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GABRIEL SAID REYNOLDS

GOD HAS SPOKEN BEFORE: ON THE RECITATION
OF THE BIBLE IN ISLAMIC RITUAL PRAYER'

Abstract: This study considers the position of the Hanafi jurist Aba Bakr b. Mas‘ud al-
Kasani (d. 587/1191) regarding the permissibility of reciting from the Bible in Islamic ritual
prayer. This position distinguishes Kasani among Muslim jurists, including those from his
own madhhab. Although Kasani claims the authority of Abu Hanifa (d. 150/767) for this posi-
tion, there is no evidence to this effect. Indeed both Abu Yusuf (d. 182/798) and al-Shaybani
(d. 189/804-5) are remembered as opposing this position. For Kasani, I argue, the permissibil-
ity of recitation from the Bible in ritual prayer follows necessarily from his distinctive under-
standing of the term gur'an. Kasani, like Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Sarakhsi (d. c¢. 483/1090)
before him and ‘Uthman b. ‘Ali al-Zayla‘T (d. 745/1342-43) after him, holds that the Qur'an
declares earlier revelation also to be “gqur’an.” Only Kasani, however, concludes therefrom that
the requirement of reciting “qur’an” in ritual prayer can be met by reciting from the Bible, as
long as one is able to identify Biblical passages which are free from any falsification.

Keywords: Qur’an, Bible, Prayer, figh, Kasani, revelation, salat, Muslim-Christian rela-
tions, Persian

It is difficult to do justice to the academic and pastoral career of Samir
Khalil Samir, SJ. His work has shaped a number of fields, including not
only Christian Arabic Studies but also Islamic Studies, Muslim-Christian
relations, and Arabic philology. Moreover, for decades Fr. Samir has been
a leading voice in Christian-Muslim dialogue, illustrating how theological
rigor can be put to the service of the Church and society.

Among Fr. Samir’s scholarly works are those which address the Muslim
approach to the Bible and Christianity generally. For example, Fr. Samir
has published a study, and a partial edition, of the dialogue between Elias
of Nisibis (d. 1046) and the vizier Abu 1-Qasim al-Maghribi,? an edition,
translation, and study (with Paul Nwyia) of the treatises exchanged be-
tween Abu ‘Isa Ibn al-Munajjim (d. 275/888), Hunayn b. Ishaq (d. 873), and
Qusta ibn Luga (d. 912),3 edited the text of the Arabic version of Timothy I's

1T am greatly indebted to Christopher Melchert for his comments on an earlier version of
this article. All errors are my own.

2 SAMIR, “Entretien d’Elie de Nisibe avec le vizir Ibn ‘Ali al-Maghribi, sur 'Unité et la Trin-
ité,” 31-117. Also available in Ip., Foi et culture en Irak au XI¢ siecle : Elie de Nisibe et l'Islam,
(article VII).

3 SaMIR, Une correspondence islamo-chrétienne entre ibn al-Munaggim, Hunayn ibn Ishag
et Qusta ibn Liqga.
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(d. 823) dialogue with the caliph al-Mahdi (r. 158/775-169/785),* and edited
the text of ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s (d. 415/1025) Critique of Christian Origins.5 The
following study, which addresses a controversy among Muslim jurists hav-
ing to do with the Bible, is meant as a tribute to this element of Fr. Samir’s
work.

Abui Bakr b. Mas‘ud al-Kasani

In his detailed work on the translation of the Qur’an in Islamic thought
and tradition, Travis Zadeh mentions how the Hanafi jurist Abu Bakr b.
Mas‘ud al-Kasani (d. 587/1191) held that the “Torah” and the “Gospels”
might be validly recited during ritual prayer, “as long as one can attest
that the meanings of these revealed books are not in any way distortions
of the original revelation.”® In fact, Kasani speaks only of the Gospel (injil)
and not “Gospels” (anajil) and he also mentions the zabiir, a scripture as-
sociated with David in the Qur'an and often assumed to correspond to the
Psalms.

Kasani’'s opinion on the possibility of reciting from the Bible in ritual
prayer is exceptional among Muslim jurists, even jurists in his own Hanafi
madhhab. In the present article I will argue that Kasani is led to this ex-
ceptional opinion not by anything approaching theological pluralism, but
rather by a certain understanding of divine speech and the history of reve-
lation. Kasani’s understanding, which is taught by at least one later Hanafi
jurist, namely ‘Uthman b. ‘Ali al-Zayla‘l (d. 745/1342-43) and anticipated
by another, Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Sarakhsi (d. c. 483/1090), involves a
distinct understanding of what the Qur'an means when it speaks of qur’an.
The appearance of the term qur’an in the Islamic scripture is usually tak-
en as a meta-textual reference to Muhammad’s own revelation. Sarakhsi,
Kasani, and Zayla‘l, however, have a broader understanding of this term.
They all hold that earlier, pre-Muhammadan, scriptures are also “gur'an.”
Only Kasani, however, concludes accordingly that these scriptures might
be validly recited during Islamic ritual prayer.

Kasani, who was adorned with the lagab “king of scholars” (malik al-
‘ulama’) is so named because of his family’s origins in Kasan, in the Fargha-
na valley of Central Asia (modern day Uzbekistan). He was the disciple
of the Hanafi jurist (and author of the Tuhfat al-fugaha’), ‘Ala’ al-Din al-
Samarqgandi (d. 539/1144).7 In his biographical dictionary on the city of

4 This text is found in Purman, L'Eglise et I'Islam sous Timothée 1, Arabic pages 7-57.
5 ‘ABD AL-JABBAR, The Critique of Christian Origins.

6 7apeH, The Vernacular Qur'an, 115.

7 On Kasani see the brief entry in EI, vol. 4, 690.
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Aleppo known as Bughyat al-talab, Tbn al-‘Adim (d. 660/1262) notes that
Kasani married Fatima the daughter of Samargandi, a woman who was
herself known to be a jurisprudent and a scholar (al-fagitha al-‘alima).? As
for Kasani, Ibn al-‘Adim emphasizes his polemics against the Mu‘tazila. He
writes that Kasani was “a knowledgeable jurisprudent with correct faith,
someone who greatly criticized the Mu‘tazila and the innovators. He de-
cried and cursed them in his studies.”

Kasani’s opinion regarding the possibility of reciting scriptures other
than the Qur'an appears in the chapter on ritual prayer (Kitab al-Salat) of
his major work on Hanafi figh entitled Kitab Bada'i‘ al-sana’i‘ fi tartib al-
shara’i’, in a section entitled Fasl ft bayan arkan al-salat.'® After discussing
at some length the question of whether different elements of Islamic ritual
prayer (including the recitation of passages from the Qur’an itself) might
be performed in Persian (as opposed to Arabic) he turns to the question of
non-Qur’anic scriptures. Kasani writes:

If something from the tawrat, the injil, or the zabir is read in ritual prayer, and
if it is certain that it has not been falsified (innahu ghayru muharrafin), this is
considered licit by Abu Hanifa for the reasons that we have stated. If one is not
certain then it is not licit. For God Most High has reported their falsification
with His statement, “They falsify words from their meanings” (yuhariffuna al-
kalima ‘an mawadi‘ihi).'! Thus it is possible that what is recited would be falsi-
fied and therefore merely human speech. It is not with doubt and possibility that
one can legislate the permissibility [of an act].!?

The question of what might be recited in ritual prayer is not specified
by the Qur’an itself and accordingly became an important, and much dis-
cussed, question among jurisprudents. A general consensus emerged that
ritual prayer is to consist of certain non-Qur’anic declarations which are
held to have been taught by the Prophet Muhammad himself to his com-
panions, along with the recitation of certain short passages of the Qur'an.
However, the selection of those passages, and the length of passages one
is to select, were open questions which jurisprudents continued to debate.
Most held that whereas the worshipper is obligated to recite the first Sura
of the Qur'an at different moments, a certain freedom is allowed to choose

8 IBN aL-‘ApiM, Bughyat al-talab fi tarikh Halab, 10:4348. Later in his entry Ibn al-‘Adim
adds, “Tt is possible that at times the shaykh would be mistaken in his opinion. She would re-
proach him for that mistake and remind him of the right teaching and he would have recourse
to her statement.” Ibid: 10:4348.

9 Tbid.

10 A1-Kasani, Kitab Bada'i‘ al-sana'i' fi tartib al-shara’i’, 1:501-535.
1 Droge renders this phrase, “alter words from their positions.” Cf. Q 2:75; 5:13, 41.
12 A1-KasaNi, Kitab Bada'i‘ al-sana’i' fi tartib al-shara’i’, 1:531.
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other short Suras, one long verse, or a series of short verses of the Qur'an
to complete one’s recitation. What Kasani is arguing — and attributing to
Abu Hanifa — is that passages from the Bible (or rather from the rawrat,
injil, or zabur) might (theoretically at least) also be chosen. I will describe
below how the logic of his argument unfolds.

On Pre-Qur’anic Revelation

Before doing so, however, I find it important to add a comment regard-
ing the terms which Kasani uses for these scriptures. Indeed it is note-
worthy that he does not refer to the Bible, or to any division of the Bible
that Jews or Christians might recognize (say, the “Book of Genesis” or “the
Prophets” or “the New Testament”). Instead he refers only to the tawrat,
injil, or zabur, the Qur'anic terms for scriptures given to earlier prophets.
As the following discussion will hopefully make clear, Kasani is not sim-
ply using Qur’anic terminology because he is unfamiliar with the ways in
which Jews and Christians refer to their scripture (although that might of
course also be the case) but principally because he means to make a point
about Qur'anic teaching on earlier revelations.

The Qur’an refers to al-tawrat (Q 3:3, 48, 50, 65, 93; 5:43-46, 66, 68, 110,
passim), traditionally considered to be a scripture given to Moses,'? al-injil
(Q 3:3, 48, 65; 5:46, 47, 66, 68, 110; 9:111; 48:29; 57:27), which it associates
with Jesus,'* and al-zabur (4:163; 17:55; 21:105), which it associates with
David.'> All of these books, according to the Qur’an, were revealed by God.

13 The Qur’an never explicitly declares that al-tawrat was revealed to Moses. This con-
nection is made by Islamic tradition, and also by critical scholars, who note that al-tawrat is
ultimately derived from Hebrew torah The Qur’an does make it clear that it is the scripture of
the Israelites. This much is seen is Q 3:93: “All food was permitted to the Sons of Israel, except
for what Israel forbade himself before the Torah was sent down. Say: ‘Bring the Torah and
read it, if you are truthful.” The Qur’an is cited according to the translation of Droge, unless
specified otherwise.

14 “And in their footsteps We followed up with Jesus, son of Mary, confirming what was
with him of the Torah, and We gave him the Gospel, containing guidance and light, and con-
firming what was with him of the Torah, and as guidance and admonition to the ones who
guard (themselves).” Q 5:46. Arabic injil is derived ultimately from Greek euangélion, perhaps
through Ethiopic wangel. See JerrerY, Foreign Vocabulary of the Qur'an, 71-72.

151n Q 4:163 and Q 17:55 the Qur'an declares, “We gave David (the) Psalms (al-zabiir).”
The plural zubur also appears in the Qur'an (3:184; 16:44; 23:53; 26:196; 32:25; 54:43, 52).
In certain passages zubur seems to mean something closer to “scriptures” or even “record
books” (note in particular Q 16:44; 25:53; 26:196; 54:43, 52). Al-zabiir is often thought to be
derived ultimately from Hebrew mizmor (see the opinion of AmBRros, A Concise Dictionary of
Koranic Arabic, 314). However, the plural form zubur, especially where it refers generally to
“scriptures” or “books” is likely related to the term for an Ancient South Arabian cursive script
(used for writing on small pieces of wood) known as zab#r (meaning here “writing” and not
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Early Muslim scholars, aware of the Qur'an’s teaching in this regard, ac-
cordingly came to the conclusion that proper Muslim faith involves faith
not only in the Qur’an but in all of the books which God has revealed.!¢
However, this declaration of faith in earlier books does not have many
practical consequences. As a rule Muslim scholars consider those books
not to have been faithfully preserved.

In fact there is no one clear Islamic doctrine on the fate of these earlier,
“pre-Muhammadan” scriptures. One is to “believe” in them but are they
still to be found somewhere? Can they still be read and be instructive to
the faith and practice of Muslims? And how are Muslims to consider the
scriptures which Jews and Christians read? Most Muslim scholars came to
the conclusion that the “pre-Muhammadan” scriptures mentioned in the
Qur’an cannot be identified with the Bible. This conclusion is suggested
by those Qur’anic passages (one of which is quoted by Kasani in the cita-
tion above) which seem to imply that the Jews, and maybe the Christians
too, have falsified God’s word. In numerous passages the Qur’an speaks of
those who “cover up,”!” “conceal,”'® or “exchange”!® revelation, write words
with their own hands which they claim to come from God,?® “twist their
tongues,”?! falsify words from their places,?? forget some of the revelation,??
and hide the truth.?* As I have argued elsewhere, almost all of these refer-
ences involve accusations against the Jews in particular.?’ Despite this, Mus-
lim scholars came to the conclusion that both the Jewish and the Christian

“Psalm” — it is distinct from the monumental script known as musnad). See RYcKMANS — AB-
DALLAH — MULLER, Textes du Yémen antique inscrits sur bois.

16 This teaching is most famously articulated in the hadith “of Gabriel” in which the angel
Gabriel (disguised as a figure with black hair in white clothes) asks the Prophet Muhammad
about faith (ziman), and Muhammad replies that one must have faith in God, His angels, His
Books, His messengers, the Day of Judgment, and the predetermination of good and evil. See
(in its classical form) MusLiv, Sahihk, 1, “Kitab al-Iman,” 1:146. See WENSINCK — RAVEN — WiT-
kaM, Concordances et indices de la tradition musulmane, 5:317b.

7 Talbisa, Q 2:42; 3:71.

18 Taktumii, Q 2:42, 140, 146, 159, 174; 3:71, 187.

19 Baddali, Q 2:59 ; 7:162.

20 Q 2:79.

21.Q 3:78; 4:46.

22 pg quoted above: Q 2:75; 4:46; 5:13, 41.

23.Q5:13, 14; 7:53, 165.

24 Tulkhfina Q 5:15.

25 On the Islamic idea of the falsification of divine revelation see: Scuarener, “The Bible
through a Qur'anic Filter: Scripture Falsification (Tahrif) in 8- and 9th-Century Muslim Dis-
putational Literature”; NickeL, Narratives of Tampering in the Earliest Commentaries on the
Qur'an; REYNOLDS, “On the Qur'anic Accusation of Scriptural Falsification (ta/rif) and Chris-
tian anti-Jewish Polemic,” 189-202; GaupeuL — Caspar, “Textes de la tradition musulmane con-
cernant le tahrif (falsification) des écritures.”
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Bible are falsified. Indeed there was comparatively more attention paid in
the medieval Islamic world (and still today!) to polemics against supposed
Christian falsification, something which is understandable in light of the
greater numbers of Christians in the Islamic world.

It is important to add here that certain Muslim scholars also developed
anotion that the Bible is not falsified in regard to its text (takrif al-nass) but
principally in regard to its interpretation (tahrif al-ma‘na). As a rule, how-
ever, those who developed the idea that only the interpretation of the Bible
had been falsified did so for the sake of argument.?¢ This idea allowed them
selectively to quote passages of the Bible which — as they saw it — agreed
with Islamic teaching or to look for predictions of Muhammad in response
to certain Qur’anic verses (especially Q 7:157 and 61:6). Perhaps the clear-
est example of this position is a treatise attributed to Ghazali (d. 505/1111)
in which the author seeks to argue that a proper reading of the Gospels af-
firms Islamic theology.?” Most polemical treatises, however, worked from
the premise — in response to Qur'anic material which we have mentioned
above — that the Bible is textually falsified.

Some Muslim scholars came to the conclusion that the Bible is falsified
not only on the basis of Qur'anic declarations, but also by virtue of their
analysis of the Bible. The Qur’anic references to the tawrat, injil, and zabiir
suggest that these books should be something like the Qur’an, that is, col-
lections of divine declarations to a prophet or his community. In literary
terms, however, neither the Hebrew Bible nor the New Testament resemble
the Qur’an. This was not lost on those Muslim scholars who took the trou-
ble to read the Bible. ‘Abd al-Jabbar, for example, insists that any “rational
person” who reads the Gospels will realize that they are inauthentic:

Know — May God have mercy on you — that these three Christian sects do not
believe that God sent down to Christ the Injil, or a book of any kind. Rather, ac-
cording to them Christ created the prophets and sent down to them the Books
and sent down to them the angels. They only have four Gospels from four indi-
viduals. Each one of them wrote his Gospel in his era. Then another came after
him and was not pleased with the [previous] Gospel, [holding] his own Gospel
to be more proper. [The Gospels] agree in some passages but differ in other
passages. In some of them are things not found in others. They are made up of

26 See further my comments in: REy~NoLps “On the Qur'anic Accusation of Scriptural Fal-
sification,” 189-190. ScuaFrNER (“The Bible through a Quranic Filter”) shows that the accusa-
tion of textual corruption (tahrif al-nass) was the principal teaching of Muslim scholars from
the early period.

27 See most recently the edition, translation and introduction to the work of Pseudo-
Ghazali: Beaumont — EL Kaisy-FriemutH, Al-Radd al-jamil. See also AL-GHAZzALI, Réfutation ex-
cellente de la divinité de Jésus-Christ d’apres les évangiles, Ed. And Trans. Chidiac. It has also
appeared in a German translation as Al-Ghazalis Schrift wider die Gottheit Jesu, trans. Wilms.
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anecdotes about groups of men and women from the Jews, Romans, and others,
that they did this and said that. Yet there are many impossibilities, falsehoods,
absurdities, manifest lies, and clear contradictions in them, which people have
sought out and catalogued in detail. Any rational person who reads them will
recognize them. There is a little in them of the speech of Christ, his command-
ments, and his works.28

That Muslims found the Bible unsatisfying is also testified by the ap-
pearance in Islamic literature of works which claim to contain the “true”
zabiir or Psalms of David. These “Islamic” psalms, which have been studied
in detail by David Vishanoff, were meant to represent what God had truly
revealed to David. Notably, they have little in common with the Psalms of
the Hebrew Bible.?” As Vishanoff has shown these texts are best understood
as works composed intentionally in the style of the Qur’an, but presented
as though they were the zabur of David.

Despite all of this there is some indication that Muslim scholars nev-
ertheless had recourse to the Bible. One sign that Muslims were indeed
reading and referring to the Bible is the circulation of a hadith which warns
them not to do so:

O community of Muslims, how is it that you seek wisdom from the People of
the Book? Your book, brought down upon His Prophet — blessings and peace
of God upon him — is the latest report about God. You read a Book that has not
been distorted, but the People of the Book, as God related to you, exchanged that
which God wrote [for something else], changing the book with their hands.3°

The appearance of this hadith did not discourage entirely Muslim schol-
ars from having recourse to the Bible. Throughout the classical period of
Islam scholars turned to the Bible in both historical and exegetical writ-
ings. Joseph Witztum argues, on the basis of citations from Abu Ja‘far al-
Tabari, that Ibn Ishaq referred to an Arabic translation of the Peshitta in
the 274/8th century in the composition of his biography of the Prophet.3! Of
course, he does so tellingly in order to make a case that elements of the

28 ‘ABD AL-JABBAR, The Critique of Christian Origins, 96-97.

29 See VisHANOFF, “An Imagined Book Gets a New Text,” 85-99; Ip., “Islamic Psalms of
David,” 85-99.

30 AL-BukHARi, Sahih, “Kitab al-Shahadat,” 29, 2:182. The last line is an allusion to Q 2:79.
Ibn Khaldtn (d. 808/1406) reports that the Prophet once found ‘Umar reading a leaf of the
Torah. At this Muhammad “got so angry that his anger showed in his face. He said: ‘Did I not
bring it to you white and clean? By God, if Moses were alive, he would have no choice but to
follow me.” Ien KHALDUN, The Mugaddimah, 2:438-439. On this see tradition see also GoLpzi-
HER, “Uber muhammedanische Polemik gegen ahl al-kitab,” 345.

31 See Wirzrum, “Ibn Ishaq and the Pentateuch in Arabic,” 1-71. See also VoLLanpt, Arabic
Versions of the Pentateuch, especially chapter 3.
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Bible (namely the allusions to the coming of a “paraclete” in the Gospel
of John) contain predictions of the Prophet Muhammad. Early medieval
scholars such as al-Ya‘qubi (d. 292/897), who includes a lengthy section re-
counting the life of Paul on the basis of the Acts of the Apostles, al-Mas‘tdi
(d. 345/956), and Isma‘ili scholars including Abu Hatim al-Razi (d. 322/934)
quote significant material from the Bible. In a famous debate paraphrased
in a treatise known as A‘lam al-nubuwwa, Abu Hatim responds to the cri-
tiques of the philosopher and religious skeptic Abu Bakr Muhammad al-
Razi (d. 313/925), someone who argued tout court against any claim of
revelation, and argues that the scriptures of the Jews, Christians, and Mus-
lims all preserve revealed knowledge.?? Later scholars, including al-Tufi (d.
716/1316) and al-Biqa‘1 (d. 885/1480), also had recourse to the Bible in their
scholarship.® Biqa‘m dedicated a work to the argument that it is licit for a
Muslim to do so.

Divine Revelation and the Arabic Language

All of this suggests that many Muslim scholars believed that the Bible
still holds something of God’s word — even those who are only interested
in the Bible to find prooftexts for their claims about Muhammad or Is-
lam more generally. From this perspective we can appreciate the opinion
of Kasani regarding the use of the Bible in ritual prayer. His perspective
shares something with that of scholars such as Ya‘qubi and Biga‘m who cite
the Bible in their historical and exegetical works. In each case it is assumed
that the Bible is at least in part reliable or authentic. If one is able to triage
the text then its authentic elements might be validly cited or even — ac-
cording to Kasani — recited in ritual prayer.

However, the opinion of Kasani in this regard is decidedly not the stan-

32 See the edition and translation of Tarif Khalidi: Abt Hatim al-Razi, The Proofs of Proph-
ecy. See also Kraus, “Extraits du kitab a‘lam al-nubuwwa d’Abu Hatim al-Razi,” 35-56, 358-
378. Summarizing Abu Bakr’s thought Khalidi writes, “He takes no trouble whatever to hide
his utter contempt for all religions and prophets, describing their basic creeds as myths and
superstitions and attacking religious scholars for their irrational and ludicrous beliefs that
serve only to increase enmity among mankind.” Introduction, xvii. Khalidi also notes the
extensive quotations of the Old and New Testaments in Abu Hatim’s work and writes, “It
may well be that this density and variety of citations is among the very highest to be found
in any premodern Islamic text. The translations are uniformly of a high order of accuracy.”
Introduction, xxi. Notably, Abtu Hatim does not cite the Bible only in order to argue against its
authenticity, or to find prooftexts for claims regarding Muhammad’s prophecy (although he
does some of the latter), but also to defend the notions of prophecy and revelation generally.
Indeed he takes up the defense of the Bible against the attacks of Abu Bakr.

33 DEsmirt, Muslim Exegesis of the Bible in Medieval Cairo. For al-Biqa‘T’s treatise on the
legitimacy of citing the Bible in certain contexts see SALEH, In Defense of the Bible: a Critical
Edition and an Introduction to al-Biqa'7’s Bible Treatise.
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dard conclusion of jurisprudents. Indeed while Kasani insists that his opin-
ion has the authority of Abu Hanifa (d. 150/767) himself, it is not clear on
what basis he makes this assertion. As Zadeh notes, both Abu Yusuf (d.
182/798) and al-Shaybani (d. 189/804-5) — our principal sources for knowl-
edge of the teachings of Abu Hanifa — take a stand against this position.
In the Kitab al-Asl, a treatise attributed to Shaybani on the authority of Ibn
al-Nadim (d. 385/995) — but which in fact is a later compilation of Hanafi
jurisprudence, we find the following passage:

Abu Yusuf and Muhammad [al-Shaybani] said: If someone recites something
from the Torah (tawrat), the Gospel (al-injil), or the Psalms (al-zabiir), regardless
of whether or not he has mastery of the Qur’an, his prayer is not valid. For this
is speech which is neither found in the Qur’an nor in the [established] formulas
of praise (tasbih).>*

Burhan al-Din Mahmud b. Ahmad al-Marghinani al-Bukhari (d. 616/
1219-20) agrees with Abu Yusuf and Shaybani that it is never licit to recite
from another scripture: “If a man reads something from the tawrat, injil, or
zabiir in his ritual prayer, his ritual prayer is not valid, whether or not he
has mastery of the Qur'an.”3s

The attention in the citations above to the question of whether or not be-
lievers have mastery of the Qur’an reflects the contours of a parallel debate
regarding ritual prayer, namely the question of whether passages of the
Qur’an, or other formulas of praise, might be recited in a language other
than Arabic. In most legal handbooks the conversation on this question
concerns in particular the permissibility of prayer in Persian, something
which reflects the abundance of Muslim Persian speakers in the eastern
part of the medieval Islamic world (attested by the spread of early transla-
tions of the Qur’an into Persian).3¢

As for the question of whether one might recite the Qur'an in Persian
during ritual prayer Abu Yusuf and Shaybani — and after them the Hanafis
Sarakhsi and Burhan al-Din Abu 1-Hasan al-Marghinani (d. 593/1196) —
held that Persian is permissible only for believers who are not competent
(‘ajaza) in Arabic.” For his part Sarakhsi compares this situation to one

34 Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-Shaybani, K. al-Asl, ed. al-Afghani, 1:236. I have only slightly
modified the translation of Zadeh, p. 55. On the Kitab al-Asl, also known as al-Mabstit see
CuAUMONT, “Al-Shaybani,” EI?, 9:393a.

35 AL-BUKHARI, Al-Muhit al-burhani fi al-figh al-Nu'‘mani, ed. al-Jundi, 1:308.

36 On this see ZapeH, The Vernacular Qur'an, section two (pp. 253ff.).

37 Kasani writes: “Abu Yusuf and Muhammad [al-Shaybani] said, ‘If they have mastery (in
kana yuhsin) [of Arabic] then [recitation in Persian] is not permitted. If they do not have mas-
tery it is permitted” (AL-KAasaNi, Kitab Bada'i‘ al-sana’i' fi tartib al-shara’i', 1:527). Zadeh com-
ments: “This is a position which is thoroughly rejected and often ridiculed by the other juridi-



582 GABRIEL SAID REYNOLDS

who is physically incapable of performing bows or prostrations, and who
therefore is allowed to pray with gestures (bi-l-ima’).3

This position diverged from that of Abu Hanifa himself, who allowed for
Persian in ritual prayer under any circumstance.?® In any case, it is interest-
ing to note that Shaybani and Abu Yusuf do not come to the same conclu-
sion regarding non-Qur’anic scriptures. Recitation from the tawrat, injil, or
zabiur is forbidden to even to those who do not have mastery of the Qur'an.*

Those outside of the Hanafi school, with the notable exception of
Twelver Shi‘ites within the tradition known as Akhbari, tended not to coun-
tenance at all the idea that the Qur’an could be recited in another language,
let alone the idea that a scripture other than the Qur’an could be recited
in ritual prayer. In his Risala Shafi‘i (d. 204/820) insists that every Muslim
must learn Arabic for the sake of prayer:

It is obligatory upon every Muslim to learn the Arab tongue to the utmost of his
power in order [to be able] to profess through it that “there is no God at all but
God and Muhammad is His servant and Apostle,” and to recite in it [i.e., the
Arabic tongue] the Book of God, and to utter in mentioning what is incumbent
upon him... Whatever is addition of the language which God made to be the lan-
guage of him [Muhammad] by whom He sealed His prophethood and by whom

cal schools. It became a point of embarrassment for later Hanafis, who tried to explain away
what was viewed as Abu Hanifa’s incredible leniency on this issue. Unlike his disciples Abu
Yusuf and Muhammad b. al-Hasan Shaybani who believed that the use of translations should
be restricted to those who had no command of the Arabic liturgy, Abtu Hanifa, the eponymous
founder of the Hanafi school of jurisprudence (madhhab), is said to have permitted anyone,
regardless of their level of expertise in Arabic, to recite the Qur'an using a translation” (p. 54).
See also AL-SarakHSI, Kitab al-Mabstit, 3:138. To make his point of the permissibility of recit-
ing the Qur'an in Persian Sarakhsi refers (on the authority of Abu Hanifa) to a tradition that
the Prophet’s companion Salman al-Farisi translated the first Sura of the Qur'an (al-Fatiha)
into Persian and that the Persian speakers of his time would recite his Persian translation
“until their tongues were adapted to Arabic.” AL-Sarakusi, Kitab al-Mabsiit, 1:138. See also AL-
MARGHINANI, al-Hidaya sharh Bidayat al-mubtadi, 1:48-49. Marghinani agrees that while Abta
Hanifa considered prayer in Persian always valid, Shaybani and Abu Yusuf allowed it only for
those unable to pray in Arabic. See also the English translation of his handbook: al-Hidayah:
The Guidance, trans. Nyazee, 1:111.

38 AL-SarAkHSI, Kitab al-Mabsiit, 138.

39 In Kitab al-Asl Shaybani relates the following exchange with Abti Hanifa: “I said, ‘Have
you a judgement concerning a man who recites in Persian during ritual prayer and who has
a command of Arabic?’ He said: ‘His prayer is valid.” Kitab al-Asl, 1:236. Quoted from ZADEH,
The Vernacular Qur'an, 55.

40 A natural question in light of this teaching is what believers who do not know Arabic
are then to do for their prayer. Whereas the Hanafis generally held that translations of the
Qur’an might be used, Shafi‘i argues that one might instead recite formulas of praise such
as the rakbir (allahu akbar) — but not the Qur'an — in one’s own language as a “temporary
substitution” as one learned Arabic. For this opinion see AL-Suari1, Kitab al-Umm, 2:229-232.
See also ZApeH, The Vernacular Qur'an, 76-77.



GOD HAS SPOKEN BEFORE 583

He revealed the last of His Books — is for his [man’s] welfare, just as it is his
[duty] to learn [how] to pray and recite the dhikr in it, to visit the [Sacred] House
and perform its duties, to turn [in prayer] in the direction to which he should
turn, and to be a follower [in the performance] of the duties imposed upon him
or recommended to him, [rather] than to be followed.*!

Scholars from the Maliki school generally held that the Qur'an was in-
imitable in regard to its literary qualities. Accordingly any translation of
the Qur’an ceases to be the inimitable Qur’an (and hence the word of God)
and therefore cannot be recited in ritual prayer.*? In his Mughni, the Han-
bali Ibn Qudama (d. 620/1223) teaches that the Qur'an is inimitable both
because of its lafz (articulation or linguistic form) and its meaning (ma ‘na);
if its linguistic form were to be altered, then it would cease to be the Qur'an
and would, instead, become an exegesis (tafsir) of it. This leads him to con-
clude that whoever does not know Arabic must learn it in order to perform
the ritual prayer, which is part of a Muslim’s religious obligation.*?

The Usuli Shi‘ite Al-Tus1 Shaykh al-Ta’ifa (d. 460/1067) holds that it is
not permissible to recite a translation in prayer, and cites Shafif to this ef-
fect.** However, certain later Akhbari Shi‘ites were inclined to accept the
permissibility of translating the Qur’an, as was Majlisi (d. 1110/1698).45

It is precisely in a section of his handbook on the recitation of the
Qur’an in Persian that Kasani arrives at his opinion regarding recitation
from Biblical texts. In this section Kasani cites the opinion of Abu Hanifa
that the tasmiya, or the basmala (the invocation “In the name of God the
merciful, the compassionate”) which opens Qur’anic Suras can be licitly
recited in Persian whether or not the reciter has mastery of Arabic, and the
opinion of Abu Yusuf that this is licit only when the reciter does not have
such mastery. He contrasts these views to that of Shafi‘t (which we have
noted) who insists that it is never licit, that whoever is unable to recite the

41 AL-SHAFI', Al-Shafi‘’s Risala: Treatise on the Foundations of Islamic Jurisprudence, 93,
para. 62.

42 “The Maliki school also generally rejected the use of anything other than the Arabic of
the Qur’an during the performance of ritual prayer; a point that had already been advanced in
the Mudawwana collection redacted by Sahntin [d. 240/855]. This is the ruling which the Ma-
lik1 jurist of Baghdad, Abu Bakr al-Bagillani (d. 403/1013), supports in his Intisar li-I-Qur'an,
where he asserts that it is not permissible to recite the Qur'an in Persian, as the inimitability
of the Qur’an is located, above all, in its sublime literary eloquence.” ZapeH, The Vernacular
Qur’an, 124-125. For Bagqillani see AL-BAQILLANI, Intisar li-I-Qur'an, 1:20-21.

43 7 apEH, The Vernacular Qur'an, 124. IeN QUDAMA, al-Mughnt, 1:487.

4 See AL-T0si, Mabsiit, 1:107. Tusi cites Shafiq to conclude that everyone must learn the
Arabic liturgy. He refers to Q 12:2 (“Surely We have sent it down as an Arabic Qur’an”) to
argue that the Qur'an was temporally produced (muhdath) in Arabic.

45 AL-MaiLisi, Bihar al-anwar, 85:64-65. See ZapeH, The Vernacular Qur'an, 131
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Arabic Qur’an should use non-Qur’anic formulas of praise (and not recite
the Qur'an in Persian).* Kasani then summarizes the argument of Shafi‘t:

They [the followers of Shafi‘i] say, “The Qur'an was revealed in the language
of the Arabs. God says, ‘We revealed it as an Arabic qur'an [Q 12:2].” So the
Persian is not “qur’an”...for the Qur'an is inimitable and its inimitability (i%jaz)
in terms of its articulation (lafz) disappears with the disappearance of the Ara-
bic composition (nazmi). The Persian is not gur'an because of the absence of
inimitability.”4’

In order to appreciate the contours of this discussion it is important to
recognize the particular way in which Shafi1 (as quoted by Kasani) em-
ploys the word “qur’an.” In this discussion he does not mean thereby the
codex with its 114 Suras but rather divine speech more generally. This dis-
tinction will be important for understanding Kasani’s own position.

After quoting Shafi‘i, Kasani then turns to the perspective of Abu Hani-
fa. Like Shafi‘i, Abu Hanifa has recourse to the Qur’an in elucidating his
position:

Abu Hanifa says, “The obligatory act in ritual prayer is to read the Qur’an, inas-
much as its articulation indicates the speech of God, which is an attribute that
coexists with Him (sifatun ga'imatun bihi) inasmuch as it comprises expression,
exhortation, that which instills desire [for paradise] and fear [of hell], praise,
and magnification, not inasmuch as it is an Arabic articulation. The essence
of “indicating” does not differ between one articulation and another. God says,
“Surely it is in the scriptures [zubur] of those of old” (Q 26:196). He says, “Surely
this is indeed in the former pages [suhuf], the pages of Abraham and Moses” (Q
87:18-19). Clearly ‘it’ was not in their books with this [Arabic] articulation but
rather with this meaning.”4?

The two passages which Abu Hanifa quotes from the Qur’an are both
meant to make the point that God’s speech is found in earlier, pre-Qur’anic
scriptures. This can be appreciated by seeing these passages in context. In

46 “If he does not have mastery of Arabic then he should praise [God] and declare that

there is no god but God (yusabbilu wa-yuhallilu).” AL-Kasani, Kitab Bada'i* al-sana'’i‘ fi tartib
al-shara'i‘, 1:527.

47 Ibid. He also notes that Shafi1 refers to Q 73:20 to defend his position: “So recite what is
easy (for you) of the qur'an” (fa-qra’ ma tayassara min al-qur'an; Q 73:20) which he interprets
as a command to recite the Qur’an in ritual prayer. Early Muslim scholars such as Wahb b.
Munabbih (d. 110/728), Dahhak, and Mujahid all held that there are words from every lan-
guage in the Qur’an (See ZapeH, The Vernacular Qur'an, 195). Shafi‘1, however, rejected this
idea on the basis of the declarations in the Qur’an (e.g., Q 16:103; 26:195) that it is “pure Ara-
bic” speech. See 75. This was also the position of the philologist Abu ‘Ubayda (d. 209/824-4).
See ZApEH, The Vernacular Qur'an, 196.

48 AL-KAsaNi, Kitab Bada'i‘ al-sana'i' fi tartib al-shara’i‘, 1:527-528.
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Sura 26 the Qur’an begins by referring to the revelation given to Muham-
mad as a revelation (tanzil) and then continues (in the verse quoted by
Abu Hanifa) by identifying that same revelation with “scriptures of those

of old”:

Surely it is indeed a sending down from the Lord of the worlds. The trustworthy
spirit has brought it down on your heart, so that you may be one of the warners,
in a clear Arabic language. Surely it is indeed in the scriptures of old (Q 26:192-
196).

In Sura 87 the Qur’an declares that “this” (hadha) — that is, the revela-
tion being given to the Prophet Muhammad — is also in the former “pages.”
Both passages, in other words, suggest that the same revelation now given
to Muhammad was given to earlier prophets. Although Abu Hanifa does
not say so explicitly, it is clear from what follows that he assumes those
other scriptures were not in Arabic.

Linguistic Expressions of God’s Word

As this discussion continues, Kasani addresses directly the arguments
brought forward by Shafi‘l, and even questions his exegesis:

The Arabic nature (kawn) of the Qur'an does not negate that other [scriptures]
could also be a qur’an. There is nothing in the verse [“We revealed it as an Ara-
bic qur’an;” Q 12:2] which negates this. The Arabic is called a “qur'an” because
it indicates what is gur'an and that is the attribute which is the very essence of
speech (haqigatu l-kalam). For this reason we said, “Indeed the Qur’an is not cre-
ated,” that is with reference to that attribute and not to the Arabic expressions
(‘ibarat), and the meaning of the indication is found [also] in Persian. So it is
licit to name [a scripture not in Arabic] qur'an as is indicated in His statement,
“If we had made it a foreign qur'an” [Q 41:44]. Thus he communicated that if He
were to express it in a foreign tongue it would be a qur'an.*

The key to understanding Kasani’s response to Shafi7’s position is the
word qur'an. While at times he uses this word to indicate the book (the
Qur’an) as we know it with its 114 Suras, here he also employs qur'an in a
more general sense (discussed above in regard to the quotation of Shafi)
to refer to any true divine revelation. The revelation in the “scriptures of
those of old” (Q 26:196) is qur'an. The revelation in the suhuf of Abraham
and Moses (Q 87:18-19) is qur'an. It follows naturally that the revelations of
the tawrat, injil, and zabur would be gur’an as well. And if they are “qur'an”

49 AL-KAsaNi, Kitab Bada'i‘ al-sana'i' fi tartib al-shara’i‘, 1:529-531.
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then they can be recited as qur'an during Islamic ritual prayer.®® The only
complication is the Islamic teaching of tahrif. Since the scriptures of the
Jews and the Christians are considered to be falsified versions of these
original revelations, one must take care to identify therein those passages
which have been spared from the process of falsification.

Kasani is not alone in his understanding of the term “qur’an.” It is antic-
ipated by Sarakhsi who refers to Q 26:196 while making the point explicitly
that the “scriptures of old” were qur'an although they were not in Arabic:

What is obligatory for the [worshipper] is what is inimitable and inimitability is
found in meaning. The Qur’an is a sufficient proof for all people and if Persians
are unable to perform this [in Arabic] they should bring [it] forth in their own
tongue. The Qur’an is the word of God Most High, not created and not produced
(muhdath) and all languages are produced. We know that it is not permissible
for it to be said that it is gur'an [only] in one specific language because He (Most
High) said, “It is in the scriptures of those of old” (Q 26:196) and it was in their
tongue.>!

Alater Hanafi scholar by the name of ‘Uthman b. ‘Ali al-Zayla‘1 (745/1342-
43), alluding to a number of Qur’anic passages which we have already en-
countered, comes to a similar position. Zayla‘T first notes, in the context
of a discussion of the permissibility of reciting the Qur’an in Persian, the
opinion of Abu Yusuf and Shaybani that the term gur'an should be reserved
for Arabic scripture. He then continues by noting the contrary opinion of
Abu Hanifa:

Abu Yusuf and Muhammad [al-Shaybani] said: “[Recitation of the Qur'an in
other languages] is not permitted for one who can pronounce Arabic well be-
cause ‘al-qur'an’ is a name for an Arabic composition (ism li-manziim ‘arabi),
according to His — most high — statement, ‘We have made it an Arabic Qur'an’
(Q 43:3) and He — most high — said, ‘Surely We have made it an Arabic Qur’an’
(Q 12:2) meaning its composition (nazmuhu).”

And for Abu Hanifa’s [argument] is His — most high — statement, “It is in the
scriptures [zubur] of those of old” (Q 26:196) although it was not in them with
the same composition [nazm], and His — most high — statement, “Surely this
is indeed in the former pages [suhuf], the pages of Abraham and Moses” (Q
87:18-19). The pages of Abraham were in Syriac and the pages of Moses were in

50 zadeh expresses this point differently, writing: “The fundamental unity of the Qur'anic
revelation with all other revealed scriptures is, according to Kasani, the basis for the juridical
acceptance of the use of the Torah and Gospels during ritual prayer.” Zaben, The Vernacular
Qur'an, 115.

51 AL-Saraknsi, Kitab al-Mabsiit, 3:138. His position is summarized by Zapen, The Vernacu-
lar Qur'an, p. 114.
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Hebrew and this [Q 87:18-19] indicates their nature as “gur’an.” What the two of
them [Abu Yusuf and Shaybani] related does not negate that something which is
not in Arabic could be qur'an because this is not mentioned [maskiit ‘anhu]. The
correct view [of Abu Hanifa] is that [recitation] is permitted in any language,
not only Persian, because what was revealed is the meaning according to him
and that does not differ with the difference of languages.>?

Now Zayla‘l does not deduce therefrom that prayer from pre-Muham-
madan scriptures (tawrat, injil, zabiir) is licit. Nevertheless (and whether or
not Zayla‘l was aware of Kasani’s argument), we can see that this broader
understanding of “qur'an” is not unique to our jurist but was transmitted
among Hanalfi scholars.

In the midst of Kasani’s response to Shafi‘l (quoted above) we find an
interesting note which connects his teaching to another doctrinal issue.
Kasani writes: “For this reason we said, ‘Indeed the Qur'an is not created
(makhluq), referring to that attribute without the Arabic expressions.” He
means thereby to argue that the doctrine of the uncreated Qur’an (a doc-
trine accepted also by the Shafi‘i madhhab — it was contested only by the
Mu'‘tazila and some Shi‘ites) leads one naturally to his position on what
constitutes qur'an. God’s speech, Kasani holds, transcends any particular
articulation (lafz) including that of the Arabic Qur'an (the articulation be-
ing muhdath, or produced). God’s speech is an eternal attribute which co-
exists with God, as Kasani puts it. He seems to understand this question
in a manner close to that of Ash‘ari (d. 324/935-936) and Ibn Kullab (d.
ca. 241/855) before him who distinguished between God’s eternal speech
(kalam nafst) and the “expression” (‘ibara) of that speech in the Arabic
Qur’'an (kalam lafzz).>

Kasani implies that ShafiT’s position, which would limit gur'an to the
Arabic Qur’an, would also imply that God’s eternal speech is Arabic, a po-
sition which was generally not held by those in the theological orbit of
the Ash‘ariyya.>* Thus in the articulation of his argument Kasani is inter-
ested in a larger debate on language, and languages, and the Qur'an. When
Kasani declares that God’s speech is an attribute that co-exists with him

52 AL-ZavLAT, Tabyin al-haqa'ig, 1:288.

53 “The command of God was transferred to humankind through a reflection or expres-
sion (‘ibara) of divine undifferentiated speech.” This involved distinguishing between kalam
nafst, “eternal and an essential quality of God” and kalam lafzi, “a temporal expression from
God.” ZabeH, The Vernacular Qur'an, 186. Zadeh refers to Ash‘ari, Maqalat al-islamiyyin in Die
dogmatischen Lehren der Anhiinger des Islam, 2:584-585.

54 Zadeh summarizes Ash‘ari’s position vis-a-vis the Hanbalis “The written and recited
words of the Qur'an represented the speech of God only figuratively (majazan) and not veri-
tably (hagigatan).” Zadeh comments, “As God’s kalam is eternal, humankind can only appre-
hend it through a temporal form.” Zaben, The Vernacular Qur'an, 186.
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(ga’imatun bihi) he is signaling a certain teaching regarding the speech of
God, namely that it is not marked by letters and sounds.

To Kasani the Arabic text of the Qur'an is an articulation of divine
speech in human language or, to use the term of the early theologian Ibn
Kullab, an expression (‘ibara) of divine speech. This led Ibn Kullab to argue
the position that would later be held by Kasani, namely that God’s speech
cannot be limited to any particular language. It “appears in the linguistic
form (rasm) of Arabic or Hebrew as an expression (‘7bara) of a divine undif-
ferentiated totality.”53

Thus Kasani's position on the recitation of Jewish or Christian scriptures
in Islamic ritual prayer is closely connected to a larger debate in Islamic ju-
risprudence and theology regarding the nature of God’s word. This debate
turns on the interpretation of certain key verses of the Qur’an, including
not only Q 26:196 and Q 87:18-19 (quoted above) but also Q 41:44 (cited in
the passage above): “If we had made it a foreign gur'an, they would have
said, ‘Why are its signs not made distinct? Foreign and Arabic?”. Kasani
cites this verse to make the point that God can reveal “a qur'an” in any lan-
guage.’® This debate is connected to the question of the uncreated nature of
the Qur’an (or gur'an), a question which became a shibboleth of orthodoxy
in Sunni circles.’” Kasani, as we noted above, had a reputation as a nem-
esis of the Mu‘tazila and this theological disposition might have shaped his
position regarding what constitutes qur'an.

It is possible, of course, that Kasani had (or also had) certain concerns
which we might call “pastoral” or “missionary.” Perhaps he was concerned
with the integration of new converts to Islam, or with clearing any ob-
stacles which might impede a Jew or Christian from converting to Islam.
Perhaps he thought that the prospect of reciting the Biblical text in Syriac
or Hebrew (as opposed to an unfamiliar Qur’anic text in Arabic) would lead
more Jews and Christians to convert to Islam.

Nevertheless it is clear that Kasani’'s concerns were principally doctri-

55 7apEH, The Vernacular Qur'an, 186.

56 AL-KAsANI, Kitab Bada'i‘ al-sana'i‘ fi tartib al-shara’i‘, 1:531. See ZapeH, The Vernacular
Qur'an, 109. The term in this verse for “foreign” is ‘ajami, a term which appears in Q 16:103
where the Qur'an contrasts the Arabic revelation given to its Prophet with the ‘ajami speech of
a person (kept anonymous) whom the Prophet’s opponents suspect is acting as his informant.

57 This debate is also indirectly related to the question of variant readings (gira’'at; wujiih,
huriif) of the Qur'anic text. It was generally considered permissible to recite the Qur'an ac-
cording to canonical variants of the ‘Uthmanic codex. In addition, numerous reports relate
how certain companions of the Prophet recited the Qur’an in ways which depart significantly
from the codex of ‘Uthman (some, of course, are said to have had their own codices). On this
see LEemHuis, “Readings of the Qur'an,” 1:353-363. The debate surrounding variants illustrates
another way in which the notion of gur'an is less static than might be assumed.
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nal and theoretical. This much is implied by Kasani’s use of the Qur’anic
terms tawrat, injil, and zabiir for pre-Muhammadan scriptures. The Jewish
Bible of course includes not only the Torah (and the Psalms) but also the
prophetical and historical writings (or the nebi’zm and the ketiivinm). The
Christian New Testament does not contain one “Gospel” but rather four
“Gospels” along with letters and other writings. Kasani of course has some
awareness of that the problem, as he insists that only those elements which
have not been falsified may be used in ritual prayer.

In any case, Kasani in no way affirms the authenticity of the Bible but
rather makes a point (principally directed against Shafi‘l) about the nature
of divine revelation, namely that God’s speech cannot be limited to the
Arabic Qur’an. This much he holds in common with other members of his
Hanafi school,>® and of course with Abu Hanifa himself. What distinguish-
es Kasani is his understanding of the term gur’an and the consequences
which follow from that understanding. If earlier scriptures are also guran,
Kasani holds, they therefore have a natural place in Islamic ritual prayer.>®
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