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  Preface




  Muḥammad Rashīd Riḍā (1865–1935) was one of the

  foremost Muslim authors of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. He played a major role in the propagation of a modernist interpretation of Islam; his work has an abiding influence.

  Between 1901 and 1903, Riḍā wrote a series of sixteen articles on Muslim–Christian relations, published in his journal

  Al-Manār al-Islāmī (The Islamic Lighthouse). The articles were prompted by the activities and

  publications of Christian missionaries in Egypt and the wider Muslim world. Riḍā felt that missionary criticisms of Islam were

  leading some Muslims to entertain doubts about the basis of their own religion. As required by the dictates of Islamic law, Riḍā

  felt impelled to address these criticisms and uphold the integrity of his religion. In so doing, he presented a modernist defense of Islam.




  In 1905, Riḍā published the articles in a book, Shubuhāt al-Naṣārā wa Ḥujaj al-Islām (The Criticisms of

  the Christians and the Proofs of Islam). Second and third editions were published after Riḍā’s death, in 1947 and 1956. In

  general, this work has received less scholarly attention than many of Riḍā’s other works. As far as works on religion are

  concerned, Shubuhāt has been overshadowed by Al-Waḥy al-Muḥammadī (The Muhammadan Revelation, 1934), which has been translated into numerous languages; into English twice. To my knowledge, Shubuhāt

  has yet to be translated into English or analyzed in full; in this translation and analysis, I am attempting to rectify this situation




  Chapters One through Four provide a background for the translation, setting the work in its historic and thematic context. A brief note on translation theory follows. The rest of the book is a

  complete English translation of Riḍā’s book. Footnotes provide factual details and information on technical terms, and draw

  attention to significant themes in the text.
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  Note on Transliteration




  Arabic transliteration generally follows the Library of Congress system. ‘Ayn is rendered (‘) and thus distinguished from hamzah (’). The

  two-letter combination yā’-tā’ marbūṭah is

  rendered “iyyah,” not “īyah,” hence “jāhiliyyah.” Tā’ marbūṭah is rendered as “h” unless it appears in the first word in a genitive

  construct, in which case it is rendered “t.” Arabic and other foreign words are italicized, with diacritical marks included for Arabic words. Exceptions are made for all Arabic words

  that have been incorporated into standard modern English. Examples of such words include “Islam” (instead of Islām), “Shi‘ah”

  (instead of Shī‘ah), Sufi (instead of Ṣūfī),

  “hadith” (instead of ḥadīth) and “ulama” (instead of ‘ulamā’).




  


 







  Introduction




  This book is a translation and analysis of Muḥammad Rashīd Riḍā’s The Criticisms of the Christians and the Proofs of Islam (1905), a collection of sixteen articles originally serialized in the journal, Al-Manār al-Islāmī, between 1901 and 1903 in response to a variety of Christian missionary publications on

  Christianity and Islam. These include Niqūlā Ghibrīl’s book The Researches of the

  Mujtahids (1901), the Protestant missionary magazines The Glad Tidings of Peace and The Standard of Zion, and the humanist journal Al-Jāmi‘ah, published by Faraḥ Anṭūn.




  Riḍā is among the most influential Muslim thinkers of the modern period. Yet, with the significant exception of his late work

  Al-Waḥy al-Muḥammadī (The Muhammadan Revelation), his writings on religious reform are

  unavailable in English. I hope this translation and analysis will make a contribution to our understanding of Riḍā’s

  thought.




  Riḍā addresses a wide variety of topics in these articles, including scripture and exegesis, doctrine, historical themes,

  philosophical discussions, and the nature of religious authority. I have not attempted to analyze comprehensively all these topics in the introductory chapters or footnotes to the translation.

  Rather, I have chosen to focus on two specific themes: Muslim–Christian relations and Islamic fundamentalism. At the present time, both topics are highly relevant to wider issues of the role

  of religion in the public and private domains. I hope this translation and analysis will make a useful contribution to the discourse.




  Chapter One provides a thematic context, setting Riḍā’s work against the background of classical and modern Muslim

  discourse on Christianity. Chapter Two provides a historical context, examining the emergence of the major trends in modern Islam and the labels that scholars have used to label them –

  notably traditionalist, secularist, modernist, and fundamentalist – and suggests a framework within which Riḍā’s work

  may be analyzed. It also provides a brief summary of Riḍā’s life and major publications. Chapter Three analyzes Riḍā’s interpretation of Islam and Christianity in the articles, as he responds to the claims of his missionary opponents, addressing both

  his general posture towards Muslim–Christian relations and his treatment of specific issues. These include Islamic da‘wah, the notion of an innate “religion of natural

  disposition,” and Christian scripture and doctrine. Chapter Four critiques and rejects the claim that Riḍā articulated a

  “fundamentalist” interpretation of Islam; I advance the different claim that Riḍā was a modernist.




  The translation is preceded by a note on translation theory. Although brief, this is important, as it explains my approach to translation, which is quantitatively the greater part of this

  book.




  In the footnotes, I have attempted to add the factual information and commentary necessary to explain the articles in terms of the stated thematic focus.




  I based my translation on the second edition of Riḍā’s book. Page numbers of the Arabic text are shown in the translation

  in square brackets. The pagination differs from the first edition, although the text does not.
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  Muslim Interpretations of Christianity




  The Qur’anic Foundation




  Any discussion of Muslim attitudes towards Christianity and Christians must begin with the Qur’an, the foundation of the Islamic faith. The Qur’anic attitude

  towards Christians is ambivalent: they are both praised and condemned; religious pluralism is endorsed yet Islam is claimed to supersede all previous religions. There is no attempt to synthesize

  these inconsistencies or produce a comprehensive definition of the Christian religion.1 Rather, as for certain other topics (notably the status of women), the

  Qur’an reflects a tension between an “ideal Christianity,” which is praised, and the Christianity encountered by Muḥammad and his followers in

  seventh-century Arabia, which gets a mixed reception. This was an environment in which issues were addressed in response to particular situations. As those situations changed, so the

  Qur’an’s attitude changed. Hence Qur’anic criticism of Christians is more prominent in later, Medinian, than early, Meccan, chapters.




  The Qur’anic embrace of diversity is upheld most forcefully in verse forty-eight of chapter five, which reads in part:




  

    

      For each [people] We have appointed a divine law (shir‘ah) and a traced-out way (minhāj). Had Allah willed He could

      have made you one community but that He may try you by that which He hath given you (He hath made you as ye are). So vie one with another in good works.2


    


  




  Thus diversity is both providential and a sign of mercy. But is this is a specifically religious diversity? In this verse, the Qur’an comments that each community

  has its own divinely revealed law or shir‘ah, a word that might also be suggestive of “divinely revealed religion.” The verse is preceded by references to Jews and

  Christians, hence interpreting the diversity referred to as that distinguishing Jews, Christians, and Muslims appears reasonable and suggests a Qur’anic precedent for religious diversity.

  Elsewhere, the Qur’an specifically approves of a diversity of “languages,” “colors,” “nations,” and “tribes.”3 However, I must add an important qualification; the Qur’an does not use the word dīn, the normal word for “religion,” in

  such a connection.




  We should also note that the Qur’an does not regard all other religions as equal. Religions that have revealed scriptures are distinguished from those that do not, as seen in the

  Qur’anic formulation “People of the Book,” which occurs fifty-four times and is reserved for Jews, Christians, and Sabeans.4 More

  importantly, from the Qur’anic perspective, monotheism is distinguished from polytheism, or the association of God with another – shirk – the dominant religion in

  pre-Islamic Arabia. While monotheism may be regarded favorably, the Qur’an emphatically denies the legitimacy of polytheism, considering it an unforgivable sin; repeatedly emphasizing the

  painful doom that awaits the polytheist.




  This must be an exception to the argument for tolerance. It is notable that where the Qur’an criticizes Christians, it does so by conflating their religious practices with those of the

  pagan Arabs. Christians are chastised for “disbelief” (kufr), “association” (shirk) and other transgressions including deviation and blasphemy.5 However, the Qur’an maintains a subtle distinction: the terms for “disbelievers” (kāfirūn, kuffār) and “associators” (mushrikūn), while common, generally apply to

  polytheists, not Christians. From the perspective of Christian orthodoxy Arabia, and Arabic Christianity, was very much on the margins of the civilized world. The paradoxical Christological

  formulation adopted by the councils of Nicaea (325) and Chalcedon (451), and enforced in Rome and Byzantium, probably differed from that of Arabian Christians. It is also possible that some

  Monophysite and Nestorian Christians may have fled to Arabia to escape Byzantine persecution. Qur’anic Christianity, then, was not “normative,” a point some Orientalist scholars

  interpreted as reflective of Muḥammad’s deficiencies in understanding Christian doctrine. It has also been suggested that the Qur’anic Christology is

  Docetic, based on the text’s assertion “They slew him not nor crucified him but it was made to appear to them” (4:157).6

  Significantly, as Zebiri notes, the Qur’an appears to understand the Trinity as a doctrine of tritheism – the three being Jesus, Mary and God – as opposed to the normal Christian

  understanding of it as three manifestations subsisting in a single essence.7




  While the form of Christianity to which Muḥammad was exposed and the Qur’anic attitude towards it have been somewhat controversial, it is clear that, in

  the Qur’anic world-view, these issues fall within the discussion of the nature of prophecy, a major theme of the text. The Qur’an’s distinctive style – highly oracular and

  lacking any chronological or historical detail in its treatment of the topic – belies the Orientalist claim of dependence on Biblical texts. The Qur’an claims no originality for its

  message, but merely claims to confirm the messages of previous prophets that had become corrupted at the hands of their followers. It unites human prophecy – “We make no distinction

  between any of them” (2:285; 3:84) – and asserts that each prophet essentially brought the same message: a call to submit (aslama) to divine oneness. Thus, the Qur’an is

  able to describe Abraham (3:67), Jesus, and his disciples as “muslims,” that is, those who had submitted to the divine will. The Qur’anic vision reflects a tension between the

  primordial and evolutionary aspects of all human religions.8 With regard to primordial religion, the Qur’an stresses that all true religion is

  essentially islam, the lower case denoting the verbal noun with the generic meaning of “submitting.” With regard to evolutionary religion, it stresses that the islam of

  all previous religions culminates in Islam, the historical religion founded by Muḥammad and one particular form of “submitting:” the concrete

  Islam is the most perfect form of the generic islam. Qur’an 5:3 reads: “This day I have perfected your religion for you . . . and have chosen for you as religion

  Islam.”




  This tension leads to the ambivalent treatment of Christians, an ambivalence the Qur’an candidly acknowledges: “they are not all alike” (3:113). The Qur’an never makes a

  definite statement, but prefaces its references to Christians – positive and negative alike – with comments such as “some of them” (2:146), “most of them”

  (3:110), “among them are those” (3:78), and “among them a portion” (3:113). Viewed positively, Qur’anic Christians exemplify islam, submission to God, piety and

  avoidance of evil. They bow down during the night in humble prayer and submission (3:113), and weep upon hearing scripture recited. Negative references to Christians are linked by the recurrent

  theme of excess or exaggeration (4:171; 5:77): Christians take priests as lords (9:31), just as Jews take rabbis.




  The Qur’an considers the doctrines of the Trinity and divine incarnation particularly egregious examples of excess (4:171; 5:17, 72, 73, 116, 117). Jesus, named twenty-five times, is

  called “the messiah” (al-masīḥ) eleven times. However the Qur’an offers no explanation of this

  title’s meaning (and Jesus never refers to himself as the messiah). It is simply used as a name. The Qur’an emphasizes that “the Messiah is only a messenger” (4:171; 5:75).

  Significantly, this is the same description used for Muḥammad: “Muḥammad is only a messenger” (3:144). The connection

  between the two is emphasized by Jesus’ foretelling of the coming of “the praised one” (61:6). The Qur’an stresses the same points with regard to the miracles –

  evidences – of Jesus: he performs miracles only “by God’s leave” (3:49). As in the Qur’anic treatment of the birth of Jesus (interestingly, the teachings of Jesus are

  hardly discussed), his humanity is emphasized. It is in elevating Jesus to divine status that Christians are guilty of a grave sin.




  The Qur’anic attitude towards Jewish and Christian scripture is also ambivalent. The text refers to the leaves of Abraham (87:19), the Psalms of David (4:163), and on numerous occasions to

  the Torah of Moses and Gospel of Jesus, but it is unclear exactly what they are. Christians are chastised for corrupting, suppressing, and misinterpreting their scriptures, for leading Muslims

  astray, and for not accepting the prophecy of Muḥammad when, according to the Qur’an, their own scriptures clearly dictate that they should. Similar

  accusations are made against Jews with regard to the Torah. It seems plain that the Qur’anic definitions of “Torah” and “Gospel” differ greatly from those of Jewish

  and Christian tradition. In the Qur’anic view they were originally pure, divine revelations which were distorted by human beings (2:75, 79; 3:78; 4:46; 5:13–15, 41). On the other hand,

  the Qur’an pointedly refers Jews and Christians back to their own scriptures – “let the people of the Gospel judge by the Gospel” (5:47) – which, logically, would

  indicate that an at least partially-sound Torah and Gospel must be available to Jews and Christians.




  The problems inherent in the Qur’anic tension between praise and condemnation of Christians and between dismissal and partial validation of Christian scripture lack a clear solution, but

  raise enticing questions: can “good Christians” be identified and distinguished from their corrupt co-religionists? If there is an uncorrupted Torah or Gospel, where is it and where are

  Christians to find it? The Qur’an does not attempt to resolve these tensions or answer these questions but presents its audience with alternative paradigms that may be developed: the

  universalistic and accommodationist on the one hand and the supersessionist or rejectionist on the other.




  The Medieval Period




  Medieval Muslim interpretations of Christianity refer to a vast array of materials, including collections of prophetic tradition or hadith, Qur’anic exegesis

  (tafsīr), and historical and apologetic works. Accordingly, I shall address only the most prominent themes and salient features of this literature in this

  summary (specifically Shi‘i works will not be discussed).9




  Turning to the hadith, the secondary Islamic scripture, perhaps the most immediately notable feature of the treatment of Christians and Christianity therein is that it is not a matter of primary

  concern. The nine major collections, the most significant of which are those of al-Bukhārī (died 870) and Muslim (died 875), do not

  include separate sections on Jesus, Christianity or Christians; instead, various traditions are scattered throughout books and chapters organized under different topic headings.10 The numerous traditions of Jesus’ appearance, behavior, and teaching do not address the Christian religion itself, but recast the Christian Christ in Islamic terms.

  This is seen especially in relation to the “descent” of Jesus, which is distinctly seen in terms of Muslim belief.11




  In a recent study of approximately five hundred traditions concerning Christians, Marston Speight corroborates the prevailing view that the hadith reflects a general mistrust of Christians.

  However, he notes that the collections are not without statements that show “touches of human warmth” towards Christians. A notable example is the prophet’s affirmation of

  affinity between the monotheistic religions, “all prophets are brothers; their mothers are different, but their religion is one.”12 None the

  less, negative sentiments predominate. These include declarations of Christian errors, unfavorable comparisons between Christians and Muslims, eschatological judgments, and strictures against

  Christians. In relation to Christianity, the hadith is more concerned with community than with religion. They give voice to Muslim religious identity relative to non-Muslims more than they engage

  questions of non-Muslim religious doctrine.13 Theologically, the hadith diverges from the Qur’an in being more unambiguously exclusivistic, laying the

  foundation for a religious separation between Muslims and Christians.14




  While the enormous diversity of other medieval materials makes generalization difficult, a notable difference from the Qur’anic foundation emerges. Whereas the Qur’an offers both

  universalist and supersessionist paradigms, post-Qur’anic tradition, following the hadith, is generally supersessionist, downplaying or entirely ignoring Qur’anic

  universalism.15 In legal, exegetical, and apologetic discourse, there is an emphasis on definition, which involves a shift away from a vision of religious

  pluralism towards one of binary opposition. The privileged status indicated by the expressions “people of the book” and “people of the pact (dhimmah)”16 loses its distinction as Christians dissolve into the generalized categories of “unbelievers” (kuffār) and

  “associators” (mushrikūn).17 Christianity becomes but one form of unbelief or paganism.




  The turn from Qur’anic pluralism is clearly apparent in classical exegesis, of which Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī (died 923), Abū Qāsim al-Zamaksharī (died

  1144), Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (died 1209) and ‘Imād

  al-Dīn ibn Kathīr (died 1373) are pre-eminent representatives.18 Qur’anic phrases

  explicitly or implicitly praising Christians are down-played, if not passed over, by these exegetes, although they show little reticence in elaborating Qur’anic condemnation of Christians.

  Al-Ṭabarī and others, foreshadowing ‘Abduh and Riḍā,

  interpreted Qur’anic references to Jesus as the “son of God” metaphorically while chastising Christians for their overly literal understanding. As Mahmoud Ayoub has noted, the

  Qur’anic use of the terms ibn (son) and walad (son) presented a difficult challenge, less easily reconciled with the Islamic doctrine of divine transcendence. Qur’anic

  references to the power of Jesus “to create” (3:49; 5:110) – Jesus apart, the Qur’an uses the positive sense of the verb khalaqa (he created) only of God – were

  down-played as exegetes sought to limit the creative aspect of this verb.19 Overall, we can note a general exegetical shift away from accommodationism and

  pluralism.




  Classical historical and apologetic works cover a vast corpus of materials and articulate a range of views of Christianity, from the accommodationist to the unabashedly rejectionist and

  polemical. While rejectionist views predominate, there are some significant examples of accommodationist views. Perhaps the most explicit is found in the works of the Isma‘ili missionary

  Nāṣir Khusraw (died around 1075), who argued for Biblical authenticity and its identity with the Qur’an.20 More commonly, however, Muslims argued for the invalidity of Christianity, generally stressing its corrupt character and/or its irrationality.




  A prominent critique of Christian corruption is found in Al-Radd ‘alā al-Naṣārā (Response to the Christians) by ‘Amr al-Jāḥiẓ (died 869), which launches a scathing attack on Christianity and the Bible.21 The works of ‘Alī

  ibn Aḥmad ibn Ḥazm (died 1064), a Ẓāhirī scholar from Islamic Spain, possibly represent the peak of Muslim hostility towards Christianity. The first section of his Kitāb

  al-Faṣl fī al-Milal wa al-Aḥwā’ wa al-Niḥal (The Book on the Religious Communities and Sects) is entitled Iẓhār Tabdīl al-Yahūd wa al-Naṣārā (Demonstration of

  Jewish and Christian Corruptions) and meticulously mines the Bible for internal contradictions and inconsistencies. As with Ibn Ḥazm’s literalistic

  interpretation of the Qur’an, few followed him to this level of anti-Christian enmity.22




  The works of Taqī al-Dīn ibn Taymiyyah (died 1328) were more influential. Although some scholars have observed that Ibn Taymiyyah

  adopted a more moderate tone than his Andalusian predecessor, he was, none the less, harshly critical of Christianity. Malise Ruthven deems him to be the preeminent classical representative of

  Muslim rejectionism, and places him at the opposite end of the spectrum from Nāṣir Khusraw.23 Ibn Taymiyyah’s Kitāb Iqtiḍā’ al-Ṣirāṭ al-Mustaqīm identifies several un-Islamic Christian borrowings that

  have infiltrated Islam, leading to practices such as the celebration of the Prophet’s birthday and pilgrimages to the graves of Sufi saints. Hence, he seeks “perfect

  dissimilarity” between Muslims and Christians. Ibn Taymiyyah’s al-Jawāb al-Ṣaḥīḥ liman Baddala Dīn al-Masīḥ (The Correct Response to

  those who Change the Religion of Christ), was a particularly influential work, which became the standard for all subsequent Muslim works on Christianity. Hugh Goddard finds in it an intermediate

  position on Biblical corruption: Ibn Taymiyyah considers the text reliable in essence but corrupt in practice.24




  Classical scholars also emphasized the irrationality of the Christian religion, as in ‘Alī ibn Rabbān al-Ṭabarī’s (died 855) Al-Radd ‘alā al-Naṣārā (Response to the Christians). Al-Ṭabarī converted from Christianity when

  he was seventy years old. He was therefore very familiar with the Bible. He argues not for Biblical corruption, but uses the Bible as a proof against Christian doctrines, notably the

  incarnation.25 Abū Ḥāmid Muḥammad al-Ghazālī (died 1111) takes a similar approach in his Al-Radd al-Jamīl li-Ilāhiyyat ‘Īsā bi Ṣarīḥ al-Injīl (The Sublime Refutation of the Divinity of Jesus through the Plain Sense of the Gospel). He generally accepts the authenticity of

  Christian scripture, but stresses the essential irrationality of central Christian doctrines, notably the incarnation. Al-Ghazālī

  discusses the gospel texts in detail, using philosophical and linguistic arguments – the terms ilāh (god), rabb (lord) and ibn (son) are

  analyzed in detail – to pose an essential incompatibility between “humanity” and “divinity.”26




  Al-Ghazālī’s Iḥyā’ ‘Ulūm al-Dīn (Revival of the Religious Sciences) was a seminal influence on Riḍā. This work, which seeks to harmonize Sufi mysticism with shari‘ah-based formalism, includes a large number of sayings attributed to Jesus that highlight his austerity.

  While these sayings are based primarily on Islamic sources, they reflect, in Peter Ford’s words, “distinct echoes” of the gospels.27

  Al-Ghazālī’s work is also significant for its emphasis on immanence, seen as integral to Islamic universalism, just as Ibn

  Taymiyyah’s emphasis on transcendence is integral to Islamic exclusivism. Ruthven comments:




  

    

      Islamic exclusivism is associated, historically and currently, with divine transcendence; Islamic universalism with the immanent “God within” and particularly

      with “higher” states of being or consciousness achieved by Sufi mystics and organised into emanationist hierarchies of Ithna‘ashari and Isma‘ili theosophies.28


    


  




  Al-Ghazālī’s theology opened the door for acceptance of religious experience outside an Islamic context,

  reflected in the poetic works of Jalāl al-Dīn al-Rūmī (died 1273)

  who, in his search for universal forms underlying material reality, deploys Jesus as the “Spirit of God” (showing some familiarity with the gospels). Rūmī’s Islamic inclusivism is consistent with Docetic rather than with Pauline or Nicaean theology. Docetic Christology might be

  reconcilable with the Islamic conception of an “ideal Christianity” but the materialization of the divine – whether attributed to Paul or the Church Council – is another

  matter.29




  The Modern Period




  Classical Muslim interpretations of Christianity, both accommodationist and rejectionist, were based on Muslim confidence, and self-awareness of its strength and superiority.

  Unquestionably, early scholars deemed Islamic civilization to be superior to its Christian counterpart. After the death of Ibn Taymiyyah, and particularly from the fifteenth century, there was a

  decline in Muslim interest in Christianity, but the traumas of confrontation with a technologically-superior Christian Europe at the end of the eighteenth century, and of colonialism, rendered

  superiority or indifference problematical, if not anachronistic.30 Muslims were forced to re-evaluate.




  Modern Muslim literature on Christianity, while less extensive than its classical counterpart, is still considerable. The modern period presented Muslims with new concerns, for example the

  relationships between Christianity and European imperialism and the threats of Christianity and secularism. Yet, to a considerable extent, Muslim concerns about Christianity remained framed by

  those of the medieval texts. This can particularly be seen in relation to the status of scripture and the doctrines of incarnation and Trinity.31




  The Bible commentary of Sayyid Aḥmad Khān (died 1898) is particularly important. Khān was

  influenced by Raḥmat Allāh ibn Khalīl al-‘Uthmānī al-Kayrānawī (died 1898) and Wazīr Khān who,

  before the Indian mutiny of 1857, had engaged in theological argument with Christianity. Khān’s approach, in common with Riḍā’s, emphasized the primacy of reason over literal acceptance of scripture. Khān gave preference to

  religious universalism over particularism. Like classical exegetes, he was highly selective in his use of Qur’anic references to Christians but, unlike them, highlighted Qur’anic praise

  of Christians. In his treatment of scripture, and his treatment of Christianity, he sought to demonstrate the two religions’ compatibility. Knowledge of the scriptures of both traditions,

  Khān argued, would lead to Muslim–Christian rapprochement. Whereas al-Kayrānawī

  appropriated the work of Western philosophers and biblical critics such as T.H. Horne (died 1874) to deny the scriptural status of the Bible,32

  Khān was more interested in reconciliation. His three-volume commentary on the Bible holds much of value for Muslims.33




  Khān distinguished between deliberate corruption and corruption in transmission, arguing for critical study of New Testament texts to determine Jesus’

  original revelation. He bent and extended the Islamic notion of revelation (waḥy) to incorporate the Gospel. However, as Ridgeon observes, his interpretation

  was inconsistent and he occasionally reverted to the orthodox denial of the gospels as revelation, restricting revelation to the Qur’an.34 This

  inconsistency foreshadows Riḍā’s, and is a common feature of Muslim efforts to accommodate Christianity.




  The next decisively influential Muslim interpretation of Christianity is that of Riḍā’s mentor, Muḥammad ‘Abduh (died 1905). ‘Abduh’s views are set out in his book, Islam and Christianity between Science and Civilization and the Qur’anic

  commentary Tafsīr al-Manār, which he wrote with Riḍā. Both

  were first serialized in al-Manār.35 In a parenthetical statement in the Tafsīr, ‘Abduh commented: “We see in the Gospels that Christ’s disciples themselves did not understand all that he told them in the way of admonitions,

  precepts, and glad tidings, which is the true gospel (al-Injīl al-ḥaqīqī) in our belief.”36 According to Ford, this indicates ‘Abduh did not subscribe to the traditional doctrine that the

  gospels were textually corrupt. Goddard draws the same conclusion: for ‘Abduh, the issue is corruption of meaning, not corruption of text. He goes on to contrast Khān and ‘Abduh’s positive evaluation of the Bible with Riḍā’s dismissal.37




  ‘Abduh’s tafsīr does contain statements criticizing the traditional Muslim view of Biblical corruption. His commentary on the Qur’anic

  reference to the People of the Book “concealing” the scripture (2:159) is more explicit than the statement quoted above. Noting that some writers argue that Christians deleted gospel

  references to Muḥammad, he says: “This argument is unreasonable, as it is not possible that the people of the book could co-operate to that end in every

  area.” Were it so, the European Bible would differ from the Arabic Bible.38 However, when such statements are considered together with the views

  expressed in his other writings, the picture is less clear. In Islam and Christianity, he determines that the gospel message is ultimately errant and strongly expresses an extremely critical

  attitude towards various passages, particularly in the Gospel of Matthew. Unquestionably, ‘Abduh considered gospel teaching theologically invalid, if not harmful.39 In this light, the ‘Abduh–Riḍā contrast becomes less appealing.




  After ‘Abduh, Muslim discourse on Christian scripture reverted to a more polemical, if not hostile, attitude. In Ford’s view, the next instance of an irenic Muslim attitude towards

  the gospel is ‘Abbās Maḥmūd al-‘Aqqād’s

  ‘Abqariyyat al-Masīḥ (The Genius of Christ), published in 1953.40

  Al-‘Aqqād is something of an exception, as Muslim treatment of Christian scripture throughout most of the twentieth century shows little of Khān’s patience and effort at accommodation, however inconsistently applied.41 Prominent examples of apologetic dismissals of the

  gospels include the works of Muḥammad Abū Zahrah (died 1974), Aḥmad Shalabī, Sayyid Quṭb (died 1966) and Mawlānā Mawdūdī (died 1979).The later dialogical works of Ismā‘īl Faruqī (died 1986) and Mahmoud Ayoub (1935–) represent a significant shift in attitude, returning to a neglected aspect of the Qur’anic paradigm and developing the

  potential of classical and modern Islamic thought into a more explicitly pluralistic vision. In particular, Ayoub treats Christian scripture with great deference.42




  Modern Muslims remained as critical of Christian doctrine and ethics as their medieval counterparts, although the criticism was sometimes expressed in different terms. Khān was strongly influenced by the Enlightenment and natural philosophy (a point to which I shall return),43 which led him to reject

  miracles and other unscientific elements in both Islam and Christianity. Similarly, based on rational criteria rather than Qur’anic prescription, he rejected Christian doctrine as irrational

  and Christian ethics as impractical. He embraced the ideology of universal progress to an ideal and pluralistic human society, a goal that would be facilitated by rationally based

  Muslim–Christian dialogue.44




  ‘Abduh also stressed the deficiency of Christian doctrine and ethics. In Islam and Christianity, he drew on the thought of Renan, Spencer, and Tolstoy to argue that Christianity is

  incompatible with modern science. He went on to discuss the “fundamental principles” of Christianity and Islam, highlighting Islam’s considerable rational, and practical,

  superiority.45 ‘Abduh’s rejection of the incarnation returns us to the issue of scriptural corruption. Commenting on the Qur’anic

  “there is a party of them who distort the Scripture with their tongues” (3:78), he notes that the distortion referred to is an over-literal reading of references to Jesus as

  “Son” and “Father.” Such expressions, ‘Abduh argues, are metaphors. Christians err in reducing them to their apparent or literal meaning.46
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  Muḥammad Rashīd Riḍā and his Environment




  The Impact of Colonialism and Muslim Responses




  The thinking of Rashīd Riḍā and his peers is intimately connected with the

  history of European colonialism in the Muslim world, particularly in the Middle East. Beyond there, the Indian sub-continent has significant influence in shaping Muslim responses to modernity, as

  indicated by the work of al-Kayrānawī and Sayyid Aḥmad Khān. Given

  the overriding influence of colonialism, Riḍā and his peers lack Christian counterparts. Whereas European and other Christians

  grappled with the relationship between tradition and modernity, but not in response to the humiliation and trauma of subjugation by a religious “other,” Riḍā’s writings reflect an overwhelming awareness of Muslim weakness relative to non-Muslim strength. The calm confidence of classical Islam

  is lacking in the works of Riḍā and his contemporaries.




  The 1798–1801 incursion by the French into Egypt (where Riḍā spent almost all his professional career) is generally

  regarded as the event that opened Middle Eastern eyes to Muslim weakness and European strength. The timing of this event is significant; it coincides with the end of the Enlightenment, the movement

  synonymous with the beginnings of modernity.47 The French incursion was followed in 1882 by Britain’s military intervention in Egypt, to secure control

  of the Suez Canal. The period between saw the first efforts at modernization, under the leadership of Muḥammad ‘Alī,

  stagnation after his death in 1849, and the emergence of Rifā‘ah Rāfi‘ al-Ṭahṭāwī (died 1873), perhaps the first significant Arab scholar to attempt

  seriously to engage with modernity within an Islamic frame of reference.




  Although Egypt technically remained under Ottoman rule until the break-up of the Empire after the First World War, the British effectively controlled the country for several decades from 1882,

  and were not completely ousted until the nationalist revolution of 1952. For Muslims, who saw themselves as heirs of one of the world’s greatest civilizations, colonial domination was a

  bitter pill. The humiliation suffered at British hands greatly influenced the intellectual development of many Muslim intellectuals, including Riḍā. For the colonizers, and many of the colonized, it was but a short step from Europe’s technological and scientific superiority to its apparent superiority of

  civilization.




  Muslims were very divided in their responses. In Riḍā’s lifetime, and later decades, there were divergent

  Muslim engagements with the challenges of modernity and colonialism. This diversity has resulted in a variety of terms coined by Islamicists and other scholars to label certain trends in modern

  Islam: traditionalist, conservative, “establishment Islam,” secularist, Islamic modernist, Salafī, fundamentalist, populist, activist, and

  Islamist. As they are applied inconsistently, this variety presents the student of Islam with some difficulty. To take a single, but telling, example, ‘Abduh is one scholar’s

  “Islamic modernist” and another’s “Islamic fundamentalist.”48




  Bringing some coherence to this variety is one of my goals. I contend that the numerous Muslim responses to modernity may be divided into four broad categories: traditionalist, secularist,

  modernist, and so-called “fundamentalist.” This is an imperfect categorization: first, because there are many more nuances of difference and second, because the categories are not

  discrete. However, I would argue that the first three can be delineated reasonably well. It is less clear whether the fundamentalist response can be defined satisfactorily. I shall examine the

  question of whether that categorization may legitimately be applied to Riḍā in Chapter Four.




  The first category, the traditionalist, is synonymous with conservative, “establishment Islam,” and would incorporate most Sufi Muslims. This response, especially as depicted by

  non-traditionalist Muslims, is not a rejection of modernity but an indifference to its opportunities. To its critics, the traditionalist mentality was one of taqlīd, understood as blind imitation or uncreative replication of tradition, witnessed at institutions such as al-Azhar University. Until the end of the nineteenth century,

  al-Azhar scholarship mainly consisted of rote learning and memorization of traditional materials, especially works on jurisprudence. Although significant reforms were undertaken after 1894 (largely

  due to ‘Abduh), a general lack of enthusiasm for engagement remained. A telling example is the teaching of European languages, which was not incorporated until the 1930s. Where modern

  subjects were introduced, they played a distinctly secondary role, reflecting a wider passivity to the challenges of modernity.49




  The secularist is at the opposite end of the spectrum, wholeheartedly embracing modernity. Significantly, secularists understood modernity in culturally specific terms, that is, as specifically

  Western or European. Secularists felt that for the Middle East to become the scientific and technological equivalent of Europe, its inhabitants must adopt European culture completely – even

  to the extent of adopting a European styles of dress – something that would greatly diminish, if not eliminate, the role of Islam in public life. It is a commonplace that, among Middle

  Eastern countries, Turkey most enthusiastically adopted the secularist paradigm. After the break up of the Ottoman Empire, the Turkish nation-state was founded under the leadership of

  Riḍā’s contemporary, Musṭafā Kemāl Ataturk (1881–1938). In 1928, Islam was officially abolished as the state religion and the Latin alphabet replaced the Arabic as the script for the Turkish language (a

  decision of which Riḍā was highly critical). Ataturk was personally involved in the propagation of the new alphabet. Four years

  later, Arabic and Persian were removed from the curricula of state education. These decisions reflect the cultural and ideological orientation of the secularist agenda. The Latin was adopted

  because it was European, and hence seen as more compatible with modernity than the Arabic.




  Amongst Riḍā’s Arab peers, prominent representatives of secularism include ‘Alī

  ‘Abd al-Rāziq (died 1966), of whom Riḍā was highly critical, and Aḥmad Luṭfī al-Sayyid (1872–1963), an early associate of both ‘Abduh and Ataturk. ‘Abd

  al-Rāziq caused a sensation with his 1925 essay, Islam and the Bases of Power, which called for a separation of the religious and political

  spheres.50 Luṭfī al-Sayyid is deemed, by Bernard Lewis, to be the pre-eminent Arab proponent

  of European-style political liberalism. His thinking departed from Islamic precedent in several ways, including his focus on the individual rather than the community, his rejection of the notion of

  the pan-Islamic ummah in favor of the Egyptian nation-state (conceived according to a European paradigm), and his call for a separation of powers.51 Another

  was Faraḥ Anṭūn (1874–1922), a personal friend of Riḍā. Although he was a Christian, Anṭūn’s thinking had much in common with

  his secularist Muslim peers, especially in relation to the separation of civil and religious authority.52




  The third category is the Islamic modernist; its pre-eminent representatives are al-Afghānī, ‘Abduh and Riḍā, leaders of the modern Salafiyyah or Salafī movement (also known as ḥarakat al-iṣlāḥ). These terms derive from salaf, meaning “ancestors,” or the first

  generations of Muslims. Salafīs sought to remove the accretions of tradition and return to the pure Islam of the early Muslims, which, according to some,

  ended in 855, on the death of Aḥmad ibn Ḥanbal. Salafīs upheld the examples of the pure

  Muslims of history, who, unlike the majority, remained true to the Islamic ideal. Al-Ghazālī and Ibn Taymiyyah were given particular

  prominence.




  Here again there is a degree of confusion: while many scholars date the modern Salafiyyah from the work of al-Afghānī and

  ‘Abduh in the 1870s, some identify Riḍā as the first Salafī of the modern

  period.53 The difference is significant. To those who name al-Afghānī and ‘Abduh, the

  term is synonymous with “modernist;” to those who name Riḍā, it is synonymous with

  “fundamentalist.”54 This implies a different understanding of the relationship between al-Afghānī and ‘Abduh and Riḍā: if Riḍā was the

  first “fundamentalist” Salafī, his work diverges from that of his modernist mentors. I would argue that Riḍā was a modernist, an interpretation which I shall defend later.




  ‘Abduh’s most significant work dates from 1884 when, both having been exiled from Egypt, he met his erstwhile mentor al-Afghānī in Paris. They founded an anti-British society, al-‘Urwah al-Wuthqā (The Indissoluble Bond) and published a journal of the same

  name. Although it was only published for eight months, it was enormously influential in inspiring Riḍā and others to seek political

  independence through reform of Islam. Two of ‘Abduh’s other publications are especially noteworthy: The Theology of Unity (Risālat

  al-Tawḥīd) and Islam and Christianity.55 These set down several themes later

  developed by Riḍā, including a call for the revival of independent reasoning (ijtihād) and a

  rejection of the mentality of blind imitation of tradition (taqlīd), a shift of emphasis from the traditional focus on jurisprudence (and adherence to a

  particular legal school) to modern fields of learning, and a gradualist approach to promoting the common good (maṣlaḥah)

  through mass education.56 ‘Abduh also argued for the primacy of reason over tradition. Like his secularist peers, ‘Abduh sought to assimilate the

  Western approach to science and knowledge, but unlike them he wished to retain and reinforce Islamic cultural integrity. Secularists felt that modernity would weaken Islam: ‘Abduh felt it

  would strengthen it.




  The traditionalist, secularist, and modernist attitudes towards modernity can be differentiated with some clarity. The same cannot be said of fundamentalism. Fundamentalism is defined as an

  uncompromising, aggressive, and frequently violent rejection of modernity. Fundamentalists are said to reject the Enlightenment and regress to an alternative paradigm based on certain, pre-modern,

  “fundamentals,” prominent among which are: resistance to rationalism, scriptural literalism, a dualistic world-view or “enclave culture,” and eschatological

  expectations.57 In my view, this definition is problematic: the theory of the first three is insufficiently supported by the evidence, and the fourth is

  insufficiently precise and describes monotheistic belief generally.




  Those who question the utility of “fundamentalism,” and I am one, must note that the term has a certain content. There is a discernible, if not universal, consensus as to

  which Muslims subscribe to fundamentalist Islam. Four names are prominent: Ḥasan al-Bannā’ (died 1946), Sayyid

  Quṭb (died 1966), Mawlānā Mawdūdī

  (died 1979), and Ruhollah Khomeini (died 1989).58 However, although there may be a consensus, it is one that struggles to withstand analysis. A cursory

  examination of the works of these authors reveals that they did not generally subscribe to the first three fundamentals and they also differ greatly in their interpretations of Islam. Hence, a

  monolithic term is of questionable value. “Fundamentalist” appears to over-simplify: it homogenizes important differences, for example, Mawdūdī’s gradualism and disavowal of revolution with Khomeini’s implementation of revolution. In my view, problems with this term have

  yet to be satisfactorily resolved.59




  Apart from a brief overlap with al-Bannā’, Riḍā’s career pre-dates these others. Yet

  fundamentalism is certainly relevant to this study, as we shall see presently.




  A Sketch of Rashīd Riḍā’s Life and Works




  This will be just a summary of the salient features of Rashīd Riḍā’s life

  and career, which are detailed in many other sources.60 By any measure, Riḍā was one of the

  most significant Muslims of the modern period and is still so regarded by Muslim intellectuals. He was born in Qalamun, a village near Tripoli in Northern Lebanon. The Muslim inhabitants of this

  area were exclusively Sunni and many, like Riḍā, claimed descent from the Prophet Muḥammad. Juan

  Cole characterizes the local form of Islam as an austere Sunnism and notes its enduring influence on Riḍā.61 The area also had a substantial Christian population. Relations between the two communities were better than in much of the Arab Middle East; in Riḍā’s publications, deference to his Arab Christian neighbors was often clearly distinguished from critical appraisal of their European

  counterparts.




  Riḍā received a typical education in the local kuttab and the Ottoman state school in Tripoli, where he demonstrated an

  early flair for Arabic. The school was directed by Shaykh Ḥusayn al-Jisr (1845–1909), an early modernist influence on Riḍā. His al-Risālah al-Ḥamīdiyyah is an early example of a

  cautious step towards Islamic modernism, arguing for the compatibility of Darwinism with the Qur’an.62 In this environment, Riḍā was first exposed to the thinking of al-Ghazālī, whose Iḥyā’ ‘Ulūm al-Dīn (Revival of the Religious Sciences) left a

  distinct impression.63 Al-Ghazālī’s influence led Riḍā towards Sufism, at least in its “sober” manifestation. He joined the Naqshabandī order, and for

  some time was a murīd.64 “Intoxicated” or antinomian Sufism was another matter; Riḍā was harshly critical of its rituals and popular practices. In Al-Manār wa al-Azhar

  (Al-Manār and al-Azhar), he describes his reaction to attending a performance of Mawlawī dervishes: “I could not control

  myself, and stood up in the center of the hall and shouted something like this: ‘O people, or can I call you Muslims! These are forbidden acts.’”65




  After completing his studies, Riḍā became a journalist and encountered the second decisively influential book,

  al-Afghānī’s al-‘Urwah al-Wuthqā. Although Riḍā had known of the journal since its first publication in 1884, he did not read it himself until 1892 (or possibly 1893). He describes his

  reaction:




  

    

      Every number [of the journal] was like an electric current striking me, giving my soul a shock, or setting it ablaze and carrying me from one state to another . . . no

      other Arabic discourse in this age or the centuries which preceded it has done what it did in the way of touching the seat of emotion in the heart and persuasion in the mind.66


    


  




  Riḍā credited al-Afghānī’s assessment of

  colonial policy and prescription for Islamic renewal with the profound redirection of his own thought. His greatest concern became communal well-being rather than individual salvation. He wrote to

  al-Afghānī stating his desire to study under him, but al-Afghānī died

  in 1897, before Riḍā could join him.




  After being certified as an ‘ālim (legal scholar) later that year, and inspired by al-Afghānī, Riḍā traveled to Egypt with Faraḥ Anṭūn. He joined ‘Abduh’s modernist circle in Cairo while Anṭūn

  settled in Alexandria. Confirmed in his critical assessment of traditional Islam, Riḍā quickly became ‘Abduh’s principal

  disciple. He founded the journal al-Manār al-Islāmī (The Islamic Lighthouse) to propagate the

  modernist agenda and expand the analysis of al-‘Urwah al-Wuthqā beyond the scope of Egyptian politics. Riḍā edited it and wrote much of its content for thirty-seven years; most of his publications were first serialized in its pages. At first, it had only a very small circulation,

  but it grew to become hugely influential. Yusuf De Lorenzo, translator of Riḍā’s Al-Waḥy

  al-Muḥammadī (The Muhammadan Revelation), describes it as “the most influential of all intellectual forums in the Muslim

  world.”67 Its influence extended from Morocco to Russia and even to Europe. It was especially influential in Southeast Asia; in Malaya, it fathered the

  journal Al-Imam, which contained translations of many important articles.68




  Al-Manār viewed contemporary issues from a shari‘ah perspective. This was not the overblown shari‘ah of the legal schools, but a simplified

  version, based on the Qur’an and sunnah. The journal was strongly critical of partisanship in the law and, in Riḍā’s

  formulation, of the elevation of the legal school to the level of the religion. Riḍā considered this tantamount to the advocacy of

  slothfulness in law and religion and a particularly objectionable case of uncreative imitation (taqlīd), something he emphasized at length in the series of

  fictional debates Muḥāwarāt al-Muṣliḥ wa al-Muqallid (Debates of the Reformer and the Traditionalist).69 Al-Manār also argued

  against fatalism and Sufi excess and had a reputation for shunning discussions of philosophical issues (belied by Articles Fourteen and Fifteen).




  Although Riḍā wrote most of the journal’s content for four decades (1898–1935), he modestly claimed no originality in

  his ideas, professing to be merely his mentor’s mouthpiece. He noted that there was little of significance in which he disagreed with his master. Hence, it is unsurprising that scholars have

  frequently noted their affinity and generally deem Riḍā’s primary importance to lie in his continuation of

  ‘Abduh’s work, rather than in any original effort.70




  The journal’s most significant publication was the highly influential modernist Qur’an commentary, based on lectures delivered by ‘Abduh at al-Azhar. It was first serialized

  and then published as a twelve-volume collection, Tafsīr al-Manār. In his introduction, Riḍā noted that it was the first commentary to combine “sound transmitted tradition” with “the plain sense of reasoned

  reflection.”71 It is distinguished by its pragmatism, and sets a precedent for discussing chapters as organic unities, in contrast to traditional

  atomistic exegesis.
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