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the Qur’an, contemporary Muslim debates about the relationship between the divine
attributes and the oneness of God, and the Islamic appropriation of Greek philosophical
concepts, particularly those of Aristotelian metaphysics. The earliest such treatise is
Fr tatlit Allah al-wahid, a work of anonymous authorship from approximately the middle of
the eighth century, which is also considered the earliest known Arabic Christian apologia
on any subject. Other important writings on the subject include those of the Melkite
Theodore Abu Qurrah (c. 750-c. 820), the Jacobite Habib ibn Hidman Aba Ra’itah (c.
770-c. 835), and Ammar al-Basr1 (fl. c. 830), an adherent of the Church of the East.

An important theme in these Trinitarian writings is the use of the terms Word and
Spirit in reference to God in the Qur’anic text. Another is the question, then beginning to

be important in internecine Muslim theological debates, of how God can be one and yet



be described with multiple attributes. A third is the question of how a human attribute,
such as begetting, could exist at all unless there is a corresponding attribute in God. In
each of these areas of exploration, the Arabic Christian authors here considered seek to
demonstrate that only Trinitarian doctrine fully satisfies the language of the Qur’an itself,
the Islamic emphasis on God’s transcendence, and the demands of a rigorous
metaphysical account. One striking characteristic of this body of Arabic Christian
apologetical literature is its approach of using the very elements of Islamic discourse that
were perceived as most opposed to Christian doctrine (for example, Qur’anic “proof

texts” against the Trinity) as evidence for Trinitarian doctrine.
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Introduction

During the eighth and ninth centuries A.D., in the Islamic empire governed from
‘Abbasid Baghdad, three great cultural and social forces converged to produce a new
body of Christian literature: theological treatises written in Arabic rather than in Syriac or
Greek, and composed with the express purpose of articulating Christian doctrine in
conscious dialogue with the religious discourse of the surrounding Islamic milieu. The
first of these cultural forces was the new character of the expansive Islamic empire,
which brought with it Arabic as the new lingua franca, new incentives for conversion to
Islam, and to some degree greater freedom for Christian communities that lay outside the
orbit of Constantinopolitan Orthodoxy. The second was the ascendancy of Greek
philosophical concepts within the Arab world as a result of the great translation
movement. This movement to bring the major works of Greek philosophy, medicine, and
science into the heart of Arab culture created a situation in which Aristotelian translators
and commentators were in demand in the most fashionable intellectual circles and in the
courts of political power of ‘Abbasid Baghdad. The fervent desire for the works of Greek
antiquity, and especially, for Aristotelian philosophy, brought Christians and Muslims
into near proximity and frequent collaboration with each other. The third force was the
emerging debate within Islam about how to understand the divine attributes in light of
both the implications of Arabic grammar and the Muslim doctrine of 4l-taizhid, or a

conception of monotheism so absolute as to preclude any kind of plurality in the divinity.



A New Social Reality in the Islamic Empire
The rise of the Islamic empire, followed by the removal of its seat of government
from Harran to Damascus in 661, and then from Damascus to Baghdad in 762, brought
sweeping social changes for large populations of people stretched over enormous swaths
of territory. These changes were hardly limited to religious considerations, instead
involving virtually every facet of daily life. As Dimitri Gutas puts it in his book Greek
Thought, Arab Culture,
Egypt and the Fertile Crescent were reunited with Persia and India
politically, administratively, and most important, economically, for the first
time since Alexander the Great.... The great economic and cultural divide
that separated the civilized world for a thousand years prior to the rise of
Islam, the frontier between the East and the West formed by the two great
rivers that created antagonistic powers on either side, ceased to exist. This
allowed for the free flow of raw materials and manufactured goods,
agricultural products and luxury items, people and services, techniques and
skills, and ideas, methods, and modes of thought.1
This development means that in a relatively short time the Arabophone Muslim
community changed from being a demographically small and geographically somewhat
isolated people to being the masters of a vast, cosmopolitan, and culturally diverse
empire with a wide range of ethnic, linguistic, and confessional identities. Significant
numbers of Christians were included among the inhabitants of the newly polyglot
caliphate; in fact, Sidney Griffith notes that
... after the consolidation of the Islamic conquest ... perhaps fifty percent
of the world’s confessing Christians ... found themselves living under

Muslim rule. Conversely, during ... the very centuries during which the
classical Islamic culture was coming into its own, the Muslims themselves

! Dimitri Gutas, Greek Thought, Arab Culture: The Graeco-Arabic Translation Movement in Baghdad and
Early ‘Abbasid Society (New York: Routledge, 1998), 11-12.



still did not make up the absolute majority of the population everywhere in

the caliphate, not even in Mesopotamia, Syria, Palestine, and Egypt, where

by the end of the ninth century the largest populations of the speakers of

Arabic lived.”

Thus the stage was set for the creation of a cultural milieu in which the presence of each
major faith community, Christian and Muslim, would be a significant factor in the
development of the other’s religious discourse. For the Muslims this meant, in part, the
appropriation of a rich heritage of philosophical tools, already long established in
Christian usage, for the propagation of Islam, as well as the administration of a empire in
which many subjects of the professional and intellectual classes did not share the caliph’s
religion. For the Christians, the task set before them consisted of preserving a faith
tradition in wholly new political circumstances as well as articulating and defending the
intellectual integrity of that faith in a world shaped by the increasing cultural hegemony
of the Arabic language to the detriment of Greek and Syriac.

Richard Frank points out that the Arabic language itself was not a mundane or
purely pragmatic factor in the cultural interchange and mutual influence that took place
over the next few centuries, but instead was a key factor due in large part to its status in
Islam:

In no culture, perhaps, has speech and the eloquent use of language been

so praised and admired or the language itself more cherished and

studied.... Common Islamic dogma, founded in the Koran itself, has it that

while the miracle of Moses — the signs and wonders worked through him
by God to confirm his mission — had the form and character of magic and

? Sidney Griffith, The Church in the Shadow of the Mosque: Christians and Muslims in the World of Islam
(Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007), 11.



that of Jesus the form and character of medicine and healing, that of
Muhammad was language.’

Indeed, so profound was the influence of the Arabic language in which the Qur’an was
given, and so directly was its language associated with the action of God to reveal His
will and His design of true religion, that the individual verses of the text were given the
name arat, the Arabic term for “signs” which also applied to the miracles that would
confirm the legitimacy of a true prophet’s ministry.

Thus Christians in the Islamic empire faced a double linguistic challenge. On the
one hand, there was the practical need, if their communities were not to become linguistic
relics, to accommodate the new quotidian reality by being able to express Christian
doctrine in Arabic. As far as is known, this was a largely new project, because no extant
pre-Islamic Arabic Christian literature exists. This fact includes the absence of any
Arabic translation of the Bible or liturgical text. Arabic-speaking Christian communities,
then, needed quite badly what might be called an “indigenous theological vocabulary” in
order to engage with Islam in a way that was terminologically accessible. This was not
always an easy task, since the use of Greek terminology had been so formative in the
early development of Christian doctrine. The translation of technical terms always
introduces the possibility of “conceptual shifts” as terms lose some of their original

resonance or take on differing nuances.

3 Richard Frank, Beings and Their Attributes: The Teaching of the Basrian School of the Mu ‘tazila in the
Classical Period (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1978), 9.



On the other hand, the cultural and religious milieu in which such a task would be
taken up was hardly linguistically neutral. As Griffith puts it, by the time Christians were
seriously engaged in the work of creating an apologetical literature in Arabic,

... the religious lexicon in Arabic had already been co-opted by Islam, and

unlike the earlier situation in pre-Islamic Arabia, the newly Arabic-

speaking Jews and Christians outside of Arabia in the ninth and tenth

centuries in the conquered territories were faced with the imperative of

translating their teachings into and commending their faith in a religious

vocabulary that had now become suffused with explicitly Islamic

connotations. ..."*

As will be shown, one of the more ingenious aspects of the early Christian Arabic
apologetical literature was to turn this distinct disadvantage into a rich mine of source
material. Rather than shrinking from the task of articulating and defending Christian
doctrine in a language that already had such religious significance for a different faith,
the first generation of Arabophone Christian controversialists often drew upon Islamic
materials, including Qur’anic “proof texts,” Qur’anic terminology, Islamic theological
emphases, and internal Muslim debates about the divine attributes and their relationship
to the divine oneness, in order to build their case for Trinitarian doctrine.

Another important factor in Christian-Muslim interaction during this period was
the enhanced incentive to convert to Islam that developed in the eighth century. The
Umayyad caliph ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-Aziz, who reigned from 717 to 720, had actively
promoted the equality of converts to Islam with native Arab Muslims, in terms of both

social standing and opportunity for political advancement. Following the ‘Abbasid

revolution and the shift of power first to Damascus and then to Baghdad, large numbers

* Griffith, Shadow, 19-20.



of well-established scholarly and professional families found themselves in the position
of having a different religion than the ruling elite at the very time that upward mobility
began to be linked with conversion to Islam. Gutas cites as typical examples of the period
the Wahb and al-Jarrah families, both of which produced numerous scholars and state
officials during the ninth century, and whose rise to prominence coincided roughly with
their conversion to Islam.” Given this social dynamic, leaders of the Christian
communities must have felt tremendous pressure to produce arguments for Christian
doctrine that were intellectually attractive enough to prevent the defection of their best
and brightest to the religion of the caliph.

Another new circumstance that contributed to the development of the Christian
Arabic apologetical literature was the social standing of the non-Chalcedonian Christian
communities. These Syriac-speaking Christians, conversant in the achievements of Greek
philosophy but entrenched in a strong tradition of theological scholarship quite apart from
the world of Constantinopolitan Orthodoxy, had been politically and socially
marginalized while their communities were under Byzantine rule. With the advent of the
Muslim empire, a sphere of scholarly enterprise and interaction with broader geographic
parameters and greater political neutrality was created. Gutas describes the situation in
this way:

With the advent of Islam, all these centers [i.e., the centers of eastern

Christian scholarship] were united politically and administratively, and,

most important, scholars from all of them could pursue their studies and

interact with each other without the need to pay heed to any official

version of ‘orthodoxy,” whatever the religion. We thus see throughout the
region and through the seventh and eighth centuries numerous

5 Gutas, 131-32.



“international” scholars active in their respective fields and working with
different languages.®

As will be shown, this is an apt description of some of the authors who contributed
significantly to the nascent Christian Arabic literature about the Trinity. Since one of
these authors, ‘Ammar al-Basri, was an adherent of the Church of the East, and another,
Habib ibn Hidmah Abu Ra’itah, was a Jacobite Christian, a brief examination of these
communities is in order.
The Church of the East and the Jacobite Community

The Church of the East has traditionally but erroneously been referred to in
Western literature as the “Nestorian” church, and in modern times has adopted the
appellation Assyrian Church of the East. The precise origins of this ecclesial community
lie hidden in the mists of primitive ecclesiastical history. By the third century, there was a
sufficiently large Persian Christian population that Persian historians recount some
persecutions, mainly of those who had converted from Zoroastrianism to Christianity. By
and large, though, Persian Christians fared rather better than their Roman brethren until
the Emperor Constantine legalized Christianity in 313. Ironically, the improved situation
of Roman Christians proved ill for those in Persia, mainly because Constantine
imprudently wrote to the Persian king requesting that he treat the Christians within his
domain well, but doing so in terms that suggested that Constantine considered himself the
ruler of all those who belonged to the Christian faith. This in turn led to a suspicion that

perhaps the Persian Christians were not loyal citizens, a fearful suspicion at a time when

6 Gutas, 15.



Persia had been struggling with Rome for control of its border territories for over three
hundred years.

This political reality led to significant difficulties in keeping up any kind of
regular communication between the Christian communities of Persia and those of the
Roman Empire. Still, it is recorded that one “Bishop John of the Church of Greater Persia
and the Churches of the East” attended the Council of Nicea in A.D. 325 and signed its
creed.” The Church of the East has always affirmed the second ecumenical council, that
of Constantinople (381), as well, but by the time of the Council of Ephesus (431),
significant differences of theological expression had emerged. In contrast to the
Alexandrian theological tradition, with its strong emphasis upon the unity of Christ, the
Persian tradition emphasized the reality of the two natures of Christ, human and divine.
This emphasis led to the Church of the East’s refusal to accept the title bestowed on the
Blessed Virgin Mary by the Council of Ephesus — theotokos, or “Mother of God.” While
it must be emphasized that the Persian church certainly did not deny the divinity of Christ
— the essential reason for the title bestowed by the council — the title seemed to Persian
Christians to blur the reality of the two natures of Christ in a way that was almost
Eutychian, suggesting that the human nature was subsumed into the divine, and which
was therefore unacceptable. Persian Christians also saw the council as something of a
Roman imposition. The next blow to unity between the West and the Church of the East
came in 449, when the metropolitan of Persia adopted the title, “patriarch of the East,” in

clear contradistinction to the title used by the Roman bishop. The final blow to unity

7 For the normative text of this creed, see Denziger-Schonmetzer, Enchiridion Symbolorum, edition xxxv
(Freiburg: Herder, 1973), #150.



came with the Chalcedonian Christological definition of hypostatic union.® The term
hypostasis was typically rendered in Syriac as gnome, but Wilhelm Baum and Dietmar
Winkler argue in their comprehensive study of the Church of the East that this
community’s use of gnome could be understood as the particular “individuation” or
“concretization” of a nature, rather than as the nature itself.” Understood this way, the
Chalcedonian definition was incomprehensible from the Persian point of view.

This rejection of the Chalcedonian definition brings up the important question: is
the Church of the East truly “Nestorian”? In their own histories, members of this church
have always objected to the title, noting that Nestorius was Greek-speaking, and therefore
outside the orbit of Syriac Christianity. They also insist that it makes no sense to call their
church by the name of a person who belonged to the church of Constantinople, rather
than being the Persian patriarch. More to the point, the Christology of the Church of the
East was put in its final form by Babai the Great in the early sixth century. Babai’s
teaching clearly affirms both the single personhood and the two natures of Christ; by any
reasonable standard, it is an orthodox definition that is not substantively at odds with the
Chalcedonian definition. For this reason, it must be affirmed that the Church of the East
1s not, in fact, Nestorian.

The history of the Jacobite church can also be traced to the disagreement over the

Chalcedonian definition. Unlike the Church of the East, which held that the definition

¥ For the normative text of the Chalcedonian Christological definition, see Denziger-Schénmetzer,
Enchiridion Symbolorum, edition xxxv (Freiburg: Herder, 1973), #302.

? Wilhelm Baum and Dietmar Winkler, The Church of the East: A Concise History (London:
RoutledgeCurzon, 2003), 38-40.
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failed sufficiently to emphasize the distinction of the two natures of Christ, some Syriac-
speaking Christian communities objected that the definition, with its reference to two
natures, was in fact Nestorian, and therefore heterodox. Again, it must be remembered
that the Greek term hypostasis was typically rendered in Syriac as gnome, which has a
slightly different connotation than the Greek. It seems to indicate two different
individuations or concretizations, and therefore it is quite understandable that some
Syriac-speaking Christians would find it Nestorian. Those who objected to the
Chalcedonian definition on these grounds came to be called “monophysite” Christians,
for their alleged insistence upon the “one nature” of Christ.

For some time after the council, this theological (or perhaps terminological)
controversy did not formally divide the Christian communities that lay within the Roman
sphere of influence. Eventually, however, the efforts of the emperor Justinian to enforce
the Chalcedonian definition during the early sixth century caused the theological
controversy to become a political one as well. The “monophysite” patriarch of
Alexandria ordained Jacob Baradaeus as the first “monophysite” bishop in a territory
where there was already a Chalcedonian bishop.'® This was the first appearance in
Christian history of a double-hierarchy based on differing confessions, and it is this
“Jacob” for whom the Jacobite church is named. Jacob made great efforts to establish a
strong “monophysite” presence within his territory. Throughout a long reign from his
ordination to the episcopate in 542 until his death in 578, he traveled constantly,

ordaining priests and deacons loyal to himself and the “monophysite” confession. It

10 Ibid.



11
should be noted as well that the Jacobite church is certainly not the only Christian
community with a “monophysite” confession; the Armenian, Coptic, and Ethiopian
churches are “monophysite” as well.""

As with the “Nestorian” church, it is important to ask whether the Jacobite church
is truly “monophysite” in the sense that it departs from orthodox Christological doctrine.
An examination of the writings of such Jacobite figures as Severus of Antioch and
Philoxenus of Mabbug shows that they in fact affirm both the human and divine natures
of Christ, but seek to emphasize that in the person of Jesus Christ there is but one
conscious subject and one actor, the Incarnate Word."? In fact, Philoxenus in particular, in
spite of the tendency among some monophysites to avoid usages of the communicatio
idiomatum, is fond of making paradoxical statements emphasizing the two natures of
Christ, such as saying that “the Immortal One died.” The Jacobite tradition, then, clearly
holds to a different Christological doctrine than the Eutychian form of monophysitism,
which held that the divine nature of Christ was so great that the human nature was
“dissolved like a drop of honey in the sea.”"?

The other Arabophone Christian “denomination” that must be taken into account

for its importance in the development of the Christian Arab apologetical literature to be

considered here is the ecclesial community traditionally known as “Melkites.” The name

" For an account of the theological history of these churches, see Aziz S. Atiya, History of Eastern
Christianity (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press), 1968.

2 For a thorough treatment of these authors’ Christological writings, see Roberta C. Chesnut, Three
Monophysite Christologies (Oxford: University Press), 1985.

¥ See J. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, 5™ ed. (New York: Continuum, 2000), 330-33.
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itself is of Arabic origin, meaning “royalists” and intended to signify those Christians
who during the Christological controversies maintained the same doctrinal expressions as
the “king,” i.e., the Byzantine emperor. Although better known in the West than the
Jacobite church or the Church of the East because of its adherence to the Chalcedonian
Christological definition, the Melkite church is in a somewhat different category than the
other two “denominations” with regard to its origin and formation. Griffith notes that

while the Nestorian and Jacobite churches were already in the process of

formation prior to the rise of Islam ... the Melkite community as a

sociologically distinct community of Christians came into existence only

in Islamic times and in the world of Islam. They professed the faith of

Byzantine orthodoxy, but very much in the Arabic-speaking milieu of the

Islamic challenge to Christian faith."*
Thus, among the Christian communities here considered, the Melkites are perhaps the
best example of the complex cultural dynamic described above, in which the Christian
community in some sense owed its cultural identity and its linguistic expression to the
rise of Islam, while at the same time influencing the direction of Muslim doctrinal
expression by its participation in the formation of a Christian Arabic apologetical
literature.

The Translation Movement and the Rise of Arab Aristotelianism

Perhaps no intellectual current during the ‘Abbasid period was more sustained or

more pervasive than the translation movement which brought the philosophical and

scientific texts of classical Greece into the mainstream of Arab cultural life. Gutas notes

that, so complete was this movement in both its origins and its aims, that it lasted over

14 Griffith, Shadow, 137-38.
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two centuries, claimed as its proponents and participants virtually every part of the
professional and ruling classes of the ‘Abbasid empire, and achieved the translation into
Arabic of “almost all non-literary and non-historical secular Greek books that were

available throughout the Eastern Byzantine Empire and the Near East.”"

This great
intellectual achievement became a formative influence on the development of the
Christian Arabic apologetical literature in three distinct ways.

First, because a great deal of Greek philosophy, particularly Aristotelian dialectic
and metaphysics, had already been assimilated by the Syriac-speaking Christian
communities, the materials translated into Arabic formed a significant portion of the
intellectual apparatus with which Christians would begin their Arabic response to Islam.
Gutas argues that the degree to which the translation movement began as a Syriac
enterprise has been significantly exaggerated, but the historical record is clear that the
Christian communities in what later became the ‘Abbasid empire were engaged in
mastering the Greek disciplines even before the appearance of Islam. As Griffith puts it,

Over that long period of time [from the sixth to the tenth centuries], in the

careers of an impressive number of mostly ... Jacobite scholars from the

environs of Edessa, some with direct ties to the philosophical school in

Alexandria, the fortunes of Aristotle and Greek philosophy and science

more generally, grew steadily in the Syriac-speaking world."®
Thus the terminological and conceptual range of the Greek texts formed a significant part

of the worldview and intellectual heritage of those who first took pen in hand to respond

to Islam in the Arabic language. Furthermore, because of this background, philosophical

15 Gutas, 1-2.

18 Griffith, Shadow 112-13.
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investigations would serve as intellectual common ground for Muslims and Christians,
who once the translation movement was in full swing, worked cheek-by-jowl in the
translation enterprise.

Second, some of the texts translated from the Greek became highly influential
sources in the development of the art of public disputation, which in turn greatly
influenced the nascent Christian Arabic literature, both in format and in content. Gutas
traces this series of developments to a single critical decision made by the caliph al-
Mahdi late in the 8" century:

It is reported on quite unimpeachable authority that the caliph al-Mahdr (d.

785) ... commissioned the translation into Arabic of Aristotle’s Topics....

The Topics is hardly light reading, so the question why it attracted such

attention at the initial stages of the translation movement is significant....

There can be little doubt that the selection of the book was because of its

contents and their relevance to the needs generated with Islamic

society...."”

Gutas then goes on to describe how this project turned out to be the first of three such
translations of the Topics over a period of a century and a half, the last of them being
done by none other than Yahya ibn ‘Adi, a prominent Jacobite Christian controversialist.
The early interest and perennial prominence of this particular text suggests how important
it was in the formation of what in fact became an important feature of Arab cultural life,
the public disputation about questions of a religious nature. In fact, the same caliph who
played such a crucial role in the translation movement by having the Topics translated the

first time is on record as having used theological dialecticians as state propagandists for

the suppression of non-Islamic Persian religion. With the Christians having honed their

17 Gutas, 61-62.
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skills at disputation and polemic over centuries of Christological controversy, the caliph
seems to have felt the need to draw on the same classical sources in order to create a
cadre of well-trained apologists for Islam. The resulting tradition of formal theological
debate had a direct influence on the shaping of the apologetical literature in Arabic to be
considered here.

A third way that the translation movement influenced the Christian Arabic
theological enterprise is creating a kind of secular, intellectual criterion against which
Muslims and non-Muslims alike could be measured. Just as in the religious sphere the
Qur’an made a claim for Islam as the authentic heir of all true prophets throughout
history, so now in the philosophical sphere Muslim controversialists attempted to
arrogate to themselves the role of authentic heir to the intellectual heritage of ancient
Greece:

The Byzantines were portrayed as deserving of Muslim attacks not only

because they were infidels ... but because they were also culturally

benighted and inferior not only to Muslims but also to their own ancestors,

the ancient Greeks. The Muslims by contradistinction, in addition to being

superior because of Islam, were also superior because they appreciated

ancient Greek science and wisdom and had translated their books into

Arabic.'®
As will be demonstrated, the first generation of Arabophone Christian apologists took up
the challenge thus presented. They sought to show that Trinitarian doctrine is authentic to
God’s revelation because it is supported by the prophets and even by the language of the

Qur’an itself, but it is also authentic to the philosophical heritage in that it is coherent and

consistent in the context of Aristotelian metaphysics.

18 Gutas, 84-85.
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The Divine Attributes and the Oneness of God

A final cultural force that was of great importance in its contribution to the
creation of the Christian literature to be examined here was the burgeoning debate within
Islam about how the divine attributes were to be considered in light of God’s absolute
oneness, which in the Islamic tradition would preclude any kind of plurality within the
divinity. The way in which the question was formulated and investigated depended
largely on the rules of theoretical Arabic grammar. Frank points out that Arabic grammar,
in turn, held a particularly prominent place in the development of the Islamic religious
discourse:

... [G]rammar is the first science to reach maturity in Islam — before the

end of the second/eighth century — and it does so, almost completely apart

from earlier and alien traditions, as a peculiarly Islamic science. This

attention to language, most particularly to the language of the Koran and

to the grammatical and lexical structures and the characteristics of literary

Arabic, had a profound influence on the formation and development of the

kalam [Muslim theological discourse] ... not simply in their terminology

but also in the manner in which many fundamental problems of ontology

and ethics — concerning, thus, God’s Unity and His Justice

(at-tawhid wal-adl) were conceived, formulated, and analysed.19
The chief problem for the Muslim grammarian and theologian of the period is that the
rules of Arabic grammar indicate that any attribute (sifah) applied to an entity being
described implies the existence of a noun, which in turn indicates what Frank calls “a

»2% within the subject described. Thus to make predications of

kind of entitative reality
God is, at least potentially, to affirm within the divinity multiple entitative realities that

are in some way distinct from Him, which in turn could undermine the doctrine of God’s

19 Frank, 10.

2 1bid., 13.
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unicity. Yet both the language of the Qur’an and Islamic piety, such as devotion to the
“beautiful names of God,” affirmed many divine attributes. The early Arabophone
Christian apologists considered here were eager to take advantage of this very real
theological problem and use it to demonstrate that only Trinitarian doctrine could satisfy
the demands of Arabic grammar, just as only Trinitarian doctrine could make the
language of the Qur’an fully intelligible or satisfy the requirements of a vigorous

philosophical investigation.



Chapter 1: Fr tatlir Allah al-wahid

The first text to be considered here is also the earliest extant Arab Christian
apologia, I tatl Allah al-wahid. When in 1899 Margaret Dunlop Gibson' published a
text and translation of this document based on a manuscript from the Convent of St.
Catharine on Mount Sinai, she introduced the treatise to the English-speaking world
under the title “On the Triune Nature of God.” This name is infelicitous because the term
“nature” (Arabic dar or tabraah), with all its philosophical implications, does not appear
in the Arabic title. The term za¢/iz, which comes from the word for three, has no exact
equivalent in standard English, but could be translated “threeness” or perhaps “trinicity.”
Thus a more precise rendering of the Arabic would yield a title for the treatise such as
“On the Trinicity of the One God,” or perhaps even “On the Fact that the One God Exists
as Three.” (For the sake of brevity, this treatise will hereafter be referred to simply as
Fr tatlit)

Both the identity of the author and the precise date of the treatise’s original
composition are unknown. Samir Khalil Samir, in an examination of the manuscripts
from which Gibson produced her text and translation, detected (on a page that Gibson
seems to have found illegible) a reference to the Christian religion having “stood firm ...

and erect for seven hundred and forty-six years.”” Samir argues that, depending upon

! Margaret Dunlop Gibson (1843-1920) was a Semitics scholar who, together with her twin sister Agnes
Smith Lewis (1843-1926), rediscovered numerous early Syriac and Arabic Christian manuscripts. For a
recent account of their lives and work, see Janet Soskice, The Sisters of Sinai: How Two Lady Adventurers
Found the Hidden Gospels (New York: Vintage Books, 2010).

? Samir Khalil Samir, “The Earliest Arab Apology for Christianity,” Christian Arabic Apologetics During
the Abbasid Period (750-1258) (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1994), 61.

18
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whether one uses the Incarnation, the advent of Jesus’ preaching, or the paschal events as
one’s starting point, this reference would yield of date of composition between 737 and
771, making it the earliest known Christian document in Arabic, and possibly even the
sole surviving Arabic Christian document from the Umayyad period, which ended with
the rise of the ‘Abbasid caliphate in 750.

In order to provide context for the Trinitarian doctrine found in this treatise, it will
be useful to note some of the stylistic and terminological characteristics of the text.
Perhaps most importantly, the treatise demonstrates a familiarity on the part of the author
with the text of the Qur’an and a strong commitment to using much of the same
terminology. There are at least eight direct Qur’anic quotations or citations in the treatise,
and the rest of its text is saturated with Qur’anic expressions and turns of phrase. So
closely does F7 tatlit track with Qur’anic terminology, in fact, that different readers could
legitimately argue about what “counts” as a Qur’anic citation. They could also perhaps
argue about whether the author’s constant use of such terminology is a reflection of the
religious idiom available to him, or reflects a consciously employed strategy on his part.
It is not necessary to impose such a dichotomy on the author’s motivations, however,
since both considerations must have been factors in the writing of the text. On the one
hand, as Sidney Griffith points out, the religious vocabulary of the Arabic language in the
eighth century “had already been co-opted by Islam™ and the author’s unstructured and
flowing style suggests an easy familiarity with the Qur’anic vocabulary and conceptual

range. Samir goes so far as to describe the unnamed author as “impregnated with the

3 Griffith, Shadow, 19.
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% On the other hand, as will be shown below, the author pursues a

Qur’anic culture.
consistent strategy of putting the vocabulary of this Qur’anic culture to work for his
apologetical enterprise. The religious idiom of his time and place has become for him not
merely a given fact of his cultural milieu, but also “a new idiom in which [his] faith must
be articulated if it is to carry conviction.”

A second noteworthy facet of the style in which F7 tatlir is written is an almost
complete lack of discernible structure. Far from being a formal academic work, the
treatise almost seems written according to “stream of consciousness,” as various
arguments, quotations, analogies, and associations occur to the mind of the anonymous
author. Indeed, so loose and flowing is its composition that one could reasonably
hypothesize that the treatise as we now have it is the written record of a speech or
sermon, although there is no historical or textual reason to believe this to be the case.
Whether intentionally or otherwise, this style is particularly suited to a document that
draws so heavily on the Qur’an (“Recitations” or “Readings”), itself a collection of texts
that were originally oral proclamations. Perhaps, as with the issue of Qur’anic vocabulary
described above, the style of F7 tatlit both reflects the cultural norms to which the author
was accustomed and constitutes one aspect of his conscious apologetical strategy.

A third characteristic of the treatise is its strong scriptural orientation. Besides its
Qur’anic citations already mentioned, the text includes some eighty-one biblical

quotations, including in its scope Genesis, Deuteronomy, Job, the Psalms, Isaiah,

* Samir, 108.

5 Griffith, Shadow, 57.
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Jeremiah, Daniel (in its longer form), Ezekiel, Micah, Habakkuk, Zechariah, Malachi,
Baruch, and the Gospels of Matthew, Luke, and John. This is in part a reflection of the
early stage of Christian-Islamic encounter during which it was written. Samir has
suggested what he calls a “periodisation” of Christian apologetical works of the ‘Abbasid
era, in which he argues that the first stage included works with a purely “biblical-
homiletical” approach.® This heavily scriptural way of writing gradually gave way to a
purely logical-philosophical method by the beginning of the tenth century, with a
combination of the two methods being predominant during the middle and late ninth
century. Besides being an indication of the treatise’s early date, the strongly scriptural
orientation of F7 tatlir is in part due to the question of religious legitimacy at the heart of
the Christian-Muslim theological encounter. As will be shown below, the Qur’an
explicitly claims to reaffirm the central message of all true prophets throughout history,
including the prophets of the Old Testament and Jesus. Thus one of the central issues at
stake in Christian-Muslim dialogue was which of the two religious traditions was faithful
to the common source material that both claimed, particularly the writings of the
prophets. In writing about the Trinity, then, the author of /7 tat/it had to demonstrate that
Trinitarian doctrine was not a novelty that post-dated Christ, but instead one aspect of an

authentic understanding of the entire scriptural heritage.

® Samir, 110-113.
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“God and His Word and His Spirit”

Although the text begins with the conventional formulation, “In the name of the
Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, one God”” the author quickly turns to a
Trinitarian formulation that is less familiar. Instead, the phrase “God and His Word and
His Spirit” is used throughout the text. The apologetical strategy employed by the treatise
is two-fold: first, to ground a Trinitarian formula in terminology that emphasizes the
oneness of God in a way that the more commonplace “Father, Son, and Holy Spirit” does
not; and second, to appropriate Qur’anic terminology to such a degree that the Muslim
reader will be put upon the horns of a dilemma, namely, either rejecting terminology that
is used in the Qur’an itself, or affirming the reasonableness and theological integrity of
Trinitarian doctrine.

As with many ancient theological texts, the treatise at hand begins with a
doxological passage that not only praises God for the divine attributes but also invokes
blessing and guidance for the author’s project. In this opening doxology the author makes
his first attempt at the apologetical strategy described above:

Verily [the angels] adore Thee, and set their seal to one Lord, that men

may know that the angels adore God and His Word and His Spirit, one

God and one Lord. We worship Thee, our Lord and our God, in Thy Word

and Thy Spirit....We do not distinguish God from His Word and His

Spirit. We worship no other god with God in His Word and His Spirit.

God shewed His power and His light in the Law and the Prophets and the

Psalms and the Gospel, that God and His Word and His Spirit are one God
and one Lord. *

7 Margaret Dunlop Gibson, An Arabic Version of the Acts of the Apostles and the Seven Catholic Epistles,
With a Treatise on the Triune Nature of God (London: C. J. Clay and Sons, 1899), 2.

8 Gibson 2-3; “wa-anama yusbahan tult wa yuktamiin bi-rabb wahid li-y alim al-nas an al-mulatkah
yusbahan li-lah wa kalimatihi wa rihhi, alah wahid wa rabb wahid. Fa-lak n‘abad rabbuna wa alahuna
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In this wonderfully concise passage, the author has managed to accomplish four things
related to his apologetical strategy. First, he draws upon the Qur’anic usage of the terms
“Word” and “Spirit” and subtly aligns this usage with the biblical sense of the terms.
Second, by use of the relative pronoun “His” (which in the Arabic text is actually a suffix
appended to the terms “Word” and “Spirit”), he recasts the Trinity in such a way that the
accusation that Christians worship three gods is obviated. Third, by invoking “the Law
and the Prophets and the Psalms and the Gospel,” the author draws upon the Qur’anic
claim that the Qur’an affirms these earlier revealed texts.” If it can be shown from these
earlier texts, goes the implied argument, that God is to be worshipped “in His Word and
in His Spirit,” and the Qur’an can be shown to use these words in a similar way, then one
must conclude that the Trinitarian understanding of God is theologically tenable. Fourth,
building upon these previous points, the author presents an implied challenge to Muslims:
how is it that God can be distinguished from His Word and His Spirit, with no worship
being offered to the latter two?
The use of “Word” in the Qur’an

In order to understand the apologetical strategy employed by the treatise at hand,

one must be aware of the way the terms “Word” and “Spirit” are employed in the

Qur’anic text. There are three passages employing the term “word” (kalimah) that are of

bi-kalamatika wa rithika.... La nafraq Allah min kalamatihi wa rahhi wa Ia n‘abad ma Allah bi-kalamatihi
wa rithhi alah akar. Wa-qud bin Allah amirhi wa niruhi 7 at-taraah wa-al-anbia wa-al-zabir wa-al-anyil
an Allah wa kalamatihi wa rihhi alah wahid wa rabb wahid.”

? See Qur’an 3:3, 3:48, 3:65, 3:93, 3:184, 4:163, 5:43-46, 5:66-68, 5:110, 7:157,9:111, 16:44, 17:55,
21:105, 26:196, 35:25, 48:29, 57:27, and 61:6.
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particular importance because they explicitly apply the appellation to Jesus Christ. Surah
3 includes a description of an angelic announcement to Zakartya (= Zacharias), somewhat
in parallel to the account found in Luke 1:5-22, albeit without the miraculous details of
Zacharias and Elizabeth’s advanced ages. Verse 39 of this surah says of Zakariya, “The
angels called to him as he was standing praying in the holy of holies, saying: God
proclaims to you glad tidings of Yahya [= John], attesting to a Word from God; and also
noble, set apart, a prophet among the righteous.” As one might expect from a text that
describes Zakariya’s encounter with angels and the announcement of Yahya’s upcoming
birth, this same surah contains a passage in parallel to the Annunciation scene from the
Gospel of Luke. Verses 45 and 46 read:

Lo, the angels said, “O Mary, God proclaims to you glad tidings of a

Word from Him. His name is the Messiah, Jesus, son of Mary, eminent in

this world and the next, and among those close [to God]. He will address

the people in infancy and in maturity, and be counted among the

righteous. '’

The third passage that uses “Word” in reference to Jesus is perhaps even more
notable, in that it has ironically become both a Muslim “proof-text” in denial of the
divinity of Jesus and, for the author of the present treatise as well as other Christian
writers, one of the key Qur’anic citations in support of Trinitarian doctrine. Surah 4:171
says:

O People of the Book! Do not exceed proper bounds in your religion, and

do not say about God anything but the truth. Indeed, the Messiah Jesus son

of Mary is a messenger of God, and His Word sent to Mary, and a Spirit

from Him. So believe in God and His messengers. Do not say “Three”:
cease; it will be better for you, for indeed, God is one God. He is beyond

1% All translations of Qur’anic texts in this dissertation are my own.
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having a son, and unto Him are all things in the heavens and on earth. God
suffices as the Doer of things.

There are three elements in this passage which will become important in the way that the
anonymous author at hand attempts to build his case for the Trinity. The first, of course,
is the Qur’anic assertion that Jesus is a “Word from God,” in this instance joined with the
assertion that He is also a “Spirit from God”. The second is the implication that, by
affirming Trinitarian doctrine, the Christians have undermined the oneness of God. The
third is the suggestion that, if God had a son, it would imply some insufficiency or lack in
God Himself. Rather than shrinking from these challenging claims, the author of the
treatise engages their theological implications and actually builds his case on them. In
doing so, he lays down one of the principles that will become a basic and recurring aspect
of the early Arabophone Christian response to Islam; namely, reaching into Islamic
sources and theological discourse and making what would otherwise be challenges to
Christian doctrine the raw materials of the Christian apologetical strategy.

In order to contextualize these three key passages, one must take into account the
other Qur’anic uses of the term “word” in relation to God, and in doing so, three closely
related terms must be included: the singular kalimah, the plural ka/imat, and the word
kalam, which could be translated “speaking.” When the Qur’anic use of these terms is
analyzed, four characteristics of the divine word or speaking emerge. First, the divine
word participates in the divine attribute of eternality: it is unchangeable, inexhaustible,
infinite. Second, the divine word establishes a relationship between God and humankind.

Third, the divine word guides humankind, bringing persons out of their ignorance into a
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right way of conducting themselves. Fourth, the divine word is associated with judgment
and eschatological punishment.

Surah 6 contains two verses which express the immutability of God’s word. Verse
34 of this surah speaks of the patience and perseverance of the various prophets of God in
the face of the rejection of their message and asserts that “there is no one [or nothing] that
can alter the words of God.” Later in this same surah, this same assertion is repeated and
the immutability of God’s word(s) is associated with His nature. The changelessness of
the divine word results from God’s omniscience: “The word of your Lord is fulfilled in
truth and justice. There is no one [or nothing] that can alter His words; He is the One
Who Hears and the One Who Knows.” As in Christian theology, this quality of the divine
word as unchangeable is linked with the idea of its being unbounded or unlimited. Surah
18:109 expresses the infinity of the divine word(s) thus: “Say: ‘If the sea were ink for the
words of my Lord, then the sea would be depleted before the words of my Lord were
depleted, even if we were to add another [sea] like it as reinforcement.’” Surah 31:27
contains a very similar description of God’s words: “And if indeed upon the earth, all the
trees were pens, with the sea to supply them [as ink], and after it seven [more] seas, the
words of God would not be depleted, for God is powerful and wise.”

In the Qur’an’s teaching, the divine word or speaking also effects a relationship
between God and humankind. Just after Adam’s expulsion from the primeval Garden,
“Adam received from his Lord words, for [God] turned toward him. For He is the One
Who Turns [in forgiveness], the Merciful.” Later in the unfolding of revelation, the

divine words establish a special place for Abraham in the economy of God’s activity in
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the world: “When Abraham was put to the test by his Lord by means of some words, he
fulfilled them. God said: ‘I will make of you a leader to the people.” Abraham said: ‘And
from my offspring?’ God said: “‘My covenant does not benefit evildoers.”” In another
passage the divine word is represented as coming to other faithful people throughout the
history of revelation and assuring them of overcoming the world’s resistance. Surah
37:171-173 says that “Our word has already come to Our servants, the ones sent [by Us],
that they would be victors, and that Our forces would be triumphant.”

According to the Qur’an, the divine word or speaking not only establishes a
relationship between God and human beings; it also brings them out of ignorance and
teaches them how to act. Surah 14:24-25 says:

Do you fail to see how God sets down a proverb [or “parable” or

“lesson”]? A good word is like a good tree, having its root fixed and its

branches in the heavens; it bears fruit at all times, by permission of its

Lord. And God sets down proverbs [parables/lessons] for the people, so

that they may bring them to mind.

The nascent Muslim umma (community) is commanded in the Qur’an to take this
principle into account in their treatment of pagans when engaged in battle: “If one of the
polytheists appeal to you for refuge, take him into protection until he hears the word of
God, then bring him to a secure place. That is because they are a people who do not know
[about God].”

The Qur’an also associates the divine word or speech with judgment and
eschatological punishment. Surah 10:96-97 describes the two-fold function of God’s

word in relation to those who resist it. The divine word both affords an opportunity for

becoming a servant of God, as described above, and then becomes a word of judgment
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that is effected against those who resist it: “Those against whom the word of your Lord
has proved true do not have faith, even if every sign came to them, until they see the
painful punishment.” Surah 11:118-119 issues an equally dire warning, this time
associating the word of God with a judgment directed not at those who lack faith, but at
those who are committed to disputing with one another. By being more concerned with
disputation than anything else, these evildoers have made impossible the achievement of
unity among humankind. The word of God is here represented as a primordial judgment
against such people:

If your Lord had willed, He could have made the people into a single
united community; yet they will not stop disputing [with one another],
except for those upon whom your Lord had mercy. And it was for this that
He created them, and the word of your Lord is fulfilled: “I will fill Hell
with the jinns'' and humankind together.”
Surah 40:5-6 compares the unbelievers of Muhammad’s time with those of previous
generations who resisted the message of the various prophets sent to them, and asserts
that the primordial judgment described in the passage above has already been
accomplished upon them:
... Every people planned to take hold of the prophet sent to them, and
quarreled vainly in order to refute the truth, yet / took hold of them, and
what consequences! In this way was the word of your Lord proved true
upon those who did not believe: they are associates of the Fire.

Thus the author of /7 tar/ir had a rather rich body of Qur’anic uses and

connotations of the terms kalimah, kalimat, and kalam to draw upon in his own use of the

" The jinns, from which comes the English term genie, are a class of spiritual beings mentioned several
times in the Qur’an. They are not to be identified precisely with angels and are described in the
Encyclopedia of the Qur’an as “a category of created beings believed to possess powers for evil and for
good.” The Qur’anic treatment of the jinns reduced them considerably from the power they were accorded
in pre-Islamic Arab folklore. The Encyclopedia of the Qur’an (Leiden: Brill), 2003, vol. 3, 43-49.
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term “Word of God” as an appellation of the second Person of the Trinity. As noted
above, there are three different passages in the Qur’an that use the term “word” in
reference to Jesus, and perhaps most importantly, no other person is described in the
Qur’an as being a “word from God.” It is certainly true that the Qur’anic text nowhere
associates the various other uses of the term ka/imah described above with the person of
Jesus. Furthermore, since the various surahs of the Qur’an are not presented in any
chronological or thematic order, but simply according to their respective lengths, it is
impossible to trace any development of the Qur’anic usage of the word group
kalimal/kalimat kalam, in the way that one might trace the way in which the Old
Testament phrase “word of the Lord” may have influenced the use of Logos in the
Johannine literature of the New Testament. Yet the lack of obviously systematic use of
these terms should not obviate the point here addressed. As previously described, the
author of the present treatise seems to have deeply imbibed Qur’anic terminology, such
that the apologetical opportunity presented by the various resonances of kalimah, kalimat,
and kalam in the Qur’an was not lost on him. If, indeed, according to the Qur’an, Jesus
(and no one else) is a “word from God,” then the other Qur’anic senses of this term are
by no means irrelevant.

The use of “Spirit” in the Qur’an
Equally important for the task at hand is the Qur’anic use of the term “spirit.” In
some cases, the Qur’anic use of this term clearly refers to angels.' In other cases, the text

uses the expression “My spirit” or “His spirit” in reference to God, but in the context of

12 See, for example, surahs 19:17 and 78:38.
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God’s creation of the first man as a living being: “He formed him, and breathed into him

from His spiri‘[.”13

Beyond these two categories of use, however, there are several other
Qur’anic usages of “spirit” in reference to God that must have been intriguing for the
author at hand, some of which he even quotes or strongly alludes to, as will be shown
later.

There is a group of three passages that speak of Jesus having been “supported
with the Holy Spirit.” The first reference appears in a verse (2:87) that condemns the
historical response to messengers sent by God:

We gave Moses the Book, and sent messengers after him. We gave Jesus,

the son of Mary, clear proofs and supported him with the Holy Spirit. Is it

not the case that when a messenger comes to you with what you

yourselves do not like, you become haughty, then a part of them you

accuse of being liars, and another part of them you kill?

In a somewhat similar verse much later in this long surah (2:253), the text commemorates
the favors bestowed by God on various messengers and then singles Jesus out for
particular recognition, using the same terminology as the verse above: “We preferred
some of those messengers over others; among them were some to whom God spoke, and
others, We exalted to greater rank. We gave clear proofs to Jesus, son of Mary, and
supported him with the Holy Spirit....” Elsewhere in the Qur’an (surah 5:110), Jesus is
represented as being addressed by God on the Day of Judgment, and once again the same
terminology that appears in the two passages above is used:

Some day God will gather the messengers, and will say to them: “What

was the reply that you received?” ... Then God will say: “O Jesus, son of

Mary, recall my favor toward you and your mother, as I supported you
with the Holy Spirit, so that you addressed the people in infancy and in

13 Surah 32:9; see also 15:28-29 and 38:72.
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maturity, and as I taught you the Book and the Wisdom, and the Law and

the Gospel; and as you create out of clay the shape of a bird, by My

permission, and you breathe into it, and it becomes a bird, by My

permission, and heal the blind and the lepers, by My permission, and as

you raise the dead, by My permission; and as I held back the Children of

Israel from you when you gave to them clear proofs, but those who did not

believe said, “This is nothing other than obvious sorcery!”
Just as the Qur’an refers to no person other than Jesus by the term “word,” so no other
prophet is described as having been “supported by the Holy Spirit.” Equally striking for
the author of /7 tatlir is the fact that this third reference is followed immediately by
descriptions of Jesus breathing life into a bird made out of clay'*, performing miraculous
healings, and even raising the dead. More will be said about this later, but for now it
should be noted that this passage combines the unique reference to Jesus having been
“supported by the Holy Spirit” with the exercise of life-giving or life-restoring powers, a
link that will play a key role in the apologetical strategy of the author being considered.

In addition to the three passages just described, there are two other Qur’anic
passages that describe the spirit of God as having played a unique role in the conception
of Jesus. Surah 21, entitled “The Prophets,” consists in part of a recitation of God’s
interaction with various prophets and the virtues they demonstrated. Verse 91 of this
surah says: “And [there was] she who remained chaste: so We breathed into her from our

Spirit, and We made her and her son a sign to all creation.” A second passage that uses

very similar terminology is found in surah 66. This surah ends with a set of verses (10-

' This passage appears to have been influenced by the so-called “Infancy Gospel of Thomas,” or by an oral
tradition about Jesus that either preceded and inspired this apocryphal gospel, or that developed from it. In
the Infancy Gospel, the child Jesus is criticized for forming sparrows out of clay on the Sabbath; he
responds by clapping his hands and commanding the birds to come to life, whereupon they fly away. See
Reidar Aasgaard, The Childhood of Jesus: Decoding the Apocryphal Infancy Gospel of Thomas (Eugene,
OR: Cascade Books), 2009, and J. K. Elliott, The Apocryphal New Testament: A Collection of Apocryphal
Christian Literature in an English Translation (Oxford: University Press), 2005.
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12) that contrast two faithless women (the wives of Noah and Lot) with two faithful
women (the wife of one of the Pharaohs, and Mary). Verse 12 describes Mary thus:
“Mary, the daughter of ‘Imran, she who remained chaste, so We breathed into her body
from our Spirit, and she believed in the words of her Lord and His Books, and she was
one of the obedient ones.”

Another group of Qur’anic passages describe a special role for the Spirit in
bringing revelation to humankind. One of these passages is particularly noteworthy
because the text of /7 tatlit strongly alludes to it. Surah 16:101-102 reads:

When we substitute one sign in place of another (and God knows what He

sends down), they say, ‘You are an inventor,” but most of them do not

know. Say: the Holy Spirit brought it down from your Lord in truth, in

order to establish those who have faith, and as a guide and glad tidings to

those who submit [to God].

The author of F7 tatlit was at least somewhat cognizant of this passage, because he
misquotes the latter portion of it as “the Holy [Spirit] has brought it down a mercy and
guidance from thy Lord.”"” Surah 40:15 shows that this coming down of the Spirit with
guidance is no one-time event, but something that takes place in various times and places:
“The One exalted above all ranks, Lord of the throne: by His decree He sends the Spirit
upon those among His servants whom He wills, to warn of the Day of Meeting.”
Terminology similar to both of these passages is found in surah 42:51-52, which teaches

that some form of mediation is necessary for divine revelation. The term “spirit” is used

here to indicate the means by which revelation comes down:

15 Gibson, 5; “tanazaluhu rih al-quds min Rabbak rihmah wa hada”
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It was not given to any human being that God speak to him, except by

inspiration, or from behind a veil, or by sending a messenger for the

revelation, by God’s permission, of what God wills. For He is exalted and

wise. And in this way We have inspired you, by Our decree, with a Spirit.

You did not know what the Book was, nor what faith was. But We have

made it a light, by which to guide those among our servants whom We

will....
This passage is linguistically somewhat complex, and the various existing translations of
the Qur’an do not agree on its exact rendering.'® The translation given here is
intentionally literal in order to make clear the use of the term “Spirit” in the passage.
Since the point at stake is how the terminology of the Qur’an was mined for the “raw
material” of the Christian apologetical response, it would be mistaken to take one’s cue
from latter-day translations that may themselves be at pains to avoid terminology that has
been used by Christian apologists.

There is another passage in the Qur’an that uses the term “spirit” in reference to
God in a way that is different from any other Qur’anic use. Surah 58:22 declares that:

You cannot find a people that believe in God and the Last Day, being on

friendly terms with those who turn aside from God and his messengers,

even if they were their fathers or their sons or their brothers or their fellow

clansmen. For such as those, [God] has written faith in their hearts, and

supported them with a Spirit from Himself....
The terminology of this last phrase differs from the description of Jesus having been

supported only by the substitution of the phrase “a Spirit from Himself” for the phrase

“the Holy Spirit.” This is the only Qur’anic reference to anyone other than Jesus being

' E.g., Pickthall translates the first part of verse 22 as “We inspired in Thee (Muhammad) a Spirit of our
command,” while Shakir introduces even more of an interpretive gloss by rendering the same phrase as
“thus did We reveal to you an inspired book by Our command.” See Muhammad M. Pickthall, The
Glorious Qur’an: Text and Explanatory Translation (New York: Tahrike Tarsile Qur’an, 1999) and M. H.
Shakir, The Qur’an (New York: Tahrike Tarsile Qur’an, 1999).
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supported by God’s Spirit, and upon careful examination of the text, the two references
are somewhat different. The passages previously described associated the support of
Jesus by the Holy Spirit with his production of “clear proofs,” specifically the life-giving
or life-restoring miracles. Those passages also, given their context, associate the support
of Jesus by the Holy Spirit with his special status as a messenger of God. The present
passage seems to be in a different category, since it speaks of faithful people being
supported by a “Spirit from God” not in relation to any special role or ministry, but as a
special gift protecting them from defection due to natural ties of kinship and affection.

In summary, the use of the term “Spirit” in the Qur’an is by no means systematic
or perfectly consistent. But there were a number of uses that were directly relevant for the
project of casting Trinitarian theology in Qur’anic terms. The text of the Qur’an seems to
associate God’s Spirit with Jesus in a unique way, since no other prophet is said to have
been “supported by the Holy Spirit,” and since this support is particularly associated with
the life-giving or life-restoring miracles of Jesus. Additionally, the Qur’an associates
God’s Spirit with the conception of Jesus in a way that also seems unique, since through
it Jesus and his mother became “a sign for all creation.” Lastly, the Qur’anic text seems
to assign to God’s Spirit the double role of bringing about or mediating divine revelation
and then supporting those who believe in that revelation in such a way that they are made
able to transcend their natural ties of affection in order to be faithful.

The Uses of “Word” and “Spirit” in Fr tatlit
When the text of Frtadit is analyzed carefully, it becomes clear that the author of

the treatise strove to use the terms “Word” and “Spirit” in ways that would be consistent
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with traditional Christian Trinitarian theology, and yet would also hew closely to the
Qur’anic uses of these terms described above. As described above, the Qur’an repeatedly
suggests that the Word of God participates in the divine attributes of unboundedness and
immutability, which in turn suggest the quality of eternality. Although the question of the
eternality of God’s Word was a matter yet to be completely settled in Islamic theology,
the presence of these texts was sufficient for the author of Frtadit to seize upon this
aspect of the Qur’an and make it a key part of his presentation. By the time of his writing,
of course, the co-eternality of the Persons of the Trinity was undisputed Christian
doctrine, so this was perhaps the easiest aspect of two traditions to correlate.

The author’s first representation of the Word of God as participating in the divine
attribute of eternality comes early in the treatise, as he describes the creation of the
universe as an action that God accomplished through His Word and the animating power
of His Spirit:

It is written also in the beginning of the Law, which God sent down to His

prophet Moses on Mount Sinai, “In the beginning God created the heavens

and the earth.” Then he said, “The Spirit of God was upon the waters.”

Then He said, by His Word, “Let there be light”; and there was light....

Then He said, “Let us create man after our own image and likeness.” So

God shewed in the beginning of the book which He sent down to His

prophet Moses, that God and His Word and His Spirit are one God, and

that God ... created all things, and gave life to all things by His Word and

His Spirit. We do not say three Gods ... but we say that God and His
Word and His Spirit are one God and one Creator.'”

17 Gibson 3-4; “ Wa maktab aidan i ras al-tatiraah alatt anzalaha Allah ‘ala Misa nabihi £ tir Sina: badi
kalaga Allah al-sama wa al-ard tum qal rizh Allah kan ala al-miaah. Tum qgal bi-kalimatihi yakan nar
fakan nar.... Tum qal naklag ansan ‘ala sibhuna wa tamtaluna faqad bina Allah ft awal kitab anzalahu

ala nabihi Misa an Allah wa kalimatihi wa rahhi alah wahid wa an Allah ... kalaga kul saf wa ahia kul
saf bi-kalimatihi wa rahhi wa lasna naqil talatah alaha ... walakina nagil an Allah wa kalimatihi wa rahhi
alah wahid wa kaliq wahid.”
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As is typical with this author, he succinctly accomplishes several things in this short
passage. By referring to Moses as a “prophet,” he subtly invokes the prophetology of the
Qur’an and joins this usage with the Qur’anic image of a book being “sent down” from
God to His messenger. He is also careful to include the line in which God speaks in the
plural, “Let us create,” which later in the treatise he will align with the similar Qur’anic
usage. Not only does the author speak of God creating by means of His Word and His
Spirit; he boldly proclaims that God, His Word, and His Spirit are “one Creator.” This is
a key consideration because, later in the treatise, the author is keen to show that this
unique attribute of God, the ability to create, was resident in His Word even after that
Word appeared on the earth in the person of Jesus Christ.

Shortly after this passage, the author of /7 tat/it addresses this issue of the
eternality of the Word of God, and simultaneously takes up one of the main points on
which the Qur’an seems explicitly to oppose Christian doctrine — the concept that God
could beget. He writes:

We do not say that God begat His Word as any man begets; God forbid!

but we say that the Father begat His Word as the Sun begets rays, and as

the mind begets the word, and as the fire begets heat; none of these things

existed before what was begotten of them. God ... never existed without

Word and Spirit, but God was ever in His Word and His Spirit; His Word

and His Spirit were with God and in God before He made the creatures.

We do not say how this is. Verily everything relating to God is majesty
and might...."®

'8 Gibson 5; “Wa lasna naqil an Allah walada kalamatihi kama yalad ahid min al-nas, m‘aad Allah:
walakina naqil an al-Ab walada kalamatihi kama talad al-sams al-§‘aa‘a wa kama yalad al-‘aql al-kalimah
wa kama talad al-nar al-sakanah. Lam yakun saf min hawala qabal aladi walada minhu. Wa lam yakun
Allah ... din kalimah wa rah walakin Allah mundu qgat bi-kalimatihi wa rithhi wa kanat kalimatihi wa
rithhi and Allah wa bi-llah gabal an yaklaqga al-kalarq. La naqal kait yakin dalak fa-an kul saf min amr
Allah ‘azmah wa jabriah....”
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In drawing upon these classical metaphors for the Trinity, familiar to any student of
patristic theology, the author of 77 tat/ir applies them to the specific question at hand, the
relationship between God and His Word. As already shown, the Qur’anic data is fraught
with the tension between the absolute uniqueness of God and the apparent eternality of
His Word, with the result that the Muslim is put upon the horns of a theological dilemma:
whether to posit at least two eternally existing entities, and if not, what to make of the
Qur’anic terminology. The author at hand is able to draw upon both this inherent tension
in Islamic theology and the traditional Christian metaphors for Trinitarian life and draw
his ringing conclusion: God exists eternally with and in His Word. Furthermore, in an
impressive rhetorical flourish, he asserts that the obscurity of this way of existing is based
in the very fact that he is talking about God. Since “everything relating to God is majesty
and might,” one should not be surprised at a conclusion that affirms both the Qur’anic
data and the traditional Christian language, and yet is not completely comprehensible.
The reason this way of arguing is so impressive is that the author manages to turn an
Islamic way of thinking about God into a tool for his apologetical strategy. The Qur’anic
emphasis that God is completely apart from and different from His creation means that
we should not be surprised if we must conclude that His mode of existence is something
quite unfamiliar to us. While the Muslim may assert that God does not beget because He
is beyond such human ways of acting, the author of /7 tat/ir argues that this very
“otherness” of God means that perhaps He “begets” eternally in a way that human beings

can only dimly understand by way of analogy. As will be shown later, other Arabophone
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Christian authors take a similar approach to the Qur’anic objection to begetting with
reference to God.

Much later in the treatise, the author returns to this question of the eternality of
God’s Word and applies it more explicitly to the person of Jesus Christ. Returning again
to the supposedly agreed-upon common source for Muslims and Christians, the Old
Testament prophets, the author of F7 tat/it quotes Isaiah:

Isaiah also prophesied by the Holy Ghost about the birth of the Christ,

saying, “A Maiden shall be with child, and shall bear a son and He shall

be called Emmanuel, the interpretation of which is ‘Our God with us.””

The Maiden is the Virgin who is of the race of Adam. She gave birth to

the Christ, Emmanuel, God of God, and mercy to His creatures. We do not

hear of one man from Adam till this our day who was called “God with

us” or who was called the Word of God. He was born of a Virgin without

any man touching her."”
Here the author very cleverly connects the Old Testament prophecy with the Qur’anic
terminology about Jesus. Having already explored the idea that God exists eternally in
and with His Word, he is able to present this prophecy as the link connecting God’s
presence in His Word, the virgin birth (an event affirmed by the text of the Qur’an), and
the Qur’anic description of Jesus as “a word from God.” His implicit argument runs thus:
there is only one person in biblical tradition who is considered Emmanuel, “God with

us.” Similarly, there is only one person referred to by the text of the Qur’an as a “word

from God,” and it is the same person, Jesus Christ. Since God exists eternally in and with

¥ Gibson 18; “Wa tanba As‘aia ardan bi-riih al-gadas ‘ala milad al-masth wa qal al-batal yakiin li-ha habal
wa talad ibnan wa yusma ‘Amanwil tarjamatithi mana Alahuna. Fa-al-batil hia al-adran alatt hia min
dartah Adam hia waladat al-masth Amanwil alah min Allah wa rahmah li-kuluquhi. Wa lam nasm a
bi-ahid min al-nas min Adam ila yiimna hada yusma m‘ana Allah aia yusma kalimah Allah. Wa wulida min
adran min gir yamsaha basar.”
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His Word, then, saying that Jesus is a Word from God and saying that He is God-with-us
amount to the same thing.

The treatise at hand also draws upon the second Qur’anic characterization of the
Word of God; namely, that it establishes a relationship between God and humankind.
This concept is a particularly easy one for the author to appropriate from Islam and apply
to Christian theology, of course, since the existence of the Logos Christology meant that
a very similar understanding of God’s word was already present in Christian doctrine. In
drawing upon this idea common to the two traditions, the author draws a contrast
between the salvific power of God’s word as present in the preaching of the prophets, and
the power of God’s Word incarnate in the person of Jesus Christ. By drawing this
contrast, he is able both to draw upon the common wellspring of prophetic teaching, and
to issue an implicit critique of Islam, since Islam was dependent on the preaching of
another prophet, rather than the more powerful and efficacious action of God’s Word
present in person. He writes:

The work of Satan and his error appeared in every nation and every

people. They worshipped fire and images and beasts and trees, and served

living things and sea-monsters and every beast of the earth. God was not

content with this for His creatures.... When the prophets of God saw this,

that the children of Adam were lost, and that the Devil had conquered

them, and that no man could save the race of Adam from error and

destruction, the prophets and apostles of God entreated God and asked

Him to come down to His creatures and His servants, and to preside in His
mercy over their salvation from the error of the Devil.*

2 Gibson 10, “Wa zahara amal Iblfs wa dalalathi ff kul aumah wa kul gaam. wa ‘abadia al-nar wa al-
asnam wa al-daab wa al-basar wa ‘abdiaa al-hiwan wa al-hitan wa kul daab al-ard. Fa-lam yurda Allah
hada li-kuluquhi.... Falama rar dalak anbia Allah an bant Adam qud halakiia waqad galaba ‘althum

al-sitan wa lam yastat a ahid min al-nas an yaklas dariah Adam min al-dalalah wa al-halkah ragaba anbia
Allah wa rusulubu 112 Allah wa salih an yanzal 112 kuluquhu wa abaduhu fa-yatila bi-rahmatihi kalasuhum
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Immediately following this passage, the author quotes or paraphrases Is 64:1, Ps 80:1, Ps
107:20, Hab 2:3, Ps 118:26-27, and Ps 50:3, and argues that each of these Old Testament
passages refers to the coming of God the Word in the person of Jesus Christ.

In this passage, the author appeals to a particularly Islamic description of the
condition of humankind before being redeemed. The problem as described here is not
violence or lack of charity among men, nor an interior tendency to sin. Rather, the
problem to be solved consists essentially in the fact that human beings have been duped
into worshipping all manner of created things, the singular evil that Islamic tradition
came to describe as sirk, the “association” of created things with divinity.*' By describing
the human need met by Christ in this way, the author has subtly aligned the mission of
Christ with the Qur’anic concept of how the Word of God establishes a relationship
between God and humankind. According to the Qur’an, the Word of God establishes a
saving relationship by leading human beings to the worship of the one true God. For the
author of F7 tatlir, the Word of God as present in the preaching of the prophets did not
accomplish this, for the prophets themselves both begged God to come in person and
declared that He would do so. Furthermore, by the selection of the particular prophetic
passages that the author uses, he is making an implicit argument for understanding the

Word to be divine; while most of the passages used refer to God himself coming, Ps

= 9

min dalalah al-sitan.” 1t should be noted that the use of “apostles” in Gibson’s translation should not be
taken to refer to Christ’s apostles, which would render the usage anachronistic. She has simply translated
the Arabic term rusu/ (the “sent ones” of God) by its familiar Greek equivalent.

2! The term sirk does not appear in the Qur’an, but forms of the verb from which it is taken, saraka, appear
many times in the Qur’anic text to describe idolatry.
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107:20 refers to the entity that comes to achieve salvation as God’s Word. By asserting
that “no man could save the race of Adam from error and destruction,” the author
simultaneously affirms the Qur’anic principle that only the Word of God can establish the
salvific relationship between God and man, and implicitly critiques Islamic soteriology.
Since the preaching of the prophets was insufficient to turn the tide of human idolatry,
and since the Qur’an claims to reaffirm and continue the prophetic mission, the author
seems to argue, how could simply following the Qur’an be salvific? For the author of Fr
tadi, the Word of God had to come in person, and this was accomplished by the
appearance on earth of Jesus Christ.

A bit later in the treatise, the author introduces terminology that is more explicitly
Christian to align the saving mission of Christ with the Qur’anic understanding of the
Word of God. He begins to write of the work of Christ in terms of mediation, while
coupling this concept with a specifically Qur’anic characterization of how this mediation
is achieved.

The Christ is Mediator between us and God; [He is] God of God and [He

i1s] Man. Men could not have looked towards God and lived. God willed

mercy to His creatures and honour to them, and the Christ was between us

and God, the God of God, and a Man, the judge of men by their deeds.

Thus God was veiled in a Man without sin, and shewed us mercy in the
Christ, and brought us near to Him.*

** Gibson 13, “Wa al-Masth hia al-wasit bmuna wa bin Allah alahan min Allah wa ansan. Lam yakun
yastatTa al-nas yanzaran ila Allah wa yahian. Fa-arad Allah rahmah bi-kuluguhu wa karamah lahum. Fa-
kan al-Masth bimuna wa bin Allah alahan min Allah wa ansan al-dian li-Inas bi-a‘amalihum. Fa-la-dalak
ahtajaba Allah bi-ansan min Gir katiah fa-rahamana bi-al-Masth wa garabana ilthi.”
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By asserting that “men could not have looked towards God and lived,” the author brings
together the Old Testament terror of looking upon the divine” with the typically Qur’anic
characterization of God as wholly apart from His creation. As described earlier, the veil is
a Qur’anic usage having to do with how God speaks to a human being. Here once again
the author of F7 tatlir appropriates this image and applies it to the humanity of Christ. So
in his typically succinct fashion, the author has brought together three distinct elements of
terminology or imagery: that of mediation, taken from the Christian tradition; that of the
impossibility of a human being looking directly upon God and surviving, a notion
common to the two traditions; and the idea of the Word of God addressing humankind
from behind a veil, taken from the Qur’an. By his close alignment of these disparate
elements of expression, the author is able to speak about the saving work of Christ in a
way that is faithful to Christian tradition and yet aligns with a Qur’anic way of
understanding how the Word of God establishes a relationship between God and
humanity.

The author returns to this same way of speaking about the salvific work of Christ
later in the treatise, grounding his argument once again in the theoretically common
ground of Old Testament prophecy:

Jeremiah the prophet prophesied ... by the Holy Ghost, saying, “This is

our God, we will worship no God but Him. He knew all the paths of

knowledge, and gave them to Jacob His servant, and to Israel His saint.

After this He looked upon the earth and mixed with the people.” We do

not know that God looked upon the earth or mixed with the people except

when He appeared to us in the Christ, His Word and His Spirit. He veiled

Himself in flesh, He who is not of us. Men saw Him and He mixed with
them. He was God and Man without sin. It was He who knew the paths of

2 See, for example, Gen 32:30, Ex 33:20, and Is 6:5.
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good and of knowledge and of judgment, and who taught them and made
them to spring up to those who follow His command and His word.**

Here the author has chosen to cite a prophecy which combines a very Qur’anic
description of God (the One who knows all things) with a description of God’s action
which is quite unknown and even contrary to the Qur’an (mixing with His creation). The
question which is ever operative behind these prophetic citations, of course, is which
tradition, Christian or Islamic, is the faithful heir of the prophets. The tension between the
two different characterizations of God present in the prophecy (knowing all things and
mixing with His creation) would have been obvious to the Muslim reader. The author
then cleverly uses two different Qur’anic expressions to argue that the tension is resolved
in the person of Jesus Christ. He is the Word of God, communicating the divine
knowledge and thereby establishing the divine-human relationship, and yet this Word
appears to humanity in a way that is in keeping with the Qur’anic principle: the Word of
God is veiled in the flesh of Jesus.

This passage serves as an excellent segue to the third Qur’anic characterization of
the Word of God through which the author of F7 tarlir expresses his Trinitarian doctrine,
namely, that the Word of God guides humanity out of its ignorance and into a right way
of believing and acting. More will be said on this point later, when we turn to the way in

which the author attempts to bridge the soteriological differences between the Qur’anic

** Gibson 28, “Wa tanba Armia al-nabr ... bi-rah al-quds wa qal hada alahuna 1a n‘abad alah girubu.
“Alama kul subul al-alm wa a‘ataha Yaqab abduhu wa Israfl sagthu. Bad hada ala al-ard ara wa al-nas
kalat” Wa 12 n‘alam an Allah ara ali al-ard aii kalat al-nas 112 hin at‘ana bi-al-Masth kalimatihi wa riihhi,
Fa-ahtajaba bi-al-jasad aladr lisa minna. Fa-rahu al-nas wa kalatahum wa kan alah wa ansan min gir katiah.
Wa haa aladr alama subul al-kir wa al- alm wa al-hukum wa a ‘alamahum wa nabatahum [li-man atab a
wastatthi wa qiluhi”
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text and the Christian tradition. For now, the point to note is that the author of /7 tat/it, in
his treatment of Christ’s salvific work, attempts to describe it in a way that is largely
compatible with how the action of the Word of God is described in the Qur’an.

The alignment of Christian doctrine with this particular Qur’anic characterization
of the Word of God begins early in the treatise. In one of his first references to the
salvific mission of Christ, the author writes of God that

He is the Father and the Son and the Holy Ghost, one God and one Lord;

but in the Christ He saved and delivered men. We will shew this also if

God wills, how God sent His Word and His light as mercy and guidance to

men and was gracious to them in Him. There came down to Adam and his

race from heaven no Saviour from Satan and his darkness and his

crror... .25

Taken in the context of the treatise, it is clear that the last line of the passage cited means
that there came no merely human entity with the ability to turn humankind away from its
error. Rather, the Word of God was the only entity that could turn humankind away from
its error and to the worship of God. This is a point on which the two traditions are largely
in agreement, and thus provides the author with a relatively easy way to align the work of
Christ with the Qur’anic data about the Word of God.

Later on in the treatise, the author quotes the prophet Isaiah to support this
characterization of the work of Christ:

He said by the Holy Ghost about the Christ, “There shall come from Zion

the Saviour, and shall turn away error from Jacob.” He also said by the

Holy Ghost, “There shall be also from the root of Jesse [one who] shall
stand as a chief of the nations, and the nations shall trust in Him.” Verily

* Gibson 6-7; “Haa al-Abu wa al-Ibn wa Rah al-Quds alah wahid wa rabb wahid. Ama ft al-masih
fa-kalasa al-nas wa najahum. Fa-sa-anbia dalak an sa Allah kif arsala Allah kalimatihi wa naruhi rahmah
li-Inas wa hadi wa min ‘althum bihi, Wa lam nazala min il-sama kalis li-Adam wa dariatihi min Iblis

wa zalamatihi wa dalalatihr”’
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Jesse begat David the prophet; Mary the good was from the race of David

... and from her was born the Christ, Word and Light of God, on whom

the nations trust; He was their Hope and their Saviour from error. Isaiah

said also by the Holy Ghost, “There is no angel and no intercessor, but the

Lord will come and save us”; because it was more suitable that no angel

and no intercessor could save us, until He appeared to us in the Christ and

saved us, and He led the nations ... and was gracious to them in

guidance.”
The author of 7 tatlit is clearly trying to align the prophetic traditions, the Qur’anic
concept that the Word of God leads humankind out of error and ignorance, and the
mission of Christ. As will be shown later on, the author ultimately realizes that he cannot
limit his description of the work of Christ to leading humankind out of error without
doing damage to the Christian understanding of redemption. Later in the text, he will
attempt to bridge the gap between Christian and Qur’anic soteriology and will skillfully
weave together the concepts of the two. For now it suffices to note that the author
represents the salvific work of Christ as consisting chiefly in leading humankind out of
error concerning God, thus aligning Christ’s ministry with the Qur’anic characterization
of God’s Word.

As presented in the Qur’an, this error consists largely in the commission of

idolatry. The author of 77 tat/ir again aligns prophetic testimony from Isaiah with the idea

%0 Gibson 17; “Qal hi-Riah al-Quds ‘ala al-masth yar min Sahian al-muklas wa yasraf al-dalalah an Y aqib
wa qal aidan bi-Rith al-Quds wa yakin min asal ABT yaqam rafs al-aumum althu yatakalin wa an ABT
hiia walad Daid al-nabr wa Mariam al-tthah min dartah Daid ... wa minha wulida al-masih kalimah Allah
waniruhu aladr althu yatakal al-aumum wa kan rajahum wa kalasuhum min al-dalalah. Wa qal As aia
aidan bi-Rih al-Quds Ia malak wa 13 safia walakin al-Rabb yatr fa-yaklasuna min gjal anahu ahaqga bihi
anahu lam yastat'a malak wa 13 safi‘a an yaklasuna hata atlan ‘a bil-masih wa kalasana wa hada al-aumum
wa tasalata ‘althum....” Regarding the first sentence of this passage, the NRSV renders the relevant phrase
as “he will come ... to those in Jacob who turn from transgression” (Is 59:20). The anonymous author
appears to be working from the Septuagint or from some version of the Old Testament derived from it. The
Masoretic text does not as easily align with his method of argument.
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that the Word of God leads humankind out of error, and applies this concept to the work
of Christ:

Isaiah also prophesied by the Holy Ghost, saying, “Behold, the Lord

sitting upon a light cloud, and He will come to Egypt, and the idols of

Egypt shall be shaken.” The Christ went into Egypt clothed with pure

flesh from Mary whom God purified.... Then He it was who shook the

idols of Egypt and brought to naught the work of the Devil through it, and

led them away from the error of Satan to the truth of God and His

merchandise; and He has made His light to dawn in their hearts. Look,

when was Egypt saved from the worship of idols and the error of Satan,

save when the Christ trod it in His mercy and appeared to them in His

light?*’
Here the text of Isaiah provides the author with an opportunity to align his often-cited
“error of Satan” very specifically with the primary form of sin with which the Qur’an is
concerned; namely, the trespass upon the unique honor due to God that is committed by
the worship of idols. Out of all the many ways that the salvific work of Christ may be
expressed (reconciliation between God and humankind, the demonstration of a perfect
life of justice and charity, vicarious atonement for sin, the giving of the Holy Spirit, etc.),
the author has chosen to express Christ’s work quite narrowly as the vanquishing of idols.
By characterizing the mission of Christ in this way, the author of /7 tat/it accomplishes
two things simultaneously. First, he perfectly aligns what Christ accomplished with the
Qur’anic understanding of what is done by the Word of God; i.e., bringing humankind

out of ignorance and into the worship of the one God. Second, using the same rhetorical

technique noted earlier, he turns on its head the fundamental Muslim objection to

*7 Gibson 23; “ Tabana Asaia aidan bi-Rah al-Quds wa qal hada al-Rabb ga‘ad ‘ala sahab kafitah wa yatr
Misr wa yazalzalu aitan Misr. Faqad dakala al-masih 1la Misr labas jasad tahar min Martam alatt taharaha
Allah.... Tiim hiia aladr zalzala aiitan Misr wa abtala ‘amal al-sttan minha wa hadihum min dalalah Iblis
iz haq Allah wa tajaratihi wa asraga naruhu ff galibuhum. Fa-anzar mata kalasat Misr min ‘abadah al-
aatan wa dalalah Iblis 113 hin wataha al-masth bi-rahmatihi wa atl ahum bi-niruhi?” See Is 19:1.
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Christian doctrine, namely, that the worship of Christ compromises the oneness of God.
Rather than creating an idol in competition to God, he seems to argue, the mission of
Christ overturned the worship of idols — exactly what a careful student of the Qur’anic
text would expect the Word of God to do.

The author also represents the work of Christ in conformity with the fourth
characteristic of the Word of God as represented in the Qur’an, namely, that it is
associated with eschatological judgment. Blending descriptions of the earthly ministry of
Christ and images of his role in judgment, he writes:

He wrought every sign among the children of Israel, and other people, and

rewarded men in wisdom and righteousness. He rewarded those who

believed in Him with everlasting life and the Kingdom of Heaven, and He

rewarded those who rejected Him and did not believe in Him with

contempt and sore punishment. Look how it corresponds with the strength

that is in the works and signs of the Christ which are written in the

Gospel.?®
It is highly noteworthy that this description of Christ’s meting out just desserts to both the
faithful and the faithless is bracketed by references to his “signs.” Few terms could be
more laden with Qur’anic significance than this term, “signs” (a7a). In the conceptual
world of the Qur’an, signs are the guarantee of true prophethood; Jesus in particular was
given by God the ability to “produce clear signs;” the individual verses of the Qur’an are
referred to as “signs;” and finally, the Qur’an itself in its entirety is regarded in Islam as

the sign par excellence of God’s salvific activity in the world. Furthermore, it is the

individual’s response to these signs — faith and submission to God’s will on the one hand,

8 Gibson 25; “Wa amala kul atah fi bunt Israil wa giruhum wa tajaza al-nas bil-hikam wa al-baz._Jaza min
aman brhi hiaah daimah wa malakat al-sama. Wa jaza min kafara bihi wa lam yaman brhi hiab wa ‘adab

alim. Fa-anzar kit walaq bi-quah alati bi-a‘amal al-masth wa aratthi alatr kutiba 11 al-anji.”
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or rejection of the signs (and by extension, of God) on the other hand — that determine his
ultimate destiny. Thus in this passage the author of /7 tat/ir describes the eschatological
role of Jesus in a way that is emphatically Qur’anic. The passage is a kind of word
picture, at the center of which is the Word of God determining the eschatological destiny
of human beings based on their response to him; surrounding the Word are the signs
wrought by him, the response to which become the measure of each person’s standing
before God. It is a passage that is particularly striking in its ability to combine fidelity to
the Christian doctrinal tradition with Qur’anic imagery and language.

As with the term “Word,” the author of F7 tatlit seeks to use the term “Spirit” in a
way that is faithful to Christian orthodoxy and yet aligns with the usage of this term in
the Qur’an. As noted above, one of the Qur’anic characterizations of the Spirit is that it
played a special role in the conception of Jesus Christ, a fact which means that this
conception is taught by the Qur’an, at least implicitly, to be unique in human history.
Drawing upon this aspect of the Qur’anic text, the author of the treatise at hand writes:

He [Habakkuk] prophesied by the Holy Ghost, saying, “God shall come to

Teman, and the Holy One shall be shaded by the wooded mountain.” This

is the plain and healing prophecy, when God shewed by the tongues of His

prophets from what place the Christ should come and from whom He

should be born, when His Word and His light should appear to men.

Verily Teman is Bethlehem, it is on the right hand of the Holy City. The

shady wooded mountain is Mary the Holy, whom God the Holy Ghost

overshadowed, and the power of God rested upon her, as the Archangel

Gabriel said, when Mary said to him, “Whence shall I have a boy, when a

man hath not touched me?”” Gabriel said to her, “The Spirit of God shall

come down upon thee, and the power of God shall rest upon thee.” God

agreed to the saying of His Prophet, and His Angel Gabriel when they say
this saying about the Christ, and their saying is true.”’

% Gibson 29; “ Tanaba bi-Rah al-Quds wa gal Allah min Tinna yatr wa al-Quds min jabal as ar yutizalal
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Obviously building upon the Qur’anic idea that God’s Spirit was uniquely involved in the
conception of Jesus is no great stretch for the author at hand, since this idea is also central
to the Gospel. However, his treatment of the subject is noteworthy. Mary’s question to
the angel as quoted here follows exactly the wording of the Qur’anic text in surah 19:20,
rather than following the text of the New Testament (Lk 1:34). The archangel’s response
as quoted here, however, is not the text found in the following verse of the Qur’an
(19:21), but instead follows closely the text of the Gospel of Luke (Lk 1:35a). It would
appear, then, that the author wanted to draw upon the Qur’anic account, but the response
given by the angel in the Qur’an would not have sufficed to connect the conception of
Jesus with Habakkuk 3:3. Instead of using either the Lucan or the Qur’anic text
straightforwardly, then, the author has skillfully woven together an account using
material from both texts. By doing so, he is able to draw upon the Qur’anic language
concerning Jesus’ conception while at the same time implicitly criticizing the Muslim
understanding of this event. While the text of the Qur’an seems to describe the
conception as an act of special creation (see surah 19:35), the inclusion of the angel’s
response to Mary from Luke’s Gospel suggests that the event is something quite

different. In fact, by using the language of God’s Spirit coming down upon Mary, the

fa-hadahi al-nabwah al-binah al-safiah hin bayana Allah ala al-lasnah anbiahi min ar makan yatr al-masth
wa miman yawalad ad atli a lil-nas kalimatihi wa niaruhi. Fa-an Timna hia Brt al-Lahim wa hia ala yamin
Bit al-Maqgdas. Wa al-jabal al-muzilal al-as ar hia Mariam al-Maqdasah alatt zalalaha Allah Rih al-Quds
wa hal biha giah Allah kama qal Jabril ras al-mulatkah hin qalat lahu Mariam ama yakan If galam wa lam
yamsanf basar. Qal laha Jabril Rah Allah aliki yanzala wa qiiah Allah biki yahal. Fagad wataga Allah qil
nabihi wa mulakuhi Jabril hin yagalan ff al-masith hada al-qial wa qiluhum al-sadaqg.” See Hab 3:3.
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author is able to bring to the reader’s mind the Qur’anic assertion that Jesus was “God’s
Word sent to Mary, and a Spirit from Him” (4:171).

The prophecy from Habakkuk 3:3 as quoted here appears to be taken from an
Arabic text of the Bible based on the Septuagint, since the second half of the verse differs
significantly from the Masoretic text but matches that of the Septuagint. (Since the
identity of the author at hand is unknown, it is also possible that he had the ability to read
Greek and was working directly from some version of the Septuagint and translating the
text given there into Arabic.) As has already been noted, the author’s frequent citation of
Old Testament prophecies is an important element of his overall apologetical strategy. By
citing this material which both the Christian and Muslim traditions claim to affirm, he
implicitly but insistently poses the question of which tradition is faithful to the prophetic
teachings. In this case, he is able to align the prophecy of Habakkuk (at least as rendered
in the text he is using) with the words of Mary as given in the Qur’an and the words of
the Archangel Gabriel from Luke 1:35 to highlight the action of the Holy Spirit in the
conception of Jesus. By doing so, he deftly aligns his treatment of God’s Spirit with a key
element of the Qur’anic characterization of the Spirit, while at the same time calling into
question the Muslim understanding of the conception of Jesus.

Furthermore, it is possible that there is another reason for the author’s particular
selection of Habakkuk 3:3. This is one of the verses that, according to the arguments of
some Muslim apologists, prophesy concerning the advent of Muhammad and the
establishment of Islam. Working from the Masoretic text, a typical translation of this

verse would be, “God came from Teman, and the Holy One from Mount Paran.” Some
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Muslim commentators have seen in these geographic references a description of the
origins of Muhammad in the Arabian Desert and as a result have asserted that this among
other biblical passages prophesies the advent of Islam. If such an assertion were familiar
to the author of /7 tat/it, he may have been particularly keen to incorporate Habakkuk 3:3
into the treatise for two reasons; first, by drawing upon the Septuagint text or an Arabic
version of the Bible based upon it, he could introduce a quite different rendering of this
verse, and second, by connecting the prophecy with both the Lucan and the Qur’anic
accounts of the Annunciation to Mary, he would be able simultaneously to undercut the
idea that the passage prophesies the rise of Islam and to call into question the Muslim
understanding of Jesus’ conception, as described above.

If indeed Habakkuk 3:3 was chosen by the author at hand as a source text because
it was known to him to be used as a Muslim apologetical source, such a usage would be
in parallel to his use of certain Qur’anic passages. We have already noted that he is
particularly concerned to draw upon those texts from the Qur’an that are generally
understood to present the greatest or most explicit challenges to Christian doctrine. In a
similar way, if the hypothesis described here is correct, he would be interested in
incorporating Habakkuk 3:3 into the treatise specifically because it was used as a Muslim
“proof text.”

The author of F7 tat/ir also seeks to align his use of the term “Spirit” with the
second Qur’anic characterization, namely, the representation of the Spirit of God as the
agent of revelation. In a typical passage, the author draws upon Matthew 22:41-46, and

writes:
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And the Christ said to them, “How did the prophet David prophesy by the

Holy Ghost about the Christ, saying, The Lord said unto my Lord, Sit at

my right hand, till I put Thine enemies below Thy footstool? If the Christ

be the Son of David, then how does David call Him Lord?”” The Jews were

perplexed, and answered Him not a word. If the Christ were not God of

God, He would not have dared to make Himself Lord of David, but the

Christ was God of God, He was made flesh of Mary the daughter of

David, for she was of the lineage of David, and therefore He was named

the Christ. God had promised to David His prophet that the Christ should

be of his race. Everything that David the prophet had said happened;

verily he spake by the Holy Ghost, who revealed everything to him.”*
As with the idea that the Holy Spirit was involved in a unique way with the conception of
Jesus, this presentation of the Holy Spirit as the agent of revelation is no great stretch for
the author, given the traditional doctrine of revelation. But other elements of the passage
suggest that he is consciously trying to appropriate this particular characterization of the
Holy Spirit for this apologetical strategy. He uses the term “prophet” in reference to
David three different times, drawing upon an appellation that is certainly given to David
in the Qur’an®' but which is not a biblical title for the Israelite king. In fact, in his usage
of the Gospel of Matthew, the author of F7 ratlir goes so far as to ascribe to Jesus himself

use of the phrase “the prophet David,” even though the text of the gospel does not

support this. Clearly the author is trying to draw upon the prophetology of the Qur’an, an

0 Gibson 16-17, “Fa-gal lahum kif tanaba Daad al-nabr bi-Rah al-Quds 2l al-masth: Qal al-Rabb lirabbr
ajlas yamini hata ad‘a a'‘adaka taht mansab qadamika. Fa-an kan al-masth bin Dauad fa-kif yad aachu Daad
rabban? Fa-t asat al-yahiid wa lam yajawabahu bi-kalimah. Wa lai lam yakun al-masth alah min Allah lam
yajtara an yaj al nafsihi rabban li-Daiid walakin kan al-masth alah min Allah tajasada min Martam bint
Daiid li-anaha kanat min sabat Daiid fa-li-dalak kan yusima al-masth. Wa kan Allah wa ada Daad nabihi
an min dariatika yakin al-masth. Wa kan kul saf takalama Daiid al-nabr anama takalama bi-Riih al-Quds
aladr kan yuht idihi kul sar.”

31 See surahs 17:55 and 21:78.
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important aspect of which is the “Spirit” as the agent of inspiration and revelation, as
described in the discussion of surahs 16, 40, and 42, above.

The description the author gives of the mode of prophecy — that David spoke by
the Holy Spirit, who revealed everything to him — also seems to partake of the immediacy
and directness of the Qur’anic concept of prophethood. With the biblical treatment of
prophecy, the reader often gets the impression that the prophet may have spoken an
utterance with a double-meaning, the full sense of which may have not been immediately
clear even to the prophet himself. In other cases, the prophet seems completely unaware
of the import of his utterance, which may even be at cross purposes with the speaker’s
intent.*” The text of the Qur’an itself is received by Muslims according to a quite
different understanding of the mode of prophecy, in which the prophet consciously and
passively receives the text which is to be proclaimed (and later written down) directly
from God. The author of F7 tatlir seems in this passage to attempt to accommodate
David’s words to this Islamic sense of how divine revelation occurs, in a way similar to
his description of a book having been “sent down” to the “prophet Moses” noted earlier.

In a passage that follows a similar apologetical trajectory, the author of F7 tarli
writes:

The faithful Job also prophesied by the Holy Ghost, saying, “It is the

Spirit of God that hath created me, and in His name He reigns over all; it

is He who hath taught me understanding.” The prophets and saints of God

have shewn that God and His Word and His Spirit established all things
and gave life to all things, and it is not fitting for any one who knows what

32 See, for example, Jer 31:15 as treated in Matt 2:18, or the prophecy of Caiaphas as recounted in John
11:49-51.
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God hath sent down to His prophets, that he should disdain to worship
God and His Word and His Spirit, one God.*

Like David, Job is one of the twenty-five prophets referred to as such in the text of the
Qur’an, and although the author of F7 tat/ir does not explicitly call Job “the prophet,” by
using the closely related verb tanaba, he is clearly fitting Job into the Qur’anic category,
as already done with David. As with the passage from Matthew 22/Psalm 110, the author
notes that Job prophesies “by the Holy Spirit” and once again characterizes the prophetic
mode in a strongly Qur’anic way, speaking of what “God has sent down to His prophets.”
Moreover, this passage from £7 tat/it deftly ties together two different characterizations of
the Holy Spirit that are part of the author’s apologetical strategy. As just shown, the
passage appropriates the Qur’anic understanding of revelation by the Holy Spirit and the
closely related Qur’anic understanding of prophethood; additionally, by citing this
particular passage from Job, the author is able to associate with the Spirit the divine
prerogative of giving life. Concern for the power of giving or restoring life as represented
in the Qur’an will serve a key function in the author’s overall apologetical strategy, as
will be demonstrated later. Thus, with his usual concision, the author has connected four
different strands of thought to serve his apologetical objective: the “prophet” Job, a
theoretically common source for both Christians and Muslims; the Qur’anic concept of

revelation, with its emphasis on the role of the Spirit; the theme of life-giving as a divine

3 Gibson 23-24; “ Wa tanaba Ayib al-sadrq aidan bi-Rah al-Quds wa gal Rah al-Rabb aladr kalagant

wa bi-ismuhu malaka kul sai. Hra alati t alamanf al-faham. Faqgad bayana anbia Allah wa asfizhu an Allah
wa kalimatihi wa rithhi 2gam kul saf wa ahia kul saf wa Iisa yanbagt li-ahid y alam ma anzala Allah ala
anbiahi an yastankaf li-y abad Allah wa kalimatihi wa rahhi alah wahid.” The citation from Job is either
misquoted or taken from a variant text. It fits most closely with the Septuagint, but the phrase “in His name
He reigns over all” appears in neither the LXX nor the Masoretic text. See Job 33:4.
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prerogative; and the implicit question running throughout the entire treatise, namely, how
to understand the relationship between God, His Word, and His Spirit.

The author of F7 tat/it also draws upon the remaining Qur’anic characterization of
the Spirit, namely, a special role of supporting believers in such a way as to maintain
their steadfastness in faith. In fact, he uses language similar to that found in surah 58:22
of the Qur’an not only to characterize the action of the Spirit, but also the relationship
between the Word of God and the Spirit of God:

He [Christ] sent to the Apostles the Holy Ghost as He had promised them.

If He were like Adam or like any man, prophet or otherwise, He could not

decree in Heaven, nor could He go up to Heaven and remain on the earth

as Adam remained, and Noah, and Abraham, and Moses and the Prophets

and the Apostles, all of them. But He is the Word and the Light of God,

God of God; He came down from Heaven for the salvation of Adam and

his race from Satan and his error. He went up to Heaven where He had

been in His honour and His dignity, and filled the hearts of men who

believed in Him with strength and the Holy Ghost that they might adore

God and His Word and the Holy Ghost in Heaven and in earth.”

As with so many passages in F7 tatlir, the author here combines a number of different
elements to support his apologetical strategy. Most importantly for the point at hand, he
uses terminology similar to that found in surah 58:22 in order to align the Christian
doctrine of the indwelling of the Holy Spirit with the Qur’anic usage of the term “Spirit.”

This alignment then allows him to inject an implicit critique of the Muslim understanding

of Jesus as one among the prophets, while at the same time presenting a kind of

3* Gibson 14; “Wa arsala ila al-haarfan Rih al-Quds kama wa adahum wa lai kan mitl Adam aa mitl ahid
min al-nas nabran aa giruhu lam yastatia an yaqdr ff al-sama wa 13 yatl a 112 al-sama wa yabqr i al-ard
kama baga Adam wa Nih wa Ibrahim wa Misa wa al-anbia wa al-rusul kuluhum. Walikin kalimah Allah
wa niruhu alah min Allah najala min al-sama bi-kalas Adam wa darfatihi min Iblf wa dalalatihi, Wa sa ada
117 al-sama hit kan fi karamatihi wa salatanihi wa mala qalab al-nas aladin amnuaa bihi giiah wa Rih
al-Quds li-kima yasbah Allah wa kalimatihi wa Rih al-Quds ff al-samawat wa al-ard.”
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“Trinitarian economy” of God’s salvific activity in the world. By mentioning a number of
the “prophets™ affirmed by the Qur’an’’, the author is able to draw a contrast between
them and Jesus, in that only Jesus was able to send the Holy Spirit to indwell his
followers. By using the appellation “Word of God” again here, the author suggests his
Trinitarian economy of salvation: God has sent His Word into the world, and to those
who believe in that Word, Jesus sends the Spirit. This economy, while drawing upon the
Qur’anic usages of “Word” and “Spirit” as has been shown here, also stands in contrast to
the Qur’anic economy, in which the precise relationships between God, His Word, and
His Spirit are left unclear. Besides this entire schema using the terms “Word” and
“Spirit,” the author of /7 tat/it draws on a number of other Qur’anic concepts and terms in
order to pursue his apologetical strategy.
The Authority of God

As was noted earlier, the author of /7 tat/it makes a subtle change of syntax in the
way that he recasts the Trinitarian formula. He does not refer to “God the Word” or “God
the Spirit;” rather, he refers to “God and His Word and His Spirit” (Allah wa
kalimatihi wa rahhi). In doing so, he is not only drawing upon the Qur’anic uses of
“Word” and “Spirit” as shown above, but also upon a Qur’anic principle that one might
call “devolved authority.” Although the primary theological emphasis of the Qur’an is the
complete otherness and transcendence of God, there are a number of passages which use

the formula “God and His x” to indicate that God’s absolute authority has devolved upon

3 See, for example, surahs 2:37, 3:84, 4:125, 7:103-104, 11:25, 19:58, 40:23, and 71:1, among many
similar references.
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some entity so truly and completely that to resist or disobey that entity is to resist and
disobey God.

One such passage is surah 2:285, which says that, “The messenger has faith in
what has been sent down to him from his Lord, and the faithful, each one of them, has
faith in God and His angels and His books and His messengers [bi-Allah wa malaikatihi
wa kutubihi wa rusulihi]...” The construction of his phrase is highly noteworthy, since
the entire string of entities is governed by the preposition bi-, which indicates that the
object of faith is everything which follows: God, His angels, His books, and His
messengers. As previously noted, surah 42:51-52 articulates the Qur’anic principle of
inspiration, in which God speaks to a human being only in a mediated way, through
inspiration, a veil, or a messenger. Taken together, these two passages suggest that the
mediatory agent through which God communicates with the human being is so closely
identified with God’s own authority, that the two cannot be distinguished. Having faith in
God’s word means having faith in the means by which that word is communicated.

A similar passage appears in surah 7 and applies this principle explicitly to
Muhammad himself. Verse 58 of this surah reads:

Say: O people, I am the messenger of God sent to you all, the messenger

of Him to Whom belongs lordship of heaven and earth. There is no god

but He; He gives life and gives death. So have faith in God and his

messenger [ bi-Allah wa rusalihi], the illiterate prophet, who has faith in

God and His words [ bi-Allah wa kalimatihi], and follow him so that you

may be guided.

This verse actually serves as a double-example of the principle here explained, since

Muhammad is described as exercising faith in both God and His words, and the people
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are exhorted to exercise faith in both God and Muhammad. Perhaps the most striking
example of this “devolved authority” is found in surah 33, a surah that is in part
concerned with various practical rules of conduct among Muslim believers. Verse 36 of
this surah teaches that, “It is not appropriate for any faithful man or woman, when God
and His messenger have ruled upon a matter, to have any choice in their matter. Whoever
disobeys God and His messenger certainly goes astray in manifest error.” In this passage,
the verb here translated “ruled upon” has for its subject the phrase “God and His
messenger,” and there is no distinction whatsoever drawn in the text between the
decision-making authority of God and that of His messenger. There is certainly nothing
in the text that would allow for a translation such as “when God has ruled upon a matter
through His messenger,” or anything of that sort. Instead, the text suggests a single
decision-making authority exercised by God and His messenger. Similarly, at the end of
the verse, the person who goes badly astray does so by disobeying “God and His
messenger,” with the text once again making no distinction whatever between disobeying
God and disobeying His messenger.

Clearly the structure of the phrase “God and His Word and His Spirit,” the
Trinitarian formula used most often in F7 tat/it, draws upon these Qur’anic uses of the
formula “God and his x” to denote devolved authority. Having borrowed this structure,
the author connects it with another Qur’anic usage that connotes God’s absolute

authority, namely, the throne of God.
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The Throne of God

In the language of the Qur’an, the throne of God is the ultimate symbol of His
authority. Other than actual names of God expressing divine attributes, the throne (‘arsin
Arabic) is the term most often associated with God’s transcendence. Verses of the Qur’an
that refer to the throne can generally be grouped into three categories. In the first category
are verses that mention God’s throne in reference to His absolute uniqueness and the fact
that there is but one God. In the second are verses that mention God’s throne in the
context of His identity as the Creator of the entire visible universe. As will be shown
later, this is an important association, because the author of F7 rar/it makes a great deal of
the connections between God’s role as Creator, the association of creative powers with
Jesus, and the association of God’s “Word” with the act of creation. In the third category
are a couple of verses that make reference to God’s throne in the context of specifically
denying the idea of God begetting a son.

A typical example of the first category is surah 23:116-117, which proclaims,
“Exalted be God, the King, the Truth. There is no god but He, Lord of the throne of
honor! Whoever calls upon another god, along with God, has no proof for such a thing.
Indeed, his reckoning will be with his Lord....” In a similar passage, Muhammad is
instructed to take consolation in God’s greatness when his preaching is rejected by those
he would like to win to Islam: “So if they turn away, say: God is sufficient for me. There
is no god but He, and in Him I trust. He is Lord of the greatest throne” (surah 9:129). A
typical example of the second category, those passages which associate the throne of God

with His role as Creator, is surah 10:3, which reads, “Truly your Lord is God, who
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created the heavens and the earth in six days, then established Himself upon the throne,
directing affairs....” Surah 57 includes a very similar passage which associates the throne
not only with God’s creative powers, but also with His continuing watchfulness over all
of His creation. Verses 4 and 5 of this surah read:

He is the One who created the heavens and the earth in six days, then

established Himself upon the throne. He knows what enters the earth, and

what comes forth from it, what descends from heaven and what rises up to

it.... Unto Him is the Lordship of the heavens and the earth, and unto Him

are all affairs turned back.
At least one Qur’anic passage combines both of these concepts, the utter uniqueness of
God and His creative power, in conjunction with the throne imagery. Surah 32:4-5 says
that “God is He who created the heavens and the earth, and that which is between them,
in six days; then He established Himself on the throne. There is none besides Him to
support you or intervene for you....”

As mentioned above, there is also a passage in the Qur’an that makes reference to
the throne of God in the context of specifically denying the possibility of God begetting a
son. Surah 43:81-82 reads: “Say: if the Merciful One had a son, then I would be first
among his worshippers. Glorified be the Lord of the heavens and the earth, Lord of the
throne, from what they ascribe to Him!” As shown above, the image of God’s throne is
usually invoked in the Qur’an as a symbol of His creative power, His absolute
uniqueness, or both. In this context, surah 43:81-82 seems to be using the image of the
throne to set up an explicit contrast between the God who was capable of creating and

administering the visible universe, and a God whose nature would admit of begetting.

This contrast suggests two compatible reasons for the importance of the symbol of God’s
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throne for the author of /7 tat/ir. First, and most obviously, this contrast stands as a direct
challenge to Christian Trinitarian doctrine, and therefore must be confronted directly.
Second, as noted previously, using those Qur’anic texts that seem to issue the most
explicit challenges to Christian theology as the raw material for the Christian response
seems to be a key component of this author’s apologetical strategy.

The text of /7 tat/it returns numerous times to the image of God’s throne, using
this image to underscore the relationship among God, His Word, and His Spirit, that is
being presented. After presenting several Old Testament prophecies teaching that God
would come “in person” to save His people®®, the author of F7 tarlit argues that Jesus
Christ is the fulfillment of these prophecies, and uses the image of the throne to explain
how this can be so:

It is He who came down from Heaven a Saviour to His servants. The

throne is not divided, for verily God and His Word and His Spirit are on

the throne, and in every place complete without diminution. The heavens

and the earth and all that is therein are full of His honour.”’

With his usual concision, the author here accomplishes several things. First, he neatly

appropriates Qur’anic terminology and imagery. Not only does he use the term throne

here as the symbol of God’s authority, but he connects it with the term “honor,” as is

36 The prophetic passages cited in this portion of the text include Is 64:1, Ps 80:1-2, Ps 107:20, Hab 2:3
(misquoted), Ps 118:26-27 (also misquoted), and Ps 50:3. Interestingly, this series of citations also includes
the following: “There is no intercessor and no king, but the Lord will come and save us.” This line does not
appear to be taken directly from any Old Testament source, but is similar in terminology to both Is 59:16
and surah 32:4 quoted above. Both F7 tadlir and surah 32:4 use the phrase /a safia (“no intercessor” or “no
one to intervene”). Apparently the author was so deeply immersed in Qur’anic terminology that, when
citing Scripture from memory, he conflated Old Testament and Qur’anic verses.

37 Gibson 10; “wa haa aladr habata min al-sama kalas Ii- abadihi. Wa lam firaq al-‘ars. Fa-an Allah wa
kalimatihi wa ruhhi ala al-ars wa ff kul makan tam 14 yuntagas. Amtalata al-samawat wa al-ard wa ma
fi-hima min karamatihi.”
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done in the Qur’an. Second, building upon the use of the terms “Word” and “Spirit” as
described above, he raises the question of how God can be on the throne and yet His
Word and His Spirit be absent from the throne. In doing so, he takes up the main
Qur’anic argument against Christian doctrine (that Trinitarian doctrine undermines the
oneness of God by associating other entities with Him) and inverts it. If God’s Word and
His Spirit are not upon the throne with him, he implies, then the throne — the Qur’anic
symbol of God’s singular authority — is actually divided. Since in the Qur’an, the throne
is associated not only with God’s creative power, but also with his continuing
administration of the universe, the terminological flourish “the heavens and the earth and
all that is therein” (itself another Qur’anic appropriation), links the image of the throne
with the salvific work of God’s Word. With this adroit combination of terminology, the
author argues that the administration of all things described in the Qur’an is
accomplished in part by the Word having come down to save God’s servants. Finally, by
placing this passage as the conclusion to a series of Old Testament prophecies, the author
implicitly poses the question: which tradition is the legitimate heir and fulfillment of
these prophecies? As mentioned previously, the text of the Qur’an places great stock in
the idea that Islam follows upon and reaffirms the preaching of all true prophets
throughout history, including the prophets of the Old Testament.

A bit later in the text, the author again uses the theme of God’s throne to discuss
God’s salvific activity in the world, and in this passage he combines Qur’anic

terminology with a more explicit Christian soteriological emphasis:
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The Wicked One thought that he would not cease to conquer the race of

Adam and weary them, and that no one could save them from his error. It

pleased God to destroy him and to trample on him by that Man whom he

had tempted and sought to weaken.... God sent from His throne His Word

which is from Himself, and saved the race of Adam and clothed Himself

with this weak conquered Man through Mary the good, whom God chose

from the women of the ages. He was veiled in her, and by that He

destroyed the Evil One, and conquered and subdued him.... He boasts not

over the race of Adam, for it was a terrible grief when God conquered him

by this Man with whom He clothed Himself. If God were to destroy Satan

without clothing Himself with this Man by whom He healed him, Satan

would not have found grief and remorse.*®

The author points out that Christians understand the Word of God to be issued
from God’s throne, the Qur’anic symbol of God’s unique and singular authority. This
emphasis is further intensified by the phrase “from Himself” (mnnhu). If the Word is truly
from God, and issues forth from the throne, then it is not possible to speak of it as
somehow compromising or competing with God’s unique authority. By speaking in this
way about the Word of God coming into the world, the author simultaneously expresses a
Christian understanding of the relationship between the God the Father and God the
Word and posits an implicit challenge to the Islamic critique of Trinitarian doctrine. This
challenge could be stated as: if the Word of God is the an expression of God’s own
authoritative will, and issues from God’s singular and unique authority, in what sense

could devotion to that Word be considered a rival to the unique fidelity that is owed to

God alone?

3 Gibson 11, “Wa zan al-kabit anahu 14 yazal yaghar dariah Adam wa yatabihum wa lisa yastaira Zhad an
vaklasuhum min dalalatihi. Fa-ahiba Allah an yahalakahu wa yatthu bi-hada al-ansan aladr aftana wa
astada afa.... Fa-arsal Allah min arsubu kalimatihu alatt hia minhu, wa kalasa dartah Adam wa labasa hada
al-ansan al-d aif al-maqghiir min Mariam al-tibah alatr astafaha ‘ala nisa al- aalamm. Fa-ahtajab bi-ha wa
ahlaka bi-hu al-sar wa akbatihu wa kabatihu.... La yafiakara ‘ala dariah Adam sadid al-hasarah hin
qaharahu Allah bi-hada al-ansan aladr labasahu. Lai an Allah ahalaka Iblfs min dan an yalbasa hada al-
ansan aladr tabihu bihi, lam yakun Iblis yajad al-hasrah al-nadamah.”
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Also important in this passage is the author’s use of the term “veiled” to describe
the relationship between the Word of God and the humanity of Jesus. The reality of
Jesus’ humanity is emphasized by the reference to “Mary the good,” through whom the
Word of God was veiled in order to come into the world and defeat Satan. This use of the
verb “to be veiled” is significant because it appropriates one of the key terms of the
Qur’anic account of divine revelation and applies it to Jesus. As described above, surah
42:51 teaches that God speaks to humankind only in a mediated or indirect fashion, and
one of the ways this occurs is “through a veil.” As also noted previously, one of the
Qur’anic emphases about the Word of God is that it brings human beings out of their
ignorance and into a right way of acting. By combining the images of the throne, the veil,
and the Word, the author if F7 tat/it is able to align Trinitarian doctrine, particularly the
Christian account of the so-called “economic” Trinity’s activity in the world, with a
thoroughly Qur’anic notion of divine revelation. The Word that came forth from God’s
throne in order to guide human beings had to be veiled in order to be accessible to
humankind, thus the necessity of the humanity of Jesus.

The next passage in which the image of the throne is used seeks to emphasize the
perfect unity of action that exists among the persons of the Trinity, or in the terminology
of F1 tatlir, among God, His Word, and His Spirit. This passage enumerates the various
things that Christ accomplished on the earth, and says that

He taught them to worship God and His Word and His Spirit, one God and

one Lord. He taught that the Christ did not come down from Heaven for

His own salvation, for verily the Word and the Spirit were with God from

all eternity, and the angels adored God and His Word and His Spirit, one
Lord who makes all holy, but He came down a mercy and a salvation to
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Adam and his race from Satan and his error. The throne is not divided

with God. The God of God was in Heaven ordering things and shewing

mercy to His creatures as He willed.*
The emphasis that Christ did not come for his own salvation seems in part a reaction to
the Qur’anic representation of Jesus appearing before God on judgment day and being
judged along with the rest of humankind.* This passage, like so many others in F rasr,
very concisely expresses Christian doctrine — that Christ came to effect the salvation of
others, but was in no need of salvation himself — while posing an implicit challenge to
Islamic belief. For the author of this treatise, the fact that Christ was in need of no
salvation consisted not so much in the fact that he led a sinless human life in perfect
obedience to the Father, but in his very identity as the Word of God, which was with God
from all eternity. Salvation as represented here consists in being with God, and it is not
possible for God to exist without His Word, which is co-eternal with Him. Picking up on
the Qur’anic identity of Jesus as a “Word from God,” already discussed at length above,
the author anticipates a conceptual debate that would later become a critical matter in the
development of Islamic doctrine, namely, whether the Word of God could be considered
eternal. If eternal, then there would appear to be two distinct eternal entities (God and His
Word), which would potentially, from an Islamic point of view, compromise the absolute

oneness of God which is so central to the message of the Qur’an. If, on the other hand,

3 Gibson 12, “wa a alamuhum an ya abadin Allah wa kalimatihu wa rahhu alah wahid wa rabb wahid.
Wa 4alam an al-masih lam yanzal min al-sama li-kalas natsihi lagad kan kalimah wa rih ‘and Allah min
gabal al-dahar. Wa kanat al-mulatkah yasbahiin li-lah wa kalimatihi wa rihhi rabb wahid yugadasa kul
wa-lakinuhu nazala rahmah wa kalas li-Adam wa wa darfatihi min Iblis wa dalalatihi. Wa lam yufiraq al-
ars and Allah. Wa kan alah min Allah ff al-sama yadabara al-amiir wa yarahama kalqah kit yasa.”

40 See surahs 3:55 and 5:109-119.
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the Word of God is considered not-eternal, then the question is raised as to how God
existed from all eternity without His Word, and how that Word came into being at some
point without positing mutability in God.

The last sentence of the passage quoted picks up on one of the themes closely
associated with the Qur’anic usage of the throne image as described above, namely, the
power of God to administer the created world. The author seems to be reacting to an
anticipated Muslim critique that if the Word of God were present on the earth in the
person of Jesus Christ, then this would cause a theological problem. Either the power of
God to oversee and administer the created world would be compromised, or else the
“throne” (the singular and unique power of God) would be divided because God’s
authoritative Word had left the throne and come down to earth. The author of F7 tatlit
anticipates such a criticism and attempts to undermine it with the bold assertion that,
because the throne of God is not divided, the Word of God was simultaneously on earth
in the person of Jesus Christ and in heaven, continuing the divine administration of the
created world. Certainly this is a somewhat different mode of expression than is typically
found in Christian theology, but it would seem to align with the scriptural testimony
about the perfect unity existing between Jesus Christ and God the Father.*' The
conclusion of the passage quoted also uses other Qur’anic terminology to characterize the
actions of Jesus Christ in his perfect union with the throne of God. He is said to have
been “showing mercy ... as He willed,” a combination of verbs that are used many times

in the Qur’an to describe the divine activity.

4 See, for example, John 10:30 and John 14:10-11.
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In the final passage of Fr tat/ir that make use of the throne image, the author is

particularly adamant to assert that the unity of God is a Christian doctrine, and to deny
any suggestion of Christian polytheism:

Say not that we believe in two Gods, or that we say there are two

Lords. God forbid! Verily God is one God and one Lord in His

Word and His Spirit. Nevertheless God inspired His servant and

prophet David and shewed him that the Christ is the Word and the

Light of God when He appeared to men by His grace. Verily He is

God of God, though He has put on flesh. He who obeys Him obeys

God, and he who is disobedient to Him, God will put below His

feet, that men may know that God and His Christ are on a throne
and [have] one honour. Nothing of God is without any other part.*

This passage brings together a number of terms and concepts that the author of has been
using throughout the treatise. As he has done before, he combines the terms throne and
honor, just as the Qur’anic text does, to express the absolutely unique authority of God.
He again invokes the Old Testament prophets, in this case particularly represented by
David, to suggest that only Christian doctrine regarding the relationship between God and
Jesus Christ is faithful to the prophetic tradition, a key point given the Qur’an’s insistence
that its teachings are a reaffirmation of previous authentic prophecy. Although the author
does not here use the terminology of God’s revelation being “veiled,” that idea is called
to mind by his reference to Christ having “put on flesh” in order to “appear to men.”

Finally there is another reference to eschatological judgment which, as demonstrated

above, is associated in the Qur’an with God’s Word. Having woven together these

* Gibson 16, “Wa /a taqil ana niaman bi-alahm au naqal rabbm. Maad Allah. Anama Allah alah wahid
wa rabb wahid bi-kalimatihi wa rithhi. Wa-lakin Allah aahr ila abduhi wa nabihi Daiid wa bayana lahu an
al-masth kalimah Allah wa narubi ad atl‘a li-Inas bi-rahmatihi, Fa-anahu alah min Allah wa an kan labasa

Jasad. Fa-man ata ahu fagad ata‘a Allah wa man ‘asahu fa-Allah ja alahu taht gadamthu li-ya alam al-nas
an Allah wa masthhr i ars wa karamah wahida. Wa Iisa saf min Allah baduhu dian badu.”
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previously used terms and concepts, the author concludes the passage with his coup de
grace, the declaration that “nothing of God is without any other part.” Although the use
of the term “part” in reference to God may be shocking to the Western Christian
accustomed to speaking of God’s absolute simplicity, the author’s point is clear: it is not
possible to imagine some part of God existing in one mode or place, while some other
part of Him exists in another mode or place. Rather, Christians believe that, just as the
Qur’an taught, the Word of God must be veiled in order to be accessible to humankind,
and when this word took the veil of Jesus’ humanity, the perfect unity between God and

His Word was not broken or violated.
The Power to Give or Restore Life

As has been noted earlier, the author of /7 tat/it is also quite interested in the
Qur’anic treatment of some of Jesus’ miracles, particularly with regard to the ability to
give or sustain life. There are two Qur’anic themes which provide the background of this
interest, namely, the unique divine prerogative of creation and the representation of God
as the Giver of sustenance.*’ The text of the Qur’an explicitly sets up a contrast between
the power to create as a key attribute of the one true God and the pretensions of idols. For
example, surah 13:16 reads:

Say: “Who is Lord of the heavens and the earth?” Say: “God.” Say: “Do
you indeed take others than Him, who have no ability for benefit or for

* There are at least sixty-nine Qur’anic passages having to do with God’s unique ability to create, with
God as the provider of sustenance, or combining these two themes. See, for example, 2:21-22, 2:29, 2:57-
60,2:172,2:212, 3:37, 8:27, 5:88, 5:114, 6:2-3, 6:73, 6:101-102, 6:142, 6:151, 7:32, 7:54, 7:160, 8:26,
10:31, 10:59, 10:93, 11:6, 11:88, 13:16, 13:26, 14:32, 15:19-20, 15:28, 15:85-86, 16:3, 16:56, 16:72,
16:114, 17:30-31, 17:70, 17:99, 20:81, 22:34, 23:91, 24:38, 25:2, 25:58-59, 27:60-64, 28:57, 28:82, 29:17,
29:60-62, 30:37-40, 34:24, 34:39, 35:3, 36:81, 39:4, 39:52, 39:62, 40:13, 40:62-67, 41:9, 42:12, 42:19,
42:27,55:14, 45:16, 51:58, 57:4, 59:24, 64:3-4, 67:15, and 67:21.
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harm, even for themselves?” ... Do they make for God partners who have

created even as He has created, so that their creation and His creation

seemed similar to them? Say: “God is the Creator of all things, and He is

the One, the Almighty.”
The Qur’an also links this unique divine attribute of creation with the attribute of
providing sustenance to creatures in general and to humankind in particular. For example,
surah 40:61-64 describes God as follows:

It is God who made the night for you to rest in, and the light of day so that

you may see, for God has favor toward the people; yet most of the people

do not give thanks. Such is God, your Lord, the Creator of all things; there

is no God besides Him.... It is God who made for you the earth as an

abode, and the heavens as a canopy; has formed you, and made your forms

excellent, and provided you with sustenance of good things. Such is God,

your Lord, so glory to God, Lord of all creation.
In addition to describing the power to create as the divine attribute par excellence, and
linking this attribute with that of providing sustenance, the Qur’anic text also draws an
explicit contrast between the ability to create and the quality of begetting. Surah 6:101
says, “Originator of the heavens and the earth! How can there be a son for Him who has
no spouse? He created all things, and He is the One who knows all things.” Surah 25:1-2
almost exactly echoes the same understanding of God: “Glory to Him who sent down
upon His servant the Criterion [i.e., the Qur’an] as a warning to all creation, He to whom
belongs the Lordship of the heavens and the earth. He has taken no son, nor does He have
a partner in His dominion. He created all things and decreed their estimation.”

Against this Qur’anic background, the author of 77 tat/it is keen to take advantage

of the story of the boy Jesus making live birds from clay, as recounted in surah 3:49.
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Citing this ability to create, and linking it with both the provision of sustenance and other
divine prerogatives, the author writes:

You will find in the Coran, “And he spake and created from clay like the

form of a bird, and breathed into it, and lo! it was a bird by permission of

God.” He forgave trespasses, and who forgives trespasses but God? He

satisfied the hungry, and no one does that nor provides food but God. You

will find all this about the Christ in your Book; He gave the Apostles the

Holy Ghost, and gave them authority over devils and over all sickness. No

one gives the Holy Ghost but God, He who breathed into Adam, and lo! he

was a man with a living soul.”**
In this passage the author commits a bit of verbal legerdemain, as he smoothly elides
Qur’anic testimony about Jesus (the creation of the bird) with New Testament references
(forgiving sins, bequeathing the Holy Spirit on the apostles, etc.). Upon careful analysis,
however, it becomes clear that the author is not merely “playing fast and loose” with his
source materials, but creating a dense and tightly interwoven fabric of concepts and
allusions. First, he clearly wants to show that even the Qur’an itself testifies that the
attribute that most perfectly expresses God’s utter uniqueness, the ability to create, was in
some way resident in the person of Jesus. Second, he carefully aligns the description of
the bird’s creation by Jesus with that of Adam by God, calling attention to the parallelism
which exists between the Qur’anic and Old Testament texts. Third, in a way that is not

obvious in translation, he has also associated the giving of the Holy Spirit to the apostles

with these other two texts. Just as the Greek pneuma can be translated either “breath” or

* Gibon 12-13; “Wa antum tajadan f al-Quran wa qgal wa kalaga min al-fm kahiah al-fir fa-nafaka fihi
fa-ada haa tir bi-adan Allah. Wa gafara al-daniib wa man yagfar al-danab ala Allah? Wa ash‘a min aljia‘a
wa Ilisa y‘amal hada wa 1 yarzaq ala Allah. Wa antum tajadiin kuluhu min amar al-masth ff kitabukum wa
aata al-haarrmin Rih al-Quds wa salatahum ‘ali al-statin wa ‘ala kul marad. Wa Iisa yatf Rih al-Quds ala
Allah. Hiia aladr nafaka i Adam fa-ada haa ansan da natas hiah.”
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“spirit” depending upon context, so also the Arabic term rizh can be translated with either
of these terms. Thus the passage can be understood as a kind of tripartite “frame”
consisting of three instances of the breath of life being given (by Jesus to the bird, by
Jesus to the apostles, and by God to Adam), with other expressions of divine prerogative
(forgiving sins, providing sustenance, and power over devils) interwoven on this “frame.”
Furthermore, the frame is so constructed as to refer implicitly to each of the three
“books” given by God as they are mentioned in the Qur’an — the Qur’an itself, the New
Testament/ Anyi, and the Old Testament/ 7aaraah.

The author is probably also drawing upon another Qur’anic story about Jesus
having to do with sustenance. Surah 5:114-115 records a story that must have interested
the author of /7 tatlz, both for its apparent echo of certain gospel themes and for its
relevance on the question of the identity of Jesus. The passage reads:

Lo, the disciples said: “O Jesus, son of Mary, can your Lord send a table

down to us from heaven?” Jesus said: “Fear God, if you are faithful.”

They said: “We want to eat from it, and satisfy our hearts, and know that

you have told us the truth, and to be among the witnesses thereof.” Jesus,

the son of Mary, said: “O God our Lord, send down to us a table from

heaven, that there may be a feast for us, for the first and the last of us, and

a sign from you; and provide sustenance for us, for You are the best

provider of sustenance.” God said: “I will send it down to you, and if

afterward anyone among you does not have faith, I will punish him with a

punishment that I have not applied to anyone in all creation.”

The linkage of the term “sign” with the provision of sustenance in a passage having to do
with Jesus and his disciples brings to mind the gospel story found in John 6:1-25. In this

passage, Jesus miraculously provides food for a crowd of five thousand people from five

barley loaves and two fish. When the crowds later seek him out on the other side of Lake
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Capernaum, Jesus tells them that, “You are looking for me, not because you saw signs,
but because you ate your fill.” It is quite true that the Qur’anic story quoted here makes a
clear distinction between God and Jesus, and presents the miracle as being requested by
Jesus and performed by God, rather than being performed by Jesus directly. Implicit in
the passage, however, is the fact that Jesus was able to obtain from God a miraculous
provision of sustenance that the disciples were not able to obtain directly. For the author
of FI tatlit, the point here would be Qur’anic evidence linking the divine attribute of
providing sustenance closely with Jesus, and doing so in a way that distinguishes the
prayers of Jesus from those of his disciples.

Furthermore, there is a second reason that the Qur’anic passage quoted above
would have been of particular interest to the author of F7 tat/ir. The story of the table from
heaven is followed immediately by a passage that addresses the idea of worshipping
Jesus. Verse 116 reads:

And lo, God said: “O Jesus, son of Mary, did you say to the people, ‘Take

me and my mother as gods, in place of God’?” He said: “Glory to You! It

could not be that I would say what I have not the right to say; and if I had

said it, You would have known. For indeed, You know what is in my soul,

and I do not know what is in Your soul. For You know the hidden things.

For a Christian theologian interested in how the Qur’an treats this attribute of providing
sustenance, it must have seemed that the Qur’anic text itself is rather defensive on this
point. No sooner is Jesus presented as being able to bring about the provision of a table
from heaven in a way the disciples could not, than the text presents him as saying that He

should not be worshipped. Given the near proximity of these two things in the Qur’anic

text, it is not surprising that the author of F7 tat/it lists the provision of sustenance among
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the divine attributes associated with Jesus. Nor could it have been lost on him that verse
116 addresses an attitude about Jesus that would have been unknown among orthodox
Christians, on two counts. First, the passage suggests that whatever worship is directed to
Jesus is a direct replacement for the worship that would otherwise be offered to God.
Second, it suggests that the worship offered to Jesus by Christians is offered equally to
his mother. Thus this surah associates Jesus with the miraculous provision of sustenance,
and then immediately follows up the association with a passage forbidding the worship of
Jesus, but doing so in such terms as any orthodox Christian could affirm and agree with.

This point is significant because the theological goal of the author throughout the
treatise at hand is to affirm Trinitarian doctrine in a way that emphasizes the oneness of
God and is, to the highest degree possible, in keeping with Qur’anic terminology and
concepts. In fact, the author of /7 tatlir sets this whole question of the exercise of the
divine prerogative of creation and sustenance of life in a traditional Christian
interpretation of the biblical creation account. Early in the treatise he writes:

It is written also in the beginning of the Law, which God sent down to His

prophet Moses on Mount Sinai, “In the beginning God created the heavens

and the earth.” Then he said, “The Spirit of God was upon the waters.”

Then He said, by his Word, “Let there be light”; and there was light.... So

God shewed in the beginning of the book which He sent down to His

prophet Moses, that God and His Word and His Spirit are one God, and

that God, may He be blessed and exalted! created all things, and gave life

to all things by His Word and His Spirit. We do not say three Gods..... but

we say that God and His Word and His Spirit are one God and one
Creator.®’

4 Gibson 3-4; “Wa maktab aidan fi ras al-Taaraah alati anzaluha Allah ala Misa nabihi ff Tar Sma badi
kalaga Allah il-sama wa al-ard. Tum gal Rah Allah kan ‘ala al-mizh. Tum qal bi-kalimatihi nar fa-kan
niir.... Fa-qgad bayana Allah fi aal kitab anzaluhu ala nabihi Masa an Allah wa kalimatihi wa rihhi alah
wahid wa an Allah tabarak wa taala kalaga kul sai wa ahia kul saf bi-kalimatihi wa rithhi. Wa lasna naqil
talatah alaha ... walakina naqul an Allah wa kalimatihi wa rahhi alah wahid wa kalig wahid”
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By interpreting the creation account given in Genesis in this Trinitarian fashion, the
author not only grounds his apologetical strategy in the theoretically common ground of
the Mosaic books, but also provides an explanation for the association of the divine
attributes of creation and sustenance of life with Jesus in the Qur’anic text. Having drawn
upon all of the Qur’anic material about the Word of God, as shown above, the author is
able to present Jesus as the creative and life-giving Word through which God’s
distinctive attributes are exercised. The emphasis that God, His Word, and His Spirit are
not only “one God” but also “one Creator” is an implicit challenge to surah 5:116 and its
suggestion that worship directed to Jesus is “in place of” worship of God. How is it, the
author seems to ask, that the Qur’an can represent the giving and sustaining of life as the
divine attributes par excellence, associate them with Jesus, and commend worship of God
but forbid worship of His Word, through which these attributes are exercised?

In conclusion, the anonymous author of F7 tatlit Allah al-wahid called upon a
deeply conversant knowledge of the Qur’an in order to articulate his defense of
Trinitarian doctrine. He interwove biblical material, particularly from the Old Testament,
with the Qur’anic uses of the terms “Word” and “Spirit” to build an argument that only a
Trinitarian understanding of God could make intelligible both the teachings of the
prophets and the expectations of God’s Word and God’s Spirit that could be derived from
the Qur’an. Three aspects of this author’s apologetical technique were to become
standard methodology for the other Arabophone Christian theologians to be considered

here: placing Muslims in the dilemma of either denying Qur’anic language about God or
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else affirming the theological integrity of Trinitarian doctrine; making heavy use of Old
Testament material to implicitly but constantly challenge Muslims as to which religious
tradition could credibly claim to be the theological heir of the prophets; and inverting
Qur’anic “proof texts” and other elements of Islamic discourse, including the ontological

chasm existing between God and His creation, to be the basis of Trinitarian arguments.



Chapter 2: Theodore Abi Qurrah

The texts to be considered next are the writings of Theodore Abu Qurrah, a
Melkite theologian and controversialist of the late eighth and early ninth centuries.
Unfortunately little is known with certainty of the details of Abii Qurrah’s life and career,
because he provides little information about himself and the only third-party references
about the man and his life consist of what John C. Lamoreaux describes as “short notices
in a variety of sources, almost all of which are late and hostile to their subject."' It is
known with some certainty that Theodore served as the Melkite bishop of Haran, a
Mesopotamian city with an astonishingly diverse religious environment, about which
more will be said shortly. Sidney Griffith, Ignace Dick, and a number of other scholars
give credence to the report that Theodore had also been a monk of the famous Judean
monastery of Mar Sabas’, but Lamoreaux considers this to be unlikely and the text from

3 He further suggests that the text

which this tradition is taken to be “naively legendary.
likely confused Abii Qurrah with another Theodore who, like Abii Qurrah, was also from

Edessa. The dates of Theodore’s birth and death are unknown, but the extant references

! John C. Lamoreaux, Theodore Abii Qurrah: Library of the Christian East, Volume I (Provo UT: Brigham
Young University Press, 2005), xii.

* Sidney H. Griffith, The Beginnings of Christian Theology in Arabic (Aldershot UK: Ashgate Publishing
Limited, 2002), 271.

3 Lamoreaux xiii.
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suggest that his career as an apologetical theologian began during the reign of the caliph
al-Mahdi (775-785) and lasted at least until the reign of al-Ma‘min (813-833).

Theodore Abii Qurrah occupies an interesting position in the development of
Arabophone Christian theology, in that the extant texts indicate that he wrote in both
Greek and Arabic. Whereas one of his primary influences, John of Damascus, had written
in Greek although living in the new Muslim empire, and had lived within a Byzantine
ecclesiastical and theological tradition, Theodore Abii Qurrah “wrote in Arabic, with an
eye to the Muslim mutakallimiin [theologians] of Basrah, Kufa, and Baghdad.” Indeed,
the Muslim community seems to have done a better job of preserving Abii Qurrah’s
memory as a theologian than his own Melkite community, since we know of his
participation in both Christian-Muslim debates and internecine Christian controversies in
part from references found in the bibliographical writings of Ibn al-Nadim (tenth century)
and ‘Abd il-Jabbar al-Hamadhani (tenth and early eleventh centuries).® Thus the writings
of Abil Qurrah, together with the anonymous text F7 tathlith considered above, can be
considered the earliest documents attempting to formulate a natively Arabophone
expression of Christian doctrine, in conscious dialogue with the Islamic religious milieu
in which the documents were written.

As mentioned above, the Haran in which Theodore lived, ministered, and wrote

was a place of striking religious diversity. In addition to the Muslim majority, there were

* Griffith, Beginnings, 271.
> Griffith, Beginnings, 272.

® Lamoreaux, xvii.
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representatives of all three of the Arabophone Christian “denominations” — the
Chalcedonian Melkite church, the non-Chalcedonian Jacobite community, and the non-
Chalcedonian Church of the East. Finally, there was even a newly resurgent Neoplatonic
paganism competing for the religious adherence of Haran’s citizens.” Against this
polyglot theological backdrop, Theodore had a number of distinct agendas as an
apologist: the defense of monotheism against paganism, the defense of Christianity
against both Judaism and Islam, and the defense of Chalcedonian Christology against the
non-Chalcedonian doctrinal expressions of both the Jacobite church and the Church of
the East. As a result, he wrote treatises on a wide range of theological topics and directed
to an array of audiences, from broad accounts of how to discern the true faith from
among the variety of religious expressions available in his time and place (e.g., On the
Existence of God and the True Religion and On the Method of the Knowledge of God) to
treatments of quite narrow and specific doctrinal questions (e.g., Letter to David the
Monophysite and On Free Will). Here we will concern ourselves only with those writings
of Theodore Abli Qurrah’s which bear upon the question at hand: the development of an
Arabophone Christian Trinitarian theology which drew upon Qur’anic and Islamic
terminology and concepts. Using the titles by which John C. Lamoreaux has made them
known to the English-speaking world, the relevant treatises include On the Method of the
Knowledge of God, On the Death of Christ, On Our Salvation, Theologus Autodidactus,

and particularly On the Trinity.

" Lamoreaux, xi.
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Abii Qurrah’s Appropriation of Islamic Terminology

The first characteristic to note about these writings of Theodore Abii Qurrah is the
degree to which he has taken pains, like the anonymous author of /7 tatlir, to express
himself in terms that would resonate with a Muslim reader, or even with an Arabophone
non-Muslim who was under the influence of the Muslim religious discourse. A crucial
example is how he frames the question of determining the true religion from among the
many religious traditions competing for the attentions of his intended audience. In the
treatise translated and published by Lamoreaux under the title 7heologus Autodidactus,
Abii Qurrah reviews briefly the teachings and theological emphases of Haran’s
Neoplatonic pagans, the Magians, the Samaritans, the Jews, the Christians, the
Manicheans, the Marcionites, the Bardaisanites, and finally the Muslims. Theodore
represents the Muslims’ response to the teachings of all the previously mentioned groups
as, “Don’t listen to any of those you just met! They’re just a bunch of infidels who

"% By placing the Muslims last in his recounting of the

associate partners with God.
various religious traditions he mentions, and by formulating the Muslim claim about all
the other groups in this way, Theodore gives a central place in his treatise to the Muslim
claim that only Islamic doctrine preserves and honors the oneness of God. Furthermore,
given the theological variety among the groups described, by singling out this allegedly

common trait, Theodore indicates how central to the theological debates of his day were

the issues around the unicity of God.

8 Lamoreaux, 5; the original Arabic is unpublished and unavailable.
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In this same text, Abii Qurrah sets the stage for discerning which religion is true
by postulating what one can presume about the way God would act toward His creation,
given what we know about the divine nature. In other words, he assumes a methodology
in which one examines the natural order, derives from that examination some conclusions
about God’s nature, and then uses those conclusions as the basis for one’s assumptions
about the way that God would go about revealing Himself and His will to humankind. In
describing this procedure, Abu Qurrah casts everything he says in a thoroughly Islamic
conceptual framework:

Because God is kind and generous, when He saw His creation deviating

from the true worship, He would have sent them messengers and a book,

both in order to show them the true worship and to return them to it from

their sins. And yet, there are many messengers and many books, and they

disagree with one another! One of two things must be the case: either not

even one of these messengers has come from God, or there is among them

just one true messenger. Because of what we know about God’s generosity

and about how He cares for His creation, the latter must be the case.’

One can discern even in this short passage at least three key concepts from
Islamic soteriology. First, there is the notion that humankind tends to sink into error
regarding authentic worship and that the main thrust of God’s salvific action in the world
is to bring humankind back to right worship of Himself. As we have already seen in the
previous chapter, this guidance of humankind out of ignorance (Arabic jzhaliah) and into
right worship is one of the primary Qur’anic emphases about the Word of God. Second,
there is the idea that this guidance into right worship is accomplished by the sending of

“messengers and a book.” This terminology immediately calls to mind such Qur’anic

passages as surahs 2:87, 2:285, 5:110, 21:12, 42:52, and 58:22, all of which have already

? Lamoreaux 6; the original Arabic is unpublished and unavailable.
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been quoted above. These passages characterize the salvific action of God in the world as
the sending of messengers, the sending down of a Book, or both. It is significant that a
Christian theologian of Theodore Abu Qurrah’s time, with so many conceptual choices
available to describe the economy of salvation (the offering of sacrifice, the
establishment of communion, the calling of a covenant people, etc) would select these
rather emphatically Qur’anic terms when describing how one would suppose God to act,
based upon what we can discern of His nature. He clearly wants to establish common
ground using explicitly Islamic terms before moving into a more detailed discussion of
how to discern among the various messengers and books purporting to bear God’s self-
revelation.

Abii Qurrah also makes use of the Islamic conceptual framework in his short
treatise On the Characteristics of the True Religion, which is similar in theme and
content to portions of On the Existence of God and the True Religion. He takes the same
strategy in this shorter treatise of arguing that one can discern from the divine attributes
how we might expect God to accomplish His salvific agenda in the world, and then by
comparing the various religious traditions to these conclusions, determine which of them
represents what God actually has done and revealed. In pursuing this line of reasoning,
Abii Qurrah posits three essential characteristic marks of the true faith: first, that it would
be universal, with messengers having been sent to all nations and peoples of the world;
second, that the messengers would be validated by the performance of signs and wonders
(a common assertion among Christian apologists and a sore spot for Muslims, since no

one claimed Muhammad to have been a thaumaturge), and third, that the messengers sent
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by God would deliver their messages in the native tongues of the peoples to whom they
preached. This third characteristic is particularly noteworthy for the purpose at hand:

The third characteristic is that God’s messengers must instruct the nations

to which they are sent in their native tongues, so that those nations might

understand them and receive what they bring. Why is this? If God were

not to give the messengers He sends to human beings the power to address

them in an understandable manner, He would not have a just claim against

them on the day of the resurrection should they declare His messengers

liars and not believe and accept their message. In short, if God were to

punish the nations that did not accept His messengers, notwithstanding

that those messengers had addressed them in an unintelligible fashion, He

would no longer be just.'

While this is a reasonable supposition that fits well into the overall construct of
Abi Qurrah’s argument, it is also a clever way to address a Muslim audience. First, it
aligns his argument with a key aspect of the Islamic understanding of the Qur’an. It will
be remembered that one of the basic tenets of Islam was that the preaching of
Muhammad was no new religion, but simply the same message preached by all of God’s
authentic messengers to the various nations, but this time rendered in the Arabic tongue.
The text of the Qur’an itself emphasizes this point: “The Book that elucidates — We have
made it as a Qur’an in Arabic, in order that you may become wise.”'' Similar statements

are made in surahs 16:102-103 and 20:113, both of which emphasize the clarity and

accessibility of the Arabic in which the Qur’an is rendered."

' Lamoreaux 56; the original Arabic is unpublished and unavailable.
' Surah 43:2-3: “Wa al-kitab al-mubin anja alanahu Qur’anan arabian li- alakum taqilan.”

'2 Surah 16:102-103 says, “The Holy Spirit has brought it down from your Lord, as the Truth to make firm
those who believe.... This is in the clear Arabic tongue; nazalahu riith al-quds min Rabbik bi-al-hag
li-yarbit aladim amnaa.... hada lisan ‘arabrah mubim.” Surah 20:113 says , following a passage about the
Last Judgment, “Therefore we have sent it down, an Arabic Qur’an, and promulgated in it some of the
threats of judgment....; wa kadalik anzalnahu Qur’anan arabian wa sarafna fthi min al-wa ard....”
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Second, Theodore makes this claim while engaged in the project of being one of
the first to write Christian theology in Arabic. So at the same time that he asserts that this
linguistic accessibility is a necessary characteristic mark of the true religion, Theodore by
the very fact of his writing causes Christianity to fit this requirement. This somewhat
ironic stratagem is important to consider, since there is no known Arabic version of the
New Testament or Arabic Christian liturgy prior to Abti Qurrah’s time. This previous
dearth of articulation of the Christian message in Arabic would leave Christianity open to
a charge that it did not possess the third characteristic described by Abii Qurrah, but for
the very project on which he is engaged. Thus the inclusion of this third characteristic
affirms an important Islamic soteriological principle while at the same time obviating the
idea that Christianity was not proclaimed in Arabic.

A final example of Theodore Abii Qurrah’s attempts to use terminology and
concepts that would resonate with Muslims or others under the influence of the
Arabophone Muslim discourse is his use of a Qur’anic image already familiar from its
appearance in F7 tatlit: the throne of God. As we have seen above, the anonymous author
of that treatise used the throne of God, and its importance as a Qur’anic expression of
God’s absolute authority and uniqueness, to pose a dilemma about how God could sit on
the throne, and yet His Word and Spirit be absent from it. Theodore displays his
knowledge of this important Qur’anic image but makes use of it in a somewhat different

apologetical stratagem. In his treatise On Our Salvation", he quotes a number of Old

" Lamoreaux surmises that the texts appearing as the sixth, seventh, and tenth treatises in Constantin
Bacha’s edition of Theodore Aba Qurrah’s writings originally constituted a single treatise and has
published them this way in English with the title On Our Salvation.
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Testament passages referring to God’s presence on the throne, thus linking the Old
Testament and Qur’anic images, and then writes:

I do not suppose that the people of faith will disagree with the prophets

about God’s sitting on a throne. At the same time, none of them can say

that because of His sitting on a throne He is not everywhere in heaven.

Rather, all of us know that God is in every place and that He fills the

whole of heaven, notwithstanding that He shows Himself to His angels in

heaven only from the throne, as well as that it is to that place that the

angels lift praise to God because of His residing there — and they do not do

this in ignorance."*

Abt Qurrah makes use of this image of the throne not to build a case for the
Trinity, as did the author of F7 tat/ir, but instead to defend the doctrine of the Incarnation.
After the foregoing passage, he goes on to build an analogy between the simultaneous
presence of God on the throne and in all places, and the presence of the Son in a human
body while at the same time retaining the divine attribute of infinity. After building his
analogy, Theodore challenges the Muslims directly, although not by name:

How do those who disagree with us deny that God resides in the body that

He took from the pure Virgin Mary, while they say that God sits on the

throne in heaven? It is incumbent on them either not to find fault with such
as those who say this or not to speak like those who find fault."

Although these passages are not directed at developing his Trinitarian doctrine,

they are significant for the immediate question at hand, which is Abt Qurrah’s interest in,

4 Lamoreaux 136-37; “Wa lastu azun an ahdan min ahl al-aiman yuhalifihum fi dalak. Wa la ahad
minhumyaqdar an yaqal an Allah li-jalisuhu ala al-karast 12 yakan ff kul muda min al-sama“ bal n‘alam
kuluna an Allah ff kul al- muda wa n‘alam anuhu mala al-sama ‘ kulha gir anuhu 12 yabda li-Imula katihi
al-sama ‘ila min al-‘arswa ila ma hunak yarfaan al-tamjrd li-lah li-halal Allah fihi wa hum 12 yajhalan.”

15 Lamoreaux 137; “Fa-ma bal al-muhalafin li-na yankaran li-lah al-halil i al-jasad al-man had min
Mariam al-‘adra al-matharah wa hum yaqalan an Allah jalasa ala al-ars ff al-sama‘ Wa qgad kan althum

—

ama an 1a y aibaa mitl aladin yaqilin. Wa ama an 1a yaqalaa mitl aladmn ya aiban.
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and aptitude for, making use of Qur’anic and Islamic concepts and terminology. His
argument demonstrates sufficient familiarity with the text of the Qur’an to borrow from it
an important image, the throne of God, align that image with similar usages from the Old
Testament, and then put it to use in his apologetical strategy. One can almost imagine a
sly smile creasing his face as he wrote the line, “I do not suppose that the people of faith
will disagree with the prophets....” Like the author of /7 tat/it, Theodore implicitly
challenges his Muslim readers about their claim to be the authentic heirs of the
theological and spiritual legacy of the prophets. He even ends the first passage cited
above with a Qur’anic flourish, pointing out that the angels cannot be considered to act in
ignorance, the very term that Muslims used to describe the general state of the world

before the advent of Muhammad’s preaching.
Abu Qurrah’s Position in the Development of Christian Arabic Writings

The second characteristic of Theodore Abti Qurrah’s writings is that he clearly
belongs to the second period of Arabophone Christian apologetical writing as described
by Samir Khalil Samir; namely, the period characterized by a blend of scriptural and
philosophical approaches. On the one hand, he is eager to take the same approach as the
author of F7 tatli, placing his Muslim readers on the horns of a dilemma by using biblical
evidence, especially from the prophets, for the doctrine of the Trinity. For example, in On
Our Salvation, he marshals citations from Genesis, the Psalms, Proverbs, Isaiah, Baruch,

Micah, and Hosea, as well as Matthew, John, and Hebrews, for the idea that Christ was
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divine and co-eternal with God the Father. In a typical passage, he quotes Isaiah 48:12-16
(in a translation that seems derived from the Septuagint) and comments on it thus:

God said through the prophet Isaiah, “Hearken to me, O Jacob, nay, Israel,
whom I called. I am the first and I am forever. My hand laid the
foundation of the earth, and my right hand propped up the heavens; I shall
call them and they will stand together, and all of them will assemble and
hear. Who declared this to them? Because He loved you, the Lord fulfilled
His intention from Babylon, to uproot the seed of the Chaldeans. I spoke, I
called, I am the one who brought this one and prospered her way. Draw
near to me and hear: I have not spoken in secret. From the time it came to
be, I have been there; and the Lord has sent me and His Spirit.” Who is
this one who was the first and forever, who laid the foundation of the earth
and propped up the heavens and called Babylon and established her way;
and now the Lord sent Him and His Spirit? This can only be the eternal
Son, who was sent by the Father and the Holy Spirit, when He became
incarnate and was born of the Virgin Mary.'®

In the treatise On the Trinity, Abii Qurrah takes a similarly scriptural approach,
particularly grounded in Qur’anic terminology about the pre-Islamic scriptures: “We have
already shown you, in this treatise in brief, elsewhere in detail, that everyone must
believe in the gospel, the law of Moses, and the intervening books of the prophets.”'” He
seems at pains here to refer to those scriptures affirmed by Christians in a way that
echoes the Qur’an and emphasizes that they are the theological common ground of

Christians and Muslims. His use of the term a/-anji/ allows him to refer to the New

' Lamoreaux 146; “Qal Allah fi Asaia al-nabr ya Y aqab bal ya Asra il aladr dawatihi. Ana al-awal wa ana
113 al-abd. Wa yadr alatr ausasat al-ard wa yamini alatf salabat al-sama’ ad awahum fa-yanhadan m‘aan

wa yajtam aiun kulhum fa-yasm aiin. Man ghbarhum bi-hada al-Rabb muhabak gada bi-hamatihi min

Babal li-yasta sul zara a al-Haladanmn. Ana galat. Ana dawat. Ana aladr atitu bi-hada wa anjahat tariquha.
Ac]tzzmbﬁa' mini wa asmada ana lam atakalam hufian wa munzu kanit lam azal hunak wa al-Rabb arsalunr
wa Rihhi Fa-man hadd aladr haa al-awal wa ila al-abd aladr asasa al-ard wa salaba al-sama’ wa daa

Babal wa wada a tariquha wa alan al-Rabb arsalahu wa Riahhi ila al-Ibn al-azalt aladr sar rusalan li-1ab wa

=19

l-Rah al-Quds hitu tajasad wa wulida min Mariam al- azra’.

' Lamoreaux 178-79; “Arbatuna lakum fi mimaruna hada bi-al-atjaz wa fi giruhu bi-talhis anuhu gad

—=1 9

wajaba ala wahid an yi’man bi-al-anyil wa namas Misa wa ma binhuma min kutub al-anbia’.
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Testament with a specifically Islamic term, while skirting the issue of the rather different
sense in which this term is used in the Qur’an, as a way to refer to the preaching of Jesus
itself, as opposed to the books written later about His life and teachings. He then goes on
to make the rather bold claim that “these scriptures ... mention the Father as God, the
Son as God, and the Holy Spirit as God. They do not speak of three gods, however, but
warn us sternly to speak of just one God.”'® In the text that follows, Abd Qurrah cites
passages from Genesis, Exodus, the Psalms, Job and Hosea, as well as Matthew, John,
and Romans. In many of the passages taken from the Old Testament, he bases his
argument in the frequent textual ambiguity between “the angel of the Lord” and the
presence of God Himself, apparently interpreting the former as pre-Incarnate appearances
of God the Son.

When dealing with these scriptural proofs, Abii Qurrah takes a rather sly posture
with regard to the status of the Qur’an itself. Without articulating any clear position about
the origin of the Islamic text, he asserts that “both we and you already recognize that all
revealed books forbid us to speak of anything other than one God.”'” Here Abi Qurrah
uses a specifically Islamic way of referring to scripture, in that the word that Lamoreaux
has chosen to translate as “revealed” is actually manuzilah, a word which would be

literally rendered “handed down” or “given down.” This is a Qur’anic term capturing the

18 Lamoreaux 179; “... hazahi al-kutub alatt tazakara an al-Ab alah wa al-Ibn alah wa al-Rih al-Quds alah
[wahid)|. Wa la taqal talatah alaha bal tahzaruna an naqal gir alah wahid.” Lamoreaux’s translation omits
the first appearance of wahid, apparently taking it to be a scribal error. The syntax of the sentence does
indeed work better without it.

" Lamoreaux 179; “Wa nahnu wa antum gad ‘alamna an al-kutub kulha al-manuzilah tanht an yaqal ila
alah wahid.”
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sense by which Muslims believe inspired scripture to be transmitted not just dynamically,
but in a literal word-for-word sense. Besides using terminology about scripture that
would be familiar to a Muslim reader, Abli Qurrah in this passage has referred to
scripture in such a general way that the precise formulation of what constitutes revealed
scripture is put to the side in favor of establishing the common ground: Muslims and
Christians agree that inspired scripture teaches that there is but one God.

It should be noted that Theodore Abti Qurrah seems to have had much less direct
knowledge of the Qur’an than the author of /7 tat/it. Whereas the anonymous author
treated earlier cites the Qur’an often and expresses himself in writing that is virtually
saturated with its concepts and terminology, Abii Qurrah cites it only infrequently and is
much less influenced by its terminology. That said, he was certainly aware of some of the
key Qur’anic claims that were relevant for his purposes. For example, when explaining in
Theologus Autodidactus the different understandings of God presented in the various
religious traditions that he reviews, he zeroes in on a key distinction between Christianity
and Islam, quoting the Qur’an’s assertion in surah 112:2-3 that God is “one, eternal, who

did not beget and was not begotten.”*

This particular selection from the Qur’anic text is
important not only because it shows Abt Qurrah’s awareness of this Islamic emphasis
about the divine nature, but also because the treatment of begetting as an attribute is a key
part of Abt Qurrah’s Trinitarian theology, as will be shown later.

Whereas F7 tatlit was almost purely scriptural in its approach, Abii Qurrah’s

writings make use of both scriptural and philosophical arguments. In fact, his most

20 Lamoreaux, 19.
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important treatise for the subject at hand, On the Trinity, is rather neatly divided into two
parts, with the first presenting arguments for Trinitarian doctrine from the scriptures, and
the second presenting proofs that are purely philosophical in character. Theodore Abii
Qurrah himself explains that these rational proofs are given by God in addition to the
scriptures both for those who faith is too weak to be maintained by scriptural evidence
alone, and as a weapon against those who would otherwise disturb the consciences of
these same weak Christians:

As for the Christians to whom He gave such persuasive arguments, it was

not because those of us who understand the definition of faith needed

rational persuasion, but so that the Holy Spirit might strengthen through

them the weak whose faith is imperfect without some rational and valid

proof to support it and so that he, through what they say, might stone you

with a valid argument, as if with a rock, so as to keep you from disturbing

the church’s children, even as God ordered the stoning of all beasts who

would approach Mount Sinai when He descended on it.”!

Abt Qurrah uses four different philosophical tools in his treatment of Trinitarian
doctrine: an account of how attributes may be discussed; a nuanced understanding of how
number is applied to beings; a set of philosophical terms including person, nature,
essence, and taxonomical categories that he calls “logical names;” and the use of analogy.
Uses of these philosophical tools in relation to Trinitarian doctrine appear primarily in his

treatises On the Death of Christ and On the Trinity. Because his uses of these various

tools are interrelated and mingled in the text, it is not possible to treat them entirely

2! Lamoreaux 179; “Wa anama agna man qgad agn ahu min ahl al-Nasar atiahmin dalak Iisa hajah min
kan mina y aqal had al-aiman 1la ganii‘a al- agal li-d‘am bihi ‘ala yadr hii’la’ min 12 yatam aimanuhu min
ahl al-d af'1la bi-an yasnaduhu b ad burhan yasah bi- agaluhu. Wa li-yarjakum min al-sinatikum [sic;
translation given corrects to al-sinatthim)bi-kalam sahih ka-al-hajarah yakat biha saghakum ‘an abna’

S}

al-kanfsah ka-ma amara Allah an tarjam al-saba a al-danfah min Tir Sina’ az taral althu.”
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separately, but they will be examined here in light of the conceptual distinctions among
them.

In On the Death of Christ, Theodore Abui Qurrah does not address the Trinity as
his primary concern, but his employment of certain philosophical tools is quite relevant to
his Trinitarian doctrine. He begins the treatise by contrasting the way that Christians,
called here “the people of truth” (a/-haqg ahluhu), and others — the people of falsehood or
error (ahl al-baral) — treat attributes, especially attributes that appear to be contradictory
and unable to be predicated of the same being. Regarding the people of truth, he writes
that

... when it is a question of things that contradict unity in different respects,

you will find contradiction in the words of the people of truth and you will

find them saying both “Yes” and “No” of a single thing. This is because

their minds carefully examine things so as to distinguish their different

respects and isolate each for separate examination. Their minds grasp

when a thing has an attribute in one respect and use that attribute to

describe that thing. At the same time, their minds grasp when the same

thing, in another respect, has an attribute at variance with the first. When

they do this, however, they are moved to maintain the first attribute and

not cast it aside.... Their knowledge of the truth of things is broad enough

to encompass them and join all their attributes together.”

In the context of Abii Qurrah’s social and religious milieu, and taking into account the
content of his entire corpus of writings, it is difficult to read this contrast as referring to

anything other than the respective treatments of God’s unicity by Christians and

Muslims. Muslims could appeal to the very sensible argument that what is one cannot

*2 Lamoreaux 109; “Fa-anak gad tajad fi kalam ahl al-haq tadadadan wa tarahim yaqalan n‘am walakin Ia
ala sar wahid wa dalak an ‘aquluhim tashas 1/a al-asia’fa-tamiz anha’ ha wa tajarad kul wahid minha tanza

ruha wa qad tasib alatt lahu safah fi naha min anha’hu fa-tasatahu bi-tilka al-satah wa tasib lahu safah

tahalaf al-aila naha fi Zhar wa bi-ha harakah an tagad ‘ala al-safah al-aila fa-1a tatrahha.... Wa tahaa al-as

— =

13’ marafah hagigatiha watajam a kul safatiha.
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also be three, and vice versa, making it necessary for Christians to make just the
argument that Theodore Abti Qurrah makes here — that one may simultaneously and
without contradiction speak of God as one and as three. Furthermore, in the period during
which Abi Qurrah lived and wrote, with Muslim society rapidly becoming more
interested in falsatah — Greek philosophy — it was very much to the Christian’s advantage
to show not only that his way of speaking about God was not a self-contradiction, but that
it actually demonstrated greater philosophical sophistication than the Muslim account
which, as Abii Qurrah implies, exercised a less nuanced way of predicating attributes.

This concern for giving an account of how attributes should be predicated is
closely connected with the second of Abti Qurrah’s philosophical tools, his nuanced
account of how number should be predicated in relation to beings. Abii Qurrah’s use of
this tool in On the Death of Christ is somewhat complex, since he does not seek to
address Trinitarian doctrine directly. Instead he builds a case for understanding the
relation between number and beings that involves the Trinity, and then uses the relation
that he has established as the foundation for his consideration of Christ’s death.” In
doing so, he writes:

Orthodoxy says that God is one in nature and three in person. It can thus
say that God is one in one respect and three in another respect.... When

3 There are a couple of different reasons that may explain why Abi Qurrah would proceed in this way.
First, since we have no information about the chronological relationship among his various treatises, he
may have assumed a certain amount of knowledge on the part of his reader about what he has said
elsewhere about the Trinity. In this case, it would not be necessary to rehearse a complete defense of
Trinitarian doctrine before drawing conclusions that can then be applied to the Christological question at
hand. Second, it would be reasonable to assume that he anticipated an entirely Christian audience for this
treatise, since it was concerned with a rather technical point of Christology. If that were the case, he could
presume broad agreement about Trinitarian theology and use that agreement as a basis for the argument
that this treatise makes against both Jacobites and adherents of the Church of the East.
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the ignorant hear that God is both one and three, they think the statement
contradictory and invalid. In most things, falsehood surrounds the truth on
either side, and in contradicting the truth does not grasp its uni‘[y.24

With regard to this verbal picture of true doctrine occupying a kind of central ground
between errors, Abii Qurrah attributes to Arius the doctrine “that God is three in person
and three in nature,” (talatah fi al-wajith wa talatah fi al-taba a) and to Sabellius the
doctrine “that God is one in nature and one in person” (wahid fi al-tab ‘aah wa wahid
1i al-wajah). Abu Qurrah seems to suggest that Arius and Sabellius arrived at such
theological error by failing to realize that number cannot be predicated of any being
absolutely, but instead is applied as that being is considered in a particular aspect of that
being’s existence. Clearly in making this argument Aba Qurrah has moved beyond the
purely scriptural approach and is bringing to bear the philosophical types of reasoning
that would eventually become predominant in Christian-Muslim debates about the
Trinity, including the use of non-scriptural terms that are taken from Greek philosophy.
It is also possible that he intends in this passage to respond to the Qur’anic
assertion that “threeness” must not be predicated of God. As already noted, direct
citations of the Qur’an are rare in Theodore Abii Qurrah’s treatises. However, it is not
difficult to imagine this passage from On the Death of Christ as a response to one of the
most well-known ostensibly anti-Trinitarian passages in the Qur’an, surah 4:171. Even if
Abii Qurrah were not familiar with the exact wording of this passage, its direct challenge

to Christianity must have made its general sense widely known in Christian-Muslim

* Lamoreaux 110; “Qad yaqal al-Aurtidakstah fi al-alah anahu wahid fi al-tabr'aah wa talatah fi al-wajiah
wa qad gqawit an taqil wahid fi nahii wa talatah fi naha har.... Wa al-jahal ada sam aia an al-alah wahid
talatah zanaa an hada qul yanqad b adahu badan wa anahu 13 yastaqgim abdan. Wa al-batal ff aktar al-
asta’ muhit bi-al-haq wa 1a yagaf ‘ala al-wahadiah fr muhalifatihi al-haq.”
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theological encounters. In fact, the very way in which Abii Qurrah cites the Trinity as a
case of number being predicated of a being in two different respects — not in an argument
about Trinitarian doctrine, but in an argument about Christology — indicates that he
expected his anticipated readership to be familiar with this line of argument.

A third purely philosophical tool that is deployed by Abu Qurrah is the distinction
between person (a/-wajih) and nature (a/-taba a). This distinction appears not only in On
the Death of Christ as just cited, but also in On the Trinity in a discussion of how number
may be predicated of a being. Here, then, we see the second philosophical tool discussed
above being joined with the terms person and nature in a specifically Trinitarian
argument. He writes:

I want those who deny Christian doctrine [literally, “who deny what

Christians say”’] to know that some names refer to persons [al-wajah] and

others to natures [ a/-taba a]. Names that refer to natures include “man,”

“horse,” and “ox.” Names that refer to persons include “Peter,” “Paul,”

and “John.” If you want to count many persons with one nature, you must

not predicate the number of the name that refers to the nature.”

He then points out that number can be predicated of Peter, James, and John in reference
to their persons, but not in reference to their nature, which is common to them and to
which number is not applied. In the same way, he argues, one may enumerate the persons

of the Trinity, but just as humanity is the common nature of Peter, James, and John, and

is not enumerated, so one cannot say there are three gods because of the enumeration of

* Lamoreaux 183; “A ‘alam atha al-mankar qal al-NasarT an min al-asma’ asma’ dalilah ala al-wajah wa
minha asma’ dalilah ‘ala al-taba a. Fa-al-asm al-dalilah ‘ala al-tabraah hiua ka-qiilak ansan wa fars wa tir.
Wa al-asm al-dalilah ‘ala al-wajah haa ka-qiilak Butrus wa Bailus wa Yahana. Fa-anat ada aradat an

t adad wajithan katirah laha tabraah wahid fa-Iisa yanbagt an tawaq a al- adad ‘ala al-asm al-dalilah ‘ala al-
tabraah.”
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the persons, anymore than one would say there are three “humanities” because of the
enumeration of Peter, James, and John.

Abii Qurrah then takes the argument a step further by making a distinction
between the “logical name” — that is, person — and the individual name particular to each

person:

[Y]ou must count three persons and one God. This is because “person” is a
logical name and does not belong essentially to just one of them. Rather,
the name “person” is predicated of the Father and of the Son and of the
Holy Spirit, and of every angel, human being, and animal, as well as of
every other indivisible entity. The logical name was introduced solely that
number might be applied to it, for it is not right for number to be applied
to their common name, that by which their nature is named, which name
belongs essentially to it.... Nor is it right for number to be applied to the
particular, non-logical name of each of them — otherwise, number will
make each of the numbered entities to be all three of them. How so? If you
say, “Here, Peter, James, and John are three,” you make each one to be the
three of them. So also, if you say, “In heaven, the Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit are three,” you make each one to be the three of them. For this
reason, it is necessary that number be applied to the logical name, which is
predicated of each of them (that is, of a person) and that we say that Peter,
James, and John are three persons, but that the name “man” remain
singular, neither diffused nor multiplied.?

*% Lamoreaux 183-184; “ Yanbagt an t adad talatah wajiah alahan wahid li-ana al-wajah hia asm

mantaqf wa Iisa bi-tabat wa 14 li-wahid minhum bal yaq a asm al-wajah ‘ala al-Ab wa ‘ala al-Ibn wa ‘ala al-
Rah al-Quds wa ala kul wahid min al-mular kah wa al-nas wa al-htwan wa gir dalak min al-gir
al-manfasaat. Fa-anama duhila al-asm al- mantaqr li-yakin ‘aliha al- adad li-ana 12 yastaqim li-I‘adad an
yvakun ‘ala asmuhum al-‘aam al-musmaah tabratihimal tabat li-ha.... Wa /3 yastaqim an yakun al-‘adad

ala asm kul wahid minhum al-has gir al-mantaqr li-kilan yaja al al-‘adad kul wahid min al-m adadm
kuluhum. Wa kif dalak? Ida qalat huna talatah Butrus wa Yaqib wa Yihana fagad sayarat kul wahid
minhum talatihim ka-dalak an qalat an ff al-sama’ talatah al-Ab wa al-Ibn wa al-Rih al-Quds fagad sayarat
kul wahid minhum talatihim. Min aujila dalak yastara al-amr an yakun al-‘adad ‘ala al-asm al-mantaqt
al-waqa ‘ala kul wahid minhum aladr haa wajah fa-naqual an Butrus wa Yaqab wa Yahana talatah

wajiah wa asm al-ansan yabqr ‘ala hadatihi 12 yantusira wa 1 yakutira .” It is perhaps important to note that
Abt Qurrah’s use of the term wajah is not precisely parallel to the traditional Western usage of prosopon or
persona. Whereas the two latter terms have usually been used within the Boethian sense of an individual
substance of a rational nature, Abt Qurrah’s use of waja/ does not require the attribute of rationality, since
it is applied to the lower animals and even apparently to non-living substances; rather, it is indivisibility
which is the key attribute of the wajah.
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Thus we see that Abii Qurrah makes a conceptual distinction not only between person
and nature, but also between different types of names as they are applied to beings, with
number being applicable to the “logical name” — the name that is be used in an
ontological taxonomy — but not being applicable to the particular, non-logical name. This
is a particularly interesting point for him to make, because in so doing, Abti Qurrah posits
a relationship between philosophical categories and grammar. His concern that number
not be applied to the particular, non-logical names of the persons (Peter, James, and John
or Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) is that the grammatical structure would then suggest that
each individual must be all three of the individuals. As explained in the introductory
chapter, one of the key aspects of Muslim theological discourse in the eighth and ninth
centuries was the working out of theological assertions according to the rules of Arabic
grammar. Thus Abt Qurrah’s concern here that number not be predicated of the
particular, non-logical names, lest each individual be described as all three, signals that
he is to some degree writing within the same conceptual framework. This fact is
important for two reasons: first, it reveals a key component of the common ground of
Christian-Muslim religious discourse of the period; and second, it shows that the writing
of Christian theology in Arabic was no mere project of translating Greek terms into
Arabic, but was instead a genuine attempt to articulate Christian doctrine within an
entirely new conceptual framework.

A fourth philosophical tool used by Theodore Abii Qurrah in the context of
Trinitarian doctrine is the use of analogy. His use of analogy is particularly prominent in

his response to a verbal ploy that Muslims apparently used in an attempt to demonstrate
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to Christians that the doctrine of the Trinity was inherently self-contradictory. Abii
Qurrah describes the use of this ploy as follows:

The ignorant [literally, “those who have no mind”] ask the Christians:

“Tell me. Do you deny every God other than the Father? Do you deny

every God other than the Son? Do you deny every God other than the

Holy Spirit?” If the Christian says, for instance, “I deny every God other

than the Son,” they respond, “The Father and the Holy Spirit, then must

not be God.” If, however, the Christian says, “I do not deny every God

other than Christ,” they respond, “You have, then, multiple gods.”’
Abt Qurrah responds that the question itself is defective and then proceeds to examine it
by way of analogy. He imagines that a “gospel” (aryi/), by which he apparently means an
individual copy of one of the canonical gospels, is placed before a Christian who is then
asked whether he denies every gospel other than this one. Abii Qurrah argues that the
Christian may safely assert that he does indeed deny every gospel other than the one
placed before him because “it does not follow from your words that each of these gospels
[i.e., each of the other gospels in the world] is not a full gospel, for the Gospel through

9928

which the Holy Spirit speaks is one.”” This is not the only analogy that Abii Qurrah

makes to the verbal ploy that he is attempting to refute. He also suggests the follow
scenario:
Imagine that there is set before you a plate inset with three mirrors. When
you look in the plate, a complete image appears in each mirror. Suppose

someone were to point to the image appearing in one of the mirrors and
ask, “Do you have an image other than this?” You would have to say, “I

¥ Lamoreaux 188;*“ Fa-yasal min 12 aqal lahu wa yaqil i-I-Nasaranr Zhbaruni atkafar bi-kul alah gir al-Ab?
Atkatar bi-kul alah gir al-Ibn? Atkaftar bi-kul alah gir al-Rah al-Quds? Fa-an qal al- Nasarant ant akfar
bi-kul alah gir al-Ibn £ al-matl qal lahu idn al-Ab wa al-Rih al-Quds Iisa kul wahid minhuma alahan. Wa
an qal al-Nasarani 12 akfar bi-kul alah gir al-Masth qal lahu idn lak alhah sat.”

¥ Lamoreaux 189; “La valazam min qiluka hada an yakan kul wahid min tilka al-anjiln Iisa bi-anjd tam.”
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have no image other than this,” for because your face is one and your
countenance is one, you do not have an image other than this one. By
saying this, however, you would not be denying that the image in each of
the other mirrors is your image.”’
Finally, Abii Qurrah proposes yet a third analogy, in which an artist sketches three
different pictures of a person, one each on three different sheets of paper, and then asks
the person whether he denies of himself any other countenance. In each of these three
analogies, Abti Qurrah sees the multiple items (gospels, reflections, and images) as
corresponding to the three persons of the Trinity insofar as it is not necessary, nor
logically permissible, to affirm one as true and authentic while denying the others. To
demonstrate why this is so, Abii Qurrah uses additional philosophical terminology like
his distinction between person and nature explored above. He argues that in each of the
hypothetical questions, the questioner is asking not about the hypostasis (agniam ), but
instead about the substance or nature (jaihar, tabraah)™:

When asked about the gospel placed before you, you were asked not about

its hypostasis, but its essence (that is, its words, through which the Holy

Spirit spoke), for the name “gospel” is not distinct to that book to the

exclusion of others. Similarly, when asked, “Do you deny every God other

than Christ,” you were not asked about His hypostasis, even if the question
hints at it, but only His nature, for the name “God” is not distinct to Christ

% Lamoreaux 189; “Yud'a bin yadik tabaq miwasilah fihi talat mararat fa-ada atli at fi al-tabaq tuli at siirah

tamah 11 kul wahid min tilka al-mara’at. Fa-laa an rajalan asar bi-yadihi 112 al-sarah al-tal aah fi ahda
al-maratat fa-gal laka ilak sarah gir hadahi? Al-haq ‘alika an taqil anahu 14 sirah If gir hadahi. Li-ana ada
kan wajahuka wahdan wa halituka wahdah fa-1a sirah laka gir wahidah. Wa lam yakun qaluka yanft

al-sarah al-tal‘aah fi kul wahidah min al-maratin min an takan siirah laka.”

3% Aba Qurrah’s use of jaahar as opposed to fabraah seems to turn on the distinction between written
words and living beings. In the case of the former, the hypothetical question is properly directed at the
meaning of the words, and for this he uses jazhar. Lamoreaux has chosen to translate this term “essence,”
but the more commonly used translation is “substance.” In the case of living beings (the persons of the
Trinity), the question is directed not at meaning, but at the innermost quality of their being, and for this he
uses tabraah.
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to the exclusion of the Father and the Spirit. The name “God” is the name
of a nature, not a hypostasis.... For that reason, you can rightly say, “I
deny every god other than Christ,” without having the Father and Spirit
cease from being God. The question, instead, is equivalent to asking, “Do
you deny every divine nature other than Christ’s nature?” This you answer

in the affirmative, and your answer is true, in that the Son’s divine nature
is the nature of the Father and the Spirit.”'

By introducing the use of analogy to defend and explain Trinitarian doctrine
against the Muslim charge of inherent self-contradiction, Abti Qurrah moves the debate
onto rather difficult ground. Although Christian theologians had long used analogies,
such as the well-known one involving the sun, its light, and its heat, to support Trinitarian
doctrine, for Muslims this was evidence that Christians simply did not understand the
yawning chasm that existed between God and His creation. Since the Qur’an placed such
emphasis on the notion that God’s glory consists in being exalted far above all
comparisons to creatures, the use of analogy risked undoing the entire project of
expressing Trinitarian doctrine in terms that were familiar and accessible to, and even
affirmed by, Muslims. As will be shown later, though, Theodore Abi Qurrah takes the
bold approach of not only affirming the possibility of analogy between God and the
natural world, as seen in the examples just cited, but of actually arguing that analogies
between human attributes and divine attributes are theologically necessary if God is to be

understood as the origin of all perfections.

*! Lamoreaux 189; “Ada sa’lat an al-anji al-mada‘a bin yadika lisa an agnamuhu tusa’l. Anama sua’l ‘an
Jjaithariah al-anjil ar ‘an kalamihi aladr nataga bihi Rah al-Quds li-ana ism al-anjd lisa hida hasan li-dalak a-
mashaf dan girthi. Ka-dalak hitu sa’l ‘an al-Masih fa-yaqal laka atkafara bi-kul alah giruhu lisa ‘an agnimih
tasa’l wa an kanat al-masa’lah tasir ilthi bal tasa’l ‘an tabraah al-Masrth li-ana ism alalah lisa bi-has
li-I-Masth dan al-Ab wa al-Riih. Wa anama ism alalah ism tabraah 1 ism agnam.... Fa-li-dalak yahsanu
an taqal ant katar bi-kul alah gir al-Masth wa 12 yasqat al-Ab wa al-Rih min an yakian kul wahid minhuma
alahan. Li-ana hadahi al-masa’lah anama tasbah an yaqal laka atkafaru bi-kul tabraah gir tabraah al-Mast
h. Fa-taqal n‘am wa qaluka haq li-ana tabraah al-Ibn al-alahiah hia tabraah al-Ab wa al-Riih.”
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Abil Qurrah’s Treatment of the Divine Attributes

Having considered Theodore Abii Qurrah’s use of both scripture and
philosophical tools in his writings about Trinitarian doctrine, we will now consider in a
more detailed fashion the way in which he builds a case for the Trinity around the
question of divine attributes. For the reason just described, one of his most fundamental
tasks in this regard is to establish that one may speak of human attributes as analogous to
divine attributes. To understand Abii Qurrah’s teaching on this particular point, it is
necessary to collate texts from three different treatises: On the Method of the Knowledge
of God, Theologicus Autodidactus, and On Our Salvation. In the first of these treatises,
Abii Qurrah presents an epistemological theory holding that knowledge can be derived in
one of four ways: “Everything that can be known is known in one of four ways: through
being seen, through its effects, through something resembling it, or through something

32 He then asserts that each of these methods, other than the first one, is

contrary to it.
applicable to knowledge of God. After expounding a couple of quasi-Thomistic
arguments about God’s effects in the world, he takes up the question of whether anything
can be known about God by resemblance/similarity. In doing so, he points out that the
usual ways of using human language to speak about God are inextricably linked to human

attributes, and here he shrewdly makes use of common terminological ground with

Muslims:

32 Lamoreaux 157; ... ama aianan wa ama bi-a’tar wa ama bi-sabah wa ama bi-halat” It should be noted
that the Arabic term Lamoreaux translates “resembling” (bi-sabah) does not necessarily connote physical
resemblance. One could also translate it “similarity.”
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Indeed, everyone says that God is living, hearing, seeing, wise, powerful,
just, generous, and so on. Each of these attributes is something we find in
ourselves. If no created being resembled God in any way, it would be
impossible to apply both to him and to us a single attribute. And yet, we
find that everybody agrees that it is appropriate to apply to God the things
that among us are considered honorable. At the same time, they flee the
loathsome prospect of applying to him anything that among us is
considered a defect.

Each of the attributes that Abti Qurrah mentions here is grounded in Qur’anic
descriptions of God. Thus Abt Qurrah’s strategy here is very similar to that used by the
author of 77 tat/it: the reader must either concede Abii Qurrah’s point or else risk denying
the language used in the Qur’an. As such, it would be very difficult for any Muslim
reader to object to the assertion that these are attributes that can be predicated of both
God and human beings. Moreover, just as the Qur’an emphasizes repeatedly that God is
“exalted far above” all weaknesses, Abu Qurrah is clear that only those qualities
observed as most noble in human beings may be attributed to God. Even though he has
carefully built his argument to this point on common terminological ground between
Christians and Muslims, he clearly anticipates that his readership may initially recoil in
horror at the suggestion of any similarity between God and His creatures:

When we say that created beings resemble God, those who hear should not
flee. With regard to what resembles him, we mean to suggest only that it
resembles him in the manner that an image in a mirror resembles the

person who appears in it: the person being a solid body; the image in the
mirror, a transient specter.””

33 Lamoreaux, 159; “Fa-gad yaqiil kul wahid an Allah hat samra basir hakim qawr ‘adal jiad wa ma $a kul
dalak wa hada kuluhu gad tarahu fina wa ‘andana. Wa laa kan 13 saf yasbah Allah min al-hulug fi hal Ii-ma
astatia an yaq a althu wa ‘alina sifah wahidah batah. Wa hada fi al-nas kuluhum anahum yastahsanan

an yiiq aaa mukaram ma ‘andana ‘ala Allah wa yaataquhum dalak wa yastahsanin an 13 yiaq aga ‘alihi
sar'an min munaqasuna wa yatfran min dalak.”

3% Lamoreaux 160; “La yanfar al-sam aan min qaluna an al-hala’iq tasbah Allah. Li-ana anama naqul
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Besides emphasizing the exaltation of God over His creatures, this statement rather
cleverly suggests to the reader by way of analogy that any honorable attribute that may be
discerned in human beings must also be predicated of God, just as any handsome feature
that appears in a reflection must have its source in the actual face of which it is a
reflection. In other words, he has made a subtle but crucial adjustment to his argument by
the analogy of the face in the mirror. He is now suggesting not only that there are
attributes that can be predicated both of human beings and of God, but that any attribute
that can be predicated of a human being (except attributes of defect) must have its origin
in a divine attribute. Although so subtle as to be easily missed, this suggestion is
important an aspect of Abii Qurrah’s argument, as will be shown more explicitly later on.
Theodore Abti Qurrah makes a similar argument about the relationship between
human and divine attributes in Theologus Autodidactus, a treatise in which he is
particularly concerned with what may be discerned of God from observations about
human nature: “While God is unseen, through the likeness of our own nature’s virtues,
notwithstanding that God transcends and is contrary to our nature, our minds can see both
Him and the attributes according to which He is to be worshipped...”*> Abi Qurrah then
goes on to build an analogy around the idea of a mirror, similar to the passage from On
the Method of the Knowledge of God just examined, but with a greater elaboration of how

the reflection in the mirror corresponds to understanding the divine attributes. In this

anama ashahahu minha fi al-hal alatt yasbahahu fiha kama yasbah al-sahs aladr fi al-maraah al-wajah aladr
yatla fiha. Fa-al-wajah jaram tabit wa Sahs al-maraah hial za’il.”

3% Lamoreaux 9-10; the original Arabic text is unpublished and unavailable.
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account there is not only a person looking into a mirror and seeing there an authentic
likeness of himself; there is also a second person who can see into the mirror, but whose
vision is blocked from direct observation of the first person. The second person is a friend
of the first person, and by looking into the mirror can recognize his friend by the
authentic likeness of that friend’s features, even though he cannot see his friend directly.
In the same way, argues Abl Qurrah, one can observe and know the divine attributes by
observing the noble attributes that are to be observed in human beings, because they are
the authentic image and likeness of some aspects of the divine nature. He is then careful
to elaborate that even those human attributes that mirror divine attributes differ
ontologically from them, to the same degree and in the same way that a person’s
reflection in a mirror differs ontologically from the person himself:

At the same time, in terms of these attributes, the two faces do not
resemble one another, for the face of the man in and of itself transcends
and is contrary to the likeness in the mirror. After all, he exists, while the

image does not. Accordingly, something unseen can be seen from its

likeness, notwithstanding that it transcends and is contrary to its likeness.*

In setting up this analogy, Theodore Abt Qurrah both affirms certain key Islamic
emphases about the nature of God and sets the stage for a specifically Trinitarian
argument based on the correlation of human and divine attributes. By emphasizing that
the first person is not directly observable by the second person, he underscores doctrinal
ground that is common to Christians and Muslims, the incomprehensibility of the divine
nature. This aspect of the analogy also calls to mind the Qur’anic teaching that God’s

self-disclosure is always mediated in some way, as described in surah 42:51-52; the

36 Lamoreaux 10; the original Arabic text is unpublished and unavailable.



103
second person recognizes his friend not by direct apprehension, but through the medium
of the mirror. By his insistence that the likeness in the mirror “transcends and is contrary
to” the living person, Abtl Qurrah affirms the great ontological chasm between God and
His creation which is a central theological emphasis of the Qur’an. On the other hand, as
with the passage from On the Method of the Knowledge of God cited above, by the very
use of this analogy Abii Qurrah challenges the Islamic sense of an absolute ontological
gulf between God and everything outside himself. Since the image in the mirror has its
existence only insofar as it reflects the real and living face of the man who looks into the
mirror, the implication is that a human attribute can exist only insofar as it is the
authentic reflection of a real divine attribute. This implication sets the stage for one of
Abii Qurrah’s key arguments for the Trinity; namely, that one may derive from a
particular human attribute — the power of begetting — not only the reasonableness of

Trinitarian doctrine, but also its theological necessity.
Abii Qurrah on Begetting and Headship

After setting forth the mirror analogy just described and in that context making
reference to the specific attributes of existence, life, and knowledge, Abii Qurrah turns his
attention to what he considers the highest and noblest of human attributes: begetting and

headship. He writes that

We see that something resembling Adam in nature was begotten and
proceeded from him. We see, too, that that he is head over this one who is
like him. Since Adam begets and is head over one who is from him, He
who caused him to beget and to be head must surely Himself beget and be
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head over one who resembles Him. Nonetheless, this is so in a
transcendent and contrary manner.>’

Having established his argument on common terminological ground with Muslims, Abi
Qurrah now turns his argument rather abruptly to the attribute which the Qur’anic text
most emphatically denies of God, the power of begetting. Whereas the attributes
mentioned up to this point — existence, life, and knowledge — are not only obvious
common ground but also readily supported by Qur’anic language, begetting is explicitly
denied as a divine attribute, and is even associated specifically with weakness or defect in
the Qur’anic text.*® This is why it is so important to note that Abti Qurrah’s mirror
analogy necessitates an analogous divine attribute in order for a human attribute to exist
at all. His reader has been led to affirm divine attributes supported by the Qur’an, and
then to affirm that these attributes are the transcendent reality of which similar human
attributes are mere reflections. Having affirmed both of these points, the reader is then
left with three choices: first, to deny that begetting exists as a divine attribute, in which
case there is a human attribute without a divine attribute as its source, leaving a kind of
ontological gap and perhaps even ascribing to human beings a virtue that is absent in
God; second, to affirm the existence of begetting as a divine attribute, and reject the
Qur’anic text; or third, to affirm begetting as a divine attribute and modify his
understanding of what the Qur’anic text means. The remainder of Abti Qurrah’s

argument beckons the reader to this third option.

37 Lamoreaux 12; the original Arabic text is unpublished and unavailable.

38 See, for example, surahs 4:171; 6:100-102; 10:68; 17:111; and 23:91.
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As noted above, the Qur’anic text seems to deny a divine attribute of begetting at
least in part because of an association of begetting with a defect, weakness, or need. Two
aspects of Abt Qurrah’s thinking that have already been presented form the backdrop of
how he responds to this Qur’anic characterization. First, he argues in On the Death of
Christ that it is necessary to speak of attributes with a certain degree of philosophical
nuance, ascribing a particular attribute to a particular being in one way, while
simultaneously maintaining that the same attribute may not apply to the same being in
another way. As already quoted above, he maintains that one of the philosophical
advantages of “the people of truth” (al-haq ahluhu) is that they can both affirm and deny
a given predication when that predication is considered in two different ways. This is
important to note because it means that Abii Qurrah is operating with an implicit
assumption that one may affirm begetting as a divine attribute from a certain perspective
and deny it from another perspective. In other words, this principle opens a way for his
affirmation of a divine attribute of begetting to be true and for the Qur’anic denial of such
an attribute to also be true, if the text considers the attribute from a different point of
view. Certainly this seems to be the case, for the Qur’an explicitly mentions the necessity
of copulation with a partner in order for begetting to occur.>® Although Theodore Abi
Qurrah does not quote this text or make any explicit reference to it, he certainly seems to
have it in mind when he writes:

Adam’s begetting of a son took place through a woman, sex, and

development.... Further, Adam preceded both his son and Eve in time....
God’s begetting of His Son and the procession of the Holy Spirit,

3% Qur’an 6:101: “How can he have a son, when he has no companion?”
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transcend and are contrary to this. They did not take place through a

woman or sex. They involved neither pregnancy nor development. There

was no question of temporal precedence, only simultaneity.*’
So, following Abt Qurrah’s principle about the predication of attributes, begetting may
be affirmed of God insofar as He is the origin of a Son of like nature with himself, while
it may be denied of him insofar as “begetting” connotes cooperation with a partner, a
process of growth or development, or precedence in time. The second aspect of Abu
Qurrah’s thinking which shapes his response to the Qur’an on this point is the distinction,
inherent in the mirror analogy, of a difference between how a given attribute exists in
God and how it exists in human beings, even though the attribute is the same. The
Qur’anic verses cited above seem to reject begetting as a divine attribute based on an
assumption that the attribute must exist in one being exactly as it exists in another being.
Using the attributes of existence, life, and knowledge which are theological common
ground for Muslims and Christians, Abii Qurrah has already built up a case that one must
admit that there are attributes that exist in both God and human beings, but in quite
different ways:

Adam’s existence has a beginning and an end, while God’s existence is

above and contrary to that, being without beginning and having no end....

Adam’s life is perishing and in order to persist requires, first, milk, and

then food and drink. It grows up little by little, such that he is now a child,

now a youth, now an old man.... As for God’s life, it transcends and is

contrary to this. It has no beginning and needs nothing. It does not grow

up and change from one state to another.... Adam obtained his knowledge

through his senses or from someone who taught him. He does not know

what was and will be, nor even much that is right in front of him. As for
God’s knowledge, it transcends and is contrary to this. He did not obtain it

* Lamoreaux 12; the original Arabic text is unpublished and unavailable.
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through His senses or from someone who taught Him. From Him, nothing
that was or will be is hidden, from all eternity to all eternity."'

In the same way, then, God’s begetting and headship “transcends and is contrary to” the
way in which begetting and headship exist among human beings.

In the treatise published by Lamoreaux under the title On Our Salvation, Abi
Qurrah further explores this problem of how the same attribute can be predicated of God
and of human beings, and how this problem relates to the affirmation or denial of God’s
having a Son. He argues that, in order to predicate of God an attribute of begetting, one
must either affirm that this begetting takes place in a way similar to human beings, which
is impermissible, or else affirm that begetting exists in God in a way that is not fully
comprehensible by human beings. Furthermore, if the idea of God’s begetting a Son were
to be rejected based on the fact that it requires positing a kind of begetting that is beyond
human understanding, this would entail rejecting all cataphatic doctrines about divine
attributes:

You will surely object: How could God beget, when we see that one who

begets experiences inescapable necessities such as sexual intercourse,

pregnancy, and its consequences, none of which can properly be said of

God? We respond: How can you inquire about something that transcends

the heavenly minds and all the angelic hosts, who humble themselves

before it and refrain from inquiring about it? If, because you do not

understand how it occurs, you find that you must reject the sonship even

after it has been proven to be the case, it is time for you to deny everything

you attribute to God, in that you do not understand how it occurs. If you

refuse to do so, then tell me how God is alive when life among us is

accompanied by necessities of which you are not ignorant, things like

eating, drinking, nourishment, clothing, and transience. You are unable to
say how God is alive notwithstanding these necessities. Accordingly, you

*! Lamoreaux 11; the original Arabic text is unpublished and unavailable.
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should deny life to God because you do not understand how it occurs and
because it is contrary to the type of life you see with your own eyes....*

Here Abii Qurrah pursues a rather shrewd line of argument, in that he is borrowing from
Qur’anic and Islamic modes of expression about God and using them for his apologetical
purposes. As noted above, he has selected an attribute, life, which has undoubted and
explicit Qur’anic support, and here he points out that there is no way for any believer,
Christian or Muslim, to explain how this attribute exists in God. He knows that the
Muslim reader cannot retreat to the position that one cannot make positive predications of
divine attributes, because this would contradict the Qur’anic witness. Perhaps even more
importantly, Abti Qurrah’s argument that divine attributes “transcend and are contrary to”
the human attributes of which they are the source largely aligns with the central Qur’anic
tenet that a great ontological chasm exists between God and His creation. We have
already seen in the previous chapter that one of the key apologetical methods of the
author of F7 tatlit was to take Islamic arguments used against Christian doctrine and
invert them, using these quintessentially Islamic ways of thinking to support his
Trinitarian arguments. In a similar way, Abu Qurrah here affirms the idea that God exists

in an entirely different way than human beings exist, and then argues that if this is the

4 Lamoreaux 142; “ Wa-lakin tagal kif yalad Allah wa gad nara al-walad tanibrhi al-niaa’balatr Ia yahla
minha ahidmin al-jumaa wa al-hamal wa taab a dalak mima 1 yahsan an naqaluhu ‘ala Allah?

Fa-naqul lak ma anta wa al-masalah an al-amar aladr yafiit al- aqal al-samawiah ajnad al-mula’kah kulha
hasaah danihu hadiah an talabrhi? Wa an kanat 1a bad lak min abtal al-banwah b ad ma adatuka iltha
al-astagamah li-1a m aratatuka bi-kiffatiha ta-qadhan lak an yabtal kul ma tasat Allah bihi li-jahaluka bi-
kifiatihi wa 1la fa-ahbarunt kit Allah hi wa li-lhiaah ‘andana al-naa’h alatt 1a tajhaluha min ila kul wa al-sara
b wa al-gada’ wa al-labas wa al-fana’. Wa 1a tastatra an taqal kit hiia hi ala gir hadahi al-naa’b. Fa-ada abt
al al-hiaah min Allah -1 m arafatuka bi-kifiatiha wa mubalifatiha ma qad tarahu bi- amuka.”
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case, one cannot deny a divine attribute of begetting on the basis that the attribute of

begetting exists among human beings in a way that we may not ascribe to God.
Divine Exaltedness and the Attribute of Begetting

In order to fully explore Theodore Abii Qurrah’s treatment of begetting as a
divine attribute, one must collate arguments found in three different treatises: On the
Method of the Knowledge of God, On Our Salvation, and Theologus Autodidactus. When
all the relevant texts are considered together, it becomes clear that Abii Qurrah’s strategy
revolves around the idea of God’s absolute perfection and utter transcendence, a concept
which any Muslim reader would be eager to affirm. Abti Qurrah seeks to place his reader
in the position of having to affirm a divine attribute of begetting or else affirm a defect in
the divine nature. We have already seen that he argues, via his mirror analogy, that no
human attribute can exist without a divine attribute of which the human attribute is a dim
reflection. In On the Method of the Knowledge of God, he also pursues this line of
thinking to its obvious conclusion; namely, that if one denies a divine attribute of
begetting, one necessarily ascribes to human beings a perfection or virtue which God is

lacking:

You who deny the Son, do you say that God is or is not able to beget one
like Himself? If you suggest that God is not able to beget one like

Himself, you have introduced in Him the greatest of defects....
Notwithstanding that you recognize that one of us can beget one like
himself, you suggest that God is unable to do something excellent that we
are able to do — and everyone knows that begetting is one of the things that
among us are considered honorable and excellent. There is no escape: You
must concede that God is able to beget one like Himself.*’

 Lamoreaux 162; “Fa-ahbarunt atha al-jahad li-I-Ibn. Ataqiil an Allah yaqar an yalad mitluhu am la
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Next Abu Qurrah acknowledges the distinction between affirming that God is able to
beget and affirming that He has actually done so. Such a distinction could potentially
give his reader a way of affirming that the human attribute of begetting does indeed find
its origin in a divine attribute of having the capacity for begetting, but without actually
having to affirm that God has in fact begotten a Son. Abii Qurrah argues that such a
position would still involve asserting a defect in God. If one were to assert that the divine
attribute is the capacity for begetting, rather than actually having done so, then one must
find a reason for this capacity not to have been exercised. He then argues that the only
possible reasons would each constitute a defect in the divine nature:

God would only refrain from begetting one like Himself — since He is able
to do so — for one of three reasons. It may be that He is too lazy or too
weak to endure the discomfort that would befall Him in the act of giving
birth. It may be that it is out of envy that He does not want to see one like
Himself. It may be that He has the ability to beget but does not know this,
and that He thus refrains from making use of it out of ignorance. Each of
these options is simply too loathsome to be said of God and must be
rejected: God is not overcome by laziness, nor is He touched by envy, nor
is He subject to ignorance... It is not possible for us to deny that God has a
Son. If we do, we attribute to God defect, fault, and something quite
loathsome.**

yaqdar fa-an y‘amat an Allah 12 yaqgdar an yalad mitlubu faqad adbalat althi a‘azam al-munaqasah hitu taj‘
aluna nahnu yaqdar ahaduna an yalad mitluhu wa taj al Allah 12 yaqdar ‘ald ma nagdar nahnu althi min
al-fiiadal. Li-ana al-walad gad alama kul al-nas anuhu min mukaram ma andana wa fiiadalah. Fa-Ia bad lik
a min an taqil an Allah yaqdar an yalad mitluhu.”

* Lamoreaux 162; “Fa-an Allah Ia yamtan‘a min an yaladmitluhu id kan gadar an yalad ila li-ahad

talatah asbab. Ama li-kultah taniibihi ff al-wiladah yaksal anha wa yajaz. Wa ama li-anuhu 12 yuhub an
yarda mitluhu hasadan. Wa ama an yakan fihi quah ‘ala dalak Ia y arafuha wa anama yamtn'a an an yasta
maluha jahalan biha. Fa-kul hada asmaj min an yaqgal ‘ala Allah wa hiia naff minhu. Fa-I-amiT ma y atarthi
kasal wa la yadhal ‘althi jasad wa /3 yadnii minhu jahal.... Wa lisa li-ahad an yankar an li-lah 1bnan wa ila
aqad adhila ala Allah al-nagas wa al-aib wa al-samajah al- azimah.”
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This line of argument seems almost calculated to cause the Muslim reader to recoil in
horror, since nothing could be further from the Qur’anic descriptions of God than the
attribution of weakness, envy, or ignorance here postulated.

Having established rational arguments that both the denial of God’s ability to
beget and the denial of His actually having done so would entail the affirmation of a
defect in God, Abt Qurrah turns his attention to two objections to the concept of divine
begetting. In answering these objections, he continues to focus on the idea of divine
exaltedness and perfection, suggesting that either of the objections made would also
entail defects in God. The first objection is that the father who begets a son must
necessarily be prior to that son. The implication of this objection, although not clearly
articulated by Abii Qurrah in the text, is that the Christian doctrine of the co-eternality all
three Persons of the Trinity and the doctrine of God’s having begotten a Son are mutually
contradictory. Abu Qurrah has already laid the groundwork for responding to this
objection by his position that the same attribute exists in God and in human beings in
quite different ways and that the human attribute is but a reflection of the divine attribute.
In response to this particular objection, he argues that chronological priority is not
inherent or necessary to the attribute of begetting, but instead is the result of the imperfect
way in which the attribute exists in human beings:

You must remember that about which we earlier agreed: Of necessity, we

describe God with the things that among us are considered honorable and

we exclude from Him our defects, on account of their being contrary to

His essence, which essence is nothing other than honorable. The priority

of a father with respect to a son arises solely from a defect in our own

nature as begetters.... A human father is begotten in a state that is
incomplete, in that he has yet to attain the point where he is able to
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beget.... Furthermore, even after he has attained the ability to beget ... he

still cannot do so apart from sexual intercourse, and still more time passes

for him before he is able to have sexual intercourse, during which time he

is prior to his son.... As for God most high, however, there was never a

time when He was unable to beget one like Himself. There was never a

time when He did not know that he was able to beget one life Himself.

There was never a time when He did not will to make one like Himself.*’
Abii Qurrah’s response to the objection based on chronological priority is perfectly
consistent with what he has said previously about the relationship between human and
divine attributes, since he locates in human nature three separate defects or weaknesses
from which a human father’s chronological priority to his son originates: the need for
physical growth and development, the need for sufficient cognitive development to be
aware of one’s own ability to beget, and the need for a cooperative partner in the act of
begetting. This association of chronological priority with human needs and defects is in
keeping with Abu Qurrah’s insistence that the same attribute may exist in different beings
in different ways, and that a given human attribute is but a weak reflection of a
transcendent divine attribute. By arguing as he does, he is able both to overcome the
objection and to emphasize yet again the transcendence and absolute perfection of God
which is so important to Muslim discourse about God.

The second objection that Abli Qurrah addresses is the suggestion that if God can

and does beget, there is no necessity for him to have begotten only one Son. He seems to

* Lamoreaux 162-63; “Fa-yanbagf lika an tadkar ana atafaquna bi-al-adtarar an nasat Allah

bri-mukaram ma ‘andama wa yanfi ‘anahu munaqasuna li-muhalifatiha jaiaharihi al-karim wihdah. Wa gad
am al-ab ‘ala al-ibn anama yakiin min naqas tabraah al-walad ‘andana.... Ahaduna yilida gir tam wa la
balag had maqdarah al-wiladah.... Wa ada balaga al-ansan mina taqah al-wiladah ... 12 yaqdar an yalad ila
bi-al-zaaj wa tamdr ‘althi 2zman qabal an yasal ila zaman al-zaaj yakin fiha agdam min ibnuhu.... Ama

Allah taala fa-anuhu lam yakun qat gir qadar an yalad mitluhu. Wa lam yakun qat 1a y alam anuhu yaqgdar
an yalad mitluhu wa lam yakun qat 1a yasa’ an yalad mitluhu.”
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imagine his reader asking, “If indeed the lack of an attribute of begetting would be a
defect in God, why is this attribute not maximally expressed, in the begetting of many
sons?” In answering this objection, Abtl Qurrah again grounds his response in the concept
of God’s complete adequacy and perfection:

Since God was able to beget one like Himself, one of two things must

have been the case: either He begot one Son and no more or He begot

more than one Son. If you suggest that He must have begotten more than

one Son, the one Son must have been deficient, for He was insufficient to

please the Father. If the Son was deficient and the Son is equal to the

Father and of His essence, the Father, then, was lacking.46
As with his previous response, Abii Qurrah’s argument here is exactly in keeping with his
previous positions. Human begetting, although it produces another being of equal dignity
and like essence with the begetter, is but a pale reflection of divine begetting, because it
produces a being who, like the begetter, is imperfect. The divine begetting, on the other
hand, produces a Begotten One who is utterly adequate and pleasing to the Begetter,
because in being of like essence with the Begetter, He is perfect and without defect. Like
Abii Qurrah’s previous response, this answer overcomes the objection while at the same
time associating the defect of limitation exclusively with human begetting and
emphasizing divine transcendence and perfection. Since the Qur’anic objections to divine
begetting are all based in the association of begetting with weakness and defect, Aba

Qurrah’s method of arguing transcends the assumptions that are built into the Muslim

criticism of Christian doctrine.

* Lamoreaux 163; “Allah ad kan yaqdar an yalad mitluhu 1a bad min an yalhaquhu ahad amarim ama

an yalad ibnan wahidan wa I3 yazid. Wa ama an yalad aktar min ibn wahid. Fa-an z amat anahu yanbagrt
an yalad aktar min ibn wahid fa-al-Ibn al-wahid naqas li-anahu 1a kafitah bihi li-masrah al-Ab. Wa an kan
al-Ibn nagasan wa al-Ibn ‘adal li-I-Ab wa min jaiiharihi fa-al-Ab idan naqas.”
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Headship in God

Closely related to his arguments on begetting are Abii Qurrah’s arguments on the
divine attribute of rizsah. The most literal translation of this term is “headship,” although
Lamoreaux uses both this term and “dominion” when translating rizsah in different
passages. These two lines of argument (on begetting and on headship) are connected in
four different ways. First, the headship/dominion that Abti Qurrah attributes to God arises
from the divine attribute of begetting and is entirely dependent upon it. Second, both
concepts are described as specific instances of human attributes mirroring divine ones.
Third, both begetting and headship are ways that he approaches Trinitarian doctrine with
the language of attributes. Fourth, in both lines of argument he seeks to overcome
Muslim objections to Trinitarian doctrine by demonstrating that the attribute in question
is a manifestation of divine transcendence and perfection, rather than a violation or

diminution of it.

In Theologus Autodidactus, Abu Qurrah argues that a significant aspect of
Adam’s nobility consisted in becoming the head not merely of lower creatures, but of a
community of persons like to himself in nature and equal to himself in dignity. He rather
humorously asserts that ““... it would not be headship but degradation and dishonor to be
called the head of ticks, pigs, scarabs, and worms. His speech, too, would be empty and
unneeded, for He would have no one to understand or answer him.”*’ He then goes on to

argue that, just as a lack of begetting as a divine attribute would mean that a perfection

" Lamoreaux 12; the original Arabic text is unpublished and unavailable.



115

exists in human beings that was absent in God, so also the absence of headship as a
divine attribute would mean that Adam’s most noble attribute, the headship of a
communion of persons like to himself in dignity and worth, had no basis in a
corresponding divine attribute. Furthermore, it must be the case that God exercises
headship over a communion of persons of like essence because otherwise His headship
would be exercised over His creatures only. Importantly, Abii Qurrah argues that the
ontological gap between humankind and the “ticks, pigs, scarabs, and worms” is actually
less than that between humankind and God:

Would it not be absurd that Adam is head of one like himself but God is

head only of His creation? Adam would not be pleased to be head of the

creation. Indeed, neither he nor any of us would be pleased to be head of

pigs, asses, flies, bedbugs, fleas, scarabs, and worms. If Adam and we are

not pleased with this, how is it that we attribute to God that with which we

ourselves are not pleased? If we were to say that God is head, but only

over angels and humans, this also would be degradation. After all, by

nature angels and humans stand further from God than do pigs, lice, and

scarabs from us. While we and those animals share the nature of living

being, angels and humans share absolutely nothing with God.**
Here it becomes plain that for Abt Qurrah absolute divine transcendence is at the
heart of his argument. It would be woefully insufficient to assert that the human
attribute of headship is the reflection of a divine attribute of headship exercised
over the created universe, because Adam’s headship would then in a sense be of a
greater order than God’s. It is specifically because of God’s transcendent nature

that we can be assured that He must exercise headship over a communion of

persons of like essence, because otherwise the “headship” attributed to him would

* Lamoreaux 13; the original Arabic text is unpublished and unavailable.
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be an insult and a degradation. By arguing this way, Abii Qurrah exercises the
strategy we have seen before in /7 tatlir of inverting the Muslim argument against
Christian doctrine. Whereas for the Muslim, divine transcendence means that God
must not be associated with other beings, for Abtl Qurrah that very transcendence
means that God must be associated with other beings, else He cannot be said to
exercise meaningful headship. There also seems to be in this argument an implicit
critique of some of the Qur’anic modes of expression about God’s transcendence,
such as the title “Lord of the Worlds” (Rabb al- alamm)*. In the Qur’anic text
this title is clearly intended to convey God’s unique exaltedness over His creation,
but when viewed through the lens of Abii Qurrah’s argument, it can be seen as
faint praise indeed, ascribing to God only a headship of little dignity.

In On Our Salvation, Abu Qurrah again makes use of the idea of divine headship
and seeks to build a case for Trinitarian doctrine around the questions of whether that
headship is absolute or relative, and whether it is eternal or temporal:

Before there were creatures, was He possessed of dominion? If you say

that He did not have dominion before there were creatures, you have

caused him to derive honor from creatures, for dominion is surely an

honor for the one who possesses it. Further, if it was creatures that gave

God His honor ... it would not have been out of His graciousness that He

created them. No! It would rather have been His need to be honored by

having someone to dominate that caused him to create them....

Furthermore, if you maintain that God’s dominion was only over

creatures, you make His dominion to be of the most inferior and mean
50
sort....

4 See, for example, surahs 1:2; 6:45 and162; 10:10; 27:44; 37:87; and 45:36, among other passages.

0 Lamoreaux 140; “Qabal an yuhliga al-huluq kanat lihu riasah am 1a? Fa-an qalat anahu lam takun
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As with the arguments examined above, Abii Qurrah builds his case on the implicit
question of which account of divine headship genuinely expresses the divine
transcendence and exaltedness - an understanding of God as Lord over His creatures
only, or an understanding of God as head of a communion of persons alike in essence and
dignity. The argument presented here builds on the argument from Theologus
Autodidactus, in that the argument there suggested that a divine headship exercised only
over created beings would be a diminution of the divine honor. The present argument
goes a step further and argues that, if God’s headship is exercised over only His
creatures, then it is both a temporal rather than eternal attribute and it actually makes God
dependent upon His creatures. Clearly this argument is calculated to inspire horror in a
Muslim readership accustomed to Qur’anic expressions of God’s absolute transcendence
and exaltedness above His creatures. Here again Theodore Abti Qurrah is inverting the
Muslim objection to Trinitarian doctrine and making it instead the lynchpin of his
argument. Without divine headship over a communion of persons of like essence and
dignity, God’s lordship is associated not with transcendence but with defect, since it
would be a headship that is not only of lesser dignity than Adam’s headship, but time-

bound and dependent upon His creatures. This line of argument is why Abi Qurrah can

Iihu riasah gabal al-huluq fagad jalatahu yathad al-sarf min al-huluq li-ana al-riasah sarf li-man hia lihu 12
muhalah. Wa an kan al-hulug hum aladm sarfiihu ... fa-anahu Ia minah lihu althum bi-hulquhu atzhum -
ana hajatihi ila an yasrat bi-al-riasah althum hia alati d atihi il hulquhu aiahum.... Anka an z‘amat an
riasah Allah ila ala al-huluq fagadj alaha adanr al-riasat....”
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make the almost strident claim that “if you deny that God has a Son, you attribute defect
to God, nullify the glory of His divinity, and reduce the honor of His dominion.”

Having established his argument that God must have a Son in order for His
headship to be both eternal and transcendent over His creatures, Abii Qurrah turns his
attention to two details about the exercise of this divine headship that are crucial for his
project of defending Trinitarian doctrine. These two details are the question of whether
God’s headship is exercised over an equal, and the question of the mode by which this
divine headship is exercised. With regard to the first question, he presents the full range
of options (“God’s dominion must be over one equal, one lesser, or one greater”?) and
then immediately rejects the second and third options. If God’s headship were exercised
over one inferior to himself, then the same problem would arise as with headship over
mere creatures; it would be a headship that was inferior to Adam’s and therefore a
derogation of the divine transcendence. The third choice involves a simple contradiction
in terms, since there is nothing greater than God. Thus by a simple rational argument Abt
Qurrah establishes that the headship exercised by God must be over one equal to himself,
and moves on to the question of the mode by which the divine headship is exercised.

Abt Qurrah asserts that headship can be exercised in one of three modes: “by

9553

force, by will, or by nature.””” He then argues that the divine headship cannot be

*! Lamoreaux 140; “Anka an ankarat an yakan li-lah Ibn fagad adhalat althi al-nagas wa agstatihi
an jalal [ahaathi wa hatatatihi ‘an Sarf mulukuhu.”

52 Lamoreaux 141; “Riasah Allah 12 bud min an takan ama ‘ala ma haa adalubu wa ama ‘ala ma haa
dinuhu wa ama ‘ala ma haa atdal minhu.”

53 L amoreaux 141; “... ama an takan bi-al-qahar wa ama an takan bi-al-rada wa ama an takin taba aah.”
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exercised by force, both because this would involve a logical contradiction and because it
would entail a defect in God. Since he has already offered a proof that God’s headship
must be exercised over one equal to himself, if this headship were imposed by force, it
would mean that the one equal to God is weak and therefore that God himself is weak. As
for headship that operates “by will,” Abti Qurrah does not mean by this that the one
exercising his headship imposes his will on the other; this mode of headship would fall
into the first category of force. Instead, he makes clear that he is referring to the will of
the one who is subject to the headship exercised. It would be a kind of elective headship,
not unlike that exercised by the head of state in a democracy. Abii Qurrah makes an
argument similar to what he has already written about headship not being derived from
creatures because this would entail God being dependent upon His creatures. In the
present argument, he asserts that the divine headship cannot be according to the mode of
the will because then God would be dependent upon the will of the one over whom He
exercises headship, which would also entail His headship being at least potentially
transitory, which would be a diminution of the divine transcendence.

Theodore Abii Qurrah thus concludes that the divine headship operates according
to the mode of nature:

It remains that His dominion be by nature. Dominion by nature is the type

of dominion that the Father has over the Son. It never ceases. It is not

brought about by force. In it, there is neither discomfort nor misgiving. It
is instead full of joy and love.™

% Lamoreaux 141-42; “Faqgad baqr an takin riasah taba aiah. Wa ama al-riasah al-taba aiah fa-hia
alatt takan li-I-Ab ‘alz al-Ibn alatt Iz zial li-ha wa I nilat bi-al-qahar wa 14 1iha kultah wa 12 waham wa hia

= 9

mumtal’ah sardran wa huban.
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There is a significant danger for the Anglophone reader in understanding this part of Aba
Qurrah’s argument. When he writes of “dominion by nature,” one might get the
impression that he is asserting that the Father and the Son have different natures, which
would of course be outside the mainstream of orthodox Trinitarian doctrine. However,
Abii Qurrah clearly affirms in numerous places in the treatises here analyzed that the
Father and the Son share the same substance, for which he uses the Arabic term jaihar.
Here, instead of the philosophically precise jaiahar, he uses the somewhat more general
term raba arah. Although Lamoreaux’s translation is faithful to the Arabic construction,
the headship Abt Qurrah describes here might be more felicitously rendered in English
as “a relation of headship that is natural to both the one exercising headship and the one
over whom headship is exercised.”

This way of writing about the divine headship opens up a very important
consideration for the project at hand. Given that Abu Qurrah seems to be speaking of a
divine headship that is “natural” in the sense just described, he appears to be describing
the relations of the Persons of the Trinity in terms of divine attributes. Although sharing
the same nature/essence (jaizhar), according to Abt Qurrah’s account, it is “natural”
(taba ai) to God the Father to exercise headship and similarly natural to the Son and the
Spirit to be subject to that headship. This would seem to describe a divine attribute
specific to each Person, although admittedly the way in which there is a difference
between the Son and the Spirit is not addressed here, most probably because this passage
occurs in a primarily Christological treatise. Bearing in mind that Arabophone Christian

authors eventually argued for three incommensurable attributes indicating the presence of
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three divine Persons in the one God, the argument here considered would seem to be a
major developmental milestone. Although Abii Qurrah does not in any of his treatises
articulate the full-blown argument based on three incommensurable attributes, here he
establishes a clear link between divine attributes and multiplicity in God. Once headship
by force and headship by will have been eliminated for the reasons he explains, what
remains is that God (which is how Abu Qurrah consistently refers to God the Father in
these arguments) has a unique attribute of exercising headship over a communion of
Persons like to him in essence and dignity, while the Son has an attribute of being subject
to that headship. This is perhaps the earliest such link between divine attributes and
divine Persons to be found in the Arabophone Christian literature.
Divine Attributes and Divine Persons

Later in On Our Salvation, Theodore Abu Qurrah makes a rather striking claim
that bears directly upon the idea of three incommensurable divine attributes as indicative
of the three divine Persons. This claim does not occur in a systematic consideration of
divine attributes, but instead in a passage that attempts to prove that the Old Testament
bears witness to the Persons of the Trinity. In enumerating various scriptural passages,
Abt Qurrah writes:

Solomon, the son of David, made mention of this Son, calling him the

“Wisdom of God,” both so as to teach us that he was always with God and

to inform the ignorant that whoever denies the eternity of this Son

deprives God of His wisdom. He said, speaking in the voice of Wisdom,

“The Lord created me at the beginning of His ways for His deeds. Before

the ages, He established me in the beginning. Before the earth was made,

before He poured out the founts of water, before He shaped the mountains

and hills, before all, He begot me. When He was creating the heavens, I
was with Him. When He was marking off His throne on the winds, when
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He was making firm and preparing the founts below the heavens, when He

established for the sea the limit of its extent, that the waters might not

transgress its edge, when He was making strong the foundations of the

earth, I was acting with him. I was daily His delight, and I was rejoicing in

Him always.” What sun is more luminous than this proof of the eternity of

the Son and of His being begotten from God before all eternity, as well as

that through him God created the world, that He delights in God and God

delights in Him, even as said above, and that He became incarnate?”
Whereas the previous passage examined merely suggested a link between divine
attributes and the existence of multiple Persons in God, this passage explicitly associates
the Son with the divine attribute of Wisdom. Certainly Theodore Abii Qurrah is not the
first Christian writer to assign this passage from Proverbs a Christological interpretation,
and a full examination of the difficult interpretive history of this passage due to the verb
“created” would be out of place here. Despite its use by other Christian authors before
and after Abii Qurrah, the presence of this identification of the Son with divine Wisdom
is significant in this context for two reasons. First, since it occurs in the same treatise as
the treatment of divine headship just described, it suggests that Abii Qurrah was thinking
in terms of divine attributes as he developed his Trinitarian theology. Second, because the
association between divine attributes and divine Persons becomes more explicit when he

focuses specifically on Trinitarian doctrine in On the Trinity, and because the Trinitarian

arguments based on divine attributes because more prominent in later Arabophone

> Lamoreaux 145; “Suliman ibn Daad gad dakara hada al-Ibn wa haa yasmihu hikmah Allah

li-y alam al-nas anahu lam yazal ma Allah li-yahbar al-jihal an min atal azaliah hada al-Ibn fagad salaba
Allah hikmatihi. Wa qal ‘an al-hikmah an al-Rabb halaganf ras turqah al-a amaluhu wa qabal al-dahar
asasani fi al-bud’ qabal an sana a al-ard qabal an yafjar aiin al-miah qabal an yajmad al-jibal wa ila kam
gabal al-sakal waladuni hitu kan yahlag al-sama’ kuntu mahu hitu kan yajad ‘arsuhu ala al-riah wa hitu
kan yiitaq taht’ah al- aiiin alatt taht al-sama’. Ad wada li-I-bahar had nahatatihi wa al-miah 14 t adi
satatihi. Hitu kan yasn ‘a asas al-ard qitan gad kuntu m‘ahu asn‘a. Ana aladr kan yamtata a bunr kul yiim
wa kuntu asira bihi 1 kul hin. Fa-aiah sams aiadah min hadahi dalalah ‘ala azaliah al-Ibn wa miluduhu min
Allah qabal al-dahiir wa an Allah bihi halaga al-hulug wa anahu yasar bihi wa yasar Allah bihi kama
quina min fiiq wa anahu tajasad.” See Prov 8:22-30.
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Christian literature, this usage seems to be a noteworthy point in the overall
developmental trajectory.

As one would expect, Abli Qurrah’s most developed Trinitarian argument appears
in his treatise On the Trinity. In developing his argument, he brings together the focus on
the divine attributes, considerations from Arabic grammar, and the identification of Jesus
as the Word of God. He approaches his argument by recounting a challenge that Muslims
of his day apparently posed to Christians, namely, “Was it three or one that created the
world?”*® As Abii Qurrah explains, this was supposed to be an unanswerable question,
since if the Christian asserted that three had created the universe, it would appear to be an
assertion that there were three Creators and therefore an admission of polytheism,
whereas if the Christian answered that one had created the universe, the Muslim would
“consider the other two hypostases nullified.”’ In response to this rhetorical challenge,
Abii Qurrah cites several examples from the natural world in which it is considered
appropriate to associate the same verb with two different nouns in the singular and yet
not to assign the verb to the same nouns when they are joined by the conjunctive and into
a plural subject. He points out, for example, that one may say, “The carpenter made the
door” and “The hand of the carpenter made the door,” but one does not say, “The
carpenter and his hand made the door.” After citing several examples of this kind in
which one entity executes the action of a given verb through another entity, Abii Qurrah

argues:

*% Lamoreaux 185; “ Talatah halagaa al-hulug am wahid?”

S 1bid., “... zanaa an al-agnumm al-ghirm gad butila....”
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In the same way, one says, “The Father created the world” and “The Son

created the world.” One does not say, “The Father and the Son created the

world,” for the Father created the world through His Son. It is as St. Paul

said, “In these last days God has spoken to us by His Son, through whom

He created the world.”®

Adroitly shifting from speaking of God’s Son to speaking of God’s Word, Abi
Qurrah immediately follows this argument by quoting John 1:1-3 with its emphasis that
God made all things through His Word. The terminological shift from God’s Son to
God’s Word allows Abii Qurrah to associate the argument that he has just built upon
grammar and analogies from the mundane world with the Qur’anic resonances and
connotations of the Word of God presented previously. Since the term word is used in the
Qur’an specifically in reference to Jesus, as also explained above, Abti Qurrah may be
attempting in this passage simultaneously to suggest that the Muslim’s rhetorical
challenge is baseless and to introduce one of the more problematic passages from the
Qur’an in such a way that the act of creation is associated with Jesus.

Two significant characteristics of Abii Qurrah’s argument up to this point are
worth noting. First, his response to the rhetorical Muslim challenge follows a pattern seen
previously, in which the Muslim argument is not merely answered, but actually inverted
to be an argument in favor of Trinitarian doctrine. Whereas the hypothetical Muslim
would like to give his Christian interlocutor a strict choice between creation by one or

creation by three, Abii Qurrah points out that this dichotomy does not accord with

common sense and everyday experience. Beyond this, he also subtly suggests that the

¥ Lamoreaux 186; “Ka-dalak yagal an al-Ab halaga al-hulug. Wa yaqal an al-Ibn halaga al-hulug.
Wa [ yaqal an al-Ab wa al-Ibn halaqa al-huluq li-ana al-Ab anama halaga al-huluq kuluhu bi-Ibnuhu
kama qal Mar Bilus an Allah ft zhar al-aiam kalamana bi-Ibnuhu aladr bihi halaga al-duhar.” See Heb 1:2.
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dichotomy does not align with Islamic religious sensibilities either, since both religious
traditions affirm that God acts through His Word, although the precise identity of that
Word is a matter of dispute. Second, the introduction of grammar as a key element of his
argument is an important precedent for developing Arabophone religious discourse, both
Christian and Muslim. As will be shown later, grammatical considerations, particularly
from the Qur’anic text itself, eventually become an important aspect of the debates about
unicity and multiplicity in God.

Theodore Abii Qurrah clearly intends to place this appellation of Word in
reference to the second Person of the Trinity in the context of divine attributes, for he
then calls the reader’s attention to other New Testament passages in which Jesus is
referred to by other attributes:

For this reason, St. Paul called the Son “the light of the Father’s glory,”

when he said, “In these last days God has spoken to us by His Son,

through whom He created the world. He is the light of the Father’s glory

and the form of His essence.” He also called him “the Wisdom of God”

and “His power” ... comparing him to God in the same way that the fire’s

heat is like the fire, for heat is the fire’s power. So also, the evangelist

John called Him “Word” when he said, “In the beginning was the Word,

and the Word was with God.””’

In treating the term Word as a divine attribute, Abti Qurrah accomplishes something
similar to what the author of /7 tat/it accomplishes by using the phrase “God and His

Word and His Spirit.” The second hypostasis of the Trinity is conceptually oriented to the

first in such a way that any accusation of polytheism is obviated. That said, Abt Qurrah’s

> Lamoreaux 187; “Li-dalak samaa Mar Balus al-Ibn da’ mujad al-Ab hitu yagal an Allah kalamana fi
al-aiam bi-Ibnuhu aladr bihi halaga al-duhir aladr hiia di’ mujad wa sirah ‘amuhu wa samahu ardan
hikmah Allah wa gaatihr.... fa-anzalahu min Allah bi-manzilah hararah al-nar min al-nar li-ana al-hararah
qiah al-nar. Wa Yahana al-Mubasar qad samahu kalimah ad qal anahu fi al-bud’ lam yazal al-kalimah wa
al-kalimah lam yazal anda Allah.” See Heb 1:2-3 and John 1:1.
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association of the Word of God with divine attributes is unquestionably a development of
Arabophone Trinitarian theology beyond anything to be found in 77 tat/it.

Careful attention should be paid to Abti Qurrah’s use of scripture in this passage.
He presumes an equivalency between the use of the term “Word” in the Johannine

9 <6

literature with the terms “light,” “wisdom,” and “power” from the Epistle to the Hebrews
(which, in keeping with the tradition of his era, he mistakenly attributes to St. Paul).
Whereas some interpreters might take the term “Word” to be used as the proper name of
the Second Person of the Trinity and the other terms to be used metaphorically, Ab
Qurrah apparently sees no difference in the use of these terms. For him, they are
equivalent expressions of an attribute of God that are in some way distinct from God
Himself. Each of these attributes (Word, light, wisdom, and power) is substantially
identical with each of the others, and yet none of them is identical with the First
Hypostasis. This is a crucial point, because it means that Abai Qurrah establishes a direct
correlation between divine attributes and the Divine Persons of the Trinity.

He does not, however, establish any clear distinction between the Second and
Third Persons of the Trinity in this regard. If Word, wisdom, light, and power all refer to
the same attribute which is the Second Hypostasis, there is no similar list of terms which
are considered equivalent expressions referring to the Third Hypostasis. The reader is left
with the conclusion that there is both rational and scriptural support for the idea of a
divine attribute which may be understood as a distinct divine hypostasis, but is not

offered any explanation for why there should be more than one, and if more than one,

why only two.
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In conclusion, Theodore Abii Qurrah’s writings occupy an important position in

the developmental trajectory of Arabophone Trinitarian doctrine. First, they move beyond
the purely scriptural approach of /7 tat/it to an approach that combines scriptural and
philosophical argumentation. Second, Abt Qurrah introduces Arabic grammar and its
implications as a relevant consideration in the work of theology. Finally, he begins to
build the conceptual framework for an articulation of Trinitarian doctrine on the basis of
divine attributes, by arguing that the human attributes of begetting and headship must
correspond to similar divine attributes and doing so in a way that affirms the central

Islamic tenet of God’s absolute transcendence and exaltedness.



Chapter 3: Habi1b ibn Hidmah Abu Ra’itah

The next texts to be considered are those of the Jacobite theologian and apologist
Habib ibn Hidmah Abi Ra’itah (hereafter referred to simply as “Abii Ra’itah,”) who
lived and worked in the Jacobite center of Takrit during the late eighth and early ninth
century. There are only two events that allow for the approximate dating of Abti Ra’itah’s
life. First, he is known from both Melkite and Jacobite sources to have sent Nonnus of
Nisibus as his deputy to the court of an Armenian prince to debate Christology with none
other than Theodore Abii Qurrah, a mission which seems to have taken place between
815 and 820. Second, Abtu Ra’itah is known to have been among the accusers of a bishop
named Philoxenus who was deposed in 828. Sandra Toenies Keating, who has introduced
a volume of Abii Ra’itah’s writings to the Anglophone world, concludes approximate life
dates of 770-835 for Abii Ra’itah.! This dating makes him a near-contemporary but
probably somewhat younger than Theodore Abii Qurrah, and the passage of time between
the heights of their respective careers is somewhat significant in the changes it
necessitated for Abii Ra’itah’s apologetical method, as will be demonstrated later.

Georg Graf, in his extensive efforts to develop a comprehensive bibliography of
early Christian Arabophone writings, has catalogued a total of seven texts attributed to

Abil Ré’itah.2 Like Abt Qurrah, Abii Ra3’itah had multiple intended audiences and a

! Sandra Toenies Keating, Defending the “People of Truth” in the Early Islamic Period: The Christian
Apologies of Abii Ra’itah (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 35-40; see also Griffith, Beginnings, 164-165.

? Georg Graf, Geschichte der christlichen arabischen Literatur, vol. 2 (Vatican City: Biblioteca Apostolica
Vaticana, 1947), 222-226.
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range of apologetical agendas, as he sought to prevent the conversion of Christians to
Islam, to commend Christian doctrine to Muslims, and to defend and promote the
distinctive doctrinal expressions and liturgical practices of his Jacobite community vis-a-
vis the other two Arabophone Christian “denominations,” the Melkites and the Church of
the East. Among his seven known texts, three are particularly relevant for the purpose at
hand: a risalah (epistle) on the Trinity, another on the Incarnation, and a third “on the
proof of the Christian religion.” These three texts will be referred to hereafter as

I1al-1alae al-Mugadas, 1 al-1ajasud, and FT atbat din al-Nasraniah, respectively.

As with Abii Qurrah, little is known with certainty of the particulars of Abu
Ra’itah’s life and day-to-day work. The surviving texts use the term al-Takriti as part of
his name, indicating a person from or closely associated with Takrit, and giving rise to
the idea that he may have been the Jacobite bishop of that important theological center.
Griffith gives some limited credence to that possibility, also noting that he may instead
have been bishop of Nisibis, and noting that there is contradictory information on this
point in the existing texts.’ For her part, Keating rejects entirely the idea that Aba Ra’itah
was a bishop of either city, noting that the somewhat traditional idea of Abti Ra’itah as
bishop of Takrit arose from a combination of mere speculation and references in Coptic
authors beginning in the eleventh century, quite too long after Abii Ra’itah’s time to be

4 . . . .
taken at face value.” Keating gives more credence to a reference in an Armenian

3 Griffith, Beginnings, 165.

* Keating, 40-45.
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chronicle about the Christological debate between Nonnus of Nisibis and Abti Qurrah
which calls Abti Ra’itah a “vardapet in Mesopotamia.” She argues that at this point in
history, the term vardapet was used in the Armenian Church to refer to a non-ordained
theologian who served as a teacher of scripture, doctrine, and philosophy, and that the
term may be understood as roughly the equivalent of malponé in the Church of the East
during the same era.” Thus it may well have been the case that Abai Ra’itah was not a
bishop, but rather a scholar of international and inter-communion repute in the still-new

endeavor of expressing and defending Christian doctrine in Arabic.
Abiu R2’itah’s Use of Qur’anic Terminology and Islamic Concepts

Throughout his writings, Abii Ra’itah shows a stronger familiarity with the
Qur’anic text and a greater effort at using Islamic terminology than Abu Qurrah. A
typical example of the way he employs Qur’anic turns of phrase appears in
Fr atbat din al-Nasraniah. Abu Ra’itah’s overall argument in this risalah is that there six
invalid reasons for the embrace of a particular religion or ideology (the desire for
temporal gain or advantage, the desire for heavenly reward, overpowering fear, the fact
that the religion under consideration permits what is desired, the opportunity to advance
social standing, and tribal solidarity)®, and only one valid reason - the existence of proof

for the religion, given by God Himself. His objective, of course, is to establish that only

> Keating, 46.

SKeating 83; “Kul din zahara ff al- aalam 12 yahlaa a‘atagad fa-a‘aluhu min ahad sab‘aah agsam

adtararan. Ahaduha ama ragbah i agjal zahar naf'ahu wa girihi. Wa al-tanf tam a ff gjal yarjiia darakahu.
Wa al-talat rahbah qaharah yadtar 1la gabiluhu. Wa al-raba rahsah ff kul matlab min al-mahzirat tasabab
1hi. Wa al-hamas astahsanan li-tanmiqahu wa zahrafatahu. Wa al-sadas tiata wa ‘asbiah min rahat mahtal
ala rahat wa al-wasil 112 al-‘az wa al-mazafarah ‘ala al-qudrah wa adrak al-tarwah wa al-aisar bi-nasrah.”
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Christianity can be understood as contrary to the first six motivations and in keeping with
the seventh. In elaborating this argument, Abii Ra’itah is sometimes obliged to
demonstrate that various aspects of Jewish and Christian salvation history do not fall
within the first six categories. He anticipates, for example, that an interlocutor might
point out that the Exodus event, with its attendant call of the Jewish people back to
faithful worship of the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, was accomplished through a

combination of fear and desire:

You see that Moses, son of ‘Imran and the other prophets accepted by you,

proclaimed a religion and they revealed it and confirmed it with desire and

fear together. As for the desire, it is just as the statement of Moses that

“God made you heirs to the land of Canaan....” As for the fear, it is also

just as his statement to the Sons of Israel, offering to them that “Surely

God has made you heirs of the peoples, so you shall kill them until not one

of them remains....” ’

It is worth noting that Abii Ra’itah refers here to Moses as the “son of ‘Imran”
and as one of the prophets, both of which are Qur’anic ways of referring to him. This is
significant in that it demonstrates both Abii Ra’itah’s familiarity with the Qur’anic text
and his willingness to establish common ground with his Muslim audience by using such
terminology. Abu Ra’itah has thus set himself the task of demonstrating that the dynamic
of the Exodus event was something other than fear and desire, and he continues to

develop his argument in specifically Qur’anic terms. Rather than compelling his people

through fear and desire, argues Abii Ra’itah, God “brought about the protection of the

7 Keating 94-95; “Wa qgad taran Masa ibn Tmran wa giruhu min al-anbia’ al-gabilah minkum gad d‘aia
il din wa azharahu wa atbatiahu. Bi-al-ragbah was al-rahbah jamraan. Ama al-ragbah fa-ka-qiil Miisa an

Allah miiratakum ard Kan aan.... Wa ama al-rahbah fa-ka-qiiluhu aidan li-bina Isra’i wa tagdamah ilthum
an Allah miratakum ard al-amum yaqinan fa-taqtalanuhum hit 1a tabgan minhum ahdan....”
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religion, and its acceptance through signs and wonders that God revealed and caused
through the hand of [Moses] in the land of Egypt.... Now these signs proved the religion
of God by the hand of Moses [and] are among the wonders widely-known by all of the
peoples.” By using the term “signs” (a/-a7at), Abu Ra’itah connects this seminal event in
salvation history with a key Islamic concept, since as previously explained this term is
used throughout the Qur’an to denote the proofs that God provides for his revelatory
action in the world and even for the Qur’anic verses themselves. Taking both the singular
and the plural into account, this term appears some 235 times in the text of the Qur’an.
Abt Ra’itah is thus able simultaneously to cast the Exodus in specifically Qur’anic
terminology and fit it into his model of valid and invalid reasons for conversion to a
particular religious tradition.

As he continues to describe and characterize the Exodus event, Abui Ra’itah does
so in a way that is virtually saturated with Qur’anic terminology:
The proof of this [i.e., that God acted toward Egypt and toward the
Israelites in order to provide convincing signs to validate His revealed
will] is the statement of God, may He be praised! to His intimate friend,
Moses, when he begged Him to save the Sons of Israel from the hand of
Pharaoh and from the error of his people, from his enslavement and
oppression of them with every painful torment, and to reveal to them His
religion and send down to them His book with His practices and His law
by His [own] hand in mercy to them here [on this earth], when the
Merciful One said to His servant Moses: “I have seen the humiliation of

my people dwelling in the Land of Egypt, and I have heard their cries, and
I have descended to save them. And so, I send you for this.””

¥ Keating 95-97; “... jala asamatuhu al-dm wa gabaluhu bi-al-armat wa jara’ih alatt azharuha wa ajraha
Allah ala yadihr br-ard Misr.... Fa-hadahi al-arat atbat din Allah ala yadr Miisa min al- aja’ib al-mudaaah
1 al-amum katah.”

? Keating 96-99; “ Wa al-burhan ‘ala dalak qiil Allah sabhanuhu li-najthu Misa ‘and al-tamasuhu halas
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Even in so short a passage as this, at least five different Qur’anic allusions or turns of
phrase can be detected. First, Abii Ra’itah follows the mention of God’s name with the
expression “sabhanuhu,” which Keating has translated “may He be praised!,” and which

29 ¢

can also be rendered “Glory to him,” “may he be exalted,” or simply “blessed be he.”
This usage follows a Qur’anic convention, and the expression appears in forty-one
different places in the Qur’anic text. Second, Abii Ra’itah describes God’s reason for
intervening on behalf of the Israelites first as saving them “from the error of [Pharoah’s]
people” —i.e., from the influence of Egyptian polytheism — and mentions their
deliverance from hardship and slavery only secondarily. Third, Abti Ra’itah expresses
God’s revelatory action in a quintessentially Islamic way by attributing to Moses a prayer
for God to send down his book, an attribution which certainly is not drawn from the Old
Testament and which incorporates a purely Muslim way of understanding scripture.
Fourth, the Law of Moses is referred to in this passage not by the Arabicized form of the
word Torah (a¢-Taraah), as sometimes appears in Arabophone Christian writing, but by
the terms sunan and sara’a. Both of these terms were and are significant ones for a
Muslim reader. The first term is used to refer to the rules of daily living attributed to the
Prophet Muhammad in Islamic tradition and is the root word for Sunni; it could be

loosely but reasonably translated “the way of right living.” The second term is used to

refer more technically to Islamic law and has entered English and other Western

buni Isra’il min yad Faraian wa dalalah gamuhu wa ast abaduhu atahum wa siquhum bi-kul ‘adab ilthum
wa azharuhu i-hum dinuhu wa anzal kitabuhu ‘althum bi-sunanuhu wa sara‘ahu ‘ala yaduhu rahman
l-hum hunak ad yaqil al-Rahim Ii- abduhu Misa nazran nazartu ila dalah s‘abr al-sakin bi-ard Misr wa
sam atu dajjuhum wa nazaltu bi-halasuhum. Fa-t aal arsaluka li-dalak.” See Ex 3:7-8.
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languages under the near-transliteration sharia. Fifth, God is referred to in the passage by
the name a/-Rahim, the Merciful, which is one of the most frequently used names for him
in the Qur’an and in Islamic practice.

In addition to attempts to employ Qur’anic terminology such as the one just
described, Abii Ra’itah also attempts to affirm and employ Islamic ways of speaking
about God insofar as possible for a Christian author. This includes acknowledging the
limitations of human language itself when used in reference to God, and in his treatise
Fr atbat din al-Nasraniah Abii Ra’itah expresses this limitation in terms that echo the
Qur’an:

If someone asks us about [any] part of our teaching about God, may He be

praised! concerning the Trinity and the Unity, and the matter of the

Incarnation and becoming human, and anything else about His attributes,

and we answer with a deductive proof or an analogy or evidence from a

book, and if [the answer] happens to approach the goal and the questioner

is happy with the answer [given to] him, then we thank God for this! If it

is found, [however], to be far from [the goal], not appropriate for [the

question] in all or most respects, this is [still] good and holds true for His

predication, for according to His statement: “The understanding of the one

who describes Me with descriptions is not capable of succeeding.””

The statement with which Abt Ra’itah ends this passage is not a direct Qur’anic
quotation, so it is not clear why he feels justified in calling it a statement of God Himself.

That said, the statement does reflect the idea, held in common by Christians and

Muslims, that God is greater than any human capacity for describing him accurately.

10 Keating 101-103; “Wa ad saina ‘an b ad giluna fi Allah sabahanuhu min amar al-tatlit wa al-taahid

wa amar al-tajasud wa al-ta’nus wa gir dalak min safatthu fa-gjabuna bi-ra’a aa gias ai hajah min kitab fa-
waq a qariban min al-bagiah wa agn a al-sa'il fi jaabihu sakarna Allah ‘ala dalak wa an alfa b ‘ardan minha
Gir mula’im li-ha fi jamia anha’ihu ai jaluha fa-dalak jamil hia ‘ala sidiq safathu fi qaluhu an tasafunt al-
wasafun fa-1a yanal al- aqil”
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Since this apophatic sense of God’s absolute transcendence is so important to the Islamic
religious discourse, the statement also goes somewhat beyond establishing common
ground and affirms a key Muslim assertion about God. Furthermore, although not a direct
quotation, the statement does seem to echo certain Qur’anic verses, in that it uses the
same verb (Arabic wasafa, to describe or predicate) that a number of these verses use to
warn against some of the descriptive assertions that are made about God.

Some of these verses are clearly directed against polytheistic assertions or
statements about God that would lend themselves to polytheistic interpretations (for
example, 6:100, 21:22, and 37:159). Two other Qur’anic verses, however, seem to give a
more general warning against descriptions or predications offered about God. Surah
21:18, for example, represents God as saying, “We cast the Truth against Falsehood, and
Truth knocks the brain out of Falsehood, such that Falsehood dies. Woe be to you, for the

I”!! Giving an even more general warning, surah 37:180 reads,

description you make
“Exalted be your Lord, the Lord of Glory, beyond the descriptions (or attributions) they
make of him.”'* Since these verses seem to issue such a broad condemnation of
descriptions made of God, one or both of them, or perhaps a proverb derived from them,
could lie behind Abu Ra’itah’s statement.

There is another consideration about this statement of Abli Ra’itah that is worth

noting. Besides the Qur’anic verses already mentioned, there are two others which use

the same Arabic terminology about making descriptions or predications of God, but

" Bal naqdif bi-al-haq ala al-batil fa-yadmaguhu fa-ada hiia zahiq wa la-kum al-wail mima tas ifiin.

12 Subhan Rabbika Rabb al-‘azah ama yasifin.



136
specifically with reference to the attribute of begetting a son. Surah 23:91 declares that
“God has not begotten a son, and there is none from among the gods with him.... God is
exalted above the descriptions (or attributions) they make of him.”" In surah 43:81,
Muhammad is commanded, “Say: if the Most Gracious One had a son, I would be the
first among those to serve him. Exalted be the Lord of the heavens and the earth, the Lord
of the Throne, beyond the descriptions they make of him.”'* Given the existence of these
verses, Abli Ra’itah’s strongly apophatic statement may be a rather sly way of raising the
issue of using the language of begetting in reference to God. As will be shown below,
Abi Ra’itah’s fundamental position about the divine attributes can be summarized in two
points: 1) If it is not possible to use the language of begetting in reference to God because
of its creaturely connotations, then likewise it is not possible to ascribe any attribute to
God, since ultimately one uses the language of creaturely attributes in order to do so; and
2) human attributes are metaphorical reflections of divine ones, rather than the other way
around. In other words, the position that he takes in the passage quoted above may be
understood as a preparatory statement that draws on the terminology of the Qur’an in
order to place the whole question of divine begetting in the context of the limitations of
language to describe God.

In /7 al-Tajasud, Abu Ra’itah posits that a Muslim interlocutor may argue that

using the terms Begetter, Begotten, Father, and Son in reference to God necessarily

B Mz atahad Allah min walid wa ma kan m ahu min alah.... Subhan Allah ama yasifan.

14 Qul an kan li-al-Rahman walad fa-ana awal al- aabidm. Subhan Rabb al-samawat wa al-ard
Rabb al-ars ama yasifun.
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entails predicating of God everything that one would predicate of human fathers and
sons. Rather than attempt to defend the use of these terms on Christian doctrinal grounds
or purely rational grounds, he resorts again to Qur’anic terminology:

If it follows from our description of God as Begetter and Begotten, Father
and Son, that we are compelled to make necessary for Him all predications
of creaturely begetters and begotten, fathers and sons, then [since] you
would describe Him and we would describe Him as a Doer of things, so
[too,] we must make everything necessary for Him that is necessary for
someone who does something. But does a doer from among created things
know how to do something without movement or place or time or thought
or a tool or an instrument to make it, or anything else that we have not
described? Then we must describe God, may He be praised! as not making
[any]thing without these [things], as humanity needs them when it does
something. "

Abt Ra’itah here draws upon a term that the Qur’an itself applies to God in at least two

verses. Surah11:107 states, “Your Lord is the Doer of that which he wills.”"

In a very
similar passage, surah 85:14-16 says of God that “he is the affectionate Forgiver of sins,
Lord of the efficacious throne, the Doer of that which he wills.”'” Abu Ra’itah then
imagines a dialogue in which his Muslim interlocutor argues that God’s doing is nothing
like creaturely doing because of his absolute power. Rather than argue with this point,

Abt Ra’itah affirms it and argues that in the same way, God’s begetting is nothing like

human begetting. Just as God can be correctly described as a Doer because of his

15 Keating 264-66; “An kan min gabal wasafuna Allah waladan wa milidan wa aban wa ibnan

nadtar 1la an nulazmuhu jamr a sifat al-waladm wa al-maladmn fa-al-aba’ wa al-1bna’ al-mahliqah fagad wa
saftumuahu wa wasafanahu 12 al al-asia’ fal-nulazamuhu kul ma lazama min fi‘al sT an. Fa-hal y aqalu fa al

min al-mahliqgin yaf'al st an bi-1a harakah wa 1a makan wa [a zaman aa fikrah ai alah ai adaah yafal biha
ai gir dalak mima mal nasafa. Falnasafu Allah li-hu al-hamdu anahu 14 yafal st'an din hada li-hal
al-madar 1ltha al-‘abad and agan falahum li-sr'.”

' Rabbak faal li-ma yuridu.

" Wa haa al-Gafur al-wadad da al-‘ars al-majid aal li-ma yurid.
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efficacious action of bringing into existence whatever he wills without any dependence
upon a process of thought, the passage of time, the use of tools, etc., so also he can be
described as Begetter and Father, or in the case of the second Person of the Trinity, as
Begotten and Son without any dependence upon the various creaturely aspects of human
begetting. By arguing in this way, Abii Ra’itah uses the same technique as that used by
Abt Qurrah and by the author of F7 tat/it, namely, placing his Muslim reader in the
difficult position of either denying the legitimacy of Qur’anic language about God or
affirming the reasonableness of language used in Trinitarian doctrine. Furthermore, in the
midst of articulating Trinitarian terminology, he affirms the principle that is perhaps most
basic to all Islamic discourse about God: that he is utterly beyond and unlike his
creatures.

In fact, Abti Ra’itah not only affirms this principle of the divine transcendence
and makes it central to his argument, but he goes a step further. In applying the idea of
divine transcendence to the attribute of begetting, he argues that creaturely begetting is
actually a metaphor: “How does one in reality become a father or a son? All of those who
are called father and son among creatures are only called this as a metaphor, as the saying
about from where [a child] is: he is given to [a father] from God.”"® Thus Aba Ra’itah
suggests that the divine attribute of begetting is not a metaphorical expression derived
from the human attribute of begetting, such that Trinitarian terminology could be seen as

anthropomorphic (and therefore, in Islamic terms as sirk). Rather, the human attribute of

' Keating 267-69; “ Fa-min ama yusir ab hagan i ibn? Fa-kul min sama aban aa ibnan min
al-mahlaqin fa-anama sama dalak bi-ast aarah min al-qal minhu Allah ‘althi”
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begetting reflects imperfectly and partially a divine attribute which is its source. He goes
on somewhat later in the same risalah to argue similarly for all human attributes:

Just as God is living, hearing, seeing, knowing, and human beings are

those [beings] described with these, [too], the identity between the names

and attributes results from His gracious bestowal [of them] on His

servants, so that they are named with His names and described with His

attributes, [yet] the two differ in meaning."’

This way of thinking and speaking about attributes is quite similar to the mirror
analogy in Abii Qurrah’s writings examined earlier, in which he emphasizes that a human
attribute can exist only insofar as it is the dim and imperfect reflection of a real divine
attribute, just as the features in a person’s reflection can exist only insofar as they reflect
the existence of the real person’s actual features. Abii Ra’itah does not elaborate his
notion that human attributes are metaphorical to the degree that Abii Qurrah articulates
his mirror analogy. Nonetheless, the rhetorical effect is much the same: Abt Ra’itah’s
Muslim reader is left with a choice between affirming that the attributes of begetting and

being begotten do in fact exist in God, or else explaining how a human attribute can exist

without a basis in the divine life.

Abu R2’itah’s Use of Scripture
As has already been mentioned, Abti Ra’itah clearly belongs to the second stage
of Arabophone Christian theology as described by Samir Khalil Samir, in which both

scriptural and philosophical tools and arguments are used in the project of articulating

19 Keating 271-73; “ Fa-ka-ma an Allah hi samia basir ‘alim wa al-ansan al-misaf bi-dalak wa atafaq
11 al-asma’ waal-sifar i-amtananuhu brhi ‘ala abaduhu bi-ma asmahum bihi min asma’hu wa wusufuhum

=9

bi-sitatihi muhtalafan al-m ana.
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Christian doctrine and defending it against Muslim criticism. In fact, he is keenly aware
of the distinction between scriptural and philosophical approaches, sometimes explicitly
commenting on his own methodology and his reasons for proceeding in particular ways
or using particular types of evidence, as will be shown in further detail below. Two
important background issues influence the way the Abii Ra’itah goes about using
scriptural arguments. The first is the continuing lack in his time of a complete and
authoritative Arabic translation of the Bible. Keating has noted that when he quotes from
the Old and New Testaments, he appears to be making his own translations from the Old
Syriac version and that his translations of particular texts are inconsistent, suggesting that
they were done on an ad-hoc basis over time, according to the needs of the moment.*
This fact in turn suggests the transitional linguistic character of the time and place in
which Abii Ra’itah wrote. On the one hand, Arabic had not yet become so completely
dominant that a standard Arabic text of the Bible had been produced, but on the other
hand, Arabic was becoming sufficiently prominent that Abii Ra’itah eventually compiled
a list of his biblical proof-texts in Arabic, the Sahadar min gl al-Taraah wa
al-Anbia’ wa al-Qadisin (“Witnesses from the Words of the Torah, the Prophets, and the
Saints™)*! to serve as a kind of handbook for Christian apologists in debate with Muslims.

The second background factor influencing Abii Ra’itah’s use of scriptural

argument is the problem of a/-tahrit; the alleged interpolation and corruption of the Old

and New Testaments. From early in the Islamic period until the present day, Muslim

20 K eating 304.

2 bid, 299-333.



141
theologians have asserted that all authentic prophets proclaimed a message that was
substantially identical to the preaching of Muhammad, and that the reason for doctrinal
disagreements among Jews, Christians, and Muslims is that no authentic copy of the
original contents of the Old or New Testament exists. Rather, runs the Muslim argument,
the Jewish and Christian scriptures as they are known are the result of alterations made
by Jews and Christians to justify their heterodox beliefs as they drifted farther and farther
from the various prophets’ original testimony and teaching. Against this backdrop of
Muslim insistence on a/-tahrifas the origin of Jewish and Christian scriptures, the
Christian apologist could not simply cite scriptural evidence and expect it to be fully
convincing. That said, scriptural testimony could not simply be set aside, since as noted
in both the preceding chapters, one of the central questions in Christian-Muslim
encounters was which religious tradition could claim to be the authentic spiritual heir of
the prophets.

Abt Ra’itah attempts to take into account this methodological tension with regard
to scriptural testimony, and as a result he takes the nuanced approach of incorporating
select scriptural evidence from the Bible supported by both Qur’anic and philosophical
evidence. We can be quite certain that by the height of his career the issue of al-tahrit’
was a significant factor in Christian-Muslim dialogue and that he was aware of the
pitfalls of using scriptural evidence, because unlike the author of F7 tat/ir and Theodore
Abt Qurrah, Abu Ra’itah makes an explicit reference to the issue. Writing about the

scriptural use of plural language in reference to God, he writes in /7 al-1alat al-Mugadas:.
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Now it is necessary for us to notice ... that “God” is not counted as a
single one, in keeping with the witnesses of the [sacred] books, cautioning
the one who differs from us, and strengthening with support the one who
follows us, even if the ones who differ from us on it declare it to be false
when they claim we have altered [the sacred books] by adding to them and
taking away from them.?

Keating argues that Abti Ra’itah’s awareness of the problem of a/-tahrif and its
effect on Christian-Muslim dialogue substantially affected the particular scriptural
passages that he was willing to bring to bear in his apologetical writings and to commend
for use by other Christians. Writing about the selections that appear in his handbook
Sahadar min qal al-Taraah wa al-Anbia’ wa al-Qadisin, Keating asserts that

... within limited confines he still employed passages from the Old
Testament in his apologetical writings. He apparently did this because it
was easier to provide convincing evidence for the Old Testament than for
the New that it had not been tampered with, since the same texts had also
been preserved by the Jews.””

Abii Ra’itah made this type of argument explicitly in F7 al-7alar al-Mugadas:

Now, if they deny this teaching [i.e., multiplicity coexisting with oneness
in God], and reject it, saying: “The prophets did not say this, rather, you
have altered the words from their places, and you have made [the
prophets] say what is false and a lie,” it should be said to them: If these
books were only in our possession, and not [also] in the hands of our
enemies the Jews, then, By my life! one could accept your teaching that
we have changed [them] and substituted [words for other words].
However, if the books are also in the hands of the Jews, no one can accept
your teaching, unless it were found that the books that we possess differ:
[but] what is in the hands of the Jews is in harmony with what we
possess.”*

2 Keating 201-203; “Wa gad yajab ‘alma an nutha ... bi-an Allah lisa ‘adida wahid farada bi-sahadat
min al-kutub tiqzan li-man halifuna wa tasdidan li-yagim mi-man sairana wa kan muhalifiina li-ha
makdabin bi-ma adaua min tahrifuna aiaha bi-al-ziadah fanuha wa al-nagsan minha.”

» Keating 303.

* Keating 207-209; “ Fa-an ankaraa hada al-qal wa hajadahu wa qalaa an al-anbia’ lam tantaq bihi
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There would have been some methodological danger in arguing this way, since Abu
Ra’itah is asking his Muslim interlocutor to reject a mainstream Islamic doctrine about
the scriptures as accepted by Jews and Christians, in favor of affirming his logical
argument about the current state of those scriptures. Yet Abii Ra’itah is clearly interested
in affirming Islamic concepts and using Qur’anic terminology to the highest degree
possible, as already demonstrated. Thus there emerges one of the characteristics that most
clearly distinguishes Abii Ra’itah from the other early Arabophone Christian theologians
considered here. On the one hand, he seems more knowledgeable about the text of the
Qur’an and more eager to make use of it than, for example, Theodore Abii Qurrah. On
the other hand, he seems more willing to challenge his Muslim interlocutors about
fundamental disagreements in the two religious traditions than other Christian apologists.
In summary, Abt Ra’itah found himself in a place and time in which Arabic was
becoming the regional lingua franca and yet its burgeoning dominance had not yet
prompted the creation of an authoritative Arabic translation of the Bible, so like the
author of /7 tat/ir and Theodore Abu Qurrah before him, he got along by using his own
translations of biblical proof-texts. But unlike these slightly earlier Arabophone Christian
authors, he felt the need to take explicit note of the issue of al-tahrif, to weigh somewhat

more carefully the scriptural passages that he would employ, and to blend biblical,

wa anama harafutum al-kalam ‘an mid ahu taqilutum althum al-zar wa al-kadab. Yuqal i-hum anahu lai
kanat hadahi al-kutub fi atidina min gir an yakian ff aida a ada’na al-Yuhad kan Ii- amrT yagbul qalukum
ana girna wa badalna. Fa-ama ad sarat al-kutub fi aida al-Yuhad aidan lam yagbul gilukum ahad 1/a an
yajad ma fi atidina min al-kutub muhalifan Ii-ma fi aida al-Yuhiid minha musakalin mulaaman li-ma kan Ii-

=9

dina minha.
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Qur’anic, and philosophical argumentation such that no argument could be rejected by
his interlocutors due to having been based on “interpolated” scripture alone.

An important example of this kind of argumentation is his assertion that the
scriptures use plural language in reference to God, and that because of this usage it is
necessary to understand that although God is one, there is within God some kind of
plurality. Immediately after the passage from /7 al-7aliat al-Mugadas cited above, in
which Abii Ra’itah makes note of the accusation of a/-tahrif; he builds an argument based
on scriptural language, beginning with quotations from the Old Testament. First he
assembles a catena of quotations from the Book of Genesis, including passages about the
creation of Adam (Gen 1:26), the creation of Eve (Gen 2:18), the expulsion from the
Garden of Eden (Gen 3:22), and the confusion of human languages at the Tower of Babel
(Gen 11:7). In each of these quotations, God refers to himself using plural pronouns. Abt
Ra’itah then includes a citation from the Book of Daniel, in which God speaks to
Belteshazzar using a plural pronoun in reference to himself (Dan 4:31). By selecting
these quotations, Abt Ra’itah has assembled testimony from both the Torah (a/-77raah)
and the Prophets (a/-Anbia’), thereby including two of the “units” of revealed scripture
cited individually in the Qur’an. He then turns his attention to the Qur’anic text:

You recall that in your book [something] similar to what we have referred

to from the sayings of Moses and Daniel is written in accounts concerning
< 7992 2 2 . : 2
God: “We said” 5, “We created” 6, “We commanded” 7, “We inspired” 8,

» E.g., surahs 2:34, 35, and 37; 7:166; 20:68; and 25:36. This usage appears 27 times in the Qur’anic text.
26 E.g., surahs 7:181; 15:26 and 85; 36:71; and 50:38. This usage appears 24 times in the Qur’anic text.

27 Surah 17:16 appears to be the only appearance of this construction in the Qur’an. Keating suggests surahs
10:24 and 11:40 as well, but these are examples of the noun “our command” rather than the verbal form.
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“We destroyed””’ and “We annihilated’, along with many others

comparable to these. Does one who thinks doubt that these words are the

speech of several and not the speech of one single [individual]?*'

Abt Ra’itah displays in this passage some key points of his apologetical method with
regard to the use of scriptural arguments. Although it would be much easier to draw from
the New Testament to build his case for multiplicity of persons in God, he selects texts
only from the Old Testament here since he has established a rational argument which
makes those texts less assailable. Furthermore, he has selected passages for which there
are almost exactly parallel grammatical usages in the Qur’an. He also displays the depth
of his Qur’anic knowledge by the number of examples he gives and the significant
number of Qur’anic passages represented by the expressions he mentions.

After listing these examples of Qur’anic texts in which God is presented as
speaking of himself using plural pronouns, Abti Ra’itah anticipates an argument by his
Muslim interlocutor that God speaks in the “royal we” in the Qur’anic texts mentioned,
and responds to such an argument on philosophical grounds. Noting that the use of plural
pronouns by an individual is permitted not only in Arabic, but in Hebrew, Greek, and

Syriac as well, Abii Ra’itah argues that the usage is permitted due to the composite nature

of human beings:

* E.g., surahs 4:163; 7:117; 21:73; and 35:31. This usage appears 24 times in the Qur’anic text.

2 E.g., surahs 6:6; 10:13; 26:208; and 54:51. This usage appears 29 times in the Qur’anic text.

3 E.g., surahs 7:137; 26:172; 25:36; and 37:136. This usage appears 6 times in the Qur’anic text.

3t Keating 202-203; “ Wa gad dakartum an fi kitabukum maktaban aidan sabah ma dakarna min qal

Miisa wa Danial hakaiah an Allah min quina halaquna wa amaruna wa aahima wa ahlakuna wa
damaruna m a naza'ir li-hadahi katirah. Asuka ahad y aqul an hada al-qil sata 1a qal wahid fard?”
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This is correct and permitted in a composite of different things, and a

composition of members which are not similar, because it is one [thing

with] many parts. The primary parts of the human being are the soul and

the body. And the body is also a construction of various basic elements

and many members. For this reason it is necessary that what you have

described be clearly specified. As for the One, simple [God] Who is in

agreement in all manners and does not have members or parts, how is it

possible that He be specified clearly in the way you have described ...

when He is counted as one, just as you have asserted?>
Thus Abti Ra’itah uses the philosophical categories of composition and simplicity to
interpret and clarify the use of plural pronouns in the Old Testament, as well as to pose an
implicit hermeneutical challenge with regard to the text of the Qur’an. By presenting the
argument in this way, he presents to his interlocutor three possible choices: to reject
Qur’anic language about God, to affirm that language but deny that the usage has any
correlation to ontological categories, or to affirm the language and admit that the plural
usage points to some kind of multiplicity in God. The overall structure of his argument
aligns the portion of Christian scripture that Abii Ra’itah believes can be presented as
most acceptable to a Muslim, the testimony of the Qur’an, and the philosophical
categories for which there was so much interest among Muslim theologians and other
intellectuals of the time. He concludes this portion of his argument with a statement that

brings together quite succinctly all three of the sources that he has so skillfully woven

together:

32 Keating 202-205; “Dalak sahih ja’iz fi al-ma’lif min asia’ muhtalatah wa murakub min a'ada’ gir

mutasabihah. Li-ana wahid katir ajzaa’ hu. Fa-awal al-3jza’ min al-ansan al-nafas wa al-jasad. Wa an

al-jasad ardan mubina min arkan sata wa a‘ada’ katirah. Fa-li-dalak jaz an yuntiga ‘ala ma wasafium.

Fa-ama al-wahid al-basit al-mutafiq fi kul anha’ hu aladr 12 a‘ada’ li-hu wa la ajza’ fa-kif jaz li-hu an yuntiga
bi-ma wasaftum ... ad hia adida wahid ka-ma z amtum.”
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So you should know that God is one and three when He speaks in both
[types] of utterances: “I commanded” and “We commanded” and “I
created” and “We created” and “I revealed” and “We revealed”. For “I
commanded”, “I revealed”, and “I created” indicate that his ousia [ Arabic
Jjaiihar] 1s one, and “We commanded”, “We revealed”, and “We created”
indicate three hypostaseis [Arabic aganim].>

Having already built this case for unity and multiplicity existing simultaneously in
God based on the language of scripture, Abii Ra’itah then makes another scriptural
argument in /7 al-1alat al-Mugadas, this one based on the rather mysterious passage
about Abraham found in Gen 18. This argument is also based on language used of God,
but rather than arguing that singular and plural language are used of God with equal
accuracy, he argues that the three beings that appear to Abraham are collectively
addressed with singular terminology:

[Moses] reports in the Torah concerning Abraham, the Friend of God,
saying: “God appeared to Abraham [while] he was before the door of his
tent in the place of such and such. As the daylight became hot, Abraham
sat before the door of his tent. He lifted his eyes, and beheld three men
standing before him. So he stood, facing them, and bowed to them, and
said: “Lord, if you regard me with merciful eyes, then do not pass by your
servant.” Do you not see that those who Abraham saw with his own eyes
were three in number, because he said “three men”, yet he called them one
Lord ...? Now the number three is a mysterion [ Arabic sirr] for the three
hypostaseis [Arabic aganim]. And he called them “Lord”, not “Lords”.
[This is] a mysterion for one ousia [Arabic jaahar]. So in three can be one,
just as we have described.**

3 Keating 204-205; “Li-t alimaa an Allah wahid talatah min hitu nataga bi-kulf al-latazatin min amartu
wa amarna wa halagtu wa halagna wa aihitu wa aihina. Fa-amartu wa aahitu wa halagtu dalll ‘ala anahu
Jaithar wahid wa amarna wa aahina halagna dalil ‘ala aganim talatah.”

*Ibid., “[Masa] abbar £ al-Tartah an Abrahim halil Allah ga’ilan an Allah taraia li-Abrahim wa hiia
anda bab himatihu fi mid a kada wa kada. Fa-li-ma al-sathar al-nahar jalasa Abrahim ala bab hiba’ hu.
Fa-rafa‘a amihu wa absara rajalan talatah graman fiiquhu. Fa-qam mustagbulan li-hum wa sajada li-hum
wa qgal Rabb an kanat ramgqan ilf bi- ain al-rahmah fa-1 tajawazan ‘andaki. AFIa taran an aladr aaina
Abrahim talatah ‘adaduha hitu qal rajalan talatah fa-samahum Rabban wahidan....? Fa- adad al-talatah sirr
an li-aganim al-talatah. Wa tasmituhu aiahum Rabban la Arbab sir li-jaiihar wahid. Fa-fi talatah yajawaz

=9

wahid ka-ma wasafna.
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Since Abt Ra’itah begins this argument from the experience of Abraham after
concluding his previous argument based on scriptural language, it may be considered a
separate “unit” of argumentation, leading to the question why he considered this
additional argument necessary. His strategy here is to invoke the experience of the key
figure of Abraham due to Abraham’s unique importance in the history of revelation.
Since Abraham was simultaneously regarded as the spiritual progenitor of Jews,
Christians, and Muslims alike, and as the literal forefather of the Arabs through descent
from Ishmael, he occupied a central role in the revelation of right worship. There was
hardly any more formidable figure that could be invoked for the project of supporting
Trinitarian doctrine in the Arabic language.

Furthermore, Abii Ra’itah has here structured his argument in a way that subtly
aligns it with an important tradition in Islamic religious discourse. By focusing on what
Abraham saw and what Abraham said in response, Abt Ra’itah forms a kind of Christian
hadit (“report” or “narrative”) in support of a Trinitarian understanding of God. The
hadit was and is a form of Islamic teaching in which a point of doctrine is supported not
by quotations from the Qur’an but instead by a short narrative from the life of
Muhammad or from one of his original circle of companions. A hadit provides guidance
about right belief or right action by recounting how Muhammad or one of his close
companions reacted to a given set of circumstances.” In this passage, Abii Ra’itah has

cast the scriptural material he is using in the form of a hadir in order to enlist Abraham’s

3 The Encyclopedia of Islam says that the term “is used for Tradition, being an account of what the Prophet
said or did, or of his tacit approval of something said or done in his presence.” The Encyclopedia of Islam:
New Edition, vol. 11l (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1971), 23-28.
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support for the idea that “oneness” and “threeness” are not mutually exclusive. Even the
title by which Abraham is called here, Friend of God, is in parallel to the phrase
“Companion of the Prophet.” Thus Abii Ra’itah has in this passage drawn upon the Old
Testament, in keeping with the considerations presented earlier, to marshal two different
elements from Islamic religious culture — the seminal figure of Abraham and the reliance
upon hadit to guide belief — in order to build an argument for Trinitarian doctrine.

Abt Ra’itah also marshals scriptural evidence to make another type of Trinitarian
argument, built upon the triad of God, his Word, and his Spirit — the same type of
argument that figured so prominently in /7 tat/iz. Since, as noted previously, Abt Ra’itah
seems to have been quite conversant with the text of the Qur’an, one may reasonably
suppose that he was familiar with the ways in which the terms Word and Spirit are used
therein. Thus the resonances of those terms as described in the chapter on /7 tat/ir above
are quite relevant for the argument that he builds around the idea of a God/Word/Spirit
triad. One appearance of this type of argument follows upon the arguments just described
in /7 al-1alat al-Mugadas, while a very similar line of reasoning appears in
Iratbat dm al-Nasraniah. In the former, Abli Ra’itah draws upon several passages from
the Psalms and from Isaiah in order to argue for the God/Word/Spirit triad. He begins
with Ps 33:6 and writes: “And David said in his book: ‘By the Word of God the heavens
were created, and by the breath of it all of their hosts.” Now David clearly expresses the

three hypostaseis when he says God, and His Word, and His Spirit. In our description, are
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we adding to what David describes?*® In order to understand the use that Abii Ra’itah
makes of this verse, one must understand that the same Arabic word, rah, is used for both
“breath” and “spirit”, much like its cognate ruach in Hebrew or pneuma in Greek. Thus
the God/Word/Spirit triad, although lost in the English translation, would be clear to
anyone reading the original Arabic. One could argue that the quintessential Qur’anic
expression of God’s transcendent uniqueness is the ability to create.’” Thus Abi Ra’itah
has chosen a verse which associates this key Qur’anic expression of divine power and
transcendence, the ability to create, with both the Word and the Spirit. Lest the
implication of divinity for the Word and the Spirit be lost on his reader, Abli Ra’itah
immediately follows this passage by quoting Ps 56:10, in which David asserts that he
praises [Arabic sabaha] the Word of God. Can David himself, Abti Ra’itah asks
rhetorically, be one of those who offers praise to something other than God? Thus the
Muslim reader is left with three implied choices: to demur from the strong Qur’anic
association of creation with the unique power of God, to assert that the seminal figure of
David was in fact a polytheist, or to concede the possibility of a triad of God/Word/Spirit
in which “threeness” is present without contradicting the divine unicity. In further
support of his argument, Abii R2’itah quotes Ps 107:20, in which salvific and healing
power are attributed to the divine Word, and Isaiah 48:16, in which the sending of the

prophet Isaiah is attributed to the Spirit of God.

36 Keating 204-205; “ Wa an Daaid gal fi kitabuhu bi-kalimah Allah halaqat al-samuaat bi-riih fihi kul
quatiha. Fa-qad li-fasah Daaid bi-al-talatah aganim hitu gal Allah wa kalimatibu wa rithhu. Fa-hal zadna
i wasafuna ‘ala ma wasata Daaad?’

37 See surahs 2:117, 3:47, 6:73, 16:40, 19:35, 36:82, and 40:68, where God’s unique power is described by
the formula “Be! and it is” (kun fa-yakin).
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Abt Ra’itah includes a similar argument in his /7 atbat din al-Nasraniah. In this
treatise, he structures his argument very similarly to the one described above, in that he
describes the appearance of the three beings to Abraham (see Gen 18), but in a shorter
form and in a more traditionally exegetical way, without the apparent intention to create
an Abrahamic Aadit in support of the Trinity. He then transitions to an argument using the
texts of the psalms, but here the argument is less developed, focusing on the divinity of
the Word without dealing with the Spirit or establishing a clear God/Word/Spirit triad.
Rather than Ps 33:6, he quotes Ps 119:89, writing:

Then, David, the Prophet, verified [Moses’] statement, that the Word [of

God] is a [self-] existent being, true God from true God, not an

inconsistent Word, when he said in speaking to his Lord: “You are our

eternal Lord, Your existent Word is present in heaven.” And also his

statement: “To the Word of God I give praise.” The Word is, then, true

God, deserving the praise of David and other creatures.*®
The fact that there are two separate arguments here (the argument from Abraham’s
experience with the three visitors and the argument from the psalms about the Word’s
true divinity ) appearing in the same order in the respective treatises, but appearing in a
much less complete form than in /7 a/-7alat al-Muqgadas suggests that Fr atbat
dm al-Nasraniah is the earlier of the two texts. Although he had apparently not yet

developed the presentation of Abraham’s experience as a “Christian hadi” nor the

God/Word/Spirit triad, he was clearly attempting to adopt a somewhat Islamic mode of

¥ Keating 118-19; “Zum an Daaad al-nabt hagaga qaluhu bi-an al-kalimah dat qa’imah alah haq min
alah haq la kalam muntaqad ad yaqal ff gialuhu -Rabbihi bi-anka Rabbuna abadan qa’imah kalimatuka
mijadah ff al-sama’. Wa qgiluhu aidan li-kalimah Allah asbah. Fa-al-kalimah idan alah hag mustawajab

al-tasbih min Daaid wa giruhu min al-hala’iq.”
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expression since here he refers to David as “the Prophet,” a Qur’anic rather than biblical
title for the Israelite king.

Another significant difference with the argument as it appears here is that Abu
Ra’itah follows the quotations from the psalms with one of his quite rare New Testament
citations:

In addition is what the Messiah, may He be praised! said to His disciples

and His Apostles when He sent them to proclaim the truth, [and] abolish

the invocation of many gods and worship of them, to announce and

proclaim the One God, when He, the Praiseworthy, said to them: “Go and

announce [the Good News] to all people, and purify them in the name of

the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, and [ am with you until the end

of the world.”

As already noted, New Testament quotations are rare in Abti Ra’itah’s
apologetical treatises, most probably because of the problem of a/-tahrif; the allegation of
which he explicitly acknowledges. One apparent reason for the inclusion of the passage
above, in which he quotes Mt 28:19, is to serve as a segue to another kind of scriptural
argument in support of Trinitarian doctrine. Having made the two-fold argument from the
Old Testament presented above (the experience of Abraham and the testimony of David
about the divinity of the Word of God), and then having quoted Jesus mandating the
Trinitarian baptismal formula, Abii Ra’itah is left with an implicit problem of unity

between the Old Testament and New Testament witnesses. He seems to interpret his

Muslim interlocutor asking something like the following: “We acknowledge that Jesus

3 Ibid., “Fadalan an qil al-Masth sabhanuhu li-tulamidt wa rusuluhu ‘and arsalahu aizhum li-d‘awah
al-haq al-mabtalah dakar al-alaha al-katirah wa ‘abadatiha mubasirin da am 1la Allah al-wahid ad yaqil Ii-
hum al-hamid adhubia wa basiraa al-nas katah wa tahhurahum bi-ism al-Abu wa al-Ibn wa al-Rah
al-Quds wa ana m akum 1la ansaram al-dunia.”
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was a prophet and taught true doctrine. How could it be, then, that he taught threeness in
God, whereas such a thing was never taught by the previous prophets?” In response, Abi
Ra’itah makes an argument based on the concept of divine pedagogy and a gradual
revelation of the divine nature:

This description [of God as three and one], (as well as other things which

God, glory be to Him! made known), which has never ceased and does not

cease [to be true], was hidden from the forefathers because they were

incapable of perceiving its meaning, was revealed to later [people] so that

they would be more perfect in knowledge and understanding, and because

the meaning available to them concerning the teaching and faith in [God]

became [more] subtle and refined. The disciples preached [the description

of God] in their dispersion [over the earth] to the ones who followed them

and among others who described God with His honorable description, and

by it proved [the disciples’] proclamation to be the true one, having [also]

the power [to perform] countless other signs and every wonder, as we

have described.*
This passage is noteworthy for two different reasons, both related to an inherent tension
in the Qur’anic text. On the one hand, this passage appears to be one of the cases in
which Abii Ra’itah challenges an Islamic presupposition head-on. Since Islamic belief
supposes the teaching of every authentic prophet throughout history to be identical, there
would appear to be no room in Islamic thought for the idea of a gradually unfolding
divine revelation. According to this conventional Muslim way of thinking, if Trinitarian

doctrine were correct, it would have been explicitly taught by every prophet in history —

the Jewish prophets of the Old Testament period, the various prophets sent to Gentile

¥ Keating 119-121; “Fa-dalak safa lam tazal wa 14 tazal ka-tamat ‘an al-awalm li-ajazuhum an al-waqia'‘a
ala manaha wa gir dalak mima Allah Ithu al-hamdu i ‘alam bihi wa zaharat li-I-ahrin l-yakamluhum fi
al-‘alam wa al-marafah wa li-ma lataf wa duq ff al-m ‘ana al-mayid fihum min al-qil wa al-aiman bihi wa

ithum d‘aaa al-tulamid tafiigan minhum man tab ahum wa bin giruhum mi-man wasat Allah li- aziz

safatiwa bi-ha haqaqaa d awatihum al-sahihah aqtadaran minhum ‘ala al-arat al-gir mahsa ‘adaduha wa al-

=

Jarda'th kuluhum ka-ma wasafna.
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peoples*!, Jesus himself, and Muhammad. As previously noted, Abt Ra’itah is
noteworthy among the earliest Arabophone Christian theologians for his willingness to
flatly deny core Muslim beliefs. Indeed, since he departed in this passage from his usual
custom of avoiding New Testament citations, one may well ask why. He appears to have
done so specifically for the purpose of introducing this idea of divine pedagogy, in which
God gradually revealed Himself over time, first as one and later as three-in-one. Even in
this context, Abu Ra’itah characterizes the mission of Jesus in Islamic terms,
emphasizing the work of Jesus in revealing God and instructing his followers in authentic
worship, rather than emphasizing the sacrificial/redemptive role of Jesus as one might
expect from a Christian theologian. Despite this concession to the Islamic conceptual
framework, there is no denying that this passage contradicts a key Islamic tenet more
directly than most early Christian Arabophone writings.

On the other hand, with his extensive knowledge of the Qur’anic text, Abii
Ra’itah may be playing off a significant event in the history of the nascent Muslim
community that was recorded and explained in the Qur’an itself — namely, the change in
Muhammad’s teaching about the gib/ah, the proper direction for prayer. During the
earliest portion of Muhammad’s preaching career, while still in his native city of Mecca,
his adherents had followed the Jewish and Christian custom of facing toward Jerusalem

to pray. After the famous exodus to Yathrib, known to later history as Medina, the

*!'In this category the Qur’an mentions by name Hud (11:50) and Saleh (26:142).
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Muslims adopted the custom of praying facing toward Mecca.** The Qur’an itself
provides a theological explanation for this change:
The fools from among the people will say: “What has turned them away
from the giblah to which they were oriented?” Say: “Unto God are the
East and the West. He guides whom he will to a straight path.” Thus We
have made you into a balanced community, so that you may be witnesses
unto the people, and the Messenger may be a witness unto you. And we
made the grblah to which you were oriented, but only to test those who
follow the Messenger from those who turn on their heels. It was a
tremendous thing, except to those guided by God.... Turn your face in the

direction of the Sacred Mosque. Wherever you may be, turn your faces in
its direction.®’

Although Abii Ra’itah does not mention this Qur’anic passage or the event that it
describes explicitly, his knowledge of the Qur’an may have provided him with the
knowledge that a change or development in teaching was not completely unknown in
Islamic doctrinal history. Although the change in the direction of prayer may seem a
minor matter to the modern Christian, it was in fact a significant event — a “tremendous
change,” according to the Qur’anic text — because it involved a deviation from the
traditional Jewish and Christian practice by the nascent Muslim community, and the
concomitant emergence of that community as a quite distinct religious tradition. The fact
that the Qur’anic text itself contains this defensive-sounding explanation for the change

indicates both its psychological impact on the early Muslim community and the degree to

2 See Malise Ruthven, Islam in the World, 2™ ed. (Oxford: University Press, 1999), 53 and John L.
Esposito, Islam: The Straight Path, 3. ed. (Oxford: University Press, 1998), 14.

® Surah 2:142-144: “Sayaqil al-sufaha’ min al-nas ma walahum an giblatihim alair kanaa ‘altha?

Qul li-lah al-masraq wa al-magrib. Yahdi man yasa’ ila sirat mustaqim. Wa ka-dalak ja alnakum ummah
wasatan li-takanaa suhada’ ala al-nas wa yakin al-Rusal ‘altkum sahidan. Wa ma ja alna al-qiblah alatt
kunta ‘aliha 1la Ii-n‘alam manyatb ‘a al-Rusil mi-man yanaqalib ‘ala ‘aqibthu. Wa an kanat la-kabirah 1la
ala aladm hada Allah.... Fil wajahak satar Al-Masjid Al-Haram wa hitu ma kuntum fiilaa wajiihakum sata
rahu”
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which it seemed to be a contradiction of the notion that authentic doctrine, and the
authentic worship derived from that doctrine, had never changed in the history of the
world. This precedent in Islamic history may explain why Abu Ra’itah is willing to
deviate from his usual custom of avoiding New Testament quotations, in that he perhaps

felt himself to be on solid ground in arguing for a gradually unfolding revelation.
Abu R2’itah’s Use of Philosophical Tools and Arguments

In addition to his apparently superior of knowledge of the Qur’an, one of the
things that distinguishes Abti Ra’itah from the other Arabophone Christian writers
considered so far is his much more extensive use of terminology and concepts from the
Greek philosophical tradition, particularly Aristotelianism. Although this distinctive trait
of his writings may be explicable in terms of differing traits of personality and
background, it may well be explained instead by social and cultural developments in the
Arabophone world. Since he seems to have been slightly younger than Theodore Abii
Qurrah, there would have been a small chronological difference, perhaps twenty years or
s0, between the pinnacles of their respective careers. It is worth noting that during this
very period Muslim intellectuals in the cosmopolitan parts of the empire, such as
Damascus and Baghdad, were becoming more and more interested by and conversant in
the concepts and terminology of Greek philosophy. Thus Abii Ra’itah’s extensive use of
these concepts may be understood as another method by which he attempts to express and
defend Christian doctrine in a way which would have particular resonance with a Muslim

audience of his time and place. Furthermore, as will be shown below, Abt Ra’itah
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consistently interweaves the use of philosophical concepts with the prominent Muslim
doctrine of God’s utter incomparability. He does so in order to pursue an apologetical
strategy in which a Trinitarian notion of God is shown to be uniquely compatible with
both the demands of philosophy and the core Islamic tenet of God’s uniqueness.

As shown above, Abii Ra’itah considered a Trinitarian understanding of God to
be not only orthodox doctrine, but more “subtle and refined” (/ataf' wa dug) than the
Muslim teaching on God’s oneness. In /7 al-1alat al-Mugadas, he attempts to
demonstrate this point using the categories from Aristotle’s Metaphysics. He poses the
context of his argument by asking his imagined Muslim interlocutor whether the Muslim
assertion that God is one is meant to say that God is one in genus, one in species, or one
in number. He then argues that each of these understandings would be deficient: it cannot
be said that God is one in genus, because that would indicate the presence of multiple
species in God; it cannot be said that God is one in species, because a species is
comprised of multiple individuals; and it cannot be said that God is one in number,
because this would contradict the Muslim doctrine that nothing is comparable to God,
since the created universe is full of things that are one in number.*

Abt Ra’itah then goes on to argue that the key to understanding God’s oneness is
another concept taken from Aristotelian philosophy: not the categories of genus, species,
and number, but instead the distinction between ousia (jaiahar) and hypostaseis (aganim):

We describe Him as one perfect in ousia, not in number, because He is in

number (that is, in Aypostaseis) three. [This] description of Him is perfect
in both ways: When we describe Him as one in ousia, then He is exalted

* Keating, 172-75.
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above all His creatures, be it His perceptible or His intellectually

comprehensible creation — nothing is comparable to Him, nothing is mixed

with Him, He is simple, without density, incorporeal, His ousia

approaches everything closely without blending or mixing.*
By arguing this way Abii Ra’itah achieves a brilliant synthesis of the Aristotelian
concepts which were enjoying prominence in the intellectual life of the Arabophone
world and the central Islamic doctrine of God’s absolute transcendence. He has already
demonstrated that none of the categories from Aristotle’s Metaphysics provides a
satisfactory way to categorize God’s oneness because each of them would violate the
doctrine of divine incomparability. By understanding God’s oneness as consisting of an
absolutely unique substance, Abii Ra’itah is able to affirm both Aristotelian concepts and
the divine incomparability, while simultaneously presenting his imagined interlocutor
with three uncomfortable choices: to define the divine oneness in terms of an Aristotelian
metaphysical category, putting at risk the divine incomparability; rejecting the
Aristotelian categories altogether; or admitting that the Christian understanding of God’s
oneness was more refined and did not place the doctrine of divine incomparability and
the Aristotelian categories in competition with each other.

Throughout his writings, Abti Ra’itah is eager to demonstrate when using the
categories of ousia and hypostasis that the name referring to the ousia may be used as a

general term or as a particular reference to the individual beings that share the ousia. For

example, in /7 athat din al-Nasraniah, he devotes a lengthy passage to demonstrating that

45 Keating 174-77; “ Nusafuhu wahid kamalan fi al-jaiihar 13 1 al- adad li-ana i al-‘adad ar fi al-aganim
talatah. Fa-gad kamalat safatithi ff al-wajhin jamfaan. Ama wasatha aiahu wahidan ff al-jaiihar

fala‘atala’ hu jamra huluquhu wa baritatuhu mahsisah kanat am m aqilah lam yasbuhhu sai’ wa lam
yahtalat brhi giruhu basit gir katif rahani gir jasmant yat ‘ala kul bi-qurb jaiharuhu min gir amtazaj wa 1a
lI-hutlat”
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this is the case when speaking of human persons. He notes that there are two different
types of statements one may make that involve naming an ousia:

The first ... is applied to the ousia of the thing ... everything that is a

component of [the thing] participates in it, without increase or decrease in

its measure or its members... as when one says “living” and “human

being”. The other [kind of statement describes each individual] member

and its differentiation in itself ... as when one says “Sa‘d” and “ﬂz‘llid”.46

In other words, in the mundane use of language, when one says “human being,”
one may be referring to the general concept of a human being, or one may be referring to
a particular human being (i.e., a particular participant in the ousia of human being). The
reason this point is so important to Abt Ra’itah is that he wishes to establish as
philosophical common ground with the Muslims the idea that individual existents may be
legitimately referred to by the name of the ousia in which they participate. Since this is
the case, when the Christian calls the Father “God,” and calls the Son “God,” and calls
the Spirit “God,” he is not thereby affirming the existence of three gods any more than he
is affirming the existence of three different “humanities” when he calls Peter “human
being,” and calls Paul “human being,” and calls John “human being.”

Abii Ra’itah makes this same point about the use of the name of an ousia in
I1 al-Tajasud. In this treatise, he imagines that his Muslim interlocutor notes that a
Christian would affirm the statement that Christ is God, and would also affirm the

statement that God is three hypostaseis. Therefore, objects the Muslim, the Christian

should affirm the statement that Christ is three hypostaseis, and yet Christian doctrine

* Keating 108-11; “... 2hadha waga ‘ala jaghar al-sT ... al-mastarak fihi al-jamia al-mutajaza minhu bi-Ia
ziadah wa 12 nagsan ala qudrah wa taqirahu.... ka-qul al-qa’il hi wa ansan.”



160
affirms that Christ is but one of the three hypostaseis, which would be appear to be
contradictory. Abii Ra’itah counters this objection based on the same two-fold usage of
the name of an ousia:

According to us, the name “God” is [both] general and specific. The three
are in general divinity and each one of them is the same as the other in
quiddity, just as we have described concerning gold — all of it may be
characterized as gold, even the smallest piece of it is also gold. However,
we mean [here] that the incarnated One is divine, that is, one of the
hypostaseis, and He is the Son, the living Word of God, eternally divine,
not three hypostaseis. *’

Abt Ra’itah anticipates that this line of argument - that God may be considered
one in his transcendent and incomparable ousia but three in his hypostaseis - may be
dismissed by his Muslim interlocutor as simply inconsistent:

If they refuse this description ... and say ... the one whose ousia is other

than his hypostaseis, and whose hypostaseis are something other than his

ousia cannot be described because it is contradictory ... it should be said

to them: Have we described [God’s] ousia as other than His hypostaseis as

you have described? ... We only describe [God] as unified in ousia and

divided in the hypostaseis, and [God’s] ousia is His hypostaseis, and His
hypostaseis are His ousia, as with the placement of three lights in one

house.*

Although helpful in countering the posited Muslim objection, this explanation may be

somewhat disconcerting for the modern Christian reader, perhaps at first reading even

calling into question Abt Ra’itah’s Trinitarian orthodoxy. There are two separate issues

4 Keating 222-23; “Ism Allah ‘andana ‘aam wa has fa-talatiha ‘aamah alah wa kul wahid dat al-ahar ff
al-mahiah ka-ma wasafna min amr al-dahab al-masaf kuluhu dahaban wa al-qalil minhu dahaban ardan.
Fa-anama anina an al-mustajasad alah ar ahad al-aganim wa hiia al-Ibn kalimah Allah al-hiah alah azalr 1a
talatah aganim.”

* Keating 184-85; “ Fa-an ankaraa hadahi al-safah ... wa qalaa an ... man kan jaghar gir aganimuhu wa
aganimuhu gir jatiharuhu lam yakun fi al-safah muhtalafah ... yugal li-hum athal wasafna jaaharuhu gir
aqanimuhu ka-ma wasaftum? ... Anama wasatha anahu mutataq ff al-jaithar mufiraq ff al-aganim wa
Jjaiharuhu hiia aganimuhu wa aganimuhu hum jadharuhu bi-manzilah adwa’ talatah fi bit wahid.”
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with the passage as quoted here. The first is primarily a problem of translation. The
Arabic word that Keating has here translated “divided” - mufaraq - should instead be
translated “differentiated.” The second issue has to do with the relationship between the
Jjauhar and the aganim as here presented. Taken out of context, it might appear that Abu
Ra’itah’s description asserts that the two are identical, collapsing any meaningful
distinction between them. On the contrary, since his entire argument here depends upon
making a meaningful distinction between the jazhar and the aganim, it would make no
sense for him to establish an identity between them. The broader context of his argument,
together with his analogy of three lights placed together in a house, demonstrate that
when he writes, “[God’s] ousia is His hypostaseis, and His hypostaseis are His ousia,” he
means that God’s jaaharis common to all three of the 2ganim, and the aganim exist in
no state other than that of sharing a single jaihar.

Abt R@’itah’s further explanation of this relationship is important in revealing the
degree to which he is willing to draw upon contemporaneous Muslim debates about the
divine attributes and how they may be understood in conjunction with God’s oneness:
“The ousia of the Godhead is the three hypostaseis, and the three hypostaseis of the ousia
of the Godhead are the ousia. For the difference between the ousia [and] the single
hypostasis is like the difference between a whole thing and one of its properties....”*’ The
term Abu Ra’itah uses here, rendered by Keating as “property” is Aaassah, rather than

sifah, the term that is usually translated as “attribute.” But it is important to note that Abt

¥ Keating 186-87; “ Fa-jaithar al-lahiit talatah aganim talatah aganim jaithar al-lahiit jacthar. Li-ana
mubhalifah al-jaghar al-agnam al-wahid ka- muhalifah sar’ aam l-b ‘ad hiaassah.”
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Ra’itah argues that the divine jazhar can be understood as the “sum total” of three
distinct properties, with each property being one of the Zganmm. This fact is obscured by
the fact that he then goes on to present a conventional account of the Trinity that would
be quite at home in Western theological texts, in which each hypostasis is distinguished
by a property unique to it: “the Father by His Fatherness, and the Son by His Sonship,

and the Spirit by His Procession....”"

But a careful reading of the text shows that this
passage is inconsistent and that Abii Ra’itah uses the term Aaissah in two different ways.
The first usage asserts that the jazharis equivalent to the three 2gannm taken collectively,
and that each of the aganim is the expression or instantiation of a particular divine
property. Thus emerges an account of the Trinitarian persons as three incommensurable
divine properties, clearly distinct because each is different from the others, and with the
ousia being the equivalent of these three incommensurable properties taken together. Aba
R@’itah points out that this definition of the divine ousia is analogous to the definition of
the human ousia, which can be expressed as “living, having the faculty of speech,
mortal.”! In his clearly different second usage of the term Aaassah, Abii Ra’itah refers
not to a property which is one part of the divine ousia, but to the relational property that
characterizes each person of the Trinity. Clearly he does not intend this second usage of
to be identical to the first, for then he would be defining the divine ousia as “having

Fatherhood, having Sonship, and proceeding,” which would be a definition of what is

common to the persons by the very properties that distinguish them. Significantly, Abii

0 Keating 186-89; “al-Ab bi-abwiatihi wa al-Ibn bi-binitihi wa al-Rah bi-hardjihi....”

51 Keating 188-89; “Ar mantiq ma’it”



163
Ra’itah asserts that there is no other existing thing which has this kind of relationship
between jauzhar and aganim. By doing so, he both proactively responds to an anticipated
objection that his account does not align with common experience about things and
affirms the Islamic doctrine that there is nothing that is like God.

Later in the text, Abii Ra’itah again seems to approach the contemporaneous
Muslim debates about the divine attributes and their relationship to the divine unicity
when he responds to an imagined question from a Muslim interlocutor about the specific
number of aganim in the Godhead:

Now if they say: “What prompts you to describe God ... as three

hypostaseis rather than ten or twelve [sic, should be translated as

“twenty”’], or fewer than this or more?”, it should be said to them: Truly

we do not describe Him as three hypostaseis instead of one ousia. These

three hypostaseis are one ousia in all aspects. It is not possible to find an

equivalent or a likeness for this.... As we have already explained, God

possesses knowledge and spirit, and the knowledge of God and His spirit

are permanent and perpetual, not ceasing. For it is not permitted in a

description of God ... that He be described in His eternity without

knowledge or spirit.**

This passage is in important one for understanding Abti Ra’itah’s approach, not only
because he reasserts that the jazharis the aganim and vice versa, but because he
identifies the second and third of the aganim as knowledge and spirit. Spirit is not used

here as the proper name of one of the persons of the Trinity, but as a quality or

characteristic indicative of life and vitality. The association that he makes between divine

2 Keating 196-97; “Fa-an qgalaa ma aladr d azkum ila tasafiin Allah ... aqganim talatah dan asarah aa

asrin au agal min dalak aii aktar yaqgual li-hum ana lam tasafuhu talatah aganim din jadhar wahid. Fa-hada
hi al-talatah aganim jadhar wahid fi jamra anha’hi ma sabil ila an yijad li-dalak nazir wa la matal....
Ka-ma dakarna an Allah di alam wa rih wa alam Allah wa rithhu da’iman qa’iman lam yazala. Li-anahu
1a yajiaz ff sitah Allah ... an yakiin masifan ff azalfatihi bi-1a ‘alam wa 2 rah.”
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attributes and the three Zganim is even clearer in the original Arabic, because the phrase
that Keating has chosen to translate “God possesses knowledge and spirit” might be more
precisely rendered as “God is the possessor of knowledge and spirit.” Furthermore, the
term “possessor” (dn) is a relatively complex and multi-layered Arabic term that
depending upon context may be translated lord, owner, or head. Thus it is itself indicative
of a particular attribute, that of headship or dominion, and is also a term which appears in
the Qur’an in reference to God and thus would be familiar to a Muslim reader.” Thus
Abt Ra’itah draws upon an understanding of divine attributes that Christians and
Muslims hold in common to present an argument for Trinitarian doctrine in which the
Godhead is expressed as a triad of dominion, knowledge, and spirit. Each of these
attributes or properties may be understood as distinct from the others since no two of
them are commensurable. Taken together they may be, according to Abii Ra’itah’s
thinking, understood as an approximate expression of the divine ousia, just as the human
ousia is expressed as “living, having the faculty of speech, and mortal.” One must say
that these three properties together constitute only an approximate definition of the divine
ousia because, as is clear from Abt Ra’itah’s assertion that nothing is like God, He has
these attributes in a way that is different from any of His creatures.

Another important area of exploration in /7 a/-7alat al-Mugadas in which Abi
Ra’itah draws upon the philosophical tradition is his consideration of analogy (a/-gias)

and the way in which analogies may be made between God and created things. This is an

53 See, for example, surah 40:15, where God is referred to as Lord of the Throne (da a/- ars), surah 51:28,
where He is called Lord of Power (di al-gaah), or surah 57:21, where He is referred to as Lord of Favor
(da al-fadal).
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area in which he quite self-consciously draws upon the philosophical debates taking place
among the Muslim intellectuals of his day, for he mentions them in a general way when
he introduces the subject of analogy:

According to the ahl ar-ra ’y,5 % the analogy is limited to what is similar in

one way, for the most part there is difference. If the analogy bears

resemblance to what is compared in every manner, and there is no

difference in any [part] of it, then there would be a question as to whether

it is a sound analogy.”

In F7atbhat din al-Nasraniah, Abu Ra’itah articulates a second limitation on the
use of analogy in theological discourse which also draws upon Islamic thought. He
begins by noting that any analogue lies at some rational distance from the thing to which
the analogy is made. But then he points out that this problem is greatly compounded
when the thing for which an analogy is sought is God Himself, due to the ontological
chasm that lies between Him and His creation:

The term “analogy” is used by those having knowledge besides for the

exalted predication of God ... for every attribute predicated of spirits and

corporeal beings in general. And if our goal is to present the analogy ...

then effort and intense [care] in its correct [application] are necessary for

us ... on account of its distance from the things that are compared to it in

all of its relations.... For that for which the analogy is sought is above

every analogy found among what is intelligible and perceptible, as we
have [already] described.”®

3% The phrase which Keating has here left untranslated literally means “the people of opinion.” The text
provides no clue as to whether Abti Ra’itah has in mind any particular school of thought. Keating notes that
the phrase “is probably a general reference to the group of Islamic scholars who were known for their
extensive use of reason and opinion.”

> Keating 186-87; “Had al-qias ‘and ahl al-ra’t ma sibih fi t ad al-wajah fa-kan al-galib ‘alihi al-ahtilaf.
Fa-laad an al-qias ashah al-muqas brhi fi kul anha’thi wa lam yuhalifuhu fi sai’ minha kan idan hia al-amr
al-multamas lahu giasan qa’iman.”

56 Keating, 104-105; “ Fa-had al-qias al-must amal man dir al-m arutah fadalan an sitah Allah ...
al-mataliah ‘an kul sifah misafah al-araah wa al-ajsam jamraan. Wa ad garduna dakar al-qgias ... wajab

—ve—

alma al-gjtihad wa al-mubaligah i tashthhu ... astas aba li-b aduhu min al-asia’ al-muqis fih1 kul
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So, in summary, Abt Ra’itah describes three considerations in the use of analogy: first,
that an analogue may be expected to be like the thing to which an analogy is made in only
one way, but different from it in many ways; second, that the conceptual distance
between the two means that great care must be taken in developing analogies; and third,
that God transcends comparison to any created thing that is apprehended by the senses or
even by the intellect, such that the first two principles are intensified for any analogy that
is used to describe Him. These principles are an important aspect of Abii Ra’itah’s
apologetical method, since the very question of divine analogy was controversial in
Islamic thought. Only by emphasizing these principles drawn from Islamic thought about
analogy does he establish sufficient common ground with his intended Muslim audience
for the Trinitarian analogies that he explores in the text.

A particularly prominent analogy in /7 al-1alar al-Mugadas is Abii Ra’itah’s
comparison of the three Trinitarian hypostaseis to three lamps in a house. He returns to
this analogy a number of times in the treatise at hand, comparing the single light
emanating from the three lamps to the divine ousia. He imagines that his Muslim
interlocutor may challenge such an analogy on the basis that the three lamps suggest three
different sources, such that the oneness of God is compromised by the analogy, even if
the existence of the hypostaseis themselves is granted. Abti Ra’itah’s response to this
objection is built on Islamic sources in two ways. First, following the principle articulated

above about the parameters of an analogy, he argues that in order to be a sound analogy,

anha’ihi.... An al-multimas li-hu giasan y alaa ‘ala kul gias mijiad min al-m aqil wa al-mahsis ka-ma wasat’

na.
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the two things being compared need only be alike in a single way, and indeed it is
anticipated that they will be different in more ways than they are alike. Thus the analogy
between the Trinity and the three lamps placed together in a house is apt, in that there is a
single point of correlation between the two: the existence of a shared ousia which cannot
be differentiated among the three existing things. In fact, in order for the imagined
Muslim objection to be valid, the Trinity and the three lamps would have to be alike in
every way, which in turn would violate the Muslims’ own principle about how analogies
work. The second way in which Abii Ra’itah’s response draws upon Islamic thinking is,
once again, the principle that since God is utterly transcendent, one need not apply to him
the same principles that one would apply to created things:

If God ... were a luminous and perceptible light ... each one of them

would be in need of a cause from which it emerges, just as it is necessary

that the perceptible lights have sources. [However,] when we briefly

described the lights, which are above all of the senses and knowledge, we

are not compelled to describe each one of them as having a cause. Rather,

one of them is the cause of the other two, without beginning and without

time.”’
The term that Keating has here chosen to translate “knowledge” (a/- agal) would be better
translated “intellection” or “process of cognition.” By noting that the three “lights” being
described in the analogy — i.e., the three divine Aypostaseis — are beyond anything that
one perceives with the senses and beyond the normal processes of intellection, Abt

Ra’itah affirms a core Islamic tenet. But he also undercuts with a single stroke any

objections which would be based on differences between God and perceptible things.

ST1Ibid., “Fa-lai an Allah ... naran wa dia’ mahsis li-kan ... kul wahid minha mahtgjan 14 ‘alihi yahraj
al-adua’ al-mahsasah alatt hia mahtajah ila al-m aadan. Fa-ama ahtisar wasafna li-adaa’ m ataliah ‘an al-h
aas wa al-‘aqal jamiaan lam nudfira 112 an nasaf li-kul wahid minha ‘alah bal ahadhuma ‘alah al-atnin bi-Ia
bada wa 12 zaman.”
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Abt Ra’itah follows this argument with three other analogies, answering multiple
anticipated objections along the way about whether these analogies deviate from the
doctrine of God’s unicity. In so doing, he continues to anchor his Trinitarian argument in
the two principles articulated above: the philosophical position that an analogy works by
establishing a single point of similarity between two things, while accepting the fact that
there are numerous points of difference between them; and the Islamic tenet that, because
God is utterly beyond His creation, any attribute that is ascribed to Him is held by Him in
a different way than the same attribute would be held by one of His creatures. The first of
these analogies is the comparison of the Trinity to the triad of Adam, Eve, and Abel, in
which the first entity is the source and origin of both the second entity and the third
entity, but in a different way in each case:

The description of the property of one of them is not the description of the

property of the other, because Adam is the begetter and not the begotten,

and Abel is the begotten and not the begetter, and Eve is the one who

proceeds from Adam ... not the begetter or the begotten. Each one of these

is inseparable from that which differentiates it from the other, yet the

ousia is not different, as we have explained. And Adam and Abel and Eve

are a mysterion (Arabic sirr) *for the Father and the Son and the Holy

Spirit, to the extent that it is possible for what is perceptible and visible to
be a mysterion for that which is neither perceptible, nor visible.”

%% The basic meaning for this Arabic term is “secret.” Like the word mystery, it can also be used to mean
“sacrament.”

59 Keating 188-89; “ Wa Iisa sifah hasah ahadhuma sifah hasah al-zhar li-ana Adam walad Iz wulida
wa Habil wulida la walad wa Haa harajah min Adam 12 walad wa 12 wulida. Lazam kul wahid minhum
hasatihi alatt biha yuhalif i-I-ahar min gir an yukin al-jaihar muhtalaf kama dakarna. Wa Adam wa Habil
wa Hiaa sirr al-Ab wa al-Ibn wa Rih al-Qudus bi-qadar ma yumkin al-mahsis al-mabsar an yakin siran Ii-
ma lisa bi-mahsis wa la mabsar.” 1t is perhaps worth noting that the term Keating has translated
“description” here is sifah, the same term that is sometimes translated “attribute.” So Abtu Ra’itah is here
speaking of the distinctions among the three divine hypostaseis in the language of attributes, although
exploring the implications of divine attributes in terms of the Islamic debates over unicity is not his primary
purpose here.
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Abt Ra’itah anticipates that a Muslim may object that this analogy suggests three gods.
Presumably the basis for this objection would be the fact that the ousia, although shared,
is held by three distinct, individual beings. He answers this objection by articulating four
different ways in which the Adam/Eve/Abel triad differs from the three persons of the
Trinity. First, the three human persons had lives that were chronologically defined, with
different beginnings, endings, and life spans. Second, they occupied different physical
spaces in which they underwent bodily growth. Third, they were unequal in power.
Fourth, they experienced interior conflict. By elaborating this list of considerable
differences, Abii Ra’itah brings his analogy in line with the two principles of Islamic
thought articulated earlier. Since it is possible to identify a similarity between the Trinity
and the Adam/Eve/Abel triad (a shared ousia common to three distinct individuals, one of
whom is the source of the other two, but in two different ways), but a much longer list of
differences, the comparison meets the definition of analogy that he adopted from Islamic
thinkers of his time. By articulating the ways in which the divine persons occupy the
relations of begetting, being begotten, and proceeding quite differently from the human
persons, Abii Ra’itah emphasizes that God is far beyond the limitations of his creatures
and unable to be described fully in conventional human language, despite the usefulness
of some analogies.

Abt Ra’itah offers two other analogies: the triad of the soul, the intellect, and the
faculty of speech, as well as the familiar triad of the sun, its light, and its heat. He
presents these two analogies in the context of replying to a proposed Muslim objection

that continuity (a2usal) and division (afiarag) cannot be simultaneously present in the
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same thing. Rather, continuity precedes and is ended by division, or else division is
dissolved into continuity. Abii Ra’itah responds by pointing out that although such is
frequently the case, even in created things continuity and division can exist
simultaneously in the same thing:

Now, what do you say about the soul and the intellect and the faculty of

speech? Are they continuous or are they divided, or do they have both

attributes, I mean continuity and division? Was the soul ever separate from

the intellect and the faculty of speech, or one of these two from the others,

then joined [together] later? Or is it not the case that their continuity and

division [occurred] together from their very beginning, [so that] one of

them did not precede the other? ... Tell us about the sun and its light and

its heat: is it continuous, one part with another part, or is it separate and

not continuous? Or does it have both attributes together ...? Now, does its

continuity precede its division, or does its division precede its continuity?

Or did it have both states together from the beginning .. 290
As with his other Trinitarian analogies, Abti Ra’itah is primarily interested here in
showing that the Christian way of understanding God’s oneness fits into both the
definition of analogy affirmed by his Muslim interlocutors and with the idea that God is
ultimately beyond creaturely comparisons. Indeed, he anticipates that the triads of
soul/intellect/speech and sun/light/heat may inspire in his readers the idea that the three
aganim of which he writes are parts of God, and is careful to dismiss such an

understanding as incompatible with the concept of analogy that he is using. In reference

to these two triads, he writes that “... we only connect them analogously because of the

60 Keating 192-93; “Fa-ma ‘asakum an taqilaa fi al-nafs wa al-agal wa al-nataq. Amtasalah hia am
maftaragah am li-ha kula al-sifatin a anf atisalan wa afiaragan. Fa-hal kanat al-nafs gat mubaimah li-I- agal
wa al-nataq ai b‘ad hadm li-ha tum atusilat min bad. Ai lisa anama atisaluha wa tabainuha jamiaah ma
awal ansa’iha lam yutaqadam ahaduha al-ahar....Ahbariina an al-sams wa di’ha hararatiha amtasalah hia
baduha bi-b‘ad lam mutabamah gir mutasalah. Am li-ha kula al-sitatin jamraan ... Fa-hal tagdam atisaluha

aftaraquha aa aflaraquha atisaluha. Am li-ha kula al-halin jamraan....”
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state of their simultaneous continuity and division, [where] one of them does not precede

the other. And we have said before this point ... that an analogy bears resemblance [to

9561

what is compared] in some aspect, but the difference is predominant.”" Thus the working

definition of analogy is preserved, and even more importantly, Abii Ra’itah makes clear
that the differences between the Trinity and these triads of created things are greater than
the single point of similarity that he is expressing.

The two light-based analogies used by Abui Ra’itah in /7 al-1alat al-Mugadas
also appear in his other treatises. In /7 atbat din al-Nasraniah, for example, he uses the
analogy of three lamps placed together in a house to demonstrate that even among created
things, it is sometimes possible to assert without contradiction that a given entity is
simultaneously both “one” and “three”:

If they [i.e., the Muslims] say: “It is one particular, that is, counted as one,
not three, in light”, we say: We do not count the light of all of them to [a
single] one of the lamps which, in emitting its light, does not have
[anything] particular apart from the [other] lamps. Nor do we see that its
light takes something away, or deprives the other lamps of their [own]
emission [of light].... Now if they say: “[It is] three [lights]”, we say ...
There is no difference among them in the light and the illumination, and
no separation in the place [of the light]. Rather, what is necessary for light
is proper [to them] in all of their states. So they should know that the light
described is one and three together [simultaneously]: one with regard to
the quiddity of the light and its ousia, and three with regard to the number
applicable to the being of the particular lamps....%

8! Keating 194-95; “... Arahadnaha giasan li-hal atisaluha wa afiaraquha jamraan maan lam tatagadam
ahaduha al-ahar. Wa qgad quina fi al-gias qabl al-miid‘a anahu ma asbah fi b ad wajiihhu wa kan al-ahtilaf
galiban ‘althu.”

62 Keating 104-107; “Fa-an qalia hiia wahid hasah ar m adid wahid 1a talatah fi al-dia’ quina lam n‘ad
al-da’ kuluhuli-b ‘ad al-musabih aladr Ia yajaaz fi ahray dia’ hu hasah giruhu min al-musabih fa-lasna narahu
yugadar dia’hu st'an wa 12 yaslab giruhu min al-musabih hargjuhu....Fa-an galaa talatah quina ... lisa
bmuhum zhulat'fi al-da’ wa al-anarah wa la tabamn ff al-makan. Bal hiia mula’imah fi jamr a hilatha
al-mustawajabah bi-ha al-dii’ li-y alamaza anal-dia’ al-masif wahid wa hiia talatah jamraan maan. Ama wa
hid fa-fi mahiah al-da’ wa jaidharuhu wa ama talatah fa-ff al-‘adad al-waq a ‘ala dat al-musabih al-has....”
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In this somewhat more elaborated use of the three lamps analogy, Abii Ra’itah
emphasizes the equality in worth, dignity, and power of the three Trinitarian hypostaseis
by noting that none of the lamps diminishes the illumination of the other two. This is also
the analogy that Abli Ra’itah seems to have felt came closest to the reality of the divine
life, since he notes that there is no spatial separation in the place illuminated by the
lamps, whereas elsewhere he had given spatial and physical separation as the main
difference between the Trinitarian persons and the Adam/Eve/Abel triad: “They [i.e., the
Trinitarian Aypostaseis] are not like corporeal things nor like bodies, which are separated
and divided, since they do not have a body nor flesh.” ® Perhaps the lack of this clear
difference based on spatial separation is why Abii Ra’itah, at the conclusion of the
passage cited above, felt the need to emphasize in a somewhat doxological fashion that
“[for him] there is no likeness nor measure: [God is] one in ousia, eternity, knowledge,
power, honor, majesty....."%

In this same treatise, Abii Ra’itah uses the sun/light/heat triad as a Trinitarian
analogy, and quite significantly for the purpose at hand, combines this use of analogy
with the concept of attributes. In this remarkable passage, he clearly suggests some

identity or correlation between attributes and aganmmn:

[It is] that which is called “one sun” because of its genuine existence and
uniqueness in its singularity, a being, one ousia, comprehending three

% Keating 114-15; “ Lisat ka-al-ajsam wa 12 al-ajsad al-mutabamah al-mutafaragah ad hia Isat bi-jasad
wa la jasam.”

% Keating 106-107; ... Bi-an 1a sibih wa la maqdar wahid fi al-jaithar wa al-azaliah wa al-‘alam wa
al-qiah wa al-majad wa al- azmabh....”
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known properties, that is, the sun disc which is described with two

substantial attributes, which are the light and the heat, since [the sun] does

not cease to be described with the two [attributes], in that it does not cease

to generate the light, [which is] generated simultaneously with the existence

of the sun disc ... without one of [the attributes] having existed prior to the

other two.%
In the account presented here, there is a clear distinction between properties (Aaas) and
attributes (si/zi), since there are three of the former and only two of the latter. The sun
itself is presented as ontologically prior, with the light and the heat generated by it
described as its attributes. Certainly the analogy of the three lamps and the analogy set
forth in this passage are mutually contradictory, since in the former analogy it is not the
case that two of the lamps are attributes of the other. But the fact that these analogies
work in different ways would not make either or both of them untenable, according to the
principles of analogy that Abii Ra’itah himself sets forth. As the texts themselves suggest,
if the mutual incompatibility of the two analogies had been raised as objectionable, he
would have replied that each of the analogues is like the Trinity in one way but different
from it in many others, and that in any case God is ultimately beyond all of these
comparisons to created things.

Abii Ra’itah makes another important point about analogy and its use in
describing God in /7 al-1alat al-Mugadas. He argues that the assertion of divine oneness

itself establishes a numerical analogy between God and the many created things which

can be described as “one.” Furthermore, because the oneness that Christians ascribe to

65 Keating 112-13; “Al-maqal ‘ala sahah wajiduha wa antaraduha bi-wihdaniatiha samsan wahdah

dat jaahar wahid madritkah talatah haas m arifah a ant al-qurs aladr hiia al-muasat bi-al-sifatin
al-jaithariatin alatt huma al-nir wa al-hararah mundu lam tazal bi-huma masifan anahu lam yazal walad
al-nar miladan bi-wajad al-qurs ... bi-la zaman sabiq li-wajid ahadhuma gabl girihi”
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God involves the “subtle and refined” distinctions that Abii Ra’itah has made using the
Aristotelian metaphysical categories, this oneness is unique to God and therefore fulfills
the Islamic dictum that “nothing is like Him” in a way that the oneness ascribed by
Muslims does not:

What do you say about one human being, and one king? Is not each one of

them a single [individual]? Which comparison is more important than

what you describe? As for the Christians, they reject any comparison [of

creatures] and likeness with [God] when they describe Him as three

hypostaseis and one ousia.... When it is found that He is three hypostaseis

and one ousia, then His description is above every comparison and

likeness [with creatures], because it is not possible that a single ousia

[having] three hypostaseis ... exists in creation.®®
By arguing in this way, Abti Ra’itah uses an apologetical stratagem that has already been
noted in the authors previously considered: namely, inverting an argument made by the
Muslims such that it becomes an argument for the Trinitarian understanding of God. In
this case, the idea is that Muslims pay greater honor to the divine unicity by asserting not
only that God is one, but that He is so utterly unique and transcendent that there is
nothing among His creatures to which he can be compared. Following on this assertion,
the charge is made that Christians diminish the divine unicity and transcendence by a
doctrine that implies the existence of three gods, or of a God comprised of three parts.
Here Abii Ra’itah argues, contrarily, that merely describing God as one makes every

individual thing in the created universe an analogue to Him, and that in having one

jaizhar without further distinction or refinement, the divine uniqueness is compromised.

66 Keating 198-99; “Fa-ma qgitlukum fi ansan wahid wa malik wahid. Alisa kul wahid minhuma fardan.
Fa-ar tasbih a azam mi-ma wasaftum. Fa-ama al-NasarT fa-nafat ‘anhu kul tasbih wa matal li-wasafuhum ar
ahu aganim talatah jaihar wahid....Fa-ad wujida anahu talatah aganim jadhar wahid fa-gad a atilat
sifatthi ‘an kul tasbih wa matal li-anahu 13 sabil 1la an yujad fi al-huluq jaghar wahid aganim talatah....”
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Far from diminishing the divine transcendence, only a Trinitarian understanding of God
preserves His utter uniqueness.

Another important philosophical concept that Abii Ra’itah brings to bear in his
defense of Trinitarian doctrine is that of causality. In /7 a/-74alat al-Mugadas, he imagines
his Muslim interlocutor pointing out that, since the Christians refer to each of the three
aganim of the Trinity as “Lord” and “God”, then they should have no objection to
speaking of “three Lords” or “three Gods.” In response, he argues that this line of
reasoning would be correct if each of the aganim could be considered a cause, but that it
fails as a critique of Christian doctrine because only one of the agannm can be considered
a cause, while the other two are caused by the first. He emphasizes that this relationship
of causality is a key aspect of understanding the Trinity correctly:

If it were the case that the books describe each one of the hypostaseis as

Lord and God, without bringing any of the hypostaseis into relation with

another, and it were necessary that each one of them is a cause, not

caused, then what you have described is permitted and right. However, if

it is true that the Son and the Spirit are from the Father, then there are not

many causes, [nor are] three gods or lords ascribed [to God].”

As with his treatment of analogies described above, Abii Ra’itah here rather ingeniously
blends two different principles, both of which are calculated to appeal to his Muslim
audience. While causality is taken from the philosophical categories that were of such

appeal to Muslim intellectuals of his day, the emphasis on God as the origin and cause of

all things — including God the Father being the origin and cause even of the other two

67 Keating, 208-209; “Laa kanat al-kutub m‘a wasafuha kul wahid min al-aganim rabban wa alahan lam
tusifa b ad al-aganim 112 b ‘ad wa wajabat an kul wahid minha ‘alah Ia malal li-kan ma wasaftum ja’izan
mustaqiman. Fa-ama ad haq an al-Ibn wa al-Rih min al-Ab lam tasar allan katirah lam tunsiba alahah
talatah wa [la arbab.”
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hypostaseis of the Trinity — aligns well with the Muslim religious sensibility that
carefully delineates ontologically between God and all else. Thus his argument from
causality constitutes a two-pronged appeal to his Muslim readership. Like other
apologetical stratagems used by the Arabophone Christian theologians reviewed here, the
use of this argument seems designed to place the Muslim interlocutor in the awkward
position of choosing between an admission that the Trinitarian understanding of God
accords well with philosophical principles, or else dismissing the particular philosophical
principle at hand — causality — as relevant for a discussion of God. The latter position
would hardly be tenable, of course, due to the Islamic emphasis on this very attribute of
God, as the origin of all.

Abit Ra’itah imagines that the introduction of the idea of causality into the
discussion may prompt an objection from his Muslim interlocutor based on the
chronological relationship between a thing and its cause. The objection is that causality
and simultaneity are mutually exclusive, such that the Christian may either affirm that
one of the aganim 1s the cause of the other two, and therefore exists prior to them, or else
affirm that the three are co-existent, in which case none of them can be the cause of the
others:

If the Father is the cause of the Son and the Spirit, as you have described,

then it ought to be the case that the Father [exists] before the one of which

He is the cause. And if the Father does not [exist] before the Son and the

Spirit, and they exist eternally together, then one of [the hypostaseis] is not

[more] worthy than the others of being the cause of [the others]. And your
teaching that one is the cause of two is false.®®

88 Keating 210-11; “An kan al-Ab alah al-Ibn wa al-Rith ka-ma wasaftum yanbagf an yakan al-Ab
aqdam mi-man hiia li-hu ‘alah. Fa-an lam yakan al-Ab aqdam min al-Ibn wa al-Rih wa agjabtum anha
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Although Abii Ra’itah does not explicitly compare this argument to the one previously
described based on continuity and division, the two arguments are in fact exactly parallel.
In both cases, the imagined Muslim interlocutor detects what appear to be mutually
contradictory attributes in the relations among the Trinitarian Zganim as they are
described by Christians. In both cases, the apparent contradiction arises because the
Muslim assumes a necessary chronological component for the particular relations being
described. Abii Ra’itah’s awareness that the two are largely parallel cases is shown by the
fact that he responds to both objections using the same analogy, that of the triad of the
sun, its heat, and its light:

Some causes, such as you have described, [exist] before those [things] for

which they are the cause. However, this is not as you have described with

all causes. You see the sun, and it is the cause of its rays and its heat. In

the same way fire is the cause of its light and its heat. And it is never

lacking its light and its heat. The teaching about the Son and the Spirit

from the Father is the same as this: [they are] two [things which are]

eternal from [something] eternal, although the Father does not anticipate

them.®
Abit Ra’itah’s response subtly points out that the erroneous assumption in both objections
is the inclusion of a chronological component. He notes that even with some created

things such as the sun and fire, simultaneity and causality may cohere in the same

relations between things, just as division and continuity may cohere. But his inclusion of

azaltah m‘aan fa-Iisa b aduha adan bi-mustahaq an yakan alah li-b‘ad diin b ad. Batala qialukum bi-an ‘ala
h al-atnin wahid”

% 1bid.; “Bad al- alul ‘ala ma wasafium min al-gadamah alati hia [i-hum ‘alah walakin lisa kul

al-‘alah ka-ma wasafium 1a mahalah. Fa-gad taran al-sams wa hia ‘alah s'aa aha wa hararattha. Hakada wa
al-nar ‘alah di’ha wa hararatiha wa lam takun qgat ‘aadamah li-dia’ ha wa hararatiha. Hakada wa al-qal fi
al-Ibn wa al-Rah huma min al-Ab azalian min azalr bi-1a sabiqgah kanat min al-Ab li-huma.”
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the adjective eternal (azali) subtly reminds the reader that the subject at hand — God — is
beyond all chronological considerations. Abii Ra’itah’s position might be stated as: even
with the more rarefied of created things, a relation of causality does not necessarily imply
a relation of precedence; therefore, how much more is this the case with God Himself,
who transcends all of the temporal limitations associated with His creatures. Here, then,
is another use of Abu Ra’itah taking a key Islamic affirmation about God — his eternality
— and turning it to his own apologetical purposes.

In a similar passage in /7 athat din al-Nasraniah, Abu Ra’itah suggests that these
two divine attributes — eternality and causality — when taken together, suggest the
possibility of multiple Zgannm in the Godhead:

As for the relationship of the Son and the Spirit to the Father, it is a

substantial, unceasing relationship, because the Father is the eternal cause

of the Son and the Spirit, for they are from Him (in spite of the difference of

their properties) He is not from them, without being earlier or later [in

time], two perfects from a perfect, two eternals from an eternal, because of

the identity of each one of them with the others in every way with their

ousia....”
In other words, if God is eternal, and God is also a cause, then the possibility exists for
there to be an eternal relation (adafah) of causality. Although Abi Ra’itah does not make
the conclusion explicit, it is clear from his presentation that if no such eternal relation of
causality actually exists, then God would have an unfulfilled potentiality, a state of things

which he and his Muslim interlocutor would agree is impossible. Since, then, God is

eternally a cause, there must be multiple 2gannm in the Godhead, which means that only

0 Keating 114-15; “Fa-ama adafah al-Ibn wa al-Rah ila al-Ab la-adafah jaghariah lam tazal li-ana
al-Ab alah azaliah li-I-Ibn wa al-Rah. Li-anahuma minhu ‘ala ahtilaf haashuma la hia minhuma min gir t
aqdim wa [a tahir kamalim min kamal azaliin min azalr li-atfaq kul wahid minhum m a al-ghar fi kul anha’

=9

Jjaitharuha.
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a Trinitarian account of God would satisfy the logical requirements of divine eternality
and divine causality. Furthermore, by his clever use of the term “two eternals” (azalin),
Abit Ra’itah draws directly from the contemporaneous Muslim debates about the divine
attributes and whether the positing of such attributes implied multiple eternal existents.

Abt Ra’itah addresses another Muslim objection that is related to causality,
although in this argument the term cause ( @/a/) does not appear. Rather, the argument
speaks of a thing which has its origin in another thing, a relation that encompasses the
notion of causality but also establishes closeness between the two things that goes beyond
mere causality. The argument is that when a thing has its origin in another thing, the
second thing is either a part of the first thing, or an operation of the first thing. This being
the case, the second thing is not entitled to the name of the whole thing:

Either the Son and the Spirit are a part of the being of the Father when you

describe them as being from Him, or they are His operation. How, if you

say that they are a part of Him, then the part does not deserve the name of

the perfect [whole], that is, “God”. And likewise, if [they] are his

operation, in the same way they are not deserving of the name “God”,

because it is the name of the perfect whole.”"
In responding to this argument, Absi Ra’itah makes use once again of Aristotelian
metaphysics and argues that a thing may be legitimately described as a “part” by being
part of a number (and therefore a perfect whole in itself) or by being part of a perfect

whole. He asserts that each of the divine aganim fits the first of these definitions, because

each of them is one out of three. By answering the objection in this way, he is able to

" Keating 212-13; “Ama an yakan al-Ibn wa al-Rith bad dar al-Ab ad wasaftumaha minhu wa ama
fialuhu. Fa-an qultum anaha baduhu lam tastahaq al-b ad tasmiah al-kamal ar alah wa an kana fi aluhu
la-ka-dalak ardan lam yastahaq ism al-alah li-anahu ism al-kamal”
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affirm the philosophical common ground (the metaphysical definition of “part”) and yet
simultaneously affirm that God has no “parts” in the sense of divisions and thereby

preserve an understanding of God’s oneness that his Muslim readers would affirm.

In addition to using this numerical understanding of “part” to reply to the
objection, Abii Ra’itah argues that there are two ways in which a thing may be from
another thing that involve neither parts nor operations: the way in which one who is
begotten comes from the begetter, and the way in which Eve came from Adam, yet
without being his part, his operation, or his child. Significantly, Abt Ra’itah concludes
this portion of his argument by asserting that “truly God is above all attributes, and is not
commensurate with the teaching in this regard.”’* His argument here is substantially
similar to his reply to the previous objection described, about a cause preceding the thing
that it causes. As with the previous argument, he points out that even the more refined
created things (in this case, human beings) serve as exceptions to the point being made by
the Muslim interlocutor. That is, although in many cases a thing which comes from
another thing is either a part or an operation of the first thing, the highest of creatures,
human persons, have their origins in other created things without being either parts or
operations. This being the case, he argues, how much more does God Himself transcend
the philosophical principle being articulated, since He transcends all that can be said of

His creatures.

2 Keating 214-15; “... an kan Allah ‘an kul sifih mutaalan wa la bi-hasab al-qal fi hada al-wajah.” The
term that Keating translates here as “attributes” would be better translated as “description.” Aba Ra’itah
does not seek here to deny the validity of divine attributes, but to say that God transcends descriptions and
that the analogies offered give an idea about the divine life but without encompassing it.
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Abiu R2’itah’s Arguments Based on the Divine Attributes

Each of Abii Ra’itah’s treatises includes arguments for Trinitarian doctrine based
on divine attributes. In F7 arbat dim al-Nasraniah, the argument is very brief and is
“wedged in” between the argument based on a triad of sun/light/heat and the argument
based on a triad of Adam/Eve/Abel, both of which have been described above. Having
made an argument that the sun exists as an entity with a single ousia and three distinct
properties, Abii Ra’itah proceeds as follows:

Now if this is possible of things created and made, should this be denied

of the Creator and Maker, Whose remembrance is exalted? In this way,

His being is described by His existence as living and speaking, with life

eternal and a substantial word. His word is begotten from Himself from

eternity without ceasing, and His life proceeds from Him without time:

three existent properties (that is, three substantial hypostaseis), a Father,

Who begets His Word ceaselessly, and a Son, Who is begotten without

time, and a Spirit, Who proceeds from Him, without interruption, One

God, one Lord, one ousia.”

Although the passage is short, a careful reading reveals a number of interesting features
for the purpose at hand. The first sentence seems to argue, in a manner quite similar to
Theodore Abui Qurrah’s writings, that if a given quality or perfection can be shown to
exist in the created realm, then that same quality or perfection must be ascribed to the
Creator as its source. Since, Abii Ra’itah seems to argue, the sun has been shown to exist

as a single jaahar and three properties, the Muslim is faced with two choices: either to

admit that a quality or perfection exists among created things without having its basis in a

7 Keating 112-15; “Fa-ada kan dalak mumkanan min al-haliqgat al-musna at fa-hal yunkira dalak fi
al-Halaq al-San a jala dikaruhu ka-ma wusifa dathi bi-wajadihi hian natiqgan bi-hiaah azaltah wa nutiq
Jjauharf. Nutiquhu miliid minhu azalf mundu lam yazal wa hiatuhu munbatagah minhu bi-1a zaman
talatah haas datiah ar aganim jaiihariah Aban waladan li-kalimatuhu mundu lam yazal wa Ibnan malidan
bi-Ia zaman wa Riihan munbatagan minhu bi-gir darak Alahan wahidan wa jatharan wahidan.”



182
similar quality in the divine life, or else God exists simultaneously and eternally as One
and Three. Furthermore, since (as every Muslim would affirm) God is both living and
speaking, one may discern that the three properties in the divine life are existing, living,
and speaking.”* Taken together, the two parts of the argument may be taken to suggest
that God exists with these three properties as the source and origin of all three categories
of created beings — those that merely exist, those that both exist and are alive, and those
that are existent, alive, and rational/communicative, although Abii Ra’itah does not flesh
out this particular metaphysical point here.

This passage is also quite significant in that it establishes a strict identity between
the three properties presented and the three aganim of the Godhead, accomplished by the
use of the Arabic article az, translated here “that is” and appearing between the phrases
“three existent properties” and “three substantial 4ypostaseis”. Used like the Latin
abbreviation “i.e.” is used in English, this article equates the one phrase with the other.
By this assertion, Abti Ra’itah separates his Trinitarian account from the conventional
Western explanation. In Western formulae, each of the persons of the Trinity has a
special property by which he is known and identified — the Father by the fact that He
begets, the Son by the fact that He is begotten, and the Spirit by the fact that He proceeds.
In Abti Ra’itah’s account, God has the property of existence, and this eternal existence is
the Father; God lives, and this eternal act of living is the Spirit; God is rational and
communicative and this act of self-disclosure is the Son. This corresponds perfectly to the

relationship between the jaihar and the aganim that Abi Ra’itah described above, in

™ The word natiq carries both the sense of “rational” and of “speaking.”
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which the jaagharis identified with the “sum total” of the aganim. Here he describes the
aganim as “aganim jaiihariah,” which Keating has translated “three substantial
hypostaseis,” but which could also be translated as “three hypostaseis pertaining to the
ousia.”

In 7 al-1alae al-Mugadas, Abi Ra’itah develops a more elaborated argument for
Trinitarian doctrine in which he draws heavily on the Aristotelian metaphysical
vocabulary. He sets the stage quite early and unobtrusively in the treatise, in the context
of a postulated statement of Muslim belief about God which focuses on a short list of
divine attributes. He imagines his Muslim interlocutor asserting that “you agree with us,
and give witness to the truth of what we possess, in as much as you do not deny our
description of God as one, always was and always will be, living, knowing, seeing,
hearing, having no partner....”” In this way, Abt Ra’itah shrewdly sets the stage for an
examination of the divine unicity in relation to the divine attributes and vice versa.

Somewhat later in the treatise, after the discussion of God’s oneness in light of the
distinction between ousia and hypostaseis discussed above, Abti Ra’itah returns to the list
of agreed-upon divine attributes. Basing his argument in the conceptual framework of
Aristotle’s Categories, he poses the question as to whether descriptions of God as seeing,
hearing, knowing, and the like, are absolute names or predicative names. In so doing,
Abit R@’itah is shrewdly and simultaneously drawing upon the Qur’anic use of these

terms, the Aristotelian categories mentioned, and the contemporaneous Muslim debates

> Keating 168-69; “... Afgatamiina wa Sahadtum la ma ff ayadma bi-anahu haq min hitu lam
tankariia ‘alina wasatna an Allah wahid lam yazal wa 14 yazal hat aalam basir sami‘a 14 sartk li-hu....”
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about the relationship between God’s unicity and the divine attributes. Abii Ra’itah’s
sudden reference to these descriptions of God as “names” rather than as attributes may
strike the modern Christian reader as somewhat jarring, but in fact this is exactly how the
text of the Qur’an uses the terms, as proper names of God.’® Thus Abii Ra’itah had as his
“raw material” an alignment of sorts between the Qur’anic and Aristotelian vocabularies.
Furthermore, his explanation of predicative names corresponds rather nicely to the
implications of Arabic grammar which were beginning to give rise to some
uncomfortable implications for Muslim theologians:

The predicative names ... are related to something else [i.e., something
other than the named thing] just as “knower” and “knowledge” [are related

9 €6

to each other], “seer” and “seeing”, “wise” and “wisdom”, and anything

similar to this. So the knower is knowing through knowledge, and the

knowledge is knowledge of a knower. And the wise person is wise

through wisdom, and the wisdom is wisdom of a wise person.”’
In other words, for the attribution of a predicative name to be, there must be two distinct
entities: the being to which the attribution is made, and the entity by which there is a
basis for the attribution. Just as the concept of an attribution being a proper name
provided an alignment between the Qur’anic and Aristotelian vocabularies as described
above, so this understanding of predicative names provided an alignment between Arabic

grammar and the Aristotelian categories. The rules of Arabic grammar implied the

existence of the same two entities described in Abii Ra’itah’s account of predicative

"® See, for example, surah 2:127, where God is called “the All-Hearing, the All-Knowing” or surah 42:11,
where he is called “the All-Hearing, the All-Seeing.” There are at least thirteen verses in the Qur’an in
which these three attributes are used as proper names.

7 Keating 176-79; “Wa ama al-asma’ al-mudafah al-mansibah ila giruha fa-ka-al- aalam wa al-‘alm wa
al-basir wa al-basar wa al-hakim wa al-hikmah wa ma asbuh dalak. Fa-al- aalam ‘aalam bi-alm wa al- alm
alm aalam. Wa al-hakim hakim bi-hikmah wa al-hikmah hikmah hakim.”
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names: a being which is, for example, a hearer, and an act of hearing by which that being
may be called a hearer.

Abt Ra’itah then progresses to a discussion of whether the attributes of life and
knowledge are eternal or acquired, and taking into account the mutually agreed-upon
position that God has eternally possessed both life and knowledge, he concludes that
these divine attributes are both predicative names and ones which by definition are
eternal. Having established this point, and connected the philosophical terminology that
he is using to both Qur’anic terminology and Arabic grammar, Abii Ra’itah zeroes in on
the key issue at hand: how can the eternal attributes of life and knowledge, which
according to both Aristotelian metaphysics and Arabic grammar must be considered as
entities distinct from God Himself, be reconciled theologically with the divine unicity? In
order to answer the question, Abii Ra’itah makes a number of further distinctions:

Most certainly these are related to Him, that is, life and knowledge, either

as other than Himself, as [one] partner is related to [another] partner, or as

from Him. “From Him” also has two aspects: either [the attributes are] an

act He has done from Himself, but we have refuted this [description of]

the attribute ... or they are from His ousia. And further, if they are from

His ousia, then this has two aspects. Either [they are] something perfect

from something perfect, or [they are] parts from something perfect.

However, if [they are] parts, this is not possible in a description of God,

because He is above this. So they must certainly be something perfect

from something perfect.”

Having made his argument that God’s life and knowledge must be considered predicative

names and eternal attributes, Abti Ra’itah here plays the ultimate rhetorical “trump card”

" Keating 182-83; “... al-mansiibah ilihi al-hiaah a‘ant wa al-alm ama giruhu ka-ma yansab al-Sarik ila
al-sarik wa ama minhu. Fa-minhu aidan ‘ala wajhin ama fal fa ‘ala minhu fa-qad nafina ‘anhu al-sifah ... wa
ama ma takin min jatharuhu. Wa an kanat aidan min jatharuhu fa-dalak ala wajhin. Ama kamalah min
kamal wa ama ab ‘aad min kamal. Fa-ama al-ab aad fa-1a yajiz ff sitah Allah li-ana mala an dalak.

Fa-ada la mahalah anaha kamalah min kamal.”
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by introducing the possibility that life and knowledge be considered “partners” of God.
The term that he uses here, sarik, is frequently condemned in the Qur’an and is closely
associated with the term sirk, which means association of a partner with God and is
considered the gravest of sins in Islam. His final distinction, that if the attributes of life
and knowledge pertain to the divine jaihar, they must either be parts or “something
perfect from something perfect” is a similar rhetorical coup de grace, since the idea of
“parts” in God would be abhorrent to Muslim and Christian alike. Abi Ra’itah’s
argument is meant, then, to marshal the requirements of Arabic grammar, Islamic
affirmations about God’s life and knowledge, and the Aristotelian metaphysical
categories in support of a Trinitarian understanding of God. According to this
presentation, then, God has both life and knowledge as eternal attributes, distinct from
Himself but real existent entities pertaining to his ousia, and these attributes are the Spirit
and the Son.

Two other Trinitarian arguments based on divine attributes appear in
I7 al-Tajasud. Since this treatise is concerned primarily with the Incarnation, the question
at hand is not so much whether God can be understood as simultaneously one and three,
but instead whether one may legitimately affirm that Jesus is God incarnate. This being
the case, Abii Ra’itah attempts to answer Muslim objections that Jesus could not be
divine based on New Testament passages that seem to ascribe to him either ignorance or
weakness. These arguments are significantly different from the argument presented in
F1 al-1alar al-Mugadas, but they are noteworthy both because of their basis in divine

attributes and because of Abii Ra’itah’s use of the Qur’an in support of them.
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To introduce the first of these arguments, Abt Ra’itah describes a Muslim
argument against Christ’s divinity that he had encountered:

As for what they refer to concerning the Messiah’s knowledge ... [saying

He] was lacking knowledge of the Hour [of Judgment], and

[consequently] they impose the status of a servant on Him, because,

according to their suspicion, He is ignorant of this, their ill suspicion can

be deterred and they can be turned back to what is correct, if it is not

difficult for them to be fair.”
The reference is clearly to Matt 24:36, in which Jesus says that not even He Himself
knows the timing of the world’s end, and that this knowledge is reserved to the Father.
Abt R3’itah responds by arguing that Jesus’ statement is an intentional separation of
Himself from knowledge that would be harmful in its effects on the disciples if revealed.
Following the pattern already seen a number of times, in which the Muslims’ argument is
inverted such that their objection becomes the basis of an argument for Christian
doctrine, Abii Ra’itah contends that this statement of Jesus is actually an expression of
divinity, since it is in keeping with God’s administration of the universe. This divine
administration includes revealing what is helpful for humankind and concealing what is
not, “because God does not reveal a matter nor keep it hidden from His servants, except
for the purpose of their benefits and the cause of their usefulness.”*® By invoking the wise

administration of all things, Abii Ra’itah is injecting into the argument a common

Qur’anic representation of God. Verses such as 3:173, 4:171, 6:102, and 39:62-63

7 Keating 276-77; “ Wa ama ma dakaria min antfd’ ‘alm al-Masih ... min alm al-sa aah wa agjabuhum
althi al-k abiadiah min hitu jahal dalak ka-zananuhu fa-asturida‘a si’ zananuhum wuridahum ila al-saab
Gir asir an ansafua.”

80 Keating 278-79; Li-ana Allah Iisa bi-mazhar amar wa 12 hajab min al-‘abad ila li-sabab fa-natahum
wa alah salahhum.”
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emphasize God’s sufficiency and excellence as the administrator of affairs for the good
of humankind. It is not insignificant that in some cases, as demonstrated earlier, these
descriptions are paired with assertions that God has no son specifically because He is
sufficient by Himself, as in 4:171 and 6:101. Thus Abti Ra’itah takes a Qur’anic
attribution, that of God’s administrative sufficiency, which is linked in the Qur’anic text
with an argument against Trinitarian belief, and makes it the centerpiece of his response
to the argument against Christ’s divinity. In responding as He did to the disciples, Jesus
was in fact displaying the divine attribute of perfectly wise governance of those who trust
Him.

The second of these arguments is based not upon apparent ignorance in Jesus, but
upon an apparent defect of His abilities. Abti Ra’itah seems to have encountered Muslims
who argued as follows: When His disciples James and John approached Jesus and asked
for seats of honor on either side of Him in His kingdom, as recorded in both Mt 20:21
and Mk 10:37, He replied that such a position was not His to give. It would seem, then,
that Jesus lacked the authority or the power to make a determination about their request.
Therefore, the New Testament itself clearly teaches that Jesus had an attribute of
weakness or inability and so He cannot be considered divine. As with the previous
argument, Abli Ra’itah responds by arguing that in answering as He does, Jesus is
actually displaying attributes in keeping with His divinity, rather than demonstrating a
lack of authority or power. First, His response rebukes them for their ignorance of His

own teachings, since He had already promised places of honor to all twelve of His inner
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circle of disciples, as recorded in Mt 19:27-28. Second, His response encourages James
and John on to greater virtue, according to Abii Ra’itah’s interpretation of His words:

If this is as [ have described, [the Messiah means to say]:

“What you [two] have asked of me is not mine to give.

Rather, it is for you to strive for greater and higher virtue,

through which you will attain what you ask of me. When

you do this, you will receive what you ask of me by merit

and worthiness, [for then] I shall give to you [two]

particularly, apart from the other disciples.®
In explaining the principle that greater progress in virtue could lead to greater reward,
Abt Ra’itah quotes surah 74:38 and also seems to paraphrase surah 18:110. So in an
argument that parallels his apologetical strategy in the previous example cited, Abii
Ra’itah takes an event that is supposedly incompatible with the doctrine of Christ’s
divinity, shows that the event actually represents Jesus as acting in the exact ways that
one would expect God to act, and marshals the Qur’anic text in support of his
interpretation of the story.

In conclusion, the writings of Abii Ra’itah demonstrate significant development in
the apologetical project of articulating Trinitarian doctrine in Arabic. His knowledge of
both the Qur’an and the Aristotelian philosophy that was becoming a major intellectual
force in the Arabophone world of his day allowed him to combine the language of the
Qur’an, Aristotelian metaphysical concepts, and the burgeoning debates among Muslim

intellectuals about the implications of Arabic grammar for the divine unicity into

powerful Trinitarian arguments based more or less entirely in the conceptual range of

8l Keating 284-85; “Wa ad sar al-amar ‘ala wasafat fa-lisa a‘ata’ ma saltamanf ila bal iltkuma an tahrasa
ala al-samu wa al-a atala’ i al-fadal aladr brhi yiwasal 1la ma saltamani. Wa ada faltuma dalak naltuma m
a saltamanrs a ata’kum hasah din girukuma min al-talamid bi-astijab wa astahqaq.”
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contemporary Muslim discourse. This combination of sources also served as the
foundation for Abii Ra’itah’s elaboration of a Trinitarian thesis based upon the divine
attributes, in which God as both eternal and cause must be eternally causing. Finally, Abii
Ra’itah brought to prominence in Arabophone Christian literature the understanding of
the Trinity as an eternal triad of Existence, Life, and Rationality, with these attributes

understood as aganim by which the divine substance could be defined.



Chapter 4: ‘Ammar al-Basri

The final texts to be considered are the two known apologetical treatises of
‘Ammar al-Basr1, an adherent of the Church of the East. Even less is known about the life
and career of ‘Ammar al-Basr1 than about those of Theodore Abti Qurrah or Habib ibn
Hidmah Abii Ra’itah. Indeed, for a long time the specific period in which he lived was
unclear due to a lack of identifying data in the thirteenth-century Coptic bibliographies
which have been of such importance for the history of Arabophone Christian literature.
More recently, it has been demonstrated that he was a contemporary of the Muslim
theologian Abii 1-Hudarl al-‘Allaf, who died around 840, and was probably the target of
Abi [-Hudail’s treatise “Book Against ‘Ammar the Christian, in refutation of the
Christians.”" This places ‘Ammar historically as a contemporary of the other authors here
considered and as a participant in the nascent project of articulating Christian doctrine in
Arabic, in conscious dialogue with the Islamic religious discourse of the day.

The two treatises known to have come from ‘Ammar al-Basr’s pen are the Kitab
al-burhan (“Book of Proof”) and the Kitab al-masa il wa al-ajwibah (“Book of Questions
and Answers”). The Kitab al-burhan is the shorter of the two works and includes essays
on twelve topics that were conventional subject matter in Muslim-Christian debate of the
time: proofs of the existence of God, proofs of the true religion, reasons for embracing
Christianity, response to the Muslim accusation of a/-tahrif(interpolating or distorting

the scriptures), the Trinity, the oneness of God, the Incarnation, the crucifixion, baptism,

! Griffith, Beginnings, 147.
191
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the Eucharist, veneration of the cross, and the question of bodily pleasures in heaven. The
Kitab al-masa il wa al-ajwibah is quite different in structure, taking the form of a kind of
apologetical handbook. The “questions” referred to in the title are not questions properly
speaking, but suppositions having to do with Muslim-Christian encounter: “if someone
says...,” or “if someone asks....” The “answers” of the title are given in the form of the
Christians’ response: “then we say....” Since they belonged to rather different genres, it
would seem that somewhat different audiences were envisioned for the two works, with
the Kitab al-burhan being written with a broader audience potentially composed of both
Christians and Muslims in mind, while the Kitab al-masa il wa al-ajwibah reads as a text
written for Christians only, formatted as a manual for those involved in theological
debate with Muslims. Besides being the smallest corpus of writings among the three
authors of known identity here considered, ‘Ammar al-Bast1’s Trinitarian writings are
distinguished by being the most oriented to philosophical concepts and arguments and the
least concerned with the use of scripture. They are also the most concerned with
establishing a particular Trinitarian account based on a single set of divine attributes, the

triad of Being, Living, and Rational®, as will be shown hereafter.

? The Arabic term natiq, translated here as “rational,” is difficult to render in English with a single word. It
carries both the sense of “rational” and of “speaking.” The Arabophone Christian writers saw a connection
between the idea of nariq as “speaking” and the identity of Jesus as the Word of God, but I have chosen to
translate it “rational” in part as a term of convenience because the adjective rational has its noun form
“rationality,” while the adjective speaking has no such noun form in conventional English usage.
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The Metaphysics of ‘Ammar al-Basri

As already mentioned, ‘Ammar al-Basr1 focuses more on philosophical
arguments, particularly Aristotelian metaphysics, than any of the other authors here
considered. At one point in the Kitab al-burhan, he gives a tidy synopsis of the
metaphysical categories that he employs:

For you know that things are not devoid of four aspects: first the
substance, for example “human.” Then there is the ganam, for example,
Moses, David, and Solomon. Then there is the power, for example, the
heat of the fire and the rays of the sun. Then there are accidents, for
example, blackness in black people and whiteness in white people. These
four things make up the substances and the aganim, because the
substances all have a power ... and they bear the accidents as well. Every
substance also has two powers: for example, the earth has its coolness
and its dryness; for another example, water has its coolness and its
wetness; and for another example, fire has its heat and its dryness.... So
these things are unified in their substances, but threefold in their qualities
[m aaniha). And the aganmm, for example, are Moses, David, or
Solomon, and everyone standing independently from that which is
outside itself. As for the accidents and powers, they are unified in their
qualities and do not stand by themselves ... for they are in need of
substances to bear them and for them to exist in.”

This summary of metaphysical concepts has a number of noteworthy features. First there
are the terms jaahar for substance/ousia and aganim for hypostaseis, borrowed from the

Syriac tradition and already familiar from the writings of Abtu Ra’itah. Of the four

? Michael Hayek, Kitab al-burhan wa Kitab al-musa’il wa al-ajwibah (Beirut: Dar E1-Mashreq Publishers,
1977), 51; “Fa-anka talam an al-asia’ 14 1a tahlii min arb aah wajah. Ama jathar ka-qalak
ansan. Wa ama ganim ka-qalak Misa wa Daad wa Suliman. Wa ama qiaa ka-hararah al-nar wa saaa
al-sams. Wa ama ‘ard ka-al-siaad f al-masid wa al-biad i al-mubid. Fa-akmal hadahi al-arb aah al-asia’
al-jaaahar wa al-aganim. Li-ana al-jagahar kuluha li-ha hadahi al-qaa ... wa hia tahtamal al-a arad ardan.
Wa kul jaihar aidan fa-la-hu qaatan mitl al-ard li-ha al-baradah wa al-yabs, wa mitl al-ma’ li-hu
al-bariidah wa al-ratabah, wa mitl al-nar li-ha al-hararah wa al-yabisah.... Fa-hia mutawahidah fi
Jatdaharuha mutalitah fi m aantha. Wa al-aganim ardan mitl gilak Masa, Daid, Suliman, wa kul wahid
gamm bi-nafsuhu mustagin an giruhu. Fa-ama al-a ‘arad wa al-qia al-mutawahidah fi m aaniha la
taqiim bi-anfasuha mitl al-jadahar wa al-aganim, fa-hia muhtajah 1/a al-jaiahar alatt tahmaluha wa takiin
fiha.”



194
“aspects” of a thing described, the substance and the ganam are the two that are
understood as enjoying a kind of ontological independence, existing in and of themselves,
whereas the power and the accident exist only in substances.

Besides these four metaphysical building blocks, ‘Ammar significantly introduces
another concept, the m ana or “quality.” Clearly the m ana is not intended to include the
accidents of a thing, since it is defined in terms of the powers of the substance, which are
themselves distinct from the accidents. Nor can the qualities be considered a separate,
fifth metaphysical category, as ‘Ammar’s examples demonstrate. Since he asserts that a
thing is “unified in its substance but threefold in its qualities,” but for each of the
examples that he cites has named only two attributes, it would appear that the category of
“quality” includes the identity of the substance, together with the essential properties by
which that substance is defined. Somewhat conveniently for his purpose, he finds that
things can be understood as having two such essential qualities, with the result that things
in the natural world can routinely, perhaps even universally, be described as three
qualities of a common substance.

‘Ammar considers the metaphysical apparatus that he has presented here to be the
solution to a problem presented by Muslim controversialists of the period; namely, that
oneness and threeness were mutually exclusive on a simple mathematical basis.
According to this view, for Christians to affirm that God is one and to simultaneously
affirm Trinitarian doctrine was not only theologically wrong, it was logically untenable
based on the definitions of one and three. ‘Ammar makes this the first problem to which

he responds in his longer treatise, the Kitab al-masa il wa al-ajwibah:
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As for how one can be three and three can be one, by my life! Such a thing

cannot be possible, for the number one cannot be the number three. But as

for the quality which we intend to refer to in our teaching, we mean one

eternal substance, eternally existing in three particular properties,

pertaining to the substance, and neither separated nor divided. All three of

the particular properties are of one eternal substance, which is not called

“three” because of the definition of “particular property”, not separable

nor divisible because of their origin and completeness. And the substance

is not three, by the definition of what it means to be one — that is, oneness;

rather, the three are particular properties.*

This passage recalls Abi Ra’itah’s emphasis that a given entity could validly be
described with an attribute in one way, while the same attribute is denied of it in a
different way. Bearing in mind the increasing value attached to philosophical
sophistication at this point in the ‘Abbasid centers of learning, ‘Ammar appears to be
following the same apologetical stratagem as his Jacobite peer; namely, representing
Trinitarian doctrine as not only compatible with scripture, but also able to support a
nuanced metaphysical treatment.

Somewhat later in the Kitab al-masa il wa al-ajwibah, ‘Ammar has a very similar
passage explaining the metaphysical categories, but in this case he also explains why he
does not use the conventional Arabic term for persons, ashas, as a name for the aganim:

We do not call them three ashas, and it cannot be imagined that one of us

would call them ashas, because for us sahs [singular form; “person’’] refers
to each body that is defined by its sections and limbs, which distinguish it

4 Hayek 149; “Ama an kan al-wahid talatah wa al-talatah wahid, fa-dak li- amit la yumkan kanuhu,

wa dalak an al-‘adad al-wahid 12 yakan al- adad al-talatah. Fa-ama al-m ‘ana aladr ilthu nagsadu fi giiluna,

1a-ana nanf an dalak al-jathar al-wahid al-qadim lam yazal mijida bi-talat hias jadhariat gir

mutabayanat wa la mafraqat. Wa jamra al-talat al-hias hia dalak al-jaiihar al-wahid al-gadim aladr - ar

Iisa hita talatah bi-m ‘ana hasah - 1a yatab ad wa 14 yatajaza bi- ainihu wa kamaluhu, wa 12 hua talatah,
bi-m ‘ana ma hiaa wahid - wahidah, bal talat hiias.”
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from other bodies. Rather, we call them in the Syriac tongue three
aganim.”

Thus ‘Ammar al-BasrT becomes the only one of the authors here considered to affirm
explicitly the terminological debt owed by Christian Arabic to the Syriac language. It is
perhaps noteworthy that he does so while explaining why a particular term carried with it
connotations that made it unacceptable for use in a particular theological context. Perhaps
as a member of the maligned “Nestorian” church he was particularly attuned to how the
choice of terminology could give rise to a perception of erroneous doctrine even when
there was no intent to affirm heresy. The particular reason for his objection to the term
ashas as a name for the three divine Ahypostaseis seems to be twofold. First, he
understands the term to be one that is properly applied to corporeal and spatial beings.
His second reason, somewhat easier to overlook, is that the term ashas would connote too
great a separation or division among the hypostaseis.

Taken together, these two passages reveal the metaphysical apparatus within
which ‘Ammar al-BasrT attempts to articulate and defend Trinitarian doctrine. To
summarize, each existing thing can be considered to exist simultaneously as one and
multiple, since each thing has both its substance and the particular properties by which
that substance is defined. Individual existents, which may share a common substance
with others, may be called 2ganim. Where these aganim are rational beings who occupy
a corporeal existence by which they are defined and separated from other aganim, they

may also be called ashas, but since corporeality and division do not apply to the divine

5 Hayek 162; “Lam nasmuha talatah ashas wa 1a yatahumna ahad ‘alina ana samimaha ashasan li-ana
al-sahs ‘andana kul jasam mahdad bi-agtaruhu wa jiarih tatsala bmuhu wa bin ma saahu min al-ajsam.

Bal sammaha bi-fisan surianf talatah aganim.”
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hypostaseis, they may not be referred to by this term. The clear implication of this
metaphysical schema is a kind of meta-trinitarianism, in which existing as both one and
three is common to God and His creatures and thus is not the way in which God differs
from the creation. Rather, one difference between God and His creatures resides in the
presence or absence of spatial division and chronological difference among aganim of the
same substance.

Another important consideration is the fact that, although according to ‘Ammar
each existing thing has a kind of triune existence due to its substance and its special
properties, the three qualities cannot be called Zganim in the case of created beings. This
distinction is due to the second great difference between God and His creatures. ‘Ammar
offers as examples of the “trinitarian” existence of created things the triad of the soul, its
word, and its life, as well as the common example of fire, its heat, and its light, but
asserts that the three qualities in each of these existents cannot be called aganim. The
divine Ahypostaseis can be called so

... because of the perfection and exaltedness of the Creator, which

preclude that His Word and His Spirit are incomplete and imperfect

entities. The ganiam, according to us, is a complete entity, not an

imperfect one, and does need anything outside itself for its stability. This

power which we mentioned in reference to the soul, the sun, and fire, is

not a complete entity, but instead an incomplete aspect of the things in

which they inhere, insofar as they are created, rather than the Creator....

We did not give you the metaphor for the Creator from among created

things as if created things were a perfect metaphor for the Creator. We

called the three qualities found in the Creator, and by which He is known,
aganim by reason of their completeness.’

6 Hayek, 50: “... li-kamal al-Haliq wa ‘alithu an an takin kalimatuhu wa rihhu nagasin gir kamali.
Li-ana al-ganam ‘andana si’ kamal gir naqas wa la yahtaj i giruhu ila tabatuhu. Wa hadahi al-qaa alatt

jgv—"

dakarna li-I-nafs wa al-sams wa al-nar naqasah ‘an al-kamal bi-qadar naqas al-asta’ alati hia liha, ad hia
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In this explanation one may discern a tactic familiar from the writings of Abtu Ra’itah;
namely, combining language about God that would appeal to Islamic religious
sensibilities with the philosophical concepts then gaining such prominence among the
Muslim intellectuals. With his insistence that the “qualities” discernible in the Creator
must be understood differently because of God’s exaltedness, ‘Ammar affirms the
ontological chasm between the Creator and creatures that was so important in Islamic
religious discourse, but he has also aligned this emphasis perfectly with the purely
philosophical definition of ganam. Additionally, he refers to the second and third
“qualities” in God by drawing upon the Qur’anic terms Word and Spirit, as the author of
F7 tarlie did so systematically and consistently at a somewhat earlier period. Finally,
‘Ammar carefully emphasizes that the metaphors offered for the triune life of the Creator
are not intended to correspond to the divine life in every way. In doing so, he uses the
term metaphor (n:¢/) rather than analogy(gias), but his explanation recalls the explanation
of the extent and limitations of analogy given by Abt Ra’itah, which as already
described, was itself taken from the philosophical discourses of Muslim controversialists
of the time.

‘Ammar’s use of the triad of God, His Word, and His Spirit seems to have given
rise among his Muslim interlocutors to an accusation that this would seem to introduce a

kind of dependency in God, which as already mentioned, would not only be a violation of

both Christian and Islamic doctrine about the divine nature, but would also conflict with

mahlaqah, an al-Haliq.... Wa lam n ‘atak al-mitl min al-Haliq ‘ala al-Haliq fi kamal al-mahliq mid al-Haliq.

Hata ada samitu al-m aanr al-talatah alatt wujida al-Halig m aratan bi-ha aganiman li-kamaluha.
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the repeated Qur’anic emphasis on God’s sufficiency as the administrator and governor
of all things. In the longer of his treatises, the Kitab al-masa il wa al-ajwibah, ‘ Ammar
imagines that a Muslim may pose the problem this way:

Is He one who is in need of His Word and His Spirit, or is he independent

of them? For if you claim that He is in need of them, you ascribe to Him

compulsion, lack, and deficiency; and if you claim that He is independent

of them, then you reject their permissibility, just as you have rejected from

Him all those things superfluous in Him....”
‘Ammar’s response is relevant for a consideration of his metaphysics because his answer
to this challenge involves his understanding of the relationship between a substance and
its properties. Since he has articulated an understanding of entities in which they are
defined by their substance and the particular qualities that pertain to that substance, he
argues that the language of dependency or need simply has no rational meaning in this
context. Returning to the examples that he has already given, he suggests that asking
whether God “needs” or “is dependent upon” His Word and His Spirit is equivalent to
asking whether fire “needs” or “is dependent upon” its flames and its heat, or asking
whether water “needs” or “is dependent upon” its coolness and its wetness. Since in each
case, the two properties being mentioned are, in ‘Ammar’s terminology, “substantial and
natural” to the entity being described, there is no logically permissible question of need
or dependency.

‘Ammar goes on to make a distinction between the question posed and other

similar questions about need or dependency in God: “But it is permitted for you to ask,

" Hayek 158-159; “Fa-hal hia muhtaj ila kalimatihi wa rahhi am hia gant ‘anhuma? Fa-an z amtum
anahu ilthuma muhtaj faqad wasaftumiihu ila al-adtarar wa al- ajaz wa al-nagasan, wa an z amtum anahu
Zanl ‘anhuma, fa-anfiihuma adan ‘anhu kama taqitum ‘anhu ma kan ‘anhu mustagnian....”
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does the Eternal, Living, and Rational One need a place or position or hearing or sight, or
anything that is created or made. For one will say to you: We seek refuge in His sublimity
above all such needs.” It would appear that ‘Ammar has combined here two different
categories — those of accidents (place and position) and those of divine attributes that are
named in both the Bible and the Qur’an (seeing and hearing). As will be shown later on,
he considers the latter category to be composed of attributes which are in fact metaphors
for the incommensurable qualities that he names in this same passage. The first category,
on the other hand, he considers to be accidents pertaining to corporeal beings and thus to
have no applicability to the divine. For whatever reason, he does not make this distinction
here, even though it is clearly present in his writings elsewhere. Instead, he pursues the
tactic of dismissing any suggestion of divine need or dependence based on the same
Qur’anic emphasis that appears so frequently in the writings of the authors here
considered — God’s absolute transcendence above all such matters of created things. The
distinction that he seems to want to make here is that the second question — whether God
can be said to need or depend upon various accidents or qualities — can be answered
theologically, but the original question — whether God can be said to need or depend upon
His Word or His Spirit — is simply unintelligible. By answering in this way, ‘Ammar
seeks to place “Word” and “Spirit” in a different category than any other attribute.
Furthermore, by mentioning the triad of God/Word/Spirit earlier in the passage and then

changing his terminology to a triad of Eternal/Living/Rational later in his answer,

8 Hayek, 159: “Bal anama yajiiz li-ka an tasa’l hal yahtaj al-azalr al-hi al-natiq ia makan aia mad'a
aa sama au basaraa 1a ar st mima huliga wa bura’, fa-yuqal li-ka: n‘aad bi-jalaluhu an yakian ila st min
hadahi mahtajan.”
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‘Ammar seeks to imply an equivalency between the two, about which more will be said
later.

Another challenge prompted by ‘Ammar’s account of the divine hypostaseis and
answered by him within his metaphysical framework is that of how one can speak of
God’s Word and God’s Spirit as distinct without introducing separation or division in the
divinity. In response, he writes in the Kitab al-burhan that

Christians do not admit any division or separation into the Creator, for
division and separation pertain to bodies and God has no body. And we do
not consider the subtle, spiritual soul’ to be corporeal, and so it is not
separated or divided by the affirmation of Life and a Word in its
substantial nature.... We perceive that fire is not corporeal, not divisible,
and not separable in our affirmation of it having heat and light, and indeed
we know the subtlety of the nature because it is not visible, not concrete,
and not sensible; instead, it is concealed by its subtlety in bodies. We
know also that the substance is not sensible and is not combusted with its
heat, and along with this, we know that due to its subtlety, its heat and its
light are apparent in it. From this, that which pertains to its substance — its
heat and its light — is apparent in connection to, but distinction from, the
substance. For you cannot separate or divide the qualities found in it, due
to its subtlety.'’

‘Ammar appears in this case to have conflated two somewhat different arguments into

one response. On the one hand, he begins with the straightforward assertion that division

? The Arabic term nafs that I have here translated “soul” can also, depending on context, be translated self,
psyche, spirit, identity, or even person. For this reason, the term should not be assigned any significant
theological import in this context. ‘Ammar is simply emphasizing God’s incorporeal and spiritual nature.

10 Hayek 55-56; “ Wa /a yalazam al-Nasrania li-dalak an takan adhalat al-Halig tab aidan wa la

taqsiman, li-ana al-tab aid wa al-tagstm anama yaq‘a ‘ala al-ajsam wa Allah lisa bi-jasam, wa lam naru
al-nafs al-rahaniah al-latifah tajusimat wa 13 tab ‘adat wa 1a tugsimat bi-tabat al-hiaah wa al-kalimah li-ha fi
dat jaitharuha.... Wa [a ra’ma al-nar tajusimat wa /a tab ‘adat wa 1a anqusimat bi-atbatuna li-ha

al-hararah wa al-dia’ wa anama li-n‘alam anaha alataf al-tabara li-anaha gir mar’iah bi-datiha wa la
malmisah wa 12 mahsiisah bal mustaknah bi-latatatiha fi al-ajsam, wa anahu jaiihar 1a yahas bi-ha wa la
yuhriga bi-hararattha, wa ma dalak, min latatuha, fa-hararatuha wa dia’ha maham fiha wa li-ha. Wa
ka-dalak yabdi ada zaharat bi-t alaquha wa bi-giruha ma li-ha fi datuha min al-hararah wa al-dia’ fa-lam ta
ngasam wa lam tatajaza’ m a latatatuha wa wujad al-m‘aanr fiha.”
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and separation pertain only to corporeal beings, which would mean that they are
necessarily unintelligible when speaking of God. He proposes the familiar example of
fire, with its qualities of light and heat, as an “incorporeal” existent that may be ascribed
particular properties without introducing severability or divisibility. On this point, of
course, the modern reader may well object to the argument based on the fact that fire may
in a sense be incorporeal, but it is certainly not immaterial. Lacking the insight into the
physical universe provided by modern science, this distinction was lost on ‘Ammar al-
Basri. But ‘Ammar quickly leaves behind his example of fire in favor of a purely
metaphysical argument: that the nature and substance of a thing is incorporeal and
immaterial regardless of the corporeality of the thing itself, and the qualities of a thing
pertain to its nature and substance. Although the point is not stated with precision, he
seems to be saying that articulating the qualities by which a thing is known could never
be considered to introduce severability because of the incorporeal, immaterial aspect of
the substance itself. So in a sense he presents a kind of double-argument that speaking of
God’s Word and God’s Spirit does not introduce any possibility of separation or division;
first, because the substance of all things is incorporeal, even though most substances
reside in and are expressed by bodies, and second, because God is incorporeal in a more
absolute sense.

In the Kitab al-masa il wa al-ajwibah, ‘ Ammar expresses much the same
argument, but adds another element:
Regarding parts and divisions, these are not among the attributes of that

which is incorporeal, nor of what exists eternally. Indeed these are
attributes of temporal and composite bodies. As for your saying that
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mastering the creatures and administering these arrangements [i.e., of the
universe] is a proof of one Creator, Living and Wise, we do not contradict
you. For we told you straightforwardly that He who created the creatures
by His Word and His Spirit is without doubt one in His absolutely singular
substance by reason of His nature, to which separation cannot attain and
which division cannot encompass. "’

So in addition to corporeality, in this treatise ‘Ammar mentions eternity as a reason that
the affirmation of God’s Word and His Spirit does not introduce division or separation in
the divinity. Clearly this is the argument that most completely distinguishes between God
and created things on this question of division and separation.

Thus there can be discerned in ‘Ammar’s treatment of this point a kind of
graduated scale of arguments. His argument based on the immateriality of the nature of
things makes no distinction whatever between God and created things, since all natures
are themselves equally immaterial, even though some are the natures of material things.
On a second level is the briefly stated argument based on a consideration of fire, with its
qualities of heat and light. This argument makes a distinction between corporeal and non-
corporeal things, but still places God in the same category with those created things that
have a “subtle” nature. Only the third argument, based on the divine attribute of eternity,
makes a distinction between God and all created things. Although all three arguments are
articulated using the vocabulary of Aristotelian metaphysics, and therefore are based in a

category of discourse that would have been common to Christians and Muslims,

presumably this last argument with its clear distinction between God and all other things

1 Hayek, 152-53; “Ama al-ajza’ wa al-ab ‘aad fa-lisa min sifat ma Iisa bi-jasam bal ma lam yazal

majadan bi-azaliatihi. Bal dalak min sifat al-gjsam al-muhadatah al-ma’lafah al-murakabah. Fa-ama
qiluka bi-an atagan hada al-hulug wa ahkam hada al-nazam dal ‘ala Haliq wahid hi hakim fa-gir mardid
altka. Wa qgad ahbarnaka anfan bi-an aladr halaqa al-huluq bi-kalimatihi wa riihhi la mahalah wahid fi

T

Jjaitharuhu manfarad bi-taba ahu [a yadrakuhu tab aid wa 1 yanaluhu tajzr’.
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would have been somewhat more palatable to a Muslim interlocutor. We have no
information about the chronological relationship between the Kitab al-burhan and the
Kitab al-masa il wa al-ajwibah, but it is plausible that this additional layer of argument
based on the divine attribute of eternity may have been a refinement based on the
response of his Muslim interlocutors to ‘Ammar’s first two arguments. In such a
scenario, ‘Ammar would have been challenged based on the lack of a clear distinction
between God and created things inherent in the first two arguments, and when preparing
a handbook for those who would engage in theological dialogue with Muslims, would
have added the argument based on eternality so as to make a stricter separation between
God and all created beings, in keeping with this central principle of Islamic religious
discourse.

Another objection that ‘Ammar al-BasrT answers using the apparatus of
Aristotelian metaphysics is the suggestion that speaking of each of the divine hypostaseis
as “God entire” (alah kamil) necessarily entailed the enumeration of three gods.
‘Ammar’s resolution of the problem lies in the relationship between substance and
hypostasis. He presents his case as follows:

... We say that the Father is God entire, meaning that He is an eternal,

particular, complete substance. And the Son is God entire, meaning that

He is an eternal, particular, complete substance.'? Therefore all of them

together are one complete God, with one eternal substance that is common

and complete.... It is not necessary for us, if we say that each one of them

in His particularity is a complete substance, to say that the three together

are three complete substances.... Or do you not see that Abraham and
Isaac and Jacob ... are not together three complete substances, but there is

2 1t is not clear why ‘Ammar mentions only the Father and the Son here, with no mention of the Holy
Spirit. Hayek’s critical edition of the text does not indicate a lacuna in the manuscript at this point.
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common to the three of them one complete common substance? Nor is it
necessary for us to name the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit three
complete gods; if they were different in substance, there would be in the
grouping of them three complete substances, which would mean being
numbered as three complete gods."

Interestingly, ‘Ammar does not in this passage use the term aganim for the three divine
hypostaseis, preferring instead to refer to each in His particularity (Aasratihi). But there
can be no doubt, given his definitions described above and the example of Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob that he offers here, that he is building his argument on the distinction
between substance and hypostaseis. Taking his previous arguments described above into
account, the distinction between how Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob exist as three

aganim and how God exists as three aganim would be clear. Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob
can be described as “three men,” even though they share a common substance and nature,
because of their corporeality and temporality. Having established that the presence or
absence of corporeality and temporality makes a significant difference in how one can
speak of the relationships among multiple Zganim, ‘Ammar is able to extend that
argument to address this objection. With Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the common
substance means that one cannot describe them as “three humanities,” although one can

still say “three men” because of the divisions in time and space existing between them.

Similarly, the common substance in the divine aganim means that one cannot describe

" Hayek, 181; “Nagqal an al-Ab alah kamil 2 ant jaihar has kamil. Wa al-Ibn alah kamil a‘ani jaahar

has kamil. Tum jamriaha fi jumlah alah wahid kamil, at jatihar wahid azalf aam samil.... La yalazamna ad
quina an kul wahid minha £ hastatihi jaihar kamil, an naqal anha fi al-jumlah talatah jaahir kamilah.... Aa
14 tara an Abrahim wa Ashaq wa Yaqab ... lisa hum fi al-jumlah talatah jaahir kamilah, aladr gad am
talatuhum jadhar wahid aam samil. Bal anama yalazamna an nasmr al-Ab wa al-Ibn wa al-Riih al-Quds
talatah alaha kamilah, lai kanat muhtalifah ff al-jaiihar fa-tasir fi al-jumlah talatah jiahir kamilah takin al
a hasab dalak talatah alaha m adiidah kamilah.”
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them as “three divinities,” but taking God’s incorporeality and eternity into account
additionally rules out saying “three gods.”

‘Ammar elaborates on the relationship between substance and /ypostasis a bit
later in the text of the Kitab al-masa il wa al-ajwibah. In doing so, he suggests that the
term “substance” may be used in two related but different senses, and that the two
different uses result in a different enumeration of the entities being described:

Regarding the name ganam, it does not follow and does not concord with

the name “particular substance” in every instance. Rather, we say that

each one of the group Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, is a complete ganim,

and likewise in its particularity is a complete substance. Then we would

say that the three of them considered collectively are three complete

substances. But it is not permitted that you say that the three considered

together are three complete substances, because the complete and common

substance will not permit you to place the name of enumerated substances

upon an assemblage of z2ganim of the same general nature.'*

So it would appear that, in addition to the meaning of the word “substance” as he has
used it thus far, ‘Ammar is willing to admit of a more restricted sense in which the term
substance can also be applied to a particular instantiation of the general substance.
Another way of expressing this would be to say that the presence of Abraham constitutes
the presence of a complete substance, even though every existent of that substance is not
present. ‘Ammar is clearly concerned that this refinement of the way the term substance

may be used will cause the distinction between substance and ganim to be lost, because

he immediately follows the clarification by saying that if the ganam always corresponded

" Hayek, 173; “Fa-ama ism al-ganam fa-Ifsa yajri wa 1a yansaraf m'a ism al-jaithar al-has fi kul anha’ih.
Bal gad naqal an kul wahid min Abrahim wa Ashaq wa Y aqab qaniim kamil, wa ka-dalak fi hasatihi
Jjaiithar kamil. Tum naqiil an talatahum fi al-jumlah talatah aganim kamilah. Wa [a yajiiz lika an takil
anahum fi al-jumlah talatah jaahir kamilah, li-ana al-jadhar al-samal al- aam /3 yad aka an tada ism
al-jazhir al-m adiidah ‘ala al-aganim al-maymualah min al-tabraah al-samilah al- aamah.”
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to the “particular substance,” there would be no need to use both terms. He argues that
both terms are necessary because the substance is the expression of what is required by
the essential nature of a thing, whereas the term ganam makes it possible to express that
the particular existents of the substance are not parts, powers, or accidents.

Seeking to demonstrate the reasonableness of his argument through analogies
involving created things, ‘Ammar turns to his familiar examples of fire and water:
But you see that when three flames of fire are ignited, each flame thus lit
is a form standing by itself, as each one of them is a substance complete in
its essence, each fire being complete in its essence and its nature. In
numbering it, you have no choice but to say three flames and three things,
but as was made clear, there are not three fires nor three substances, but
only one fire and one substance. Likewise, if you saw three drops of water,
each is a form standing on its own and a substance complete in essence
and nature. If you saw the three of them grouped together, you would have
no choice but to say three drops and three forms, but you cannot say three
waters and three substances, but only one water and one substance. '
In both cases, the principle articulated above holds true, in that the substance is present

whole and entire in each of the three flames or drops, and yet there is only one substance,

whole and entire, in the totality of the three entities.
Attribution and Language about God

Another important aspect of ‘Ammar al-Basr1’s Trinitarian writings is a well-

developed theory of attribution and the uses of language in reference to God, with

15 Hayek, 174; “Ila tara an talat s‘al min nar, kul s‘alah minha sabah qa’im bi-nafsihi ad kul wahid

minha jaithar kamil ff datihi ar nar kamilah bi- aintha wa taba aha, an min b ad ‘adadaha, lam yakan lika
muhis min an taqil talatah s'al wa talatah asia’ walakin, kama wadaha, 1 talatah niran wa [a talatah jaahir
bal nar wahidah jaahar wahid. Wa ka-dalak ada rait talat gatarat min ma’, ad kul gatrah minha sabah
qa’im bi-nafsihi ar jaghar kamil fi datihi wa taba ahi. Fa-ada aradat an tajmal ‘adaduha lam yakin lika
muhis min an taqil talat gatarat wa talatah ashah wa Ia yastaqim lika an taqal talat amiah wa talatah

Jjaahir, bal ma’ wahid jagdhar wahid.”
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particular reference to the language used in both the Bible and the Qur’an. In the
Kitab al-burhan, ‘ Ammar articulates the first principle of his theory of attribution by
insisting that any descriptor applied to a thing must correspond to an attribute which is
present in the thing being described. Furthermore, to deny the presence of the attribute is
to affirm the opposite descriptor:

It is clear that one does not call a thing “living” when there is not

established for it [an attribute of life, nor does one call a thing rational

unless it has a]'® word, on the basis of which we describe it so. It is also

clear that if one is deprived of life, he must be described as lifeless, but

God (blessed be He) is exalted beyond that."”
‘Ammar follows this introduction with an argument based on the descriptor “seeing,” in
which he insists that one must either affirm that a given being is “seeing,” in which case
one must also affirm the presence in the thing described of an attribute of sight; or else
one must describe the same being as “blind.” Finally, he structures an identical argument
around the descriptor “rational.” In making these arguments, ‘Ammar seems to have been
taking a cue directly from the internecine debates that were beginning to occur among
Islamic scholars about the implications of the rules of Arabic grammar. Such rules could
not be lightly shaken off by those who affirmed the revelation of the Qur’an; since God’s
speech was in Arabic, the divine revelation and the rules of Arabic grammar were

inseparable from one another. According to these principles, predications or sifat imply

nouns, which in turn signify extant individual actions or entities. Thus to say that “God

'® There is a textual lacuna in the manuscript according to Hayek’s critical edition; the words that appear in
brackets are my supposition.

17 Hayek, 47; “Faqad wadaha anahu Ia yasmihu hian ad lam yatbat lihu ... kalimah ‘ala ma wasafha
min dalak, wa anahu gad 2 ‘adama ilahhu al-hiaah fastrahu maatan, jala Allah wa taala an dalak.”
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hears” or “God sees” is to posit an act of hearing or seeing, which exists in God and can
be thought to be in some sense distinct from him. In other words, despite the absolute
unicity by which the Qur’an described God, the Arabic language in which it was written
implied some kind of multiplicity in God in order for predications of Him to have any
basis. Thus ‘Ammar al-Basr1 was making a point about the language of attribution which
drew directly from a source that his Muslim interlocutors would have found undeniable —
the Arabic language of the Qur’an — but which implied some kind of multiplicity in God.

‘Ammar was not hesitant to press this point. Drawing upon two of the Qur’anic
descriptions of God'®, he writes:
Indeed it is clear [that in no way are] the attributes of Life and Wisdom
expressed except by the names Life and Wisdom. Their meanings are
denied and it becomes necessary to describe Him as “not living” and “not
rational,” in the case where one declines to affirm of Him a Word and a
Spirit.... And it certainly follows from the denial [of a Word and a Spirit]
from the Creator that He is represented as mortal, lacking life and lacking
a word, like the idols which were called gods. God in His books
reproaches those adherents who follow gods who have no life and no
word...."
In this remarkable passage, ‘Ammar first appropriates the Muslim debates about
predications and multiplicity in God. He then aligns two divine attributes affirmed in

common by Christians and Muslims, Wisdom and Life, with the second and third

hypostaseis of the Trinity, God’s Word and His Spirit — which also happen to be Qur’anic

18 See for example, for AL surahs 2:255, 20:111, and 40:65; for Azkmalh/ hakim, surahs 2:129, 9:28, and
33:34.

19 Hayek 48; “Fagad wadaha ... yanbi a al-hiaah wa al-hikmah ila bi-ism al-hiaah wa al-hikmah, wa

abtala manaha wa aijaba anahu gir hi wa 12 natiq, wa anahu ad haraba min atbat al-kalimah wa al-rah....
wagq a ff abtal al-Haliq al-batah wa yasir maatan Ia hiaah Ithu wa 12 kalimah ka-al-asnam alatt tusima
alahah, wa Allah fi kutubihi ya air ‘andatuha bi-anahum yabadiin alahah la hiaah liha wa Ia nataq.” The
first set of brackets represents a lacuna in the manuscript and the text within the brackets is my supposition.
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terminology, as has already been shown. He then posits that the implications of
attribution in Arabic on the one hand, and an absolutist understanding of the doctrine of
al-taihid on the other hand, are inherently in conflict, implicitly giving his Muslim reader
a very uncomfortable choice between denying all predications of God or admitting some
kind of multiplicity in Him. Finally, in a rhetorical tour de force, he inverts the Muslim
accusation of sirk by suggesting that a God stripped of His Word and His Spirit is simply
one of the lifeless, mute idols condemned in the scriptures, which he slyly refers to as
“God’s books,” tacitly including even the Qur’an.

Having affirmed an understanding of attribution that was current among his
Muslim interlocutors and then turned that same theory to his own apologetical purposes,
‘Ammar then turned his attention to defending the use of metaphor (r:¢/) when
describing God. He does so in a way that is similar to the approach taken by Abt Ra’itah:

The metaphor is not the likeness of a thing which corresponds to the

likeness in every respect. As in the case of a human being, if you were

asked to make a likeness of some ruler that you had not seen, you could

not make the likeness move; nor would it see, nor hear, nor smell, nor

taste, nor walk. And so someone may say to you: He moves, sees, hears,

tastes, smells, and other similar things, but the thing [you have made] has

none of these traits, so how can you say you have made his likeness? This

would be treating you harshly, for it is not possible to make a likeness that

is in all ways similar to him of whom it is a likeness.... And therefore it is

not possible for us to give you a metaphor for the Creator that fits in every

way from among created things, because they are not like Him, and you
will not find among created things a complete likeness for the Creator....*°

* Hayek, 50; “Wa al-mitl 12 yakiin mitl al-st’ aladr yudirab lihu al-mid £ kul 7. Ka-ma an ansanan laa
sa’'laka an tamal lthu mital b'ad man lam yaruhu min al-malik fa-mitlatuhu lihu fa-lam yajaduhu
vataharaku wa 12 yabsar wa 1 yasm a wa 12 yasam wa 13 yadiig wa 1a yamsT fa-qala lika: Fulan yataharaka
wa yabsar wa yasm a wa yadiiq wa yasam wa ma asbah dalak, wa hada lisa ala st min hadahi al-hasal,
la-kifa galat anaka gad amalat mitluhu? Kan qad galaza ‘altka anahu 1a yumkanuka an taj al al-mid 1 kul
ST mitl aladi mitlatuhu bihi.... Fa-li-dalak lisa yumkana an n atika al-mital min al-mahlaq ‘ala al-Haliq fr
kul 5T, li-anahu 13 yasbahuhu wa 13 tajad fi al-mahliigm kamilan mitl al-Halig....”
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As had already been shown, ‘Ammar al-Basr1 sometimes hesitates between language that
emphasizes the absoluteness and utter transcendence of God (which places him more
firmly on common ground with his Muslim interlocutors) and language which suggests
that God may have some things in common with created beings, especially those of a
more “subtle” nature. By articulating the principle described here, ‘Ammar is able, like
Abt R?3’itah, to draw from examples of created things and yet avoid accusations by
Muslims that he has compromised the divine transcendence. Furthermore, as shown
earlier, by affirming this principle, he is pursuing a form of discourse that was in keeping
with the dialectical principles expressed by the Muslim scholars of his day.

In seeking metaphors from among created things to demonstrate that a given thing
could be simultaneously three in one sense and one in another, ‘Ammar calls upon the
familiar examples of the sun and fire, but also contributes another metaphor that is less
common among the Arabophone Christian authors here considered, that of the human
soul:

... We perceive the soul, for which we affirm the word and the life, and by

this we do not describe three souls.... By the correctness of affirming the

life and the word as substantial qualities of the soul, the soul is described

as being living and rational.... The soul and its word and its life are one

soul.... And the threeness of these things does not contradict their

oneness, nor does the oneness contradict their threeness.’

It is quite noteworthy that ‘Ammar offers this example because it goes beyond the rule

about metaphors that he has articulated. Whereas the other examples used in this section

2z Hayek, 49; ““... Nara al-nafs, ad tubitat ltha al-kalimah wa al-hiaah, lam tasar li-dalak talatah anfs....
bi-sahah al-hiaah wa al-kalimah li-I-nafs jadhariah sarita nafsan hiah natiq.... Faqgad tujida al-nafs wa

=9

kalimatiha wa hiaatthanafsan wahidah.... Wa lam yubtila tatlituha taihidaha wa 12 taahidaha tatlituha.



212
of the text, fire and the sun, have in common with the divinity only the fact of threeness-
in-oneness, in the case of the soul the particular qualities that he attributes to it are the
same as the qualities that he attributes to God. As has already been shown, he equates the
Holy Spirit with the presence in God of an eternal attribute of Life, just as he equates the
Word with the presence in God of an eternal attribute of Rationality. So by speaking of
“the soul and its word and its life,” ‘Ammar articulates a triad that is almost identical to
“God and His Word and His Spirit.” This metaphor would seem, then, to be in a different
category from any other comparison or language about God that ‘Ammar offers. Taking
into account the fact that ‘Ammar ultimately makes a case for understanding the Trinity
as a triad of eternal attributes of Being, Living, and Rational, there would appear to be a
kind of ontological correlation between created things and God insofar as every created
thing participates in the attribute of existing, a subset of existing things participate in the
attribute of living, and a subset of living things participate in the attribute of rationality.
As shown earlier, ‘Ammar posits a kind of trinitarian existence for all beings, with each
being defined as a triad of its substance and its two principal attributes. Thus the human
soul would be understood in this schema as the pinnacle of the created world, since it has
the same principal attributes as the Trinity, albeit not eternally so, and therefore belongs
to the only class of material beings to participate in all three of the Trinitarian attributes.

Even with such a close comparison between the Trinitarian life of God and the
human soul, ‘Ammar al-BasrT is eager to emphasize the extreme limitations of human

language in making predications about God. In order to do so, he focuses on the
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quintessential Qur’anic expression of God’s uniqueness, His role as creator, and explores
the differences between God’s act of creation and human acts of creation:

There is nothing corresponding to His essence to show you, and no

similarity between His operations and the operations of His creatures. We

find that every maker of a thing among creatures and its act of making is

not free with regard to its making, for the thing is made by the movement

of the maker’s bodily members and the use of its limbs. Its movements are

conducted according to its limitations, and its limbs are used according to

its composition and formation, which in turn are fashioned according to

the composer and former that preceded it in composition and formation....

But truly we know, since we find [God’s] nature to be exalted beyond

these attributes, that we find creating and causing things to be done

according to His being, for indeed He causes things efficaciously and

wisely without movement, and heals, intends, or wills without effort or

supplies.*
Having focused on God’s absolute uniqueness as Creator and expressed the ontological
chasm existing between Him and his creatures, even when those creatures engage in
activities that are somewhat similar to His, ‘Ammar then goes on to claim this very fact
as support for his Trinitarian doctrine. He argues that the activities through which God
brings about the creation of things — intending, willing, and executing — are unintelligible
except in the case of one who possesses the attribute of rationality. Rationality, in turn,
can only be attributed to a being that is living. In other words, the fact that human beings

speak of God as “making” or “creating” something is ultimately an indication of the

presence of these eternal attributes of Life and Rationality, since the usual attributes one

2 Hayek, 149; “Fa-ia nazir lihu fi jadharuhu wa 1a sibih bin afaaluhu wa af'aal hulquhu. Wa dalak ana
wajadna kul san‘a ST’ wa 3 ‘aluhu min al-mahliqn /3 yahli ‘anda san atuhu dalak al-sT min tahrik a‘ada’hu
astamal jaarihhu wa kanat harakatuhu tadal ‘ala hudiaduhu wa jaarihhu tadal ala tarkibuhu wa (a’lifuhu,
wa an (a’[lifithu wa tarkibuhu yadalan ‘ala ma’lif murakab mutagadam Iihu alafihu wa walf tarkibuhu. Bal
bi-haq n‘alam ad wajadna datuhu mut aaliah ‘an hadahi al-sifat tum wajadna lihu halagan hadatan
ahdatuhu wa kanuhu anama ahdata dalak amran wa hikman dan harakah wa ‘alaj aad must ah ai aradah
dian kulfah wa mii’inah.”
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might associate with acts of creation, such as the movement of limbs, are not to be
predicated of God. It can be only through attributes of Life and Rationality that God
makes and administers the universe, and following the principles drawn from Arabic
grammar described above, these attributes signify the presence of entities in God that
both pertain to His substance and yet are in some sense distinct from Him. By arguing in
this way, ‘Ammar follows a pattern found in the writings of all the authors here
considered — i.e., appropriating the very concepts that Muslims use to argue against
Trinitarian doctrine and making them central to the argument in favor of Trinitarian
doctrine.

Having suggested that the name “Creator” as applied to God and the description
“creator” as applied to human beings mean rather different things, ‘Ammar attempts to
use a similar kind of argument to overcome the Muslim objection to calling two of the
divine aganim by the names Father and Son. He points out that, like the term Creator, the
terms Father and Son have quite different meanings when applied to God, and argues that
Muslims should appreciate this based on their own use of language to describe God:

I believe that they do not understand “father” and “son” except with regard

to material things and sexual reproduction ... just as they reason from

created fathers and their sons, and the difference of their persons and the

variation of times and places between them. And it was for that, that we

said to them: Renounce your description and your naming of Him as

compassionate and merciful, for we do not reckon that you consider

compassion and mercy except as accidents.... Renounce your description

of Him as mighty and conquering, for you do not consider mightiness and

conquering power except with regard to tyrants, oppressors, and ones who

are blameworthy.... And refrain from your description of Him as wrathful

and angry, for you do not consider wrath except in regard to changeable
beings, passing from one state to another.”

3 Hayek, 165-66; “Aman ajal anahum I y‘aqgalan aban wa ibnan ila bi-mubadaah wa jamaa....
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In this passage from the Kitab al-masa il wa al-ajwibah, ‘Ammar has constructed a subtle
and multilayered argument in defense of traditional Trinitarian language about God. On
one level of the argument, he has implied that by automatically assigning to the names
“Father” and “Son” creaturely associations, the Muslims who object to these names have
in fact abandoned their own religious principle that nothing is like God. On a second
level, he has introduced a tension between terminology about God that would have been
familiar from the Qur’an and from Islamic religious discourse on the one hand, and the
concepts from Aristotelian philosophy then gaining currency among the Muslim
intellectual classes on the other hand. By pointing out that some of the words used to
describe God in the Qur’an refer to accidents and others imply mutability, ‘Ammar seeks
to place his Muslim interlocutors in the uncomfortable position of having to choose
between traditional Islamic language about God and the linguistic strictures that would be
imposed by careful adherence to philosophical principles. They could avoid having to
make such a choice, of course, by arguing that language implying accidental properties,
mutability, corporeality, or temporality in God was simply metaphorical and intended to
be understood in a different way when applied to Him — in which case they would be

affirming exactly what ‘Ammar is claiming about the use of the terms Father and Son.

kama ‘agalaa min man aba’ al-mahlaqin wa abna’hum wa tabam ashasuhum wa ahtlat al-aaqat wa
al-azman bmuhum. Fa-an kan dalak ka-dalak quina lthum: Fa-ankaraa wasafukum wa tasmitukum aiahu
ria’afan rahiman fa-1a nahasabukum taqulan rahmah wa ra’fah ila ‘ardan.... Wa ankaraa wasafukum
aiahu jabaran qaharan fa-anakum lam ta‘qulaa jabaran qaharan 1l zaliiman gasaman madmaiaman.... Wa
astankafiia lihu min wasafikum arahu gadaban sahitan fa-anakum Ia t aqulin gadiban ila mutagiran muta
naqalan min hal ila hal”
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‘Ammar returns to this same idea later in the text in one of the rare passages in
which he calls upon scriptural evidence. He does not quote the biblical text directly, but
makes a number of allusions to Old Testament passages in which God makes
predications about Himself using terminology that the Bible also applies to human
beings:

For He named Himself King, and Pharaoh and Nebuchadnezzar were

called kings, and David and Solomon were kings. He named Himself God,

and Moses His servant was called a god. He named Himself Lord, and

some of the people were called lords. He named Himself Powerful, and

Samson was called powerful. He named Himself Wise, and Solomon was

called wise, and so on with many other names, almost without end. It is

not the case that agreement in the names necessitates agreement in the

meanings as well.”*
‘Ammar’s list of biblical references is somewhat reminiscent of Abti Ra’itah’s use of
scripture, in that they are all taken from the Old Testament. There was probably a two-
fold motivation behind limiting his selection of biblical allusions in this way. Although
he was not as focused on the accusations of a/-tahrifas was Abii Ra’itah, ‘Ammar was
certainly aware of the problem and makes reference to it in the opening paragraph of the
Kitab al-burhan® Sensitivity to this issue would have caused him to be more willing to
use Old Testament than New Testament references, since with the same scriptures being

used by the Jewish scholars taking part in the theological debates of the early ninth

century, they were less vulnerable to accusations of being interpolated to support

24 Hayek 168; “Fa-anahu sama nafsihi malakan, wa sumr Faraian wa Buhtansar malikan

wa Daid wa Suliman malakan. Sama nafsihi alahan, wa sumi Misa abduhu alahan. Sama nafsihi
Rabban, wa sami al-nas b aduhum badan arbaban. Sama nafsihi jabaran, wa sumr Samsam jabaran.
Sama nafsihi hakiman, wa sumr Suliman hakiman. Ma asma’ahar katirah 1 yuhsa ‘adaduha. Fa-lisat, wa

an wafaqaha fi al-asma’, anaha maaftigah lthu fi al-m aanr ardan ka-dalak.”

 Hayek, 46.
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Trinitarian doctrine. As with the other authors here considered, ‘Ammar would have been
keenly aware of the Muslim claim to be the theological heir of the authentic religion of
the Old Testament. Thus using this list of names and predications of God, many of which
are also used in the Qur’an, would present a strong challenge to the Muslim interlocutor,
offering him a choice between denying the validity of language about God or admitting
that the same words can be used to describe God and to describe human beings, but with
quite different meanings due to the ontological chasm between God and His creatures.

This list of examples differs from the earlier passage about predications used of
both God and created beings in a subtle but important way. In the earlier passage,
‘Ammar points out the ways in which Muslims describe attributes of God. But in this
passage, he uses examples of how God has described or named Himself. So he has
significantly raised the level of the evidence being cited, from human testimony about
God to God’s own witness about Himself. In doing so, ‘Ammar implicitly appropriates
the Muslim theory of scripture, in which the actual language of God is transmitted to
human beings, who act in a purely passive and receptive capacity. In other words,
‘Ammar argues in the context of a theological and religious culture in which it is not
possible for his interlocutor to say that the language about God found in scripture was in
part a human construct. Rather, in calling upon God’s self-descriptions in the Old
Testament which were echoed in the Qur’an, ‘Ammar was invoking the highest possible
testimony for how the same words could be used to make analogous predications about

God and about human beings.
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‘Ammar’s position that the same descriptor or predication could have different
though related meanings when applied to God and to human beings is not limited only to
descriptions or predications given in common language. Rather, he makes it clear that
even the metaphysical terminology which he puts to such extensive use should also be
understood as pointing to a somewhat different reality when applied to God:

We have used for these eternal properties the well-known name of

aganim, due to their completeness and their exaltation beyond names of

powers or accidents, not because they are aganim as aganim are

commonly known. Similarly we have used the name substance for the

eternal essence, which is the will attributed to Him, not because He is a

substance [as substances are commonly known]*. It is not necessary if we

name His particular properties according to this sense, to call them three

substances.”’
Thus ‘Ammar gives an almost apophatic explanation for his use of the term aganimn; its
use is primarily intended to convey that the three entities referred to as such are neither
accidents nor powers. In the final analysis, when the term is applied to God, it tells us
more about what the three are not, than about what they are. Similarly, the term
“substance” is not intended to place God in the same category as any other existing thing,
nor even to establish a metaphor for Him.

A Triad of Properties: Being, Living, and Rational

In addition to being concerned with proving that the language of description and

predication applies to God quite differently than it applies to His creatures, ‘Ammar al-

%% Hayek’s critical edition of the text indicates a lacuna at this point. The words in brackets are my
supposition based on the context and structure of the passage.

an asma’ al-qua wa al-a arad al-mudtarah, 1a li-anaha aganim ka-al-aganim al-m arafah. Ka-ma ana
anama djrina ism al-jaahar ... al-dat al-azalitah aradah arbat anituhu, la li-anahu jaihar ... lisa yalzamna
ada nahnu samina hiiasuhu ‘ala hada al-mana an nasmiha talatah jazhir”



219

Basri is also eager to demonstrate that two particular terms are in a class by themselves
when applied to the divine life. These terms, not surprisingly, are “Word” and “Spirit.”
Contrasting the use of these terms with all of the other expressions that may be used to
describe God, ‘Ammar writes:

Some have described God ... by two eyes, two ears, two hands, two legs

by way of expression and metaphor. But they do not do so with regard to

their description of His Word and His Spirit by which He created the

creatures and by which He orders affairs. Not a single one of them says

that God created the creatures by His hearing or His sight or His ears or

His eyes or His hands or His legs, or by anything other than His Word and

His Spirit. And God ... was mentioned in some of His books as creating

the creatures or accomplishing things by His hand or by His arm. You

must know that this saying “His arm” and “His hand” refers to His

command, His power of forbidding, and His will, generated of His Word

and His Spirit....”
So it would appear that ‘Ammar goes so far as to deny that these two terms are
metaphorical when applied to the second and third divine hypostaseis. His treatment of
these terms in this passage is particularly noteworthy, insofar as he links them directly
with God’s act of creation. As already demonstrated, ‘Ammar argues elsewhere that the
attribute of being Creator is inherently linked with qualities of Life and Rationality,
which in turn indicate the presence in the divinity of two other aganim. By using the

terms Word and Spirit in this passage, rather than the terms Rational and Living, he picks

up that same argument within the context of discerning what is metaphorical in the

2 Hayek, 161; “Baduhum qad wasata Allah ... bi-al-‘amin wa al-adanin wa al-yadm wa al-rijalin

ala jahah al- abarah wa al-mujaz, fa-anahum lam yasafaa dalak ala jahah wasafithum kalimatahu wa
rahhu ff halaga al-hala’iq wa tadbir al-amar, wa 12 qal ahad minhum an Allah halaqa al-huluq bi-sam ahu
am bi-basarthu am bi-adanthu am bi- aimihu am bi-rijalthu am bi-st’ sia kalimatihi was rahhi. Wa an kan
Allah ... dukira ff b ad kutubuhu anahu halaga hulugan aua fala falan bi-yadihi am bi-dara ahi, fa-anaka
adi tabinata qialuhu fa-wajadatihi y ant bi-dara ‘ahi wa bi-yadihi amaruhu wa nahthu wa aradatuhu
al-mutawaladm ‘an kalimatihi wa rithhi....”



220
traditional and scriptural language about God, but does so in terms that appropriate
Qur’anic terminology and subtly injects the question of the relationship between God,
His Word, and His Spirit, which is unresolved in the Qur’anic text itself.

Although he argues for understanding Word and Spirit as something other and
higher than metaphor when used in reference to God, ‘Ammar still seeks to emphasize
that these two terms refer to properties in God that are more exalted than the properties in
human beings or other creatures that may be referred to by the same words. In the
Kitab al-burhan, he writes:

We do not want, by our saying “the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit”
anything more than to affirm correct doctrine; namely, that God is both
living and rational. For it is the Father that has moved us to the position
that He has the qualities of Life and a Word. This life is the Holy Spirit,
and the Word is the Son, not as if we would ascribe to God all that pertains
to us in regard to ownership or procreation, for God is very greatly exalted
above that, just as the word is begotten by the mind [with no corporeal or
sexual process].”’ Yet God is above even this, due to His subtlety and
incomprehensibility, because of which He is not apprehended even by the
imaginations of the purely spiritual angels or the prophets sent by Him.*°
Provided that the supposition presented in the translation above to supply the words
missing from Hayek’s edition is correct, ‘Ammar here presents a kind of tripartite

hierarchy of meanings for attributes. On the most basic level, such terms have a common

meaning as they are applied to created beings, as when a man is said to be father to his

¥ According to Hayek’s critical edition of the text, there is a two-word phrase at this point that is,
according to his footnote, “difficult to understand.” Perhaps ‘Ammar used very obscure terminology or
perhaps the text was corrupted in transmission. The words in brackets in the text as translated here
represent my supposition.

30 Hayek 48-49; “La narid bi-qaluna al-Ab wa al-Ibn wa Riih al-Quds aktar min tashih al-qal bi-an

Allah bt natiq. Fa-al-Ab haa aladr gasadana ilthu bi-an lihu hiaah wa kalimah. Wa al-hiaah Riih al-Qudus,
wa al-kalimah al-Ibn, /a kama yansabuna muhalifiina ilthu min tasyirna li-lah sahibah wa waladan minha,
taala Allah an dalak aliian katiran kama tuwalida al-kalimah min al-nafs ... bal wa fiiq dalak min

—

al-latatah wa al-gamad bi-ma 13 tadrakuhuaaham al-mula’ikah al-rahanim wa la al-anbia’ al-murasalan.”
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son, and this connotes both physical generation and priority in time. On a second level,
attributes may be taken as descriptions of a purely spiritual or noetic reality, as when the
word is “begotten” by the mind. On the third level of meaning are the exalted divine
properties which such attributes are intended to describe in God. The fact that ‘Ammar is
positing a difference between the second and third levels of attributive meaning is
underscored by the fact that he says God’s “subtlety and incomprehensibility” prevent
even the angels and prophets from direct apprehension of Him. He does not choose these
two groups only because of their closeness to God. Rather, he emphasizes the incorporeal
nature of the angels by describing them with the adjective “spiritual” (rizhani), suggesting
that they have a particular affinity for spiritual or noetic realities. If God’s begetting of a
Son or generation of a Word were to be understood at this level of meaning, then, it
would be apprehended by the angels. Similarly, against the background of Islamic
prophetology, in which prophets are believed to receive their divine messages in a
mechanistic, word-for-word fashion, the prophets would be understood to have a
particular affinity for receiving and understanding words from God. If it is admitted that
neither of these groups apprehend the divine substance, then the attributes described by
words of begetting, life, and issuance of a rational word must exist on a completely
different ontological level than the same language even when applied to the least
corporeal and most noetic activities of human beings.

Another aspect of ‘Ammar al-Bast1’s treatment of the divine Word that should be
taken into consideration is the way in which he treats the concept of the “word” in

general. In the Kitab al-burhan, he writes that
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... the word has four aspects; among them, the sounded word made by the

voice; the visible word made apparent by a line of writing; and the word

begotten in the soul which does not pass the lips, is not set down with ink

and does not appear to the eyes; and also the power of the soul from which

comes the possibility that we express the word and that we decree things,

administer affairs, establish the world, and subjugate beasts. This power of

the soul resides, according to the doctrine of the Christians, in the Word of

God, and moreover, in the perfection by which idols fall short.”!
In addition to the common understandings of the spoken word, the written word, and the
thought word, then, ‘Ammar includes a fourth element of meaning, the word as a power
of the rational soul. In describing this power of the soul, his choice of examples is
significant, because as already explained, the capacity for decreeing, administering, and
so forth is a Qur’anic way of describing not human beings, but God Himself. To intensify
this allusion, ‘Ammar goes on to state explicitly that this power of the soul is present in
the Word of God. There are a number of important implications for proceeding in this
way. First, his description here suggests that the power of the human soul to issue a word
of command or administration is in some way a reflection or echo of the divine power by
which all things were made and are governed. This account recalls the teaching of
Theodore Abii Qurrah that descriptions of human attributes are in fact metaphors for

divine attributes, with the latter occupying a kind of ontological reality of which the

former are only a pale reflection. Second, by introducing this fourth element of meaning,

3 Hayek, 49; “... al-kalam ‘ala arb aah agjuh: fa-minhu kalam masma a yazhuru al-sat, wa minhu
kalam munzir ilthu yazhuru al-hat wa minhu kalam mutawalida ff al-nafs lam t abirahu al-sifatan wa lam
vatabm al-midad wa lam yazhuru li-I- afin, wa minhu al-qiaah alatt li-I-nafs alatr bi-ha amkana an nuzaru
al-kalam wa naqdaru al-asia’ wa nadbaru al-amir wa nasas al- aalam wa nast abad al-buha’im. Fa-li-dalak,
al-giah li-I-nafs gialu ahl din al-nasraniah ff kalimah Allah, wa fiiq dalak ff al-kamal bi-ma tagsaru ‘anhu al-
aaham.” The term that I have translated “word” here is not the most basic term for word, kalimah, but
instead kalam, which can also be translated with the terms speech, saying, utterance, discourse, etc. It
would seem that ‘Ammar chose this word in order to speak as broadly as possible about the generation of
ideas and communication, and also to connect the concepts of kalimah and nataq, the “rationality” that
entails the facility for communication.
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‘Ammar suggests another layer of meaning for the Qur’anic teaching that Jesus is a
“word from God,” a phrase that the Qur’anic text applies to Jesus alone among the
prophets. If one limits the meaning of “word” to the written or spoken word, then perhaps
this expression could be understood in a way that is limited to Islamic prophetology,
despite the curiosity of Jesus alone being given this appellation. But if the word is
extended to include as well a power of the rational soul that is directly related to the
attributes of mastery and administration, then it becomes extremely difficult to
understand “word from God” as a merely prophetic title. ‘Ammar seems to be following
the technique so often found in the writings of the authors here considered, of placing the
Muslim in the uncomfortable position of either denying the validity of the language of the
Qur’an itself or else denying the metaphysical understanding of “word.”

Thus when ‘Ammar al-Basr1’s treatment of the terms Word and Spirit is taken
into account along with the rest of his theory of metaphysical and linguistic
considerations applied to God, one arrives at a synthesis of his Trinitarian account that
can be described as follows. God’s attribute of being Creator necessarily implies
properties of Life and Rationality. The attributes of Life and Rationality in turn imply the
existence of entities within God that are in some sense distinct from Him, although one in
substance because the properties are substantial properties pertaining to the divine nature.
Both the Bible and the Qur’an refer to these properties as God’s Spirit and God’s Word,
although the Bible is clear about the relationship among God, His Word, and His Spirit,
while the Qur’an leaves the relationship unexplained. Since Word and Spirit are used in

the scriptural language about God to name the substantial properties through which His
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attribute of being Creator is expressed, these terms are necessarily in a different category
of language than other terms such as God’s sight or God’s hearing, which are
metaphorical and when analyzed refer in fact to operations of His Word and His Spirit.
Therefore, in order to affirm “Creator” as a proper description of God, one must affirm
three divine Zganim, and since the three are co-eternal, with no distinctions of time or
chronological priority, and incorporeal, with no distinctions of spatial dimension, they are
one in substance, such that their affirmation entails no denial of the divine unicity.

As has already been shown, ‘Ammar is eager to position Word and Spirit, along
with what he considers their equivalents of Rationality and Life, as something other than
metaphorical language about God. Another important aspect of his Trinitarian account is
his exploration of how these same attributions differ from other divine attributes. In the
Kitab al-burhan, ‘ Ammar suggests that in dialogue with Muslims he had been challenged
as to why, if the divine 2ganim corresponded to eternal qualities of the divine substance,
and thus were in fact divine attributes, there were only three such entities. Even on the
basis of biblical and Qur’anic language alone, one could name many divine attributes,
which according to ‘Ammar’s logic could result in the affirmation of many aganmm in
God, rather than just three. ‘Ammar represents his Muslim interlocutor as putting the
question this way:

When you attribute to God the Word and the Spirit, and say that He is

imagined to be three aganim, why is it that you do not attribute to Him

also hearing, sight, wisdom, knowledge, efficacy, power, clemency,

intellection, compassion, nobility, existence, kindness, will, and similar

things, which also pertain to the substance? For just as you call Him living

and rational, and therefore attribute to Him life and a word, so also you
call Him hearing, seeing, wise, knowledgeable, efficacious, powerful,
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clement, forgiving, compassionate, noble, magnanimous, willing, and such
things. >

The Muslim interlocutor represented here bases his objection in the same principle of
Arabic grammar on which ‘Ammar has built his argument. Although the structure of the
argument is not as apparent when the text is translated into English, the objection
correlates adjectival forms with predicative nouns, on the basis that any attribute implies
the existence of a noun, which in turn indicates the existence within the subject described
of an entity that is metaphysically distinct from the subject, and by which the attribute is
valid. So, for example, since the Christian will readily admit that God is compassionate,
why does he not also affirm a fourth ganam of Compassion?

As explained previously, part of ‘Ammar’s answer to this problem lies in a
description of all things as existing in a kind of “trinitarian” fashion, being understood to
have both their substance and the two primary properties by which their substance is
defined. Another part of his answer is his linkage of Word and Spirit to the absolutely
unique role of God as Creator, understanding the act of creation to entail Rationality,
which in turn entails Life. But in the context of this challenge, ‘Ammar undertakes a
more detailed response to the problem of the particular attributes here articulated.

The first aspect of his argument is to present a kind of ontological framework for
the entire created, material order, revolving around three fundamental attributes of being,

life, and rationality:

32 Hayek, 52; “Fa-ad gad atbata li-lah al-kalimah wa al-rah fa-qalta anahu wuhima talatah aganim,

fa-lima lam tatbat lthu ardan sam ‘aan wa basaran wa hakimah wa alman wa quah wa afiian wa m arafah
wa rihmah wa kariman wa wajadan wa n‘amah wa aradah wa ma ashih dalak jaiihariah aidan. Fa-anka
kama asmitahu hian natiqan fa-atbata lihu hiaah wa kalimah, ka-dalak samitahu samriaan basiran hakiman

aliman qadran qiian ‘afiian gafaran rahiman kariman man aman maridan wa ma kan bi-dalak sabihan.”
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... We regard life and rationality to be fundamental to the nature and
constitutive of the substance.... We consider the earth to be lifeless, and
with regard to the bodies formed from it, the difference between the earth
and what is formed of it is the quality “life.” We call those bodies, distinct
from the quality life itself, “living things.” Then we consider the living
things to be differentiated by the quality “reason,” and so we call some of
them — i.e., human beings — rational, and those remaining which are not
rational we call by the names of “beasts” and “livestock.” There is no
hearing, seeing, clemency, forgiving, kindness, generosity, and nobility
apart from the condition of the substance, and its condition does not
differentiate some beings from others. Because we see within the same
substance some hearing and some not hearing, some seeing and some not
seeing, some forgiving and compassionate and some unforgiving and not
compassionate, some generous and noble and some not generous and not
noble, so the substance is not differentiated by these kinds of differences
and is not changed by its condition into a different substance. ...**

The properties of life and rationality, then, serve as the distinguishing features that
differentiate classes of created beings, and so it is on this basis that they are believed to
enjoy a kind of ontological priority. This schema extends the principle articulated by
Theodore Abti Qurrah — namely, that no human attribute can exist without being
grounded in a divine attribute of which it is the dim reflection — to the entire material
created order. Even the earth itself reflects the most basic divine attribute of being, while
the lower animals reflect both the attributes of being and of living, and the rational

animal, the human being, reflects all three attributes of being, life and rationality.

3 Hayek, 52; “Wajadna al-hizah wa al-nataq min sas al-dat wa min baniah al-jaahar.... Rama

al-ard maatan fa-jubilat minha al-ajsad fa-fasala bmuha wa bin ma jubila minha m ana al-hiaah, fa-samina
al-ajsad li-dalak dinuha hiwanan. 1am rama al-hiwan qgad fasala binuha m ana al-nutaq fa-sumr b aduha
li-dalak natigan a‘ant al-ansan, wa baqr sa’irha gir natiq mustahaqan li-ism al-buha’im wa al-dioab. Wa lam
yujad al-sam‘a wa al-basar wa al- ‘afi wa al-magfarah wa al-rihmah wa al-jad wa al-karim bi-gir al-jaahar
an haluhu wa 1a yufsala bin baduhu wa b ad, li-ana nara fi jaadhar wahid al-sami'a wa gir al-sami a, wa
al-basir wa gir al-basir, wa al-gafiir wa al-rahim wa gir al-gafiir wa Ia al-rahim, wa al-jiad wa al-karim, wa
Sir al-jiad wa 1a al-karim, fa-lam yuhtalaf al-jaahir bi-ahtilaf dalak wa lam tatagir ‘an haluha hata tanqasam
1/a jaahir ahar.”
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This passage may at first appear to conflict with the basic theory of Arabic

grammar on which ‘Ammar has constructed his argument. Since the various attributes
treated here are described as “conditions” of the substance, it would appear that there is
no entity within the subject described to serve as the predicative noun by which the
attribute is valid. However, he goes on to explain how each of the attributes mentioned
here fits into his Trinitarian account based on the attributes of Being, Life, and
Rationality. ‘Ammar first treats the two attributes which are descriptions of sensory
perception, seeing and hearing. He argues that “it is not necessary to ascribe them to God
substantially, for these are constructive operations in composite bodies, and God has no
body to execute such operations. Indeed, we intend by our expression that He hears or

sees, to express that He knows.”**

This pair of attributes are the only ones that ‘Ammar
treats in this way, more or less dismissing them as purely metaphorical. In a sense,
though, he has merely displaced the objection onto a different attribute, for certainly his
Muslim interlocutor could respond that the attribute “knowing” should entail a fourth
ganam of Knowledge. ‘Ammar sets aside this possibility temporarily and deals with the
divine attribute of knowledge later in the text, as will be shown below.

Next ‘Ammar discusses an attribute called the “efficacious will” or “operative
will.” ‘Ammar defines this concept broadly enough to include both the capacity of

animals for achieving things according to their instincts, and the human will, or “will of

choice” (aradah ahtiar). Since according to his definition the will is common to both the

* Hayek 53;” Fa-Ia yajab an tajabhuma li-lah jaihari. Li-anahuma jarihtan rukibuta fi ajsad ma’lifah,
wa 14 jasam li-lah turkiba filhi jarihtan. Wa anama aradna bi-qiluna samiaan basiran.”
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lower animals and human beings, ‘Ammar argues that it is not one of the attributes that
distinguishes one class of beings from another:

... We are distinguished from the beasts not by what we have in common

with them — namely, life — but by what is distinct in us — namely, reason.

Likewise, it is not the will which separates us from the beasts, which in

fact groups us together with them, because wills are found both in us and

in them. The distinction is reason; specifically, the reason of choice, which

they lack because they act under coercion.™
Since a thing must be alive in order to exercise a will of either kind, the attribute of will
would actually seem to pertain to the attribute of life and serve as an ontological dividing
line being those entities that have the attribute of being only, and those that have both the
attributes of being and living. ‘Ammar, however, does not pursue this line of reasoning,
probably because it does not end in an association with the divine attribute of Rationality.
Instead, he chooses to dismiss the attribute of will as not pertaining to the divine
substance since it is shared not only with rational beings but also with the lower animals.

‘Ammar argues that a third group of attributes — justice, compassion, nobility,
generosity, kindness, clemency, and forgiveness — are in fact attained rather than eternal
attributes, because they describe His relationship to created beings:

... These are operations to which He attained after His act of creation. For

if He punishes accordingly as His creatures deserve, He is called just; and

if he has mercy upon His creatures, He is called compassionate; and if He

bestows magnanimity on His creatures, he is called noble; and if He is

generous and kind to them, He is called generous and kind; and if He
forgives and pardons them, He is called forgiving and clement.*®

3 Hayek, 54; “ Wa ka-dalak anfisalna min al-buha’im Iisa bi-ma yajm ana m‘aha min al-hiaah lakin

bi-ma hasasna bihi min al-natiq. Wa ka-dalak lisa bi-I-aradat anfasilna min al-buha’im li-gjtima ana m aha
1iha fa-sarat al-aradat al-mijidah fina wa fiha lina, bi-fadilah al-natiq, bi-ahtiar, wa liha bi- adamha
al-natiq, bi-adtarar.”

36 Ibid., “Fa-anama hia afa‘ail mundu sar iltha ff halagahu. Fa-ada ‘aagabuhum bi-astahgaquhum sumiihu
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He goes on to argue that every attribute in this category is made possible by the presence
of the more fundamental attribute of Rationality. It is the power of reason that makes
possible operations such as these, which is in turn why these descriptions are never
attributed of the lower animals, who lack reason even though they have the attribute of
life. ‘Ammar’s argument, then, implies two distinct reasons why the attributes listed here
need not imply the existence of other Zganim. First, he has made clear throughout his
argument that one of the most important ways that the divine aganmm differ from others is
their eternality. Since these attributes are acquired by virtue of the relationship between
God and His creation, they cannot be said to be eternal, having a specific beginning at the
dawn of God’s relationship to the created order. ‘Ammar is able to argue in this way
without introducing mutability in God because the basis of these operations, the divine
ganam of Rationality, is itself eternal. The second reason is that the attributes here,
specifically because they are operations of the reason, cannot be considered apart from
Rationality. In a sense, to say that God is just, noble, generous, and so forth, is to say the
same thing — namely, that God has the attribute of Rationality — in a number of different
ways.

The next set of divine attributes that ‘Ammar treats are those of “power and
strength.” He argues that these attributes can refer either to physical strength and power,
in which case they cannot refer to God because of his incorporeality, or to spiritual

strength:

adlan, wa ada rahamahum sumahu rahiman, wa adi tafadala ‘althum sumihu kariman, wa ada jada wa
an‘ama althum sumahu jaadan mun‘aman, wa afi anhum wa gatara lthum sumithu afian wa gaftiran.”
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Regarding the spiritual kind, it is like the strength of the subtle soul; i.e.,

its word, by which it can discourse upon things and forbid things, listen to

entities and obey them, command the obedience of beasts which are

physically stronger than itself, administer the affairs of the world and

govern its organization. The power and strength of God ... is like the

strength of the soul which we have mentioned — i.e., His Word, by which

he established the heavens and the earth.’’
The identity that ‘Ammar al-Basr1 establishes between the eternal Word of God and the
quality of Rationality has already been demonstrated at some length. It is clear, then, that
when he says that the power and strength of God are the Word by which He created all
things, he is defining the attribute of power as an operation of the Rationality, much as he
did with the previous set of attributes described above. Although ‘Ammar does not go so
far as to assert that the divine power and strength are acquired attributes, it is noteworthy
that he associates them so closely with the act of creation, which was the same
association that justified referring to the previous set as acquired attributes. The
distinction between that group and the present pair of attributes is that power and strength
are demonstrated in the act of creation, whereas the others were expressed in God’s
treatment of His creatures after the act of creation.

After his examination of power and strength, ‘Ammar considers the attributes of
wisdom and knowledge. In doing so, he becomes the only author among those considered
here to make explicit reference to some of the Greek writers whose works were having

such a profound impact on the intellectual landscape of the Arabophone world of his

time:

37 Hayek, 54; “ Wa ama al-rahanr fa-ka-qaah al-nafs al-latifah a ani kalimatiha alati azhirat biha amarha

wa nahiha fa-sam at al-asia’ wa ata at liha, wa ast abdat al-buha’im alati hia agwa minha abdanan brha, wa
sasat amar al- aalam wa ahkamat tadbiruhu biha. Fa-qudrah Allah wa qgiiatuhu ... ka-gaah al-nafs alatt

dakarna a‘anf kalimatuhu alatf biha gamat al-sama’ wa al-ard.”
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We call rational entities wise and knowledgeable, as we call Aristotle

wise, for the greatness of his teaching set down in his books of reason; and

we call Galen knowledgeable because of what he set down and achieved

in his books on medicine. Wisdom and knowledge are referred to the

word, for they are not attributed to anything other than the entity with a

word. For if you see the entity with a word achieve those things attained

by what is characteristic of the word, for that reason his word is called

knowledgeable. And if we see him attain by it the reasons and causes of

things, it is called wise.”®
As with the other attributes treated by ‘Ammar, wisdom and knowledge are considered to
be related directly to the Word or quality of Rationality. In this particular case, the
association is especially strong because ‘Ammar argues that, in the case of the human
being, it is not the person himself who is ultimately referred to as wise or knowledgeable.
Rather it is his word which achieves those appellations. By extension, then, the attributes
Wise and Knowledgeable, when applied to God, are attributed directly to His eternal
Word.

While the list of divine attributes treated here is certainly not an exhaustive
account of every attribute mentioned in the Bible or the ‘Qur’an, it is expansive enough
to appreciate how ‘Ammar al-BasrT would likely respond to any other attribute that might
be named. In each case, the attribute is ultimately reducible to be a metaphor for, or an
operation of, the qualities of Life or Rationality. Therefore, there is no reason to posit an

additional ganam for any of them, because the eternal qualities of Life and Rationality

account for the affirmation of these attributes in God.

38 Hayek, 55; “ Wa nasmr al-natigin hikma’ alama’ kama nasmf Arastii li-hasan kalamuhu ff

wad ahu kutub al-mantiq hakiman, wa nasmi Jalinis i-ma wada min al-kutub i al-tib wa adraka fihi
aalman. Wa al-hikmah wa al-‘alm raj aan 1la al-kalimah, ad kana 1a yunsiban ila i/a di kalimah. Fa-ada
raita da al-kalimah yadraku al-asia’ al-majiadah ‘ala ma hia ‘althi mumiz minhu li-dalak sumita kalimatuhu

alman. Wa ada raitahu yadraku biha kifiatuha wa asbab wajaduha, sumitaha hikmah.”
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In conclusion, the Trinitarian writings of ‘Ammar al-Basr1 may in some respects
be considered the culmination of the theological trajectory of the other authors considered
here. His metaphysical schema is as completely developed as that of Abii Ra’itah, but he
contributes some important further enhancements: the concept of the “quality” (m ana),
which may be either the identity of the substance of a thing, or else the power of the
substance by which the substance is defined; the idea that even created things exist as
simultaneously one and multiple because of the oneness of their substance and the
plurality of their qualities; and the refusal to apply the term ashas to the divine
hypostaseis in order to avoid implying any possibility of either corporeality or division in
the divinity. Like the other authors here considered, ‘Ammar sought to exploit the
Qur’anic uses of the terms Word and Spirit but his account fully aligns these two terms
with the divine attributes of Rationality and Life, with all other scriptural divine attributes
being considered as either non-eternal attributes defining the relationship between God
and His creation, or else reducible to the incommensurable three attributes of Being, Life,
and Rationality. Finally, ‘Ammar al-Bast1’s writings take the Islamic emphasis on the
utter uniqueness and transcendence of God to its limit, suggesting that both the language
of attribution and the language of metaphysical analysis have fundamentally different

meanings when applied to God than when used of created beings.



Conclusion

The Trinitarian speculations of the anonymous author of /7 tat/it, Theodore Abii
Qurrah, Habib ibn Hidmah Abii Ra’itah, and ‘Ammar al-Basr1 might be summarized in
the following seven points. First, they attempted to appropriate Qur’anic language and
Islamic religious idiom, particularly the Qur’anic uses of the terms “Word” and “Spirit”
in reference to God in order to build their case. Second, they constructed their arguments
using a selective and nuanced approach to the biblical sources, particularly as time went
on and the allegation of a/-tahrifbecame an apologetical challenge, calling primarily
upon the prophets as allegedly common ground with Muslims. Third, as Greek
philosophical concepts, particularly Aristotelian metaphysics, became more prominent in
Arab Muslim society, they drew upon this common intellectual ground in an attempt to
show that Trinitarian doctrine was supported not only by the prophets and Qur’anic
terminology, but was also more intellectually gratifying from the point of view of
metaphysical considerations. Fourth, they attempted to maintain a consistent focus on the
absolute uniqueness and transcendence of God, a point so central to Islamic theology and
piety, as the touchstone of all their argumentation. Fifth, they attempted to establish that
in order for a human attribute to exist, it must have a divine attribute as its source and
origin, while emphasizing that the same named attribute may refer to related but different
realities in God and in human beings, owing to the ontological difference between God
and His creatures. Sixth, they sought to draw upon the implications of Arabic grammar

and the resulting Islamic debates about the relationship between the divine attributes and

233
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the oneness of God in order to construct a Trinitarian account in which God may be
understood as possessed of three eternal and incommensurable attributes, indicating the
presence of three divine dganim. Lastly, in pursuing each element of their apologetical
strategy named here, they sought to invert Muslim arguments, making the Qur’anic
proof-texts and other tools used in anti-Trinitarian arguments by Muslims the very
materials from which they constructed their Trinitarian arguments.

Certainly this apologetical literature of the eighth and ninth centuries constitutes a
bold and intellectually adventurous experiment in apologetical theology. But does it have
continuing relevance for Christian-Muslim encounter, or even for Trinitarian theology
more broadly, in the modern age? Conversely, should it instead be looked upon as a
theological curiosity at best and an aberrant theological dead-end at worst? When Hans
Urs von Balthasar sought in the middle of the twentieth century a ressourcement that
would overcome what he saw as the ossification of the theological enterprise, he wrote:

There were any number of theses deserving of development which the

Fathers initiated, and which, subsequently, as theology became

systematized, were held unsuitable, unimportant, and so left in

abeyance.... What a wealth of material is to be found in Thomas, what a

variety of approaches and aspects he suggests, how numerous the hints

and promptings scattered at random through his works...."

Von Balthasar, like others of his generation including Henri de Lubac and Karl Rahner,
saw in the theological speculations and suggestions of both the Church Fathers and of

Aquinas many side-paths and byways that, although not part of the main thoroughfare of

systematic theology, were well worth exploring for their complementary insights. One

! Hans Urs von Balthasar, Explorations in Theology I: The Word Made Flesh (San Francisco: Ignatius
Press, 1989), 208.
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might take the point a step further and suggest that, if we are to understand the God of
revelation to be infinite and boundless, as the Cappadocians so often remind us we must,
then there may well be infinite “standing-places” from which to contemplate the divine
life, with correspondingly infinite possibilities of expression, so long as actual
contradiction of revealed truth is avoided.

With this line of thinking as one’s trajectory, one may well regard the project of
commending faith in Christ and adherence to Christian doctrine in the terminological and
conceptual range of Islamic religious discourse as one of the great unfinished projects of
theological history. A full accounting of the factors that caused this bold venture to all but
disappear from the theological landscape would need to encompass, among other factors,
the turning away of Muslim theologians from falsafah in the later Middle Ages, the
reduced social standing of Christians in the caliphate as time wore on, and the tendency
in later periods to characterize “Christian-Muslim encounter” in political and military
terms, rather than in theological and academic ones. In any event, such an accounting
would be out of place here. For the purpose at hand, it is sufficient to suggest that, like
the enrichment and revivification that Von Balthasar could imagine flowing from his
proposed patristic and Thomistic ressourcement, there are opportunities both for
enriching Trinitarian theology and for enhancing Christian-Muslim theological encounter
by revisiting and further developing some of the Trinitarian speculations of the early
Christian Arab theologians considered here.

It is not necessary that each point made by these four authors be considered

equally valid and equally worthy of further development. Perhaps the two most
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“culturally bound” aspects of the Trinitarian accounts described here are the
appropriation of Aristotelian metaphysics and the theological implications of Arabic
grammar. In each of these cases, there is a systemic and internally consistent structure of
thought which may produce compelling implications for those who affirm the necessary
presuppositions. Yet neither of them offers the kind of universal adherence that would
make them a tool of systematic theology across cultures and languages (although, of
course, Aristotelian metaphysics has had a much broader cross-cultural appeal and
adherence than Arabic grammar). In a relatively recent but very brief assessment of the
way in which a doctrine of the Trinity based on divine attributes found its way into
Coptic tradition, Mark Swanson distinguishes between the routine demands of systematic

»2 For Muslims or others who embrace Aristotelian

theology and “apologetical utility.
metaphysics or are interested in the demands of theoretical Arabic grammar, these
aspects of the arguments explored here may continue to be “apologetically useful.” Since
the study of Greek philosophy and other classical literature no longer holds the position
as intellectual common ground between Christians and Muslims that such study held in
eighth and ninth century ‘Abbasid Baghdad, classical philosophical concepts are unlikely
ever to be as important to Christian-Muslim theological encounter as they were in that
time and place.

The more general project of commending Christian doctrine in Islamic and even

Qur’anic terms is of obvious interest and value. Yet such a project, were it to be renewed

in the context of formal academic theology, would undoubtedly provoke considerable

2 Mark Swanson, “Are Hypostases Attributes?” Parole de ['orient, vol. XVI (1991), 249.
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controversy. This is so because such an endeavor touches directly upon one of the most
fundamental questions of theological method: how closely correlated are the contents of
revealed truth and the form of its doctrinal expression? One has to admit, in the case of
the early Arabophone Christian writers treated here, that at times their way of describing
God’s interaction with His creation, while admirably attempting to bridge the conceptual
gap between two distinct religious traditions by means of Islamic idiom, sometimes
verged upon a representation of Christ and his redemptive work that could be reasonably
accused of departing from scripture and Christian tradition. Three examples that present
themselves are the reliance upon the prophetology of the Qur’an, a conception of Christ’s
mission that at times almost limited it to establishing authentic worship of the one true
God, and the mechanistic and passive sense of the inspiration of scripture. Yet none of
these authors, while engaged in so bold an experiment, ever crossed the line into
undeniable heterodoxy.

Among the points most relevant and most worthy of further consideration is these
authors’ exploitation of the Qur’anic use of the terms “Word of God” and “Holy Spirit.”
This is an area that should be further explored for three distinct reasons. First, the bare
fact that these terms are used in a post-Christian text which bears evidence of direct
Christian or quasi-Christian influence (such as the inclusion of materials from the
apocryphal gospels) suggests the need for exploring how these terms came to be used
there and what resonances they may have originally carried. Second, the fact that the
Qur’anic text leaves the relationships among God, the Word of God, and the Holy Spirit

unexplained calls for theological inquiry and for a frank assessment of the theological
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coherence and consistency of the Qur’an itself. Third, as demonstrated above, these terms
are often used in relationship to Jesus (for example, with Jesus alone among the prophets
being called “a word from God” and likewise alone among the prophets being “supported
by the Holy Spirit”). Thus there is an unresolved tension in the Qur’anic text itself about
who and what Jesus Christ is, and such a tension is fair ground for investigation from the
point of view of apologetical theology.

What of the attempt to develop a theology of the Trinity based on three
incommensurable divine attributes? On the one hand, it must clearly be said that what has
been meant by the term Aypostaseis and what has been meant by the term attributes in
traditional Western Christian theology are distinct concepts which do not overlap. In the
conventional theological usage of Western Christianity, attributes are predications of the
divine substance and therefore by definition are common to the three divine persons of
the Trinity. On the other hand, the Arabophone Christian authors presented here do not,
when analyzed carefully, attempt to make a direct and straightforward correlation
between attributes (s7/27) and hypostaseis (aganim). Instead, what can ultimately be
discerned in their work (particularly the writings of ‘Ammar al-Basr1, who among this
first generation of Christian Arab apologetical theologians develops the idea most
completely) is the suggestion that all discourse about divine attributes must be based on
two fundamental principles. First, because of God’s exalted and transcendent nature, all
language of attribution must be understood to mean something different than the same
language applied to human beings. Second, within the attributions or predications made

about God in the language of the Bible and the Qur’an, some are purely metaphorical,
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while others are ultimately reducible to three attributes which are neither further
reducible nor commensurable with each other. These three most essential predications are
described not as attributes but as the principles of the divine substance.

While not proceeding in terms of divine attributes, Western Christian theology
has traditionally ascribed to each hypostasis of the Holy Trinity a unique property: the
Father begets, the Son is begotten, and the Spirit proceeds. Furthermore, it is understood
that the language of begetting and proceeding is applied to God in a completely different
way than the same language would be applied to human beings. These properties and the
mutual relations established by them are further understood to be eternal. In a sense, then,
both the traditional Western Trinitarian theology and the approach via the divine
attributes by the apologetical theologians considered here could be described in the same
broad terms: one transcendent God, who cannot be encompassed by human language, but
who can be truly affirmed as having three distinct eternal properties, each
incommensurable with the others.

The early Councils and Fathers seized upon the philosophical concepts available
to them to explore this reality and of course, their endeavor was not without its own
controversies, including the fundamental question of whether such a metaphysical
apparatus could be applied to the data of revelation, a problem captured succinctly in the
famous rhetorical question of Tertullian’s, “What has Athens to do with Jerusalem?"”
Modern Christians are inclined to forget, since the metaphysical speculations of the

patristic era have been enshrined in dogmatic definitions and systematic theology, that

* Tertullian, De praescriptione haereticorum, vii.
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the use of such tools was a conscious choice by bishops and other theologians to draw
upon extra-biblical resources for the exploration of revealed truth. This suggests in turn
that the Trinitarian speculations of the authors presented here could become the basis of a
renewed theological exploration of Trinitarian doctrine. Just as the language of begetting,
when used of the Trinitarian hypostaseis, refers to an ineffable reality to which we can
only approach with the language of creaturely attributes while acknowledging that we
“see through a glass darkly,” so also the language of God’s “rationality,” understood as
the eternal attribute of self-communication, similarly falls short of the reality that it seeks
to describe, and yet does in fact tell us something of the relationship between the first and
second hypostaseis of the Trinity. One could similarly explore a parallel between the
understanding of the Holy Spirit as eternally proceeding and the description of the Spirit
as the predication of the eternal life of the Trinity. Ultimately the touchstone for such a
renewed theological endeavor must be the humble and habitual affirmation of the most

basic Islamic religious sentiment: like Him there is nothing.



Bibliography
Primary sources
Gibson, Margaret Dunlop. An Arabic Version of the Acts of the Apostles and the Seven
Catholic Epistles, with a Treatise on the Triune Nature of God. Studia Sinaitica 7.

London: C. J. Clay and Sons, 1899; reprinted Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press,
2003.

Hayek, Michel. ‘Ammar al-Basri, apologie et controverses [Kitab al-burhan wa-Kitab
al-masa’il wa-al-ajwibah]. Beirut: Dar al-Mashriq, 1977.

Keating, Sandra Toenies. Defending the “People of Truth” in the Early Islamic Period:
The Christian Apologies of Abu Ra’itah (History of Christian-Muslim Relations
4). Leiden: Brill, 2006.

Lamoreaux, John. Theodore Abu Qurrah. Salt Lake City: Brigham Young University
Press, 2006.

Secondary sources

Aasgaard, Reidar. The Childhood of Jesus: Decoding the Apocryphal Infancy Gospel of
Thomas. Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2009.

‘All, ‘Abdullah Yisif. The Holy Qur’an: Text, Translation and Commentary.
Brentwood, MD: Amana Corporation, 1989.

Arnaldez, Roger. 4 la croisée des trois monotheismes: Une communauté de pensée au
Moyen-Age. Paris: Albin Michel, 1993.

Atiya, Aziz S. A History of Eastern Christianity. Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame
Press, 1968.

Chesnut, Roberta C. Three Monophysite Christologies. Oxford: University Press, 1985.

The Encyclopedia of Islam: New Edition. Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1971.

Endress, Gerhard. “The Debate Between Arabic Grammar and Greek Logic in Classical
Islamic Thought.” Journal for the History of Arabic Science 1 (1977): 320-23,
339-51.

Esposito, John L. Islam: The Straight Path, 3 ed. Oxford: University Press, 1998.

241



Frank, Richard M. Beings and Their Attributes: The Teaching of the Basrian School of
the Mu ‘tazila in the Classical Period. Albany: State University of New York
Press, 1978.

Graf, Georg. Geschichte der christlichen arabischen Literatur. 5 vols. Vatican City:
Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, 1944-1953.

Griffith, Sidney H. “ ‘Ammar al-Basr1’s Kitab al-burhan: Christian Kalam in the First
Abbasid Century.” Le Muséon 96 (1983): 145-81.

. The Beginnings of Christian Theology in Arabic. Burlington, VT: Ashgate
Publishing Co., 2002.

. The Church in the Shadow of the Mosque: Christians and Muslims in the World
of Islam. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007.

Gutas, Dimitri. Greek Thought, Arab Culture: The Graeco-Arabic Translation Movement
in Baghdad and Early ‘Abbasid Society. New York: Routledge, 1998.

Haddad, Rachid. La trinité divine chez les théologiens arabes (750-1050). Paris:
Beauchesne, 1985.

Khoury, Paul. Matériaux pour servir a l’étude de la controverse théologique islamo-
chrétienne de langue arabe du Ville au XII siecle. 4 vols.
Religionswissenschaftliche Studien, 11:1-4. Wiirzburg and Altenberge: Echter
and Oros Verlag, 1989-99.

Kelly, J. N. D. Early Christian Doctrines, 5" ed. New York: Continuum, 2000.

McAuliffe, Jane Dammen, gen. ed. The Encyclopedia of the Qur’an. Leiden: Brill, 2003.

Pickthall, Muhammad M. The Glorious Qur’an: Text and Explanatory Translation. New
York: Tahrike Tarsile Qur’an, 1999.

Platti, Emilio. “La doctrine des chrétiens d’aprés Abii ‘Isa al-Warraq dans son traité sur la
Trinité.” Mélanges de I’Institut Dominicain d’Etudes Orientales du Caire 20
(1991): 7-30.

Rissanen, Seppo. Theological Encounter of Oriental Christians with Islam During Early
Abbasid Rule. Abo: Abo Akademi University Press, 1993.

Ruthven, Malise. Islam in the World, 2" ed. Oxford: University Press, 1999.

242



Samir, Khalil Samir. Le traité de | 'unité de Yahya ibn ‘Adi (893-974). Patrimoine Arabe
Chrétien, 2. Jounieh, Lebanon: Librarie Saint-Paul and Rome: Pontificio Istituto
Orientale, 1980.

Samir, Samir Khalil and Jergen S. Nielsen, eds. Christian Arabic Apologetics During the
Abbasid Period (750-1258). Leiden: Brill, 1994.

Shakir, M. H. The Qur’an. New York: Tahrike Tarsile Qur’an, 1999.

Swanson, Mark. “Are Hypostases Attributes? An Investigation into the Modern Egyptian
Christian Appropriation of the Medieval Arabic Apologetic Heritage.” Parole de
["orient 16 (1991): 239-50.

Thomas, David, ed. Christians at the Heart of Islamic Rule: Church Life and Scholarship
in ‘Abbasid Iraq. Leiden: Brill, 2003.

. Anti-Christian Polemic in Early Islam: Abii ‘Isa al-Warraq's ‘Against the
Trinity’. Cambridge: University Press, 1992.

Yousif, Ephrem-Isa. Les philosophes et traducteurs syriaques: D’ Athénes a Bagdad.
Paris: Harmattan, 1997.

Wolfson, Harry A. “The Muslim Attributes and the Christian Trinity.” Harvard
Theological Review 49 (1956): 1-18.

243



	Title page
	Abstract
	Signature page
	Table of Contents
	Complete text
	Bibliography

