Learning Log
Scripture as an Ethical Source:
Both Christianity and Islam place significance on scripture as an ethical source. Within Christianity the Bible has three basic models that provide the basis for ethics, these are the obedience of God’s will, natural law, and the imitation of God.[footnoteRef:1] Each of the basic models help to shape how someone is able to come to an ethical decision by utilizing the Bible. Like the Bible, the Qur’an can also be considered to have three main basic ideas to help understand the ethics presented within it: iman (belief), Islam (submission), and taqwa (piety).[footnoteRef:2]   [1:  J. Barton, Understanding Old Testament Ethics: Approaches and Expectations. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press. 2003)]  [2:  F. Rahman, “Some Key Ethical Concepts of the Qur’an”, The Journal of Religious Ethics. 11(2) (1983) pp. 170-185. (p.170, p.172, p. 176)] 

Despite the basic similarity between the Qur’an and the Bible, there are however a number of intrinsic differences between the scriptures, that result in Christians and Muslims using different techniques when consulting scripture to come to an ethical decision. The first of these differences is the length of the two scriptures. The Qur’an is significantly shorter than even just the New Testament of the Bible, being approximately the same size as the Gospels. As a consequence of the length of the scripture it results in a difference in the way that Muslims and Christians have to read and apply the teachings of scripture. For example, within the Bible it is likely that a Christian will be able to find and apply a teaching or narrative to their own situation to come to an ethical decision. However, it is unlikely that a Muslim would find it as easy to find a narrative that easily applies to their own situation. 
A further difference between the Bible and the Qur’an is the method in which the scripture was collected together. This results in an intrinsic difference between how Christians and Muslims read their scripture. The main difference between how the scriptures were collected was when the scripture was written in connection to when the Prophet was alive. For example, there were efforts to record, both orally through memory, and by writing out parts of the Qur’an as it was revealed to Muhammad. In contrast to this, the Gospel of Mark is dated around 70CE,[footnoteRef:3]  with the Old Testament of the Bible being written much earlier than this. The difference in dating between the Old and New Testament has also led to contradictions between the two halves of the Bible, which is significant as it means that more individual interpretation is required within Christianity to decide what teaching Christians believe is the Will of God, for example the teaching of agape that is preached by Jesus in the New Testament compared to teaching such as “fracture for a fracture, eye for eye, tooth for tooth. As he has injured the other, so he is to be injured” (Lev. 24:20). Even though contradictions in teachings in scripture is not limited to the Bible, due to the nature of the Qur’an any contradiction does not require as much consideration. This is because the Qur’an is a historical text which reports Muhammad's  journey and as he receives the Revelations, although the Qur’an is not in chronological order. Therefore, unlike in the Bible, as long as someone knows what order the suras are revealed then they are able to understand any change in the teaching.  [3: J. Schroter, “The Gospel of Mark” In D. Aune (ed.) The Blackwell Companion to the New Testament. (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2010)(pp. 272- 295 ) p.278] 

Another difference between the two scriptures, and perhaps the most significant, is how the nature of scripture is considered. This is because the Bible is considered to be the teachings of God that are delivered through different Prophets, primarily the teachings and actions of Jesus that is recalled and written by a number of different authors. In comparison to this, Muslims consider the Qur’an to be the direct and unchanged word of God, with no human involvement. The difference in how scripture is viewed in each religion has a significant impact in how scripture is used as an ethical source, as there is room for more interpretation of teaching in the Bible compared to the Qur’an when considering ethical decisions. 
Tradition as an Ethical Source:
Within Islam, tradition can be seen throughout the Sunnah and the Hadith. The Sunnah includes the traditions of the Prophet according to scholars of the Hadith, showing the way in which Muhammad used to live. The Hadith includes the sayings, actions, tacit approvals, and seerah (biography), which allows readers to use tradition, by following in the example of Muhammad, to be able to come to an ethical decision. Tradition therefore has a significant impact within Islam when there is an ethical dilemma as there is a reliable source, with a chain of narrators (isnad), to what Muhammad would have done or suggested someone to do in a similar situation. 
This emphasis on historical tradition is different to the role of tradition in Christianity. Within Christianity the importance that is connected to tradition reflects the historical difference between different groups. The appeal towards tradition is more characteristic of Catholicism, with applying to Church Fathers (such as Augustine), encyclicals, and papal bulls issues by Popes. One example of this would be the Documents of Nostra Aetate (1962-1965).[footnoteRef:4] However, having a living tradition as a method of ethical source does raise questions regarding what is classed as tradition and therefore what is the ‘right’ tradition to follow. [4:  Vattican, Declaration of the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions NOSTRA AETATE, 1965 <https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decl_19651028_nostra-aetate_en.html> [Accessed 20th April 2021]] 

This difference of having a more fixed tradition within Islam, compared to the ‘living’ tradition within Christianity, highlights a further difference in how the two religions use a method of ethical decision in different ways. On the surface, it would appear that the Islamic tradition that relies on the Sunnah and the Hadith provides a simpler way to use tradition as a method of making an ethical decision as an individual can use a source of writing to refer to, which can provide them with an answer to how they should act in a certain situation. Whereas in Christianity, there are many different, and sometimes contradicting, sources of where an individual can access different traditions to be able to come to an ethical decision. Despite this, there can also be benefits to having a more flexible tradition that can adjust to different, modern ethical issues such as ethical dilemmas that occur in medicine or science. By having space to allow in changes in tradition there is space for growth of ideas within the religious community. 
A further consideration that could be raised when using tradition as a source of moral guidance is the issue of authority. This is especially relevant within Christianity, specifically Catholicism, where there is a single person that has direct influence over the community and what is and is not considered tradition in that community. This can be seen as problematic as the Pope is considered to be infallible when talking in encyclicals or papal bulls, which means that any ethical decisions the Pope pronounces in such writings is considered to be the will of God and thus the ‘moral’ thing to do. This can therefore be seen as problematic as it means that there is an opportunity for an abuse of power.  
The way that tradition is made within Islam is different to that set within Christianity. This is because within Islam there is considered to be a set tradition, as shown within the Hadith. In addition to this any new Hadith needs to be shown to be reliable and approved by a number of different scholars. Additionally, the teachings of the Hadith need to be seen to match with the teachings of the Qur’an. Tradition is therefore important within Islamic ethics as it can provide guidance on certain ethical dilemmas where scripture is not able to do so, with teachings on a number of different issues, such as divorce, abortion, or the death penalty, providing situations where such actions are obligatory (fardh), indifferent (mubah), or forbidden (haram). 
Reason as an Ethical Source:
Christianity and Islam place different emphasis on the importance of reason as an ethical source. Within Islam, there is more importance on the value of independent reasoning when coming to an ethical decision with ijtihad (independent reasoning) being one of the sources of ethics, along with urf’ (local custom), maslaha (public interest), and istihsan (avoiding hardship). In contrast to the structured use of reason within Islam there is not the equivalent within Christianity, because within Christianity independent reason does not have set role within making any ethical decisions. Some Christian theologians place significant importance on the use of reason, such as Aquinas with his theory of Natural Law as a source of ethics, whereas other theologians criticise the use of reason, such as Karl Barth as he questions whether humans are able to use reason to positively serve as an independent source of Christian ethical truth, as a result of the Fall.[footnoteRef:5] The significant diversity between various theological views on the role of reason therefore makes it difficult to identify the exact role that reason plays within Christian ethics. This shows a significant difference in the way that Islam and Christianity use reason as an ethical source, and therefore how each religion comes to an ethical decision, as within Islam, even if reason is not the main method of coming to an ethical decision it is likely that reason will contribute to that decision, whereas in Christianity reason may not contribute at all.  [5:  L. Midgley, “Karl Barth and Moral Natural Law: The Anatomy of Debate; Note” Natural Law Forum (1968) pp. 108-126 (p.108)] 

A further variation in how reason is used as an ethical source is the way that reason is applied. This is because within Christianity, when reason is used it is applied on a very individual level, with one person using their own reason to come to an ethical decision by themselves. This is highlighted within Aquinas’ Natural Law, which suggests that any principles of right and wrong can be seen in the natural world and so by observing and paying attention to the natural world anyone can use their own reason to conclude what is ethically ‘good’ or ‘bad’.[footnoteRef:6] In contrast to this, within Islam there are mujtahids who will have a high level of knowledge and understanding of the Qur’an and the Sunnah, and that it is this knowledge of the higher categorised ethical sources that will allow an individual to come to the correct ethical decision. However, even though the mujtahid had a high level of knowledge, this does not mean that they are not going to make an error in their reasoning as they are applying human reasoning to God’s commands. This awareness of the possibility of mistakes can also be seen within the Hadith which states: “The mujtahid who errs gets one reward; the mujtahid who gets it right gets a double reward.”.[footnoteRef:7] The difference in how reason is used as an ethical source within Islam and Christianity therefore highlights a significant difference in how the religions view human ability to come to ethical conclusions and also the openness to admit error and change an ethical standpoint.  [6:  M. Murphy, The Natural Law Tradition in Ethics. 2019, https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/natural-law-ethics/ [Accessed 20th April 2021]]  [7:  Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī 7352, Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim 1716] 

However, one similarity between how Islam and Christianity view reason as an ethical source is its ability to uncover and understand the law that God has set within the world. Within Christianity this can again be seen within Aquinas’ theory of natural law, and that we can use reason to make analogies from what is ‘right’ in nature and apply it to own situations. In a similar way, within Islam reason is applied regarding ethical choices to try to uncover shari’ah values when it is not answered by either the Qur’an or the Sunnah. As a result, although reason has different value as an ethical source within Islam and Christianity, the main goal of using reason, to find the meaning of the law, is the same for both religions.  
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