Can there be revelation in different religions?


And the message they teach 

A voice you hear if you are listening, if God speaks who responds. Revelation continues to fascinate us those who deal with religion. What does it mean, and who does the voice speak to? We could candidly ask, is it really God that speaks, and those who respond, are they the chosen representatives of a religion chosen by God? This essay explores and evaluates revelation in Judaism and Christianity from an Islamic perspective. Firstly, this essay will evaluate, how does the three religions define revelation. The significant of this will lead us to understand whether the concept of revelation is the same in all three religions, or are they different, if so why? Secondly, this essay will take two familiar characters, Moses and Jesus and evaluate whether the two characters resonate similarities with Islam. By exploring the characters, we will be able to discern the inherent message apparent in the religions. Lastly, we will evaluate and explore conflicting claims made within a tradition pertaining to revelation, which will lead us to accept revelation is open to and across all three religions. 

Defining Revelation across the three Abrahamic Faiths 

When we speak of revelation, what do we actually mean? Is it a bounded book with divine commandments in it? Is revelation a tangible thing that is accessible to all humans? Perhaps it is an accumulation of divine command and its written reception. Revelation is a specific act in which God conveys a message, teaching Truth to humanity or to a group of nations, through an intermediary who is called a prophet (Sommer, 2015). Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, a contemporary Jewish scholar posits the spoken word of God revealed to Moses on Mount Sinai was God addressing an entire nation (Sacks, 2001). From the two examples cited it becomes rather clear revelation as understood in Judaism, is the spoken word of God revealed to an Individual who reiterates it to a group of people. This revelation, however, is not only accepted as a voice speaking to them through a recipient, but the message contained within this revealed command, also holds the Ultimate Truth. At the centre of this three-fold relationship is communication. This is to say, there is a transcendent being, who speaks or manifest its self, an intermediary who receives this manifestation, and the followers who adheres to the reiteration of this manifestation. 

In Christianity the concept of revelation is similar to Judaism, in so far it is accepted to be revealed from a divine source. Revelation in Christianity broadly understood is unmasking or unveiling what was previously unknown (Harris, 2006, p. 11). This is a valid assertation considering how Christianity sees its self in relation to Judaism. Paul in Galatians 3: 1-12 reprimands the disciples and reminds them of the true faith Christianity inherited, opposing the Jewish perception of faith. In Paul’s view Christianity supersedes Judaism. Put simply Christianity unmasked what was unknown in Judaism through the person of Christ. The belief in this assertation is interpreted as the divine interception that made the truth known to the Christians. Central to the process of revelation is the acceptance of Christ embodying the revelation. As Spinoza (1862, p. 39) eloquently put it, Christ alone ever attained such superiority over others who had the God’s precepts revealed to him without any intervention. Spinoza does not explicitly state the obvious, but he does see the true embodiment of God’s revelation manifest itself in the personhood of Christ.  

The succinct examples show how within Judaism and Christianity revelation is understood. By no means, does it explore the theological nuances each religion may have in relation to each other, or Islam. Be as it may, the views presented provide a bases, by which we can evaluate the nature of revelation, against the backdrop of the Islamic understanding of revelation, whereby we can assess the authenticity of revelation in those two traditions. 

The word wahy inspired ((وحي is accepted as revelation in Islamic, as we proceed further. Nasr observes the usage of wahy in the Arabic language and concludes it has three applications. Firstly, divinely inspired message revealed directly to the heart, revelation through a dream; and, lastly, through the intermediary of an angel (Nasr, 2015, p. 947). Shafi, reciprocates Nasr’s view but goes beyond the application, maintaining the definition can only be accepted after it has been contextualised (2009, pp. 94-95). The strength in Shafi’s definition lies in the fact that he is reluctant to give revelation a broad definition, once it is contextualised the definition can either be taken as a literal meaning or general meaning. Although, Nasr can be held accountable for being too generous with his definition, Shafi runs the risk of devaluing revelation understood as divine. Alternatively, Qurtubi refrains from contextualising wahy, but does make a distinction between prophet (nabi) and a messenger (rasūl) arguing both of these categories can receive revelation, but how each receives the revelation differs (Khattib, 2017, p.17). 

Linguistically wahy has been used in various way in the Qur’an. The Qur’an revealed to Muhammed is defined in the form of wahy (An- Najm 53: 4). When Prophet Joseph is thrown into the well by his brothers, Joseph receives divine revelation in the form of wahy (Yusuf 12: 15). The importance of both of these examples’ points to the fact, in both instances, Muhammad and Joseph experience a manifestation of God in their heart in the form of wahy. Lastly, even animals are capable of receiving wahy, “and your Lord inspired (wahy) the bee saying, take your habitation in the mountains…” (An- Nahl 16: 68). The nuances surrounding wahy come in many guises. Sometimes the context plays a part, whereas at times revelation is revealed to an animal. If the definition of wahy is agreed upon but not the exact nature or how it is revealed, then it would be within logical conception to accept other religions may also have revelations revealed to them.  Secondly, If revelation in Islam are ambiguous in its nature, could it not be possible, in other religions the nature of revelation was different to the Qur’anic revelation.  By these precepts, other religions most certainly receive revelation from God. 
Common Themes emerging out of the Three Religions
The second fundamental point to revelation in Islam is the notion that God controls everything and God knows every future occurrence (Al-Ankaboot; 42). Therefore, the logic would follow, if revelation is divine as shown above and is in the control of God, the scriptures that received the divine revelation would equally be same to the Qur’an. To synthesise the purity of the revelation in the Hebrew Bible and New Testament, we must observe how specific narrations revealed in those scriptures reiterate the same message as the Qur’an. The Hebrew Bible recalls Moses’ narrative, Exodus 3: 1-6,

Now Moses was tending the flock of Jethro his father-in-law, the priest of Midian, and he led the flock to the far side of the wilderness and came to Horeb, the mountain of God. 2 There the angel of the LORD appeared to him in flames of fire from within a bush. Moses saw that though the bush was on fire it did not burn up. 3 So Moses thought, “I will go over and see this strange sight—why the bush does not burn up.”
4 When the LORD saw that he had gone over to look, God called to him from within the bush, “Moses! Moses!”
And Moses said, “Here I am.”
5 “Do not come any closer,” God said. “Take off your sandals, for the place where you are standing is holy ground.” 6 Then he said, “I am the God of your father,[a] the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob.” At this, Moses hid his face, because he was afraid to look at God.
Equally in the Qur’an Taha: 9- 14

And has the story of Moses reached you? When he saw a fire and said to his family, "Stay here; indeed, I have perceived a fire; perhaps I can bring you a torch or find at the fire some guidance." And when he came to it, he was called, "O Moses, Indeed, I am your Lord, so remove your sandals. Indeed, you are in the sacred valley of Tuwa. And I have chosen you, so listen to what is revealed [to you] Indeed, I am Allah. There is no deity except Me, so worship Me and establish prayer for My remembrance.
The stories read parallel, alongside each other remain unchanged in its core message. Central to the story is God revealing himself to Moses and making him a witness to the message of monotheism. The minor differences that are apparent, remain of little significates. Of course, the reception of each of the scriptures over time and within its own tradition differed, but the work of God revealing himself between different traditions and religions remain same in its essence. 
Similarly, if we observe the New Testament and how it speaks of Jesus and Mary in relation to the Qur’an, we identify a similar theme.  
Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, because the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will give birth to a son and you will name him Jesus. Because he will save his people from sin. The Virgin will conceive and bear a son. (Mat 1: 20-24).
The Quran reaffirming the same incident, 
I am but a messenger from your Lord. come to announce to you the gift of a pure son. She said how can I have a son when no man has touched me? I have not been unchaste. And he said, this is what your Lord said. It is easy for me- We shall make him a sign to all people a sign from us. (Al- Maryam 19: 19-22).
The parallels drawn from the above verses show clear similarities. In both cases Mary is a virgin, she is going to give birth to a boy. However according to the Bible, the child is to be conceived by Mary through the assistance of the Holy Spirit whereas according to the Quran an Angel is the bearer of the good news, and the conception becomes active with God’s spoken command. Furthermore, the Quran alludes that there is a role for the child in the future; equally the Bible places the child in a predestined role. Often revelations and scriptures are fought on the bases of claiming authenticity for one’s own religion, by doing so we also miss the bigger picture which is God who revealed himself to Moses, revealed himself to Jesus and Muhammed. They were all prophets of God who mediated the same message. This being the case it may be possible, that the natural course of revelation as it develops overtime becomes construed by followers of that particular religion forgetting the actual message.  
Dissonance within one tradition and the others 
With this being the case, revelations within religions are contested on the grounds of finding the true meaning of what God intended to say and meant. As Scholem (1995, pp. 290-296) maintains revelation is a mysterious primary function that does not transit a meaning it expresses the force of divinity. For Scholem, revelation is not static or explicable it is forever moving giving expression of the divine. Surprisingly, he refrained from using the word meaning, because God is inexplicable. He further goes onto elaborate how traditions are tied up with finding the true meaning of revelation. He argues, traditions such as Rabbinic Judaism sees itself as mediators after the experience of revelation, whereas the Kabbalist believed the Torah is nothing but the great name of God unexplainable (Scholem 1995, pp. 292-294). The two views presented, though contradictory, demonstrate how within a religion, revelation understood can contradict each other. The difference that do exist are not necessarily negative. For revelation to stand the test of time, revelation has to keep debate going and scholars thinking. As Sack rightly pointed out, when the biblical canon closed the book of Tenach came in, with no more addition; from this point revelation is taken up by the Rabbis who interpret, moving revelation to interpretation (Sacks, 2001). From divine speech to decoding the speech, moving from passive recipience to active interpreters; turning from the world of prophets to the world of sages (2001). We can infer from here, revelation moves vertically and horizontally. But the minute a prophet says God said we move into interpretation Fackenheim, 1968, pp. 80-81). As we have observed within one tradition there is no set definition to define the correct meaning of revelation. What revelation does, can do and how it is received by a follower and accepted depends on one’s personal view. The simple fact is at best revelation is human interpretation and at worst trying to understand God is arrogance.   
In Christianity, God acting in history and his supreme point of interaction is in the person of Jesus Christ, therefore the ultimate revelation of God and his relationship is with man. The biblical writing are representatives of interaction and reflection of Jesus which were in relation to God co-operating with and through human faculties. Here we have a different form of revelation expressed previously (Glaser, 1982, p. 19). Here God does not manifest himself through words per se, God acts through humans utilising the faculties bestowed upon them. Christian revelation does not only work through the hands of men, at times it is the records of event experienced and understood by that community in that moment of time (Anderson, 1981, pp. 61-78). The mode of revelation here is the trying to navigate the correct understanding of a current incident looking back at the teaching of Jesus. This type of revelation would best be described as reflective. But even here, the person reflecting, is using the faculty of mind and the skill of writing to reflect on an experience which would fall within the category of human faculty, doing God’s work. On the other hand, for Calvin the words (Bible) within themselves contained the essence of God and the spirit. God is a witness to himself in his word, the words have to be illuminated with the inwards testimony of the spirit to open up the hearts (Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, I.vii.4). Revelation for Calvin is the marriage of spirit to the word which allows the human to read the bible either as a book of words or the book of the Lord. Revelation in Christianity works through the spirit. It is a relationship directed through God through a person. The revelation works its way through a human. Even when the revelation is working through a person at the centre of this revelation  is the person of Christ. The New Testament give evidence of and the experience of Christ. 

Islam is an in-between religion between the previous two religions when it comes to revelation. Firstly, Islam understands revelation as the word of God revealed to Muhammad. The Qur’an is the ipsissima verba by God himself (Smith, 1980, p. 490). Once the revelation is revealed in its various guises to Muhamad, Muhammad becomes the mouth piece of God. Moreover, the revelation revealed completed in the seventh century Medina becomes a guide for all those who follow the religion of Islam for eternity. The relationship revelation has between God, Muhammad and the active reader becomes a means for the follower to make meaning and take meaning from this experience. In this respect, the Islamic conception of revelation is similar to Judaism. Where the adherent of both of the religions becomes an active participant to the revealed words. In terms of Islamic revelation’s being similar to the Christian understanding of revelation; Islam has a source called Sunnah (method) of the prophet which runs parallel with the revealed revelation of the Qur’an (Hallaq 1997, p. 5). The Sunnah is equally binding to all the Muslims but not equal in status of the Qur’an, in so far, the sunnah is not compulsory for the Muslim to follow. Here we see the similarities to Christianity, where the prophet acts as a role model and his actions, words, decorum are observed and then implemented into one’s life. 

Nonetheless, even though, the Qur’an is widely accepted by most Muslims as the word of God, theologically the notion of the Qur’an being the exact word of God brought serious ramification in the early period of Islamic history. One group (Mu’tazilites) held the view, if the Qur’an is the exact word of God, following this logic it means the Qur’an is eternal, if it is eternal where did it exist, subsequently only God can be eternal (Adamson and Taylor, 2005, p. 46). The other group (Ash’ari) had no issue with accepting the Qur’an was pre-existing because before anything was created there was nothing, there was only God, and since the word of God came from God it coexisted with God and came into being when God wanted it to (Adamson and Taylor, 2005, p. 107). The paradox of this argument is, if the Qur’an is accepted as created in time, it is susceptible to change because time progresses in the world. This would suggest, the words of God are changeable, leaving the imitability of the Qur’an in a very precarious state. On the other hand, if the Qur’an is accepted as being co-existing with God, then it means the language of God is Human. It wouldn’t take long to figure, at this point this argument reduces God omnipotence to an inferior position. The theological underpinning that seeks to understand the revelation on theological ground and at best futile. It is precisely here why we say revelation cannot be understood by the human mind, because God is unfathomable. What can be understood and is conceivable is; when three revealed scriptures are crossed examined, the common theme emerges out of them must be taken as the Ultimate revelation of God. As for the misdemeanours inherent within a tradition, and across the traditions, they will remain merely as speculation. In essence other religions may have revelation, but at the heart of it there has to be one God, a prophet and an audience who recognise this one God. 

Conclusion

Revelation in the three religions have proven to be very similar. In Judaism, it is the voice of God that speaks to a nation. Similarly, when this voice speaks it manifest truths of its self. In Christianity, revelation unveils the unknown through direct revelation in Christ. This is a subtle difference to Judaism and Islam, but without the theological revelation as understood as a manifestation of the truth, Christianity resonates with the other two religions. In Islam, revelation takes three forms, but here again, we find its use of application similar to Judaism and Christianity. Revelation in its broad sense is God manifesting himself to an intermediary to make his truth known. The relevance of those who hear, whether they are a nation, a person or an accumulation of these two views is irrelevant to God.

When we step back from the theological nuances and observe the major Characters who play a major role in receiving the revelation, we come to realise, in essence the message remains the same. God wants to be worshipped alone. The theme of monotheism is constantly manifested to the masses who are called upon to worship one God. The method of assessing this message had to be evaluated by evaluating the others through one tradition to determine if the message correlates with the tradition one is viewing the other tradition from. And as such it did. 

The final section highlighted in this essay highlighted there are various interpretation of revelation within one tradition. This by no means takes away the purpose of revelation within a tradition and across other tradition. If anything, this allows the tradition to keep revelation alive and moving with the time. The adverse implication of the diverse views of revelation within a tradition further restricts a religion from claiming superiority over revelation for its own tradition. In hindsight, this is a blessing, considering God is not owned by any tradition, God manifest himself to whom he wants. The truth of this manifestation is accessible to all three religions. 

With this being the case, religions that have no concept of God are excluded from inheriting the blessing of God revealing himself in their tradition. In a similar fashion, without a mediator who experiences similar manifestation of the truth to other traditions, the mediator would cease to exist. This is to say, only the three Abrahamic faiths experience the true manifestation of God and its followers are the inheritors of that truth. 
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