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3. God, Man and Monism in Islam and Christianity

Both, Christianity and Islam, started in the area around Palestine. Islam moved east and south while Christianity moved towards west and north. 

Islam and Christianity share more than just the place of birth. Both religions are essentially dualist. They believe in an invisible, omnipotent God who has created the world and has also sent a chosen messenger (prophet or son) for the benefit of mankind. God as the creator is distinct from the prophet or son sent by Him as well as from the world created by Him. The prophet acts as a link between the Creator and the created for the benefit of the created. Both, Islam and Christianity, were (and are still) extremely intolerant of faiths that prevailed in the regions prior to the onset of their faith. Christians called all prior faiths as ‘pagan’ – a term that was more derogatory than any other term in Christian ruled states. Muslims describe all pre-Islamic Arab faiths as barbaric and uncivilized. 

Christianity predates Islam by more than five centuries. It is interesting to look at the position of Jesus in Islam. Dr. Zakir Naik writes:

“Position of Jesus (pbuh) in Islam:
i) Islam is the only non-Christian faith, which makes it an article of faith to believe in Jesus (pbuh). No Muslim is a Muslim if he does not believe in Jesus (pbuh).

ii) We believe that he was one of the mightiest Messengers of Allah (swt).
iii) We believe that he was born miraculously, without any male intervention, which many modern day Christians do not believe.
iv) We believe he was the Messiah translated Christ (pbuh).
v) We believe that he gave life to the dead with God’s permission.
vi) We believe that he healed those born blind, and the lepers with God’s permission.
One may ask, if both Muslims and Christians love and respect Jesus (pbuh), where exactly is the parting of ways? The major difference between Islam and Christianity is the Christians’ insistence on the supposed divinity of Christ (pbuh). A study of the Christian scriptures reveals that Jesus (pbuh) never claimed divinity. In fact there is not a single unequivocal statement in the entire Bible where Jesus (pbuh) himself says, "I am God" or where he says, "worship me". In fact the Bible contains statements attributed to Jesus (pbuh) in which he preached quite the contrary.”
Dr. Zakir Naik further adds about Christianity.

“The Bible does not support the Christian belief in trinity at all. One of the scribes once asked Jesus (pbuh) as to which was the first commandment of all, to which Jesus (pbuh) merely repeated what Moses (pbuh) had said earlier:

‘Shama Israelu Adonai Ila Hayno Adonai Ikhad.’ 

This is a Hebrew quotation, which means:

‘Hear, O Israel; The Lord our God is one Lord.’ [The Bible, Mark 12:29]

It is striking that the basic teachings of the Church such as Trinity and vicarious atonement find no mention in the Bible. In fact, various verses of the Bible point to Jesus’ (pbuh) actual mission, which was to fulfill the law revealed to Prophet Moses (pbuh). Indeed Jesus (pbuh) rejected any suggestions that attributed divinity to him, and explained his miracles as the power of the One True God. 

Jesus (pbuh) thus reiterated the message of monotheism that was given by all earlier prophets of Almighty God.”

Monotheism is a characteristic of both Islam and Christianity. The concept of trinity (Father, Son and Holy Ghost) has been the subject of much debate in Christianity. “Some Christian believes in the doctrine of the Trinity, but this doctrine is firmly rejected by Unitarians and Universalists.” 
 There is a view that the concept of trinity was not a part of the original Christianity but was adopted later. 

“And so the doctrine of the Trinity was started. It was absent from the scriptures but is now accepted as the "orthodox" doctrine of the Christian church. There was no church leadership, apostles or prophets that decided the issue. Instead it was a pagan ruler that organized and declared his support for this new doctrine. It was his support that shifted the foundation doctrine of Christianity and established it by the force of his power as the basis of faith in the newly adopted religion of the realm.” 

The concept of God in Islam and Christianity is not very different, except for the idea of trinity. Both accept the notion of a God, which is not anthropomorphic and is in heaven rather than on earth. Islamic conception of God is more clear and unambiguous while there is significant divergence of views among various Christian theologians about the concept of God. 

A. GOD IN ISLAM

The following account makes the concept of Allah (God) abundantly clear:

“Allah is the personal name of the One true God. Nothing else can be called Allah. The term has no plural or gender. This shows its uniqueness when compared with the word god which can be made plural, gods, or feminine, goddess. It is interesting to notice that Allah is the personal name of God in Aramaic, the language of Jesus and a sister language of Arabic. The One true God is a reflection of the unique concept that Islam associates with God. To a Muslim, Allah is the Almighty, Creator and Sustainer of the universe, Who is similar to nothing and nothing is comparable to Him. The Prophet Muhammad was asked by his contemporaries about Allah; the answer came directly from God Himself in the form of a short chapter of the Quran, which is considered the essence of the unity or the motto of monotheism. This is chapter 112 which reads:

In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate. Say (O Muhammad) He is God the One God, the Everlasting Refuge, who has not begotten, nor has been begotten, and equal to Him is not anyone.

Some non Muslims allege that God in Islam is a stern and cruel God who demands to be obeyed fully. He is not loving and kind. Nothing can be farther from truth than this allegation. It is enough to know that, with the exception of one, each of the 114 chapters of the Quran begins with the verse: ‘In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate.’ In one of the sayings of Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) we are told that ‘God is more loving and kinder than a mother to her dear child.’ But God is also Just. Hence evildoers and sinners must have their share of punishment and the virtuous, His bounties and favors. Actually God's attribute of Mercy has full manifestation in His attribute of Justice. People suffering throughout their lives for His sake and people oppressing and exploiting other people all their lives should not receive similar treatment from their Lord. Expecting similar treatment for them will amount to negating the very belief in the accountability of man in the Hereafter and thereby negating all the incentives for a moral and virtuous life in this world. The following Quranic verses are very clear and straightforward in this respect:

Verily, for the Righteous are gardens of Delight, in the Presence of their Lord. Shall We then treat the people of Faith like the people of Sin? What is the matter with you? How judge you? (68:34-36)

Islam rejects characterizing God in any human form or depicting Him as favoring certain individuals or nations on the basis of wealth, power or race. He created the human beings as equals. They may distinguish themselves and get His favor through virtue and piety only. The concept that God rested in the seventh day of creation, that God wrestled with one of His soldiers, that God is an envious plotter against mankind, or that God is incarnate in any human being are considered blasphemy from the Islamic point of view. The unique usage of Allah as a personal name of God is a reflection of Islam's emphasis on the purity of the belief in God which is the essence of the message of all God's messengers. Because of this, Islam considers associating any deity or personality with God as a deadly sin which God will never forgive, despite the fact He may forgive all other sins. 

The Creator must be of a different nature from the things created because if he is of the same nature as they are, he will be temporal and will therefore need a maker. It follows that nothing is like Him. If the maker is not temporal, then he must be eternal. But if he is eternal, he cannot be caused, and if nothing outside him causes him to continue to exist, which means that he must be Self-Sufficient. And if He does not depend on anything for the continuance of His own existence, then this existence can have no end. The Creator is therefore eternal and everlasting: 'He is the First and the Last.' He is Self-Sufficient or Self-Subsistent or, to use a Quranic term, Al-Qayyum. The Creator does not create only in the sense of bringing things into being, He also preserves them and takes them out of existence and is the ultimate cause of whatever happens to them. 

‘God is the Creator of everything. He is the guardian over everything. Unto Him belong the keys of the heavens and the earth.’ (39:62, 63) ‘No creature is there crawling on the earth, but its provision rests on God. He knows its lodging place and its repository.’ (11:6)

If the Creator is Eternal and Everlasting, then His attributes must also be eternal and everlasting. He should not lose any of His attributes nor acquire new ones. If this is so, then His attributes are absolute. Can there be more than one Creator with such absolute attributes? Can there be for example, two absolutely powerful Creators? A moment's thought shows that this is not feasible. The Quran summarizes this argument in the following verses:

God has not taken to Himself any son, nor is there any god with Him: For then each god would have taken of that which he created and some of them would have risen up over others. (23:91)

And Why, were there gods in earth and heaven other than God, they (heaven and earth) would surely go to ruin. (21:22)
He is God; there is no god but He, He is the Knower of the unseen and the visible; He is the All-Merciful, the All-Compassionate. He is God, there is no God but He. He is the King, the All-Holy, the All-Peace, the Guardian of Faith, the All-Preserver, the All-Mighty, the All-Compeller, the All-Sublime. Glory be to God, above that they associate! He is God the Creator, the Maker, the Shaper. To Him belong the Names Most Beautiful. All that is in the heavens and the earth magnifies Him; He is the All-Mighty, the All-Wise. (59:22-24)

There is no god but He, the Living, the Everlasting. Slumber seizes Him not, neither sleep; to Him belongs all that is in the heavens and the earth. Who is there that shall intercede with Him save by His leave? He knows what lies before them and what is after them, and they comprehend not anything of His knowledge save such as He wills. His throne comprises the heavens and earth; the preserving of them oppresses Him not; He is the All-High, the All-Glorious. (2:255)

People of the Book, go not beyond the bounds in your religion, and say not as to God but the truth. The Messiah, Jesus son of Mary, was only the Messenger of God, and His Word that He committed to Mary, and a Spirit from Him. So believe in God and His Messengers, and say not, 'Three.' Refrain; better is it for you. God is only one God. Glory be to Him - (He is) above having a son. (4:171) 
 

The key difference between Islam and Christianity is clear in the last line of the above quotation from Koran. Muslims accept Jesus as a messenger of God but refuse to accept him as a Son of God. As per the Koran, God cannot and does not have any son (or daughter). If God were to have any son, that would give a human facet to God which is unacceptable to Islam.

B. GOD IN CHRISTIANITY

Unlike in the case of Islam, the concept of God in Christianity evolved over a period of time. Bible (unlike Koran) does not prescribe in precise terms the concept of God when it says, “Jesus answered him, The first commandment of all is, Listen, Israel; there is no God but the Lord thy God; and thou shalt love the Lord thy God with the with the love of thy whole heart, and thy whole soul, and thy whole mind, and thy whole strength”
  

The Christian Concept of God can be summed up by the following characteristics:

a) Omnipotent, having unlimited power.

b) Omniscient, having infinite awareness

c) As the Creator of all that exists

d) As benevolent and forgiving, rather than vengeful. This is the main tenet of Christian faith. The first three characteristics stemmed from the beliefs of the Hebrew culture and are also present in Islamic concept of God. However, the Islamic God (ALLAH) is more judgmental than forgiving. Confession and repentance of a sin does not make it pardonable in the eyes of Allah. On the other hand for Christian God, confession and repentance is sufficient and no further atonement is required.

While almost all sects of Christianity would accept the above, there are serious differences of opinion beyond the above basics. The main schools of thought in Christian world can be summed as follows:

1. Orthodox: Right thinking=maintains that Jesus was human and divine. 

2. Fundamental: It holds that the entire Bible is free from error. It also describes individuals who believe Christ was divine. 

3. Liberal: Often defines that Christ as a great person, but not necessarily divine. 

4. Mystical: They define God as the whole reality. People and the world as being inside of God. 

5. The God as the God that is untainted by concepts. The God that can be described cannot be the infinite God. Those who say they know the true God do not know God. Thus, the true God is much more then the description we provide by concepts. This God is always surrounded by mystery. 

The difference between orthodox, fundamental and liberal schools is essentially about the divinity of Jesus. These schools have no differences about the concept of God or about any philosophical or moral principles. They believe in the dualist concept of God as distinct from the world, of a schism between the Creator and the created.

In contrast with the first three schools, mystical view of God is monistic. It is not an anthropomorphic concept of God. It is akin to the concept of SAT in Indian Philosophy (Refer Chapter 2). In Christian theology and philosophy, the journey of the development of concept of God as the complete cosmos in a monistic sense had its roots in Greek philosophers. Though it must be mentioned that early Christianity had a high level of disdain for philosophers in general and for Greek philosophers in particular. 

Socrates said “Gnothi Seauton” (Know Thyself). The philosophy of Socrates started with agnosticism. According to him philosophy begins when one learns to doubt – particularly to doubt one’s cherished beliefs. He said, “One thing only I know, and that is that I know nothing”. Socrates was never accepted by Church, probably due to his strong individualism and revolt against established authority. Aristotle was at one time rejected but was later accepted. Plato was a favorite of Church.

“Plato viewed as the highest of all things the good that was above all being and all knowledge, identified it with the divine nous, and attempted to raise the human spirit into the realm of ideas, into a likeness with the Godhead; which taught men to rise to the highest by a process of abstraction disregarding particulars and grasping at universals, and conceived the good of which it spoke not in a strictly ethical sense, but as, after all, the most utterly abstract and indefinable, entirely eluding all attempts at positive description. Neoplatonism went the furthest in this conception of the divine transcendence; God, the absolute One, was, according to Plotinus, elevated not only above all being, but also above all reason and rational activity. He did not, however, attempt to attain to this abstract highest good by reasoning or logical abstraction, but by an immediate contact between God and the soul in a state of ecstasy.

This tendency was shared by a school of thought within Judaism itself, whose influence upon Christian theology was considerable. The more Jewish speculation, as was the case especially at Alexandria, rose above an anthropomorphic idea of God to a spiritual conception, the more abstract the latter became. In this connection Platonism was the principal one of the Greek philosophical systems toward which this Jewish theology maintained a receptive attitude. According to Philo, God is to on, " that which is " par excellence, and this being is rather the most universal of all than the supreme good with which Plato identified the divine; all that can be said is that God is, without defining the nature of his being. Between God and the world a middle place is attributed by Philo to the Logos (in the sense of ratio, not at all in the Johannine sense), as the principle of diversity and the summary of the ideas and powers operating the world.” 

From the earliest days of Christianity, we see two distinct views of God emerging. In the development of the Church's doctrine, the transcendental nature of God was emphasized, while the Scriptures and the 'religious’ conscience of Christendom still permitted the contemplation of him as a personal and loving Spirit. Christian theology did not at first proceed to a systematic and logical explanation of the idea of God with reference to these different aspects. 

Where philosophical and strictly scientific thought was active, as with the Alexandrians, the element of negation and abstraction got the upper hand. God is, especially with Origen, the simple Being with attributes, exalted above mind and body, and at the same time the Father, eternally begetting the Logos and touching the world through the Logos (principle of divine reason and creative order). 

In opposition to this developed a Judaistic and popular conception of God which leaned to the anthropomorphic and which, under the influence of Stoic philosophy, felt obliged to connect with all realities (and thus also with God) the idea of a tangible substance. The ethical conception of God and redemption thus gave place to a physical one. 

The debate about transcendental versus physical conceptions of God was given a different dimension by Augustine, the most significant name in Western Theology. In the ethics of Socrates and Plato, the improvement of the soul by contemplation of virtue was the ultimate goal toward which all men should strive. These ideas were incorporated into Christian thought by Augustine, who devotes much space in The City of God to a discussion of Greek philosophy. In the Augustinian synthesis of Christ and Plato, the classical triad of virtues - truth, beauty, and goodness - become part of the Christian ethic.
 It may be interesting to note that this triad of virtues is exactly the same as the Hindu triad of Satyam, Shivam and Sundaram.
In his book Fact, Value, and God, Arthur F. Holmes writes that, for Augustine, “God is truth, as well as beauty and good. The love of truth, beauty, and goodness, then, all draw the soul toward God.” The classical triad of virtues becomes an expression of God and of love. “Love for God … is the inclusive, unifying, virtue that brings life into proper balance and harmony. The other virtues are functions of love.”

Augustine influenced Scotus Erigena, who fully accepted the notion of God as the absolute Inconceivable, above all affirmation and all negation, distinguishing from him a world to which divine ideas and primal forms belong. He emphasizes the other side of this view – that true existence belongs to God alone, so that, in so far as anything exists in the universe, God is the essence of it. On one hand it is a practical pantheism, in spite of his attempting to enforce a creative activity on the part of God, since it identifies God with the universe. On the other hand it leans towards illusionism (similar to Shankara in Indian Philosophy) when it asserts the existence of God alone and by implication denies the existence of everything else. The influence of this pantheistic view on medieval theology was a limited one. Amalric of Bena, with his proposition that God was all things, was its main disciple. 

It needs to be clarified here that the development of the conception of God in Christianity did not take place during the first three centuries of the religion. "Very little of 'orthodox' Christian doctrine of today can be traced farther back than the middle of the third century. It was 'developed and made more precise' (Lortz-Kaiser, History of the Church, p. 93) by the Greek method of philosophical reasoning and took form in the councils and the writings of the theologians of the fourth and fifth centuries." (Barker, James L., The Divine Church, Vol. 2, p. 30)

In the medieval period, scholasticism attempted to reduce the idea of God into categories, which related to the laws of thought, to being, in general, and to the world. “About the end of the thirteenth century, by the side of the logical reasonings of scholasticism, there arose the mystical theology of Eckhart, which attempted to bring the Absolute near to the hearts of men as the object of an immediate intuition dependent upon complete self-surrender. The Neoplatonic conception of the Absolute is here pushed to its extreme, and Dionysius has more influence than Thomas Aquinas. The view of God's relation to the world is almost pantheistic, unless it may be rather called acosmistic, regarding the finite as naught. This is Eckhart's teaching, although at the same time he speaks of a creation of the world and of a Son in whom God expresses himself and creates. This God is regarded as goodness and love, communicating himself in a way, but not to separate and independent images of his own being; rather, he possesses and loves himself in all things, and the surrender to him is passivity and self-annihilation. The ruling ideas of this view were moderated by the practical German mystics and found in this form a wide currency. On the other hand, pantheistic heretics, such as the Brethren of the Free Spirit combined antinomian principles with the doctrine that God was all things and that the Christian united with God was perfect as God.”

The debate about concept of God continues to this day among Christian theologians and philosophers. Pantheism views the entire cosmos as one and treats it as God but reconciling this idea with the concept of one and only one Son is surely difficult. There cannot be any rational explanation for the assertion that the cosmos can produce only one son and no more.

C. MAN IN CHRISTIANITY AND ISLAM

The other problem that Christian pantheists faced is regarding the derivation of a personal ethics from the rational pantheistic conception of God. Bible and Church are accepted by Christians on the basis of faith. For a true Christian, individual ethics is not a matter of intellectual reasoning starting from any first principles; one lives the Christian way of life without raising any fundamental Weltanschauung concerns. Christianity treats a man (or woman) as sheep:

“So Jesus spoke to them again; Believe me, he said, it is I who am the door of the sheep-fold. Those others who have found their way in are all thieves and robbers; to these, the sheep paid no attention. I am the door; a man will find salvation if he makes his way in through me; he will come in and go at will, and find pasture. The thief only comes to steal, to slaughter, to destroy; I have come so that they may have life, and have it more abundantly.

“I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for his sheep, whereas the hireling, who is no shepherd, and does not claim the sheep as his own, abandons the sheep and takes to flight as soon as he sees the wolf coming, and so the wolf harries the sheep and scatters them. The hireling, then, takes to flight because he is only a hireling, because he has no concern for the sheep. I am the good shepherd; my sheep are known to me and know me; just as I am known to my Father and know him. And for these sheep I am laying down my life. I have other sheep too, which do not belong to this fold. I must bring them in too; they will listen to my voice; so there will be one fold and one shepherd.” 

The sheep-shepherd relationship is as fundamental to Christianity as is the conception of God as merciful and forgiving Being. In a way, even Islam treats human beings no differently. The words might differ but the overall tone is the same. The Prophet (or Christ) is the only true messenger of Supreme Being and no one can establish a direct line of communication with the Almighty except through the official messenger. Any disagreement, howsoever minor, with the views of the messenger is blasphemy punishable with death, destruction and torture. Islam and Christianity, both deliver commandments or in other words strict rules that have to be followed without any questions or doubts.

“Gnothi Seauton” (Know Thyself) and constantly doubting agnostic philosophy of Socrates finds favour neither in Islam nor in Christianity. Sheep cannot know themselves and cannot doubt. Socrates had to drink hemlock because he asked men to arise and think instead of acting like sheep. This was and is still not acceptable to any religion that expects total loyalty and blind faith. The idea of freedom of man is anathema in a philosophy based on such religions. The freedom that men have is to either follow the “shepherd” like sheep or to be “slaughtered and destroyed” by “thieves and robbers”. 

It is interesting to contrast this with the way Krishn addresses Arjun in Srimad Bhagwad Gita. In spite of his God-incarnate status, Krishn is Arjun’s friend. Arjun has a will. He may decide to fight the war or may decide to drop arms. The moral dilemma faced by Arjun has to be resolved by Arjun himself. Krishn offers advice but no commandments. Arjun is not a sheep and Krishn never asks him to be one. 

In Indian philosophy the defining paradigm is based on self and cosmos. Some systems of Indian philosophy accept dualism on account of atma vs. sat (individual vs. the universe); others treat the two as one. Such a dualism, or even an assertion about non-dualism, presupposes a non-sheep like characteristic of man. In the paradigm of Indian Philosophy, God is at best an incidental secondary concept and man in relation with the world is the central subject. While in Western theology (and pre-renaissance philosophy), God was central to the discussion and man was incidental. It is in only in the past three centuries that a change has occurred and there is a conscious effort to shift the focus to man. 

Pantheistic philosophers and theologians could not change commandments to advice, nor could they assign a rational status to sheep. In the medieval period, a philosopher was accepted in Europe only if he was a good theologian, in other words, was acceptable to the Church. It needed a renaissance and the resulting decline in the status of the Church to enable Western philosophers to tread an independent path. A statement like Descartes’ “Cogito Ergo Sum” (I think therefore I am) was revolutionary because it represented a paradigm shift in European thinking. 

Note: In this chapter, as well as in all other chapters of this book, the word “man” is used in the general sense of individual human being(s) and includes women as well as men (unless the context implies otherwise).
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