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It has been a year since the last CMCS Research Briefings, not 
because nothing has been happening at CMCS but rather that 
too much has been happening!  Each edition of the Briefings 
publishes short summaries of some of the papers given at our 
Tuesday research seminars during the year and we are very 
grateful to those who contribute articles.  However, whilst 
thirteen seminars were held in the 2017-18 academic year, it 
takes time to bring together the written papers. In addition, we 
have had the challenge of the new General Data Protection 
Regulation and the building of a new website.  The website has 
now been completed and this edition of Research Briefings has 
been timed to coincide with its launch. 

Words, works & wonders or signs – the focus of this edition 
of Research Briefings – are significant in both the Muslim and 
Christian traditions in different ways.  Words are found in 
texts – ancient and modern, religious and secular, profound 
and mundane.  For Christians and Muslims, the most significant 
are those found in the respective scriptures that we regard as 
holy.  However, we can learn from texts of many forms and here 
we take a dive into some historical texts found in the CMCS 
library archives.    We also consider the work of Christians living 
amongst Muslims in the Middle East both historically and today.  
Finally, we explore the idea of the Word of God as being a sign 
– and a wonder – to humankind in both Christianity and Islam.

There are two pairs of articles in this term’s Briefings.  The first 
pair looks at words and work, the second at word and signs.  
Hazel Anderson’s article on the Middle East Christian Outreach 
(MECO) archives gives an historical insight into the educational 
and medical projects of Christian missionaries in Syria and Egypt 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  These archives are 
held in the library at CMCS and are, she suggests, important for 
understanding “the motives of Christians who felt compelled 
to leave their own country to share their faith with Muslims”.  

Meanwhile Jonathan Smith’s article explores the work Jordanian 
Christians are currently doing to welcome and care for the large 
influx of refugees from Syria.  Based on his doctoral research, 
he suggests that the crisis is galvanising Christian social concern 
and is even providing an incentive for Arab Christians to stay 
in the region rather than emigrate.  Certainly, their example of 
Christian hospitality should be an inspiration to the church in 
the West at a time when so many apparently want to shut the 
door on migrants.  

The second pair of articles is concerned with signs and wonders, 
not such as those which may be associated with miraculous 
healings and deliverance, but rather the Word of God as a 
sign.  In her seminar Dr Georgina Jardim explored the idea of 
“signs” in both the Qur’an and the Gospel of John.  The Qur’an 
understands itself to be a sign sent down from heaven.  This 
is reminiscent of the signs in the Gospel that point to Jesus 
being the Word of God sent down from above, suggesting an 
interesting parallel in Muslim and Christian thinking about the 
incarnation.  The final article is a reproduction of the foreword 
from Reading the Bible in Islamic Context: Qur’anic Conversations, 
the latest book from the CMCS team published by Routledge 
in early 2018.  It is a collection of papers presented at a 2015 
conference held in Oxford and provokes both Christians and 
Muslims to consider how they read their own text in the light 
of the other text.

WORDS, WORKS 
& WONDERS

Words, works & wonders – or signs – are significant in both the Muslim and 
Christian traditions in different ways.“ ”

Dr Richard McCallum, Editor
July 2018



2  CMCS RESEARCH BRIEFINGS

BRITISH CHRISTIANS IN SYRIA 
& EGYPT: READINGS IN THE MECO 
ARCHIVE
The historical archive of MECO (Middle East Christian Outreach) was deposited at CMCS in 2015. The 
archive comprises records of two Middle East Christian missions – the British Syrian Mission (BSM) and 
the Egypt General Mission (EGM) – dating from 1860 until the early 1970s.

Both archives are a rich resource for researchers into mission by 
women for women.  The records consist of committee minutes, printed 
reports, tracts and publicity publications, diaries, biographical notes, maps 
and photographs.

The BSM began as the Syrian Relief Committee, founded by Mrs Elizabeth 
Bowen Thomson in 1860 as a temporary arm of the Society for the Social 

and Religious Improvement of Syrian Females. Mrs Bowen Thomson had 
interested herself in the education of Syrian girls and women when she 
went to live near Antioch with her husband in 1850. She began a school 
in their house and developed the teaching of literacy in the surrounding 
area until her husband was called to medical service at Scutari in the 
Crimea in 1855, where he died of fever before he was able to take 
up his post. His widow returned to England and involved herself in 
relief work for the widows and orphans of soldiers killed in the Indian 
Rebellion of 1857. She also co-founded the Bible Women charity, allied 
to the British and Foreign Bible Society. The charity trained women from 
the poorest part of English society to go into the London slums and 
sell Bibles to other women there, and subsequently, the training and 
deployment of Bible Women in Syria was to be an important part of 
her mission.

In 1860, after 15 years of bitter inter-communal strife in Lebanon, there 
was a mass killing of Christian men and boys, centred on the Druze 
settlement of Hasbeya. Approximately 20,000 women and children – 
widows and orphans – fled to Beirut, where a relief fund was set up by 
various Christian missions in the city. When Mrs Thomson heard of their 
plight she set out for Beirut to assist in the relief work, intending to stay 
for 6-8 months at most. 

She soon set up a scheme to teach fine needlework to the widows so 
that they could earn a living doing piecework. Women who were not 
gifted as needlewomen were set up in a laundry. She also established 
a school for 100 children and this was the area in which she was soon 
at odds with other missionaries in the city. As she is quoted in her 
biography, ‘Daughters of Syria’, “The Anglo-American Committee have 
pledged themselves not to interfere with the subject of religion. They do 
not think that I shall find any women or girls to avail themselves of such 
opportunity of gaining their own livelihood; or if I do, that the priests will 
interfere.” Mrs Thomson, on the other hand, felt strongly that the Bible 
should be the text from which children and women learned to read.

Thus, began the British Syrian Schools in 1861, initially for refugee women 
and girls only, teaching them to read in Arabic, and later, for girls and 
women from wealthier families, in English and French. From the start it 
was intended that local girls and women should be trained as teachers 
and Bible Women, and this policy may well have helped the schools to 
survive during World War I, when the British Consul General advised 
the withdrawal of all British staff.

Not surprisingly there was opposition to the education of girls 
and women from various quarters, but not from the Ottoman 
administration which governed Syria and Lebanon before World War 
I. In fact, Ottoman officials welcomed the establishment of schools in 
many areas, encouraged by the Prince of Wales, who had visited the 
British Syrian School in Beirut in 1862. 

On the title page of the second edition of ‘Daughters of Syria’ the 
following words of the Mufti of Beirut are quoted: “With these schools 
has begun the regeneration of Syria.” One of the documents in the 
archive is the petition to the Sublime Porte (the central government of 
the Ottoman Empire) for permission to set up the schools, and there 
are many references elsewhere in the archive to the encouragement 
and support of local Ottoman officials for the education of women and 

Approximately 20,000 women and 
children – widows and orphans – fled to 
Beirut, where a relief fund was set up...
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girls. Although the work expanded to include boys, particularly the blind 
and disadvantaged, this was primarily a mission by women for women. As 
Mrs Bowen Thomson said in her summary of the work in 1867, “Ours 
is essentially a Woman’s Mission to the women of Syria.” (see ‘The 
Daughters of Syria’, ch. IX, p.212).

Mrs Bowen Thomson died in 1869, but the work of the mission 
continued under the leadership of her sisters and brother-in-law. After 
World War I and during the troubled period of the 1920s the work 
continued, often in very difficult conditions. 

A printed copy of ‘Daughters of Syria’, the biography of Elizabeth Bowen 
Thomson, written mainly by her sisters, is deposited in the archive, 
together with part of the original manuscript for the book. These form 
a valuable introduction to the records themselves, which give a vivid 
picture of the work of the mission in minutes of the local committees 
and detailed reports of visiting officers. So far, three researchers have 
come to CMCS from around the world to work on the archive, all from 
the perspective of the study of women’s mission.

The Egypt General Mission (EGM), originally the Egypt Mission Band, was 
founded in 1898 in Belfast by a group of men inspired by meeting Miss 
Annie van Sommer at a Christian convention at Curbar in Derbyshire 
in 1897. Annie van Sommer (1852-1937) was born and died in London, 
but her life’s work was mission to Muslim women in the Middle East. 
She was instrumental in inaugurating the Nile Mission Press, as well as 
founding ‘Fairhaven’, a home of rest for missionaries and being closely 
connected with the beginnings of the Fellowship of Faith for Muslims. 

It was not long before other women became involved in the work of 
the EGM. An early highlight of the archive is the set of personal diaries 
of Arthur G. Steel, a Scot from Glasgow, who served with the Children’s 

Special Service Mission (founded in 1867, later renamed Scripture Union) 
and the EGM. He first arrived in Egypt in 1904, and was joined by his new 
wife, Ruby, in 1908. She was a graduate of Glasgow University, a physician 
and a surgeon, who (according to a letter from her daughter) was a 
pioneer in plastic surgery and performed skin grafts on women’s legs and 
ankles in Egypt. The diaries cover the years 1901-1920 and 1934-1945 
and record his and his wife’s work in both Egypt and Scotland. 

The archive contains many of the publications of the Nile Mission Press, 
and they record the activities of EGM missionaries in the field. One of 
the most compelling of these, entitled ‘Ten Years in the Villages of the 
Beheira’, is the account of two women, Miss Liblik and Miss Perkins, 
who were determined to minister to Muslim and Coptic Christian 
women in an area notably hostile to foreign missionaries. Despite being 
“unwelcome strangers in a strange, antagonistic land”, they persevered 
with clinics for women and children, as well as Bible teaching for Coptic 
Christians. They faced great opposition, personal danger and many 
discouragements, but they were determined to better the lot of the 

women among whom they ministered. They were also completely 
honest about their achievements, “After ten years of labour in the 
Beheira we cannot point to a great amount of visible fruit nor to many 
tangible results, but it is not the way of faith to depend on these.”

An early history of the Egypt General Mission was written by one of 
its founders, George Swan. A copy of ‘Lacked ye anything?’, with an 
introduction by Charles Inwood, was published in 1913, and is in the 
archive. Bound copies of the annual reports and field reports for 1901 
to 1945, entitled E.G.M. News, give an invaluable account of the day to 
day running of the mission.

Archives such as this are important to understand the motives of 
Christians who felt compelled to leave their own country to share their 
faith with Muslims. In studying them we see not only the difficulties 
they faced but also the mutual establishment of understanding, respect 
and even love between the two faith communities. This gives a valuable 
perspective to Christian-Muslim relations in our own time.

Hazel Anderson volunteers in 
the CMCS library and is a retired 
professional archivist.

First 7 members of the Egypt Mission Band, 1899

USEFUL LINKS

The British Syrian Schools and Bible Mission 
Elisabeth Bowen Thompson and the Teacher Training College
Photo archive of Egypt Mission Band 
Blessed be Egypt; an e-book history of the Egypt Mission Band
Middle East Centre Archive, St Antony’s College, Oxford.

https://www.arabicbible.com/for-christians/the-bible/148-fifty-three-years-in-syria/1454-light-after-darkness.html
http://www.ahlebanon.com/images/PDF/Issue%2022%20-%20Autumn%202005/ELISABETH%20BOWEN%20THOMPSON%20AND%20THE%20TEACHER%20TRAINING%20COLLEGE-JEAN%20SAID%20MAKDISI.pdf
http://www.tellingthetruth.info/plogger/index.php?level=picture&id=1529
https://archive.org/details/blessedbeegyptmi00roomiala
https://www.sant.ox.ac.uk/research-centres/middle-east-centre/mec-archive
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JORDANIAN CHRISTIAN 
RESPONSES TO SYRIAN 
REFUGEES: IMPLICATIONS FOR 
MUSLIM-CHRISTIAN RELATIONS
Since 2011 more than 6 million Syrians have fled a devastating civil war in their homeland, and some 
have sought refuge in Western countries.1 European and North American responses to this crisis 
have revealed stark political and religious divisions. Yet the overwhelming majority of these refugees 
(5.5 million) live in local communities in neighbouring countries, primarily in Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon and 
Turkey. 2 The responses of local Christians in these countries to their new Syrian neighbours have 
important implications for global Muslim-Christian relations. 

Between September 2015 and September 2016, as part of doctoral 
research,4 I conducted interviews with 25 staff members and volunteers 
from 12 international and local Christian organisations providing aid 
to Syrian refugees. These organisations included Catholic, Orthodox 
and Protestant churches and church-based organisations. Two of the 
areas explored in interviews were the significance of the responses of 
Christians to Syrian refugees, and the implications of these responses for 
Muslim-Christian relations in Jordan and the wider region. 

Jordan can be described as a nation of refugees and migrants, a 
trend that has only increased since Syrian refugees began arriving in 
significant numbers in 2012. Its relative political and economic stability 
means that Jordan has been a regional hub for migrant communities 
since 1948. Descendants of Palestinian refugees form a majority of 
Jordan’s population, and many have been granted Jordanian citizenship. 
Palestinians have been joined by Egyptians, Iraqis, Yemenis, Sudanese and 
many others fleeing war or seeking employment.

The Syrian civil war and its accompanying refugee crisis fits a pattern of 
previous migrations, but the scale of the crisis and the extreme needs 
of the refugees have left the government and civil society struggling 
to cope. As of April 2018, there were 666,113 Syrians registered as 
refugees (7% of the population of Jordan). 81% of these refugees live 
in cities and towns among the Jordanian and Palestinian population, but 
still depend on humanitarian aid for meeting their basic needs. 4 Their 
location in local communities makes them vulnerable to exploitation 
by unscrupulous landlords and employers, but it also provides 
opportunities for local communities to participate directly in providing 
services for refugees as their neighbours.

CHRISTIAN RESPONSES TO SYRIAN REFUGEES
The Christian community in Jordan is well-suited to participate in 
local refugee response. Although a small minority (between 3-6%),5  
the community is well-established and relatively well-resourced with 
important assets such as schools and hospitals. Christians in Jordan also 
have strong links with international church networks, leading to an influx 
of funds and international volunteers to support refugee services. 

Interviewees noted that Christian responses to Syrian refugees have 
differed from previous refugee situations, such as Iraqis fleeing the 
1990 and 2003 wars. Two notable features of the response are 1) an 
unprecedented mobilisation of local churches, and 2) cooperation 
between churches and denominations.

Mobilisation of local Christians in refugee services
The Syrian refugee crisis has coincided with renewed interest from 
researchers and humanitarian agencies in localising humanitarian aid. 
The humanitarian system has long been dominated by a top-down, 
internationally-led approach which tends to bypass local communities 
and struggles to meet needs of refugees effectively.6 Local groups, 
including faith groups, may be more aware of humanitarian needs at 

Interviewees noted that Christian 
responses to Syrian refugees have differed 
from previous refugee situations, such as 
Iraqis fleeing the 1990 and 2003 wars.
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the local level and able to mobilise volunteers and resources to help 
meet those needs..7 A feature of the refugee response in Jordan is 
that international humanitarian agencies regularly partner with local 
churches, mosques and community organisations to provide aid. For 
example, a mapping exercise of local faith-based organisations providing 
services to Syrian refugees in Irbid (Jordan’s second largest city) found 
20 groups ranging from Christian and Islamic faith-based organisations, 
local churches and mosques, to informal community networks.8 This 
means that in communities where refugees live, local churches and 
Christians are regularly involved in the daily provision of aid to their 
Syrian neighbours.

Cooperation between churches and denominations
The Christian community in Jordan is small and shrinking, largely due 
to emigration, and tends to be fragmented into denominational and 
church groups.9 Local churches primarily focus on looking after their 
members and maintaining their churches, which can make cooperation 
between churches difficult. Interviewees noted that the Syrian refugee 
response has featured increased levels of coordination and cooperation 

across denominational lines. For example, Act Alliance runs a network 
of 10 church bodies and Christian faith-based organisations (national 
and international) that includes Orthodox and Protestant churches. This 
network has worked since 2013 to coordinate aid for Syrian refugees 
between its members.10 The network developed a shared annual appeal 
which allows them to streamline fundraising, and it coordinates the 
delivery of aid according to specialisation and regions where each has 
expertise. Another example of cooperation is in Christian volunteers 
referring refugees to other services provided in the same area by other 
Christian organisations. Through word of mouth a refugee family could 
access a school for Syrians run by an evangelical church, a winterisation 
programme (providing blankets and heaters) by a mainline Protestant 
church, and a hospital run by the Catholic church.   

Refugee children from Syria at a clinic in Ramtha, northern Jordan

Local churches primarily focus on looking 
after their members and maintaining their 
churches, which can make cooperation 
between churches difficult. 

“
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IMPLICATIONS FOR MUSLIM-CHRISTIAN 
RELATIONS

Blurring boundaries between Christian and Muslim 
communities
For generations Middle Eastern Christians have been identifiable and 
distinct from the wider Muslim population, from the millet system of the 
Ottoman Empire to present-day Jordan where Christians are identified 
as a protected minority with a quota of seats in Parliament.11 Although 
they share neighbourhoods and culture, Christians are distinct from 
Muslims in a multitude of ways including dress, names, and design of 
houses.12 Churches tend to work primarily with other Christians. These 
lines of demarcation are being blurred as churches provide services to 
mostly Muslim Syrian refugees. Interviewees described open church 
doors where Muslims regularly attend, and where Christians leave the 
church to spend many hours in the homes of their Syrian neighbours.  

Increasing positive contact  
The daily provision of aid increases the possibility of positive contact 
between Christians and Muslims. Interviewees shared numerous 
examples of positive contact between Jordanian Christians and 
Syrian Muslims, as well as between other segments of the community. 
Consistent, relational contact enables negative stereotypes about the 

other to be challenged. For example, one local church provided services 
for both Iraqi Christian refugees as well as Syrian Muslim refugees. 
During Eid al-Adha in September of 2016, this church took Jordanian 
and Iraqi Christians to the centre of town to share sweets and wish 
a happy Eid to their Muslim neighbours. The purpose of this activity 
was not only to build better relations with Jordanian Muslims, but for 
Christians to challenge their own stereotypes about Muslims through 
having positive interactions with local Muslims. The activity also helped 
Iraqi Christians fleeing persecution to feel more at home in Jordan.

Demonstrating a role for Christians in the 
Middle East
The shrinking Christian community in the Middle East is a cause 
for concern. Although the Christian population in Jordan is more 
stable than in Iraq or Syria, there are concerns that young people in 
particular will increasingly see their future outside their homeland. 

Since 2011 more than 6 million Syrians have fled a devastating civil war in their homeland

...for Christians to challenge their own 
stereotypes about Muslims through 
having positive interactions with local 
Muslims.
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FOOTNOTES

1 There are approximately 800,000 Syrian refugees in Europe and 
North America. For updated numbers of Syrian refugees by country, 
see UNHCR data portal, ‘Persons of Concern’, 2018, 
http://popstats.unhcr.org/en/persons_of_concern 

2 See UNHCR, Syria Regional Refugee Response, 2018, http://data.
unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/regional.php

3 My doctoral research at the University of Leeds is funded in part 
by a grant from the Arts & Humanities Research Council (grant 
number AH/L503848/1) through the White Rose College of the 
Arts & Humanities. 

4 UNHCR, Syrian Regional Refugee Response, 2018.
5 BBC News, ‘Guide to Christians in the Middle East’, 2011,  

www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-15239529
6 See Bennett, C., Kent, R., Donini, A., & Maxwell, D. ‘Planning from 

the Future: Is the Humanitarian System Fit for Purpose?’ 2016. 
London: Overseas Development Institute (Vol. 56), www.odi.org/
publications/10694-planning-future-humanitarian-system-fit-purpose.

7 See Ager, J., Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, E., & Ager, A. ‘Local Faith Communities 
and the Promotion of Resilience in Contexts of Humanitarian Crisis’, 
2015, Journal of Refugee Studies, 28(2), 202–221; Kraft, K. ‘Faith 
and impartiality in humanitarian response: Lessons from Lebanese 
evangelical churches providing food aid’, 2015, International Review 
of the Red Cross, 97(897–898), 395–421.

8 El Nakib, S., & Ager, A. Local Faith Community and Related Civil 
Society Engagement in Humanitarian Response with Syrian Refugees 
in Irbid, Jordan: Report to the Henry Luce Foundation. New York: 
Columbia University, Mailman School of Public Health, 2015.

9 See Droeber, J. ‘“We are different!” Similarities between Christian 
and Muslim women in Jordan’, Islam and Christian–Muslim Relations, 
2012, 23(1), 59–78. 

10 For more information on ACT Alliance’s work in Jordan, see http://
actalliance.org/where-we-work/jordan/

11 Chapman, C. ‘Christians in the Middle East - Past, Present and 
Future’, Transformation: An International Journal of Holistic Mission 
Studies, 2012, 29(2), 91–110; Haddad, M. ‘Christian Identity in the 
Jordanian Arab Culture: A Case Study of Two Communities in North 
Jordan’, 2000, Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs, 20(1), 137–146.

12 Haddad, M., 2000, p. 139. 

Jonathan D Smith is a PhD 
Researcher in Theology and Religious 
Studies at the University of Leeds.

By taking a prominent role in the provision of aid to Syrian refugees, 
Jordanian Christians are demonstrating their place in the Middle East. 
Interviewees who worked for humanitarian organisations believed that 
this work provides jobs for Jordanian Christians and a chance for career 
progression, which makes emigration less likely. In a broader sense, 
the prominent involvement of Jordanian Christians in refugee support 
demonstrates to the government their contribution to civic life.

CONCLUSION
The unprecedented involvement of local Christians in refugee aid 
presents risks as well as opportunities. Some interviewees expressed 
concern that as local churches participate more in humanitarian work 
and become more professionalised, they may focus less on the holistic 
work of a church beyond the limited scope of providing refugee 
services. The daily work of a charity – administration, funding, reporting 
– can pull attention away from the church’s core mission. Increased 
visibility and economic influence of Christians could result in increased 
scrutiny. As the refugee response moves from crisis mode to a long-
term reality without an end of the Syrian civil war in sight, churches may 
be seen as competitors with local Muslims, especially as some Muslim 
Syrians convert to Christianity and become more involved in church life.  

Although it is too early to tell the impact of the Syrian refugee response 
to Christian-Muslim relations, there are significant shifts taking place 
which have the potential to reconfigure Jordanian society. In a broader 
sense, the response of Christians in Jordan to Syrian refugees provides 
an example for Christian-majority countries in Europe and North 
America. One interviewee pointed out that as some Syrians move from 
Jordan to Western countries, they have been given the expectation 
that churches are places of refuge and support. Given western political 
sensitivities surrounding refugees, the hospitality of many Jordanian 
churches presents a great example and challenge to Christian 
communities in the West.  

http://popstats.unhcr.org/en/persons_of_concern
http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/regional.php
http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/regional.php
www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-15239529
www.odi.org/publications/10694-planning-future-humanitarian-system-fit-purpose
www.odi.org/publications/10694-planning-future-humanitarian-system-fit-purpose
http://actalliance.org/where-we-work/jordan/
http://actalliance.org/where-we-work/jordan/
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In seeking a hermeneutic key that could help me as a Christian to 
understand the Qur’an on its own terms, I came across several authors 
who point to the centrality of sign within the Qur’an. Sachiko Murata, for 
one, says in her book The Tao of Islam (1992), “the great message that 
begins Islam in the specific historical sense, the Koran, is a collection of 
God’s signs” (p. 27). Explicitly Christian readings also find sign significant 
in the Qur’an. Kenneth Cragg says the idea of sacrament is the sense 
behind the Qur’an’s language of sign in his 2004 book, A Certain Sympathy 

of Scriptures (p. x). More recently, Michael Lodahl finds biblical parallels to 
Qur’anic sign in Psalm 19.1-2 and Paul’s explanation to the Romans that 
the root of sin lies in people’s disavowal of creation as proof of God’s 
existence. Lodahl concludes that this comparison is, “fascinating at least 
in part because it is such a dominant theme in the Qur’an that all people 

should indeed be able to recognize God’s hand in creation and offer up 
their thanksgiving.” 1

The idea of sign develops in the Qur’an from the earlier to the later 
chapters through a variety of images and themes that become associated 
with the Arabic term “āyah”. The imagery and language of the early 

EXPERIENCING QUR’ANIC 
STUDIES RESEARCH AS A 
CHRISTIAN: THE QUR’AN 
AS A THEOLOGY OF SIGNS
Bringing supposedly modern questions about political identity, such as the status and roles of women, 
or freedom of speech and rights of the individual to the Bible or Qur’an can lead to accusations of 
eisegesis – imposing our own interpretations on the text. The most apparent extremes are on the 
one hand modern secular evaluations of the text that bear little resemblance to the life-context 
wherein the text originated, and, on the other, earlier interpretations or literalist readings that bear little 
resemblance to contemporary human life. How much more so if the questioner belongs to a different 
faith community than that associated with the text, that is, if a Muslim reads the Bible or a Christian 
reads the Qur’an for issues of political identity? Asma Barlas, the author of Unreading Patriarchal 
Interpretations of the Qur’an (2002), grapples with the same questions, even as a Muslim woman reading 
the Qur’an, when she asks,

Whose perspective and definition are we to apply if we are to determine if [the Qur’an’s] teachings are 
ethical and egalitarian – those of the Qur’an itself or of (Muslim and Western) patriarchies, feminists, or some 
other combination? This is a critical question since different perspectives yield different assessments. (p. 169)

In seeking a hermeneutic key that could 
help me as a Christian to understand the 
Qur’an on its own terms, I came across 
several authors who point to the centrality 
of sign within the Qur’an.
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(Makkan) surahs establish the Qur’an’s symbolism which culminates in 
the image of the Qur’an as corpus, or book, sent down from Heaven. 
The individual verses (āyāt) form the basis of the Qur’an’s engagement 
with its audience that is expressed in terms of the interaction between 
the followers of Muhammad and their opponents, as well as within 
the Qur’anic community seeking to clarify its understanding of God’s 
revelation. The Qur’an identifies its interactive audience as the ones who 
emigrate (muhājirūn), those who debate (mujādilūn) and ask (aladhī 
sa’alūn), then believe (mu’minūn) and submit (muslimūn).  Even those 
who remain polytheists (mushrikūn) and ultimately reject the message 
(kāfirūn) form part of this interactive audience.

The Qur’an’s literary structuring of sign and interaction with the 
audience reminded me, as a Christian student of the Qur’an, of the way 
in which the Gospel of John presents the interaction between Jesus and 
his audience that is likewise brought together through the language of 

sign. The Fourth Gospel clearly uses the Greek word semeion (sing.), 
meaning sign, to describe miraculous events compared to the synoptic 
Gospels which never use semeion. 

There is some disagreement over the precise number of semeia (pl.) in 
John. Most focus on the seven miraculous signs of Jesus’ pre-resurrection 
ministry: water into wine at Cana (2:1-11), healing the official’s son 
(4:43-54), healing the man at the pool of Bethesda (5:1-9), feeding the 
5000 (6:5-13), walking on water (6:19-21), healing the man born blind 
(9:1-7), and raising Lazarus from the dead (11:1-44). Some scholars 

The individual verses (āyāt) form the 
basis of the Qur’an’s engagement with 
its audience that is expressed in terms of 
the interaction between the followers of 
Muhammad and their opponents...

Religious texts speak to questions about political identity, such as the status and roles of women.
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include the post resurrection catch of fish (21:1-11) to bring the total to 
eight semeia. These miracles are presented in Johannine symbolism in a 
concentric arrangement placing the “bread of heaven” and power over 
the might of water at its heart. All the miracles, especially the two central 
ones, make a link between Jesus and very particular Old Testament 
theological tradition and imagery. semeia is also used in the Septuagint 
(the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible) where it always refers to 
the mighty deeds of God in association with the works of the prophets 
(e.g. Isaiah 8:18; 20:3; Ezekiel 4:1-3). Moses’ signs are specifically brought 
into connection with his prophetic identity in Deuteronomy 34:10-11. 

The signs therefore helped me to distinguish between, on the one hand, 
the terms we use when comparing religions and, on the other hand, the 
meaning different faith traditions ascribe to those terms. For example, 

Muhammad and Jesus are often compared 
as originators of faith and deliverers of 
scripture. However, as signs of Heaven-
sent revelation the comparison should 
rather be between Jesus and the Qur’an.

Studying the Qur’an.

“
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FOOTNOTES

1 Michael Lodahl, Claiming Abraham: Reading the Bible and the 
Qur’an side by side (Grand Rapids, Michigin: Brazos Press, 2010), 
p. 57.

Dr Georgina Jardim is the 
International Partnership Facilitator 
at CMCS

Muhammad and Jesus are often compared as originators of faith and 
deliverers of scripture. However, as signs of Heaven-sent revelation the 
comparison should rather be between Jesus and the Qur’an.

For the Qur’an, Jesus is a prophet and the “book” is the final Word 
from God that presents humans with signs so that they may believe. 
In the New Testament, and in particular the Gospel of John, the final 
Word from God is what Jesus is. His life and work are the ultimate signs, 
encapsulated in John 1:1, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word 
was with God and the word was God.”

The Qur’an’s symbolism builds up to the sign of the Book that descends 
from heaven, whereas the prologue to the Gospel of John begins with 
the sign of the Word and then expands it in terms of the words and 
actions of Jesus linked to the term “sign.” In both the Qur’an and John’s 

Gospel the language of ascent and descent is seen as fundamental to the 
identity of God’s revelation; for the Qur’an it is the heavenly Book that 
descends (4:136) and, for the Gospel, it is the “Word made flesh” who 
comes down to “dwell among us” (John 1:14). 

In both texts, the signs are integrally linked to response by the audience: 
in the Qur’an, the listener is the one who believes (mu’min) and submits 
(muslim) or rejects (kāfir). In the Fourth Gospel, the listener is shown 
the reasons to believe, which they either accept or reject. The response 
to Jesus as a sign and the signs that he performs are registered by the 
audience, such as the Pharisees and Sadducees, Jews, disciples, the crowd 
and numerous individuals. Each represent types of belief and unbelief, or 
more often misunderstanding. The audience’s response helps to clarify 
the message and in turn, the audience becomes a sign of revelation. In 
this way the signs, in both the Qur’an and the Gospel of John, present 
an anthropology with which to explore a closer reading of human and 
political identity.  

In both texts, the signs are integrally 
linked to response by the audience: in the 
Qur’an, the listener is the one who believes 
(mu’min) and submits (muslim) or rejects 
(kāfir). In the Fourth Gospel, the listener is 
shown the reasons to believe, which they 
either accept or reject. 

...the signs, in both the Qur’an and the 
Gospel of John, present an anthropology 
with which to explore a closer reading of 
human and political identity. 

“

“
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READING THE BIBLE IN 
ISLAMIC CONTEXT: QUR’ANIC 
CONVERSATIONS

Reading the Bible in Islamic Context is a richly rewarding book for the 
reader. But please do not read this book ... if you are looking for a simple 
guide to what to think. This work invites you to reflect on a range of 
complex and sometimes sensitive issues. It is a pioneering attempt to 
engage a variety of voices on the question of reading the Bible in Islamic 
context. There is a great deal of theological work on the Bible in a variety 
of contexts, but rarely with Islam and Muslims as the context in view. 
There is a great deal of work on Islam and Muslims, only occasionally 
with the Bible in view. As Ida Glaser, leader of the RBCI project, writes in 
her introduction, this book represents a series of detailed experiments 
conducted to help to change that situation.

You will find in these pages a variety of approaches, including 
comparisons, contrasts, an attempt to combine different narratives, and 
reflections on what any differences and similarities mean. All of these 
approaches are anchored in specific examples, not based on broad 
generalisations. Questions will be raised, such as whether David sinned 
(an issue with implications for Muslim views of prophets), why the 
Biblical Ruth might be parallel to the Qur’anic Queen of Sheba, and why 
the Bible presents a culture shock to most Muslim readers. 

Mutual understanding, of course, does not require mutual agreement. 
Likewise, readers are unlikely to agree with every contribution, but 
I hope that each chapter will stimulate further thought on what is 
involved in reading the Bible in the context of Muslim scripture, faith 
and people. Of course, it is not always comfortable to be involved 
in such exploration, either for the writer or for those around them. 
The final reflection by Shabbir Akhtar, ‘On Reading Another Scripture’, 
explores this tension between exploration of unfamiliar terrain and the 
attachment of believers to their own convictions.

I have spent over twenty years in the formal study and teaching of Islam 
and Christian-Muslim relations. This has involved exploring how a faith 
which is not my own – in this case Islam - relates to, differs from, and 
intersects with my own Christian beliefs. So I am excited to see such a 
new and valuable contribution which does something different. While 

many works explore the Bible and the Qur’an in order to shed light on 
the Qur’an, and others mine the rich resources of historical encounters, 
this book seeks to look at the Bible with Muslim contexts squarely in 
view. Understanding one scripture and its history of interpretation can 
be a daunting task. To try to understand two is yet more of a challenge. 
Yet it is a challenge only growing in importance as people live alongside 
one another and share their beliefs, their physical territory and their 
views with one another. This book is a really important step in the 
development of biblical interpretation, and in opening up an entirely 
new way of approaching the subject, it provides a stimulus to others to 
follow where it leads – and beyond. 

Dr Martin Whittingham is the 
Director of CMCS

Edited by Daniel Crowther, Shirin Shafaie, Ida Glaser & Shabbir Akhtar, 2018, Routledge, 338 pages

A new book from CMCS“
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