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odern Islamic thought has not on the whole been marked by

the same degree of debate over the relationship between sci-

ence and religion as has modern Christian thought. Although
Muslims adhere to a Creationist perspective, there has been relatively little
ink spilt over its alleged contradiction with Evolutionism. Similarly,
demythologization has not had any widespread influence among Muslims;
the Islamic tradition has not known a Hume or a Bultmann. The miracles
which are reported in the Qurian, are still widely accepted as having
occurred; in fact, there can be little doubt that a higher proportion of
Muslims than Christians believe in the virgin birth.

Yet miracles, with the single possible exception of the doctrine of
inimitability (i542z) of the Quran are less pivotal for Muslims than
Christians. There is no consensus on Muhammad having performed any
(although some rather weak badiths contain such reports), and the specific
miracles reported in the Qurian take place at the hands of only two
prophets, Moses and Jesus. These miracles are reported in the Quran in a
perfunctory way and are presented as simple demonstrations of God’s
power and of the veracity of his messengers. For Christians, on the other
hand, the Incarnation and the Resurrection are central, and are often seen
as the supreme miracles from which all others derive their significance.!

A well-known modern Muslim apologetic work, Maurice Bucaille’s
The Bible, the Quran and Science, is, as the title indicates, concerned with
the relationship between science and the respective scriptures. Bucaille
holds that the Qur’an (unlike the Bible) does not contain “a single state-
ment that [is] assailable from a modern scientific point of view.” (viii).
Although much space is devoted to demonstrating this, on the subject of
miracles, the author feels no need to defend them, but confines himself to
the statement that “a belief in divine miracles and in science is quite com-
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patilie: one iz on a divine scale, the other on a human one” €823, This sim-
nle accumance probably derives from the belief thar God is able to do all
things, ncluding suspending or contravening laws of namre which He
Himsclf created. Bucaille remnarks that “one shonld not be surprised by
whial He is able to achieve; by human standards i is stupendous, but for
{lim it is no” (82),

Muslim anttudes roward the miracles of Jesus are of intrinsic inrercst,
nest heast because to study them allows one to observe the impact of chang-
ing social contexis on religious thought and sell-understanding.  Muslims
have cerainty not becs intmune o medem rationalism, and one does find a
fosw Nk the Indian reformes Sir Sayvid Ahrnad Khan €d. 1897), denyving the
Peessibility of miracies. Mosiim-Christian religious debate apd polemic is
ancaher context which has modified 1he views of scie. However, heciuse
the (Qurin so unambiguausly reports the miracles of Josus, the impact of
these twor contexrs is not prediciable in any straiglofonaand wy.

The 1opic also has relevance for other, broader issucs of compara-
uve religion, whicl will only be touched on briefly {21 wiat [olows, bt
which could be fmitfully followed up in faruee studies. T would be interest-
ing 1o explong, for exaanpie, how the sane received traditions, such as the
virmin ani Jesus” healing miracles, came o have such differing overall sig-
nilicance in Tstam and Christianity, Another area of interest is the relation of
e Caranic matenal Lo e biblical marerial, Evidently, the same stories are
d sounce of inspiratien in hoth scripturcs, bui the manner of their welbing dif-
Turs quite significamly. Muslims zze highly sensitive (o any suggestion of
Guranic Yhurrowing™ from ar dependence on the Bible, since such sugges-
lions have been used in the past 1© discredit Mubammad snd therefore
lslam. However, on the question of dependence, it is worth remembering
that, on e one hand, the Quran makes no claim w be telling new or origi-
3] stories, and, on the other, recent sindies have emphasized the originaliy
of lorm, if not coment, of the Quranic storics.’

Mowving on from the origins of the two (aiths, the way in which this
naterial has been infegrated inio Muskms' self-definiiion and used 10 sup-
ot a distinetively Islamic, 2s opposed 1o Christian, theology, is of no less

inferest. One could posit a dialectical relationship bereeen the Qurtanic
text and Islaniic theology, with the former constituting e stacing point for
tve latter. but tie latter gaining s own momenionn and in e having an
inparant nfluence on Quranic interpretation. This would be panticularly
true of the more ambiguows or seemingly anomalous clements, such as the
wavs in which Jesus appears o be unique among prophets in the Qurian.
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The Miracles of Jesus in the New Testament

A Brief look at the mirackes of Jesus in the New Testament will clari-
fy any contrasts or original feapires in the Qurianic trealoent aof thcl'm, and
will be useful in discerning to what extent Musfim interpreters are influ-
enced by, or aware of, Chiristian sources,

jésua i not the only biblical figure to perform miracles, although his
miracles are usuatty secn as urique by Christians in thal he seemts 10 do
the in his own autherity. That the healing power seems sumehow
have inhered in Jesus, without the necd for him to wait on God or con-
sciously ask for i, is iltustrated by the oceasions when individuals were
heated merely by wuching his cloak, even when he was not attending 1o .
thern (e.g. Mk. 5:25-34; 6:50), ‘The Old Testament contains accounts of mir-
acles performed by Moses, Elijah and Flisha, among others, which includa
instances of healing the sick, rajsing the dead, and multplying food.
Iisciples of Jesus ulso worked miracies, bot the synoptic Gospels staie that
Jesus delegated authority 1o them for this parpose. (Mt. 10; Lk.. 0. Mk, Lw)l.
_ In the Gospels, Jesus” miracles are sut in the context ol his weaching
and ministry. Vhey have traditionally been divided by Cliristians into “Buul-
ing” wniracles and a smaller number of “nature” miracles. The healing roira-
cles invanabily take pluce in the comtext of an encounter berween Jesus and
the une secking aelp, For Cluistians, the expression of compassion which
the healing miracles combody s onc of the most significant ways in which
Jesus provides an jllustration of the character of God. There scems ale o
be a link heraeen physical and spiritual healing, parﬂcu]gr!y.in the case of
the healing of the paralytic, where Jesus simultaneousty forgives the man's
sins and links the cure with the forgiveness (Mk, 2:9-11). Kenricth Cragg
observes that “the transforming power of the kKingdom of God in personal
tife: resembles the recovery of new physical beald: ... The tyranny of a crip-
pled physical condition symbolizes the bondage in which evil huids the
human soul,” and “the one liberation dramatizes the other” (143).

ngiracles do not appear, cither in the Old or the New Testaments, to
have heen primasily or necessarily a proof of the authentcity of a prophet’s
mission. For one thing, thase whe are ungaodly are also sometimes said to
have the abiliry 1o work wonders (e.g. ML 7:22, 24:24; of. Dt. 13:2-3)° The
healing scenes scem to have the churacter not of a dewonstration but of ful-
filling the needs of individuals, and Jesus is sometimes portrayed as asking
the healed pesson not to tell others of the healing {e.g. Mt 8:4; Mk, 5431
Furthermore, he rebukes and refuses o gratily sceptics who ask for a sign
{e.g. Mk, 8:12), However, some Christian theologians have emphasized the
evidentiary aspeer of miracles, for which some biblical support can he
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found. Tn the conlext of Christian-Muslim polemics, for example, some
have sought 1o prove Jesus' supcriority o Muhammad by the fact that
Mubammad allegedly wrought no miracles.”

The Miracles of Jesus in the Qur’ n

According e Lane's lexicon, the Islamic theologica) definition of a
pr_c,:pheuc miracle, or mutiza (which is distinguished from a berdmab. a
miracle pertormed by a saint or a righteous man) is:

AR event at variance with the usual course [of pane] pro-
duced by means of one nho fays claim to the office of the
prophet in contending with those who disacknowiedge [his
claimi, in such 2 manner as renders them unabie to produce
the like thereof; or an event breaking through, or infringing,
the usual course [uf nature] (amr khdrig i ‘adah), invi-
ling to good and happiness. coupled with 4 claim o the
prophetic office, and intended to manifest the veracily of
him whe ¢laims a be an apestle of God, ‘

. In the Quitin, the miracles of Jesus are described in two passages:
3049 and 5:110.° Qurin 3:49 atributes the following words to Jesus:

I have come o you, with a 3ign Irom your Lord, in that 1
make for you of clay, the ligure of a hird, and breathe into
it, and it becomes a bird by God’s penmission. And T heal
the biind, and the lepers, and I'bring the dead ro life by
God's permission; and 1 declare to ¥ou what you eat, and
what you store in your houses, Surely therein is a sign for
you il vou did believe,

Quran $:110 portrays God's words to Jesus on the Day of judgement.

O Jesus son of Mary! Remember my favor 1o vou and
yourmother. Behold! I strengthened you with the Holy
Spirit, 56 that you spoke to people in the cadle and in old
age ... And behold! You make our of the clay the figure

of a bird, by My Permission. And you breathe into it,

and it becormes a hird by My permission, and you heal

the blind, and the lepers, by My permission. And behold!
You bring forth the dead by My permission. And behold!
I'restrained the Children of Israel from (viclence (g} yau,
when you showed them the clear signs, and the unbelievers
among them said: “This is nothing but eviden: magic.”
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Commentatons differ slightly on the exact number of Jesus’ miracles accord-
ing 1> 1\he Qurdn. They agree on four basic miracles: breathing life into
clav birds (shere the above translation has the singular, some commenta-
tors understand the plural), healing the blind and the Jepers, and raising the
dead. Most add to this list speaking as an infant in the cradle (also men-
tioned in 3:46), and the ability to foretell things not immediately visible,
which depends on the interpretation of the relevant phrase of 3:49.
Translations of the Quran inevitably refiect particular interpretations, so
that, for example, Yisel Alfs translation: “I declare 1o you what ve eat, and
what ye store in your houses,” accomaodutes his belief thar “this clause
refers generally to a prophetic knowledge of what is nat known 10 other
people.” " Muhammad Asad, un the other hand, who denies the supernatur-
al aspect, has: *1 shall let you know what you may eat and what vou should
store up in your houses,” "

Perhaps the Quranic treatment of Jesus' miracles is as significant for
what {1 does not say as for what it does say. Like other events and stories in
the Quridn, they are recounted succinctly, without any extrinsic detail as to
time or pluce. Nong of the nature miracles, such as (e calming af the
stormn, walking on water or the changing of water into wine, are referred 10,
In contrast i the Gospel uccounts, one is teld nothing about the recipients
of the heating miracles. This style is characteristic of the Quran, which
tends w place emphasis on the lesson to be drawn from a story rather than
the sory itself. The Qurian's explicit reference to Jesns' miracles as a “sign®
from God is generally understood by Muslims as being a sign or proof of
the authenticity of his prophethood and mission.” This is supported by
other Quranic verses {2:87. 2:253), which statc that Jesus was given “clear
proofs” { beyindt),

The creation of birds out of clay is the only one of the Quranic mir-
acles which is not mentionad g the Gospels. However, it docs occur, with
additiona] details and miner variations, in the apocryphal Gospel or Infancy
Story of Thomas. One can therefore assume that some carly Christians
counted this among Jesus” miracles.

A prominent element in the Qurinic accounts is the repeated men-
tion of God’s permission. Musliin commentators have often lyid emphasis
on this phrasc in order to minimize the role of Jesus in initiating and carry-
ing out the miracles. This contrasts with the Gaspel accounts, which, a5
indicated above, usually portray jesus as acting on his own initiative and in
his own authority.

The subject of miracles recurs in the Qurtin in the context of
demands on (he part of the Prophet’s detractors for proof of his mission. In
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the Mecean period in particular, Mubammad's opponents repeatcdly aslk fior

& "Sign” or « miracle to substantiate his prophetic status, The Qurianic

response is that although God is able w do al) things, He declines 1o effect

such mitactes through Mubammad, for a variety of reasons: because they
still would not belicve (e.g. 6:109); or in order to emphasize and reinforee

Mubammad's human, as opposed to divine, startus (i 7:90fF or because e

Qurian shanld be sulficient for them ¢29:50-1) 7 Ip is hinted that the Qur’ﬂn

itself is in fact such u sign (22:49), although some ambiguity arises from the
fact that the word for sign fefvah) wiso denotes a furanic verse.

In the Qurian, the miracles of Jesus do nnt.appc-ar 1o be central
either 16 an understanding of prophets or o an understanding of Jesus
Other verses in the Qurian could e understood as distinguishing Jcsu-s.
fru:m. cven elevaling him over, olther prophets: foremost Emong these are
refercaves to him as the “Word” of God and a “spirit from Him” (4:171.
3:435). Yert these are offser by the oft-repeared denial thut Jesus shares irn tle
divinity throuph sonship or athersive,

Dravid Thoamas hus analyzed some of the main features of the: early
Muslim polemical treatnent of the miracies of Jesus, For the eaylies p@rir}d
ie. the third/ninth century, he abserves the almost ublgyuitous comparison ‘
of fesus with the Old Testament propliets in arder to demonstrage Lha[jesus
was not unique cven in the Bible. This approiach was based on the
assumption that Chiistians saw the miracles of Jesus as prinuny evidence of
his divinity, whereas in fact they were more often seen by Christians as
"_!’:".’\'[_"FI.ESSJ'DHS rather than proofs of his divinity. ™ Thomas wuces an evoly-
tion from this plecemenl approach o the biblical tex, citing lists of other
prophetic miracles. to a more sophisticated approach which had greater
retourse 1o rational and philosophical Argunents, as this topic became
assimiluted into the concerns of the evolving discipline of Lelam (1slamic
theology), L

In classical rgfir {Quranic Lommentaries), the maticr was
;tppmached rather differently. ” Cormmentarors were concerned less with
!)Ihfi(_‘:ll elements or philosophical 1ssves, and tended 10 confine themselves
o direct exposition of the Qurianic verses in question. The influcnce of
llnlcrrelj gious debate was less pronounced bug still perceptibic, for example
;n the insistence that the verses do net impute any superhuma;1 Status o ,
£5L%

‘ _T his article will artempt 10 indicate elements of bath continuity and
discontinuity with the classical approaches. Two types of literature which
tend to address the topic directly are observed, mﬁespondhg G the nwo
senres described in the préceding paragraphs: modern tafsir, and the rather
different and less scholarly popular Muslim wrilings on C.hristianity which
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are availalle in Islamic bookshops in both Muslim and non-Muslim coun-
tries, ollen heing quite widely distribured. Other more literary writings,
such as biographies of Jesus and poetic or fictional works, often yield a
view of Jesus doser to Christian understandings, however, his miracles do
not usually fedture prominently in these.

Tfsir is a religious genre par excellence and fends to e faitly con-
servativee when carnpared to other types of sources. There arc relatively
few modurn comprehensive (i.e. verse by verse, or miwsalala) tafiirs. The
mrtfassirdor (Quetanic commentators) consulted for the purposcs of this ari-
cle inclade the Fgyprian reformer Mubammad ‘Abduh {d. 190%). who is
sometilnes known as “the father of modern fafsf;” former Shaykh al-Azhar
Ahmad hiustafa Al-Mardghi (d. 1945, Egyptian scholars Muhammad
Mahmitud Tijaz1 and <abd al-Karim al-Khatib: die activist Islamist and scholar
Sayyid Qnly (d. 1966), the Tunisian scholar and reformist Muhammad al-
Tahir ihn *Ashir; the Iranian Shitite scholar Mubammad ITusayn Tabatabii
and the prosent Shaykh al-azhar, Shaykh Muhammad Tantawi.” Also
briefly loukced w are the English annotated translations of the Quran by 1he
Ahmadii scholar Malik Ghulam Fard and the Austrian convert to Islam,
Mubamneicl Asacl.

In popular writing on Christianity. one finds a rather broader and
freer trcanment of the issues than one finds in ta/8#. [n them, exigencies of
interreligious debate and polemic sometimes override classieal Tslamic doc-
tring, to the extent thar miracles may cven be denied. Below, the treatment
of mirucles is observed in the well-known Muddbardr SPl-Nagranivyab
(Lectures on Christianity - Cairo: Dar al-Fike al-<Arabi, n.d.) by the Egyplian
religions scholar Muhammad Abn Zahrd, as well as in a number of less eru-
dite waorks, all by Pakistani writers: Ahmad Azhar's Christianity in History
(Lahare: sh, Mubummad Ashraf, 19913, M.H. Durrani’s The Quranic Facks
aboutf Jesits ( Delhi: Noor Publishing House, 1992), and Kauser Niazi's
Mirror of Trindty (Lahore: Sh. Muhammad Ashraf, 1991).

Philosophical Arguments Concerning the Possibility and/or
Desirability of Miracles

Most commentators do not feel the need (o mount a rational
defensc of miracles. In the Quran, just pricr 1o the account of Jesus’ mira-
Cles (3:47), Mary is reparted as asking: “How can I have 2 son when o man
has touched me? The reply is: “Thus Gad creates what He wills, If He
decrees 3 mater, He simply says ‘Be'and it is.” This emphasis on the sav-
treign and unlimited will of God naturally influences commentators’ reat-
ment of the verses which follow. :

Quth draws a link between Jesus’ miracles and the manner of his

T
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Birth, but uses this link to refute any ascription of divinity to Jesus, on the
arounds that *if God is abie to bring about these miracles at the hand of ane
of His creation, then He is able to creqte thal one in a unique way ... there s
no necd, then, for all the deubts and legends which have Zrown up around
lhis special birth, when the matter is referred to the unfeticred will of God,
And when humans do not Limit God, may He be glorified, by that which js
fumilizr to humans, Qutb is dismissive of speeulation as 1o how miracles
are effected. In conmection with the credtion of birds from clay, he states
simply that *we can't know how, because we don't know uniit wday how
God creates life, or how life is disseminaged intey living things” When
God's will is made paramount, the human intermediary becomes almost
irrclevam; Quib says, for exampie, that “He who gives life lor the first time
i able to restore it when He wills. ™ This s reminiscent of the Quranic
ielntke 1o the Meccan pagans whao disbelieved in the resurrection (e
17310

Al-Mardght has the fullest theoretical treatment of miracles, explos-
ing both their relation to scicnce and their eligious value. He assumes thar
the burden of prool is on those who wisl o deny, rather than uphold, the
passihility of miracles, commenting thal those who deny the virgin birth “do
not have a rational proof of its impossibility.” He zoes on o say: “cvery day
we see the ocantence of new phenomena in the universe, some of which
have known other causes, so they're called discoverics or inventions, while
athers don't, sa they're called freals of nuture falatas al-tabrahl® He adds
that the intell| gent person should deduce From this that CUUses (eshah) are
NG 4 rationa] nccessity.

Others ulso insist on God's ability to dispense with means. Tantawi,
{or exumple, sces miracles as demenstrating that “things arc not broy szht
about by cuusality faliyyed/, as the malerialists suy.” but only by God's will,
It the necessity of causality is dispenscd with, an atomistic view of the uni-
verse, which was characteristic of the mainstream *Ashtarire theclogy of
clussical Islam, makes objections o miracles on scientific grounds redun-
dant by removing the distinetion between miracles and the myriad other
actons by which God sustains the universe. Thus, ul-Mardght states thay “if
Gud were to cause the sun to rise in the West instead of the East, this would
be a miracle from the human point of view, although both inavements are
of God's doing, and there is no difference between them.”

However, when al-Mardghi addresses certain scientific objections o
miracles, he places rather more cmphiasis on the constancy of natural laws.
One such objection is the reasoning that had centain modern inventions
been available in the time of the prophets, they would have been consid-
ered miracles, Al-Maraghi states that this constitutes a Inisunderstanding of
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the true spirit of miracles, since scientific inventions are based on Lhcl lav\.js
of mature: i.e. unchanging scienuific principles. Even when there arc appar-
ent anomalies, it is only because cerain principles have yet to be discow-
cred. Moxdern inventions such as electricity and the elephone, no m'fa[u:r
how extranrdinary they appeared to be at first, were ne'_vethelles.*s based on
these unchanging laws and principles. While scientific inventians depend
on natural forces, miracles are of a different order, for they represent the
creation of u new law. By way of jilustration, he draws a ccmu'last between
a person being enabled to enter fire without being bymed Fas in thc_ "
Qurranic story of Abraham - 21:69), and Lh?-mudem invention of ﬁre;:_nrool ‘
dothing. which would achieve the same effect but without contravening the
< of nature, '
. AJ-?'Iiil':ighT helieves that the main purposc of mirac]els is o rermnd_
humans of God’s power; withaut them, the unfailing I‘EgLI]Hl?ll‘}’ of the laws
of nature lulls people into complacency, and supports the view of those
who forget or deny that there is something beyond natre. IIn cffcet, He
who created the laws in the first place draws attention to Ilimself by contra-
ening them on occasion _
i [;‘l\';-h-“lurﬁ ahi, Tantawi and Niazi cxpound a thlf:or}' Whi{.'lll Wils f1r§1 |{u1
forward by the classical mufassir Ton Kathir {d, 7741373}, which prm-']de:a
raticnalization for the particular type of miracle brought b}_' euch pmp!]ct,
According o this view, cach prophet brought miracles which were suited 10
the peaple to whom he was sent, and which was MO ;a]cu]ared _m.,
impress them. Thus, Moses, who lived in an age in w}uch l.l;;ere ware
aconomplished magicians, was able W gutdo thcm when his 'njj:aglcl -
appearcd superior 1o theirs; Jesus came at a time whep medicine was :gb v
Prized and developed, and was thus given bealing miracles; and the Ara s,
10 whom Muhammad was sent, prized eloquence and were accornp_]mhcd
in poctry, 5o a literary miracle in the form of the Qurian was bc?t sgucd o
them. For ohvious reasons, this evolutionary theory of miracles has
come popular in Muslir apologeric writings,
he{romLAT}I;;rég}ﬁ also has nl:ore than mest to say on the way in which F}od
eftects miracles. He believes that God observes the principle_ of gmdua!lsm
(tudarruy), since if miracles were too unrelated to cvervday lif E,.lhE}? might
lead 1o adverse cffects such as nervous illnesses in those who w1trllcss them.
Therefore, there is usually an element of similasity between the miracle and
the nurmal course of events. Thus, 2 clay hird hears a strong resemblance
10 a live bird, and the act of blowing on the clay lessens the shock by creat-
ing an ¢xpectation of something happening on tltm part of the “:’atchem.‘
‘However, al-Marighi does not sec this as detracting from the miraculous
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clement; the healing of a blind person by medical means and the miracu-
lous healing of viganic and incurable blindness are completely dilferenr,
Thus, God can choose to use an agency or intermediary (adsita) in order to
lessen the shock, although Tle has no necd of any. ™
Most commernrarors nake some reference o the function of mira-
cles as an swmbhentication of the prophet who performs them. Bath <Abdub
and ul-aarighi state that it is the custom of God the Almighty to cause mir-
ucles to happen at the hands of Iz prophets when their people ask {or
rhent. anc to make faith dependent on them. ™™ However, the belief that
faith cannot be coerced gives sise 1o some ambivalence on this. “abcuh, for
vxaniple, later points out that miracles, no matter how impressive, do net in
themselves necessitate belief, but tiiere must be a predisposition on the pan
of the witness ™ Shindlarly, al-Maright's emphasis on gradualism means that
there may be an element of doubt on the part of witnesses as 10 whether,
for example, 2 healing has taken piace by natural or supemarural means.
Hervever, Jie does not explicitiy say this, and in fuct states thad bringing the
dead to Wfe, uniike other miracles, leaves no room for doube ™
Al-Ehatily commeits on the transitony nature of miracles, which ure
“Hwe danghier of tieir howr, then they disappear and are seen no more ...
rather like 2 flash of lightening " Were it nol for this, he points o that
there would be potest, and therefore no vimae in belicving in themy;
humans would have no chaoice znd helief would be coereed, He therefore
wives credit to the view, which was contained in some of the traditional
exrtra-Curanic Muslim material, chat the bird which wus creared froim clay
fle=w off immediately, Teaving the watchers with an element of uncenainty,”
He further comnents that despite humans” inabilive to perforim or indrate
miracles, "foolish peaple may sitll conest them, and doubters and disputers
iy st come up with their arguments and explanations, ™
A smzll minodity of Muslims actually deny the possibility of mircles,
whther for rational or polemical reasons. Some comment zdversely on the
centrality ol inimcles o Christianity, as a proof of its inherent irrationality,
which is contrasted with the rationality of Islam. Azhar, in Christéanity in
Higrory, compentts that *mirzeles are of the essence of Christianity; in a
serse, rmiracles gre Chrstianity,” and this leads him 1o the conclusion that
“if mirecles are incredible, Christianity is false” (543, By contrasy, “Islam
relies on ruth imselt, withow the support of miracles,”™ in fact “the miracle of
Isiarmn is rationalism® (172-73).
Azhar gives a critique of mirackes which owes much 1o Western
sources, in particular to the theught of the French phitosopher Emest
Retian, He states that they appeal to the superstitious and the credulous,
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and constite a form of bribery to induce belied (56,68)_. thiat ".}'16\_-‘ risk
hecoming ends in themselves nstead of an aid 0 m-::ral' teachings, :m?i that
they become a reactionary force by offering compensation o the downrod-
den C6L. ] '

Azlwr believes that in fact “Jesus did net perform any mlracles_ in
the sense of an outside agency intervening and formally demgar.in_g {siclthe
rales of natre. Nor did anybody else” (67). Unlike the s asstran, Azhar
refers 10 the aceount of Jesus’ miracles contained in the Gaspels, withour '
eferenice 1o the Qurtanic account, The Gospel miracles are refuted by vari-
aus, sometmes conradictory means, At one point, he suggests that they
were interpolated by Paul (58], while elsewhere he ex_plains that such _
things % demon-possession Were syipioms of hvsteria or hy’po_c—hondna,
which coukd also be cured by “u were touch of the physician® (_ﬁ:_}. He zlso
speaks of "the extreme simplicity of the minds of jesuy disciplcs,"_wha ‘
“helieved in phanwms,” and “imagined that they were sum:umdeq b}i mira-
des: they were complete strangers to the positve science of the time: (ll.*:);
he even guotes with approval the opinion of Renan thu Jesus believed in
miracles hecause e “head 10! the least idea of an urder of Natuve repidafed
By fiaeel lanes” (000, Azhar further cites Repan the (’.'fft‘L:L that the ocoar- ‘
rence of mirades has never been scientifically verified (63, and 10 ask vf'hy
“hey anlv eceur in Christian countries when the need should hg SrEatet in
non-Chrstian countries, comcluding on the latter question 1]3.;;1'[ ‘lsuch .nnra-
cles anel upparitions presuppose a quantum of credulity which is available
anly in Christian countries” (G970, .

Durrani, in Fhe Quitanic Facts about Jesus, also denjes that Jesuy
performed any miracles (although be accepts in principle that Mul}:-unmad
didh), und §hares many poinss in common with Azhar; however, unlike
Azhar, Durrani does at least refer in passing to the (Juranic mimc],::s of .
Jesus.':md, interestingly, he singles out the one whicn is not cmm‘amed ir1
the Gospels, namely the creation of clay irds. He argues that this must be
undersiood as @ parable, since “a prophet’s digniry is rmach above such
actions as the mzking of oy birds,” and “the act of crestion is not aurobut-
able 1> any but the Divine Being” (30).% He is also ﬂmbfvalent ai:a::-ur Lhe
virgin birth, oo the one hand maintaining the classical view that “the hirth
of Tesus is siznilar 1o the birte of Adzm,” while on the other vehernently
rejecting “the lying dogma of birth by a Virgin Mother” {16).

Tuifsirs are generally silene about the alleged miracles of '
Muhammad, whereas some popular works which acknowledge the possi-
ility rof miracles do mention them. One such is Miazi's Mirror of Trinily.
In sfu-ong conuast to the rationalizing endencies of Azhar, Nigx acoepts all
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1he accounts of the mimcles of Muharnmad which are contined in the
puclith terature, These include accounts of stones saluting him, a pillar
weeping. and a tree uprooling itself and coming bejore him and hearing
wimess 1o rhe unily of God and the prophethood of Muhammad at his com-
mand {35 these miracles are said to be superiar 1o those of Jesus precisely
hecuuse they “defy all rationzl explanation” (36). However, Niazi sees the
miracle of the Quran as excelling all others, since it is a miracle zppealing
1oy ihe intellect rather than sensual perception (342,

Comumentary on the Specific Miracles of Jesus and Their
Significance

The maiorily of the modern mugfassirin do not show any parucular
concem to mininize the miracles of Jesus perse, In addition to the four
miracles mentioned ia both Qurdn 3:49 and 5:110, they mostly also consid-
o1 the speaking in the cradle and the telling of what is stored up in houses
te> he miraculous. Furthernore. almost all state (a3 did the classical mrfas-
sir31 ) that the word for “blind™ (a9} means “born blind,” and therefore
involves ozganic and incurahle blindness; they also make a point of sating
it there was no cure for leprosy in Jesus’ day,”

in he case of the miracies of creation and restoring to life, however,
there is a concern To minimize or restrict the mifeof Jesus. Asin the classi-
] commentaries, many syponyms are supplied for the verb “wo create”
¢ kbalaga), such as fashioning or measuting (lagdir) and arranging flariif),
in order 1o showe that the word may have u difierent meaning according 1o
whether the subject is divine or human™ Siace the Qurian almost always
attributes the verb &baloga 1o God, extra-Qurianic sources arc semetimes
cited, as in the ciassical warks, o show how it can mean fashioning and
mukiﬁg when attrihuted to humans. Taldgabat, for example, confivmes that
khalaga can sinply mean pulling together the components of somerhing,
and that the Quranic verse “God is the best of creators” intimates thar the
verh can be atributed to hunwns as well as God ™

some refer, as did the classical commentators a-Razi (d.60G/1209}
and abarsi (d.548/1153), to the various siages invohlved in the creation of the
clay bird(s) ia order o distinguish the role of jesus from that of God *
Tantawad, lor example, says that of the three stages: fashioning the clay o
e form of a bird, blowing on it, and it coming 1o life, Jesus did tae fst
rwo while God did the third ™ Sinilarly, “abdub, paraphrasing Qurido
3110, states that God *makes you li.e. Jesusi a means fsabab) in causing life
tor enter that clay form; you do the fashioning and breathing and God is the
one who creates the hicd ™
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MNeal Robinson has observed the parallelism between the Quranic
description of God's creation of humankind, in which He breathes His spirit
into clay (15:29, 23:12}, and the miracle of the clay birds, Three key words
occur it both accounts: ro breathe (rafalba)l, clay (i) and creation
{kbalg). e remarks on the failure of the classical wragfacsimis, with the
exception of al-Mardghi, who states that the creation of clay birds is a “rep-
resentation” (fdmthil} of the creation of Adam and the whale of
humankind, since miracles in general are aimed at reminding human beings
that there is a Creator.”

Asinthe classical woks, almost all the suifassivan comment on tha
phrase *by His permission,” seeing it a5 a sign of Jesus® *servanthood”
tubidiyvabi® Some, including Tabaabad and hn sAshirn, ® see this as a
direct rebcke to Christians, whether in Mubammad's day or inthe fure,
and an indication 1o them that they woene srong to sec in the mirucles of
Jesus a proof of his divinity.  Synonyms for the word “penmission” fidhn,
grarmmaticaliy attributed to God, perfonm the opposite function 1o the syn-
onyins which are supplied for fcreation,” grammaiically airibured 1o jesos,
in that they strenpthen rather than dilute the original meuning, Thus, as in
thn Kathir's commeatany, words such as “command” fgue), “will”
frrashizr), or “bringing into being/agency” flakuwin) are supplicd.”™

Several are unwilling o speculate on extrinsic details, in conirasi to
the: classical commeniators whe often included legendary marerial, weak
Badith and Jsred’Hiypat (reports [rom converted Christians snd Jews) o sup-
plement the Quranic account, Al-Mardghn, [or example, states il il is not
necessiny to specily the type of bind Jesus created, since the Quran and
Sunna did not specify L and one should not go beyond the wext of the
verse.” Tantawl, however, refers 1o the story that Jesus raised Shem, the son
of Noah, as relaled in the comnientaries of al-Razi, Qurubi id. 367/1172)
and even al-Zanwkhshard (d. 538/1144)."

Some of the popular Muslim writers are less hesitany to give cre-
dence o legendary material zbout Jesus, ‘The wellknown jesus, Prepbet of
Islam, 1y “Ata ur-Rahim® includes an appendix on “Jesus in hadith and
Muslirn Traditions,” Many of these accounts were inchoded in classical
works such as those of ‘Thatabi and al-Ghazali, and they are said to have
been “originally gathered together by the earlier followers of Tesus, espe-
dally those who spread to Arabia and North Africa” (221). and whose
descendants embraced Islam and thus preserved the accounis for Muslim
Posterity, These narratives, which have heen particularly cherished by
Sufis, Darteav Jesus 28 an ascetic and a wise man, but also ane whe per-

s miracles in addition 1o those contained in the Quedn and the New

B3



THE Musliw WorLp

YVOoLUME 90 Svming, 2000

Testament, ™
o Only Tuniawi menticns a matter which was frequently raised by
cLissical Muslin writers who wished 10 show thal Jesus was not unj ug Vis-
I-viwithe Old Testament prophets who performed miracles, namely t(I]mt I
_|j_-~'u.s engaged in prayer before undenaking them 45 The only possible hib-
hc.-.1% support for this, the words of Jesns as ho speaks 0 God just ];ri:iﬂl' o
tising Lazarus (foha 11:41-2), is ciled by “abdul and fo!lowingh him, zl-
Harighi ie Although no explicit reason is given for the citation. it is: :lm':wr
cortainly in order 1o illustrate Jesus” dependence on Gexd i this Tact B
b “Ashiir pays particular attention 1o the miracle of the he:’ilin of
lepers, e discusses the medica) syploms of leposy, ity .social cum;ff
LRRRCCs I jesus’ day fiee, ostracism), and even its placc in Lslamic ]-1w-
n;!:':w]}'.ihat it 15 cansidered to be one of the hidden defects i a spc:m;-
which. if it camres o light after the mariage, gives the right of z!nnuirr;ent tes
!I-_u_- offier spouse. He therefore considers 1his to have been “the mast
TapormanL and uselul of bis ciracles, in rerms of hoth religious and tempo-
raluttaies (dineat wa-diyan e
o While none of the wfessiran refer wo s ules of Jesus referred (o
1 he New Tesament but nor the Quran, such a5 the naturc: mimcl.cs HOHne
i wnumerate specific instances of raising the dead as reported in lheb -
L.Ic :Tpcfls:.* ;bn f.ﬂ.shﬂr includes in this list the Transfiguration (Mt lT-’J.
,I lj,':ir;,[_:.?}?r;u} :fLeuq* a miracle in which Jesus temporarily brovght Mases and
) Very few Mushim writers see Jesus’ miracles as denoting anyihing
-.I|-t:11ct.i'\_'|:! abnut his mission.  Hijazi mentions briefly that “Tesus’ ki}\gdom
WA siziritual and not naterial,” but does not elaborase on this.”" ‘Abduh
el =TS 0 the Sufi belief thay Jesus wus able 1o perform mitacles because his
Pt aspect predominated over his physical aspect, which inturn was
ditc to the role of the Spiritin his bith.® This understanding makes _]csuls
1mire direetly instmimental in the miracles, since he brings them abcl:nut by
eans of an inherent fzeulty (malabar rastleh). Thus, “if he breathed
S0l of hig spirit into a moist clay figure, life entered into it and it became
;lmfnated, and if he, with his spiritual nature, tumed his attention, to 3 s iril
w ]u_fh liad depared fram its hody, he was able to summaon it and rm-;t:!r)e i
‘o hody for a time, ™ ’
ADG Zahed, {n Mubadarat FENasraniyvab, states that *Jesus (peacc
I;c: tpon him) wvas sent 1o give the good news of the spirit, and ro- hanish
ile pleasures which were CcOnSunEng peoples’ scuis in l:hc;se davs” (225 He
govs on ra discuss the reason far the parlicular character of Jesu:s’ miraciea
o comirast 1o al-Maraghi and Tanjawd, he rejocts the theory put forward by-
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Ibn Kathar, on the grounds that the theory does non Fit the facts. Relying on
Renan, ne paints out thae the Jews of Jesus’ time were not in [acl accom-
plished in medicing, Ahii Zahra® sces the frue reason as being tlie Jewish
emplusis on the exwernal, material world and their effecuve denial of the
reality ol te spintual world, Thus, the creation of a bird, and, in particular,
the hlowing on it, illustrates thar tife is impaned by means of something
non-corporedl. The mising of the dead is ¢ven more illustrative of this, in
thut even afler the corpse has begun to decay, Chast's call Lo it brings o spir-
ual dinnension o bear on i, 3o that the process of decomposition is acioul-
ly reversed. This miracle also chullenged the prevailing disbelicl in the res-
urrcction of the body. The miracles are thercfore “an announcement of the
spirit and a proof of its cxistence.” and in zccordance with the nature of
Jesus' mission (25-27),

The spirirual (but not necessanily distncive) nature of Jesus' nission
is alzo emphasized by those who deny miracles on rational or other
grounds, Malik Ghulam Farid gives metaphorical interpretations of the mir-
acles of Jesus as reported in the Quridn, Thus, the word for "bird” 15 said to
dennte "a highly spiritual man who soars high into spiritual regions.” The
possililivy of Jesas adually having created a bird from clay s denied on tiwe
grounds that it is not mentioned in the New Testament, and, had i
occurred, it would bave lenmi suppor o the caim of divinity [or Jesus;
instead, e wccount signifies that " ordinary men of humble origin
possessing the inherent capacity for growth and developroent came inteo
contact with him [fe. Jesus] and accepted his Message, they would undergo
a complete transfornation of ther fives, ™

Strajlarty, weith regard ta the healing miracles, Ghulam Farid savs
that “the Prophets of God are spiritual physicians; they give eves ta those
that huve lost spiritual sight, and hearing 1o thoss whio are spiritoally dead.”
The word for blind, amea#, would therefome mean *such a person as pos-
sesses the light of faith but being weak of resolve cannot stand trials. He
sees i daytime, Le. 5o long as Lhere dare no weials and the sun of &Gich shines
forth unclouded, bul when the niglt comes, i.e. when there are mals and
sacrifices 1o e made, he loses his spirinial vision and stands still
Likewise, the word for lepeous denotes “one who i imperfect in faith, hav-
ing patches of diseased skin among healthy ones.” Ghulam Fardd insists that
“those actually dezd are never restored 1o life in this world, Such a belief is
diametrically opposed ta the whole Quranic teaching, ™

Mubammad Asad has similarly metaphorical inlerpretations of Jesuy’
miracies, He poinis out that the Arubic word for bird, fayr, was used 1o
denote formine or destiny in pre-Islamic poetry, concluding that “in the par-
abolic manner so beloved by him, Jesus intimated to the children of [srael
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thut out of the hurehle clay of their lives ke would fashion for them the
vision of a soaring destiny.” The raising of the dead is taken 1o refer o
thosse whe are spititually dead, and this is supported by reference to anoth-
¢r (Quranic verse (6:122) which uses the word dead in this metaphorical
sense, Likewise, the healing of the hlind and the leper would denote “sn
inner regencration of people who were spirually diseased and blind to the
tryth, ™

Conclusions

within fafsir, there is o fair degree of vontinuity with the classical
winks as [ar a5 direct commentary on the verses in question is concerned.
A efare. the mirdcles of Jesus arc nok seen as any cause for cmbarrass-
aent: and are imegrated into an Bamic understanding of prophethood. As
in clussical commentarics, reference to the text of the Gospels s relatively
rare, and there is no referenee ta Christan understandings of Jesus® mira-
cles. However, fafsir has always beon a vehicle for response o new ¢ir-
cumsfances, and one new elenent one finds is the response w the chal-
wenge of the scientific age, and the resulting thearetical discussion of mira-
clos 1o be found in several wfsis ™ Such discussions are generally fimaly
rontend in Iskainic theology and the undemstanding of God's unlimited will,
and avo’d roo much abstruat discussion or speculation.

Popular works are far more likely o engage in specualtion on var-
s issues. It is in them that one can most easily diseem the influence of
interreligicus polemics. in these, there is more relerence 1o the biblical text
ariel al=o o Western authors, bul onty for purposes of refulation of what is
perecived o be the Christian position. In the context of the denial of Jesus”
divinity, cne does occassionally sl find reference to the miracles of the
CHid Tesament proghets, although these were not relerred to ia the works
surveyed above ™ The denial of Jesus' riracles, where this occurs, does not
neoessanly arise from a rationalizing rendency. In fact, Aluhammad Asad is
e emly one whose denial of them is part of a consistent hennencutic, as
cvidenced by his mewphorical intespretations of other supernatural ele-
mients in the Qurran.™ Although Ghulam Farid's weatment of Jesus' mivacles
is similar to that of Asad, he does not deny or minimize other supernatural
elements in the Quran, and accepts at face value, for example, the account
of the angels supporting and strengthening the Muslims at the Batles of
Tadr and Thod (Qurran 3:124-5; 9. His affiliation with the Ahmadiyya,
wha have a trudition of ant-Chbst polemic originating with their founder in
the nineteenth century, may be a more significant factar.” The Ahmadis’
denial that there was anything special or mysterious about the end of Jesus'
curthly life, contra the view of many other Muslims, is anciher example of
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de-emphasizing the apparendy supernatural elements in the Quranic por-
rrayal of Yesus. Azhar, Durrani and Niazi all mention i their works that
they are tesponding 10 Christian missionary activitics and Jierature, which
suggests that there is a direet or indirect response to arguments that have
been pat forward at different tines and places by Christian missionaties,
Obwirus examples would be the link between Jesus’ miracles and his
alleged divinity, or the claim that Jesus is superior to Muhamwmad.

The miracles of Josus are rarely, if ever, interpreted as a manifesta-
tion of God's compassion. Although al-Khatth comments dl Jesus “came
as a sign of God's mercy” 1o his people, this {s in the sense that all prophets
arc a manifesiation of God's mercy, and, io the case of Jesus, the panticular
aspect of mercy was his lightening of cenain aspueus of refigious law ™
Neither ai-Khagil» nore anyone else describes Jesus s o mercy in the context
of his rmiracies® This may seem surprising, since Muslims oflen cmphasize
God's connpassion. but may be caplained by the fact that to make Jesus sa
directly instrumental in the dispensing of God’s compassion is felt to associ-
ate hir 1ea closely with the divine character. Nor do any of the exegenes or
writers miake any connection hetween the heuling miracles of Jesus and the
prictices in popular, Sufi-influenced forms of Islam, whereby supplication
is made ro God and to saints or holy men for the healing of illnesses,

The majority of Muslim sources accept the Fact of miracles having
oecurrcd at the hand of Jesus, but do not aocord them signdficance beyond
being « inanifestation of God's power and a »aiidarion of Jesus’ prophet-
howod, The few cormmentators whe draw nearer 1w Christian understandings
of the spiritual significance of Jesus' miracles Cwehich imply a loss passive
rofe for Jesus) usually do so ot the expense of the physical dimension, by
interpreting, the miracles metapherically. Perhaps it is difficull 1o acoommeo-
date hotl spiritual and physical dimensions in the absence of a doctdne of
Incarnation.
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