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Note on Transliteration

In this work, I have avoided the specialized language of academia as much as
possible. I have limited the use of diacritics, with a few exceptions. The only
diacritics used are the ‘ayn and the hamza. Underdots and other diacritics have
been removed. Instead of having a separate glossary, Arabic words have been
italicized and explained within the text.

The name Muhammad is interchangeable with the terms “the Prophet” and
“the Prophet of Islam” (capitalized) but should be distinguished from “prophet”
or “prophets” (lowercase). The word “Hadith” (sayings of the Prophet) has been
used for both plural and singular forms. Hadith is capitalized when the corpus
of the Hadith is meant and lowercased when referring to individual hadith.
Note citations are given in full when they are first cited, then in short form.
Some authors have been cited in the notes and bibliography by their most com-
monly known names. For example, Abu Dawud al-Sijistani is cited as “Abu
Dawud” instead of “al-Sijistani” To make this work friendly for nonspecial-
ists, I have provided English translations of Arabic titles in square brackets; for
example: Al-Ishaa li Ashrat al-Saa [Unveiling the Portents of the Hour]. The
translation is omitted for some well-known titles.

Unless otherwise expressed, all Qur’anic verses, sayings of the Prophet, and
renderings from Arabic and Turkish sources used herein are my own transla-
tions. In translating Qurianic verses, I have occasionally used the translations
of A.J. Arberry, Mohammad Pickthall, and Muhammad Asad for guidance. I
have used the New American Standard version for all direct quotations from
the Bible. As for the citations of Hadith references, I preferred to use, with slight
changes, A. J. Wensinck’s method, which he employed in his famous concor-
dance to the Hadith, Concordance et Indices de la Tradition Musulmane. Thus,
the Hadith collections are cited by the name of the author, followed by the name
of the work in italics, followed by the name of the book/chapter in quotes, end-
ing with the number of the section in the chapter.
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Introduction

After September 11, 2001, the world, particularly the Western world, witnessed a
tremendous rise in interest in Islamic studies, including works about what Mus-
lims believe and practice. This book explores one of the most important themes
of Islamic theology: Jesus and his role in this tradition. Not many people in the
West comprehend how Jesus is understood by Muslims generally, nor do they
understand the role of Jesus in the Qurian. After one of my lectures to an audi-
ence of about seventy people, I discovered that only one person in the audience
knew that a chapter of the Qur'an was named after Mary, the mother of Jesus.
A similar experience occurred when I presented a lecture about Jesus in Islam
to a different audience. I found that only about 10 percent of the audience knew
that Jesus was a prominent messenger of God in Islam, and only 2 percent knew
that Muslims believe in Jesus’s eschatological descent, or the return of Jesus. The
media coverage of Reza Aslan’s book Zealot, which equates Aslan’s Jesus with
Islam’s Jesus, drives home this point further. The book is about the historical
Jesus and has nothing at all to do with the Islam’s Jesus, who, as I hope to show
in this book is, in reality, not at all dissimilar from Christianity’s Jesus.

Even among Muslims, it is not well known that there are diverse interpreta-
tions of references to Jesus in the Qurian and the Hadith, a fact that can pro-
vide inspiration for pluralism. The present work aims to illuminate Islam’s rich
theological engagement with the figure of Jesus; work of this nature can lay the
groundwork for Muslim-Christian dialogue. The focus of this book involves
many questions for both Muslims and Christians. How does the Quran speak
of Jesus? What is the place of Jesus in Islamic theology? What do Muslims be-
lieve about the coming of Jesus at the end of time? Can beliefs about Jesus
provide common ground for Muslims and Christians? What is the Islamic ap-
proach to dialogue between Christians and Muslims?

It is important to note that as a scholar, [ am trained in classical Islamic the-
ology, which is composed of three major themes: divinity, prophethood, and
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eschatology. My training, more specifically, is in eschatology. Eschatology is the
study of things related to the end times and the afterlife. Among Muslim theolo-
gians, there is no doubt that Jesus is an important figure in Islamic eschatology.
Almost all manuals of Islamic theology contain a statement that includes the
words “and we believe in the descent of Jesus.” For me, this is both interesting
and challenging. How an individual could descend from heaven to earth is a
perplexing theological problem. This book is a result of my attempts to find an
answer to this question. My response is from a Turkish Muslim scholar’s per-
spective, one that has also been enriched by contemporary Muslim theologians
and by my experience working at American Catholic institutions, more specifi-
cally teaching courses on Islam and general religious studies courses at a Jesuit
university, and by my significant engagement in interfaith dialogue.

Belief in Jesus is one of the major principles of faith in Islam, as he is con-
sidered one of the five elite prophets; the others are Abraham, Moses, Noah,
and Muhammad, peace and blessings be upon them all. They are called the ul
al-azm prophets, meaning the possessors of steadfastness. Jesus is a messenger
of God like his brother Muhammad, peace and blessings be upon him.! He is
so important in Islam that the highest Muslim in rank after Muhammad still
cannot reach the spiritual level of Jesus. Jesus is the messenger of God, but in
contrast to the traditional Christian teachings, he is not believed to be a part of
God or an incarnation of God. This is also true for all other prophets of God.
In the afterlife, Jesus is allowed to intercede and ask God to forgive sinners, but
he cannot forgive sinners by himself. This is also true for the Prophet of Islam.
It is God who forgives the sins of human beings.

In Islamic theology, the limited power of prophets does not negate the fact
that Jesus was among the highest of prophets in the chain of prophethood. Is-
lam gives remarkable spiritual rank to the messengers of God but never allows
a monument or statue to be erected in their honor. This is mainly a result of
Islamic sensitivity to any possible exaggeration of the statues of highly regarded
personalities, which could easily lead to worshipping them as deities. In Islam,
one should worship only God. It should be noted that, similar to Muslims, some
Christian denominations such as the Anabaptists and followers of Huldrych
Zwingli (d. 1531) reject the presence of icons in their places of worship. The
Islamic understanding of prophethood should not be confused with the term
“prophecy” as is often used in the English-speaking world to connote predic-
tions of the future. Similar to many theologically responsible Christians, fol-
lowers of Islam do not use the term “prophet” loosely. In Islam there are very
strict criteria regarding prophethood, and not everyone who speaks about the
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future can be called a prophet. A prophet speaks on behalf of God and in some
cases meets with the angel Gabriel to receive revelation from God. Therefore, a
prophet is an appointee of God on earth, one who declares the message of God
to people. Considering Jesus a prophet in Islam is not degrading the level of
Jesus; in fact, it puts him among the highest figures in the realm of humanity.
Theologically speaking, when Muslims say he is among the five greatest mes-
sengers of God, they express their belief that these messengers are the highest
throughout human history.

Jesus, as a messenger of God, is an integral part of Islamic theology, litera-
ture, culture, and civilization. As I shall discuss in the following chapters, a say-
ing of the Prophet speaks of Jesus’s return and of his praying in a mosque with
the Muslim community when the Muslim messianic figure, the Mahdji, asks
Jesus to lead the prayer. Since the early period of Islam, Muslims have read the
sayings of the Prophet, referred to as Hadith, about Jesus and the end-time sce-
nario, finding nothing strange about Jesus’s praying in a mosque. Muslims see
no incongruity between Jesus and the mosque since the Prophet Muhammad
and Jesus are considered spiritual brothers. This clearly indicates that Muslims
have honored Jesus as a part of their faith and culture. Perhaps for this reason
many adherents of Islamic faith name their children ‘Isa, the Qurianic name for
Jesus.

Jesus also has an important role in Islamic eschatology. According to Islamic
theology, only Jesus, among all prophets of God mentioned in the Quran, will
come as a messianic figure with an eschatological role that includes bringing
justice and the revival of religion. Islamic theology encourages Muslims to pre-
pare a good environment and participate in the process of end-time restoration.
Islam does not accept the idea of waiting for the coming of Jesus without the
participation of individuals to make the world a peaceful place. One can argue
that Jesus’s role in Islamic theology is even greater than the role of Moses or
Abraham.

Both the Quran and the Prophet of Islam speak extensively of the birth, life,
message, and end of Jesus’s life on earth as well as his current state. Muslims
believe that when Jesus’s enemies attempted to crucify him, they could not do
it. Instead, God raised Jesus to himself and rescued him from persecution by
his enemies. I shall discuss this belief in detail in the following chapters.

His return to earth is not explicitly mentioned in the Qur’an, yet it is highly
emphasized in the sayings of the Prophet. His return is among the major por-
tents of the final moment of human history, known in the Quran as the Hour or
al-Sa‘a. This is understood from the body of the sayings of the Prophet as good

xiii
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news for Muslims. While Jesus’s return is known in the Christian tradition as
the Second Coming of Jesus, it is described in Islamic theology with the Arabic
phrase “nuzul Tsa,” which I translate as the descent of Jesus, usually meaning
from heaven. This has no connection to the Christian understanding of Jesus’s
descent into hell. Etymologically speaking, the word nuzul is used to describe
both physical descent and spiritual arrival from on high. The same word is used
for the coming of the mercy of God, the coming of the rain (which indicates
that rain comes from the sky and from the mercy of God), and the coming of
angels. Throughout this work, I will consider these nuances while interpreting
the descent of Jesus from an Islamic theological perspective. The roots of the
term nuzul lie in the sayings of the Prophet of Islam, the second most important
source (after the Qur'an) for Islamic theology. Some classic secondary Islamic
sources have used terms such as “emergence” or “coming” instead of “descent.”
In prescientific cosmology, these terms were understood literally, but they gen-
erally are understood allegorically in contemporary Islamic understanding. As
I shall discuss, what is common to all sources is that Jesus’s return will happen
at the end of time as a sign of the Final Hour.

The Prophet’s sayings indicate both minor and major signs of the Hour. Je-
sus’s descent is among the major signs, alongside the emergence of the Anti-
christ and the rise of the sun from the west. These have been commonly under-
stood by Muslims in a literal way, but they can be understood in an allegorical
way as well. The image of Jesus’s return in the mind of Muslims is related to
Jesus coming from heaven; thus, the word “descent” has been used for Jesus’s
return in both the sayings of the Prophet and later Muslim literature. Theologi-
cally speaking, no one can determine the time of Jesus’s descent. The only thing
that is known for sure is that the Prophet spoke about the descent, and since the
Prophet spoke about it, it is believed as truth. But the texts on the return can be
understood in both allegorical and literal ways.

It should be noted that the prophetic remarks on the role of Jesus are all
related to this world and not to the afterlife. Present existence in Islam has para-
mount importance. This worldly life is a test. Thus, the descent of Jesus entails
a remarkable struggle jointly performed by Jesus and the Muslim messianic
figure in Islamic eschatology, the Mahdi. The realm of the afterlife is where
struggle no longer exists.

In the Quran, Jesus is mainly characterized by his message, which centers
on worshipping the one God. However, in sayings of the Prophet, Jesus is char-
acterized as someone who must come at the end of time as a mercy from God.
Jesus will come to bring justice to the world. Muslims understand his coming as
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the promise of change in the course of history and as the onset of the establish-
ment of justice. Jesus, with his Muslim messianic helper, a symbol of goodness,
will defeat the Antichrist, a symbol of oppression and evil. This Islamic un-
derstanding of Jesus’s victory over the Antichrist should not be confused with
certain Christian concepts of the coming of the kingdom of God, where no evil
remains. From an Islamic theological perspective, as long as this world exists as
a place where people are tested, it is impossible to fully get rid of evil.

In this work, my perspective is that of a Muslim scholar of Islamic theology
who looks at the text in its context using the methodology of Islamic sciences,
such as the commentary of the Quran (Usul al-Tafsir) and the sayings of the
Prophet (Usul al-Hadith). I am inclined to interpret Islamic texts in light of
modern scholarship rather than read them simply on a literal level. For the
sake of a complete investigation of the topic, I will examine those literalist views
and discuss their theological validity. Many Muslims may find my approach
very new because it synthesizes classical and modern sources. While limited
Quranic verses are cited as sources for Jesus’s eschatological role, more than
100 sayings of the Prophet can be found in the Hadith collections, some of
which are examined in this work. Exploring Jesus as an eschatological figure in
Islam also requires a brief discussion of other figures that appear in the same
scenario and have strong relationships with Jesus. These figures are the Mahdi,
the Islamic messianic figure who is supported by Jesus, and the Antichrist, the
evil persona, who is presented in the sayings of the Prophet as al-Dajjal, the
Liar, and the stern opponent of Jesus. Also, because I argue that Jesus is pivotal
to both Muslims and Christians, the discussion of Jesus’s descent necessitates a
discussion of the future of interfaith cooperation, particularly between Chris-
tians and Muslims, who together constitute more than half of humanity. I hope
this study will be a valuable contribution to interfaith dialogue and will enhance
understandings in the English-speaking world about Muslims and their faith,
including their belief in Jesus.

My goal in this book is to shed light from an Islamic theological perspective on
Jesus as a prominent theme of Islamic eschatology. I am confident that focusing
on Jesus as a major figure in Islamic theology will be of interest to contempo-
rary Christians, Muslims, and all people interested in interfaith endeavors.
The book has nine chapters that lay out major elements of Muslim theol-
ogy related to Jesus and his decent and their implications for contemporary
Muslim-Christian understanding. Chapter 1 explores the Quranic Jesus and

XV
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presents a foundational knowledge of Jesus as a messenger of God. More spe-
cifically, it asks whether the descent of Jesus has taken place in the Qurian. It
also examines Qur’anic verses on the birth of Jesus, his attributes, the matter of
his death and crucifixion, and his ascension to God. Chapter 2 discusses the es-
chatological role of Jesus from a Qur’anic perspective. Chapter 3 situates knowl-
edge of future events in Islamic theology and the place of Jesus among these
eschatological events as one of the signs of the Hour foretold by the Prophet
of Islam. Chapter 4 presents concrete examples from the Hadith literature on
the eschatological descent of Jesus. The chapter investigates the sayings of the
Prophet through a thorough discussion based on the methodology of Hadith
criticism. Chapter 5 explores various speculations about the time and place
of Jesus’s return, all of which indicate in some way the presence of Jesus as a
helper, rescuer, and bringer of justice. The Islamic eschatological scenario of an
alliance between Jesus and the Mahdi against al-Dajjal is the main subject of
discussion in chapter 6. Chapters 7 and 8 examine the differences between the
literal and allegorical approaches to Jesus’s eschatological role in Islamic theol-
ogy. These chapters demonstrate the importance of allegorical understandings
of certain religious texts. The final chapter argues that Jesus and his descent in
Islam can serve as a common ground for Christians and Muslims, a contribu-
tion to broader interfaith dialogue between the members of the Abrahamic
family—Jews, Christians, and Muslims—and adherents of other religions.

I have enriched the present work with two appendices from prominent Turk-
ish Islamic scholars, Muhammed Hamdi Yazir (d. 1942) and Fethullah Giilen (b.
1941). The translation from Yazir (appendix 2) is my own and the first available
in English. Appendix 1 is an original document provided to me by Giilen, to
which I have made slight editorial revisions.

While there are a few books written in English on the place of Jesus in Islam,
to my knowledge there are almost no books written in English on the eschato-
logical descent of Jesus in Islam. I hope this work will help fill this gap in schol-
arship and be a resource for those who wish to explore this material in greater
depth. It is my hope that Islan’s Jesus will contribute to an Islamic understand-
ing of Jesus and will advance the dialogue between Muslims, Christians, Jews,
and adherents of other faiths.
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Jesus as God’s Messenger in the Qur’an

One of the most important aspects of the Qur’an is the inclusiveness of its mes-
sage. It does not limit the story of salvation to the emergence and later devel-
opment of Islam; instead, it takes the story back to the beginning of humanity,
the time of Adam, the first prophet of God in Islam. The chain that started with
Adam continued through many prophets and ended with Muhammad, who is
the final Prophet and confirms the absolute truthfulness of all prophetic mes-
sages. One of the links in this chain is Jesus, a possessor of steadfastness and one
of the most important of God’s prophets in Islam.

Islamic theological literature uses several terms for those who are appointed
by God to convey His message. One of these terms is al-rasul, or the messenger.
Linguistically speaking, the Arabic term rasul means the person who is com-
mended by the sender of the message to either convey a message or to receive
a message on behalf of the sender. Theologically speaking, “al-rasul is a human
being who is sent by God to convey divine laws to the people” Similarly there
is another term used for the prophets of God, al-nabi. The Arabic term nabi
“refers to the one who receives revelation through an angel, or for whom an
inspiration comes to the heart or through wholesome dreams.”? In theological
terms, a rasul is higher than a nabi because a rasul receives a special revelation
from God through the angel Gabriel; that is to say, every rasul is also a nabi,
but not vice versa. Consequently, Jesus in Islam is both a rasul and a nabi. It is
believed that there had been 124,000 prophets, or nabi, before the emergence of
Islam. Of these only 313 were rasul. Among these were five ul al-azm, the Pos-
sessors of Steadfastness. These five messengers of God are the most important
of all the prophets and hold the highest spiritual rank of all human beings. In
chronological order, these five are Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus, and Muham-
mad. Therefore, Jesus is of paramount importance to Muslims not only because
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he was a prophet confirmed by all Muslims but also because he is the closest in
the chain of the prophethood of all divine messengers to Muhammad because
of his temporal proximity and the fact that he revealed the good news of the
coming of Muhammad.

Both Jesus and Mary are very important Qurianic figures. Some Muslim
theologians have debated whether Mary was one of the prophets since she re-
ceived a revelation from God when angels (Qurian 3:42-48) or “Our Spirit,”
the angel Gabriel, gave her good news about her immaculate pregnancy and
the miraculous birth of Jesus. Both Mary and Jesus deserve great attention and
discussion, but this chapter will focus on Jesus as seen from the perspective of
Islamic theology presented in the Qur'an.?

The Qur’an honors Jesus as a messenger of God whom Muslims must affirm
as God’s messenger. The Quran criticizes those who deny the divine messen-
gers and says of them, “Alas for human beings, My servants! Never came there
unto them a messenger but they did mock him” (36:30). This verse encompasses
the stories of many prophets who came to declare the divine message to their
people but were mocked while conveying the message of God. Jesus was not an
exception. The conclusion one can draw from this is that the Quran considers
all historical prophets who brought the message of the belief in one God to be
prophets of God whether we know their names or not. Thousands of prophets
of God may have walked the earth and we may know nothing about their names
and locales.

The story of Jesus is one of the most well-known prophetic stories in the
Qurlan. Chapter 3 of the Quran, “The Family of Tmran,” discusses the mat-
ter of Jesus. As we shall examine, this chapter of the Qur’an speaks of Mary as
chosen by God; Zachariah’s care for her; Mary’s encounter with angels; Jesus’s
birth; his miracles, which are performed with permission from God; the sup-
port of Jesus’s disciples; and Jesus’s “death” and ascension (3:42-64). Jesus is
repeatedly mentioned by name in various chapters of the Qurian. The Qur'an
makes explicit connections between Jesus and the message of Islam. Those
who were against Jesus were against the Qurian as well, theologically speak-
ing. Commanding Muslims to declare their belief in the message of Jesus, the
Holy Book states: “Say we believe in God, in what is revealed to us and what is
revealed to Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, and the Tribes. We believe in the
Torah revealed to Moses, in the Gospel revealed to Jesus and in what is sent to
the prophets, of their Lord; we make no division between any of them, and to
God we surrender” (2:136).

In the fourth chapter, one of the longest, the Quran connects the message
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of Muhammad to the message of Jesus and other prophets before them. It con-
firms that what was revealed to the Prophet of Islam was not something unprec-
edented but that he who was giving the revelation of the Quran to Muhammad
was the same God who sent the divine message to the prophets before him.
Jesus is mentioned as the predecessor of the Prophet of Islam. To indicate the
universality of the message of Islam, the Qurian touches on the history of di-
vine revelation, which includes messengers of God such as Noah, Abraham,
Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, Jesus, Job, Jonah, Aaron, Solomon, and David (4:163). The
following chapter further emphasizes the importance of the message of Jesus
and its relationship with earlier messages, namely the Torah. Jesus does not
reject the divine message sent before him; on the contrary, he accepts and con-
firms the message of the Torah. He came after all prophets (“We sent Jesus after
them” [Quran 5:46]), but the closest to him among all prophets is the Prophet
of Islam. In the Islamic eschatological scenario, Jesus and the Islamic messianic
figure that represents the Prophet of Islam are hand in hand against “the Liar,”
or the false prophet known as the Antichrist. Both share the final victory over
the Antichrist.

In “Mary;” chapter 19 of the Qurian, when Jesus miraculously speaks from
his cradle, once again he declares his message to his people that he is the ser-
vant of God, that God revealed the Gospel to him, that God appointed him as
a prophet, that God blessed him wherever he might be, and that God enjoined
him to pray and give charity as long as he lived (19:30-31). The Qur’anic Jesus is
a messenger of God to the children of Israel (3:49; 4:157; 5:75). His mission was
to proclaim the monotheistic, ethical message of God. The Qur’an also presents
him as the one who is supported by the holy spirit (2:87).4

Jesus is mentioned in more than ninety verses of the Qurian. The Quranic Je-
sus is a receiver of divine scripture. God revealed to him a special message, al-
Injil, the Islamic name for the Gospel (3:48, 5:46, 19:30, 57:27). The Quran refers
to the Gospel as a source of guidance, light, and admonition for God-fearing
people (5:46). Jesus made certain things that were forbidden to Israelites lawful,
such as work on the Sabbath and some dietary items that had been restricted
(3:50). Jesus called upon the people to become muslims, with a lowercase “m”—
that is, to submit themselves to the will of God (5:116-17). Therefore, Muslims
revere the followers and disciples of Jesus for their struggle in the way of God
and their support for Jesus. Hence, because of their submission to the will of
God, Muslims see them as fellow Muslims.

The Qurianic Jesus is the Messiah (4:171-72), and his frequently used title, the
Son of Mary, is mentioned in thirty-three verses of the Qur’an. In the Quran,
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Jesus is given at least ten other titles: al-nabi (the prophet, 19:30), al-rasul (the
messenger of God who received a scripture from God, 3:49), min al-muqarrabin
(of those close to God, 3:45), mubarak (the blessed one, 19:31), gawl al-Haq (the
true word, 19:34), abd Allah (the servant of God, 4:172), kalimat Allah (the word
of God, 4:171), kalimat Minh (a word from Him, 3:45), ruh Allah (a spirit from
God, 21:91 and 66:12), wajeeh (a person of distinction, 3:45), and confirmer of
the Torah (3:50). The Qur’anic Jesus speaks as a precursor of Muhammad and
consoles his disciples by giving them good news of the coming of Muhammad
after him: “Jesus, son of Mary, said: O Children of Israel! Lo! I am the messenger
of Allah unto you, confirming what was revealed before me, the Torah, and giv-
ing good tidings of a messenger who shall come after me, whose name shall be
Ahmad” (61:6). The names Ahmad and Muhammad are derived from the same
root, a word connoting “the praised one.” According to Muslim theologians,
the good news about Muhammad in the Qur’an is paralleled by verses in the
Gospel of John, where Jesus speaks of the Paraclete, or comforter (14:16). His-
torically, Muslim theologians have been nearly unanimous in believing that the
Greek word for “comforter” in John’s gospel refers to Muhammad. Therefore,
Muhammad is considered to be both the seal of the prophets and the fulfillment
of Jesus’s message.

From a Muslim perspective, theologically speaking, the essence of the mes-
sage of Muhammad is consistent with the original ethical and pastoral teach-
ings of Jesus. Any difference is due to the different contexts in which the two
men lived. According to Islamic teaching, when Jesus came as a messenger of
God to convey the divine message, he needed certain social conditions before
he could proclaim his message, conditions that would prove its truthfulness.
For example, in his time healing was a very important practice in the commu-
nity; therefore, God supported Jesus with miracles of healing. Jesus was able
to raise the dead to life, heal lepers, and give sight to the blind. These were all
possible through permission from God, not through Jesus’s own power. On the
other hand, when Muhammad came to proclaim the same message of God,
his society was dominated by the culture of eloquence in Arabic poetry and
prose. Therefore, his major miracle was given in the form of an eloquent book,
the Qur’an, which invited all composers of Arabic literature to replicate its
eloquence.

Muhammad, by bringing his community from idol worship to worship of
the one true God, has fulfilled the message that Jesus and all other prophets of
God had proclaimed. The Prophet of Islam was able, in twenty-three years, to
change the entire Arabian Peninsula and make the divine message dominant
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not only in the political arena but also in the hearts and minds of the people.
What Muhammad achieved in such a short period of time was unprecedented.
The Quranic message suggests that when Jesus announced the coming of Mu-
hammad, he was giving the good news of the coming of a messenger of God
who would bring an end to the suffering of people and would succeed in teach-
ing about belief in one God.

Jesus’s place in the Qurian as one of the great prophets of God is a highly
revered position in Islam. Sunni theologians agree that since the time of the
Prophet, the highest people in religious rank after Muhammad in the Islamic
community are the four caliphs, Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman, and ‘Ali, of which
Abu Bakr comes first. However, even Abu Bakr cannot reach the spiritual rank
of Jesus. Jesus is a prophet and a messenger of God who speaks on behalf of
God, while Abu Bakr is not a prophet but a companion of the final prophet of
God, Muhammad.

Jesus’s proper name in the Quran is Tsa, the Arabic equivalent of Jesus. Me-
dieval Muslim theologians and linguists have developed a sizable body of lit-
erature on the terms and names used for Jesus in the Qurian and on the origin
of these names and titles.” The name ‘Isa is mentioned twenty-five times in the
Holy Book of Islam.®

While the Quran teaches that Jesus was a messenger of God who brought
a divine message to humanity, it does not contend that he was God or a part
of God. The Quran warns people about this: “They are unbelievers who say,
‘God is the Messiah, Mary’s son’ Say, [O Muhammad’]: ‘Who then shall over-
rule God in any way if He desires to destroy the Messiah, Mary’s son, and his
mother, and all those who are on earth?” For to God belongs the kingdom of
the heavens and of the earth, and all that is between them. He creates what He
wills. God is all powerful” (5:17).

The word “Messiah” in the Qur’an is a title of Jesus and is not used for any
other individual in the Holy Book. The term “messiah” is a common term used
by Muslims, Jews, and Christians, but they each apply a different meaning to
the term. In the Jewish tradition, the messiah is a job description that includes
bringing peace, ending injustice, and securing the return of Jews to the land of
Israel. The Islamic messianic figure will also bring justice, prosperity, and peace
to the world. However, neither Muslims nor Jews consider their messiah to be
divine. In this regard, one can argue that there is an alignment between Jews
and Muslims in contradistinction to Christianity. However, by using this title
for Jesus, the Qurian does not make any connection between Jesus and the mes-
sianic expectations of the Old Testament.
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In the Islamic tradition, to go too far is as bad as falling short. This Islamic
theological principle is particularly important with regard to the personality of
Jesus. Muslims believe that a group of people went astray because they denied
Jesus. Another group of people went astray because they exaggerated the status
of Jesus. Instead of accepting him as a messenger of God, they raised him to the
level of God. The Qurianic understanding of Jesus is somewhere between these
two. Moreover, one of the roles of Muslims as the followers of the “middle way”
is to bring harmony and peace between Jews and Christians who have departed
from each other in their understanding of the personality of Jesus.® A verse warns
that there should be no exaggeration about the nature of Jesus, a servant of God.

O People of the Book! Do not exaggerate in your religion. Do not say
anything about God except the truth. Surely, the Messiah, Jesus, son of
Mary, is God’s messenger and God gave His word through Mary and he
[Jesus] is a spirit from Him. Therefore believe in God and His messengers
and do not say God is “three” Avoiding this is better for you. There is no
doubt that God is but One God. He is too exalted to have a son. Whatever
is in heaven and on earth belongs to Him and God is All Sufficient as the
Trustee Jesus never disdains to be a servant of God. Neither do God’s close
angels. The one who disdains the worship of God and becomes arrogant,
God will gather them all together before Himself” (4:171-72)°

In Islamic theology, Muslims must love Jesus as much as they can, perhaps
more than their parents and children, but they should not exaggerate or elevate
him to the level of God. This Islamic theological principle applies to Muham-
mad as well. Despite a general rejection of Jesus’s message by his own people,
the verses do mention that some pious people from his community followed
him and accepted the truth. Twelve verses in the chapter of the Family of Tmran
supplement a well-known birth narrative.

According to the Qurian, Jesus’s message was to invite people to worship only
one God, not himself. Jesus says, “Surely God [or Allah] is my Lord and your
Lord. So worship Him and this is the straight path” (3:51).1° Therefore, neither
Jesus nor Muhammad can be worshipped. Both are among the greatest wor-
shippers of God.

Jesus’s Personal History and His Message

The story of Jesus’s birth is mentioned in two chapters of the Qur’an. Both sto-
ries have to do with Mary. Chapter 3, the second-longest chapter of the Qur’an,
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is named after the family of ‘Imran, or Al-Tmran, the family of the father of
Mary and of the father of Moses; commentators have suggested that one of
the chapter’s main aims is to show Jesus’s family tree. Mary’s father and Mo-
ses’s father share the same name but are two different people. Mary’s father
is known in the Gospel of Luke as Heli, a short version of Eliachim. While
this is the name of Mary’s father in Hebrew, Imran is the Arabic version of
Eliachim. Through the use of her Qur’anic title, Maryam bint ‘Imran, or Mary
the daughter of ‘Imran, the Quran leaves no doubt about the identity of her
father.

The Holy Book of Islam presents Mary as an example for believers: “And [Al-
lah cites an example for those who believe] Mary, the daughter of ‘Imran, who
preserved her chastity and into whose womb We breathed Our spirit. And she
truly believed in the words of her Lord and in His scriptures. She was among
the truly devout” (66:12). The verse from which the chapter takes its name, Al-
‘Imran, is about how the family of ‘Imran is chosen by God: “Surely God [or
Allah] has chosen Adam and Noah, Abraham’s descendants, and the family of
‘Tmran above [the peoples of] the worlds” (3:33).

Chapter 19, named after Mary, also contains a similar account of Jesus’s birth.
However, each chapter presents a unique birth story. I focus on the story as
presented in chapter 3. For further elaboration and an alternative Quranic
narrative of Jesus’s birth, the reader is referred to chapter 19 of the Qurian,
verses 16—37.

The Qur’an presents the entire story of Jesus’s birth in a concise way that
assumes the reader’s knowledge of the topic. Many of the details are omitted
and, as is common throughout the Quran, shows the Quran’s concern for
only the most important aspects of the story: that Jesus was not left alone,
that his Lord was with him to protect him, that Jesus was not God, and that
he was performing miracles with permission from God.!! The Qur’an also
states that this knowledge about Jesus and Mary was a revelation from God
to Muhammad, who did not possess this knowledge before the Qur’anic rev-
elation. According to verses in chapter 3, Jesus’s miraculous birth was similar
to the creation of Adam, who had neither a father nor a mother. Both Jesus
and Adam were great manifestations of divine power. God was able to create
two human beings, one without a father and mother and the other without a
father. Another verse has a clear reference to the power of God: “Surely, the
story of Jesus in the sight of God is similar to the story of Adam. God has cre-
ated him (Adam) from soil and then said to it ‘be’ and it has become” (3:59).
In his commentary on this verse, Mahmud bin ‘Umar al-Zamakhshari (d.
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1144), a linguist and well-known commentator on the Qurian, remarks that
the miraculous case of Jesus was similar to that of Adam and suggests that
the creation of Adam was even more miraculous since he was created with
neither father nor mother. What is common between Adam and Jesus in this
regard is that both creations defy natural laws: “That is to say, both are cre-
ated outside of the current laws of human reproduction. They both are similar
in this sense. And creation without a father or mother is more miraculous
and in greater defiance of the laws of nature than the creation of a human
being without a father. Here a miracle is compared to something more mi-
raculous to strengthen the argument [that Jesus is not God] and silence the
opponent.”!? Thus, neither Adam nor Jesus is considered a deity in Islam. If
creation without a physical father made Jesus a deity, Adam would have been
considered a deity. The Qurianic logic concludes that there is only one God,
the most powerful. Other than Him, no one can claim to be a deity.

Because of the Qur’an’s reference to Jesus’s birth without a human father, the
tradition records that the second caliph, ‘Umar, was angry at a man who had a
son named ‘Isa and called himself Abu ‘Isa, or the father of Jesus. Muslims often
name their children after prophets mentioned in the Quran, particularly Jesus.
Abu Dawud, one of the collectors of the sayings of the Prophet, narrates that
‘Umar rebuked the man and said: “Is it not enough for you to name yourself
Abu ‘Abdillah, the father of the servant of God?”"* ‘Umar does not mention a
reason for his rebuke, but it is evident from the reference to “the servant” that
‘Umar was sensitive to the possible denigration of Jesus, who had no human
father.

Prior to revealing the birth of Jesus, the Qur’an speaks of Mary and how she
was chosen among all the women of the world and purified: “And remember
when angels said to Mary: surely Allah has chosen you, purified you and el-
evated you over all women of the world. O Mary, worship your Lord, prostrate,
and bow down with those who bow down before God in their worship” The
verse goes on: “This is the news from the realm of the unseen that We reveal it
to you, O Muhammad. You were not with them when they were casting lots on
who would be the guardian of Mary, and you were not with them when they
were quarrelling” (3:42-45). According to the Qurian narrative of the story of
Mary, many people wanted to be her guardian. The prophet Zachariah, who
was a prominent messenger of God according to Islam, was the most pious of
those who wanted to take care of Mary. He and the others cast lots by throwing
arrows into the Jordan River. The arrows of the others fell into the water and
went down with current, but God made Zachariah’s arrow stand up. This was a
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sign that Zachariah won the contest and that it was God’s will. Zachariah em-
braced Mary, and she embraced Zachariah.

After emphasizing that this information comes to the Prophet Muhammad
from the divine, the Qurian goes on to speak of the birth of Jesus through a
conversation between the angels and Mary:

And remember when angels said, “O Mary, surely God gives you good news
with a word from Him, his name is the Messiah, Jesus, Son of Mary. He is
illustrious in this world and in the hereafter and he is among those who are
close to God. He will speak to people from his cradle, and in his manhood,
and he is among the righteous” Mary said, “My God, how can I bear a child
when no human being has touched me?” The angels replied, “That is God’s
command. Allah creates what He wants. When He decrees a thing, He just
says to it ‘be, and it happens. God will teach Jesus in book [scriptures, writ-
ing], the wisdom, the Torah, and the Gospel” (3:44-48)

In his commentary on Qur’anic verses about the birth of Jesus, Sayyid Qutb,
the contemporary Egyptian commentator on the Quran who is more well
known in the West for his ideas on political Islam, refers to Mary as a “female
heroine” He finds her story the most unusual event in human history: “Surely
the event of the birth of Jesus is the strangest event that humanity throughout
its history has ever witnessed. It is an event like none that has ever happened,
either before Jesus or after him” Qutb contends, “Jesus was a mercy to the
Israelites in particular, and to all humanity in general. The event of Jesus’s
miraculous birth leads them to the knowledge of God, to worshipping God,
and to seeking God’s blessing”* It is not unusual to consider a prophet of God
as a mercy from God. Like Jesus, Muhammad also is presented in the Qurian
as a mercy to all worlds: “We have sent you not, but as a mercy to all worlds”
(21:107). Mary gave birth to such a divine mercy, Jesus.

In the conversation between Mary and the angels, Jesus is clearly presented
as a word from God. The term “word” has resulted in two major points of
interpretation by Muslim commentators on the Qur’an: the first is the angels’
verbal promise to Mary and the second is Allah’s intervention in the birth
of Jesus by creating him through His word “Be!” The story goes on to pres-
ent how Jesus will become a messenger of God to the Israelites and how his
miracles will prove that he is truly a messenger from God. The Qur’anic Jesus
is not illiterate; he is learned and full of wisdom: “And God will teach him the
book, the wisdom, the Torah and the Gospel” (3:48). In the following verses,
one can also see the core of the divine message to Jesus:
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God will make him a messenger to the children of Israel. Jesus will say:
“I have brought to you a sign [miracle] from your Lord that I make for
you from clay, a sign in the likeness of a bird, and I breathe into it and it
becomes a bird by God’s permission. I shall heal the blind, the leper, and
raise the dead to life. I shall foretell to you [as a miracle] what you eat and
what you store up in your houses. Surely in this there is a sign for you if
you are true believers. I come to confirm the Torah, which preceded me,
and to make lawful for you some things that have been forbidden to you.
I have come to you with a sign from your Lord, therefore, be fearful of
God and obey me. Allah is my Lord and your Lord. Worship Him. That is
a straight path”(Qur’an 3:49-51)

To indicate what Jesus felt at his people’s refusal of his message, the Quran
narrates Jesus’s request for help in God’s cause: “Who will be my helpers in
God’s cause?” (3:52). A group of people known as “the white-garbed ones” or
the “white-garment makers,” who would later be his disciples, said that they
would be his helpers in God’s cause. They believed in God and asked Jesus
to witness their submission to God. Interestingly enough, the term used for
them is “muslimun,” which means “muslims,” or those who submit themselves
to God’s will. The Qur’an presents an example of their prayer, which has been
repeated by Muslims since the revelation of the Qurian until the present day:
“Our Lord, we believed in what You have revealed [the Gospel] and we follow
Your messenger [Jesus]. Inscribe us among the witnesses [to your truth]” (3:53).
This prayer of Jesus’s disciples has become a model of supplication in Muslim
piety. Muslims repeat this in their regular prayers as well as in their daily pre-
scribed prayers when they read passages from the Qurian. The next verse begins
a new phase of the story, in which Jesus’s opponents have gone beyond simply
rejecting his message and are plotting to kill him. However, God is aware of
their scheme: “And the disbelievers plotted, and God plotted against them. And
God is the best of plotters” (Qur’an 3:54). The Qurian then explains how God
rescued Jesus from the plot of his enemies.

The Concept of Prophethood in Islamic Theology

To understand the place of Jesus in Islam, one should understand the con-
cept of prophethood in Islamic theology. Prophethood constitutes one of the
three major themes of Islamic theology, alongside divinity and the afterlife.
Approximately one-fourth of the Qurian discusses the concept of prophethood.
Prophets are chosen by God to convey God’s message. It is believed that God
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sends prophets to humanity to help them with both their worldly life and their
afterlife. Perhaps because of this Quranic emphasis, Muslim theologians, both
contemporary and classical, have engaged the Islamic eschatological imagina-
tion and have heavily discussed the concept of prophethood.

It is a principle in Islamic thought that revelation and reason do not contra-
dict but complete each other. Reason, in the Islamic perspective, is a gift from
God and must be used for the betterment of individual and communal life.
However, reason by itself cannot determine what is false and what is true. For
this, reason needs the guidance of revelation. Reason is a key to understand-
ing revelation but cannot replace it. Revelation comes through prophets, and
through revelation prophets have contributed to the social and spiritual life of
people throughout history. Prophets receive revelations from God through an
angel or receive inspiration or even visions. On one occasion the Prophet was
asked about the number of prophets that had come to humanity until his time.
He said, “They have been one hundred and twenty-four thousand, three hun-
dred and thirteen of which are rasul, a big group”

In Islamic theology, the first of these messengers of God is Adam and the last
is the Prophet of Islam, Muhammad. God supports prophets with miracles that
sometimes defy laws of nature. Some of these prophets and divine messengers
are mentioned in the Quran by name, including Noah, Lot, Abraham, Moses,
David, Zachariah, John the Baptist, and Jesus. However, the Qur’an explicitly
states that some of the prophets are not mentioned. On this matter the Quranic
verse says: “Surely We sent messengers before you [Muhammad], among them
those of whom We have told you, and some of whom We have not told you; and
it was not given to any messenger that he should bring a portent save by Allah’s
permission. When God’s command comes, justly the issue shall be judged; then
the followers of falsehood will be lost” (40:78).

Not everyone can be a prophet or a messenger. Muslim theologians have
developed five attributes that a prophet of God must possess: trustworthiness,
truthfulness, innocence, the ability to convey God’s message, and intellect. Any-
one who lacks one of these principles cannot be accepted as a prophet or a mes-
senger of God. Therefore, based on this principle of Islamic theology, Muslims
do not accept some biblical stories such as the story of David and Bathsheba
(2 Sam. 11:1-4), Noah’s drunkenness (Gen. 9:20-27), and Lot’s sexual relations
with his daughters (Gen. 19:30-35). Such acts, if they were true, would disqualify
David, Noah, and Lot as prophets of God. Since the Holy Book of Islam speaks
of them as great messengers of God, Muslims consider those stories to be un-
true. The stories may refer to other historical figures, but not to the prophets.
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Furthermore, if David was not trustworthy, he would not have received the
divine revelation of the Torah. The David of the Qur’an recites the Torah in such
a beautiful way that even birds listened and mountains echoed his recitation
(Qur’an 34:10).

Despite the high position of prophets in the sight of God, none of them are
considered worthy of worship. In fact, the Islamic understanding of oneness of
God, or tawhid, strictly requires that nothing and no one can be worshipped but
God. Prophets and saints, theologically speaking, are shining suns of the realm
of humanity but not at the level of God or a part of God. They are higher than
angels, but they are human beings and worshippers of God. Therefore, when
Muslims speak of Jesus or Muhammad as messengers of God, they mean the
highest religious rank in the realm of creation.®

Beyond just being messengers of God, one important aspect of the prophets’
personalities is their mutual friendship. The close friendship between Jesus and
Muhammad is emphasized even more. This emphasis leads al-Qurtubi (d. 1274),
the Cordovan Muslim theologian and renowned commentator of the Quran,
to quote the well-known saying of the Prophet: “I am the closest to Jesus in this
life and the afterlife” The companions of the Prophet asked him “How?” and
the Prophet replied, “The prophets are brothers even though their mothers are
different. Their religion is one and there is no prophet between me and Jesus"”
As evidence of the strong relationship between Jesus and Muhammad, refer-
ence is made to the Quranic verse that refers to Jesus as the one who gives good
news of Muhammad’s coming after him (61:6). From an Islamic theological
perspective, the Prophet of Islam’s real spiritual level is beyond comprehension.
His meeting with Jesus during his night journey and his leading of all proph-
ets in prayer in Jerusalem before his ascension to divine presence occurred in
a different dimension. In order to understand the personality of Muhammad
accurately, one has to remember both his spiritual life and his worldly life to-
gether. Thinking of him only as a historical figure is misleading. The following
analogy helps us to better understand the two aspects of the Prophet. Think of
the egg of the peacock and the peacock itself. One can hardly imagine how such
a beautiful array of feathers could initially come from such an ugly egg. That is
to say, if we did not see with our naked eyes that the source of such a peacock is
such an egg, we might not believe in this fact. Thus, in order to appreciate the
beauty of the peacock one has to consider the egg and the peacock at the same
time. Focusing only on the egg from which the peacock comes and ignoring the
amazing beauty of the peacock is misleading. The human life of the Prophet is
like the egg, and his spiritual life is more like the beauty of the peacock. Without
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understanding the Prophet’s spiritual dimension, it is difficult to understand his
spiritual life and close relationship to Jesus and other prophets.®

Foundations of Muslims’ Belief in Jesus

The following verses of the Qur’an constitute the foundation of Muslims’ belief
in Jesus and thousands of pages of Qurianic commentaries have been written
on these verses: “O you believers, say, ‘We believe in Allah and that which is
revealed unto us and that which was revealed unto Abraham, and Ishmael,
and Isaac, and Jacob, and the Tribes, and that which Moses and Jesus received,
and that which the prophets received from their Lord’ We make no distinction
between any of them, and unto Him we have surrendered” (Quran 2:136; for
similar sentiments, see also 3:84 and 4:163). As a theological principle in Islam
and a part of faith, Muslims must believe in all prophets.

Islam is the continuation of the religion of the prophets mentioned earlier,
including Noah, Abraham, Moses, and Jesus (Qur'an 42:12). Its role is to con-
firm, complete, or, in some cases, correct pre-Islamic understandings. For ex-
ample, the Quran is very clear about addressing the Christian understanding
of the nature of Jesus (4:171-72). One can see that the Qur’anic verses referring
to the sayings of Jesus are similar to biblical verses, such as Jesus’s statement
“I ascend . . . to my God and your God” (John 20:17). While many Christian
theologians have seen in this text a reference to the divinity of Jesus, Muslim
theologians have understood this text as a reference to Christ as a servant of
God. “And the Messiah said: Children of Israel, worship God, my Lord and
your Lord” (Qur’an 5:72).” The Qur’an reminds its readers that some People
of the Book, meaning Christians, have exaggerated the nature of Jesus. The
Qur’an aims to present a balanced view of Jesus. In the Qur’an, although he is
not a deity, he is more than just a religious teacher. He is a great messenger of
God whose birth is a divine miracle, and he is appointed by God to convey His
message (4:171-72).

The Qur’anic Jesus is the receiver of unique, divine gifts. The Qur'an recounts
the divine favors and bounties given to Jesus, but God also interrogates him.
God’s questions appear in an eloquent verse style that refers to future events in
the past tense to assert the certainty of the future event. In one verse, God asks
Jesus if he instructed people to worship him, and Jesus responds to God that he
did not have the right to do that. Jesus then converses with the Divine and asks
His mercy for his people by referring to God’s wisdom and majesty. The verse
says:
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Remember when God said: “O Jesus, son of Mary! Did you say to people
‘Take me and my mother as two gods beside Allah?” Jesus said: “Glory be
to You! I cannot say what I do not have the right to say. If I had said it, You
would know it. You know what is in me and I do not know what is in You.
Surely You are the Knower of all unseen. I did not tell them anything but
what You have commanded me to say: “‘Worship Allah, my Lord and your
Lord’ And I was witness upon them as long as I lived among them. When
You caused me to die You remained watchful over them and You are Wit-
ness over everything. If You punish them surely they are Your servants. If
You forgive them, You are the Mighty and the Wise” (5:116-18)

Sources of Islamic history show some debates between Muhammad and
some Meccan polytheists who attacked Jesus. It seems that the Prophet de-
fended Jesus against their accusations. Commentaries on the Qur’an record a
debate between Muhammad and ‘Abdullah bin al-Zabar (d. 636), a poet and
one of the unmoved polytheists of Mecca before his conversion to Islam. The
debate occurred after the revelation of one of the Qurlanic verses addressing
polytheists. The verse says, “You and what you worship are the fuel of hell.
Surely you will enter it” (21:98). In response to this verse, using juvenile logic,
Ibn al-Zaba’r says, “Muhammad, do not Christians worship Jesus? And you say
that he was a messenger of God and a pious servant of God. If he is in hell we
are pleased that we and our gods will be with him there”?* With this, the group
of polytheists of Mecca laughed and mocked the Prophet in raised voices. The
Qur’an responds that Jesus will not be put in hell, and that instead Jesus is the
sign of the Final Hour:

When Jesus, the son of Mary, was given as an example [of an object of
idol worshipping by Ibn al-Zabar], your people cried out and said, “Are
our gods best or is he?” They did not give him as an example but for the
sake of argument. They are a contentious people. Jesus was no more than
a servant upon whom we have bestowed our bounties and we made him
an example for the children of Israel. If we will it to be so we can destroy
you and replace you with angels on earth. Surely he is a sign for the Hour.
Do not have any doubt about it. And follow Me on this right path. Do not
allow Satan to hinder you. Surely, he is an open enemy to you. (43:57-62)

In the following two chapters I will discuss this verse and examine how Jesus
is considered a sign of the Hour. Here I will note that as part of the Quranic
mission to correct pre-Islamic traditions, the Holy Book holds that Jesus was
the continuation of the chain of prophethood of Noah and Abraham and their
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offspring and that God gave Jesus the gospel as divine revelation. It also states
that followers of Jesus invented monasticism to receive the favor of God and
that this was something God never prescribed. The Qur’an does not imply that
monasticism is a bad thing but indicates that living a monastic life is extremely
difficult and goes against the nature of human beings. The Qur’an criticizes
Christians who prescribe a celibate life and eventually failed to fulfill it them-
selves. The verse says:

And We sent Noah, and Abraham, and We appointed the Prophecy and
the Book to be among their seed. Some of them are guided, but many of
them are ungodly. Then We sent, following in their footsteps, Our mes-
sengers; and then We sent Jesus, son of Mary, and gave unto him the
Gospel. And We set in the hearts of those who followed him tenderness
and mercy. But they invented monasticism—We did not prescribe it for
them—only seeking the good pleasure of God; but they observed it not
with right observance. So We give those of them who believe their reward;
but many of them are sinful. (57:26-27)

This verse praises the followers of Jesus, for in their hearts they have tender-
ness and mercy, but another verse criticizes Christians for worshipping Jesus
and saying that Jesus is the son of God: “That is what they say with their own
mouths. They imitate the sayings of disbelievers of old . . . and they were not
commanded to worship anyone but God. There is no deity save Him. God is
above their claims that idols are partner to Him” (9:30-31).

The Qur’an speaks of Jesus and events that happened in the time of Jesus. The
Holy Book of Islam and its commentaries have interesting accounts of events
such as his “death,” crucifixion, and ascension. It is very important for the
Qur’an to speak of these events. This elaboration on Jesus in the Qurian suggests
that he is a part of the Islamic faith and that the followers of the Qur’an should
believe in him. In fact, the statement of faith “I testify that there is no deity but
God, and I testify that Muhammad is God’s Messenger” includes the belief in
Jesus and in all pre-Islamic prophets whose message was essentially the same
as the message of the Prophet of Islam. This is evidenced when Muslim mystics
repeatedly say in their invocations, “There is no deity but God and Muhammad
is His messenger” They also say, “There is no deity but God and Moses is His
messenger. There is no deity but God and Jesus is His messenger,” and so on.?!
The invocation continues with the naming of other prophets. Accordingly, a
belief in Jesus is an essential part of a Muslim’s faith. In other words, in order
to be a Muslim, one has to believe in Jesus and his miracles as mentioned in
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the Quran. The stories relating to the life of Jesus are an important part of the
Qur’anic narrative.

The Crucifixion and Resurrection of Jesus

Jesus is among the righteous. As a messenger of God and an eschatological
figure presented in Islam he is among the leading figures who will inherit the
earth: “Surely we have written in the Psalms after the Torah that my righteous
people will inherit the earth” (Qur'an 21:105). But despite his opponents’ at-
tempts and contrary to Christian belief, the Qurianic Jesus was not crucified.
The following verses indicate that Jesus merely appeared to be crucified while
in reality he was not.

And [We, God, punish them] because of their grave calumny against Mary,
and because of their claim, “Definitely we killed the Messiah, Jesus, son of
Mary, the messenger of God.” They did not kill him, nor did they crucify
him, but it appeared to them so. Those who are in disagreement about
him are in doubt of it. They have no certain knowledge about it, they are
following their own assumption. They did not kill him for sure. On the
contrary, God raised him to Himself. God is Majestic and Wise.” (Qurian
4:156-58)

In the Quran, which contains more than 6,000 verses, Jesus is mentioned
more than 100 times with his various titles. It is very interesting that this is the
only place where the crucifixion of Jesus is mentioned. As Todd Lawson rightly
claims, “The sacred book thus de-emphasizes what is generally considered to
be the single most important event in Christian salvation history.”?* The verse
indicates that there was a crucifixion but that those who thought that they had
crucified Jesus were confused. The difficult part of the verse is the Arabic “wa
lakin shubbiha lahum,” or, roughly, “but it appeared so to them.” That is to say,
they thought they crucified Jesus, but in fact they had not. An examination of
a few English translations of this part of verse 157 in chapter 4 might be helpful
for understanding the overall approach of the translators of the Quran.

Mohammad Marmaduke Pickthall’s translation is “but it appeared so unto
them,” while Dr. Mohsin Khan’s translation is “but the resemblance of ‘Isa (Je-
sus) was put over another man (and they killed that man).” Similarly, Abdullah
Yusuf Ali’s translation is “but so it was made to appear to them,” while A. J. Ar-
berry’s translation is “only a likeness of that was shown to them.” Muhammad
Habib Shakir’s translation is “but it appeared to them so (like Isa).” And finally,
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Muhammad Asad’s translation is “but so it was made to appear to them.” Con-
sidering the grammatical structure of the Arabic phrase, Muhammad Asad’s
translation seems to be the most compatible with the Arabic original, but this
does not mean the others are wrong. I translate this part of the verse as “but it
appeared to them so”

Since the Quran clearly states that “they did not kill him, nor did they cru-
cify him,” Muslims believe that Jesus was not crucified, that he was raised by
God to heaven, and that he is still alive there and will return when God wants
to send him. The verse constitutes one of the primary sources for Muslims’
belief in the descent of Jesus and his eschatological role. Later the prophetic
sayings revealed the ambiguous aspects of the verse, particularly with regard to
Jesus’s eschatological descent. The next part of the same verse emphasizes the
lack of certainty regarding Jesus’s crucifixion. Because of this ambiguity, the
crucifixion of Jesus has been a matter of debate between Muslim and Chris-
tian theologians since the early period of Islam. John of Damascus, an eighth-
century father of the Syrian church, responded to the Quranic verses on Jesus
in some of his apologetic writings. He considers the Islamic tradition a heresy
and names the followers of Islam as “Ishmaelites,” a reference to Ishmael, the
son of Abraham, who is the ancestor of the Prophet. However, it is believed that
John of Damascus’s knowledge of the Qur'an was considerably limited since he
mistakenly mixed the verses of the Qurian and the interpretations of the com-
mentators on these verses.®

Although many Quranic exegetes see these verses as leaving room for inter-
pretation, it should be noted that interpretations are not a part of the Qur’an
itself. In other words, commentators of the Qurian are not infallible; they can
misunderstand the Quran and present some verses in ways that show their
limited understanding. In the commentaries, one can find both contradictory
views and occasional consensus on certain topics. Differences of opinion are a
mercy for the community of Islam, as the Prophet says, and are an integral part
of Islamic theology.?* As for commentary on this particular verse, despite vari-
ous disagreements on the current state of Jesus, the consensus of the majority
of Muslim theologians is that Jesus did not die on the cross.”> Most Muslims
believe that Jesus appeared to die or that the authorities who attempted to kill
him were confused and failed to kill him, that God in fact raised him to heaven.
A reference from a prominent medieval Muslim theologian, Abu Mansur al-
Maturidi (d. 944), serves as a good example of a classical Islamic theological
approach to the subject. In his interpretation of the verse on the death of Jesus,
al-Maturidi says: “With regard to the part of the verse ‘We have killed the Mes-
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siah, Jesus the son of Mary, the messenger of God, for some people there are
two explanations. One about the possibility of confusion and their being mis-
taken in what they witnessed. The second is that even if news is mutawatir [that
is, transmitted recurrently by reporters], the spread of false news is possible.”?®
He goes on to speak of the story commonly narrated among people about the
crucifixion of Jesus. “The story of Jesus’s death became widely spread but it was
a lie; this shows that even a recurrent transmission of a report, a mutawatir, can
turn out to be a lie and a mistake”*’

Once again al-Maturidi makes a theological argument. Theologically speak-
ing, a report transmitted recurrently is considered reliable and one can build
a belief upon it. If it is argued that the crucifixion of Jesus was transmitted re-
currently and therefore the Christian belief in the crucifixion of Jesus is valid,
al-Maturidi would argue that this principle of Islamic theology is applied when
there is no counteraccount from a higher source, the Qur’an. Because in this
case there is a counterargument from the Qur’an, which is the highest author-
ity, this means that there was confusion about the crucifixion of Jesus and that
those claiming that Jesus was crucified were not sure, so reports of the crucifix-
ion are invalidated.”

Many may wonder about the theological foundations for this Quranic ap-
proach and the spread of such a belief among Muslims. This belief comes from
an Islamic theological principle that God does not allow his elite prophets to be
humiliated and tortured by their opponents. This Quranic principle proclaims
that good is always victorious over evil: “Surely, God protects those who believe.
God does not love the treacherous and the thankless” (22:38). This is thought to
be the way of God in dealing with his beloved messengers. Accordingly, the kill-
ing of Jesus on the cross by his enemies would be incompatible with the overall
divine principle of victory for the righteous. Even though God’s messengers
may be defeated temporarily, according to the Islamic tradition, they will be
victorious at the end of the day. This is evident in the stories of Noah, Abraham,
Moses, and Muhammad, who struggled and eventually received victory from
God against their oppressors. The Quran keeps the same logic and standard by
adding Jesus to the category of prophets who were victorious against their en-
emies.?” While there might be some examples in Islamic tradition of prophets
who were murdered, these prophets would not be among the elite. Even further,
the Quran strongly suggests that the final victory is for the righteous (11:49). If
it is not in this world, it will be in the afterlife.

Despite different views on whether or not Jesus escaped death, there is a
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near-consensus among commentators on the Quran that the phrase “T will
raise you to Myself” (3:55) is a reference to the ascension of Jesus, both physi-
cally and spiritually. In Islamic theology, three main figures are known for their
ascensions: the first is Enoch (or Idris), “We [God] raised him to a lofty place”
(19:57); the second is Jesus; and the third is the Prophet Muhammad, whose
ascension is partially narrated in the Qurian: “Exalted be God who made His
servant [Muhammad] go by night from the Sacred Mosque [Mecca] to the Far-
thest Mosque [Jerusalem] whose surroundings We have blessed” (17:1). It is
believed that from Jerusalem the Prophet ascended to heaven to see God. This
ascension, which is called the Mi‘raj, takes up a great part of Islamic mystical
literature. Since Muslims believe that Jesus is alive in the third level of heaven
with other prophets, according to some narratives that take place in the Hadith
literature, the Prophet Muhammad is believed to have met with Jesus and other
prophets during the Prophet’s ascension. Muslims believe that when the time
comes, God will send Jesus again to this world. Interestingly, some early Chris-
tians have similar narratives of the crucifixion of Jesus. According to some re-
cords (for example, Irenaeus’s Adversus Haereses [ Against Heresies]), Basilides, a
second-century Gnostic of Egypt, believed that Jesus was not crucified but was
replaced by Simon of Cyrene, who is mentioned as Jesus’s substitute in some
Qur’anic commentaries as well. Gnostic ideas of substitution are also provided
in Nag Hammadi documents.*

Islamic sources draw our attention to a theory that eventually gained promi-
nence among Muslims. According to this theory, one of the disciples of Jesus
voluntarily accepted death in place of his master. This story was related by one
of the Quranic exegetes on the authority of Qatada, a well-known companion
of the Prophet of Islam: “It has been related to us that Jesus son of Mary, the
prophet of God, said to his companions, ‘Who among you would accept to have
my likeness cast upon him, and be killed?” One of them answered, ‘I, O mes-
senger of God. Thus that man was killed and God prevented Jesus from being
crucified and ‘took him up to Himself.”*! Stories of sacrificing oneself for the
other, or more specifically a disciple sacrificing himself for the master, are typi-
cal in the Islamic tradition of piety. Many disciples of prominent mystics would
ask God to give the rest of their life for their master so that the master would
live longer and serve more.

With this we come to the questions of Jesus’s ascension. Did he ascend?
Where is he now according to Muslim theology? How can he survive without
eating and drinking if he is alive?
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, .
Jesus’s Ascension

The nature of the divine protection of Jesus and his ascension has long been a
matter of discussion among Muslim scholars and theologians. Two Qurianic
verses are presented as textual references for the ascension of Jesus.

And remember when God said “O Jesus, I will cause you to die [inni mu-
tawaffika, or take you away from earthly life] and raise [ascend] you to
Mpyself, and distance you from those who disbelieve, and make those who
follow you superior until the day of Judgment over those who disbelieve.
Then your return is to me. I will make the final judgment on the matters
that you have been in disagreement.” (3:55)

And [We, God, punish them] because of their grave calumny against Mary,
and because of their claim, “Definitely we killed the Messiah, Jesus, son
of Mary, the messenger of God.” They did not kill him, nor did they cru-
cify him, but it appeared to them so. Those who are in disagreement about
him are in doubt of it. They have no certain knowledge about it, they are
following their own assumption. They did not kill him for sure. On the
contrary, God raised him to Himself. God is Majestic and Wise. (4:156-58)

It is evident that the literal meaning of these verses about the ascension of Je-
sus leaves no space for doubt about the divine protection of Jesus. The position
of the Qur’an is clear: Jesus was not killed but ascended to God.?? But to where
did Jesus ascend? It is believed that Jesus ascended to the realm of angels in
heaven, or sama’, the Arabic word for heaven. Sama’ in classical Islamic theol-
ogy is understood as the location in the physical realm to which Jesus ascended.
However, it can be understood as a part of the unseen world, as indicated in
the story of the Prophet’s ascension, the Mi‘raj. The majority of Qurianic com-
mentators believe that Jesus ascended bodily and spiritually and that the body
of Jesus had an angelic quality. If this is the case, the dimension in which Jesus
lives is different than the dimension in which human beings live. Therefore, he
does not need food or drink to survive, similar to angels, who are, according
to Islamic theology, creatures of God made of light and do not need to eat and
drink; praising God is their sustenance.

To elaborate further on the location to which Jesus was ascended, one can
argue that the diverse nature of the physical world strengthens the argument
that diverse heavens exist as well. For example, even in the physical world one
can see many different realms. Fish cannot live in the air, nor can birds live
underwater. The theological argument follows that it is possible that an unseen
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or metaphysical world that is not comprehensible to our normal human senses
exists just beyond this material world. One Muslim theologian describes this
material world as an “ornamented curtain” over the world of the unseen. It can
be understood from the overall Quranic presentation of the idea that since
God states that He raised Jesus to Himself, one must not understand Jesus as
living in a material or physical world but as instead residing in a realm of the
unseen. Because Jesus was a spirit from God, despite his physical existence, his
body could be like those of angels. It should be noted that in Islamic teaching,
angels are real creatures who are obedient to God and are able to appear and
communicate in the form of human beings. For example, the Qur’an states in
several places that the angel Gabriel visited Muhammad and other prophets on
various occasions. It also mentions that angels appeared to Mary, Abraham, and
Lot in the form of human beings.

Here we are challenged by another question: Is this ascension of Jesus a kind
of death? The answer depends upon one’s understanding of death. If one accepts
different levels of death or understands death as a cutoff from eating and drink-
ing, the answer would be “yes” The Qur’anic understanding of life and death
is different from the common understanding. For example, according to the
Qur’an, martyrs are not dead; they are alive and receive sustenance from their
Lord (2:154). In this understanding, Jesus has likewise been freed of the con-
ditions of worldly life by his ascension and thus is alive. In commentating on
the same line, Sa‘id Hawwa, a contemporary Syrian Quranic scholar, suggests
that Jesus is alive now. The verse that speaks of the “death” of Jesus may also be
understood as referring to “sleep,” as the root of the word used for death in this
verse is used for sleep elsewhere in the Qurian (6:60). Although he expresses
certain doubts about its veracity, at the end of his comments, Hawwa’ narrates
a story from the Gospel of Barnabas in which Jesus says, “O mother truly, I am
telling you the truth, I have never died. God has protected me until the nearness
of the end of the world”*

Many commentaries on the verses in question are in line with the prophetic
sayings about Jesus’s eschatological descent. According to Islamic theology as
understood from the Quran and the sayings of the Prophet, Jesus is alive and
will descend to earth. Debates over the nature of his descent, whether it is sym-
bolic or literal, have dominated Muslim intellectual life. I shall discuss these
debates in the following chapters.
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A Qur’anic Perspective

on the Eschatological Role of Jesus

Before delving into the details of the Quranic verses that deal with Jesus’s
messianic role, it is appropriate to briefly introduce the terminology used in
Islamic theology when discussing Jesus’s eschatological role. The most com-
monly used Islamic term for Jesus’s return (or the Second Coming, as it is
known in the Christian tradition) is “nuzul ‘Isa,” which can be translated as
“the descent of Jesus.” This refers to Jesus’s descent from heaven to earth to
fulfill his mission.

There are several other instances when the Quran uses a form of nuzul to
indicate a descent. Using the verb form of the word, the Qur’an says, “We [God]
have sent down [anzalna] iron for you” (57:25), which metaphorically indicates,
along with many possible meanings, that the presence of iron on earth is a
gift from the mercy of God. In another verse the Quran speaks of the descent
of cattle, probably not because they have descended from heaven literally but
because they are gifts from the mercy of God to human beings (39:6). These
examples make it clear that the Islamic term nuzul need not be understood
literally but can be taken as a metaphor. The Holy Book also speaks in vari-
ous verses of the descent of angels, the descent of the Qur'an, and the descent
of the spirit on the Night of Power, Laylat al-Qadr, which is believed to be in
the month of Ramadan. The use of the same word by the Prophet of Islam for
Jesus’s return indicates that his descent is a gift of divine mercy. This particular
term in relationship to Jesus’s descent is not found in the Quran, but is found
in the various sayings of the Prophet, such as in the collections of Muhammad
al-Bukhari (d. 870) and Muslim bin al-Hajjaj (d. 875), collections both known
as al-Sahih, which means “the sound” or “the reliable.” Indeed, in the Qur’anic
verse that recounts a conversation between Mary and the angel Gabriel, when
she asks how she could be pregnant without being touched by any human be-

Www.ebook777.com



http://www.ebook777.com

A Qur’anic Perspective on the Eschatological Role of Jesus

ing, Jesus is presented as a mercy from God. “And We will make of him a sign
for people and a mercy from Us” (19:21).

Because the life and message of Jesus are major themes of the Qurian and
because he is presented among the five elite prophets in the Muslim tradition,
Muslim theologians and commentators have disagreed about whether or not
the Qurian addresses his eschatological role as a messianic figure. Scholars of
Islamic theology have attempted to find references in the Quran to support the
Hadith references that clearly speak of the descent of Jesus. In Islamic theology,
the slightest hint in the Qur’an is important and has great merit. Some argue
that the Qur'an elucidates Jesus’s eschatological descent, but since his eschato-
logical role is not explicitly stated in the Qur’an, the descent of Jesus is not con-
sidered one of the major themes of Islamic theology. In the following passages,
I will elaborate on Jesus’s role as a sign of the Hour. The first thing to consider
is the question of how Jesus is considered a sign of the Hour. Does his being a
sign relate to his eschatological role or to his creation by God outside of natural
laws? It is believed that at least four different passages in the Quran refer to the
eschatological descent of Jesus. This chapter elaborates on these verses and cites
some interpretations by Muslim theologians on the subject.

Speaking in Manhood

He [Jesus] will speak to humanity from his cradle and in manhood,
and he is of the righteous. (Qur'an 3:46)

The key point in this verse is the use of future tense: “Jesus will speak to human-
ity” Some commentators report that this verse contains a reference to the return
of Jesus. They argue that the future tense used in the verse implies the unfinished
nature of Jesus’s mission. If he is to speak to people, it will be after his descent.!
In fact, the message of Islam and of the Prophet Muhammad’s emergence was
to continue to bring the divine message that had been taught by Noah, Abra-
ham, Moses, Jesus, and other earlier divine messengers. The Prophet of Islam is
clear about this. On one occasion when one of his companions asks sincerely,
“O messenger of God, what is the beginning of your message?” Muhammad
replies, “T am the fulfillment of the prayer of my father Abraham, I am the good
news of Jesus, and my mother saw in her dream that a light comes from her to
enlighten the palaces of Damascus.”?

The verse about Jesus’s speaking in manhood may suggest that in the begin-
ning of his mission Jesus spoke to his clansmen and a limited number of people.
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Some accepted his message while many rejected it. It is possible that the reason
the Qurlan uses the future tense is to indicate that Jesus will address people
after his descent. The second part of the verse indicates a more universal mis-
sion of Jesus. Arguably, his mission (which is also the mission of Muhammad,
according to the Islamic theological teaching) will no longer be limited to his
own people but will include all human beings. Fulfillment of such a message is
the “good news” that the Prophet of Islam gave to his community—that Jesus
will descend. Muslim theologians do not see Jesus’s message as contradicting
the universal message of Islam.

The chapter named after Mary also includes a reference to the miraculous
speech of Jesus from his cradle. The verse in chapter 3 focuses only on Jesus’s
speech as a baby and as an adult; the verses in this chapter emphasize the mis-
sion of Jesus, which includes his gospel, his prophethood, his prayer, and his
charity. According to the story, soon after Jesus’s birth Mary brought him from
seclusion and presented him to her people: “Carrying the child she came to
her people. They said: “This is indeed an unbelievable thing! Sister of Aaron,
your father was not a whoremonger, nor was your mother adulterous” (Qur’an
19:28). The Qur’an narrates that they addressed Mary here as the sister of Aaron,
who was known as a pious person. Mary resembled him in her chastity, so her
pregnancy was very strange.’

Frustrated by their accusation of her, Mary pointed to the baby Jesus, indi-
cating that they should question the baby and not her. They said, “How can we
speak to a child who is in the cradle?” (Quran 19:29). Jesus responded: “T am
indeed the servant of God. He has given me the Book and made me a prophet.
He made me blessed wherever I am and advised me of prayer and charity as
long as I live. He made me kind to my mother and never made me [an] arro-
gant, disobedient [person to my Lord]” (Qurian 19:29-32). The Qur’an uses past
tense when Jesus speaks. According to the rule of Qurlanic eloquence, when
past tense is used for future events, it is to indicate certainty that those events
will take place. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 1209), a giant of Islamic theology in his
own time and a well-known commentator on the Quran, using logic rooted in
his twelfth-century context and making commentaries on the relevant verses in
chapter 19, explicates Jesus’s statement “I am the servant of God” and draws a
conclusion based on four theological points that explain why Jesus is a servant
of God and why he is not God.

First, al-Razi contends that because “Jesus’s words at that time have confused
some Christians, he [Jesus] clarified emphatically that he was not God, but a
servant of God.” Second, “when Jesus confessed his servanthood to God, if he
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was a true person, which he was, his goal was achieved by uttering this state-
ment. If he was not a true person, again his power would not be a divine one; in
both cases, the claims of his divinity are nullified” Third, “the most important
thing at that moment was to deny the accusation of adultery against Mary.
Jesus, by emphasizing his servanthood even before defending his mother, indi-
cates that to refute accusations against God was more important than to refute
accusations against his mother. That is why he, first, spoke of his servanthood
to God.” Fourth, the “refutation of such an accusation against God was also a
refutation of accusation against his mother. God almighty would not assign an
adulterous woman to be the mother of a personality of such a high level and
majestic status*

In his voluminous commentary on the Qur’an, al-Razi speaks of a conversa-
tion he had with some Christian theologians that sheds light on some medi-
eval debates between Muslim and Christian theologians. In all his arguments,
al-Razi seeks to prove through logic and dialectic theology the standpoint of
Islamic thought: Jesus was a messenger of God, not God. He argues first that
Muslims and Christians agree that God’s word became Jesus and not God’s
essence. This was a common understanding among Eastern Christians in the
twelfth century. Muslims believe that Jesus is the word of God, but not the es-
sence of God. Al-Razi makes a second argument that if God’s word became
Jesus, why did it not become another individual? Third, using Aristotelian logic,
al-Razi argues that because Jesus consistently showed that he was an ardent
worshipper of God, the evidence of his being a worshipper of God is much
stronger than the evidence of his divinity. Fourth, Jesus is either eternal or cre-
ated; we cannot say he is eternal because we know that he was born.” Fifth, the
son should share the characteristics of the father. If the son and the father are
not distinguished from each other at all, they are one and the same; that is to
say, the son is the father and the father is the son. This would require that the
essence of God be composed of many things, compromising the oneness of the
Almighty. Everything that is composed is contingent; that is, its existence is
equal to its nonexistence. Accordingly, the Necessary Being (God) would have
to become contingent, and this is impossible.® For many Christian believers,
this constitutes a major challenge: to make certain that their Trinitarian claims
do not negate the oneness and integrity of the Divine.

The argument that Jesus’s speaking in his adulthood is a reference to his
descent, as al-Razi and many other commentators of the Quran assert, is con-
vincing only if the commentators interpret the verse in a way that indicates that
Jesus’s mission was not completed in his lifetime but will be finished when he
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descends. Commentators have tried to come up with additional support from
the Quran for this subject in the Hadith. However, it is still possible to inter-
pret the verse in many ways. Each Qur’anic verse is thought to have multiple
meanings.

The People of the Book’s Belief in Him before Death

And there shall be no one of the People of the Book left not believing
in him before his death . . . (Qurian 4:159)

This second verse from which classical commentators infer the descent of Jesus
may convey at least two meanings. First, the People of the Book—Christians
and Jews—will be unified in believing in Jesus before Jesus’s death. This inter-
pretation is valid if the Arabic pronoun hu (he) in the word mawtihi (his death)
refers to Jesus. The second interpretation—each individual Christian and Jew
is to believe in Jesus before his or her own death—is valid if this pronoun re-
fers to individuals. Grammatically speaking, both interpretations are possible.
It should be noted that this verse about Jesus relates to the future and that in
Islam, the future is known only by God. God speaks in the Qur'an about the
People of the BooK’s belief in Jesus. Muslim theologians have speculated about
the possible meanings of the verse. Since the verse is ambiguous and Arabic
words often have multiple possible meanings, especially in the Quran, no one
can claim to have a full understanding of the verse.”

Medieval and contemporary commentators have found a variety of inter-
pretations in this passage. First, who are the People of the Book? There is a
consensus that when the Quran speaks of the People of the Book, Christians
and Jews are the only people designated. However, the term may include some
people of other faiths. The second and more challenging question is when and
how these People of the Book will “believe in him [Jesus].” Will this belief in Je-
sus come before the death of every individual of the People of the Book, or will
it come at the end of time when Jesus will descend? If the latter, then the verse
means all People of the Book will believe in Jesus before Jesus dies. Commenta-
tors and theologians have spoken of this Qur’anic verse and responded to some
of these questions. Among these is al-Maturidi, who presents an interesting
method of interpretation of the verse in question. He refers to several possible
viewpoints. First, the People of the Book will believe in Jesus when he descends
from heaven. Second, when God sends Jesus at the time of the emergence of the
Antichrist or al-Dajjal, Jesus will kill al-Dajjal, and then the remaining People
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of the Book will believe in him. Under the leadership of Jesus, al-Maturidi con-
tends, “There will be no Christians or Jews who do not become muslims [i.e.,
people who submit themselves to the will of God]

Both interpretations refer to the eschatological return of Jesus. Based on the
first interpretation, it is believed that when Jesus returns, he will stay on earth
for a while; then Christians and Jews who did not believe in him before his
descent will believe in him. This approach seems to be supported by narratives
from the time of the Prophet on how he and his companions understood the
verse. Two of the companions of the Prophet, Abu Huraira (d. 679) and Ibn ‘Ab-
bas (d. 688), presented this verse as a reference to the descent of Jesus when they
narrated the hadith in which the Prophet foretells the descent of Jesus. Many
Muslim theologians and the majority of Quran commentators argue that this
verse serves as a textual reference that alludes to the return of Jesus and thus
contradicts those who claim that the Qur'an does not make any mention of the
eschatological descent of Jesus.’

Questioning the reliability of the prophetic narrative in the previous ap-
proach, another comment seems even more interesting; it relates to a human
state of great importance to the Muslim understanding of “death agony” Ac-
cording to the Muslim tradition, when people are experiencing the agony of
death, they see everything in its real form: truth as truth and falsehood as false-
hood. In fact, they even see their place in the afterlife, either in paradise or
in hell. Drawing upon this Islamic principle, commentators have developed a
second interpretation of the verse that contends that all Peoples of the Book
will recognize and understand the reality of the truthfulness of Jesus’s message
during the final moments of their lives. Thus, the verse does not speak of the
eschatological return of Jesus; rather, it speaks of the truthfulness of Jesus’s mes-
sage, which Christians are believed to have greatly changed from its original
form. The verse indicates that Christians, before they die, will each recognize
the true message of Jesus.

Jesus Is a Sign of the Hour

And surely, he [Jesus] is a sign for the Hour, so have no doubt about it
and follow me. This is the straight path. (Qur'an 43:61)

In order to understand the context in which this third Qur’anic reference to
Jesus’s descent was revealed, we need to examine the occasion of this revelation.
Several narratives are informative here. One involves the discussion between
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the Prophet and his people when the following verse was revealed: “Surely the
story of Jesus is similar to the story of Adam” (Qur’an 3:59). That is to say, just as
Adam was created without a human father or mother, Jesus was created by God
and lacks a human father. After the revelation of this verse, the people of Mecca
claimed: “Muhammad wants us to worship Jesus as Christians do.” Then they
said, “Our gods are better than Jesus.” Since some of them were worshippers of
angels, they claimed that angels were better than Jesus. Then the Quraanic verse
revealed that Jesus is a sign of the Final Hour. According to many Muslim theo-
logians, this verse is a reference to Jesus’s descent because the Arabic pronoun
hu, or in English “he,” refers to Jesus, who is mentioned in the story preceding
the verse. The entire story presented in the Quran is as follows:

When Jesus, the son of Mary, was given as an example [of an object of
idol worshipping], your [Muhammad’s] people cried out and said, “Are
our gods best or is he?” They did not give him as an example but for the
sake of argument. They are a contentious people. Jesus was no more than
a servant upon whom We have bestowed our bounties and We made him
an example for the children of Israel. If We will it to be so we can destroy
you and replace you with angels on earth. Surely he is a sign for the Hour.
Do not have any doubt about it. And [say] follow me [Muhammad]. This
is the right path. Do not allow Satan to hinder you. Certainly, he is an
open enemy to you. (43:57-62)

This Qurianic story indicates that a heated debate was going on between
Muhammad and the pagans of Mecca. One can see how the Prophet of Islam
defended Jesus against the idol worshippers. This passage also speaks of Jesus’s
descent. Both early Muslims and later Muslim scholars understood this verse
as a reference to the eschatological role of Jesus in Islam. For example, Ibn Jarir
al-Tabari (d. 923), after mentioning that scholars have differed on the meaning
of the verse, says, “And some said the pronoun ‘he’ refers to Jesus. Therefore, the
verse means that the emergence of Jesus is one of the signs by which the coming
of the Hour is known. That is because Jesus’s emergence is one of its signs. His
descent on earth is evidence of the transient nature of the world and the com-
ing of the afterlife” Al-Tabari reports that eleven different companions of the
Prophet understood the verse as a reference to the descent of Jesus.'” Since the
term “emergence,” or the Arabic khuruj, replaces the term “descent;” or nuzul,
in this narrative, it can be argued that early Muslims were not thinking of the
descent of Jesus in a literal way; that is, they did not believe Jesus’s body would
descend from the sky.
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The term “emergence” as it occurs in some early Islamic sources has a broader
connotation. The use of the term in such an early period of Islam strengthens
the argument of those who claim that Jesus’s descent is allegorical and not the
literal descent of an individual from the sky. It is noteworthy that in this verse
the phrase that refers to Jesus as a sign has been recited in three variations. The
first, la ‘ilmun, refers to the fact that he is the knowledge of the Final Hour;
that is, by Jesus the knowledge of the Hour is acquired. In other words, it is
believed that when Jesus comes, people will know that it is time for the Hour.
The second, la alamun, points to his being a sign of the Hour, and the third,
la dhikrun, means that he is a reminder of the Hour.! In three recitations, the
meaning essentially remains the same with regard to Jesus’s connection to the
Final Hour.

This particular verse is one of the most direct references to the eschatological
descent of Jesus in the Quran because the Final Hour and Jesus are connected
in the verse. Many Muslim theologians and commentators on the Qur’an have
offered this verse as a textual reference to the descent of Jesus.!? It should be
noted that according to the rules of Arabic grammar, the pronoun hu can refer
to both human beings and inanimate objects. Interpreting the Qur’anic verse
in this way is not violence to the text. Thus, there is no obstacle to considering
Jesus as the point of reference for the pronoun in question. Many companions
of the Prophet understood the verse in this way. In the same context, al-Qur-
tubi, another prominent commentator, refers to a narration from ‘Abdullah bin
‘Abbas, one of the most knowledgeable companions of the Prophet (known as
“the ocean of knowledge” in the Islamic community), in which he reports the
Prophet’s meeting with Jesus during his night journey, the Mi‘raj:

During his night journey, or his ascension to heaven, the Prophet met with
Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. They discussed among themselves the matter
of the Hour. They asked Abraham about the Hour and Abraham had no
knowledge of it. Then they asked Moses; Moses also had no knowledge of
it. Then the conversation came to Jesus, the son of Mary, and Jesus said,
“I have been given some duties prior to its happening, but as for the exact
time of the Hour, no one knows except God” Then he mentioned the
emergence of the Antichrist. He said, “I will return and kill him?

Muslim theologians such as al-Zamakhshari (d. 1144) and al-Razi (d. 1209),
two leading commentators of the Qur’an, and al-Suyuti (d.1505), a prolific
Egyptian Muslim scholar, have presented verse 43:61 from the Qurian as tex-
tual proof of the eschatological descent of Jesus. In their commentaries on the
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verse, all three authors refer the descent of Jesus as a sign for the coming of the
Hour. Although individual instances of Islamic scholars questioning the sound-
ness of these apocalyptic prophecies can be found, their accuracy was gener-
ally accepted until the twentieth century, when critical reflection on theological
themes and their sources began in earnest among Islamic scholars. This trend,
which was not limited to the Islamic world, is the natural result of a growing
dependence on reason rather than a blind acceptance of religious principles.
The case of the descent of Jesus is no exception. Muslim scholars want to find
some logical explanation for this Islamic theological theme.

In parts of the Islamic world, such as Egypt and Turkey, the debate over
Qur’anic references to Jesus’s descent is still quite heated. Many scholars of con-
temporary Islamic theology have become involved in these ongoing debates.
Giving space to all the current debates on Jesus’s descent is beyond the scope of
this work. As an example of the nature of the debates among Muslim theolo-
gians, here I will refer only to three of them: the influential Egyptian jurist and
theologian Rashid Rida (d. 1935); the Ottoman scholar, theologian, and a deputy
director of the Bab-i Mesihat, the highest religious institution of the Ottoman
Empire, Muhammad Zahid al-Kawthari (d.1951); and the famous grand mufti
Mahmud Shaltout (d. 1963). Later in this chapter I will elaborate on the views
of some other scholars and theologians, such as Bediiizzaman Said Nursi (d.
1960), an Islamic scholar and thinker from Turkey, and Mustafa al-Maraghi (d.
1945), a commentator of the Qur'an from Egypt.

Neither Rida nor Shaltout accept the verses discussed in this section as tex-
tual references to either Jesus’s ascension or his descent. Rida summarizes his
view as follows: “The summary of the story is that there is no clear dogma in the
Qur’an with regard to the ascension of Jesus. . . . And there is no clear dogma
stating that Jesus will descend from heaven”* With this, Rida issues a fatwa, a
religious decree, supporting the view that negates the Qurianic source for the
descent of Jesus. He refers to the influence of Christianity in this regard. This
does not mean that both scholars deny the descent of Jesus in Islamic theology.
As we shall discuss, they incline toward an alternative approach. They are clear
that the Quran does not speak of the descent of Jesus, although many sayings
of the prophet have been narrated in this regard. Shaltout is more precise in his
claim.

Examining the fiery debate between two prominent scholars of Islamic the-
ology in Egypt, al-Kawthari and Shaltout is useful. The debate about the pas-
sage from verse 43:61 (“And surely, he [Jesus] is a sign for the Hour, so have no
doubt about it and follow me. This is the straight path”) is a good example of
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intra-Muslim discussion on Jesus’s eschatological role. Shaltout speaks of three
possible interpretations of this verse and then he gives his own preference. His
preferred interpretation is that Jesus’s miraculous birth is a sign indicating the
power of God to bring the hereafter. While this is a possible interpretation,
when one looks at the flow of the Qur’anic narrative, there is almost no men-
tion of the hereafter and the resurrection of human beings at the Final Hour.
Instead, it is all about the debate between the Prophet of Islam and the idol
worshippers of Mecca concerning Jesus. Therefore, although it is accurate to say
that Jesus’s miraculous birth provides evidence of the bringing of the hereafter,
that is not what is primarily understood from the verse. Shaltout was most
likely led to this approach by the literalist view of many of his contemporaries
that would go against the use of reason. For him, instead of accepting such an
irrational view of the descent of Jesus, it would be more reasonable to interpret
this type of Quranic verse in a different way.

According to Shaltout, “Surely the fact that the verse contains these three
possible meanings . . . is enough to show that the verse is not a ‘certain dogma’
on the descent of Jesus. As for us, we prefer the view that Jesus’s creation with-
out a father is a proof of the coming of the hour”® Shaltout supports his view
with various arguments. He believes that the birth of Jesus from a virgin mother
is a sign of the Final Hour rather than a sign of Jesus’s descent. Shaltout con-
tends that this verse addresses those who deny the hereafter and find it strange,
namely the people of Mecca. Accordingly, by mentioning Jesus as a sign of the
Hour, the Qurian indicates that the miraculous birth of Jesus shows the power
of God and should convince the unbelievers that such a divine power is able
to bring about the hereafter. Jesus is proof of God’s power to bring about the
afterlife.!® This approach would fit well if the debate between the Prophet and a
group of the people of Mecca centered on the possibility of resurrection. How-
ever, according to the sources on the occasion of the revelation of this verse, the
debate was about Jesus, not the hereafter.

Shaltout is insistent. He states, “There is no doubt that a sincere and balanced
reader . . . will be of the opinion that there is nothing in the literal meaning of
the Qur’an that attests to the descent of Jesus or his ascension, either at the level
of certainty that informs the creed, the deniers of which are unbelievers, or even
at the level of a strong assumption (ghalabat al-zann), as some claim.”"

The reader may wonder why Muslim theologians are so concerned about
whether the theme of Jesus’s descent—or any other theme, for that matter—is
present in the Quran or not. The Qur’an is the main source of Islamic theol-
ogy. Anything that takes place in the Quran becomes a part of faith and all
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Muslims must believe it. Intentionally denying anything in the Quran drives
an individual outside the pale of Islam. If something is ambiguous, it needs
interpretation, but one cannot reject it or deny it. Hence, if the descent of Jesus
is clearly mentioned in the Qur’an, then the deniers of the return of Jesus will
be considered outside the pale of Islam. Therefore, given its grave theological
consequence, it is an important point of debate among Muslim theologians.

In an article written in English and published in Al-Azhar Magazine, the
main journal of Al-Azhar University, Shaltout speaks of the situation of Mus-
lims who deny the ascension and the descent of Jesus from a theological point
of view and of whether such rejection puts one outside the pale of Islam. Here
Shaltout concludes, “It is obvious, therefore, that Jesus was exalted in God’s
presence, and because the Arabic word rafa‘is mentioned in the verse in ques-
tion after the word death, it means the spiritual exaltation of Jesus, not the
elevation of his body to heaven®

Furthermore, if the descent of Jesus is accepted as part of clear Quranic
verses, it becomes an essential principle of Islamic theology. No one can argue
about the fact that the persona of Jesus is as an essential part of Islamic theology,
given the many direct references to him and his message in the Quran. However,
when it comes to his descent, the case is different. Is the belief in the descent of
Jesus at the end of time a principle of Islamic theology or a secondary belief in
Islam? For Shaltout and the scholars who follow his line of thought, it is a sec-
ondary issue of Islamic faith and is not one of the principles of Islamic theology.
Thus, another question arises: what is the state of Muslims who deny it?

Shaltout and other theologians have spoken of the situation of those Mus-
lims who reject Jesus’s ascension to heaven and deny his return at the end of
time. Shaltout does not see a theological problem with such a denial and con-
siders those people to still be Muslims because such a rejection does not entail
the rejection of a clear verse of the Qurian. “The denial of the notion that Jesus
was raised to heaven bodily where he is alive now and wherefrom he will fly to
earth when the world comes near its end does not place a Muslim outside of
the pale of Islam or faith. Such a denial does not justify the verdict of apostasy
passed against those who question the dogma. . . . The rejection of this notion
does not imply a rejection of any fundamental principle of Islam.*

Al-Kawthari, on the other hand, accuses Shaltout of lacking knowledge of
the Quran, and he diametrically opposes him. Following earlier theologians,
he opines that the verse in question (43:61) refers to the descent of Jesus as a
sign of the Hour and maintains that the verse is clear enough. According to al-
Kawthari, the majority of the commentators on the Quran find a reference to
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Jesus in this verse. Al-Kawthari’s approach seems more linguistic, etymological,
and contextual. According to him, the grammatical context indicates that the
Arabic pronoun hu refers to Jesus, whose story precedes the verse. In Arabic
grammar, when a pronoun comes after several names, it refers to the closest
name in the sentence. There is no doubt that in this particular verse the closest
name is Jesus since the entire story is about him. This is why the majority of
Quranic commentators have understood that the pronoun in question refers to
Jesus and that “Jesus is the sign of the Hour” (43:61).

The issue has occupied the minds of other people as well. For instance, the
question was posed to Rashid Rida: “Did Jesus rise to heaven only spiritually, or
bodily and spiritually? And is Jesus’s descent at the end of time and his ruling
according to Islamic law referenced in the Qur’an and the reliable sayings of the
Prophet? Inform us, may God benefit us with your knowledge” Rida was asked
to give a fatwa on the subject. In response to this question, Rida says, “As for the
rise [su‘ud] of Jesus to heaven, there has been no mention of such a term, but
instead the term ‘ascension’ [rafa] is mentioned in the Qur’an. “They did not kill
him for sure, but God ascended him to Himself” (Qur’an 4:158)” Rida mentions
another Quranic verse related to the ascension of another prophet, Enoch, or
Idris. The verse says: “And We ascended him [Enoch] to a lofty place” (19:57).
According to Rida, this verse does not necessitate a bodily ascension.

Despite all these debates, generally speaking, both Sunnis and Shi‘ites, based
on a consensus of theologians, particular sayings of the Prophet, and indica-
tions in the Qur’an, believe that Jesus did not die on the cross but was raised
to heaven and is still alive. The consensus is that his enemies mistook someone
else for him. Most Muslims believe that Jesus will eventually die a normal death
after his descent or Second Coming because no one can have eternal life on
earth. The Quran states that “every soul will taste death,” and Jesus is not an
exception (3:185, 21:35, 29:57). Like all other prophets of God, he will then be
resurrected and live in paradise eternally.

Muhammad Does Not Speak Out of His Own Fancy

He [Muhammad] does not speak out of his own fancy. It is nothing
but an inspired revelation. (Quran 53:4-5)

In addition to the three verses directly related to Jesus, this fourth passage is be-
lieved to refer to Jesus’s messianic role, given Muhammad’s truthfulness. There
are a number of these indirect verses including 61:9 on the dominance of “true
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religion”; however, I will limit myself to this one. The literal meaning is that Mu-
hammad does not speak in vain. Whatever he speaks is a direct revelation from
God (that is, the Qurian) or an indirect revelation (that is, the divinely inspired
sayings of the Prophet, the Hadith).

Theologically speaking, there is a difference between revelation and inspira-
tion. Revelation comes only to the Prophet from God through the angel Gabriel.
Inspiration, however, comes from God to the hearts of prophets, saints, and pi-
ous people. The verse clearly states that if a statement related to the Prophet of
Islam has a reliable chain of narration, that statement is true. Therefore, if the
hadith that will be discussed in the following chapters are proven to be reliable
and sound as far as their relationship to the Prophet is concerned, that means
the Prophet has spoken the truth about the coming of Jesus.

Reconciling Different Approaches to Jesus’s Descent

Scholars have debated whether indirect references are valid for the descent of
Jesus. Those who consider these indirect references to be valid argue, as we shall
discuss in the following chapter, that the Prophet of Islam on different occasions
emphatically spoke of Jesus and his eschatological role, including his descent.
Muhammad’s companions have retold his various sayings. The Prophet, some
scholars contend, would not mention the descent of Jesus without receiving
either revelation or inspiration from God: the Quran clearly states, “He does
not speak in vain” (53:4).

The verses discussed in this chapter have served as textual references for the
view of the majority of the Quran’s commentators who share the view of main-
stream theologians. However, some modern scholars and theologians opine
that all the proofs mentioned earlier regarding the descent of Jesus are con-
tradicted by the literal meaning of the verses. These scholars and theologians
argue that the earlier commentators were motivated to find such a meaning in
the verses out of a desire to make sure that there is no conflict between Qur’anic
verses and the sayings of the Prophet pertaining to the descent of Jesus. There-
fore, Shaltout contends that there is no evidence from either the Quran or the
sayings of the Prophet on the descent of Jesus.?°

One can, however, reconcile these two approaches. In fact, one can see why
some contemporary Muslim scholars and theologians deny the descent of Je-
sus in Islam, in spite of allusions in the Qurian and clear references in many
Hadith sources. It seems that many contemporary scholars view the interpre-
tation of the majority of Muslims, which is generally inclined toward a literal
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understanding of Jesus’s descent, as unreasonable and therefore against general
Islamic principles. If a theme becomes the object of faith, it has to be verified
by reason and, at the least, reason should not find it impossible. If we take the
descent of Jesus literally, as some scholars do, this entails something that is
rationally impossible. There is no record of a person who came from the sky in
front of the eyes of everyone. Unless we open the door for allegorical interpreta-
tion, this impossibility will continue. Therefore, many modern scholars rightly
criticize the account of Jesus’s descent for describing the coming of a physi-
cal person from heaven, which seems to be illogical. Furthermore, the images
conceived of by the literalists do not seem compatible, in principle, with the
teachings of the Qur’an. The literalists ground their view in the omnipotence of
God. That is to say, they believe that because God is all powerful, He can bring
the body of an individual, namely Jesus, down from heaven. The problem with
the literalist approach is that it neglects the wisdom of God that deals with mat-
ters in this world. Yes, all Muslims accept this Quranic verse about the power
of God: “The possession of heaven and earth belongs to God. He is the Giver of
life and death. He is able to do all things” (57:2). However, despite the general
acceptance of the unlimited power of God, theologically speaking, God does
not exercise His power to compel people to believe because this would deny hu-
man free choice. Free will is an essential principle of accountability. To compel
people to believe is to negate free will, which is incompatible with the principle
of Islamic theology.

Many theologians who agree on the descent of Jesus differ as to the form
of his descent. The question becomes one about the form in which Jesus will
descend. Will the descent of Jesus from heaven be physical and in spirit or
only in spirit? The Arabic word nuzul (descent) does not necessarily refer to
material descent. In Quranic language, the word nuzul, or “sending down,” has
various meanings and can refer to the distribution of God’s bounty, as in “God
sent down for you eight cattle in pairs” (39:6). Here the phrase “sent down”
means God sent His mercy. Accepting the literal meaning would be to believe
that animals descend from heaven. This is a misunderstanding of the verse; at
least according to the current science. Therefore, this verse should be under-
stood in a figurative way. The word nuzul should be understood metaphorically.
Moreover, in some sayings of the Prophet we see the same word related to God:
“God descends every night to the lowest heaven when the last one-third of
the night is left and says: ‘Whosoever supplicates to Me, I will respond to him.
Whosoever asks Me, I will answer him. Whosoever asks for forgiveness, I will
forgive him?”?! Theologians agree that the divine descent here is not material.
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Therefore, it can be argued that the descent of Jesus as narrated by the Prophet
can be understood as a spiritual descent and not necessarily a physical one. Ac-
cordingly, Jesus’s descent from the heavens can imply that God will send him
out of mercy. Such a descent will strengthen the spiritual lives of people.

This idea informs another line of thought. According to this interpretation,
the descent leads to the purifying of Christianity and its return to the original
message of Jesus. The spiritual leaders of Christianity, who are close to Jesus in
a spiritual sense, will lead this purification. Although this approach does not
reject the possibility of Jesus’s physical return, Jesus, because of his spiritual
strength and angelic nature, can come down from heaven and go back without
being noticed, in the same way the angels do.

The important point is Jesus’s spirituality will be seen as in sync with Islamic
spirituality. Then the true religion that comes from the convergence of Islam
and Christianity will be powerful. Accordingly, the materialistic philosophies
will be too weak to fight the true religion. This view is presented by the famous
Islamic scholar Bediiizzaman Said Nursi and to a certain extent by Siddiq Hasan
Khan (d. 1890) and modern Egyptian scholars and reformers such as Muham-
mad Abduh (d. 1905) and Mustafa al-Maraghi. For example, al-Maraghi, who is
also a contemporary commentator on the Qur’an, refers to the descent of Jesus
in a more spiritual way. He says that the descent of Jesus is “the domination of
his spirit and the mystery of his message over humanity in order that men may
live by the inner meaning of the law [shari‘a] without being bound by its outer
shell”?? Like many figures of Islamic spirituality, al-Maraghi also thinks that too
much attachment to the legalistic aspect of religion goes against the teachings of
Islam. When Muslims become too legalistic and abandon the spiritual dimen-
sion of religion, there will be a great need for the renewal of religion. Therefore,
the Prophet gives good news that the descent of Jesus will contribute to the
strength of spirituality, not only among Muslims but worldwide.

Islamic scholars such as Said Nursi and al-Maraghi respond to the need of
members of the Islamic community who are perplexed by prophetic statements
on Jesus’s descent and other end-time events. Some Muslims believe that deny-
ing those sayings of the Prophet will negatively impact their faith, while accept-
ing them will go against their reason. Nursi responds to this group of Muslims.
His goal is to respond to the spoken and unspoken questions of these perplexed
Muslims and to prove that sayings of the prophet on Jesus’s descent are abso-
lutely rational. He is confident that the descent of Jesus is both logical and even
necessary.

Said Nursi, who expressed his view much earlier than Mustafa al-Maraghi
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did, emphasizes cooperation between Muslims and Christians. He refers to a
spiritual group of devout Christians known in Turkish as Isevi Miisliimanlar, or
followers of Jesus who are Muslims. They are known as Christians, but in reality
they are Muslims in the sight of God. This interpretive approach is as an im-
portant step to Muslim-Christian dialogue in our time. The interpretations of
the descent of Jesus can be seen as a powerful occasion for a dialogue between
members of Abraham’s family in general and between Muslims and Christians
in particular.

A historical event cited in the Quran sheds light on an early alliance be-
tween Christians and Muslims. One understands from the chapter of Romans
in the Qurian (30:1-5) that Muslims hoped for a Christian victory against the
pagan Persians in the struggle between the Byzantine and Persian Empires. The
Qur’an very clearly states that the Muslims of Mecca who were supporters of the
Christians against the Persians would rejoice in that victory because Muslims
consider Christians and Jews to be the People of the Book. The Qur’an gives
them certain privileges in comparison with the adherents of other religions.
According to the Qurianic teaching about war between a country of the People
of the Book and a country that denies God, for example, the Quranic way of
thinking must be to support the People of the Book against the deniers of God.
Therefore, Muslims have supported Christians and Jews against idol worship-
pers or communist regimes.

Jesus and his descent as an important element of Islamic theological dis-
course can be a powerful factor in engaging dialogue between Muslims and
Christians. With more than one and a half billion adherents, Islam is the sec-
ond-largest religion in the world, exceeded only by Christianity. This shows the
importance and urgency of dialogue between Muslims and Christians, a rela-
tionship essential for a peaceful world.?* As well-known Turkish commentator
Muhammed Hamdi Yazir (d. 1942) suggests, peace can be restored by the spirits
of Jesus and Muhammad, hand in hand.

Considering the references from the Holy Book of Islam discussed in this
chapter, one can argue that the Quranic verses about Jesus’s death and descent
are not very clear, but the possibility of an allusion to the descent of Jesus in the
Qur’an cannot easily be denied. Many verses at least hint at the eschatological
role of Jesus. It is clear that Jesus’s “death” in the Quran is unique, because it
states that his opponents could not kill him or crucify him. Instead, God caused
Jesus to die and raised him to Himself. Jesus’s death (3:55 and 4:159) was differ-
ent from a regular human death. Such an emphasis on God’s direct involvement
in Jesus’s death sets it apart.
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and Jesus as a Sign of the Hour

Jesus is an important figure in Islam’s apocalyptic eschatology. This chapter
situates the knowledge of future events in Islamic theology and the place of
Jesus among these eschatological events as one of the signs of the Final Hour
of human history foretold by the Prophet of Islam. It is important to examine
the eschatological scenarios in which Jesus figures so prominently in order to
understand the “eschatological Jesus” within Islam.

The Final Hour

From an Islamic theological perspective, there will eventually be an end to this
worldly life. The Qur’an does not give a specific time for this end and is always
clear that the knowledge of it belongs only to God: “The knowledge of the Hour
is with Him” (31:34). But throughout the history of Islam, Muslims have been
curious about the signs of the end, which include the signs of the day of resur-
rection when all people will face judgment. Humankind’s curiosity about the
future has contributed to a proliferation of Islamic literature about the coming
of the Final Hour and things related to it. According to the Hadith, the signs are
numerous. Geological, moral, social, and cosmic signs are thought to mark the
end. Hadith sources speak of the erosion of the earth, the spread of immorality,
the loss of trust among people, and the administration of unjust rulers as some
signs of the Hour. There are references to the emergence of the Antichrist and
the rising of the sun from the west, the final sign.

Collections of the sayings of the Prophet of Islam have dedicated chapters
to these signs. The signs are categorized as “minor” and “major” Minor signs
include the loss of truthfulness and trust, the spread of adultery, and the emer-
gence of many false messiahs or liars. The emergence of the Antichrist, the
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descent of Jesus, and the rising of the sun in the west are among the major signs
that indicate the imminence of the Final Hour. According to the Islamic escha-
tological scenario, after the occurrence of the final sign, the rising of the sun in
the west, the archangel Israfil, or Seraphiel, will sound the great trumpet. Israfil
is one of the four archangels in Islam, alongside Jabra’il (Gabriel), ‘Azra’il (the
angel of death), and Micha’il. At the trumpet’s sound, according to the Quranic
description, God will bring the order of this world to an end through a mighty
earthquake.! The celestial bodies will crash into one another, the earth will be
replaced with a different plane, and every living creature will die. God’s final gift
to believers will be a natural death that will spare them from witnessing this last
horrible moment.

According to the Islamic eschatological literature, for unbelievers, living
and witnessing this last horrific moment will be their painful experience before
death. After the destruction of earth, according to the divine plan and under
the control of the divine, the archangel Seraphiel will sound the second blow.
According to Islamic theology, in that moment all people, “good” and “bad,”
will be resurrected both in body and spirit (Qur'an 18:99, 36:51). In Islamic
cosmology, since God does everything through Divine fiat, the resurrection of
all human beings is as easy as one individual’s resurrection: “Your creation and
your resurrection are like a single soul,” (Quran 31:28). This verse refers to the
great power demonstrated by God in this moment of resurrection

Although the Qur’an and Hadith explicitly mention the afterlife and human-
ity’s ultimate fates are known, the sequence of related events and the manner
of their occurrences are ambiguous. However, both classical and contempo-
rary Muslim theologians have deduced various visions of the end of time from
verses of the Qur’an and the sayings of the Prophet. Many verses of the Qur'an
note the imminence of the Final Hour, and the Quran uses a variety of expres-
sions to refer to it.

From both the Qurian and Hadith, it is clear that the Prophet of Islam was
often asked to reveal the exact time of the Final Hour.? The question was posed
sometimes out of simple curiosity and sometimes as a challenge. The Prophet
had a variety of responses to this question. On one occasion when a questioner
asked about the time of the Final Hour, instead of mentioning the exact time,
the Prophet said, “When honesty is lost, then wait for the Hour” His questioner
rejoined, “And how will it be lost?” The Prophet answered, “When power comes
into the hands of the unfit, then wait for the Hour

On another occasion a man asked the Prophet, “When is the Hour?” The
Prophet did not mention the signs but instead answered him, “What have you
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done to prepare for it?” The man said, “I haven't prepared for it with many
prayers, or fasting, or charity. But Ilove God and God’s messenger.” The Prophet
said in response, “You will be with those you love™

On another occasion some Bedouins came to the Prophet and asked him to
reveal the exact time of the Final Hour. The Prophet, pointing to the youngest
in the group, said, “Perhaps many of you will see your final hour before this
young man dies.”> A conversation occurred between the Prophet and some of
his companions a month before his death. The Prophet said, “You are asking me
about the Hour. The knowledge of it belongs to God, the Almighty. By my God,
no soul that breathes today will live more than a hundred years”® Here again the
Prophet speaks of individual eschatology. Consistently, though his companions
were anxious about the end, thinking they would see the end of the world in
their lifetime, the Prophet was ambiguous. He never mentioned the time of the
Hour; he would only tell them about some of its signs.

The Prophet’s most common response to this question was that the knowl-
edge of the Final Hour is only with God, that the eschaton (the end time) is
among the matters related to al-ghayb, or the realm of the unseen (Qurian
33:63—68). This is similar to what Jesus said in the Gospel of Matthew, where he
states that no one except God knows about that day, not even the angels, not
even himself (Matt. 24:36). The Quran says, “To God belongs the keys of the
unseen [al-ghayb]; no one knows except God” (6:59). The prophets and saints
learn divine secrets only when they receive a special revelation or inspiration.
Therefore, in Islamic theology, if God does not tell Muhammad, even he will
not know the exact time of the Final Hour. In a well-known hadith, Gabriel vis-
its the Prophet and asks him a series of questions, including one about the time
of the Final Hour. He answers all but the eschatological question. “In regard to
that,” he is said to have answered, “the questioned [the Prophet] has no more
knowledge than the questioner [the angel Gabriel]””

In Islamic theology, five things are known only to God. Our understanding
of these five unknowns, the mughayyabat khamsa, originates in the following
verse: “With God is the knowledge of the Hour; God sends down the rain; God
knows what is in the wombs; no soul knows what will happen to it tomorrow;
and no soul knows in what land it will die. God is the most knowing and the
most aware” (Qurian 31:34). Since the exact time of the Final Hour cannot be
known, Islamic sources contain only certain portents to indicate its imminence.

It is important to remember that the imminence of the Final Hour is relative.
In Islamic cosmology, our planet is considered a living creature, appointed by
God to serve humans and other creatures for a certain period of time. Eventu-
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ally it will die, as does every other living being. If modern science were able to
prove that the sun will continue to burn for several billion years until it exhausts
its fuel supply, Muslim theologians would support these findings. Such find-
ings would simply be scientific evidence for the Muslim belief that God has
declared a particular time for the death of the earth. This particular time may
be measured in seconds, minutes, hours, days, weeks, months, years, centuries,
millennia, or even light years. These finite units of time indicate only that there
is an end that will eventually come. We measure what is finite. From an Islamic
theological perspective, there is no disagreement between science and Quranic
eschatology.

For there to be a Qur’anic confirmation of scientific discoveries and theories,
the science must have moved past hypothesis. Islam presents the realm of na-
ture and the Qur’an as two divine books: the book of the universe is the created
book of God and the Qur’an is the revealed book of God. The two books are
believed to confirm each other. If one finds apparent conflict between the two,
it is because of a lack of understanding or information on the part of scholars
or theologians. Therefore, the Quranic verse “perhaps the Hour is near” (42:17)
should be interpreted from the perspective of what we know through scientific
discoveries about the age of the earth. One also has to understand the relativity
of the word “near” What is near to a fly is not near to a human. Likewise, what
is near to a human is not near for the universe. Hence, even if the Hour is “near,”
the time of its coming is still not known.

Islamic Theology of Jesus as a Sign of the Hour

Based on some Qur’anic verses and some sayings of the Prophet, Muslim theo-
logians have developed a theology of the portents of the Final Hour. This has
become an important genre in Islamic eschatological literature. Eschatology
constitutes one of the three most important themes of Islamic theology, along-
side divinity and prophethood. The place of Jesus in Islam is developed in two
of these. As one of the great messengers of God, he is a part of the Islamic the-
ology of prophethood, and as one of the signs of the Final Hour whose descent
is foretold by Muhammad, he is part of Islamic eschatology. Jesus is a sign and
a reminder of the Day of Judgment. While certain eschatological themes, such
as judgment day, paradise, and hell are thoroughly described, signs of the Final
Hour are mentioned in the Quran only briefly.

The Qurlan does speak of the occurrence of a doomsday. It describes the fall
of the stars and the darkened sun, physical events that will occur on the final
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day, but unlike Hadith literature and other classic apocalyptic texts that reveal
the signs of the eschaton in the form of a prophetic vision, the Quran is concise
when it speaks of the signs of the Final Hour. In fact, there is only one instance
in the Quran of the word ashrat, which can be translated as signs or portents (of
the Final Hour). That verse says that the signs of the Hour have already come:
“They are awaiting nothing but the sudden coming of the [Final] Hour. In fact
its signs have already come” (47:18). One possible meaning of “its signs have
already come” is the coming of the Prophet of Islam himself. Muhammad, who
is considered the “seal of the prophets,” (Qurian 33:40) regards his presence as
a sign of the Hour. “The Hour and I are like these two,” he says, displaying two
fingers on his hand and the closeness between them.? Because of these types of
statements and the emphasis on eschatology in Islam, some authors have sug-
gested that Islam originated as an apocalyptic movement.!? It seems that such
a suggestion is related directly to the finality of the Prophet of Islam as the last
prophet. Theologically speaking, there will be no prophet after Muhammad
and no revelation after the Qur’an. Besides this verse and one to be discussed
later which presents Jesus as the sign of the Hour (43:61), any references in the
Qur’an to signs of the Hour are ambiguous.

In contrast, many hadith contain references to the signs of the Final Hour.
The Prophet, warning his companions about the imminence of the Final Hour,
speaks of certain social and cosmic events that will indicate the nearness of its
coming. The Islamic understanding of the signs of the Hour is generally based
on references in the Qurian and the Hadith, which do not take the form of
classic apocalyptic literature as represented by the Book of Daniel or the Book
of Revelation. Although these two books are among the major sources of their
eschatological ideas, one should note that there is more than one eschatological
framework in both the Jewish and Christian traditions.!!

Hadith literature gives detailed accounts of the signs of the end of time.
However, the time when the events are to occur, the places where they will
occur, and the ways in which they will occur often conflict. In many cases the
community of Islam was perplexed by the mystery of the eschatology detailed
in the body of the Hadith. For example, the famous Muslim apocalyptic author
Nu‘aym bin Hammad (d. 843) dedicates the entirety of his book Kitab al-Fitan
(The Book of Trials) to the trials that will happen before the Final Hour and how
believers might be protected from them. Interpreting some political changes in
the history of Islam among the signs of the Hour, he starts with the end of the
Umayyad dynasty, then continues with the beginning of the Abbasid dynasty,
the emergence of al-Sufyani (a figure of evil like the Antichrist but less power-
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ful), and al-Sufyani’s conflict with the Mahdi (the Islamic messianic figure). Ibn
Hammad then tells of the emergence of the Antichrist and the descent of Jesus,
who will come down from heaven to struggle against the Antichrist and defeat
him. It is noteworthy that in this early book the themes related to end-time
events are explored in such a detailed way.

Some eschatological narratives came from Jewish and Christian converts to
early Islam, including the Yemenite rabbi Ka'b al-Ahbar (d. 652), who converted
to Islam after the death of the Prophet, and Wahb bin Munabbih (d. 732), the
famous historian known as the narrator of the legends of early nations. The de-
tailed segments of these narratives cast doubt on their reliability, as they show
evidence of being influenced by Jewish and Christian sources, and it is hard to
imagine that the Prophet would have spoken in so much detail about future
events.!? The essence of Ibn Hammad’s narrative can be found in other more
reliable Hadith sources, but many of Ibn Hammad’s details are not present.

Because of ambiguity, confusion, and conflicting stories, some Muslim theo-
logians and scholars have denied the reliability of the Hadith on the matter of
the signs of the Hour. Others have accepted these narratives as containing literal
truth and have attempted to solve these puzzles of Islamic apocalyptic literature.

One of the prominent companions of the Prophet said that the Prophet told
his companions all the things that would happen until the end of time, but they
forgot most of them. They would remember the events that the Prophet foretold
only when they encountered them in their lives. These kinds of prophetic say-
ings in regard to end-time events are not apocalyptic in the classical sense, but
from an Islamic theological perspective they are considered to be the Prophet’s
accurate visions of certain future events, and thus these visions are among the
miracles of the Prophet, showing the truthfulness of his prophethood. Some of
these events may have been shown to the Prophet in a veiled way and seem not
to have come to pass. If he is not told by God, even the Prophet does not know
the future. However, God on occasion shows His messenger some future events
and the Prophet informs his community. Some events that the Prophet foretold
have come to pass, such as his foretelling that his grandson Hasan bin ‘Ali (d.
669) would be a peacemaker between two large rival groups, the establishment
of the Abbasid Caliphate, and the conquest of Constantinople. Many contend
that the fulfillment of his prophecies evidence his prophethood.?

Some of the Prophet’s companions also had visions of the events preced-
ing the eschaton, although their visions were not necessarily as accurate as the
Prophet’s. The visions of his companions are to be understood as the visions of
saints or other spiritual personages, not as divine revelation. Tamim al-Dari (d.
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660), an enigmatic companion of the Prophet and a convert from Christianity
to Islam, told the Prophet of a vision he had. The Prophet considered it to be
important, and he recounted it from the pulpit. The vision is a considerably
detailed account of the Antichrist, his informant animal, known as Jassasa, and
other signs of the Final Hour. Despite the fact that this vision is found in reliable
Hadith sources, some Muslim scholars find details of it and conflicting aspects
of the narration problematic. This vision and all other references to the signs of
the Hour are contained in the various collections of the sayings of the Prophet
generally within the following sections: Alamat al-Saa [The Signs of the Hour],
Alamat al-Qiyama [The Signs of the Day of Resurrection], and Al-Fitan [The
Trials].

The events that the Prophet of Islam foretold and that precede the Final Hour
can be roughly divided into three categories, according to when they will occur:

1. The events that occurred immediately after the time of the Prophet,
such as the civil war between Muslims. The Prophet even praised his
grandson Hasan bin ‘Ali because he would make peace between the
two groups. In fact, Hasan did make peace between the two groups by
stepping down from his position as the caliph.*

2. The events that occurred after a considerable period of time. The Mon-
gol invasion of the Islamic world in the thirteenth century was one such
event. The Prophet said, “It is from the signs of the Hour that you will
fight a nation that wear sandals of hair. Again, it is from the signs of the
Hour that you will fight a nation with large faces like shining shields
It is believed that with this description the Prophet was referring to the
Mongols, who invaded the Islamic world and destroyed many institu-
tions, particularly libraries, greatly damaging the Islamic heritage.

3. The events that will occur immediately before the Final Hour. These
include the descent of Jesus, the emergence of the Antichrist, and the
rising of the sun in the west. The Prophet directly says, “The Hour will
not come until the Sun rises from the west.”'¢ Muslims understand this
as the so-called cosmic eschatology. Like many branches of Christian-
ity, Islam also envisions both an individual eschatology and a cosmic
eschatology, an end for the life of every individual and an end for our
planet and other celestial bodies. In the Islamic eschatological scenario,
Jesus returns before the cosmic eschaton.

In their discussions of the eschaton, Muslim theologians have been primar-
ily concerned with the major signs of the Final Hour. One portent of this final
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moment is expressed in the Quranic verse “The Hour is near, and the moon
is split” (54:1). This verse has been interpreted to mean that the splitting of the
moon is a sign of the nearness of the Final Hour."” According to the Islamic
vision of eschatology, when the moon splits and the stars fall, the earth will be
changed and the Day of Judgment will have arrived.

The signs of the Hour can also be categorized according to their magnitude.
There are two groups of events, the alamat al-sughra (minor signs) and the
alamat al-kubra (major signs). The minor signs relate to the decrease of spiritu-
ality and the spread of corruption on the earth. The Hadith speak, for instance,
of the decrease of knowledge, the spread of adultery, fornication in common
places, famine, wars, fires, small earthquakes, the emergence of liars or pseudo-
messiahs, and an increase in the number of murders.!

The major signs are cosmic in nature. There are ten, according to the hadith
of Hudhayfa bin Aseed, a prominent companion of the Prophet. They are as
follows:

1. Smoke covering the land

2. The emergence of the Antichrist

3. The emergence of al-Dabba, the Beast

4. The rising of the sun in the west

5. The descent of Jesus

6. The emergence of Gog and Magog

7. The disappearance of land in the east

8. The disappearance of land in the west

9. The disappearance of land in the Arabian peninsula
10. The emergence of fire from the south to bring the people into the final

gathering place!

This hadith of Hudhayfa bin Aseed is a major reference in Islamic theology for
the signs of the Final Hour. It should be noted that this list does not imply that
these signs will occur consecutively or literally. Muslims believe that five of
these signs will signal that the time of the Hour is imminent: the emergence of
the Antichrist; the descent of Jesus; the emergence of the Beast; the emergence
of Gog and Magog; and finally the rising of the sun in the west. It is understood
from the overall tone of the hadith that the Prophet spoke of Jesus’s descent as
good news and as fulfillment of hope for Muslims against the horrific actions
of the Antichrist.

Should these prophetic predictions be taken literally? Muslims have no con-
sensus about how to understand these sayings of the Prophet. Some have taken
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all of these signs literally, including the descent of Jesus, while others have ei-
ther denied the reliability of these sources or interpreted them allegorically.
The literalist approach has given no attention to the allegorical nature of the
prophetic statements. Wahabbism generally takes the Hadith literature liter-
ally, and eschatology is no exception. They oppose any kind of interpretation.
However, some major schools of thought in Islam are open to interpretation.
It should be noted that the Prophet often spoke in allegorical and metaphori-
cal language when explaining future events. Metaphorical language is part of
the art of eloquence of Arabic. In the art of metaphor, it is possible to describe
human beings with certain nonhuman characteristics. Thus, some events of
the signs of the Hour that are mentioned in the body of the Hadith should not
necessarily be taken literally, although many Muslim scholars and theologians
have done so.

Are these apocalyptic narratives fabricated and wrongly attributed to the
Prophet? There are two ways to evaluate these kinds of hadith. One way is to
deny that the Prophet said them because the Prophet would not say some-
thing so nonsensical. Some modern Muslim philosophers have preferred this
method. The other way is to accept them with interpretation and through the
perspective of Hadith criticism. Using the methodology of Hadith criticism, if
the attribution of these sayings to the Prophet is reliable, there should be a way
to evaluate them. Interpreting the Hadith as metaphors or allegory can be pref-
erable to denying the relationships of these sayings to the Prophet. This is the
approach I have favored in this work. For example, describing the extraordinary
height of an individual may indicate the authoritative power of the individual
or even the collective power of an ideology rather than an actual measurement
of height of a human being. This is similar to many elements of recent popular
communications media, for instance cartoons. Some detailed descriptions of
Jesus such as his cleanliness, the color of his clothes, and the manner of his
descent can be understood in the same allegorical way. There is no doubt that
eloquence, both in prose and poetry, allows for a more powerful expression of
some truths, beyond the surface of literal appearances.

The Prophet also spoke about certain nations, ethnicities, and civil wars
among Muslims. Because of the allegorical nature of these types of sayings of
the Prophet and their ambiguous meanings, it is difficult to determine his exact
intentions in mentioning such events. It is theologically acceptable in Islam to
present future events that are not directly related to the essence of faith using
metaphorical and allegorical language. Given the ambiguity of the language,
members of the Muslim community can offer multiple meanings and inter-
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pretations of such events and still all be Muslims. In Islamic theology, the five
pillars of Islam are much more important; believing in God and in Muhammad
as His messenger, giving compulsory charity, fasting in the month of Rama-
dan, performing the five daily prescribed prayers, and making pilgrimage to
Mecca are all based on the firm, unambiguous statements of the Qur’an and the
Prophet, statements in which there is no space for metaphorical language.

Three Major Approaches

To clarify my methodology of evaluating these texts about the descent of Jesus,
it is useful to mention three major approaches to the sayings of the Prophet on
the portents of the Hour and on Jesus’s return.

Muslim theologians have developed a variety of approaches to interpreting
the signs of the Final Hour as they are presented in the sayings of the Prophet
and hinted at in the Qurian. Here an example will be given using the descent
of Jesus. The first approach denies all signs because they are believed to be im-
properly attributed to Muhammad. Some modern Muslim thinkers believe that
prophetic traditions on the subject are far from being reliable.

The second approach, which can be called literalist, stands in opposition to
the ideas of such thinkers as well as the interpretive approach (detailed below)
to the texts. Contemporary literalists have developed a literature that refutes
modernist ideas. This group believes that all signs of the Final Hour listed in
the body of the Hadith should be taken literally, including the descent of Jesus.
They reference a common idea in the Qur’an, “Truly, God is powerful over ev-
erything” (2:20), arguing that since God has power over everything, the literal
occurrence of these signs is possible and will happen.

The third approach is a more balanced interpretation of the hadith on the
subject. This approach accepts the authenticity of the sayings of the Prophet
in this regard as long as their reliability is supported by well-founded Hadith
criticism. There is no doubt that some hadith dealing with this subject, espe-
cially later ones, are apocryphal. If authenticity is established, for instance by
an unbroken chain of narration or by a knowledge of the truthfulness of the
narrators, the principle of understanding the Prophet’s sayings metaphorically
can be employed. When the Prophet speaks of the descent of Jesus, one should
not understand this literally. To expect the person of Jesus to come physically
from the sky in front of the eyes of the people is incompatible with the overall
teachings of Islam.

Some principles of Islamic theology necessitate this interpretative approach.
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When we refer to the sayings of the Prophet regarding the descent of Jesus
and related themes, it is important that we use the accepted methodology of
interpreting the holy texts of Islam about Jesus or other future events. A general
theological principle of the Islamic tradition is that Muslims are to make peace
instead of war. War is allowed only in some circumstances, but it is not a prin-
ciple. The Quran says, “Peace is better” (4:128). If the Prophet speaks of a future
war among Muslims or between Muslims and other nations, it is because God
has shown him the future and he explains it based on his vision of the future.
This is not meant to encourage war—in fact the Prophet praises those who
prevent war as in the case of his grandson Hasan—but instead is a warning that
conflicts may happen if precautions are not taken to prevent them. Further, in
keeping with the general metaphorical language of the Hadith, the war that the
Prophet predicts might well be a spiritual one and not a physical one. The say-
ings of the Prophet in this regard are intended as general warnings for Muslims
to maintain spiritual vigilance and piety for the sake of their eternal lives.

The Sunni tradition of Islam does not encourage the idea of making the
world a place of conflict to hasten the descent of Jesus or in order to bring about
the Final Hour that would fulfill the message of the Prophet. On the contrary,
it encourages Muslims to make the world a more peaceful place and therefore
prevent the Final Hour from arriving prematurely. Muslims are described as
those who live in peace, make peace, and greet each other with peace. This
Sunni approach is considerably different from that of people who feel that they
are called to bring about Armageddon as soon as possible. For some fundamen-
talist Christians, particularly those who follow extreme dispensationalist ideas,
this manifests itself as a desire to bring about Jesus’s Second Coming.?’ Some
Shi‘ite Muslims, particularly the small group of the Shi‘ites known as Hujjati-
yya, hope that they may see the coming of the Mahdi.

Many instances of the belief in the descent of Jesus can be found in the popu-
lar culture of the Muslim world. The popular literature in the Islamic world
is saturated with the eschatological themes, and many believe eschatological
works contain literal truth. Historical and contemporary events have provided
the impetus for these works. For example, many people believed that Napoleon
Bonaparte’s (d. 1821) occupation of Egypt was the sign of the Final Hour. Today
the Egyptian public library has many texts from that era related to the signs of
the Hour, some of which are referred to in this work.

References to these signs are also found in the Holy Texts. Some chapters
of the Quran are named to suggest the images of the day or the Hour and its
apocalyptic nature.?! It is believed that after the descent of Jesus and his fulfill-
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ment of justice for a certain period of time, there will be another short era of
irreligiosity before the Final Hour. Inspired by the Qur'ans illustration of the
horrific nature of doomsday, a contemporary Muslim theologian eloquently
expounds on the apocalyptic scene:

If you want to imagine the agonies of the death of the earth as the Qurianic
verses point them out, look at how the parts of this universe are bound to
one another with a subtle exalted order. They are held with such a hidden,
delicate, subtle bond within an order wherein if a single one of the lofty
bodies receive the command: “Be!” or, “Leave your orbit!” the world will
begin the agony of its death. The stars will collide, the heavenly bodies will
fly over each other, a great devastating sound will start in infinite space as
a result of millions of cannonballs, and great guns the size of globes will
collide. Clashing and colliding with one another, sending out showers of
sparks, the mountains taking flight, the seas burning, the face of the earth
will be flattened. Thus, through this death and those agonies God the All-
powerful will shake up the universe. God will purify the universe, and
Hell and the matters of Hell will draw to one side, while Paradise and the
matters appropriate for Paradise draw to the other, and the world of the
Hereafter will become manifest.??

This serves as a good interpretation of the Quranic verse: “The day when the
earth will change into a different earth” (14:48). In this interpretation of escha-
tological verses, a time is certain to come “when this world, which is the shell
and form of the mighty reality of the universe, will break up, with the permis-
sion of the Creator. Then it will be renewed in a better form”** This will be a
time when each individual will sharply see pure as pure and ugly as ugly, good
as good and evil as evil. There will be no confusion. Jesus will be seen clearly
as the personification of goodness while his opponent, the Antichrist, will be
seen as the personification of evil. Therefore, as described in many manuals of
Islamic theology, Jesus comes to end human suffering and injustice.

Mystical Eschatology and the Signs of the Hour

In the mystical tradition of Islam, remembering the prophetic statements about
the signs of the Hour, the final moment of an individual’s life, and the existence
of the afterlife as well as being aware of the coming of the Final Hour have al-
ways been parts of spiritual development.?* It is believed that such contempla-
tion prepares the mystic for the realm of eternity and helps with detachment
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from worldly desires. Both Jesus’s return and his personality are great examples
for Muslim mystics, especially his ascetic lifestyle and his warnings about the
imminence of the Final Hour: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand”
(Matt. 4:17). Generally speaking, when people think of death, they think of it
as a faraway issue; yet for Muslim mystics death is immanent, since no one can
escape from it and it is a universal reality. Through contemplation they imagine
the coming of death and the end of their lives—their individual and cosmic
eschatology—routinely in their daily spiritual practices. The Prophet of Islam
asks his community to remember death, a practice that destroys the desire for
indulgence. For mystics, practicing muraqaba, a Sufi principle related to the
spiritual journey, or imagining the sequence of the events that will occur in
the afterlife as though they were occurring now is a part of spiritual life. By do-
ing this and hence emphasizing the afterlife while weakening their ties to this
worldly life, Muslim mystics follow the way of Jesus and Muhammad. The prac-
tice of imagining death and the afterlife is performed periodically. Mystics fol-
low the Prophet’s instruction “die before you die” to emphasize the importance
of preparing for the afterlife. The following conversation between the Prophet
and Haritha, one of his companions, elucidates the mystical experience of the

afterlife:

When the Prophet asked Haritha, “What is the reality of your faith?”
Haritha replied: “I have inclined my soul away from this world, have fasted
by day and kept vigil by night, and it is as if I behold the throne of my
Lord openly, and it is as if I behold the people of Paradise visiting each
other, and as if I see the people of Hell at enmity with each other” In
response to this, the Prophet said, “The one who wants to see a servant,
whose heart has been enlightened by God, let him look at Haritha”*®

Since the spiritual enlightenment of the heart occurs through actions and
achievements of human beings on earth, this worldly life is worthy and is a
place for both justice and oppression. According to Islamic theology, Jesus’s de-
scent will transform this worldly life from ugliness to beauty and from oppres-
sion to justice. By following the pattern of Islam, which contains the essence of
the message of Jesus, people are transforming their limited life on earth into the
unlimited life of the hereafter. The descent of Jesus helps this transformation.

Transforming this worldly life into an eternal one is possible. Speaking of
this possibility, a contemporary Muslim theologian and mystic says, “O Hu-
man Beings, do you want to turn your ephemeral, short, useless life into an
eternal, long, beneficial and fruitful one? Since such a desire is present in the
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nature of every human being, spend your life in the way of the real Eternal
One [God]. Everything that faces towards the Eternal eventually becomes a

reflection of the eternity.”

Jesus: Savior or Intercessor?

Before delving into the details of Jesus’s eschatological descent in the following
chapters, it is appropriate to discuss briefly Jesus’s role in the salvation of human
beings. Who, according to Islamic theological principles of salvation, al-naja,
will be saved and receive the divine rewards in the afterlife?

The Quran does not deny the role of prophets as heralds to and of the path of
God so that people will receive salvation in the realm of eternity. However, the
language used is carefully chosen to indicate that it is God who gives guidance
and salvation; prophets, including Muhammad and Jesus, are the conveyers of
the message and not the final decision makers. Although Jesus is one of the five
most prominent messengers of God (along with Muhammad, Moses, Abraham,
and Noah), he still has no authority to give salvation without the permission of
God. However, in the afterlife, Jesus and other prophets are allowed to intercede
and ask God to save some people from the punishment of hell.?

Some Qur’anic verses are quite instructive about this matter. The Qur'an
describes “the saved” as those who believe in God and the afterlife and who
do good deeds (2:62). The belief in the afterlife is concomitant with the belief
in God and His messengers. Historically, Islamic theology has taught that the
primary prerequisite for salvation is the acceptance of the Islamic statement of
faith, the shahada, “There is no deity but God, and Muhammad is God’s mes-
senger;” from the depth of one’s heart. Because belief in Muhammad’s prophet-
hood requires belief in all previous prophets, when Muslims state the testimony
of faith, “I believe there is only one God and Muhammad is God’s messenger;’
they simultaneously acknowledge that Jesus is God’s messenger, Moses is God’s
messenger, and so forth. Their belief in the prophethood of Muhammad will
be invalid if they deny other prophets. In other words, to believe in Muham-
mad’s prophethood without believing in Jesus’s prophethood is considered to
be a rejection of the prophethood of Muhammad. In the Islamic conception of
the afterlife, those who believe in the shahada will be spared the fires of hell.?®
That is to say, they will be saved in the afterlife and be among the people of
paradise. This statement of faith is the primary component of the six articles of
faith, alongside belief in angels, in God’s scriptures, in God’s messengers and
prophets, in the afterlife, and in predestination, or the divine plan. It is also the
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first of the five pillars of Islam, along with praying five times a day; giving zakat,
or charity; fasting in the month of Ramadan; and completing the pilgrimage to
Mecca. The faith of those who believe in God but deny the existence of life after
death will be considered incomplete and not enough for salvation. Once a per-
son has properly received the teachings of the Prophet, that person’s salvation
is bound up with these beliefs and practices as they are set forth in the Qur’an.

The Quranic approach to the question of salvation is inclusive. For example,
the Qurlan says, “Those who believe [Muslims] and those who are Jews and
Christians and Sabians, whoever believes in God and in the Last Day and does
good deeds, surely their reward is with their Lord. And no fear shall come upon
them; neither do they grieve” (2:62). Another Qurianic verse also issues an invi-
tation to the People of the Book (i.e., Jews and Christians) to join with Muslims
in the statement common to all three: “There is only one God” (3:64).

One hadith tells of a Bedouin who asks the Prophet, “What shall I do in order
to go to Paradise?” The Prophet simply replied, “Say there is no deity but God
and you will be saved.”” Muslim theologians interpret this to mean that faith
in one God is the essence and foundation of religious belief; without it there
is no salvation. But faith is not merely lip service. It is much more than that.
Muslim theologians suggest that if one believes in God, one must also believe in
the prophethood of Muhammad, since the belief in the oneness of God comes
from the message of the Prophet.

Despite theological arguments about this issue, according to Islamic the-
ology, with the exception of people whose fate is revealed in the Quran, for
example Pharaoh, no one is able to make a precise judgment about a particular
individual’s final destination in the afterlife because it is known only to God.
One can make a general judgment, for instance that “the deniers of the exis-
tence of God will go to hell” or “the believers will go to paradise,” but to make a
judgment about an individual person would require knowledge that only God
can know. Both Jesus and Muhammad are able to make such judgment of sal-
vation with permission from God. God may inform His messengers about the
final destination of some of their disciples, and based on this revelation they
may declare the salvation of some of their people. This was true for Jesus during
his first coming and will obtain during his return as well. He is the Messiah and
a messenger of God, but the final decision about the salvation of individuals
belongs to God alone. God can put anyone He wants into paradise, whoever
that person may be. There is no limitation to God’s power or God’s mercy. One
example of this is the mercy shown to those who have not received the divine
message conveyed by the Prophet. In the Quran God says: “We do not punish
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unless We send a messenger [who explains to people their obligations]” (17:15).
This verse has become an important principle in the Islamic theology of salva-
tion. Schools of Islamic thought, such as al- Ash'ariyya and al-Maturidiyya, have
developed varying concepts of the people of the ahl al-fatra, those who lived
in a period that did not have any prophet to convey God’s message to them.
These people will receive salvation. The term is commonly used to refer to the
era between Jesus and Muhammad, when there was no prophet. Those who
did not receive the teachings of Jesus or the teachings of Muhammad, since his
message had not yet been declared, are excused and will be among the people
of paradise; they are the people of the fatra. Some contemporary scholars apply
the concept of the fatra to certain modern-day people as well. Even those who
have been exposed to the message of the Prophet but have received improper
instructions or have been bombarded by negative information are considered
to be among the people of the fatra and will attain salvation if their denial of
the Prophet’s message is due to an excused ignorance or the lack of access to the
proper information. Some people who lack the opportunity to search out and
discover the true message of the Prophet are considered to be among the saved.
This is true for the messages of both Jesus and Muhammad.

The Abode of Jesus and the Antichrist

After humanity’s resurrection and gathering in Maydan al-Hashr, the place of
gathering, Islamic theology speaks of a “book” given to every individual that
contains both their good and bad deeds on earth. The Quran says of this “book™
“And the Book is placed, and you see the guilty fearful of that which is therein,
and they say: What kind of a book is this that leaves neither a small thing nor a
great thing but has counted it! And they find all that they did confronting them
and your Lord wrongs no one” (18:49). Receiving the book through the right
hand indicates that the final destination of the individual is paradise. Eventu-
ally, the people of paradise are taken there and the people of hell are led away.
The Islamic eschatological vision ends with descriptions of the final destina-
tions for all people. Those who are saved will be in paradise forever, and gener-
ally speaking those who are disbelievers will be in hell. In this eschatological
scenario, one finds a sharp distinction between Jesus and his opponent, the
Antichrist. The people of Jesus are the people of Islam who will be the people in
paradise. The people of the Antichrist are disbelievers who will be in hell.
Paradise is a place where pleasures beyond imagination can be found. Be-
cause of the limits of human imagination, it is not possible to thoroughly de-
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scribe the beauty of paradise and its pleasures. Muslims believe that all that is
known of paradise comes from the Quran. According to the Quraanic descrip-
tions, there will be gardens under which rivers flow and all spiritual and bodily
desires will be fulfilled. One of the Quraan’s verses on paradise says, “And give
good news to those who believe and do good deeds that they will have gardens
under which rivers flow. When they are given a fruit as sustenance they will say
“This is what we were given before’ They will be given what is similar to them
in this world. In Paradise they will have pure spouses and they will stay there
forever” (2:25). The highest pleasure in paradise is to see God (ru’yat Allah).
Describing the life of paradise in a comparative way, Bediiizzaman Said Nursi, a
twentieth-century Muslim scholar and theologian, states that a thousand years
of happiness in this worldly life cannot be compared to an hour of life in para-
dise. Similarly, Nursi contends that a thousand years of life in paradise cannot
be compared to an hour of seeing the beauty of God. The Qur’an says the people
in hell will be without hope when they see the finality of God’s judgment upon
their actions in the world. They will desire to return to the world to improve
their situation by good works. A verse illustrates this dilemma: “When death
comes unto one of them, he says, ‘My Lord, send me back, that I might do right
in that which I have left behind, but God says, ‘Never; and his wishes are in
vain” (23:99-100). Another verse describes the fate of those who deny the ex-
istence of God, or worse, actively resist God: “As for those who disbelieve: ‘Lo,
if everything on earth were theirs twice over, to be used to ransom them from
their doom on the day of resurrection, it would not be accepted from them.
Theirs will be a painful tribulation: they will wish to come forth from the fire,
but they will not escape from it; theirs will be a lasting punishment” (5:36).

Having introduced the signs of the Hour and the final eschatological stages
of human beings after the descent of Jesus, now it is appropriate to examine the
place of Jesus and his eschatological descent in the body of Hadith.
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FOUR

The Hadith and Jesus’s Eschatological Descent

The Quran does not directly refer to Jesus’s eschatological descent per se, but
there are verses that hint at it; in the preceding chapter I cited at least four of
them. The Hadith, or the sayings of the Prophet, give detailed accounts of the
descent of Jesus and shape Muslims’ belief about Jesus’s eschatological descent.
Many Muslim historians and biographers who were well versed in the Islamic
science of Hadith spoke of Jesus. Some prominent Muslim historians even give
details of the story of the life of Jesus and commentary on the Quranic verses
and sayings of the Prophet about Jesus; these include Abu ‘Abdillah Muham-
mad bin ‘Umar al-Wagqidi (d. 823), in his book Futuh al-Sham [Conquests of
Greater Syria]; Ahmad bin Ishaq bin Ja‘far al-Ya'qubi (d. 897), a Muslim his-
torian and geographer who wrote the famous al-Tarikh; and Abu al-Quasim
’Ali bin Hasan Ibn ‘Asakir (d. 1176), who was arguably the most knowledgeable
scholar of Islam in his time in both history and Hadith literature, in his famous
book Tarikh Madinat Damashq [The History of the City of Damascus]. Ibn
Asakir in particular expected the imminent coming of Jesus to help Muslims
against the oppression of crusaders.! What was the relationship between Jesus
and Damascus that prompted al-Wagqidi and Ibn ‘Asakir to dedicate sections to
Jesus in their books on Damascus? It seems that the Prophet’s sayings that the
eschatological descent of Jesus was to occur in Damascus drew the interest of
both authors. According to some hadith narratives, at the end of time Jesus will
descend to the top of the white minaret that is part of the renowned Umayyad
Mosque in Damascus. Working with just such an eschatological scenario in
mind, Ibn ‘Asakir gives many titles to Jesus, calling him a just ruler, a leader, and
even the rightly guided Islamic messianic figure, the Mahdi.?

The Hadith and Its Significance in Islamic Theology

Before delving into the details of the descent of Jesus as presented in the body
of the Hadith, it is important to elaborate on the concept of the Hadith and
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its significance in Islamic theology. First, the differences between the Qur'an
and the Hadith should be made clear. Muslims believe that the Qur’an is the
direct word of God, revealed to Muhammad through the angel Gabriel. It is
considered a direct revelation from God rather than an inspiration. The source
of a revelation is always divine with an angel, generally Gabriel, as a mediator.
According to Islamic theology, Gabriel’s major duty is to bring revelation to the
prophets of God. Revelation is absolute while inspiration is limited and can be
ambiguous. Although inspiration is a spiritual intuition that comes from God,
it is below the level of revelation and is not necessarily mediated by an angel.
An inspiration that comes to prophets is greater and clearer than the inspira-
tion that comes to saints. Inspiration also comes to the hearts of individuals, be
they saints or regular people, which they express in their own words; for that
reason inspiration is not as clear as revelation. In fact, in some cases inspiration
might even cause some confusion on the part of the person receiving it, similar
to when one sees an object through a blurred eyeglass.

Keeping this theological difference in mind, we can look at the Hadith as the
divine inspiration of the Prophet. Although the Qur’an calls the Prophet’s words
a revelation, the term is not used in its precise theological sense (53:4). The
Prophet of Islam is the center of the religion and the most important figure for
Muslims in the era of the commencement of Islam and even today. Every aspect
of his life, including his words, his actions, and his reactions to certain events,
were and still are essential for Muslims. The Quran presents him as an exem-
plary personality to be emulated. “Surely for you, O believers, who have hope
in God and the Day of Judgment, there is a beautiful example in the Messenger
of God” (33:21). The Quran explicitly connects the love of God to following the
practice of the Prophet. “Say, [O Muhammad, to your people,] if you really love
God, follow me so that God will love you” (3:31). Despite the Qurian’s emphasis
on the Prophet, we do not have the details of his life in the Qurian. A chapter of
the Qur’an is named after the mother of Jesus, but we do not find a mention of
Muhammad’s mother in the Holy Book. The Qur’anic verses about Muhammad
mostly relate to his message, his great ethics, his compassion for his community;,
and his being a mercy from God to all mankind and to the entire universe.

After the revelation of the Qur'an was complete, Muhammad’s companions
began to record his words and actions in a conscientious way. They would
narrate his words carefully. If they were uncertain about whether he used a
particular word, they would express this uncertainty in their narration. His
companions were honest by nature. It is believed that lying was anathema to
the Prophet’s male and female companions. Such truthfulness is thought to
contribute to the authenticity of their accounts of the Prophet.
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The narratives about the sayings, actions, and tacit approvals of the Prophet
are called the Hadith. Muslims learn almost everything about their social, re-
ligious, and family life from the Prophet’s life, which is fully recorded in the
body of Hadith literature. The term “Sunnah” is also used to refer to the words
and practices of the Prophet. These narratives were all put together in a highly
sophisticated way by ninth-century scholars who dedicated their entire lives
to collecting and authenticating the various sayings of the Prophet. Some of
the prominent scholars of the Hadith in the ninth and tenth centuries were
Muhammad al-Bukhari (d. 870), Muslim bin al-Hajjaj (d. 875), Abu Dawud
(d. 888), Ibn Majah (d. 886), al-Tirmidhi (d. 892), and al-Nasa’i (d. 916). The
collections of these six scholars are known as the most reliable references of
the Hadith, or the Sunnah of the Prophet. For each saying of the Prophet a
way of verification has been developed. Each is evaluated through a method by
which the biographical stories of the narrators, including their behaviors, the
weakness and strength of their memories, and their doctrinal inclinations are
questioned. Because each hadith has been passed on through several narrators,
it is necessary to examine the reliability and trustworthiness of those narrators.
Decisions were made about whether each hadith should be considered weak or
sound. Al-Bukhari used this method in his famous collection, al-Sahih, which
means “The Sound” or “The Authentic” and contains about 7,000 sayings of the
Prophet. Al-Bukhari’s collection is considered highly reliable. It is well known
among Muslims that if one finds a hadith recorded in al-Bukhari’s al-Sahih, it
is as if one hears it directly from the mouth of the Prophet.

As an Islamic source, the Hadith is secondary to the Quran. When Hadith
experts accept that the Prophet truly said certain things about a matter related
to the faith, future events, or worldly affairs, these become very important for
Muslims because the Qur’an says, “Whatever the Messenger gives you, take;
whatever he forbids you, avoid” (59:7). Despite the fact that the Prophet of Is-
lam was frugal with his words and did not speak in vain, many people with
both good and bad intentions have attempted to imitate his sayings and present
their own words and statements as the Prophet’s. In order to distinguish what
truly came from the Prophet of Islam from what was fabricated, the tradition
of scrutinizing the Hadith, or Hadith criticism, developed as one of the major
disciplines of the Islamic sciences.

Hadith Regarding Jesus’s Descent

Many hadith refer to Jesus’s descent, including some that are known to be fab-
ricated. In this study I have made efforts to avoid the fabricated hadith and
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include only those commonly accepted as sound. The references mentioned
in this chapter are sayings of the Prophet narrated by his companions and re-
corded by the later hadith collectors mentioned earlier. Two things about the
sayings of the Prophet are important and should be kept in mind while reading
this section. First, there are many sayings of the Prophet about Jesus’s eschato-
logical descent and his role. Some would say that over 100 hadith refer to Je-
sus’s eschatological role. These sayings, if their authenticity is proven, may have
come from the Prophet, but they were not recorded verbatim. Second, narrators
sometimes impose their own meanings on the words of the Prophet. After his
death, his companions and later Hadith narrators transmitted his words orally.
That is to say, some companions of the Prophet heard him give these teachings
during his lifetime and then narrated orally in their own words what was even-
tually written. This is likely the way many hadith narratives were transmitted.
Many narrators may have added their own understandings of the Prophet’s
words. This is why there are some contradictions in certain hadith on the sub-
ject of the descent of Jesus.

Certain narratives include contradictory information about the location of
Jesus’s descent. One hadith says Jesus will descend in Damascus, another says
Jerusalem, while still others say “A place in Iraq” or “A place in the west” It is
very possible that when the Prophet spoke about Jesus and his future role re-
garding the community of Muslims, some narrators applied his words to their
particular locations, presumably with good intentions. This trend caused con-
fusion by creating ambiguity about the topic of Jesus’s eschatological descent,
yet it did not change Muslims’ overall understanding of Jesus’s return because
almost all narrators share the Prophet’s emphasis on the descent of Jesus. The
Prophet uses words such as “certainly” or the phrase “by the One my soul is in
His hand” to emphasize the importance of the event.

Therefore, one can argue that the inner spirituality of the narrators and their
understandings, based on their own circumstances, contributed to the later de-
tailed development of the eschatological scenario. For experts on the Hadith
today, the well-founded methodology of Hadith criticism is available to scru-
tinize any hadith narrative. Using this methodological approach, one finds at
least some of the hadith about the descent of Jesus to be reliable and authentic.
They belong to the Prophet or are at least consistent with the Prophet’s intended
meaning if they were not recorded verbatim.

Now a question comes to mind: Why would the Prophet of Islam mention
this and similar future events? To answer this question one should understand
the Prophet’s relationship with his community even after his death. A Quranic
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verse clearly indicates his concern for his community: “Now there has come to
you a Messenger [Muhammad], one of yourselves; your suffering is grievous
for him, for the believers he is tender and full of compassion” (9:128). There is
no doubt that the Prophet was greatly concerned about his community. He was
responding to questions from his own companions about events that were to
occur in the future. In response he gave some hints about certain events but did
not offer clarification. Theologically speaking, the Prophet does not know the
future without being informed by God; therefore, either he was not informed
by God about certain details of events or he intentionally did not give more
information. One hadith contends that the future has been shown to Muham-
mad by God, that a time will come when his community will have a great era
of serenity in which justice and equality are fully practiced. The Prophet shared
such good news with his community but also spoke of future conflicts between
members of his community and asked them to stay home or be inactive to pre-
vent bloodshed at such a time.

With his extraordinary spiritual strength, Muhammad was given the gift of
seeing the realm of the unseen. From an Islamic perspective, Muhammad is a
human being who was able to witness the throne of God while he was on earth
and could see paradise and hell at the same time. The Prophet of Islam shared
with his companions both what he had seen and his feelings and revelations
in a way that would give them hope but would also warn them to act properly.
For example, he foresaw and warned his community against possible future
violence, conflicts often called the fitna (trials within Islamic society) that in
fact happened in the form of a civil war. The Prophet was very much concerned
about bloodshed. A companion of his asked: “What should I do in the times of
such great trials?” The Prophet responded, “Control your tongue and strongly
keep to your house.” Sa'd bin Abi Waqqas (d. 664), another distinguished com-
panion of the Prophet, asked, “What if he [an intruder] broke into my house
and stretched out his hand to kill me?” The Prophet replied, “Be like one of the
two sons of Adam?” This hadith refers to the Qurlanic story of the “two sons of
Adam,” Abel and Cain, or Habil and Qabil, as they are known in Islamic litera-
ture. The Qur’an says: “And recite to them the story of the two sons of Adam
truthfully, when they offered a sacrifice and it was accepted from one of them,
and not accepted from the other. ‘T will surely kill you, said one. ‘God accepts
only the God-fearing, said the other. “Yet if you stretch out your hand against
me, to kill me, I will not stretch out my hand against you, to kill you; I fear God,
the Lord of all Being” (5:27-28). Because of warnings from the Prophet about
a time of civil unrest in the early period of Islam, the majority of the Prophet’s
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companions avoided the fitna and social anarchy. As a result, bloodshed and
human catastrophe were prevented.

As the Qur’an states, the Prophet never spoke in vain (53:3). On the con-
trary, he spoke of divine revelation and through divine inspiration about fu-
ture events that would concern his community. One of these future events is
Jesus’s eschatological descent. The Prophet of Islam foresaw and spoke about
the descent in the language of his people, which includes all types of eloquence
and allegorical styles. It is commonly known that in most cases, the Prophet’s
speech was brief; perhaps in the case of Jesus’s descent, he was brief because
the exact knowledge of future belongs only to God. The Prophet and the pious
can give information about the future only when God informs them. If they do
not receive such knowledge from God, they cannot inform people about future
events. Therefore, when the Prophet spoke about certain coming events, such as
the descent of Jesus at the end of time, he would have wanted to ensure that the
revelations relating to the future would not be seen and understood as certain.
Each future event that the Prophet spoke of may have emerged or may have
been realized in a different way, since the Prophet did not mention the ways
events would unfold.

By leaving the issue of future events ambiguous, the Prophet of Islam made
greater room for the exercise of human free will. It is a tenet of Islamic theology
that one should not be compelled to faith. A believer looking at the Prophet’s
sayings about Jesus might say, “Even though the Prophet said this, I still have
the duty to use my free will to make our world a more livable place, and not wait
for Jesus, or the Mahdi, the Islamic Messianic figure, to do so” The open-ended
sayings of the Prophet do not allow the Muslim community to rely on future
events and abandon their more immediate duties. Thus, Islamic eschatology
in this regard can be understood as a realized eschatology, an eschatology that
is realized in this world and at the present time, not the one postponed to the
afterlife.

The Prophet’s emphasis on eschatology was so great that some of his com-
panions expected to see and meet with Jesus in their lifetimes. The Prophet
would say, “Whosoever from amongst you lives long enough to see Jesus, son
of Mary, let him convey my greetings to him.”> Muslims believe that with God’s
permission the Prophet knew that his companions would not see Jesus, but
there was a great need to keep believers’ motivation alive, to impel them to
fulfill their current duties and not wait for the apocalypse. This in part leads to
the ambiguity of the prophecies of the eschatological descent of Jesus and the
emergence of the Antichrist, which allow for various interpretations. In turn
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this has led to an ongoing dynamic in Islamic society where charlatans claim
that they are Jesus and others are accused of being the Antichrist.

Understanding the Hadith

The hadith cited in this chapter are for the most part reliable and sound. How-
ever, some of these sayings are considered to be weak. This does not mean that
the Prophet did not say them but indicates that they have not been authen-
ticated. The chain of transmitters and other aspects of certain hadith on the
subject of the descent of Jesus do not meet the criteria that have been put forth
by prominent hadith collectors such as al-Bukhari and Muslim bin al-Hajjaj.
Although most of the narrations I chose to explicate Jesus’s descent have been
authenticated by hadith experts, one has to keep in mind that authentication
is one thing and understanding what the Prophet meant is something else. For
example, if the Prophet speaks of his dream and the narrator reports it, the
words used by the Prophet should not be understood in a literal way. A reliable
hadith in al-Bukhari’s al-Sahih states that the Prophet saw both Jesus and the
Antichrist in his dream while he was circumambulating the Ka‘ba, the holy
shrine of Islam in Mecca. He saw Jesus as very clean, with combed hair, and
he saw the Antichrist as enormously ugly. The Prophet’s descriptions of Jesus
and the Antichrist should not necessarily be understood in a literal way. Since
this was a dream of the Prophet, the descriptions mentioned can be related
to the spiritual characteristics of Jesus and the Antichrist rather than to their
physical features. In the same dream the Prophet saw Jesus in a yellow garment.
To understand the word of the Prophet accurately one should consider the al-
legorical meaning of the color yellow in the Arabic language of the time. Does
it indicate “spiritual support” or “help for the oppressed” or something else?
All of these are possible meanings. Without such an investigation, even if the
authentication is established, these meanings will not be understood correctly.
In other words, to understand the Prophet of Islam correctly, the meaning of
the ambiguous sayings of the Prophet should be acknowledged and clarified.
When the Prophet says Jesus will come or that Jesus will descend from
heaven to rescue the oppressed, there is no doubt in the mind of the believer
about the truthfulness of the Prophet as long as the authenticity of the hadith is
proven. If uncertainty persists, the problem is not with the hadith but with the
readers of that hadith. Do they understand the Prophet correctly? One should
keep these criteria in mind when looking at the sayings of the Prophet in this
chapter. Muslims generally believe that the hadith we are encountering here are
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not imaginative fantasies. They are reliable and come from the Prophet, whose
spiritual experience goes far beyond our imagination. When he was talking
about Jesus, he was able to meet with Jesus in the realm of spirituality. His
words, like those of other prophets, are correct, but because of their allegorical
nature, people differ in their understandings of them. Some understand his
words in a literal way and some are inclined more toward a figurative language
that is used in these narratives. I prefer the second approach. One should con-
sider the figurative language that the Prophet used and should understand his
language about the future figuratively. Literal interpretations are misleading,
although they are widespread among Muslims.

Furthermore, theologically speaking, future events are less important than
the principles of faith. The Prophet purposefully used allegorical language for
certain future occurrences. It can be argued that in the case of Jesus’s descent,
the bodily coming of a person from the sky understood in the traditional liter-
alist view of the Hadith does not seem to be compatible with the overall prin-
ciples of Islamic theology. The sayings of the Prophet in this regard should be
understood figuratively rather than literally. This world is the realm of cause
and effect, which is known in Islam as the law of God. Divine actions in this
realm are within the frame of causality. Causes are attributed to God, and God
is “the Cause of causes” When God is at work in the realm of nature through
causes, this is commonly called natural law. However, from an Islamic theologi-
cal perspective, natural law is divine law in the realm of nature. Thus, the events
mentioned in the body of the Hadith, including the descent of Jesus at the end
of time, are all to be fulfilled within the realm of cause and effect and not in the
form of miracles, as many Muslims and Christians believe.

The Significance of the Return of Jesus

Much attention has been devoted to the return of Jesus in the major Hadith
sources, both in the Kutub al-Sitta (the most reliable six books containing col-
lections of hadith) and in more minor collections, most notably Kitab al-Fitan
[The Book of Trials] by Nu‘aym bin Hammad (d. 844).This source records
twenty-two separate sayings of the Prophet relating to the descent of Jesus. In
addition to sayings of the Prophet that directly address the question of Jesus’s
eschatological descent, a group of hadith collections do mention the return
of Jesus, but these focus on the Antichrist. Medieval Hadith commentators
and contemporary Hadith compilers have collected all available sayings of the
Prophet both directly and indirectly on Jesus’s descent and in doing so have
created a genre in Hadith literature.
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One of the important functions of this genre of Hadith literature has been
to refute the claims of pseudo-messiahs. In a long introduction to his book
on the descent of Jesus, Anwar Shah al-Kashmiri (d. 1933), an Indian Muslim
scholar, denies the claims of Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, the founder of the Ah-
madiyya movement, who claimed that he was the promised Messiah and the
incarnation of Jesus. Al-Kashmiri cites 101 sayings of the Prophet about Jesus,
his ascension, his descent, and his fight against the Antichrist.* Al-Kashmiri
wanted to prove that Ghulam Ahmad was not the promised Messiah and that
Jesus would return in the way the Prophet clearly stated. Muhammad Zahid
al-Kawthari (d. 1951) likewise supported the certainty of Jesus’s return through
a number of hadith.> Similarly, ‘Abdullah al-Ghumari (d. 1993), a Moroccan
scholar, again in response to the spread of the Ahmadiyya movement among
Muslims, recorded sixty-one hadith on the subject to prove that Jesus will come
and that Ghulam Ahmad was not the Messiah whose descent is promised by the
Prophet of Islam.® He concludes: “These sixty-one hadith have been narrated by
the Prophet’s companions and by subsequent generations of Muslims in such a
way as to leave no doubt about the descent of Jesus in the Islamic creed.””

In all these narratives, we know the names of the companions of the Prophet
who put forth these hadith on the eschatological role of Jesus. Among those
who directly narrated the subject from the Prophet are fifteen well-known com-
panions.® It is believed that this first generation transmitted the sayings of the
Prophet with the utmost care and accountability to the second generation, and
the second generation to the third, and so on. The chain of narration is verified
by Hadith scholars for each of these sayings of the Prophet. The following four
hadith will be presented as examples of this genre.

Example of a Sound and Reliable Hadith I

Abu Huraira (d. 680), one of the renowned companions of the Prophet, nar-
rates that Muhammad said: “By God almighty, in Whose hand my soul is, Jesus,
the son of Mary, will soon descend among you [Muslims] as a just ruler. He
will break the cross, kill the swine, and abolish the jizya [a tax levied by the
state on the non-Muslim minority]. He will distribute wealth and there shall
be so much wealth that no one will accept it anymore” In another version of
the hadith, the following addition is found: “One sajda [a prostration before
God] will be better than anything in the world”'® Abu Huraira continues: “If
you wish, recite the Quranic verse: ‘And there shall be no one of the People of
the Book left not believing in him before his death™ (4:159). The same hadith, as
recorded by Ibn Majah (d. 887), begins with the statement that the Final Hour
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will not occur before the descent of Jesus.!! According to the methodology of
hadith authentication, this hadith is sound and reliable. The breaking of the
cross and the killing of the swine will be discussed in chapter 8, where I discuss
the interpretive approach.

Example of a Hadith Whose Authenticity Is Doubted

Following is one example of a hadith whose authenticity many scholars have
doubted. It is believed that the narrators of this hadith borrowed some of its
elements from the Hebrew Bible. The hadith is one of eleven narrated under
a section titled “The Section of the Trials of the Antichrist, the Emergence of
Jesus, the Son of Mary, and the Emergence of Gog and Magog” The descent of
Jesus and his fight against the Antichrist is narrated in a detailed way. It starts
with a dramatic narrative about the Antichrist before it goes into the descent
of Jesus. The hadith dramatizes the fight between Jesus and the Antichrist. The
Antichrist cannot stand up against Jesus and runs away. In the end he is cap-
tured and slain. After Jesus slays the Antichrist the era of peace and comfort
starts. The hadith mentions many such details. The full text of the hadith would
run through many pages, but an abridged version is presented here to serve as
an example of a detailed hadith on the subject from the genre. The hadith can
be translated as follows:

Abu Umama al-Bahili [d. 700], one of the companions of the Prophet,
narrates: The Messenger of God, peace and blessings be upon him, gave us
a speech. The majority of his speech was about what he told and warned
us of al-Dajjal, [the Antichrist]. In part of his speech he said, “Surely there
is no trial on earth since God has created Adam that is greater than the
trial of the Antichrist. Every prophet sent by God warned his community
about the Antichrist. I am the final prophet and you are the final commu-
nity and there is no doubt he will emerge among you. If he emerges while
I am among you I will be an authority for every Muslim against him. If he
emerges after me, every individual will be an authority for himself. Instead
of me, God will watch over every Muslim. The Antichrist will emerge
from a place between the area of Damascus and Iraq. He will spread right
and left. [Warning people in his speech, the Prophet says,] O servants of
God! Be steadfast! I will describe him for you as no prophet before me
has described him. The Antichrist starts by saying, ‘I am a prophet. But
there is no prophet after me. Then he says, T am your Lord. You will not
see your Lord until you die. He is blind and your Lord is not blind. There
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are the letters ‘K-F-R’ on his forehead, which say that he is a ‘disbeliever’
These letters are between his two eyes, and every believer, literate or illit-
erate, can read them. One of his trials is that he has his own paradise and
his hell. In fact, his hell is paradise and his paradise is hell. Anyone who is
tested by his hell, let him take refuge in God and read the first verses of the
chapter [chapter 18] “The Cave’ from the Qur’an so that his fire will be cool
and peaceful as the fire became cool and peaceful on Abraham. Among
his trials is to say to one of the Bedouins, ‘What do you say if I resurrect
for you your father and mother? Will you testify that I am your Lord?’ The
Bedouin says yes. Two Satans come in the form of his father and mother
and say, ‘Our son, follow him. He is your Lord. One of Antichrist’s trials
is to attack an individual believer and kill him and cut him in half. And
then he says, ‘Look at this servant of mine. Now I will resurrect him. But
he claims now there is another god other than me for him? God resurrects
this individual and the Antichrist says to the man, ‘Who is your Lord?’ He
responds, ‘My Lord is Allah and you are the enemy of God, the Antichrist.

o3}

I swear by God that now I know you even better

Continuing this hadith, Abu Sa‘id narrates: “The Prophet said that this man
is the highest in [spiritual] rank in my community in paradise. . . . We were
thinking of that man as ‘Umar bin al-Khattab.” The hadith goes on to mention
the Antichrist’s trials:

Among his trials he commands the sky to rain and it does. He commands
earth to grow grass and it does. Also among his trials he passes by a village
and because they deny him, nothing is left undestroyed by him. Among
his trials he passes by a village, and because they accept him, he com-
mands the sky to rain and it does and he commands the earth to grow
grass and it does for them to the extent that their livestock become fat and
full of milk. No place on earth remains without being stepped on by him
except Mecca and Medina. Whenever he wants to enter these two cities,
an angel with swords prevents him. He arrives in a place called Red Zuraib
and the city of Medina quakes three times. All male and female hypocrites
go out to follow him. The city [Medina] removes its ugliness as the bel-
lows clean iron. That day is called the day of salvation. Ummu Sharik, the
daughter of Abu al-‘Akr, asks: “O Messenger of God, where are the Arabs
on that day?” The Prophet says, “They are very few on that day. The best
of them would be in Jerusalem and their leader is a pious man. While
their leader proceeds to lead the Morning Prayer, Jesus the son of Mary
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descends from heaven. The leader of the Muslims goes backwards in or-
der to make a space for Jesus to lead people in prayer. Jesus puts his hands
on the leader’s shoulders and tells him, ‘Go forward and lead the prayer.”

The hadith goes on to speak of the activities of Jesus and the pious Muslim
leader in question. Together they fight the Antichrist and finally kill him in a
specific place called the “the door of Ludd,” Arabic for Lod, a city nine miles
southeast of present-day Tel Aviv, where Arabs and Jews live together today.
Then the narration speaks of how the world becomes a peaceful place where
wolves and lambs live together. But it also speaks of famine and suggests that
in such a time, praising God will become a substitute for food. ‘Abd al-Rahman
al-Mubharibi, one of the narrators of the hadith, recommends that the hadith be
taught to children.!

The hadith is not found in the two major anthologies of the Hadith, Sahih
al-Bukhari and Sahih Muslim, the two most reliable sources of hadith. When
examined using the principles of hadith authentication methodology, this ha-
dith, as narrated by Ibn Majah, shows questionable authenticity to the extent
that there is confusion regarding the narrators and the sequence of events is
uncertain. Methodologically speaking, the hadith is considered weak for three
reasons. First, there is a weakness in the chain of transmitters. The narrator
of the hadith, ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Muharibi, is known among biographers of
hadith narrators as a notorious mudallis, one who hides or mixes other words
with the words of the Prophet or one who falsely claims to have heard the nar-
rator of the hadith firsthand. Ahmad bin ‘Ali bin Hajar al-Asqalani (d. 1448),
al-Bukhari’s famous interpreter and the author of a prominent biographical
dictionary, considers al-Muharibi to be a third-generation narrator (hence, he
could not have heard the first generation) and a mudallis.® Yahya bin Abu ‘Amr
is also a third-generation narrator.!* When a hadith has been transmitted by a
third-generation narrator, there is a break in the chain of transmitters of the ha-
dith. Isma‘il bin Rafi‘ al- Ansari, another transmitter of the hadith in the chain of
narrators, is also considered weak. Al-‘Asqalani says that al-Ansari “later came
to Basra and has a weak memory.’"®> Al-Kashmiri suggests a similar reason for
confusion in the hadith.1®

It is noteworthy that information found in this hadith also appears in the
book of Isaiah. Richard Bell makes a connection between this hadith and the
text of the eleventh chapter of the book of Isaiah."” Despite the fact that the had-
ith is found in one of the six most reliable sources of hadith, experts do not treat
this particular hadith as reliable. It is very possible the narrators have added
to this hadith from their knowledge of earlier scriptures. Thus, any judgment
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about Islamic eschatology cannot be based on this hadith, although knowledge
of the hadith is widespread among Muslims. There is no doubt that the hadith
belongs to the Islamic milieu, but this does not mean that it is a reliable Islamic
source.

Example of a Sound and Reliable Hadith II

Another hadith is narrated by Nawwas bin Sam‘an (d. 678), who settled in Da-
mascus after the death of the Prophet. The hadith is similar to the previous one
but is found in the Sahih Muslim and not in the Sahih al-Bukhari. Based on the
methodology of hadith authentication, scholars judge that the hadith is sound
and reliable. This notable and detailed hadith makes use of allegorical language,
saying that Jesus shall appear on earth after the Antichrist fights against Mus-
lims and kills a young believer. The hadith goes as follows:

The Messenger of God [Muhammad] mentioned the Antichrist one
morning and spoke at length about him, [emphasizing his emergence,
so] we thought that he was among the palm trees of Medina. When we
went to the Prophet, he realized our fear. “Why are you afraid?” he asked.
We said, “O Messenger of God, you mentioned the Antichrist and so
much emphasized him that we thought that he was in our palm trees”
The Prophet said, “For you, I am afraid of something different than the
Antichrist” Then the Prophet added: “If he emerges while I am among
you, I will defend you against him. If he emerges and I am not among you,
every soul should defend himself. God is my successor for every Mus-
lim. He is a young man with curly hair. One of his eyes is like a smashed
grape. I almost liken this to ‘Abd al-‘Uzza bin Qatan’s eyes.!® Those of you
who live until the time of his emergence should read the first verses of
the chapter “The Cave’ [chapter 18 of the Qurian] against his trial. He is
emerging from a place between Damascus and Iraq. He travels towards
right and left” [Against his trial, the Prophet said,] “O servants of God! Be
steadfast” We said, “O Messenger of God. How long will his stay on earth
be?” He said: “Forty days. One day is like a year, one day is like a month,
one day is like a week, and his other days are like your days” We said, “O
messenger of God on the day which is like one year is it enough for us to
perform the prayer of one regular day?” The Prophet said: “No, measure
that day according to your days.” We said, “O messenger of God, how fast
is he [his spread] on the earth?” The Prophet said: “Like rain backed by
wind. He comes to a nation and they believe in him and accept [his mes-
sage]. He commands the sky to rain and it rains, and the earth to grow
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grass and it grows. He provides them with plenty of wealth. He comes to
another nation and they reject his message. He turns away from them and
they become poor with nothing in their hands. He passes a remnant of an
ancient city and tells her, “Take out your treasures. Her treasures follow
him like bees, and then he calls a man full of youth and strikes him with
his sword, cutting him in two. Then he calls him and the youth stands up
laughing with shining face. At that moment God sends Jesus, the son of
Mary, from heaven. He descends on the top of the white minaret at the
east of Damascus, putting his hands on the wings of two angels. [He is so
handsome that] when he bows his head, it is as if water drops, and when
he lifts his head his hair shines like pearls. Any nonbeliever who receives
his breath will die; his breath reaches as far as his sight. He pursues the
Antichrist and finds him at the gate of Lod; then he kills him. Then cer-
tain people who were saved in the trial of the Antichrist come to Jesus.
He touches their faces [to remove dust] and tells them about their place
in paradise. At that time God reveals to Jesus: ‘T have made some of my
creatures [Gog and Magog] emerge and no one can defeat them. Take My

>

servants to the mountain of Tour’” (the mountain that is believed to be

the place where Moses received God’s message.)”

One might wonder how the minaret mentioned in this hadith, which could
not have been present at the time of the Prophet (maybe it was there as a church
tower), came to be a part of the Prophet’s saying. Despite methodological au-
thentication of the hadith, it is clear that there are some terms in the hadith
that the Prophet never used. It is even more interesting that the scholars of the
Hadith did not question this case. For example, Yahya bin Sharaf al-Nawawi (d.
1278), one of the best-known commentators on Sahih Muslim and a well-known
scholar of Islamic law, gives some linguistic background on the word “minaret”
in his commentary on this hadith, saying, “This minaret exists today [in the
thirteenth century] in the eastern neighborhood of Damascus.”?® Later we see
more commentaries on these types of hadith in which narrators perhaps have
added the names of locations where they thought the events that the Prophet
foretold would take place. Such additions to the original text of this hadith have
caused conflicting and confusing ideas. The same hadith has been recorded by
some other prominent Hadith scholars, such as al-Tirmidhi, Ibn Majah, and
al-Nisaburi (d. 1014). Al-Tirmidhi, interestingly, points out a confusion of the
two hadith transmitted by Walid bin Muslim and ‘Abd al-Rahman bin Yazid.
According to al-Nisaburi, the hadith meets the criteria for the two authorita-
tive collections of hadith (those of al-Bukhari and Muslim).? It is therefore
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considered a sound and reliable hadith. The same hadith has been recorded by
Ibn Majah in his Sunan. He uses the word khuruj Isa (the emergence of Jesus)
instead of the phrase “nuzul ‘Isa” (the descent of Jesus).??

Example of a Hadith about a Dream of the Prophet

Some hadith are about a dream of the Prophet of Islam. Theologically speaking,
the Prophet’s dreams are always true, unlike the dreams of ordinary people.
Because the prophets are chosen by God, their dreams are part of divine in-
spiration or revelation. In the beginning of his mission as a prophet, before
the start of revelation, Muhammad would have dreams that immediately and
clearly came true. For example, things that he would see at night would be real-
ized during the day in such a clear and evident way that the prophet described
them as “the break of the dawn”

The dream that is narrated in this hadith occurred in a later period of Mu-
hammad’s prophetic life. Muhammad sees Jesus and the Antichrist in his
dream. In his dream the Prophet sees a very good-looking man with straight
hair. Muhammad inquires about this individual’s identity. The people around
the Prophet say, “This is Jesus, the son of Mary.” The language used in this
hadith seems to be very symbolic. Jesus’s garments are yellow. The image of
“water” dripping from Jesus’s head may also symbolize cleanliness, which has
to do with his high spiritual level. In this case Jesus seems to be at the highest
spiritual level, symbolizing angelic qualities, while the Antichrist seems to be
at the lowest level, symbolizing satanic qualities. Jesus and the Antichrist have
totally opposite qualities. ‘Abdullah bin ‘Umar, the narrator of this hadith, was
a prominent companion of the Prophet who converted to Islam before puberty
and migrated to Medina with other companions of the Prophet in 622 CE. He
passed away in 692 CE, sixty years after the death of the Prophet. He narrates
the words of the Prophet as follows:

It has been shown to me while I was sleeping. In my dream while I was
circumambulating the Kaba, I saw a man of brown color, the best one can
see among brown-colored human beings. His hair was so long that it fell
between his shoulders, among the best hairs one can see. He had combed
his hair and it was as if water was dripping from his head, and he was on
the shoulders of two men circumambulating the Ka'ba. I asked, “Who
is this?” They replied, “This is Jesus, the son of Mary” Then suddenly I
saw another man who had very curly hair, his right eye was blind like an
exploded piece of grape. I asked, “Who is this?” They replied, “This is al-
Dajjal [the Antichrist], the Pseudo-Messiah"?

69



70

Islam’s Jesus

This hadith is found in Sahih Muslim and is considered reliable. The hadith
clearly describes the Antichrist’s deformed appearance by drawing attention
to his eyes. Some Muslim commentators take this in an allegorical way and
contend that the Prophet meant to say that the Antichrist would have only one
world, that he sees only this worldly life, that his second eye is not only blind
to the afterlife, it is totally deformed. In this hadith, it is clear that the Prophet
related his dream to his companions. The picture of Jesus symbolically shows
his purity and should not necessarily be taken literally.

A similar hadith by Jabir bin ‘Abdillah, another prominent companion of the
Prophet, makes a connection between Jesus and a community of believers mak-
ing jihad against evil: “A group among my people shall continue till the Day of
Judgment. Jesus, the son of Mary, will descend, and their leader will say to him,
‘Lead us in prayer’ Jesus will answer: ‘No, some of you are leaders to others. This
leadership is a gift of God to this ummah [the community of Muslims] "

These four hadith give a picture of the various ways that Jesus has been
described and presented in the broader Hadith literature. In general, shorter
hadith are considered more reliable because one can often find evidence of
authorial interpretation and additions in longer hadith. Although there might
be some hadith that are weak as far as the methodology of hadith is concerned,
their meaning still might be true. Thus, a weak hadith doesn’t necessarily mean
a wrong hadith. Some weak hadith are found in the one of the six reliable
sources of Hadith and as such have a place within the Islamic tradition.
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Speculations about Jesus’s Return

The examples from the Hadith genre of Jesus’s eschatological descent presented
in the previous chapter now lead us to an examination of the details Muslim
scholars and theologians have elaborated on. These elaborations have brought
out important and common themes in the Hadith that have played important
roles in shaping the Muslim understanding of Jesus and his place in Islam.
Themes include the time and place of Jesus’s return, his physical appearance,
his prayer behind the Muslim leader, his relation to Islamic law, his followers,
and his death. All references to Jesus in the body of the Hadith, be they sound
or weak, are indicative of the importance of Jesus for Muslims as a helper, a
rescuer, and a bringer of justice. How and when Jesus returns is left to the in-
terpretation of Muslim commentators, although the primary purpose of the
sayings of the Prophet about Jesus was to create awareness so that people would
do their best in this life to prepare for the afterlife.

The exact time of Jesus’s return has occupied the minds of Muslims since
the beginning of Islam. Theologically speaking, the most important thing for
individuals is not the time of the return of Jesus, which signals the nearness of
the Final Hour, but what they do to prepare for the afterlife. The Prophet Mu-
hammad responds to someone who asks “When is the Hour?” by saying “What
did you prepare for it?” The Prophet suggests that the most essential question
is how to prepare for the afterlife, the coming of which is certain. Muslims be-
lieve that without the coming of the afterlife—the place of eternal bliss—this
worldly life is incomplete. The analogy compares this world to a farm and the
afterlife to the harvest. Without an afterlife, this world would be like a farm with
no harvest. The certainty of the coming afterlife is a major principle in Islam.
The theological argument is that if we know when Jesus returns, we can then
anticipate the coming of the afterlife, the greatest event in human history. Yet
the exact knowledge of this transformation belongs only to God.
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The Prophet’s mission was to both warn people and to give good news. Je-
sus’s return is a sign of the afterlife, the good news for the Islamic community.
In other words, the Prophetic promise of Jesus’s return is a reminder that the
Islamic community will never be abandoned by God. In the time of the most
difficult calamities when they are almost hopeless, a messenger of God such as
Jesus will come to their aid. This hope has played a vital role throughout history.

The Time

Predicting the time of Jesus’s return is of importance to Muslims because Jesus’s
descent is one of the most significant events in Islamic eschatological literature,
despite the opposition of some Muslim intellectuals who doubt the reliability of
the textual references of the descent of Jesus.! Knowledge of the future belongs
only to God. Even prophets of God cannot know the exact contours of the fu-
ture. Prophets and saints who have spoken about the future were referring to
revelations or inspirations that were given to them by God. Anyone who claims
to know the specific time for the descent of Jesus is considered a charlatan,
because this is a future event that only God knows.

Considering the rich body of Hadith sources, the event of Jesus’s return is a
very important occurrence. The Prophet emphasizes Jesus’s coming and some
sources indicate that it might be near. In the geologic history of the earth, how-
ever, “near” is a relative term.

The Prophet wanted to make sure that his companions knew about the de-
scent of Jesus, and he seems to expect Jesus’s descent in his own lifetime. He
says: “I hope I may live long enough to meet Jesus, the son of Mary. But if I
have a short life any of those among you who meets him should convey my
greetings of peace”” One can see a parallel between this saying of the Prophet
and a well-known verse in the book of Acts: “This Jesus, who has been taken
up from you into heaven, will come in just the same way as you have watched
Him go into heaven” (Acts 1:11). Other hadith make a connection between the
emergence of al-Dajjal, the Antichrist, and the descent of Jesus, suggesting that
Jesus will emerge shortly after the Antichrist, yet they do not mention when the
Antichrist will emerge. It is possible that in making a connection between Jesus
and the Antichrist, the Prophet did not intend to give a certain period of time
for the apocalypse but wanted to give good news that when there is someone
who spreads animosity, such as the Antichrist, there will be someone who per-
forms justice and good deeds, such as Jesus. Therefore, there is no reason for
hopelessness.
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A hadith narrated by Hudhayfa bin al-Yaman recounts,

Everyone used to ask the Prophet about good, but I asked him about evil.
I was afraid that the evil would catch me. I said, “O Messenger of God, we
were in ignorance and evil, then God brought for us this good [the mes-
sage of Islam]. Will there be an evil after this good?” The Prophet said,
“Yes” Then I said, “And will there be good after that evil?” The prophet
again said, “Yes”” . .. then I said, “O messenger of God, what do you com-
mand me to do if this time catches me?” The Prophet said, “Stick to the
community of Muslims and their leader.”®

The hadith suggests that the companions of the Prophet were worried about
possible future events and their evil consequences and asked Muhammad for
guidance.

Another long hadith, narrated by Jabir bin ‘Abdillah, a well-known compan-
ion of the Prophet, relates how Muslims will be oppressed and tortured by the
Antichrist and Jesus will descend to rescue them. This hadith contains impor-
tant symbolic and allegorical statements and presents Jesus as a redeemer for
Muslims. According to this hadith, Jesus will appear at a time when Muslims
are surrounded by the forces of the Antichrist. While the Antichrist spreads his
tribulation and mischief (fitna) among Muslims, a group of Muslims will escape
and take refuge in a mountain, said to be near Damascus, called Dukhan, or
Smoke. At this mountain they will be surrounded by the forces of the Anti-
christ. Jesus will appear at this time of despair for Muslims. A call for prayers
will be performed. Muslims will ask Jesus to lead them in the prayer, but he will
decline and ask the Muslims’ leader (imam) to lead them in the prayer (and
therefore pray behind the leader).* After performing the morning prayer to-
gether, Jesus and the Muslims will move against the Antichrist and he will melt
like salt in water.® Either to emphasize the importance of prayer or for some
other reason, prayer and the call for prayer take place in almost all narratives
describing similar events. Most probably since these are symbols of Islam, they
occur continuously in the time of the descent of Jesus.

Although the desperate situation of a group of Muslims and the imminence
of Jesus’s return are emphasized in Hadith literature, this is far from a desire for
chaos promoted by the end-times scenarios of certain radical groups. In fact,
contrary to this, it can be argued that Islamic eschatological literature suggests
that there is a need for a peaceful environment for Jesus to come. The Hadith
indicates that it is the duty of Muslims to prepare a peaceful world for the de-
scent of Jesus and not to cause chaos to force him to come. Mainstream Mus-
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lim theologians would consider it against the teachings of the Quran to claim
that God can be forced to do something. “God is the Doer of what He wills”
(Qur’an 85:16). Thus, one cannot hasten Jesus’s return. According to Islamic
theology, God alone decides to send Jesus and chooses the time and manner
of his descent. The theological principle clearly indicates that both some Shi’ite
denominations and some Christian fundamentalist groups who try to create
more chaos to hasten the coming of Jesus are going against a central principle
of Islamic theology.

Furthermore, the Hadith carries a symbolic meaning indicative of a non-
violent struggle against injustice before and after the coming of Jesus, as many
prominent Muslims and Christians have been practicing in our recent his-
tory. Similar to the famous verses in Isaiah which speak of beating swords into
plowshares (2:1-4), one hadith says that when Jesus descends, Muslims will
no longer use violence or swords.® This hadith avers that Jesus and his Muslim
helpers in this eschatological scenario will not use violence in their struggle,
since the sword symbolizes the use of force in much eschatological litera-
ture and in this hadith the sword is not used. As in the narration from Jabir
bin ‘Abdillah above, another hadith draws our attention to how the Antichrist
“melts” (rather than being “killed”) when he meets Jesus: “When the Anti-
christ sees Jesus, he will melt as salt melts in the water.”” Despite references
to a violent struggle between Jesus and the Antichrist in some Hadith nar-
ratives, this particular phrase is very telling regarding the end-time events
in Islam. One may arguably conclude that this eschatological scenario in the
Islamic tradition, unlike the expectations of some fundamentalist Christians
and some radical Muslims, has strong elements of nonviolence that will find
its zenith in the descent of Jesus, a symbol of peace foretold by the Prophet of
Islam more than 1,400 years ago.

As can be seen in these sayings of the Prophet, the time and the place of Je-
sus’s descent are ambiguous. Any object of faith should be based on the Qur'an
or sound and reliable sayings and actions of the Prophet. Just as the text must be
reliable, it also must be understandable and unambiguous. Ambiguous texts are
not considered valid references for building the principles of Islamic faith, not
because they are wrong but because of their ambiguity. Thus, Muslims cannot
build their faith in the coming of Jesus upon sayings that specify time and loca-
tion. Given the ambiguity of the eschatological literature, there is much space
for interpretation.

Benefiting from this ambiguity and misusing the expectations of people,
many charlatans have emerged to claim that they were Jesus, that their time
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was the time. Ibn Khaldun (d. 1406), a prominent Muslim historian, theologian,
and social scientist, warns of the possibility of charlatans who will misuse the
message of the Prophet. Although he accepts the reliability of some sources on
the descent of Jesus, he strongly criticizes those who attempt to determine a
specific date for that event. He says, “There are many similar statements. The
time, the man, and the place are clearly indicated in them. But the [predicted]
time passes, and there is not the slightest trace of [the prediction coming true].
Then, some new suggestion is adopted which, as one can see, is based upon lin-
guistic equivocations, imaginary ideas, and astrological judgments.”® Discour-
aging charlatans and those who follow them blindly, he implies that heralds of
the end times have always been a dime a dozen.’

The Place

Different locations for Jesus’s return are offered in a number of hadith. The
hadith that speaks of the place of Jesus’s descent as a “white minaret” of the
Umayyad Mosque in Damascus is probably the most interesting.' Theologians
in general do not accept this hadith literally, instead finding it symbolic. Be-
ditizzaman Said Nursi’s writings about this hadith offer an intriguing allegorical
approach. To him the minaret, or the tower attached to a mosque, is a symbol
for an announcement that all people of the city can hear. Nursi analogizes this
to methods of modern mass communication.

The literal understanding of the hadith led a sixteenth-century Muslim
scholar, ‘Ali bin Sultan Muhammad al-Qari (d. 1605), to cite various locations
for Jesus’s descent, including Damascus, Jerusalem, Jordan, and “the camp of
Muslims.” Al-Qari reconciles these contradictory narratives in an ingenious
way: “The narrative that says Jerusalem is my preference. This does not contra-
dict other narratives, because Jerusalem is east of Damascus; that is the camp
of Muslims at that time. Also, Jordan linguistically means ‘urban’ and therefore
it includes Jerusalem as well.” He goes on to claim that even if there was not a
white minaret in his time in Jerusalem, one would be built before the descent
of Jesus.!

In a hadith narrated by Ka'b al-Ahbar (d. 653), a rabbi who converted to Is-
lam, the focus shifts from a minaret to a bridge. According to this narrative, the
place of descent is a white bridge by the east gate of Damascus.!? This location is
no less imbued with symbolic meaning. Why Damascus? Perhaps it is because
when these sayings of the Prophet were collected and compiled, Damascus was
already a center of Islam. Traditionally, meetings are held in the center of gov-
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ernance, so the meeting of Jesus is accordingly held there. According to this
hadith, he is to meet with Muslims and pray with them in Damascus. Despite
the fact that the later narration is not authenticated, the analogy of the bridge
can be considered a hint about the goal of the descent of Jesus. Clearly, this nar-
rative is considerably different from the earlier narrative of the descent; it gives
the idea that Jesus does not necessarily descend from heaven to the top of the
minaret, as was described in some narratives.

The symbol of a bridge, even if it is not directly put forth by the Prophet, is
very significant with regard to the mission of Jesus’s descent in Islam, particu-
larly for some Muslims’ understanding of the sayings of the Prophet on the
subject. Even if this symbol is not accepted as a hadith and even if it is not reli-
able, the statement by Kab al-’Ahbar, when compared with the white minaret
narratives, illustrates the richness of discussion about the descent of Jesus even
in the first century of Islam. Even if we do not know why Al-’Ahbar used the
symbol of a bridge, one can argue that in the modern context, building a bridge
can refer to forging a dialogue between adherents of religious traditions and
members of different ethnicities. Understanding the descent of Jesus in this
manner is compatible with the overall teaching of the Quran and the Hadith.
The multiplicity of understandings about the nature of Jesus’s return gives a
sense of the flexibility of interpretation even though some of these interpreta-
tions are not found in the major Hadith sources.

Another hadith, indicates the direction from which Jesus comes: “Jesus
comes from the west, he acknowledges Muhammad as a Prophet”®* This ha-
dith draws attention to the manner of Jesus’s appearance: he will not descend
from heaven but will come from the west. The term “west” has a significant
meaning. Although the soundness of this hadith is questionable with respect to
the chain of narration, the meanings and interpretations the narrative suggests
are important. It is evident that this hadith was known to scholars in the eighth
century and in the era of the narrator of the hadith, Ahmad bin Hanbal (d. 903).
In interpreting this hadith, one can argue that Christendom may be understood
by the term “west,” where Jesus’s message is widely spread. Therefore, Jesus, in
the sense of the spirit of his religious message, lives in the west. Although there
is no way to claim with any certainty that the ambiguous terms used by the ha-
dith can be attributed to the Prophet and, in fact, these types of narratives may
have been said by some saints or other pious people and wrongly related to the
Prophet, the fact that there was much discussion of these ideas in this milieu is
of importance.
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Jesus’s Physical Appearance

Jesus’s physical features are also the subject of some narratives. It is interesting
to observe how the body of the Hadith details the description of the face of
Jesus. Jesus is described as handsome, beautiful, and clean. He is someone who
is beloved. The facial descriptions found in the Hadith are symbolic of his pure
message and of the mission to be fulfilled; people must love him and support
him in his eschatological role. It certainly can be argued that as Jesus will not
be known to many people, the attention to Jesus’s appearance can simply be a
way of allowing people to be able to pick Jesus out of a crowd. However, given
the symbolism involved, a better argument might be what is most important is
not actually seeing him and that having a personal acquaintance with Jesus is
not something to be sought. Muslims, according to this interpretation, should
not seek to find Jesus in person; instead, they should strive to fulfill his message
of peace and serenity, a message proclaimed by the Prophet of Islam. Participa-
tion in the large-scale project that Jesus fulfills requires tremendous effort and
enthusiasm. Muslims and Christians can participate in such efforts even if they
never see Jesus or his descent.

These hadith continually describe the physical features of Jesus so that Mus-
lims will not hesitate to accept him when they see him. In some traditions, Jesus’s
physical appearance is equated to a specific person, one of the most handsome
companions of the Prophet. For example, he is likened to ‘Urwa bin Mas‘ud (d.
630), who was famous for his handsomeness.* ‘Urwa became a Muslim in the
first stages of the life of the Prophet when there were very few Muslims, before
the Prophet’s arrival in Medina, during his famous hijra, or migration. ‘Urwa
asked the Prophet for permission to go to his people and convey the message
of Islam. The Prophet was worried about him and said, “I am afraid that your
people will kill you,” but “‘Urwa said, “O messenger of God, even if I am asleep
they will not wake me up. I am beloved to them” In fact he was beloved and
highly respected, but the greed and arrogance of his people against the message
of Islam led them to kill him while he was trying to convince them of the mes-
sage of the Prophet.® They eventually understood the gravity of their crime,
but it was too late. ‘Urwa had already been shot with an arrow and killed. Later
all the members of his tribe accepted Islam. ‘Urwa is one of the first martyrs of
Islam. By comparing Jesus’s physical beauty to that of ‘Urwa, the Prophet was
also most likely indicating the common suffering that both experienced at the
hands of their own communities. Both of them wanted to convey the message
of God to their people and both were rejected. I would argue that the famous
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hadith “God will send Jesus, son of Mary, who is very much like ‘Urwa bin
Mas‘ud,”'® which is generally understood by Muslim commentators to refer to
physical similarities, can also be considered in terms of the situations of Jesus
and ‘Urwa vis-a-vis their own communities.

In contrast to the New Testament, many Hadith narratives have been re-
corded that describe the physical aspects of Jesus, as if the prophet says, “If
you see him, don’t miss him?” Once again the Prophet indicates the importance
of the event of the descent of Jesus and the participation of members of his
community in the fulfillment of Jesus’s pure message. The beauty of the color
of his skin and the appearance of his hair are all explicitly stated. The hadith
indicates that the Prophet saw Jesus during his night journey when he ascended
to heaven and met with him. He mentions that he met Jesus and he describes
Jesus to his people, saying, “He was a man of middle stature, reddish, as though
he had come out of a bath”” The authenticity of these narratives is accepted by
Hadith scholars. The accepted interpretation is that the Prophet encouraged his
community to recognize Jesus when he comes.

Attention to the Importance of Prayer

In the hadith narrated by al-Bukhari that I discussed earlier, the Prophet says,
“[I am wondering] how would you be when Jesus, the son of Mary, descends
among you and your imam [leader] is one of you.” The hadith speaks of a leader
of Muslims who is also a Muslim or “one of you” The hadith stresses the im-
portance of prayer and again suggests that Jesus will pray behind the leader
of Muslims. Indicating the importance of prayer in the time of Jesus’s descent
and under the same heading, titled “The Descent of Jesus, the Son of Mary,’
the hadith continues, “One prostration for God will be more valuable than the
entire world and what is in it.!® This emphasizes that one segment of prayer has
greater importance than the most significant material thing. This could be seen
as an exaggeration, but it could also be understood as a comparison between
the transient, worldly life and the world of eternity, the afterlife. Prostration
before God is related to the world of eternity, from which even a small amount
overweighs all possessions in this worldly life because things of this world are
mortal and transient.

One can also see the importance of the prayer through the projected sce-
nario of Muslims and Jesus praying together. The importance of the fulfillment
of prayer takes precedence over the killing of the Antichrist. They perform their
prayer first. At the request of Jesus, the Muslim leader leads the prayer. Follow-
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ing the example of the Prophet of Islam, whose life was full of prayer, the lives
of all Muslims are expected to be full of prayers, the most important of which
are the five prescribed daily prayers.

It is noteworthy that Jesus is generally described as coming during one of
these daily prayers. Most narratives say he will come in the time of the after-
noon prayer, which seems to give a different meaning than one of the other regu-
larly prescribed daily prayers would. The afternoon prayer symbolizes that sun-
set or the end of human history is near. Prayer is the greatest symbol of piety in
Islam and will continue to be so. Jesus’s coming in a time of prayer may indicate
that he approves of this behavior. The Quran contends, “And We have written
in the Psalms, after the Torah that My righteous servants will inherit the earth”
(21:105). Given the importance of the Psalms in the traditions of prayer for both
Jews and Christians, the Qurlanic emphasis on righteousness in reference to
the Torah and the Psalms is remarkably significant. Further, if the hadith on
Jesus’s descent during one of the daily prayers are authentic, they may suggest
prayer as a common ground between Muslims and Christians. They may also
suggest togetherness between Muslims and Christians on the concept of prayer,
rather than the differences some literalist theologians have emphasized in their
debates about who would lead a particular daily prayer, Jesus or the Mahdi.

It seems that a literalist approach to this saying of the Prophet, which takes
place in one of the most reliable references of the Hadith, would be misleading.
In this particular saying of the prophet, “prayer” seems to be the key term. The
hadith, by drawing attention to prayer, makes a connection between Islamic
piety and the spiritual life of Jesus. Historically and even today, prayer has been
the greatest mark of Islamic life and civilization. In every part of the Islamic
world, which has a population of 1.6 billion, from small villages to major cities,
the call for prayer is announced five times a day from the top of minarets to
declare the message of God and His greatness.

Some commentators identify the leader of Muslims mentioned in the Hadith
as the Mahdi. However, there is no certainty in the traditions about the name
and personality of this leader.”” In his commentary on this particular hadith,
Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani (d. 1449), a well-known Hadith commentator and his-
torian, prefers the interpretation that this personality is the expected Islamic
messianic figure, the Mahdi. He adds that this event of prayer is evidence that
the world will always have some scholars or saints who are able to prove their
cases and who stand for righteousness.”> Medieval Muslim theologians con-
cluded that Jesus praying behind the Muslim leader is a sign of Jesus’s approval
of Islamic law.

79



8o

Islam’s Jesus
Jesus and Islamic Law

Because the Hadith is the second most important source in Islam, the matter
of law and jurisdiction after the descent of Jesus has been a topic of concern for
many commentators. Some commentators accept a literal approach and want
to complete the scenario by providing already available Islamic laws for him.
Jesus’s return is certain because the sayings of the Prophet are clear about it.
And, according to these commentators, his return is literal. But when he comes,
what kind of rules will he follow? Is he going to follow the rules of Islamic
law or invent new rules to follow? These are questions that have occupied the
minds of some other commentators on the Hadith. Commenting on sayings of
the Prophet such as “[I am wondering] how would you be when Jesus, the son
of Mary, descends among you and your imam [leader] is one of you,””! many
Muslim theologians believe that Jesus will take Islamic law as a reference for
his ruling system. Al-Suyuti (d. 1505), a noted and prolific Egyptian Muslim
scholar, is so confident about this that he wrote a book entitled Kitab al-I‘lam bi
Hukm ‘Isa Alayh al-Salam [The Book of Declaration of the Rule of Jesus, Peace
Be upon Him].?2 Importantly, the ethical teachings of Islam are fully compatible
with the ethical teachings of Jesus presented in the New Testament’s Sermon
on the Mount.

Some scholars give Jesus the role of renewer, or mujaddid, of Islam. He will
come to renew the religion of Islam.?® Instead of bringing new laws, he will use
Qur’anic law. For example, after recording many hadith on the descent of Jesus
in his commentary on the Qur’an, al-Qurtubi says the following: “Our scholars,
may God’s mercy be with them, have said: This is a proof that Jesus descends as
a renewer of the religion of the Prophet [Muhammad], peace and blessings be
upon him?* Once again the close relationship between Jesus and the Prophet
of Islam is emphasized.

Another question that occupied the minds of medieval Muslim theologians
is how Jesus will bring about justice and by which kind of knowledge will he
do so. Al-Suyuti answers this question by saying: “Jesus will be able to meet
the Prophet Muhammad and the other prophets in a vision. Therefore he will
adopt their rules and will act according to the rules that the Prophet of Islam
has brought” For al-Suyuti, Jesus, as a prominent messenger of God, will also
receive revelation from God to guide the community to righteousness.?

Some Muslim commentators, perhaps under the influence of certain world
religious traditions, have claimed that humankind will no longer have reli-
gious obligations when Jesus comes. But Islamic theology clearly underlines
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that religious obligations will not go away until the day of humanity’s resurrec-
tion. On this point there is a consensus.? In the afterlife, where good and evil
are utterly separated, there will no longer be a need for religious obligations.
People may want to fulfill those obligations for pleasure but not as a religious
duty. In Islamic theology, this worldly life is a test, a place where one works
hard to attain eternal bliss, while the afterlife is a place of rewards and not a
place of testing. Therefore, religious obligations will continue as long as people
live on earth.

Jesus’s Message and His Followers after His Death

Many commentators on the Hadith have carefully crafted the details of the
eschatological picture. Jesus will descend from heaven; join with the Islamic
leader, the Mahdi, to defeat the Antichrist; and eventually die because he is a
human being, even though a messenger of God. How will his death occur? Ac-
cording to one Islamic tradition, Jesus’s soul and the souls of his followers will
be taken by a comforting breeze. He will neither suffer nor feel the agonies
of death. Yet the message of Jesus will continue even after his death through
those who help and follow him. These followers will generally be known as
“Muslims,” but they will not necessarily be only Muslims. They will also be
Christians, Jews, and adherents of other religious traditions. The Islamic tradi-
tion does not restrict the followers to a certain group. The narrative is inclu-
sive. Helpers of Jesus are praised in Islam, in both a historical and an escha-
tological sense.

The Qur’an praises the apostles of Jesus, who sincerely helped him and sup-
ported his message. The Holy Book of Islam presents them as exemplary per-
sonalities for Muslims. The Qur’an narrates their willingness to be Jesus’s help-
ers in the way of God: “O you who believe, be Allah’s helpers, even as Jesus,
son of Mary, said unto the disciples: ‘Who are my helpers in God’s cause?’ The
apostles said: “We are your helpers in God’s cause’ And a group of the children
of Israel believed, while another group disbelieved. Then we strengthened those
who believed against their foe, and they became the uppermost” (61:14).

The collections of Hadith literature indicate that there will be followers
of Jesus in an eschatological sense as well. In some traditions the Prophet of
Islam speaks of them and praises them. Although this praise is not found in
the major Hadith collections, Hadith experts think it credible. In one of these
traditions the Prophet states that some people from his community of Islam
will be Jesus’s disciples. According to one narrative, the Prophet says, “Surely,
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Jesus the Messiah will find some people from among my community [as help-
ers] who are like you or even better than you, [the prophet repeated this three
times.] God will not disgrace a community of which I am the beginning and

Jesus the end”?’

A group of righteous believers is presented in al-Bukhari,
one of the reliable sources of the Hadith, as follows: “There will always be a
group from my community steadfast on [the path of] truth until the day of
judgment.”?® Some have thought of this group as the helpers of Jesus after his
descent.

Like some exclusivist Christians, some Muslim narrators have limited the
number of Jesus’s helpers to a few hundred at the time of apocalypse. Some
hadith were fabricated for this very purpose. This clearly goes against the teach-
ings of Islam, which encourage everybody to believe. This is reminiscent of the
prophetic story of the Bedouin who came to the Prophet and said as he prayed
with the Prophet, “Lord, give your mercy to me and Muhammad, and do not
give it to anyone else” The Prophet, after finishing his prayer, said to the man,
“You have narrowed the mercy of God”?

Islamic Scholars have commented on the time, the place, and the physical
appearance of Jesus frequently. To focus on all these commentaries would go
beyond the scope of this chapter. However, it is useful to conclude with an
example from a contemporary Muslim scholar who commented on the hadith
that tells about Jesus praying behind the imam. Said Nursi is not concerned
about the person of Jesus or the specific prayer that is mentioned in the had-
ith. He puts the idea of leadership in a more global context. One can see why
some scholars such as Nursi would go against the classical theologians’ un-
derstanding, limiting the leadership to daily prayer in a mosque, namely the
Umayyad Mosque. This understanding is considerably simplistic when one
speaks of Jesus’s eschatological descent. Nursi understands that the meaning
of the tradition that contends that Jesus will follow “the Mahdi” and pray be-
hind him indicates that Christianity will adopt the principles of the Quran.>
In other words, there will be an alliance between Muslims and Christians. In
this alliance the spiritual leaders of Christianity and Islam will be united in
their struggle against the nonbelieving or the irreligious. Drawing upon this
hadith, Nursi predicts that by this union “the true religion of God will be
strengthened”!' The Republican Brothers movement founded by Mahmud
Muhammad Taha in the Sudan considers the return of Jesus to be “the second
message of Islam .3

But even such an alliance between Islam and Christianity does not mean
the end of evil in the world. An axiom of Islamic theology requires the exis-
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tence of good and evil at the same time. It is impossible to have a world with
no sin. Humankind is tested in this world, as the Quran says. Even a fully
religious society must have some discrepancies so that the exercise of free will
can continue. This principle is true with regard to other figures that gener-
ally take place in the end-time picture, such as the Mahdi and the Antichrist.
In the following chapter I will examine the alliance of Jesus and the Mahdi
against the Antichrist as it is depicted in Islamic perceptions of the endtimes.
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The Mahdi and Jesus as Allies
against al-Dajjal (the Antichrist)

In Islamic eschatological literature, there are several important figures. Perhaps
the most important of these are Jesus, the Antichrist, and the Mahdi. These
three figures are closely related. Although a book could be written about any of
these three individually, our focus is Jesus, so it is appropriate to discuss Jesus’s
relationship with the other two figures. Since the idea of the Mahdi has an es-
pecial importance in the Shi‘ite tradition, I found it useful to include the Shi‘ite
theological perspective on Jesus’s return in this chapter.

The Mahdi

The Mahdi is an Islamic messianic figure whose emergence at the end of time
is expected to bring justice to the world. He is portrayed as a human being who
has the extraordinary power to make such a change. Although the Mahdi is not
named in the Quran or the highly reliable Hadith anthologies of al-Bukhari
and Muslim, belief in the coming of the Mahdi is found both in the Sunni and
Shi‘ite traditions of Islam.! The belief in the emergence of the Mahdi is an es-
sential part of the Shi‘ite tradition and doctrines in that tradition regarding his
coming and messianic role are considerably different than those found in the
Sunni tradition. Although the vast majority of Sunnis believe in the coming of
the Mahdi, the figure is not a major part of their theology; that is to say, a belief
in the coming of the Mahdi is not one of the pillars of Sunni Islam or its articles
of faith.? The major role of the Mahdi in the Sunni tradition is to work for jus-
tice and to fight with Jesus against the Antichrist and eventually defeat him. In
“al-Anbiya)” or “the Prophets,” a chapter of Muhammad al-Bukhari’s al-Sahih,
we are taught about a nameless figure who leads a prayer at the request of Jesus.
Many commentators on this hadith believe this Muslim leader to be the Mahdi.
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Some hadith even suggest that Jesus will meet with the Mahdi at the time of a
specific prayer. One hadith says this meeting will take place at a morning prayer
while another says it will be during an afternoon prayer. It is believed that Jesus
and the Mahdi will pray together but that the leader in prayer will be the Mahdi.
Despite the fact that Jesus is among the five elite prophets of God and the Mahdi
is lower in spiritual rank than Jesus, some traditions suggest that Jesus will ask
the Mahdi to lead the prayer.

Some Muslim commentators take Hadith literature on the Mahdi very liter-
ally while other prominent scholars understand the hadith on the subject in
allegorical ways. Still other scholars deny that the idea of the Mahdi is found in
Islam. For example, Muhammad Rashid Rida (d. 1935), a prominent Egyptian
scholar and jurist, argues that neither in the Qurian nor in the Hadith can one
find a reliable reference to the idea of the Mahdi that would support the figure’s
role in Sunni theology. He warns Muslims of pseudo-Mahdis. In concluding his
arguments, he says: “We do not believe in this expected personality. We believe
in the harm of believing in him.” He also believes that the reason for Muslims’
stagnation in technology and military power is their belief in a man with an
extraordinary “unseen power and heavenly support,” a capacity that can make
things right and miraculously bring about justice.® It seems that Rida’s idea is
not the dominant view among Muslims, but his view is shared by a good num-
ber of Muslim intellectuals.

There is no doubt that Muslims’ expectations for the Mahdi reflect a deep-
rooted desire for a just social order and a moral system of governance. Since
this ideal is generally future-oriented, it is evident that it has certain eschato-
logical applications. Unlike Jesus, the Mahdi is not mentioned in the Qur'an
by name, although many verses refer to the muhtadun, or “the guided ones.*
In the Arabic lexicon, mahdi means “the person who is guided by God to the
truth”> Both words are derived from the same verbal noun, hady, which means
guidance. Thus, anyone who follows the true path could theoretically be called
mahdi but without any messianic meaning attached to the term. If we consider
hopeful Quranic verses to be indicators of the establishment of justice in the
future, then we can make a connection between this idea of hope and the Mahdi
tradition in Islam.

In the development of the Islamic tradition, many questions arose regarding
the persona of the Mahdi and the number of mahdis. One prophetic tradition
uses the plural form of the term in a context that indicates that the spiritual rank
of mahdis, or people who are guided to the truth, is quite high. One can under-
stand this from a story narrated in the Hadith collections. When the Prophet
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prayed for one of his companions, Abu Salama, who had passed away, he said,
“My Lord, bestow your forgiveness upon Abu Salama, raise his spiritual rank
to the level of the mahdis”® Since the Prophet used the plural form, it is under-
stood that he did not mean the expected messianic figure. In other instances,
the Prophet used the plural form of the term for his four caliphs, or successors,
Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman, and ‘Ali, calling them “the mahdis” Collectively,
the four caliphs are the highest of the members of the Islamic community in
spiritual rank. Irbad bin Sariya, one of the companions of the Prophet, narrates:

One day after morning prayer, the Prophet talked to us so eloquently that
our eyes became full of tears, and our hearts became fearful of God and
softened. A man in the group asked the Prophet, “O messenger of God,
this is like a farewell speech. How do you advise us?” The Prophet replied,
“I advise you to be fearful of God, to listen, and to obey, even if your
leader is an Ethiopian slave. Surely, those of you who live longer will see
much disunity. I am warning you about changes in the essence of religion.
Surely, it is a corruption. If you are alive at that time, stick to my path and
the path of my rightly guided successors [the mahdis]””

Since the Prophet used the term mahdis for his successors, it is very possible
that in the mind of most Muslims, the term mahdi became associated with a
leader who would rule and bring justice to the world, as did ‘Umar, the sec-
ond caliph in Islam, who became a symbol of justice beyond the Islamic world
through his practices of just rule.

One of the reasons the Mahdi is not an important element of faith in the
Sunni tradition of Islam is because the belief in the Mahdi is not directly men-
tioned in the two main sources of the Hadith, namely those recorded by Mu-
hammad al-Bukhari and Muslim bin al-Hajjaj. He is also not mentioned among
the major signs of the Final Hour. Because of this, Sunni Muslims consider the
belief in the Mahdi to be a secondary issue.

Even though it is not an essential part of Islam, belief in the Mahdi is of
theological concern to some theologians. Sa‘'d al-Din al-Taftazani (d. 1390), a
prominent medieval Muslim theologian, speaks of sayings of the Prophet on
the Mahdi that are not mentioned in the two major sources of Hadith. He draws
a distinction between the Shi‘ite and the Sunni views on the Mahdi that clearly
suggests that the Mahdi issue is a part of Islamic theology. Apparently this re-
markable theologian was troubled by the hadith in which the Mahdi leads the
prayer when he meets Jesus at the Umayyad Mosque, perhaps because many
theologians, including him, have understood the hadith in a literal way. Al-
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Taftazani seems not to understand why a prophet, Jesus, would ask a saint, the
Mahdj, to lead a prayer when he would be expected to lead the prayer. There-
fore, al-Taftazani reiterates that even after his descent Jesus will still remain a
prophet of God and will still be higher than the Mahdi. After mentioning sev-
eral hadith on the Mahdi, al-Taftazani says, “Yes, even he [Jesus] is at that time
among the followers of the Prophet, peace and blessings be upon him. Yet Jesus
is not stripped of his prophethood. There is no doubt that Jesus, as a prophet
of God, is higher than the Mahdi in spiritual rank. That is because the goal of
scholars of the Islamic community is the imitation of the prophets of the Israel-
ites”® As I shall discuss in chapter eight, al-Taftazani reports others’ allegorical
interpretations of certain end-time events and seems to have no problem with
them. For this specific instance of prayer, however, he has no explanation. It
seems that Islamic theology needed to wait until the twentieth century for an
allegorical interpretation of the hadith. Bediiizzaman Said Nursi, suggests that
this is an indication of a Muslim-Christian alliance based on Qur’anic prin-
ciples of justice and piety.

The Mahdi and the concept of justice are so intertwined that many Muslims
have identified historical figures who struggled for justice and worked against
oppression or who brought prosperity for their community as the Mahdi. For
example, many considered ‘Abdullah bin al-Zubair (d. 692), one of the compan-
ions of the Prophet, to be the Mahdi of his time. He fought against the oppres-
sion of some Umayyad dynasty leaders, particularly al-Hajjaj bin Yusuf (d. 714),
who was notorious for his oppression, especially of the family of the Prophet.
Many also considered the Umayyad caliphs Sulayman bin ‘Abd al-Malik (r.
715-17) and ‘Umar bin ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, who is known as ‘Umar II (r. 717-20), to
be the Mahdi for removing all grievances and making “the crooked straight.”
A modern Egyptian scholar considers ‘Umar II to be “a remarkable renewer of
Islam foretold by the Prophetic hadith ‘surely God sends for this community
at the beginning of every century someone who renews for the community
its religion.”!? He cites several reasons why ‘Umar II was the renewer foretold
by this hadith. For example, in addition to his piety and ascetic life, ‘Umar’s
just ruling included giving importance to consultation; rejecting oppression;
returning wrongly taken property to its owners; protecting minorities, Chris-
tians, and Jews; and providing freedom of thought. ‘Umar’s strong religion and
political engagement are also cited as indications that he was a renewer of Islam,
though we do not see here a messianic connotation.! However, some did see
a messianic connotation in giving the Abbasid caliph Muhammad, the son of
al-Mansur, the title of al-Mahdi.?
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From an Islamic theological perspective, those who claim that they are the
Mahdi are in fact charlatans. Since the Mahdi is guided by God, any claim to
such a spiritual rank negates that rank because humility is an essential part of
Islam."” Since hadith on the Mahdi assign a highly important task to this escha-
tological figure—the bringing of justice—the non-Hadith Islamic literary genre
has depicted the Mahdi as having supernatural characteristics. The Mahdi has
been given the extraordinary power to fulfill those expectations because such a
task cannot be accomplished by an ordinary individual. Since this characteriza-
tion is not found in the Hadith, it lacks theological value. The idea of the Mahdi,
however, has affected the social and political life of Muslims and has led to the
emergence of many impostors.

It should be noted that because of the similar roles of Jesus and the Mahdi,
there has been confusion about the role of each. Some early scholars of Islamic
theology have even claimed that there will be no Mahdi, that the eschatological
figure called the Mahdi is in fact Jesus himself.!* Although this view has not
received general acceptance among Muslims, some early scholars viewed the
concept of the Mahdi in this way. Al-Taftazani tackles this point by referring to
a saying related to the Prophet: “there is no Mahdi except Jesus” He interprets
the word mahdi to mean “guide” instead of the expected messianic figure of
Islam. He says, “It is not illogical to interpret this saying of the Prophet to mean
that there is no guide [mahdi] to lead the annihilation of al-Dajjal and the pre-
vention of his evil actions, as the reliable sayings of the Prophet have indicated,
except Jesus

As did Abu Dawud, some other early Hadith scholars recorded several more
traditions about the Mahdi in their collections.!® One can find a criticism by
Muslim historian and sociologist Ibn Khaldun (d. 1406) about the authenticity
of these sayings of the Prophet. Generally speaking, he accused many narra-
tors of being unreliable, although one can conclude from his overall approach
that he believed some sayings of the Prophet on the subject were reliable, and
he affirms that the idea of the Mahdi among Muslims has been a predominant
view throughout history. Interestingly, Ibn Khaldun brings the Mahdji, Jesus,
and the Antichrist together and explains the sequence of their emergence. In
this sequence, the Mahdi comes first, then the Antichrist, and finally Jesus. He
also warned that in his time there were some charlatans who claimed they were
the expected Mahdi. Summarizing the Sunni understanding of the Mahdi, Ibn
Khaldun says,

It has been well known and generally accepted by all Muslims in every
epoch that at the end of time a man from the family of the Prophet will,

Www.ebook777.com



http://www.ebook777.com

The Mahdi and Jesus as Allies against al-Dajjal (the Antichrist)

without fail, make his appearance, one who will strengthen the religion
and make justice triumph. Muslims will follow him, and he will gain dom-
ination over the Muslim realm. He will be called the Mahdi. Following
him, the Antichrist will appear with all the subsequent signs of the Hour
as established in the sound tradition of the Sahih. After the Mahdi, Isa
[Jesus] will descend and kill the Antichrist. Or Jesus will descend with
the Mahdi and help him kill the Antichrist, and will have the Mahdi lead
the prayers.”

A famous hadith explicitly emphasizes the similarity between the Mahdi
and the Prophet Muhammad. According to Abu Dawud, who seems to be the
Hadith collector most interested in the subject of the Mahdi, the Prophet said:
“If the world had no more than one day remaining, God would make that day
long in order to send a man from my family, whose name will coincide with my
name [Muhammad], and the name of his father will coincide with the name
of my father [‘Abdullah]”®® In another narration chain of the same tradition, a
similar statement is attributed to ‘Ali, the cousin of the Prophet, that emphasizes
the fulfillment of justice. ‘Ali, referring to his son Hasan, says: “This son of mine
is a master, as he was called by the Messenger of God. From his offspring, there
will come forth a man who will be called by the name of the Prophet [Mu-
hammad] and who will not resemble him physically, but will resemble him in
character” ‘Ali then says: “He will fill the earth with justice,” the role attributed
to Jesus in Hadith literature.” This emphasis on character goes against the com-
mon understanding of the description of the Mahdi. In most Islamic sources,
he is known to have the name of Muhammad and his father has the name of
Muhammad’s father, ‘Abdullah. Also typical are descriptions of facial features
of the Mahdj, such as his nose, eyes, and ears, that contradict this emphasis on
character.

If the hadith about the Mahdi were proven to be sound and reliable, the
promise of the Mahdi was likely a reassuring answer and a comfort to the com-
panions of the Prophet who were asking him about the coming turmoil. For
example, the Prophet refers to a caliph who the commentators understand to
be the Mahdi: “At the end of my community, there will be a caliph who will dis-
tribute countless wealth”?° The Hadith commentators indicate that this person
was believed to have been ‘Umar bin ‘Abd al-Aziz, or ‘Umar II, the Umayyad
caliph whose time was one of prosperity and peace and justice for the Islamic
community. Many scholars, poets, and theologians have thought of Umar II as
either a mahdi or the Mahdi, “whose physical peculiarities foretold that he was
the one destined to fill the earth with justice.”?! The word “caliph,” or khalifa, has
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the connotation of both religious and political authority. To indicate this, the
term khalifat Allah, or “deputy of God,” was used for the heads of state during
the Umayyad dynasty.

Because the term “caliph” was used to indicate both religious and political
authority, one can understand how the title of Mahdi in the Shi‘ite tradition also
came to mean both religious and political authority. If the Hadith commenta-
tors are accurate in their assumption that the caliph mentioned in this hadith
refers to the Mahdi, then one can claim that the Sunni tradition has a parallel
point of view about the position of the Mahdi.?? Similarly, a hadith about a
group keeping the path of righteousness is perceived as a reference to the com-
munity of the Mahdi that reasserts the promise of hope in the unseen future.
The Prophet says: “There will always be a group of people, following the way of
truth triumphantly until the Day of Judgment.”>* These traditions suggest that
there is not necessarily just one Mahdi and that there may be more than one.
This might explain why historically many people referred to their spiritual lead-
ers, Sufl masters, or just rulers using the title Mahdi.

The idea of the Mahdi also has a significant place in the mystical tradition
of Islam. According to Ibn Khaldun, Ibn al-Arabi, one of the most significant
personalities of Islamic mysticism, elaborated extensively on the subject.?* Ibn
al-Arabi suggests that the idea of the Mahdi has some relationship with the idea
of a mujaddid (renewer) in Islam. A renewer can be a saint or a scholar. The
idea has its roots in a prophetic tradition. The Prophet says, “Surely God sends
for this community at the beginning of every century someone who renews for
the community its religion.”>> Accordingly, it is believed that although there are
difficulties and tumultuous times, God will not leave the community without
guidance. The Prophet gave the good news to his community that God will sup-
port the community with these selected figures, renewers who possess moral
and spiritual power. Many Muslims believe that Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 1111)
was the renewer of his time and that Ahmad Sirhindi (d. 1624) was the renewer
of the second millennium of the Islamic calendar. Similarly, some consider Be-
ditizzaman Said Nursi to be the renewer of the twentieth century.?® There might
be others who could be considered renewers of Islam. Theologically speaking,
it is not appropriate to make a strict claim in this regard. One should say that
God knows best.

Discussion of the Mahdi leads to the place of hope in the Islamic tradition.
All this good news from the Prophet about the future should not put out the
flame of hard work in the minds and hearts of Muslims. Fatalism and hopeless-
ness are not accepted in Islam. If the idea of the coming of the Mahdi leads to
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idleness and passivity, it would be because of a misreading of the sayings of the
Prophet about future events. It can be argued that for a good period of time,
this misreading of the text was the norm. The Qur’an explicitly states that “for
human beings there is nothing except through their own endeavors” (53:39).
Believers of Islam should combine hope and action. This is true even in difficult
times. The faithful are to be hopeful about a better future. The Quran mentions
the experiences of the prophets before Islam, those who never deviated from
justice despite the difficulties they faced. The role of the Mahdi can be under-
stood as a continuation of their belief.

Jesus

Before discussing the Antichrist in Islamic theology, it is important to elaborate
on Jesus’s descent as understood by Shi‘ite theologians, which is very much
related to the emergence of the Mahdi. Essentially, the majority of Shi‘ite Mus-
lims, the dominant religious group in modern-day Iran, are in agreement with
Sunni Muslims about the descent of Jesus. Yet some Shi‘ite theologians may
have some different views.

According to the Twelver Shi‘ite tradition, Jesus will descend at the end of
time and will help establish justice on the earth. Other sects of the Shi‘ite tradi-
tion are directly influenced by the teachings of Christianity in their religious
beliefs. For example, they consider ‘Ali, the cousin of the Prophet, to be an
incarnation of God and compare Fatima, the daughter of Muhammad and wife
of ‘Ali, to Mary, the mother of Jesus.?’ They have also developed a religious
hierarchy that suggests a Christian influence. According to the scenario that
is presented here, Jesus will descend to help the Muslim community fight the
Antichrist and will defeat him. We find a parallel between Sunni and Shi‘ite be-
liefs in this regard. However, a slight difference between the two beliefs should
be noted: the Shi‘ite tradition suggests that although Jesus has died, he will be
resurrected and return.

Some Shi‘ite theologians, such as Abu Ja'far ‘Ali bin Babawayh al-Qummi
(d. 991), demonstrate a parallel belief not with the Sunni tradition but with
Christianity with regard to the death and the resurrection of Jesus. Ibn Ba-
bawayh says, “According to what our opponents [Sunni theologians] narrate,
when the Mahdi emerges, Jesus will descend on earth and pray behind him.
In fact, Jesus” descent to this world is his return after his death.”?® Two later
Shi‘ite scholars share this idea of Ibn Babawayh. In his interpretations of the
Qur’an, al-Tabarsi (d. 1153) mentions the reliability of traditions concern-

91



92

Islam’s Jesus

ing the descent of Jesus and discusses different ideas about these traditions.
He shares the beliefs found in the Sunni tradition that are narrated in major
sources of the Hadith.? These Shi‘ite Muslims were greatly influenced by pre-
Islamic scripture. For example, a seventeenth-century Shi‘ite scholar, Fayd-i
Kashani (d. 1679), refers to pre-Islamic scriptural references, particularly the
Torah, the Psalms, and the Gospels. Kashani quotes “the Gospel” on the com-
ing of the Prophet of Islam to the people of seventh-century Arabia and speaks
of Jesus as a precursor of Muhammad: “Jesus said in the Gospel the Rever-
ence [Christ] is going and the Paraclete [Muhammad] is coming after him.
He will lighten the bonds and interpret everything for you. He will witness for
me as I witness for him. I came to you with parables; he will come to you with
interpretation.” Kashani continues by narrating a divine revelation to Jesus:
“God revealed to Jesus and said, ‘O Jesus, believe in Muhammad, and com-
mand your community of those who will come after Muhammad’s emergence
to believe in him. If it were not for Muhammad, I would not have created
Adam, and if it were not for Muhammad, I would not have created Paradise
and Hell”*° Though Kashani does not give a direct indication of the source for
this biblical quote and simply cites “the Gospel” as his reference, the context
seems to indicate that he was referring to John 14:16, which says, “I will ask the
Father, and He will give you another Helper, that He may be with you forever.”
The word “helper” as translated here is the Greek word paraklétos, which is be-
lieved to be a reference to Muhammad. It is clear that Kashani is not quoting
verbatim from this verse, and he likely took it from some secondary sources of
his time.

Some Shi'‘ite scholars even go further to speak about the conditions in which
Jesus lives and whether he is now alive or dead. For example, the prominent
contemporary Shi‘ite scholar al-Tabataba’i (d. 1981) states that Jesus is alive to-
day. He interprets the verse of the Qur’an about the death of Jesus to mean that
God is taking care of Jesus instead of meaning that Jesus died. Therefore, the
meaning of the verse “and remember when God said, ‘O Jesus, I will cause you
to die and raise you to Myself” (Quran 3:55) is “I will take care of you,” rather
than the literal “I will cause you to die.” He also elaborates on Jesus’s ascen-
sion, saying that it is not just ascension in the physical world. A purely physical
ascent would assign a location to God, which is not compatible with the prin-
ciples of Islamic theology. Here we face the theological problem of confining
God to a particular space. In Islamic theology, God is too exalted to have a
physical location. If Jesus has ascended to God, does this mean that we should
relate God to a particular space?
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To respond to these challenging questions, al-Tabataba’i says, “We can say
the meaning of ascension to God is the ascension of body and spirit. The ap-
parent meaning of the verse leads to this belief. In this case, Jesus ascended to
heaven in the sense that heaven meant the nearest rank to God, the place where
people ascend for the glorification of God, the residence of the angels.”! This
view of heaven is shared by some contemporary Sunni theologians, as discussed
earlier, and the Shi‘ite belief is parallel to the Sunni belief in this regard. Among
Shi‘ite scholars today, the idea has remained and has kept its vitality. Some
modern scholars of the Shi‘ite branch of Islam compare Jesus to the Mahdi,
perhaps because of the similarity of their roles in bringing justice and rescuing
the oppressed.

However, Ibn Khaldun shares the reports of some narrators who give us the
impression that the Shi‘ite tradition of Islam denies the descent of Jesus. He
criticizes some Shi‘ite sects for their deification of imams, including the hidden
imam, the Mahdi, in the same way that he criticizes Christians for believing in
the divinity of Jesus. Ibn Khaldun says, “There are also [Shi‘ite] sects that are
called ‘Extremists’ [ghulat]. They transgress the bounds of reason and the faith
of Islam when they speak of the divinity of the imams. They either assume that
the imam is a human being with divine qualities, or they assume that he is God
in human incarnation.”*

According to Ibn Khaldun, “Some Shi‘ites referred to the famous saying of
the Prophet: “There is no Mahdi except Jesus’ to claim that there will be no
Mahdi except the Mahdi,” and some Shi‘ites contend that “the Mahdi is the
Messiah of the Messiahs.”>®> One can argue that Jesus’s descent is not denied in
Shi‘ite theological sources. These sources suggest that Jesus’s descent supports
the messianic figure of Shi‘ites, the Mahdi. If Jesus’s descent is acknowledged in
the Shi‘ite tradition, then why would a prominent Islamic historian, theologian,
and sociologist such as Ibn Khaldun have claimed that Shi‘ite Muslims do not
have such a creed? Here we may make two speculations. First, it is possible that
Ibn Khaldun was not aware of some major Shi‘ite sects, which have their own
creeds and beliefs. Since he lacked this information, he came to the conclusion
that Shi‘ites do not believe in the coming of Jesus. The second possibility is that
Ibn Khaldun knew about this faith of Shi‘ites but that since their argument for
it was so weak, he just ignored it. Some Shi‘ite sects even claimed that ‘Ali, the
cousin of the Prophet, would return in a manner that is similar to the coming
of Jesus. Others claimed that Muhammad, the Prophet of Islam, would return.
Sunni Muslims reject both views.

This idea of the return of ‘Ali is present in the beliefs of some classical sects
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in the Shi‘ite tradition, including one called the Saba’iyya, an extremist Shi‘ite
sect. When ‘Ali, the fourth caliph of Islam and the most prominent figure in
the Shi‘ite tradition, died after being wounded while preparing for morning
prayer by a Kharijite named Abd al-Rahman bin Muljam (d. 661), the Saba’iyya
claimed that ‘Ali had not been killed but that Satan had been killed instead.>*
They believed that ‘Ali rose to the heavens just as Jesus did and that Ali would
return and have his revenge on his enemies.*® Some of these Shi‘ite sects also
“greet the clouds,” since they believe that ‘Ali will come riding on the clouds,
a view that is almost identical to some literal readings of the return of Jesus in
Christianity. The founder of the Saba’iyya, ‘Abdullah bin Saba, claimed that the
Prophet Muhammad will also return after his death. Members of the Saba’iyya
criticized Sunnis and Shi‘ites who do not believe in the return of Muhammad,
claiming that “it is strange indeed that anyone should believe in the return of
Jesus as the Messiah and deny the return of Muhammad.” They claimed that
God has announced the return of Muhammad. Reynold Nicholson refers to Ju-
lius Wellhausen’s belief that the dogmas of this group were derived from Judaic
roots rather than from Persian sources.*® Although the group had an effect on
Islamic history, it has not continued into our time.

Al-Dajjal, the Antichrist

The Mahdi is presented on the side of Jesus in his eschatological struggle as a
figure of righteousness.’’” In this understanding, we encounter a figure of evil
that is on the opposite side, known as the Antichrist, or al-Dajjal, a fierce op-
ponent of Jesus. In Islam, al-Dajjal is evil personified, along with Satan (Qur’an
2:36,168, 208, 268), Iblis (Quran 2:34; 7:11; 26:95), al-Taghut (Quran 2:257; 4:60;
16:36), and the Pharaoh (Qur’an 3:11; 20:60; 28:4). Hadith literature contains a
detailed account of the emergence of al-Dajjal, also known as al-Masih al-Dajjal
or the Liar Messiah.

Strictly speaking, the word “al-Dajjal” does not appear in the Quran. How-
ever, some scholars believe that he is mentioned by his character traits. The
Qur’anic verses that mention Jesus indirectly make reference to al-Dajjal as
well. One verse reads: “Nay, but verily man is rebellious” (96:6). Though the
chapter’s revelation marks it as a description of a specific historical figure from
the time of the Prophet, it goes on to list characteristics that are analogous to
those that have been ascribed to al-Dajjal: rebelling against divine revelation
and the Prophet; preventing people from worshipping God; and closing houses
of worship, in particular mosques, among others. Similar sentiments are found
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in chapter 68 verses 10-13, which say: “[Muhammad] don't follow the wretch of
many oaths, the mischief-making slanderer, the hinderer of good, the wicked
transgressor, and the bully who is of doubtful birth” Some argue that verses in
the Quran about the Pharaoh and false deities such as al-Taghut also set forth
characteristics of al-Dajjal.®® As Bernard McGinn writes, “Some Qur’anic ex-
egetes refer to Chapter 108 in the Qur'an and claim that the verse contains the
hallmarks of the Antichrist” The chapter reads: “Lo! We have given you [Mu-
hammad] the kauthar [the fountain of paradise, a fountain that permanently
quenches the thirst of anyone who drinks of it]; so pray unto your Lord and sac-
rifice, surely the one who insults you, he is the abtar [one who is cut off without
posterity]” (108:1-3). McGinn indicates that some Muslim scholars understand
the term abtar to mean “one who is cut off or defective” and believe that this is
a reference to the Antichrist.*

In the Hadith collections, al-Dajjal is portrayed as an ugly, dirty person with
one eye. A companion of the Prophet, Anas bin Malik, narrates that on one
occasion the Prophet told his companions the following: “All of the proph-
ets warned their communities about the Antichrist. Beware, he is blind, and
your Lord is not blind. And there will be written on his forehead between
his eyes the word ‘disbeliever’ Kaf-Fa-Ra [or K-F-R, the Arabic letters for the
root word for ‘disbelief’]” McGinn argues that the notion that the Antichrist
will have three letters on his forehead parallels a number of Christian beliefs
about the physiognomy of the Antichrist, especially those presented in the
apocalypse narratives found in the non-canonical texts of pseudo-John and
pseudo-Daniel.*

The companions of the Prophet asked him about the length of al-Dajjal’s stay
on earth. The Hadith collections record that the length of his stay is forty days.
In a considerably long hadith narrated in one of the two most reliable Hadith
collections, Muslim bin al-Hajjaj, the Prophet speaks of the unusual days of the
Antichrist: “[He stays for] forty days. One day is as long as a year. . . . And we
asked, ‘O messenger of God, for the day that is like one year, does it suffice for us
to pray a one day prayer?” The Prophet replied, ‘No, measure [the time of your
prayer] that day according to your [regular] days.”!

Since the Prophet frequently uses figurative language in his talks about fu-
ture events, we may understand the meaning of these prophetic statements in
an allegorical and symbolic way. In the methodology of Islamic theology, when
the literal meaning is not reasonable, one should refer to the allegorical and
symbolic meaning. This hadith seems to be allegorical in relationship to the
Antichrist since the individual this text describes cannot be a human being. It
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is scientifically implausible for anyone to be born with these letters indicating
disbelief or a denial of God inscribed on his or her forehead. However, there
are various symbols of disbelief, and perhaps this is what the Prophet meant
instead of literal letters. Especially in our time, there are many groups or causes
that can be easily recognized by their symbols. For instance, people who sport
clothing with the logo of the Coexist Foundation are making a clear ideologi-
cal statement of the need to understand one another and live together peace-
fully. Explicit disbelief in God also has its symbols. One can argue that the
hammer and sickle have come to represent an atheistic worldview instead of
the proletariat and the peasantry that they originally stood for. Here we do not
assert that the Prophet of Islam referred in these sayings to certain ideologies
of disbelief, but we can assume that the Prophet could have spoken of some
future ideologies and movements that might make denial of God a slogan and
a symbol.

These are, of course, all possible interpretations and are open to discussion.
One cannot determine for sure what the ultimate goal of the Prophet was in
making these statements and therefore cannot build a strong faith upon them.
The text is open to more interpretations. All of these interpretations are based
on our assumption that the Prophet really said these statements because they
are mentioned in the reliable sources of Hadith. If the scholars of Hadith prove
the unreliability of these sayings of the Prophet, then these interpretations
point to what happened after the era of the Prophet. Theologically speaking,
the knowledge of these kinds of narratives belongs solely to God because they
refer to the future, to unseen events.

Some contemporary scholars have found certain hints in the sayings of
the Prophet that help in understanding these ambiguous narratives. One of
these hints is the concept of the “long day,” according to some contemporary
theologians who are much more aware of the geography of the world than
earlier generations were. One of these scholars is Said Nursi, who refers to the
North Pole as a reference for this hadith, a place where a year is one day. This
contemporary knowledge has led him to define the location from which the
Antichrist or, in his words, “the ideology of disbelief,” emerges. He humbly
reminds his readers that “no one knows the realm of the unseen but God”
(Quran 27:65) to make it clear that his interpretations are not binding. To
him, “there are two interpretations of this: the first, the hadith indicates that
the big Dajjal (the Antichrist of the world of Christianity) will emerge from
the North Pole, because at the North Pole the whole year is one night and one
day” In his second interpretation, Nursi says that both Dajjals, the Antichrist
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of the Islamic world and that of the Christian world, will have three periods of
rule. During the first of these, which are called “days,” the two Antichrists will
accomplish “endeavors” the likes of which a human being could not accom-
plish in three hundred years. Nursi believed this is what the Prophet of Islam
meant by “one day will be like one year” He also suggests that the Antichrist
should not be understood as merely a person but as a current or philosophy of
irreligiosity that promotes disbelief. For him, a philosophical movement such
as Communism can be considered one of these materialistic philosophies or
movements.*?

Unlike Nursi’s interpretation, Muslims throughout Islamic history under-
stood the Antichrist to be an individual rather than a movement. Yet Nursi’s
point shows us that there should be a reevaluation of some historical concepts
of Islamic theology. There is no doubt that al-Dajjal, or the Antichrist, is one of
these historical themes. His role is a destructive one, and he is purely evil. He
is not capable of doing good. He is similar to the evil figure in Islam known as
al-Shaytan or Satan.

According to Islamic theology, both Satan and the Antichrist are dedicated
to evil. This is why the Prophet mentions refuge from both in God. In his daily
prescribed prayers, he used to say the following, which is even today repeated
by Muslims as part of their daily prayers: “O my Lord! I take refuge in You
from the torment of the grave. I take refuge in You from the chastisement of
fire. I take refuge in You from the trial of life and death, and I take refuge in
You from the trial of the Antichrist”*> Muslims are told that the Prophet taught
this prayer to his companions as he was teaching them a chapter from the
Qur’an.**

According to the Islamic tradition, the Antichrist will attack believers un-
til Jesus comes to help them and eventually, with the Mahdi, defeats him. In
some later Hadith collections, the situation of believers has been dramatized
for maximum effect. According to a saying of the Prophet narrated by one of
his closest companions, Abu Huraira, “no one will be able to kill the Antichrist
except Jesus, the son of Mary, peace be upon him”4> After this victory the world
will be full of justice and peace. This should not be confused with the Christian
understanding of the coming kingdom of God, where evil is totally eliminated.
Since this worldly life is a place of testing, it is impossible to eliminate evil
completely. Although it is believed that there will be a period of great justice
and peace, the struggle between good and evil will continue though evil will be
greatly weakened. It is the life of paradise and the realm of eternity where evil
no longer exists and the “kingdom of God” is fully established.
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At this juncture, we need to discuss and evaluate the reliability of the sayings
of the Prophet presented in this chapter. After reviewing the body of Hadith
literature on the descent of Jesus, the Antichrist, and the Mahdi, one can con-
clude that the overall body of the Hadith includes some weak hadith attributed
to the Prophet that lack a reliable chain of narration. Hadith authorities have
elaborated on those unreliable references one by one. Most likely these weak
hadith were wrongly attributed to the Prophet.

Having said this, a good number of hadith on the subject are accepted as
reliable and sound. Understanding these sayings of the Prophet in an allegor-
ical way is more compatible with the overall principles of Islamic theology.
However, many medieval and modern Islamic scholars have understood these
dogmas literally. They rely on a theological principle that avoids allegorical
meanings if a literal meaning is possible. In the case of the hadith related to the
descent of Jesus, the literalist approach finds the actual descent of Jesus from
heaven possible because it is believed to be within God’s power to bring Jesus
physically from heaven. Because of this possibility, they accept the literal mean-
ing of the text and avoid interpretation.

In contrast to the literalist approach, the contemporary interpretative ap-
proach suggests that through his actions in the physical realm, God has shown
certain patterns that might be understood by humans. He changes these pat-
terns when it is necessary, though this happens only rarely, such as when he al-
lows prophets to perform miracles. The contemporary interpretative approach,
which I argue for, does not see the descent of Jesus as a miracle. The defenders
of this approach argue that God is omnipotent, that with God everything is
possible. However, God’s pattern of action in the physical world teaches us that
things happen through the interaction of cause and effect. To expect a person to
come in bodily form from the sky, in front of everyone’s eyes, and to expect this
person to rescue people from oppression and establish justice does not seem
plausible, nor does it seem to be in accordance with the divine wisdom or the
principles of Islamic theology. God is essentially the “Cause of causes,” and no
cause can have an effect without the will of God.

Because God’s actions in this world are veiled by natural causes, it seems that
the hadith containing extraordinary descriptions of future events, including Je-
sus’s descent, the emergence of the Antichrist, and the emergence of the Mahdi,
should all be taken in an allegorical way. In this interpretation, God can restore
a society with one person in a twinkling of an eye, but even a success such as
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this was not accomplished by the greatest prophets of God. Therefore, is the
Mahdi greater than the Prophet of Islam? All Muslim theologians will answer
this question with “No”; why then would the Mahdi be able to restore his society
so miraculously when even the Prophet was unable to do this? Therefore, those
sayings of the Prophet for which reliability is proven by Hadith authorities can
be interpreted in accordance with the Arabic language and the literature of al-
legory.*® For example, in Arabic metaphor, when one says, “This person has a
long sword,” it means that he is a tall man. If he is tall and has no long sword,
the statement is still correct. But if he is not tall, even if he has a long sword, the
statement is incorrect because the literal meaning is not intended in the phrase.
Therefore many hadith on the subject should be understood allegorically. The
following hadith by ‘Aisha, the wife of the Prophet, which al-Bukhari reported,
constitutes a good example of how the Prophet used metaphorical language in
his conversations with his companions and the people of his house. After being
asked who would be the first to meet him in the afterlife, He said, “The one who
has the longest hand.” By saying this, the Prophet meant the one who has the
longest hand outstretched in charity has the longest hand, not the one with the
longest physical hand.*’

This hadith clearly illustrates that the Prophet used allegorical language in
his conversations with his companions and even more so for future events.
As in other traditions, particularly in Judaism, there are two tendencies about
eschatological events: the restorative-conservative approach and the apocalyp-
tic-utopian approach.*® In the Islamic tradition one can find similar types of
approaches. In the following chapter I will elaborate on what I call the literalist
approach.
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Jesus’s Eschatological Role in Islamic Theology

After the era of the Prophet, questions concerning certain theological themes
developed among Islamic scholars. Encounters with adherents of the religious
traditions that were already present in the Arabian Peninsula and in what is
today called the Middle East encouraged Muslim scholars and theologians to
develop a comprehensive theology that would be able to respond to questions
posed by members of neighboring religions. Questions came from adherents of
Christianity, Judaism, and Zoroastrianism as well as of other indigenous reli-
gious traditions. Because Jesus was central to both the Qurian and to Christian
theology, Jesus’s descent to earth, or “Second Coming,” was among the themes
on which Muslim theologians elaborated.

The History of Islamic Theology Regarding Jesus’s Descent

Since the eighth century, the belief in the descent of Jesus and his eschatological
role has been an element of Islamic theology. Early theologians who discussed
Jesus and understood the sayings of the Prophet literally did not elaborate on
the role of Jesus in a detailed way. Because many sayings of the Prophet were
widely known among the audience for early theologians, they may have felt
they did not need to elaborate further. It is also possible that they considered
the issue to be among those related to the realm of the unseen, alam al-ghayb,
or they believed that the only knowledge about Jesus’s descent at the end of
time comes from the Prophet and that one has to believe what the Prophet
has said with no further elaboration or questioning. In most cases, these early
theologians cited the belief in the descent of Jesus, as well as many other objects
of faith, as a part of the Islamic theological discourse, but only in one or two
sentences.
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By the tenth century, theologians had begun to elaborate on the possible alle-
gorical meanings of the sayings of the Prophet, and the descent of Jesus became
a subject of interpretation among a small number of Muslim theologians. Bely-
ing the earlier trend and perhaps due to political and social situations, theo-
logians since the seventeenth century have dedicated significant independent
works to the subject of the descent of Jesus. Though for much of the preceding
1,000 years, Islamic power was in ascendency, by the eighteenth century two of
the last major Islamic powers, the Ottoman and Mughal Empires, were in de-
cline and full-scale colonization of the Islamic world was under way. The events
that followed, including the invasion of Islamic centers such as Cairo by French
troops under Napoleon Bonaparte and the gradual breaking up of the Mughal
empire by Hindu and later British forces, led some Muslims to believe that the
end of time was near.

As theologians became more interested in the details of Jesus’s descent and
expectations of Jesus’s return became dominant in the Muslim community,
those who claimed to be the expected Messiah or the incarnation of Jesus also
became more numerous. Because such bold claims go against the principle of
Islamic theology, literature developed to refute them and reemphasize strict
adherence to the sayings of the Prophet. Other theological literature on Jesus
aimed to inform Muslims and help them prepare for the life to come, because
Jesus’s descent indicates that the end is near. This theological literature rein-
forced that Jesus’s descent is a part of the Islamic creed that comes from many
reliable sayings of the Prophet. One example of this would be the famous work
of Muhammad al-Barzanji (d. 1691), an Islamic scholar from the Kurdish re-
gion of Shahrazur in modern Iraq. In his book on the portents of the Hour he
dedicates several sections of his book to the descent of Jesus, the coming of the
Mahdji, and the emergence of the Antichrist.!

Early Islamic Discourse of Jesus’s Descent

It is important to consult these early sources directly in order to have a sense
of what Muslim theologians thought about the subject and how they discuss it.
These sources give the reader access to the early Islamic theological discourse
on Jesus’s descent. But any comments on this literature will be incomplete with-
out understanding the essence of the Arabic language and its usage.

Early theologians emphasized the importance of belief in the descent of
Jesus without questioning it at all, a trend that continued for a considerable
period of time. The theme gradually developed in Islamic theology until our
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century, when one can find long discussions, interpretations, and questions on
the subject. It is puzzling why early theologians did not feel the need to debate
this subject and were able to accept Jesus’s descent literally. One argument says
that in the formative period of Islamic theology the challenging questions were
not about Jesus’s descent but about God, God’s attributes, and human free will.
Furthermore, Muslim theologians of this period did not consider themselves as
the people of the end-time period. I will return to my evaluations of these views
toward the end of this chapter, but first it is important to know how the topic
is explicated in the manuals of Islamic theology. The following examples from
prominent Muslim theologians demonstrate how Jesus’s descent was discussed
in theological circles.

One of the earliest scholars of law and theology was Nu‘man bin Thabit Abu
Hanifa (d. 767). When Abu Hanifa presents major themes that Muslims have to
believe in, he includes the descent of Jesus and other signs of the Hour as part
of the creed of Islam: “The emergence of the Antichrist, Gog and Magog, the
rise of the sun from the west, the descent of Jesus, and other signs of the Hour,
as mentioned in the reliable Hadith narrations, are true and will happen”? He
is very clear and sure that it will happen because the Prophet’s narrations in
this regard are reliable. Abu Hanifa believes in the descent of Jesus because the
Prophet of Islam said it will happen. When the Prophet says something about
faith-related matters and that saying is reliable, it becomes a part of faith. Abu
Hanifa’s assessment of the narrations on the descent of Jesus is positive. His
statement is short but gives confidence to the Muslim community about the
reliability of the sayings of the Prophet, which makes this topic a part of faith.

Almost a century later another theologian, ‘Ali al-Madini (d. 848), added
more details to this creed. He says, “It is necessary to believe in the descent of
Jesus and his killing of the Antichrist at the gate of Ludd [Lod] In al-Madini’s
statement we observe three components. The first element involves the descent
of Jesus as a necessary belief since the Prophet said it. The second component
provides the reason for his descent, namely his killing of the Antichrist. Thus,
Jesus’s major role is depicted in this statement. The third component is related
to the location of this struggle against the Antichrist. The sayings of the Prophet
contain many aspects, as we discussed in earlier chapters. Apparently, however,
al-Madini wants to draw to his readers’ attention these three aspects.

Following in the intellectual tradition established by Abu Hanifa, a leading
Hanafi scholar in tenth-century Egypt, Abu Ja'far al-Tahawi (d. 933), refers to
the descent of Jesus as a theme of the Islamic creed in accordance with what is
narrated in the reliable traditions. Al-Tahawi says, “And we, [Muslims], believe

Www.ebook777.com



http://www.ebook777.com

Literalist Approaches to Jesus’s Eschatological Role in Islamic Theology

in the signs of the Hour including the emergence of the Antichrist, the descent
of Jesus, son of Mary, peace be upon him, from heaven”* He does not refer
here to the struggle between good and evil; instead, he refers to two figures
that have symbolic importance with regard to the end-time scenario, namely
the Antichrist, a personification of evil, and Jesus, a personification of good.
Since his predecessor, al-Madini, had already spoken of Jesus’ killing of the
Antichrist, perhaps the event was already known to most of his audience, which
may be why we do not see the details of this struggle. Al-Tahawi’s fourteenth-
century commentator, Ibn Abi al-Tzz (d. 1390), gives more textual support for
al-Tahawi’s view of the signs of the Final Hour. Al-Tzz contends that since the
descent of Jesus is neither impossible nor irrational, it will happen as it is men-
tioned in the dogma. This literalistic approach was the way of early theologians,
particularly the way of the so-called Ashab al-Hadith, or the People of Hadith,
who are more prone to understand the sayings of the Prophet literally. To a
certain extent the same path is followed in the works of the founders of the two
major schools of Islamic theology.

Abu al-Hasan al-Ash‘ari (d. 936), the founder of the Ashari school of Islamic
thought, and Abu Mansur al-Maturidi (d. 944), the founder of the Maturidi
school of Islamic thought, are considered the two poles of Islamic theology.
Both have expressed the importance of faith in the descent of Jesus and in his
fight against the Antichrist. Interestingly, al-Ash‘ari speaks about this in the
context of prohibiting defiance of authority. He says, “The people of the Sun-
nah confirm prayer for the leaders of Muslims for wholesomeness, and confirm
the prohibition of an armed revolt against them, and confirm that in the time
of the fitna [chaos and anarchy when trials happen] they fight not against each
other. They also confirm the emergence of the Antichrist and [the coming] of
Jesus to kill him”> One can conclude from this short statement of al-Ash‘ari
and the context in which he mentions Jesus’s descent that he thinks of Jesus as
a public leader who will bring justice. His leadership will coincide with a time
when chaos and anarchy are spread in the community. He is clear that in such a
period of anarchy, when bloodshed is highly possible, Muslims are not allowed
to participate in chaos and defy authority. Their duty is to support Jesus, the just
ruler, who in this case represents authority.

For al-Maturidi, it seems that Jesus’s descent is not an important part of
Islamic theology, at least according to the known sources we have from him.
One can argue that if he felt that it was an important part of theology, he would
have at least a section on Jesus’s descent in his monumental book on Islamic
theology, Kitab al-Tawhid [The Book of Unity]. Instead this book makes no ref-
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erence to Jesus’s descent, and al-Maturidi criticizes the beliefs of various Chris-
tian sects about Jesus and presents theological arguments that no one should
ascribe divinity to him. Even though al-Maturidi does not mention Jesus’s de-
scent in this famous book on theology, we find his thoughts on Jesus’s descent
in his monumental commentary on the Qurian, which remained a manuscript
for many centuries and was only recently edited and published.® Al-Maturidi
mentions the descent of Jesus when he interprets verses regarding the belief
of the People of the Book in Jesus before his death. As discussed earlier, the
verse “There shall be no one of the People of the Book but left not believing him
before his death” (Qurian 4:159) poses challenging questions for Muslim theo-
logians in general and for al-Maturidi in particular. Al-Maturidi’s commentary
is important for Sunni Muslims since he is the founder of one of the two most
prominent schools of Islamic thought. It seems that al-Maturidi himself prefers
the view that the People of the Book—Christians and Jews—will also believe in
Jesus when Jesus descends from heaven to earth at the end of time. According
to al-Maturidi, because of the temporal proximity and shared spirituality of
Muhammad and Jesus, the Prophet states that among all the prophets he is the
closest to Jesus. With this knowledge in mind, al-Maturidi makes an interest-
ing prediction: “When Jesus descends from heaven, he will invite all people to
believe in Muhammad, peace and blessings be upon him?”’

There is no doubt that the social environment of these giants of Islamic
theology and the available Hadith sources of their time shaped their under-
standings about Jesus’s descent. It seems that they were more concerned about
the question of Jesus’s deity than his descent. That is why their argument re-
futing the divinity of Jesus is highly elaborated, but their discussion of Jesus’s
descent is brief. Because of their brevity on the topic of the descent of Jesus,
we do not find that these theologians had a great impact on later generations
with regard to Jesus’s return and his eschatological role. The only statement
that can be related to these theologians on the topic of Jesus’s descent is that
his descent is a part of faith and that Muslims must believe in it with no fur-
ther explanation.

A less well-known tenth-century theologian, Abu Bakr Muhammad bin
Husain al-Ajurri (d. 970), was most likely the first Muslim theologian to dis-
cuss the descent of Jesus in detail. He dedicated a section of his book to the
descent of Jesus. Under the subtitle “About the belief in the descent of Jesus
the son of Mary, peace be upon him, as a just ruler to administer justice, pro-
mote truth, and kill al-Dajjal,” al-Ajurri, like some earlier theologians, speaks
of the necessity of believing in the descent of Jesus, establishing the truth, and
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killing the Antichrist. But a challenging question seems to occupy the mind
of this great theologian: Who will be Jesus’s support when he descends? As he
answered this question, he had the Qur'an and the sayings of the Prophet in
the back of his mind. He was aware of the praise in the Quran for early Chris-
tians who sacrificed everything for Jesus. When Jesus was desperately in need
of help and said, “Who will be my supporters in the way of God?,” a group of
Christians who are known in the Qur’an as Hawariyyun, or the people in white
garments, said, “We are your helpers in the way of God” (Quran 3:52-53). But
when Jesus comes again with a new mission to defeat the archenemy of faith,
the Antichrist, he will again need help and supporters. In this case the Muslim
community will act like Jesus’s early disciples and be the greatest support of
Jesus in this eschatological mission to defeat al-Dajjal, the Antichrist, about
whose deceptions and trials the Prophet of Islam forewarned his community.
According to al-Ajurri, eventually, with the support of Muslim helpers, “Jesus
will overcome the Antichrist.”®

Jesus’s Role When He Returns

One problem is still unsolved for Muslim theologians. If the Prophet Muham-
mad is the final messenger of God, which is a theological principle in Islam,
and Jesus is also a prominent messenger of God, which all Muslims must also
believe, then wouldn’t the coming of Jesus contradict the finality of Muham-
mad’s prophethood? This question has posed a serious challenge to Muslim
theologians. Although one can find some hints in the sayings of the Prophet
that when Jesus comes he will come to support “the true religion of God” and
not with a new prophethood, such an allusion needs further theological clar-
ification. Ibn Hazm (d. 1064), a Cordoban Muslim theologian, philosopher,
historian, and jurist, attempted to reconcile this apparent contradiction. Be-
cause the Quran presents the Prophet Muhammad as the “seal of the prophets,”
Ibn Hazm, who represented a school of Islamic law that insisted on the literal
meaning of texts, the Zahiri school, was certain that Muhammad is the last
prophet and that there would be no prophet after him. However, his conclud-
ing analysis contends that since reliable narratives from the Prophet of Islam
support the descent of Jesus, the coming of Jesus would be an exception to
this principle.” Many later theologians have also discussed this aspect of Jesus’s
descent and have come to the conclusion that Jesus will descend from heaven
not as a new messenger of God but as a Messiah who will rescue the oppressed
and fulfill justice. He will come to support Islam and the Prophet of Islam and
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not to contradict them. For this reason, Muslim theologians did not find any
theological problem in the descent of Jesus as far as the finality of Prophet Mu-
hammad’s prophethood is concerned.

One of the most interesting scholars of Islam, the renowned theologian Taqi
al-Din Ahmad bin al-Taymiyya (d. 1328) also finds no problem with this. Ibn
al-Taymiyya, who led the resistance movement against the Mongol invasion
of Damascus in the beginning of the fourteenth century, responded to certain
questions about the descent of Jesus. These questions and expectations of the
coming of Jesus may have been directly related to the Mongol invasion, when
Muslims were desperately in need of a rescuer against the “war machines” of
the time. In such a difficult time and under such an oppressive foreign invasion,
expectations for messianic help would presumably become more urgent in the
community. Muslims might have thought of Jesus, whose coming was promised
by the Prophet of Islam, as a rescuer who could come and defeat the Mongols.
Our available sources do not make a connection between the discussion of Je-
sus’s descent in this period of time and the Mongol invasions of Islamic lands.
However, it is natural that in such times of turmoil, people look for divine grace
and mercy and for a redeemer.

In response to a question about whether Jesus was dead or alive, Ibn al-
Taymiyya said, “Jesus is alive in heaven, [and] has not died yet. When he
descends from heaven he will rule with nothing that is against the Qur’an and
the Sunnah [the way of the Prophet]” He makes sure that Islamic references
to the descent of Jesus are well rooted and compatible with the Qur’anic teach-
ing. As a remarkable Arabic linguist, he typically refers to linguistic aspects
of the texts on which he comments; he interprets the Quranic verses and hadith
that refer to Jesus’s descent through this linguistic lens. Ibn al-Taymiyya con-
tends that the descent of Jesus has been proven in reliable Hadith sources. In
speaking about whether Jesus is currently alive in body and spirit, he suggests
that Jesus’s spirit has not been separated from his body and he will come at
the end of time, both bodily and spiritually, because the Prophet used the
term nuzul, or descent. According to Ibn al-Taymiyya, by using this term the
Prophet indicates that Jesus is alive in heaven bodily and spiritually: “Some-
one who is dead cannot make a descent [nuzul] from heaven in his body.” In
Ibn al-Taymiyya’s view, the term nuzul indicates that Jesus will come in body
and spirit. Because the term nuzul cannot be used for a dead person, Jesus is
alive.!

Ibn al-Taymiyya gives further information about Jesus’s rule on earth by re-
ferring to him as a just ruler and to his meeting with the Prophet Muhammad
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in the Prophet’s famous Mi‘raj, or night journey. Using linguistic analysis, Ibn
al-Taymiyya argues that Jesus is closer to the Prophet of Islam than the other
messengers of God whom the Prophet met during his night journey, when the
Prophet ascended to heaven, reached beyond the realm of physicality, and met
with God. Ibn al-Taymiyya singles out Jesus from the other prophets Muham-
mad met during this journey, saying the Prophet met Jesus in body and spirit,
whereas Muhammad met with other prophets only in spirit.!!

It is interesting that we do not see the dramatization of a war between Jesus
and the Antichrist in Ibn al-Taymiyya’s writings. Instead, unlike later theo-
logians, he generally attempts to respond to possible theological problems.
Under the war circumstances of his time, one would expect an excessive dra-
matization of the topic; however, he is brief, limiting himself to the frame of
questions he receives. We understand from Ibn al-Taymiyya that Jesus’s return
as described in the Hadith literature is a part of Islamic faith: Muslims have to
believe in it, it will happen literally since Jesus is still alive in heaven, and he
will return when the time comes. The most notable part of Ibn al-Taymiyya’s
narrative is his emphasis on the relationship between the Prophet of Islam and
Jesus, which is seen as much greater than Muhammad’s relationship with other
messengers of God.

The Battle between Jesus and the Antichrist

Some later Muslim theologians focus on the dramatization of a battle between
Jesus and his opponent, the Antichrist. They depict Jesus’s descent in the con-
text of this dramatic struggle. One can argue that some events in Islamic his-
tory, such as the Mongol invasion of Islamic land and the invasion of Egypt
by the French, have contributed to the dramatization and the development of
detailed narratives of the end-time stories, particularly the descent of Jesus,
the coming of the Mahdi, and the struggle of these two against the Antichrist.
It is not surprising that those who have detailed these narratives come from
these particular turbulent periods of Islamic history. These developments in the
Islamic territories have led some theologians to return to the Quran and the
sayings of the Prophet for reliable scenarios of the end time. It was clear that the
Prophet of Islam not only pointed to the end time but also pointed to several
other events, including the Mongol invasion. Thus, some Muslim theologians
were eager to elaborate and detail the end-time struggle between Jesus and the
Mahdi against the Antichrist. These narratives, which have become a popular
epic, are found in historical and literary sources as well. Like more recent writ-
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ers of narratives concerning Jesus’s descent, earlier theologians and scholars
such as al-Qurtubi (d. 1272), Ibn al-Wardi (d. 1349), and the Egyptian Muham-
mad al-Hijazi (d. 1625) who authored detailed narratives were most likely in-
fluenced by tumults in their own day. Al-Qurtubi may have been responding to
the threat the Mongols posed just as Al-Hijazi’s narrative of events was likely in-
fluenced by the civil unrest in early seventeenth century Egypt.’? Although such
writings are present, it wasn’t until much later when Islamic lands became the
target of repeated successful invasions and the gradual breaking up of the great
Muslim empires was underway, that people in the Muslim world, particularly in
Egypt and on the Indian subcontinent, began to believe in earnest that the end
of time was near and the topic of Jesus’s descent began to figure prominently in
theological and popular texts."

In general, tumultuous times are fertile environments for the blossoming of
apocalyptic ideas and the emergence of pseudo-redeemers or pseudo-messiahs.
The Islamic world is not immune from this trend and within the Islamic world
many charlatans have benefited from such an environment. A number of books
examining messianic expectations have been written to refute those who claim
that they are either the Messiah or the foretold Mahdi. In response to such false
messiahs, some Muslim theologians have been prompted to discuss the subject
in a detailed manner. Ottoman scholar Muhammad Zahid al-Kawthari (d. 1951)
and more recent scholars such as ‘Ali al-Herras, Abdullah al-Ghumari, and ‘Abd
al-Qadir have dedicated popular books to the concept of Jesus and his descent.
By compiling many sayings of the Prophet, they emphasize that anyone who
does not fit the literal descriptions found in the sayings of the Prophet cannot
be Jesus, and if any individual claims that he is the expected Messiah he will be
considered a charlatan.

It should be noted that in this genre, intellectual analysis of the sayings of the
Prophet is not present. Authors of these works generally compile the available
sayings of the Prophet and speak of the reliability of those sayings. The reader
gets the point that the claimants to messiahship cannot be the true Jesus since
they do not fit the criteria mentioned in those hadith. Statements that intro-
duced these works claim that the goal of such writing is to respond to those who
had declared that they were the expected Jesus or the Mahdi. Al-Kawthari, for
example, defends the belief in the descent of Jesus against those who had made
such claims and against the people who deny the return of Jesus, including
some Egyptian modernist scholars. Even though he defends the idea in a clas-
sical, traditional style, he stresses that there is no doubt that Jesus will descend.
According to al-Kawthari, all sayings of the Prophet on the subject state two

Www.ebook777.com



http://www.ebook777.com

Literalist Approaches to Jesus’s Eschatological Role in Islamic Theology

important points: the descent of Jesus will occur literally and every Muslim
must believe in it.

Most of the books that respond to those who deny the descent of Jesus are
compiled by scholars and present the sayings of the Prophet on the subject in
an inflammatory and literal way. They unquestioningly put forth the Hadith
narratives as proof of the inevitable descent of Jesus.!* Generally the literal ap-
proach to the texts about the descent of Jesus is understood as the way of the
early generation of scholars of Islam known as the Salaf. Perhaps for this reason
today’s Salafis, who claim that they follow the way of “Salaf Salih,” or the early
pious generation, prefer a literalist approach to the dogmas on Jesus’s descent.

Adherents of the literalist approach see Jesus’s descent as a cosmic event in
which the person of Jesus will come from heaven down to earth and will be seen
by everyone. Many of those who follow the teachings of the early generation
accept the literal meaning and refuse to interpret the verses and the sayings of
the Prophet on the subject. They believe that God rescued Jesus from the hands
of his enemies and took him to heaven and gave him a different life.

Jesus as a Sign of the Hour

Mohammad al-Ghazali (d. 1996), an Islamic cleric, scholar, and one of the most
popular contemporary authors in Egypt, in his famous book, Agidat al-Muslim
[The Creed of the Muslim], writes of the signs of the Hour. He lists Jesus’s return
first: “Among them [the signs of the Hour] is the return of Jesus. Specifically
given this duty among other prophets, he should come to eliminate the super-
stitions that have been attached to his personality. Even powerful nations have
held superstitious beliefs about Jesus. Let the man come and correct by himself
what people have attached to him of divinity. He is nothing but a servant of
God. Since life is a coherent unity, his descent at the end of time is adequate to
indicate this meaning”™® This view is based on al-Ghazali’s belief in the literal
descent of Jesus; he finds the return of Jesus to be a necessary event because
through his return Jesus will be able to correct some inaccurate beliefs related
to him, one of which is the claim about his divinity. The event will literally
take place and will be a cosmic one. The idea has become a principle in Salafi
thought: “Some of the signs of the final Hour are mentioned in the divine rev-
elation, the Qur’an, and that is the descent of Jesus from heaven to earth as a
just ruler, mentioned in the verse ‘He is a sign for the Hour. Do not have doubt
about it

The same literalist approach is shared by the earlier scholar, Siddiq Hasan
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Khan (d. 1890), a founder of the Ahl al-Hadith movement in India, which blends
traditional literalist interpretations with reformist ideas and practices. The sce-
nario that he depicts is detailed. According to Khan, the descent of Jesus is
proven by the Qur’an, the sayings of the prophet, and the consensus of the com-
munity of Islam. He indicates the exact time of day that Jesus will descend. It
is possible that his literalist understanding has influenced many contemporary
theologians after him, not only in India but in other parts of the Islamic world.
We cannot verify how Khan became so specific that even a time of the day is
assigned for Jesus’s descent. However, Khan is quite confident about his detailed
narrative, which is not found either in the Qur'an or in the reliable sayings of
the Prophet.

According to Khan's scenario, the descent of Jesus will be in the first six hours
of the day. Jesus will come to the Damascus [Umayyad] mosque, speak from the
pulpit, and Muslims will enter the mosque. Christians and Jews will enter the
mosque as well. Everybody will want to see Jesus. There will be so many people
in the mosque that if something drops it will not reach the ground but will fall
on the heads of the people.” Although some elements of this scenario are found
in the sayings of the Prophet, Khan has added his own contribution. He is clear
that the descent of Jesus will be a cosmic event since everybody will hear his
coming and will want to meet with him. This scenario is interesting because
Khan, who had Salafi tendencies, allows for the presence of both Christians
and Jews in the mosque. This scenario also draws our attention to the city of
Damascus, a political and cultural center for much of early Islamic history, as
did some theologians before Khan, based on particular references to Damascus
in Hadith narrations.

Other literalist scholars go further to discuss not only the descent of Jesus but
also his ascension and the conditions of his life in heaven because the Qur’anic
verse states that Jesus was not killed but that God “raised him up to Himself”
(4:157). These scholars also debate whether Jesus ascended to heaven in both
body and in spirit or only in spirit. In keeping with traditional literalist inter-
pretations, ‘Abdullatif Harputi (d. 1916), a late Ottoman Muslim theologian,
likened the ascent of Jesus to the night journey of the Prophet Muhammad.
Generally Muslims believe that the Prophet’s night journey was both physical
and spiritual. Harputi, who is known as one of the pioneers of the new science
of kalam, would be expected to be more logical and interpretive. However, he
does not seem to have a problem with the literalist approach that Jesus will
come to the city of Damascus. A brief examination of his position seems to
show that he contradicts his literalist approach in this matter. While speaking
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of the uncertainty about the ascension of Jesus, an uncertainty due to disagree-
ment among Muslim theologians, Harputi makes clear that the descent of Jesus
is well documented in the sayings of the Prophet and therefore “theologically
[speaking] to believe in it is necessary.” Harputi also states: “Jesus will descend
from heaven to earth, will kill the antichrist, will follow the religion of Muham-
mad, peace and blessings be upon him, will stay for seven years, and then will
die in Medina and be buried there”® Here, he provides answers to important
theological questions, such as whether, being human, Jesus will die. Where Je-
sus will be buried is an important question Harputi addresses. Based on his
own sources, he claims that Jesus will die in the city of Medina, although he will
come to the city of Damascus. He will be buried in Medina next to the grave of
the Prophet of Islam. Another important question is how long Jesus will stay
to fulfill justice. Again, this period of time is given as seven years, understood
in a literal sense. Unlike some of his contemporaries, Harputi avoids any kind
of allegorical interpretations. Basing his view on available Hadith literature,
he again suggests a literalist scenario: Jesus will descend in Damascus on the
white minaret, and on the morning of his descent he will fight the Antichrist
and defeat him. Harputi does not find a contradiction between Jesus’s coming
and Muhammad’s being the seal of all prophets, since Jesus will rule according
the Islamic principles of law and will not come with a new prophethood.

A Possible Reason for the Literalist Approach

Why have so many Muslim theologians adhered to a literal meaning of the texts
about Jesus’s return? It seems that early generations did not have a problem with
accepting the literal meanings of dogmas. Submission to the will of God was
strong. Perhaps many early scholars of Islamic theology did not see themselves
as authorized to shift from the literal meaning to a figurative one. Throughout
the history of Islamic theology, the vast majority of scholars have either cited
the descent of Jesus as truth without further explanation or have just ignored
it. To ensure that they will be on the safe side of any discussion, they even put
some general statements in the literature such as, “We believe in the descent
of Jesus as it has come down to us from the Prophet through the reliable Had-
ith narratives” Accepting dogmas without question was dominant in most of
Islamic history. Mainstream Islamic theology was not quick to shift from the
literalist approach to a more comprehensive, interpretive approach—one that
is recognizable in the “secular age.” The following chapter will discuss the inter-
pretive approaches of some Muslim theologians.
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Symbolic, Allegorical, and Other Interpretive
Approaches to Jesus’s Eschatological Role

Some Muslim theologians see the descent of Jesus in figurative and allegorical
terms. In doing so they employ what I call the interpretive approach. This style
of analysis is grounded in the methodological principles of Islamic theology
and law and is compatible with the teachings of the Qur'an.! Within the meth-
odologies of Quranic commentary and Hadith criticism there is a fundamental
concept known as mutawatir, which can be translated as “recurrently transmit-
ted chain of narration.” All verses of the Qur’an are considered to be mutawatir.
However, scholars have validated only a few hadith as mutawatir. Many hadith
are still considered sound and reliable, even though they do not reach the level
of mutawatir. The Qur’an and the reliable Hadith provide the groundwork for
Islamic theology and the themes within it, in our case the descent of Jesus.
Even though these texts are reliable, they may seem to contradict the known
principles of reason. When this is the case, Islamic theologians and jurists say
that the texts should be interpreted instead of rejected.

One argument against literalism looks to a methodological principle in the
philosophy of Islamic law that clearly says that if there is a conflict between
reason and a sound text, either in the Qur’an or the Hadith, reason should be fa-
vored and the text should be interpreted in a way that accords with reason. This
same principle is stated by the famous Muslim jurist and theologian Abu Ishaq
al-Shatibi (d. 1388), who says that the evidence for religious law cannot con-
flict with reason. A conflict would defy the principle of accountability, which
is properly based on the use of free will. One must have reason if one is to be
accountable before God in the afterlife; without reason, one is not considered
accountable. Therefore, according to Islamic theology, mentally ill individuals
are not considered accountable for their actions and are destined for paradise
because they do not have a chance to exercise their free will.
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God does not place a burden on human beings greater than what they can
bear (Qurian 2:233, 2:286, 6:152, 7:42, and 23:62). In al-Shatibi’s line of reason-
ing, God would not force human beings who have reason and free will to ac-
cept what they cannot understand or comprehend. “Islamic Law proofs do not
contradict the outcome of reason,” al-Shatibi writes. In a few pages he illustrates
why dogmas should not contradict reason.? Using the legal principle that al-
Shatibi emphasizes, if one cannot understand a theological theme, one is not
required to believe in it. Blind faith is not accepted in Islam, and even if it were,
it would be considered a weak level of faith. Since the literal meaning of the
texts about Jesus’s descent conflict with reason, they should be interpreted in a
way that accords with reason. The descent of Jesus from heaven in his earthly
body, in his human form, and in front of people’s eyes is a matter that tests the
limits of reason. Therefore, two options present themselves: rejecting the texts
or interpreting them using reason.

The descent of Jesus is interpreted in a metaphorical way to mean that good-
ness will prevail or to advocate cooperation between Muslims and Christians.
The hadith that mentions Jesus’s visit to the mosque and his prayer with Mus-
lims, when he asks the “leader of Muslims” to lead the prayer, symbolizes this
cooperation and is most likely what the Prophet meant. As I discussed in the
previous chapter, those who support a literal approach to reading the hadith
relate it to the power of God. Yet the power of God does not act in a way to
compel people to believe, and if Jesus’s descent happens as a cosmic event, then
everybody will be compelled to believe. This goes against the Islamic theologi-
cal principle of free will.

Interpretive Approaches to Jesus’s Descent

In what follows I will examine some Muslim theologians’ understanding of the
descent of Jesus and their preference for an interpretive approach. I will look at
the thought of some theologians of our time and that of some early theologians
who understood Jesus’s descent allegorically.

Abu ‘Abdillah al-Halimi

Abu ‘Abdillah al-Halimi (d. 1012), a Muslim theologian, jurist, and ethicist,
speaks of the descent of Jesus and his struggle against the Antichrist in a par-
tially figurative way. He points out that Jesus will come but that he will be seen
and recognized only by the people close to him. Thus, in al-Halimi’s thought,
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his coming will not be a cosmic event. He also makes the point that Jesus will
not descend merely to kill the Antichrist. “God also sends Jesus to die on earth
like his brothers, the other prophets,” al-Halimi states. This seems to be a no-
table shift in the Islamic theological understanding of the descent of Jesus and
echoes the interpretations of some modern scholars and theologians. Al-Halimi
claims, “His matter will run as God has described: God will make him stay on
earth for a while, in this period those who are close to him will see him and
those who represent him will hear him. Then God will take his soul.”® Although
al-Halimi does not reject the literal approach totally, by mentioning this figura-
tive approach under “another point of view” and thus giving credibility to it, he
differs with the literalist approach of many of his contemporaries, who saw the
descent of Jesus as a cosmic event.

Sa'd al-Din al-Taftazani

The interpretation of al-Halimi is an important development in the Islamic
theological literature on the descent of Jesus. This trend of interpretation did
not find many adherents until the emergence of the fourteenth-century Muslim
theologian Sa'd al-Din al-Taftazani (d. 1390). Because al-Taftazani has remained
one of the most prominent figures of Islamic theology and his theological works
have been used as textbooks in Islamic institutions over the centuries, his views
on the descent of Jesus are indispensable.?

Al-Taftazani has a unique approach to the subject. He contends that there are
many sayings of the Prophet concerning the descent of Jesus that are narrated
by just and trustworthy transmitters. Al-Taftazani accepts the sayings of the
Prophet and their reliability and does not deny their literal meaning. However,
he opens the door for new interpretation; he was not a dogmatic scholar in this
matter. Like his predecessor, Abu al-Hasan al- Ash'ari, the founder of the Ash'ari
school of thought, al-Taftazani speaks about the emergence of the Mahdi and
the descent of Jesus under the section on leadership in his book Sharh al-Magqa-
sid [Commentary on Aims]. This gives us a hint that the Ash‘ari school of Is-
lamic thought places Jesuss descent within the context of imama, or political
and religious leadership. Jesus seems to have a role related to the political and
religious life of Muslims. Since most political rivalries culminate in uprisings,
both theologians emphasize the importance of peace and nonviolence as well
as being obedient and avoiding any involvement in chaos and anarchy.

Al-Taftazani carefully clarifies that neither the descent of Jesus nor the emer-
gence of the Mahdi are among the principles of faith but instead are portents that
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the Prophet referred to as signals of the end time. Although many hadith refer
directly or indirectly to the coming of the Mahdi and Jesus, they are not as im-
portant as compulsory charity or fasting during Ramadan, and they do not have
the same theological weight as the belief in the hereafter. Al-Taftazani places
these themes of the signs of the Hour under his section on leadership, or imama:
“Among the things added to the sections [of manuals of theology] on leadership
[of the Islamic community] are discussions of the emergence of the Mahdi and
the descent of Jesus, peace and blessings be upon him; both are among the signs
of the Hour, and many reliable Hadith have been narrated on these subjects.”> He
opines that the prophetic sayings in this regard are the narratives of individuals
or what is technically known as khabar ahad; that is to say, they can be reliable,
but as far as matters of faith are concerned, they cannot provide textual proof for
a belief. It is thought-provoking to see a theologian such as al-Taftazani include
Jesus and the Mahdi under the concept of leadership rather than under eschato-
logical matters of Islamic theology. It is clear that he gives certain political roles
to these two important figures who are expected to emerge at the end of time.
With this approach, al-Taftazani becomes unique both for his figurative under-
standing and for the social and political roles he ascribes to Jesus and the Mahdi
in the eschatological scenario of the end time.

Al-Taftazani then speaks of three sayings of the Prophet on the Mahdi and
draws a distinction between Shi‘ite and Sunni views of the Mahdi. In the Sunni
tradition, the messianic figure is not a central element of faith, but in the Shi‘ite
tradition he is. He goes on to tackle a saying related to the Prophet, “There is
no Mahdi except Jesus,” by interpreting the word mahdi as “guide” instead of a
word that identifies the expected messianic figure of Islam. He says, “It is not
illogical to interpret this saying of the Prophet to mean that there is no guide
to lead the annihilation of al-Dajjal and the prevention of his evil actions, as
the reliable sayings of the Prophet have indicated, except Jesus® After stating
that there are many reliable hadith on the subject that were reported by trust-
worthy transmitters and that there are obstacles to interpreting the sayings of
the prophet about the signs of the Hour according to their outward meaning,
al-Taftazani mentions the interpretive approach of “some scholars™ “And some
scholars have interpreted the emergence of al-Dajjal as the dominance of evil
and corruption. And they interpret the descent of Jesus, peace be upon him, as
the prevention of those who are evil and corrupt, and as the dominance of the
good and of wholesomeness.”” In nineteenth-century Egypt, Muhammad Ab-
duh echoed this view and spoke of the spirituality of Jesus in his interpretation
of Jesus’s descent.
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Muhammad Abduh

As one of the modern exponents of the interpretive approach, Muhammad Ab-
duh (d. 1905) speaks of the spirit of Jesus that will prevail over a materialistic
world. His argument develops as follows: First, he discusses the sayings of the
Prophet, the text on Jesus’s descent. If these sayings are accurately related to the
Prophet, then they have to be understood in an allegorical way. This leads to his
view on Jesus’s role. It seems that both Abduh and his student Rashid Rida think
of Jesus as a renewer of Islamic law. Jesus is expected to come and spark a great
renewal of Islam. It is noteworthy that this role has been historically ascribed to
some early rulers and other prominent figures, for example ‘Umar bin ‘Abd al-
‘Aziz (‘Umar II, d. 720), Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 1111), and the famous Indian
Sufi Ahmad Sirhindi (d. 1624).

As part of his understanding of Jesus’s descent, Abduh asserts that compas-
sion, love, and peace, which are the main aims of Islamic shari‘a, will dominate
society. This understanding follows Abduh’s overall methodology for the inter-
pretation of dogmas: when the literal meaning is logically impossible, the text
should be understood in a figurative way. Like early Mu'‘tazilites, who are also
known as the defenders of reason in Islamic theological thought, Abduh, who
is often called a neo-Mu'tazilite, is concerned about any contradiction between
reason and dogmas. According to Abduh, dogmas should be proven by reason.
Reason is a gift from God and is a precondition for an individual’s account-
ability before God. For him, humans were not created to have a bridle; instead,
humans were created with free will.

One can conclude from Abduh’s viewpoint that the descent of Jesus cannot
be understood in a literal way but instead should be understood figuratively.
His allegorical understanding of Jesus’s decent is that his message of compas-
sion, love, and peace will be dominant toward the end of human history, not
that Jesus will physically return. Abduh believes that when the Prophet of Islam
spoke of the coming of Jesus at the end of time, he was talking about humanity’s
return to the noble values Jesus represents and that are found in the core teach-
ings of Islam.®

With certain theological principles in mind, Abduh makes two points about
the sayings of the Prophet on Jesus’s descent: “First, the sayings of the Prophet
are narrations of individuals [khabar ahad] about a matter that is related to a
creed that concerns the unseen themes. Issues concerning creeds cannot be ac-
cepted unless we have assured proofs. That is because what is expected in mat-
ters of creed is certainty. On this matter, there is not a hadith that is mutawatir
[transmitted recurrently]”® Since a saying of the Prophet that is narrated by
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an individual does not necessarily cause it to be wrong or inaccurate, Abduh
makes a second point. He accepts the Hadith on this matter as real sayings of
the Prophet but argues that most Muslims don’t understand their meanings.
Developing his second point, Abduh interprets the descent of Jesus:

The descent of Jesus and his ruling on earth can be interpreted as the
dominance of his spirit and his enigmatic message to people. This is what
dominates Jesus’s teachings of commanding mercy, love, and peace, which
also emphasize the purposes of the law, rather than what is readily ap-
parent and the shell of it, what does not penetrate into the kernel of the
law. Such purpose is the wisdom of the law and the reason why the law
is established. Jesus, peace be upon him, did not bring to Jews a new law,
but he brought for them something that would move them from being
frozen on the literal meaning of the law of Moses, peace be upon him,
and lead them to the understanding and the purpose of the law. He also
commanded them to follow those purposes, and commanded them with
something that attracts them to the realm of spirits through the search
for perfect behavior. That is to say, when the people of the last divine law
[Islam] became frozen on the literal meaning of the law, furthermore on
the literal meanings of those who wrote their own opinions about the law,
opinions that were killing the spirit of the law and removing its wisdom,
it became necessary for them to undergo a Messiah-oriented renewal that
would reveal to them the mysteries of the law, the spirit of the religion,
and the true practice of it. All of these purposes of Islamic law are found in
the Qur'an but are hidden to a certain extent. They have been veiled even
further due to blind imitation, which discourages further investigation.
This kind of imitation is a calamity for the truth and the enemy of religion
[Islam] in any time. The time of Jesus’s descent is a time when people take
the spirit of religion and the spirit of Islamic law to heart to reform their

inner lives, without sticking to the forms and appearances.?°

It is clear that Abduh complains about some literalist Muslims who lack the
wisdom of Islamic law. He does not specify the time period of such stagnation,
but when that time comes, there will be a need for a Jesus-centered renewal of
Islamic law and Muslims’ behaviors.

Rashid Rida

Referring to the situation of Muslims in his time, Abduh’s student Rashid Rida
(d. 1935) emphasized the necessity for reform so that the mysteries of Islamic
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law, the spirit of religion, and the moral codes of Islam would become manifest.
This reform was so urgently needed and so foundational that it could be ful-
filled only with a messianic sense of power. According to Rida, who generally
follows the path of Abduh, the descent of Jesus means that people will return to
the Quran and submit to the spirit of Islamic sharia.

Rida does not see his interpretation as a contradiction to the overall mean-
ing of the sayings of the Prophet. He believes that the narrators of the Hadith
did not narrate the words of the Prophet verbatim, so possibly the narrators’
own words have been included among the words of the Prophet. “These tradi-
tions have been narrated not verbatim but by the narration of the meaning of
what the Prophet said. The narrator narrated what he understood, not what the
Prophet meant,” Rida writes.!

Blind imitation, which generates a literalistic approach without questioning,
has not been a principle of Islamic theology. In fact, some theologians have even
claimed that faith through imitation is not real faith. One has to be convinced
about what he or she believes in. That is why the notable Muslim theologian
Imam al-Haramayn al-Juwayni (d. 1085) commences his well-known book on
Islamic theology with the following statement: “The first thing that is compul-
sory upon any individual who is sane and has reached the age of puberty is to
make an effort for right thinking which leads to the knowledge of the creation
of the universe.”'> When he was asked why thinking or contemplation is com-
pulsory, al-Juwayni said, “The community of Islam agreed that it is compulsory
to know the Creator, exalted be He. And through reason it is clear that there is
no way to have such knowledge except via contemplation [nazar]. The way to
fulfill a compulsory duty also becomes compulsory [because without it the duty
cannot be fulfilled].”"® Despite this strong theology, somehow Muslims became
more literalist and accepted the matters of faith more blindly, a trend that came
to Muslims under the influence of certain literalist movements that go against
the spirit of Islamic theology. A discussion of the factors that contributed to the
stagnation of thought in Islamic theology is beyond the scope of this study. To
understand Jesus’s descent as a revival of the spirit of Islam at the end of time
instead of expecting the person of Jesus from heaven is a clear violation of the
literalist approach, which expects Jesus to come in person at the end of time.

Perhaps to avoid such a conflict with the literalist approach, Rashid Rida
speaks of Jesus’s descent in a softer tone without denying the literal coming of
Jesus. He suggests that Jesus’s case is among the matters related to the unseen
world. “What we know for sure is that our master Jesus, peace be upon him, is
in the realm of the unseen like his other brothers, the prophets. And he is doing
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well, since he is among the divine messengers who possess steadfastness. . . .
We do not know anything in detail about his situation, as is our situation with
regard to other matters related to the realm of the unseen. That is because there
is no space for the use of reason and opinion in such matters.”* Because he is
a student of Islamic rationalistic theology, one would expect more philosophi-
cal and theological comments from Rida. It is possible that the debates on the
subject in his time were closely tied to certain political polemics and perhaps
he did not want to amplify those polemics among his peers in Egypt.

Tantawi Jawhari

Rida’s ambiguous approach is clarified by an important twentieth-century
scholar, also from Egypt. After referring to the difficulties humanity faces be-
cause of wars and weapons, Tantawi Jawhari (d. 1940), a renowned commenta-
tor on the Qur’an, speaks of the coming of Jesus as an ideal time for humanity.
He is squarely among the group of theologians who prefer the interpretive ap-
proach. Like some earlier scholars and theologians, he speaks of the time of Je-
sus’s descent as a time of peace, and in contrast to those who claim that wars or
even Armageddon are needed to pave the way for the coming of Jesus, Jawhari
argues that battles delay the coming of Jesus. He refers to a part of a Quranic
verse, “Until the war lays down its burdens” (47:4).

Jawhari speaks of the descent of Jesus as symbolic reflection, of the coopera-
tion of nations. He is clearly aware of the fact that as human beings we live in the
realm of the laws of nature and the realm of cause and effect. Like physical phe-
nomena, social changes are also subject to certain laws. He does not expect that
the time of peace will happen as a miracle. Instead, if there is something called
the coming or descent of Jesus, it can be understood as cooperation among na-
tions such as the development of positive relationships between Christians and
Muslims who are working hard for peace.

The issue of the theology of human free will is brought up again. None of
these events will happen spontaneously; instead, they will depend on the ex-
ercise of people’s free will. Consequently, Jawhari does not believe that such a
beautiful period will come abruptly. He contends that Muslims have to work for
peace and that they will have to work to make such prophetic promises possible.
He compares humanity in this era to bees anxiously working in a honeycomb
to make honey available. Just as bees are cooperating and working hard, human
beings should also work to reap the fruit of peace and harmony.

Regarding the descent of Jesus, he asks this question: “Will Jesus descend
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personally or is his descent a symbol of the end of hatred, jealousy, and the
unification of all nations, their cooperation and harmony?”"> When one evalu-
ates his assessment of the coming of Jesus, one can come to the conclusion
that because he witnessed the emergence of certain pseudo-messiahs, including
one in India and one in Iran, he favors the idea that the descent should not be
understood in a literal sense. In this commentary he assigns a meaning to the
text that is so esoteric that it is open to challenges from other Muslim scholars.
Perhaps because of his highly regarded position in the field, scholars have not
challenged his authority: “The important thing in this matter is not the person-
ality of Jesus, nor his coming personally. The important thing is global peace,
truthfulness, and sincerity. This is what to be taken from the descent of Jesus
and this is what the great scholars have interpreted. Therefore, what is meant by
Jesus, the Messiah, is not his personality. . . . The goal is the happiness of all na-
tions and not the coming of an individual. The coming of Jesus is possible, but
what is meant is all-encompassing brotherhood.”® Being aware of the Islamic
theological principle that this is an event related to the future and that no one
can be sure about some unknown future events, he carefully speaks of the pos-
sibility of the descent of Jesus spiritually and physically. It seems that although
he does not want to deny the physical, bodily descent of Jesus from heaven, he
prefers an allegorical meaning.

Beditizzaman Said Nursi

A modern Islamic scholar from Turkey, Bediiizzaman Said Nursi (d. 1960), also
emphasized Muslim-Christian interaction and cooperation in his comments on
the descent of Jesus. With Nursi, this interpretive trend takes a new direction: a
dialogue and cooperation between Muslims and Christians. Nursi’s interpreta-
tion seems very significant to me because he had the seeds of this idea in an
early period of his life. For example, in his famous Damascus Sermon, which
he delivered in 1911, while addressing nearly 10,000 people in the Umayyad
Mosque, Nursi spoke of cooperation between Islam and Christianity.”” Later,
in the 1950s, he elaborated further on this in his other writings and in his cor-
respondence with his students. He believed that dialogue between Muslims and
Christians who have dedicated themselves to justice and spiritual life will fulfill
the meaning of the coming of Jesus, that is, to bring justice and peace to our
world. Therefore, it can be argued that Bedilizzaman Said Nursi should be seen
as a leading advocate of the interpretive approach, at least as it relates to the
coming of Jesus.
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Nursi’s interpretation seems to be based on a long history of interaction be-
tween Muslims and Christians and seems to have a mystical dimension as well
as a theological one. He does not indicate a rejection of the literalist approach,
but he speaks confidently of his interpretations. He does not give a linguistic
explanation, as some of his predecessors did. His approach is quite unique and
seems to be empowered by his spiritual strength. His understanding is especially
important in our time because of the need to overcome the spread of religious
hatred. Nursi interprets the descent of Jesus in the sayings of the Prophet as a
renewal of Christianity and a return to the original message of Jesus, something
that will promote cooperation between Muslims and Christians. According to
Nursi, through this interaction and cooperation, Muslims and Christians will
come together and work shoulder to shoulder for the betterment of humanity
and against the challenges of materialistic philosophy that are presented in the
form of militant atheism or irreligiosity.

The idea of faith or belief in God is a theme in Nursi’s work, and his inter-
pretation centers on belief and disbelief. Nursi understands from the Prophet’s
statement that Jesus will defeat the Antichrist and that the message of Jesus,
which is divine revelation, will overcome the message of nonbelief personified
in the concept of the Antichrist. “This is the meaning of the Prophetic statement
‘Jesus will kill the Antichrist,” Nursi explains.!® Therefore, Nursi does not take
this prophetic statement literally; he reads it metaphorically.

Considering the previously mentioned hadith narratives, it certainly makes
sense to assume that many of the Prophet of Islam’s sayings concerning Jesus’s
descent are reliable. That being said, reliability is one thing and accurate under-
standing is something else. For Nursi these sayings of the Prophet need a new
interpretation if we are to understand what the Prophet really meant. As was
his typical style, Nursi does not speak too much about the scholars of the past;
rather, he confidently puts forward his own opinion. Jesus and the Antichrist
are symbolic representations of collective personalities of belief and disbelief.
Nursi does not look for extraordinary events. He has great trust in the nature
of human beings, of whom he says, “human beings are by nature honored.” For
Nursi, such an honored human nature will look for spiritual satisfaction and
will eventually find it. The struggle between faith and disbelief will end with the
victory of faith over disbelief at the end of time. In other words, spirituality will
overcome materialism. Muslims and Christians will take a greater role in this
spiritual success. This will be possible through a Muslim-Christian alliance that
will bring peace and harmony to the world. Nursi believes that this was foretold
by the Prophet of Islam as good news for believers in particular and for all
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human beings in general when he spoke about the coming of Jesus at the end
of time. This is one way that God shows His mercy to human beings—a mercy
that is personified in both Muhammad and Jesus.

If one is to make a meaningful theological deduction, it is vitally important
that one understands the prophetic sayings in a figurative and not just a literal
sense. Jesus represents the true religion while the Antichrist represents non-
belief. This struggle between Jesus and the Antichrist as described in the Had-
ith narratives is metaphorical rather than literal and physical, as is attested by
Nursi’s use of the phrase “the sword of Revelation.” Revelation is made of words
and cannot be established by the sword. But the words of the revelation of the
Qur’an have greater power than the sword, so the sword in this case becomes
a spiritually powerful metaphor for convincing rather than fighting and killing
people. That is to say, in the hadith, when the Prophet uses the word “sword” he
means the “Word” or the convincing power of divine revelation, the Torah, the
Gospel, and the Quran, not a literal sword. Another example is the Prophet’s
statement when the Antichrist sees Jesus, he will melt as salt melts in water. If
a physical sword was meant, how could one use a sword against someone who
melts like salt in water? These hints from the Prophet help us to give preference
to the interpretive approach.

The Interpretive Approach as a Middle Way

The interpretive approach is a middle way to understanding the text. This ap-
proach avoids the extremism of solely literalist understandings as historically
represented by a heretic group in Islam known as al-Hashwiyya and the extrem-
ism of solely esoteric understandings as historically represented by a heretic
group in Islam known as al-Batiniyya. Both depart from the Sunni understand-
ing of the text. Al-Ghazali would consider these groups as misguided. One has
to balance the inner and the outer meaning of the text.

In interpreting the Qur’anic passage about God’s address to Moses, al-
Ghazali says that there is a deeper meaning in the Qur’anic verse when God
says, “Moses, I am your Lord, take off your two sandals, you are in the holy
Valley of Tuwa” (20:12). The verse can be understood literally, but it has also a
further and deeper meaning. The apparent meaning is clear. According to al-
Ghazali, the esoteric meaning of this verse is that we should “abandon the two
worlds when in the presence of God™ Thus, a full understanding of the text
requires us to merge the two interpretations, both esoteric and literal. In addi-
tion to the literal meaning here, the sandals represent two worlds, the visible life
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in this world and the invisible world of the afterlife. Similarly, al-Ghazali refers
to a well-known hadith that says, “The angels do not enter a house that has a
dog in it” Without denying the literal meaning, al-Ghazali focuses on a deeper
interpretation: “The outward sense is not meant; on the contrary, what is meant
is removing the dog of anger from the house of the heart because it prevents the
entrance of knowledge, which derives from the lights of angels, since anger is
the ghoul of the rational faculty”*

This trend of interpretation of the text and seeking a deeper meaning are
central to Islamic theology. Nursi and other scholars who see a deeper mean-
ing in the sayings of the Prophet present their interpretations regarding the
descent of Jesus as essential to the Sunni understanding of the text. Therefore,
understanding Jesus’s descent as the strength of spirituality, as Abduh sug-
gests, or the alliance of Muslims and Christians, as Nursi understands it, is very
much compatible with and even fundamental to Islamic theology. With this we
come to the question of how this cooperation and spiritual development can be
achieved.

Cooperation and Dialogue between Muslims and Christians

Human effort is necessary for great spiritual achievement. Nothing in our world
can be achieved without labor. To tackle this aspect of the story, Nursi refers to
certain Christian communities who want to follow the true teaching of Jesus
and reconcile it with the truth of Islam. He called these communities “dedicated
and devoted” He also mentioned that members of these communities could
be called “Christian Muslims,” or Muslims who are the followers of Jesus, a
phrase Nursi coined. Some Christian theologians, such as Karl Rahner, use the
concept of the anonymous Christians.?! Similarly, Nursi states that “Christian
Muslims” are Muslims in the sight of God but are not known as Muslims per se.
It is believed that under the spiritual leadership of Jesus and in cooperation with
Islam, these communities will defeat the idea of nonbelief and rescue humanity
from the ideology of the denial of God.?

In fact, the idea of cooperation and dialogue between Muslims and Chris-
tians can be traced back to the revelation of the Quran and the early period of
Islam. Historically, with the exception of the eras of the Crusades and the Span-
ish Inquisition, Muslims and Christians have lived together and cooperated in
many areas. The same is true for Islamic-Jewish relations, both in Spain and in
the Ottoman Empire. Since my topic here is Muslim-Christian cooperation and
the descent of Jesus, my focus is on this aspect of the story. The Islamic civi-
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lization of Andalusia is a great example of cooperation between Muslims and
Christians.?® Recent scholarship has explored this cooperation and chronicled
how the civilizations of Islam and Christianity are intertwined.?*

This intertwining of Islam and Christianity is a way to understand certain
statements in the Hadith that are believed to be related to Jesus’s descent. For
example, although many Hadith commentators and theologians have under-
stood the hadith describing Jesus breaking the cross and killing a swine in a
literal sense, it would be overly simplistic to accept this without interpreta-
tion because this would disregard the Islamic understanding of human free
will and accountability. If we consider the literalist approach, the hadith means
that Jesus will take the cross and break it into pieces and take a swine and kill it.
Theologically speaking, however, this event would not warrant that the Prophet
would refer to it as one of the events with paramount importance in the end
times. To make theological sense of the hadith and to have the complete mean-
ing of it, we need an interpretive approach. Even though scholars who focus on
the interpretation of Hadith did not state a specific symbolic meaning, one can
make certain conclusions. Jesus is following principles that are compatible with
the teachings of Islam, and these teachings, as described in Islamic theology, are
not compatible with the acceptance of pork and the symbol of the cross, which
indicates the killing of Jesus by his enemies. One possible interpretation is that
since Jesus will not come with a new message from God, he will come to restore
the messages of the Gospel and the Quran. For this reason some contemporary
Egyptian Muslim theologians consider Jesus to be a mujaddid, a renewer of Is-
lam. The hadith can be understood as a renewal of Christianity, allowing it to be
freed of elements that have been added over the centuries and are not necessary
or compatible with the core teachings of Jesus.

For this saying to be fulfilled, it is not necessary for Jesus to physically destroy
symbolic objects of Christianity such as the cross. One possible understand-
ing of this hadith is that the message of renewal will be voluntarily accepted
by Christians out of their free will and their contemplation of Jesus’s message
would fill their hearts and convince their minds enough to break their inter-
nal identification with practices and symbolic objects that are not compatible
with or central to the original teachings of Jesus. For example, upon reflection
on the teachings of Jesus, Christians may decide to stop participating in some
secular practices that are affiliated with religion, such as many activities that
are part of celebrating Christmas.? For a Christian, breaking the cross is chal-
lenging because of the affection and comfort derived from this symbolic object.
Genuinely breaking one’s affection for and ties to the symbolic meaning of an
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object is much more difficult and challenging than breaking a physical object.
To genuinely break this bond, those affective ties would need to be supplanted
by something even more powerful and fulfilling, which ultimately can be found
in a peaceful, just community. This internal struggle is compatible with the
teachings of both Jesus and Muhammad.

Many scholars and theologians have presented commentaries on the descent
of Jesus that one can find valuable and that fit well with Islamic theological
methodology. The question of whether the literal meaning of the text on Jesus’s
descent is possible remains valid. This question has been tackled by many Mus-
lim theologians both directly and indirectly. One literal interpretation says that
even if Jesus were to come, people would not recognize him as Jesus because
he acquired certain angelic qualities after his ascension to heaven. In this case
only people who are highly spiritually developed, may be able to recognize him.
In Islamic mysticism it is not unusual to see connections between individuals
and angels, hence Muslim mystics would not deny that some communication
with the personality of Jesus in a spiritual realm is possible. Some medieval
and contemporary Muslim theologians opine that Jesus will not be known by
everybody; only Jesus’s close friends and companions will recognize him, and
they will do so by “the power of belief’?® Although some scholars who take
an interpretive approach to understanding the texts defend the importance of
figurative language used by the Prophet, they also speak of some possible literal
meanings. Yes, Jesus will descend as the Prophet said, such scholars say, but
he will not descend in the way that people generally understand. This group
accepts the message of the Prophet about the descent of Jesus, but they do not
accept it literally. They do not feel that the physicality of Jesus is necessarily
indicated in the hadith.

All the interpretations mentioned here and the conclusions that some theo-
logians have acquired from the sayings of the Prophet are worthy of consider-
ation. It seems that by witnessing the social upheavals of our age, particularly
the two world wars in the twentieth century, one should read the spirit of this
age of secularity carefully, as Charles Taylor indicates in his book A Secular Age.
Muslim-Christian cooperation is a necessity and is vital in efforts to stop more
violence and wars in the world.

Sufis and the Descent of Jesus

Any study of the eschatological role of Jesus in Islam is incomplete without
mentioning Sufis and Islamic mystics, who are open to and interested in an
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interpretive approach and are largely in agreement with mainstream Sunni Is-
lam. Throughout the history of Islam, Sufis have adopted the ascetic lifestyle
of Jesus and see him as a prototype for their lives in this world. Further, they
have definite views about the subject of Jesus’s descent. A large number of Sufi
commentaries on the Qurian address this topic, a few of which are presented
and analyzed here. It is not surprising to see that their understanding of Jesus’s
descent is highly esoteric and allegorical. A thorough investigation of the sub-
ject of Jesus’s return in the mystical tradition of Islam is beyond the scope of
this study and perhaps is the topic of another book. The discussion that follows
is limited to several examples from eminent Muslim mystics, including Muhyi
al-Din ibn al-‘Arabi and Jalal al-Din Rumi, the renowned Sufi poet.

Mubhyi al-Din ibn al-Arabi

Ibn al-Arabi (d. 1240) frequently speaks allegorically by using the metaphorical
language of mysticism. The style of his writings on the subject is considerably
different from any legalistic text. As a Sufi, Ibn al-‘Arabi speaks of a high level of
spirituality, and his language can be quite ambiguous. The following paragraphs
contain careful translations that I made from his monumental book al-Futuhat
al-Makkiyya, which can be translated as “The Meccan Conquests.” It can be dif-
ficult to understand Ibn al-Arabi because he frequently writes of his spiritual
experiences as if they are real. If the reader is not aware of his style, he or she
may misunderstand Ibn al-Arabi and even accuse him of being unrealistic and
untruthful. We will see in the following responses of Ibn al-‘Arabi to several
ambiguous points related to the descent that he has his own terminology. Even
when one understands this terminology, one can still find ambiguities in his
statements.

In his account of the descent of Jesus, Ibn al-‘Arabi responds to some points
that may occupy the minds of many mystics. First, to whom does Jesus come?
His answer is that Jesus comes to Muslims and his addressees are Muslims.
Therefore, Ibn al-‘Arabi concludes, Jesus’s return at the end of time directly re-
lates to Muslims; Jesus comes to rescue Muslims from oppression. Second, why
does Jesus come? Although Ibn al-‘Arabi speaks of the necessity of the return of
Jesus, he does not speak about why such a return is necessary. Here one can in-
fer several possibilities: (a) The return of Jesus is necessary because the Prophet
of Islam said so and the Prophet does not speak in vain; (b) If Jesus comes to
the oppressed, it is necessary for him to come. It is the way of God’s dealings
with humanity to send a rescuer for the oppressed. The coming of Jesus in this
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regard is the fulfillment of the divine will to protect and rescue the oppressed.
The third question is related to the path Jesus follows. Ibn al-‘Arabi is very clear
in his response to this question: Jesus will follow the path of the Prophet of Is-
lam just as early successors of the Prophet did. He will not bring a new law but
will practice the law that was brought by the Prophet of Islam.

What is the spiritual rank of Jesus? Usually Muslim mystics are concerned
about the spiritual rank of those they admire. It is known that the highest in
rank in the Islamic community after Muhammad is his first successor, Abu
Bakr (d. 634). Thus, is the rank of Jesus higher or lower than that of Abu Bakr?
Ibn al-‘Arabi draws a comparison between the spiritual rank of Jesus, who will
descend at the end of time, and Abu Bakr, the first caliph, who Sunni Muslim
theologians accept as the highest in spiritual rank after the Prophet: “Surely, it
is known that Jesus, peace be upon him, is higher in religious rank than Abu
Bakr” He continues, “It is necessary that Jesus will descend in the community
of Muhammad at the end of time. He will rule according to the path of Mu-
hammad, peace be upon him, as rightly guided caliphs ruled.” Interestingly, Ibn
al-‘Arabi states that many People of the Book will enter Islam by following the
path of Jesus, who will rule according to the path of Muhammad.?”

Regarding the descent of Jesus, Ibn al-‘Arabi speaks of a consensus among
Muslims that Jesus is both a prophet and a messenger of God and that he will
descend at the end of time as a just ruler. The question of whether Jesus’s descent
contradicts the finality of the Prophet Muhammad occupied Ibn al-‘Arabi’s
mind as well. According to him, the descent of Jesus does not contradict the
Islamic principle that there will be no prophet after Muhammad.?® It is fascinat-
ing to see how Ibn al-‘Arabi develops a new Sufi terminology. Sainthood and
prophethood are evidently distinguished in this account. He describes Jesus as
the seal of general sainthood, whereas Muhammad is the seal of the prophets.
Ibn al-‘Arabi uses the terms “general sainthood,” “seal of the saints,” and “gen-
eral prophethood,” terms that are not commonly known by theologians. These
special terms are uniquely used by mystics, particularly Ibn al-Arabi. When
he speaks of Jesus as the “seal of the saints,” one can infer that any saint who
comes after Jesus will be within the frame of Jesus’s sainthood since Jesus is both
a prophet and the seal of the saints. Ibn al-Arabi says, “The seal of the general
sainthood is Jesus, peace be upon him. He is the saint and a prophet in the time
of the community of Muhammad. . . . Jesus will descend at the end of time as a
seal and heir. Although Jesus comes after Muhammad and is among the stead-
fast and elite prophets, there will be no saint after Jesus with all-encompassing
prophethood as there is no prophet after Muhammad with prophethood that
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brings new laws” He then says, “Muhammad and other saints will join Jesus.
Jesus is from us and our master. Therefore, at the beginning of this matter
[the journey of humanity] there was a prophet, Adam, and at the end of it is a
prophet, Jesus.” Ibn al-‘Arabi refers to the Quranic verse that says that the story
of Jesus is similar to the story of Adam in the sight of God (3:59). He continues,
“Among the principles found in what was revealed to Muhammad is that God
will end the general sainthood that started with Adam with Jesus. Therefore, the
end will be similar to the beginning. God will end this adventure of humanity
in a way similar to the way He started it”?

Regarding the final destination of humanity, Islamic theology states that
every human being will be resurrected and sent by God’s judgment either to
paradise or hell. Prophets, saints, and all good people are among the people
of paradise. Generally speaking, like other messengers of God, Jesus will also
be resurrected and sent to paradise as his final destination. Ibn al-‘Arabi has a
different approach than that of other Muslim theologians to the resurrection of
Jesus. He speaks of two resurrections of Jesus. According to Islamic theology,
all people will experience one resurrection:

Among the saints there is one who is called al-Khatm [The Seal]. He is the
only one in the world. God seals with him the sainthood of the Prophet
Muhammad. Among Muhammadian saints there is no one greater than
him. There is another Khatm by whom God seals the general sainthood,
and that is Jesus, peace be upon him. He is the seal of all saints. Jesus will
have two resurrections on the Day of Judgment. One with the community
of Muhammad and the other as a messenger of God with other divine

messengers, peace be upon them all.>°

Ahmed Avni Konuk (d. 1938), a prominent Turkish commentator on Ibn
al-Arabi, relates in his discussion of The Bezels of Wisdom a famous hadith
narrated by Abu Hudhayfa, one of the companions of the Prophet who cites
ten signs of the Final Hour, including the descent of Jesus. Konuk also refers
to another saying of the Prophet that is not very well known and is not found
in the major sources of the Hadith, a saying that can be translated as follows,
“Blessed are those who live after the descent of Jesus. The sky is given permis-
sion to generously give its rain, the earth is given permission to generously put
forth its plants to the extent that if you plant a grain on a rock it will grow. A
man will pass by a lion. The lion will not harm him and will step on a snake, but
the snake will not harm him.”?! Most likely this hadith, which is not from the
reliable sources, is borrowed from the book of Isaiah, which speaks about the
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end of time: “And the lion will eat straw like the ox. The nursing child will play
by the hole of the cobra, and the weaned child will put his hand on the viper’s
den” (Isa. 11:7-8).%? Narrators might have confused the words of the Prophet of
Islam with the words of prophets before Islam, such as Isaiah.

Konuk’s commentary on the hadith that indicates that Jesus will kill a pig
suggests that Jesus will not kill the innocent pig just because its flesh is prohib-
ited in the Quran. According to Konuk, this saying should be understood as re-
ferring to “pig-like human beings” who are believed to be harmful to humanity
and have no capacity to be saved because of their deviation from the right path;
these people will be punished by Jesus.** In these commentaries, the descent of
Jesus is a symbol of an ideal life and purity in the Sufi literature.

Jalal al-Din Rumi

Jalal al-Din Rumi (d. 1273) speaks of the purity of the life of Jesus and his being
among the angels in that pure life. In the context of speaking of the purity of Je-
sus, Rumi addresses someone who claims to have memorized many prayers but
does not have the purity of heart that the prayer requires: “You may remember a
(life-giving) incantation derived from the Messiah [Jesus], [however] where (in
you) are the lips and teeth of Jesus, O abominable man?”** A person may have
the prayer of Jesus, but if he fails to have the mouth of Jesus, the prayer itself will
not be very helpful. This echoes Jesus’s address to his contemporaries: “Woe to
you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you clean the outside of the cup and
of the dish, but inside they are full of robbery and self-indulgence” (Matt. 23:25).

Rumi expresses the view commonly accepted by Muslim theologians and
commentators on the Quran that someone else was mistakenly taken by those
who intended to kill Jesus. Rumi speaks of this in the context of the lovers of
God who are always being saved by God: “The knowers of God are safe for
ever because they have passed through a sea of blood” He cites Jesus as an
example of this. He speaks of an amir, probably referring to Judas Iscariot, who
betrayed Jesus for thirty pieces of silver (Matt. 26:14-16). This amir entered
the house where Jesus was hiding, but he turned into Jesus and was captured
by the authorities. He cried out that he was not Jesus, but the crowd shouted
to hang him “with all speed, for he is Jesus: (he is) seeking to escape from our
hands by impersonating another”?> According to Rumi, because Jesus was the
“knower of God,” he was saved. Rumi also gives an example from the famous
historical story of Abraha, the king of Yemen who in 570 CE, a year before the
birth of Muhammad, attempted to destroy the Ka'ba, the holy shrine of Islam in
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Mecca with a huge army that included many elephants. The event is mentioned
in the Qurian in chapter 105, “The Elephant.”*® Abraha’s goal was to make all
pilgrims gather around him and worship toward his own Kaba in Yemen. But
God again defeated him. Abraha and his Ka'ba were eclipsed. The war matériel
of Abraha and his men became spoils for the poor Arabs of Mecca.”” According
to Rumi, God always saves the knowers of God and thus God saved Jesus from
his enemies.

Rumi draws a comparison between the spiritual individual and Jesus, saying,
“The table of the spiritual is (like) the cell of Jesus: O afflicted one, beware, be-
ware! Do not forsake this door!” Rumi then recounts how those who were blind
and lame would come to Jesus and were healed.?® In another context, Rumi
speaks of a conversation between a man and Jesus, who is escaping hastily into
the mountains. The man recognizes Jesus’s divine qualities and asks the reason
for his fearful escape. And Jesus responds that he is the one who, with the help
of God, cured all diseases but that the only disease that he could not cure was
the disease of stupidity.*® On another occasion, Rumi refers to the power of God
to create fifty earths in a moment but says that God creates gradually to teach
people to be patient. Rumi contends that God creates a man in forty years so
that the man will become a complete human being over time. “Jesus by means
of one prayer was able to make the dead spring up (to life) without delay: Is the
Creator of Jesus unable, without delay, to bring (full-grown) men in manifold
succession (into existence)?”4? In these examples, Rumi refers to the Islamic
understanding that Jesus had the ability to perform miracles through the power
of prayer, that Jesus was not God but was created by God, and that God sup-
ported Jesus by giving him the ability to raise the dead.

In a similar verse of poetry, Rumi speaks again about the power of the breath
of Jesus, not the physicality of that breath but the power hidden in it that raises
the dead. Rumi likens a human being to the breath of Jesus. The physical aspect
of that breath is weak, but there is a very strong inner aspect of both the breath
and the human being: “Man is like the rod of Moses; Man is like the incantation
[breath] of Jesus”*! On another occasion, Rumi compares the nature of Jesus
to that of angels: “Jesus and Idris [Enoch] ascended to heaven, since they were
homogeneous with the angels”*? Abdulbaki Gélpinarli, a prominent Turkish
interpreter and commentator on Rumi, speaks of an anonymous individual
whom he calls “the Jesus of the time.” He refers to the Quranic verses that speak
of Jesus as a messenger of God to the children of Israel, when Jesus says,

Surely I came to you with a sign from your Lord. I create from clay the
likeness of a bird, then I breathe into it and it becomes a bird by God’s
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permission. I heal those born blind and the leper, and I resurrect the dead
by God’s permission. I announce unto you about what you eat and what
you store up in your houses. Surely in all of this there is a sign for you if
you are believers. And I confirm the Torah, which came before me, and
I am to make lawful for you something that is forbidden unto you, and I
came with a sign from your Lord, keep your duty to Allah and obey me.
Surely God is my Lord and your Lord, so worship Him. This is a straight

path. (3:49-51)

After mentioning these verses, Golpinarli interprets them allegorically to
indicate that the resurrection of the dead is not always to be understood as the
resurrection of a dead human being but instead as the idea that dead hearts
can also be brought back to life. Golpinarli says, “The Jesus of the time and the
Khidr [a mysterious, saintly figure] of the time each opens the eyes of those
whose hearts’ eyes are blind. They heal the spiritual diseases of those who can-
not hear the truth. They resurrect the dead hearts*

When Rumi speaks of the miracles of Jesus, he clearly shares the view of
Muslim theologians that Jesus performed miracles in the name of God and with
God’s permission. Rumi wrote that the “miracles which Jesus had performed
he was performing by pronouncing the Name of God. . . . When the soul has
been united with God, to speak of God is to speak of that soul and to speak of
that soul is to speak of God.”** This couplet echoes the Qur’anic verse about the
Prophet of Islam. When the Prophet’s companions gave their hands to him in
allegiance, the verse says, “Surely those who give allegiance to you, Muham-
mad, give allegiance to God” (48:10). This verse has never been understood
to bestow status as a deity on Muhammad but has always been understood
by Muslim theologians to mean that the Prophet was representing God and
speaking on behalf of God. The Prophet was not an incarnation of God but was
sent by God to represent God’s message. Because he so thoroughly represented
God or, using Sufi terminology, he was so united with God, giving allegiance
to him was giving allegiance to God. For the same reason, Muslim theologians
and mystics such as Rumi would understand Jesus’s similar statements about
his representation of God to mean that Jesus represents God but is not God,
and thus they would not call Jesus or Muhammad a deity. As evidence of this
representation, God gave them miracles. But these miracles were aimed to show
their truthfulness rather than their status as deities.

In another verse Rumi speaks of what he calls “the dyeing-vat of Jesus,” from
which a hypocritical king who wanted to corrupt Christianity could not take
any positive thing. Rumi writes, “He [the king] had no scent (perception) of
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the unicoloration of Jesus, nor had he a disposition from (imbued with) the
tincture of the dyeing-vat of Jesus. From that pure vat a garment of a hundred
colors would become as simple and one-colored as light”* With this, Rumi
indicates that doctrines may differ but the nature of the way is one.

‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Sha‘rani

Some mystics were concerned about the life of Jesus in heaven and how he would
survive without eating and drinking. These mystics were asked by their pupils
about Jesus’s eating and drinking in heaven. An important Egyptian mystic and
theologian ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Sha'rani (d. 1565) gives an interesting answer to
the question: How can Jesus live in heaven without eating and drinking? His
answer: “Jesus’s body has become an angelic body. Therefore, he does not need
to eat and drink in the heavenly world. His sustenance is glorifying God, prais-
ing God, and saying, Holy, Holy, Holy! as angels do’4® He also mentions Sufis
and saints whose bodies become like light. They do not feel the need to eat and
drink. Therefore, al-Sha‘rani contends, one should not be in doubt about Jesus’s
eating and drinking. Later scholars discuss the idea that Jesus did not breathe as
humans do, saying that God has the power to allow people to breathe without
air. According to Muslim mystics, Jesus can live without eating, drinking, and
breathing in heaven because all of these are merely conditions of our worldly life.

Al-Sha'rani goes further and speaks about the necessity of a firm belief in the
descent of Jesus: “Surely the descent of Jesus, peace be upon him, is proven by
the Qurian and the sayings of the Prophet. . . . The truth is that Jesus was raised
to heaven, bodily as well. And belief in this is necessary” He then refers to a
view of his mystic predecessors: “Know that the way of his ascension, and his
descent, and his stay in heaven without eating and drinking is something that
reason cannot comprehend. There is no way for us, except to believe in it and

submit to the wide power of God¥’

Ismail Hakki Bursevi

Ismail Hakki Bursevi (d. 1725), a noted Turkish mystic and the author of a well-
known commentary on the Qur’an, puts forth a scenario of the descent of Jesus
that describes in literal terms the time of the descent and also describes his
marriage. His narratives and his presentation of the scenario give an impres-
sion that he is not concerned about the reliability of the sources from which
he quotes. Perhaps for this reason we see him quoting from much less reliable
Hadith sources. Unlike some other Sufis mentioned earlier, he generally seems
to be quite literalist regarding Jesus’s descent, although not always.

Www.ebook777.com



http://www.ebook777.com

Interpretive Approaches to Jesus’s Eschatological Role

According to Bursevi’s scenario, “Jesus will descend as a just ruler in the time
of al-Dajjal” Most likely in order to indicate the unknown nature of the time
of Jesus’s descent, he intentionally describes it as the time of the emergence of
the Antichrist. An unknown is described with another unknown, but at least
both are known as the signs of the Hour and their coming is known to be at
the end of time. One can assume that when he speaks of the time of al-Dajjal
it is another way to say at the end of time. Bursevi also narrates that “Jesus will
marry an Arab woman, he will have children from her, and then after living
forty years on earth he will die. Muslims will perform his funeral prayer. That is
because Jesus prayed to God to be a member of Muhammad’s community, and
God has accepted his prayer.”*® Bursevi’s addition to what we already know of
the scenario of Jesus’s descent is his marriage with an Arab woman. Fascinat-
ingly, he takes this marriage literally. Since he narrates the scenario as a future
fact, he does not leave a space for further symbolic interpretations. The mar-
riage addition to this eschatological scenario is not found in the reliable Hadith
sources, although one can find it in the less-known Hadith collections from
which Bursevi quoted with no hesitation.

When one examines Bursevi’s view on the descent, several points draw one’s
attention. The first thing is Jesus’s relationship to celibacy. According to Bursevi,
unlike his original celibacy, after his return Jesus will not advocate for celibacy
and will instead marry and encourage marriage. If this is taken literally, as Bur-
sevi claims, it will mean an important shift in the Christian tradition. Second,
Bursevi speaks of the duration of Jesus’s stay as forty years. It is very well known
in the Arabic literature that the numbers forty and seventy are indications of
multiplicity. In this case, it indicates the long duration of Jesus’s time on earth.
Third, Bursevi speaks of the end scenario of Jesus’s death. This clearly indicates
that Bursevi believes that Jesus is mortal, and everything that is mortal cannot
be God. This Muslim mystic once again emphasizes the Islamic view that Jesus
is God’s messenger and cannot be God.

Many Sufis use symbolism when they speak of Jesus’s descent, similar to
Muslim theologians who take an interpretive approach. This symbolism can
be found in a Turkish Sufi poem written in the Mathnawi style (characterized
by the use of couplets) and presented to the Ottoman sultan Murad II. In this
poem, the author presents the sword of Jesus as one made of light, a weapon
that does not harm but heals.* This relates to the struggle between the Anti-
christ and Jesus, which many Muslim theologians including Nursi understand
to be a nonviolent struggle.
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Jesus’s Descent and Theologies

of Muslim-Christian Cooperation

So far I have examined various Islamic theological understandings of Jesus’s
eschatological role and Islam’s rich theological engagement with Jesus. This
chapter will explore this theology in light of its implications for Muslim-Chris-
tian cooperation, pluralism, and world peace. In this regard, the focus of this
chapter is twofold: it first highlights the textual aspects of the Islamic approach
to interreligious dialogue and then addresses the praxis of dialogue between
Christians and Muslims.

The Roots of Dialogue in Islamic Theological Thought

If one is to read contemporary Muslim commentators who view Muslim-Chris-
tian cooperation as part of their understanding of the descent of Jesus, it is nec-
essary to first examine the roots of dialogue in the Qurian. Within the Qur'an
and the sayings of the Prophet one finds many references to Christians and
Jews, “the People of the Book” Among the world’s major religions, Judaism is
the closest to Islam in terms of laws and practices, particularly dietary restric-
tions. As far as the personality of Jesus is concerned, Christianity is the closest
religion to Islam. The Quran instructs Muslims to love all prophets equally,
however for many Muslims, there is a special love for Jesus. This is because,
according to Muslims, Jesus spoke both in the Qur'an and in the Gospel about
the coming of the Prophet of Islam. Also, the Prophet Muhammad frequently
spoke about Jesus and his descent. These references have contributed to Mus-
lims’ unique love of Jesus. In fact many Muslims name their children after him
with his Arabic name “Isa, just as they name their children after other prophets
such as Abraham, Moses, Isaac, Ishmael, and David.

The Qur'an was revealed in a multicultural and multireligous environment.
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The Prophet of Islam had already been exposed to diverse societies before his
first experience of revelation; His family life, and particularly his later mar-
riages, is a good example of the multicultural environment in which the Qur’an
was revealed. The Prophet married a Jewish woman named Safiyya as well as
an Egyptian Christian, Maria. Among Muslims, the wives of the Prophet are
considered the mothers of the Islamic community. Thus, when Muslims refer to
the wives of the Prophet they say, “Our mother Safiyya” or “Our mother Maria”
The Qur’an brought a new understanding to the people of Arabia, yet its mes-
sage was not limited to one segment of human society. Instead, it was given to
all human beings. In fact, the Qurian frequently refers to its audience as al-nas
(the people) and al-insan (the human being).!

A deep examination of Quranic passages reveals that the scripture was in
dialogue with its diverse society. The primary listeners of the Qur'an were the
Muslims who followed its teachings. However, the Qur'an addressed Arab poly-
theists known as mushrikun as well as Christians and Jews, known as Ahl al-
Kitab, or the People of the Book. The Quran even refers to a group known as
the Sabi’un, an esoteric group that some believed worshipped stars and angels
in addition to the one God. In the midst of such cultural diversity, the Qurianic
revelation came to the Prophet in the year 609 CE.? Since this revelation con-
stitutes the most holy reference for Muslims, a verse, a word, or even a hint in
the Qurian is substantially important for any theological discourse. Therefore,
even an allusion in the Qur’an to the descent of Jesus or to the promotion of dia-
logue between Muslims and Christians is significant. The Qur’an clearly states
its preference for such dialogue.

The Holy Book of Islam instructs its audience to initiate dialogue with others
by showing a way of greeting, the same way Jesus used to greet his disciples:
“When you are greeted, respond with an equal or better greeting” (4:86). By
using such a general statement, the Qur’an in fact opens a wide door for dia-
logue and understanding. This is the first step to establishing good relationships
with others, regardless of differences between people. After establishing this
relationship, the Quran addresses pagans, polytheists, idol worshipers, Chris-
tians, and Jews. The language of the Qur’an regarding polytheists is strong and
engaging. The Qur’an considers the denial of God’s existence to be a great error,
so the verses regarding polytheists are highly critical but also contain a strong
invitation for them to understand the message of the Qur’an from a logical ba-
sis. For example, the Qur’an asks of disbelievers, “Will they [the people who do
not believe in God, pagans of Mecca] not look at the camels and how they are
created, and the heavens, how it is raised, and the mountains, how they are set
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up, and the earth, how it is spread. [O Muhammad] remind them [of this] for
you are only a reminder. You are not a coercer of them” (88:16-20).

It is evident that the Qurianic address to Arab idol worshippers is uncom-
promising. The Quran challenges them by citing what the Scripture contends
is the work of God, such as the creation of natural phenomena, and even the
skill of idol worshippers, such as their eloquence. For example, one verse says,
“Are you harder [for God] to create or is it the heaven that God built? He raised
heaven thereof and ordered it. And He made dark the night thereof. And He
brought forth the day thereof. And after that, He spread the Earth” (79:27-30).
In another verse the Quran says, “If you are in doubt concerning that which We
reveal unto our servant [Muhammad] then produce a chapter of the like thereof
and call your witnesses beside God if you are truthful. If you cannot do it, and
you can never do it, then guard yourselves against the fire the fuel of which
is of men and stones prepared for the disbelievers” (2:23-24). In the Quranic
narrative, the polytheists of Mecca are presented as kafirun (disbelievers) and
mushrikun, those who associate their idols with God. The Holy Book complains
of this group’s stubbornness, saying that Arab polytheists (al-Arab, or Arab
Bedouins) are the strongest in disbelief and hypocrisy (9:97). Despite this, the
door of dialogue has been kept open with them. The Qur'an uses emphatic lan-
guage to invite even these disbelievers to think about their environment and the
beauty around them and to recognize the Creator. Thus the Qur’an justifies dia-
logue not only with Christians and Jews, who are members of the Abrahamic
family to which Muslims also belong, but also with atheists. The Qur’an invites
all deniers of God into dialogue about basic beliefs. Therefore today’s atheists,
agnostics, humanists, and so on, are invited into dialogue in the same way.

Occasionally dialogue between the Prophet and the polytheists would turn
into a heated debate; however, the Qur’an prohibits insulting the gods of poly-
theists because the polytheists in turn might insult God (6:108). The Prophet
engaged in a respectful debate over resurrection with the disbelievers of Mecca.
A leading personality among them came to the Prophet with some rotten bones
in his hand and crumbled the bones to dust, asking the Prophet, “Who will
resurrect these rotten bones?” In response to this, divine revelation instructed
Muhammad to say that “the One who first brought them into being will resur-
rect them again” (36:77-80).

Muhammad, as God’s messenger, engaged in an instructive dialogue with
the people around him. When Meccan polytheists used physical force against
him, he did not respond with force but instead preferred migration; he also
practiced nonviolence when persecuted.® After he visited the city of T'if to seek
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refuge for himself and his community and was, in modern parlance, violently
run out of town, the angel Gabriel came to him and said that God would destroy
the entire city if he wished. He said, “Lord, there may be some believers from
the offspring of these people. They do not know what they are doing” This is
similar to Jesus’s famous statement “Father, forgive them; for they do not know
what they are doing” (Luke 23:34).

The Qurian describes Muhammad as a “mercy for the universe” (21:107).
This quality is observed in his relationship with the polytheists of Mecca. On
one occasion, some of Muhammad’s companions asked him to pray that God
would send a plague upon the disbelievers. The Prophet replied, “Surely I am
sent by God only as a mercy for all people.” Instead he asked God to forgive the
disbelievers of Mecca. In another version of this hadith, the prophet says, “I am
not sent to curse people, but sent only as a mercy for people™

Christians and Jews are both important groups in the intended audience
of the Qur’an. The Prophet’s dialogues with Christians and Jews took place on
a higher level. The Christian king of Abyssinia, modern-day Ethiopia, was a
constant ally of the Prophet against Meccan polytheists. Throughout Islamic
history, generally speaking, Jewish and Christian minorities lived peacefully
in Islamic communities and flourished within Islamic civilization, including
such notables as Yahya bin ‘Adi (d. 974), a prominent Christian theologian who
translated numerous Greek philosophical works into Arabic, and the Jewish
polymath Moses Maimonides (d. 1204). Muslim theologians and jurists have
developed specific rights, responsibilities, and protections for the People of the
Book based on the Quran and the sayings of the Prophet.” Historically, starting
in the era of the Four Caliphs through the end of the Ottoman Empire, Chris-
tians and Jews living under Islamic law were called the people of the dhimma
and received special legal protections. Even today, Islamic law impels a govern-
ment to be responsible for the protection of its Christian and Jewish citizens.

A well-known story among scholars of Islamic law illustrates this protection
and gives it further support in the legal tradition. A famous Muslim jurist, Qadi
Abu Yusuf (d. 798), sent a message to the Abbasid caliph Harun al-Rashid (r.
786-809), advising him to be compassionate toward the people of the dhimma
under his rule:

O Leader of Believers, may God protect you, surely it is necessary that
you deal with the people of the dhimma with compassion. They are under
the protection of your Prophet and your cousin Muhammad.® It is your
responsibility to make sure that they are not wronged or harmed or both-
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ered. Also you make sure that nothing beyond their capacity is asked from
them. Also you need to make sure that nothing is taken from their wealth,
except the rightly assigned required tax.”’

Then Abu Yusuf reminded Harun al-Rashid of ‘Umar, who said before his
death, “T advise the caliphs after me to protect the people of the dhimma. They
are under the Messenger of God’s protection. And I advise the caliphs to give
the people of the dhimma what they promise them. The leader of Muslims is
to fight on their behalf, and not to put upon their shoulders something that is
beyond their capacity.”® The Prophet’s compassion and mercy were codified in
Islamic law as a guarantee of protection for the rights of minorities, especially
Christians and Jews.

Just as the Prophet was a mercy for humankind, he was also humble in his
dialogue and relationships with others. The humility of the Prophet contributed
to this dialogue. When mediating a conflict between a Jew and a Muslim over
whether Moses or Muhammad was the paragon of humanity, the Prophet re-
sponded, “Do not elevate me over Moses.” That the Prophet did not consider
himself to be higher than Moses in the sight of God demonstrates his humble-
ness. On another occasion he said, “Do not compare me to my brother Jonah'
This humility set an example for Muslims and contributed to respectful dia-
logue with other religious traditions because he always spoke positively about
the messengers of God who came before him. In addition, he brought beauti-
ful ethics to the community and valued relationships within the multireligious
community. An important hadith recorded by al-Bukhari reads “Abdullah bin
‘Amr narrates that a sheep was slaughtered for and brought to the Prophet. The
Prophet twice [indicating its importance] said to his servant ‘Have you shared
this with our Jewish neighbor?””"! Muhammad also had financial interactions
with members of this community. For example, he used his shield as collateral
for a loan from a Jewish neighbor. He valued good qualities in others whether
they were Muslims or not, and this was his understanding of the Quran. He
would say, “People are like minerals, the one who was good pre-Islam is good
after Islam t00.”? Therefore, people were praised because of their good qualities,
regardless of their race, ethnicity, or religious background. The Qur’an was the
foundation of the Prophet’s ethics.

Finding Common Ground with the People of the Book

Christians and Jews are mentioned more than forty times in the Qurian. The
best-known term for them collectively in the Qur’an is the tender phrase Ahl
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al-Kitab, the People of the Book. The Quran also uses the term ahl in describing
the family of the Prophet: Ahl al-Bayt, “the People of the Family” The Qur'an
speaks of the beliefs of the People of the Book, their holy scriptures, and their
prophets, and in some cases narrates their conversations and describes them as
examples for Muslims. The God of Islam, Allah, is the same as the God of Abra-
ham, Moses, and Jesus; the Qur’an says, “Our God and your God is one” (46:29).
The People of the Book share many of the beautiful names of God in the Quran:
the Creator, the Merciful, the Compassionate, the All-Powerful, the All-Wise,
the All-Knowing, the Eternal, the Vigilant Guardian, the One Who Answers
All Our Needs, the Very Loving, and many others. These constitute a common
ground between Muslims and Christians, the adherents of the two largest world
religions.® Since they share the same God, they share the most important aspect
of faith, and therefore dialogue between them is much easier. Although there
may be differences in interpretation of doctrines that sound irreconcilable, a
shared humanity and a common Creator are more fundamental.

In Islamic teaching, Allah is the God of all, not just the God of Muslims. The
Qur’an states, “We [God] have advised those who received the Scripture before
you. We also advised you [Muslims] that you should be respectful to God. If
you disbelieve, beware! All that is in heaven and earth belongs to God. Allah is
All-sufficient and Worthy of Praise” (4:131). In Islamic theology, God does not
need the belief and prayers of humankind. If people reject prayer, they do not
harm God; they harm only themselves. Islamic theology holds that people can
neither harm nor benefit God. To describe God’s role in the Islamic tradition,
there is a well-known analogy of a medical doctor who insists that patients take
their medication. The doctor insists upon this for the sake of her patients be-
cause they need the medication. Similarly, humans need worship for their own
spiritual betterment.

The Qurian encourages dialogue and cooperation with the People of the
Book. As great messengers of God, Moses is mentioned more than 150 times
and Jesus is mentioned over 100 times, including twenty-five times by his Is-
lamic proper name, ‘Isa, and thirty-three times by the epithet “Son of Mary.”
The Qur’an esteems biblical prophets highly. Likewise, the Qur’an praises the
People of the Book for their good deeds and faith in God: “As for those who
believe in God and remain steadfast in their faith, God will enter them in His
mercy and grace. He will lead them to the path of righteousness, the straight
path” (4:175). Therefore, the Qurian encourages coexistence, cooperation, and
harmony among the People of the Book in order to bring common good to
society. Wherever there is something good, the Qur’an considers it Islamic.
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In fact, the Qur’an invites and encourages all human beings, no matter what
their backgrounds are, to strive to better themselves and to contribute to the
betterment of others through good deeds. The Quran very clearly considers
diversity a part of the divine will, and it clearly teaches that to urge uniformity
goes against the divine will. The Quran says, “If God willed, He could have
made you one community, but [He has not] in order to test you with what
He has given you. Therefore, vie with one another for good deeds. All of you
will return to God. He will then inform you about what you have differed on”
(5:48). This verse indicates that diversity functions as a test for humanity, to
try mankind’s ability to overcome bigotry and prejudice. In passing this test,
humankind will accomplish the common good to which the Qurian calls all
people.

Two Quranic verses include not only Muslims but also Jews and Christians
among those who will be rewarded by God as long as they believe in God and
the afterlife and do good deeds (2:62, 5:69). This is possible if, as some Muslim
theologians have understood it, belief in the prophets, including the Prophet
Muhammad as the final messenger of God, is a necessary result of the belief in
God. In fact, the Quran itself makes belief in the prophets inseparable from
belief in God (4:150). The Quran therefore enables the building of bridges be-
tween Muslims and Christians.

Today, if oppositional feelings develop between Muslims and Christians, it
is not because of the Qurian or the Gospel. It could be because of political
circumstances or a lack of understanding of the Holy Scriptures, but the scrip-
tures themselves are not to blame. How unfortunate it is when a fringe group
of Christians wants to burn the Qurian without having even read it. Those who
are promoting violence in the Islamic community are fringe groups as well, and
their disruptive actions bring them more attention than positive actions bring
to the mainstream Muslim community. Distraction often makes noise while
good things are quiet. In the Qur’anic passages regarding the People of the Book
in general and Christians in particular, one often finds a tender tone. The vari-
ous discourses of the Qur'an and the styles it uses in addressing non-Muslim
audiences encourage dialogue and cooperation.

The Quran mandates a positive dialogue with the People of the Book. This
means that the debate between Muslims and Christians must be based on kind-
ness: “Do not argue with the People of the Book unless it is in the best way, save
for those who do evil. And say ‘We believe in that which has been revealed to
us and what was revealed to you. Our God and your God is One and to Him we
submit™ (29:46). Any debate must be, as the Qur’an states, a friendly one. The
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Qur’an is realistic and does not negate the differences. However, even discuss-
ing those differences can cause a certain level of enmity. To prevent any animos-
ity, the verse commands Muslims to only debate with the People of the Book,
including theological debates, in the kindest way. The foundation of healthy
debate should focus on the dimensions upon which both traditions agree.

In addition to a shared belief in one God, and in fact the same God, another
important theological principle shared by Muslims and Christians is the con-
cept of prophethood.!* The Quran presents prophethood as an indispensable
element of human history and a common theme between Muslims and Chris-
tians. There is no doubt that Jesus, as a messenger of God, is one of the most
important prophets in Islam. Similarly, Moses is a touchstone for both Jews
and Muslims. The Qur’an narrates the struggle of Moses against Pharaoh and
casts Moses as a predecessor of the Prophet of Islam. One cannot find a Muslim
named Pharaoh. However, one can find many Muslims named Jesus (‘Isa) or
Moses (Musa). This social fact clearly demonstrates that the feelings of Mus-
lims are inherently positive toward Christians and Jews. In fact, many biblical
prophets are mentioned in the Quran. The Quran describes believers in God
and His messenger Muhammad as those who do not distinguish between God’s
messengers (2:285, 4:152). Muslims are required to believe in all of God’s mes-
sengers. In Islamic teaching, Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad
are all in the same chain of prophethood, and belief in one of them entails a
belief in all of them. Such an approach paves the way for mutual understanding
and positive relationships between Muslims and Christians.

In a multicultural society, it is important to have a respect for individual
voices in order to stimulate good feedback through dialogue.”® This allows in-
dividuals to talk freely and to be engaged in the process of decision making.
The Prophet Muhammad and his companions were a great example of such
engagement. He had great respect for individual thought and allowed others
to speak freely, including women and children, without silencing them. Even if
he occasionally was frustrated, he was always patient and compassionate. The
Qur’an describes him in the following way: “It is because of a mercy from Al-
lah that you were lenient with your people, O Muhammad, for if you had been
stern and fierce of heart they would have dispersed from around you. Forgive
them, and then ask forgiveness for them from God. And consult with them
in your affairs, and trust in God” (3:159). When the Prophet was frustrated by
questions and extraordinary requests from his audience, the Qur'an consoled
him by mentioning that previous prophets endured the same frustration, and
even worse (3:184). Multiple passages strike the same chord: “If they deny you,
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[O Muhammad,] surely many Messengers of God before you were denied as
well and everything will ultimately return to God” (35:4). This empowered the
Prophet to remain patient and merciful; it kept Muhammad in alignment with
the prophetic tradition and thus the Qurian describes him as “the seal of the
prophets” (33:40).

In addition to the common prophetic tradition, the Qurian further encour-
ages relationships between Christians and Muslims by presenting Islam as the
religion of Abraham, the common ancestor of Jews, Christians, and Muslims.
The verse says, “Say, we [Muslims] believe in Allah and in that which is revealed
unto us, and which is revealed unto Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, and the
tribes, and which is also revealed to Moses, Jesus, and in what the prophets
received from their Lord. We do not differentiate between any of them, and to
God we have surrendered” (2:135-36). This verse connects Islam with the Jew-
ish and Christian traditions via the chain of prophethood. As the verse states,
Muslims believe in all that was revealed to Jesus and Moses and to the other
prophets. Muslims believe that when Jesus speaks, he speaks truthfully. Ac-
cording to the teachings of Islam, Jesus never lied. The only difference between
Muslims and Christians with regard to the sayings of Jesus is in their interpreta-
tion. In Islamic theological thought, Jesus was the most important human being
on earth in his time; the message Jesus taught was the true message of God and
a renewal of the Abrahamic tradition. According to the Qur’an, the essence of
the message of God to all prophets is the same. Any difference is based on the
conditions and needs of the people to whom each prophet was sent. God chose
to send Muhammad within the same tradition as Jesus, and He made Muham-
mad the seal of the Prophets.

Admonitions and Instructions for Muslims and Christians

Although the need for dialogue between Muslims and Christians is important
in the Qur’an, this idea can sometimes turn into admonition and instruction.
There is no doubt that the Qur’an criticizes some Christians and Jews for their
bad deeds or false beliefs; however, this criticism is motivated by a desire for the
people of Abrahamic faiths to take the right path, as it is presented in the first
chapter of the Qur’an. In their daily prayers, Muslims ask God for guidance on
the path. The Qur’an criticizes the Christian understanding of the metaphysical
presence of Jesus and asks Christians to avoid exaggeration in regard to Jesus.
The verse says, “Say [Muhammad]: O People of the Book! Do not exagger-
ate in your religion, excepting the truth. Do not follow the desires of people
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who went astray before and have misguided many people and have themselves
strayed from the right path” (5:77). The “people who went astray before” in this
verse can be interpreted as a reference to the Greco-Roman religious tradition.
In another verse, the need to question the trinity is underscored: “O People of
the Book! Do not exaggerate in your religion. Do not say anything about God
except truth. Surely, the Messiah, Jesus, son of Mary, is God’s messenger and
God gave His word through Mary and he [Jesus] is a spirit from Him. Therefore
believe in God and His messengers and do not say God is ‘three Avoiding this
is better for you. There is no doubt that God is but One God. He is too exalted
to have a son. Whatever is in heaven and on earth belongs to Him and God is
all sufficient as the Trustee” (4:171). According to Islamic theology, monotheism
is the message of both the Quran and the Gospel and is therefore a common
value that Muslims and Christians share.

The Qur’an instructs Christians to avoid exaggeration. Even though most
Christians consider Jesus’s divinity a truth of revelation, Muslims consider this
an exaggeration of the personality of Jesus, which is not found in the essence
of his message. Forgoing exaggeration is an important principle for Muslims to
consider as well. The Prophet responded in a similar tone to his companions
who wanted to pursue an ascetic lifestyle. They sought to reject marriage, fast
throughout the year, and pray day and night. The Prophet asked them to avoid
extremism. As a moral example and the Islamic ideal, the Prophet reminded
them of the middle way, exhorting them that marriage is in accordance with
human nature and should not be rejected. He instructed them to fast some-
times but not to go to extremes.

The Prophet Muhammad exemplified this exhortation to avoid exaggeration
by modeling it in his own life. From the beginning of his calling to the end, he
resisted every desire to inflate his own status. One example of how the Prophet
rejected exaggeration about himself can be seen when Muhammad gave the
same warning to his companions when they wanted to exaggerate the status of
his prophethood. He reminded them that he was only a human being and not
a deity, that the only difference between him and other men was that he was
receiving a revelation from God. The Qur’an instructs him to proclaim this
principle of Islamic faith: “Say [Muhammad] ‘Tam only a human being like you.
It has been revealed to me that your God is only One God. Therefore, whoever
hopes to meet his Lord, let him do righteous work, and associate none with God
in worship” (18:110). Once again, the Prophet Muhammad is asked to confirm
his status as a human being: “Say [Muhammad] ‘T do not say to you that God’s
treasures are with me, and I do not know the unseen, and I do not say to you
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that I am an angel. I only follow what is revealed to me.” (6:50). Again, “Say
[Muhammad], O people, I am a messenger of God to you all” (7:158).

Being a messenger of God also indicates the Prophet’s servanthood. The
Qur’an presents Muhammad as a servant of God in the same way that it presents
Jesus as a servant of God. The Quran says, “The Messiah will never disdain being
a servant of Allah” (4:172). In Islamic teaching, the highest rank that one can at-
tain is to become the closest servant of Allah. Therefore, when the Qur’an relates
the Prophet Muhammad to God with phrases such as “Our servant” (2:23) and
“His servant” (17:1, 18:1, 25:1. 39:36, 53:10, 57:9), it alludes to two important points.
First, the Prophet Muhammad is a human being and a servant of God; his posi-
tion therefore should not be elevated to the level of a deity. Second, while he is not
a deity, his close relationship to God is indicated in the pronouns “His” or “Our”
Therefore, when God describes someone as His servant, He gives that person the
highest spiritual rank an individual can attain. For this reason, God may even
change the course of the natural laws for this servant’s sake, yet this individual is
a servant and cannot be an object of worship. Keeping these two points in mind,
Muslims would never imagine worshipping Muhammad. Therefore, Orientalists’
description of Muslims as “Muhammadans” or Islam as “Muhammadanism” is
considered offensive because it implies that Muslims worship Muhammad.

Muhammad always humbled himself and drew people’s attention to his hu-
manity so that no one would consider him a deity; he was a preacher of God’s
word and a conveyor of God’s message to mankind, not a deity. The verses of
the Qurian state this in a powerful way. It is well known that the Prophet did
not allow his companions to rise and stand before him, as some people did to
show respect to their king.!® One companion of the Prophet narrates that he
knew no face more honorable and precious than the face of the Messenger of
God but that the Prophet’s companions would not stand up before him because
they knew that he had forbidden the practice.

One of the important traits that Jesus shares with Muhammad is humility. In
contrast, the Qurlan criticizes Pharaoh and his arrogance because he claimed
that he was God. The Quran indicates that a pious, humble, messenger of God
such as Jesus would never be so arrogant as to claim that he was God. For all
servants of God, humility is essential. The Quran praises Christians who are
humble: “You will find the closest in affection to those who believe [Muslims]
are those who say, “We are Christians. This is because among them there are
priests and monks and they are not arrogant” (5:82). Mahmoud Ayoub, a lead-
ing scholar of Islam in the United States, finds two crucial points in this verse.
First, there is amity between Christians and Muslims. Second, Christian monks
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and learned priests accept the truth when they hear it because of their humble
character.” In fact, the next verse continues in the same style, praising the piety
of some Christians: “When they hear what is revealed to the Messenger of God,
you see their eyes overflow with tears because of their recognition of the truth,
and they say, ‘Our Lord, we believe. Include us among the witnesses™ (5:83).

The occasion of the revelation of this verse is significant with regard to Mus-
lim-Christian interaction. The verse was revealed after a group of the Prophet’s
companions, some seventy men and women, had migrated to Abyssinia and
met with King Ashama bin Abjar (known in the Islamic sources as al-Najashi,
meaning the Emperor) to ask for refuge in his kingdom so they could escape the
torture of Meccan pagans. In an effort to extradite the Prophet’s companions,
these Meccan polytheists sent a delegate to the king. While the king considered
returning the Prophet’s companions to the Meccans in order to improve diplo-
matic relations with Mecca, the leader of the group, Ja‘far bin Abi Talib (d. 629),
who was also a cousin of the Prophet Muhammad, objected to the decision by
saying that they were sent by the Prophet because they believed in the same
God that the king believed in. After Jafar made a remarkable defense by reciting
the Qurianic verses from chapter 19 on Jesus’s birth and on Mary, the king’s eyes
and those of his companions filled with tears. The king turned to the Meccan
delegate and said, “Not for a mountain of gold will I return them to you”’® Then
the king asked the group to stay in Abyssinia as long as they wished.”

This verifiable historical event is considered a landmark in the history of
Muslim-Christian cooperation. The Qurian praises this king and his associ-
ates because of his fear of God and their favorable reaction to the Qur’anic
revelation. Although the Qur’an speaks of a particular historical event, the sig-
nificance of that event is not limited to that time period. We also know that
when King Ashama passed away, the Prophet felt sorry and said: “Today the
wholesome servant of God Ashama [al-Najashi] died. Stand up and perform
[funeral] prayer for him.” The companion of the Prophet who narrates the story
continues, “We stood up and the Prophet led us in the Prayer”?° The Prophet
performed a funeral prayer for al-Najashi in the city of Medina, which set the
precedent in Islamic law for what would later be called by scholars of Islamic
law the “funeral prayer in absentia.”*!

To contribute to the overall cooperation between Muslims and Christians,
the Qur’an avoids generalizations and stereotypes about certain negative behav-
ior and beliefs of Christians. While the Qur’an is positive overall toward People
of the Book, in those instances where it ascribes negative characteristics to the
People of the Book, it uses adjectives such as “some” or “many,” as opposed to
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“all” to show that these characteristics are not common to all the People of the
Book.? Since the Quran opens the door to interaction with the People of the
Book and invites them to a common ground, some Islamic scholars have been
impelled to consider the descent of Jesus in a more universal and allegorical
way, as is discussed in previous chapters, to devise an interpretation that lays
the groundwork for the future of Muslim-Christian collaboration. Before mov-
ing on to discuss contemporary dialogue efforts, it is important to give a brief
account of the history of Christian-Muslim relations.

Christian-Muslim Relations after the Era of the Prophet

Since the era of the Prophet, Muslims and Christians, more often than not, have
lived peacefully side by side. During the Umayyad Caliphate, Christian schol-
ars and scribes were able to attain significant positions in the government and
Umayyad leaders allowed Christians, as well as Jews and other religious groups,
a high degree of autonomy. In the same way, the Abbasid period of Islam was
an era when Muslims were able to coexist with Christians, Jews, and even athe-
ists. Most notably, under the rule of Harun al-Rashid (r. 786-809), these groups
were able to debate their theological differences in the palace of the caliph. This
period of harmony generally continued until the height of the Crusades. Even
during the era of the Crusades, religious harmony continued to flourish in Is-
lamic Spain, where through mutual cooperation Muslims, Christians, and Jews
created a culture of intellectual and spiritual development that can be scarcely
rivaled elsewhere in human history. By the fifteenth century, the Ottomans had
established a new era of peaceful coexistence between Muslims, Christians, and
Jews. Ottomans were known for their tolerance toward adherents of different
religions. Their ideas came from the teaching of the Qur’an, which for them was
considered the most authoritative reference for dealing with minorities.

The Ottoman Empire left behind a remarkable legacy of harmonious inter-
religious relations and cooperation. One example is its millet system, the legal
framework that allowed Christians and Jews to continue their religious and
legal traditions. Until the emergence of modern nationalistic movements in
the mid-nineteenth century, Muslims, Christians, and Jews managed to live
together more peacefully and productively in Ottoman times than has been
possible in the twenty-first century. This legacy of mutual recognition between
members of different faith communities in the Ottoman era was at least par-
tially the result of the teachings of Sufi masters such as Ahmed Yesevi (d. 1166),
Jalal al-Din Rumi (d. 1272), Yunus Emre (d. 1321), Haci Bayram-i Veli (d.1429),
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and Aksemseddin (d. 1459).% All of these Sufi masters espoused ideas of tol-
erance and understanding. Later figures such as Bedilizzaman Said Nursi (d.
1960) and Fethullah Giilen (b. 1941) have continued this tradition. Nursi was
so interested in dialogue with Christians that he visited the patriarch of East-
ern Orthodox Christianity in Istanbul and sent his writings in the 1950s to the
Vatican desiring dialogue with the Catholic Church.

This practice of tolerance and dialogue by Muslim mystics and scholars did
not find a similar response from Western Christians during the Middle Ages,
with some exceptions such as St. Francis of Assisi (d. 1226). The behavior of the
Catholic Church toward the Prophet of Islam under Pope Innocent III (r. 1198~
1216) was quite hostile, to the point of calling Muhammad the Antichrist.? I
do not want to suggest that throughout its history Christianity has been an-
tagonistic toward Islam; from both a Christian and a Muslim point of view the
historical relationships between the two religions have been very complex and
multifaceted. Instead, I want to suggest that there have been important positive
developments in the relationship between followers of these two religions in the
past half-century.

Christian-Muslim Relations Today

The world is changing rapidly. In the beginning of the 1960s, the Second Vati-
can Council expressed a more respectful attitude toward Islam and Muslims,
and extremism on both sides has faded, even if its volume has not. The Nostra
Aetate of the Second Vatican Council accepted Islam as a religion sent by God
and announced the following:

Upon the Moslims [sic] too, the Church looks with esteem. They adore
one God, living and enduring, merciful and all-powerful, Maker of heaven
and earth and Speaker to men. They strive to submit wholeheartedly even
to His inscrutable decrees, just as did Abraham, with whom the Islamic
faith is pleased to associate itself. Though they do not acknowledge Jesus
as God, they revere Him as a prophet. They also honor Mary, His virgin
mother; at times they call on her, too, with devotion. In addition they
await the day of judgment when God will give each man his due after
raising him up. Consequently, they prize the moral life, and give worship
to God especially through prayer, almsgiving, and fasting.?

During my conversations with some Muslims, I have found doubt in their
minds about the Vatican’s intended rapprochement with Muslims. Because of

147



148

Islam’s Jesus

certain negative events, both historical and contemporary, the speeches of some
Catholic religious leaders evoke suspicion. However, as time passes, positive
steps by the Vatican will remove such suspicion and increase cooperation be-
tween the two faiths. The decision to make such a statement about Islam is
believed to have been directly influenced by participants who were missionaries
to different parts of the Islamic world and were impressed by the theological
strength of Islamic belief and the common ground between Islam and Chris-
tianity. In early 2013, Jorge Mario Bergoglio, a Jesuit priest, was made pope.
Eschewing tradition, he took the name Francis in honor of St. Francis of Assisi,
who undertook a great leap of faith and met with the sultan of Egypt during
the Crusades. One can only hope that a similar leap will be taken today and
that this new pope will work with Muslim religious leaders to further the cause
of Muslim-Christian cooperation. With his Jesuit background and history of
humility, the current pope has received a positive reaction from Muslims. In
his personal message to Muslims at the end of Ramadan in the first year of his
papacy, Francis underscored the role of both education and respect in religious
dialogue. “This year’s theme is intended to underline the importance of educa-
tion in the way we understand each other, built upon the foundation of mutual
respect. ‘Respect’ means an attitude of kindness towards people for whom we
have consideration and esteem. ‘Mutual’ means that this is not a one-way pro-
cess, but something shared by both sides.”?6

The Second Vatican Council represented a great shift in understanding on
the part of Roman Catholic Christians toward Islam and Muslims and is only
one example of strengthened communication. This trend toward increasing
cooperation may also be seen in Western Christian academic and lay religious
circles. Despite, and perhaps because of, the hostile events of September 11,
2001, and its aftermath, Muslim-Christian dialogue continues to grow. This
growth in dialogue includes other religious traditions as well.

An important element toward the creation of an environment for dialogue
has been present since the beginning of Christianity. Most Christians share the
first part of Islam’s testimony of faith, which states that there is no deity but
God. Some Christians even accept the second part of the Islamic testimony of
faith, which states that Muhammad is God’s messenger. This was historically
demonstrated by an important patriarch of the Nestorians of Iraq, Catholicos
Timothy I (d. 823), who believed that Muhammad was “worthy of all praise . . .
he walked in the path of prophets,” and has some resonance in our time.?’

It seems that there has been an increase in cooperation between Muslims
and Christians of late. In the United States and Europe, goodwill between Mus-
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lims and Christians is flourishing. Noting this development, and despite the
obstacles of extremism on both sides, one can hope and expect that the future of
Muslim-Christian relations is bright and that this may bring the family of Abra-
ham—Jews, Christians, and Muslims—together and further the divine mes-
sage of Abraham, Moses, Jesus, and others. Despite the fact that some Muslim
groups oppose interfaith dialogue, several Islamic institutions and personalities
are engaged in dedicated efforts to make Muslim-Christian cooperation pos-
sible in countries such as Jordan, Egypt, Pakistan, Indonesia, and Turkey, with
some success.?®

In February 1998, Fethullah Giilen, a prominent Turkish scholar of Islam,
met with Pope John Paul II to develop interfaith relations with Christians.?
As the leader of the prominent movement that takes his name, Giilen is highly
respected in the Islamic world; he has approximately eight million admirers
and sympathizers both within and outside of Turkey. Many people, including
Fr. Thomas Michel, SJ, believe that the Giilen movement is the largest, most
well-organized, and most effective systematic investment in interfaith dialogue
in the world. Giilen has been a champion of dialogue between adherents of the
major world religions, especially the Abrahamic faiths, for over two decades.
This substantial engagement of Muslims in interfaith cooperation has resulted
in a broad rapprochement among civilizations. In 2005, the prime ministers of
Turkey and Spain and the UN secretary-general co-founded the United Nations
Alliance of Civilizations. Since then the alliance has grown and has established
a variety of academic and social programs and events. Despite the claims of
Samuel Huntington (d. 2008) that there would be a clash of civilizations, such
efforts seem to suggest the opposite.>

Giilen is highly involved in spiritual life as a “Sufi in his own way.”! In an era
of materialism, Giilen focuses on the importance of the spiritual life and brings
spiritual prosperity to the service of dialogue, understanding, and peace among
human beings. This resembles the message of Jesus in his time, to which Giilen
frequently refers in his writings. In recent decades, Giilen’s innovative efforts
have fostered interfaith dialogue and cooperation in Turkey and throughout the
world.*

According to Giilen, cooperation between the two great world religions of
Christianity and Islam is not an option but an imperative. Giilen believes that
efforts at cooperation and toward mutual understanding and other endeavors
based on commonly held values are duties of Muslims to be undertaken along
with adherents of other faiths and that these will lead to a more peaceful and
safer world. Giilen does not see any problem with Christians reading the Qur'an
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with Muslims and Muslims reading the Bible with Christians. Giilen often re-
fers to Beditizzaman Said Nursi, who advocated cooperation between Muslims
and Christians at the beginning of the twentieth century. Muslims and Chris-
tians, as active participants in interfaith dialogue, should focus on their com-
mon values and common message rather than focusing on points of contention.
Giilen refers to the letter that Nursi sent to the Vatican and the meeting he had
with the patriarch of the Eastern Orthodox Church.?® Giilen inspires millions
with his understanding and openness, and he leads the way toward the future
of Muslim-Christian cooperation.

Christian-Muslim cooperation should continue despite memories of histori-
cal conflicts between Muslims and Christians. Giilen’s response to historical
conflicts is very clear: since those events are history, they have to stay buried
in the past. Giilen contends that there is no need to rehash violent historical
events. Such efforts only produce renewed hatred. Instead of dwelling on the
events of the past, Muslims and Christians should work together on new proj-
ects that will bring harmony and peace to their communities and to the world.
According to Giilen, “one cannot sing the songs of love with hatred” Among the
greatest virtues is “to love love and to hate hatred”** Giilen complains that this
idea, which Nursi put forth almost a century ago, has not been heard enough.
Addressing Muslims, Giilen echoes the message of Jesus: “The Muslim’s duty
is to breathe new life into the spirit of the hopeless people who have come to
believe that humanity will never resurrect again”*

Giilen also says, “Close the doors of greed, abhorrence, and hatred. They
may be a small seed, but by opening the door they could grow and become a
huge tree of evil.”*¢ If this door is not closed, the social environment will remain
open for the “clash of civilizations” that Samuel Huntington predicted.’” Giilen
believes that dialogue and cooperation between Muslims and Christians can
prevent this conflict. To achieve this, Giilen promotes the idea of compassion, a
value Jesus and Muhammad shared and projected on a large scale in the works
of Christians and Muslims. While the Quran presents God as the “Most Just”
when it speaks of morality and ethics, other divine names, the Most Compas-
sionate and the Most Merciful, are used as often, if not more often, when moral-
ity is the topic. In fact, 113 chapters of the Qur’an, including the opening chapter,
start with the Islamic formula “In the name of God the Compassionate, the
Merciful” According to Giilen, people must be compassionate and merciful in
their relations with fellow human beings and with nature:

Compassion is the beginning of being; without it everything is chaos.
Everything has come into existence through compassion and by compas-
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sion it continues to exist in harmony. . . . Everything speaks of compassion
and promises compassion. Because of this, the universe can be considered
a symphony of compassion. All kinds of voices proclaim compassion so
that it is impossible not to be aware of it, and impossible not to feel the
wide mercy encircling everything. How unfortunate are the souls who
don’t perceive this. . . . Man has a responsibility to show compassion to
all living beings, as a requirement of being human. The more he displays
compassion, the more exalted he becomes.?®

Sometimes ideology blinds people. For this reason, Giilen asks Muslims to
be self-critical and maintains that they should not make the religion of Islam
an ideology because “ideologies are divisive rather than unifying.”*® Giilen says
that since the Holy Book of Islam both presents all humankind as a family and
says “knowing each other” is one the main goals of the creation of human be-
ings, cooperation among adherents of different religions works to achieve this
Qur’anic goal.

Toward this collective goal, various Islamic, Christian, and Jewish institutions
are actively involved in dialogue. The Islamic Society of North America is an
important participant in dialogue with Christians and Jews. They cohost annual
meetings such as the Midwest, West Coast, and Mid-Atlantic Catholic-Muslim
Dialogues and the National Baptist-Muslim Dialogue; they also sponsor regular
events with the National Jewish Center for Learning and Leadership. All of these
efforts are steps to fulfilling a Qurianic message for all human beings. The Qur’an
says: “O humankind, we have created you from a male and a female and have
made you nations and tribes that you may know one another” (49:13).

The verse also shows the universal message of Islam to humanity. In the
Islamic tradition, as the Qur’an frequently says, all humans are the creatures of
God and all humans are servants of God regardless of their ethnic or religious
background. Because of such instructions, Muslims should overcome another
obstacle of dialogue and cooperation, the idea of nationalistic and ethnic supe-
riority. Similar to the teachings of Jesus, Islamic teachings denounce the idea
of superiority on the basis of color, nationality, race, geography, or profession.
The Prophet of Islam says that there is no superiority of Arabs over non-Arabs
and vice versa.*® The superiority for which we should strive is sincerity in good
conduct, a quality that is only known fully by God.

These universal principles of Islam contribute to the initiatives for dialogue
and cooperation between Christians and Muslims. Since these principles are
also within the framework of the messages that Jesus and Muhammad taught,
theological interpretations that lead to the understanding of the descent of Jesus
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in the context of cooperation between Islam and Christianity, as some scholars
have interpreted it, are not only reasonable but essential. Efforts to strengthen
relationships between Muslims and Christians bring hope to humanity. Mus-
lims, Christians, Jews, Hindus, Buddhists, Taoists, and adherents of other reli-
gions can come together over mutual concerns and common values. This dia-
logue should help us understand the “common word” the Quran has extolled
for 1,400 years.

Building a Common Word

The Quran’s invitation to the People of the Book to find common ground has
become necessary in our time, as if the verse in question were newly revealed.
It is true that since the beginning of Islam, Muslims and Christians have lived
and cooperated with each other. Demonstrating contemporary cooperation, for
example, John Paul II met often with Muslim scholars, intellectuals, and youths
in an effort to develop a positive relationship between Islam and the Catholic
Church. Even the devastating terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, in the
United States were unable to destroy the relationship between the two faiths
that these efforts have nourished.*!

All the efforts that Muslims have made to build a strong relationship with
Christians are echoes of the Qurlan’s invitation to the People of the Book to
come together with Muslims over common ground.*? This idea was the basis
for the Common Word initiative started by a group of Muslim scholars and
intellectuals as a reaction to a lecture Pope Benedict XVI gave in 2006 at Re-
gensburg University in Germany. The pope quoted a statement from Manuel II
Palaiologos, one of the last Byzantine emperors, that was very negative about
the Prophet of Islam. The pope’s words caused a firestorm of protest in the
Islamic world. But, as indicated by statements the pope and the Vatican later
made, his lecture was not meant to defy the Prophet of Islam. In fact, the quote
was part of a historical example used to make a larger point against religious vi-
olence in general. Despite this, damage was done. The pope attempted to repair
this damage by visiting Turkey and praying in the Blue Mosque with the Mufti
of Istanbul. As a result of these tensions, a group of thirty-eight prominent Mus-
lims sent a letter titled “A Common Word between Us & You” to the pope and
many other leaders of Christian denominations, inviting them to participate in
a common word, inspired by a Qurlanic verse that invites the People of the Book
to a common ground (3:64). This proposal, the Common Word initiative, has
become well known among scholars of interfaith dialogue.*
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“Common word,” is a Quranic term commanding the Prophet to invite
the People of the Book to participate in dialogue and cooperation. Since the
People of the Book worship the same God, they have shared ground. While
the Qurian describes the common word as “to worship only one God,” it also
implies that this concept can be an example of common ground in other areas.
The Qurian, addressing the People of the Book, says, “Our God and your God
is One” (46:29). Despite the significance of this verse, extremist groups in the
West constantly propagandize that the Muslim God, Allah, is a different God,
ignoring the facts that “Allah” is merely the Arabic name for God and that Arab
Christians use “Allah” to refer to God.

Some Muslim exegetes limit the Quranic invitation to dialogue to Jews and
Christians. Others, however, argue that this limitation was because of the so-
cial environment in which the Qur’an was revealed. Thus, some commentators
interpret the expression “People of the Book” to include adherents of religions
other than Judaism and Christianity, most notably Hindus and Buddhists. The
Quran commands the Prophet as follows: “Say [this, Muhammad]: ‘O People
of the Book, come to a common word between us: that all of us worship none
but God, that we ascribe to God no partners, and that we take no one as Lord
except God. If the people reject your invitation, [Muhammad,] you shall say to
them, ‘Be witness, then, that we are submitting ourselves to God™ (3:64).

This verse is a straightforward invitation to dialogue. The ostensible mean-
ing of the verse is that worship is only to be directed to God. Many Muslim
commentators understand this verse to be a rejection of a foundational tenet of
Christianity, as they see it, that Jesus possesses a status equal to that of God.**
With regard to the occasion of this revelation, a tenth-century scholar and com-
mentator on the Qur’an, Ibn Jarir al-Tabari (d. 923), reports an early encounter
between the Prophet and a group of Christians that eventually resulted in the
Christians’ alliance with the Prophet of Islam. According to this story, a group
of Christians who came to the Prophet from the region of Najran in Arabia de-
bated with the Prophet about the nature of Jesus and were unwilling to accept
the Islamic understanding of Jesus because the Quranic Jesus is “a messenger of
God and a word from God” but not God himself. According to al-Tabari, God
asked the Prophet to suggest to the Najran Christians that they join Muslims at
a common ground between them: the belief in one God.*®

Despite the fact that this story refers only to a particular group of Christians,
al-Tabari argues that the verse pertains to all Jews and Christians: “It is neces-
sary that by ‘the People of the Book’ every individual member of the People of
the Book is meant. That is because having God as the sole object of worship
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and believing sincerely in the oneness of God is a requirement of all responsible
creatures of God”*® A contextual reading of the Qur’anic revelation suggests
that for the sake of cooperation, modern-day Muslims and Christians should
focus on shared ideas and common values.

Furthermore, some commentators on the Quran focus more specifically on
the concept of justice as a common theme between Muslims and Christians.
The same theme of justice is found in the prophetic sayings describing Jesus’s
descent. The Prophet gives good tidings of the descent of Jesus and states that
he will be a just ruler. Therefore, by helping to bring justice to people around the
world, Muslim-Christian cooperation fulfills this prophetic mission of justice,
a justice that brings freedom and equality.

Beditlizzaman Said Nursi’s commentary on this verse is much more inclusive.
To Nursi, in our time this invitation is addressed more relevantly to ahl al-
maktab, or “the people of the school,” that is, educated people. It is noteworthy
that kitab, book, and maktab, school, are derived from the same Arabic root k-
t-b which connotes writing, books, education, and so forth. By issuing such an
invitation, the Qurian presents its message to them in particular. Nursi contends
that the Quran invites all educated people, be they religious or not, to come
together on common ground in a civilized way to bring justice and equality to
their communities.

Nursi also addresses the question of dialogue between Muslims and Chris-
tians more broadly. In one of his commentaries on the first verses of the Qur’an,
he says that the Qurlan does not invite the People of the Book to reject all beliefs
of their previous faith but invites them to build on the scripture in their own
traditions. According to Nursi, the following can be concluded from the Quran:
“O People of the Book, as you believe in the past prophets and the divine books,
believe in Muhammad and the Quran as well. Believe because the early proph-
ets and their scriptures give good news of his coming. The proofs that show the
truthfulness of those prophets and their books are truthfully and spiritually
found in the Quran and in the personality of Muhammad%” By saying this,
Nursi indicates that the essential message of the Quran, the Torah, and the
Gospel is one.

As noted earlier, many individual leaders and scholars are working for the
improvement of Muslim-Christian relations. An exhaustive list is beyond the
scope of this study, but a brief look at some of the events and organizations
working toward Muslim-Christian cooperation is informative. Limiting my-
self to some examples from the United States, the Midwest Catholic-Muslim
Dialogue (with which I have been involved), the West Coast Catholic-Muslim
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Dialogue, and East Coast Catholic-Muslim Dialogue are all organizations that
work extensively in both academia and in the public sphere to further the cause
of dialogue and cooperation.*® Many American universities have created excel-
lent dialogue and research centers. The Macdonald Center for the Study of Is-
lam and Christian-Muslim Relations at Hartford Seminary, the Tuohy Chair of
Interreligious Studies at John Carroll University, and Georgetown University’s
Center for Muslim-Christian Understanding are among the oldest such centers
in the United States. The Claremont School of Theology, a Christian seminary,
offers not only Christian-based degrees but also degrees in Muslim leadership
and interfaith chaplaincy, and many other seminaries and theological training
institutions have brought seminarians and clerics from the Abrahamic tradi-
tions together. Numerous other organizations have been formed to promote
interfaith dialogue, including the Rumi Forum for Interfaith Dialogue in Wash-
ington, DC; the Niagara Foundation in Chicago; the Interfaith Youth Corps;
Abrahamic Alliance International; Abraham’s Vision; and the Peace Islands
Institute. Finally, undergraduate students at many American universities have
created religious outreach organizations and interfaith dialogue projects, and
religious studies programs at American colleges and universities commonly
incorporate multiple religious perspectives, including Muslim-Christian rela-
tions. Beyond these academic programs, events connecting the faithful at lo-
cal churches, mosques, and synagogues are common throughout the United
States. I have personally been involved in many such events, where one can see
individuals truly coming together to learn from one another and promote well-
being and harmony in their communities.

Coming together for the betterment of society is highly compatible with the
spirit of Islam and the teaching of the Prophet. From an Islamic perspective, an
eschatology that is concerned about the present rather than the future is more
compatible with the action-oriented teaching of Islam. It is not appropriate for
a Muslim to stand idle and wait for the coming of Jesus or the Mahdi; a Muslim
must do good deeds throughout his or her life. Fatalism does not reflect the
main teachings of Islam expressed in the Qur'an: “For human beings there is
nothing except the result of their actions” (53:39).

Even before his prophethood, Muhammad was a very active participant in
social justice efforts. He actively participated in the famous organization known
as Hilf al-Fudhul, “the alliance for virtue,” which was established by three fa-
mous figures of Mecca. The Prophet joined this civic organization, whose main
purpose was to support the weak against the strong and the oppressed against
the oppressor. Even after his emergence as a messenger of God, he praised the
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establishment of this alliance by saying, “If I were invited to join such an alli-
ance today, I would again respond affirmatively.’*’ To be on the side of positive
action is a necessary part of the teachings of Islam, which encourage all people
to participate in the betterment of their community and make our planet a
cradle of kinship.
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There is a great need in the West to better understand the place of Jesus in Islam,
particularly his eschatological role. Jesus’s descent from heaven, his personal-
ity, and his eschatological role have been vibrant themes in Islamic theology
throughout history. This book has explored the place of Jesus in the Islamic
eschatological vision and has elaborated on the Quranic Jesus because of his
importance to Islamic faith. Muslims cannot be considered Muslims if they do
not believe in Jesus as a messenger of God who brought the revelation of God to
humanity. Islam’s Jesus is neither God nor just a saint. He is one of the greatest
messengers of God, and his message is God’s message; denying Jesus as a mes-
senger of God is denying a part of the Qur’an.

Both Christians and Muslims believe in the descent of Jesus, even if there are
points of disagreement. The majority of Muslim theologians are in agreement
that Jesus is a sign of the nearness of the Final Hour and that he will descend
from heaven to earth to bring justice and peace. In Islam, Jesus is the only
prophet whose return is expected. The Prophet Muhammad both directly and
indirectly spoke of the coming of Jesus at the end of his community. One of his
famous statements reads: “God will not disgrace a community of which I am
the beginning and Jesus the end.”!

The Quran makes plain many aspects of Jesus and his message. Many
Qur’anic verses speak of Jesus as a messenger of God and of Jesus’s own mes-
sage. The Jesus of the Qur'an and his message are compatible with the Jesus
found in the original Gospel, which emphasizes the common ground between
Christians and Muslims. Christians and Muslims constitute over half of the
world’s population, and if they can work together, this will help bring peace on
earth, which is one of the main goals of Islam for humanity.

The Hadith sources of Islam also contain more than 100 sayings of the
Prophet on Jesus, his message, and his eschatological role; these sayings indi-
cate Jesus’s importance for Muslims. Interpretation of some of the sayings of the
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Prophet that speak of Jesus’s descent at the end of time is necessary because the
literal meaning of these hadith seems to be impossible and interpretation has
become a part of mainstream Islamic understandings of the texts. It is clear that
the Prophet used allegorical language when discussing future events.

Because there are many fabricated hadith on the subject, one must be careful
to use only the most reliable ones as references. This study has attempted to do
just this. To a certain extent, a careful examination of even reliable sources is
needed to find the real meaning of the text. Muslim theologians since the begin-
ning of Islam have striven to ensure the reliability of the sayings of the Prophet
as a source for legal and theological understanding. But understanding the al-
legorical sayings of the Prophet is not easy. Understanding the real message of
any saying of the Prophet, especially when it contains allegorical and figurative
language, is a great task. Because of this difficulty, an intense debate has been
ongoing as to whether the prophetic sayings on end-time issues, including Je-
sus’s descent, should be taken literally or allegorically. Sharing the view of some
contemporary scholars, I find the approach that allows for an allegorical inter-
pretation of the sayings of the Prophet more accurate and compatible with the
overall theological principles of Islam.

There are three major approaches toward understanding the eschatologi-
cal role of Jesus in Islam. One approach, influenced by modern Western phi-
losophy, denies all narratives that come from the Prophet about Jesus’s descent.
They consider these narratives to be a product of the influence of Christianity
on Islam. The second approach, which I call “literalist,” accepts all texts as they
are, with no interpretation and no questioning. The literalist approach refers to
the power of God when asserting the possibility of the literal truth of the Ha-
dith. The third approach, which I call “interpretive,” contends that sound and
authenticated hadith should be accepted not in a literal way but allegorically.
My rationale for the allegorical approach is based on my understanding of the
way the Divine Will deals with humanity—namely, that God has put natural
laws in place and they do not change, theologically speaking, except during the
miracles of the prophets. To keep the free will of people active, God does not
compel people to believe in something beyond their reason and capacity. There-
fore, descriptions of the descent of Jesus in a cosmic way, a person coming from
the sky and bringing justice, do not seem compatible with the overall teaching
of the Quran. Another argument for the interpretive approach is that both the
Qur’an and the Prophet spoke in an allegorical language and that therefore the
sayings of the Prophet about Jesus’s descent should be interpreted accordingly.

More important to understanding the interpretive approach is the theologi-
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cal principle that even the prophets do not know the future if God does not
permit them to know it. The Prophet seemed to accurately foretell some events
that were later understood from his descriptions, such as the civil war between
Muslims and the Mongol invasion of the Islamic world. Even these two events
were mentioned only briefly and to a certain extent in a veiled way. For ex-
ample, he described a prominent feature of the Mongol invasion: you will fight
against a nation whose faces are like shining shields. Similarly, when he spoke
of the descent of Jesus, he did not specify a time or method of the descent;
therefore, I feel, such a text by the Prophet is in need of interpretation.

Furthermore, in Islamic theology one should put each source in its proper
context. The future events that are mentioned in the sayings of the Prophet
are important, but for an individual adherent they are not as important as the
five pillars of Islam or the six articles of faith. The Prophet used ambiguous
and veiled language to describe future events, but he did not use ambiguous
language about the five pillars of Islam: belief in God and His Messenger Mu-
hammad, the five daily prayers, fasting in the month of Ramadan, charity, and
pilgrimage to Mecca are all clearly stated in the Qurian and the Hadith be-
cause they are the essence of the religion. Since these are essential to the Islamic
faith, there is no space for allegory. However, when it comes to future events,
which are not essential parts of Islamic faith, interpretation is possible and even
appropriate.

The Prophet intentionally used allegorical language. Occasionally people
would question the Prophet and he would respond in a way that in fact was not
based on the intent of the questioner. This is the Qur'anic method. The Quran
says, “They ask you [Muhammad] about new moons.” Two of the Prophet’s
companions were asking about why the new moon had different shapes. In re-
sponse to this question about the physical reason for the moon taking different
shapes, the Quran says, “Tell them that they are time measurements for people
and for human beings, and [in particular] for pilgrimage” (2:189). The Qur'an
responded to their questions in a way that underscored that the movements of
the sky are a gift from God that reveals the mystery of time. If the Qurian had
explained the physical aspect of the event, it would have been beyond their
capacity to understand or perhaps they might have even denied it. This is, in
Arabic literature, called “al-uslub al-hakim,” or “the wise method” Following
the path of the Qurian, when someone asked the Prophet, “When is the time
of the Hour;,” instead of giving a specific time, the Prophet said, “What did you
prepare for it?”

One can see an even stronger case in the narrative of ‘Aisha, the wife of the
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Prophet, when the wives of the Prophet asked which of them would die first
after his death. He responded that the one with the longest hand would die first.
‘Alisha narrates that they started measuring their hands. Yet they realized later
that the Prophet meant the one who loved charity the most, with charity sym-
bolized by outstretched hands. This hadith clearly illustrates that the Prophet
used allegorical language in his conversations with the people of his family and
with his companions. Both examples of allegorical language also convey the
same meaning, which is central to understanding the text.

In the Islamic middle ages, submission without questioning was so strong
that people and theologians would not have difficulty accepting texts literally
even if they sounded beyond the limits of reason. In our day there is a trend
toward more questioning derived from a need to understand these texts within
the boundaries of finite physical existence, and this makes interpretation neces-
sary. Needless to say, these interpretations should always be within the meth-
odology of Islamic sciences, as Abu Hamid al-Ghazali practiced in many of his
writings, especially his mystical writings. Thus, it would be unfair to consider
all medieval Muslim theologians as literalist regarding the descent of Jesus. The
minority of medieval Muslim theologians who held an allegorical understand-
ing paved the way for later theological commentaries including interpretations
of narratives about the eschatological descent of Jesus. Jesuss descent to the
Umayyad mosque means that Christianity, through renewal, will become closer
to the real teachings of Jesus and will bring the teachings of Islam and Christi-
anity into alliance. It is believed that if this interpretation is the most accurate
one, it will pave the way for Muslim-Christian cooperation and world peace,
which is indicated as one of the goals that Jesus will fulfill after his descent.

Islam is not about waiting for Jesus to fall down from the sky; that is in-
compatible with the overall teaching of Islamic theology. The interpretative
approach does not eliminate the possibility that Jesus will come in person be-
cause many Muslims believe Jesus has an angelic quality and can come and
go without even being noticed. However, this understanding of the descent of
Jesus deemphasizes the person of Jesus in favor of focusing our attention on
cooperation toward bringing peace on earth.

The idea of Muslim-Christian cooperation has paramount importance both
practically and theologically. In our world, where human beings suffer from
a variety of problems, such as war, violence, poverty, drugs, and corruption,
cooperation between Muslims and Christians is essential. This book has at-
tempted to bring to the scholarly discussion a connection between the Islamic
theological creed on the descent of Jesus and the idea of dialogue and coop-
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eration between Muslims and Christians. Such cooperation and alliance will
benefit not only Muslims and Christians but also the other member of the
Abrahamic family, Jews, as well as Hindus, Buddhists, and adherents of other
traditions.

The current trend of interfaith solidarity is a great step toward a peaceful
future for humanity. It can be argued that when the Prophet said that Jesus
will come as a just ruler, he emphasized the importance of justice and peace on
earth. If the trend toward dialogue and cooperation leads to justice and peace
in our world, it will mean the fulfillment of the messages of both Muhammad
and Jesus, peace and blessings be upon them.
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Appendixes

These two appendixes provide examples of contemporary Islamic
scholarship related to the descent of Jesus. The first appendix presents
Fethullah Giilen’s thoughts regarding Jesus as a common ground be-
tween Muslims and Christians, and the second is a translated com-

mentary from Muhammed Hamdi Yazir.



APPENDIX 1

Fethullah Giilen on Jesus and Interfaith Dialogue

Because this book argues that the Islamic understanding of Jesus
and his eschatological role can lay the groundwork for interfaith
dialogue, it is important to show how this can be put into practice.
Fethullah Giilen, a prominent contemporary Muslim scholar who
is highly involved in interfaith dialogue and has significant influ-
ence and spiritual authority, should be considered an important ex-
ample in this regard. In response to a series of questions I posed,
Giilen offered these thoughts on Jesus and interfaith dialogue, and
he kindly allowed me to include these previously unpublished mus-

ings here. I have made slight editorial revisions to the text I received.

In order to better understand and explain the messianic mission attributed to
Jesus in the relevant sayings of the Prophet Muhammad, upon him be peace
and blessings, we should consider the following event: After the victory of Badr
(624), and since no divine commandment had been revealed about how prison-
ers of war should be treated, the Prophet of Islam consulted with his compan-
ions on this question, as he always did when there was no specific divine com-
mandment. ‘Umar argued for their execution, but Abu Bakr gave the following
opinion: “O God’s Messenger! They are your people. Even though they did you
and the believers great wrong, you will win their hearts and guide them well if
you forgive them and please them.”

The Prophet turned to Abu Bakr and said: “You are, O Abu Bakr, like the
Prophet Abraham, upon him be peace, who prayed to God about his people: ‘He
who follows me is of me, as is he who disobeys me—but You are indeed All-For-
(Qurian 14:36). The Prophet continued, “You [Abu
Bakr] are also like Jesus, who prayed: ‘If You punish them, they are Your servants.
If You forgive them, You are the All-Mighty, the All-Wise™ (Qur’an 5:118).
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Then the Prophet turned to ‘Umar and said: “O ‘Umar! You are like Moses,
who said [of the Pharaoh and his chieftains]: ‘Our Lord, destroy their riches
and harden their hearts so that they will not believe until they see the painful
chastisement™ (Qur’an 10:88).

The Prophet of Islam also compared ‘Umar to the prophet Noah, who prayed
for the punishment of his disbelieving, obstinate, and unjust people.

Muslims believe that Islam is the last universal form of the divine religion
and the consummation of all previous religions. Muslims believe Islam con-
tains all the perennial values and truths in those religions, and Islam compels
its followers to believe in all the prophets. However, this does not mean that
Islam dictates a certain type of behavior in all circumstances. To the con-
trary, just as its universality and applicability in completely different times
and circumstances caused the emergence of different schools of law, Islam’s
consummation of all previous religions requires acting differently in different
times and conditions. Adherents believe that God bestowed special favors on
each prophet according to his mission within the circumstances surrounding
him (Qur’an 2:253). For example, the prophet Noah was endowed with stead-
fastness and perseverance. The prophet Abraham was honored with intimate
friendship with God and with being the father of numerous prophets. The
prophet Moses was given the capability of administration and was exalted
through receiving God’s speech from beyond a veil, and the prophet Jesus
was distinguished with tolerance, compassion, and profound spirituality. All
the prophets have shared in the praiseworthy qualities mentioned, but each
of them surpasses, on account of his respective mission, the others in one or
more of those qualities.

While each prophet was distinguished with certain excellent characteris-
tics in a greater degree than the others, the Prophet Muhammad, upon him
be peace and blessings, who was charged with conveying Islam in its universal
form, had all the qualities mentioned above at their most perfect level, except
that of being the father of prophets. He had, because of the universality of
his mission, the distinction of being like Moses in that he warned mankind,
brought and established a law, and fought against his enemies. He was like
Jesus in that he was a bringer of good news who preached mercy, forgive-
ness, love, charity, altruism, modesty, sincerity, purity of intention, and moral
values of the highest degree. This means that the Prophet Muhammad, and
therefore Islam, had the mission both of Noah and Abraham, and of Moses
and Jesus. That is, Islam requires that Muslims act like the prophets Noah
and Moses when they find themselves in circumstances like those in which
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Noah and Moses found themselves, and like Abraham and Jesus in circum-
stances that are like those experienced by those prophets. This explains why
the Prophet Muhammad and Muslims sometimes had to fight against their
enemies for defensive purposes.

We see in the reliable books of the Hadith many sayings of the Prophet Mu-
hammad indicating that Jesus will come back to the world before the end of
time to kill al-Dajjal (the Antichrist). He will meet the Mahdi (the Guide, or
Muslim messiah) who is promised to come at the end of time to call people to
Islam and serve for the right guidance of people. The Mahdi will ask Jesus to
lead a prayer. This may also mean that the Mahdi will offer Jesus leadership in
the Islamic guidance movement. However, Jesus will answer, saying: “Some of
you are leaders of some others in the Prayer” and prefer the Mahdi’s leadership
in the prayer.

The Qur’an also mentions Jesus as a means to the knowledge of the last Hour
(43:61). It cannot be wrong to interpret these revealed reports as meaning that
before the end of time the sincere followers of the prophets Muhammad and
Jesus will and should cooperate in calling people to God’s way and in struggling
against corruption and irreligion, or that Islam must manifest itself mostly in
that dimension represented by Jesus. That is, the main aspects of the messenger-
ship of Jesus must be given prominence in representing, practicing, and preach-
ing Islam.

Chief among these aspects is the contention that Jesus came to the world
and fulfilled his mission in an utterly materialistic environment. This environ-
ment was also one in which religious hypocrisy was widespread. God’s religion
embodies and demands balance in everything. The Qur’an says: “The sun and
the moon move by an exact calculation [of the All-Merciful]. And the stars and
the trees both prostrate themselves [before God in perfect submission to His
laws]. And heaven—He has made it high [above the earth], and He has set up
the balance, so you must not go beyond [the limits with respect to] the balance;
and observe the balance with full equity, and do not fall short in it” (55:5-9).

The Quran also declares: “Surely We have sent Our Messengers with mani-
fest truths, and We have sent down with them the Book and the Balance so that
humankind may live by equity” (57:25).

Like a lever that requires a lifting force that is equal to the object to be lifted,
the balance in religion and social life requires the exertion of a spiritual and
moral force that will counter materialistic inclinations. In an atmosphere where
people were drowned in materialism and hypocrisy, Jesus came as a spirit from
God. His message was based on pure spirituality and the highest morality:
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You have heard that people were told in the past, “Do not commit murder;
anyone who does will be brought to trial.” But now I tell you: whoever is
angry with his brother will be brought to trial. You have heard that it was
said, “Do not commit adultery.” But now I tell you: anyone who looks at
a woman and wants to possess her is guilty of committing adultery with
her in his heart. So if your right eye causes you to sin, take it out and
throw it away! It is much better for you to lose a part of your body than to
have your whole body thrown into hell. . . . It was also said, “Anyone who
divorces his wife must give her a written notice of divorce” But now I tell
you: if a man divorces his wife for any cause other than her unfaithfulness,
then he is guilty of making her commit adultery if she marries again; and
the man who marries her commits adultery also. (Matt. 5:21-32)!

It should never be thought that Jesus, who taught such things, rejected, ne-
gated, or neglected the law. Before these teachings, he taught about the law as
follows:

Do not think that I have come to do away with the Law of Moses and the
teachings of the Prophets. I have not come to do away with them, but to
make their teachings come true. . . . So then, whoever disobeys even the
least important of the commandments and teaches others to do the same,
will be least in the Kingdom of heaven. On the other hand, whoever obeys
the Law and teaches others to do the same, will be great in the Kingdom
of heaven. (Matt. 5:17-19)

Jesus stressed that the commandments of the divine religion were not like
dead bodies without a spirit or covers without an essence. As the essence or
spirit of the commandments, he always emphasized pure spirituality, high mo-
rality, mercy, compassion, sincerity or purity of intention, and love, utmost
chastity, and peacemaking in society. He was a bringer of good news. Modern
times or circumstances are like the environment in which Jesus began and
tulfilled his mission. The world today needs spirituality, moral values, justice,
mercy, love, altruism, forgiveness, and peace more than at any other time in
history; most of the problems of the modern world arise from excessive world-
liness, scientific materialism, hypocrisy in religion, a great erosion in spiritual
and moral values, injustice, and the ruthless exploitation of nature. By declar-
ing that Jesus will descend toward the end of time, the Prophet Muhammad
drew our attention to this important point. He suggested that at the end of
time Muslims should give prominence to the points or teachings that Jesus
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emphasized in his message, that they should never forget that the Prophet
Muhammad was sent as a mercy for all the world, for the whole of existence
(Qurian 21:107). This good news must be conveyed to all places, and people
should be called to the way of God with wisdom and fair exhortation (Qurian
16:125). The faithful must never repel others (Qurian 41:34, 42:43). A Muslim
scholar describes this as the highest degree of piety, righteousness, and God’s
consciousness, the highest degree of pious asceticism and abstinence, and the
highest degree of saintliness and striving in God’s cause with the diamond
principles of the Qur’an.

Moreover, Jesus was the child of the Virgin Mary and was without a father.
The Quran tells us that while the Virgin Mary stayed in the sanctuary, she ate
of the food sent to her by God: “Whenever Zachariah went in to her in the
Sanctuary, he found her provided with food. ‘Mary; he asked, ‘how does this
come to you?’ ‘From God, she answered. Surely God provides to whomever He
wills without reckoning” (3:37). It could be deduced from this that the biologi-
cal origin of the prophet Jesus was not fed with any unlawfully obtained food.
This teaches us that we must refrain from all forms of illicit earning, from theft,
usurpation, and plundering. This is especially important for pure spirituality.

Jesus’s birth without a father also alludes to the fact that scientific materi-
alism is sheer delusion and that God is absolutely able to create without any
physical means, and that these means and what we call natural causes are only
veils before God’s acts.

In the Quran, Jesus says the following when introducing himself: “God has
enjoined upon me the Prayer and the prescribed purifying alms for as long as I
live. And [He has made me] dutiful towards my mother, and He has not made
me unruly, wicked” (19:31-32).

Both this verse and Jesus’s teachings about divorce and adultery suggest that
toward the end of time children will not be obedient to their parents, the rights
of women will be violated, and chastity will not be given its due importance.
Therefore, as the Quran enjoins (17:23), Muslims (and the followers of Jesus)
in our age, in addition to performing their prayers, worshipping correctly, and
helping the poor and needy, must be very careful about showing due respect
to their parents and elders. The Qur’an also warns men about piety, righteous-
ness, and God’s consciousness of their treatment of women (2:231-37, 240:12;
4:1, 6-14, 19-22, 34).

Jesus’s miracles included healing diseases and reviving the dead by leave of
God. Respect for life was very important in his message. The Qur’an attaches
the greatest importance to life and regards one who kills a person unjustly as if
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he had killed all humankind, while one who saves a life is as if he has saved the
life of all humankind (5:32). Islam also teaches that the rights of a person cannot
be sacrificed, not even for a whole community. If there are nine criminals and
one innocent person on a ship, this ship cannot be sunk to punish the criminals.
So those who have dedicated themselves to the cause of Islam and the message
of Jesus must attach the utmost importance to life, particularly in this age, when
human life is treated like some extremely cheap, common commodity; only in
this way can we try to prevent wars and find cures for illnesses. We should also
know that reviving a person spiritually is never less important than healing
physical diseases.

While discussing Jesus’s promised descent from heaven and the emergence
of the Muslim messiah, or the Mahdi, it should not be forgotten that there will
always appear those who claim that they are the Messiah or Mahdi. Particu-
larly in times when the world has suffered great tragedies and been shaken
by worldwide calamities, the followers of three great religions—Muslims,
Christians, and Jews—have awaited the emergence of the Messiah or Mahdi.
These times have also witnessed the emergence of many who have claimed to
be the Messiah or Mahdi. This should be viewed as a natural phenomenon,
particularly when we consider that there have been many who claim prophet-
hood or messengership. However, every prophet was endowed, equipped, and
supported by many clear signs from God that they were prophets. Perfect
truthfulness, trustworthiness, conveyance of God’s religion, freedom from
sin, perfect intellect, intelligence, and sagacity, and freedom from mental and
abhorrent physical shortages were the basic characteristic of every prophet.
Prophets were also supported with many clear miracles, so that those who
did not believe in the prophets did not fail to believe because they could not
recognize those prophets; rather, they did not believe mainly because of sec-
tarian considerations, sheer obstinacy, haughtiness, or tribal or racial reasons,
as well as the fear of losing their social status or wealth.

Just as the prophets had distinguishing marks showing that they were proph-
ets, as is declared in the Quran, chapter 4, verse 69, the leaders on God’s straight
path are also distinguished by certain characteristics. They are perfectly righ-
teous, honest, sincere, truthful, and have deep spirituality and sufficient knowl-
edge of religion. There is an hour every Friday when prayers are acceptable, but
so that Muslims will spend the morning of Friday praying, God has concealed
that hour. He has concealed the “Laylatu‘l-Qadr” (the Night of Power and Des-
tiny) within Ramadan so that Muslims spend the nights of Ramadan worship-
ping him. Also, so that all believing people should be paid due respect, God has
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usually concealed his saintly people among humans. Saints do not usually know
themselves to be so, and the Mahdi and the Messiah may not know themselves
to be the Mahdi and the Messiah. However, they may be known through the
light of sincere belief, due to their distinguishing marks.

As for the claims that the world will be destroyed in 2012 or some other year,
Muslims believe that no one except God knows the exact time of the destruc-
tion of the world. We hope and even believe that before the end of the world
humankind will universally experience a paradisiacal period when almost all
wars, exploitations, and injustices will come to an end.

Common Points between Islam and Christianity as Cures for Present
“Diseases” of Humanity

Despite the significant differences between Islam and Christianity in creed, the
common points between them are important in offering solutions to the mod-
ern problems of humankind. Social events, both within a community and at
the global level, are manifestations of the more substantial aspects or dimen-
sions of human existence. They are like symptoms of a disease. Doctors say that
coughing is not a disease but rather the symptom of a disease in the respiratory
system. So what should be treated is the disease itself, not the cough. Today’s
main problems—wars, proliferation of armaments, environmental pollution,
economic collapses, poverty, plagues, injustices, and deep rifts in the distribu-
tion of income—are in fact dangerous symptoms of certain deeper and fatal
diseases that humankind has been suffering from for centuries. Dazzled and
defeated by our unparalleled victories in science and technology, we have for-
gotten and neglected our true nature, our essence, the basic, deep dimension of
our existence, our main purpose in life, our position among other beings, and
the duties that this position has placed upon us.

Viewing the matter from this perspective, we see that the common points
between Islam and Christianity impose grave and urgent duties on the follow-
ers of both religions for the present and future of the globe. These duties are
enough to solve almost all the problems of humankind. Consider the following
injunctions.

On Life and the Prohibition of Murder

He who kills a soul, unless it be [in legal punishment] for murder or for
causing disorder and corruption on the earth will be as if he had killed all
humankind; and he who saves a life will be as if he had saved the lives of
all humankind. (Quran s5:32)
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You have heard that people were told in the past, “Do not commit murder;
anyone who does will be brought to trial.” But now I tell you: whoever is
angry with his brother will be brought to trial. (Matt. 5:21-22)

On Chastity and the Prohibition of Adultery

Do not draw near to any unlawful sexual intercourse; surely it is a shame-
ful, indecent thing, and an evil way. (Qur’an 17:32)

You have heard that it was said, “Do not commit adultery” But now I tell
you: anyone who looks at a woman and wants to possess her is guilty of
committing adultery with her in his heart. (Matt. 5:27-28)

On Politeness and the Good Treatment of Others

Do not turn your face from people in scornful pride, nor move on earth
haughtily. Surely God does not love anyone proud and boastful. (Quran
31:18)

And say to My servants that they should always speak [even when disputing
with others] that which is the best. Satan is ever ready to sow discord among
them. For Satan indeed is a manifest enemy for humankind. (Quran 17:53)

Whoever is angry with his brother will be brought to trial, whoever calls
his brother “You good-for-nothing!” will be brought before the Council,
and whoever calls his brother a worthless fool will be in danger of going
to the fire of hell. (Matt. 5:22-23)

On Modesty and Humility

Be modest in your bearing, and subdue your voice. For certain, the most
repugnant of voices is the braying of donkeys. (Qur’an 31:19)

Do not strut about the earth in haughty self-conceit; for you can never
split the earth [no matter how hard you stomp your foot], nor can you
stretch to the mountains in height [no matter how strenuously you seek
to impress]. (Qurian 17:37)

Happy are those who are humble; they will receive what God has prom-
ised! (Matt. 5:5)
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On Peacemaking

Come in full submission to God and peace, all of you, [without allowing
any discord among you], and do not follow in the footsteps of Satan, for
indeed he is a manifest enemy to you. (Qur'an 2:208)

Do not cause disorder and corruption on the earth, seeing that it has been
so well ordered, and call upon Him with fear [of His punishment] and
longing [for His forgiveness and mercy]. God’s mercy is indeed near to
those devoted to doing good, aware that God is seeing them. (Quran 7:56)

The believers are but brothers, so make peace between your brothers.
(Quran 49:10)

Happy are those who work for peace; God will call them His children!
(Matt. 5:9)

On Honesty and Trustworthiness

And do not consume your wealth among yourselves in false ways [such
as theft, bribery, usurpation, gambling, and usury]; nor proffer it to those
in authority so that you may sinfully consume a portion of other people’s
goods, and do that knowingly. (Qur’an 2:188)

Do not covet that in which God has made some of you excel others. Men
shall have a share according to what they have earned, and women shall
have a share according to what they have earned. (Qurian 4:32)

Give full measure [in all your dealings], and be not one of those who [by
cheating and giving less] cause loss to others. And weigh with a true, ac-
curate balance. Do not wrong people by depriving them of what is right-
fully theirs, and do not go about acting wickedly in the land, causing dis-
order and corruption. (Qur'an 26:181-83)

You shall not covet your neighbor’s house. You shall not covet your neigh-
bor’s wife, or his manservant or maidservant, his ox or donkey, or any-
thing that belongs to your neighbor. (Ex. 20:17)
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On Forgiveness

And vie with one another, hastening to forgiveness from your Lord, and
to a garden whose breadth is as the heavens and earth, prepared for the
God-fearing who give alms in prosperity and adversity, and who restrain
their rage and pardon the offences of their fellow men; and God loves the
good-doers who, when they commit an indecency or wrong themselves,
remember God, and pray forgiveness for their sins—and who shall forgive
sins but God?—and do not persevere in the things they did, and do that
wittingly. The recompense of such people is forgiveness from their Lord,
and gardens beneath which rivers flow, therein dwelling forever; and how
excellent is the wage of those who labor!(Quran 3:133-36)

Addressing the Prophet and his relationship with his companions, the Qur’an
says, “It was by some mercy of God that you were gentle to them; had you been
harsh and hard of heart, they would have scattered from around you. So pardon
them, and pray forgiveness for them, and take counsel with them in the affair [a
public concern]; and when you are resolved, put your trust in God; surely God
loves those who put their trust [in Him]” (3:159).

This verse echoes a conversation between Jesus and Peter. Peter came to Jesus
and asked, “Lord, if my brother keeps on sinning against me, how many times
do I have to forgive him? Seven times?” “No, not seven times,” answered Jesus,
“but seventy times seven” (Matt. 18:21-22).

On Nonresistance to Ill Treatment and Avoiding Vengeance

Goodness and evil can never be equal. Repel evil with what is better [or
best]. Then see: the one with whom you had enmity has become a bosom
friend. (Quran 41:34)

You have heard that it was said: An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.
But now I tell you: do not take revenge on someone who wrongs you.
If anyone slaps you on the right cheek, let him slap your left cheek too.
(Matt. 5:38-39)

On Love, Compassion, and Altruism

A people whom He [God] loves, and who love Him. (Qur’an 5:54)
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There has come to you, O people, a Messenger from among yourselves;
extremely grievous to him is your suffering; full of concern for you is he,
and for the believers, full of pity and compassion. (Qurian 9:128)

O you who believe! Let not some people among you deride another people;
it may be that the latter are better than the former. Nor let some women
deride other women; it may be that the latter are better than the former.
Nor defame one another; nor insult one another with nicknames [that
your brothers and sisters dislike]. Evil is using names with vile meaning
after the faith. Whoever [does that and then] does not turn to God in re-
pentance, those are indeed wrongdoers. Avoid much suspicion, for some
suspicion is a grave sin [receiving God’s punishment]; and do not spy [on
one another], or backbite [against one another]. Would any of you love to
eat the flesh of his dead brother? You would abhor it! Keep from disobe-
dience to God in reverence for Him and piety. Surely God is One Who
truly returns repentance with liberal forgiveness and additional reward,
All Compassionate. O humankind! Surely We have created you from a
single [pair of ] male and female, and made you into tribes and families so
that you may know one another [and so build mutuality and cooperative
relationships, not so that you may take pride in your differences of race
or social rank, or breed enmities]. Surely the noblest, most honorable of
you in God’s sight is the one best in piety, righteousness, and reverence for
God. Surely God is All Knowing, All Aware. (Qur’an 49:11-13)

They love those who emigrate to them for God’s sake,” and in their hearts
do not begrudge what they have been given; and [indeed] they prefer
them over themselves, even though poverty be their own lot. (Qur’an 59:9)

No one is a true believer unless he desires for his brother [and sister] that
which he desires for himself. Believers are like a body; when one member
of it ails, the entire body ails. (Prophet Muhammad)

Jesus replied [to a teacher of the law]: “The most important one [com-
mandment] is this: ‘Listen, Israel! The Lord our God is the only Lord. Love
the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your
mind, and with all your strength’ The second most important command-
ment is this: Love your neighbor as you love yourself” (Mark 12:29-31)

Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another.
(John 13:34)
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On Justice and Equity

O you who believe! Be upholders and standard-bearers of justice, bear-
ing witness to the truth for God’s sake, even though it be against your
own selves, or parents or kindred. Whether the person concerned be rich
or poor, [bear in mind that] God is nearer to them [than you are and
more concerned with their well-being]. So do not follow your own desires
lest you swerve from justice. If you distort [the truth] or decline [to bear
truthful witness], then know that God is fully aware of all that you do.
(Quran 4:135)

O you who believe! Be upholders and standard-bearers of right for God’s
sake, being witnesses for [the establishment of] absolute justice. And by
no means let your detestation for a people [or their detestation for you]
move you to [commit the sin of] deviating from justice. Be just: this is
nearer and more suited to righteousness and piety. Seek righteousness and
piety, and always act in reverence for God. Surely God is fully aware of all
that you do. (Quran 5:8)

You shall not give false testimony against your neighbor. (Ex. 20:16)

Follow justice and justice alone, so that you may live and possess the land
the Lord your God is giving you. (Deut. 16:20)

As seen in the examples given above, both Islam and Christianity exhort us
to virtuous deeds and a righteous, pious life. They exhort us to believe in God
and the afterlife, to practice honesty, truthfulness, trustworthiness, modesty,
peace, love, justice, moderation, purity, chivalry, charity, benevolence, altru-
ism, self-control, chastity, and uprightness. Both faiths condemn falsehood,
debauchery, dishonesty, hypocrisy, cruelty, pride, wrongdoing, treachery, all
kinds of illicit relations, fraud, selfishness, hatred, and violence. The basic rules
of Christianity and Islam aim to protect the fundamental freedoms and rights
of humanity. Both aim to protect and guarantee the freedom of faith and the
right to life, personal property, mental and physical health, and reproduction.
So both must cooperate to encourage these virtues and try to prevent vice.
And, as was predicted by the hadith concerning the final descent of Jesus, this
cooperation will hopefully take place.
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Excerpts from Muhammed Hamdi Yazir

These two passages from the work of noted Turkish commentator
on the Quran Muhammed Hamdi Yazir have been unavailable in
English until now. Because they represent relevant source material
from a contemporary Muslim Qur’anic commentator, I thought it
would be helpful to give them as examples of Qurianic commentary
on the descent of Jesus.

What follows is Yazir’s interpretation of Qurianic verses 3:45-51,
translated from Yazir’s Hak Dini Kuran Dili [The True Religion and
the Qurans Language], 2:1100-1105. The translation is mine. After
giving the Qur’anic verses in Arabic, Yazir begins by translating the

verses into Turkish.

And the angels said, “O Mary, God gives good news to you with a word from
him whose name is Jesus the Messiah, son of Mary, who is honorable in both
this world and the afterlife, and at the same time he is among the closest to
Allah. He will talk to people from his cradle and when he is an adult, and he
will be among the righteous” Mary said, “O my Lord, how can I have a baby
without being touched by any human being?” And God said, “God creates what
He wants. When He wants the creation of something He only says, ‘Be, and it
happens immediately” God teaches Jesus the book [reading and writing], wis-
dom, the Torah, and the Gospel. God will send him as a messenger who will say
to Israelites the following, “Surely I have brought to you a sign [a miracle or a
document] from your Lord. I make for you out of clay something in the shape
of a bird and I breathe into it. With the permission of God it becomes a bird.
I heal the blind and the lepers, and with the permission of God I resurrect the
dead. I inform you about what you eat at your homes and what you store there.
Surely in this there is a sign for you if you will believe. And confirming what
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is of the Torah in front of me and to make lawful some of that which has been
prohibited to you and I came with a sign from your Lord to you. Therefore be
fearful of God and follow me. Surely God is my Lord and your Lord and there-
fore always worship only Him. This is the right path” (3:45-51).

[After the verse, Yazir gives etymological information for the Turkish words
Mesih (Messiah), kelime (word), vecih (noble), and kehl (adulthood). He goes
on to interpret Mary’s conversation with the angel. ]

After the good news from the angels, Mary, who had no doubt about herself
in her heart and conscience, returned directly to her Lord after hearing the
unusual word and said with great bewilderment and in supplication, “My Lord,
how and where can I have a child without being touched by any human being?”
And her Lord said, “God creates what He wants. When He wants the creation
of something He only says, ‘Be, and it happens immediately” With this God
taught her that for those who have faith in their hearts and know the divine
plan and His power there is nothing strange or far from truth. This, “Be,” was
the explanation of the mystery of the Word. God taught this and mentioned
the following as well: he taught Jesus the book and the wisdom. Here the word
“book;” kitab, is a verbal noun meaning kitaba [which means “to write”]. This
means that Jesus was a wise man, literate and knew how to write. With regard to
his miracles, the frequent use of the phrase limiting Jesus’s power, “with God’s
permission,” shows that these miracles do not indicate the divinity of Jesus,
as Christians have claimed, but rather powerfully explain the divinity of his
Creator.

Thus, Jesus in the divine plan was such a word. As is understood from the
verse “God creates what He wants. When He wants the creation of something
He only says, ‘Be; and it happens immediately;” the divine power, which relates
to the oneness of God, cannot be under the control of any cause. As words
indicate meanings, Jesus, with his creation and ethics, his knowledge and wis-
dom, his book and writing, his actions and words, was a sign of God and a true
portent who came as a messenger to Israelites and showed them four types of
miracles involving the laws they thought were unchangeable. He came to invite
them to faith in God, to confirm the Torah, to allow and support certain things
that had been prohibited. There was one reason for his coming and for all his
miracles, that people would understand one verse. The verse is this: “Be fearful
of God and follow me. There is no doubt that God is my Lord and your Lord.
Therefore accept only Him for your worship and worship only to Him and be
a servant of Him. Thus this is the straight path.” Consequently this verse would
be the meaning of Jesus, who was a word.
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Now, have the good news of angels from God and the divine plan and prom-
ise been fulfilled? Has the word moved from potentiality to reality? Did Jesus
with these situations and qualities come and declare this message? There is no
need for these questions because the answer to these questions is within these
verses. First of all, God said, “God never breaks His promise” (3:9). Then, it is
clear that angels never lie. It is clear that Mary received a response to her sup-
plication from her Lord. . . . Therefore Jesus came with this identity, with these
conditions, and these qualities, with this religion and calling as a messenger of
God [as indicated in the following verse]: Jesus said “I came to you with a sign.
Therefore be fearful of God and follow me. Surely God is my Lord and your
Lord and worship Him. This is the right path” The entire life and message of
Jesus was the meaning of this verse. When Jesus said, “Obey me,” he was not
saying, “Recognize me as Allah” or “Worship me” He was saying, “My Lord
and your Lord is God. Be a servant of Him and recognize Him only for your
worship, the right path is this” The straight path that Jesus invited [people]
to was nothing but the true religion of Islam. Jesus was not inviting anything
other than that. [As the verses of the Qurian say]: “If you really love God, fol-
low me and God will love you” [3:31]; “Be obedient to God and to His messen-
ger” [5:92]; “T have submitted myself to God and those who have followed me
[also submitted themselves to God]” [3:20]; “Be muslims [those who submit
themselves to God]” [22:34, 39:54]. Jesus was doing nothing but inviting people
to these messages of the Prophet Muhammad. Jesus’s message was exactly the
reality that is mentioned in this verse. “Surely the religion in the sight of God
is islam [the submission to the will of God]” [3:19]. He was not doing any testi-
mony except this: “God has testified that there is no deity but Him and so do the
angels and the sages, testify that [God is] fulfilling justice and that there is no
deity but Him. He is the Mighty. He is the Wise” [3:18]. In summary, the word
of Jesus did not have any other meaning than the word of tawhid, the oneness
of God. In response to divine scriptures and powerful texts, those who run
after ambiguous verses by saying, “We are searching the verse’s spirit and we
are looking at that spirit” should know that the real spirit of the Torah and the
Gospel is solely this tawhid.

Jesus, with this meaning and with regard to this spirit, was a spirit of God.
In this word and in this meaning and in this spirit John the Baptist came and
confirmed Jesus and gave good news of his coming as Jesus in the same way
confirmed Muhammad—peace and blessings be upon him—and gave good
news of his coming. And then Muhammad, also with this book, this Furqan
[another word for the Quran, the one which distinguishes between the truth
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and what is false], came as an encompassing confirmer [of all of the above
messages]. When Jesus said, “Surely Allah is my Lord and your Lord, therefore
worship only Him,” if Moses would have come he would not deny this state-
ment; as he confirmed the coming of Jesus, he would accept Jesus again. Now
Muhammad, the Messenger of God, by conveying this truth of “Obey God and
the Messenger” would have the support of Jesus and all other prophets. If they
came, they would agree with Muhammed. They would accept him and would
not do anything contrary to his message.

Yazir on the Interpretation of the Quranic Verse on Jesus’s Death and Rising

The following is Muhammed Hamdi Yazir’s commentary on the death of Jesus
as found in the Qur’an, chapter 3 verse 55, translated from Hak Dini Kuran Dili,
2:1111-15. Yazir begins by quoting the verse:

Then God said as follows: “O Jesus, surely I will cause you to die and I
will raise you to Myself and I will cleanse you from the disbelievers. Also
I will make superior those who follow you over the disbelievers until the
day of resurrection. And then your return is to Me. I will judge you [all
people] with regard to the things you have disagreed on.” (Quran 3:55)

Thus, God made his plan known to those who were plotting against Jesus.
Despite the plot to assassinate Jesus, God told him, “O Jesus, I am the one who
will cause you to die [tawaffi] and raise you to Myself” The word tawaffi comes
from the root wafa [w-f-y], the original dictionary meaning of which is “to take
something completely”” However, when this word is used in the context of crea-
tures with souls, particularly human beings, it is evident and well known that
it indicates a taking of the soul [ruh, meaning both soul or spirit but translated
here as soul] of an individual when the determined time comes. Accordingly,
without having a proof of another meaning, an interpretation of tawaffi that
draws on a different meaning [other than a taking of the soul of an individual]
is not accurate. However, in the chapter “Al-Nisa,” in relationship with the con-
cept of “plot,” we find the following verse: “They did not kill him. They did not
crucify him. But it was made to appear so to them” (4:157). This verse openly
states that they neither killed the Messiah, the son of Mary, the messenger of
God, Jesus, nor did they crucify him, but they were made doubtful or confused
about the death of Jesus. Also, because many sayings of the Prophet [say some-
thing] similar to the prominent saying “Jesus did not die. He will return before
the day of resurrection,” it is necessary to interpret the phrase “I will cause
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you to die” or mutawaffika, in a way that is rather different than the literalistic
dictionary meaning. Because of this, commentators have offered seven to eight
meanings in this regard. Let’s discuss some of them.

1. Tawaffi means death. However, because the conjunctive Arabic letter waw
that comes after it does not present either togetherness or consecutiveness, there
is a meaningful transposition in this verse. [In other words,] rising will be first
and death will be later. This meaning is narrated from Qatade [a companion of
the Prophet]. This is to say that Jesus was raised to God during the assassina-
tion plot and the plotters assumed that they had killed him and crucified him,
but in fact he had not died. Nonetheless, he will die before the Day of Judgment
because God has said, “Surely, I will cause you to die” Among Muslims, this is
the [most] well-known meaning [of the verse] and the creed. This is because
in this there is not any interpretation that goes against the literal meaning [of
the verse]. To us, the summary of this commentary and creed is as follows: the
soul of Jesus, the Messiah, who is a word from God and is supported by the holy
spirit, has not been taken yet. The appointed time of his soul has not come yet.
The word has not returned to God. He has more works to do on earth. This [the
case of Jesus] is an eternity of soul. But this eternity of soul is not something in
the afterlife, as Christians say. This eternity is related to the realm of barzakh
[the period from death until the time of final resurrection]. His appointed time
will come before the day of resurrection, he will die and his spirit will be taken
[by the angel of death, Azrael]. In the afterlife, [for Jesus] there will be a resur-
rection, a new restoration after death.

Since the soul of Jesus has not been taken, in that regard his rise to God is
his departure from earth. What was taken away and risen to God and what will
return to earth is his soul. Therefore, one should not confuse the characteristics
of the raising of Jesus to heaven as mentioned in some narrations and the rais-
ing of Jesus to God as mentioned in the Quran. That is because heaven is not
one of the divine names. Although Christians call heaven God and God heaven,
this is not allowed in Islam.?

Therefore, the statement “I will raise you to Myself” should not be inter-
preted as “I will raise you to heaven.” Because of this point, we can say that it is
Jesus’s body which is raised to God and his soul which is raised to heaven and
has not been taken yet [by the angel of death]. This heaven is not the earth’s
[physical] heaven but it is the fourth spiritual heaven in which the Messenger
of God—peace and blessings be upon him—saw Jesus in his Night Journey.
He also saw Aaron in the fifth heaven, Moses in the sixth, and Abraham in the
seventh. Therefore, the ascent of Jesus to heaven and his descent from heaven
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before the day of resurrection in the narrations and Hadith should not be un-
derstood [as statements] about his body, which is raised to God.

As the soul of Jesus became temporarily eternal [by God’s raising him before
he became fully eternal in Paradise], the souls of other prophets are also the
same. That is why the prophets in their graves are alive, as is explained in the
books of Islamic jurisprudence. The appointed time for the soul of each messen-
ger of God is the appointed time of his community. [The soul of each prophet
will depart when his community comes to an end.] The souls’ appointed time
has come for many prophets, and they have not been mentioned in the Quran.
Based on the above-mentioned verse about choosing [Abraham; Quran 2:130]
and the verse “They were descendants of one another” [Quran 3:34], the great
messengers who are included in this chain of being chosen continue their exis-
tence in the spiritual heavens according to their levels. The family of Abraham
and the family of Imran are among this [group of prophets]. The body of Jesus
has been raised to God but his soul has not been taken; that is to say that the
appointed time of his community has not yet come [and so it is ongoing].

Despite the Israelites’ plots and tricks, Christianity did not vanish and sur-
vived those plots and continued its existence with the spirit of Moses.* That is
why the small group of followers of Jesus, who were thought to have vanished,
in a short period of time benefited from this spirit and reached a level in life
over the Jews [the population of Christians became greater than the population
of Jews] and finally, with the coming of Muhammad as a prophet, all [Jews and
Christians] have become together with the spirit of Muhammad. After that,
Jesus, together with other prophets, is with the Prophet Muhammad.

A day will come when the community of Muhammad will be in a difficult
situation. The spirit of Jesus, who is an unusual word of Allah, will emerge and
will serve with the soul of Muhammad, yet it [Jesus’s soul] will die before the
day of resurrection. The reason why this case [of Jesus’s spirit being raised to
God] was explained specifically about Jesus is that Jesus is an unusual, abstract
word of God. That is to say, it is because of his ability to miraculously resurrect
the dead, a blessing from God that is mostly denied by people. A similar bless-
ing is found in all prophets and is particularly found in the truth of Muham-
mad; it is a highly recognized reality. His [Muhammad’s] path, or Sunnah, ex-
traordinarily encompasses this complete truth [of Muhammad’s reality]. Jesus,
like Adam, is an unusual beginning of perfection; Muhammad is a reality that
is the goal of perfection. For this reason, the soul of Muhammad, with God’s
permission, in the miracle of the resurrection of the dead, uses the soul of Jesus.
With Jesus, the resurrection of the dead is an abstract miracle; with Muham-
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mad, it is a principle.® In the purification of the soul of Muhammad, there is
continuity with the soul of Jesus as well. Every extraordinary thing relates to the
first blessing. The miracle of Muhammad is a perfect attribute that is added to
the continuity of the miracles of other prophets. “God has elevated the level of
some of them over others” [Quran 2:253].

2. “O Jesus, I will allow you to live until your appointed time. I will not allow
the murderers to kill you. I will cause you to die and raise you to Myself”

3. “I will take you and take your [physical] person from earth and raise you
to Myself”

4. “I will cause you to sleep and then raise you to Myself”” The second and
third meanings are narrated from Hasan and the fourth meaning is narrated
from Rabi’

5. “I will take you thoroughly with your spirit and your body as you are and
raise you to Myself”

6. Also, some scholars accept it in a literal sense and give the following mean-
ing: “I will cause you to die and take your soul” Therefore they narrate that
before God raised Jesus to Himself, He caused him to die for three hours (and
according to one narration seven hours). However, these narrations are seen as
weak. The reliable narration is that neither before he was raised nor after that
was his soul taken. The most relevant explanation for this is the first one [num-
ber 1]. From this narration we can understand that the view that Christianity
was totally extinguished during that time for a few hours became dominant.
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Notes

Introduction

1. In the Islamic tradition, when the name of Muhammad or the names of other prophets
are mentioned, it is a sign of respect to ask God for peace and blessings to be upon them. I
mention this here so that the intention will serve for the entire book without the necessity of

repeating these blessings.

Chapter 1. Jesus as God’s Messenger in the Qurian

1. Al-Jurjani, Al-Ta'rifat, 307.

2. Ibid., 148.

3. On Mary’s place in Islam, see Smith and Haddad, “Virgin Mary in Islamic Tradition,”
161-87. On debate about the prophethood of Mary, see al-Shawkani, Fath al-Qadir, 3:327-28.

4. It should be noted that the “holy spirit” mentioned in the Qur’an is not the same as the
Holy Spirit in the Christian doctrine of Trinity. The holy spirit in this context is a strong feeling
of divine presence, as if one is supported by an invisible and powerful angel.

5. The holy Qur’an frequently uses two names to refer to Jesus. “Al-Masih” is used as a title,
and “Isa” is his proper name. Muslim theologians and linguists have discussed the roots from
which these two words are derived. According to some Arabic lexicons, neither of these terms
is originally Arabic. The Arabic word “al-Masih” comes from the Hebrew “masiah” and means
“anointed one.” This word was also very well known before Islam among Syriac-speaking people
in northern and southern Arabia. In the Islamic literature, the word is also used to refer to the
opponent of Jesus, the Antichrist, or al-Dajjal. The famous early Arab philologist and lexicog-
rapher al-Farahidi (d. 791) claims, “Al-Masih is the one who has no eye or eyebrow on one side
of his face. And the liar-Messiah or Antichrist has this feature; that is, he has one eye, while
Jesus (the true Messiah), the son of Mary, peace and blessings be upon him, is also al-Masih.”
For the linguistic details of the word in Arabic lexicons, see the following: al-Farahidi, Kitab
al-Ayn, 3:1156-57; al-Azhari, Tahdhib al-Lugha, 4:350; Ibn Manzur, Lisan al-Arab, 13:98-102; and
al-Yasu'i, Ghara’ib al-Lugha al-Arabiyya, 206.

Despite the general consensus on the origin of the word “al-Masih,” certain commentators
on the Qur’an posited a similarity between the words “al-Masih” and “al-mash,” which means
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“touching” in Arabic. In this interpretation, the word could be Arabic in origin. See al-Qurtubi,
Al-Jami‘li Ahkam al-Quran, 4:89; and Rida, Tafsir al-Manar, 1954 ed., 3:305. On the term “al-
mash,” see al-Jurjani, Al-Ta'rifat, 272.

One scholar records that Jesus was called al-Masih “because Gabriel touched him with a
blessing, and also because Jesus touched the sick, the lepers, and the blind, and they were healed
as a result of his touch?” See al-Maturidi, Ta‘'wilat al-Quran, 4:100. So the miraculous touching
of Jesus (al-mash) is the reason why Jesus was called al-Masih. In this case the word would
mean “the one who is touched or the one who touches.” In fact, the Arabic lexicons record more
than one meaning for the word “m-s-h,” or “al-mash” The word is used to mean “to touch with
a hand,” “to abolish,” or “to travel” According to scholars who consider the word to be Arabic,
all these meanings are applicable to Jesus. In Islamic theology, his touching was a miraculous
way of healing, he abolished some laws of the Torah, and it is believed he will come back and
travel to find and kill the Antichrist in the last period of his life on earth. Perhaps because of the
unique aspect of the word, it was used as an adjective and only in the singular form in Arabic.
As an adjective, the Arabic word “al-masih” is used only in the singular; it does not take a plural
and can be used for opposite meanings. The word is used for “the truthful one” (Jesus) and for
“the Liar” (the Antichrist). See al-Ta’i, Ikmal al-I'lan bi Taslis al-Kalam, 2:626; Sami, Kamus al-
Alam, 6:4284; and al-Yamani, Al-Mawsu a al-Arabiyya, 1:366-67.

In the Quran, the word “al-masih” is used independently and in connection to the name
of Jesus (4:172, 5:70, 5:72, 5:75, 9:30-31). The term is mentioned eleven times in the Qurian. See
31455 4:157, 171-72; 5:17 (twice), 5:72 (twice), 5:75; 9:30-31.

As for the word “Isa,” which is used as a proper name for Jesus, it is generally accepted that
like the names of some other divine messengers mentioned in the Qur’an, such as Ibrahim for
Abraham and Moosa for Moses, the word “Isa” is also used by the Qur’an for Jesus. Some con-
temporary scholars, such as the Egyptian Dominican priest Georges Anawati (d. 1994), believe
that the origin of this word is the word “Esau” from Hebrew. Jesus has been called ‘Tsa because
it is believed that the spirit of Esau and the spirit of God have been transmitted into Jesus. It
is interesting how Muslim linguists have elaborated on the word “Isa,” the proper name of
Jesus. For instance, Ibn Manzur, a thirteenth-century Muslim philologist, indicates that “Isa is
the name of the Messiah” He also suggests that the origin of the word comes from Hebrew or
Syriac. He further states that the word is derived from the name Yasu’ See Ibn Manzur, Lisan
al-Arab, 9:497

In his commentary on chapter 4, verse 158 of the Quran, Abu Mansur al-Maturidi (d. 944),
one of the two great theologians of Islam, speaks of the etymology of the word “al-Masih”: “Je-
sus was called al-Masih, because Gabriel touched him with blessing (al-barakah)” According
to al-Maturidji, there is another possible reason for taking this name: “because he was touching
the sick, the lepers, and the deaf and they would recover” Al-Maturidi, Ta‘wilat al-Quran, 4:100.

Other divinely appointed prophets mentioned in the Qurian also have two names, for ex-
ample Muhammad and Ahmad, Dhulkifl and Ilyas (Elias), Isra’il and Ya'qub (Jacob), and Yunus
and Dhunnun (Jonah). See al-Farahidi, Kitab al-Ayn, 3:189.

6. Two concordances are especially helpful for researching words used in the Quran: see
‘Abd al-Baqi, Al-Mu‘jam al-Mufahras; and Flugel, Concordance of the Koran.
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7. It is a general Qurlanic principle that even when Muhammad is the one directly being
addressed, the intended audience is the entire Muslim community.

8. One interpretation of the role of Muslims in this regard can be found in Yazir, Hak Dini
Kuran Dili, 2:1100-1101.

10. For a good account of Jesus as he is presented in the Quran, see Parrender, Jesus in the
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Quran. See also Ess, “Islam and the Other Religions,” 97-108.

11. For a discussion of the place of Jesus’s miracles in early Islam, see Thomas, “The Miracles
of Jesus,” 221-43.

12. Al-Zamakhshari, Al-Kashshaf An Haqa’iq al-Tanzil, 1:177.

13. Abu Dawud, “Al-Adab” in Al-Sunan, 64.

14. Qutb, Fi Zilal al-Quran, 4:2304-2306.

15. Ibn Hanbal, Al-Musnad, 5:265-66.

16. For a Muslim theologians account of Jesus, see Zwemer, “Jesus Christ in the Thya al-
Ghazzali;” 144-58. For a more mystical account of Jesus in Islam, see Renard, “Jesus and Other
Gospel Figures,” 47-64.

17. This hadith is recorded by the two most reliable hadith scholars, Muhammad al-Bukhari
(see al-Bukhari, “Al-Anbiya;” in Al-Sahih, 49) and Muslim bin al-Hajjaj in the section “On the
Merit of Jesus” (see Muslim bin al-Hajjaj, “Al-Fada’il” in Al-Sahih, 143).

18. For further information on this analogy, see Nursi, “Mektubat,” 1:392.

19. For more analysis of this type of verse in the Qurian, see O’Shaughnessy, Eschatological
Themes in the Quran, 108-116.

20. Al-Qurtubi, Al-Jami‘li Ahkam al-Quran, 16:89.

21. See Giilen, Al-Qulub al-Daria.

22. For more on this, see Lawson, “The Crucifixion of Jesus,” 34. Also see Stanilaus, “Jesus’
Crucifixion,” 59-74.

23. For more on this, see Lawson, “The Crucifixion of Jesus”; and Lawson, The Crucifixion
and the Quran. Also see Sahas, John of Damascus on Islam, 51-95.

24. Ibn al-Athir, Jami‘ al-Usul, 1:182. For variations of this hadith, see al-Hindi, Kanz al-
‘Ummal, 10:136.

25. For various commentaries on the phrase “but it appeared to them so,” see Ayoub, “To-
wards an Islamic Christology,” 91-121. See also Reynolds, “Muslim Jesus,” 237-58.

26. For further information on Muslims’ arguments about crucifixion, see Whittingham,
“How Could So Many Christians Be Wrong?” 167-78.

27. Al-Maturidi, Ta‘wilat al-Quran, 4:102.

28. For further information on this epistemological discourse, see al-Baqillani, Kitab Tam-
hid, 28-37.

29. The origin of the idea that Jesus’s death was an illusion may lie in the fact that Muslim
commentators commonly refer to ancient non-canonical texts. The Gospel of Barnabas, an
apocryphal text possibly from the sixth century, describes how God’s angels took Jesus before
Judas and turned Judas’s face into a likeness of Jesus’s. Jesus then simply appeared to be crucified.

30. For further discussion of this, see Leirvik, Irmages of Jesus Christ in Islam, 38-39.

31. See al-Tabari, Jami‘ al-Bayan fi Ta'wil, 9:370.
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32. For a Christian understanding of Qurianic texts on crucifixion, see Moucarry, The
Prophet and the Messiah, 127-44.

33. Hawwa, Al-Asas fi al-Tafsir, 2:775-76. For the source of this quote in the Gospel of Barn-
abas, see Ragg, The Gospel of Barnabas, 484-85.

Chapter 2. A Qurianic Perspective on the Eschatological Role of Jesus

1. Al-Tabari, Jami‘ al-Bayan fi Ta'wil, 6:420.

2. Ibn Hanbal, AI-Musnad, 5:262. The Qur’an relates that after leaving his wife, Hagar, and
son, Ishmael, in Mecca, Abraham says the following, “Lord send forth to them a messenger of
their own who shall declare to them Your revelation, and shall teach them the Book, the wis-
dom, and shall purify them from sin” (2:129). For comments on this, see also Ibn Kathir, Tafsir
al-Quran al-Azim, 1:323-25.

3. An important point in this particular verse is the announcement of the innocence of
Mary. Also note that the Aaron mentioned here should not be confused with Aaron the brother
of Moses, who is also mentioned in the Qurian on another occasion as a supporter of Moses.

4. Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 21:178-79.

5. This would be a rational assumption for a twelfth-century Muslim theologian and Aris-
totelian philosopher.

6. Al-Razi, Mafatih al-Ghayb, 21:181-82. Similarly, al-Ghazali wrote a refutation of the divin-
ity of Jesus; see al-Ghazali, Al-Radd al-Jamil.

7. The Islamic theological principle of free will is always valid and active. In Islam, even if
one rejects a prophet and only believes in him at the very end of oné’s life, because that belief is
based on free will it is valid and acceptable. The only exception to this is when one has lost his
or her consciousness and therefore cannot truly believe.

8. Al-Maturidi, Ta‘wilat al-Quran, 4:104.

9. For more classical interpretations of this verse, see Robinson, Christ in Islam, 78-89.

10. Al-Tabari, Jami‘ al-Bayan fi Ta'wil, 20:631-34.

11. Robinson, Christ in Islam, 90-91.

12. Parrender, Jesus in the Quran, 124.

13. Al-Qurtubi, Al-Jami‘li Ahkam al-Quran, 8:105.

14. Rida, Fatawa, 5:2025.

15. Shaltout, Al-Fatawa, 74-75.

16. Ibid., 76.

17. Ibid., 77.

18. Shaltout, “The Ascension of Jesus,” 192.

19. Ibid., 193.

20. Sa‘id Ramadan al-Buti (d. 2013) was a noted Syrian scholar who contended, based on
accounts of scholars at Al-Azhar University who were companions of Mahmud Shaltout, that
Shaltout changed his theological view about the Islamic understanding of Jesus’s descent and
returned to the faith of the majority of Muslims after having a stroke and being housebound
for a while. He reported that Shaltout burned all documents that espoused his old views on the
denial of Jesus’s descent and his similarly odd views. For this story and for al-Buti’s view on
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the subject and his responses to both Shaltout and Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, the founder of the
Ahmadiyyah movement, see al-Buti, Kubra al-Yaginiyyat al-Kawniyya, 304-314.

21. Al-Bukhari, “Al-Tahajjud,” in Al-Sahih, 14.

22. Al-Maraghi, Tafsir al-Maraghi, 4:12-13.

23. For a good account of the role of Jesus in the dialogue among members of Abrahamic

faiths, see Osman, “Jesus in Jewish-Christian-Muslim Dialogue,” 353-76.
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verse “We take no one as Lord except God” (3:64) implies a “reproach for those who believe in
the divinity of Jesus and ‘Uzair [Ezra], and it is pointing out that these are human beings” Al-
Shawkani is referring to the Qur’anic verse “The Jews say, ‘Ezra is the son of God’; the Christians
say, ‘The Messiah is the son of God. That is what they say with their mouths. They imitate the
sayings of the disbelievers of old. . . . and they were not commanded to serve but One God,
there is no deity save Him; God is above their claims that idols are partner to Him” (9:30-31).
See al-Shawkani, Fath al-Qadir, 1:348.

45. Al-Tabari, Jami‘ al-Bayan, 3:301-303.

46. Ibid., 303.

47. Nursi, “Isaratiil-T'caz,” in Risale-i Nur Kulliyati, 2:1175. See also Saritoprak, “Said Nursi
on Muslim-Christian Relations.”

48. See United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, “Midwest Muslim-Catholic Dialogue
Completes Latest Round”

49. Al-Tabari, Tahdhib al-Athar, 18.

Conclusion

1. Al-Qurtubi, Al-Tadhkira fi Ahwal, 774.

Appendixes

1. Giilen’s quotations from the Bible appear to be based on the Good News Translation.

2. The Muslim residents of Medina who were residing there when the Prophet and his fol-
lowers emigrated to the city. In Islam they are known as ansar, or helpers.

3. Yazir seems to have misunderstood the Christian understandings of heaven and God.
Generally, there is a consensus that Christians do not equate “heaven” with God. The confusion
might have come from the word heavenly, which generally is understood as “divine,” as in the
idea of heavenly revelation, or a revelation that comes from God.

4. The Quran does not obviously refer to the Israelites per se; instead, it uses only the
pronoun “they” for those who plotted against and attempted to kill Jesus. Yazir follows many
Qur’an commentators who have interpreted the pronoun “they” as a reference to some Isra-
elites at the time of Jesus. Grammatically, this is possible since an earlier verse says that Jesus
was sent as a messenger of God to the “Children of Israel” As a principle, the Qur'an avoids
generalization. Theologically speaking, the Qur’an and the prophetic traditions do not target
any specific ethnic or religious group. It would be against Islamic teaching to vilify or slander
Jewish people because of their Jewishness. The Qurian speaks against bad characters, which
can be found in any religious group or ethnicity. These individuals are who are blamed in the
Qur’an, not ethnic groups.

In fact, Yazir himself, in his commentary on a later verse (p. 1115) says that Qur’anic criti-
cism of Jews is not because of their Jewishness but because of the attribute of disbelief that
some of them had. It is evident that bad attributes can be found in any ethnic or religious
group. Historical events should be considered within their historical context, and it is wrong

to bring them into our time and treat them as if they happened today. Therefore, no matter
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who tried to kill Jesus, it would be wrong to see this as a condemnation of any living people,
be they Jews or Italians, as the Qurlan explicitly forbids the blaming of children for the mis-
deeds of their parents or ancestors. Furthermore, any generalization in this context would go
against the larger Quranic prohibition against “going too far” It should also be remembered
that the Quran praises those who helped Jesus, who were themselves Jews. Also, it praises
the followers of Moses.

5. This sentence indicates that Muhammad’s raising of the dead is something that encom-
passes the miracles of all other prophets. So for him it is a part of his lived reality and not an

occasional event.
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