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I. QuEestioNs MUsLIMS ASK CATHOLICS
by a Tunis Study Group

In this paper are to be found the reflections of a study group living
in a Muslim country (Tunisia). They deal with questions frequently put
to them. The topics discussed by the Group are:

The Prophethood of Muhammad

Consecrated Celibacy

God, One and Three

The Reasons for our Presence as Christians among Muslims
The Eucharist

The Divinity of Jesus and the Incarnation

Original Sin, the Cross, Redemption

The Scriptures and the Word of God

Spiritual and Temporal Realities
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The method used by this particular group, and the answers they sug-
gest, may be very good, but they should not be considered as universally
valid or exhaustive. They are offered here in the hope that they will help

These Reflections of the Tunis Study Group appeared in Nos. 39, 45,
and 49 of Encounter, the documentation service for Muslim-Christian
Understanding, Piazza S. Apollinare 49, 00186 Rome, Italy. These notes
are published here at the request of the participants in the Second
Bishops’ Institute for Interreligious Affairs (BIRA II) of the Federation
of Asian Bishops’ Conferences, held 13th—20th November, 1979, at
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia.



others in their own effort to find adequate answers to the questions put
to them.

The Tunis Study Group lays great emphasis on the intellectual con-
tent of both the questions and the answers. Another group living in West
Africa has treated the same subject with a slightly different approach.
They do pay attention to the meaning of the questions but they try to
discern in each person asking this type of question ‘“why’’ he is asking it.
Their answers aim at leading both the one who asks and the one who
answers one step further in their own personal search for God.

Introduction

1. The Spirit In Which We Work

We do not consider it to be the central purpose of our presence in
Tunis to deal with the questions we discuss here. But since these ques-
tions are constantly put to us, we have to try to give a loyal answer,
without evasions and ulterior motives. (We always presuppose that the
questions are put to us in a spirit of sincerity and friendship, or maybe
out of mere curiosity; in any case, not in order to indulge in polemics or
to set traps in a spirit of malevolence.) In this context there is no question
of announcing the Christian truths (this belongs to the kerygma proper).
Even less can it be our aim in this context to try to “‘convince’’ whoever he
may be. Our aim here is simply to remove ambiguities and certain
obstacles to a true dialogue by reducing the caricatures and the false or
badly stated differences and distinctions in order to bring out the true
and real ones. To achieve this we hold it to be essential not to remain in-
side the categories of Christian theology, nor to stick to the cultural ex-
pression of dogmas. We must try rather to translate Christian thought,
starting from Muslim categories and their expression in Arabic, or in any
other important Islamic language, saturated as these languages are with
Muslim experience and thought. Only if these conditions are met, will
whatever we have to say cease to be of a ‘hermetic’’ character and
become ‘‘significant’® for our partner in dialogue.

2. The Range Of The Questions Put To Us

As a first step we have dealt with questions about:

-Dogmas: the Trinity; the Incarnation (divinity of Jesus); Original
Sin — Redemption — Crucifixion — the Meaning of Suffering; the
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Eucharist and the Sacraments; Revelation — Inspiration; the
Authenticity of the Scripture; the Prophethood of Muhammad and

the Inspiration of the Qur’an.

-Christian life: religious vocation and consecrated celibacy;
prayer — Mass — Liturgy.

-The reasons for our presence: why we have left our country; our
relationship with our relatives at home; why we learn Arabic (Urdu,
Persian), Why do we go out to love ‘‘strangers’ such as those who
put these questions...... ?

3. The Method We Followed

-We produced a first draft, comprising the question asked, the
underlying mentality, the answer of contemporary Christian theology,
its objective application to the specific question asked, and concrete ways
of answering this question.

-This first draft was then submitted to as many people as possible,
including, naturally, Muslim friends, who gave their views as to improv-
ing our approach. Finally, a more complete text was drawn up and
distributed. Arabic texts have also been prepared.

1. THE PROPHETHOOD OF MUHAMMAD

QUESTION: Islam recognizes all the prophets without making a distinc-
tion between them (cf. Q. 2,136,285; 3,84), including Jesus.
Do you Christians on your part recognize all the prophets,
including Muhammad?

1. The Mentality Underlying The Question

-The Muslim and, more specifically, the Qur’&nic notion of pro-
phethood. The Qur’an enumerates a certain number of prophets. Jesus
belongs to them and ranks among the greatest of them. The line of the
prophets culminates and reaches its final point in Muhammad, “‘the Seal
of the prophets” (Q. 30,40). The Qur’dnic revelation is the criterion of
truth in religious matters.

-A feeling of injustice and inequality which makes dialogue impossi-
ble.



-More deeply, perhaps, the feeling that to deny to Muhammad, the
transmitter of the Qur’én, the qualification of “prophet®’ is to deny any
value to the religious, spiritual and mystical tradition of Islam, and
especially to the actual religious life of Muslims, including our partner in
dialogue.

-An insult towards a person whom one has learned to venerate and
to love from childhood onwards, and who seems to be treated as an im-
postor. A feeling reinforced at times by a more or less diffuse knowledge
of the negative or insulting judgments carried by Christian tradition.

2. Christian (Mainly Catholic) Theology About Prophethood
a) The Line of “Classical’’ Theology

The prophetic charism is above all the one which arises in the
biblical tradition, Old and New Testaments, which culminates in Christ,
Incarnate Word of God and the Prophet par excellence, which continues
in the Church, prophetic until the end of time, not only in the acts of the
Magisterium but in the Christian people, in so far as the movements of
the Holy Spirit are recognized by the Magisterium.

But the Spirit of prophethood can manifest itself also outside the
limits of the Church. This was already the case with the ‘‘holy pagans’’
of the Old Testament (Melchisedech, Job,:the queen of Sheba...). St
Justin (2nd cent.) recognized an inspiration (logos spermatikos) in cer-
tain philosophers and pagan diviners. More recently, Vatican II, in the
wake of the teaching of Pius XII, officially recognized a movement of
the Spirit at the origin of the ecumenical movement, which was born on
Protestant soil (cf. Decree on Ecumenism, 1), and of the ‘‘religious in-
itiatives’’ of non-Christians (Ad Gentes, n.3). Paul VI declared on his
return from the Eucharistic Congress in Bombay (8 December, 1964),
quoting St Augustine (Contra Faustum, 19,2), that “‘there is no doubt
that the pagans, too, have their prophets’’ (Documentation Catholique
1965, col. 23) — even if we have here a misinterpretation of the thought
of St Augustine. (The passage in question was omitted in the Acta
Apostolicae Sedis.).

In this line, one recognizes the possibility of true prophetic missions
outside the Church, but only by way of analogy (the point of reference
being prophethood in the Church), only partially (concerning the ele-
ment of truth preached by those ‘‘inspired ones’’), and only with the
following criterion of discernment: conformity — or at least non-
contradiction — with Christian doctrine.
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b) The Line of the “New Theology of Non-Christian Religions”’

See Rahner, Schlette, Thils, etc.' Instead of the ‘‘ecclesiocentric’
vision of the preceding line, a new vision of the divine design of salva-
tion, of the role of religions, and therefore of the charism of their respec-
tive founders, is still being elaborated. (It began some 25 years ago.)

Even if this line has not yet been adopted by the Magisterium, we
have to take it into account as one of the trends of actual, present-day
research. This line of reflection considers that the ‘‘general,”’
““‘universal,’’ ““ordinary’’ history of salvation is represented by the great
religious groupings of all times and places, with their (supernatural)
revelations and their prophets, and that the line of biblical revelation, ac-
complished in Christ and the Church, is the ‘“‘special,”” ‘‘particular,””
“extraordinary’” history of salvation, without an exclusiveness of revela-
tion and prophecy. Instead of ‘‘analogies’” one speaks of
“‘convergences.”’

3. Application To The Case Of Muhammad

a) In the line of ““classical theology.’” One admits the possibility of
a prophethood outside the Church but according to the criterion of con-
formity with Christian revelation. In the case of Muhammad and the
Qur’an one can recognize such a charism, given the fact that:

-Not only is a unanimous recognition given to the sincerity of
Muhammad, at least at the beginning of his preaching, but also to the
value, the beauty and the merit of that preaching, at least during the
Meccan period. If it is true that, especially in Medina, conflict breaks out
between the ‘‘religions of the Scripture’’ (esp. Judaism), nevertheless the
truths of the first period (monotheism, prophethood, faith in the word of
God, adoration....) are maintained and developed. And then, to which
Christian dogmas is the Qur’4n opposed? The true Christian dogmas or
only travesties of them? And who is held to be guilty of this, Muhammad
or the ‘“‘people of the Scripture,”’ closed in upon themselves? Or the
Christians, divided in multiple sects?

-The most serious objection is not so much its negation of Christian
““dogmas’ as the final and definitive character of its revelation, by
which it presents itself as a complete whole, perfect, definitive, assuming
the preceding revelations and judging them according to the criterion of
its own truth.



-One will therefore conclude, with Cardinal Journet, that there is
present in Muhammad and the Qur’an a prophetic charism but a partial
one, limited to the part of truth (if judged according to Christian criteria)
contained in the message, in particular regarding monotheism. But the
partial charism does not throw light on the other truths of the (Christian)
revelation.

Later, Cardinal Journet corrected his position in a more negative ar-
ticle, but basing himself on an erroneous piece of information.?

Moreover, already Timothy I, the Catholicos (Nestorian Patriarch)
of Baghdad (c. 780), said that, if Muhammad’s fight against polytheism
was considered, he had worked in the way of the prophets. While refus-
ing to call him a prophet directly, he recognized in Muhammad a certain
likeness to them.

b) According to the line of the new theology of non-Christian
religions, one will have no difficulty in recognizing the prophecy of
Muhammad for the whole of the Qur’anic message, maintaining at the
same time that the fulness of revelation is represented by the person and
message of Jesus Christ.

4, Possible Answers To The Question

-Without using the word ““prophet’’ (nabf or rasiif), because of the
equivocations it can provoke between the interlocutors who each take it
according to the meaning given to the term within their respective
theologies, we can recognize not only the sincerity but also the religious
quality and value of Muhammad (spiritual — ruhdnf — person, inspired
— mulham — by Allah), as well as the grandeur and truth of the essential
parts of the Qur’anic message. For more educated interlocutors one can
expose with more detail and nuance the line of *‘classical” theology.

Note also the essential and decisive progress that the passage from
polytheism to monotheism represented for the Arabs and for so many
people after them.

But generally such an answer is not satifactory for the Muslim inter-
locutor because, according to Muslim theology, to refuse to somebody
the title of ““prophet’’ (nabi) is to place him in the category of the “‘in-
spired ones’’ (mulham), such as saints (wali, pl. awliva'), who do not
have the right to speak in the name of God. There is no middle term between
the two categories. Therefore, to talk with the interlocutor in these terms
may lead to underscoring the scandal instead of reducing it.
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-To use the title ‘““prophet’ in its historical sense. In English the title
““the Prophet,”” according to admitted terminology, is used without im-
plying a religious judgement. It corresponds to the Arabic use: nabf
’I-Isldm, nabr li °I-Islam (the prophet of Islam, prophet for Islam).
Some add: ““.....and Islam is one of the great religions that lead to
God, .....highly spiritual...., monotheistic (muwahhidiin), heavenly
(samdwiyya).”’ The use of this latter term actually amounts to recogni-
tion, in a roundabout way, of the prophethood of Muhammad in a
religious sense, because ‘‘heavenly”” (samdwi) implies “‘revealed’’ from
on high by God.

-Instead of entering into fine distinctions regarding vocabulary, one
could affirm the truth by complementary statements (dialectically): I
believe that Muhammad is a prophet (nabi, rasiil Alldh). Christianity
also recognizes all the true prophets who have announced the truth in the
name of God. The difference between Islam and Christianity is that, for
Muslims, Muhammad is the ‘‘Seal of the prophets’’ (khdtam al-nabiyin),
whereas for Christians the plenitude of prophethood (kemdl al-
nubfiwwa) is in Jesus Christ himself, the word of God (kalimat Allidh)
— (as the Qur’an, by the way, names Jesus: Q. 3,39,45; 4,171), in a sense
which evidently cannot be that of the Logos-Verbum of the Christian
tradition.

This answer seems possible and satisfactory, because it attributes to
Muhammad the title of prophet in the religious sense, while at the same
time respecting the originality of the Christian revelation. It is based ob-
jectively on an analysis of the Qur’anic message and is theoretically
justified in the first line of so-called ‘“classical’’ theology, and a fortiori
in the line of the new theology of non-Christian religions. Experience
seems to show that it satisfies the Muslim interlocutor, and even makes
him rejoice, without any fundamental misunderstanding.

2. CELIBACY
QUESTION: Why don’t you marry?
1. The Mentality Underlying The Question
-The natural vocation of every man and woman, created to found a
family, taking responsibility for it, accepting the risks involved. A duty
towards human society. Hence, a suspicion of egoism about the voluntary

celibacy of someone who could get married; or the possibility of im-
potency will be raised. Or it may be thought, especially in the case of
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sisters, that unrequited love is at the origin of their celibacy. The
response then will be one of pity: ‘‘What a shame....”” There will arise,
too, doubts about the practice of celibacy: clandestine relations between
priests and sisters, homosexual practices. This springs from the convic-
tion, especially current among men, that celibacy is impossible; a man
(or a woman) cannot live without sexual relations.

-A religious duty. For a believer marriage is an obligation; “‘mar-
riage is half the faith” — al-zawdj nisf al-iman is an oft-quoted hadith.
Moreover, man has a duty to provide protection for the ““weaker sex.”’ In
other words, in a Muslim milieu (and even in a Christian milieu) celibacy
is source of scandal, provokes disbelief or condemnation. However, this
immediate and basic reaction is somewhat tempered today.

-Changes of mentality. In the Muslim world of today there are ex-
amples of voluntary celibacy at least on a temporary basis, on the part of
both men and women, for the motive of service (v.g., elder brothers and
sisters looking after younger children, nurses, social workers who are
totally dedicated; fidd’ivyiin and fidd’iyyat devoting themselves to the
cause of Palestine...) Sometimes there are personal motives (v.g., girls
who seek fulfilment outside marriage or before getting married), or
religious motives (unmarried pilgrims or young widows who remain in
Mecca to spend a certain amount of time, or the rest of their lives, in
prayer and devotions).

-Those who know us and see us living day and night recognize that
our celibacy is lived seriously. They may admire it (a feat?); they may en-
vy it, (Muslim girls sometimes express their regret that there is no such
form of religious life in Islam and the wish that they could be sisters.
What are their motives? Flight from marriage, or a desire for a life of
dedication?) Most often people will say: ‘“It’s fine for Christians, but in
Islam there is no monasticism.”’

2. Islamic Teaching

a) Celibacy as a human or religious ideal is not known. The
Qur’an does not mention it. The Prophet was married. There are many
hadith-s in favor of marriage and condemning celibacy. “‘Our sunna
(tradition) is marriage (sunnatu-nd al zawdj).’” Marriage is half the faith
(al-zawdj nisf al-imdn). “‘If 1 had one day to live and I were not mar-
ried, I would take a wife in order to meet God as a married man.’’ Words
addressed to a Muslim who was a bachelor: ““So you’ve decided to



belong to Satan’s company! If you want to be a Christian monk, then
join them openly. If you are one of us, then follow our sunna.’”” One of
the greatest Muslim theologians, Ghazéli, gives a long development on
the obligation of marriage: to strengthen the Muslim community, to ap-
pease one’s sensuality and have a foretaste of paradise, relaxation for the
mystic, to have someone to look after everyday needs and therefore be
left free for prayer, to give an opportunity for practising patience in
bearing with the character of one’s wife (cf. Ihyad *uldm al-din 11, book 2,
bab 1). Nearly all the Muslim mystics, including Hallaj, were married.

b) On the other hand celibacy is not entirely unknown. The Qur’an
presents Mary, the perfect example of virginity: ‘‘She who preserved her
chastity”” (cf. Q. 21,91; 66,12). There is mention of John the Baptist
(Yahyd) who is chaste (3,39), and an implicit reference to Jesus’ celibacy.
Monks are mentioned with commendation (Q. 5,82; 24,36-37: 57,27: but
see 9,31-34). Some Muslim ascetics and mystics will practise celibacy:
There is the well-known case of Rabi’a (2nd-8th cent.) whose refusal to
get married would seem to have been based on an idea of consecration to
God. The handbooks of some Sufi orders encourage celibacy for
religious reasons (Rahmaniyya, Bektéshiyya....). Ghazali atlows the un-
married state if one cannot take upon oneself the expense of having a
family, or if the woman’s character is too difficult, or if one’s wife con-
stitutes a temptation against faith. His conclusion is that the worth of the
married or unmarried state depends on circumstances. The ideal is to be
able to combine married life with devotion to God. This is what the Pro-
phet did, whereas Jesus chose celibacy because he was unable to combine
the two.

3. Christian Teaching

There are three complementary elements in the motivation for con-
secrated celibacy:

-for the sake of the Gospel (Mt 19,12), for the Kingdom (1 Cor 7);
the full flowering of charity through complete self-giving to God’s plan
in order to live this love and share it, thus anticipating the life of the
Kingdom already begun here below.

-closer imitation of Christ and of Mary.
-the service of one’s fellow men, by being a living reminder that the

life of the Spirit transcends everyday matters, through complete dedica-
tion for the sake of the Gospel (though this is not to exclude married
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Christians from the same dedication), through being freer to attend to
men’s needs and to serve the poor and needy.

4, Possible Answers To The Question

a) Where egoism is suspected: reply that celibacy is motivated by
dedication to the service of man (/i-khidmat al-inséniyya), for doing
good (li-l-a°mdl al-khayriyya). But this implies that we are really at the
service of others, that our lifestyle is characterised by disponibility. This
may not always be the case. It may not differ much from the lifestyle of
married people.

b) Where the duty to get married is stressed: reply that celibacy isa
consecration of oneself to God (/i-wajh Alldh), for the sake of prayer (al-
tafarrugh li-I-saldr). This implies that people can sense the importance of
prayer in our lives.

¢) Where there is a suspicion of unrequited love: stress the beauty
of marriage, of the Christian family; talk about one’s own family or the
families founded by one’s brothers and sisters. Give a witness on one’s
vocation (da“wa): God’s invitation to -a greater love felt in one’s heart,
the desire to imitate Jesus and the Virgin Mary. Tell how the vocation
matured, through prayer and reflection, with the backing of one’s family
(if this was the case); how it became so clear that to refuse to follow it
would have brought unhappiness. This implies that in our lives as
celibates we give evidence of true human and spiritual fulfilment.

3. GOD, THREE IN ONE

QUESTION: Are you really montheists (muwahhidiin)? Do you believe
in three gods?.Which gods are they? How can God be called
father or son?

1. The Mentality Underlying The Questions

-Pride in the absolute intransigency of Islamic monotheism.

-Appreciation of divine transcendence: God cannot be “‘named’” by
means of words which are too human.

-The words ““father’® and “‘son’’ have, quite naturally, human con-
notations and evoke carnal realities. Christians are so used to giving a
spiritual meaning to these terms that they tend to forget the natural con-
notations and to blame Muslims for taking them into consideration.
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-The explanations given by Christians are often rather confused, if
not avoided altogether. The vocabulary used does not convey much,
v.g., “‘persons,”” ‘‘nature.’’ In Arabic, shakhs evokes the idea of a visible
shape, ugniim is unintelligible, while fabia would indicate a created
nature,

-The Qur’an, with regard to Christian beliefs, talks about *‘three’’
(thalatha). This is the cardinal number indicating three things or persons
(a triad). From the Qur’an it would appear that the three are God, Jesus
and Mary (cf. Q. 5,116).

-There is the idea that the Trinity implies a multiplicity in God with
regard to his activities ad exfra and in his relations to creatures. This
holds good for paternity and filiation also.

2. Islamic Teaching

The Qur’dn blames Christians for saying ‘‘three’’ (thaldtha) in con-
nection with God (Q. 4,171); for saying that God is the “’third of triad”’
(Q. 5,73) which would include Jesus and Mary (Q. 5,116); for saying that
Jesus is God (Q. 3,72,116) or son of God (9,30: ibn; 19,34-35: walad),
for the one and only God ‘‘neither begets nor is begotten’’ (112,3).

For the Qur’an Christians are *‘People of the Book’’ (ahl al-kitab).
But there is some hesitation as to whether they should be considered
monotheists (2,62; 3,110-115; 4,55; 5,69,82...... ), unbelievers (kuffar:
5,17,72-73; 9,30), or ‘*associators (mushrikiin: 5,31,72).

The same hesitation is to be found among Muslim exegetes and
theologians. Raz1 recognizes that no Christian of his time thinks that the
Trinity includes Mary; this perhaps was the belief of a sect which has
disappeared. Many modern writers are of this opinion also (v.g., Maulvi
Muhammad Ali, The Holy Qur’dn, Lahore 1920). Theologians are
aware, from the controversies with Christian apologists, of the doctrine
concerning the *“‘persons’’ (agdnim), and faithful expositions of this doc-
trine can be found in their writings. The most tolerant among them,
Ghazali, in his Radd Jamil (Excellent Refutation), would go so far as to
admit that this doctrine can be reconciled with a certain monotheism, but
not with Islamic monotheism.

At the present time most modern representatives of Islamic thought

admit that Christianity is truly a form of monotheism. This was strongly
affirmed by Dr. Abdelaziz Kamel (former vice-president of the Egyptian



Council of Ministers) in his inaugural address to the participants in the
Muslim — Christian Colloguium in Tunis (11-11-1974). On the other hand,
the majority of Muslims believe that Christians are “‘tritheists.”

3. Christian Teaching

It would seem to be of great importance to examine the steps leading
up to the dogma of the Trinity and the dogmatic formulae which express
it. The aim in this is to discern between the essential content of the Chris-
tian faith and the cultural expression of the dogma.

a) Jesus’ Own Religious Understanding

Jesus belongs to the Chosen People of the Bible, imbued with a
spirit of uncompromising monotheism. The Bible is full of God’s
“‘jealousy’’ towards false gods and idols. Jesus does not think differently
(cf. Mk 12,32; In 17,3. See also: 1 Cor 8,4; 12,6; Gal 3,20; Eph 4,5;1
Tim 1,17; 2.5).

Present-day exegesis makes it possible for us to uncover the thought
and consciousness of Jesus through the post-Resurrection faith of the
Apostles to which the Gospels and the rest of the New Testament bear
witness. If we accept the most reliable conclusions of this exegesis, then
we must admit that Jesus did not say that he was God, nor son of God,
and that some hold he was most probably not conscious of the fact.
Paradoxically (at least in appearance) it is when he calls himself the “*Son
of Man’’ foretold in the vision of Daniel 7 that he shows and conveys
some awareness of this ‘““heavenly’’ origin. Above all, he lives in a
special type of relationship to the one God, whom he dares to call *“Ab-
ba’* (‘‘Daddy’’). The titles ‘““Son of God’* and even ‘‘Messiah’’ were at
the time of Jesus too ambiguous to convey what he felt himself to be. As
for the Spirit, he rarely speaks of Him (only Mk 3,28-30), but he lives by
the Spirit, and intensely so.

b) The Apostles’ Post-Resurrection Faith

It is after the Passion and the Resurrection, through the Spirit’s
powerful inspiration, that the Apostles understand the meaning of the
experience which has been theirs during the three years they have spent
with Jesus, and understand also who he really is. They give expression to
this by proclaiming that Jesus, who is alive because risen from the dead,
who is the same Jesus of history with whom they lived and whom they
saw die on the Cross, that he is ‘“‘Savior and Lord”’ (i.e., God), and that
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his relationship to his Father made him the ‘‘Son of God’’ in a unique
way. After this, “‘trinitarian formulae’” become more frequent; the title
““Son’’ is used, and also the term *‘Spirit” of God (prneuma; divine
breath), whose reality they have experienced so powerfully before giving
him a precise name. (See the trinitarian formulae found in Paul’s
writings, in the prologue of John’s gospel and throughout his gospel, and
Mt 28,19 — an echo of an early liturgical formula). To say that God is
Father, Son and Spirit is essential to Christian faith, and it is rooted in
the faith of the Apostles, in faith in the Easter reality.?

¢) The Trinitarian Dogma

It was because of the Christological heresies that abounded in the
3rd and 4th centuries that the Church felt the need to define its belief
both in the oneness of God and the reality of the Father, the Son and the
Spirit. A slow process of maturation will lead to the complete formula
given by the 4th Lateran Council (1215). This makes clear that the divine
nature is one, but that it is possessed equally by three “‘persons’’: the
Father as the unoriginated origin, the Son as the one deriving his origin
from the Father from all eternity, and the Spirit proceeding from both,
all three being equally consubstantial. It is evident that these notions,
and the terms “‘nature,’” “‘substance,’’ and ‘‘person,”’ in particular, were
borrowed from the philosophy of the day, . which had its source in
Hellenistic philosophy. This was quite normal and even inevitable.

However, the content of the dogma thus defined can only be
preserved if the terms are given the ‘“metaphysical’’ sense they had at the
time of the Councils. Thus ‘‘person’ means hypostasis as suppositum
for acts and relations. If the term is taken according to the meaning it has
today, i.e., as a synonym for ‘‘personality,”” autonomous center of
psychological consciousness, then one would make the Council say ex-
actly the opposite of what it intended. For ‘‘person’’ would convey what
the Council meant by the term ‘“nature,”’ and so one would in fact be
saying that there are three distinct natures in God! Hence, it is necessary
to discover what the Council intended by the terms it used, by the
dogmatic formulations which are necessarily linked with a given culture,
and then reformulate the dogma, using the vocabulary of our own age
and of the people we are addressing.

Finally, it is good to be aware of the emotional and carnal overtones
usually carried by the titles Father and Son. This can be useful for our
own religious life (to avoid the ““trap” which the ‘‘Father-image’’ can
present), as well as to help us to understand why Muslims are reticent to
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use these names. It is just the opposite with the term ‘‘Spirit”’ which
evokes the idea of something completely “‘spiritual,’” intangible and in-
comprehsible, instead of the ‘‘breath’’ (pneuma) of God at work in the
Church and the world.

4, Possible Answers To The Questions

a) Affirm quite definitely our own monotheism. The Creed begins:
““We believe in one God’’ (nu’min bi-ilah wahid). Moreover, according
to sound classical theology, in His relations to creatures (ad extra) God
acts as the One, the Unique.

b) This oneness of God is mysterious, as is everything about God.
It is not numerical, mathematical. (The first Christian Arabs distinguish-
ed between numerical oneness, wahdat bi’l-‘adad, and relational
oneness, wahdat bi’l-nisba, or generical oneness, wahdat bi’l-naw*.) The
oneness here is that of the living God.

¢) The Trinity (to express this in Arabic the intensive adjective,
thaliith, should be used, v.g., Alldh thalath, rather than tathlith, which
conveys the idea of dividing something into three parts)’is particular to
Christian revelation, to Christian faith. It is related to the interior life
(ad intra) of God, and in no way infringes upon His oneness. The same
God is Father, Son and Spirit. These *‘divine names’’ belong to the
deposit of the Christian faith which it has received as a heritage from the
very beginning. Yet they have never been understood as implying genera-
tion in God in the human sense of the term. This we are at one with
Muslims in denying. Here a passage could be quoted from Birlini, a
learned Muslim of the 11th century:

Passing from the word God to those of father and son, we must
state that Islam is not liberal in the use of them; for in Arabic the
word son (ibn) means nearly always as much as a child (walad) in
the natural order of things, and from the idea involved in parentage
and birth can never be derived any expression meaning the Eternal
Lord of Creation. Other languages, however, take much more
liberty in this respect; so that if people address a man by father, it is
nearly the same as if they addressed him by sir. As is well known,
phrases of this kind have become so prevalent among the Christians,
that anybody who does not always use the words farher and son in
addressing people would scarcely be considered as one of them. By
the son they understand most especially Jesus, but apply it also to
others besides him. It is Jesus who orders his disciples to say in
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prayer, ‘O our father which art in heaven’ (St. Mt 6,9), and in-
forming them of his approaching death, he says that he is going to
his father and to their father (St. John 20,17). In most of his
speeches he explains the word the son as meaning himself, that he
is the son of man.”*

In other words, Christians use the terms ““father’” and ‘‘son”’ in a
broad sense.

God is called ““Father” in so far as He is the source of all being. He
is called “‘Son’’ when this gift of life is lived to the full by Jesus. He is
called Spirit when He is identified with the gift itself.

d) There should be no objection to avoiding the terms “‘nature,”
““person,”’ when trying to clarify further what distinguishes Father, Son
and Spirit. The dogma does not necessarily have to be expressed in this
way and the terms may give rise to misunderstanding.

Theologians today prefer to speak about God’s ‘‘modes of being”’
(ahwal). The one God subsists in three distinct modes of being, three
ways of existing, not only in relationship to us, but also in Himself.

e) According to the method suggested in the first of these
documents, the advice that can be given is to take as a starting point
categories of thought which are classical in Islam, i.e., the divine ‘‘names
and attributes’’ (al-asmd’ wa’l-sifat), which are a human way of express-
ing different aspects of God, which in Him are one. Of course, strictly
speaking, according to classical Christian theology, the “‘persons’’ of the
Trinity do not fall into the same category as ‘‘divine names’’ (v.g., the
All-Powerful, the Merciful, the All-Knowing...) The latter qualify the
divine “‘nature,”’ are possessed in an equal and undivided manner by the
three ““persons,’” and so cannot be used to distinguish them. The Chris-
tian Arabs of Baghdad who made use of the concept of ‘‘divine names”’
to explain the ‘““persons’’ were perfectly aware of this problem. They
were aware, too, of the objection from the Muslim side: why only these
three “‘names’” when there are many others? They explained that these
were ‘‘names’’ pertaining to the divine essence (takhuss al-dhdt), or
““substantial” (jawharf), by this means distinguishing them from the
usually accepted ‘“divine names.’”” Whatever the case may be, on the one
hand this manner of speaking is not more incorrect than ‘‘persons’ and
‘‘nature,’”” and on the other it corresponds more closely to a Muslim’s
manner of understanding.
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f) Finally, one should not disdain to have recourse, as did the
Fathers of the Church and the Christian Arabs of Baghdad, to explana-
tions of a more metaphorical nature, v.g., fire, a single substance which
is at one and the same time heat, flame and light; the sun, which is a
round disc and also light and heat; the human mind, which is under-
standing, word and life....

Such metaphors are often more respectful of the divine mystery than
philosophical explanations.

4. THE REASONS FOR OUR PRESENCE AS CHRISTIANS AMONG MUSLIMS

QUESTIONS: Why have you come to live among us? Why did you leave
your country, your family, your relatives? What do you gain
by it?

1. The Mentality Underlying The Questions

-The suspicion of tfabshir (evangelization in the sense of
proselytism). Our true aim, (formally) declared or (now) hidden, is to get
Muslims to leave Islam in order to lead them to Christianity, and all our
activity, our institutions, even the apparently most unselfish, have no
other aim than that.

This suspicion, very deeply rooted even among the best of our
friends at least as an ever-present question, is objectively justified not
merely by ancient history (Crusades, Western Imperialism) still very
vivid in people’s minds, and by quite recent history (colonization, the
Carthage Eucharistic Congress) constantly being called to mind; but also
by the teaching and practice of the Church until quite recently: founding
the Church by the conversion and baptism of non-Christians, while re-
jecting any salvific value in non-Christian religions as such.

-Alongside this, a unilateral conception of religious truth (on both
sides) which leads people to think they possess the whole of this truth and
that they have nothing to receive from others, and even that all other
truth is a threat and an attack on their own truth. A threat and an attack
which aim at both the cohesion of the Muslim social body and religious
unity; abjuring one’s religion is betraying one’s country.

-Astonishment, and even scandal, in face of the fact of leaving one’s
country, one’s family, forsaking one’s father and mother, to go and live
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in another country. Similarly, some people are astonished at seeing us
leave wealthy countries where it is s0 nice to live (a somewhat mythical
view), to come and live in these countries which lack so many things.

-Finally, seeking for some interested motive on our part: religious
interest (proselytism), and personal interest (who is paying us? some
foreign embassy? the Vatican?),

-But an evolution is underway. Exchanges between peoples and dif-
ferent cultures are multiplying both on the spot (biculturalism) and by
travelling and staying abroad for reasons of study or employment. Like
cultures, religions are also beginning to open up to one another, to
acknowledge that they are complementary to a certain point. Above all,
they find they are confronting the same problems (atheism, seculariza-
tion, social problems, etc... ), and they feel the need to collaborate
(November Colloquium in Tunis). Many believers on both sides no
longer think that their religion is the sole, valid, salvific one. In certain
milieux, especially of young people, the principle of freedom of cons-
cience is proclaimed like that of other freedoms.

2. Islamic Teaching

a) Islam is the only religion approved by God (Qur’dn 3,19);
whoever follows another religion will go to hell: 3,85; 3,83; 2,130. It is
an immutable religion: 9,36; perfect: 5,3; 9,32; 61,8; which abrogates
and recapitulates all other religions: 24,55; and must take the place of
them all: 9,33; 48,28; 61,9. Even the ‘*‘People of the Book’ (Jews and
Christians) who had received a true revelation and a true religion,
““falsified’’ (tahrif) their Scriptures: 4,46; 5,13, 41; 2,75; and conse-
quently they must believe in the Qur’an: 4,47; 5,15,48; 98,1; and be con-
verted to Islam: 3,20; 3,73; 3,95. The Muslim community (umma) is the
best one of all: 3,110.

b) Consequently, the Qur’dn harshly condemns the Muslim
apostate, doomed to hell: 3,85-90; 3,115,137; 16,106; 47,25-28; and
already condemned here below to have one hand and one foot cut off
and to be put on the gibbet (salb) (cf. Hallaj) 5,33; 7,124; 20,71; 26,49. It
also harshly condemns those who ‘‘turn believers away from God’s
path’’: they must be opposed and killed (the polytheists of Mecca who
had forced the Muslims to make the hfjra (migration) 2,217; 2,191,193:
9,12; since they attack religion, they will go to hell with no hope of par-
don: 47,34).
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c¢) On the other hand, the Qur’dn proclaims the principle of
freedom of conscience: ‘‘no constraint in matters of religion’ (/4 ikrdh
Si-I-din): 2,256. Faith, the gift of God, is a free and personal act. And the
“People of the Book” who have a right to a special status of ‘‘protec-
tion’’ (dhimma): 9,29, have their salvation secure: 2,62; 5,69; 22,17.
Christians are even the closest friends to Muslims: 5,82.

d) Several Muslim theologians (Ghazili, taken up again by
Md.’Abduh and R. Rid4) declare that whoever follows what he believes
to be the truth in matters of religion and is unintentionally ignorant of
the coming of Muhammad will be saved.

Many cultured Muslims think that the essential thing is for each one
to follow his conscience.

3. Christian Teaching

As taught by Vatican II (especially Lumen Gentium and Gaudium et
Spes) and by subsequent theologians (Bourgeois, Duquoc, L’ Arbresle),
current reflection of the Church on herself and her relationship to the
world can be expressed as follows:

By his person and his message, Christ came to bring to all
humankind salvation and deliverance from all servitudes, from sin in all
its forms, by calling each one to ‘“‘conversion’’ (metanoia: cf. tawba); to
get out of one’s egoism and one’s pride in order to open up to God, the
Father of all humankind, and to his brothers, especially to the most
disadvantaged (the ‘“‘poor’’). This is what the Gospel calls conversion to
the Kingdom of God (here on earth). The Church, the communion of
those who believe in Jesus Christ, has as her mission not directly to
spread herself out until she embraces all men but to bear this message of
personal conversion to the world, to be'the ferment (the sign) of conver-
sion to the Kingdom, which can come about in many ways within the
framework of various “‘religions.”” Knowledge of Jesus Christ and ex-
plicit faith in his message have meaning only as a supreme requirement
for personal conversion and testimony to our brothers, to bear this
within “‘all nations,’” while, however, respecting the religious advance of
each individual and each people.

4. Possible Answers To The Questions

(What we give here, and this holds good for this question perhaps
more than for the others, are merely suggestions. The gradual approach
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outlined here may be of some help in encouraging true dialogue which
does not obey strict rules.)

a) Relations between developed and developing countries (at least
from the economic point of view) are among the major problems of our
time, the essential and decisive task of our day. I have chosen to come
and live here and take part in this huge effort of development as a
response to the Christian demand to prefer the poor and fight for their
liberation, and for more justice between countries.

b) Understanding between peoples and different cultures is also
one of the major problems of our time. Living in a culture different from
my own, making the effort to learn the language and to know the human
values of this people, I should like to be its ambassador to European
peoples, who are ignorant of and so often contemptuous of those who do
not resemble them. Being a ‘‘bridge,”” even a modest one, between
peoples is an exciting task. For a Christian this is working for peace and
reconciliation, essential values in the Kingdom.

c) Relations between religions have entered a new phase. The time
for wars of religion, a real sacrilege against God, is no more. Islam and
Christianity are more and more confronting the same problems (the faith
of young people, religious education, the response of faith to the great
problems of our day...). I have come to live in a Muslim country in
order to take part in this dialogue and this collaboration between Chris-
tians and Muslims. Far from wanting to attempt anything against Islam,
my dearest wish is for the Muslim faith to emerge victorious and more
pure from the conflict with the challenges of the modern world.

d) The essential revelation brought by Jesus Christ is the universal
love of God, the Father of all humankind, who loves them all without
distinction, Muslims as well as Christians, with a predilection for the
most weak and disadvantaged. My life as a Christian among Muslims is
meant to bear witness to this universal love of God for the people of
another race, another religion.

e) The Gospel’s invitation to conversion to the Kingdom of God
must be borne to and lived out in every nation. I have received the voca-
tion to come and live it in a Muslim country. It is first of all a require-
ment of my own faith: to live out less indifferently this conversion to the
Kingdom. Living among Muslims, it can happen that my relations of
friendship, my attitude in the face of some problems, in some cir-
cumstance or other, will provoke them to this conversion to the
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Kingdom, particularly by urging them to rediscover themselves the calls
to this conversion contained in their own religious tradition. My role as a
Christian is strictly limited to this: working together with my Muslim
brothers for our own conversion to the values of the Kingdom of God by
scrupulously respecting each one’s religious vocation, as God makes it
known to them.

This is no way excludes my wish to make Jesus Christ and his Gospel
message known. If I were to deny this, either I would not be sincere or
would not be loyal, or else it would be a perversion of the love which I
claim to bear. When you love someone in truth, you cannot but desire to
communicate to him all that by which you live, especially that which is
the very basis of your life and your joy. Because I believe that the
knowledge of Jesus Christ and of his Gospel is the most powerful factor
for conversion to the Kingdom of God, and hence the total fulfilment of
man (while recognizing that there are other paths than this one), I cannot
but desire this knowledge for my friends. But the paths and the means do
not depend on me. This is the mystery of the relations between the Spirit
and each conscience. My role is limited to bearing witness by my life to
what this conversion through knowledge of Jesus Christ is. But it is a
tremendous and demanding role. Mr. Talbi expresses differently but in
an excellent manner this ‘‘logic of love’” when he requires Christians to
repudiate proselytism but to carry out their ““duty of apostolate’’ by
bearing witness to the truth they bear. 3

f) As to what interest we might have in living in a country and
among people other than our own, it is a real interest, though not of a
financial order. It is the discovery of a different way of being man, of a
style of human relations full of riches. It is at times the sharing of life
with the poor which helps me to fulfil the evangelical ideal. It is the
discovery of a great monotheistic religion whose essential values (the
transcendence of God, adoration, submission to His will) have to be lived
by the Christians in order to give their full meaning to their strictly
Christian values (Incarnation, intimate life of grace with God, twofold
love...). It is only by living it in a non-Christian milieu that you really
fathom Christianity.

g) Finally, for some people there are particular reasons. Those
who are born in this country have no reason to go and live the Gospel
elsewhere. Those who are dedicated, at least in part, to the service of
Christians living here. Those who are dedlcated to research in Arabic and
Islamics and would like to carry out their research in a living milieu.
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5. MASS — THE EUCHARIST

QUESTIONS: -How do you pray? How do you perform Christian prayers
(saldn? Why do you pray with bread and wine (or, what is
that round thing and that cup)? You pray with wine!
Haram!

-Do you really believe God is in this bread and wine? And
they become God? You eat God? What’s in that little box
on the altar? Why do you keep a light burning? What’s the
difference between mass in a big church on Sunday and
Mass everyday in a wee chapel? etc....

1. The Mentality Underlying The Questions

-The notion of saldt, ritual prayer, which comprises successive posi-
tions and precise formulae, unlike du’d, spontaneous prayer without rite
or formulae, Thus, at the level of vocabulary and mentality, the daily
and Sunday Mass (and the liturgical office) correspond to the daily sa/dt
(five times) and especially to the saldt al-§umu’a, the Friday Prayer in the
mosque with sermon, etc....

-The idea of the transcendence of God and the rejection of any Auldil
(indwelling or infusion of God in creatures, especially material ones like
bread and wine). Particular scandal in the use of wine, forbidden by the
Qur’an and Islam.

-The influence of awkward conceptions and expressions, and even
formally false ones, handed down by a certain Christian tradition. Thus
the heresy of “‘impanation®’: ““Jesus, or God, is in this bread.’” This er-
ror is reinforced by the word ‘“transubstantiation’’ of the dogmatic for-
mulae, for the word *‘substance’” has today lost its purely metaphysical
(as opposed to accident) meaning, and signifies exactly the contrary; the
substance of a thing is today its most concrete and most material aspect,
what the dogmatic formulae call the ““species’” as opposed to substance!
Similarly, the influence of a “‘magical’’ conception of the Sacrament; the
words of the priest have the power to change things automatically into
other things.

2. Islamic Teaching

The Qur’an and the whole of Muslim tradition describe Christians
as people who pray, whatever might be their doctrinal errors. This is
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especially the case of ‘““‘monks’’ (rahbéniyya), a word covering all men
and women dedicated precisely to prayer (See Qur’an 5,82; 24,36-37; 57,
27...). The Christian convent forms part of the traditional landscape in
the Muslim world. Similarly in the East as regards churches, clergy and
worship, protected by special statute.

The Qur’dn contains a much more definite allusion to the Eucharist:
5,112-115. Although commentators of the Qur’an see therein an allusion
to the multiplying of loaves and the vision of St. Peter at Jaffa, Acts
10,9... (the sheet filled with unclean animals let down to earth and which
Peter is invited to eat), all acknowledge that it is mainly an allusion to the
Eucharist. The Apostles of Jesus ask him to bring down from heaven
md’ida, a table garnished for a meal, in order to assure them he is really
sent by God. Jesus asks this of God, who promises to send down this
md’ida. One notes in this text that this md’ida is a gift from heaven (112),
that it will be a feast (7d), a word which signifies a feast recurring
periodically, (possible allusion to Easter and to each Sunday) to the end
of time (‘‘for the first and the last’’), and that it will bring profound
peace (fuma’nina, 113) to the hearts of those who eat it, and these latter
must bear witness to it (113), but that those who are unfaithful after hay-
ing received this md’ida will be severely punished (cf. 1 Cor 11,28-33).

3. Christian Teaching

The Eucharist is essentially ‘‘the memorial of the Passion and
Resurrection”” of Jesus Christ who ‘‘represents’ it (makes it present
again) in the form of a Sacrament (the visible and effective sign).

It was instituted by the Lord himself on the eve of his Passion at the
end of the paschal meal following the Jewish tradition, commemorating
the ““Pass-Over” from servitude in Egypt to deliverance, becoming the
symbol of Christ’s Pass-Over from death to life. This is what Christ
wished to signify by distributing bread and wine to his apostles, the signs
of his sacrifice for life, and asking Christians to ‘‘do this in memory of
me.”’ And in fact, as far back as we can go in the history of the first
Christians, we see them renewing together these deeds of Christ.

Christ is present: ‘‘every time that two or three are gathered together
in my name, there am I in their midst,”” and even every time that a man
opens up to God by opening up to his brothers (Mt 25, 31-46). He is pre-
sent in a special manner in the Eucharistic Sacrifice by the *‘Sacrament’’
of bread and wine, which effectively represent his presence, as spiritual
food of the souls of ‘‘communicants’ taking part in this sacrifice.
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This is a “‘real presence’” but absolutely not a material one. The
bread and wine remain bread and wine (this is what the dogmatic for-
mulae call the “‘species’’) but they signify in depth (the ‘‘substance’’)
Christ in his sacrifice and in his present state of Risen and Glorious
Christ.

That is also why the Mass is the Christian prayer par excellence,
since it is the presence of the prayer of Christ to his Father, offering
himself wholly to Him.

4. Possible Answers To The Questions

a) For the Muslim familiar with the Qur’an, it will always be good
to start from the story of the ““md’ida.”’ As Jesus asked, we meet together
around this ma’ida which Jesus left us as a memorial at the end of his
earthly life (we can avoid speaking of the Cross, which the Qur’édn
denies). This answer most often satisfies.

b) We use bread and wine because they were the food used by
Jesus, and he did so because they were the most current items of food in
Palestine. In particular, wine was not forbidden to the Jews, nor is it to
Christians. Later, these rites experienced an evolution (the hosts) and will
experience others. At present there is a return to the national form of
these items of food, and people do not see why in other civilizations the
most current items of food should not be used, wherever bread and wine
are unknown. ““Communion’’ has to mean only sharing in the sacrifice
of the Mass, a spiritual food and a sign of our desire to be in ““commu-
nion’’ with our brothers.

¢) The presence of Christ, who for us is God, is in the line of the
Incarnation (huliil). As we believe that God really became man in Jesus
Christ, we believe that Jesus Christ is really present in the Eucharist. But
it is the Risen and Glorious Christ. Consequently, this is not a material
presence, but is rather like a ‘‘concentrated form’’ of the spiritual
presence of Christ in the world.

d) The worship of the Blessed Sacrament reserved (hence the
tabernacle and the burning light) comes from the very early practice of
reserving some of the consecrated bread for the sick who were absent.
Then devotion to this sign of the “‘real presence’’ developed, but it must
remain within the line of communion — participation in the Eucharistic
mystery.
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€) Mass and any liturgy or office in a chapel are the same as in big
churches. But on Sunday Christians are all urged to come and take part
in the Mass in the parish churches ( the ““big churches”).

6. THE DIVINITY OF JESUS AND THE INCARNATION

QUESTIONS: -Jesus is a great prophet who was born miraculously with-
out a father, and who worked great miracles. But is that a
reason to make him into a God, to divinize him (ta’lif)?

-How could one be man and God together? This is con-
tradictory.

-How can one imagine a God who suffers and dies?
-Would Jesus be holier than Muhammad?
1. The Mentality Underlying These Questions

-The meaning of the transcendence of God who is absolutely dif-
ferent from any creature, and the horror of any attempt to *‘associate’’
(shirk) or ‘‘assimilate’’ (tashbih) a creature with God, reinforced by the
formal denials of the Qur’an.

-The meaning of the human reality of Jesus, born of a woman, and
who is said to have suffered on the cross and died. Would God have
abandoned His son, sacrificed him? Why?

-The influence of offensive formulae heard from Christians or read
in old catechisms....The sight of “‘realistic’” crucifixes....

2. Islamic Teaching

a) The Qur’dn often asserts the transcendence of God: ‘‘Nothing is
like Him"’ (42,11)....He is. Creator of all things and radically different
from creatures.

b) Jesus has an eminent place in the line of prophets (6,85; 33,7;
cf. 2,253; 3,84; 4,163...). Proclaimed by John the Baptist (Yahyd), born
without human father of the virgin Mary, he preaches pure monotheism
to the children of Israel, works great miracles. The Jews want to kill him,
to crucify him, but God saves him by raising him up towards Himself. He
will come again at the end of time as a sign of the Hour (see especially
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3,35-57; 4,157-158; 5,110-120; 19,16-34). He proclaimed the coming of
Muhammad (61,6) and denied that he called himself God (5,116-117).
The Qur’an calls Jesus “word of God”* (kalimar Allah) (3,39.45; 4,171)
and “‘spirit of God’’ (rith min AllGh) (4,171). But it affirms that God
does not beget or is begotten (lam yalid wa-lam yilad) (112,3) and that
Jesus is not God (5,72.116), or son of God (9,30; 19,34-35; 43,49), or the
third of a triad of gods (4,171; 5,73).

¢) Muslim theological tradition will aim mainly at reducing the
privileges of Jesus (his miraculous birth, his miracles, his titles: word and
spirit of God) to what is normal for prophets. Thus, as the Qur’an
already suggests in 3,59, the case of Adam born without father or mother
is still more miraculous. The title of ““word of God’’ merely indicates a
prophet, or the creative action of the word of God causing him to be
born in Mary’s womb....In any case, Muhammad is a greater prophet
than Jesus since he is ““‘the Seal of the prophets’” (33,40).

We need to indicate a trend in Muslim mysticism (Sufism), echoes of
which can be found at present, and which makes of Jesus the “‘seal of
holiness’’ ( khdtam al-waldya), since he has been wholly endowed with
the word and spirit of God, whereas Muhammad remains the ‘‘seal of
prophecy”’ (khdtam al-nubuwwa).

But in general, the Qur’anic and Muslim figure of Jesus does not
play a great role in the religious life of Muslims, less than that of Mary.
Jesus has been ‘‘taken over’’ too much by Christians, his person has
given rise to too many exaggerations and even blasphemies (they have
divinized him), his cross has cloaked too many aggressions against the
Muslims’ world. And the figure of Muhammad covers the whole
phenomenon of prophecy.

d) Over the last twenty years contemporary Muslim authors have
been publishing *’lives of Jesus”’ which present him either as the just man
being persecuted (Kamil Husayn), or the prophet of love (" Agqéd), or the
liberator of mankind (Kh.Moh. Khalid), or draw their inspiration from
the life of Jesus according to the Gospels (Fathi Uthman).

3. Christian Teaching

In order to avoid false paths (proving Jesus’ divinity from the words
attributed to him by the evangelists), it seems good to go over the
historical development which led to the profession of (Christian) faith in
the divinity of Jesus, before recalling this faith as it is understood and
defined.



a) The Historical Evolution From The Awareness Of Jesus To The
Paschal Faith.

According to the most sure results of current exegesis, Jesus,
whatever be the ‘“*mysteries’’ of his birth, was born and grew up like any
other man in the eyes of his compatriots. He gradually discovers God’s
will about himself. Leaving his family and his village of Nazareth, he ex-
periences, at the time of his baptism by John the Baptist, his being sent
by the Spirit of God as a prophet, ‘‘the prophet,’’ proclaiming the com-
ing of the “Kingdom of God’’ in the line of the ‘‘servant’ described by
Isaiah 49-55. He teaches with authority and works miracles, mainly heal-
ing. After a period of success, the freedom he claims in face of the
upholders of the Law wins him the hostility of the leaders of the people
and his being abandoned by the crowds, with the exception of a group of
disciples. He has a presentiment that his end is at hand as “‘victim for the
multitude’” and dies not by stoning, as he expected in the name of the
Law, but crucified in accordance with Roman law. In the dark obscurity
of his faith, he keeps his trust in the God who will raise him up again. He
found no “‘titles’’ capable of expressing his experience: ‘“Messiah’” had
too many political overtones; ‘““Son of God’’ at his time had the general
sense of ‘‘beloved of God’’ (cf. Mt 5,9). At a pinch, use could be made of
““Son of man’’ of heavenly origin, following the vision in the Book of
Daniel, ch.7. He felt he was the prophet of the end of time in the line of
the ““Servant’ of Isaiah, and he lived in a relationship of a unique kind
with God whom he calls “‘my Father,’” and even ““‘Abba’ (‘‘Daddy”’),
something no Jew would dare to do. But it is certain that he never
described himself as ““Only Son of God’” in the sense of ““eternally preex-
isting in God and eternally begotten by Him,”’ in the sense in which
Christian faith will later define it.

After his death, his disciples experience ‘‘corporally’’ that he is pre-
sent and alive and therefore risen again. Under the powerful impulse of
the Spirit of God, they proclaim that Jesus is ‘‘Savior’’ (his victory over
death gives salvation) and ““Lord”’ (i.e. God, in biblical language). Thus,
the resurrection under the impulse of the Spirit reveals what this Jesus,
with whom they had lived three years without understanding his real
identity, really was. So they ‘‘reread’’ in the light of this paschal faith the
events they had lived with him and tell their listeners what they must
believe about him. Hence, the Gospels, witnesses of the first Christian
preaching, some of the most meaningful deeds and words of Jesus,
reinterpreted in the light of the paschal faith; so it is with the infancy
Gospel, the scene of the baptism, of the transfiguration, etc....
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But the Apostles, at least some of them, are concerned also with put-
ting the essentials of the Christian faith about Jesus into shape, St. Paul,
the first in date as regards New Testament writings, shows him pre-
existing eternally before all creation (Col 1,12-20; Eph 1,3-10). St. John,
in the prologue to his Gospel, describes him as the Word pre-existing
eternally in God and as God Himself, then manifested in our flesh, Eter-
nal Son of the Father, as the perfect revealer of the true face of God.
Parallel to this, the credos define the common faith of Christians, and
the first Councils define the person and nature of Jesus, true God and
true man, against constantly recurring heresies.

b) Dogmatic Formulation

Reduced to its essentials, it consists in believing that the person who
lived historically under the name of Jesus, the Galilean prophet, is the
Son of God, eternally begotten by God the Father in the love of the Holy
Spirit, consequently ‘‘divine in nature,”” and that he assumed a human
nature, like to us in all things, sin and inclination to sin excepted. The
Council of Chalcedon in 451 specifies that the two natures in Jesus are
“without confusion, without change, without separation. The dif-
ferences of the natures is in no way suppressed by their union, but rather
the properties of each one are safeguarded and united in a single person
and a single hypostasis’’ (Denzinger, 148). This formal denial of any
“mixing’’ of the two natures explains on the one hand the obscurities in
the human awareness of Jesus, and on the other hand enables the
transcendence of God to be respected with regard to creatures, the
mystery of the union of the two natures in the same person remaining in-
tact.

For our purpose what needs to be underlined is that admitting Jesus
to be the Eternal Son of God made man comes strictly under Christian
faith, based on the faith of the Apostles; it is through their vision of
faith, of which the Gospel and all the New Testament are the witnesses,
that we meet up with the historical person of Jesus, and it is only under
the thrust of the Spirit that we can say that Jesus is Lord (1 Cor 12,3).
Christian faith in Jesus, such as it is defined, is therefore one of the
possible readings of the historical experience of Jesus. It supposes Chris-
tian faith, and there is no point in asking others to admit it if they do not
have this faith. Furthermore, we need to recognize that other “‘readings’
of the same experience are possible outside Christian faith: a Marxist
reading (cf. Garaudy, Belo...), a Muslim or Jewish reading, etc. Only
"~ two conditions can be laid down: respect for the demands of historical
and literary criticism (at least if one claims to be engaged in scientific
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work, since other readings are possible, poetical, for example); and to
admit in turn that the Christian reading is possible even if one does not

share it.
4, Possible Answers To The Questions

This mystery of the divinity of Jesus and of his Incarnation is that
which is most central to the Christian faith and at the same time the far-
thest from Muslim faith, and consequently the most difficult to put for-
ward to a Muslim. Before any explanation, it seems essential to situate it
clearly as a mystery of the Christian faith and avoid like the plague any
demonstration which endeavors to convince. If the Muslim with whom
you are conversing places himself on this rational and dialectic ground,
you must change the conversation. Historical (Islamo-Christian
polemics) and current experience shows that exchanges on this level do
nothing but harm. On the other hand, if the Muslim asks us what we
believe about Jesus because he wishes to be informed about our true
faith, we could proceed as follows:

a) Go with him over the whole historical process of Jesus,
underlining the originality of the conduct and message of Jesus, the ques-
tions which arise, the answers which his resurrection allows, but noting
also the threshold of Christian faith which alone enables him to be
acknowledged Savior and Lord.

b) Correct false interpretations of Christian faith, For us, faith in
the Incarnation is not a “‘deification’’ (¢fe’/ih) of a man. In the Incarna-
tion it is the Eternal Word of God ““‘who becomes human,’” who becomes
man. The transcendence of God is respected by the non-confusion of the
two natures. (And if you are speaking of ‘‘divine nature,”’ do not use
“rabi*a’’ in Arabic; this always means ‘‘created nature’’; tabia ildhiyya
is a contradiction in terms; use d@t or hagiga). The notion of ““Son of
God’’ has no carnal echo and indicates the pure origin.®

¢) An analogy used very early on by Christian Arabs, but in a too
polemical sense, could be put forward in quite another spirit: presenting
our faith to a Muslim with whom we are conversing in a language and in
religious categories which mean something to him; this is that of the
Qur’an and the Incarnation. Many educated Muslims recognize, as one
of them has said, that ‘‘the Qur’an holds for Muslims the central place
which Jesus holds for Christians’’ (M. Talbi). The Muslim believes that
the word of God (kaldm Allah) is eternal in God (kaldm nafsf) (and even
identical with His essence according to several theologians), and that it
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was revealed in the form of Scripture (sdra kit@ban), the Qur’an which is
written and read (kaldm lafzi). The Christian believes that Jesus is the
word of God (kalimat Alldh as the Qur’an calls him, but in quite a dif-
ferent sense from that of the Christian faith), and as such he is eternal in
God and is himself God. This Eternal Word became not a Scripture, but
man (sdra insdnan), since for us Jesus is the perfect revelation of God in
the history of mankind.

And always appeal to the mystery (ghayb) of Almighty God’s will in
His plan for the world.

N.B. Some people, Louis Gardet especially, readily take account
of a curious text in the IV Lateran Council (1215) which states: ‘“This
reality (the divine nature) does not beget nor is it begotten’’ (illa res non
est generans neque genita) (Denzinger, 432, 804), a formula which by
pure coincidence gives word for word that of Sura 112,3; ““lam yalid wa-
lam yillad.”” True, the context of the conciliar text is different from that
of the Qur’an. Th Qur’dn was aiming in the first place at the idea of car-
nal generation implied in Meccan polytheism (and only secondarily at
Christian doctrine about Jesus as understood). The Council was con-
demning the opinion of Joachim de Flora who was making divine nature
a fourth reality (res) in God, in addition to the Trinity of divine persons.
But in both cases, that of the Qur’dn and that of the Council, it was in-
tended to affirm the oneness of divine nature. So much so, that for this
reason and in order to deny all carnal generation in God, the Christian
could take up the formula of the Qur’an, provided there is no confusion.

7. ORIGINAL SIN, THE CROSS, REDEMPTION

QUESTIONS: -How can the descendants of Adam undergo the consequen-
ces of Adam’s sin, and be guilty on account of this sin?
How can a newborn child be born a sinner without having
committed sin? Isn’t each one responsible for his own
actions?

-Human nature is not radically bad. Why this Christian
pessimism?

-How would God have abandoned such a great prophet to
the hands of his enemies? Especially, as you say he is His
son? How could the eternal God suffer and die on a cross?
That is blasphemy! Still more if you say that the Father
“‘delivered up His son to be crucified’’!
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