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24: The Christian Tradition and Islam 
Ralph D. Winter 

 

Dr. Winter’s Preview 
oint 1: You have already had a great deal of 
exposure to the phenomenon of Islam. We 

dealt with it in Module 1 when we treated Abraham 
and Ishmael and the specific promises to the latter. 
We dealt with it in Modules 2 and 3 when we 
encountered Arabic believers in Christ at the time of 
the early church and the rise of Islam itself later on, 
not only in its infancy but in its achievement of a 
larger number of adherents in Luther’s day than 
could be counted in the Christian movement. 

Point 2: The reason we are still taking Islam seriously 
is that, overall, from a purely historic viewpoint, it 
seems impossible or unlikely that Christianity will 
ever triumph over Islam, or vice versa. Both cultural 
traditions would appear to be here to stay. In the 21st 
century Islam is alive and well, buoyed by oil wealth 
and innate virility, and we simply cannot ignore it as 
the second-largest religious movement in the world. 

Point 3: By any comparison with even the recent past 
there is now a veritable avalanche of books and 
articles about Islam. Our purpose thus cannot be to 
assign all of this to all students, but only to refer to 
some of these resources for further study. 

Point 4: In Module 4, we are dealing with an Islam 
that is a major cross-cultural movement, as diverse or 
more diverse than the incredible variation in the 
diffusion of Christianity. We cannot “predict” what 
Islam is like today by study of the Qur’an, any more 
than we could predict the nature of Christianity today 
by reading the Bible. Often there is no relation 
whatsoever between the characteristics of a 
movement and the original insights in the founding 
period. Many of the “Muslim traits” of culture and 
behavior seem to be simply Middle Eastern and thus 
equally describe Christian communities in the Middle 
East. 

Point 5: A book entitled Medieval Christian 
Perceptions of Islam, betrays the very shallow and 
antagonistic understanding which dogs our tracks 
today in terms of bringing about understanding 
between these two major cultural traditions. Our 
biggest single problem may be that of disentangling 
fact from fiction, or achieving a clear understanding 
of the very nature of massive cultural traditions and 
any approach to spiritual renewal in any of them. 

Parshall’s book is one of the most useful in assisting 
us to get emotional and intellectual perspective. 

Introduction 
Our topic is not a new one. We have been taking up 
Islam ever since the first module. We encountered the 
movement in advance when we studied Abraham and 
his relationship to Ishmael, and in particular God’s 
very special promises to Ishmael. We picked up the 
trail of Islam again at the time when it actually 
loomed into history, and looked at it very seriously in 
Module 3. 

Today we pick it up, not so much because of the 
ancient patterns and pictures, but because in the last 
few centuries it has made very great gains. It was 
probably ahead of Christianity for most of its history. 
In the two centuries following the Reformation, it fell 
behind a great deal, but now is tending to catch up 
again. We need to take a good look at this in the 
fourth module in particular. It is the fourth module 
that asks us questions like: What do we do with this 
faith, this enormous fifth of the world’s population, 
which has not responded to missionary work, which 
is hostile to the tradition in which many of us are 
found? It does not seem to be yielding ground, and in 
fact, biologically at least, Islam is growing faster than 
the Christian movement. So the topic of the Christian 
tradition and Islam comes up in this lesson. 

I wonder sometimes what would happen if someone 
landed from Mars, went around interviewing people, 
and without any prejudices ahead of time was asked 
the question: Who are the nicer people, the Muslims 
or the Christians? Or who are the people who seem to 
be the less dangerous to other people on the face of 
the earth? Who are the people who are the most 
stable in their tradition? It would be difficult to 
anticipate the answer, I think. 

For example, we often ridicule the idea of navel-
gazing. (That means people who are religiously 
whiling away their time, doing nothing of any value.) 
It was Christians who thought of that. The Orthodox 
monks in some mountain areas of Greece found that 
by craning their head over sharply and looking solely 
at their navels for hours at a time they would go into 
a kind of mystical state.  

We think of the time, much later in history, when the 
Crusaders were bumping into Muslims, and both 
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their armies had to contend with emotional 
breakdowns, and the insanity perhaps, of people who 
crumpled under the strains and fearful consequences 
of war. They had very different approaches, however, 
to mental illness. The Islamic armies had a relatively 
modern understanding of mental illness. The 
Crusaders, coming from the barbaric forest 
backgrounds of the savages of Europe, would gouge 
in the head of the person who was troubled a shape of 
a cross and pour lead in there. This was a shock 
treatment that under their system of understanding of 
medicine would do some good. So there were 
differences in approach between Christians and 
Muslims. 

When I was in college, some science professors were 
joking about the kind of people who wonder how 
many angels could dance on the head of a pin. It was 
only later I found out, to my chagrin, that these were 
Protestants in the Low Countries who pondered such 
kind of questions. 

It is also an interesting story how one of the great 
saints of the Christian tradition, a marvelous spiritual 
woman, felt honestly that a little worm that had 
burrowed into her forehead was sent by God. God 
sent that worm in order to humble her and to 
humiliate her. One day when she was reaching over 
to pick something up, the worm fell out. She hastily 
put it back in, because she did not want to interrupt 
the purposes of God. These are examples of Christian 
achievement in this area. 

The one thing that Christians, and Muslims too, have 
had difficulty with is variations in their own tradition. 
Muslims fight Muslims in the Middle East. And after 
the partition between East and West Pakistan, there 
does not seem to be any problem in Muslims fighting 
Muslims. Certainly the First and Second World Wars 
proved the same thing to be true in the case of 
Christians. Christians fighting Christians is rather 
ordinary: in North Ireland; in Yugoslavia with 
Croatians and Serbians, two different kinds of 
Christians; and through all history, for that matter. 
Protestants versus Catholics in the Hundred Years 
War were very much like the Rwanda situation in 
Africa. So in that sense there is not a lot of 
difference. But the animosity and the assumptions of 
anathematization were deep, or perhaps still are, 
between different kinds of Christians. 

I remember the account of the Spanish invasion of 
Mexico, which encompassed the Yucatan Peninsula 
and finally all of what we today call Guatemala and 
Mexico. A ship somehow got blown onto the coast of 
the northeastern part of the Yucatan Peninsula, 
almost to the place we now call Belize—it used to be 
British Honduras. The people ran down to the beach 

to find out what kind of ship it was. They noticed that 
some of the survivors, struggling and groping for life, 
crawling up the sand, were blond. “Oh,” they said, 
“Lutherans!” So they killed them on the spot. This 
was the perfectly understandable reaction, if you ran 
into satanically inspired people like Lutherans. And 
there still exists an animosity between Roman 
Catholics and Lutherans. 

But it does not just happen between Catholics and 
Lutherans. When the Spanish Armada was outdone 
by the British and fled north up the Channel, with the 
idea of sailing around Ireland and getting back to 
Spain that way, they had apparently not realized that 
very strong southerly winds wrecked many ships 
trying to cross to northern Ireland. The interesting 
thing is these ships were all Catholic; these were 
Spanish Catholics. And the Irish were Irish Catholics. 
This was in 1588, and the Irish had decided to be 
Catholics with a vengeance when Henry VIII decided 
not to be Catholic. The Irish and the Anglo-Saxons 
are usually on opposite ends of the religious tradition. 
At any rate, these people, just as in Mexico, were 
clubbed to death for the most part as they got in to 
the shore. 

Animosity, xenophobia if you want to call it that, is a 
plague among almost all peoples. There is somehow 
a fierce fear and animosity toward things that are 
different and strange. We today have more intimate 
knowledge about other cultural traditions, thanks in 
part to anthropology, but also to missionaries, who 
are some of the best and first anthropologists. We 
ought to be able to do better; we ought to be able to 
review some of the settled conclusions of the past. 

I think that is an important thing to do in the case of 
Islam. Islam is too big to wish away. Islam is not 
going away. There does not seem to be any great 
future in what you would call church-planting of the 
usual sort among Islamic peoples, at least in many of 
their societies. Those minority Islamic peoples who 
are being oppressed by other Muslims, for example, 
might very readily turn to Christianity. Or if they are 
oppressed by some other group, if Christianity 
seemed to give them greater outside connections, 
they might very well turn to Christianity, even as 
many of them turned to Islam in the first place. A 
very large proportion of the expansion of both Islam 
and Christianity has been due to factors other than 
spiritual, as we are well aware. 

But these movements have many things to contrast 
them, and also to compare them. It should probably 
be a lifelong passion to look closely at these two 
major movements, because these are the two 
movements that have, in a sense, a biblical 
foundation. They are among the three groups that 
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Toynbee calls “the Judaic religions.” And just as we 
look back with misunderstanding and perhaps 
superiority on the Jewish people, whose faith 
preceded ours, the Muslims look back with that same 
attitude often at the Christians, who simply do not 
have the latest insights into the revealed will of God. 

If we can somehow disentangle these 
misunderstandings and see things as they really are, 
we are going to be much better off in trying to move 
forward in terms of any sort of meaningful 
relationships. In fact, if global civilization continues 
to grow, it is almost essential that Islam and 
Christianity, its two major movements, with many 
very fine characteristics and many unfortunate 
traditions and events in their past, should better 
understand each other. 

Our readings take us into the jugular vein of the 
whole question of the Christian tradition and Islam. 
Neither of these two traditions by itself will probably 
conquer the world in any political or cultural way. 
And the conquests of the West are not by any means 
altogether wholesome. The vying of these two may 
purify each one. Or they may be locked in senseless 
and fratricidal conflict. So let’s take a good look at 
these two traditions. Your readings will give you a 
flood of light on the realities. 

Review 
1. What difference does it make today just 
what the origins of Christianity and Islam 
were many centuries ago?  
This is not really a superficial question. It is a fact 
that today many of our dynamic problems do not 
have anything to do with the past. The average 
Christian believer across the face of the earth has 
very little contact with either the Bible or with the 
early church. It would be difficult to find the ordinary 
Christian believer knowing anything substantial 
about the origins of the Christian faith. They would 
have perhaps a few clichés; but they might not 
always be correct in their assumptions. 

As I grew up I had no idea that the very word 
“Christian” was not even in use in New Testament 
times except as a derisive label by outsiders. I have 
had to rebuild my inherited, popular understanding in 
order to try to get closer to the truth. So in one sense 
it really does not make any difference, in terms of the 
people we are dealing with today, what their 
assumptions are. For example, in the period of the 
Crusades, it would not have made much difference if 
you could have persuaded a few people that Crusades 
were not really something that the Bible suggested. 

There is another reason, however, why the origins of 
Christianity and Islam are important. One of them is 
to realize how similar those origins are, how in fact 
Islam cannot possibly be explained apart from the 
basis upon which it built, any more than Christianity 
can possibly be explained apart from the foundations 
upon which it built. That is to say, when 10% of the 
Roman citizenry were Christian, and in the Eastern 
part maybe 20%, and there were thousands of 
worshiping groups all over the Empire who were 
caught up in this intensely biblical religion called the 
Jewish faith, and then Christianity came along and 
swept those people into a more culturally acceptable 
pattern, you certainly cannot describe that second 
movement as something that was in a sense primary. 

In a manner that is very parallel, you find that the 
Islamic movement is a Semitic rejection of the 
Roman form of the faith, just as Christianity itself 
was a Greco-Roman rejection of the Semitic form of 
the faith earlier. So you might say there are common 
dynamic origins for both of these two streams. To be 
more complete, you could say the first split was the 
one over into Hellenism, into the Greek culture and 
tradition. The second split was the Semitic split into 
Islam. The third split was the Latin split further west, 
which split off from the Greek. The Greek was then 
called Orthodox, the Latin was called Catholic, and 
the Semitic was called Muslim. Then the fourth split, 
which most of us are better acquainted with, was that 
of the split into the German or Northern European 
cultural basin, and that split occurred almost 
precisely where the Roman legions had not fully 
conquered and the Roman cultural tradition had not 
been fully established. In this sense, we see a great 
deal of parallel. 

2. What are the contrasts and parallels 
between the world’s two largest religious 
movements, as movements?  
As we look back on these four different splits, we 
realize that we are fudging in a sense. We are 
including in the Christian tradition the Orthodox, the 
Catholic, the Lutheran and many others. We compare 
that with just the Semitic split-off and its own 
growth. 

You may say, “You’re making very minute 
distinctions.” But when the split came between the 
East and the West, between, let’s say, Greek 
Christianity and Roman Christianity, the result made 
it perfectly feasible for the Crusaders to storm into 
the Eastern capital of the Orthodox Christian faith 
and to kill thousands and thousands of Christians. 
They did not have any more use for Orthodox 
Christians than they did for Semitic followers of 
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Muhammad and Christ. So the rift was really very 
major at that point. I do not think the parallel is 
unfair. 

Both movements have ultimately in one way or 
another (this is both a parallel and a contrast) become 
multicultural. We may think that all Muslims are the 
same because they have an Arabic bible. But when 
you look more closely, there are not just cleavages 
along the Sunni and the Shi‘ite traditions; there are 
other cleavages of all kinds. In Indonesia and the 
southern Philippines there are very different varieties 
of Islam that are no longer Semitic except in a very 
superficial overlay. 

Christianity has not—and this is probably a 
strength—attempted to unify culturally to that extent. 
Or it may have attempted, but it did not succeed. The 
faith burst the seams of the Latin tradition and of the 
Greek tradition. It burst the seams of the Lutheran 
tradition in northern Sumatra, coming up with a very 
different Lutheran theological statement, which at 
first was not even acceptable to the Lutherans. This 
happened in part because the Bible has been 
translated incessantly in the Christian tradition, 
whereas the Qur’an has never been translated with 
anything like that same zeal. In fact, in a technical 
sense, you are not supposed to be able to translate the 
Qur’an. There are no quranic “Bible societies” 
promoting translations all over the world. There are 
translations; some are in use. More translation of the 
Qur’an has probably been done by Christians than by 
Muslims, precisely because they have the idea that 
the Qur’an cannot be changed. 

So in this sense, Islam is much more rigid than 
Christianity, and probably that is the major reason 
that Islam has never gone as far as Christianity. They 
were neck-and-neck at the time of Luther, but in the 
next two or three centuries, Gutenberg plus the 
perspective of the Protestant tradition (as contrasted 
with the Catholic, to some extent; for Catholics were 
also translating into vernacular languages) gave 
Christianity a tremendous head start and inherent 
advantage. 

Both movements, nevertheless, have been shaped by 
the cultures in which they have been infused. They 
both have a holy book; and of course that is not 
terribly novel, because in the Christian tradition, 
every new tradition has developed its own additional 
holy book beyond the Bible. The Qur’an is like a 
holy book beyond the Bible. Luther’s writings were 
something like that, and Wesley’s Standard 
Sermons—his preachers could not ever leave those 
sermons; they were not allowed to study the Bible 
and preach for themselves in the early days. They 
were simply to go out there and to repeat the sermons 

that he had hewed out. This was his answer to an 
illiterate population that could easily have gone 
astray. Both these traditions have a holy city. In fact, 
the Muslims have two holy cities; one of their holy 
cities corresponds to that of the Christians. 

One of the fascinating differences is that Islam, for 
whatever reason, has been more tolerant of the other 
“people of the book.” All of these traditions that we 
referred to here are people of the book: Jews certainly 
are, and Christians certainly are. So we do have this 
fact of the tolerance of the Muslims—in Spain for 
700 years, across North Africa, and even in the Holy 
Land itself. In the city of Jerusalem, as we have often 
remarked, are four quarters. You cannot imagine 
either the Jews, the Christians, or the Orthodox 
allotting space to Muslims in the city of Jerusalem; 
but the Muslims for 1300 years have maintained 
neutrality to that extent, and I think that is a great 
tribute to them. 

3. What are the contrasts and parallels 
between the world’s two largest religious 
movements, in terms of personal spiritual 
life and worship?  
On the level of daily life, personal spiritual life and 
worship, there are many parallels. Woodberry, in his 
conversation recorded in Gration’s material, talks 
about the fact that most of the spiritual features of 
Islam have come from the Christian tradition 
(1991:5-2). Praying five times a day was borrowed 
from what we would call “Iraqi Christians.” There 
are 500,000 Iraqi Christians who perhaps no longer 
bow down to the ground five times a day; they used 
to seven times a day, partly because they wanted to 
distinguish themselves from the Muslims. But this is 
where the idea came from in the first place, as we 
have often observed. 

Both traditions have a rosary; it is not clear where 
this came from, but it may be that the Muslims 
thought of it first and Christians borrowed it during 
the period of the Crusades. I myself have not looked 
into that. Both of them have a great deal of 
commonality in terms of their worship and their 
mysticism. 

Probably one of the more important chapters in Phil 
Parshall’s marvelous book is the chapter on 
mysticism. I’d like to quote something from an earlier 
section. First, let me quote the passage that was so 
influential in the life of Jonathan Edwards when he 
was still in college (which meant he was about 14 
years old). He read a passage from 1 Timothy 6 that 
speaks of “the appearing of our Lord Jesus Christ: 
which in his times he shall shew, who is the blessed 
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and only Potentate, the King of kings, and Lord of 
lords; who only hath immortality, dwelling in the 
light which no man can approach unto; whom no man 
hath seen, nor can see: to whom be honour and power 
everlasting. Amen.” As a student in college reading 
this passage, somehow he just felt lifted up. His 
whole life became a life of awareness of the presence 
of God. 

Let me read a somewhat similar passage. Who is 
God? “He is the Fountainhead of all Values and 
Ideals. He is the Omnipotent, the Omniscient, the 
Omnipresent, the Infinite, the Absolute, the One and 
the Indivisible God. … He is Transcendent in His 
Being and Immanent in the cosmos” [it means God is 
very present, as well as being transcendent] “through 
His Love, Knowledge and Power. He is the Creator, 
the Sustainer, the Nourisher and the Evolver of 
everything that constitutes the cosmos” (Ansari 1944: 
212-213; quoted in Parshall 1989:25). That happened 
to be a Muslim scholar saying that. 

Take another example in the marvelous chapter on 
mysticism in both traditions. Parshall is walking with 
a Dr. Ali in a rural area of Bangladesh. “We met a 
group of Sufis [these are the “evangelicals” of the 
Muslim tradition] belonging to the Baul sect. After 
engaging them in pleasant conversation for a short 
time, Dr. Ali asked them to sing for us. They formed 
a circle and began to sing, accompanied by one of the 
men playing a banjo-like instrument. Slowly and 
quietly they sang. Then the tempo began to increase. 
The voices became louder, and their feet began to 
move with the music. Quickly a crowd gathered. 

Within minutes an ecstatic event had commenced. 
The people moved in closer and began to clap their 
hands. Devout faces looked heavenward. Hands were 
raised. 

“The words being sung [were]: ‘Forgive me, O God, 
all of my sins and look at me, your servant for all 
time. I am a poor creature who has gone astray but 
now I seek forgiveness from you, the Savior and 
Lord of the whole world’” (Parshall 1989:154). This 
kind of popular, deeply spiritual response within a 
large movement, whether it is Christianity or Islam, 
puts these two very close together. 

I would say the major difference at a personal level is 
the presence or absence of the Bible. But we need to 
recognize that there are many similarities and much 
common ground between these two major 
movements. 
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