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| Sasan: Christians cannot
accept the Qur’an or the
prophethood of Mohamed

Dear Kevin,

I consider it a great honour and privi-
lege to have been asked by the Evan-
gelical Review of Theology to dialogue
with you about Insider Movements (IM),
an important controversy that is facing
the evangelical church. This is a topic
that generates a great deal of emotion
and heat, especially for those who are
passionate about seeing the gospel of
Christ lifted up among Muslims. I trust
that our exchanges will contribute to
shedding more light on this contro-
versy than heat! I not only consider
you a dear brother in Christ, but also a
friend and a co-labourer in the spread
of the gospel in the Muslim world. I
know that you and I are both passion-
ate and committed to seeing Muslims

come to a saving faith in Christ and yet
we also have profound disagreements
about the legitimacy and validity of
certain aspects of IM, especially what
is known as the C5 aspect of this move-
ment.

I acknowledge that there are a va-
riety of views within IM. Even within
the C5 position there is a spectrum in
terms of the identity of converts and
how they ought to view the Qur’an and
the prophet of Islam. In our exchang-
es I am mostly concerned with those
followers of Christ who not only call
themselves Muslims (as people who
have truly submitted to God) but also
view Muhammad as a genuine prophet
from God and the Qur’an as God’s rev-
elation.!

My red lines in this controversy
have always been two things: Can a
Christian acknowledge the prophet-
hood of Muhammad? And can a Chris-

1 See Kevin Higgins, ‘Identity, Integrity and
Insider Movements’, IJFM 23 (3) (Fall 2006),
32-38.
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tian acknowledge the Qur’an as God’s
revelation? I believe that a biblical re-
sponse to the above two questions is a
resounding ‘No’.

In our dialogue together I want to
focus my critique of C5 on one particu-
lar concern and that has to do with
the honesty and integrity of how such
CS advocates approach the fext of the
Qur'an and Islamic faith and practice.
Now let me point out that having grown
up as an Iranian Shi’ite Muslim in a
Sufi home, I fully believe that Islam is
not one giant monolithic faith. I do ac-
knowledge that throughout its history
and to this day, ‘Islam’ has not been
understood, interpreted and practised
in the same way by all its adherents.
There is a tremendous variety in the
faith and practice of Muslims around
the world.

Nevertheless, in all this multi-
faceted variety, Muslims have never
understood that the Qur’an teaches or
supports such foundational Christian
doctrines as the divine Lordship of
Christ, the doctrine of the Trinity, and
Jesus’ death on the cross as the atone-
ment for human sin. In fact, Muslims
have been almost unanimous that the
Qur’an and Islamic theology have quite
categorically refuted the above Chris-
tian affirmations as false and a cor-
ruption of the teachings of the prophet
Jesus.

When C5 advocates use of the
Qur'an to affirm the deity of Christ
(thus attempting to demonstrate the
basic harmony and compatibility be-
tween the Qur'an and the Bible), it
seems to me that they are twisting cer-
tain passages out of the total Qur’anic
context. Just as we don’t like it when
members of various cults or other reli-
gions take the Bible out of context, we
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should not take things out of context
in the Qur’an or any other text for that
matter in order to build a bridge for our
evangelistic outreach.

When C5 advocates promote the
practice of shahada, which acknowledg-
es that Muhammad is God’s prophet, it
seems to me that they are redefining
the role and function of Muhammad as
a ‘prophet’ in a way which goes against
how Islam has understood Muham-
mad’s prophethood.?

Christians do not have a shahada like
Islam per se, but I think if we wanted
to choose a candidate for a good bibli-
cal passage it would be 1 John 5:10-12,

Anyone who believes in the Son of
God has this testimony in his heart.
Anyone who does not believe in God
has made him out to be a liar, be-
cause he has not believed the testi-
mony God has given about his Son.
And this is the testimony: God has
given us eternal life, and this life is
in his Son. He who has the Son has
life; he who does not have the Son of
God does not have life. (NIV)3

On the other hand we encounter
in the Qur’an the following verdict on
Christian convictions about Jesus. Sura
9:30 states,

...and the Christians call Christ
the Son of God. That is a saying
from their mouth; (In this) they but

2 According to C5 advocates, Muhammad
can be viewed as a ‘prophet’ who ultimately
pointed people to Jesus. In the Islamic view
based on the Qur’an, it is actually Jesus that
points to Muhammad as the ultimate and final
prophet.

3 The terms shahada and ‘testimony’ (or ‘wit-
ness’) function very similarly in Arabic and
Greek.
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imitate what the unbelievers of old
used to say. God’s curse be on them:
how they are deluded away from the
Truth!

Acknowledging Jesus as the Son of
God is either the key to having eternal
life (the Bible) or puts us under the
curse of God (the Qur’an). Both cannot
be true.

So ultimately, I believe that the
Qur'an contradicts and opposes the
Bible on some of the most important
issues that have to do with our convic-
tions about God, Christ and salvation.
One cannot claim to follow the Jesus of
the Bible and at the same time accept
the Qur'an as God’s revelation or ac-
cept the prophet of Islam as someone
commissioned and sent by God for the
guidance of humanity.

Il Kevin: The question is dif-
ferent for an Insider

Dear Sasan,

Thank you for your gracious words in
your opening comments. I share the
same sense of respect and have en-
joyed and appreciated the face to face
discussions we were able to have in
June 2012. T also appreciate your sen-
sitivity to the variety of expressions
and opinions within what have come to
be called ‘insider movements’, and the
advocates of such movements (includ-
ing myself). I think it bears mentioning
that I know the same is true of those
who hold strong reservations about
such movements: not everyone would
agree on each point nor express their
views in quite the same way.

You raise two crucial questions: Can
a Christian acknowledge the prophet-
hood of Muhammad? And can a Chris-
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tian acknowledge the Qur’an as God’s
revelation? You rightly link the two
issues as two sides of the same coin.
I will respond in a similar way rather
than taking each one separately.

Sasan, I know your answer to this
is ‘no’, and I would say that my view
probably agrees with yours, at least
as you have framed the question. But
then, what is all the heat about? As you
point out, I and others have suggested
that there may be ways of speaking of
Muhammad having a prophetic role,
and the Qur’an containing truths that
find their ultimate source in God, and
hence our conversation.

In clarifying the concerns expressed
in your paper it seems to me that one
particularly critical issue is at play: is
it appropriate to hold a view of Muham-
mad and the Qur’an that would be at
odds with the vast majority of Muslims
in the past and today (while claiming to
still be Muslim, or claiming that such
a different viewpoint could fit within
Islam.) Some insiders prefer not to
speak of Muhammad as a prophet at
all, while others see him much more
positively. None thinks of him the same
way as the majority of Muslims around
them do.

Before I respond to the questions
themselves, I want to clarify some-
thing. The questions are both framed in
terms of what a Christian might believe
or hold, and also seem to be particular-
ly concerned about what IM advocates
believe regarding these questions. If I
am correct two comments follow.

First, I agree with you that non-Mus-
lim voices trying to articulate positions
relative to the Qur'an and Muhammad
would be offensive to Muslims. But
you raise a second side of this question
which is critical: can ‘insiders’ hold
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views of Muhammad at odds with oth-
er Muslims and do so with integrity?
Perhaps our discussions would best
be served if we focus on that question.
Thus, I want to highlight the fact that
by definition people in IMs are, by their
own self-identification, Muslims who
believe in Jesus as Lord and Saviour.
As such they seek to be a voice in the
Muslim community, participating in re-
flection on these issues. It is a Muslim
discussion about the Bible and the rel-
ative place for the Qur'an or Muham-
mad. The question emerges from that
reflection in the light of the Bible and
the new (for a Muslim believer) revela-
tion of the Person and Work of Jesus as
Lord and Saviour.

Of course, the vast majority of
Muslims may well reject such a self-
identification on the part of Muslim
Followers of Christ, as well as the re-
interpretations such believers suggest
relative to Muhammad and the Qur’an.
The point is that such a discussion is
a Muslim discussion. In my experience
Muslim ‘insiders’” who have come to
believe in Jesus as Lord, in the Bible
as God’s inspired Word, and who gath-
er regularly in fellowship with others
who believe the same for ongoing study
of the scriptures, will in fact find that
their beliefs are at odds with Muslim
orthodoxy. The response of the major-
ity community to this has varied in dif-
ferent contexts.

Now I will comment on your point
about using the Qur’an in a way that
is at odds with what Muslims under-
stand, while at the same time failing
to address the fact that parts of the
Qur’an are in direct contradiction to
the biblical message (or, in some pas-
sages, seem to be). It seems obvious
to me that exactly such an approach
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is what Paul uses with the poets and
philosophers in his speech in Athens
(Acts 17). He cites a hymn dedicated
to Zeus, for example, and yet redirects
it in a way that I am sure would be at
odds with how the text was originally
intended, and with how most non-be-
lieving contemporaries of Paul would
naturally have understood the text. In
so doing Paul does not endorse every-
thing those poets and philosophers he
cites may have written. But he does ac-
knowledge the truth in what he cites.

The Acts 17 text is descriptive, and
not necessarily prescriptive. One may
read it and conclude that Paul was
wrong to do what he did, or that it is
not an example that we should follow.
I know some IM critics do see it that
way. I take it as a Spirit-inspired ex-
ample, though not one that must be fol-
lowed in every circumstance, and also
I do not see it as the only approach for
work in Muslim contexts.

So, your concern about using a text
in a way that our Muslim friends would
not recognize as valid is an important
point and concern. However, there
is biblical precedent for such an ap-
proach. My own take on this is that I
believe that other interpretations of the
Qur’an which differ from the norm are
possible and in some cases even prob-
able, and I would add that there are
Muslims who are holding these diver-
gent views. However, we are wise to be
sensitive to how these are presented.
Perhaps a future exchange between us
could outline some parameters?

Finally, I want to close by emphasiz-
ing some of what the insiders I know
do believe: Jesus as Lord and Saviour,
salvation by grace through faith via the
merit of his death and resurrection, the
Bible as the final Word and authority.
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lll Sasan: A Christian reading
of the Qur’an is not credible
to Muslims

Dear Kevin,

Thank you, as always, for your thought-
ful responses. In my interactions with
you over these past few months and
even in our current conversation, I
have learned a great deal about vari-
ous issues surrounding this topic. But I
am still struggling profoundly with the
same concerns about certain C5 posi-
tions and practices that I raised with
you in my first letter.

Kevin, before interacting directly
with a number of points that you
raised, let me first tell you how I was
drawn into this controversy. My first
encounter with an IM advocate was
in the summer of 2006. I was teach-
ing a course on Islam to a dozen Ira-
nian Christian converts from Islam. An
evangelical missionary came to lecture
these Iranian students for one morn-
ing. He told us that in their work in a
particular Asian country believers in
Christ profess the shahada, do all the
daily rituals in the mosque, celebrate
all the Islamic feasts (and no Christian
events on the calendar like Christmas,
Easter, Pentecost), read the Qur’an on
a regular basis, etc. He also claimed
that 99% of the Qur'an was just fine
and compatible with the Christian faith
and he could actually demonstrate the
deity of Christ from the Qur’an (for ex-
ample, only God can create, Jesus cre-
ated a bird, thus Jesus must be divine).
He also recommended that as Iranians
we should be open to this approach
and experiment with it among our own
people.

I believe the above approach is not
an honest way of reading the Qur’an or
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practising Islam. My fundamental ob-
jection is this: Throughout its history
Islamic theology, the teachings and
traditions of Muhammad and the text
of the Qur’an have been understood by
Muslims and non-Muslims to explicitly
repudiate the core of the Christian faith
in regard to such truths as the Triune
identity of God, the deity of Christ and
his atoning death on the cross. From
Rumi to Ayatollah Khomeini, from Ibn
Taymiyya to Abdol Karim Soroush, re-
gardless of whether one is a medieval
mystic or an ultra-orthodox theolo-
gian, or whether one is a radical anti-
western cleric or a very westernized
liberal philosopher, these Muslims are
in complete agreement in their rejec-
tion of the above Christian doctrines
and their acceptance that the Qur’an in
its totality is God’s final revelation and
Muhammad is the seal of the prophets.

Therefore, it is very natural to be-
come suspicious when all of a sudden,
after 1400 years in the encounters be-
tween Islam and Christianity, we are
hearing from various individuals (both
‘Insiders’ and ‘Along-siders’), that the
Qur'an can actually be re-interpreted
as a text that points its readers to faith
in Christ as Lord and Saviour and Mu-
hammad could be viewed as some kind
of a prophet with a similar mission of
pointing people to the gospel. From
the medieval theologian, Ibn Taymiyya
to the contemporary apologist, Jamal
Badawi, Muslims have also ‘re-inter-
preted’ the Gospels from an Islamic
perspective in order to demonstrate
that Christians have misunderstood
or distorted the teachings of Jesus and
to make the Gospels compatible with
the orthodox Islamic understanding
of Jesus. I am afraid that much of our
Christian or Insider ‘re-interpretation’
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of the Qur’an treats that text the same
way that these Muslims have treated
the Gospels.

You write: ‘there may be ways of
speaking of Muhammad having a pro-
phetic role, and the Qur’an containing
truths that find their ultimate source
in God’. For me this is the crux of the
matter in our debate. I don’t know how
a follower of Christ can make room for
understanding Muhammad as having
a ‘prophetic role’ and more than that,
define that role in a way that has been
accepted by any Muslim in the past
1400 years of Islamic history. For ex-
ample, Miroslav Volf urges his readers
to consider that one can be 100 percent
Christian and 100 percent Muslim, as
in the case of Ann Redding, the Epis-
copal priest, who also professed faith
in Islam. He also thinks that a Chris-
tian can ‘believe that Muhammad was
a prophet (not the “Seal of Prophets”,
but a prophet the way in which we
might designate Martin Luther King Jr.
a “prophet”).’*

The problem is that no Muslim has
ever claimed that Muhammad was a
prophet in the same way that some
consider Martin Luther King was a
prophet! Or to say that the Qur’an can
contain certain truths that find their ul-
timate source in God, in addition to be-
ing very vague and ambiguous to begin
with, is still a far cry from how Mus-
lims have viewed the issue of Qur’anic
inspiration throughout their history.

You ask whether it is appropriate
to hold a view of Muhammad and the
Qur’an that would be at odds with the
vast majority of Muslims in the past

4 Miroslav Volf, Allah: A Christian Response
(NY: HarperOne, 2011), 199.
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and today. This is a great question. As
Christians we might not be in a posi-
tion to judge the internal debates of
orthodoxy in Islam. We don'’t involve
ourselves in the debates that Sunnis
have with the Shi’ites or Alawites, or
Ahmadiyyas or the Ismaeilis or the
Baha'’is, etc. But when the question
touches on whether it is possible to
accept Jesus as Lord and Saviour and
at the same time Muhammad as God’s
apostle (or submit to the Bible and the
Qur'an at the same time), then this
is no longer just ‘a Muslim discus-
sion about the Bible, and the relative
place for the Qur'an or Muhammad’.
As Christians we have every right and
duty to be involved in this debate if
we care about not getting the gospel
caught up in religious syncretism.

Finally, let me say that I don’t be-
lieve that what Paul is doing in Acts
17 relates to my concerns in these
discussions. At most what we can jus-
tify, based on Paul’s example, is the
practice of citing a few passages in
the Qur’an in our evangelism as bridges
and pointers to Christ. This is a far cry
from the regular and religious use of the
Qur’an and acknowledging it as having
come from God.

Thank you, Kevin for taking time to
engage with me on these issues. I am
looking forward to our continued con-
versation on these important topics.

IV Kevin: Christian truths in
the Qur’an?
Dear Sasan,
I thank you again as well. I understand
why your ‘profound struggle’ contin-

ues, and appreciate how you are engag-
ing the issues. My response will work
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through your last contribution as I go.

One of your first queries arose from
your 2006 encounter with a mission-
ary. One of the points that seems most
pertinent for our discussion is the view
of the Qur’an that the missionary was
endorsing:

...that 99% of the Qur'an was
just fine and compatible with the
Christian faith...he could...demon-
strate the deity of Christ from the
Qur’an...” and, as you cite later, ‘...
the Qur’an as a book can actually be
re-interpreted as a text that points
its readers to faith in Christ as Lord
and Saviour and Muhammad could
be viewed as some kind of a prophet
with a similar mission of pointing
people to the gospel.

Perhaps a foundational question we
should surface would be whether this
view reflects the view of others who
espouse IM approaches and whether
there is general agreement on this
matter. I will speak for the two insider
movements I am most familiar with.

The leaders of one such movement
would not agree at all with what you
heard from the missionary: they see
the Qur’an as a false book overall and
they do not consider Muhammad as a
prophet. They see their role as insid-
ers to be a pragmatic one, remaining in
the community as yeast in the dough to
bring change and transformation.

The leaders of another movement
take an almost opposite view. They
do in fact claim that Islamic tradition
has not rightly understood the Qur’an
because the majority of Muslims paid
only lip service to the previous Books
and thus missed the key to a right
reading of the Qur’an.

Your concern, as I read it, is that
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such an approach, whether it comes
from a Muslim believer in Jesus (‘insid-
er’) or not, is dishonest and flies in the
face of how Muslims have historically
interpreted the Qur’an. Both groups of
insiders I have just referred to would
agree with you that this flies in the face
of historic Islam. The second group
would take exception to the claim that
they are not being honest. It is quite
appropriate to look at their views and
state where you would agree and disa-
gree. In fact, I do not completely agree
with either set of leaders on these is-
sues. What I do defend is their integ-
rity in thinking through the position
they have come to, and their right as
believers to seek the Lord’s wisdom as
they search the Bible on these matters.

Later in your communication with
me you cite my statement that ‘there
may be ways of speaking of Muhammad
having a prophetic role, and the Qur’an
containing truths that find their ulti-
mate source in God’. You rightly point
out that this statement is ‘still a far cry
from how Muslims have viewed the is-
stie of Qur’anic inspiration throughout
their history’.

I agree with you. However, I am not
trying to describe what Muslims think
nor what I think they would agree
with, but rather what I think, as well
as trying to represent what some of the
views of insiders whom I know might
be on these issues.

I am fully aware that both Muslims
and Christians will disagree with some,
even many, of my views and the views
of my insider friends. I have been la-
belled a heretic from both sides. And in
at least one occasion that I am aware
of this put my life in immediate danger
(just to be clear, the danger was not
from Christians!).
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Since I have touched upon my own
thinking, let me move to another place
where you quote me. I asked whether
it is appropriate to hold a view of Mu-
hammad and the Qur’an that would
be at odds with the vast majority of
Muslims in the past and today® and
I replied that this is in many ways a
Muslim discussion. To that you replied,

...when the question touches on
whether it is possible to accept Je-
sus as Lord and Saviour and at the
same time Muhammad as God’s
Apostle (or submit to the Bible and
the Qur’an at the same time), then
this is no longer just a Muslim dis-
cussion about the Bible...as Chris-
tians we have every right and duty
to be involved in this debate...

I actually agree with you. But the
way you have framed the debate here
is not what I actually said. What I have
said in various ways is that I can see
a way of understanding Muhammad as
having some sort of prophetic role, and
that there are true things in the Qur’an.
By extension, since I believe truth is

5 In fact there are a variety of views among
Muslims regarding Muhammad as prophet.
In South Asia at least three very different
views include the Barelvi’s (Muhammad is
God’s noor/light, he is present and available,
not only as an intercessor but personally);
Deobandis (deny much of Barelvi beliefs but
accept access to Allah through Muhammad’s
intercession on the last day); the Wahhabis
(deny all of the above and see Barelvi’s as
polytheists). Some Muslims in South Asia
have said that in theory there can be prophets
after Muhammad, though not of his stature.
There is vigorous and even violent debate on
these differences. I agree that what ‘insiders’
say about Muhammad is unlikely to find wide
acceptance among other Muslims. But in this
they are not alone.
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ultimately from God, those true things
find their ultimate source in him. But
that is not the same as accepting sub-
mission to both books. However, to
reiterate, these are my views, not the
views of Muslim insiders.

Finally, you mentioned that you
don't believe that what Paul is doing
in Acts 17 relates to your concerns
and that at most what we see in Paul’s
example is the practice of citing a few
passages from the Qur’an in evange-
lism. I believe Paul’s theology in Acts
17 is more far reaching than just the
citation of those hymns and philoso-
phers. His way of incorporating the al-
tar, the citations of pagan writers, and
his portrayal of how God has sover-
eignly chosen the places and times for
the habitations of all peoples precisely
so that they may seek him, feel after
him, and, indeed, find him all adds up
to a way of seeing how God is at work
in this world.

Thus, Acts 17 leads me to expect
two things. First, the ‘finding him’
culminates in a call to faith in Jesus.
Paul is exclusivist here, and so am I.
Second, the ‘finding him’ may involve
discovering clues that God himself has
left for men and women to discover,
including such clues as may be found
in other religious traditions and world-
views. I believe some of those clues
are in the Qur'an. I don’t think they
got there accidently or without God’s
involvement in some way. But in so
saying I am not claiming that the en-
tire book is full of such clues, nor that
there are not passages that may indeed
lead away. Nor am I saying this is akin
to biblical inspiration.

I continue to pray for ongoing clar-

ity.
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V Sasan: Impropriety in
reinterpreting the Qur’an as
supporting Christianity
Dear Kevin,

Greetings again my dear brother! And
thank you for your patience with me
in these discussions as I am trying to
understand where some of our Insider
friends are coming from. I think your
responses have provided some clarity
for me and I believe there are also is-
sues that we should recognize as cur-
rently at an impasse in our discussions.
From the very beginning, the focus
of my critique has been on the Insid-
ers who believe a follower of Christ
can also genuinely, albeit in a qualified
way, acknowledge the Qur’an as God’s
word and Muhammad as a prophet.
These are the followers of Christ that
as you put it claim:
I can say I am a Muslim because the
word Islam means submission and
a Muslim is one who submits. So,
I have submitted to God ultimately
in His Word, Isa, and the Word of
God in the Taurat, Zabur, and Injil
which the Quran confirms. In addi-
tion I can accept and affirm all of
the teaching of Muhammad as I find
it in the Quran, and can say honestly
that he had a prophetic role in call-
ing Arab, Christian, and Jewish peo-
ple of his time to repent. I can call
him a prophet. I can say the shaha-
dah with integrity because I believe
Muhammad was called by God to
a prophetic role. I read the Quran
through the interpretive key of the
Gospel and the previous books.
When I read the Quran through that
lense and filter I find that it agrees
with the Bible and that perceived

329

contradictions are due to misun-

derstandings of the Quran (and in

some cases there has been misun-
derstanding of the Bible as well by

Christians).

When I claim that I do not find this
position ‘honest’, I do not mean that
folks with this perspective are involved
in fraud or deception. What I mean is
that this is not a legitimate or genu-
ine understanding of what the Qur’an
claims for itself, what the Qur’an says
about Jesus or the claims that Muslims
have made in regard to the person and
message and mission of their prophet.
The above position is very different
from your claim that ‘there are true
things in the Qur’an’ or that God has
left certain ‘clues’ about himself in the
Qu’ran, but not that ‘the entire book is
full of such clues, nor that there are not
passages that may indeed lead away’.

I for one do not deny that there
are ‘true things in the Qur'an’ (in the
same way that there are true things
in many books on history, poetry, phi-
losophy, science and maths) or the
fact that some Muslims have come to
faith in Christ as a result of reading the
Qur’anic descriptions concerning the
uniqueness of Jesus. But I don't see
how one can then conclude from such
observations that Muhammad was a
prophet or that the Qur’an agrees with
the Bible in what it teaches.

Let me give a couple of hypotheti-
cal illustrations to clarify my concerns.
Suppose a group of people who believe
that Genesis teaches young earth crea-
tionism began to interpret Darwin’s
Origin of Species as actually teaching
or supporting young earth creationism.

6 Higgins, ‘Identity’, 36.
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This group then starts using Darwin
as a witnessing tool to tell others that
one of the great scientific minds of the
19th century actually gives scientific
credence to the accuracy of the Gen-
esis account and thus that is one more
proof that the Bible is the inspired word
of God. And let’s assume this group
convinces others in their evangelistic
approach and people come to faith in
Christ. Although as a Christian I would
rejoice that people are coming to faith
in Christ through this evangelistic ap-
proach, I would still insist that this is
not an honest reading of Darwin. We
cannot read Darwin ‘through the in-
terpretive key of the Gospel’ and come
up with an interpretation of Darwin at
odds with how Darwin has been un-
derstood by his friends and foes alike
within the scientific community for the
past 150 years.

Or suppose that an American Chris-
tian who attends church regularly,
converts to Shi'ite Islam but decides
to stay in the church. He decides to
reinterpret the Bible ‘through the in-
terpretive key of the Qur'an’. He also
decides to partake of the Lord’s Supper
but interprets that as a commemora-
tion of Hussein’s martyrdom at Karbala
instead of Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross.
Once again, I would say that this in-
dividual has every right to convert to
Islam but his ‘reinterpretation’ of the
Bible or his ‘reinterpretation’ of the
Lord’s Supper is not an honest or legiti-
mate way of understanding the Bible or
Christian sacraments.

You might not accept my analogies
but as far as I am concerned that is how
I view what the above Insiders are do-
ing when they reinterpret the Qur’an to
make its message compatible with the
Gospel or profess shahada as followers
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of Christ.” If we disapprove of the re-
interpretive activities in my above two
examples, as Christians we should also
disapprove of the Insiders’ reinterpre-
tation of the Qur’an and shahada.

VI—Kevin: The case for a
Christian reading of the
Qur’an is not so unreasonable
as to be dishonest

Dear Sasan,

I thank you also for your patience with
me in these discussions as I am trying
to understand where some of our Insid-
er friends are coming from. This last
response and input from you is help-
ing sharpen our focus, and will hope-
fully clarify where we understand each
other better, as well as (in your words)
where the real impasses might remain.

When we originally began this dis-
cussion, it was framed as a question of
integrity: is such a position ‘honest’? I
took that to mean we were discussing
the integrity, the honesty, of Muslims
who follow Jesus when they say that
Muhammad is a prophet, but express
it with different ideas than most Mus-
lims would accept. This is why I used
the fact that Muslims in general have
many divergent views regarding Mu-
hammad, and that they disagree vehe-
mently in some cases.

But you have made clear in this
exchange, that you ‘do not mean that
folks with this perspective are involved
in fraud or deception but that this is not

7 1 see my analogies as a lot closer to what
these Insiders are doing than your reference
to Christians reinterpreting pagan festivals,
practices, trees, objects or the terms for God
throughout the history of the church.
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a legitimate or genuine understanding
of what the Qur’an claims for itself’.
So in my mind we are not discussing
integrity after all, but whether such a
view is correct or not. Perhaps we are
at an impasse as to our views on that
question, but could we agree that this
is not a question of whether Muslim
followers of Jesus are being honest in
their views?

As to the question, then, of accuracy,
there are several points to make. Your
Darwin example is a starting point.
You ask whether Darwin could be re-
interpreted to promote creationism. Of
course one question I would ask your
hypothetical evangelists would be to
show where in Darwin they find evi-
dence of creationist views? There will
be none, as we both know. So surely
this is a question of apples (what some
believers are saying about the Qur’an)
and oranges (the Darwin case).

In the case of the Qur’an, the verses
which point to confirming previous
books (2:89 and 91), the fact Muham-
mad is told to resolve questions by
turning to those who know the books
(10:94), and the various ways Jesus is
talked about that do seem far beyond
normal Muslim beliefs® could all sug-
gest the sort of reading that some of
our Muslim friends are suggesting. In
the Darwin case, there is nothing in his
books to suggest any sort of alterna-
tive reading whatsoever.

You also cite the example of an
American Christian who attends
church regularly, converts to Shi’ite
Islam but decides to stay in the church

8 Verses which seem pregnant with deeper
hints of Jesus’ nature when read by ‘insider
believers’ in the light of the New Testament
could include 3:45, 5:110 as many others.
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and decides to reinterpret the Bible
through the interpretive key of the
Qur'an. My question would be what
has he found in the Bible that suggests
using the Qur'an as a key for inter-
pretation? Muslims who follow Jesus,
whether you agree with them or not,
have argued that the Qur’an suggests
that the Bible in fact is seen as the key
to a right understanding of the Qur’an.

This is a good place to re-emphasize
something, and I will use a quote from
you, taking a quote from me, to do so.
You cite my summarization, the sort of
thing I have heard some Muslim fol-
lowers of Jesus say about how they see
the Bible and the Qur’an:

...I read the Quran through the
interpretive key of the Gospel and
the previous books. When I read the
Quran through that lens and filter I
find that it agrees with the Bible...

This statement is fundamentally dif-
ferent from your two examples. I would
actually agree with your conclusion,
regarding the two examples you cited:
those two could represent positions
that, although they might be honestly
held, are impossible to sustain from
the texts in question. The way that
some Muslims who follow Jesus view
the Qur’an and use it to sustain their
views is very different. As such, while
you, as well as other Muslims, may dis-
agree with their interpretation, I would
argue it is a position that can be held
with integrity and conviction.

Whether this is a statement that
can be sustained, or not, is an impor-
tant discussion. You and I will probably
never see it eye to eye. But our discus-
sion seems at least to have allowed
us to agree that it is not a question of
integrity. This still leaves, certainly, a
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question of whether such a view is cor-
rect or not. This leads me to conclude
by restating my previous point that
whether Muslim followers of Jesus are
correct in their views of Muhammad
and the Qur’an or not is a matter for
Muslims to determine.

VIl Sasan: The IM approach is
not legitimate or truthful

Dear Kevin,

Greetings my dear friend. As we are
wrapping up our conversation, let me
end with some clarifications and re-
statements of the convictions that I
have tried to communicate.

I don't think our fundamental disa-
greements come down to our different
understandings of the word ‘honest’.
According to my Merriam-Webster
electronic dictionary, the first defini-
tion of the adjective ‘honest’ is, ‘free
from fraud or deception: legitimate,
truthful’. I have never intended to
judge the hearts and motives of all IM
advocates or declare them deceitful
people. But I still believe the IM ap-
proach to the Qur’an and the acknowl-
edgement of shahada is not a legitimate
or truthful interpretation of those texts
as those texts have been understood by
Muslims for 1400 years.

As Kevin Vanhoozer points out,
there are ethical dimensions involved
in interpreting texts (what he calls
‘the morality of literary knowledge’)
and there are times when we can
be guilty of ‘interpretive violence’.
Vanhoozer asks, ‘Is it possible that
some interpretive methods legitimate
misunderstanding?’® So I maintain

9 Kevin Vanhoozer, Is There a Meaning in This
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that IM interpretive methods promote
a misunderstanding of these texts and
thus should not be held by followers of
Jesus.

I truly appreciate your clear re-
sponse to my hypothetical analogies. It
put my mind at ease that our IM broth-
ers had not given up on all distinctions
between ‘exegesis’ and ‘eisegesis’!
You agree that it is not legitimate to
get an interpretation in support of
young earth creationism out of Dar-
win’s Origin of Species. But you go on
to say, ‘In the case of the Qur’an, the
verses which point to confirming previ-
ous books (2:89 and 91), the fact Mu-
hammad is told to resolve questions by
turning to those who know the books
(10:94), and the various ways Jesus is
talked about that do seem far beyond
normal Muslim beliefs could all sug-
gest the sort of reading that some of
our Muslim friends are suggesting’.

I maintain that such IM interpre-
tations are based on highly selective
readings of the Qur’an that take cer-
tain passages of the Qur’an out of the
entire Qur’anic context and thus dis-
tort the totality of the Qur’anic mes-
sage as it has been understood by Mus-
lims throughout their history.

It also seems that you are fine with
followers of Jesus reading the Qur’an
through the interpretive key of the gos-
pel but do not see any legitimacy in a
Muslim reading the Bible through the
interpretive key of the Qur’an. You ask,
‘What has he [my hypothetical convert
to Islam] found in the Bible that sug-
gests using the Qur’an as a key for in-
terpretation?’ I would say that just as

Text? (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing
House, 1998), 161.
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you used Acts 17 in earlier parts of our
discussion to justify your approach to
the Qur’an, a Muslim can find plenty of
resources within the Qur’an to justify
looking at the Bible from the interpre-
tive key of the Qur'an. For example,
the Qur’an indicates that the Torah and
Jesus predicted the coming of Muham-
mad.

So from the earliest times, Muslims
have ‘found’ many prophecies in the
OT and the NT concerning the com-
ing of Muhammad. I believe that in the
same way that you and I believe those
Muslim interpretations of such biblical
‘prophecies’ are not legitimate exege-
sis of our Scriptures, Muslims also be-
lieve that the IM approach to interpret
the Qur’an through the Gospels is an
illegitimate approach to their text.

So a book that has been consistently
understood and interpreted by almost
every Muslim and non-Muslim alike
(up until our modern IM controversy)
as a text that explicitly repudiates the
core of the Christian faith in regard to
such foundational truths as the Triune
identity of God, the deity of Christ and
his atoning death on the cross, cannot
be all of a sudden interpreted as a text
that supports the Christian views of
Jesus, God and salvation. Because of
such foundational contradictions with
the Bible, we as Christians should not
view this as a work inspired by God
and the man who brought this mes-
sage claiming to have received it di-
rectly from God could not be viewed by
Christians as in any way having been
commissioned by God. This is not just
a question for Muslims to decide on.
This is an issue that should engage all
who care about the truth.
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VllI—Kevin: Not a question of
dishonesty, but of exegesis

Dear Sasan,

Thank you again for this series of dis-
cussions. While I think we might get
further doing this over coffee, at least
in this format others have been able to
listen in.

I appreciate your clarification about
referring to IM opinions as dishonest.
Though you are not questioning ‘the
hearts and motives of all IM advocates’
and you do not intend to ‘declare them
as deceitful people’, you do not see
their views as honest: you do not be-
lieve their interpretations of the Qur’an
are ‘a legitimate and truthful interpre-
tation of those texts as those texts
have been understood by Muslims for
1400 years’. It seems fair to say that
you believe they are dishonest, but not
deceitful.

You are then using the word ‘dishon-
est’ in the way I would use the word
‘incorrect’. I think this is a rare use
of the word. Most readers seeing ‘dis-
honest” will assume you mean, well,
deceitful.

Now, whether IM positions are cor-
rect or not is a perfectly acceptable
and important conversation. But to be
frank, when you critique my friends as
being dishonest it takes the conversa-
tion to a very different place. I felt it
was important to clear that point be-
fore proceeding. But having done so,
and assuming we agree my friends are
sincere, let us proceed to talk about
whether or not their position is correct.

You state that, ‘IM interpretations
are based on highly selective readings
of the Qur'an that take certain pas-
sages of the Qur'an out of the entire
Qur’anic context’. We are still faced



334

with space limits, but let me say a few
things.

First, there is much more than a
few isolated verses to the argument
that the Qur’an took expression as a
confirmation and interpretation of the
previous books, and is best read and in-
terpreted in their light. Further, when
read with a prior assumption that the
Bible interprets the Qur’an, many of
the verses in the Qur’an that seem to
disagree with the biblical message are
seen in a different light. Third, I am not
suggesting that every verse or idea in
the Qur'an does match the Bible, even
when it is read in the Bible’s light.

However, my own opinion is that
there is more truth in the Qur’an than
many of its critics think. My IM friends
would give you very different answers,
from each other, if they could enter the
discussion here. Some of them would
agree with you that there are things
wrong in the Qur’an. Others would ar-
gue that those things that seem wrong
are not wrong once they are interpret-
ed in the light of the Bible.

That brings me to your impor-
tant question about reading the Bible
through the eyes of the Qur’an, and
your point that Muslims have long
found ‘many prophecies in the OT and
the NT concerning the coming of Mu-
hammad’. You point out that this is a
faulty reading of our Bible, and draw a
parallel to IM readings of the Qur’an.
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I agree with you of course that the
Muslim reading of the Bible you men-
tion is at fault. However, is it at fault
because it differs from Christian inter-
pretation, or is it at fault because when
one goes to the supposed prophetic ref-
erences in the Bible that Muslims take
to refer to Muhammad, and when one
studies those in their original context,
etc., one finds that the exegesis does
not hold up? That exegesis is not right
simply because Christians say it is. It
is right because it is right, exegetically.

That is what I would suggest should
be the test of IM interpretations of the
Qur’an. Their reading of the Qur’an is
right or wrong, in the end, not based
upon whether it agrees with standard
Muslim opinion, but with thoughtful
exegesis of the passages in question.

Such exegesis may well prove that
standard understanding of some texts
has been wrong. That is at least a pos-
sibility. And likewise, it may prove that
in at least some cases my IM friends
are wrong. That is also possible.

In conclusion, to return to where we
began this last set of exchanges, being
wrong is not the same as being dishon-
est. And, I would argue, the exegetical
discussions about what the verses in
question in the Qur’an really mean are
in fact discussions for the Muslim com-
munity to wrestle with, including those
Muslims who have come to believe in
Jesus as Lord and Saviour.



