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ABSTRACT

A miracle is usually regarded as an extraordinary event which has religious
significance in almost all religions of the world. This research work examines and
analyzes the meaning, nature, source, role, and function of a miracle. The study is
limited to miracles reported in the Qur'an and the Gospels. In doing so, the parallel
and particular features of miracles in both scriptures are underscored, analyzed, and
compared. The research also distinguishes a miracle from a wonder of saint (karamah)

as well as from sorcery (sihr). This study involves mainly library research. It engages
descriptive, analytical, and comparative methods to examine the miracles reported in
both sacred scriptures. The study finds that miracles reported in the Qur'an and the
Gospels share a lot of similarities especially in terms of their role and function as
proof of sincerity and truthfulness of the prophets in whose hands a particular miracle
is demonstrated. If these similarities are given proper consideration, the religion of
Christianity would find Islam does indeed share a wider religious cultural ground with
it than many have imagined. This acknowledgment should bring about a much more
cordial relationship in modern times between the two monotheistic religions.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

Miracles to both religious and non-religious people draw all sorts of views and
opinions. Due to its unusual and phenomenal character, the debate over its authenticity
and even existence has been subjected to an in-depth discourse in both academic and
non-academic forums even before the development of modern natural sciences.
Philosophers who believed in the causal nature of the world, that is, the principle that
nothing happens without a cause, denied miracle on the view that nothing can break
natural law. On the other hand, theologians who recognized miracle and believed in its
occurrence, confirmed its reality and contended that it cannot be explained by human
understanding of the laws of nature and the universe alone.

Most religions of the world recognized miracle and affirmed its occurrence
and relevance. According to the Encyclopedia of World Religions “The English word
“miracle” is defined as something that exercises wonder or astonishment, a wonderful
thing, a marvel; an effect in the physical world which surpasses all known human or

1 Many religions

natural powers and is therefore attributed to supernatural agent.
believed that miracle is an extraordinary phenomenon, performed and demonstrated
by great people highly advanced in morality and spirituality, referred to in different
names: prophets in revealed religions Judaism, Christianity and Islam -and Masters of
Wisdom in non-revealed religions such as Hinduism and Buddhism.

However, their points of view about its functions and purposes vary from one

tradition to another. In Islam for instance, miracle has been defined by Muslim

! Encyclopedia of World Religions, “Miracle,” (Amsterdam: Foreign Media Books, 2006), 584.



theologians in different expressions, but one characteristic feature about those

definitions is that they are similar in meaning. Miracle is proof of sincerity and
authentication of prophethood that performs it (Sa'd al-D1n 1895).

With regard to Christianity, a miracle is also defined as “an event of an
extraordinary kind brought about by a god with religious signiﬁcemce”.2 Thus a
miraculous event is caused by God through throwing the rules of the universe out of
the window to make a point. Miracle in Christianity is divided into “healing” miracles
such as, healing the sick as reported in Mathew 8 and 9, and “nature” miracles such as
the multiplication of loaves and the turning of water into wine at the town of Cana.
The healing miracles were contemplated as the best sign of Jesus divinity, “The
expression of compassion which the healing embodies is one of the most significant
ways in which Jesus provides an illustration of the character of God.”® Miracle is
also defined as a “sign of God’s saving presence and design, for the mass of believers
it was the manifestation of a sacred power inherent in individual persons.”* Based on
these definitions, Christianity regards that there is no difference between prophets and
saints in performing miracles. However, in an attempt to deny evidential aspect of
miracle, some Christian theologians claim that miracles of Jesus are expressions of his
inherited divinity. Therefore, “They were more often seen by Christians as

»° Conversely, all miracles performed

“expressions rather than proofs of his divinity.
by Prophet Muhammad are not recognized by Christian theologians in an attempt to

portray him as an impostor or a false prophet.

Z Richard Swinburne, “Introdution,” in Miracles, edited by Richard Swinburne, (London: Macmillan

Publishing Company, 1989), 2- 6.

® Kate Zebiri, “Contemporary Muslim Understanding of the Miracles of Jesus,” The Muslim World,
vol. 90, no. 1-2, (2000): 71- 91.

*  Encyclopedia Britannica, vol. 17, Macropedia, 15, edition, Chicago: Encyclopedia Britannica
Inc.1998.

* Ibid.


http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/515425/sacred

This study therefore, aims at addressing some miracles of Prophet Muhammad
as elaborated in the Qur’an and authentic hadith. Furthermore, some genuine miracles
of Jesus reported in the Gospels would be discussed in order to highlight the
similarities of miracles in both scriptures.

No doubt, literature about miracle, its nature, function, and source are
available in abundance. Yet, majority of this literature are polemic in nature.
According to some of this literature, every miracle which has been highlighted in
many religions plays the role to authenticate a particular religion and to invalidate
other religion.

Hence, the current research work seeks to adopt an analytical comparative
method to investigate the Muslim and the Christian literatures on miracle in terms of
its meanings, functions and relevance in each tradition, and to highlight common and

distinct features of miracle in both religions (Islam and Christianity).

1.1 STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

It is interesting to note that even though most of the world religions admit the
existence of miracle, not all of them acknowledge the concept of prophethood. In
addition, the meanings, understandings, interpretations, and significance of miracle
vary across religions. A comparative study of the concept of miracles in Islam and
Christianity is pivotal. Besides that, there is a total rejection of miracle by some
philosophers, claiming that nothing can break the Law of Nature.

Furthermore, there are some related terms that are wrongly perceived as miracles,
mainly because they share the peculiar feature of breaking the law of nature such as an
Omen and Charisma, while others that have nothing in common with miracle like

magic and sorcery are also regarded as miracles.



Hence, the primary focus of this study is on the verification of the reality and

occurrence of miracle in the Qur‘an and the Gospels; the meanings and

understandings of miracle would also be examined. Furthermore, the comparison of
its significance in both religions in terms of the establishment of prophethood would
be addressed. Indeed, the clarification of miracle from other related issues such as

wonder of saint and sorcery would be considered.

1.2. RESEARCH QUESTIONS
This study attempts to answer the following questions:
I.  What is the definition of miracle in Islam?
Il.  What is the definition of miracle in Christianity?
1. What are the different understandings of miracle among Muslim scholars?
IV.  What are the different understandings of miracle among Christian scholars?
V.  What is the significance of the differences in the understanding of miracles in

Islam and Christianity?

VI.  What are the examples of miracle in the Qur‘an and the Gospels?

VII.  Does causality theory negate occurrence of miracle?

1.3. OBJECTIVES OF STUDY
The main objectives of this research are:
1. To explore and study the meanings of miracle in Islam and Christianity.
2. To analyze the existing literatures written by Muslim and Christian scholars on

the subject of miracle.



3. To present the position of miracle, its significance and its relevance in Islam
and Christianity.

4. To explain and discuss the examples of miracle in the Qur‘an and the Gospels

1.4, RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This research work is a library research where it involves purely theoretical and
textual study. In carrying out the analysis, the researcher adopts qualitative method.
The research therefore refers to sources from the library such as books, journals,
research papers and other reading materials. This involves an evaluation of materials
published in Arabic which is the primary source for Islamic literature. A comparative
approach is adopted in this work to identify the similarities and differences of miracle

in the Qur‘an and the Gospels as well as to outline commonalities and disparities in

the understanding of miracle and its significance in Islam and Christianity.

1.5. SCOPE OF RESEARCH

This study is interested in examining some of the examples of miracle as expounded

in the Qur‘an and the Gospels. The study also examines the writings of Muslim and

Christian scholars on miracles. Although there are numerous studies on the concept of
miracle, its occurrence, and significance in both traditions, but in most cases the
comparative elements were missing in those studies. Therefore, the study will focus
on the exposition and evaluation of the concept of miracle and its centrality in both
traditions. This research work is also interested in underscoring both the Muslim and

the Christian philosophers’ views on miracle and theologians’ responses to the



philosophers’ insights on the problem of miracles. Lastly, the parallel and particular
features of miracle in both religions will be outlined.

1.6. SIGNIFICANCE OF RESEARCH

There are many writings on the miracle phenomena in both traditions. However, most
of these writings are, in one way or the other, polemical. That is, they are literature
which usually presents miracle in such a way that one religion is favored over the
other. This study will present a fair comparative analysis of miracle by presenting
characteristics of miracle prevalent in Islam and Christianity. This is to enable a fairly
and objective intellectual engagement on inter-faith discourses between Muslim and
Christian communities. It is hoped that this research will increase knowledge about

miracle in Islam and Christianity.

1.7. LITERATURE REVIEW
Miracle is a common phenomenon in religions. It has inspired many scholars, from
different religions who would like to understand miracle and its significance, to do
research on it for their respective religions. Thus there are many books written on
miracle. However, this research focuses mainly on comparative analysis of miracles
expounded in the Qur‘an and the Gospels. Therefore, in order to present a fair
discussion of miracles reported in the Gospels, several books, and articles written by
Christian scholars on the subject matter will be reviewed, and the same will be done
with regard to miracles reported in the Qur‘an.

On the general nature of miracle, Richard Swinburne® gives an in-depth

intellectual and philosophical discussion on what should be considered as miracles

® Richard Swinburne is a professor of the Philosophy of Christian Religion at Oxford University, the
passage under review is an introduction to his edited book, Miracle.



and what should not. He also discusses in detail historical evidence of the occurrence
of miracles, where he analyzes arguments of both protagonists and antagonists of
miracle. Even though Swinburne claimed to be objective, “The reader is left to form
his or her own view on who wins the argument.”” He is in support of the idea of
miracle as we would see later in the body of research.

In view of this analysis, Swinburne presents a definition of miracle claimed to
be a popular definition of miracle among Christians. The definition is that miracle is
“an event of an extraordinary kind, brought about by a god, and of religious
significance.”® He defends the coherence of this definition and affirms that miracle
violates the law of nature, but that the notion of this violation of law of nature should
be understood “as non-repeatable counterinstance to it, i.e., an exception that would
not be repeated under similar circumstance.”®

Furthermore, Swinburne contends that there are two points of view on the
source of miracle in Christianity. The first view is derived from St. Thomas Aquinas’s
definition of miracle in which Aquinas asserts that “...only God can work miracle.”*
While the second view is adopted from Pope Benedict’s (XIV) work on miracle,
wherein the Pope argues that a human could work miracle if temporarily given
superhuman power. Although, Swinburne’s stand on the source of miracle is neither
included nor explained, however he presents a clear picture of miracle as understood

in Christianity. Besides, he proves the occurrence of miracle on philosophical ground

in addition to its historical evidence.

’ bid., 1.

® Ibid., 2.

° 1bid., 9.

10" St. Thomas Aquinas, “Miracles,” in Miracles, edited by Richard Swinburne, (London: Macmillan
Publishing Company, Collier Macmillan Publishers, 1989), 6



St. Thomas Aquinas was a great Christian scholar who establishes the
occurrence of miracle on a powerful philosophical argument. He proves with deep
intellectual discussion that miracle does not contradict natural causes™ and that
natural causes are what usually occurs in most cases in things, but not what is always
so. Aquinas elaborates more by giving the rising of a sixth finger on a man as an
example. That is to say based on natural causes man should have five fingers so the
rising of the sixth finger did not contradict the natural causes but it indicates that
natural causes have effects on things in most cases but not always, so miracle is
possible. Aquinas contends that only God can perform miracle and that purpose of
miracle in most cases is for God to manifest His power.

Another important point discussed by Aquinas is the issue of various degrees
of miracle. He argues that there are three categories of miracle, and all are wrought by
God alone but they differ in terms of rank. The highest rank goes to some events done
by God which are beyond the capability of natural laws. He justifies this claim with
two examples. First is for the sun to reverse its course, and second is for the sea to
open up and offer a way through which people may pass. He concludes that natural
causes can never do either of the two.

The second and third categories of miracle are under the capability of natural
causes but God performed them in different ways. For the second category, he argues
that there are natural causes for animal to live but for it to live after death only divine
power can do so. With regards to the third category, he contends that a person can be
cured from a fever through certain principles but God can cure fever without
following those principles. God is the only source of miracle according to his

understanding. It can be deduced from Aquinas’ arguments that his understanding of

! Throughout this article, Aquinas used “natural cause” in referring to natural laws.



miracle is almost identical in terms of its meaning, nature, source, and reality with that
of Muslims, although, they differ in identifying God as the source of miracle. For
Aquinas, Jesus is God and his miracles were performed by his own authority while to
the Muslims, Jesus was human and God’s messenger. Aquinas’ work is very useful
for the current study as it represents a great Christian theologian’s understanding and
discussion of miracle.

Paul Tillich,*® a Christian theologian rejects the definition of miracle as
breaking the laws of nature and blames this definition for the rejection of miracle. He
argues that there are two reasons behind perceiving miracle as misleading and
dangerous for theological use. First there are a lot of unverified miracle stories in all
religions. The second one is what he called the ordinary definition of miracle,
“...which presents miracle as a happening that contradicts the law of nature.”*® He
therefore argues that the negation of natural laws as the main point in the miracle
stories is not only irrational but also the key factor behind the rejection of miracles.

In place of the word ‘miracle’, Tillich proposes a phrase “sign-event” as an
alternative term to replace the term miracle. He justifies his claim by asserting that
“The New Testament often uses the Greek word (semeion) [which means ‘sign’]

pointing to the religious meaning of the miracle”**

without referring to where such
usage occurred in the Testament. Tillich also argues that the mystery™ of being does
not destroy the structure of being, and that the ecstasy in which the mystery is

received does not destroy the rational structure of the mind.

2 Paul Tillich, “Revelation and Miracle,” in Miracles, edited by Richard Swinburne, (London:

Macmillan Publishing Company, Collier Macmillan Publishers, 1989): 71.

* Ibid., 71.

“ bid.

1 Mystery is a religious belief that cannot be explained or proved in a scientific way, ‘Ecstasy’ in
mysticism is a psychological state characterized by intense mental absorption, a sense of rapture, a
loss of voluntary control and the capacity to respond to sense perception. Dictionary of Religion and
Philosophy, edited by William L. Reese (New Jersey: Humanities Press, 1996)



Interpretation of miracle as a supernatural interference in natural process is
also rejected by Tillich. He claims that this supernaturalistic theory of miracle makes
God a sorcerer. He therefore, contends that a genuine miracle should fulfill three
conditions. These conditions are; (1) any “...genuine miracle should be an event which
is astonishing, unusual, shaking without contradicting the rational structure of reality”.
(2) Miracle should be “an event which points to mystery of being, expressing its
relation to us in a definite way”. (3) Miracle should be “an occurrence which is
received as a “sign-event” in an ecstatic experience.”'® Though his proposed phrase is
rarely used by Christian scholars but his argument on the nature of miracle is
welcomed and commonly used among philosophers of the Christian Religion.
Tillich’s work is relevant to the present study as it portrays the nature and significance
of miracle, in addition to its source in Christianity.

Neal Robinson'” is a Christian scholar who tries to outline Christian views
over Jesus’ miracles in comparison to Muslims’ understanding. He contends that the
basis for his study is that “The Qur’an’s concurrence with the Christian view that
Jesus works miracles provides common ground for Muslim-Christian dialogue.”*®

Robinson argues that the only difference between the Qur’an and the Bible
with regards to Jesus’ miracles is the phrase ‘bi idhni Allah’ (Qur’an, Al- ‘Imran: 49)
at the end of anything performed by Jesus in the Qur’an. He translates this phrase as
“with God’s leave™ but this researcher proposes that correct translation of the phrase

should be ‘with Allah’s permission’. He claims that according to the New Testament,

everything which Jesus said and did was by divine authority inherent in Jesus himself.

*° Ibid. 73

" Neal Robinson. “Creating Birds from Clay: A miracle of Jesus in the Qur'an and in Classic
Exegesis," The Muslim World, Vol. 79, no.1, (January 1989): 1-13.

*® Ibid., 1.

" Ibid., 11.

10



Furthermore, Robinson states clearly the reason behind his choosing miracle of
Creating Birds from Clay for his study. According to him there are three features in
the Qur’anic analysis of this miracle, from which it could be inferred that Jesus has a
divine authority to create life, “Three features of Qur’anic references to this miracle
might be thought to imply that Jesus was allowed to exercise the divine prerogative of
creating life.”?°

According to him, the three features he used claims as to support the
possibility of divinity of Jesus from the miracle of “Creating Birds from clay” are as
follows. Firstly, he argues that verb ‘khalaga’ which is used to indicate that Jesus
creates something from clay is exclusively for God’s activities. What Robinson tries
to say here is that Qur’an suggests the divinity of Jesus. Secondly, he further argues
that the substance which Jesus employed was clay, the same substance which is used
by God to create man. Thirdly, he claims that the same “verb ‘nafakha’ which is used
by the Qur’an to indicate Jesus’ blowing into the birds is also used in other places in
the Qur’an to indicate God’s blowing His spirit into man when he created him and
into Mary when she conceived Jesus.”?

The apologetic feature of Robinson’s approach could be seen from his
exposition of miracle. However, this claim is baseless, particularly with reference to
the phrase ‘bi idhni Allah’ which is repeated to indicate that it is God not Jesus who
creates the bird. One of the most important findings in the Robinson’s study is that
Qur’anic explanation of Jesus’ miracles is unacceptable to Christians, because this

explanation does not tally with Christian belief in the Logos as God’ agent in creation,

that is, the doctrine of Incarnation. However, his arguments are still useful to this

2 Ipid., 1-2.
2 pid., 2.
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study because it represents Christian polemical approach on miracle by using Qur’anic
materials to prove the divinity of Jesus.

The above works represent the corpus of Christian literature on the subject of
miracle, while the following are sets of Muslim literature on the same subject matter.
The leading work of this theme is Tahafut al-Falasifah® which examines Muslim
philosophers’ points of view on causality Al-Sababiyyah aw al- ‘llliyyah and miracle.
Al-Ghazali points out their incoherence on the causality theory of inseparability of
cause from effect. The theory is that whenever cause arises effect will follow. Al-
Ghazali cites and analyses some examples to disprove this theory. The quenching of
thirst and drinking, satiety and eating, burning and contact with fire among other
things are his perfect examples to substantiate philosophers’ incoherence on causality
theory. He contends that the occurrence of burning at the time of cotton’s contact with
fire does not imply that the burning occurs by the fire. Rather, it is God who enacts the
burning in the cotton, therefore He may not enact it whenever condition warrants as in
the case of prophet Ibrahim who was thrown into fire and came out safely.

It is noteworthy that al-Ghazali’s criticism of causality theory is because the
causality theory is being used to deny miracle throughout the ages. According to him,
Muslim philosophers who adopt this theory had mixed Greek philosophy with Islamic
thought. This mixture had led them to corrupt the Islamic faith. He wants to remove
influences of ancient Greek and Hellenistic philosophical discussions from Islamic
Thought. For that reason, he develops an alternative theory to causality theory which
is the belief that all causal events and interactions are not the product of material

conjunctions but rather the immediate and present will of God.

2 Abii Hamid Muhammad ibn Muhammad Al-Ghazali, Tahdfut al-Falasifah, translated from Arabic
language by Michael E. Marmura(Provo, Utah: Brigham Young University Press, 1997), 170-181.
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In view of the above discussion, al-Ghazali has provided us with Muslim
theologians’ stance on miracle, in terms of its nature, purpose, and source. In addition,
he elucidates their (theologians) responses to Muslim philosophers’ approach on
miracle. Thus, the discussion is necessary for the current study.

Al-Ghazali’s book entitled Al-Mungidh min al-Dalal wa al-Mufsih ‘an al-
Ah# wal,*® popularly known as Al-Mungidh min al-Dalal (Rescuer from Error) is also
important. The book elucidates the Islamic creed (Al-‘Agidah al-lslamiyah) and
clarifies it from syncretic accretions additions of theologians, philosophers, al-batinis
and ignorant sufis. He did this in order to uplift the Muslim Ummah to the level of
correct understanding of Islam. The book is very small in size and covered many
things; therefore its discussion is very brief. The discussion about prophecy is very
important to this study. Al-Ghazali in this book argues that it is impossible to be sure
whether a person is a prophet or not except by knowing his personal status and
reasoning about his message. He, therefore, concludes that if a person has a clear
understanding about prophecy and he uses reason to understand the message of the
Qur’an and Ahadith (Al-Akhbar) such a person will have an essential knowledge that
Muhammad is a prophet.

Al-Ghazali emphasizes that seeking certainty about prophecy should be based
on the reasoning about the message of the Prophet and his personal status not on his
miracles. He argues that “if the belief in the prophet is based only on the miracles
demonstrated by the Prophet such belief will be weakened with a slight discussion
about the problem of miracle but if the belief in prophet is based on reality (al-yagin)

nothing would shake that belief"?.

8 Abii Hamid Muhammad ibn Muhammad Al-Ghazali, Al-Mungidh min al-Dalal wa al-Mufsih ‘an al-
Ahwal, edited by ‘Abd al-Mun‘im al-'Ani, (Damashq: Al-Hikmah, 1% edn. 1994).
24 B

Ibid., 91.
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