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Resumen: La tradicién interpretativa islamica provee siggatlos para muchos
versiculos coranicos, que, de lo contrario, pafaceopacos. Un versiculo utilizado
en la actualidad por algunos para sostener que Imase@s y cristianos poseen
interpretaciones teoldgicas en comun, Coran 3,84, éntendido en la tradicion
como un reto polémico para los no musulmanes peeatar el concepto islamico
de deidad.

Abstract: The Muslim interpretive tradition provides mearsnfigr many Quinic verses
which may otherwise seem opaque. A verse used togapme to argue that Muslims
and Christians have theological understandings6immon,” Q3.64, was understood in
the tradition as a polemical challenge to non-Muslto accept the Muslim concept of
deity.
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According to Muslim tradition, the conversationweéen Islam and those who
did not accept its messenger began at a very statye. The sourcebooks of Islam
tell a story of polemical encounter between thesapeger and various groups of
listeners who hear his recitations. Propheticaitiens known asradith present

[Collectanea Christiana Orientalia 6 (2009), pp. 167-200; 1SSN 1697—2104]
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the words of various antagonists and the repliethefmessengérThe earliest
biographies of the messenger and the Muslim hesodf the origins of Islam
identify particular groups of polytheists in Mak&ad Jews in Mada who resisted
the recitations and denied their divine provendncehese groups neither
acknowledged the prophethood of the messengeraumgnized his authority to
speak from God.

The Muslim scripture contains a range of materigtich seem to reflect
polemical situations. Many passages in the gugive the reader the impression
of entering debates in progress between the clafndam and groups of listeners
who do not accept those claith§cholars have made such observations from a
close reading of text and context and, as will bewsn below, the Muslim
interpretive tradition has tended to support thésections. The main Quanic
claims seem to be that the reciter of the versestisie messenger of Allah, and
that the words he is reciting are sent down by lEhe listeners who question or
reject the claims appear most often to be Jewsssdciators.” These adversaries
counter that far from being a prophet, the recitera poet, a sorcerer or a
soothsayer, or that he is mad or possessgihbyThey describe the messenger’s
recitation as a forgery, as nothing but old storagsconfused dreams. The Qur’

! Many suchsadith can be found, for example, in book 60 Af-BUKHART's collection, kitzb al-

tafsr. sahih al-Bukhirr (Cairo: al*Arabi, 1955), VI. See Ignaz @DzIHER, “Uber
muhammedanische Polemik gegen Ahl adikit Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenlandischen
GesellschafiXXXIl (1878), pp. 344f.; Martin SHREINER “Zur Geschichte der Polemik zwischen
Juden und MuhammedanernZeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenlandischen GesedificXLII
(1888), pp. 592-596; H. IRSCHFELD, “Historical and legendary controversies betweeshi¥mmad
and the Rabbis,Jewish Quarterly ReviewK (1897-8), pp. 100-112; GeorgesadbA, “Juifs et
Musulmans selon [Hadit,” Journal AsiatiqueCCXXIX (1937), pp. 85-109; and G.H.AUYNBOLL,
“Hadith and the Qu&n,” in Jane Dammen BAULIFFE (ed.),Encyclopaedia of the Qum (Leiden:
Brill 2002), I, p. 391.

IBN IsHAQ, Srat al-Nak, ed. Mthammad Mubiya al-Din ‘Abd al-Hanid (Cairo: Maktabat
Muhammad ‘Af Sabih wa Awiad, 1963), Ill, pp. 372-412. Alfred @GLLAUME (trans.),The Life of
Mukammad (Karachi: Oxford University Press, 1955), pp. 2¥0. Rudolf &LLHEIM, “Prophet,
Caliph und Geschichte: Die Nlammed-Biographie des Ibnhiy,” Oriens XVIII-XIX (1965-7),

pp. 53-54, 62, 80-82. John ANSBROUGH The Sectarian Milieu: Content and Composition of
Islamic Salvation HistorgyOxford: Oxford University Press, 1978), pp. 11-42

Cf. Kate Z£BIRI, “Polemic and Polemical Language,” in J.DCAULIFFE (ed.), Encyclopaedia of
the Quran, IV, p. 114.
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replies with affirmations of the messenger’s trtaus? Elsewhere in the Quin,
claims are made for the true identity of figuresnilear from the Bible. Such
passages seem to be responding to claims for figases made by Jews and
Christians.

Scholars often remain tentative about the meaningng one passage in the
Qur’an because the Qur does not generally supply the setting for théagon.
The style of the Quihic discourse is allusive and ellipticallhe Qurinic text
frequently lacks words or units of information whianight otherwise be
considered essential to a clear expression of mgaMuslim scripture gives the
impression of being addressed to an audience wtdald supply missing details
to which the text only refefsEven narrative in the Quin is “often unintelligible
without exegetical complement.In the case of polemical passages, the reader
usually encounters ambiguity about many parts ofeatence, including the
identities of the subject and object, and the matiithe disputé.

Because of these uncertainties of meaning, Muslgmolars in the early
centuries of Islam attempted to provide a settimgtlie words of scripture. One
common method was to specify the “occasion of edi@t” (sabab al-nual) for

Kate ZBIRI, “Argumentation,” in Andrew RPIN (ed.), The Blackwell Companion to the Qam’
(Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), p. 274.

5 John WANSBROUGH Quranic Studies: Sources and Methods of Scriptlmrpretation (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1977), pp. 1, 42, 5%NM, Sectarian Miliey pp. 24-25.

J. WANSBROUGH Quranic Studiesp. 1.

J. WANSBROUGH Quranic Studiesp. 131. Wansbrough characterized Muslim scripasra “torso”
needing completion by thera-maghizr literature. Sectarian Miliey p. 45. NormanCALDER
prefered the image of a Chinese painting, in whieh missing details do indeed need to be filled
in—but only according to independent structuref4F from Tabar to Ibn Kathr: Problems in the
description of a genre, illustrated with refereteehe story of Abraham,” in G.R.AWTING and
Abdul-Kader A. $IAREEF (eds.) Approaches to the Qurh (London: Routledge, 1993), p. 115.

8 “[The Quran] almost never mentions by name those who askledge, seek guidance, doubt, or
abuse, which is one of the reasons the #ulias been named a ‘text without a context.” Stefa
WILD, “The Self-Referentiality of the Quin: Sura 3:7 as an Exegetical Challenge,” in J.D.
MCAULIFFE, Barry D. WALFISH, and Joseph W. @&RING (eds.),With Reverence for the Word:
Medieval Scriptural Exegesis in Judaism, Christignand Islam(Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2003), p. 422. Matthias ARDSCHEIT, for example, discusses the “anonymity” of the '‘@uis
polemical passages and concludes that not only dfficult to be sure of the identity of the
prophet’s opponents, but also of the identity @& giophetDie koranische Herausforderung: Die
tahadd Verse im Rahmen der Polemikpassagen des Kdierdin: Klaus Schwarz, 1996), pp. 14-
23.
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each versé. Sra and maghizi literature provided a continuous narrative
framework for the recitations, which by Muslim acots were spoken at many
different times within a 23-year period and are awwanged chronologically in the
canonical sequence. Both kinds of material wered isecommentaries on the
Qur’an, and in fact some of the earliest Muslim commeasaexplain meaning
chiefly by providing narrative andayin al-mubham or identification of the
anonymous.

Frequently already in the earliest Muslim biograshof Mthammad, narrative
accounts are offered in an attempt to associatesesf the Quin with particular
encounters between various groups and the prophdslam. The Muslim
portrayals of these encounters specify time andepland provide names and
descriptions of the antagonists, lengthy quotatifosn the conversations, and
many other details. These accounts are also foanthany classical Muslim
commentaries on the Qar. As a result, many verses of the @arbegan to be
associated with traditions about their narrativétiregs. Such verses were not
simply understood to have “plain meanings,” cleamnhy listener or reader, but
rather were thought to require extra informatiomisTway of approaching the
meanings of the Quah through tradition continues for many Muslims arduhe
world today.

One important example of the interplay of scriptteat and narrative setting is
the traditional understanding of Q3.64. This vdras come into some notoriety in
recent years through its prominent use in a majaslivh invitation to dialogue
issued in October 2007° Read on its own, 3.64 appears to reflect polemical

® Gordon NckeL and Andrew RePIN, “The Quran,” in A. RIPPIN (ed.), The Islamic WorldLondon:
Routledge, 2008), p. 149.

10 The document titled “A Common Word between Us Xiod,” was posted on October 13, 2007 at
http://www.acommonword.com/index.php?lang=en&pagetionl by the Royal Aal al-Bayt
Institute for Islamic Thought. The text of Q3.64éstured on pp. 2-3, 13-14, and 15. The document
takes its title from a translation of a phrasehis verse. Part of this research on the understgrafi
3.64 in the Muslim interpretive tradition was pnetgel in a panel discussion on “A Common Word”
at the meetings of the American Academy of Religio€hicago, November 3, 2008. | would like
to thank the many scholars who read an earliet dfahis manuscript and gave good suggestions
for improvement, including Juan Pedro Monferrevjnig Hexham, Harold Netland, Jon Hoover,
Alan Guenther, Linda Darwish, Mark Durie, ChristiBehirrmacher, Martin Whittingham, Elmer
Martens, John Azumah, David Shenk, Janet Epp-Bgblem, Ed Loewen, Marvin Dick, Andy
Faust, May Lee Chau, Wagdi Iskandar, Dwight HutmhjsGrant Havers, Warren Larson, Jim
Cunningham, Lisa Laine, and Erol Dogan; as wellmas partners in the AAR panel, Gerald
McDermott, Caner Dagli and Joseph Lumbard.
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interaction with a group of listeners who are ahlie a particular understanding of
deity. In its recent use, however, the verse isanded as an indication that
Muslims and Christians share some theological wtdedings “in common.” The
text of 3.64 reads: “Say: ‘O People of the Scriptu€ome to a word that is
common between you and us, “We serve only God vamdssociate nothing with
Him, and we do not take each other as lords texetusion of God.” If they turn
away, say, ‘Bear witness that we surrend&t.”

Readings of the verse in the Islamic interpretiaglition tended to understand
a polemical context. The f2entury exegete Fakhr afDal-Rizi (d. 1209/606%
wrote that in Q3.64, Allah mentioned three things particular, “because
Christians bring together these thré&He explained:

They worship someone other than Allah, that is khessiah. They associate
others with Him, and that is because they sayAflah is three: Father and Son
and Holy Spirit. They have asserted three eqeaid’) and eternal dadm)
divine personalities dhawit). We say they assert three eternal personalities
because they say the hypostasigngm) of the Word armed itseltgdarra‘a) in

the humanity rfasit) of the Messiah. The hypostasis of the Holy Sprined
itself in the humanity of Mary. Had these two hyjases not been independent
and separate, they could not have separated frefAather and armed themselves
in Jesus and Mary. Thus because they asserted thdspendent divine
hypostases, they committeirk (ashraka).14

Not all Muslim commentators have specified Christias the audience of this
verse, and few have provided the theological detaracteristic of al-&i. As al-
Tabar (d. 923/310) wrote repeatedly throughout his geeatmentary, “the people
of interpretation disagree concerning the occasibmevelation of this verse:”
However, Rzi's comments, as we shall see, are well within thanbls of the

1 Unless otherwise indicated, English translatisom the Qurin are those of AlanakEs (trans.),
The Quran (Gibb Memorial Trust, 2007).

2 This indicates the year of abR's death in both A.D. and A.H. (“Anno Hegirae"—lungears
dated from thdijra in 622 A.D.).

13 Al-Fakhr al-On AL-RAzI, Mafatih al-Ghayb, al-Tafg al-Kabir (Beirut: Dar lhya' al-Turath al-
‘Arabi, 1973), VIII, p. 86.

14 AL-RAzI, Mafatih al-Ghayh VIII, p. 86.

> For example, at Q3.64, AhJa‘far Mthammad ibn Jar AL-TABARI, Tafsr al-Tabar, Jami al-
bayin ‘an ta'wil al-Qur'an, ed. Mdmad Muhammad Shkir and Ahmad Mithammad Shkir
(Cairo, 1955-69, ¥ ed.), VI, p. 322.
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classical Muslim interpretive tradition. His treamnt of the verse, described more
fully below, adds dimensions of rational discouasel theological reflection which
lead into some of the most important issues ofifatth encounter.

The context of Q3.64 suggests that the verse tefl@agpolemical encounter
between the speaker and a group of Christians adeéiws. Traditional Muslim
designation of the “occasion of revelation” for 8.ended to favour a meeting
with a particular group of Christians. Exegesishaf verse by the great scholars of
the Muslim interpretive tradition, however, maderemooom for the involvement
of Jews in the story. In their treatment of thisses Muslim exegetes showed a
freedom to make a strong case for an Islamic carmfegeity. They attacked what
they took to be the wrong faith and false worsHibristians and Jews. They did
not generally understand “a common word” to sigrafipelief which Muslims,
Christians and Jews hold in common. Rather, thelerstood the verse to indicate
a call to Christians and/or Jews to acknowledge tiuth” of the speaker. Some
Muslim commentators saw this challenge leading ipdditical direction and
appeared to anticipate military engagement forufailto submit to a Muslim
concept of deity. Other Muslim interpreters tooB48Band its preceding context to
be a demonstration of a method of rational appdathwthey found just and
beautiful.

Investigation of this Qur’anic verse will now pratkinto observation of the
verse in its scriptural context, and secondly iexploration of traditional Muslim
understandings of the meaning of the verse as #einoa succession of major
commentaries. The commentary passages will theanbb/zed for the features of
polemic which they display. This will lead finallpto some reflections on what
medieval Muslim understandings may contribute ® dievelopment of peaceable
polemic between Christians and Muslims today arttiénfuture.

1. Traditional understandings of the Qur'anic contet of 3.64

Observation of the Quanhic context of 3.64 suggests that one or more
scriptural communities are concerned in this velde verse itself contains the
expression “people of the book”, but it does nacsfy which audience is in view.
The verse immediately following, 3.65, mentions Tleeah and the Gospel and the
guestion of the identity of Abraham. Soon afte73claims that Abraham was
neither “a Jew” nor “a Christian.”

Preceding 3.64, however, is an extended passagatefial which would seem
to interest Christians more than Jews. A narraibeut the “wife of ‘Imén”
begins at verse 35. Mary explicitly enters the ai@re at verse 37. Most Muslim
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interpreters understood Jesus to be referred teise 39 by the expression, “a
word from Allah.” In any case Jesus is indicatedis nameslsa and Messiah at
verse 45. In verse 49 the infant Jesus speaks lirsroradle about the miracles he
will do. The narrative about Jesus continues #lise 55, which seems to refer to
the death and ascension of Jesus. Verse 59 sedrasatstatement about the nature
of Jesus: the assertion here is that Allah cred¢sds from dust just as he created
Adam. Following this verse, a dispute with peopleovdon’t accept the Quinic
assertion seems to be referred to in verse 61.plaseding verse 64, at verse 62,
comes the apparent claim that the narrative alesits)starting at verse 35 is “the
true story.” Verse 63 seems to concern those whamatoaccept the Quinhic
account: “If they turn away, God is aware of thage wreak mischief.”

From context alone, therefore, Q3.64 seems tobfetliveen two arguments—
one about the identity of Jesus, and the othertateuidentity of Abraham. This
observation may account for the ambivalence whitlracterizes the traditional
Muslim exegetical treatments of the verse.

This particular Quénic context, however, came with a strong traditidrout
its occasion of revelation. Muslim commentators geaerally agreed that the first
eighty or so verses ofiat Al ‘Imran were revealed in response to a delegation of
Christians who came to Math from Najan.*® This is the claim of the earliest
Muslim biography of Mhammad, theSrat al-Naly of Ibn Ishaq (d. 767/150%’
The best-known Muslim work of the “occasions ofakaion” of Quranic verses,
the Astib al-Nuzl of al-Wahidi (d. 1076/468), supports this dating of the
passagé® This tradition is also offered by many Muslim coemtaries on the
Qur’an, including the earliest complete extant commemnttre Tafsr of Mudatil
ibn Sulaynan (d. 767/150%°

16 Mahmoud M. Aous, The Quran and lts Interpreters, Vol. I, The Houdélmran (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1992), p. 1.

17 IBN ISHAQ, Srat al-Nald, II, p. 415.

18 Ab al-HasamAL-NISABOURI AL-WAHIDI, Ashib al-Nuzl (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub altllmiyya, 2006), p.
50.

19 Tafgr Muggatil ibn Sulayran, ed. Abd Alih Mahmad Shitata (Beirut: Mu’assasat alafikh al-
‘Arabiyya, 2002), I, p. 261. See alga-TABARI, Jami' al-bayan, VI, pp. 150, 153;AL-RAZI,
Mafatih al-Ghayh VII, p. 155;Abt ‘Abd Allah Muhammad ibn Amad al-Anart AL-QURTUBI, al-
Jami li-Ahkam al-Quran (Beirut: Car lhya' al-Turath al-‘Arati, 1967), IV, p. 4. Al Safid ‘Abd
Allah ibn ‘Umar ibn Mthammad ibn ‘At al-Khayr Nair al-Din AL-BAYDAWI, Anwir al-tanzl wa-
astar al-ta’'wil (Dar al-Tiba‘ah al-‘Amirah, 1887), I, p. 193.
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Ibn Ishaq enclosed the entire text 8 ‘Imran 1-64 in a narrative about the
encounter of Mbammad with the Najn Christians. The Christians, writes lbn
Ishaq, attempt to make a case for the deity of Jeshduisammad. They confess,
“he is Allah”, “he is the son of Allah”, and “he tke third of three.” Mbammad
commands the Christians to “submit.” At this poiatcording to lbn ksaq, Allah
sends down the first 80 versesAdfImran.?°

Many Muslim commentators on the Qan’offered the story of the delegation
of Christians from Nafin closer to their explanations of Q3.64. Mtilgbegan his
narrative of the Najin visit at verse 59 and continued it through hteripretation
of verse 64. His interpretation of these six versasld be said to be completely
within the narrative, a typical characteristic ofs hexegetical methott. For
Mugqatil, the antagonists were the Christians until eegb, where he turned
abruptly to include the leading Jews of Nizal

Al-Tabal, writing at the end of the third Islamic centugites a variety of
traditions about the occasion of revelation of @318e attributes to Ibn I&q the
tradition that this verse applies to the NajiChristiang? However, this is not the
only tradition with which he is familiar, and—as wskeall see below—he chooses a
different interpretive angle. Interestingly, Bdbar signalled at the beginning of
his commentary oni®a 3 that he understood the theological signifieant3.64.
Even if the Christians of N&n were intended as the primary audience of the
“divine argument fujja)” in these verses, he wrote, the message appliesy
other people “who share in their rejection of fgkbfr) in Allah by taking another
being beside Him as a lord and a god and a deigytgid).”*

Major Muslim interpreters after glabar differed in their approach to the
occasion of revelation of Q3.64, as well in thaaws of the influence of context
for the verse’s meaning. Some commentators coreiddre verse to be of one
piece with the preceding verses as part of a sgepaind prophetic demonstration
of how to present the truth to non-Muslims. AZR for example, saw the story of
the Christians from Najn—as well as 3.64 and its preceding context—assole
in “rational investigation and reasoningl-pa/th wa-l-ngar),” and as a proof that

20 IBN IsyAQ, Srat al-Nalf, II, pp. 414-415.

J. WANSBROUGH Quranic Studies pp. 122-131. Wansbrough comments on the sinyilaoit
Muggatil's commentary to th&ra of Ibn Ishaq on page 127.

AL-TABARI, Jami' al-bayan, VI, p. 484.

AL-TABARI, Jami' al-bayan, VI, p. 151.
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“the use of disputationnfunizara) for the purpose of confirming the faith and
removing errorsghubalit) was the way of the prophets.”

The traditional narrative of the visit of the Chiasis from Najin, best known
from Ibn Ishaq’s account® is that a delegation comes to Niaal from the Yeme
to make terms with Muhammad when his conquesteftabian Peninsula seems
unavoidable. The Christians explain to Mummad their belief in the deity of
Jesus, and Maammad denies their claims. At the end ofidmmad’s recitation
of Q3.1-64, according to IbnHaq, Allah commands Mwammad to challenge the
Christians to mutual invocation of a curseu{z‘ana).?’ The Christians discuss the
matter among themselves and decide not to panéipathe cursing ceremony.
Instead they leave Miammad in his religion and return to Nagjrto practice their
own religion®®

24 AL-RAZI, Mafatih al-Ghayh VI, p. 155.

IBN ISHAQ, Srat al-Naly, II, pp. 412-422. English translatioruGLAUME , pp. 270-277.

% There was indeed a vigorous Christian communitylajian at the start of the seventh century. Irfan
Shahid writes that Christianity was introduced &jrith in the fifth century through one of its native
merchants, namedayyan. “Although the initial Christian impulse came rindiira, whereHayyan
was baptized, other Christian missionary currentsverged on Nadjn from Byzantine Syria and
from Ethiopia, all of which made Nadjr the main centre of Christianity in South Arabi@rious
Christian denominations existed side-by-side in jNiagd but Monophysitism was the one that
prevailed.” “Nadjén,” EI?, VII, pp. 871-872.

27 BN IsHAQ, Srat al-Naby, Il, p. 422. Widely known in Muslim tradition a®e muhihala. R.
STROTHMANN, “Die Mubahala in Tradition und Liturgie,Der Islam33 (1957), pp. 5-29.

2 |BN IsyAQ, Srat al-Nalf, II, p. 422. The earliest Muslim sources offerigedsity of details of the
discussion which occurs among the RajrChristians in response to Mammad's muhkihala
challenge. In8N ISHAQ, the leader of the Christians is convinced ofilsimmad’s prophethood and
thus advises the delegation that cursingatlamad would be disastroi&tat al-Naly, 11, p. 422. In
MUQATIL, the leader simply says that in any scenario,irgrsuhammad would be disastrous.
Tafgr, VI, pp. 282. A-TABARI also transmitted a tradition which indicates amleinee: according
to ‘Amir al-Sha’h, the Christians of Najn initially accept thanuhzhala challenge. But when they
seek the advice of a wise man from their deputatienrebukes them: “What have you done? If
Muhammad is a prophet, and he invokes Allah against ydlah would never anger him by not
answering his prayers. If, on the other hand, leekimg, and he were to prevail over you, he would
never spare you.Jami‘ al-Bayan, VI, p. 478. BN SA'D did not give details of the deliberations, but
had the leader respond to Mammad, “We think it proper not to curse you. Youynsader us as
you like and we shall obey you and shall make pedtteyou.” Al-Tabadgit al-Kubra (Beirut: Dar
sadir, 1957), I, p. 358. See GordondMEL, “We Will Make Peace With You’: The Christians of
Najran in Mudtil's Tafgr,” Collectanea Christiana Orientalid (2006), pp. 171-188.
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2. Meanings of 3.64 in the Muslim interpretive tradtion

As noted above, Ml interpreted Q3.64 in the midst of his narratiadeout
the delegation of Christians from Najt In the verse immediately preceding,
Muaqatil understood the Christians to be “those who Wreaschief” (nufsidin);
he completed the scriptural phrase by adding “..hi& ¢arth through rebellion”
(al-ma‘asi).*® These strongly negative descriptions connectedhi& mind of
Mugatil to the Christian refusal in the story to givp their belief in the deity of
Jesus and acceaw/iid. When he came to 3.64, the exegete found “Sayjeto
addressed to Miammad. From “a word that is common,” Mitiunderstood “a
word of justice fadl).”*° To the phrase, “we associate nothing with Him,"dstil
added, “from His creation.” When he came to thedspfand we do not take one
another as lords to the exclusion of God,” he dérpld “Because they tooksi as
a lord.”®! “If they turn” means “if they rejectba) taw/id.”

On this verse, the early Kufan grammarian al-#gd. 827/207) immediately
noted a variant reading for the phrase, “to a commvord between us and you.”
He wrote that the alternate “readingjr¢’a) of ‘Abd Allah” is “to a just (adl)
word between us and yod?”Al-Farra’ brought in a cross reference from a
Qur’anic story about Moses in order to develop the nreanifsaws’: “...So fix a
tryst between you and us, that neither you nor kgl $ail to keep, a convenient
(suwan) place” (20.58). Al-Fa&' concluded that the terrsaws’ meant equitable
(‘adl) and just fasaf).*

Al-Tabal's approach to the interpretation of 3.64 was qdiféerent from the
largely monovalent method of the early commentatétsthe end of the third
Islamic century, aFabat knew a wide variety of traditions on virtually eye

2 Pplural of ma'siya. The verb‘asa carries the sense of disobedience, rebellion, sifipp and
resistance. Edward WilliamANE, An Arabic-English Lexicon: Derived from the bestamost
copious Eastern sourcésondon: Williams and Norgate, 1874), Book |, Parp. 2069.

MUQATIL, Tafsr, I, p. 281. The nouradl can have a number of other senses, including yequit
rectitude, equivalence, and balance. E.\AW#, An Arabic-English LexicarBook |, Part 5, p. 1974.
MUQATII, Tafsr, I, p. 281.

32 Abn Zakariyyd’ Yahya b. Ziyad AL-FARRA’, Kitab Ma‘ant al-Qur'an, ed. Aamad Yasuf Najiti and
Muhammad ‘At al-Najjar (Beirut: Dar al-Saiir, n.d.), I, p. 220.

AL-FARRA’, Kitab Ma‘ani al-Qur'an, 1, p. 220. E.W. BNE gives many meanings f@aws',
including equality, equability, uniformity, evenmsegustice, rectitude, and likeness; and translates
the clause from Q3.64 as, “Come ye to an equitailey just, or right, sentence, or proposition,
between us and youAn Arabic-English LexicarBook |, Part 4, p. 1480.

30

31

33
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verse in the Quan. Like Mudgtil, he showed an interest in the narratives with
which 3:64 had traditionally been connected. Witi-arra’ he shared a deep
concern for Arabic grammar. Alabar also indicated an awareness of the
theological issues which he found behind the vees®] did not hesitate to
characterize theological differences in the startems.

The exegete cited three traditions which conneetuwérse with the Jews of
Madina®* and another three traditions which claim that Wieese concerns the
delegation of Christians from Najr, including one tradition which names lbn
Ishaq in the chain of transmissidh.In his characteristic manner, Ebart then
gave his own view: the “people of the book” are tipeople of two books,”
becausgeboth the people of the Torah and the pebpiee Gospel are intended by
this call:

From the expression “a common word,”Tabar understood a “just”‘&dl)
word® He supported this reading with further traditiorarguments from
grammar, and cross-references from other occurseatsaws’ in the Qurin®
Al-Tabal also drew attention to a textual variant. He wrthat Ibn Ma'sd
understood the text to reddilima ‘adl in place ofkalima sawi’.*® Al-Tabaf
further cited a tradition which asserts that therfienon word” has a specific verbal
content: “no god except Allal®

Al-Tabar's discussion of theological issues begins at thg sf his comments
on the verse and continues throughout. The “jusdivthat the verse is referring
to is that “we declare Allah to be ongdhfada), and not worship other than him,
and remain free from every deityné'bizd) except him, and not associate anything
with him.” In his preliminary paraphrase of “we dot take one another as lords,”
he wrote, “we do not owe obediencg'q) to one another, by which we would
defy (ma‘asi) Allah, and magnify ‘bzzamag [another] by worshippings(jzd) him

34
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AL-TABARI, Jami' al-bayin, VI, pp. 483-484.

AL-TABARI, Jami* al-bayin, VI, pp. 484-485.

AL-TABARI, Jami' al-bayin, VI, p. 485.

37 AL-TABARI, Jami‘ al-bayin, VI, pp. 483, 486, 487.

% AL-TABARI, Jami‘ al-bayin, VI, p. 486. A-TABARI quoted from Q22.25, “...which We have
assigned to the people, equablp\a’) for those who stay close to it and for theglu..”; and 45.21,
“...that We shall make them as those who believe dmdighteous deeds, being equsdyz’) in
their living and their dying?” He also noted theufidn” cross reference to 20.58. AABARI, Jami*
al-bayan, VI, p. 487.

AL-TABARI, Jami' al-bayin, VI, p. 487.

AL-TABARI, Jami' al-bayin, VI, p. 488.
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in the way the Lord is worshipped‘'Later in the passage, when he considered the
same scriptural phrase separatelyTabar wrote that this refers to “the obedience
which they accorded their leaders, and by whicly temmitted acts of rebellion
(ma'asi) against Allah.*?

To support his point, a@rabar brought in a cross reference from Q9.31: “They
have taken their rabbis and monks as lords apanrt 8od as well aal-Mas’4, the
son of Mary—yet they were commanded to serve omlg God.” By quoting this
verse in connection with 3.64, @ahbar made explicit that he had not only
religious leaders in mind, but also Jesus. He m#ted a tradition that through
such worship, Jews and Christians commit acts sfldidiencenfa‘siya) against
Allah.”® His concerns, and those of his authorities, aaé o other being except
Allah be obeyed, bowed down to, worshipped, or @datp?* What the opponents
are ‘turning away from’ is the onenesaw/id) of Allah, and loyal worship of him.

Al-Zamakhshar (d. 538 A.H./1144 A.D.) was another major Muslixegete
who understood Q3.64 to be addressed to “the pemiptbe two books"—the
delegation of Christians from Najr and the Jews of Mamh®® The expression
“‘common between us and you” he took to mean “onstrae level riustawiya
between us and you”, concerning which the @urTorah and Gospel do not
disagree. This “word,” wrote al-Zamakhshds then explained by the rest of the
verse. He immediately wrote that the call in themeds means that “we not say
that Ezra is the son of Allah or that the Messiatthie son of Allah.” Here the
exegete is using the wording of Q9.30, a verse hwkitongly assails Jews and
Christians for making these confessions. NeitheraBwor the Messiah may be
called the son of Allah, “because each of them Buman beingkashaj like
us.”™® Al-Zamakhshat's concern was wrong authority and obedience: fatenthat

41 AL-TABARI, Jami' al-bayin, VI, p. 483.

42 AL-TABARI, Jami' al-bayin, VI, p. 488. This translation M.M. Yous, The Quran and Its
Interpreters\Vol. II, 203.

4 AL-TABARI, Jami‘ al-bayin, VI, p. 488, trad. 7200. The terma'siya also carries the sense of
“insubordination, refractoriness; insurrection, aky sedition.” Hans WHR, A Dictionary of
Modern Written Arabic4™ edition (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1979),38.7

4 AL-TABARI, Jami' al-bayin, VI, p. 488 (obey, worship, pray), 489 (bow down).

4 Aba al-Qasim Jir Allah Mahmad ibn ‘UmarAL-ZAMAKHSHARTI, al-Kashslaf ‘an Hagz'iq al-Tanzl
wa ‘Uyin al-Adgiwil ff Wujih al-Ta'wil (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘llmiyya, 2006), |, p. 363.

46 AL-ZAMAKHSHARI, al-Kashstaf, I, 364.



“A Common Word” in Context: Toward the roots of polemics in Early Islam 179

the verse is a call to not obey the rabbis in thieimovations of prohibition and
permission without recourse to what Allah has pibsd.”’

In support of his argument al-Zamakhgh#éinen quoted Q9.31, with its
specification of taking rabbis, monks or the Melssia lords. He apparently agreed
with Mudatil and alTabar that the Christian confession of Messiah as Lord
clashes with the worship of one God. Al-Zamakhsmacounted a conversation
between the prophet of Islam and fAibn Hatim in which ‘Adi objects that
Christians did not worshigabada their monks. Mhammad replies that they did
in fact do so because the monks “made things laasfial unlawful for you, and
you accepted their word® Obeying a created being in this way is rebellion
(ma'siya) against the Creatd¥.

Writing at the end of the I2Century, perhaps from Harat the eastern end of
the empire, al-Bzi began his exegesis of 3.64 by explaining why hesehto
interpret the verse as applying to the Christfride knew of traditions relating
the verse to the Jews, but he understood 3.64 ito centinuity with the preceding
verses which concern the identity of Jesus. He sdswo the verse as an essential
part of an important demonstration of how to chradkethe Christians to reconsider
their belief in the deity of Jest5.The prophet of Islam, wrote alR, first
presents various effective proofs to the BlajChristians, then calls them to the
muhzhala. The Christians are afraid and will not particgpat the cursing, but
instead accept servilitygghar) and payment of thgzya. With that now settled,
Allah asks Mlhammad to leave argument aside and to take a ratappaoach
based on justicdr(saf), an approach in which there is no deviatiorail) toward
either of the two partie¥.

This respect for Christians is warranted, aaRwrote, because in this verse
Allah addresses them as “people of the book of BHaa name reserved for
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AL-ZAMAKHSHARI, al-Kashslaf, |, p. 364.

AL-ZAMAKHSHARI, al-Kashslaf, |, p. 364.

AL-ZAMAKHSHARI, al-Kashslaf, |, p. 364.

50 AL-RAZzI, Mafatth al-Ghayb,VIII, p. 85.

51 AL-RAzI signaled this theme already at the beginning otbisments on®a Al ‘Imran, where he
writes that the report of the delegation of MajChristians “proves that the use of disputatian fo
the purpose of confirming the faith and removinger was the way of the prophet®fafatih al-
Ghayh VII, 155.

52 AL-RAZzI, Mafatih al-Ghayh VII, p. 85; also p. 86.
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people of honour in order to put their hearts ae&4in his commentary on 3.64,
al-Razi wrote thatsaws’ means fairnessgdl!) and justiceifsaf). He wrote that the
three matters specified in the verse are aimedhaistians because Christians
combine all three: they worship someone other thiéah; they associate others
with Allah;** and “they take their rabbis and monks as lordeatsof Allah.®® In
support of this latter claim, ala& wrote that Christians obeyed their rabbis
concerning what is permitted and forbidden, andnelvewed down qajadg to
their rabbis. He also transmitted a tradition frAbti Muslim that when Christians
consider a person to have attained a high staspidfual perfection, they invest
him with the attributes of lordshii.In this way they follow their leaders in sin
(ma‘asi).

Al-Razi understands the scriptural phrase “a common wiardgtiean a word in
which there is justiceir{saf) between people in a situation where no one would
have an advantage over the otHeh striking feature of al-Rz’s exegesis is his
careful explanation of the quality of discourse ethhe believed was exemplified
by Allah’s revelation of 3.64 and the behaviour Mithammad in its alleged
narrative setting. After first presenting proofsdasecondly proposing the
muhzhala to the Christians, “he treated [them] justly ofstbccasion to the word
(kalam) based on the consideration of justice, and ggvquarrelling (hujzdala)
and the pursuit of knock-down argumerifédm) or coercion i(zam).”*® Al-Razi
added that in an appeal to theological truth, Siimperative, in accordance with
sound reason, that people abandon all manner oksgipn fulm), be it against
oneself or others>

Born at the opposite end of the Muslim Empire, $ipanish exegete al-Quii
(d. 1272/671) seemed interested mainly in the legglications of 3.64. Typical
of his method, he organized his explanation oférse in three questions or issues
(mag7'il ).2° He acknowledged the traditions linking the versehvChristians, or

%3 AL-RAZzI, Mafatih al-Ghayh VII, pp. 85-86. Cf. M.M. Aous, The Qur'an and Its Interpreters!,
p. 206.

A translation of this passage was given in tleduction to this article.

55 AL-RAZzI, Mafatih al-Ghayh VIII, p. 86.

6 AL-RAzI, Mafatih al-Ghayh VIII, pp. 86-87.

57 AL-RAZI, Mafatih al-Ghayh VIII, p. 86.

%8 AL-RAZI, Mafatih al-Ghayh VIII, p. 85.

% AL-RAZzI, Mafatih al-Ghayh VIII, p. 86.

80 AL-QuRTUEL, al-Jami li-Ahkam al-Quran, IV, pp. 105-107.
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Jews, or both. Then he mentioned that the versealsadbeen connected with a
document Kitab) which Muhammad is reported to have sent to the Byzantine
emperor Heracliu§ Though this story is not cited in the commentases/eyed
to this point, it is offered as gadith in thekitab al-tafsr in the collection of al-
Bukhar1.?? The letter, according to al-Quibi, contains a charge to “the mighty one
of Rome” to submit and embrace Islam. “Then Allabwd grant you a double
reward. But if you turn away, you will have to betire sin ithm) of the
Arisiyyin.”® Following this charge, the text of 3.64 is incldde the lettef?

For the meaning dawa’, al-Quttubr offered‘adl andnasafa (“justice”), citing
al-Far@’, and also passed on the variant reading of ‘AbidbA “to a just fadl)
word between us and yo&”

In his explanation of the phrase “we do not take another as lords to the
exclusion of God,” al-Quubi seemed concerned about the foundation of authority
for law. “[This phrase] means that we not followeth in making lawful or
unlawful except what Allah has made lawféf. The exegete brought in 9.31 for
cross reference: “They have taken their rabbisthaiot monks as lords apart from
God....” The Jews and Christians gave their rabbt raonks the same status as
their Lord in accepting their prohibitions and s@mts when Allah had neither
forbidden nor permitted the§&Apart from Allah, wrote al-Quubi, people must
not take anyone as lord, “not Jesus and not Eallanahthe angels,” which again
partly connects to 9.30. These have no statustermae law, “because they are
human basha) like us.*®

Al-Qurtubi also transmitted a tradition attributed to ‘lkrintizat in 3.64 the
verb “take” @khadha means “bow down”qajadg, and recounted a short story
about a custom of bowing down to persons of stetyme-Islamic Arabia. In this
traditisgg, the prophet of Islam forbids bowing, amtbtructs instead shaking
hands>

51 AL-QuRTUBI, al-Jami' li-Ahkam al-Quran, IV, p. 105.
2 AL-BUKHARI, Sahih al-Bukhir7 (Cairo: al‘Arabi, 1955), VI,kitab al-tafsr.
8 AL-QuRTUBI, al-Jami* li-Ahkam al-Quran, IV, pp. 105-106.

8 AL-QuRTUEI, al-Jami' li-Ahkam al-Quran, IV, p. 106.
% AL-QuRTUEI, al-Jami' li-Ahkam al-Quran, IV, p. 106.
% AL-QuURTUBI, al-Jami' li-Ahkam al-Quran, IV, p. 106.
7 AL-QuRTUBI, al-Jami* li-Ahkam al-Quran, IV, p. 106.
% AL-QuRTUBI, al-Jami' li-Ahkam al-Quran, IV, p. 107.
8 AL-QuRTUEI, al-Jami' li-Ahkam al-Quran, IV, p. 107.
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Writing during approximately the same period aaltubi, al-Baydawi (d.
1286-1316/685-716) produced a very popular shaenmentary by combining
selected elements from the works of al-Zamakhsiad Fakhr al-bh al-Razi. His
comments on the verses immediately preceding ¥&4nteresting because they
show an important understanding of cont@xtAl-Baydawi made it clear at 3.61
that he understood the dispute to be between thist@ahs and the messenger, and
the point of contention to be the deity of Jesuseré he relayed the traditional
account of thenuhzhala.™ At 3.62 the exegete wrote that this verse contdies
full expressiorwa-mz min ilzhin ill@ Allzhi,”* “in order to emphasize the refutation
of the Christian doctrine of the Trinity> On 3.63, al-Bagawi agreed with al-
Zamakhsharthat the antagonists are turning their backstawid, and further
wrote, “...to reject the evidences and to repudidte tloctrine of the Unity
(tawsid) constitute corruption iféad)’® of religion and faith, which leads to
corruption of the soul, and indeed, to the desimnaf the world.”®

In his exegesis of 3.64 itself, al-Bini first passed on al-Zamakhstiar
ambivalence about whether 3.64 concerns Christ@ndews” The phrase “a
common word” meant for al-Bdgwi “that wherein there is no variance between
the apostles and the booK$ Al-Baydawi was concerned that people worship only
the One who deserves worship. On the phrase, “sec@&te nothing with Him,”
the exegete wrote, “we neither make a partner for im deserving i6tifqaq)
worship, nor regard another as worttghlj to be worshipped’® Like others
before him, al-Bagawi connected the phrase “we do not take one anothierds
to the exclusion of God” with 9.30. We must not slagt Ezra is the son of Allah
or that the Messiah is the son of Allah, he wrétmr obey the rabbis in their
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inventions concerning things lawful and unlawfar €ach one of them is only one
of us, and human like u$*Al-Baydawi also quoted 9.31 and related the story
found in al-Zamakhshain which a listener to the recitation of this \emsbjects
that the Jews did not in fact worship their ratiis.

At the end of his explanation of the verse, al-Bayf added a notgdnkrh) to
draw the reader’s attention to the role of 3.64hia larger demonstration of how
Allah, through the prophet of Islam, deals with @ieristians from Najn.

Observe in this story the catechetical skill empbbynd the beautiful stages in
the polemicizing proce$3.First he explains the circumstances of Jesus tlamd
events passing over him which contradiouifiya) his deity (lizhiya). Then he
states what will solve their difficulties and clearay their false notionstjubha.
Then, when he sees their oppositiindd) and litigiousnessldjagja), he invites
them to the mutual execration, with a rhetoricgufe. Then when they declined
that, and partly yielded, he once more endeavotoedstruct them, going an
easier §sha) and more convincinga(zam) way, by summoning them to accept
the doctrine whereon he, Jesus, and Gospel arideaBooks and Apostles were
agreed; but when this too did not help them, ankinesv that signs and preaching
would not avail them, he relinquished the taskjreaynerely, “Bear witness that
weare Muslims.*

Though al-Bagawi knew of traditions which brought the Jews of Mwdinto
this verse, he appeared to side with a#iRn the understanding that 3.64 belongs
with the preceding passage 3.35-63, and that i$ tiakes meaning from that
context.

In his exegesis of 3.64, Ibn Kath(d. 1373/774) was more interested in
political questions than in either theological eefion or polemical beauf§.He
devoted his greatest attention to the story of lgteer which Mihammad is
reported to have sent to Heraclius, and to thetmuresf how this story and the
tradition about the Christians of Najrcould be linked with 3.64 if thiizya verse

% AL-BAYDAWI, Anwar al-tan4, |, p. 211.

80 AL-BAYDAWI, Anwar al-tanzl, 1, p. 211.

8 Al-mubilagha f l-irshad wahusn al-tadarruj f I-hijGj.

82 AL-BAYDAWI, Anwar al-tanzl, |, p. 212. Translation by D.S. AGOLIOUTH, Chrestomathia
Baidawiana p. 46.

8  Al-Quraysh al-Dimashg ‘Imad al-Din Abi Fida’ Isma‘il I1BN KATHIR, Tafsr al-Qur'an al-'‘Azm
(Beirut: Dar al-Andalus, 1966), Il, pp. 53-54.
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(9.29) was revealed only after the conquest of Makhkt the start of his
explanation of 3.64, lIbn Kath wrote that this verse includes both Jews and
Christians. The “common word” is justdl) and fair fasaf) and puts all on the
same level. Among the things which people falsedgoaiate with Allah, Ibn
Kattir listed a statue, a cross, an idol, false gadtgh(t) and fire®* He wrote that
the command to worship Allah alone was the messafyeall of Allah’s
messengers, and quoted two verses in supportf@l.25 and 16.36.

Ibn Kathr cited al-Bukfari as the source of the tradition about the letter of
Muhammad to Heracliu¥. The exegete transmitted the story substantiallglas
Qurtubr had done before him. Ibn Kaththen introduced the tradition from lbn
Ishaq that more than eighty verses at the beginningicd 3 were revealed about
the Christians from Najn, and the tradition from al-Zuhthat the people of
Najran were the first to pay thezya. How is that possible, asked the exegete, if the
verse ofjizya (9.29) was revealed only later after the conquéMakka?® Among
the possible answers, lbn Katlsuggested that the payment made by theaNajr
Christians was in lieu of theuhzhala, not asjizya. The later recitation of 9.29
then agreed with what occurred with the Christidnsa similar way, wrote lbn
Kathir, it is possible that the prophet of Islam wrdte tvords of 3.64 in a letter to
Heraclius before the conquest of Makka, and thet lan, “[Allah] sent down the
recitation in agreemeninuwifaga) with him.”’

3. Traditional understandings of Qur’anic material as polemical

This survey of traditional understandings of a Engerse reveals a remarkable
consensus among Muslim exegetes during the eantyiges of Islam that a large
and significant passage of Qamic material was polemical. Not all of the major
commentaries in the Muslim interpretive traditiondarstand Q3.64 to concern
Christians alone. A number of the commentariesgbtive Jews into the circle of
the antagonists. However, all of the commentaffiesn the earliest in existence
through the classical period and even to thosaeptesent day, understand Q3.64
to be addressed to people who have a false condeity. They perceive the

84 |BN KATHIR, Tafsr, Il, p. 53.
8 |BN KATHIR, Tafsr, Il, p. 53.
IBN KATHIR, Tafsr, I, p. 54.
87 IBN KATHIR, Tafsr, Il, p. 54.
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challenge of 3.64 to be a call to the only trueasg of deity, summarized by the
termtawgid.

The commentary passages described above displayngen of distinct
features of polemic. First, they frame the questiahissue between Muslims and
non-Muslims in terms of truth and falsehood. Muslimiters claim that the Islamic
concept of deity is true, and simply call false vevar differs from that concept.
Second, the Muslim writers do not hesitate to otterize false concepts and those
who hold them in the most negative language. Tleeyrsto show no concern that
strong disagreement over truth claims would “caacfense” to the opponent.
Third, in their commentary on the context of 3.@dey provide examples of
polemic from prophetic tradition and from their ovemperience through which
they recommend good ways to silence the opponerdrder to further illustrate
these features of polemic, particular mention vii# made of al-Bz, that
“intellectual diamond cutter” of classical Muslinxegete$?® Al-Razi displayed
great virtuosity in his use of all of the interpvet disciplines while effectively
communicating a distinctive theological message.

3.1. Polemic in the service of truth

The exegesis of Q3.64 by some of the major comrtanstan the Muslim
interpretive tradition shows a lively concern foetidentity of Allah and his true
worship. The Quinic context prepares the reader for such a conegéin the
phrase, “the truth is from your Lord,” at 3.60, ditlis is the true story,” at 3.62.
These great scholars seemed to share a willingoegarsue the truth no matter
what non-Muslims might think.

The theological issues connected with Q3.64, agestgd by context and
commentary, are no inconsequential or periphemalégs. In the larger context
immediately preceding 3.64, 3.55 seems to refethéo death and ascension of
Jesus. Verse 59 appears to be an assertion atewatbre of Jesus. These are
among the most important—many would say the twotnmegortant—concerns of
the New Testament. The scholars of the Muslim pregive tradition generally
understood Q3.54-55 to deny the death of J¥saisd took 3.59 to deny the deity

8 N. CALDER, “Tafsir from Tabatr to Ibn Kathr ...,” in G.R. HAWTING and Abdul-Kader A. SAREEF
(eds.),Approaches to the Quim, p. 114.

8 MUQATIL, Tafsr, I, pp. 278-279. A-FARRA’, Kitgb Ma‘ani al-Qur'an, 1, pp. 218-219. ‘Abd al-
Razzq ibn Hamnam ibn Nafi* AL-SAN‘ANI, Tafsr al-Qur'an al-‘Azz, Tafér ‘Abd al-Razzq
(Beirut: Dar al-Ma‘rifa, 1991), I, p. 129. ATABARI, Jami‘ al-bayin, VI, pp. 454-461. A-
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of Jesus? Verses 60-63 then seem to insist on the truttoti Henials and issue a
challenge to those who don't accept this “knowléd@61). Theological issues
are set within the limits of truth and authorityh@/has authority to declare “the
true story” about Jesus?

The Muslim accounts of the meeting betweenhiiumad and the Christians
from Najran illustrate this approach in a dramatic way. Savhgslim scholars
evidently understood that prior to coming to Nred the Najn Christians have
already heard Muslim claims about the identity e$us. Mudtil, for example,
wrote that the leaders of the Najrdelegation ask, “O Maammad, why do you
villify (shatamd and dishonor ‘gba) our master sG4ib)?"! In this account,
Muhammad responds, “What master of yours?” Milgalso wrote that the two
Christian leaders become angghédba) at Muhammad'’s denial of Jesus’ deffy.

Such offence was evidently not considered a retstesitate to declare what
the commentators saw as the truth about Jesushamditty to protect Allah from
association with him.

3.2. Those who rejetawsid

In fact, the Quinic context again prepares the exegetes to usgtafaward
language to describe those whom they understabd tejecting the unitytdw/id)
of Allah. Those who do not accept the Quit narrative about Jesus are called

ZAMAKHSHARI, al-Kashsfaf, I, pp. 359-360. A-RAzI, Mafatih al-Ghayh VIII, pp. 65-71. A-
QuRTUBL, al-Jami‘ li-Ahkam al-Quran, pp. 98-101.8N KATHIR, Tafgr al-Qur'an al-‘Azm, Il, pp.
43-45. See also J.D. ®AULIFFE, Qur'anic Christians: An analysis of classical and modern
exegesigCambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991),129-159; M.M. Aous, “Towards an
Islamic Christology, pt. 2: The death of Jesuslitsear delusion? (A study of the death of Jesus in
Tafsr literature),” The Muslim World70 (1980), pp. 91-121; and Joseph UMMING, “Did Jesus
Die on the Cross: Reflections in Muslim Commentgtién J. Dudley VWODBERRY, Osman
ZUMRUT and Mustafa KyLU (eds.),Muslim and Christian Reflections on Peace: Divined a
Human DimensiongLanham, Maryland: University Press of America,02) 32-50. Much
controversy in traditional interpretation of 3.56reunded the rendering ohutawaffka. A.H.
Mathias Z2HNISER discusses this term in “The forms of tawaiii the Quran: A contribution to
Christian-Muslim dialogue,MuslimWorld 79/1 (1989), pp. 14-24.

See the translations of a wide selection of @tassommentary in M.M. &ouB, The Qur'an and
its Interpreters I, pp. 183-188.

MUQATIL, Tafsr, I, p. 280. This question also appears\inWAHIDI's version of the encounter:
“Why do you abuseshatama our master?Ashib al-Nuzl, 54 (on Q3.59).

92 MUQATIL, Tafsr, I, p. 281.

90

91



“A Common Word” in Context: Toward the roots of polemics in Early Islam 187

perpetrators of corruptionmufsidin) in 3.63. Mugtil understood this to mean
rebellion fna‘asi). In their exegesis of 3.64, @akbat, al-Zamakhsharand al-Rzi
used forms omma’siya to characterize the worship of Christians and Jéwshe
Muslim interpretive tradition, many commentatorslarstoodma’siya to refer to a
major sin®

Al-Tabar also wrote that Christians are rejecting faithAitlah “by taking
another being beside Him as a lord and a god adheitg.” Al-Tabar understood
the worship of Jews and Christians to be false miprsand did not hesitate to
name it as such. Al-Bdywi took this language a step further. At 3.63 he &rot
that “...to reject the evidences and to repudiatedthetrine of the unitytéwsid)
constitute corruptionifead) of religion and faith, which leads to corruptiohthe
soul, and indeed, to the destruction of the world-Baydawi characterized the
Christians who do not accept the authority of Hdmnmad as obstinate and
litigious.

This is not a pluralist or post-modern sensibilltythe mind of al-Bagawsi, to
misunderstand the divine unity results in the desion of the world, and the
“corrupters” of 3.63 he understands to be the @hris.

3.3. Recommendations for polemical style

Al-Razi described at a number of points what he saw asptiiemical
dimensions of the reply of Miammad to the Christians from Najr He also
evidently included accounts of his own polemic w&hristians whom he met at
the eastern end of the Muslim Empire at the erti@fl2" Century.

For al-Razi, God himself is speaking in a polemical mode ia tontext of
3.64. On 3.61, the so-called verse mofibzhala, he wrote, “Know that Allah
elucidated with many incontrovertible argumerdald’il ) the falsity fasid) of the
claim of the Christians that God had a consort ahild. He concluded his
discourse with this final argument concerning thisify of their claims*

In his comments on the beginning of the théfda, al-Razi narrated how the
prophet of Islam “took up the disputefigzara) with the Christians from Na&jn

% Muhammad Qasim AAN, “Sin, Major and Minor,” in J.D. MAULIFFE (ed.), Encyclopaedia of
the Quran, V, p. 19.
9 AL-RAZI, Mafatih al-Ghayh VIII, pp. 77-78.
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during his encounter with them. The debating stglesists of a series of questions
which Muhammad poses to thet.

Do you not know that Allah is living [cf. Q3.2] andll never die, while Jesus is
subject to extinctionféna’)?

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

Do you not know that our Lord has control over gtleng which He alone
preserves and sustains? Does Jesus possess thrd@deany of these things?
Do you not know that nothing is hidden from Allah earth or in heaven? [cf.
Q3.5] Does Jesus know anything of this other thaatwne was taught?

It is our Lord who formed Jesus in the womb as Hiéed: [cf. Q3.6] Do you
know that our Lord neither eats nor drinks, norgdbe void?° Do you not know
that the mother of Jesus bore him in the same maamenvomen bear their
children, and delivered him as they do, then hedatnk, and voided?

How could it then be as you claif{?

The Christians answer “yes” to questions one, twd éve, and “no” to
questions three and four. To the final questiorRa narrated, the Christians
comprehended ‘drafi), but then rejected the argumenju/id), saying,
“Muhammad, don't you claim that [Jesus] is the wordAtbdh and a spirit from
Him?” Muhammad answers “yes” and the Christians say “weghbso.” Al-Razi
wrote that at this point Allah sends down the veftleose in whose hearts is
deviation follow [the verses] that are like one teo” (3.7)%®

But al-Razi also brought into his commentary material from epalal
discussions he evidently had with Christians indvis day. One example of such
material is included in his comments on 3?8Al-Razi wrote, “It so happened that
when | was in Khwrizm, | was informed that a ChristiarNdsrani) came
appealing for verification and deep study of ttdoctrine. So | went to him. We
began with small talk, then he asked me, ‘Whathis proof @alz’il) of the

% AL-RAZI, Mafatih al-Ghayh VII, p. 155.

% Andathahadath with the sense of ritual impurity. H. 8MR, Arabic-English Dictionaryp. 189.

97 AL-RAZI, Mafatih al-Ghayh VII, p. 155.

% AL-RAZI, Mafatih al-Ghayh VII, p. 155. At an earlier staga) -TABARI recounted this series of
questions in a slightly different order, thoughhwihe same content. Perhaps to sharpen the peint, h
added to question five, “[Do you not know that 3suas fed like a boy is fed?"LATABARI, Jami*
al-bayan, VI, p. 154. A-WAHIDI transmits alFabar’'s sequence of questionsAshib al-Nuzl, 50.

9 AL-RAZI, Mafatih al-Ghayh VIII, pp. 77-83.
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prophethood of Mbammad?™® Al-Razi answers that miraclesn(ijiza) and
unbroken witnesstgwatur) prove the prophethood of Mammad—ijust as they
prove the prophethood of all prophets. If theseofwoare not allowed for
Muhammad, al-Bzi argues, then the prophethood of all other proptvetsid be
similarly put in question. The Christian countétgjon’t say concerning Jesus that
he is a prophet, but rather that he is G8dThis turns the conversation away from
Muhammad’s prophethood toward the deity of Jesus. #&FR spur-of-the-
moment refutation of the deity of Jesus includesftllowing argument:

Allah is a non-contingent existentjib al-wujizd) in himself. It is necessary that
he should not be a body; he should not occupy spame should he be an
accident. Jesus was a human corporeal person whe icao being after he was
not (ma‘dzm). He was killed after he was alive, as you claiahd gawlikun). He
was an infant then he grew up into adolescencerarthood. He ate and drank,
voided and slept and woke up. It is stipulatedhim $elf-evident truths of reason
(bad7'ih al-‘agal) that anyone who voidsmuidith) could not be eternal, nor
could anyone who is lacking be self-sufficient. éntingent being could not be
necessary, nor one who is subject to change b 2

Al-Razi then seemed to address an aside to the readee hefacontinued his
report of his conversation with the Christian invidnizm:

Concerning the thwartingh(zal) of this assertion that they confess, that thesJew
took him and crucified him and left him alive uptire post Khashabg and tore
his chest, and that he was outwittg@/fal) in escaping or disappearing from
them, and when they treated him in these relatipssltin this extremely
distressing way: If Jesus were God, or if God inagd in him, or if part of God
was woven into him, why did he not rid himself dem, and why did he not
destroy them completely? And what need was tharéifo to suffer from them
and to be outwitted in escaping from them? By Allalm astonished?

Al-Razi wondered aloud how anyone could consider this alet thinking
(faszd) reasonable, then continued. “Whether they say @wad is this visible
bodily person, or that God fully incarnated in hionthat part of God incarnated in

100 AL-RAzI, Mafatih al-Ghayh VII, p. 155.
101 AL-RAzI, Mafatih al-Ghayh VII, p. 155.
102 AL-RAzI, Mafatih al-Ghayh VIII, p. 78.
103 AL-RAzI, Mafatih al-Ghayh VIII, p. 78.
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him, [or speak of] three parts, [each of thesedlis] false §ail).” Once more he
expressed his amazement: “If the God of the wordenthis body, then when the
Jews killed him they in fact killed the God of tirld. How could the world
survive without a God? At the end of his aside, the exegete attempted to
highlight one further absurdity. It is generallycapted by Christians themselves,
he wrote, that Jesus was a man of great devotidnofedience to God. It is
preposterousi§tazala) that he be God, because God does not worshipetinis

Al-Raz then returned to his report of the conversationwhich he poses a
leading question to the Christian, “On what basis/du infer the deity of Jesus?”
The Christian answers, “on the basis of the splendd his miracles‘§ja’ib),
such as raising the dead and healing the blindthedeper, which could only
happen by the power of almighty God®Among his arguments in reply, ak®&
says that turning a staff into a snake was a greaitecle than reviving the dead.
This is because the resemblance between a dealath body is far closer than
that between a stick and a snake. Hence, Moseddsheumore deserving than
Jesus of being God or the son of God, yet no osabserted this of hifi’

Al-Raz wrote that his last set of arguments stopsNbganr in his tracks, and
“he had nothing left to say®

If this is an accurate report of akR’'s conversation with a Christian in Central
Asia, it bears considerable interest for the histfrinterfaith conversation. Even
if it is not a true report, it shows the percepsiaf Christianity in the mind of an
intelligent medieval Muslim scholar. In any cas@jtens a window into ways of
polemic which had developed by thé™@entury. These and other examples show
that the prophethood of Miammad and the deity of Jesus were intertwined
polemical issues in early Islam. The truth of ther@nic denial of the deity of

104 AL-RAzI, Mafatih al-Ghayh VIII, p. 79. This and other questions posed biRai in this passage
are of course an aspect of his polemic—they arrical. However, some of these questions come
close to the wording and concerns of the New Testénwhich theNasara in the Eastern part of
the Muslim empire presumably had access to. Fampig in Acts 3:15, Peter accuses the Jewish
religious leaders in Jerusalem: “You killed theheautof life, but God raised him from the dead. We
are witnesses of this.” This suggests both anestirg line of scholarly enquiry into how Christan
living within the Muslim Empire responded to thisrpicular polemic, and an area of useful
explanation and discussion in Christian-Muslim aljgie today.

105 AL-RAzI, Mafatih al-Ghayh VIII, p. 79.

196 AL -RAzI, Mafatih al-Ghayh VIII, p. 79.

107 AL-RAzI, Mafatih al-Ghayh VIII, pp. 79-80.

108 AL-RAzI, Mafatih al-Ghayh VIII, p. 80.
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Jesus, as well as the authority of Munmad to recite it, would inevitably fall if
the prophethood of Miemmad were not accepted.

Another observation on these exhibits of polemithi in reference to Jesus,
the key points of denial were his deity and histleln fact, in Muslim polemic
the two Christian confessions are used against etdmd, as demonstrated in the
conversation of al-&i above'® This brilliant and creative Muslim scholar also
appeared to lack any reluctance to say things abesus which the Christians of
his day would no doubt have found an insulting dimtion of Jesus’ true identity.

These impressions about the polemical interpretatioQ3.64 and its context
in early works of Qur'anic commentary seem to benboout by archaeological
evidence, such as the inscriptions in the galldrthe Dome of the Rock in
Jerusalem. The striking preoccupation of theseripisgns, evidently commis-
sioned by the ‘Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-Malik in 694D., is the deity of Jesus
and the divine sonship of Jesus. Both Christiarfessions are repeatedly denied,
and the corresponding affirmations are the apdsfesand authority of
Muhammad, including the command also at 33.57 thaigsig\llah and the angels
“pray for” (salla ‘ald@) the prophet, believers are to do so as WelThese
traditional understandings of Qur'anic materiapatemical would also seem to be
supported by those documents which put themsetwagafd as debates between

Muslims and Christians during the early centurielslam!**

199 |BN ISHAQ set the confession of the death of Jesus in oppogd the phrase in 3.2, “...the Living,
the Eternal.” “He does not die, whereas Jesus aetwas crucified according to their doctrine.”
Srat al-Naly, Il, p. 415.

10 Full English translations of the inscriptions the Dome of the Rock are given in Ole@ABAR,
The Shape of the Holy: Early Islamic Jerusal@rinceton: Princeton University Press, 1996), pp.
59-61. Andrew RPPIN provides a fascinating discussion of the signifaz of the inscriptions in
Muslims: Their Beliefs and Practice®” edition (London: Routledge, 2005), pp. 66-70.

11 Many good examples of this interesting literatare available, including Daniel Jagas, John of
Damascus on Islam: The “Heresy of the Ishmaelit¢seiden: Brill, 1972). Arthur BFFERY,
“Ghevond’s text of the correspondence between ‘Unaind Leo 1l1,” Harvard Theological Review
XXXVII (1944), pp. 269-321. AlphonselMBANA, “The Apology of Timothy the Patriarch before
the Caliph Mahdi,Bulletin of the John Rylands Libraty? (1928), pp. 137-146, 147-226. William
MUIR, The Apology of Al Kindgl ondon: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledd887). John
C. LAMOREAUX, Theodore Ab Qurrah (Provo, UT: Brigham Young University Press, 2008¢e
also, among many fine descriptions, Samir KhaliM®& and Jgrgen S.IELSEN (eds.),Christian
Arabic Apologetics during the Abbasid Period (7558) (Leiden: Brill, 1994); and recently,
Sidney QIFFITH, The Church in the Shadow of the Mosque: ChristarsMuslims in the World of
Islam (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008)eeggly chapter four.
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3.4. Political impulses

A belief that wrong theology can result in the destion of the world would
provide strong motivation to make the best caselffertruth about God. Indeed,
two of the commentators claim that Q3.64 and theceuling verses provide a
model for how believers can make the very besomati case for the truth. Their
views will be discussed below. As we have seen, dvew two of the
commentators take the verse in a political direct®y bringing in the story of a
letter sent by Mbammad to the Byzantine emperor Heraclius, alt@airand lbn
Kathir appear to associate 3.64 with political negatietirelated to the expanding
Muslim Empire. According to their account, if Helias does not “submit,” he will
have to bear the “sin of tharisiyyin."**? The call to “come to a word that is
common between you and us” seems here to be retatmhcerns of conquest and
political sovereignty.

The cross-referencing of Q9.30 by three of the cemtators;** and of Q9.31
by four of the commentatots! raises the question of how these and other
commentators understood the relationship of fatemlbgical views to violence
against those who hold such views. Q9.30 contaisang expression for those
who say that Ezra or the Messiah is the son oftAlt&od fights (atala) against
them.” Immediately preceding these two verses éssitrcalled “verse of tribute”:
“Fight from among the people who have been givenSbripture those who do not
believe in God and the Last Day and who do notifbthat which God and His
messenger have forbidden and who do not followrétigion of truth, until they
pay the tribute readily, having been humbled” (.29

As we have seen, it is 9.29 which Ibn Kattvanted to discuss in relation to
3.64. The scriptural context of 9.29-31 seems ftect a situation of military
engagement. To what extent were these commenthiofsng that disagreement
with the Muslim concept of God should eventuallgdgo armed combat?

112 gyggestions for the meaning Afisiyym here have included “the peasants,” and the folteved
Arius. Nadia Maria E-CHEIKH writes that according to tradition, a “similartter was sent to the
Sassanian emperor bidding him “to embrace Islardoobattle.” “Muhammad and Heraclius: A
Study in Legitimacy, Studia Islamica89 (1999), pp. 11-12.

13 AL-ZAMAKHSHART, al-Kashsldf, |, p. 363;AL-QURTUBI, al-Jami‘ li-Ahkam al-Qurian, IV, p. 107;
AL-BAYDAWI, Anwar al-tanZl, |, p. 211.

14 AL-TABARI, Jami‘ al-bayin, VI, p. 488. A-ZAMAKHSHARI, al-Kashslif, |, p. 364;AL-QURTUBI,
al-Jami* li-Ahkam al-Quran, IV, p. 106;AL-BAYDAWI, Anwar al-tanZl, |, p. 211.
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In his comments on Q9.29, akR returned to his disagreement with Christian
confessions: their beliefs in Father, Son and FBrit, in Incarnation gulil) and
in “merged onenessit{i 4zd), by which they negatengfa) deity*® By confessing
such beliefs, plus their belief that the hypostdaigzm) of the word kalima)
incarnated in Jesd¥® Christians show that they don't believe in Allata,**” and
thus demonstrate the truth of God’s descriptiothefn in 9.29. Their error is not
simply in relation to the attributes of God, buther related to His very essence.
Further along in his interpretation of 9.29, azRappeared to show his belief that
it was this false faith of the Christians—and nbestreason—which made them
deserving of Muslim attack “until they pay the trib readily, having been
humbled.*® The exegete even wrote that the ambiguous phaasgadin can be
understood in the sense of benefactionam). Quoting al-Zamakhsharal-Razi
wrote that “accepting thizyahfrom them and sparing their lives(k arwasihim)
is a great blessingi{ma ‘azima) for them.™*°

At 9.30, al-Rizi continued his focus on the false faith of the €fimhs'?° He
wrote that Christians commidhirk, and that there is no difference between those
who worship an idol and those who worship Jesuamather being. On second
thought, al-Rzi wrote, theshirk of Christians is actually worse than that of
polytheists fnushrikin). Polytheists never say that their idol is theatwe of the
universe, or that it is the God of the universeytlsimply worship the idol as a
way of seeking access to God. Christians, by centedfirm the reality of the
Incarnation and “merged oneness.” This is trulyralmable unbelief Kufr qaliz
jiddan).

15 AL-RAzI, Mafatih al-Ghayh XVI, p. 28. Cf. R. RRNALDEZ, “Les Chrétiens selon le commentaire
coranique de Razi,” in Pierre Salmon (eM@langes d’'Islamologié_eiden: Brill, 1974), p. 54; and
J.D. MCAULIFFE, “Fakhr al-On al-Razi on ayat al-jizyahandayat al-sayf’ in Michael GERVERS
and Ramzi Jibran IBAzI (eds.),Conversion and Continuity: Indigenous Christian Goumities in
Islamic Lands, Eighth to Eighteenth Centur{@®ronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Stusie
1990), p. 107.

116 AL -RAzI, Mafatih al-Ghayh XVI, p. 28.

17 AL-RAzI, Mafatih al-Ghayh XVI, p. 29.

118 J.D. MCAULIFFE, “Fakhr al-On al-Raz,” p. 108.

18 AL-RAzI, Mafatih al-Ghayh XVI, p. 30. Cf. J.D. MAULIFFE, “Fakhr al-On al-Rizi,” p. 109.

120 AL -RAzI, Mafatth al-Ghayh XVI, pp. 32-36. Cf. R. RNALDEZ, “Les Chrétiens,” pp. 55-56.
Jacques@MIER, “Unité de Dieu, Chrétiens et Coran selomiFal-Din al-Rizi,” Islamochristianab
(1980), pp. 152-153.
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If there is indeed no difference between Christiansl polytheists, al-®1
asked, why do the people of the book get favoureatinent rather than being put
to death (the punishment farushilgn which he understood from 9.5). It is only
because of outward appearances, he answered. Dpte pef the book claim a
connection to Moses and Jesus and pretend to aordatg to the Torah and
Gospel. In honour of these two prophets and thertiooks, al-Rzi wrote, and in
honour of Jews and Christians in the past who ¥adb the true religion, Allah
decided that th@izya could be accepted from theét.However, al-Rzi repeated,
in reality there is no difference between the peaflthe book and the polytheists.

In this exegesis of 9.29-30, akR appeared to link the theological error which
he attributed to the people of the book with a camdhto fight them. He even
seemed to suggest that the impositioljinfa was a “kindness” which the people
of the book did not deserve. Not all Muslims woalgtee with this approach, but,
as Jacques Jomier suggests, sinceazi*RRview corresponds to one of the basic
tendencies of Muslim thought, it deserves to barémad in more depttf? How
representative would alai's approach be among traditionalist and “salafi”
Muslims today? In recent years, the views of Sa@ith on Q9.29-31 have been
noted*?® Qutb wrote extensively on 9.29-31 in his popular comtasy, F7 Zilal
al-Qur'an. His understanding of 9.29-31 seems to share nfieaiyires with al-
Razi's exegesis of the same passage referred to aub's comments raise at
least two important questions related to this studsst, is Qub in line with the
Muslim interpretive tradition in what he says abdbhristian beliefs? Neal
Robinson suggests that héi$Second, what is the status oft®'s interpretations
of the Quran among young Muslims today? Yvonne Y. Haddad goout that
Qutb’s commentary has seen wide circulation and hasrtex extensive
influence’® If Muslims look to this and similar Islamist writjs as their way into

121 AL-RAzI, Mafatih al-Ghayh XVI, p. 33.

122 3. DMIER, “Unité de Dieu”, p. 153.

123 Neal FoBINSON, “Sayyid Qub’s Attitude Towards Christianity: #®a 9.29-35 inF7 Zilal al-
Qur’an,” in Lloyd Ridgeon (ed.)/slamic Interpretations of ChristianitfNew York: St. Martin’s
Press, 2001), pp. 159-178.

124 N. RoBINSON, “Sayyid Qub’s Attitude,” p. 173. Robinson writes that Qyhowever, was at odds
with “traditional Sunni Islam” regarding the meagiof “God’s promise to make the religion of
truth prevail over every religion.” lbid.

125 yyonne Y. HDDAD, “Sayyid Qub, Ideologue of Islamic Revival,” in John L. Esposied.),
Voices of Resurgent IslartNew York: Oxford University Press, 1983), pp. &- Cf. N.
ROBINSON, “Sayyid Qub’s attitude,” p. 176.
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the meanings of the Quari, what approach will they tend to take toward rifiati¢ch
dialogue¥®

3.5. A good way to call people to the truth

None of the commentaries surveyed in this studyerstdnds “a common
word” in 3.64 to mean a theological concept whichdiins, Christians and Jews
hold in common. However, some of the exegetes tihak expression in the
direction of a kind of dialogue in which truth &ken seriously and where rational
discourse replaces acrimony. These exegetes saentire preceding context in
Sira 3 as a demonstration of an exemplary way toreai-Muslims to the truth.
al-Razi in particular seemed to envision a scenario inctvhmo one dialogue
partner had an unjust advantage over another.

Al-Raz judged Q3.64 to be the final accomplishment iredes of steps for
how to dispute on theological matters in a good.w#g understood that in 3.64
Muhammad, and through him Allah, treated the Christiaith a view to justice.
“He gave up quarrelling and the pursuit of knockvdoarguments or coercion.”
After al-Razi, al-Baylawi too picked up on the theme of a demonstrationtioé *
beautiful stages in the polemicizing process.” Hesve al-Baygawi's description
lacks the sensitive language of @zRand al-Rzi's apparent insight into what
constitutes a “just” dialogue.

Was al-Rzi encouraging a free, reasoned discussion in whigoldgical
differences are faced squarely and conversatiomgrar do their best to challenge
the thinking of the other through rational disc@®sHis language about
“oppression” gulm) could possibly refer to a situation in which afehe partners
holds physical power over the other. AdZRseemed to be inadvertently projecting
the dream of a level conversation field in whictioi@al discourse characterizes the
dialogue rather than fear of reprisal on the onedhar political dominance on the
other. In other words, through the series of stepgh al-Rizi had in mind, he
ended up with what he considered to be the mosajusintelligent way of dealing
with theological difference. If this is so, the enater he proposed must be

128 Interestingly, in another of his writings, Sayyiitb cited Q3.64 in the context of his argument for
“Jihad in the Cause of Allah.” InMilestones Mohammed Moinuddin Siddiqui, ed. (Kuwait:
International Islamic Federation of Student Orgatians, 1989), 104. He also wrote at the end of
his comments on 3.64 I Zilal al-Qur'an that if the people of the Book did not responditpady
to the call in the verse, “this would be the fisg&paration, a separation after which there is no
friendship or dialogue.” M.M. &ous, The Qur'an and its Interpreterdl, p. 208.



196 Gordon Nickel

characterized in the way he evidently intendedsTikia conversation in which
truth is taken with utmost seriousness, and pastaee free to use the strongest
arguments—and rhetoric—in order to prove their case

3.6. Reflections on interfaith conversation

The understandings of Muslim scripture shared bjomeommentators in the
Muslim interpretative tradition suggest a number difections for interfaith
conversation today and in the future.

Though modernist and postmodern interpretationthi®@fQuran which seek to
detach from traditional understandings tend tcaettthe attention of many non-
Muslims, especially in the West, the question mhst asked as to which
understandings command greatest authority amorge létocks of traditional
Muslims in Muslim-majority societies. Andrew Rippiobserves that “The
Traditionalist group holds to the full authority tife past, and that change should
not and does not affect the traditions of the pa$t. suggests that in addition to
many of the'ulama’ and Sufi groups, the Traditionalist group includéee vast
majority of those who have not been exposed to mm@elucation*’ Tariq
Ramadan seems to agree substantially with thisysisaln his description of
“scholastic traditionalism**® How do Traditionalist Muslims tend to approach the
meanings of the Quan?

If traditional understandings of the Qam’ hold sway in such societies, it is safe
to assume that many Muslims today will approachigiin faith affirmations in
similar ways as did the great Muslim exegetes ef paast. These ways will be
categorically different from the polite conventions interfaith dialogue in the
West. And yet, as Ramadan points out, it is exastlgh Muslims, and their
Christian counterparts, who need to be engagesitim ¢onversatior®

This necessary conversation will be one in whickemic will be a normal
component. People who believe strongly in truth fafgehood will naturally make
a case for their confessions. A modernist or poddmo disdain for religious
polemic can serve no useful purpose in contextsevpeople of firm faith need to
talk through their differences—not talk around thehese differences of
understanding will not be solved by the impositanthe philosophy of religious

127 A, RIPPIN, Muslims p. 192.

128 Tariq RAMADAN, Western Muslims and the Future of Islg@xford: Oxford University Press,
2004), pp. 24-25.

129 T, RaMADAN , Western Muslimspp. 200-201.
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pluralism by those who may seek to manipulate ttuatson from the West. Large
communities of Muslims and Christians in the wasiidl continue to make the best
case they can for their faith commitments. Polewiit continue.**° But polemic
need not lead to acrimony. Will the partners in ¢baversation be able to respect
each other in spite of their disagreements? Tisé dict of respect for the partner is
to acknowledge differences.

According to some of the greatest commentarieshef Muslim interpretive
tradition, Muslims and Christians disagree aboatdbncept of God. The question
for peaceable coexistence between these commuistiebether people of faith
will make a link from theological disagreement tdipathy and violence. There is
no logical reason for this link, though both Chass and Muslims have found
many occasions to make it. Surely one of the mogént tasks facing these two
world communities is to make crystal clear thatimk Ibetween theological
difference and violence is not possible. That thHeseneed not be linked seems to
be suggested by the story which a number of thenvemtators specified as the
narrative framework looming over 3.64 and its cahie the Quran.

In the story about the Christians from Najiwhich Muslim scholars narrated,
the strong disagreement over the deity of Jesus dotend in violence. Though
they do not submit to the beliefs and practicedstdm to which the ruler of
Madina calls them in the tradition, there is no hintaofilitary response from
Najran. The Christians decline to participate in theeogwny of mutual cursing
which Muslim exegetes understand from 3.61. Instehd Christians in this
Muslim narrative make peace with the messengeslaf and submit to his rule.
Mugatil portrayed their response in these words: “Tkaid, ‘O Mthammad we
will make peace s@glafa) with you, lest you attackghaz) us and terrorize
(akhafa) us and dissuadeadda) us from our religion, by paying blood money to
you of a thousand suits of clothesSafar and a thousand suits in Rajab, and 30
iron coats of mail."*3!

According to Muslim tradition, the Christians froNgajran do not accept the
authority of Islam’s prophet to pronounce the trabiout the deity of Jesus. They
are Arabian Christians who simply accept the prititerms which Mhammad
stipulates and return to their home with theirtfait Jesus’ deity intact.

130 Kate ZBIRI comes to this conclusion at the end of her intergssurvey of modern Muslim
writings on Christianity, and Christian writings dslam, Muslims and Christians Face to Face
(Oxford: Oneworld, 1997), pp. 233-234.

131 MUQATIL, Tafst, |, p. 282.
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