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JESUS AND HIS FAMILY IN MATURIDI’S COMMENTARY: METHODS AND SOURCES
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Abstract

Abu Mansur al-Maturidi is one of the most important scholars of Qur’an commentary and Islamic Theology at the first period
of the thought of Ahl al-Sunnah. His views have been particularly influential in places where the Hanafi views are practised. While
interpreting the verses about Jews and Christians, al-Maturidi exposes some different perspectives as well as common approaches of
other commentators. Interpreting the Qur'an with the Qur'an, commentary with prophetic sayings (hadith), references to the
discussions among theological schools and theological polemics with Christians are some of his methods and sources. In this article I
tried to show the information about Jesus which al-Maturidi gave, through his methods and resources. At the same time, I have also
identified his theological goals which he always held in the foreground when he interprets the verses concerning with Jesus.
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Introduction

Abt Mansiur al-Maturidi was a Muslim scholar who lived in Transoxiana around the city of
Samarkand in the period between the end of the 9th century and the first half of the 10th century. We don’t
know a lot about his life. He was recognized as a leader of Hanafis in this region. He is also considered as a
founder of one of the theological schools of Ahl al-Sunnah. In the bibliographical sources, there are many
books attributed to him but, unfortunately, they did not reach up to the present. However, except two of
them are extant today. One of them is called Kitib al-Tawhid, which is on Islamic theology, and the other one
is called Ta'wilat Ahl al-Sunnah!, which is a commentary on the Qur’an.

For my larger project during my research on Ta'wilat Ahl al-Sunnah, I worked on the reports about
Zakariyya (Zachariah pbuh), Yahya (John the Baptist pbuh), Mary (pbuh) and Jesus (pbuh) and I tried to
construct a coherent story of the family of Jesus. For this paper, I isolated, out of this larger project, the
methods and sources that al-Maturidi used in his commentary on the story of Jesus and his family in the
Qur’an. I tried to discover his approach on the issue.

Interpreting the Qur’an with the Qur’an

When al-Maturidi interprets verses of Qur'an, he refers to the other verses of Qur'an. This is a
method that is frequently used by the exegetes, and is agreed to be a reliable method. According to
commentators, the Qur’an interprets itself as well so that some Qur’anic statements that are vague are
explained elsewhere in the Qur’an. Al-Maturidi often uses this method on matters related to Jesus, as well as
the other ones. Following are some examples of this method:

For instance, for the following verse about Mary’s conception, “ Jid s L) ERERFERY FEPORPRLRSGH
G st 1535 \&V”2 (Thus she kept herself in seclusion from people. Then We sent to her Our spirit, and it appeared before her
in the form of a perfect man.) (Qur’an, 19:17), Al-Maturidi mentions that the Muslim interpreters agree on the
fact that angel Gabriel is meant by the word “rah” in this verse. According to him, the word “rah” in the
verse (peliaall s 55 5% 5 1kl Gl e Bally &5 Ge (A £ 55 A5 O (Say: The Holy spirit has revealed it from your
Lord with the truth, that it may establish those who believe and as a guidance and good news for those who surrender)
(Qur’an, 16:102), has the same meaning with the former. Thus he explains the word “rahana” (our spirit) in
the first verse, with the word “rah al-Quds” (holy spirit) in the second one. And the words “basharan
sawiyya” mean that the Holy Spirit appeared to Mary as a faultless, thorough and complete human being
(al -Maturidi, 2004, III, 261). Another verse in a different chapter provides yet another example of the word

“rah” (spirit). Al-Maturidi mentions that the words “a spirit from Him” in the verse “ s &l (e e &)
Ba 2 sh5 me S WA A5 & J L7 (The Messiah, Jesus son of Mary, was but a Messenger of God, and a Word of His
which He conveyed to Mary, and a spirit from Him.) (Qur’an, 4:171) has the same meaning as those in the verse
“lin 5%y e 48 UAEE g3 5 Eitadl ) &) 3e Cl o 305” (And also Mary, the daughter of ‘Tmran, who kept herself chaste, so
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We breathed into it out of Our Spirit...) (Qur’an, 66:12). For him, the naming of Jesus as the soul of God is due
to the fact that He resurrects the dead through him. Thus, God calls the Qur’an as a “spirit” in the verse
i Ll N (5250 S5 Uilie (s £ (0 45 585 1558 8 805 a5 A e (555 R L U (n a5 O W) IS5
(And thus have We inspired in you (Muhammad) a Spirit of Our command. You did not know what the Scripture was,
nor what the Faith. But We have made it a light whereby We guide whom We will of Our servants. And you verily do
guide unto a right path.) (Qur’an, 42:52); because God resurrects the dead hearts by it (al-Maturidi, 2004, I, 530-
531).

In his interpretation of the verse “And also Mary, the daughter of “Imran, who kept herself chaste, so We
breathed into it out of Our Spirit, and who affirmed the truth of the words of her Lord, and His Books, and she was of
those devoutly obedient to God.” (Qur’an, 66:12), he addresses the issue of how Mary protected her chastity.
According to him, the Virgin Mary, drew a curtain between herself and people to prevent them from seeing
each other. Thus, she did not see the people, while also the people did not see her. For al-Maturidi, this is
related to the verse “Say to the believing men that they should lower their gaze and guard their modesty: that will
make for greater purity for them: and Allah is well acquainted with all that they do.” (Qur’an, 24:30). For him, if
people avoid looking at others, they can manage to preserve their chastities. Moreover, he relates this verse
to the chosenness and chastity of Mary which are mentioned in the verse “And when the angels said: "Mary,
God has chosen you and made you pure, and exalted you above all the women in the world.” (Qur’an, 3:42). He says
that God made her pure from exorbitance and adultery. In the first verse, God attributes “being protected”
to Mary, and in this one, “making pure” to Himself. Therefore, Mary fulfilled the requirements of protection,
and then God made her pure (al-Maturidi, 2004, V, 185-186).

References to the occasions of revelations

In the time of Prophet Muhammad (pbuh), some verses were revealed after or as a response to some
events. And as such, there were certain relations between these events and verses so these special historical
events are called “asbab al-nuzal” (occasions of revelations). Such narratives are very important because
they show us the historical context of the verses. Therefore, making use of these narratives in the
commentary of the Qur'an is one of the methods of interpretation. Al-Maturidi uses this method in his
commentary. Following are some examples:

According to Al-Maturidi, when the verse “You and all the things you deify and worship apart from God
are but firewood for Hell. You are bound to arrive in it” (Qur’'an, 21:98) was revealed, Meccan pagans began to
talk improperly about Jesus. They claimed that Jesus, Ezra (pbuh), and the angels are also in hell, putting
forward that they were worshipped apart from God. And they further said “if they are in hell, we are willing
to be there with them”. As a result of this, the following verse was revealed “And when (Jesus) the son of Mary
has been presented as an example, your people turn from it in disdain” (Qur’an, 43:57). Indeed, in the next verse, it
is stated that Meccan pagans claimed that their gods were better than Jesus: “And they say, "Are our deities
better or is he?" They put it to you only for disputation. Indeed, they are a people addicted to contentiousness”
(Qur’an, 43:58). According to al-Maturidi, they argued this as a proof of the fact that they would never have
to suffer punishment in the hereafter (al-Maturidi, 2004, IV, 440-441).

References to Variant Readings

Al-Maturidi, occasionally refers to variant readings of the Qur’an in his commentary while
examining the issue of Mary and Jesus. For him, these variants contribute to the understanding of the text.
This method, also, is frequently used by commentators. Some examples would be:

In his interpretation of the verse “US3 Lé &ll CaY ol Ok W W) 08 (He said: I am only a messenger of
your Lord: That I will give you a pure boy.) (Qur'an, 19:19), al-Maturidi, indicates that there is a certain
vagueness in this expression. For him, the gift (i.e. pure boy) belongs to God, not to Gabriel. Thus, he offers a
variant reading from Ibn Mas'ud as an evidence. The word (<»Y) (for I give) in the verse, is replaced by (<)
(for He gives) in the recitation of Ibn Mas"ud. The word “zeki” as an attribute of Jesus, in this verse, means a
righteous man and one who is free from all kinds of evil (al-Maturidi, 2004, III, 262). Thus al-Maturidi draws
attention to the miracle of God in the creation of Jesus. Such that, even Gabriel, is nothing other than a
reporter messenger.

In the verse Gl Ge C&5 485 455 clalky a5 G 48 UAEE g2 5 Ciadl 1) (e &l oy 5a5” (And also
Mary, the daughter of ‘Imran, who kept herself chaste, so We breathed into it out of Our Spirit, and who affirmed the
truth of the words of her Lord, and His Books, and she was of those devoutly obedient to God.) (Qur’an, 66:12), God
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says that Mary had confirmed the divine books. Al-Maturidi says that the word (+55) “kutubihi” (his books),
is also recited as (41S) “kitabihi” (his book). According to him, both recitations imply a similar meaning
because someone who confirmed one of the books, also would have confirmed the others since the divine
books are in agreement with one another. Therefore, both words require each other in meaning. If the word
is recited as “kitabihi”, it means the Gospel. And the word “kutubihi” means the Gospel and the books
which were previously sent by God (al-Maturidi, 2004, V, 185-186). Apparently, al-Maturidi interprets here
that Mary verbally affirms divine books. Nevertheless there is no information here about whether the
prophecies of the Old Testament was actually confirmed by Mary, as in example “Behold, a virgin shall
conceive, and bear a son, and shall call his name Immanuel” (Isaiah, 7:14).

Commentary with Hadith

One of the methods used in the science of exegesis is to consult the hadith. As it is well known, while
the Qur'an was revealed, Prophet Muhammad was explaining the meanings of the verses. In addition,
reports from the Prophet, although not intended for any specific verses, were used as materials for exegesis.
Some significant hadith sources have special chapters about Prophet’s commentary on the Qur'an. On the
other hand, there are commentary books which collect the narratives from the Prophet Muhammad and the
first generations of Islam. So, al-Maturidi uses the hadith of Prophet in his commentary. Some examples
related to our topic would be:

Concerning the verse about the chosenness of Mary “And when the angels said: "Mary, God has chosen
you and made you pure, and exalted you above all the women in the world.” (Qur’an, 3:42), al-Maturidi quotes the
following two hadiths: Ibn “Abbas says, Messenger of God drew four lines on the ground and asked: Do you
know what these are? The people there said, God and His Messenger know better. There upon he said:
These are the virtuous women of Paradise who are Khadijah, Fatimah, Mary and Asiya, wife of Pharaoh (al-
Nisabuari, 1990, 1I, 539). A similar hadith which is narrated from Anas, is as follows: "The most benevolent
women of the Worlds are four: Mary, the daughter of ‘Imran; Asiya, the daughter of Mazahim; Khadijah, the
daughter of Huwaylid and Fatimah, the daughter of Muhammad." (al-Tirmidhi, 1975, V, 703).

In another verse about Mary’s aunt’s husband Prophet Zachariah and his son John the Baptist “O
Zachariah! We give you the glad tidings of a son whose name will be Yahya (John). We have not given this name to
anyone before.” (Qur’an, 19:7), al-Maturidi quotes various interpretations. One of them is that nobody has
been created in John's virtue before him. Thus, the Prophet Muhammad says: There is nobody among the
children of Adam (pbuh), who did not err, did not intend ever to, except John, son of Zachariah. John,
however, neither had the intent nor did he actually commit an error (Ibn Hanbal, 1994, IV, 400).

In the commentary of the verse “Had there not been a previous decree from God, a tremendous punishment
would surely have touched you because of what you took” (Qur’an, 8:68), al-Maturidi quotes the consultation of
the Prophet Muhammad about the prisoners of war after the battle of Badr and what to do about them. After
people share their opinions, Prophet Muhammad says: Indeed, Almighty Allah softens the hearts of some
people, so that their hearts would be softer than milk. However, the God Almighty, hardens the hearts of
some people. Thus, they become more rigid than stone. O Abu Bakr, you're like Jesus. Because he said: “If
You punish them, they are Your servants; and if You forgive them, You are the All-Glorious with irresistible might, the
All-Wise” (Qur’an, 5:118). In the same hadith, “Umar is likened to Prophet Moses (pbuh) and Prophet Noah
(pbuh). In this hadith, Jesus is described as someone whose heart is softer than milk. At the end, the Prophet
Muhammad prefers the opinion of Abti Bakr, whom he likened to Jesus (al-Maturidi, 2004, II, 371-372).

In the commentary of the verse “If You punish them, they are Your servants; and if You forgive them, You
are the All-Glorious with irresistible might, the All-Wise.” (Qur’an, 5:118), al-Maturidi quotes the following
narrative: The Prophet Muhammad has spent a whole night with this verse. He stood in his prayer reciting
this verse, then prostrated reciting it, then sat reciting it (Ibn Hanbal, 1994, XXXV, 256). And al-Maturidi adds
the following comment: He was supplicating to God as if he was saying: If You abandon them, who could
help them? Who can protect them except You? They are your servants. If you give them your blessings, who
can prevent this from happening? (al-Maturidi, 2004, 11, 94).

Linguistic Analysis of the terms:

The analysis of the terms and words from a linguistic point of view is one of the methods which al-
Maturidi uses it in his commentary. While analyzing the words, al-Maturidi provides different opinions and
sometimes also mentions his own opinion. Some examples:
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The term “mesth” (messiah): The meaning of word “messiah” is same both Arabic and Hebrew
languages: “One who has been anointed”. In the commentary of the verse “Assuredly they have disbelieved who
say: God is the Messiah, son of Mary, whereas the Messiah himself proclaimed: " O Children of Israel! Worship God, my
Lord and your Lord." Whoever associates partners with God, God has surely made Paradise forbidden to him, and his
refuge is the Fire. And the wrongdoers will have no helpers.” (Qur'an, 5:72), al-Maturidi says that the word
“messiah” can both have an active and a passive meaning. He quotes Hasan al-Basr1 as an evidence for the
passive meaning of it: Jesus was called Messiah, because he was anointed with abundance. Similarly, Anti-
Christ was called Messiah, because he was anointed with curse. The word “messiah” has also an active
meaning but this time it means “someone who anoints”. So, Jesus was named “messiah” because, he was
anointing the blind and lepers so that they would be healed; and he was anointing the dead to raise them (al-
Maturidi, 2004, 1V, 279-280). Al-Maturidi reports another meaning of “messiah”: which is great or exalted.
But, for him, this meaning is in the language of people of Jesus (al-Maturidi, 2004, I, 269). The last meaning
recorded by al-Maturidi was probably used to indicate the position of Jesus. As it is known, the kings and
prophets were being anointing in ancient Israel (McGrath, 2007, 276-277).

The term “Injil”: In the commentary of the verse “Jai¥)s 353 U35 4% (i W Batas Gally Qb atle 357
“He sends down on you the Book in parts with the truth, confirming the Revelations prior to it; and He sent down the
Torah and the Gospel” (Qur’an, 3:3), al-Maturidi says, the word “Injil” comes from the Arabic word “yujelli”
(s> which means, something which reveals and demonstrates (al-Maturidi, 2004, I, 246). Thus it appears
that for him the word "Injil", is a word of Arabic origin. He does not refer to any relationship between the
word “Injil” and the Greek word “evangelion” (McKim, 1996, 96) which means “good news”. His comments
on these two terms (mesih and injil) are based on the assumption that these are words of Arabic origin.
Although al-Maturidi, while explaining the word “mesih”, notes the possibility that this word could have
come from the language of Jesus; he does not take account that it is the case for the word ”Injil"

The term “khalq” (creatlon) In the verse ““ gﬂal\ O « g& b—l\ eS-' ¥ u»« a eS-ua k] @\ ol (2 Q\ Yl
u\(,smyJ;gu\?s)u@w)uu)wxsum?sm\)wu;u@y&\@;buafmuswd}\,mum ik () R0 g als ikl 28
Onie’ss -7 ((And God will make him) a Messenger to the Children of Israel (saying to them): ‘Assuredly, I have come to
you with a clear proof from your Lord: I create for you out of clay something in the shape of a bird, then I breathe into it,
and it becomes a bird by God’s leave. And I heal the blind from birth and the leper, and I revive the dead, by God'’s leave.
And I inform you of what things you eat, and what you store up in your houses. Surely in this is a clear proof for you, if
you are sincere believers) (Qur’an, 3:49), Jesus says “I create for you”. According to al-Maturidi, this expression
is metaphorical, not real. The act of khalq (3%) (creation) does not belong to the creatures. Because, creation
means “bringing out from absence to presence”. However, this is only within the power of God. Therefore,
this expression is “metaphorical” when it is used abouthuman beings. The next verse is like this one too:
“And confirming (the truth contained in) the Torah that was revealed before me, and to make lawful for you certain
things that had been forbidden to you.” (Qur’an, 3:50). Because, making something lawful or unlawful belongs
to God. So the expression “I create for you out of clay something in the shape of a bird” means that “I show you a
statue of bird which God created in my hand.” Such miracles are not acts of the prophets. They only appear
in the hands of the prophets. As such, it is not permissible to attribute the creation to the creatures.
According to al-Maturidi, the general term for creation (khalq) is a word that can be used in a metaphorical
and real meaning. But the technical term for creation (takhliq) refers only to the real meaning. The miracles
of prophets, which are extraordinary, are created by God in the hands of prophets. And this is only so that
these miracles would be proofs for the truthfulness of prophets. Healing blind and leper is also among the
signs of prophethood due to its extraordinary nature. Furthermore, according to him, the word creation is
used in the sense of “to fashion” (taswir) and “to make something” (sun’) in Arabic language (al-Maturidyi,
2004, II, 90-91; III, 395-397). These explanations of al-Maturidi are based on the idea of theological
impossibility and capabilities of Arabic language. This method is often used by theologians. Linguistic
capabilities become sources of theological explanations, while at the same time they are restricted by
theological assumptions.

Narratives Outside of Hadith

Al-Maturidi, refers to the views of the Companions of Muhammad and the following generations,
when he explains the historical stories of the Qur'an. There are some authorities of interpretation among
these people, like Ibn ‘Abbas, ‘Ubeyy b. Ka’b, Hasan al-Basri, Mujahid etc. Other than that, there are also
opinions which al-Maturidi anonymously quoted. He also quotes from scholars and members of different
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theological schools, like Abt Bakr al-’Asamm (from Mu’tazila) and Ibn al-Rawandi (from Shi‘a). He
sometimes cites current debates in these narratives. Al-Maturidi does not criticize all these opinions, but
only some of them. He usually restricts himself to narrate them. Some examples:

The Qur’an informs that the people slandered Mary when she became pregnant with Jesus, by the
verse “And because of their unbelief and speaking against Mary a tremendous calumny.” Al-Maturidi attributes the
information about the slander to the opinion of Ibn ‘Abbas, and says that it was "adultery" (al-Maturidi,
2004, 1, 524).

‘When al-Maturidi comments on the verse “ jall (35 &5} )30 OB A ) s il o (6 8D 4ie e (sl Gl
Osalin Gl 3¢5 A Gal &7 (When Jesus perceived their willful persistence on unbelief, called out: "Who will be my
helpers (on this way) to God?" The disciples answered: "We are the helpers of God. We believe in God. Bear witness
that we are Muslims) (Qur’an, 3:52), he says that there has been a dispute about the meaning of the word
“havariyyan” (apostles). The apostles, according to a narrative of Ibn “Abbas, are named “havariyyuan”
because their clothes are white. Also, they were fishermen. In another narrative from Ibn “Abbas, they are
called this name, due to the cleanliness of their hearts. They are the closest friends of Jesus (al-Maturidi,
2004, 1, 272).

For the commentary of the following verse “But those who had been granted (true) knowledge said: "Woe
to you! God’s reward for any who believes and does good, righteous deeds is better by far. But none save the patient
(who persevere through adversities, in obedience to God and avoidance of sins) can ever attain to it.” (Qur’an, 28:80),
he cites the ascetic nature of Jesus, citing someone from earlier generations. According to this narrative, Jesus
was such a great ascetic that he had no place to reside in. He also had no job to provide his needs and did
not engage in such a thing. Therefore, God Almighty raised him to heaven, and provided for him livelihood
and shelter there, in His own neighborhood and favor (al-Maturidi, 2004, 111, 616-617).

Al-Maturidi quotes a narrative from Ibn ‘Abbas that the verse “When We first sent them two
(Messengers) and they denied them, We reinforced them with a third, and they said: "Surely we are Messengers sent
to.” (Qur’an, 36:14) refers to Jesus. According to this narrative, Jesus was first sent to them as a Messenger, to
invite the people to believe in the unity of God. He brought them the proofs and evidence about this. But
they rejected him, and said, “We do not know what you are talking about.” And then, two other messengers
were sent to them. The first messenger (Jesus) said to the latter ones: “They will deny you, as they denied me
before.” When you invite them to the unity of God, they will tell you “What do you do well?” If you answer
them saying “we heal the blind and leper”, they will say “There is someone among us who is good at it.” If
you say “we heal the sick”, they will answer “There is someone among us, who is good at it.” So, tell them
“we resurrect the dead”, then I will tell them “I can do it too.” Here, the verse " We reinforced them with a third
" has to do with this story (al-Maturidi, 2004, 1V, 195-196).

Al-Maturidi also mentions an anonymous narrative about this story. The community, to whom these
two messengers were sent, was in Antioch. And Jesus was the one who had sent them there. But al-Maturidi
says that “we do not know if this is true, and we do not need to know it.” (al-Maturidi, 2004, IV, 196). For
him, to suggest such details that are not included in the Qur'an may raise doubts about the Qur’an's
miraculous formation. Because, it is unclear that the narratives which outside the Qur’an are correct or not.

al-Maturidi quotes a narration from Ubay b. Ka'b about the word “rah” (spirit) which occurs in the
verse “Usu 15 Ll Jia Ua ) ) Ul oli Ulas ad5d (e &3338” (Thus she kept herself in seclusion from people. Then We
sent to her Our spirit, and it appeared before her in the form of a perfect man) (Qur’an, 19:17). He says that the word
“rah” in this verse, means the spirit of Jesus which was sent to Mary in the form of a perfect man (al-
Maturidi, 2004, I1I, 261).

Al-Maturidi talks about some controversial commentaries about the verse “Zachariah said: "My Lord!
How shall I have a son when my wife is barren and I have already reached infirmity in old age?” (Qur’an, 19:8). In
this story, Zachariah had wanted a sign from God, after the good news came: “(Zachariah) prayed: "My Lord,
appoint a sign for me." "Your sign," God said, "is that you will not speak to people for three nights.” (Qur’an, 19:10).
Some commentators have seen Zachariah’s demand from his Lord as a fault. Then they considered that he
was not able to talk for three days, as a punishment.® But Hasan al-Basri disagrees with this opinion.
According to him, his Lord did not reprove him, or rebuke him, on the contrary He showed mercy on him.

3 This interpretation shows that the Gospel version of the story about Zachariah at that time was well known. see. Luke, 1:19-20.
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Zachariah’s phrase “How shall I have a son” is not a rejection of such good news, but it is his attempt to
understand how this would happen, out of wondering and asking to know (al-Maturidi, 2004, III, 258-259).4

References to The Discussions Among Theological Schools:

When al-Maturidi comments on the verses about Jesus, he sometimes, expresses other topics which
may appear irrelevant, particularly the topics which are contentious among Islamic theological schools, like
Mu'tazila and Mushabbiha. He asserts that these verses disprove the opinions of opposing schools. Some
examples:

When al-Maturidi interprets the verse about God’s adoption of a son “And they claim that God has
taken to Him a son. All-Glorified He is. Rather, to Him belongs all that is in the heavens and the earth; all are
subservient to Him. The Originator of the heavens and the earth with nothing preceding Him to imitate. When He
decrees a thing, He does but say to it "Be!" and it is.” (Qur’an, 2:116-117), on the one hand, he explains that to
take a son is impossible for God, and on the other hand, he cites the discussions about the attribute of God
“takwin” (fashioning) on the word “kun” (be) in the verse. Al-Maturidi, with his comments on this issue,
laid the foundations of the theological debates on the attribute of takwin which would take place between
Ash’aris and Maturidis in the later centuries.

The discussion of the prophethood of Mary: a. About the word “siddiqa” (upright) in the verse “The
Messiah, son of Mary, was but a Messenger; Messengers had passed away before him; and his mother was an upright
one wholly devoted to God; both of them ate food. Look, how We make the truths clear to them, then look how they are
turned away from the truth and make false claims!” (Qur’an, 5:75), al-Maturidi says that she was cleansed from
all dirt. Also according to him, there is an analogy to the prophets in this phrase because when Gabriel came
to her, she confirmed him, like the other prophets did. Other creatures confirm the angels, through the
report of prophets whereas Mary approved Gabriel, with news, given to her by Gabriel (al-Maturidi, 2004, II,
87). In the story of Moses, al-Maturidi evaluates the revelation to the mother of Moses, from the standpoint
of prophecy. This issue, also contains some similarities regarding the status of Mary. In this verse, God says
“We revealed the mother of Moses, saying: " Suckle him, then when you have cause to fear for him, put him in the river,
and do not fear or grieve. We will surely return him to you and make him one of our Messengers.” (Qur’an, 28:7). Al-
Maturidi says that majority of commentators agree on the fact that the term “revelation” in this verse does
not mean the specific concept of revelation which is required to be a Messenger of God; but it means
“inspiration” which is knowledge placed in the heart. However, according to him, this is not true. It is also
possible that this revelation is like the revelation that is sent to the prophets. Because, here there are exact
expressions and commands, unlike an inspiration. However, it is not necessary that someone becomes a
prophet through this revelation. According to him, the case of Mary -when the angel came to her- is also
similar (al-Maturidi, 2004, III, 584-585). On the other hand, al-Maturidi evaluates the supernatural events
that took place during Mary's pregnancy, from this perspective. When he comments on the verse “And shake
the trunk of the date-palm towards you: it will drop fresh, ripe dates upon you” (Qur’an, 19:25) he asserts that the
miracles, normally given to the prophets, can also be given to the people who are not prophets (al-Maturidi,
2004, 1II, 263-264). His commentaries, about this issue, refers, on the one hand, to the debate about the
possibility of being a prophet for women, between Ash’aris and Maturidis, on the other hand, to the
discussion on miracles which are seen on non-prophetic people, between Ahl al-Sunnah and Mu'tazila.
Therefore, historical stories in the Qur'an can also become arguments for debates in Islamic theology. In
other words, according to al-Maturidi, historical narratives in the Qur'an have also some meanings beyond
"historical knowledge". Therefore, it is possible to see many similar examples in Islamic sciences such as
Kalam and Figh.

Exegesis (te’wil): Concerning the Qur’anic verse about the apostles of Jesus “O you who belicve! Be
helpers of God, even as Jesus son of Mary said to his disciples: "Who will be my helpers (on this way) to God?" The
disciples said: "We are the helpers of God."...” (Qur’an, 61:14), he expresses that God is too exalted to be helped.
However, this statement means to help the religion of God, His prophets and companions to exalt them.
Thus, the verse “O you who believe ! if you help Allah, He will help you and make firm your feet” (Qur’'an, 47:7)
also, has the same meaning. When they helped the religion of God, His Messenger and companions, Allah
attributed it to Himself (al-Maturidi, 2004, V, 123). This issue is the about the possibility of understanding

4 al-Basri's interpretation also points to the difference between a Jewish-Christian and Islamic approaches on perception of
prophethood.
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some of the Qur'anic phrases outside of their literal meanings. Some groups, such as Salafiyya, defend the
approach that such statements should not be interpreted, on the other hand the theologians of Ahl al-Sunnah
and Mu'tazila consider that it is necessary because of the principle of “tanzih” (transcendence of God). Thus,
the justification of al-Maturidi for exegesis is this principle.

About the phrase “raise you up to Myself’ in the verse “When God said: "Jesus, I will take you back and
raise you up to Myself, and will purify you of those who disbelieve, and set your followers above those who disbelieve
until the Day of Resurrection. Then to Me you will all return, and I will judge between you concerning all that on
which you were used to differ.” (Qur’an, 3:55), al-Maturidi opposes the interpretation of this phrase in the sense
that God has a specific location. According to him this phrase is there to exalt Jesus. So, it is not there to
attribute to God a place, as Mushabbiha claimed. If this approach were correct, the inhabitants of Damascus
would have been the closest to God. Because, Prophet Abraham (pbuh) said “I will go to my Lord he will surely
quide me” (Qur’an, 37:99), when he was going towards Damascus. When something is attributed to God, it is
meant to be exalted (al-Maturidi, 2004, I, 273-274).5> Thus, al-Maturidi opposes the school of Mushabbiha
which likens the characteristics of God to the creatures, within the framework of the principle of “tanzih”.

References to The Divine Scriptures and Historical Stories:
Al-Maturidi, sometimes, without citing any sources speaks about peoples, historical events and

places, saying “told in the story”, “there has been a narrative that”. These explanations probably come from
the stories, circulating among the Muslims, but it is also possible that they are transferred from Christians.

One should note that these stories are dealt with in accordance with the Islamic faith.

As a basic principle, al-Maturidi opposes using historical narratives in the commentary of Qur’anic
stories, if they do not come from a trusted source. In his commentary on the verse “It is not for God to take to
Himself a child. All-Glorified is He. When He decrees a thing, He does but say to it "Be!" and it is” (Qur’an, 19:35),
he quotes some narratives about the blowing of spirit into Mary and says “we cannot trust these
narratives”.6

According to him, the narratives about Qur’anic stories, can be reliable only if they come from God
or from whom God reveals to. So, what is mentioned in the Qur’an is sufficient without any addition or any
subtraction. These stories are mentioned in the Qur’an to prove the prophethood of Muhammad because
these stories were already mentioned in the older books, and some people already knew them. These stories
are mentioned the way they are in earlier books so that people can know that Prophet Muhammad received
them from God. So, if there is any addition to or subtraction from these stories, this purpose disappears (al-
Maturidi, 2004, 1II, 265-266).” This approach of al-Maturidi differs from the method of the majority of
exegetes, who interpret the Qur’anic stories, using Christian and Jewish sources.

Al-Maturidi depends on some verses for this principle. When he comments on the verse “Those who
disbelieves say: "This (Qur’an) is but a fabrication which he (Muhammad) himself has invented, and some others have
helped him with it, so they have produced a wrong and a falsehood.” (Qur’an, 25:4), he interprets the phrase “some
others have helped him” as a group who converted from the people of the Book (Ahl al-Kitab, Jews and
Christians) to Islam. They were finding the characteristics of Muhammad, and were informing him about
these characteristics (al-Maturidi, 2004, III, 491). So, some people had converted to Islam in the period of
Prophet Muhammad, and supported his prophethood with the knowledge that they had obtained from their
old religions.” According to al-Maturidi, this supports the fact that the people of the Book already knew
about the Qur'anic stories and did not deny them. Thus, he interprets the word “musaddiq” (confirming) in
the verse “Believe in that which I have sent down (the Qur’an), confirming what you already possess, and do not be
the first to disbelieve in it. And do not sell My Revelations for a trifling price; and in Me alone seek refuge through
reverence for Me and piety.” (Qur’an, 2:41) that the people of the Book knew that Qur’an is in congruence with
the old divine books. These people, easily, brought them together and saw that they are corresponding to

5 The other theological discussions in the commentary of the verses concerning Jesus, see also: About the entitlement of Prophethood
(al-Maturidi, 2004, III, 260); about the validity of faith at the moment of death (I, 525-526); discussions on determining of the death
moment (I1I-260-261); about the situation of who dies as a child in the afterlife (I1I-260-261); about the relation between the terms of
iman and islam (V, 123).

See also, Galli, 1982, 9-14.

al-Maturidi says that this approach belongs to Abt Bakr al-*Asamm from Mu'tazila; see. (al-Maturidi, 2004, 111, 270).

For more information see, Na’'na’ah, 1970, 214-219.

For example ‘Abdullah b. Salam is the most famous of those who have converted to Islam among Jews.

© ® N o
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one another. According to al-Maturidi, although these earlier books have some differences, their congruence
to one another means that they are all sent by God (al-Maturidi, 2004, I, 46). So for him, the stories in the
Qur’an are examples of such congruence. But he never shows this congruence in a comparative fashion. For
him, probably, the Qur’an’s acknowledgment of these stories and the confirmation of the people of the Book,
is sufficient to see the agreement of the books. Another reason for this, in my opinion, is that al-Maturidi
does not have the tools to refer to the Torah and the Gospel, directly. I could not see any direct reference to
the present Gospels, in the Ta'wildt. In one place where he refers to the Torah, it is understood that this
reference is not directly from the Torah. When al-Maturidi takes up the phrase “And the moment his Lord
manifested His glorious Majesty to the mountain” (Qur’an, 7:143) in the story of Moses, he mentions a narrative
that he says he quoted from the Torah: Allah, the Almighty, has come from side of Mount Sinai, appeared
from side of Mount of Sa‘ara and been viewed from side of Mount of Faran.’ In the commentary of this
narrative, al-Maturidi says that: The revelation of God came down to Moses at Mount Sinai, appeared to
Jesus at Mount of Sa‘tira and rose up to Muhammad at Mount Faran (al-Maturidi, 2004, 11, 286).11 In another
place, he comments on this narrative, saying “if it is true” (al-Maturidi, 2004, V, 309). So, this shows that he
did not directly see the Torah.2

On the other hand, al-Maturidi rejects some commentaries and narratives, because he considers that
they are contrary to the Qur’an. For example, when he comments on the verse “We answered his call, too, and
bestowed upon him John, and cured his wife for him” (Qur’an, 21:90), he touches on some narratives about the
wife of Zachariah that she was bad-speaking and immoral whereas they are not lawful to say unless they
have been proven. Furthermore, at the end of the same verse, God emphasizes their dignity, saying “Truly,
these (three) used to hasten to do good deeds as if competing with each other, and invoke Us in hopeful yearning and
fearful anxiety. And they were utterly humble before Us” (Qur’an, 21:90) (al-Maturidi, 2004, 111, 344-345).

Al-Maturidi, however, cites some narratives to explain the stories of the Qur'an. Although these
narratives, generally, are about historical events, they seem like the explanations of Muslims, in compliance
with the statements of the Qur'an.

In his commentary of the verse “And their saying "We killed the Messiah, Jesus son of Mary, the
Messenger of God " - whereas they did not kill him, nor did they crucify him, but the matter was made dubious to
them. Those who differ about this matter and about Jesus are indeed confused; they have no definite knowledge thereof,
following mere conjecture; and they killed him not of a certainty” (Qur’an, 4:157), he reminds that the information
obtained through observation and “mutawatir” reports which contain undeniable information, may have the
possibility of error or falsehood. Even though he does not elaborate on this, we can say that he always keeps
in his mind the possibility of "doubt" about the information that is transmitted from the people of the Book.

In his commentary of this last verse, he cites different narratives about the crucifixion of Jesus. One
of these stories is the following: Jews want to kill Jesus and they surround him at a house. A group of his
companions are with Jesus and it is evening time. The people, who are outside of the house, begin to wait.
Meanwhile, God reveals to Jesus that He would take and raise him to His side (Qur’an, 3:55). Then Jesus
says to his friends: “Who wants to look like me, and then be killed. So God will resurrect him with me, in the
day of judgment.” One of them says “I want, O Messenger of God”. Then he is likened to Jesus, and the
people kill him and crucify him. Another narrative, when the Jews intend to kill Jesus, he takes refuge in a
house. When the people come together to kill Jesus, one of them enters the house. But he takes time to go
out. The people who are outside think that he is fighting with Jesus in the house. Then, this person goes out.
But, God likens this person to Jesus. So, they kill him. “There was no reason to prevent that this person
would look like Jesus” says al-Maturidi, “although the person whom they saw, was not Jesus in truth.”

Al-Maturidi notes that this story (crucifixion of Jesus) is transmitted as a mutawatir report in that
community, but he qoutes another opinion which says that it is an “ahad” report, a report that does not
contain undeniable information, because it is transmitted by six or seven people. According to al-Maturidi,

10 The verse of Old Testament which al-Maturidi mentioned is that: “And he said, The Lord came from Sinai, and rose up from Seir
unto them; he shined forth from mount Paran, and he came with ten thousands of saints: from his right hand went a fiery law for
them.”, Deuteronomy, 33:2.

11 See also. al-Maturidi, 2004, 111, 270; IV, 591-592; V, 485-486. Al-Maturidi’s also interprets the words "appeared" and "rose up" in this
narrative, in accordance with God's transcendence.

12 For brief information about Christian community in Transoxiana at al-Maturidi’s period, see. Atiya, 2005, 287-88.
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the fact that someone else that looked like Jesus was killed instead of him, was one of his miracles (al-
Maturidi, 2004, I, 524-525).

These narratives, quoted by al-Maturidi, seem compatible with both the convictions of Christians
about the crucifixion of Jesus (i.e. it happened) and his theory of knowledge!3 (the mutawatir report is source
of the necessary knowledge). Because, he considers that the information about the crucifixion of Jesus in
Christian sources, are formally true. According to him, it is possible to refer to the killing and crucifixion of
Jesus, as an historical event. On the other hand, as mentioned in the Qur’an, the person who was killed, was
not Jesus, but someone else whom God has likened to Jesus. So the person that the people saw on the cross,
was Jesus. Therefore, the only way to know that this person was not Jesus, is a divine revelation. This is the
story of the Qur’an. So, there is no conflict between historical narratives and Qur’anic verses about the
crucifixion of Jesus.

In general, although al-Maturidi does not approve using narratives, the sources of which are not
known, in the exegesis, he sometimes gives place to them in order to explain the stories of the Qur’an. He
probably thought that these narrations he conveyed were not contrary to his general principle and the goals
of the Qur’an. In doing so, he prefers the opinions of the companions of the Prophet and the scholars of the
following generation. Some examples:

Al-Maturidi quotes a narrative about the phrase “and when I taught you of the Book and Wisdom, and the
Torah and the Gospel,”, in the verse of Qur’an, 5:110. “If it is true” says al-Maturidi, “Jesus was sent to a
teacher, to learn the book.” When the teacher said him "Bismi" (in the name of), he said "bismillah" (in the
name of Allah). When the teacher said "Bismillah", he said "al-Rahman" (Most Gracious).When the teacher
called "al-Rahman", he said "al-Rahim" (Most Merciful). In the end, the teacher said "How can I teach
someone who knows more than me."” (al-Maturidi, 2004, 11, 25-26).14

Another example, when al-Maturidi comments on the saying of Jesus, in the verse “So peace be upon
me on the day I was born and the day of my death, and the day when I will be raised to life.” (Qur’an, 19:33), he
draws attention to the close relation between John the Baptist and Jesus. The statements in this verse, had
been used for John before. With the difference that Jesus saluted himself, but John was saluted by God, in the
verse “So peace on him The day he was born, the day that he dies, and the day that he will be raised up to life”
(Qur’an, 19:15). According to al-Maturidyi, it is quoted in a story that John encounters Jesus someday. John
says to him “You are better than me.”Jesus answers “On the contrary, you're better than me. Because, God
saluted you but I saluted myself.” (al-Maturidi, 2004, III, 265).15

Another example: Al-Maturidi explains the reference of Christians to themselves as the “sons of
God” in the verse “The Jews and Christians assert, "We are God’s children and His beloved ones."...” (Qur’an,
5:18), with a story coming from Jesus. According to this story, Jesus said “I am calling you to my father and
your father, in the heaven” (al-Maturidi, 2004, 11, 90-91).1¢ Therefore, according to al-Maturidi, the expression
"child of God" was used metaphorically in the time of Jesus, not in the true meaning,.

Theological Polemics

Al-Maturidi, sometimes, provides some theological speculations when he comments on the
responses of the Qur’an to the allegations of Christians. He exposes his own point of view, particularly, in
the issues of the Islamic belief of tawhid (unity of God) and the Christian belief of trinity. When he comments
on the verse “Jesus in reference to God resembles Adam. He created him from dust, then said He to him, "Be!" and he
is” (Qur’an, 3:59), he mentions the story of the Christian delegation that came to the Prophet Muhammad
from Najran, a city in Central Arabia. This delegation said to him “You are saying bad things about our
Lord, Jesus. You are asserting that he was a servant, although he resurrected the dead, healed the leper and
blind, and created bird from clay. So, show us someone, among the creatures of God, who does something
like that. In his commentary of these words, al-Maturidi likens this delegation to some Muslim theological
schools. For him, Christians, Mushabbiha and Qadariyya, have got a similar point of view. Concerning
tashbih (likening God to His creatures), he says that their suppositions are related to the statement of

13 See. al-Maturidi, 2005, 14-15.

14 The story between Jesus and the teacher is described differently in Infancy Gospel of Thomas; see. Chartrand-Burke, 2008, 130-131.
The helplessness of the teacher against Jesus is the common point of two stories.

15 For this conversation and its origin, see. Tarif Khalidi, 2001, 82.

16 Cf. “Call no man your father on earth, for you have one Father, who is in heaven" (Matthew, 23:9).
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Abraham “My Lord is He Who gives life and death.” (Qur’an, 2:258).When Jesus said “I create for you out of clay
something in the shape of a bird, then I breathe into it, and it becomes a bird by God’s leave.” (Qur’an, 3:49), they
supposed that he is the Lord and God. Based on this, they named Jesus as the Lord and God. But they saw
that Jesus used to eat, drink and sleep. As for Qadariyya, this school claims that the acts of servants belong to
themselves, and that God never intervenes in these acts. Therefore, when Christians saw these acts of Jesus,
they supposed that he is the Lord. For al-Maturidj, if they accurately knew God, they would know that the
act of Jesus was just forming and imaging, and that it is possible for everyone whereas, giving life can just be
done by God, He exercised it in the hands of Jesus. What Jesus did was just to form. The other miracles are
also like that. Christians claimed his godness, by virtue of two reasons: his birth without a father and his
miracles (al-Maturidi, 2004, 1, 275-276). According to al-Maturidi, the failure of Christians is that they
reached the wrong conclusions when they considered the acts of Jesus. So, this is an error in reasoning. A
similar error has occurred among the Muslims. So, for him, with a correct reasoning, people can reach
correct conclusions.

Al-Maturidi handles, in a theological perspective, the claim that God has taken children to himself, a
claim attributed to Jews, Christians and Arab pagans, in the Qur’an. When he comments on the verse “And
they claim that God has taken to Him a son. All-Glorified He is. Rather, to Him belongs all that is in the heavens and
the earth; all are subservient to Him.” (Qur’an, 2:116), he elaborates on the reasons of adopting a child among
the people. For him, there are three reasons for this: (i). Strong desire, (ii). The feeling of loneliness, hence,
people need someone for friendship, (iii). For protecting himself against superior enemies, therefore, they
need his help. Whereas God Almighty never has any of these reasons, and He is exalted above these things,
so, what requires him to get a child? (al-Maturidi, 2004, I, 85-86).17 As it is seen, for him, any reason, claimed
for adopting a child, is related to a deficiency and requirement but these cannot be claimed for God.

On the other hand, for him, if it is claimed that the reason for adopting a child is friendship, this can
occur in several ways: (i). Friendship, can only occur between two people who are not of the same essence
like the relation between a father and a son. The child, however, is from the essence of his father. (ii)
Friendship is based on past acquired acts of help. Due to these acts, the status of the person who helped is
heightened and he deserves the friendship. But, the status of a child is completely different. God refuses both
claims of acquiring friends and children for Himself with the verse “How can He have a child, when there is for
Him no consort” (Qur’an, 6:101). (iii) Rawandi says that, this claim is either a naming or a real situation.
Because, in the friendship, there is a real situation in the friendship which justifies the naming. But in the
case of God, there is no reality that invalidates such naming,.

Al-Maturidi explains the phrase “Rather, to Him belongs all that is in the heavens and the earth”, at the
end of the verse, in the following way: Everything, in the earth and heavens, are servants of God. People do
not tolerate to adopt their servants as children, even if they greatly need children. Being so, how can you
tolerate that God adopt children, and how can you ascribe such a thing to God, although He is greater than
all his servants.

He interprets the phrase “all are subservient to Him”, in this verse, in the following way: The angels,
Jesus and Ezra who are claimed to be God’s children, are all obedient to God, and are subjugated to His
lordship and they have devoted themselves to his worship (al-Maturidi, 2004, I, 85-86).18

In the commentary of the verse “The Originator of the heavens and the earth with nothing preceding Him
to imitate. When He decrees a thing, He does but say to it "Be!" and it is.” (Qur'an, 2:117) he notes that: In this
verse, there are two proofs against the claim of adopting a child. The first one is saying that how can
“someone who has the power to create the heavens and the earth, out of nothing and for no reason, not be
able to create Jesus without a father!?” The second one is saying that how can “someone who has the power
to create the big and hard things for you, with the smallest letters (kun) (be!), not be able to create Jesus
without a father!?” Also, when he comments on the verse of Qur’an, 3:47, he says that the word “kun” (be!)
indicates the swiftness and the efficiency of God’s order and will (al-Maturidi, 2004, I, 85-86).1° This is, also,
the reason why Jesus was called the “kalimatullah” (word of God) (al-Maturidi, 2004, I, 269, 530-531).

17 See also, al-Maturidi, 2004, I, 530-531; II, 491; 111, 265-266.
18 See also, al-Maturidi, 2004, I, 240.
19 See also, al-Maturidi, 2004, III, 265-266.
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Al-Maturidi mentions that there is a connection between “God has no partner” and “God has no
child”. According to him, a child is in the shape and genus of his father, just as a partner is in the shape and
genus of his partner. According to some, what is meant with the phrase “They assert that God has taken to
Himself a child.” (Qur’an, 10:68) is not the real meaning but the position and the place of child are meant.
Nevertheless, al-Maturidi accepts that this opinion should also be refused because the real meaning has been
refused for its defect (al-Maturidi, 2004, II, 491).

The basic approach of al-Maturidi about this issue is that the divine attributes cannot refer to any
creature in their real meanings. And this is mentioned with the tawhid and tanzih principles of Islam.
Therefore, according to al-Maturidi, the mention of Jesus' story in the Qur’an reveals the profound difference
between Christianity and Islam about God's imagination. In other words, the Qur’an does not refer to the
story of Jesus to explain some historical events; on the contrary, the main goal is to remind a problem on the
conception of God. The dealing of this subject with the beliefs of Christians, Jews or pagans shows that the
problem of God's unity is not a speculative thought but it's actual .20

Assessment

In this paper I attempted to examine the methods and the sources that al-Maturidi, a major Muslim
scholar, used in his interpretation of the Qur’anic verses related to Jesus and his family. We have seen that
al-Maturidi pay attention not to go out of the Islamic knowledge zone while dealing with the subject. In this
context, he considers the Qur’an and the Sunnah as fundamental sources. The information that emerges in
the generations after the Prophet Muhammad is partly respected. In this section, we have seen some of the
narratives in Christian sources have been properly converted into Islamic beliefs. Al-Maturidi also takes this
approach into consideration as well as other Muslim writers. We can also say, considering his writings, that
he has no direct contact with the Christians and the Bible.

It can be said that the main purpose of his interpretation of verses is not to multiply the story of
Jesus, but rather to give priority the goals of the Qur’an on the stories of Prophets. That is why he devoted a
great deal of space to theological debates in his commentary of the verses concerning Jesus and his family.
As a result, we can say that Jesus, who is depicted by al-Maturidi, is a Muslim Jesus.
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