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FOREWORD

God spoke. And the sound resounded. Yet from that echo it was not truth that was born, but religions.

What follows is no tale of triumph; it is not some legend in which revelation is crowned and made to blaze with light. On the contrary, this book traces the thread of a long and aching history—a history in which the act of telling grows weary, in which the word is crushed beneath its own weight.

If God possesses absolute power, if His word is without flaw, if revelation is indeed divine—then why does the earth today shelter not a single narrative of God, but a host of mutually hostile Gods? Why should one and the same voice splinter into so many quarrels; why should one and the same word, passing from hand to hand, harden into a blade?

It would seem, then, that the trouble runs too deep to be sealed shut with the verdict, “Man is in error, man is a sinner.” It would seem the wound lies not in the human heart but in the method itself.

The bond between God and man has, from the very first, been pinched tight within a single knot: the condition of being narratable. How is the infinite to be contained within the finite? How is the transcendent to fall into language? Can the absolute, once it brushes against the word, remain undiminished?

This knot was never untied. Nor was it ever abandoned. And so the same road was walked again and again; the same instrument was taken up: words.

God spoke. He sent messengers. He carved into stone, wrote upon hides, bound the words into books. Each time He addressed the human being; He called out, He warned, He made His promises. From the very beginning, revelation was loaded onto the shoulders of language. For man clung to the world by means of language, and God wished to seize man at precisely the point where he held fast.

But the outcome did not change.

The same word, in different mouths, took on meanings other and other again. The same text set brother against brother, father against son. The same speech raised up thrones, and the same speech laid those thrones in the dust. As the word multiplied, truth grew no clearer; on the contrary, it shattered.

God spoke—but human beings did not hear one another.

And here a disquieting thought takes shape: perhaps the trouble was never in the ears of man. Perhaps the trouble lay in the form of revelation. For religion, more often than not, did not narrate God; it taught men to speak in the name of God. Each word gave birth to a fresh interpretation, each interpretation founded a fresh authority. The more the word was sanctified, the further God withdrew.

The instant God spoke, the interpreters rose to their feet. And each time, God vanished into the shadow of His own word.

This, precisely, is the trouble: God placed too much trust in the word.

Language cannot bear what cannot be defined. The text cannot chain the absolute. The word, the moment it touches power, changes course. Revelation, once imprisoned in the word, multiplies, collides, bleeds. This is no longer a matter of pedagogy; it is a catastrophe of communication concerning existence itself.

Let us ask, then—and let us not draw back: why should a God who knows all things have labored so to make Himself known? Why should that whose word is divine have been split so easily? Why should that whose revelation is luminous have stood, in every age, in need of being explained anew?

This is not blasphemy. Nor is it rebellion. It is a diagnosis.

And in the very midst of this diagnosis there rises the most shattering claim in the history of religions: The word did not suffice. The word became flesh.

It is here that the Christian narrative cuts the discourse short. God no longer merely speaks; He becomes visible. He does not remain in the text; He steps into history. He ceases to be a concept; He is wounded. “In the beginning was the Word”—but this Word does not stand still: it walks, it touches, it sheds its blood, and it dies.

God, abandoning the attempt to narrate, tries instead to show Himself.

At the center of this claim stands Jesus. Not as a teacher, nor as a text, but rather as a kind of confession. The Word ceases to be idea; it becomes flesh, becomes bone. For perhaps God has conceded this: man believes not in what he hears or reads, but in what he sees. He surrenders not to explanation, but to encounter.

For this reason Jesus is, before he is any dogma, a divine change of direction; the silent yet shattering cry of “the word did not suffice.” In place of law, God sets the body; in place of the text, life; in place of the verdict, existence.

But the Quran halts at precisely this stage. It steps one pace nearer, one pace back. It names Jesus “the Word of God” and “a spirit from Him”—yet it does not name him God. The Word is exalted—but it is not upon the throne. This is not a refutation but a drawing of boundaries; not the method but the conclusion is reined in.

And it is along this very fault line that this book walks. On one side, God’s insistence upon speaking; on the other, the ceaseless unraveling of the word; on one side, revelation; on the other, interpretation.

And in the very middle there stands a possibility that cannot be silenced: Perhaps God’s only trouble is the telling of Himself.

This text does not sit in judgment upon God; but it does shatter the voices erected in God’s name. It does not reject the text; but neither does it ignore the limits of the word. It does not deify Jesus; but neither does it deny why he should stand so firmly at the center.

For if God truly spoke, why is there still need of so many intermediaries, so many interpretations, so many authorities?

Perhaps the answer is frighteningly simple: God’s only trouble is the telling of Himself.

And perhaps it is for this reason that, when words did not suffice, He cast Himself into the risk.




THE HUMAN MIND AND ITS RECKONING WITH THE CONCEPT OF GOD

The human mind is held to be among the most intricate structures in the universe—and yet the paradox is this: that intricate structure cannot pass beyond its own limits. Our brain is a web woven of some eighty-six billion neurons, a system that, every second, forms, dissolves, and reorders trillions of synaptic connections.1 But for all this prodigious capacity for computation, the mind is condemned to remain finite. We may, perhaps, think infinity; yet to grasp it in the true sense—to experience it, to take it within ourselves—lies beyond our power.

This boundedness shows itself in its starkest nakedness when the matter at hand is the concept of God. For if a creator exists, and if this creator is a being who transcends the universe, time, and space, then the mind that strives to understand Him is itself an instrument fashioned by that very creator. One might picture the situation thus: a computer program endeavors to comprehend the mind of the programmer who wrote it. However sophisticated the program may grow, can it ever apprehend the programmer’s consciousness, his feelings, his creative power? How is it to behold a higher reality—one that sets the very conditions of its own existence—while gazing from inside that reality?

The Quran is aware of this impasse. The phrase in the Sūra of Sincerity, “there is nothing comparable unto Him,”2 is no mere theological declaration; it is, at the same time, an epistemological boundary-line. If nothing is the equal of God, then neither is there any point of reference by which we might grasp Him. We can draw no comparison, frame no analogy, fix no scale. At this point the mind falters—for the whole of our processes of understanding is built upon comparison, classification, and illustration.

The philosophers of antiquity sought to surmount this difficulty by way of the via negativa: we cannot say what God is, but we can say what He is not.3 God is not finite, not material, not changeable, not deficient. This chain of negations may stretch on without end; yet what remains in our hands at the last is not a concept, but the absence of one. As a sculptor arrives at form by chiseling away the excess from the marble, so do we, by way of negations, approach a silhouette—but the silhouette is never filled in.

In the history of Islamic thought, this question took shape as the conflict between tanzīh and tashbīh.4 Tanzīh is the purifying of God of every created attribute; tashbīh, the use of likenesses to draw Him nearer to human understanding. When the Muʿtazilite theologians pressed their insistence upon tanzīh, the concept of God grew so abstract that it ceased to be a being one might worship, petition in prayer, or feel love toward. Excessive tashbīh, on the other hand, carried the danger of cramping God into an anthropomorphic mold.

The truth is that the human mind is condemned to swing between these two extremes. Neither pure abstraction satisfies us, nor crude concretization. Perhaps the real task is to accept this oscillation itself—and to see in it not a weakness, but a natural condition of being human.

The human mind suffers no vacuum. When we cannot make sense of a concept, we liken it to something we already know. This is an evolutionary necessity: our ancestors survived by likening an unknown shadow to a familiar predator.5 The same mechanism is at work in the metaphysical domain. The mind that cannot grasp God tries to pour Him into a familiar mold. And the most familiar mold is, of course, man himself.

Anthropomorphism—the imagining of God in human form—is a phenomenon all but universal. The Greek gods feast upon Olympus, they envy, they wage war. The Hindu gods dance, play the flute, fall in love. Even within the most abstract of the monotheist traditions, God “speaks,” “sees,” “hears,” “grows wrathful,” “loves.” Though these expressions are held to be figurative, in the depths of the mind they shape concrete images.

Seen from a psychoanalytic vantage, the image of God most often coincides with the figure of the father.6 Freud read this relation as a pathological projection; but it is possible to carry the matter beyond psychological reductionism. The father figure—protector, guide, holder of authority, who punishes and yet loves—is a universal archetype. And this archetype inevitably comes into play in the understanding of the concept of God.

The Quran is aware of this tendency, and it both employs and curbs it. On the one hand, anthropomorphic expressions are used of God—“hand,” “face,” “establishing Himself upon the throne”; on the other, the verse “there is nothing like unto Him”7 stresses that these images are not to be taken literally. This may be read as a kind of pedagogical strategy: the mind is given the concreteness it requires, while at the very same moment the limits of that concreteness are drawn.

But here lies a critical point. Expressions understood as figurative in the original context of sacred texts can, over time, be rendered literal. Or the reverse: an expression intended literally can be turned into metaphor because it causes discomfort. These transformations depend upon the theological framework the interpreter has accepted in advance. The relation between text and reader, therefore, is never innocent, never neutral.

Sacred texts are, by definition, an attempt to convey the transcendent to finite beings. This attempt must wrestle with the limits of language. For language is born of experience; it falls short in expressing what has never been experienced. The states the mystics call “beyond words” are precisely the confession of this falling-short.

Sacred texts try to surmount this difficulty by way of likeness, allegory, and symbol. God is a “refuge,” a “shepherd,” a “fire,” a “light.”8 Not one of these likenesses says what God is; yet each illumines one dimension of God’s relation to His creatures. The refuge calls to mind protection; the shepherd, guidance; fire, at once its scorching and its purifying power; light, illumination.

The language of the Quran is, in this respect, exceedingly rich. The famous “Light Verse” in the Sūra of Light is a powerful instance: “God is the light of the heavens and the earth. The likeness of His light is as a niche wherein is a lamp. The lamp is within a glass. The glass is as it were a glittering star…”9 This verse describes not the essence of God, but His relation to existent things. Light is something that enables us to see while itself remaining unseen. God, too, is presented as a principle that makes existence possible while itself eluding all grasp.

The power of the language of likeness is, at the same time, its peril. It is powerful, because it renders abstract concepts accessible through concrete images. It is perilous, because images can, in time, become the concept itself. The metaphor of God’s “hand,” while in one culture it expresses His power, may in another be understood as a literal limb. A considerable share of the sectarian divisions throughout history rests upon semantic slippages of just this kind.

More important still, the language of likeness performs a selective emphasis. Every likeness used of God brings certain of His aspects to the fore while casting others into shadow. The likeness of “father” stresses nearness but conceals distance. The likeness of “king” stresses authority but shadows tenderness. Which likenesses come to be preferred, therefore, may be as much a political choice as a theological one. Structures of power can consolidate their own legitimacy by promoting particular images of God.

If God wishes to enter into communication with human beings, how is He to do it? A direct contact would annihilate the finite being—just as gazing upon the sun with the naked eye leads to blindness. An indirect contact, on the other hand, requires intermediaries. And the most fundamental intermediary is the word.

In the Semitic traditions, the word is far more than an ordinary instrument of communication. The word creates, the word destroys, the word transforms. In the creation narrative of the Torah, God says, “Let there be light,” and there is light.10 Between speech and being there is a direct relation; to say is to bring into being. This understanding reaches its summit in the opening of the Gospel of John: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”11

The Quran, too, is an heir to this tradition. The expression “Kun fa-yakūn”—“Be, He says, and it is”12—stresses the creative power of the divine speech. Yet here there is a contradiction: if the word of God is so mighty, how is the insufficiency of the human language that bears that word to be explained? What does the divine message lose, into what is it transformed, as it is poured into a human instrument—language?

This question is a matter of dispute within the Quran itself. The seventh verse of the Sūra of the Family of ʿImrān says that there are two kinds of verses in the Quran: the muḥkam (clear, of fixed meaning) and the mutashābih (ambiguous, of manifold meaning).13 The muḥkam verses are “the mother of the Book”; the mutashābih verses require interpretation. But who is to interpret what is mutashābih? The continuation of the verse yields two different meanings according to differing choices of recitation and punctuation: either “none knows but God,” or “God and those firmly grounded in knowledge know.” The difference between these two readings gives rise to theologically colossal consequences.

This, precisely, is the dilemma of the Word: it carries the divine message, yet at the same time it sets its bounds. On the one hand it is revelation made concrete; on the other, it is revelation reduced. Without the word God cannot reach human beings; but when He reaches them by way of the word, He is hemmed in by the human capacity for understanding.

The meanings of words are not fixed. The context shifts, the culture shifts, the age shifts—and words take on different resonances. Where sacred texts are concerned, this state of affairs gives rise to theological consequences. One and the same verse may be understood differently in different periods, and there is no objective criterion to determine which meaning is “correct.”

The tale of Moses and al-Khiḍr in the Sūra of the Cave offers a striking instance of this problem.14 In the tale, al-Khiḍr bores a hole in a boat. Moses objects: will you drown innocent people? Al-Khiḍr’s answer comes at the tale’s end: behind the boat there was a tyrannical king who was seizing every sound vessel; by making the boat appear damaged, I saved it for its owners.

Now, in the Arabic of the verse, al-Khiḍr says: “I desired to render it defective.”15 What is striking is the use here of the phrase “I desired.” In the later portions of the tale, by contrast, different modes of agency are used for the slaying of the boy and the repairing of the wall. For the boy’s death it is said, “our Lord willed”; for the repairing of the wall, “your Lord willed.”

This fine distinction occupied the commentators for centuries. Why does al-Khiḍr say “I desired” when he bores the boat, yet “your Lord willed” when he slays the boy? The classical interpretation runs thus: deeds that appear evil (the boring of the boat) are ascribed to al-Khiḍr, while outcomes that are in truth good (the rescue from the tyrant king) are ascribed to God. This is a manner of expression dictated by reverence.

But another reading is also possible. Perhaps the text is drawing a distinction between different kinds of act. The boring of the boat is a physical intervention, and may be carried out by an intermediary. To put an end to a child’s life, however, requires disposal over life and death—which is the domain of the divine will alone. The repairing of the wall is likewise bound to the divine plan, for it serves an unseen purpose (the inheritance of the orphaned children).

This tale shows how slippages of meaning operate. The same text, read with different points of focus, delivers different messages. And what determines which focus the reader will choose is, more often than not, not the text itself but the reader’s prior assumptions.

The tale of the Cave reminds us, at the same time, of this: in sacred texts, not everything is as it appears at first glance. The outward meaning may conceal an inner depth. The boat is bored—but this hole is, in truth, a rescue. The boy is slain—but this death is to preserve the faith of the mother and father. The wall is repaired—but this repair is for the future of the orphaned children.

This perspective may be applied to the whole of the Quran. The concepts of al-Raḥmān and al-Raḥīm may appear, at first glance, synonymous—but they are not. The pronouns Allāh and Hū seem to point to the same being—but between them there may lie a fine distinction. The Quranic descriptions of Jesus seem to sketch the portrait of an ordinary prophet—but between the lines another picture may be taking shape.


AL-RAḤMĀN AND AL-RAḤĪM: TWO CONCEPTS, TWO DISTINCT DIMENSIONS

“Bismillāhi’r-Raḥmāni’r-Raḥīm.”

Every Muslim repeats this sentence dozens of times a day. Before eating, on setting to work, while driving, on crossing a threshold. The basmala is the most often uttered formula of Islam; it stands at the head of one hundred and thirteen sūras of the Quran, is counted as a verse within the Fātiḥa, and is the ritual threshold of daily life. Yet it is this very ordinariness that renders its meaning invisible. Habit is the greatest enemy of awareness.

Let us look closely at the structure of the basmala. There are three elements: Allāh, al-Raḥmān, al-Raḥīm. Grammatically, al-Raḥmān and al-Raḥīm are adjectives qualifying the name Allāh. It is generally rendered as “in the name of God, the Most Compassionate, the Most Merciful.” This translation is not wrong; but it is incomplete. For there is a question we must put: why two attributes? If both mean “merciful,” why the repetition? Arabic is a tongue that shuns needless repetition. And the Quran is the summit of Arabic. The placing of these two words side by side, then, must point to a deliberate structure of meaning.

The traditional commentary noticed this difficulty and attempted to answer it. The most widespread explanation runs thus: al-Raḥmān expresses God’s general mercy directed toward all created things, while al-Raḥīm expresses His particular mercy directed especially toward the believers.16 This reading seems coherent, but problems arise when it is tested against the Quran’s own usage. There are verses in which the attribute al-Raḥmān is used for the believers alone, while al-Raḥīm embraces the deniers as well. The “general-particular” distinction, therefore, does not quite coincide with the textual evidence.

The structural character of the basmala leads us to a deeper question: are these three names—Allāh, al-Raḥmān, al-Raḥīm—truly synonymous, or do they point to differing ontological levels? Is there here some likeness of arrangement to the Father–Son–Holy Spirit triad of Christian theology? Such a question may strike one as unsettling from the vantage of Islam’s austere conception of divine unity. But unsettlement is the starting point of thought. The Quran itself, by setting these three names side by side, erects a structure. To ask what this structure means is no infidelity to the text but the highest form of reverence toward it.

The classical commentarial tradition rendered al-Raḥmān and al-Raḥīm as “exceedingly merciful” and “exceedingly compassionate,” presenting the difference between them as a matter of degree. Zamakhsharī, Rāzī, Qurṭubī—most of the great commentators walked this line.17 Yet this approach overlooks several critical points.

First: in the Quran the name al-Raḥmān is used for God alone; the attribute is never applied to any created being. Al-Raḥīm, by contrast, is used both of God and of a Messenger. In the 128th verse of the Sūra of Repentance, the Prophet is described as raʾūfun raḥīm—“most kind, most merciful.”18 This is a most striking distinction. Were al-Raḥmān and al-Raḥīm synonymous, why should one be reserved to God alone while the other could be ascribed even to a human being?

Second: there are passages in which the Quran uses the name al-Raḥmān as an independent name, apart from Allāh. In the 110th verse of the Sūra of the Night Journey it is said, “Call upon Allāh or call upon al-Raḥmān; whichever you call upon, to Him belong the most beautiful names.”19 Here Allāh and al-Raḥmān are offered as though they were two distinct options. If the two expressed exactly the same thing, this sentence would be meaningless. It would be like saying, “call it water or call it H₂O”—of zero informational value. Yet the verse imparts a piece of knowledge: these two names point to the same being but stress different aspects of Him.

Third—and perhaps most important—is the reaction of the Meccan polytheists to the name al-Raḥmān. In the 60th verse of the Sūra of the Criterion it is said: “When they are told, ‘Prostrate to al-Raḥmān,’ they say, ‘And what is al-Raḥmān? Are we to prostrate to whatever you command us?’”20 This reaction is strange. The Meccans knew the name Allāh; they recognized Him as the Lord of the Kaʿba. But to al-Raḥmān they were strangers. This circumstance suggests that al-Raḥmān was no simple attribute, but a self-standing concept bearing a definite theological context.

The historical evidence supports this thought. In pre-Islamic South Arabia—particularly in the Ḥimyarite Kingdom of Yemen—Raḥmān was a name given to the one God. In an inscription dated to the year 536 of the common era, the phrase “Raḥmān and His Son the Messiah” is used to celebrate the victory of a Christian Abyssinian army.21 This inscription shows plainly that the name Raḥmān corresponded, in Christian terminology, to “God the Father.” And the reaction of the Meccan polytheists gains its meaning within this context: they knew Raḥmān as the name of the Christians’ god, and they were objecting to Muhammad’s use of that name.

When one surveys the Quran as a whole, the patterns of usage of al-Raḥmān and al-Raḥīm display marked differences. To examine these differences systematically helps to clarify the semantic fields of the two concepts.

Al-Raḥmān, in the Quran, is most often bound up with foundational authority and creative power. “Al-Raḥmān established Himself upon the throne”22—that is, He took His seat upon the throne of the universe. “You see no contradiction in the creation of al-Raḥmān”23—the all-encompassing order is His work. “Al-Raḥmān, who created the heavens and the earth”24—He is the source of creation.

Al-Raḥmān is, moreover, connected with the Day of Reckoning and the Last Judgment. “On that Day none shall speak save those whom al-Raḥmān permits”25—He is the sovereign of the Day of Reckoning. “He who rebels against al-Raḥmān”26—He is the one against whom rebellion is directed.

Curiously, al-Raḥmān also comes to the fore in the context of the ascription of offspring. “They said al-Raḥmān has taken a child; assuredly you have uttered a most monstrous thing”27—to attribute a son to al-Raḥmān is a deviation singled out for particular emphasis. This seems a sign of direct opposition to the Christian conception of “God the Father.”

Al-Raḥīm, in the Quran, is bound up rather with forgiveness, pardon, and protection. “God is exceedingly forgiving, exceedingly merciful (Ghafūrun Raḥīm)”28—He is the seal of forgiveness. The attribute al-Raḥīm comes almost always together with another attribute: Tawwāb (accepter of repentance) Raḥīm, Ghafūr (forgiver) Raḥīm, Raʾūf (kind) Raḥīm.

Al-Raḥīm is also used in the context of nearness to human beings and of guidance. The Prophet’s being described as raʾūfun raḥīm29 shows that this attribute may hold good even at the human level. Al-Raḥīm is the divine aspect that draws near to man, that touches him, that protects him.

When these patterns of usage form a table, the following picture takes shape:








	Al-Raḥmān
	Al-Raḥīm





	Universal authority
	Individual protection



	Establishment upon the throne
	Forgiveness



	Creation
	Guidance



	The Day of Reckoning
	Acceptance of repentance



	Absolute power
	Nearness to man



	Reserved to God alone
	May be ascribed to man as well





This table shows that the two concepts are not synonymous, but correspond to differing ontological and functional levels. Al-Raḥmān is the name of divine authority and of universal sovereignty; al-Raḥīm is the aspect of that authority which reaches out toward created things, touches them, enters into relation with them.

When one looks more closely at the Quranic usage of al-Raḥmān, a powerful emphasis upon power and authority—beyond the meaning of “mercy”—becomes plainly visible. This emphasis accords, too, with the etymological structure of the name al-Raḥmān.

In Arabic the faʿlān pattern expresses the intensity of a quality to the point of overflowing. As is seen in such examples as ghaḍbān (full of wrath), sakrān (full of drink), ʿaṭshān (full of thirst), this mold carries the adjective to the summit of the quality. Al-Raḥmān is of the same mold—it means the absolute and boundless source of mercy. But here is the point that demands attention: to be the source is a station higher than what flows from the source. Al-Raḥmān is not the storehouse of mercy; He is mercy itself, the very essence of mercy.

In the Quran, the 5th verse of the Sūra Ṭā Hā lays bare this dimension of power with clarity: “Al-Raḥmān established Himself upon the throne.” The throne is the symbol of divine sovereignty; to establish oneself upon it means to be the absolute master of the order of existence. This verse lifts al-Raḥmān out of being a mere attribute and sets Him in the station of a transcendent subject.

A similar emphasis is seen at the opening of the Sūra of Dominion: “It is al-Raḥmān who created the seven heavens in layers. You see no disorder in the creation of al-Raḥmān.” Here al-Raḥmān is the name of creative power. The universal order—the orbits of the planets, the structure of atoms, the biology of living things—is wholly the act of al-Raḥmān.

In the Sūra of Mary, by contrast, the consequences of rebelling against al-Raḥmān are recounted: “Say: whoever is in error, al-Raḥmān grants him respite.”30 Here al-Raḥmān is a figure of authority who grants a term, calls to account, punishes. Mercy here means less tenderness than the deferral of justice.

When these verses are weighed together, it is seen that al-Raḥmān does not possess a meaning confined to “mercy.” Al-Raḥmān is a divine dimension that creates, governs, rules, calls to account. Authority, justice, and power stand at the center of this name. Mercy, for its part, expresses the general disposition of this power toward created things—but this disposition contains justice and order as much as tenderness.

The semantic field of al-Raḥīm differs markedly from that of al-Raḥmān. From a linguistic vantage, the faʿīl pattern expresses a continuous action, or the agent who performs that action.31 ʿAlīm (knowing), Qadīr (powerful), Baṣīr (seeing)—all the adjectives of this mold tell of an active structure. Al-Raḥīm, likewise, means “the one who shows mercy,” “the one who actively enacts mercy.”

This difference corresponds to the distinction between essence and act. Al-Raḥmān is the essential source of mercy; al-Raḥīm is that essence turned into act. Let us think by way of a likeness to the sun: the sun is the source of heat and light—this corresponds to al-Raḥmān. The arrival of the sun’s rays upon the earth, their making the plants grow, their giving life to living things—this corresponds to al-Raḥīm. Source and flow, essence and manifestation, the potential and the actual.

The contexts of al-Raḥīm‘s usage in the Quran confirm this distinction. Al-Raḥīm comes almost always together with a verb of action: to forgive (ghafara), to accept repentance (tāba), to protect (ḥafiẓa). “God is Tawwāb, He is Raḥīm”32—He accepts repentance and shows mercy. “God is Ghafūr, He is Raḥīm”33—He forgives and shows mercy. These patterns stress the active character of al-Raḥīm.

That al-Raḥīm can be ascribed to a human being has to do, too, with this active character. The saying of raʾūfun raḥīm of a messenger in Repentance 128 shows that a prophet may bear divine mercy, may convey it to human beings. Al-Raḥmān is reserved to God alone, for He is the source of mercy; no created thing can be the source. But al-Raḥīm is the flow of mercy, and this flow may be realized by way of intermediaries as well.

Seen thus, the relation of al-Raḥīm to the concept of “son” gains meaning. In Christian theology the Son (the Logos) is the arm of the Father reaching out toward humanity; the manifestation of the divine upon the human plane. In the Quran, al-Raḥīm performs a like function: it is the dimension of al-Raḥmān‘s power and mercy that reaches created things, touches them, enters into relation with them.

The etymological connections among the Semitic languages cast light upon the roots of these concepts. The Arabic Raḥmān and the Hebrew Raḥūm (רַחוּם) come from the same root: R-Ḥ-M. This root is bound, in both languages, with the concepts of “womb” and “mercy.” The warmth of the mother’s womb, its protection, its nourishment—this is the concrete source of the concept of mercy.34

There is, however, an important difference between the Hebrew and the Arabic usages. In the Torah, Raḥūm appears as one of God’s attributes, but in a particular context: as the pair “Raḥūm and Ḥannūn” (merciful and gracious).35 This pair is used almost always together, and expresses God’s tenderness in His relation with the Children of Israel.

The Arabic Raḥmān, on the other hand, is of a different structure. As we noted above, the faʿlān mold expresses intensity and overflowing. Where the Hebrew Raḥūm is of a more passive structure (the one who is merciful), the Arabic Raḥmān carries an active and absolute meaning (mercy itself, the source of mercy).

This difference gives rise to theological consequences. In the Torah, Raḥūm is one of the attributes of YHWH, the God of Israel—but it is not the most important. YHWH is defined first and foremost as “Ehyeh Asher Ehyeh” (I Am That I Am);36 His being merciful is one of the qualities of that essence.

In the Quran, by contrast, al-Raḥmān is raised to a station all but equivalent to Allāh. The verse “Call upon Allāh or call upon al-Raḥmān”37 expresses this equivalence plainly. Al-Raḥmān is no ordinary attribute, but an alternative name given to the divine essence itself.

This circumstance accords, too, with the historical context. In pre-Islamic South Arabia, Raḥmān was the name of the one God of the monotheist faith. The Arab communities under Jewish and Christian influence used this name for the one God. The Quran inherited this terminology and integrated it into its own theological framework.

The Hebrew counterpart of al-Raḥīm, for its part, shows a more direct connection. The Hebrew Raḥamim (רַחֲמִים) means “mercy” or “compassion,” and is a plural form—as though mercy were not a single feeling but the sum of many acts of mercy. The Arabic Raḥīm lies in the same semantic field: the one who shows mercy, the one who enacts mercy.

This etymological analysis fortifies the difference between al-Raḥmān and al-Raḥīm. Al-Raḥmān, as the absolute source of mercy, is a name pertaining to the essence of God. Al-Raḥīm is the active manifestation of that essence toward created things. Where the Hebrew tradition’s pair “Raḥūm and Ḥannūn” expresses a particular divine quality, the Quran’s pair “al-Raḥmān and al-Raḥīm” contains a deeper proposition concerning the structure of the divine being.


Al-Raḥmān: The Divine Manifestations of a Non-Physical Fatherhood

One of the most astonishing elements of the theological universe the Quran builds is the reaction the Meccan polytheists showed to the name al-Raḥmān. This reaction represents a critical deviation that the standard narrative of Islamic history has overlooked, or upon which it has not dwelt enough.

The scene in the Sūra of the Criterion is striking: “When they are told, ‘Prostrate to al-Raḥmān,’ they say, ‘And what is al-Raḥmān? Are we to prostrate to whatever you command us?’—and it increases their aversion.”38 This question of the Meccans—“And what is al-Raḥmān?”—seems at first glance unintelligible. For these same Meccans knew the name Allāh perfectly well. They worshipped Allāh as the Lord of the Kaʿba. Why, then, were they such strangers to al-Raḥmān?

The traditional commentary brushes this question aside by laying it to the ignorance or obstinacy of the polytheists. But this explanation does not satisfy. Mecca was the commercial center of Arabia. The Meccans lived at the crossroads of caravan routes stretching from Yemen to Syria, from Abyssinia to Iraq. They were in constant contact with different cultures, religions, terminologies. That they should not know the meaning of a word—and a religious term at that—is hardly likely.

A more probable explanation is this: the Meccans knew what al-Raḥmān was—and it was for that very reason that they objected. Al-Raḥmān was a concept they knew; but it did not belong to their own traditional system. It was the terminology of another tradition, another theology.

The historical evidence supports this reading. In pre-Islamic Arabia, Raḥmān was the god of a particular geography and a particular faith. In South Arabia—in present-day Yemen—the monotheist communities called their one god Raḥmān. Among these communities were Jews, Christians, Sabians, and Ḥanīfs (Arab monotheists who claimed to continue the monotheistic faith of Abraham).39

The reaction of the Meccan polytheists gains its meaning within this context. When they said, “And what is al-Raḥmān?” they were not truly asking the meaning of the word. What they were asking was this: “Are you imposing upon us the regional god of the Yemenis? Are you asking us to prostrate to their god?”

This reading lays bare the polemical dimension of the Quran’s use of the name al-Raḥmān. The Quran was deliberately appropriating the common terminology of various non-Meccan monotheist traditions and integrating it into the theological framework of the Meccans. This was at once a strategy of building a bridge and of issuing a challenge.

The rejection of ascribing offspring (walad) to God is a recurring theme in the Quran. But a careful reading shows that this rejection is associated especially with the name al-Raḥmān. This association is too consistent to be accidental.

In the Sūra of Mary this connection emerges in its plainest form: “They said al-Raḥmān has taken a child. Assuredly you have uttered a most monstrous thing. The heavens are well-nigh rent asunder thereat, the earth split open, the mountains brought down in ruin—that they should ascribe a child to al-Raḥmān.”40

The vehemence of these verses is striking. A powerful imagery of catastrophe is used—the heavens will be rent, the earth split, the mountains will collapse. This is among the most forceful expressions of rejection in the Quran. And this rejection is directed specifically against “ascribing a child to al-Raḥmān.”

The question is this: why al-Raḥmān and not Allāh? The ascription of offspring to Allāh is, of course, rejected in the Quran as well. But in this passage of the Sūra of Mary, again and again it is al-Raḥmān that is stressed. The sūra continues: “There is none in the heavens and the earth but he comes to al-Raḥmān as a servant.”41 “It does not befit al-Raḥmān to take a child. There is none in the heavens and the earth but he comes to al-Raḥmān only as a servant.”42

This consistent emphasis must bear a meaning. And that meaning is to be sought in the historical context.

Let us recall the Ḥimyarite inscription: “Raḥmān and His Son the Messiah.” This formula was a standard expression in Christian South Arabia. Raḥmān corresponded to God the Father; the Messiah was His Son. The belief the Quran criticizes with “they said al-Raḥmān has taken a child” was precisely this.

From this vantage, the Quran’s emphasis upon al-Raḥmān is a strategic choice. The Quran was taking aim at Christian terminology and criticizing it from within. “You speak of al-Raḥmān—yes, al-Raḥmān is real, He is one of the attributes of the one God. But your ascribing a son to Him is in error.” This is, beyond a rejection, a correction.

One of the most curious figures in the history of Islam is Musaylima, branded the “false prophet.” Musaylima arose in the Yamāma region of Arabia and laid claim to prophethood in the same period as Muhammad. In the end he was defeated in battle and killed during the caliphate of Abū Bakr.

What is striking about Musaylima is that he was called “Raḥmān al-Yamāma”—the Raḥmān of Yamāma.43 This title is important in several respects.

First, it confirms that the name Raḥmān was a concept known and used in pre-Islamic Arabia. Musaylima did not invent this name from nothing; he appropriated an existing terminology.

Second, it shows that Raḥmān was perceived as the name of a regional god. The expression “the Raḥmān of Yamāma,” just like “the Allāh of Mecca” or “the Lāt of Ṭāʾif,” reflects a conception of a god associated with a particular geography.

Third—and perhaps most important—it illuminates the polemical dimension of the Quran’s use of the name al-Raḥmān. Muhammad too spoke of al-Raḥmān, and so did Musaylima. The rivalry between the two was, in part, a terminological rivalry. Whose Raḥmān was the “true” Raḥmān?

The Quran answers this matter thus: “Say: Call upon Allāh or call upon al-Raḥmān; whichever you call upon, to Him belong the most beautiful names.”44

This verse expresses that, although the name Raḥmān may historically have been used in regional or sectarian contexts, the being to which it points is not local but universal. Raḥmān in Yamāma, Allāh in Mecca, Raḥmān in Yemen—these are namings that differ in the tongues of different communities. Yet these names refer not to separate gods but to one and the same divine truth. The matter is not the multiplicity of names, but the right understanding of that truth.

This context shows that the Quran’s use of al-Raḥmān is at once inclusive and exclusive. It is inclusive, because it recognizes the terminology of different traditions. It is exclusive, because it struggles to load that terminology with the right meaning.

The archaeology of South Arabia is an indispensable resource for understanding the historical context of the Quran. From the 1970s onward, the inscriptions discovered in Yemen have redrawn the religious map of pre-Islamic Arabia.45

One of these inscriptions is dated to the year 536 of the common era and recounts the victory of an Abyssinian (Ethiopian) army in Yemen. The inscription opens thus: “By the power of Raḥmān and His Son the Messiah and the Holy Spirit…”46 This formula is the Arabic version of the classical Christian trinitarian expression: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

Figure 1: The Ry 506 (Murayghān 1) inscription of Abraha (552 CE); a South Arabian inscription recounting the Maʿadd campaign and opening with the formula “by the power of Raḥmān and His Messiah.”

The importance of this archaeological discovery is great. First, it proves that the name Raḥmān meant “Father” in Christian theology. Second, it shows that this terminology was in active use in the period of the Quran’s descent. Third, it lays bare the concrete historical counterpart of the belief, criticized by the Quran, that “al-Raḥmān has taken a child.”

Figure 1. A Sabaean inscription of the Ḥimyarite period carved into rock in South Arabia (5th–6th c. CE). In such inscriptions the name Rḥmnn (Raḥmānān) is used for God. b-sm Rḥmnn w-Ms¹ḥh w-Rwḥ Qds—this name appears within a threefold formula together with the Messiah and the Holy Spirit.

The inscriptions offer further details. The word “Raḥmān” is used in these texts on its own as well—that is, not in the sense of “Father,” but directly in the sense of “God.” This shows that Raḥmān both corresponded to “Father” in the trinitarian formula and could express “the one God” in general. The Quran’s verse “Call upon Allāh or call upon al-Raḥmān” reflects precisely this dual usage.

Another inscription shows that the monotheist Jewish communities, too, used the name Raḥmān.47 The Jewish congregations in Yemen preferred the Arabic Raḥmān to the Hebrew El or YHWH. This reflects a regional accommodation: different monotheist traditions had agreed upon a common terminology.48

The Quran inherited this common terminology. But the term it inherited, it redefined according to its own theological framework. The Raḥmān the Christians understood as “Father” is presented in the Quran as a being “exalted above the taking of a child.” The Raḥmān the Jews and the Ḥanīfs understood as “the one God” preserves that meaning in the Quran, but is brought, together with al-Raḥīm, into a new structure.

Figure 2: A stone slab with a Sabaean inscription of the Ḥimyarite period (5th–6th c. CE). In such epigraphic documents carved in the South Arabian writing system, the use of Rḥmnn (Raḥmānān) as the name of God is widespread. (February 432 CE). Photograph: Christian Julien Robin.

The Quran’s rejection of the expression “God has taken a child” is generally understood as the rejection of a biological fatherhood. According to this understanding, the Quran rejects the idea that God physically gave birth to a child. This interpretation is correct but incomplete.

In Christian theology the concept of “Son” (Jesus the Messiah) has never expressed a biological birth. In the mainstream interpretation of Christianity, Jesus’ being “the Son of God” does not mean a sexual union or a physical birth. “Son” expresses an eternal relation, an ontological bond, a hierarchical structure.49

To what, then, is the Quran’s criticism directed? There are two possibilities:

First, the Quran may be taking aim at heterodox Christian groups. In Arabia there existed marginal groups who believed that Jesus was, in a physical sense, the son of God. The Quran’s criticism may be directed against crude understandings of this kind.

Second—and the more probable—the Quran may be criticizing the sophisticated version of Christian theology as well, but from a different angle. The matter is one of ontological equality. Orthodox Christianity holds that the Son is “of the same essence” (homoousios) as the Father. That is, the Son is not a being separate from the Father, but a being identical with the Father.50

It may be precisely at this point that the Quran’s objection lies. The expression “taking a child” contains the claim not of equality but of an essential unity between two beings. This unity is reflected in the Quranic verses, but with a different formulation. Al-Raḥmān and al-Raḥīm are in unity of essence; but between them there is hierarchy. Al-Raḥīm comes from al-Raḥmān, is bound to Him, is subject to His will. This differs from Orthodox Christianity’s formula of “three equal and identical persons.”

In other words, the relation of al-Raḥmān and al-Raḥīm resembles the relation of Father and Son, but not biologically. The resemblance lies at the point of derivation from the same source. The difference lies at the point of hierarchy. According to the Quran, al-Raḥīm (or Jesus, or the Holy Spirit) is not equal to al-Raḥmān; he is subject to Him.

What the Quran rejects is both the claim of biological fatherhood and the establishment of ontological equality. The relation of al-Raḥmān and al-Raḥīm bears only a figurative resemblance to the conception of Father and Son; this resemblance is not biological but lies at the level of attribution to a source. The distinction, for its part, lies in hierarchy. According to the Quran, al-Raḥīm is not equal or identical to al-Raḥmān; he comes from Him, is bound to Him, and is subject to His will. In the same way, Jesus or the Holy Spirit, too, is positioned not as the peer of al-Raḥmān but as a being wholly subject to Him.

In the monotheistic religions, the concept of “the son of God” does not begin with Christianity. In the Torah this expression is used in several different contexts, but in none of them does it bear a biological meaning.

In the Book of Genesis it is said: “When the sons of God saw the daughters of men, that they were fair…”51 This enigmatic phrase has been disputed for centuries. Who are “the sons of God”? Angels, men of an early age, or rather the devout descended from the line of Seth? What is certain is this: the phrase points to a special relation between God and certain beings.

A plainer usage is in the Book of Exodus. Moses says to Pharaoh: “Thus says the LORD: Israel is my son, my firstborn. I said to you: Let my son go, that he may worship me.”52 Here an entire nation—Israel—is defined as God’s “firstborn son.” This is, of course, no biological relation. It expresses chosenness, a special status, the relation of covenant.

In the Psalms the same expression is used of the king David: “You are my son; today I have become your father.”53 This is part of the rite of enthronement. The king, as God’s representative upon the earth, acquires the status of “son.” Again it is a definition not biological but functional.

This background in the Hebrew scriptures shows how supple the concept of “the son of God” is, and how many meanings it harbors. When the concept is applied to Jesus in Christianity, new meanings are added upon these old usages. Jesus is the individual incarnation of the chosenness that Israel represented. He is the perfect instance of the authority of representation that the kings bore. And he is the most exalted among the enigmatic “sons of God” of Genesis.

The Quran is aware of this terminological tradition. When it says “God has not taken a child,” it takes aim at both the Christian conception of Jesus and the Jewish usages of “son.” But what the Quran does is not to reject these concepts entirely, but to redefine them.

In the Quran it is possible to be God’s “walī” (protector, friend).54 To be God’s “servant” (ʿabd) is the most exalted of stations.55 Abraham is named God’s “khalīl” (friend).56 These concepts are the functional counterparts of the Torah’s terminology of “son.” The Quran rejects the word “son,” but preserves, in different terms, the concepts of nearness, chosenness, and special status that “son” expresses.

Moving from this line, the relation of al-Raḥmān and al-Raḥīm gains a new meaning as well. If the concept of “son” expresses, at the level of chosenness, the special relation between God and certain beings, then al-Raḥīm performs a like function. Al-Raḥīm comes from al-Raḥmān—just as the son comes from the father. Al-Raḥīm bears al-Raḥmān‘s mercy into the world—just as the son represents the father’s will, at the level of service, in act. But the Quran prefers to express this relation not in the terms of “fatherhood–sonship,” but in the terms of “source–flow” or “essence–act.”

All these analyses converge upon a single point: the concept of “Father,” in sacred texts, expresses not a physical relation but a principial and transcendent order. This order contains the dimensions of being a source, of conferring authority, of protection, of guidance, and of hierarchical supremacy.

Al-Raḥmān is the Quranic counterpart of this principle. Al-Raḥmān is universal authority, the source of creation, the master of the order of existence, the owner of the Day of Reckoning. These coincide, in large measure, with the qualities ascribed to “the Father” in Christian theology. The difference lies in the terminology: the Quran refrains from using the word “Father,” for that word, in the Arabic context, calls to mind physical birth.

But a terminological difference does not necessitate a structural distinction. There is a marked functional parallel between the station of al-Raḥmān in the Quran and the station of the Father in Christian theology. Both are:


	The absolute source (the other divine manifestations come from it)


	Universal authority (the domain of existence is under its rule)


	Hierarchically supreme (the others are


	








Al-Raḥīm: The Nearness of an Active Divinity to Human Beings
















































The Birth of Jesus in the Sūra of Mary and the Speaking from the Womb



































	

	

















	

	

	

	













	

	

	

	

	














	

	

	










	

	

	

	

	

	

	






	

	

	

	







The Nearness of al-Raḥmān and al-Raḥīm by way of the Likeness of the Tree and the Branch


















	Christian Theology
	The Ḥadīth





	Father
	Al-Raḥmān



	Son
	Al-Raḥīm



	Homoousios (same essence)
	Shajna (branch—from the same tree)



	Eternal begetting
	Derivation from al-Raḥmān































	

	

	











	

	

	








The True Meaning of the Construction “Arḥamu’r-Rāḥimīn”





	

	























































	

	

	







The Concept of Nearness and Kinship by way of the Name Abraham / Ibrāhīm







	

	







	















	

	





	

	








	

	

	





	

	





	

	

	









	

	









	

	




















Ulū’l-Arḥām: The Kinship Established by the Bond of Faith





	

	















	

	

	

	



































	

	

	

	









THE BIRTH OF THE LOGOS: THE GREAT SYNTHESIS OF HERACLITUS, THE STOA, AND PHILO













The Summit of John: The Logos Takes On a Body










Kun, Qāla, Qul: Three Links of the Same Word












Kalimatullāh: The Weight of a Name














	Logos (Greek)
	Word (Arabic)





	Speech, expression
	Speech, utterance



	Reason, order
	Command, decree



	Creative principle
	The creative Kun



	Intermediary being
	A spirit coming from God



	Taking on a body (in Jesus)
	Conveyed to Mary (in Jesus)








The Basmala: A Universe Within Seven Words















	Al-Raḥmān
	Al-Raḥīm





	The potential (dynamis)
	The actual (energeia)



	Essence
	Act



	Source
	Flow



	The sea
	The wave



	The sun
	The light













	The Basmala
	The Trinity





	Allāh
	God (Theos)



	Al-Raḥmān
	Father (Pater)



	Al-Raḥīm
	Son (Logos)









From Arius to the Quran: The Christological Hierarchy and the Most Fruitful Heretic of History














	Arianism
	The Quran





	The Son was created by the Father
	Jesus was created by God



	The Son did not exist before the Father
	Jesus came into being by the command “be”



	The Son is not of the same essence as the Father
	Jesus is the servant of God (ʿAbdullāh)



	The Son is the most exalted creature
	Jesus is a being who shows unmatched miracles



	The Son is the word of the Father (Logos)
	Jesus is the word of God (Kalimatullāh)










The Unity of al-Raḥmān, the Discourses of the Trinity, and the Common Secret of Two Traditions




























	Tradition
	Logos / Concept
	Fundamental Quality





	Heraclitus
	Logos
	Principle of universal order, word, reason



	The Stoa
	Logos
	Soul of the universe, immanent principle



	Philo
	Logos
	Intermediary being, “firstborn son,” bridge



	John
	Logos
	Took on a body, was manifested in Jesus



	Arius
	Son / Logos
	Created yet most exalted, subject yet unique



	The Quran
	Messenger
	Functional counterpart of the Logos—the one sent, the bearer



	The Quran
	Kalimatullāh (Jesus)
	The manifestation of the word—not the bearer, but the one who is



	The Quran
	Kun / Qāla / Qul
	The three links of the Logos



	The Quran
	The Basmala
	The triad of Unity–Source–Flow



	The Quran
	Al-Raḥmān–al-Raḥīm
	Potential–Actual, Sea–Wave
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