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(So, then I tried to pick up the pace of the writing...sigh... repeating some of the points
about the common theological challenges in talking about the Exalted One. )

Fourthly, when the Christian theologian starts using human language in talking about the
relationship between Jesus and God the Father, he quickly runs into the same sorts of
problems that early Muslim theologians ran into in dealing with

(1) anthropomorphic language in the Qur’an,

(2) the question of the createdness-or-eternity of the Qur’an,

(3) the complete uniqueness/tanzih of God; and

(4) concerning the ‘attributes’ of Allah.

So, here we have to digress from the Christian claims—briefly—to how Muslim theology
historically dealt with some rather similar issues.

Let’s look at these issues in Muslim theological history, as a backdrop to our discussion
of Jesus as “Son of God”.

First, the question of anthropomorphic language in the Qur’an.

The Qur’an includes a few descriptions of Allah which represent Him as having human-
like (physical) characteristics—just like the Tawrat and Injil do. Muslim theology had to
figure out what to do with such language, since God was known to be ‘non-physical’ and
yet God had described Himself in such images. They (at least the mainstream Sunnis)
settled on ‘affirming’ it, without ‘explaining’ it:

“On the question of divine unity, al-Ash‘ari clung to his key scriptural texts that
there is naught like Him (42:9) and none is His equal (i 12:4), which the
Mu'tazilites accepted, too, as we have seen above. Allah is one, single, and eternal
and can in no way be likened to his creatures. From this point of agreement,
however, al-Ash'ari did not draw the same conclusions as the Mu'tazilites. As for
the divine attributes, he accepted Allah's description of himself in the Qur'an.
Thus he said: *"If we are asked, ‘Do you believe Allah has two hands?* the
answer is: We believe it and His words / have created with my two hands
(38:75) is proof of it." In addition to this scriptural support, he also offered a
rational explanation based upon linguistic usage that "hands" cannot be
understood allegorically to mean "grace" after the Mu’tazilite fashion. In ordinary
Arabic usage (the language of the Qur'an) one cannot say "I have done something
with my hands" meaning "with my grace." Nor can the expressions "hands" and
"eyes" (54:14) and "face" (55:27) be understood in a crudely anthropomorphic
way. Mankind simply cannot fathom these descriptions. They are to be
accepted bila kayfa, ""without questioning how" they all harmoniously form part
of Allah's nature. This avoided risk of attributing to Allah what he had not
revealed of himself." [WR:I12, 121]



“On the problem of anthropomorphism al-Ash'ari systematically opposed the
metaphorical interpretation of the Mu'tazilites, but he also denied any
resemblance between God and his creatures. The danger of associating God
with creation was so serious, in fact, that it would be sinful to even move one's
hand while reading a passage concerning the hand of God. It is wrong to seek out
metaphorical explanations, thus denying the plain sense of scripture; it is equally
wrong to attribute human characteristics to God. Thus the language of the Qur'an
and the tradition is simply to be accepted, bila kayfa, without knowing how:
"God is upon His throne, as He has said, The Merciful is seated on The Throne.'
He has two hands, bila kayfa, as He said, 'l have created with My two hands'. . .
and He has two eyes, bila kayfa, as He has said, 'Under Our eyes it floated on."
[WR:NII, 147]

The orthodox (Ash’arite) Sunni had to affirm a seemingly paradoxical statement—
without being able to explain the ‘how.

Second, the createdness-versus-eternity of the Qur’an.

We have already seen this example, that Muslim orthodoxy had ‘two eternals’—and it
was ‘solved’ by simply ignoring it... It was paradoxically ‘affirmed’.

“The question now at stake was: Does the Qur'an co-exist with God in all
eternity? No controversy has influenced Islamic scholarship in general, and
Qur'anic scholarship in particular, as decisively as this one. .. The new refined
orthodox doctrine on the nature of the Qur'an is expressed epigrammatically in a
sentence attributed to Ibn Hanbal: "What lies between the two covers is the
Speech of Allah" (Ibn Hanbal, 1959, 1:415). It specifies that the Qur'an, the
Speech of God, is eternal, and uncreated in its essence and sense, (but)
created in its letters and sounds (harf wa jarh). Soon it came to pass that that
"which is read in the prayer niches as it emerges from the throats of the
believers" was upheld as inseparable from God's eternal and uncreated word.
The expression "my uttering of the Qur'an is created" was denounced as heretical
and even Muhammad ibn Isma'il al-Bukhari (d. 256/870), the great compiler of
Prophetic tradition who considered such pronouncements permissible, was not
saved from denunciation. As the scope of the doctrine of the eternal and uncreated
Qur'an expanded, the position articulated by Ibn Hanbal and later the Ash'arites,
came to occupy the center and their doctrine triumphed as the intermediate
position.” [WR:QUG:105, 109]

(The Christian recognizes in this the amazing parallels with the challenges of
understanding the Incarnation... when a mosque accidentally burns to the ground, does
the eternal Qur’an—°‘incarnated in a scroll’-- in the building burn too? ...)



Third, the complete uniqueness/tanzih of God.

Muslim orthodoxy (both Sunni and Shi’i) holds that Allah is absolutely Other and Unique
and Beyond Everything. Historically, this is called tanzih:

“Tanzih means literally "to declare something pure and free of some-thing else."
It is to assert that God is pure and free of all the defects and imperfections of the
creatures. In the perspective of tanzih, God is so holy and pure that he cannot be
compared to any created thing, including concepts, since all our ideas are
created. The Koranic verse that expresses tanzih most clearly is "Nothing is like
Him" (42:11). [WR:VI, 71]

“In their anxiety to purify the concept of tawl1id, the Mul Itazilites extolled, on
the contrary, tanzih, ‘withdrawal’, the via remotionis which they applied with
extreme rigour: one must deny God every created thing, as the Kur’an commands.
The Djahmites, disciples of the Djabbarite Djahm b. Safwan, had practically
denied the existence of the attributes, God being known only as an inscrutable
omnipotence. The Mu tazilite tanzih, on the other hand, took the theistic
standpoint of a ruling God. They recognized the divine attributes of knowledge,
power, speech, etc., but asserted that they were ‘identical with the essence’, a
distinction which was, for them, hardly more than nominal... The ‘orthodox’
schools likewise practiced tanzih, i.e., they denied God any resemblance to
anything: He is neither body nor substance (djawahar, in the sense of bounded
substance) nor accidents, nor is He localized, etc. (It must be noted that the
Karramites had recognized God as substance, by which they understood self-
existent}—The Ashl]arite reform, in the name of the ‘golden mean’, held itself
equally aloof from the Mu[tazilite tendency to prove everything rationally, and
from the literalism of the mudjassima. This was the famous principle bild kayfa la
tashbih, ‘without “how’ or comparison’”. It accused the Mu tazilie tanzth of
amounting to the as tal il [emptying, denying], divesting the attributes of all
reality and making of God no more than an empty concept. The Ash[arites,
for their part, while recognizing the entire reality of the attributes, since the
Kur’an informs us of them, yet affirmed that this reality can in no way
compromise the perfect divine Unity.” [EL s.v. ‘Allah’]

Taken to its extreme (which some of the groups seemed to approach), one cannot even
speak of Allah at all—He could not be a concept, a subject of a sentence, a target for
prayer—for all of these are ‘things’, or ‘concepts’, or ‘a direction’ or ‘some-things’... A
God who cannot be the subject of language cannot—Ilogically—even reveal His will to
humans in a Scripture.

The ‘answer’ of Sunni orthodoxy was simple: we affirm it anyway, and we cannot
explain the ‘how’... We said God is ‘merciful’, but not in any way like we say a human
ruler is ‘merciful’. And thus the question of —‘then what DOES ‘merciful’ mean when
God says it?”—arises to the foreground. And any religion or belief system that starts with



God’s absolute Otherness can go no further than that... and, in fact, you cannot even
‘say’ that ‘God is unlike every other thing’—since that makes God an object too... You
get the point... Muslim theology had to accept some basic ‘realities’ without being able
to defend them or explain the ‘how’.

Fourth, the ‘attributes’ of Allah.

It all comes to a head here, of course, when the Muslim theologian wants to praise Allah.
He wants to proclaim the greatness of His mercy, His power, His patience, His wisdom,
and so on. Muslim theology --- as it developed its theology—had to proclaim these
attributes while also developing its view of the unicity/unity/tawhid of Allah. The ‘more’
perfections/attributes of God they proclaimed (as either found in the Qur’an or articulated
in Hadith), the greater the problem of the ‘singularity’ of God’s being became. Theology
said that Allah could not ‘contain’ any multiplicity. He could not have mercy and justice
‘inside’ (for that would be plurality). [Technically, He could not actually even ‘speak a
sentence’—since a sentence consists of separate words—again, a plurality.]

Later Muslim theology tied itself up in knots on this , just as Christian theologians had
done previously with Aristotelian notions of a ‘God without parts’—a monad, an
undifferentiated ‘blob’ of existence... A concept so removed from the Living and
Loving, patient and passionate God of the Scriptures... No theology has adequately
framed theology ‘cleanly’ in this perspective...

And, like others before them, the Muslim theologians had to move back to what was
revealed: We affirm it because God said it, and we give up on understanding the
how. We just affirm—without further explanations—that God has a multiplicity of
attributes, but that this multiplicity somehow, someway does NOT contradict or
compromise His unity, tawhid, essence.

Now, I have used mainstream Sunni theology to show that this ‘tension’ or
‘inexplicability’ is accepted methodologically, but the same thing can be shown from
mainstream Shi’i groups as well, since most of them adopted many of the Mu’tazilite
perspectives in their theologies. For example, the Twelvers:

“But it was the adoption of Mu’tazilism, the school par excellence of divine
justice, that signaled the true development of Twelver Theology” [Cambridge
Companion to Classical Islamic Theology, p.92]

For the Mu’tazilites, the ‘gross’ anthropomorphisms of the Qur’an cannot be taken
literally, or God’s transcendence (and difference from the creation) would be
compromised. Even human-looking descriptions of Allan (“attributes’) could not really
refer to something in/with God, for that would likewise be a problem. But their solution
seemed to make God more-or-less unknowable altogether (although it probably did a
better job at defending divine unity), and still ended up in paradoxes also:



“This formula (the Hanbali/Asherite ‘affirm the Face, but don’t ask how’
position) horrified the Rationalists [tn: the Mu’tazilites], and especially scholars
such as Ibn Sina (Avicenna in the West; 980-1037], who considered God’s
attributes—God’s knowledge, speech, etc.—to be nothing more than ‘guideposts’
that merely reflected the human mind’s understanding of the Divine, not the
Divine itself. The Rationalists argued that God’s attributes could not possible
exist eternally with God, but must be a part of creation. Assigning eternal
attributes to God would, according the Wasil ibn Ata (d. 748), founder of the
Mu’taziliate school, be tantamount to arguing for the existence of more than
one eternal being.” [No God but God: The Origins, Evolution, and Future of
Islam, Reza Aslan, RandomHouse:2006, p.155]

“The Mu'tazilite thesis regarding the creation of the Qur'an appears as ill founded
on the same grounds that it presupposes, namely, the radical observance of God's
transcendence. By stressing transcendence, the belief in the scripture's created
status implies that the divine attributes are not real, but are rather revealed
in a worldly language for the convenience of human comprehension. The
reality of divinity seems to be determinable by the judgements of human reason,
which see fit to reject multiplicity even to the point of refuting the attributes and
affirming that God's Word was created. The Mu'tazilites censored, through
rational directives, the classes of meaningful propositions that could be
uttered about the divine. However, by believing that "human reason" sufficiently
measures what is applicable to God, transcendence became paradoxically
delimited by a negation of the attributes. Furthermore, the unfolding of this
rationalist impetus resulted in picturing the Qur'an as a creature. ... In an
archetypal Mu'tazilite move, Wasil ibn 'Ata’ jd. 748) is believed to have rejected
the affirmation of the attributes of knowledge, power, will, and life, in order
to negate a ""plurality of eternals".” [Cambridge Companion to Classical
Islamic Theology, p.123]

“The Mu’tazilite taw[id, like that of some modern philosophers such as Martin
Buber, is a unity in name only; the question of how the supposed unity can
contain differentiated contraries is simply ignored.” [Ency of Islam, 3™ Ed.
Cyril Glasse, s.v. “Mutazilites”]

In a recent compendium of Imami doctrines, the article entitled “Oneness of the
Attributes” reveals the same dynamic—the unity is ASSERTED, without any real proof
or explanation, while the multiple attributes are AFFIRMED too:

“The second degree of Tawhid pertains to the oneness of the divine attributes. We
know that God is the possessor of all attributes of perfection; both intellect and
revelation indicate the reality of the attributes within the Essence of the Creator.
Therefore we know that God is Knowing, Powerful, Living, Hearing, Seeing, and
so on. These attributes are distinguished one from the other as regards meaning:
that which we understand by the word 'Knowing' is distinct from that which we



understand by the word 'Powerful'. But the question is this: If these attributes are
distinct in terms of meaning, are they also distinct in terms of objective reality,
that is, within the divine nature, or are they united at this level? ... In
response to this question, we would say that if such distinctions are found
within the Essence of God, then there will be multiplicity and compounded-
ness within the Divine Essence. It must therefore be understood with the utmost
clarity that while these attributes are distinct from each other as regards their
respective meanings, they are at one as regards their inmost reality. In other
words, the Essence of God comprises, within its absolutely undifferentiated
nature, all of these perfections; it is not the case that one part of the Essence
consists of knowledge, another part of power, and yet another of life. As the sages
say: 'Nay, He is Knowledge, all of Him; He is Power, all of Him; He is Life, all of
Him.'... Therefore, the essential attributes of God are in reality eternal and
everlasting, partaking of the absolute unity of the Divine Essence. The view of
those who regard the attributes of God as eternal and everlasting, but somehow
added to the Essence, is erroneous. This is an opinion derived from a false
analogy between the attributes of God and those of man...” [Doctrines of Shi’i
Islam: A Compendium of Imami Beliefs and Practices, by Ayatollah Ja’far
Sobhani, Article 29.]

This is, of course, the same problem we saw for the Sunni’s: the ‘contraries’ are
asserted/affirmed, while ignoring (deliberately, as an act of faith even) the
contradictions/challenges therein... See the problem?

Okay, so I just wanted to set this as backdrop... Muslim theology has always had
problems with the Divine nature, human language, and the limits with our ‘precision’ and
‘understanding’ of the ‘how’. I am not ‘picking on’ Muslim theologians--!—but rather
showing that they are ‘brothers in difficulty’ with their Christian theologian counterparts!

Our Christian exploration will show the same kinds of problems: We accept the
‘THAT’ on the basis of revelation, we describe the “WHAT’ as best we can with
analogies, other scriptural clues, and technical language, and we often can NOT specify
the ‘HOW’ beyond more than a page or two of discussion—before we get caught up in
contradictions, logical impossibilities, and even blasphemy.

So, I ask for the Muslim readership of this next part to remember this background—and
do not judge the explanation by criteria that would also be a problem for your tradition.
Do not use a ‘double standard’, but use the same ‘stones’ for weighing the Christian
position, as you would for weighing your own.

Ok, here I go...



