
The Theology of the Koran



The message which, as Muslims believe, the Angel Gabriel brought from God to the Prophet Muhammad, was not delivered instantaneously. An intriguing, somewhat mysterious sura (chapter), Sura 97, speaks a ‘Night of Power’ (Laylat al-Qadr), in which the Koran was revealed. This night is usually thought to be ‘hidden’ in one of the last nights of the fasting month of Ramadan, and therefore to be the holiest month of the year, which Muslims greet with all-night vigils. It is the night when the great mystery of Islam took place: when the book, which is from the infinity of God, broke through into this finite world. Hence, according to the commentators, the mysterious tone of Sura 97, and the obscurity which surrounds its exact timing.

Yet the biography (sira) of the Prophet always reports that Gabriel would dictate the text of the Revelation piecemeal, at various key points during his 23-year ministry. The scholars therefore concluded, on the basis of a large number of early reports, that the entire text was revealed from a celestial archetype, identified with the ‘Preserved Tablet’ (al-lawh al-mahfuz) mentioned elsewhere in the Koran (85:22), to the lowest level of the non-material world, from which the angel would then convey it in segments to the Prophet. This is the doctrine of ‘tanjim’: the piecemeal revelation of the Book, the term rather poetically indicating a parallel with shooting stars, which unpredictably ‘fall’ to earth from heaven.

In Lecture 10 we will examine the consequences for theology of this distinctive doctrine of revelation. This week we will set aside the issue of the ontological status of the text, and attempt to offer some generalisations about the doctrinal, theological and moral content of the principal Muslim scripture.

That content is inseparable from the book’s form. The Koran is a profoundly rhetorical document, addressing a culture whose sole major aesthetic form was poetry. The Koran is not itself poetry; it is set in a kind of dynamic prose, with highly complex assonances, rhymes, and internal rhythms. But it is poetic inasmuch as the form of its discourse interacts intimately with the meaning that it conveys. This may be one reason why the various English translations are so unsuccessful as literature: the meaning is inseparable from the splendour of the language. Reading the Koran in English can be like reading the libretto of, say, Fidelio, with all the repeats included. Without the music it can seem reiterative and prosaic. To translate the Koran is to strip it of its orchestral accompaniment, which is its splendidly Arabic matrix. This is, in fact, an interesting theological difficulty for Muslims: the faith is claimed to be addressed universally to all nations, and yet its scripture, on whose credibility its claims stand or fall, is not perfectly accessible to the majority of mankind who do not know Arabic.

To understand the Koran, as Neil Robinson points out in his book Discovering the Qur’an, we have to understand the multiple modalities of the text. Muslims do not perceive it as primarily a physical phenomenon: the real Koran is the oral memory of the speech of God. The calligraphed or printed book is simply an aide-memoire, never touched by the several million people who have committed the whole text to memory. There is here an interesting parallel with Christianity which we have noted before: just as the vessel of the uncreated Logos had to be virginal, to emphasis Christ’s sinless status, so too the human recipient, paradigmatically the Prophet, is not contaminated by already existing knowledge reified through writing. The traditional Muslim belief is that he was illiterate: the divine word came, as it were, through a virgin. And Muslims, as they recite the Koran, whose very name means ‘that which is often recited’, participate in this divine ‘breathing-in’ of the word, undiminished by the world as represented in paper and ink.

There are, then, two distinct channels through which the Koranic canon has been handed down to us and is utilised by Muslims. Firstly, the written tradition, and secondly, and more importantly, the oral. The significance attached to both has had a profound influence in shaping Muslim culture. Both are, as it were, vessels of the divine word, like a Communion chalice, through which the faithful imbibe something of eternity. The existence of a written text (known as a mushaf), was not unimportant; indeed it inspired the development of Arabic calligraphy, arguably the most distinctive and sophisticated of the arts of Islam. (For a great comtemporary exponent of this art, see www.zakariya.net). And the oral tradition fostered an entire musicology, with a system of modes, keys, and strict rules for pronunciation known as tajwid. (An American scholar, Christina Nelson, has written a book called The Art of Reciting the Qur’an, where you can find further details.)

In Muslim societies, any important event: a marriage, a birth celebration, a funeral, or the opening of a mosque or a shop, or an airport, will typically begin with a Koranic recitation from memory, in order to suffuse the new undertaking with blessings. Tajwid is also held to have strongly incantatory properties: couples who move into a new house will recite certain suras in each room to chase out any malevolent spirits. It is used in exorcisms. The written text, or passages from it believed to be charged with special spiritual power, is used folklorically as a talisman, to be suspended in an amulet from a baby’s neck, or buried in the foundation of a new building. Or it may be placed in a car in the hope of reducing the danger from car-thieves or traffic accidents. The physical text is treated reverently. It is never placed on the floor, and will always be placed on rather than under other books. Most Muslims hold that it may only be touched in the state of tahara, or ritual purity. It will often be kissed after it is recited, and then wrapped in a valuable piece of cloth.

This discussion brings us close to another dimension of the Koran: its liminal, sacred function as bridge between the divine and the human. The examples I have just cited suggest how Muslim cultures view the text not simply as a narrative about God, but as something which, in the world, preserves a sacred nimbus. This is an inevitable concomitant of doctrine. The Logos is made book: hence instead of an incarnation Islam has what the orientalist Harry Wolfson called a kind of ‘inlibration’. There is a real presence in the Scripture, and to recite it is, as we have suggested a kind of Islamic equivalent of the Eucharist. But this parallel should not be pushed too far. Allah’s Word is not hypostatised: and it has no trace of personhood. The Koran is God’s uncreated speech, existent with Him since pre-existence, but it is not worshipped. In Islamic theology, One God alone has personhood.

To this ‘ontological’ dimension of the Koran we intend to return. But now: we need to ask the obvious question: what does the book actually say?

The Pakistani theologian Amin Ahmad Islahi (d.1997) proposed a sevenfold division of the Koranic text. Each group begins with suras revealed in Mecca, and ends with material revealed in Medina. And each has a ‘pillar’, or dominant theme, as follows:

Group 1 (Suras 1-5 [1 Meccan, 2-5 Medinan]): Pillar: The Revealed Law
Group 2 (Suras 6-9 [6-7 Meccan, 8-9 Medinan]): Pillar: Abrahamic Religion
Group 3 (Suras 10-24 [10-23 Meccan, 24 Medinan]): Pillar: Struggle between Truth and Falsehood
Group 4 (Suras 25-33 [25-32 Meccan, 33 Medinan]): Pillar: Proof of Messengership
Group 5 (Suras 34-49 [34-46 Meccan, 47-9 Medinan]): Pillar: The Unity of God
Group 6 (Suras 50-66 [50-56 Meccan, 57-66 Medinan]): Pillar: The Hereafter
Group 7 (Suras 67-114 [67-109 Meccan, 110-114 Medinan]): Warning to Unbelievers

Of course, the Book itself, revealed once on the Night of Power, and distributed ‘as stars’ through the years of the Prophet’s ministry, can and has been divided up in different ways. Islahi’s scheme is by no means the only Muslim way of identifying a thematic conglomeration of subjects in the body of the text, and even a quick read of the Koran will show that each of the ‘pillars’ is referred to virtually everywhere. However Islahi, and many others, hold that the general weighting of Koranic subjects is as he has described.

The fact that each group, although returning constantly to the theme of its pillar, nonetheless includes material connected to all the other pillars, makes it difficult for beginners to sift out the Koran’s doctrinal content. Properly speaking, the Koran has no ‘doctrinal section’ or even ‘doctrinal passages’. 

Note that there is no pillar which deals with God’s existence. It is sometimes said, for instance by Montgomery Watt and Richard Bell in their book Introduction to the Qur’an, that the Koran assumes the existence of God, and does not argue for it. This is something of an oversimplification. The Koran does recognise the problematic of how a transcendent God can be recognised by ordinary mortals here below. Moses on Sinai is told: ‘You shall never look upon Me.’ (7:143) Elsewhere the text says: ‘No perceptions can attain Him, but He attains all perceptions’. (6:103) In other words, it is only through God’s self-disclosure that he may be known. And this has two aspects. Firstly: His revelation in the cosmos, and secondly, His articulation of His nature and will in the various scriptures which have been given to humanity. Let us take these in turn.

Firstly, God may be veiled, given the incommensurability (tanzih) which the Koran establishes between the two categories of God and humanity. But His works, His evidentiary signs, are made strikingly palpable to us:

‘In the creation of the heaven and the earth, and the succession of night and day, are signs for people of understanding (lubb). Those who remember God while standing, sitting, and on their sides, and who meditate on the creation of the heavens and the earth. ‘Our Lord! You have not created this in vain!’’ (3:190-1)

And again:

‘Do they not see the camels, how they are created?
And the sky, how it is raised?
The hills, and how they are set up?
The earth, how it is spread out?’ (88:17-20)

These ‘panenhenic’ verses seem to suggest that the natural world is a book waiting to be read: it contains the vestigia Dei which speak not firstly to the human mind (aql) but to the lubb, a distinctive Koranic word whose resonances include ‘core’ or ‘seed’, and which seems to denote an intuitive rather than a purely discursive manner of knowing. Inasmuch as the Koran has an argument for God, then, it has an argument from His works, but not framed rationally, but poetically and, one might say, mystically. This Koranic epistemology was of little interest to later Muslim theologians, who concerned themselves with the endless quest for intellectual proofs of God’s existence. But it resonated strongly in the mystical tradition; indeed, the strength of mysticism in classical Muslim culture may well reflect the fact that it could claim such unmistakeably Koranic roots, something which for the formal scholars (ulama) sometimes seemed a little more difficult.

The Koran’s emphasis on nature as a world of signs makes possible, and in turn presupposes, the absence of a radical doctrine of original sin. The Koran gives us an account of the Fall, in which Adam, after eating of the forbidden fruit, is forgiven by God (2:34-38). Subsequent human sinfulness is hence the consequence of imperfect upbringing, not of a primordial inheritance. The vision of human beings and the world is hence rather upbeat and optimistic. Men and women are not so fallen that they cannot unaided read the signs of God in nature and be transformed in a saving way. For their souls are fundamentally pure, and nature is a perfect theophany: a manifestation of the divine.

Some European scholars have speculated, quite interestingly, I think, that the very positive view the Koran takes of nature is either a product of, or a response to, the pre-Islamic animism of Arabia, which invested natural phenomena with supernatural charge. For such writers, these passages comprise the most significant pre-monotheist survival in the Koran, accounting for much of its distinctive teaching about the world and human nature. However this suggestion remains no more than speculative. The Koran recognises three orders of subsidiary rational spirits: angels, jinn, and demons. But the genuinely powerful demiurges so important to the Bedouin shamans of old are eliminated, in favour of the all-embracing power (qudra) of the One True God.

Let us now look briefly at the Koran’s teaching on the second of God’s languages: revelation. This is covered by Group II in Islahi’s system. According to the Koran, ‘a guide has been sent to every nation’ (13:7). This is part of God’s justice (adl) – another fundamental presupposition. The Muslims are instructed to:

‘Say: we believe in God, and in that which is revealed to us, and in what was revealed to Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob and the Tribes, to Moses and Jesus and all the Prophets by their Lord. We make no distinction between any of them, and to God are we surrendered.’ (2:136)

And in the main Abrahamic passages which occur in Group II, we find Muhammad projected as a continuation of the Abrahamic line of prophecy. For instance: sura 6, verses 74-90.

It is not clear how many earlier prophets received written scriptures, although commentators later thought that they could read four into the Koran: texts were given to Abraham, David, Moses and Jesus. But the followers of those books have now strayed from the path, and to put humanity back on an even keel God has sent His definitive scripture: the Koran. This, like nature, is composed of ‘signs’ (ayat): each ‘verse’ is called a sign. Like nature, too, its divine authorship is self-authenticating:

‘Had it been from any but God they would have found many discrepancies therein’ (6:82)

Again, it is not so much the brain, but the lubb, the core, which perceives its divine authorship:

‘A Book which We have revealed unto you, full of blessing, that they may reflect upon its signs, and that people of lubb may remember.’ (38:29)

People whose inner faculties are in working order, then, will intuit God’s presence in both its revealed modalities: nature and Book. This will result in the condition of ‘iman’, usually translated as ‘faith’, but more accurately rendered as ‘a condition of secure confidence’. And yet it is the will of the Koranic God that not all can maintain this inward openness. In Sura 6:25 we read:

‘We have set veils over their hearts, lest they understand it, and a barrier in their ears.’

To be able to respond to both of God’s languages, the Koran explains that human beings need God’s grace (rahma), and providential guidance (huda). Although, as it says, ‘God singles out for His grace whom He will’ (2:105), a human being may render himself or herself more deserving of this gift by cultivating a policy of inward strife against hawa: an instinctive, animal propensity to immediate gratification, which is the domain and instrument of Satan.

Hawa is the cause of dalal, going astray, which may lead not simply to moral depravity, but to the greatest sin of all: polytheism (shirk). The lower soul, the nafs, is therefore the enemy:

‘He who purifies it has succeeded,
and he who stunts it has failed.’ (91:9-2)

The nafs inclines towards the world, dunya, a key Koranic term which means, literally, that which is lower. It is described as ‘nothing but game and play’ (6:32). Its baseness and short duration are contrasted constantly with the akhira, literally, ‘the other’, which refers to the life to come. The believer must choose the latter over the former, by means of a self-control and discipline enabled by God’s grace.

The methods of this inward struggle are enumerated in several places in the Koran: although Pillar III contains much of this material, the ‘via purgativa’ is a recurrent theme in all the pillars. There is the virtue of tawakkul, reliance upon God; there is tawba, the turning towards Him in repentance; there is khawf and raja: fear of God’s chastisement and hope for His reward. By cultivating these virtues, the believer is said to attain to al-qalb al-salim (‘a sound heart’, 26:89), and hence to Paradise, conceived, as in the Biblical tradition, as a celestial garden, but with the added dimension of sexual fulfilment. Those who refuse the challenge to purify the self can only expect ‘Jahannam’: a hellfire where demons torment the damned.

Eschatology is dealt with mainly towards the end of the text, in Pillars VI and VII. After the insistence on God’s unity, this was the signature tune of the Prophet’s mission in Mecca. The Arabs appear to have had no clear idea of what happened after death. The pre-Islamic poetry whose authenticity seems probable evokes a bleak, fatalistic outlook. Sometimes we learn of spirits manifested as birds, particularly the owl, which would haunt the graves of those unjustly killed, and cry out for justice. Such beliefs were thoroughly swept aside by the Koran.

The ancient Meccans were not unfamiliar with ‘Allah’, as the overarching creator, or sky-god. But heaven and hell were, as far as we can tell, alien to their worldview. So we find the Koran spending much time on death, judgement, heaven and hell. Death is seen as God’s decree, its time already known and which man cannot escape. This was perfectly familiar to the fatalistic Arab conception of dahr – implacable time which wears out and destroys all human creatures and their works. What happens between death and the Judgement is not clear from the Koran, although the hadith literature stepped in to describe the post-mortem state known as barzakh. Two angels will question the deceased about his/her faith and works, and depending on the reply, will bring about a foretaste of heaven or hell while the individual is still awaiting the Judgement. This came to be part of mainline Sunni doctrine.

Regarding the Resurrection, the Koran has much to say. A Last Trump will be blown, and then:

‘On that Day mankind shall be as thickly-scattered moths, and the mountains as carded wool.’ (101:4-5)
‘On that Day shall each nursing mother be oblivious to her suckling, and every woman great with child deliver, and you shall see mankind as drunken, yet they are not drunken, it is only that God’s chastisement is severe.’ (22:2)

‘On that day every soul shall find in attendance all that it had wrought of good and ill, and shall yearn that there be between it and its works a great gulf.’ (3:30)

Many verses clearly form part of the Prophet’s urgent preaching to the Meccans, in an apocalyptic register that at times seems distinctly reminiscent of modern charismatic and revivalist Christian preaching:

‘How shall you ward off, if you deny God, a day that will turn children’s hair to grey? The heavens are pregnant with it; it is a promise that shall be fulfilled.’ (73:17)

Or, for instance:

‘Do not consider that God is heedless of what oppressors commit. He only gives them respite until a Day on which eyes shall stare, as they come hurrying on in fear, their heads upraised, their gaze returning not to themselves, and their hearts as air. So give warning to mankind!’ (14:43)

Eschatology is hence a central theme; with the divine unity, it forms a deep rhythm running beneath all the other themes of the Muslim scripture. It shows existence apart from God as dyadic: a dynamic interaction of opposites. The Koran conjures ceaselessly with oppositions such as heaven and earth, light and darkness, virtue and evil, God and the devil, but rigorously excluding any dualism. The former prevails in each case; the second is merely the shadow, or the absence of the former. Hence God is reported as saying: ‘My mercy outstrips My wrath’. People are taken from hell into heaven, but there is no traffic the other way. Darkness is simply the absence of light; it has no ontological reality. The objective is wilaya, ‘friendship’ with God. A verse says: 

‘God is the friend of those who believe; He brings them from the shadows into the light. And those who reject Him, their friends are false gods, which bring them from the light into the shadows.’ (2:257)

To achieve this state of wilaya is a constant struggle, and this forms the particular theme of Pillar III. It is to be of a fundamentally ethical character.

A number of key virtues are held up as weapons in this battle. Generosity, courage, loyalty, truthfulness and patience receive the greatest emphasis. Humility is also stressed, so that the Koran tells the Prophet:

‘It was by the grace of God that you were gentle with them. Had you been stern and fierce of heart they would have dispersed from round about you. So pardon them, and ask forgiveness for them, and consult with them in affairs.’ (3:159)

Other passages condemn backbiting, lying, extravagance and hypocrisy, and praise justice, sexual continence, forgiveness and moderation, building up a comprehensive system of practical ethics which was firmly to underpin the ideals of subsequent Muslim thought and society.

Private morality is seen as the path to God; public morality, and hence law (Shari’a), is understood as the support for a private morality. As we saw in the previous lecture, the Shari’a does not save, it provides a context in which individuals can attempt to put themselves in the ‘path of salvation.’ Koranic ethics are hence, ultimately, individualistic. Society is a means to a higher end; and everything within it must be constructed so as to foster dhikr, the remembrance of God, and minimise ghafla – heedlessness of Him.

In Pillar I, the concept and most of the content of the Koranic law is spelt out. The second sura begins with a denunciation of what it sees as the wrong kind of law-based religion, telling the story of how the Israelites, unwilling to slaughter a cow at God’s command, introduced casuistic arguments: what kind of cow should it be? What colour? Can it have any faults, or must it be perfect? The Koran deploys this as an argument against focussing on the law to the exclusion of God, which Muslims traditionally believe to be the principal danger implicit within a purely formal type of religion.

However Sura 3 makes it clear that the law is not to be jettisoned altogether. Sura 3, also in Pillar I, contains material on Christianity, and denounces attempts to throw the baby out with the bathwater; this being the traditional Muslim perception of Christianity’s break with Second Temple Judaism. It closes with a warning against loose hermeneutics (ta’wil), the reinterpretation of revelation on the basis of personal preference.

Having made its case against Jewish and Christian understandings of the Law, the Koran, in sura 4, then develops guidelines for family life: this is the Chapter of Women, which includes many of the foundations for the subsequent Shari’a rules on inheritance, divorce, and the forbidden degrees of marriage. Sura 5, which closes Pillar I, includes more rulings, this time on ablutions before prayer, and the main dietary requirements.

This close linkage between public morality and the individual quest for the  One  God is, we may say, the fundamental theme of the Koran. As in Judaism, marriage, war, legal matters, table manners, hospitality: these and all areas of life are to be fully integrated into religion, since they exist to furnish one thing: opportunities for self-denial, and the retrieval of the primordial purity of soul with which we were born. Here, then, is Islam’s strategy for coping with sin. God has not come into history in person, as in Christianity, because nothing less than an infinite sacrifice will redeem what Augustine called the massa damnata of the human race. Instead, Muslims came to believe that God has placed his Word in history as a book, as a series of truths, proclaiming to humans that they can find within themselves the capacity to seek purity and justification. The world and man, in the Koranic vision, are not radically fallen. The entire world is sanctified; and the invitation is made to sanctify all of human life in response to this joyful realisation.

Human life, as it ought to be lived, is hence at the centre of the Koran’s concerns. Experiencing God’s signs in nature, we are moved to recognise the authoritative source of His ‘signs’ in His book. But we may only perceive these if the heart is ‘sound’. And to reach that state the forms of the religious life are gifted by God. The Law is hence itself an epistemology: through ritual and the virtuous ordering of society, we know ourselves, and when we know ourselves, God makes himself known.

The Koran nonetheless insists on a God that cannot be known. Its response to the great paradox of all religion: how can we respond to the Absolute when we are relative, takes the form of a theology which allows the divine transcendence (the tanzih) to coexist with divine immanence (tashbih – literally ‘the affirming of resemblance’). The Koran’s God often seems anthropomorphic: God has a ‘hand’, a ‘face’, and so on. God can be prayed to as we would pray to a personal deity – in fact the Koran contains a wealth of vivid and heartfelt prayers. By contemplating God’s qualities as disclosed in nature we know Him in a general way. By contemplating His ‘Most Beautiful Names’ which are scattered throughout the Koranic text, we can articulate what we already know from nature. However the Divine Essence is always unlike everything else. ‘Nothing resembles Him’, the Koran says (42:11). The simultaneity of tanzih and tashbih, of the God who is ‘like’ and also ‘unlike’, is the central metaphysical move of Koranic revelation. Its unfolding will be detailed in the coming lectures.
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