ka' ba may also be seen as a symbol of the human heart. An 
interesting symbolism is attributed to it in the metaphorical idea of a bride 
veiled in black, for whom the pilgrim is longing: as the bridegroom is long­
ing for his bride, so the pi lgrim is longing to kiss the beauty-spot, the black 
stone of the Ka'ba, on her cheek. This symbolism of the Ka'ba, permeated 
much Arab and Pers ian poetry, and also prose literatu re. 
For the mystic, the Ka'ba is just the milestone indicati ng the path that leads 
towards God, and in an internalized sense, the Ka'ba is the heart of the mystic 
where God dwells, and which can also be called the throne of God. 
In an early Eranos-essay on the mystery of the Ka'ba3, Fritz Meier summarized 
the interpretations of this mystery very beautifu lly, and in the work of Henry 
Corbin on Ka'ba and temple4, the whole esoteric role of the Ka'ba is aptly 
portrayed. For the 'normal' Muslim this is of no great importance, but the 
mystics and esoter ics, concern themselves with it very intensively. 

PESCHKE One might think that the five pillars of Islam 
priorities among 

I. . d . 7 are al l assigned the same importance, although for us 
re 1g1ous ut1es. .d . . h h . . as outs, ers 1t m1g t appear t at prayer 1s more im-
portant than, for instance, the pilgrimage to Mecca. 

' Eranos-Jahrbuch 11 , 1946. 
' In his lsma'Tli studies Temple and Contemplation. London, 1986. 
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And what is the meaning of Friday in the life of Mus­
the Friday prayer l ims? Is it a pub li c holiday, ded icated to God, when 

the believers also meet in the mosque? After all this 
seems to be a very stab le and important element for Is lam. So why is it not 
mentioned among the five pi llars of Islam? 
Z IRKER It is hard to measure which of the five pillars has more or less 
weight. If the quest ion is: what is it that one can dispense w ith most eas­
il y? then it is certainly the pilgrimage to Mecca. Th is is a fundamenta l duty, 
an enormous event in the life of the be liever, but there are very many Mus-
1 ims who can never afford to go to Mecca; this part icularl y app lies to 
women, because they have to be protected and accompan ied on the pil­
grimage. It is also the custom that, in some cases, a Muslim sets out as the 
representative of his village community and therefore rece ives f inancial 
support from the others. 
Friday is not a publi c holiday and cannot be compared w ith Sunday. For 
M usi ims it is the day on which one of the f ive prayers should be performed 
in community. In many regions, women do not take part in the Friday 
prayer, because tradit ionally one thi nks that their place is in the fa mi ly 
home, but thi s is not the pract ice everywhere. Friday is most ly considered 
to be a day of normal business life and profess iona l work, on ly apart from 
the time of prayer - insofa r as peop le wa nt to partic ipate in it - at noon; 
but it may also be that duri ng this t ime l ife goes on in front of the mosque 
with the usual traffi c, business and other everyday activi ti es, without any­
body regarding thi s as a publi c nuisance. There is no formal ob ligation to 
take part in the Friday prayer, and so there is no re ligious sanction either. 
The prayers should be quite generally performed in common, so that in 
fact people also pray together on other days of the week. The expectation 
that the believers shou ld jo in together to pray is certainly greater on Fri­
days than on other days, but thi s cannot be compared with the Christ ian 
obligation concern ing Sundays. 
KHOURY That Friday should not be a day off is connected w ith the fact 
that at the time of Mubammad people were poor and therefore depended 
on wh atever work there was in order to earn thei r daily bread. In any case, 
Mubammad did not want to burden them w ith assembling on Fridays to 
pray together and as a resu lt going hungry. But today, in Is lamic countries 
where a certain living standard has been achieved, Friday is in fact a day 
off and is ce lebrated in a si milar way to our Sunday. 
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Islamic feasts 
In addition, in the course of the year there is a cycle 
of feast days for Muslims: there is first the Sacrificial 
Feast at the end of the pilgrimage to Mecca, in mem­

ory of Abraham's sacrifice (as discussed above) . In this connection it is also 
worth mentioning that there is a discussion among Muslims about who 
the son was whom Abraham was to sacrifice. The Qur'an only refers to his 
son, w ithout stating a name (Sura 2,124; 37, 99-109). On the basis of the 
Biblical tradition, early Qur'an commentators thought spontaneously of 
Isaac, but later ones always emphasize that it was Ishmael and not Isaac, 
because Ishmael, as the father of the Arabs, establishes a direct link be­
tween Is lam and Abraham. The second feast is the Feast of the Breaking 
the Fast at the end of the month of Ramadan. They are the two greatest 
feasts of the year. Before the fast is broken, there is a night belween Lhe 
27th and the 28th day of the month of Ramadan, which is considered to 
be "the Night of Power" (Sura 97). This last night in Ramac;lan is the most 
beaut iful and holiest night of the year. This is when the angels descend 
from God's throne or from God's heaven to the earth, bringing all kinds of 
good th ings, so that peop le, if they w ish for something, may hope that thei r 
wish w il l be fulfil led. There are many Muslims who spend this night awake 
and in prayer. 
Then there is the Feast of Mubammad's Ascension, an event that is alluded 
to in Sura 17, 1: God is said to have taken MulJammad "for a Journey by 
night from the Sacred Mosque to the Farthest Mosque", which is today 
identified with al-Aqsa-Mosque in Jerusalem. From there - the story con­
tinues - ridi ng on a hybrid creature like a horse, he was accompanied by 
Gabriel to heaven, where he was allowed to pass through var ious stages 
of heaven up to the throne of God. There he received the first revelation 
from God, and from then on, Gabriel was entrusted with transmitting God's 
revelat ion. 
Later, further feasts were introduced, among others the Feast of the Prophet's 
Birth, wh ich seems to para llel the Christian feast of Christmas. 

further 
SCHIMM EL Concerning the question of why Friday is 
not a day off in the sense of Sabbath or Sunday, the 
theological implication also plays a part: perhaps God 
does not need to rest. The idea that God created the 

comments on 
understanding 
the Friday prayer 

world in six days, but then took a rest, is definitely alien 
to Islamic feeling. According to Sura 55,29, he is in fact occupied every 
day w ith some new work. If one looks at it from a practical point of v iew, 
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Goitein in one of his essays has pointed out that Friday was chosen as the 
day of worship, because it was the day of the great markets in Mecca and 
Medina. The market lasted until noon, at noon there was the great Friday 
prayer including the sermon, and then the market people went home again 
to their respective vi llages. So the sermon was the culm ination of the mar­
ket and a means of calling together the people assembled there. But the 
specific character of the day has nothing to do with God's resting on the 
day after creation; that would contradict the dynamic Qur'anic concept of 
the ever acting and creating God. 

ZIRKER A key to understanding Ramac;Jan is to appre-
... and Ramac;Jan ciate how much the character of this month is affected 

by the feast ce lebrated on the occasion of the Qur'an's 
coming down in the night of the 27th Ramac;Jan. The night of destiny, "is 
better than a thousand Months. Therein come down the angels[ ... ]" (Qur'an 
97,3 f.). It is the night of inlibration - of the word of God coming to hu­
man kind. 
In Cairo you can experience how this city, in daytime terribly congested, 
lives very differently on the nights of Ramac;Jan . This even extends to shopping: 
the shoe-shops are crowded, the clothes-shops are crowded; then, after the 
night of destiny, the 27th night of Ramac;Jan, children go out in their pink 
dresses, wearing sun-glasses, and with new buckles on their shoes; people 
dress up, and here and there in the streets you find something resembling 
parish fairs with booths, etc. All this is part of Ramac;Jan. It may also be part 
of Ramac;Jan that, three days before the fast, no more inv itations are accepted, 
because one wants to 'meet' Ramac;Jan, as one meets a guest at the airport. 
The fast is a moment for adjusting one's mind to solemnity and meaningfulness. 
WOLBERT It is said that the feasts in the even ings are rather beautiful for 
affluent people, but for the poor less pleasant, because their livel ihood is 
hardly guaranteed. So how do these poor people experience the celebra­
tion of Ramac;Jan? 
SCHIMMEL It is one of the duties connected w ith the celebration of the Ra­
mac;lan that as many people as possible shall be invited for breaking the 
fast. So, basically even the poor should get something. Very many things 
should be covered by hospitality because it is simply a duty to invite peo­
ple one knows and considers to be needy. 
During the fast in European countries there is the added difficu lty that the 
summer days are so long. To begin fasting in the morn ing at 3 a.m. and to 
maintain it until sunset at 10 p.m. can be a real problem. However, there 
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are certain fatwas allowing the fast to be held from the moment the sun 
rises or sets in the nearest Islamic country. This would be Turkey for us and 
Morocco for Spa in, etc. 
There are also arguments here and there that in principle fasting could be 
counter-productive in an industrial society. Thus President Bourguiba in 
Tunisia tried to win over the religious authorities to the view that work for 
the we lfare of the people, even industrial work, is a dj.ihad against poverty; 
fasting is not required in war and one should extend this exemption by 
ca lling useful daily work a war against poverty and hunger. 

• 
SCHMATOVICH How far do Muslims living in the West 

times of prayer fee l bound to keep the fixed t imes of prayer? How can 
they maintain them within the rhythm of life and work 

of modern times? And shou ld this duty to pray several times a day not make 
us Christians rethink our current practice of prayer, when the bells of our 
chu rches no longer ring three times a day and four times on Fridays ca ll­
ing people to pray, and there is a danger that prayer no longer makes any 
mark on the rhythm of our life? 
KHOURY There is no doubt that it is very difficu lt for Muslims to keep the 
times of prayer when they do not live in an Islamic country. But on the other 
hand we must remember that they do not have to enter a mosque in order 
to meet their obligation to pray. Th ey can say the prescribed prayers 
anywhere; they can make any place a place of prayer. The greatest diffi ­
cu lty is the time schedule. The fixed schedule of his/her professional work 
may make it impossible for a Mus li m to keep the fixed times for prayers 
five times a day. 
This is why, according to the genera l legal tradition it is possible, for exam­
ple, to join two prayers together. If a Muslim says his noon prayers between 
noon and 3 p. m., his afternoon prayers between 3 and 6 p. m., his even ing 
prayers between 6 and 9 p. m., his night prayers between 9 p. m. and midnight, 
and his morning prayers at daybreak, he can, if there are acceptable reasons, 
join together two times of prayer, for instance the noon and the afternoon 
prayers. As for places to pray, in Europe it is here and there already the cus­
tom for bigger organizations, to provide special prayer rooms for Muslims. 
It is obviously also necessary, to give adequate guidance to the Islamic com­
munity especially abroad, to advise Muslims on the practical ways for them 
to fu lfi l their religious obligations and help them to do so. 
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W1ssE When one sees Muslims holding prayer beads, 
prayer beads one often wonders whether and what they are really 

praying. They are often ta lking to each other and mov­
ing very qu ickly from one bead to the next. 
K HOURY Orig ina l ly prayer beads had a function sim ilar to that of our 
rosary: they accompanied the prayerfu l rec itation of "the Most Beautiful 
Names" of God (Sura 59,24). Th is is sometimes st i ll the case today; but in 
fact it is often no longer a too l or a help for prayer, but has become some­
thing I ike a past ime. The prayer beads have three times thirty-three beads, 
whose sum is equal to the ninety-n ine most beautiful names of God. The 
one b ig bead recalls the O ne and Only God, who can be invoked by these 
names. 

the Prophet's 
journey to 

heaven and 
prayer 

ELsAs What is the significance of the Prophet Muf:iam­
mad's 'journey to heaven' fo r the Is lamic way of li fe, 
particu larly w ith regard to prayer? 
SCH IMMEL Accord ing to the earliest versions, in the 
mi'radj, the Prophet's ascension to heaven, prayer was 

an issue, and, accord ing to the trad ition most often rece ived by the peo­
ple, it is spec ifical ly li nked with the obligatory dai ly prayers, !ja /at. The 
Prophet is said to have been original ly told that Muslims shou ld pray this 
$a fat fifty ti mes a day, but then, advised by Moses, he kept asking God for 
a reducti on of this number, un ti l God granted him the number five; then, 
however, Mubammad - aga inst the fu rther adv ice of Moses - refused to 
ask for a further red uction. Th is is one of the trad itions connected w ith the 
m i'ragj of the Prophet. 
We very early fi nd the assertion that Gabrie l, the angel of revelation and 
Mul:iammad's guide on his journey to heaven, accompanied the Prophet 
only up to the sic/rat a/-muntaha, the lotus-tree at the fa r border: had he 
gone on, the glory of God would have scorched his wings. This means that 
Gabriel cannot go fu rther than the end of the created un iverse. D irect en­
counter w ith God is only perm itted to the Prophet and also to the disc ip les 
of the Prophet who tread his path. The on ly d ifference, accord ing to class ical 
theo logy, is that Mu l:iammad performed the journey to heaven in his body, 
w hereas the mystic or the Musli m can at best perform that journey to 
heaven in his soul. 
The trad ition also has it that whenever M uhammad longed again to expe­
rience the immediate proximity of God, he asked his muezzin Bi lal ibn 
Rabah: "O Bilal, refresh us w ith the call to prayer." For, in the ritua l prayer, 
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Muhammad fe lt the direct presence of God. Hence one also says: a!j-$alat 
mi'ragj, prayer is a journey to heaven, and this again exp lains the extra­
ordinary importance of prayer fo r the pious Muslim, who should be pres­
ent in hi s prayers with his whole heart. 
For the mystics, the Prophet's journey to heaven became a paradigm for 
their own mystical experience. The journey through heaven and hell has 
also inspired a great number of literary works, so that, like Enrico Cerulli, 
one has to take into account the possibil ity that the stories about the lad­
der to heaven, on which Muhammad approached God, were also known 
in the Mediterra nean area and that it is therefore not out of the question 
that Dante's Divina Commedia is also influenced by it. And up to our own 
times the Prophet's journey has always been a centra l topic in literature 
because, coming back to our starting point, it can best idealize the path 
of the believer's soul. The most beautifu l example of a modern elaborat ion 
of th is topic is lqbal's Persian epic Jav,dnama, published in 1932. 

lived devotion -
and the d ialogue 
between rel igions 

• 
DUPRE Devotion is very strongly influenced by the 
practices of the relig ious tradition in which it is lived. 
But although we may be familiar with our own per­
sonal religious experience through the way it is ex­

pressed, we may also identify an independent dynamic, an independent 
identity, which is distinguishable from what our speci fic tradition con­
tributes to our dai ly devotional practice. Then the question arises of whether 
there is perhaps someth ing like an authentic logic of daily devotion, per­
formed in the context of certa in tradit ions, but which nevertheless suggests 
an ident ity of its own, not dependent on one or other tradition, but ar is­
ing from devotion in itself (however we may define it). If this really is the 
case, we could then retu rn to the various religions indiv idually, in order 
to start someth ing li ke a dialogue between them from this perspecti ve of 
devot ion. 
Z IRKER There is no doubt that, from a Muslim perspective, a barrier would 
be felt aga inst Christian prayers that address God as 'Father'. 
DUPRE It is certa inly also interesting to consider how far believers of one 
tradit ion can partici pate in the re ligious experience of another. However, 
the issue in the origina l question was man's very personal way to God in 
the sense of a longer and a shorter path, as mentioned in the lectu re, a 
gu id ing l ight, emotions dynamically li nked with one another in a way that 
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is fu ll o~ t~nsions, fear and joy. We could also here think of something like 
love as 1t 1~ spoken o~ in ~he Letter to the Corin thians: how the human being 
who practises devotion 1s a creature who accepts his fellow creature, who 
is fr iendly without envy, not proud or boasting, not arrogant, not insisting 
on his own way (d. 1 Cor 13). 

When Pau~ Schebesta on h_is j~urney to Malacca was accompanied by 
three Musl 11ns (as he notes in his diary), one of them was a deeply pious 
man, _the butt ~f the ~ther two's jokes, although he bore them no grudge 
for this, a Muslim believer who simply performed his prayers without as­
suming from this practice that any priv ileges or special treatment were due 
to him, who was reliable, and whose company was a joy to Schebesta _ 
this was an experience of something shown to him by a Muslim, which 
he, Schebesta, could consider a model for his own devotion. 

On the other hand, we may also ask how far the practices of specific tra­
ditions, from the perspective of this practica l experience of l ived faith, can 
~e looked at again in a new light, so that they are no longer just the prac­
tices of my own tradition or the other's tradition, but practices that can be 
evaluated in terms of lived devotion. 

VANONI Does Mr. Dupre perhaps mean the domain of what is 'pre-religious'? 
But should we ·not try to live with and get together wi th the concrete reli­
gions as they in fact exist? What is common certainly exists, the question is 
only whether it is positioned 'before' them? 

devotion in DUPRE Faced w ith the diversity of religions, one fre-
and before the quent reaction is to say that ultimately all rel igions are 
diversity of alike. However, the more we get to know a religious 
religions tradition, the more its difference from the other tradi-

tions emerges. So, on the one hand, the problem of di­
versity in the domain of the religions cannot be overlooked, but does it 
therefore fol low that the assertion that all rel igions are ultimately alike is 
really irrelevant? 

In this context we may consider two areas of concern that display a distinct 
similarity. One similarity is the crimes committed in the name of religion. 
For example, the Malaysians were happy after they became Muslims for 
now they could persecute other communities in good conscience in the 
name of rel igion.5 But Islam cannot be unhesitat ingly criticized for this. In 

.. ' P. Schebesta, Tanah Malayu. Wanderungen und Forschungen in den Oschungeln Malayas. 
Modling, s. a ., p. 62. 
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JI our religious trad itions we have our own history of sinfulness. The other 
:irni larity is to be found precisely in this area of devotion which, as we 
have spoken of it here, is not to be looked for outside the individual reli­
gions, but 'before' them; devotion is something that has to be_ connected 
with 'fides qua' - before 'fides quae', but not independent of 1t. 
This experience of devotion seems to be something that permeates the 
whole history of mankind. We find it in the Islamic tradition as well as in 
the narrations of Buddha and in the other religious traditions. The issue 
here is not an abstract devotion, but a concrete devotion, including fast­
ing as well as prayer, but where it is above all the human being that ma~­
ters - the human being who may, for example, follow all the rules of rel i­
gion and stil l in fact be an offence, oppressing other people, unwilling to 
allow others to live freely alongside him, ' religious' but without the good 
wi l l that is bound to fi nd expression in authentic religion. So it is a ques­
tion of how to live one's actual life in dedication, happiness, fellowsh ip, 
etc. William James6 tried to examine the practical state of religious life in­
dependent of the question of which tradition a person belonged to. One 
can certainly not ignore the cultural context, the specific religion in a par­
ticular person's I ife, but that does not negate the fact that the question he 
raised was itself legitimate and cou ld also be answered in its own way. So 
there are two real it ies - man's personal devotion and the way it is pre­
scribed by a certain rel igion. The question is how can the differentiation 
of these two elements be helpful for the dialogue between rel igions. 

VANONI Here one could perhaps also think of criti-
criticism of cult cism of the cult in the Bible, where for instance in Third 
and religiosity Isaiah we find God saying: "Such fasting as you do 

today w il l not make your voice heard on high." (Is 58:4 f .). This actually is 
not meant as a rejection of fasting, but in the actual situation that is at issue 
here man is to ld by God that fasting is not needed and that other things at 
that moment are more important. It would be interesting to know whether 
there is something like a criticism of cult and religiosity in Islam too wh ich 
points out when religiosity has become degenerate. 
SCHIMMEL In th is context we might perhaps refer to Qur'anic verses that 
indicate that religiosity does not consist in turning th is way or that, but is 
a matter of the heart. There are also repeated declarations in the Qur'an 

• w. James, The Varieties of Relig ious Experience. A Study in Human Nature; being the Gif­
ford lecwres on natural religion delivered at Edinburgh 1901-1902. London etc ., 1902. 
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and the 1-:-lad1th that the true relig ious achievement of man consists in hon­
ouring his parents. This once again brings us back to women. It is related 
that a man came to the Prophet and said: "Prophet of God, what is my 
duty, whom should I honour, whom shou ld I take care of?"Then the Prophet 
said: "Your mother." The man asked a second time, the Prophet answered 
again: "Your mother.'' This was repeated three times and the fourth answer 
was: "Your father.'' This honouring of the mother also seems to be a very 
important characteristic of Is lamic p iety which still makes its very deep 
impress ion on Muslim families, and one may deduce that some unbal­
anced judgements about the Islamic concept of man stem from the fact 
that most resea rchers have been men and as such had no access to fami-
1 ies and did not see what an unbelievably important role the mother plays 
there. We find too in Inda-Muslim famil ies that the mother is c1lways the 
heart of the fam il y. Even if the son were a minister, he would never do any­
thing, go on a journey, etc. without beforehand asking his mother's per­
mission. This should always be kept particularl y in mind, when we consider 
the subject of lived piety. 

women's 
religious duties 

• 
SCHIMMEL With regard to rel igious obligations, women 
have the same ob ligations, mukallaf, as men. Th is is 
not nu lli fied by the fact that she is exempt from carry­

ing out her re l igious obligat ions when she is ritually impure - when she is 
pregnant, after the birth of a ch ild, when she menstruates. Although it is 
certa inly true - as is sometimes sa id in theo logica l d iscuss ion - that at 
times a woman cannot partic ipate in relig ious observance, th is does not 
mean that a w man's value is therefore ultimately less. We may regard th is 
simply as a rather bad form of casuistry. 

d h When women are pious enough they enter paradise ... an er 
just as men do. The story is told of a shrivelled, bleary-
eyed old woman who came to the Prophet and said: 

position in 
paradise 

''Messenger of God, you always speak of the joys of 
parad ise and of the beautifu l young lad ies there; what is going to happen 
w ith us bleary-eyed o ld women, do we also get into parad ise?" The Prophet 
said : "No". Then he looked at her, saw her sorrow, and said: "No, no bleary­
eyed old women get into paradise, because they are all transformed into 
beautifu l young women."Th is is the answer to the question of what women 
do in paradise. 

• 
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KOPECKY What is worldly happiness to the Muslims? 
matters of What are the joys that may bring a Muslim towards 
worl~ly wor ldly happiness? Is it wealth, children, the family? 
happiness KHOURY It is part of Islam's conception of the world 

that this world is not only the place where faith is found and tested, but also 
the place of temporal, initial reward . To the righteous, those who trust in God, 
the Qur'an says: "Whoever works righteousness, man or woman, and has 
Faith, verily, to him will We give a new Life, a life that is good and pure [ ... ] ." 
(Su ra 16,97). This promise will be fulfilled already here on earth, not only in 
the hereafter. God sustai ns this world. The Qur'an again and again speaks of 
the wholesome th ings of this world in which the Muslim shou ld simply in­
dulge gratefully because God has granted them to him: "O ye who believe! 
Make not unlawful the good things which God hath made lawful for you 
[ .. . ]" (Sura 5,90). Since God grants us worldly goods such as wea lth, repu­
tation, fami ly, wife, ch ildren, etc., we may and should be glad about them. 
To Muslim believers, those who do what is good, God promises their por­
tion of wholesome things. In an interesting f:-l adHh Mu~ammad, when asked 
what he likes best in this world, he answers that for him it is women and per­
fumes.7 Another story is about three ascetics standing in front of Mubam­
mad's door who say: "We pray the whole night through, we do not sleep, we 
fast the who le month, we do not marry, etc." All this annoyed Mubammad 
and he said: "Then you are not part of my community."0 

worldly 
happiness and 
the hereafter 

SCHIMMEL The question of the relation between one's 
wor ldly happiness and preparing oneself for the here­
after is not a simp le one in Islam. The Qur'an certainly 
does not preach asceticism; it points to the fact that man 

shou ld indulge in the good things God grants him and take care that the 
earth stays in good order: "Do not misch ief on the earth [ ... ]" (SOra 7,56). 
Since the Qur'an says that everything that is created, including, for exam­
ple, the animals and the boats on the sea, is at the service of man, activity 
in this world is certai nly required - provided man does not forget the here­
after. In the classical period (and this can be seen as a tension between as­
cetical ly oriented mystics and average Musi ims) the average Musi im did not 
like seeing the mystics, especia lly the ascetics, donning patchwork gowns 
and woollen cassocks. Rather he would say: Since God has granted us some-

1 With Nasa'T . 
• With al-BukharT, Muslim, Nasa'T. 
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thing good, we can and should enjoy it, because in this way we prove our 
gratitude. Yet, our hope for the hereafter must not suffer from this. We must 
always bear in mind that the knowledge enjoined upon us, 'ilm, is not the 
knowledge that is necessary fo r our practical li fe, but the knowledge that 
prepares man for the hereafter, i. e., the knowledge about the religious obli­
gations which one shou ld fulfil in one's li fe. 

on the VtRT What happens when we die? There is a lively 
discussion about this question among Christians. Is it 
conceivable for a Muslim that resurrection takes place 
when we die, th at is, the resurrection of the phys ica l 

destination of 
the path 

ex istence of man, meaning the resurrection of the body? 
And does the paradise so beautifully portrayed in the Qur'an in many 
images also have a theologica l meaning? How far is there a conception in 
Islam that paradisiacal perfection is prom ised not only to man or his soul, 
but also to the whole creation into which he is interwoven? And would 
this also imply a responsib i lity for this material wor ld because this earth 
too, and not on ly man, has been given a prom ise? 

resurrection of 
the body 

SCHIMMEL The resurrection of the body is very clearly 
expressed and it is one of the points which most shocked 
the Meccans. The trad ition and the Qur'an repeatedly 

rel ate how strongly they reacted to it: "When we are (actual ly) dust, sha ll 
we indeed then be in a creati on renewed?" (SOra 13,5; cf. 23,35, etc.). In 
al I descr iptions of the resurrect ion, corporea lity is very strong ly empha­
si zed, and the Qu r'an repeatedly says: "God created you out of dust and 
from the sperm of a man; for him it is easy to revive you again as the whole 
person you are." This bodi ly resurrection is in fact one of the great pivots 
of Islamic eschatology. The mystics set their mind against it and the phi los­
ophers even more. For them the resu rrection is simply a matter of the sp irit 
or the soul, in whatever way they expressed it. The idea that, after the res­
urrection, when everything that has frightened us is over, the blessed man 
who now enters paradise will find al l his longings fulfil led there and even 
beautified and improved, and his corporea l ity utterly changed into a 
lum inous and indescribable body is ill ustrated in the above story of the 
Prophet and the shrive lled old woman. 

resurrection at 
death or on Judge­
ment Day only? 
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V1 RT Is resurrection at the time of death an idea ac­
ceptable to Musl ims? 
SCH IMMEL No. The deceased first has to pass through 
a sepulchral rest, or something that corresponds to it. 

In R. Eklund's book Life between Death and Resurrection according to 
/slam (Uppsala, 1941 ), there is a discussion of practically all the possibilities 
suggested in orthodox Islam concerning what may happen to the soul after 
death . In genera l it is believed that th e soul is told about its future fate in 
the grave. Those who w ill be damned live in a narrow, oppressive grave 
w ith scorp ions and snakes, the blessed ones in a spacious garden . The fact 
that they know beforehand what is goi ng to happen to them is shown when 
they appear to their fellow men in dreams, saying: "God forgave me for 
th is or that reason." This is a common theme in hagiography, and also in 
very normal historica l texts. Sleep is one possibility and somnolence another, 
as a way of characterizing the state of the person in the grave. Resurrection 
proper wil l fol low on ly on Judgement Day. Then comes the great confusion, 
when al I arc CcJIJcd from the graves, al I wrapped in their shrouds, and there 
are unbelievab ly dramatic descriptions of this. It is then that judgement is 
passed, not earl ier at the time of death. 
The Qur'an says of the martyrs: "Think not of those who are slain in God's 
way as dead. Nay, they live, findi ng their sustenance in the Presence of their 
Lord" (3,169). Where this is remains open. There are also al l kinds of mytho­
logica l conceptions: that they live for instance in the crop of green b!rds until 
they are finally ca lled at the resurrection and take on their true shape. 
As for the other question of whether the whole earth is included in the resu r­
rection from the dead - although it is a fascinating idea, did the theo logians 
pursue it? We may look at poetry, where the blossoms, the trees and everything 
l iving here on earth, including the ani mals, are seen as illustrating the resur­
rection: spring is basica lly resurrection. And then we may well be able to 
say: if the earth is seen as illustrating the resurrection, we may perhaps assume 
that the descriptions of parad ise imply the spiritualization and sublimation 
of what is worldly. But it is questionab le whether there have been fundamental 
theological treatises on this topi c. 

+ 

on the time 
between the 
first and the final 
judgement 

W1ssE Today we often speak of an end-of-the-world 
eschatology, which for every individua l begins in fact 
w ith their death; w hat happens in this interval, ac­
cord ing to Muslim belief? In Christian theology today 
we no longer necessar ily distinguish between a par­

ticular j udgement which happens for every individual at their own death 
and a genera l judgement on Judgement Day. Are sim ilar distinctions made 
in the Islamic tradition? 
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KHOURY As we have already said, there are in the Qur'anic tradition, within 
the framework of an end-of-the-world eschatology, the following general 
conceptions: immediately after death there fo l lows a first intermediate judge­

ment which, however, does not yet take man to hell or parad ise (with the 
exception of the martyrs and outstanding persons such as Jesus, who may 
go immediately to paradise). When the human being dies and is buried, this 
first judgement takes place at his grave or in his grave, when the ange ls come 

to him/her, asking four questions: Who is your God? Who is your prophet? 
What is your religion ?, and: In which direction do you face to pray? If he/she 

was a good Muslim, he/she wil l know the right answers: God is my God, 

Muhammad my Prophet, my religion is Islam and the direction of my prayers 
is towards Mecca. If he/she knows this, then his/her sou I is guided by the an­
gels who perform this intermediate j udgement some part of the way towards 
heaven, or to the door of heaven. Then the door of heaven opens a crack, 

and he/she sees the light of God, the light of paradise; then he/she knows, 
and becomes a calm soul, who is sure, w ho knows that he/she is destined 
for parad ise. Then the soul returns and fa lls into a profound sleep, lasti ng 
unti l Judgement Day. 

If the human being does not know any ri ght answer, this is a sign that he/she 
was a very bad Muslim or an unbel iever; then, while still in the grave, he/she 
is tormented with heavy blows on the back, as a foretaste of what awaits 
him/her later in hell. As with the believers, his/her sou l rests until Resur­
rection Day. This explains an act of piety in the Islamic world - the custom 
of whispering continuously into the ears of those who are dying the four an­

swers: God, MulJammad, Islam, Mecca; so that the person who is about to 
die does not forget them because of the shock of the horrors of death, be­
cause they are indeed decisive for hi s eternal salvation or ruin. There is also 
a p ious custom of visiting the grave after the funera l and whispering to the 
deceased these four answers once again at his/her grave. 

As for the time after death: how ca n this be measured? Does it make much 
sense here to develop theories which nobody understands? Does it rea lly 

make any sense to speak in our language, which is part of our t ime, about 
something that l ies beyond time? 

the expectation of 
an imminent Day 

of Judgement 
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• 
l<AHLERT The Qur'anic proclamation took place against 
the background of the expectation of an imminent final 

judgement. Was the delay of this early parous ia not con­
ducive to a crisis in Is lam, as happened in Christianity? 

SCHIMMEL The expectation of an imminent Day of Judgement certainly ex­
isted, as is shown in the formu la: 'It may be tomorrow.' In the language of 

literature, 'tomorrow' has also been coined as a term for the Last Judge­
ment; and 'yesterday' stands for the day of the pr imordia l covenant. Man 
lives in his ephemeral existence between yesterday and tomorrow. He bears 
the imprint of the divine word spoken to him 'yesterday', which obliges 
him to acknowledge God and 'tomorrow' he will render account for it. As 
for the absence of the parousia, it may be that the question of its delay was 

raised, but there were no great specu lations about it. If we take the Qur'an 
as the word of God and it says that it wil l happen soon, 'soon' may be in 

a thousand years, according to divine chronology, while according to human 
ch ronology, it may be tomorrow. Here we have to fol low two d ifferent con­
ceptions of time. 

is resurrection of 

the dead 
possible at all? 

• 
ZIRKER Objections to the Qur'anic declaration of a res­
urrect ion of the dead were not caused by any lack of lin­
guisti c clarity as to what it might mean, but by a rejection 
of its content: w hat is being said here? Can th is really 

be? It would in fact assume that our bones rise again from the grave. Dead 

is dead. Muhammad meets this crit ical attitude by using the language of 
metaphors: he uses for instance the picture of spring, life re-awakeni ng from 
the earth; should not a God, who makes the grass grow in this way, be able 

to raise your bones from the grave? (cf. Sora 41,39). So it was obviously not 
a semantic prob lem but rather the question: is this really true? 

transformation 
of man 

in paradise? 

+ 

On According to the Islamic faith, is man trans­
formed after he ends his earthly journey, as it is ex­
pressed for instance in 1 Car 15:35 ff. - a change to 
his body and also of his being? 

KHOURY Not in the sense that man in the hereafter will be radically differ­
ent from what he was in this world . In some respects, however, his condi­

tion will change: primaril y, people need have no fear any longer, as the Qur'an 
frequently says (Sura 2,38.62. 11 2.262, etc..). Muslims are sure of God's benev­

olence and can enjoy it. Human existence is fulfilled, but no change wi l l 
take place in the sense that the. body will suddenly be of a different kind, 
with completely different qualities . In the Qur'an, however, there are allu­
sions that open up new horizons to theological reflexion, for the Qur'an says 
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that in parad ise God wil l give man a share of his bl iss and of his grace and 
"more (than in measure)! " (Sura ·10,26), without going into deta il as to what 
th is 'more' w ill cons ist of. So even fo r the Islamic faith, heaven is not a mere 
refl ect ion of what we have here on earth. 

vision of God 
in paradise? 

Some theologians have said that the peop le who are 
saved do not see God in paradise - their eyes are turned 
towards Goel, but they cannot reach him. But for the 

Ash'arTs th is 'more' means that God will make the vision of his being possible, 
whenever he w il ls and to whom he wills. Nevertheless th is w il l not be the 
very essence of parad ise, as in Christian theo logy where 'heaven' means liv­
ing near God, in friendship wi th him, and see ing him. Unlike the language 
of classica l theology which does not speak of the vision of God, there is in 
the language of mysticism, as Mrs. Schimmel has explained, the expression 
the 'journey in God', fo r instance, wh ich begins where man attains God. 
HORN Generally, the Islamic conception of paradise is expressed in such 
a way that it makes no reference to a real vision of God. However, among 
the source texts for the work of Mircea Eliade on Geschichte der religiosen 
ldeen, there is a text where the vision of God is mentioned.9 So the question 
arises of whether the vision of God was al ready spoken of by Mu~ammad 
or is onl y a development of the later tradi tion and of Islam ic mysti cism. 
SCH IMMEL It is understandable that the issue of the vision of God has been 
much discussed. There are theo logical schools which completely reject 
this poss ibili ty; in others one can in fact find the idea that the appearance 
of God is poss ible from t ime to time and that then man may see him. In 
his book Islam and the Destiny of Man' 0, Charl es LeGai Eaton presents an 
astonish ingly concrete descripti on of parad ise in wh ich the idea of the vi­
sion of God also plays a role, and one has the feeli ng that fo r a short time 
- as if the TV were turned on fo r a moment- one may sometimes see God. 
In th e trad it iona l interpretati on, this idea of the vis ion of God plays no spe­
c ial rol e, and certain ly not a central one. 
In Is lamic mystic ism it is different. For the mystics the vis ion of God, the 
divine beloved, is an indispensable necessity in parad ise. Why shou ld they 
busy themselves with all those superfic ial things li ke /:, uri"s, wine, etc.?The 
real point is the sm ile of the d ivi ne beloved and it is around this idea that 
the who le corpus of mystica l poetry and li teratu re emerged. 

' M. Eliade, Geschichte der religiosen ldeen. Vo l. Quellentexte, transl. and ed . by G. 
Lanczkowski. Freiburg etc., ·1981, p. 304. 

1° Ch. LeGai Eaton, Islam and the Destiny of Man . Albany N.Y., 1985. 
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So there are the var ious stages - from complete rejection by the Mu'tazila, 
to the poss ibility of seeing now and then, and up to the assumption that 
the fu II and rea l meaning of parad ise is to be ab le to see the divine beloved 
in his who le, indescribable beauty. 
Moreover, there is the idea that paradise cannot of course consist in a 
'static' state of happiness, but is eternal li fe - a life that takes man more 
and more deeply into the infinite depths of God, which for man means a 
journey w ithout an end. This is how Iqbal has expressed it in our time. Of 
course this concept ion had already been expressed by the early Islamic 
thinkers in mysticism; Iqba l just translated it into the language of philosophy 
- thus eterna l I ife becomes a rea l li fe, including activity and also a I ittle suf­
fer ing. Tor Andrae formulated it qu ite sim ilarly in his book Die /etzten 
Oinge (German by H. H . Schaeder). Leipzig, 1940. 
And since the Qur'an also speaks of different sorts of paradise, different 
gardens, gj.annat (pl. ), and different degrees of bliss, people thought that 
one had to distinguish between different stages in paradise. lbn 'ArabT, and 
following him other mystics, like lbrahTm HaqqT Erzerumlu in the 18th 
centu ry, actual ly drew diagrams of parad ise, whi ch state precise ly at which 
stage this or that person is to be found on the basis of his individua l dig­
nity and worthiness. Such attempts can still be found in some popu lar 
books on Islamic mysticism even today. 

HORN How fa r does one have to distinguish between 
union with God? v ision of God and union with God? 

Z IRKER In the Qur'an and in normative theology, union 
with God is generally not mentioned; popu lar religiosity is also much more 
cautious. However, vision of God for the eschatological community in paradise 
means that God someti mes allows himself to be seen or sets aside his glory. 
It is re levant in this context that the righteous are occasional ly, after their 
death, counted among those who are brought nearer, among those who 
are "Nearest (to God)" ( Sura 83,21 ). 
SCHIMMEL ''The Nearest", the muqarrabiJn, are first of all a certain cate­
gory of angels . On th e human level, the term may refer to p ious people 
who, by a special grace granted by God, were brought closer and so be­
came advanced in myst icism. 

intercession 
of Mubammad 
and the saints? 

DUPRE Is the intercession of Mubammad referred to in 
the Islamic trad ition ? And if so, how is it to be assessed? 
Z IRKER In fact, not only the intercession of Mubam­
mad, but also that of the many saints, plays an impor-
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tant role in the re ligious life of Muslims. However, this belief is also se­
verely criticized by var ious schools. Thus, in the 1920s, there was almost 
a rebellion in the Is lamic world because the str ict WahhabTs, who were in 
power in Saudi-Arabia and were thus also respons ible for taking care of 
the ho ly places, said that it wou ld not be in keeping with Islamic fa ith to 
have in the area around Mecca and Medina so many graves of saints which 
were visited by the believers. The graves were levelled - and other parts 
of the Islamic wor ld were angry about this. Both approaches are Islamic. 
In North Afr ica, from Egypt to Morocco, visit ing the graves of saints in order 
to ask fo r the sa ints' intercession p lays a major role. And yet it has always 
to be taken into account that nobody may intercede with God, unless by 
his perm ission. Since th is implies an attempt at approaching God, and 
since in the Qur'an this is always linked with the suspicion of tending 
towards association, the who le matter remains very ambiguous. 
. . . 1 SCHIMMEL Although accord ing to Sura 2,255, "Who is 
intercession w 1t1 . . . 
h . . f there can intercede in His presence except as He per-

t e perm1ss1on o . h"". · I · ·b i th 
d I mlttet 1 1ntercess1on seems a most 1mposs1 e, e prac-

Go a one . f k. f . d f I . . I d I d t1ce o as mg or 1t an o re y111g on 1t 1as eve ope 
very strong ly in the trad ition of Is lam ic devotion. It is not only part of normal 
devotion to trust in Mul:iammad's intercession, shafa'a, and to ask for it agai n 
and again, and it is not only praised in innumerable poems and experienced 
by si nners as a source of hope. Beyond that, accord ing to popular faith al l 
the good deeds a man has done wi ll as it were appear person ified at the 
Judgement and bear w itness for him - be it the Qur'an, which wil l then say: 
this man or .this woman has quoted me often, forgive him or her; or the 
mosque in which he or she has said the commun ity prayers, wh ich wi ll ap­
pear as a ship of sa lvation or as a camel, in order to carry this or that ind i­
vidual across the br idge; or.the alms levy- all th is is personified according 
to popular fai th and can then intercede fo r the Muslim. It is a very colou rful 
portrayal, and it is anyth ing but easy to derive this popu lar moti f of interces­
sion from the Qur'an. Mubammad's intercession, h0wever, is a very central 
topic in a somewhat later Islamic theology, and once again the commu ni ­
tarian character of faith fi nds a very beautiful express ion; fo r Mubammad 
does not say : ' I' or ' the sinner' , but the community of Islamic fa ith in toto 
w il l be saved. Moreover, the trad ition of intercession is sometimes also fou nd 
in the context of the Prophet's journey to heaven. 
There is actually no mention of intercession by other prophets, and it is 
even hard to imagine it, if we recall that, according to the words of the tra-
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dition of the shafa'a already quoted, everyone, including the Pr9phet1 and 
including, as it says literally, innocent Jesus, will say: " I myself, I myself 
want to be saved", and Mubammad alone says: '' ummatT, my community 
shall be saved" . Th is seems rather to exclude the intercession of other 
prophets. 
KHOURY Another aspect of this subject is that, w ith the permission of 
Goel, the angels may intercede too . Furthermore, fo llowing Su ra 3,45, 
where it says that Jesus will be one "of (the company of) those nearest to 
God", some theologians, especiall y the Qur'an commentators, hold that, 
of all the prophets, Jesus wi ll also receive perm issi on to intercede, and is 
counted among the group of those who may do th is. 
Here the suggestion is that, having regard to all the elements within the 
general stream of the Islamic tradition, it seems to be important to distin­
gu ish very clear ly between three leve ls: the level of popular devotion, the 
level of mystical ideas and specu lations, and the level of classical theol­
ogy. Every cons iderat ion of Is lamic tradition must be clear about which of 
these it is concerned with. 
SCHIMMEL The reference to Sura 3 is very welcome indeed and enriches 
the perspectives that have to be kept in mind when we deal w ith these 
questions. Furthermore, we must underline the necessity to distinguish be­
tween the three levels mentioned. My own statements, as is well known, 
main ly refer to the two levels of popular devotion and the mystical tradi­
ti on and not so much w ith the leve l of classi cal theo logy. 

are paradise 
and hell eternal 
or transitory? 

+ 

SCHIMMEL On a question of existential importance to 
the believer -whether parad ise and hell are eternal or 
transitory, the Qur'an makes very d ifferent assertions. 
Orthodoxy and the Mu'tazila maintain the eternity of 

punishment in hell since they conceive of it as the expression of God's 
just ice. 
But th is is opposed to what is sa id in the Qur'an (Sura 11,107 f.) : "They will 
dwell therein for all the time[ ... ] except as thy Lord wil leth [. .. ]". And some 
hold the opinion that th is would contradict an etern ity of punishment in hell. 
Thus, peop le li ke al-QastallanT (cl. 151 7), but many mystical thinkers before 
him too, pointed to the assertion made twice in the Qur'an that "everything 
(that exists) will per ish except His own Face" (Sura 28,88; d. 55,26 f.). This 
would mean that paradise and hell, which are in fact created things, will 
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also pass away one day and God as the One, as he has been since eternity, 
w ill abide for ever, again without any trace of the creation. On the basis of 
the mystical tradition, this is indeed very easy to understand, if we say that 
the creation is something that has emerged from God by means of His names, 
whose existence is therefore only contingent; and which, in a certain sense, 
is therefore not real at all, but only indicates the power and might of God. 
Then we also understand that God may perhaps one day withdraw this breath 
through wh ich the creative names are working- and then everything wou ld 
again be as it was before time began. It is understandable that the mystics 
were of the opin ion that such a point in time could in fact come, and in 
many later texts by pious people, especial ly in mystical poetry, one repeatedly 
finds the idea that the conceptions of heaven and hell are leitmotifs only, 
which will ultimately pass away so that God alone remains, although as leit­

motifs they may perhaps be necessary. 

hel l as a means 
of educati ng 
people 

about hell. 

• 
VANONI In the Christian tradition, hel l has also fre-
quently been a means to educate people and the ques­
tion arises of whether it is this that rea lly suggests the 
inherent reason why we as Christians have to speak 

ZIRKER Hell as a means of educating whom - adu lts or children? There 
can be no doubt that to speak about hel l is a severe and threatening ad­
monishment. For adults it is of course also a dark and sombre, as well as 
a colourfu l and striking, means of educating people. There is, however, a 
great difference between adults being threatened with it and young peo­
ple or even small children being warned by their parents 'to be good and 

obedient' for fear of hell. 
SCHIMMEL On the question of the extent to which chi ldren were threat­
ened with hel l, we would have to read a few early Islamic books for chi l­
dren, and also a l iterary genre called muqaddimat a$-$alat. This, at least in 
the eastern part of the Islamic world, consists of rhyming catechisms, in 
which all the rel igious questions are listed in a very simple manner. This 
l iterature is known from Afghanistan, Sind and Bengal, where it is a liter­
ary category of its own, about which there is unfortunately hardly any re­
search. Hell is of course included because resurrect ion, fire and paradise 
are presented as realities. So probably chi ldren were told about them. 

• 
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VANONI In how far is the concept of hell really a bur­
den to the Muslim? What is its status in the context of 
his faith? 

the terrible im­
ages of hel l and 
their status 

ZIRKER First, it is striking to the reader of the Qur'an 
that the strength and diversity of the metaphors are much more powerful 
in the Qur'an than in the Bible. Just as the sensual plenitude of paradise is 
unfolded, so too hell is portrayed in awful pictures where the frightening 
and painful are presented just as dramatically as the revolting and nause­
ating. Possibly, but without absolute proof, Dante's Divina Commedia was 
influenced by this metaphorical language. In the tradition of Islam, how­
ever, internal theological criticism of these assertions is not absent. Thus al ­
GhazzalT reflected on paradise, and how far these are just weak metaphors 
of the bl iss and happiness that await us there - and similarly concerning 
hell - asking himself about the function of these metaphors: do the pains 
of hell simply consist in the punishments God ordains for the wicked deeds 
of people, or is it here a matter of the evil the sinner inflicts upon himself 
through his evil deeds. 

• 
hel l and the 
devil 

W1ssE In the question concerning the destinat ion of 
man's path, according to the Islamic understanding, 
especially concerning the concept of hell, to what ex­

tent does this also concern the devil? 
KHOURY In Islam there is not only the devil. The Qur'an speaks of three 
kinds of invisible creatures, and, at the end of Sora 2, where Islamic be­
liefs are listed, even the angels are mentioned: " [ ... ] Each one (of them) 
believeth in God, His angels, His books, and His apostles. [ .. . ]" (v. 285). 
God's angels include three groups: 
Firstly, the angels who serve God, who have the same function as the an­
gels in the Old and New Testaments; among these Gabriel is the most im­
portant. 
Then there are those angels who refused to obey the command of God 
and prostrate themselves before Adam. Of these counter-angels, lblTs, Satan, 
is the leader. He was expelled from paradise together w ith his followers 
and swore to God: "I w i ll lie in wait for them [ ... ]: Then will I assau lt them 
from before them and behind them, from their right and their left: [ ... ]" 
(SClra 7, 16 f.). With that lblTs became the enemy of God and of humans, 
and the Qur'an warns again and again: "[ ... ] do not fo llow the footsteps 
of the Evi l One, for he is to you an avowed enemy." (2,168.208, etc.). 
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Fina ll y, the th ird category of such creatures, the d).inn must be mentioned. 
They are comp lex creatures: they have a subtle corporeal ity and are invisible 
to our eyes. They are creatures who multiply like man; thei r offspring are in 
need of salvation and dependent on hearing the Qur'an. Some of them have 
already heard the Qur'an in primordial times and then handed it on. 
Many popular devotiona l concepts taken from Jewish and Chri st ian legends, 
which became mixed with concepts from ancient Arab legends have become 
integrated into the developed interpretation of these beings. There are also 
many specu lations about the materia l from which these creatures are made: 
as man is made out of clay, the angels are made out of light, the devils out 
of f ire and the d).inn as comp lex creatures out of fi re and smoke. 

universa l 
reconciliat ion? 

• 
On In Islam the possib i lity of universal reconci lia­
tion seems to be considered. The fact that hel l is not 
cons idered by all to be eterna l seems to speak in favour 

of this. How is this quest ion actual ly to be assessed? 
LEUZE Was th e lectu re not concerned rather to say that hel I and paradise 
are transient, than w ith the idea of universal reconcil iation? And wou ld 
this mean that it is assumed by certain theologians and mystics that man 
does not atta in an immortality of any kind, but, just as he began to exist, 
will vanish aga in - whether in parad ise or in hel l? This wou ld be a very 
interesti ng idea, because then, in the natu re of things1 there would be a 
return towards nothingness, as we find in the early assertions of the O ld 
Testament, where it also says that man does not l ive forever, but only God 
can claim etern ity. 
KHOURY In Islam there is no idea of a universal reconci l iation in the com­
prehensive sense that in the end everything is reconciled with God. There 
is, however - not in the Qur'an, but in the Islamic tradition - a reconci li­
at ion of all Muslims w ith God. If they have mainta ined their faith until they 
d ie, all Muslims atta in paradi se because of thei r faith and Mubammad's 
intercess ion; for the Prophet wi l l be given permission by God to intercede 
for all Muslim believers. Th is conception is based on the HadTth. Thus there 
is the story that Mubammad one day strugg les against the angel Gabriel; 
they make a lot of noise, but fina l ly the Prophet comes out with the message 
that nobody who believes in God wi l l go to hell. One of the Companions 
of the Prophet then asks whether he should not run to br ing people the 
good tidings. Mubammad rejects this on the grounds that they wou ld then 
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re ly on it. 11 The good tid ings shou ld not keep humans from being pious 
and fulfi lling their ob ligations towards God. In this sense the idea has been 
accepted by Is lam ic theology. 
The idea that in the end hell and paradise will completely disappear is 
rather a mystica l specu lation than a theological statement. It is a kind of 
inference on the basis of the Qur'an ic statement: that "everything (that ex­
ists) will perish except His own Face" (SOra 28,88). However, does this 
also include the hereafter? In the Qur'an obviously not. M aybe in modern 
times some Muslim theologians are trying to th ink in this direction . 

• 
W1ssE In the hereafter, Christi anity knows of a stage 
of pu ri f ication, in the language of school-catechism: 
purgatory. Is there a simil ar concept in Islam or is this 
w hat is meant by the 'non-eternal hell'? 

stage of 
purification 
(purgatory) 
also in Islam? 

KHOURY In the strict sense of the word, there is prob­
ably no purgatory in the Is lamic faith, in the sense of a p lace of purifica­
tion on man's path towards paradise. There is only hell, a place of painful 
punishment for people who did not keep the commandments of God. As 
such this hell would be eterna l. But since God takes the Muslim believer 
into specia l consi derat ion and, with God's permission, the be liever is 
granted M ubammad's intercession, for the Muslim it becomes a hell ' for 
the ti me being' . Perhaps this could in a certain way be seen as paral lel to 
purgatory. 

resurrection of 
man and the 
immortality of 
the soul 

KAHLERT How far is a remnant of the idea of immorta l-
ity in the Platonic sense contained in the Islamic dis­
course about the 'sou l', or how does it conceive of the 
soul? What is the relat ion between the hope of being 
ra ised from the dead and the idea of immortality? 

SCHIMMEL Insofar as the question is one of a purely philosophica l nature, 
it would have to be dealt w ith on the level of philosophy. In any case, ac­
cordi ng to the general view, man as a whole is ra ised from the dead. The 
idea that only the soul survives, or philosophical conceptions that on ly the 
soul which is completely deve loped fu ll y atta ins immortality, are to be 
fou nd among the philosophers. Normal religion hardly knows of it. 
For the mystics, bodily resurrect ion is not of such a central importance. In 

11 With al-Bukhari, Musl im, at-Tirm itlhT. 
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mysticism, the issue is rather an experience of the soul which is then given 
a share of the divine presence. We can see from Sora 89,27 f., where the 
soul is addressed: "[ ... ] 'O (thou) soul, in (complete) rest and satisfaction! 
Come back thou to thy Lord, - well pleased (thyself), and well-pleasing 
unto Him!" that the soul is actually always the main reality which is called 
back to God - although the body is also mentioned again and again. For 
most interpreters of mystic devotion this refers to the soul which, on its 
way towards God, starts out as nafs ammara, the soul which prompts to 
doing evil, becomes nafs lawwama, the reproaching soul, and finally, by 
remembering God in mind and heart, becomes nafs mutma'inna, the soul 
in peace, who is called back to God. 
If one is a mystical interpreter, one may of course understand this as mean­
ing that it is only the soul which is called back here and that the body is 
left behind like a garment. There is a very beautiful verse by ROmT, whose 
words speak here for many others, which says: 

"Death is a man, thus he may come -
I will draw him close to my chest! 
He will receive from me a garment, one of many colours -
I wi ll receive from him a soul without any colours." 

This suggests that death does not lead towards a resurrection in the body, 
a resurrection of the flesh, but clears the way for casting off the familiar 
garment of the body, so that finally one has nothing to do with it any longer. 
This idea that it is the sou l that goes on living and will live for ever is to be 
found frequently in similar passages. The soul is like Jesus, one can often 
hear ROmT say, and the body is like the donkey on which Jesus rode, but 
which, when Jesus was elevated into heaven, remained down on earth. So 
it is w ith man - the donkey-body remains, and Jesus, the soul, ascends to 
heavenly glory. This metaphor which is to be found in ROmT and other poets 
and mystics, expresses a widespread hope or a widespread faith, although 
it goes against, or at least does not conform w ith, the bodily resurrection 
as declared in the Qur'an. 
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Polytheists, Jews and Christians 

AdelTheodorKhoury 

Faith is the core of Islam, the bond between the religious and political unity 
of the Islamic society and the foundation that makes Muslims "but a single 
Brotherhood" (Qur'an 49, 10; cf. 9,71 ).1 

Moreover, in Islam faith is also the basis of M uslims' ful l social and cul­
tural status. Islamic law decrees different attitudes towards non-Muslims 
depending on whether they are unbelievers or followers of a different faith 
(like Jews or Christians). 

1 . War or peace?2 

1.1 The classical doctrine 

The classical legal system of Islam, according to Shafi 'T, divides the world 
into two territories: the territory of Islam, dar al-is/am, and the territory of 
war, dar al-1:,arb. The territory of Islam is God's Kingdom, the realm of peace 
in which there is the rule of Islamic law and the social order and political 
structure ordained by Islam. The territory of the non-Muslims is in princi­
ple called the territory of war. In this territory there is the rule of the law 
of unbelievers and non-Muslims which contradicts the ordinances of the 
divine law on some, even many, points. Muslims have a duty to defend 
their own territory against attack by enemies and they have also actively 
to engage in gaining control for the law of God and causing the rights of 

God to be exercised. 
When an Islamic territory has to defend itself against a massive attack 

1 On the thoughts presented here d. the fol lowing references: A. Th. Khoury, "Frieden, Tole­
ranz und universale Solidaritat in der Sicht des !slams" , in: H. Althaus (ed.), Christentum, Islam 
und Hinduismus vor den groBen Weltproblemen. Altenberge, 1988, pp. 50-79; id ., Christen 
unterm Halbmond. Religiose Minderheiten unter der Herrschaft des /slams. Frei burg etc., 1994; 
T. Nagel, Staal und Claubensgemeinschaft im Islam . Ceschichte der po l itischen Ord­
nungsvorstellungen im Islam. 2 vols. Zurich, 1981 ; W. M. Watt, M uhammad at Medina. Ox­
ford, 1956. 

2 M. Khadduri, War and Peace in the Law of Islam. Baltimore, ' 1979; A. Th. Khoury, Was 
sagt der Koran zum Heiligen Krieg? {GTB; 789). Gutersloh, 1991 ; A. Noth, Heiliger Krieg und 
heiliger Kampf in Islam und Christentum. Bonn, 1966; R. Steinweg {ed.), Der gerechte Krieg: 
Christentum, Islam, Marxismus. Frankfurt/M., 1980; A. Waas, "Der Heilige Krieg im Islam und 
Christentum inVergangenheit und Gegenwart", in Die Weltals Ceschichte 19 (1959) 21 1-225 . 
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by its enemies, all Muslims are called to f ight to protect it and thus take 
up God's cause. In less dramatic situations it is assumed that the obliga­
tion to f ight lies with the state and the community themselves and that this 
obligation is met when at least in some place, somewhere in the world, 
efforts are made to extend Islam's sphere of dominance. 

This duty of the community is on-going. Essentially, being active in the 
cause of Islam comes to an end only when al l people have accepted be­
lief in God or have even become converts to Islam. The final target of the 
fight "in the cause of God", as the Qur'an expresses it (for example Sura 
2, 190), is only attained when the territory of the enemies is annexed to the 
terri tory of Islam, when unbelief is fina lly eradicated, and when non-Mus­
lims have submitted to the sovereignty of Islam. As long as the sovereignty 
of Islam does not encompass the whole world, the engagement, djihad, 
continues; it has to be performed either by means of mil itary action or by 
means of political activity or in some other way. 

Peace, according to the intention of Islamic law, is the f inal stage to be 
attained in the confli ct between the Islamic state and non-Muslim commu­
nities, for Holy War is waged so that all humans can live in peace and fear 
of God as Musl ims, or at least in to lerated enclaves as protected citizens, 
dhimm1s, within the borders and under the supremacy of the Islamic state. 
Peace is only atta ined and considered to be established, when the borders 
of the Islamic state extend throughout the world so that there is only one 
state: the Islamic state. As long as th is target is not reached, the Islamic state 
of God lives in a constant state of confl ict with non-Islamic states; its rela­
t ions with foreign countries remain those of a legal controversy. However, 
this state of affairs does not mean that Islam is constantly fighting against 
non-Muslims or has to wage a permanent war against foreign peoples. Nor 
does it mean that an Islamic state may not enter into relations of some kind 
with them. Treaties and pacts may be concluded, agreements made, and 
cultural and economic relations may be initiated and cu ltivated. But in the 
view of Islam's class ical system of law, these contacts and relations in no 
way include an acknowledgment of the legiti rnacy of foreign states. Initiating 
such relations simply recognizes the fact that even in non-Islamic states, as 
long as they exist, a certain authority and a certain social and politica l order 
are necessary. So cognizance is taken of the existing authority, the accepted 
social order, and the institutions of the state and it is acceptable to establish 
contacts w ith the various governments in the interest of Musl ims and to agree 
for the time being upon peaceful relations. 
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However, these peaceful relations do not rescind the fundamental di­
vision of the world into a 'territory of Islam' and a 'territory of war' . As long 
as the time of peace lasts, jurists cal I the territory of war 'territory of peace' 
or 'territory of treaty', but the emphasis is on the fact that the acceptabil­
ity of treaties that may be concluded and periods of peace that may be 
agreed upon does not mean that the status of non-Islamic countries is the 
same as that of the Islamic state. Temporary and limited periods of peace 
are on ly a break along the way towards the islamization of the whole world. 
This target, however, is hard to reach and has to remain a pious hope in 
day-to-day practice, and one has to proceed from the fact that normal ly 
'Holy War' in its active expression becomes a dormant duty, as it were not 
positively activated and fulfilled. But the theoretical aim remains and con­
fronts actual practice again and again w ith the ideal state and target. 

The conceptions of classical Islamic law w ith regard to 'Holy War' can 

be summarized as fol lows: 
Peace is the situation of internal order in the state when it is ru led in ac­

cordance w ith the laws of God and grants no free space to unbelievers, 
apostates, rebels and simi lar groups that may endanger its existence, but 
eradicates or converts them. Externally, peace means the ultimate state 
which is reached after victory is won and non-Muslim communities are 
overthrown, so that only the Islamic state remains, except that followers 
of a revealed rel igion which is acknowledged by Islam or possesses holy 
scriptures, have the legal status of citizens protected by Islam. Thus the 
pol itical commun ity of the Muslims (called umma) fulfils its task of up­
holding and maintaining the rights of God and of safeguarding the rights 
of man ordained in accordance with the rights of God. 

1 .2 gjihad today 

The opin ions held within Islam today concern inggjihad, striving in the in­
terest of Islam and Holy War, its targets and fundamental intention, differ 

on many points. 
The strict traditionalists and fundamentalists of contemporary Islam, who 

are clearly gaining more and more influence, support the classical Islamic 
legal view as it was developed in the Middle Ages. They state that Islam 
calls all human beings to accept the Islamic faith, either by means of per­
suasion or, if they refuse, by means of the sword. This engagement attains 
its object when all non-Musl ims become followers of Islam or submit to 
it as protected citizens. gjihad is thus a commitment to promote Islam, and 
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extend its rule in the world. If the Islamic world is attacked by its enemies 
it becomes the duty of every Muslim believer to fight for Islam. But Ifj.ihad 
is not by nature only a defensive war: it can and must also be waged pre­
ventively or offensively, for, in its true intention, this commitment is the in­
strument of worldwide revolution which wil l help Islam attain absolute 
rule in the world (cf. Suras 2,193; 9,33; 61,9; 48,28). Intervals of rest for 
rearmament and to prepare the next attack, armistices in times of weak­
ness, and limited peace treaties w ith non-Muslims are to be understood 
as intermezzos only. 

The fundamentalists of Islam today cannot reconci le themselves to ac­
cept religious plura lism and make do with the diversity of po litical and so­
cial orders. The earth wi ll be cleansed of unbelief, the word of God alone 
will be the victor - such have been the slogans since in the Middle Ages. 

Apart from the fundamentalists, there are in Islam a considerable num­
ber of thinkers and jurists who emphasize that the Qur'an holds a far more 
differentiated position on the question of Holy War and engagement for 
Islam. In the context of contemporary international relations and in view 
of current conditions in Islam ic countries themselves, we must stress that 
Islam primarily engages in promoting peace. This was already understood 
by the authors of the c lassical period, when they emphas ized the moral, 
spiri tual, social and mission-oriented aspects of Iijihad. At that t ime they 
ca lled war the 'smal I struggle'. The 'great struggle' was sa id to be of a spir­
itual nature and to consist of a threefold effort: the struggle of the heart, 
i. e., the dai ly str iving for true faith and more faithful obed ience; the strug­
gle of the tongue, i. e., encouraging good peop le and reproaching evil 
doers; fina lly the struggle of the hand, i. e., in community service and in 
social chari ty. U ltimately peaceful proclamation and miss ionary activity 
w ill be an excellent means of spreadi ng Islam in the world. 

And above al l it is express ly stated in the Qur'an that peace is the ac­
tual goa l of Iijihad(cf. Suras4,90.94; 8,61). 

There are circumstances, however, wh ich make war inevitable or at least 
advisab le. Legitimate, just war by Muslims may then only take place 'i n 
the way of God'. That is, it must not be an expansionist enterpri se or waged 
to take revenge or for the sake of spoil s. Modern authors have mentioned 
various reasons which, in their view, would make a war into a j ust war for 
Musli ms. 

These reasons can be summed up in two. Fi rstly, Islam should reta liate 
against attacks and incursions by enemies, no matter whether these hos-
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tilities are expressed in a mi litary campaign (cf. Sura 2,190) or in the break­
ing of agreements and contracts (cf. Sura 9, 12) or in planning an attack 
against Musl ims. Furthermore, Islam has to prevent, if necessary by force 
of arms, the oppression, persecution and temptation of Muslims in foreign 

countries (cf. Suras 2,193; 4,75). 
Secondly, Islam has the duty to engage in spreading the true fa ith and 

causing the rights of God to be acknowledged everywhere: thi s means that 
unbelief, polytheism and atheism have to be fought (cf. Suras 2,193; 8,39). 

2. Exclusion or tolerance?1 

2.1 Freedom of rel igion 

According to the regulations in classical Islamic law, there are two groups 
of peop le for whom there is no freedom of religion: Muslims and unbe-

lievers. 
As the expression of God's wi ll, their faith and the Qur'anic law is for 

Muslims the core of their life and they are binding for both the individual 
and the community. Faith grants stabil ity and value to all human works. 

Conversely, unbelief makes al I deeds unstable and valueless (2 ,217), 
with regard to how they are judged both in th is wor ld and on the Day of 
Reckoning in the hereafter (2,161; 4, 18; 47, 1.34). 

Hence the attitude to Muslim apostates (2,217): rejecting faith, ridda, 
is considered to be the greatest fault, the worst sin man can ever commit.4 

The Qur'an expresses great indignation towards those who "reject faith 
after they accepted it" (3,86-91; 4,137; 5,6; 16,86-91 ). 

Apart from punishment by God in the hereafter, the Qur'an does not 
express ly specify a pun ishment for apostasy in this world . The tradition, 
however, decrees capita l punishment for it and the tradition here also 
appl ies to apostates a passage of the Qur'an wh ich in context concerns 
hypocrites:"[ ... ] But if they turn renegades, seize them and slay them wher­
ever ye find them; and (in any case) take no friends or helpers from their 

ranks" (4,89). 

' A. Th. Khoury, Toleranz im Islam. Munchen etc., 1980, (Religionswissenschaftliche Stu­
dien; 8) Altenberge, ' 1986; id., " Frieden, Toleranz und universale Solidaritat in der Sicht des 
lslams", in: H. Althaus (ed.), op. cit. (fn. 1 ), pp. 50-79; A. Noth, "Mi:iglichkeiten und Grenzen 
islamischerToleranz im Islam" , in Saeculum 29 (1978) 190-204; R. Paret, "Toleranz und ln­
toleranz im Islam", in 5aeculum 21 (1970) 344-3 65. 

• S. A. Rahman, Punishment of Apostasy in Islam. Lahore, 21978; S. M . Zwemer, Das Cesetz 
wider den Abfa/1 vom Clauben. Gutersloh, 1926. 
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Mubammad is also said to have affirmed this: "Kill whoever changes 
his religion" (in al-Bukhari"). And: "The blood of a Muslim can be freely 
shed only in three cases: in the case of apostasy after the faith, of promis­
cuity after legitimate marriage and of murder that was not committed as 
vendetta" (in al-Bukhari and Muslim). There are further reports testifying 
that Mubammad decreed capital punishment for renouncing the faith. This 
rule was also applied after his death, specifically in connection with the 
war against the Arabian tribes who had turned away from Islam (the so­
called Ridda-War), and later too under the Caliph 'Umar. 

So the jurists of all law schools have agreed on the kind of penalty to 
be imposed for apostasy: capital punishment. 

As for the unbelievers, there is no excuse for their lack of faith and their 
polytheism, on the basis that the primord ial revelation was proclaimed to 
all humans and the prophets' message was announced to each and every 
people. Therefore the only choice unbelievers and polytheists have is to 
convert to Islam or to be fought against by the Islamic state. 

In Islam, freedom of religion is therefore primarily enjoyed on ly by the 
People of the Book, i. e., by Jews and Christians and other communities 
of equal status and the Qur'an formulates the principle of freedom of re­
ligion : " Let there be no compulsion in religion [ ... ]." (2,256). 

2.2 Tolerance? 

The question concerning to lerance re lates among other things to the 
structure of the particular state in question and the legal status granted to 
minorities in that state, and here tolerance is not granted to unbelievers 
and polytheists. Classical Islamic law is based on the assumption of a uni­
form society, a society of Musl ims regulating their relations with minori­
ties on the basis of contracts. Here the legal status of the minorities is based 
on a contract between the conquerors and the conquered, the victors and 
the losers, a contract that makes Muslims full citizens and the others only 
'protected citizens', dhimm,s. 

The protective contract expresses ma inly the duty of non-Muslims to 
I ive subject to the Islamic authorities, to be loyal towards the Islamic state, 
and to pay the tributes and dues agreed upon in property and per capita 
taxes. It is the obligation of the Islamic state in turn to protect the life of 
the protected citizens and the rights granted to them. 

We shall mention here the most important points that clarify the legal 
position of protected citizens, especially Christians and Jews. 
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(1) Freedom of religion and worship 

Islam respects the protected citizens' freedom of conscience and guaran­
tees them freedom of religion. "Let there be no compulsion in religion 
[ ... ]", the Qur'an proclaims (2,256). Thus the protected citizens may not 
be forced to leave their own religion and adopt Islam. Furthermore, the 
protected citizens' freedom of religion and worship implies the right to in­
struct their children and their fellow believers in their own religion and 
denomination respectively. The right to perform the acts of worship of their 
religion is also given to them. However, the state imposes the restriction 
upon them that they should perform their acts of worship only within their 
place of worship and in such a way that does not offend the Muslims' re­
ligious feelings or challenge their sense of superiority. 

(2) Mixed marriages between protected citizens and Musi ims 

A protected citizen may not marry a Muslim woman, for, according to the 
understanding of the jurists, such a marriage entails an imminent danger to 
the fa ith of the Musl im woman. If such a marriage comes about by mistake, 
it has to be annulled. A protected citizen who marries a Muslim woman even 
though he knows the law and the prohibition that exists, must be pun ished. 

A Muslim man may marry a woman from among the People of the Book, 
as Jews and Christians are called in the Qur'an, and the Qur'an itself states 
this (5,6). But such marriages are not recommended by the jurists. One ad­
vantage of such marriages is that the woman may perhaps feel motivated 
to adopt Islam. 

(3) The judiciary 

Concerning the jud ic iary, Islam states in general that each specific religious 
community should enjoy internal administrative autonomy and that the 
jurisdiction concerning its followers' affairs is its own responsibility. How­
ever, the general competence of Islamic judges remains. 

(4) The pol itical domain 

The inequality of a country's citizens on the basis of their religious de­
nomination is most obvious in the political domain because here the issue 
is the exercise of power in the state, which is, according to Islamic law, 
exclusively reserved to the Muslims. Thus Muslim jurists unanimously agree 
that access to major offices of state should be denied to the protected cit­
izens. For, as they argue, the Qur'an forbids friendship with non-Muslims 
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at least in the sensitive domains of public life, and concedes preference to 
the faithful in matters of public office (cf. 3,28.118; 4, 11 5. 144; 60, 1; 
5,54.60). It also emphasizes:"[ .. . ] And never wi ll God grant to the Unbe­
lievers a way (to triumph) over the Be lievers" (4, 141). And according to 
the tradition of the ijadT!b., Muhammad is said to have underlined this: 
" Is lam rules, it is not ru led." Access to high office would contradictthe low 
pos ition in the state accorded to the protected citizens. 

The long and the short of it is that classica l Islam ic law provides for the 
formation of a two-c lass soc iety. The Musi ims are the real citizens; the others 
are tolerated . They are given a space to live in, but their on ly rights are those 
the Islamic state grants them, and these rights proceed from a fundamental 
inequal ity between Muslims and protected citizens. In fact Musl ims and 
non-Musli ms have no equality of rights in the state; they do not all hold the 
same fundamental ri ghts and do not all have the same fu ndamental duties. 
Nor are they in principle equal before the law. Although, from the perspective 
of Islam, non-Musl ims are not deprived of ri ghts and are not simply handed 
over to Muslims as the ir prey, nevertheless they are treated as second-class 
citizens in their own country. Th is order certainly made the su rvival of Chris­
tian communities poss ible in the past, and promoted a bearable and some­
times even prosperous coex istence in the East and in Andalus ia. On the 
other hand, this mixture of tolerance and intolerance, this relative integra­
tion of non-Muslims into the state and relegating them to the legal status of 
fore igners, in practice often and repeatedly made the life of the protected 
citizens, Jews and Chri stians a story of suffer ing under the pressure of the 
Islamic majority. 

The questi on arises of w hether re-establi shing a state on this model today 
wou ld be to lerable at all. Rather what is needed is a structu re that allows 
the communities and all citizens to be loya l to the country that is theirs and 
to claim the undeniab le right to be respected in this their country as citi­
zens with equal rights, and to be granted the same fundamental rights and 
have the same fundamental duties imposed upon them. Thi s would prevent 
some from making the state their own, wh ile others are downgraded to the 
status of protected citizens, who are then at the mercy of the goodwill and 
generosity, arbitrariness and discretion of the majority. It would avoid the 
fear experienced by ci ti zens who are 'only to lerated' of having to go through 
times of suffering that constant ly threaten to befa ll them . 

Perhaps it is not so presumptuous to hope that contemporary Islam w i II 
find a structure fo r society and state that wil l allow it to play its true role 
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in the world w ithout any loss of identity as "witnesses to fair deal ing" (as 
the Qur'an says in Sura 5, 9) and as a participant in the establishment of a 
socia l order in which all citizens are in pr incip le equal before the law and 
enjoy the same rights in practical life, and in which, go ing beyond the lim­
ited tolerance granted as a gift, ina lienab le human rights for all are ac­
knowledged w ithout reservation. 

3. Islam and universal so lidarity 

What we have considered so far makes it easy to understand Islam's position 
on the question of universa l solidari ty. If fa ith is the core of Islam, the bond 
of unity in society, the effective factor in the believers' solidarity and f inally 
the basis of Musli ms' full pol itica l participation in the state, then what wt= 

may call grades of solida ri ty with other people emerge: full sol idarity w ith 
brothers and sisters in the faith, partia l solidarity with the followers of va rious 
fai ths, such as Jews and Christians, who among others may be called partial ­
believers/partia 1-unbel ievers, and finall y no solidarity at all with unbelievers . 

3 .1 The People of the Book 

According to the Qur'an, Jews and Christians are recipients of books of rev­
ela tion and their di vine message, even though they do not decide to adopt 
Islam. Therefore the Qur'an ordains that Jews and Christians should not be 
utterly excluded, but neither are they totally integrated. Thus Muslims are al­
lowed to share the food which Jews and Christians prepare, and it is declared 
permi ss ible for them to participate in Muslims' meals. Perm ission is also given 
for Mus lims to marry Jewish or Christian women (cf. 5,6). 

But the interests of the Islamic community must nevertheless be pro­
tected by Musi ims not directly befriending Jews and Christians. The Qur'an 
specifica ll y warns Muslims against friendship with Jews (5 8, 14; 60, 13). 
Christians are given preference over Jews. Despite all the cr iticism aga inst 
some elements of Christian doctrine, the greater closeness of Christians to 
Muslims is emphasi zed: "Strongest among men in enmity to the Believers 
wilt thou fi nd the Jews and Pagans; and nearest among them in love to the 
Believers w ilt thou find those w ho say, 'We are Christians' [. .. ]" (5,85) . 

Based on this and on sim ilar statements in the Qur'an, some Muslims 
see the possibility of a solidarity embracing not only Muslims, but also 
Christians. Furthermore, they speak in favour of practical cooperation be­
tween Muslims and Christians. 
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3.2 Unbelievers 

A primary protective measure is: there should be no community between 
Muslims and their enemies, the enemies of God and his Prophet. This con­
cerns various domains of practical li fe. 

(1) Food 

Muslims are forb idden to eat what is expressly pagan, the meat of animals 
slaughtered when idols are invoked, i. e., primarily sacrificial animals, al­
though anyone driven by necessity may eat it (2,173; 61 145; 16,115). 

The polytheists became more clearly specified when the Qur'an required 
that the name of God alone should be invoked and thus made the regulation 
considerably stricter (6,121). 

(2) Marriage 

In family affairs there shou ld be no relationships between the Muslims 
and the polytheists either. Thus Muslims may not accept unbelievers into 
their fami lies by marriage (2,221). 

The Qur'an (60, 10) gives instructions for cases when women from the 
territory of the polytheists may seek refuge with the Islamic communi ty 
and w ish to join it by marriage. Their faith should be tested. If the result is 
positive and it is ascertained that they have become believing women, then 
the Muslims may marry them and treat them like the other believing women 
in their community. Thus their convers ion brings new believers full inte­
gration into the community. Muslims whose wives do not after al l wish to 
convert should not maintain their marriage with them (ibid). So the Qur'an 
draws a clear line between the Islamic community and the society of un­
believers and po lytheists. 

(3) Social relations 

The coherence of the Islamic commun ity obl iges Muslims not to enter 
into friendly relations with unbelievers for such relations undermine their 
unanimity and their readiness to fight against thei r opponents. The be­
lievers' shared identity and the solidarity of community members should 
be strengthened by their offering their friendship to believers rather than 
to unbelievers (3,28; 41 144). In this way the internal sol idarity of the com­
munity as well as the division between believers and unbelievers is under­
lined (81 72 .75) . 
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4. New orientation of some scholars 

4.1 Theory of peace 

Challenging the traditional position of the classical system of law, some 
th inkers in the Islamic world today emphasize the priority of peace, not only 
as an ultimate state which may be attained by means of violence, but as the 
normal state of relations between people and communities. Mahmoud 
Zakzouk, Dean of the Theological Facu lty of Azhar University, formu lated 
it roughly as: Islam wants peace, and the path towards it is also peace.5 

Those who hold this opinion mention in this context that even the the­
ory that accepts armed warfare itself includes points that emphasize the pri­
ority of peace, for in the midst of fighting, Muslims should be prepared to 
make peace as soon as the enemy desist from their hostile activities (d. 
Qur'an 2,193; 8,39). The Qur'an also makes clear that it considers peace to 
be the rea l target of the engagement for the cause of God: "But if the enemy 
incline towards peace, do thou (a lso) incline towards peace[ ... ]" (8,61; d. 
also 5,37). "[ ... ] Therefore if they withdraw from you but fight you not, and 
(instead) send you (guarantees of) peace, then God hath opened no way for 
you (to war against them)" (4,90; d. 4, 94). Peace is the opportunity for non­
Musl ims as well as the opportunity for Islam. For the issue is making the 
message of God audible and always giving the enemy who is wil ling to learn 
an opportunity to hear th is message, and perhaps be converted and be fu lly 
accepted into the Muslim community: "If one amongst the Pagans ask thee 
for asylum, grant it to him, so that he may hear the Word of God; and then 
escort him to where he can be secure. [ .. . ]" (9,6). "But (even so), if they re­
pent, establish regular prayers, and practise regu lar charity, - they are your 
brethren in Faith [ .. . ]" (9, 11; cf. 9,5). 

Those who give priority to peace argue that Muslims today really should 
align themselves with the teaching of the Qur'an which prevailed in the 
Meccan period.6 

A remarkable position is taken by lnamullah Khan, the former Secre­
tary General of the Islamic World Congress (Karachi/Pakistan), who no 

' M. Zakzouk, "Peace from an Islamic Standpoint. World Peace as Concept and Neces­
sity", in: A. Bsteh (ed.), Peace for Humanity. Principles, Problems and Perspectives of the Fu­
ture as Seen by Muslims and Christians [International Christian-Islamic Conference "Peace for 
Humanity" , Vienna, March 30 to April 2, 1993]. New Delhi, reprint 1998, pp. 65-86; simi­
larl y also at a conference in Zurich held in the same year, 1993, in which I also participated. 

• Cf. some expositions about this period in my book: A. Th. Khoury, Was ist fas in der is­
lamischen Welt? Die Konflikte verstehen. Freiburg etc., 31991, pp. 72- 75. 
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longer wants to consider the fo l lowers of non-Islamic religions as enemies, 
but as partners: 

The path towards peace runs via encounter of believers of all religions. 
Only through interreligious dialogue can humanity ach ieve a just, honest 
and lasting peace. Young people must also get to know the teachings and tra­
ditions of their neighbours. "In view of the threatening dangers, we must after 
all realize the fact that the world has long ago become a 'big vi llage', in 
which we all are next-door neighbours. Neighbours, however, should respect 
each other and esteem and appreciate the various traditions of the others." 

Islam means peace. This peace is a " l ived peace", promised to "a ll peo­
ple without any difference".7 

4.2 Freedom of religion for all 

Several authors consider some striking statements in the Qur'an to be the 
basis of the assertion that there is freedom of religion for all, including un­
believers and polytheists. "Let there be no compulsion in religion [ ... ]" 
(2,256); " If it had been thy Lord's Will, they would all have believed, - all 
who are on earth! Wi lt thou then compel mankind, against their will, to 
believe! No soul can believe, except by the Will of God [ ... ]." (10,99 f.). 

The Qur'an translator Yusuf Al i's annotation is: " If it had been God's Plan 
or Will not to grant the limited Free-wi ll that He has granted to man, His 
omnipotence could have made all mankind ali ke: all would then have had 
Faith, but that Faith wou ld have reflected no merit on them. [ ... ]Asa com­
plementary proposit ion, men of Faith must not be impatient or angry if 
they have to contend against Unfaith, and most important of all, they must 
guard against the temptation of forcing Faith, i. e., imposing it on others 
by physical compulsion, or any other forms of compulsion such as social 
pressure, or inducements held out by wealth or position, or other adven­
titious advantages. Forced fa ith is no faith. They should strive spiritually 
and let God's Plan work as He w il ls.118 

Even in cases of Muslim apostasy, some modern authors would like to 
have freedom of religion respected. MabmOd Sb.altOt, for instance, former 
Rector of the Azhar-Mosque in Cairo and stil l today an authority ac-

' In Moslemische Revue 9 [66] (1990) no.4, pp. 222-224. 
• Abdullah Yusuf Ali, The Meaning of the Glorious Qur'an. Text, Translation and Com­

mentary. vol. I. Jedda 1413 H., p. 510, fn . 1480, quoted in: N. Madjid, "Religious and Socio­
Pol itica l Pluralism. Islamic Understanding in the Context of Indonesian Experience", in: A. 
Bsteh (ed.), op. cit. (fn. 5), p. 212 . 
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knowledged in Islam, turns against the traditional teach ing that advocates 
execution for apostasy: "Many jurists are of the opinion that such punish­
ments cannot be confirmed by the traditions handed down by individual 
authorities and that un-faith all alone is no reason for allowing the b lood 
(of a person who has become an unbeliever) to be shed, the reason for 
shedding blood is rather fighting against the believers, attacking against 

and attempting to dissuade them from their faith.119 

4.3 Solidarity and cooperation 

With reference to universal solidarity too, a new approach seems to be de­
veloping, as shown in a declaration of the Islamic World Congress made 
during the fi rst months of the year 1983 . In it, lnamullah Khan, atthattime 
Secretary Genera l of the Congress, underlines "the important role of edu­
cation in the endeavours made to achieve world peace, which all mankind 
is so badly longing for. [. .. ] Preconditions for the establishment of a lasting 
order of peace are above al l read iness to open up for mutual understand­
ing and tolerance as well as the capacity of people and nations to respect 
and acknowledge each other mutually. Seen from this perspective, education 
receives an international dimension as ambassador of a new and modern 
ethic, in whose centre there are free, worthy, and responsible people as 
citizens of nations understanding themselves as partners w ith equal rights 
and who are determined to shape the future of mankind together and in 
solidarity. According to the opinion held by the Islamic Congress, an edu­
cation oriented towards attaining these targets can lead to a renewal of 
human values and to overcoming destructive thinking in terms of rivalry, 
distrust, and discrimination by a climate of trust, cooperation, and brother-

liness." '° 

• Mabmud Shaltut, Al-Islam, 'aqTda wa :iJJ.arT'a. Beirut, 8th edition, s. a. (appr. 1978), p. 281. 
10 Quoted from M. S. Abdullah, Deutsche Welle, Ki rchenfunk, Nr. 22/13, May 21, 1983. 
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on Muslim 
relations with 
Hindus and 
Buddhists 

believers? 

Questions and Interventions 

On There are Muslims in India and East Asia. What 
is their view, in Indonesia or India for example, of the 
position of Hindus and Buddhists? Do they have a sta­
tus similar to that of people from the elevated Semitic 
religions, or are they considered as polytheists or un-

KHOURY Assessment of people from the religious communities mentioned 
has varied in the course of history and in different regions, and today there 
are attempts at greater discernment in these matters. 
There is one view that simply relegates 'polytheists' to the status of 'pa­
gans', and they then have no rights. But what can actually be said about 
religious communities - like Hindus and Buddhists-which are not explic­
itly mentioned in the Qur'an and who are not counted among the 'People 
of the Book' or the communities that have revealed scriptures? 
The general view of Islamic theology is that the polytheists, mushrikun (lit­
eral ly people who associate others with God), are not pagans, kafirun, 
which has too negative a connotation. Nevertheless, even from an Islamic 
standpoint, is justice really done to people from these religious communities, 
if they are considered to be unbelieving polytheists and treated accord­
ingly? 

attempts at a 
Of course, today the majority of Muslims hold this sec­
ond opinion and there are attempts to re-interpret the 

new assessment 
status and standing of these communities. The basis of 

th is new interpretation is to be found in the Qur'an, which in one place, 
addressing Mu~ammad directly, says: "Of some apostles We have already 
told thee the story; of others we have not; [ ... ]" (Su ra 4, 164); and in another 
passage it confirms and emphasizes that a prophet came to every nation 
proclaiming the message of God in the language of his people (cf. Suras 
13,7; 14,4; 35,24). 
Fol lowing these Qur'anic assertions, one may work on the basis that these 
peop le, who in a specific situation may perhaps have been polytheists, in 
principle nevertheless had access to the revelation of God and to the procla­
mation of their particular prophet. Those who hold this view are also of 
the opin ion that, in each case, we should examine more precisely how 
this prophetic message was in fact received by people and then specify 
and differentiate, instead of generalizing and saying that they are corn-
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munities we do not know very well, who appear at first sightto have several 
deities and are therefore polytheists or unbelievers. This opinion is even 
held by some at al-Azhar University. 
In this context it is right to refer to the above-mentioned passage in the 
Qur'an (4,164) and emphasize that there are many things we do not re­
ally know and which the Qur'an does not explicitly mention. It therefore 
has to be left to God to decide how to judge these people according to 
how far they have progressed in faithfu lness to their particular prophet. 
This would bring about a certain change in the way of thinking fol lowed 
till now, at least in that all these communities would not too easi ly and 
hastily be considered polytheistic. It would then be recognized that in 
these communities there are different levels of 'deities': not all of those 
called deities are actually considered to be divine, and behind these 'deities' 
the truly divine can be perceived. It is only this true deity that is called 
God in the strict sense of the word; the other 'deities' may, in Christian 
terms, be compared rather with angels and saints, but not with God. This 
is a matter that also faces us Christians, of course, cal ling us to search for 
a new interpretation of the various religions, rather than speaking care­
lessly of polytheists or unbel ievers. The point of this essentia l re-evalua­
tion is to make a realistic assessment of these religions and do justice to 
people who believe in them. 

h h. . 1 SCHIMMEL From a historical perspective, Muslim re-
t e 'st0nca I · · h H' d dB ddh' · I c1 · · · f at1ons wit in us an u 1sts in n 1a 1s in act a 
circumstances 
in India 

very special and interesting matter. After the conquest 
of Sind in modern Southern Pakistan in the early 8th 

century, an edict was issued according to which the same status as was 
granted to Christians, Jews and Sabians in the Near East was also granted 
to Buddhists and Hindus. The Muslims, who were only a small minority­
they often ca lled themselves a handful of salt in a huge kettle-would oth­
erwise have had no possibi l ity whatsoever of ruling the country peace­
fully. And then, over the centuries, the Hindus paid the gj.izya, the per 
capita tax, that was devised for ah/ al-kitab, the 'People of the Book' . In 
the 16th century, under the Emperor Akbar, there was once even a revo lt 
by the Brahm ins who did not want to pay this tax, whereupon it was in­
deed repealed for a while. Thus it was clearly a coordinated system in 
wh ich the majority religion of a country in which the ~uslims were a mi­
nority, although in many areas the dominant minority, was completely in­
tegrated. And what Professor Khoury has referred to belongs to this con-
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text, namely the possibility of acknowledging other prophets, which is in­
deed acknowledged in the Qur'an. For instance Professor Hamrdullah 
who is recognized as a pious Muslim, has tried repeatedly in his transla~ 
tion of the Qur'an and in various articles - whether rightly or not - to set 
the Brahmins in India alongside Ibrahim, i. e., to see in them people who 
possessed the ?uhuf lbrah,m, the divinely revealed pages of Abraham and 
who can therefore be reckoned among the monotheists. This is certainly 
a very striking proposition. 

strained relations For Muslims, relat ions with Christians have obviously 
wi th Christians been a great burden because of the political dimen-

sion, which was not initia ll y an aspect of the relation­
s~ip. It is a fact that in the colonial period the Christians were largely the 
vP.ry peop le who were the co lon ial rulers of the country. Only a few mod­
ernist Muslim theologians such as Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan (d. 1897)1, freed 
themselves of this aversion to the oppressors and held the opinion that it 
was certain ly possible to have friend ly dealings with the British. He not 
only emphasized that it was possib le to sit around the table with the Eng­
lish - which most Muslims, despite Qur'anic permiss ion, rejected - but was 
probably the first person in Indian Islam to have concerned himself with a 
Musl im interpretation of the Bib le. Many of the modern developments Mr. 
Khoury referred to at the end of his lecture, at least in India, go back to 
Sayy id Ahmc;1d Khan; he left an enormous li terature and was also princi­
pa lly responsible for a reform of the Inda-Muslim education system, and 
particularly Al igarh University. 

• 
tendency to 
align Christians 
close to the 
unbelievers? 

HORN Does the Qur'an have a tendency to see Chris­
tians as peop le who associate someth ing w ith God and 
so to align them close to unbelievers? 

KHOURY In Sura 5 the Qur'an speaks rather strongly 
aga i_nst the Christians in formu lations such as: "They do 

blaspheme who say: 'God is Christ the son of Mary' [ .. .]" (5,75) . This does 
have to be taken seriously. But close to these texts there are also statements 
in which the Qur'an asserts that the "strongest among men in enmity to the 
Believers w il t thou find the Jews and Pagans; and nearest among them in 
love to the Bel ievers wi ltthou find those who say, 'We are Christians."' (5,85). 

' Cf. C. W. Troll, Sayyid Ahmad Khan. A Reinterpretation of Muslim Theology New Delhi, 
1978. 
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Both these statements are in the Qur'an, and it is hard to keep these two as­
sessments of Christians separate from each other. This twofo ld assessment 
has a Jong history of influence on relations between Chri stians and Mus­
lims. Here and there some benevo lence towards Christians can be found 
and the promise that on the Day of Judgement God will make "those who 
fo llow thee [i. e. Jesus] superior to those who reject faith" (Sura 3,55; d. 
61, 14); but there is also the statement that "those who reject (Truth), among 
the Peop le of the Book and among the Polytheists, [. .. ] are the worst of crea­
tures" (Su ra 98,6). In fact Christians are frequently counted among the poly­
theists because they say that Christ is the Son of God. "(In this) they but im­
itate what the Unbelievers of old used to say. God's curse be on them [ .. . ]" 
(Sura 9,30). Taking into account that both views are to be found in the Qur'an, 
we may sometimes be surprised that a great and wise man such as Raii says 
in his Qur'an commentary that when the mushrikDn are mentioned, Jews 
and Christians are included. 
Sometimes the Qur'an considers Muslims themselves to be unbelievers 
and that they should be treated like them when they do something not in 
accordance with the law of God, but with regard to Christians it must be 
taken seriously when the Qur'an says of them that they are unbelievers 
when they say: "God is Christthe son of Mary" (Sura 5,75), and we should 
think about how to respond to it. 

• 
WOLBERT Conditions in Saudi Arabia involve special 

Saudi Arabia: 
. 1 problems and probab ly have to be dealt with sepa-

a spec,a case t 1 ra e y. 
KHOURY The special status of Islam in Saudi Arabia is in fact grounded 
on the Madrth, but it also has practical and pal itical causes. A ljadrth which, 
accord ing to the Muslim view (different from that of many Orientalists) is 
gen uine, says that in Arabia there shall be only one religion, not more.2 

On the basis of this theoretical argument, the Caliphs were even motivated 
to expel al I non-Musi ims from Arabia. After a long period exceptions were 
granted, so that today quite a number of Christian fore igners work in the 
country as well as representatives of other religious commun ities who are 
members of diplomatic missions and military advisers and fulfil other func­
tions. However, these non-Musi ims are not counted among the core of the 

' See Malik ibn Anas, Muwatta ', chapt. Madina no. 17-19; lbn Hanbal, Musnad, vol. 6, 
275 . 
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populat ion and it is held that it should remain that way. This is the reason 
why there have so far been no Ch ri stian churches in Saud i Arab ia, and 
worship is only possible for Chri sti ans if it is not pub lic and takes p lace, 
for instance, in fo reign embass ies . We find a totally d ifferent atmosphere 
across the border in Kuwait or Bahra in, where, in response to the presence 
of many non-Muslims work ing there, the bui ld ing of Christian churches 
has semi-offi cial support. 
The practical arguments in support of the present situation in Saudi Ara­
b ia are based on the royal family's cla im to be the guard ians of the holy 
sites in Mecca and Medina and their surround ings, to wh ich non-Musli ms 
are not admitted. Their reputation as the guard ians of the holy sites would 
be threatened un less they can honestly point to the fact that unbelievers 
neither approach these holy si tes nor worship in pub lic. 
We should also take into account th e fact that this si tuation is problem­
at ic even w ith respect to several statements in the Qur'an and is not in 
keeping w ith what is practised elsewhere in the Islamic world: thus in Sora 
22,40 th e Qur'an speaks against those who "pull down monasteries, 
ch urches, synagogues, and mosques, in which the name of God is com­
memorated in abundant measure [ ... ]." If the name of God is not only 
praised in mosques by Musli ms, but also in churches by Christians, and if 
in pract ica l li fe the Qur'an proceeds from a pragmatic p lurali sm of reli­
gions (d. Sura 5,47-51) and calls people from the va ri ous relig ious com­
munities to strive "as in a race in al l v irtues" (Sora 5,51 ), Muslims shou ld 
not in fact consider it to be aga inst the w il l of God that Chri stians, who 
are in most cases there in order to serve the country, should also invoke 
the name of God. 

different types of 
Muslim practice? 

+ 

HORN In view of the actua l conditions in the various 
countries of the world in wh ich Muslims l ive, is there 
today something like varieties of Musli m practice? It is 

well know n that in Indonesia, for example, there is an open form of Islam 
and that Christians and Muslims there can encounter each other more freely; 
neither is the death pena lty imposed in cases of the conversion of Muslims. 
On the other hand there is the shocking example of Sudan . How is this dif­
ference of pract ice to be understood and what can be done to achieve an 
improvement in the situation in places l ike Sudan, for example? 
ZIRKER There is no doubt that in Sudan the centra l issue is not simply the 
relationship between Christian ity and Islam. This country is economica ll y 
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bankrupt and politicians are trying to assert themselves by such measures 
as in troducing the shar,'a, which is then mostly connected with certain 
specifics like the badd-punishments (flogging, amputating hands, etc.) which 
are defined in the Qur'an or the tradition, without taking into consideration 
that in the Islamic tradition this practice is surrounded with careful laws of 
procedure which protect th e defendant as long as possible. So the situation 
in Sudan cannot be considered as indicative of an Islamic prob lem any 
more than the situati on in the countries of former Yugos lavia is indicative 
of an Orthodox or Catholic problem case. 
A d ifferent and more fundamenta l problem is that caused by the groups 
who pursue an aggressive policy in Muslim areas, draw up enemy profi les 
and want to fo l low a hosti le path, for wh ich they find, based on hermeneu­
t ics of their own, much supporting in rhetoric in the Q ur'an. This may of 
cou rse be shocking even for Muslims themselves and make them object 
to this or that sentence being used out of the context in which it belongs 
in the Qur'an. But because Medina was at that time threatened by Mecca, 
much is in fact said in the Qur'an about belligerent self-assertion, so that 
every group that fee ls the need can find appropriate texts. Moreover, there 
is nothing in the Qur'an like the Sermon on the Mount to act as a correc­
tive to some other statements. Nor are there words li ke: "Put your sword 
back into its place; for all who take the sword will perish by the sword." 
(Mt 26:52). There certainl y are principles such as: whoever is patient does 
something greater than one who says: " Li fe for life, eye for eye[ .. . ] " (SOra 
5,48; d. 16,126). Thi s does not reject 'eye for eye', but positions it below 
being mutua ll y pat ient. Although anyone who wants to be peaceful can 
find support in the Qur'an, this is limited by the fact that others do not 
want to be peacefu I. 

+ 

on the fate of 
converts 

BsTEH P. According to Jewish tradition someone who 
is baptized is like one dead. Is there in the Muslim tra­
dition too a similar reaction which does not actua ll y 

impose death, but assesses it and, instead of bringi ng it about, laments it 
as already having happened? In Jewish practice total exclus ion from the 
commun ity of l ife is also imposed, which could be almost the same as 
kill ing, as it is often experienced in Afr ica, where the community of the 
fam il y simp ly excludes an ind ividual member. 
SCHIMMEL This prob lem is not restricted to specific religious communi­
t ies. A re levant example is the fate of a Pakistani Orientalist who, together 
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with his fam ily, wanted to be baptized in another country by a Methodist 
minister, and who cou ld then of course not return to Pakistan for the next 
thirty years. The other dark side of the story was then the behav iour of 
Christians towards the convert family: when the family moved to England 
and America it was so negative that the family suffered intense ly in the 
new religious situation brought about by their conversion and from the un­
fr iendly attitude they faced from Christians. The new community was al­
most worse in its rejection of the convert fami ly than their original reli­
gious community. Later the man went back to Pakistan and was treated 
very correctly there, but in the literature produced by orthodox and fun­
damentalist Muslims he is always referred to as a lesson of warning against 
apostasy. 

defence, preven­
tion and aggres-
sion as reasons 
for war 

+ 

DUPRE Does the Qur'an not emphasize that no war 
should be started by Muslims unless they are com­
pelled to do so? 

ZIRKER In case of an actual attack by an enemy, war in 
pure defence is accepted as a matter of course and even 

as a duty from the po int of view of the umma under attack. If it is clear that 
an enemy is preparing for war, a war of prevention which anticipates the 
other's actions and thus prevents him from using violence, is also in princi­
ple absolutely justified. With regard to Medina, this threaten ing situation 
was so clear that the topic of war runs all through the Qur'an and terrible 
words are to be found in it. There is then the danger of taking up these words 
for oneself in a given situation, interpreting them using an aggressive herme­
neutic, and then of identifying oneself with the group around Mubammad, 
whi le describing the enemy, in the words of the Qur'an, as l:,izb ash-shaytan, 
"the Party of the Evi l One" (Sura 58, 19). 

the problem VANONI It is a heavy burden to realize that through 
of theory and much of the history of the Church the peaceful princi-
practice pie~ of Chri:tianity did not stand the test, and time and 

again even theologies of war' developed, quite apart 
from the fact that words might be taken in support of this from the Jesus tra­
dition, even though they were misused: words such as: "Do not think that 
I have come to bring peace to the earth; I have not come to bring peace, 
but a sword" (Mt 10:34). It does not matter whether this should be seen as 
coming from original sin or from the wolf within man. Aware of all the hostil­
ity and aggress ion in their histories, should Christians and Muslims not 
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admit to one another their shame and speak to each other about the the­
ory and practice of peace in the various contexts of human co-existence 
and the preservation of creation? 

+ 

Qjihad even 
between 
Muslims? 

KHOURY On the question of whether, in certain cir­
cumstances, war may even be waged between Muslims, 
we should refer to the fact well-known in the tradition 
of Islamic law that it is possible for the Caliph or the 

Sultan to take steps against insurgents if they endanger the unity of the 
state. The first historical example are the so-called wars of ridda or 'apostasy', 
when some tribes, immediately after Mubammad's death, renounced Islam 
and thus were apostates and insurgents at the same time. Simi lar ly, there 
were in the course of Islamic history many people who opposed their gov­
ernment and directly endangered the state, and the state fe lt justified in 
taking measures aga inst them and fighting them. 
The ways in which apostate groups are regarded may differ widely depend­
ing on the group concerned in the particular case. In the Gulf War be­
tween Iraq and Iran for instance, Iran considered its war as Qjihad aga inst 
the atheisti c regime of Saddam 1-:iusayn, which, in the Iranian view, is not 
Islamic. Iraq, on the other hand, did not understand its war aga inst Iran to 
be a holy war, since for the Iraqi regime the political and economic ca uses 
of this conflict were dominant. 

on the 
theological 
evaluation of 

+ 

MEIER From a theological perspective, how should 
we assess the fact that, by means of its political activ­
ities and military actions, Islam brought about the dis­
appearance of major early Christianity communities 

certain historical d 
within an astonishingly short period? In other wor s: 

processes why did God allow half of Christianity, which had ex-

isted since antiquity to be extinguished by another dominant relig ion? How 
shou ld we understand the historical fact that Islam, through its socia l dom­
inance - however this may have arisen in diverse places - can be more 
forcefu l in 'the struggle between rel igions'? 
ZIRKER Initiall y it seems remarkable that Jesus even found a people to ad­
dress. From the very beginning, as a prophet, he was not ca lled to form a 
political community. He was al lowed, as it were, to leave out politics. 
On the other hand, Mubammad and the Qur'an are from the beginning con­
cerned with man in his totality and therefore also with the need to form a 
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political community. When the Christians were given an opportunity to take 
on political responsibility for the wor ld, we find such developments as are 
known to have taken place at the time of Emperor Theodosius. What held 
good for Jesus somehow also applies to Mu~ammad during his time in Mecca: 
he had his town, his community, he addressed them, he was rejected by 
them; of course he then did notallowthem to ki ll him, but went away, formed 
his community, and in an aston ishingly short period united Arab tribes who 
cou ld hardly have been predicted to become a united community. 
This is part of the background that has to be taken into consideration here 
from a theological point of view. 
HORN Is there not more inward strength in being ready to live one's fa ith 
in difficu It, perhaps even utterly adverse ci rcumstances, going as far as mar­
tyrdom, than in feeling lhe obligation to advance oneself politically and so­
cially in opposition to others in order to be able to really believe at all? 
Does not differentiating between faith w ithin a church community on the 
one hand and social I ife and the state, on the other, make a greater freedom 
possib le - freedom of faith on the one hand and, on the other, freedom of 
society and the civil community? Is not this differentiation between Church 
and state, between faith and society, ultimately what is more appropriate 
for man and for the pluralism of mankind, and might north is model in the 
end have more stamina, although, superficia ll y, it may not appear so? 

re-lslamization 
tendencies today 

• 
On When we draw a distinction between countries 
with a Muslim majority and Islamic states, the ques­
tion arises of the probable future of the actual political 

situation in these areas. How shou ld we assess the politica l practi cability 
of Muslim ideals? 
KHOURY These problems are very pressing, because the ls lamists, who 
strive for the re-lslamization of state and society according to the model 
of the 'original' Islam ic community in Medina, are gaining more and more 
ground among the population. The West, identified with the co lonial pow­
ers and w ith Christianity, can no longer provide the basis upon which an 
identity can be formed in the Islamic world, which is therefore experi­
encing a crisi s of identity. There is an enormous increase in the number of 
people who say that they find the basis of a new identity in the Islamic tra­
dition. What this basis is actually meant to be cannot be easily identified 
by the average person; it is understandable that they should say: Islam is 
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our religion, our tradition and what stands for our cu lture; this is what we 
want to return to and, because God established it in this way, it is much 

better than anything people could ever make. 
In addition, people in all the countries in the Islamic world are very dis­
appointed about the existing economic and social conditions. They want 
the problems to be solved and those who are believers are turning to God 
for the solution in the ways he revealed. The laws and guidance of God 
should be taken up again: in view of the pressing crisis, people are be­
coming more and more attentive to the programme presented by the ls­
lamists. Some years ago their followers constituted about ten percent of 
the population, but now this percentage has risen to more than 30 percent 
in many countries with an Islamic majority. This does not of course mean 
that this high pruporlion of the population are really convinced on the 
whole subject; rather they are disappointed by their governments because 
the latter have not established a reasonable economic programme, and so 
they become followers of the lslam ist movements which today promise 

them a path to a better future. 
There may well come a day when people will say that Islam, which is a re-
ligious system after all, does not have the key for solving the increasingly 
complex questions and problems in the technical, econom ic and socio­
political arenas. But for the present the general trend towards re-lslamization 
still continues and we have to assume that a religious person can cope with 
many disappointments before he/she changes his/her attitude and opinion. 
So although there are only a few Islamic states, the governments in many 
countries of the Islamic world, such as Iraq, Syria or Jordan are exposed to 
heavy pressure from the lslamists, who are supported by an ever increasing 

number of followers. • 
. . KHOURY Concerning the situation of Muslims in di-

on th~ Situ_at,o·n· of aspora conditions3, there are in the tradition of Islamic 
Muslim minorities law principles and examples clarifyi ng that Muslims 

may live as a minority in a state that is not Islamic. In this context, refer­

ence has primarily to be made to the following principles: 
1. According to the f:'lanafi school of law, a state which is not Islamic but 
grants freedom of religion and religious practice to Muslims and guarantees 

' Cf. A. Th. Khoury, /s/amische Minderheiten in der Diaspora (Entwicklung und Frieden: 

Wissenschaftliche Reihe; 40). Mainz etc., 1985. 
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them protection of life and property, is not to be considered as a state hos­
tile towards Islam, but as one that is friendly towards Islam . Dating from the 
time of the Reconquista in Spa in, there is a Shafi'i legal opin ion dealing with 
the situation of a smal l Muslim community wh ich had survived in Andalu­
~ia. In rep ly to their request for a judgement, addressed to an Islamic jurist 
rn the East, the question was asked: are you hindered, can you live in security, 
do you have freedom of religion? When the answer given was in the affir­
mative, the reply of the scholar was that they would not have to leave the 
country since they could fulfil their religious duties there and in add ition 
had the opportunity, through their life and their faith, to bear w itness to 
lslam.4 Thi s principle of course should also be applied to the present situa­
t ion of Muslim minorities in European countries. 
2. The Lheury on armed engagement on behalf of Islam includes instruc­
tions for Muslims living abroad. One of these instructions says that a Mus­
lim should not consider himself to be waging Holy War everywhere. As 
long as the normal laws of the country are not opposed to the religious 
laws of Islam, a Muslim has the duty to obey these laws too. Muslims are 
therefore not obliged to reject the order of the state and the society or the 
constitutional law of a certai n country or to act aga inst these laws. Rather 
they should show a more open attitude, keep within the law of the coun­
try and live there as loyal citizens. 

3. In the classica l period when the Islamic legal system was elaborated, in 
view of possible cultural and economic interaction, rules were already es­
tablished for the conduct of Muslims abroad and for the conduct of for­
eigners in an Islamic land. Muslims should not show too much zeal or act 
in a hostile way. Even if they enjoy the hospitality of a country only tem­
porar il y, they should behave as honest and loya l guests: they shou ld not 
act aga inst the in terests of the country and its society and their interest 
should rather be th at of the country. 

However, in its classical theory Islam always presumed that Muslims wou ld 
form the majority in a particular country and that others wou ld be tolerated 
as a minority. The reverse situation was not explored to develop a desirable 
comprehensiveness. Nevertheless, the decisions already taken and the solu­
tions implemented in var ious concrete cases can be helpful to Muslims in 
finding patterns of orientation for their life in countries where they form mino­
rities, in matters such as mixed marriages, forbidden and permitted food, etc. 

' Cf. A. Th. Khoury, lslamische Minderheiten in der Diaspora, op. cit. (fn. 3) pp. 57-59. 
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4. With regard to the validity or importance of Islamic law regulations in 
a country that does not live under Islamic ru le, in this case not all the com­
mandments of the shari'a are b inding, but only those that can be fu lfi lled 
abroad. The Islamic penal law does indeed presuppose Islamic sovereignty, 
and where the state is not Islam ic, it is not possible to assume that the state 
wi ll act in conformity w ith Islamic p nal law, but Muslims can still accept 
the binding laws of the country. This does not apply to the regulations that 
govern specifica ll y the religious obligations which, according to the sharl'a, 
are b inding on every Muslim in the world: in this respect, no country where 
freedom of religion is guaranteed will present the Muslim with an incom­
patibili ty between his obligation to fu lfil his religious obligations and his 
obeying the laws of the country. 
5. It would be relatively easy for Muslims to cope with the practica l rrob­
lems of their integration (for instance in European countries) if they could 
apply these principles more fu lly and in confidence that their faith is not 
endangered. This is mostly a practical issue - experience must assure Mus­
lims that integration does not mean loss of their religious identity. They 
themselves and the society in question must be prepared for it, so much 
work needs to be done on both sides to disseminate the relevant informa­
tion, provide mutual assistance in formulating appropriate arguments and 
understanding things, and finally to work out practical measures and rules, 
so that both sides understand better what things really mean for their own 
religious and cu ltural identity. 

• 
BARTH The feas ibility of a pluralistic society implies 

common actions 
problems, even among Christians. How can one's own 

possible? sense of truth relate to such a religiously open model? 

If we envisage a new partnership, how can we face the sort of questions that 
are posed to Christians and Muslims together, and Lry to answer them posi­
tively? Perhaps a joint project, a shared goal which each tries to reach in his 
own way, cou ld be the route, by which we could possibly approach a com­
mon goa l along separate paths. For instance in the area of ethics related to 
justice, peace or the preservation of creation as the global goal of mankind, 
we can certa inl y only succeed if we sp lit them up into partial aims; in area 
of religion and dogma we might think for instance of the shared project of 
confronting the problems arising from capitalism. 
KHOURY The question is: how can we make a start on a shared project 
when we do not have a sufficient basis for shared action? Without th is 
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shared basis shared action is not possible. There is no doubt that these are 
questions which interest all of us, and indeed they shou ld interest us much 
more substantially than has been the case so far. Through Vatican II, an 
awareness was raised for Christians of this new way of ra ising questions. 
The Christian claim to abso lute truth w hen deal ing with other religions is 
becoming more open because it is acknowledged that there are true and 
hol y elements in them, which we are to discover, recognize and encour­
age. It would be very beautiful if, vice versa, we Christ ians were not re­
garded as unbel ievers by the great mass of Musl im bel ievers. 
BARTH Is it possible to discern a common enemy? 
KHOURY We should not allow others to dictate the principle of our ac­
tions. The point is to make a pos itive contribution, wh ich w ill be possible 
to the extent that the believers of both our religious commun ities have 
shared values as a basis for carry ing out a joint project. 
WrssE Should there not be a joint Ministry of Re ligions, when Europe, in 
the Council of Europe, has a polit ical umbrella organization, and all the 
questions concerning co-existence in a multi -rel igious society w ill then 
have to be settled anew? After al I, in this new Europe, there wi 11 be twenty 
million Muslims among three-hundred mil lion peop le. 
KHOURY It is obvious that fine formu las l ike 'multicu ltura l society' wi ll 
not suffice; the need is rather to define clearly, and in awareness of the im­
p lied problems, the mean ing of in tegrating a huge new soc ial grouping into 
an existing society and the appropriate ways of preparing for it. Although 
we are often interested and well- intentioned when contemplating such a 
project, and much welcome progress has been made, we are sti ll not suf­
ficiently appreciative of the prob lem. What we should do is start consid­
ering the important issues and, as we are sea rch ing for appropriate ways 
to deal w ith these problems and work towards a solution, also keep an eye 
open for new possibi I ities of cooperation between po li t ical and rel igious 
institutions. Our experi ences so fa r in initiating developments that have 
seemed necessary have been very sobering, but not discouraging. Do we 
have enough knowledge of the prob lems hindering Mus lim-Christian re­
lations in terms of in fo rmation and a historical perspective? Are we glad 
of any opportun ity to approach each other, and are we also ready to put 
up w ith set-backs? 
As fo r the rest, we should be very cautious about any predictions concern­
ing population development in Europe, because more differentiations than 
usual have to be made in the assessment of many factors decisive in such 
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predictions. If we are not carefu I, ungrounded fears may be aroused and un­
necessary polarizations created. 

• 
about the st<1tus KAHLERT We have occasionally said in our discuss ions 

that God must ultimately have had some purpose in al­
low ing a third monotheistic religion to come into being. 
Consequently, when we reflect fu rther on this idea, the 
question arises of Christian openness to Muslim prayer. 

of Islam within 
God's plan 
of salvat ion 

When we enter a mosque and experi ence the utter seriousness of rel igious 
devotion we find there, we cannot turn away from this atmosphere. How 
could a pious Christian not sense that the favou r of God rests on th is kind of 
prayer and that he takes pleasure in it? And so if, as Christians, we can assume, 
to put it in human terms, that Cod must have had some idea that made him 
allow a th ird monotheist ic re ligion to come into being, this wou ld certainly 
have some consequence for our understanding of the prophetic office claimed 
by MulJammad and for Christian respect for Muslim prayer. 
SCHIMMEL Clearly prayer and the theology of prayer are of central inter­
est in Chri st ian-Musl im commun ication. In this context we should consider 
again Constance E. Padwick's book, Muslim Devotions [cf. above p. 286]. 
The author, an Anglican believer, dedicated her life to the search for a 
deeper understand ing of the secret of Muslim prayer. 
BsTEH A. In every case, a pious person can only regard with awe another 
human being who prays. Whoever prays stands on holy, untouchable ground. 
The one who prays is as it were a place of encounter with God. 
However, th e theological statement that Cod must have had some idea 
that made him allow a third monotheistic rel igion to come into being may 
be assessed by Christians more cautiously. Even Father Anawat i repeatedly 
ra ised doubts in discussions as to whether it is really part of our theological 
tasks to ' integrate' Is lam into some pattern of history that we set out and 
with in wh ich we find some place for it. Should itnotbeourprimaryconcern 
to take seriously the fact that there is Islam as a religious community and 
to encounter it in the spirit of Christian faith? As beings capable of thi nking 
and reflect ing, of cou rse we have to try to understand reality- but this ca­
pac ity is a priori very limited, in particular when it comes to 'understand­
ing' the ways and decisions of God. 
Moreover, quite generally the question arises: how do we know that God 
made this or that 'come into being'? Or whether he only 'allowed' it (an 
expression wh ich, by the way, often refers to utterly negative things). The 
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phrase that may seem to be most adequate in this context is perhaps: God 
granted room for this or that; within creation as a who le he allowed it to 
grow. This can, at any rate, be said when contemplating historical rea l ity 
without claiming the competence to interpret the actual place of this re­

al ity within God's economy of sa lvation. 
With regard to God's plan of sa lvation, is the Christian truth not simply 
what Paul said in the Letter to the Romans (11 :33), "How unsearchable are 
his judgements and how inscrutable are his ways!", and what was said to 
the discip les in Acts : that it is not for them "to know the t imes or periods 
tha,t the Father has set by his own authority" (1 :7) and final ly what the 
vision in the Reve lation to John (chapter 5) says about the slaughtered lamb 
that alone is worthy to "open the scro ll and its seven sea ls"? 
KAHLERT An attempt to design a kind of plan of the history of salvation 
certainly involves many dangers; behind it there is often the temptation to 
categori ze and claim to have sufficient information to do that. And yet, 
just like Gamalie l (d. Ac 5:33 ff.), it is hard for us to deny an argument 
(based on a certain event's impact on history) that genera lly proceeds from 
the assumption that if something lasts and does not fail, God must have 
had it in mind. An assumption of this kind is helpful in coming to terms 
with our actual encounter w ith Islam, and being together with it in hi story, 
particularly because we do not know what to make of it. 
BsTEH A. Th is seems to be the impli cation of the be liever's conviction 
that the Father alone knows the hour, and the whole meaning of what hap­
pens in history, and that the lamb alone can open the scro ll and break its 
sea ls. It is this convict ion that particu larly compels us to take seriously 
every historical reali ty and see in it something that confers upon us a re­

sponsibility before God. 
+ 

man put to the 
test and fac ing 
suffering 

VANON I In the Bible, in Judaism as we ll as in Chris­
tianity, inexplicable sufferi ng and the suffering of the 
innocent is repeated ly li nked w ith the idea that man is 
put to the test by God and may even matu re through 

sufferi ng. By emphasizing the transcendence of God, Islam also introduces 
into this context the moti f of man be ing put to the test. What does this mean 
in the fai th of Musl ims? Can they integrate it into their sp irituality? 
KHOURY The moment of being put to the test plays an important ro le in 
the li fe of the Muslim believer. Under the pressure of a misfortune that 
happens to him and wh ich he exper iences as sufferi ng, he initially asks 
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spontaneously: "What have I done that God puts me to the test?" For punish­
ment fo r evil things he has done is something he should always expect. 
But when he examines himself and discovers nothing that he earl be charged 
with, great weight is given to the conv iction of being put to the test: God 
tests him in order to know how far he will remain faithful and true to him 
even in distress. If he passes this test, he may also expect some kind of re­
ward for having been faithful. The mystics probably found an even deeper 
awareness of this problem . 

SCHIMMEL There is an alleged f:-ladith to which very 
.. . those who are 

much attention is paid by the mystics and which starts 
tested most 

with the words: "Those who are put to the most severe 
tests are the prophets, then the friends of God, then the others and the oth­
ers".' This means, the more a human being is put to the test, the more the 
wil l of God to teach human beings is revealed in him/her; hence the pro­
phets suffer most, in order to show that they really remain faithful to God. 
Thus Pau l Gerhardt says in one of his poems: 

"Wi rd's aber sich befinden, 
Dais du Ihm treu verb leibst, 
So w ird Er dich entb inden, 
Da du's am wen'gsten glaubst."6 

[If you are found to be faithfu l to Him 
He wi ll set you free 
when you least believe it to happen.J 

The mystics li ked to express their understanding of suffering by means of 
a picture taken from the field of alchemy and also genera lly known from 
mysticism: the image is of impure, metallic ore which is smelted in the al­
chemist's pan, suffers from the fi re and is purified until the pure gold alone 
remains. The need fo r testing and suffering is also frequently expressed in 
the image of grapes which are crushed and pressed until they become ju ice 
and finally wine. In the MathnawT, ROmT set down a whole sequence of 
these experiences of suffering, one after the other: first the ground is torn 
and ploughed, so that it is able to receive and develop the seed; the seed­
corn is crushed by the clods of earth so that it can sprout; the grown corn 
is cut and the ears are threshed so that flour can be made out of it, and so 
it goes on until fina lly the bread is crunched between a man's teeth. 

• B. Furuzanfar, Af:,ad1th.-i Math.nawf. Tehran, 1955, no 320. 
' Paul Gerhardt, Ceistliche Lieder: Mit einem Nachwort van C. Rodding. Stuttgart, 1991, 

p. 54. 
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So life consists of a whole series of tests and trials each of which leads up 
to a higher level of experience. As a final thought, we may refer here to 
something that leads us back to the beginning aga in : the Qur'an speaks of 
the primordial covenant, when God says to pre-h istorica l man: "alastu bi­
rabbikum - 'Am I not your Lord [ .. . ] ?'", then the souls repl y: "bala shahidna 
- 'Yea! We do testify! ' [ ... ]" (Sura 7,172). The term bala, however, written 
differently, also means tri al and test. From this the mystics inferred logically 
that at the moment when the souls replied bala - 'yes' to God addressing 
them, they, of their own free w ill , accepted not on ly all the joys, but also 
al l suffering, and this gives them consolation until the day of resurrection. 

atheism 
and 'theologia 
negativa' 

• 
VIRT In dialogue with people who call Lhemselves 
atheists, we may often perceive how much respect and 
discretion they have regarding the great mystery. Con­
versely, in this dialogue we may introduce them to the 

major importance that negative theology has for us; we can exp lain to 
them the legi timate place due to it in Christian theology and admit our 
own guilt for partly causing their reservation by a shameful arrogance about 
our knowledge of God . How do M uslims deal with such peop le, who do 
not now construct a counter-ideo logy, but who rea l ly want to refrain from 
any immed iate statement, out of a greater respect towards the greater 
mystery? 
SCHIMMEL A Muslim could react in the same way, since the preconditions 
are simi lar. But if we are speaking of a traditionally educated Musl im, he wil l 
probab ly rush to expound al I the scholastic arguments for the existence of 
God, wh ich were expressed so distinctly in the Middle Ages that they are no 
longer acceptable, even to a modern Muslim because they entai l such a ma­
teria lization and rationali zation of the concept of God that the livi ng God is 
utterly excluded. But if we are thi nking of a Muslim with a certain mystica l 
inclination, he wi l l certain ly admit that we may accept and appreciate this. 
Perhaps he would start with a beautiful Persian verse: " In the name of Him 
who has no name, bu t who appears in every name by which you cal l Him." 
(Dara Shikoh, d. 1659). He may also reca ll the text: "Praise and glory be to 
Him! (for He is) above what they attribute to Him!" (Su ra 6,100). In acer­
tain sense it may even be easier, because a Musl im is not burdened by con­
ceptions of God as they have been il lustrated in our pictures and pa intings. 
Particularl y the ways of imagining God with a beautifu l long beard, and the 
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Holy Spirit as a dove, are apt to arouse repulsion rather than delight; we 
experience this again and again in dialogue with people who reall y take it 
seriously. In this respect a Muslim is in a better pos ition than we, because 
he has no visual representation for what is holy. 

is it possible to 
question the wil l 
of God? 

WOLBERT It is said that it is not possible to question 
the wi ll of God, but we have not mentioned the fact 
that we can only do the will of God if we have under­
stood it to some extent. Otherw ise this might become 

a comfortable escape for theologians confronted w ith uncomfortable ques­
tions and wou ld also risk portraying God as an arbi trary despot. Are Mus­
lims aware of this danger? 
SCHIMMEL The concept of an arb itrary despot, which eas ily strikes the out­
sider, is repeatedly corrected for Musi ims because God is called the Truth, 
the Wise and the Merciful. The sense that God's w ill reveals itself every­
where in his creation tends to guide the Muslim towards an emphasis on 
the abso lute greatness of God and his omnipotence, and an acceptance 
of our lack of understanding as its necessary consequence. On the occa­
sion of an il lness or a catastrophe, when a Muslim initially asks sponta­
neously why this or that should happen to this person, it may be that as a 
bel iever he very quickly fi nds consolation in the thought that the wi ll of 
God cannot be questioned and that He of course knows what is best. This 
reca lls Ri lke's poem in Sonnetten an Orpheus: 

"[ ... ] 
Seidener Faden, kamst du hinein ins Gewebe. 
Welchem der Bilder du auch im lnnern geeint bist 
(sei es selbst ei n Moment aus dem Leben der Pein), 
fuhl, dass der ganze, der ruhm liche Teppich gemeint ist. 
[ ... ]" 

[S ilken thread, you entered the fabric. 
To wh ich picture at heart you may belong 
(be it even a moment from the l ife of pain), 
feel tha't the whole, the glori ot,Js carpet is meant.] 
[Second part, Sonett XX I] 

as a thread in 
a carpet 

-which certainly has its paradigms in Islam. There is al­
ways the feel ing that although, as a thread in a carpet, 
one does not know what the final carpet wi ll look like, 

there is stil l someone who knows why he gave me a certain colour or why 
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at this point in the fabric there is a strange break or a knot. I myself, as a small 
human being, do not know. I on ly see what is annoying about it. 

God is the 
cal I igrapher 

Here we may also refer to the image of God as ca llig­
rapher: a ca l ligrapher writes letters, beautiful and ugly 
ones; the letter itself does not know what thi s is al l 

about; but there is someone who knows what the who le text will look like. 
And this idea of God as the eminent Master, who intuits or foresees what 
the resu lt wi ll finally be and acts accordi ngly, is for the Muslim believer a 
profound consolation when fac ing the problem of whether or not one is 
allowed even to question the wi ll of God. 

Musa and 
al-Khadir 

In the story of Moses, Musa and al-Khadir in Sura 18, 
60-82, the ancient theme occurs in which somebody 
commits three acts wh ich cannot be explained logically 

and may even do some damage: al-Khadir, as a companion of Moses, first 
destroys a boat that belongs to poor people, then kills a young man, and 
finally rebuilds a wal l for people who refused to receive them as their guests. 
Moses had promi sed not to ask questions, but cannot restrain himself and 
asks why his companion has done these th ree things. al-Khadir explains that 
there was a deeper meaning in each of his actions and then Moses and he 
have to part. This is an illustration like that of the carpet. There is simply a 
higher wi l l wh ich we cannot understand and in wh ich we have to trust. 

dangers of 
misuse 

This story about Moses and al-Khadir may of course 
have very dangerous consequences, if for instance the 
mystic gu ide thinks he has the status of al-Khadir as 

the teacher of someone he is accompanying on the var ious stages of his 
journey. If the guide claims to be beyond good and evil and starts to order 
thi ngs which, according to normal human standards, are wrong or some­
t imes even develop into crimes, then of course the question arises of what 
to do when such a mystical authority does something that we cannot un­
derstand w ith our normal human reasoni ng. When shou ld we say that this 
is al-Khac;Jir acting once again and when should we fight against it so that 
evi l does not continue?This is an extremely difficult question . We have al­
ready mentioned PTr Pagan3, the mystica l leader in Sind, who trained his 
dervishes as warriors to fight the British. Perhaps this was well-meant, but 
no matter what his intention he did irreparable damage! These really are 
points where it becomes difficult to see where wisdom l ies and we can 
feel the tension between absolute acceptance on the one hand and ask­
ing: why a human being had to do something like that, on the other. 
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divine will and 
Qur'anic order 

But in general acceptance of the divine wi ll is express ly 
directed towards acceptance of Qur'anic ordinances. 
This is beautifully illustrated in a letter written by Abmad 

SirhindT (d . 1624), the great Sufi-reformer of the early 17th century who wrote 
many letters to prominent people in the Mogul Empire in his endeavours to 
puri fy Islam of all the al ien influences of Hinduism. Emperor Akbar's Genera l 
Field Marshal, himself a great writer and poet, had (as we know from SirhinclT's 
answer) obviously asked him what was the actual meaning of this or that rit­
ual obligation referred to in the Qur'an, because he cou ld not make anyth ing 
of it. Then Abmad SirhindTwrote: " It is not your task to ask why God ordained 
such and such ritua l rul es; you have to believe it, it is the wi ll of God." This 
expresses the basic Muslim attitude, whereas the problem cases referred to 
belong to another level. 

new initiatives to 
deepen mutual 
understand ing 

... 
W1ssE It is certai nly important not to see the situat ion 
of one's own or the other religious commun ity in iso­
lation, but to try to understand it in the socio-cultural 
context in which it exists, in order to appreciate its his­

torical background. Is this sufficiently taken into consideration in Christian­
Muslim dialogue? For example, do we intensify our efforts to develop a 
more objective historiography, or make relevant corrections to the pres­
entation of the other in textbooks and the general educational materia ls 
for young people? 
KHOURY In Germany, for instance, some years ago an extensive project 
was initiated aimed at formulating the best possible comprehensive pres­
entation of both religious communities, Islam and Christian ity, their event­
ful history and mutual re lations, in the relevant schoolbooks. In particular 
Professor Falaturi, Director of the Islamic Academy in Kain, and Professor 
Lahnemann from the Facu lty of Educational Science of the Erlangen 
University made a substantia l contr ibution to this project and were sup­
ported in this initiative by a number of Catholic and Protestant theo logians 
and historians. In addition, efforts are made in turn to ensure an appro­
priate presentation of Christianity in schoolbooks in Islamic countries. Here 
a considerable difficulty is caused by the historical upheava ls taking place 
today. While Islamic intel lectuals were often fascinated by the West in for­
mer times and saw it as the repository of a great cu lture, today in these cir­
cles a picture of a declining and largely already decadent West is widely 
perceived, a civ ili zat ion which is about to lose its hold on ethica l values 

361 



which have been bind ing till now, and especiall y on religious values. In 
contrast, Islam is seen as guaranteeing a binding order of values, under­
stood in accordance with responsibi lity before God. In large sections of 
the popu lation in all Arab countri es, a sense of the absolute superiority of 
Islam is prevalent. A change in our approach towards Islam on ly became 
possible after an opening up of the Churches towards Islam had taken place 
in the World Council of Churches and in the Cathol ic Chu rch. A revision 
of school textbooks, for instance, could on ly be started on the basis of this 
changed approach. A similar far-reaching change of climate in Islamic 
societies will also be capable of creating the necessary precond itions for 
sustainable changes in all social areas, even including what is taught abou t 
Christianity in the books on religion in Islamic countries. 

God is greater, 
and: God is 
always smaller 

+ 

ELSAS Taking into account the transcendence of God, 
wherever Allahu akbar, God is greater (than everything), 
is said, there is, I think, something that wou ld also cor­
respond to a Deus semper minor. Th is is what came to 

mind with what Professor Khoury said about God who hears the suppliant, 
for whom we need no mediator, who directly heard the chi ld Ishmael when 
Hagar fled and who intervened and brought sa lvation; and then this par­
alle l w ith Mary and the child Jesus beneath the palm-tree: where in both 
cases water we lled up, bringing salvation from the depths. 

... but the heart 
embraces me 

SCHIMMEL Concerning the immanence and presence 
of God, Professor Khoury has already referred to the 
passage, "When My servants ask thee concerning Me, 

I am indeed close (to them): I listen to the prayer of every supp liant when 
he calleth on Me: [ ... ]" (Sura 2, 186), and, even more important, the exhor­
tation in Sura 40,60: "[ ... ] 'Call on Me; I will answer your (Prayer): [ ... ]'!" 
Devout people have always understood the well -known passage Sura 50, 16 
as centra l to the theology of prayer: " It was We Who created man, and We 
know what dark suggestions his sou l makes to him: for We are nearer to hi m 
than (his) jugular vein ." In th is context a very beautifu l l:,ad1th qudsT, a non­
Qur'anic word of God, may readily be quoted: " Heaven and earth do not 
embrace Me, but the heart of My fai thful servant embraces Me. 11 1

1 or the par­
alle l f:-ladTth : " If you are looking fo r Me, look for Me among those whose 

' B. Furuzanfar, op. cit. (fn. 5), no. 63. 
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hearts have broken for my sake."0 This immanence of God in the human 
heart is then strongly emphasized in mysti cism. We may for instance refer 
to 'Att;ar, who, in his Mu~Tbat-nama, allows the searcher to ask all the crea­
tures where God may be found . They tell him that they are also in search of 
Him. At the end of his forty-day retreat he finds God in the ocean of his soul. 
And the question: "Why do you go on a far jou rney in order to seek God ?, 
Why do you go on a pilgrimage?" is a very frequent topic: God is not in 
Jerusalem, He is not in Mecca, but you will find Him in you r heart. This has 
been a recurring theme from the M iddle Ages to our own ti mes for those 
who are open to mysticism - and yet we still know that this heart cannot 
embrace Him completely; it is a spark and a beam of light, but what is truly 
transcendent can still not be attained by the heart. 

BSTEH A. If God makes the fourth w ith three who a·re 
God's 

in secret consultation, and if there are five of them, he 
immanence and 

makes the sixth (cf. Sura 58,7) . Does this not express 
transcendence 

an extremel y great closeness, so great that God lets 
himself be counted alongside men? 
SCHIMMEL This simply expresses the feeling that God is always present at 
any moment within the development of fai th, as we have already discussed 
above: from the adoption of faith, is/am, towards its deepening in the heart, 
,man, up to doing what is good as an action in the awareness of God's pres­
ence at any moment, ibsan. This also shows how much one is aware of the 
fact that God dwells among human beings here and now, observes what 
every human being does, and perhaps - this is up to Him - guides him/her. 
It is then that we arrive at the pure immanence of God, at the birth of God 
in the heart, the birth of that part of the soul which RumT calls Jesus, from 
and within man. What is divine is then close to the heart. So, ultimately, the 
immanence of God seems to have a very strong impact on the life of devout 
people and active mystics and thus constitutes an adequate counterba lance 
to the scholastic definitions of God: that he has seven fundamental charac­
teristics, such as existence, etc ., and seven accidental characteri stics as well 
as six others and twenty-one contradicting them; the forty-first is then that 
he can do everything that is possible and let be everyth ing that is possible 
... Opposing th is scholastica l restr iction of the concept of God, this perfect 
mathematical circumscription of the l iving God, as well as the seemingly 
pantheistic mysticism of lbn 'ArabT and his successors, Iqbal, for example, 

' B. Furuzanfar, op. cit. (fn. 5), no. 466. 
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used to emphasize that God gave himself a name in the Qur'an, the one 
great name Allah and the ninety-nine other names. Although a name means 
a persona lity, one always has to bear in mind that in Islamic theology God 
can never be defined as shakhf}, person; he transcends personal ity and nev­

ertheless he is active with in persona l dialogue, within I and Thou, as Suber 
would say, between human beings. 
It is this living dialogue between man and God which Iqbal presented in 
his philosophy and in his poetry as something we cannot exp lai n: God as 
the All -Embrac ing one, yet humans aga in as particles, as pear ls in the 
ocean, and there is a continued l iving dialogue between these parts. Per­
haps this can only be expressed in poetry, as Iqbal did . 
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