
I. The Bible text and the Muslims
The renowned French Islamicist, Louis Massignon
(1883–1962) once wrote that the Qur’an may be consid-
ered “une edition arabe tronquée de la Bible” (a distort-
ed Arabic edition of the Bible). “Le Qor’an,” he went on
to say, “serait à la Bible ce qu’Ismael fut à Isaac.” (The
Qur’an is to the Bible what Ismael is to Isaac.)1

Massignon here puts his finger on the central fact about
the Qur’an: on the one hand its text insistently recalls
the earlier biblical narrative and even appeals to it; on
the other hand it pursues a reading of its own, often
notably distinct from and contrary to the understandings
of Jews or Christians about the Bible’s message. The
Qur’an, as its name implies is expressly a “reading” or
“proclamation” 2 of a scripture which, through the
agency of the angel Gabriel, as Islamic tradition teach-
es, God serially put onto Muhammad’s heart in the
course of his prophetic career in Mecca and Medina
from 610, the year of his first revelatory experience, to
632, the year of his death.3 In contradistinction to earlier
scriptures, such as those which the Qur’an itself calls
Torah, Psalms and Gospel, the Qur’an insists that its
distinguishing feature is that it is “an Arabic Qur’an”
(Sura 20 Ta Ha 113), in “a clear Arabic tongue” (Sura 16
an-Nahl 103; Sura 26 ash-Shu’ara’ 195). 

Even a cursory glance at the text of the Qur’an is suffi-
cient to remind the most casual reader that it presumes
in its audience a ready familiarity with the stories of the
principal narrative figures of the Old and New
Testaments. In it there are frequent references to
episodes in the stories of Adam, Noah, Abraham,
Joseph, Moses, Mary and Jesus, the son of Mary, to
mention only the most prominent of biblical characters
to be found mentioned in the Qur’an’s discourse (see
hereto the article published in this issue). Yet not infre-
quently there are elements in the telling of the biblical
stories that are not familiar to readers of either the
Jewish or the Christian Bibles. Sometimes these seem-
ingly dissonant elements can in fact also be found in

early Jewish or Christian, extra-canonical, apocryphal or
exegetical lore; in other instances, the apparent novel-
ties are unique to the Qur’an. This is the sort of narrative
situation which in the broader areas of literary criticism
has prompted scholars to propose a theory of “intertex-
tuality”.4 As applied to the accounts of the biblical char-
acters, just for the sake of narrative analysis and inde-
pendently of any canonical or theological considera-
tions, the theory considers their stories to be narratively
incomplete as they actually appear in any single telling,
be it in the Bible, in the non-canonical literature, or in the
Qur’an. Rather, each textual source is conceived as par-
ticipating to a greater or lesser extent in telling the full
story of any one of the biblical characters.5

The “intertextual” consideration of the Qur’an’s partici-
pation in telling the stories of many of the principal bib-
lical characters highlights the fact that the Islamic scrip-
ture came to Muhammad already in dialogue with the
biblical traditions of the Jews and the Christians.
Indeed, the Qur’an itself says that God “has enacted for
you as a religion that which He charged Noah with and
that which We revealed to you, and what We charged
Abraham, Moses and Jesus with.” (Sura 42 ash-Shura
13) And God said to the Muslims, “If you are in doubt
about what We have sent down to you, ask those who
were reading scripture before you” (Sura 10 Yunus 94).
Inevitably then the Bible called for special attention in
the encounter of the Jews, Christians and Muslims from
the very beginning of Islamic history.

The Qur’an calls the Jews and Christians “People of the
Book” or “Scripture People” (e.g., Sura 2 al-Baqarah
105), a phrase which occurs some fifty-four times in the
text;6 once the Islamic scripture refers to the Christians
as “People of the Gospel,” saying, “Let the People of the
Gospel judge in accordance with what God has
revealed in it.” (Sura 5 al-Ma’idah 47). It is a settled
Qur’anic doctrine that originally the Torah, the Gospel
and the Qur’an were on a par, at least in the form in
which the Qur’an teaches they were first delivered by
their “messengers” (Moses, Jesus and Muhammad) to
the Jews, the Christians and the Muslims respectively.
But in the form in which the Jews and the Christians
actually have their scriptures, the Qur’an itself is already
aware of disparities in text and interpretation. For this
reason, the Qur’an speaks of the corruption (at-tahrif) of
the text of the Bible, the alteration of words, and the con-
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cealment of meanings. (cf., e.g., Sura 3 al ‘Imran 78).
From the early Islamic period onward, in the arguments
about religion that proliferated from the beginning until
well into the Middle Ages, and indeed even into modern
times, the charge and countercharge of corrupting the
scriptures became a staple item in the apologetic and
polemical texts composed by Jews, Christians, and
Muslims.7 Needless to say, in the Islamic milieu the
Qur’an itself then became for Muslims the ultimate
arbiter of the interpretation of the earlier scriptural
accounts, in the narration of which its own text came to
participate.8

The interest of Muslim religious writers in the text of the
Bible underwent a certain evolution as time went on. In
the early Islamic period, some Muslim writers actually
showed a keen interest in the biblical text familiar to
Jews and Christians. In this connection, one might men-
tion quotations, albeit often “corrected”, allusions and
paraphrases to be found in the work of scholars such as
Wahb ibn Munabbih (d. 732), in the Sirah of Abu ‘Abd
Allah Muhammad ibn Ishaq (d. ca. 767), as transmitted
by Abu Muhammad ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Hisham (d. 834),
and in the somewhat copious quotations in the works of
Abu Muhammad ‘Abd Allah ibn Muslim ibn Qutaybah
(d. 889) and Ahmad ibn Abi Ya’qub ibn Ja’far ibn Wahb
ibn Wadih al-Ya’qubi (d. 897), to name only the most
prominent and well-studied authors.9 By the tenth cen-
tury, however, the interest of Muslim scholars seems to
have shifted away from quotations as such from the ear-
lier scriptures, however much they may have “correct-
ed” their wording, and more toward what one may call
the “Islamicization” of whole biblical narratives by
retelling them freestyle, with concomitantly less interest
paid to the wording of the texts familiar to Jews and
Christians. This was very much the case in the popular
“tales of the prophets” (qisas al-anbiya’) and in the so-
called Isra’iliyyat, of which more below. But it was also
the case mutatis mutandis in the exegetical literature
and in the early Islamic historiography, in which Muslim
writers put forward the biblically inspired, Islamic ver-
sion of salvation history.10 At the same time, Muslim
scholars in the later ages who did pay attention to 
the biblical texts of the Jews and Christians in some
detail did so with a deconstructive intent, designed to
demonstrate their corruption, falsification and utter un-
worthiness.11

The shift in interest on the part of Muslim scholars
around the eleventh century from the text of the pre-
Islamic scriptures as the Jews and Christians actually
have them, to their own narratives or stories of the bibli-
cal messengers may well have been due in some part to
the pressure exerted by the arguments about religion
between Muslims and Christians, which had come into
full force in the ninth century.12 It was common for con-
troversialists on both sides to develop their arguments
from both scripture and reason. But even in the early

period there is evidence that Muslims were distrustful of
Christians quoting from the Bible. For example, in one
text, now preserved only in Greek, Theodore Abu
Qurrah (c.755–c.830), one of the earliest Christian writ-
ers in Arabic whose name we know,13 recalled the chal-
lenge of his Muslim adversary as follows: “Persuade me
not from your Isaiah or Matthew, for whom I have not the
slightest regard, but from compelling, acknowledged,
common notions.”14 Similarly, another Christian text in
Arabic from the ninth century has the Muslim interlocu-
tor make the following declaration when the Christian
apologist proposes to substantiate his claims “from the
scriptures of the prophets and messengers.” The
Muslim character in the dialogue is made to say, “We do
not accept anything from the Old [Testament] nor from
the New [Testament] because we do not recognize
them.”15 And later in the same work, the Muslim charac-
ter is made to give voice to the Islamic charge of the cor-
ruption of the Gospel text as the Christians actually have
it. In regard to the Gospel according to John he says,

What you have said you report only from your distorted
Gospel and your distorted scriptures. But we have the
original Gospel. We have gotten it from our prophet. John
and his associates, having lost the Gospel after Christ’s
ascension into heaven, set down what they pleased. Our
prophet Muhammad informed us of this.16

As Christian writers in Syriac and Arabic thus strove to
prove from the Bible that Christianity was the true reli-
gion, Muslim writers were in their own turn the more
strongly motivated to authenticate the “signs of 
prophecy” (dala’il an-nubuwwah) which testified to
Muhammad’s status as a prophet and messenger from
God, in fact as the “seal of the prophets” (Sura 33 al-
Ahzab 40). This concern, along with the concomitant
development of the doctrine of the “inimitability” (al-
i’jaz) of the Qur’an, seems to have carried with it a
renewed Muslim interest in the topic of the corruption of
the previous scriptures at the hands of Jews and
Christians.17 By the eleventh and twelfth centuries, major
writers, such as al-Ghazali (1058–1111)18 and Ibn Hazm
(994–1064),19 again to mention only the most prominent
names, were concerned to refute the arguments of Jews
and Christians by demonstrating in great detail the unre-
liability of their scriptures. After their time, and certainly
after the time of Ibn Taymiyyah (1263–1328),20 and for
the rest of the Middle Ages, Muslim authors seem to
have lost interest in any possible authoritative or proba-
tive value to be found in the texts of the scriptures of the
Jews or Christians, or in anything emanating from
Jewish or Christian exegetical traditions. Aside from
their arguments against the integrity of the received
texts of the Bible, Muslim scholars did not themselves
compose commentaries on any part of the Bible, nor did
they systematically use the Torah or Gospel as authori-
tative sources of religious teaching. As one modern
scholar has put it, in the world of Islam biblical exegesis
“never became a literary genre on its own, nor did it ever



play an important role in Muslim medieval theology.” 21

Rather, the emphasis seems to have shifted in this peri-
od to demonstrating the untrustworthiness of the Bible.
In modern times, in the wake of the great achievements
of western biblical scholars, both Jews and Christians,
whose scholarship has for the most part been based on
the historical critical methodologies of modern scholar-
ship, many Muslim writers, taking note of the decon-
structive conclusions these scholars have reached,
have themselves felt vindicated in reaffirming the claims
of their community’s earlier scholarly traditions about
the textual corruption of the Bibles of Jews and
Christians.22

II. The Torah, the Muslims and the “Religion 
of Abraham”

While Muslims thus gradually lost interest in the text of
the Bible, in the textual form in which it actually circu-
lates among Jews and Christians, following the lead of
the Qur’an they certainly did not lose interest in pre-
Qur’anic, divine revelation nor in the stories of the bibli-
cal prophets and messengers.23 Rather, the evident
intertextuality of many biblical and Jewish/Christian folk-
loric narratives in the Qur’an prompted Muslims from an
early period to engage in a double appropriation of bib-
lical revelation. On the one hand, early writers were con-
cerned to claim the authority of the Bible to warrant the
scriptural authenticity of Muhammad, the Qur’an, and
Islamic teaching more generally; one may call it a
process of “biblicizing” the Islamic prophetic claims. On
the other hand, given the concomitant Islamic concern
about the corruption of the text of the Bible, and observ-
ing the consequent, divergent cast of many of the early
Islamic presentations of biblical narratives, one may
also speak of a simultaneous process of “islamicizing”
the biblical narratives. 

In the first instance, that of “biblicizing” the Islamic
prophetic claims, the effort was basically to claim a
place for the Qur’an alongside the Torah and the Gospel
as the locus of a continuing but final divine revelation in
scripture. Concomitantly, the purpose was also to show
that the earlier scriptures foretold the coming of
Muhammad and his mission. In this context, Muslim
controversialists often appealed to biblical texts to sup-
port their arguments, or to refute what they saw as
wrong interpretations on the part of Christian apologists
and polemicists.25

It is in the long process of “islamicizing” the biblical nar-
ratives in the burgeoning literature of Muslim piety, pre-
senting the Bible stories in Islamic diction and in an
Islamic interpretive framework, as was mentioned
above, that one sees the enormous presence of Bible
revelation in Islamic life. This development is particular-
ly evident in the ever popular “tales of the prophets”
(qisas al-anbiya’) 26 and the associated material which is

collectively known among Muslims as “Israelite lore”
(Isra’iliyyat).27 Even more than the Qur’an itself, these
narratives betray their oral origins, calling attention to
the fact that they originally came into circulation in hom-
ilies and oral commentaries on the stories of the biblical
characters whose careers exemplified the prophetology
of the Qur’an. Their currency in turn calls attention to the
fact that prior to the rise of Islam, and during the time of
Muhammad’s proclamation of the Qur’an to its intend-
ed, Arabic-speaking audience, the Torah and the
Gospel themselves, to which the Qur’an often refers,
both directly and indirectly, were available to Arabic-
speaking Jews and Christians themselves only in an
oral form. As far as the available evidence indicates,
there were no pre-Islamic translations of the Bible into
Arabic which circulated as written texts.28 Rather, every
indication suggests that Arabic-speaking Jews and
Christians heard the scriptural word of God proclaimed
and discussed by Arabic-speaking rabbis, monks and
priests who transmitted the narratives viva voce from
Hebrew, Aramaic/Syriac and Greek texts and comment-
ed on them, probably in largely liturgical settings. Text
and commentary drawing on apocryphal and folkloric
material in the two communities would have intermin-
gled in an enriched religious discourse which then
formed the Jewish and Christian consciousness of the
original Arabic-speaking audience of the Qur’an. 

The Arabic Qur’an in its turn addressed its first audience
with the presumption of their familiarity with the orally
circulating, biblical narratives embedded in homiletic
commentaries as just described. With its own rhetorical
strategies, the Qur’an faced its audience with a critique
of the beliefs and practices of the earlier “Scripture
People”. In its own right, and within the nascent Islamic
community, the Qur’an thus became what some recent
scholars have described as “a canonical recital of God’s
Holy Word that reconfigured aspects of both Hebrew
Bible and New Testament discourse in a context of
Jewish, Christian, and Muslim interaction.”29

The Qur’an did not become a canonical scripture in the
Islamic community, that is to say an authoritative written
text, until after the death of Muhammad. Neither the
Hebrew Bible nor the Christian New Testament were
translated into written Arabic texts until well after the
written, Arabic Qur’an had established the parameters
for literary Arabic and Arabic had itself become the pub-
lic language of all the peoples who lived within the world
of Islam, whether or not they were Muslims. The first
translators of the Bible into written Arabic were not the
Arabic-speaking Jews and Christians of pre-Islamic
Arabia but Jews and Christians who lived in the con-
quered territories outside of Arabia, whose own lan-
guages had been eclipsed by Arabic.30 This means that
the original, Arabic-speaking arena in which Jewish,
Christian and proto-Muslim scriptural narratives interact-
ed with one another was an oral/aural, Arabic-speaking
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space with a biblical dynamic all its own. It admitted a
high quotient of homiletic discourse into the transmis-
sion of the scriptural narratives. It was this oral dynamic
that prevailed in the later enterprise on the part of
Muslims to “Islamicize” biblical history.

Once the Islamic doctrine of the Jewish and Christian
corruption of the Bible had gained a general currency,
and Muslim scholars lost respect for the texts of the
Bible as Jews and Christians actually had them,
Muslims seem nevertheless to have recovered a fuller
appreciation of divine revelation according to the
dynamic mode in which the biblical narratives had inter-
acted in the oral, homiletic milieu of early Qur’anic
times. And so it came about that the stories of the
Bible’s principal characters, such as Abraham, Moses
and Jesus, have inspired many subsequent generations
of Muslims in a virtually “midrashic” literature which
presents them as messengers of the Word of God, who
seem to bear revelation in their very persons. Of no one
of them has this been more evidently the case than in
the narratives of the patriarch Abraham, whose story
has in Islamic times become a paradigm for interfaith
relations between Jews, Christians, and Muslims. 

Already in the Qur’an, in the context of encounters with
the “People of the Book”, God gives this instruction to
the believers, “They say, “If you become Jews or
Christians, you shall be well-guided.” Say, “Rather, we
follow the religion (millah) of Abraham, who was upright
and not a polytheist.” (Sura 2 al-Baqarah 135) Even
more to the point, in another place in the Qur’an, after
posing the question, “O People of the Book, why do you
dispute concerning Abraham?” God makes the follow-
ing declaration, “Abraham was neither a Jew nor a
Christian, but a hanif and a muslim.31 He was not one of
the polytheists.” (Sura 3 al ‘Imran 65 & 67) And finally,
the Qur’an says, “Who has a better religious judgment
(din) than one who submits himself to God, does right
and follows the true religion (millah) of Abraham the
hanif ? God has taken Abraham for a friend (khalilan).”
(Sura 4 an-Nisa 125) The last phrase provides a
moment of intertextuality, in that the epithet for
Abraham, “God’s friend”, can be found both in the
Hebrew Bible (Is 41:8) and in the New Testament (Jm
2:23). But surely the main point is the evocation of the
concept of “following the religion of Abraham” as a pro-
posed common point de repère for Jews, Muslims and
Christians together. 

The Qur’an’s concept of “following the religion of
Abraham” (ittiba’ millat Ibrahim) may be taken as one of
the principles which inspired the development of the
distinctively Islamic prophetology which Muslim schol-
ars elaborated in early Islamic times, and especially dur-
ing the period between the eighth and tenth centuries,
the period of the so-called “Sectarian Milieu” of compet-
ing religious communities, when, as Brian Hauglid has

pointed out, “a lively textual interchange existed
between Jews, Christians and Muslims.” 32 The story of
Abraham as it is presented in the Qur’an then became
in that milieu one of the nuclei for both the evolving par-
adigm of “prophethood” in Islamic thinking and the
impetus for the mushrooming, midrashic accounts of
the deeds of Abraham and his sons, as we find them in
the medieval Islamic works of exegesis, Bible history
and the tales of the prophets.33 In these compositions,
biblical revelation took on a new life in an “Islamicizing”
mode which could confidently leave behind the disput-
ed biblical texts of the Jews and the Christians and yet
still lay claim to the authoritative biblical persona,
“God’s friend” Abraham. In this way the concept of the
“religion of Abraham” emerged for Muslims as a theolo-
goumenon which would prove to have a considerable
potential for their conversations and controversies with
Jews and Christians. 

Prompted by the Qur’an, in their exegetical and histori-
cal narratives early Muslim scholars traced their own
religious ancestry and the geneology of the Arabs back
to Abraham by way of the lineage of his eldest son
Ishmael/ Isma’il, whose mother was Hagar.34 For Mus-
lims, Ishmael was the immediate patriarch of the North
Arabians, from whom, they taught, Muhammad
descended, just as Isaac, Abraham’s second son,
whose mother was Sarah, was the immediate patriarch
from whom the people of Israel descended. And while
Christians claimed a spiritual relationship with Abraham
through Isaac, the son of the free woman, as opposed
to Ishmael, the son of the bondswoman, (Rm 4:9-12; Ga
3:6-18; 4:22-31) the fact remained that in the Torah,
Ishmael too, and his descendants, were recipients of the
divine blessing. (Gn 16:11-12; 21:13,17-21; 25:9,12-18)



In consequence of the perceived spiritual relationship
between Jews, Christians and Muslims which can be
traced back to Abraham in different ways in the several
communities which reverence the biblical traditions,
those engaged in interreligious dialogue in modern
times have not been slow to speak of the “Abrahamic
faiths” or the “Abrahamic traditions”, and to use such
phrases as umbrella terms to designate the three
monotheist world religions. One finds this recognition of
Islam’s “religion of Abraham” theologoumenon even in
the documents of Vatican II, when the texts speak of the
Muslims. In Lumen Gentium, the council fathers spoke
of “the Mohamedans, who, professing to hold the faith
of Abraham, along with us adore the one and merciful
God, who on the last day will judge mankind” (LG 16).
Similarly in Nostra Aetate, the Conciliar Declaration on
non-Christian religions says of the Muslims that they
“take pains to submit wholeheartedly to even his [i.e.,
God’s] inscrutable decrees, just as Abraham, with
whom the faith of Islam takes pleasure in linking itself,
submitted to God” (NA 3). While these expressions of
awareness of the Islamic theologoumenon on the coun-
cil’s part do not amount to a theological endorsement of
its veracity from the Church’s point of view, they do
show that the continuing, revelational authority of the
personae of the biblical Abraham, Ishmael and Isaac in
the three scriptural traditions can nevertheless provide
the occasion for Muslims and Christians to recognize a
moment of common interest in the faith of Abraham, if
not a common spiritual relationship, and on this basis to
enter into a meaningful interreligious conversation with
one another about all that the profession of this “religion
of Abraham” entails.35 In the past, Christian controver-
sialists had used the names of these same biblical per-
sonae as polemical epithets, regularly calling the
Muslims “Ishmaelites” or “Hagarenes”, with the under-
standing that they are among the children of bondage,
who will have no part in the inheritance of freedom
promised to the adopted children of Sarah’s son Isaac
(cf. Ga 4:21-31). Now the names of these same biblical
characters can be symbols of a biblical tradition which
both communities cherish as foundational for their own
religious identities.

III. Jesus, the Gospel and the Muslims
In nine of the twelve instances in which the Qur’an men-
tions the Gospel, it includes also a mention of the Torah.
According to the Qur’an, the Gospel, like the Torah, is a
scripture which God taught to Jesus. (Sura 3 al ‘Imran
48; Sura 5 al-Ma’idah 110). One notices immediately the
difference between this Islamic idea of the Gospel as a
message which God communicated to Jesus, just as He
communicated the Torah to Moses and the Qur’an to
Muhammad, and the Christian idea.36 For Christians, the
Gospel is the “Good News” of the salvation which God
has accomplished for humankind through Jesus, the
Messiah. It is proclaimed both orally and in writing by

those whom God has inspired to proclaim it. This differ-
ence with the Islamic conception is exacerbated in the
instance of the Gospel as scripture, which according to
the Christians is recorded in the originally Greek texts of
the four canonical evangelists, by the Islamic charge of
at-tahrif (“corruption”) which, as we have seen, is often
leveled by Muslim scholars against the texts of the
Gospel as the Christians actually have them.37 In this
connection it is interesting to observe that in his apolo-
getic work, written in Arabic in the Islamic milieu,
Theodore Abu Qurrah (750–820) enunciated the follow-
ing principle regarding the authority of the Gospel for
Christians. He wrote,

Christianity is simply faith in the Gospel and its appen-
dices, and the Law of Moses and the books of the
prophets in between.38 Every intelligent person must
believe in what these books we have mentioned say, and
acknowledge its truth and act on it, whether his own
understanding reaches it or not.39

It is relevant to the usages of the Islamic milieu in which
he wrote that Abu Qurrah here presents the whole Bible
succinctly by reference simply to the Gospel and its
appendices, and the Torah, along with the prophets
between it and the Gospel; the Qur’an normally refers to
the full Bible simply as “the Torah and the Gospel” (Sura
3 Al ‘Imran 48; Sura 4 al-Ma’idah 110). What is more, as
if in response to the Qur’an’s admonition to the “People
of the Gospel’ to make their religious judgments in
accordance with what God sent down to them (Sura 5
al-Ma’idah 47), Abu Qurrah further says in another
Arabic treatise, “Were it not for the Gospel, we would not
acknowledge Moses to be from God. ... Likewise, we
acknowledge the prophets to be from God because of
the Gospel.”40

In spite of the differences between Muslims and
Christians about the nature of the Gospel, there is nev-
ertheless much Gospel material, both canonical and
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apocryphal, in the Qur’an and in Islamic tradition, histo-
ry and exegesis. For the most part, this Gospel material
is concerned with Jesus, the Messiah, his sayings and
his actions. In the early Islamic period there were some
Muslim commentators who did consult the canonical
Gospels in connection with their studies of this materi-
al,41  but as early as the time of the historian and Qur’an
commentator, Abu Ja’far Muhammad at-Tabari
(839–923),42 Muslim scholars were already turning away
from the canonical Gospels and were developing a dis-
tinctively “Muslim Gospel,” with its own “Muslim Jesus,”
as one modern Muslim scholar has described the tradi-
tion.43 While this material has remained largely unfamil-
iar to Christians, it has enjoyed an enormous circulation
in the Islamic world, where the veneration of Jesus as a
messenger from God is second only to that accorded to
Muhammad himself.44

In addition to the textual and narrative divergences
between the Christian and the Islamic presentations of
Jesus, there is also the obvious major confessional dif-
ference (expressed in the phrases, “son of God” vs.
“son of Mary”), which persists in the face of the fact that
the scriptures of the Christians and the Muslims in one
important instance use the same titular epithet in refer-
ence to Jesus, the Messiah, albeit that they mean radi-
cally different things in the predication. Both the New
Testament (Rev 19:13)45 and the Qur’an (Sura 3 al
‘Imran 39; Sura 4 an-Nisa’ 171), each for their own rea-
sons, speak of Jesus as the “Word of God”. This coinci-
dence of titular terminology, while very different in
meaning in the two faith traditions and indeed expres-
sive of the major confessional difference between them,
nevertheless provides a scriptural moment for mutual
reflection. 

For Muslims, the Qur’an’s affirmation that Jesus, the
Messiah, Mary’s son, is the Word of God and a Spirit
from Him (Sura 4 an-Nisa’ 171),46 is a testimony to the
perceived, personal creatureliness of Jesus in Islamic
thought, strongly affirmed in other passages of the
Qur’an (e.g., in Sura 3 al ‘Imran 59; Sura 5 al-Ma’idah
75). Christians contrariwise, taking their cue from John
1:1 &14, affirm that the identification of Jesus with God’s
Word is an affirmation of his divinity and of his divine
sonship, while the Spirit of God, who, according to the
scriptures, came upon Mary at the Annunciation (Lk
1:35), and whom Jesus promised to send upon his dis-
ciples after his ascension into heaven (Jn 15:26), is the
one God in person come to guide God’s people. The
crucial point to observe in this fundamental, confession-
al contradiction between Christians and Muslims is the
occurrence in the Gospel and the Qur’an of the same
scriptural terms, “Word” and “Spirit” of God, carrying
with them echoes of the language of the Torah and the
Prophets, to ground the opposing Christian and Islamic
affirmations about Jesus, the Messiah. This identity of
terms, given their scriptural origins, while used to

express opposite creedal affirmations in the two com-
munities of faith, nevertheless also offers the opportuni-
ty for a renewed inter-communal conversation about
their significance, when they are read against the wider
horizon of the shared sacred narratives to which both
communities pay allegiance. While such conversations
well may not lead to any significant interreligious rap-
prochement in doctrine, they can certainly help to clari-
fy the mutual understanding of the crucial points of dif-
ference and highlight the central tenets of the Christian
and Islamic calls to faith in the modern world.

IV. The Bible and Christian/Muslim dialogue
The persistent presence of the Bible to the Qur’an
throughout Islamic history indicates that Islam has been
in dialogue with Judaism and Christianity from its ori-
gins. One could say that the “Word of God” in its sever-
al senses could actually work as a powerful magnet to
pull Jews, Christians and Muslims together. The Qur’an
even now assumes that Jews, Christians and Muslims
will be in dialogue with one another. The text instructs
the Muslims, “Do not dispute with the People of the
Book save in the fairest way; except for those of them
who are evildoers. And say: “We believe in what has
been sent down to us and what has been sent down to
you. Our God and your God are one and to Him we are
submissive.” (Sura 29 al-’Ankabut 46)47 Similarly, the
Qur’an presumes that the moment of dialogue will be a
moment of truth determined by reference to the scrip-
tural “word of God”. So in connection with a point of dis-
agreement, the text exhorts the Muslims to say, “Bring
forth your proof (burhan) if you are telling the truth.”
(Sura 2 al-Baqarah 111) In the context it is clear that the
“proof” in demand is a corroborating passage from the
sacred scriptures.

Furthermore, in a particularly telling passage in the
Qur’an it emerges that in the dialogue between
Christians and Muslims, the Islamic scripture envisions
the requisite proof of personal authenticity in faith state-
ments to consist in putting one’s very life on the line in
attestation to the religious truth one professes; it is 
effectively a call for the willingness for martyrdom in 
the Christian/Muslim encounter. On the occasion of
Muhammad’s meeting with a delegation of visiting
Christians from the south Arabian town of Najran,48 as
the later Islamic traditions recalled the moment of the
revelation, the subject of the truth about Jesus, the
Messiah, came up. The traditions record the memory
that it was on this occasion, and in connection with the
challenge to tell the truth about Jesus, that the following
verse of the Qur’an came down to Muhammad, propos-
ing that he and the Christian spokesmen put themselves
to the test. The verse says, “To those who dispute with
you about it after the knowledge which has come to you,
say: ‘Come now; let us call our sons and your sons, or
wives and your wives, ourselves and yourselves. Then



let us pray to God and so call down God’s curse upon
those speaking falsely’.” (Sura 3 al ‘Imran 61)49

On the face of it, this Qur’anic charge can be taken to
require that Christians and Muslims in dialogue with one
another about the truth concerning Jesus Christ should
leave the judgment of the veracity of their authentically
professed witness to one another in the hands of God.
It implies not only good faith on their part, in the moral
sense of the expression, but also that the terms of their
witness should be in accord with “the knowledge which
has come to you.” That is
to say, according to this
reading of the Qur’an’s
charge, Muslims and
Christians must testify to
the truth attested in the
scriptures which God has
sent down to each com-
munity. And this require-
ment brings the matter
back full circle to the issue
of the texts of the scrip-
tures and the question of
their integrity in the forms
in which each community
actually possesses them.

As we have seen, Muslim controversialists have cus-
tomarily accused the “People of the Book” of having dis-
torted or corrupted their scriptures. In the early Islamic
period, Muslim scholars who in their apologetic and
polemic works quoted verses from the Torah or the
Gospel to verify their own claims sometimes ventured to
“correct” the presumed “distorted” passages, especial-
ly those which speak of Jesus and the Father, or are
supposed to foretell the coming of the prophet
Muhammad.50 Christians, for their part, viewed these
Islamic “corrections” of the Jewish or Christian scrip-
tures as in fact “distortions” of the received text. And in
the early Islamic period, in texts written in Syriac and
Arabic by Christians who lived in the Islamic milieu and
who responded to the challenges posed by Muslim
scholars one can actually trace changes in the tradition-
al interpretation of certain scriptural passages to reflect
the new religious challenges posed to them by the
Muslim polemicists.51

So from the early Islamic period until modern times, dia-
logue between Christians and Muslims in regard to the
biblical text has remained at something of a stalemate.
But the matter is otherwise in regard to the large body of
narrative traditions about biblical characters that are
central figures in both the Bible and the Qur’an. These
traditions in both communities have a “haggadic”, even
“midrashic” quality about them, which recalls the oral
stage of the transmission of biblical narratives in Arabic,
when the “Word of God” circulated from person to per-

son without the benefit of a fixed, canonical text easily
available in the appropriate language. In the instance of
stories about Jesus’ sayings and doings in particular,
Christians and Muslims are both familiar with a large
body of canonical and non-canonical, apocryphal and
pseudepigraphic material which circulates in the inter-
textual milieu of both communities in a way which con-
stitutes almost an “oral Gospel” after the manner of the
“oral Torah” in the Jewish community. There is ample
room for dialogue between Christians and Muslims in
connection with these narratives of biblical personae,
especially in terms of the major lines of salvation history
and the cultivation of a moral way of life in accord with
biblical admonitions.52

Vatican II’s document Dei Verbum does not mention
the Qur’an, nor does it speak of dialogue with Muslims,
albeit that it does mention some of the same, pivotal fig-
ures in salvation history, such as Abraham, Moses and
Jesus, who also appear in the Islamic scripture and tra-
dition. But toward the end of the document there is a
passage which has considerable potential for encour-
aging dialogue between Christians and Muslims about
the scriptures. In connection with the discussion of the
necessity for providing up-to-date translations of the
Bible for Christians of the modern era, the council
fathers said, “Furthermore, editions of the Sacred
Scriptures, provided with suitable footnotes, should be
prepared also for the use of non-Christians and adapt-
ed to their situation.” (DV 25) Given the wealth of bibli-
cal traditions which circulate among the Muslims, and
the Qur’an’s own formal endorsement of the Torah, the
Psalms and the Gospel, the time seems to have come
to take heed of Dei Verbum’s suggestion and to pro-
pose the preparation of an edition of the Bible 
specifically for the Christian/Muslim dialogue, with suit-
able notes and adapted to the requirements of
Muslim/Christian mutual understanding. It could
become an important moment for the Christian and
Muslim “Scripture People” of the twenty-first century to
reaffirm their faith in the word of God as they find it in
the Torah and the Gospel, scriptures which they both
affirm in principle, while commending their differences
to the mercy of God. n
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