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Summary

This dissertation seeks o capture Muhammad's emergence as Prophet. It starts from the
premise that he located himself as a Prophet within a fraternity of prophethood. More
specifically he has seen his work-as a continuation of the Biblical prophetic tradition. However
he has stressed his election as correcting what has been altered in this Biblical tradition.
Muhammad: A prophet of God drques that he has as a prophet the same defining elements as
Biblical prophets; as a result we must not criticise him unnecessarily, that is, for the sake of
fitting him into our categories. Muhammad must be seen terms of his experiences. In addition
we must capture his contribution to humanity.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Muhammad is a very prominent character in this world's history. It is for
this reason that this study is initiated to understand this man from an
outsider's viewpoint. His life has given hope to many people, yet he is not
fully accepted and is grudgingly acknowledged as a man who yearned for
God. This hesitance belies the fact that many people have given heed to
his admonishments and followed his lifestyle slavishly. For this author the
question remains: is he a prophet? What makes him a prophet? Why do
people follow him? This man, Muhammad, judging from his actions is no
ordinary person. It prompts our curiosity to verify the basis on which his

claim to speak on behalf of God and subjecting humanity to these urges

rests.

The correlative here is to consider the larger aspect of Muhammad's
venture. Thus Muhammad: A prophet of God is the key issue here. It is
said that Muhammad is a Prophet, that is, a vassal of God called to
communicate his cosmic ideal. From this perspective he is entrusted with
a universal message of restoration of humanity's intention to worship of
the only God. The term "prophet" is a curious term, seemingly used in a
transcultural manner denoting a serious communicant, that is, an

intermediary between a higher being and a community. Central to the idea

of "prophet" lies the kernal of his or her engagement.




Muhammad, a citizen of Mecca where a multiplicity of gods and deities
vied for the attention of that community as well as the Peninsula were
drawn to the monotheistic concept of ultimate reality (Surahs 5:75;
6:22: 16:51). According to Surah 3:64-80 the monotheistic
conceptualisation of Supreme Reality found homage amongst the Jews,
Christians and Hanifs. It dawned upon him that his umma or community
largely ignored the possibility of a transcendent god (Surahs 71:23). To
them gods were numerous, visible and silently interactive. It can perhaps

be said that for Muhammad the seeds of intermediation' was planted

upon this realization.

1.1 Why is this particular study of Muhammad relevant?

The author's search is for an understanding of what the possible meaning
of "prophet” is. The search is from the perspective of an outsider info a
world that sits across a divide because the observer holds onto certain
accustomed views. Consequently the question surfaces whether it is
possible for this term to be used in any situation where the seeker is
drawn fo a tfranscendent reality? The appeal is that a prophet remains in
the ontological domain that taps into the spiritual potential of humanity.
Another reason is that the occurrence of prophets points to many ways
of seeing spiritual reality; this can then possibly colour one's way of

looking at prophets messages especially where one hold's on to one's own

prophet's message to be true at expense of others. Moreover in the




ambit of Christian understanding there remains the nagging question that
Muhammad is hot necessarily a prophet but a person with religious
propensity (Rodinson, 1973:218 & David Waines, 1995:214). In this
context one needs to know whether the term "prophet" can be applied to
Muhammad. Concomitant to this identification is his personality and
traits, which plays a role in his prophethood. Tied to him as a prophet is a
peculiar message that he cast as a life giving force (discussed in chapter
4). Furthermore the pith of his message is of cosmic value, and therefore
incumbent on the world to internalize, and to follow it through. The need
to understand Muhammad has a teleological reference; it follows here
from that to know him has epistemological value as well as practical value.
This twin need is combined to recognize how Muhammad as a person
remains so important as well as how the message he has brought serves

as a causal law in knowledge for its own sake and knowledge as life-giving.

1.2 Methodology

The interest

The author is interested in understanding Muhammad as possibly part of
the fraternity of historically regarded prophets (Surah 2:253; 3:33-34;
4:163-166). Since the Qur'an often alludes to other prophets and that his

role is a continuance of the self same prophetic activity (Surah 23:3 -




26), it is therefore reasonable to conclude that Muhammad had seen

himself legitimately as a prophet.

1.2.1 Conceptualising the understanding of "prophet”

The denotative dimension of the concept "prophet” relates to the
particularities of this phenomenon, that is, the attributes associated
with "prophetness.” The process of operationalizing the concept is
denoted by the seven elements found in Biblical prophets that will serve
as a form of measurement. Muslim believers and theologians add a
connotative variable as differentiation between the titles nabi and rasul.
To some these terms are simply interchangeable while for others there
are qualitative dissimilarities. These connotative references serves as

boundary lines, which if crossed could imperil the sense imparted.

An understanding of the concept “prophet” was first sought from its
etymological sources in the Hebrew and Arabic languages. This will guide
the path of the discussion to an extent that it will give us a general
overview of prophetic activity. Thus the goal is to show through this
linguistic portrait of "prophecy” how the prophethood of Muhammad ties
in with an historical channel of prophetic behaviour. By using these
definitional aids the author hopes to show how Muhammad's "prophetic”
activities are akin or similar that of Biblical propnhets. To justify

Muhammad's prophetic activity in ferms of other prophets’ experiences

and behaviours is termed criterion validity. The criterion as cited above




is prophets as they occur in time and space. The understanding of
“prophet” is therefore operationalised by means of a cross-cultural
comparison of some Biblical prophets. It will be impossible to take all
known examples of Biblical prophets into reckoning but rather
consideration is given to a random sample of prophets drawn. It must be
possible to see that these examples of prophetic occurrences do indeed
ratify the process of prophetic experience as normative. Simply stated,
this cross-reference of prophets over time and place seeks to point out
form similarity or composite elements; in addition prophets in the Biblical
and Qur'anic traditions seems to show that they have similar experiences.
The result is that we cannot conclude that there are attempts to connive
such expressive behaviours. A high correlation between various prophets
will consequently serve as good predictors of prophetic qualities as well

noting such experience as normal and valid.

1.2.2 Indicators of cosmological impact

The justification of Muhammad as a prophet in a similar vein as others
urges the author to consider why he became an adorned figure. When
observing how people respond to him it is evident that Muslims have a
heightened awareness of him. With this in mind the understanding of
Muhammad as a prophet is magnified to expound the value placed upon
him from the side of God and society. In support of this study

consideration is given to who exactly he is; and the characteristics that

coalesced into making him such a venerated figure. Further, in support of




his prophetic inclination and his belief that he was simply from a
primordial line of prophets, consideration is therefore given to the
theologians' and believers' argument that Muhammad was foreordained.
Such proof is allegedly found in the Jewish and Christian scriptures.
Abraham as a historical monotheist and typological figure too, is used to

entrench the prophetic claims of Muhammad.

Since the investigation is on Muhammad as a prophet who becomes a
prophet with universal appeal it is prudent to tie in Muslim understanding
of his characteristics and traits as a contributing factor to his election
as a man of God. Several indicators converge here to gain an
understanding of Muhammad's prophetic enlistment. The first indicator is
the construct endearment, which is used to refer to his disposition as a
contributing element in his accepted vocation. The following indicators
are also considered: Muhammad's central role at the Ka'ba, Muhammad
the ummi prophet which is allegedly prophesied in the Jewish/Christian
scriptures, his exceptional characteristics, which includes his spiritual
beauty, strengths, comparisons to other prophets, his role as intercessor,
the significance of his name, his intellect, personal traits, his closeness

to Allah; and role of Abraham in his thinking.

Another factor evident in Muhammad's role as a prophet is gained from
the construct proclamation. What this means is that his role as prophet

is centred on a message. This message defines his ultimate preoccupation

with a franscendent being that was regarded as the supreme authority in




a highly hierarchical relationship (God-prophet-people). The proclamation
logically ties in with the quest for justifying Muhammad's prophethood. Tt
follows that a prophet cannot operate without some idea in mind, that is,
his raison d'etre for being prophet. Consideration is given to what Murata
and Chittick (1994) and Rahman (1980) defines as the three dimensions
of Islam - Iman, Ihsan and Ibadat. This simplification serves merely as a
heuristic device that advances the profile of Muhammad's prophethood

but more importantly verifies his cosmic relevance.

There are three dimensions considered here, which define the

intentionality of Muhammad as prophet; consideration is given to various

constructs that are relevant to this message. The embodying term
"Islam” subsumes the whole intention of this prophet. The first
dimension, which basically takes its cue from islam (surrender), is
referred to as iman. It deals with indicators such as Allah and his nature,
the contents of Allah's ideas, that is, the holy books, angels the soul,
God's messengers, Judgement Day, gadar, understanding of good and evil,
an understanding of human beings. In addition it considers the second
part of the shahada, which emphasises the mandatory belief in
Muhammad. Furthermore, it weighs up the perceived dichotomy that
exists between rasul and prophet. The supposed intentions behind
Muhammad's thinking were to persuade humans to redirect their path
from ghafla (heedlessness) to dhikr (remembrance). The designh seemingly

here is to plead to humans to return to God as the ultimate and only
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power. He of course provides a rationale for this supplication, that the

end of the world is inevitable and that giyama (resurrection) is the goal.

The second dimension, that is, what the author terms as the process of
islam refers to ihsan. More specifically ihsan refers to a constant
commitment to God. Hence in this discussion the constructs sincerity,
salih (wholesomeness), taqwa (God-weariness) and attitude of worship are

suggested.

The third dimension incorporates the Ibadat, which contains what is
regarded as the pillars of belief. Some say there are five pillars but
others agree there are six. These six pillars are the shahada, salat,

zakat, sawm, hajj and jihad.

These three dimensions integrate Overholt's seven elements of prophecy
into a holistic projection of prophetic relevance. A prophet (Muhammad)

cannot be seen apart from the message, which he was called to deliver.

1.2.3 Abraham as a typological figure of Muhammad

Several constructs were considered, which amplifies the prophethood of

Muhammad, which though similar to others is in fact of a markedly

superior authority and calling. Muhammad as prophet is used to justify
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why he is a vassal of God and what motivated God to elect him in this
capacity. These constructs employed are broadly portrayed as the
qualities he possessed and those, which are recognized by God as worthy
of election; the proclamation of God's cosmic ideal: the impact of this
cosmic message. These elements serve to explain why as prophet he has
been accepted as well as why he was so successful. The difference
though is that Muhammad is a prophet with a cosmic purpose. Different
constructs are used to show how the prophet amassed a cosmic function.
Since a “prophet” has been operationally defined, the task now remains to
show what personal elements contributed to him becoming a prophet.
What elements suggest that he is a cosmic prophef? How successful was

this universal prophet in enhancing the life-saving message to a needy

world?

Muhammad was viewed as special and worthy in the eyes of God, dnd to
the people whom accepted him as a prophet. As a corollary to this
section, discussion is led on how the community venerated him. In
addition, the need is to point out how his election according to
theologians' and believers' is said to have been foreordained. This esteem

has meant he was conferred super-ordinate status.

To this end the need is to proffer reasons for the cosmic authentication
of his message. The universal applicability of Muhammad's message has
resulted not only in him being seen as a hero amongst Muslims but also

one who have been venerated as an extraordinary human being. In this
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context Muhammad as prophet has justifiably accrued the respect of
being a prophet been as well as excelling in spirituality. Hence the reason
the value placed on him has at times taken on extreme description. It is
difficult to separate legendary material from fact, but this need not be a
problem since it demonstrates an important principle, that is, a prophet
that is held in high esteem. It follows that his adherents have absorbed
the lessons he has bequeathed to such an extent that it found expression
in all facets of life. This principle is aptly demonstrated in terms of the
impact the message had on economics, art, education, science,

architecture, ethics, jurisprudence, and women's issues.

This study is based on various works on the life of Muhammad. It
consequently follows, that the extent to which these instruments
measure the sought after characteristics of Muhammad is not directly
observable but are rather inferred from patterns in the behaviour of
people and institutions that regard themselves as Islamic. This then will

give this study a measure of construct validity.

It is important to note that this study will lack criterion validity largely
because it is hot the author's intention to measure Islam with other
religions. Muhammad therefore remains valid despite what others may
believe. However with regard to the issue of prophetic validity, criterion

validity will play a definite role. The measurement here will focus on the
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extent to which the results of prophetic similarity correlate with one

another. This related measure is called criterion validity.

1.3 Literature review

In this particular study primary sources as well as secondary sources are
consulted. Primary sources in this regard refer to the Qur'an and the
hadith; secondary sources are the works of scholars who have based
their works on these sources. The use of the hadiths is mostly ignored
here, whereas the Qur'an is freely sourced as support for certain
assertions. Secondary sources are employed as means of understanding
the central problems in this study, viz. the prophetic qualities of

Muhammad and the cosmic nature of his message.

In Channels of Prophecy, the social dynamics of prophetic activity,
Thomas Overholt (1989:23) says that prophecy is the experience of
individuals that are selected from the common lineage of humanity. They
live side by side of those anonymous people who simply blend in with the
environment. It follows from this that the extent of this study is that it
seeks is to understand prophecy as a common experience of humankind
occurring across various communities. It is for this reason that Biblical
prophets in this study are exclusively used since they are analogous to
Muhammad's "prophethood.” It points out those Biblical prophets as well

as prophets of other societies who were embedded within particular

societies with peculiar problems. Muhammad remains ho different. To




this end the value for understanding prophecy lays in a social context it

places him in.

Randall David Parks' curious hermeneutical study, Abraham, the first
Christian and the first Muslim (1987) unwittingly ties in with the
sentiments expressed by Overholt. He ventures that Abraham the
patriarch has immense value for Jews, Christians and Muslims. However,
it is the Muslims who place him in a timeless zone of independent
monotheist. Abraham holds strategic consequences in Muhammad's
incipient religion. The monotheistic model of Abraham found its
conclusion in Islam. Monotheism validifies the prophetic ascendancy of
Muhammad since it is the tool that radicalises not only The socio-religious

context of the Hijaz but its cosmological significance is propitiatory.

Several books are used here to follow-up on the meaning of prophecy. It
follows logically that Muhammad is regarded with increased emphasis as a
prophet and the reader is never left in doubt about this. One aspect that
points to his prophetic role is his foreordination. Another aspect is said
to have been his "illiteracy”; Uri Rubin discusses these factors in the eye
of the beholder (1995) that outlines the process by which Muhammad
became entrenched as a prophet. The prolific author Fazlur Rahman in
Prophecy in Islam: philosophy and orthodoxy (1958) points out that
intellect of a prophet subsists by design of God. Consequently the
election of Muhammad as prophet is not an extempore decision but one

that is foreordained.
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Interspersed in the biblical annals are hints of Muhammad's ordination. It
was up to the communities to extract it and announce it to the world.
Both Martin Lings in Muhammad: his life based on the earliest sources
(1991) and Rubin in The eye of the beholder (1995) consider the Arabic
annunciation of Muhammad. Muhammad's own countrymen were
confronted by his imminent appearance. Lings' work arranges an
important element that's intrinsic to the Peninsula, for instance the

Ka'ba, a pre-Islamic monument that has had relevance for the nascent

religion.

While it is true that the knowledge of some prophets is hidden in manuals
or documents, the same cannot be said of Muhammad. Annemarie
Schimmel in her book And Muhammad is messenger (1985) articulates the
community's response to Muhammad's venerable qualities. It is her aim to
extract opinion from the vast Islamic community. She points out that the
magnitude of opinion on Muhammad is found on a grandiose scale. The
opinion-makers in this umma consist of poets' theologians, mystic or
Sufis, professionals and ordinary folk who are variously enthralled by this

massive personality.

The search for the historical Muhammad gets a timely impetus from
Clinton Bennett in his work, In search of Muhammad (1995). He writes
that the search for the "Historical Muhammad” has come a long way. His

remarks are mainly intended for a Western audience. Perhaps unwittingly
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his criticism towards Western authors is an admission that they are
capable of more "objective" appraisal of Muhammad than Muslim authors

who by large hide behind legendary material.

He admits the paucity of credible material on Muhammad but wants a
more valid presentation on Muhammad from Western authors. Bennett's
style is marked by a complete epoche that stops short of conversion. His
whole purpose is perhaps to negate the nagging subjectivity that scholars

find themselves defending. The need is to understand Islam for its own

sake.

Sachiko Murata and William Chittick have given us an extensive
discussion on the message Muhammad proclaimed. In their inspiring work
Vision of Islam (1994) new levels of understanding is reached on Islam's
worldview. This work fittingly dwells on Muhammad's message to the
world. The bloodstream of Muslim belief is thoroughly examined through

the three-fold dimensions of: iman, ihsan and ibadat. These dimensions

encapsulate what Islam stands for; moreover it renders the thinking of
Muhammad open for greater scrutiny. It is through these dimensions
that vital clues on Muhammad are given. Through this study, Vision Of
Islam the strategic message of Muhammad is passed on. The discussion
on the dimensions of Islam is supported by the views of Afzalur Rahman
in his work Islam: ideology and the way of life (1980). Rahman, too, gives

extensive consideration to the dimensions of Islam.

18




Muhammad remains a person who cannot be ignored. The handling of the
core beliefs in Islam by Murata and Chittick shows the worth it has for
countless people. The reach of this message has embodied the value for
its adherents and those benefiting from an enduring legacy. The living
proof of Muhammad lies in what has been achieved through his ideals. Tt
has inspired belief into various cultural activities. It influenced

education, art, economics, science and social activities.

Muhammad initiated an idea that had far reaching influence in this world.
The inspirational work revealed to him, the Qur'an, had throughout the
centuries, been at the center of all Islamic intellectual activity, impacted
on philosophy, lexicography, jurisprudence, law, theology, art, calligraphy
and other facets of life. Yvonne Haddad (1984) as editor of The Islamic
Impact writes in her article that the Prophet's message through the
proscriptions and prescriptions of the Qur'an rooted itself in the
fundamentals of life. Seyyid Hossein Nasr in Islamic science: an
illustrated study (1982) and Islamic education science: a summary
appraisal (1984) shows how the spirit and teachings of the Qur'an
contributed to an educational curriculum that served to penetrate the
hearts and mind of the Islamic community. John Esposito in Law in Islam
(1984) follows this logic by giving a glimpse of how Muhammad's spiritual

insight gave credence to the law.

Women's issues are factors that have wide reaching consequences for

society in Islam. They remain a vital part of human functioning. Women
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have an entirely different disposition to men and often this becomes
abused. For this reason Jane Smith in The experience of Muslim women:
considerations of power and authority (1984) highlights the impact
women have on Islam: she shows them as a vital force, as co-claimants to
Muhammad's legacy. The notion that women are the step -children of God
is negated as Jane Smith points out. They, too, have found inspiration in

the life of Muhammad the prophet.

In her book And Muhammad is his messenger (1985) as well Aspects
Mystical thought in Islam (1984) Annemarie Schimmel shares insight into
the facets of poetry and mysticism. Here poefry and mysticism are
understood to lend heightened awareness of Muhammad as Prophet of

God, a vassal with unique and venerable qualities.

1.4 Outline of this Study

Chapter two is a foray into the world of Biblical prophets. The framework
of this section is based on the perceived elements of prophethood gained
from a Biblical perspective that points to the experiences of the person
as a prophet. The process of communication is an integral part of the

interaction between all role players in the prophetic context.

The process of communication is measured by what Overholt (1989)
enumerates as proclamation, audience reaction, additional proclamation,

feedback to source of revelation and supernatural confirmation. More

20




importantly several prophets are compared and measured for manifesting
the seven elements that are said to be the key considerations in

prophethood. This section point out that fundamentally prophets emerge
within a social situation. The social situation is such that it fosters a
need for intervention or reformation. Chapter three is an extension of
chapter two since it seeks to demonstrate that the experience of Biblical
prophets is analogous to Muhammad's. In addition David Aune's
classification of proclamatory elements is deemed to be valid for God's

articulation in the Qur'an too.

In Chapter four consideration is given to the aspect of prophecy. It
evaluates Muhammad's experience according to those elements Overholt
has identified as aspects of prophethood. The key issue is whether
Muhammad's experience is similar to Biblical prophets. Consideration is
also given to Abraham who serves as a prototype of Muhammad.
Moreover, Abraham fosters an understanding of the prophetic activity of
Muhammad who sought to legitimise the worship of a single monotheistic
God. Abraham's experience, too, demonstrates how monotheism becomes

a central concern for true submission.

The fifth chapter looks at the message that was entrusted o him or the
one that he had to bring to humanity. His strict brand of monotheism,
the hallmark of his venture that steered him into the spiritual domain of

humanity, led him into conflict with all those who did not support his

objectives. Since Muhammad conceived God to be one, the thinking




behind the Oneness, called tawhid, plays a comprehensive role in his
apprehension of Allah. This chapter defines for the Muslim the essential

aspects that he or she is likely to encounter in Islamic lore.

The sixth chapter discusses Muhammad's impact on his universe. The
impact of Muhammad incorporates the revelation of ritualistic living to
economics; his way of life influenced art, music and many other facets of
life. In fact the spirit of Islam dominates all facets of life; hence it is
called a living faith seeking to dominate the individual and his activities.
The fact that it has controlling effect on the community or believers
shows the extent of acceptance. This section verifies the impact
Muhammad's message had on the umma; it was not simply belief but also

the doing that kept the spirit of Muhammad's message alive.

Lastly, we live in a fragmented world of competing ideologies and as such
there was scope for Muhammad, too. This inclination to see him self as an
extension of the Biblical tradition has caused some Christian and Jewish
theologians to question him and consequently cast doubt on his prophetic
worth and claim. It is however inescapable that the proclamation he gave
the community had a persistent and indelible effect on this world. In this
chapter the author gives his perspective on the treatment of Muhammad

and his worth and acceptance as a prophet.
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1.5 The Value of this study

This study seeks to acknowledge Muhummad as a prophet since the
Christian-Muslim debate must seek to understand his message to the
world. Obviously there is conflict on the validity of the message on both
sides but this is not under discussion now. Rather a small step is taken,
which is to affirm that in the greater scheme of prophetic behaviour,

Muhammad indeed displayed and projected the behaviour of prophethood.

1.6 Interpreting the prophetic role of Muhammad

The quest for understanding others who differ from us is a nagging
reminder of our partisanship. We are in good company though. For we live
in our own enclaves trying to peep info other peoples’ domains. There is
nothing to stop us though since the need of others cannot simply be left
alone but must be approached with the right attitude. Hence in the
domain of philosophical hermeneutics has served a role in trying to
eliminate our fore-conceptions we bring to our inquiry. This is of course
more easily said than done. The quest at understanding is however a
constant activity that continues unabated. In religious inquiry we often
approach religious history or documentation from their text, either
primary or secondary texts. The task here is deciphering meaning from
the context, the context of Muhammad, which has attracted us so that

we too can explain. The hermeneutical path in this study is explaining and
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understanding Muhammad's prophetic career in terms of wider
occurrence of this prophetic phenomena. Paul Ricoeur (1981:43) writes
that hermeneutics is the theory of the operations of understanding in
their relation to the interpretation of texts. Hermeneutics seeks to
understand written language. A natural characteristic of language is its
polysemic hature, for instance, in this context the understanding of
nabi/navi. This is a feature that tells us that it has more than one
meaning when considered outside their use in a determinate context. The
polysemic nature of words calls forth as its counterpart the selective
role of contexts for determining the current value which words assume in
a determinate message, addressed by a definite speaker to hearer placed
in a particular situation. Sensitivity to context is the necessary
complement and the ineluctable counterpart of polysemy. The use of
context involves an activity of discernment, which is exercised in the
concrete exchange of messages between interlocutors, and which is
modelled on the interplay of question and answer (Ricoeur, 1989:44) For
Schleirmacher effort is not spared to rise above the particularities of
texts, in other words, he tries to deregionalise it. In addition he scales
above the rules into which understanding is possibly located. Therefore
hermeneutics is the attempt to raise exegesis and philology to the level
of a kunstiehre, that is, a "technology” which is not restricted to mere

collection of unconnected operations (Ricoeur, 1989:45-46).

Schleirmacher grappled with the relation between two forms of

interpretation: "grammatical” interpretation and "technical”
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interpretation. Grammatical interpretation is based upon on the
characteristics of discourse, which are common to a culture; technical
interpretation is addressed to the singularity, indeed the genius, of the
writer's message. In this situation Schleirmacher makes it clear: to
understand the common language is to forget the writer, whereas to
understand the individual author is to forget his language, which is
merely passed over. The first understanding is called "objective”, since it
is concerned with linguistic characteristics distinct from the author, but
also "negative”, since it merely indicates the limits of understanding; its

critical value bears only meaning of words.

Dilthey on the other hand sought to bring understanding to hermeneutics
and history. Thus he said that trying to understand a text of the past is
trying to figure out an historical intferconnection. Therefore, before the
coherence of text is understood the coherence of history must be
understood. Historicism in all its pejorative baggage shifts interest from

chef's d'oeuvre of humankind to the historical interconnection, which

supports them.

Dilthey furthermore searched for intelligibility of the historical, not in
ontology but in the epistemology. The way to give justice to historical
knowledge was to give it a scientific dimension comparable to natural
sciences. In response to positivism Dilthey undertook to endow human
sciences with a methodology and epistemology as respectable as those in

natural sciences. This meant he had to clarify the concepts explanation
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and understanding of history. In pursuance of this he employed
nsychology for searching as a means to understanding. The difference
between natural science and the human sciences is that the natural
sciences sees man as alien to himself whereas in the human sciences man
can grasp himself, that is, he is knowable. Thus in riposte to positivism,
he points out that man is not alien to man; he is capable of knowing

himself (Ricoeur, 1989:5-53).

The meaning of being is sought after in auslegung or explication.
Heidegger suggests Dasein or being there is where emphasis is to be
placed. By Dasein is designated the place where the question of being
arises, the place of manifestation. It is the structure of being to have
pre-understanding of being. Through Dasein one seeks to unfold
foundations by means of clarification. Furthermore, epistemological
grounding brings about the task that would cast light on the concepts
governing the objects, the region of nature, of life, of language, of

history. But the philosophical task of foundation is to unfold the

fundamental concept, which determine prior understanding of the region,

providing the basis of all the thematic objects of a science and thereby

orientating all positive research (Ricouer, 1989: 54). In philosophical
hermeneutics at stake is the explication of those beings with regard to

their basic state of being.
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Hermeneutics is not a reflection on the human sciences, but an
explication of the ontological ground upon which sciences can be

constructed (Ricouer, 1989:55).

Gadamar (1975:267) stated that a person trying to understand a text
would always project. He projects a meaning for the text as whole as
sooh as some initial meaning emerges in the texts. Initial meaning
emerges only because he is reading the text with particular expectations
with regard to possible meaning; working out fore-projection, which is
constantly revised in terms of what emerges as he penetrates info

meaning, and understanding what is there.

Gadamar (1975:267) says that Heidegger's process is to describe or
revise the fore-projection so that it becomes capable of projecting itself
as a new understanding of meaning; rival projects can emerge side by side
until it becomes clearer what the unity of meaning is; interpretations
begin with fore-conceptions that are replaced by more suitable ones.
Thus a person who is trying to understand is exposed to distraction from
fore-meanings that are not borne out by things themselves. Meanings
represent a fluid multiplicity of possibilities, but within this multiplicity
of what can be thought, that is, of what the reader can find meaningful;
and if a person fails to hear what the other person is really saying, he will
be able to fit in what he has understood into a range of his own various

expectations of meanings. The hermeneutical consequently becomes a

task in itself, a questioning of things (Gadamar, 1975:p267).




Hermeneutically trained consciousness must be, from the start, sensitive
to the text's alterity. This kind of sensitivity does not involve "neutrality”
with respect to content nor extinction of one's self, but the fore-
grounding and appropriation of ones own fore-meanings and prejudices
(Gadamar, 1975:269). Hermeneutics is not at all a matter of securing
ourselves against the tradition that speaks out of the text, but on the
contrary, of excluding everything that could hinder us from
understanding it in terms of the subject matter. It is the tyranny of
hidden prejudices that makes us deaf to what speaks to us in tradition
(Gadamar, 1975:269-70). Earl H. Waugh (1985:42) in terms of this ideal
sought a hermeneutically justified position on Muhammad's life; he goes

on to advice that understanding Muhammad's role could not be limited to

a historical recounting of his days on earth. Muhammad's "prophethood” is
mediated through his individuality and his own personhood. Furthermore,

accent on Muhammad's life must be based on the cue taken from

believers claim on his value.

The recognition that all understanding inevitably involves some prejudices
thus giving the hermeneutical problem real thrust. In the light of this
insight it appears that the historian despite the critique of rationalism
and of natural legal philosophy, is based on modern enlightenment and

unwittingly shares its prejudices.
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In the light of this hermeneutical task presented here Greer (1992:14)
takes cognisance of this same advice. He noticed that Christianity and its
adherent scholars are often guilty of demonising Muhammad and Islam.
The Qur'an was ridiculed and Muhammad proclaimed a false prophet
against whom Christ had warned (Greer, 1989: 15). He goes on to say that
attacks on Muhammad were built on the assumption that Islam was af
best a Christian heresy; portrayed as a plagiarist and was totally
dependent on other religious sources; Muhammad was understood as

purely a product of religious and cultural environment (Greer, 1992:16).

Further, Raymond Lull cast aspersions on Muhammad's prophethood when
he professed that Christianity was superior to Islam. Thus he attacked
the message of Muhammad as deficient and incomplete in terms of his
monistic emphasis. Consequently Lull argued that the doctrine of the
Trinity and the incarnation was a superior belief and that it led to

superior understanding of God (Greer, 1992:19).

During the Enlightenment a developing commitment to the rule of reason
became a dominant characteristic of The period, which impacted on all
Western religious studies. A religious rationalism resulted from a dawning
awareness of the unappreciated wealth of the cultures and growing
disgust over the brutalities of the religious wars. Some significant
efforts to view Islam from a more objective stance were initiated. For

the first time scholars were able recognize and admit the element of
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prejudicial bias, which had robbed studies of Muhammad of their
objectivity (Greer, 1992:24).

The emphasis on reason only seemed to encourage Christian feelings of
intellectual superiority. Faith came to be defined as a right knowledge

and superior reason. Islam and the prophet Muhummad were consigned
comfortably to a position of supposed inferiority (Greer, 1992:22).
Construction of Muhammad's life and character took on diatribes against
the character of the Prophet. As a result he was portrayed as the

incarnation of evil a charlatan, one who detested the Christian truth

(Greer, 1992:23).

The phenomenological environment of Muhammad's experience includes
economic, political, social and psychological elements, all of which are
interconnected (Greer, 1992:85.) Muhammad took on the role of liberator
of the people from the oppression of the Qurayshs. He gave recognition
to the need for liberation from oppression (Greer, 1992:89). Islam
crystallized under the inspiration of Muhammad, as a religious response
intended to confront the basic dilemma of the Prophets day and time
(Greer, 1992:92). His universe was in crisis and therefore he must be
understood as struggling against the lack of socio-human justice in his
universe of existence. Islam's genesis as a socially directed religion can
be attributed to the essential concentration of the prophet upon justice

in the community under God (Greer, 1992:94).
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Muhammad is an earnest and dedicated searcher after the divine truth,
who became profoundly and honestly convinced that God had chosen him
to convey his message to humankind (Greer, 1992:97). He is the man
whose creative imagination worked at deep levels and produced ideas

relevant to the central questions of human existence (Greer, 1992:97).

Islam crystallized under the inspiration of Muhammad, as a religious
response intended to confront the basic human dilemma of the Prophets’
day and time.

a Islam was born as a response o a predicament which threatened
meaningful existence in the human community

o From this perspective the interest is in cause and factors, which
brought about the primary socio-human predicament of Muhammad's day.
This consideration must be given to the creative efforts of the prophet
to address this dilemma on behalf of God.

One must be aware that Muhammad's universe was in great crisis (Greer,
1992:97). It was characterized by social and human injustices: there was
constant struggle to survive in the face of powerful systems and
structures which determined to destroy meaningful human existence.
There were forces that were determined to bring about violence,

structural dehumanisation and breakdown of human relationships (Greer,

1992:93).

As the Christian studies Muhammad from a phenomenological perspective,

he/she will resist comparisons of the Prophet to Christ, but will




eventually return for consideration of that which is authentic to our own

particular Christian experience of God in Christ.

One must always be a student of one's own presuppositions and
prejudices, as these threaten an honest study of the Prophet and his
message. The study of Muhammad from within his own context requires
that one be immersed within the contextual viewpoint, which can allow
for the raising of the awareness of the legitimising of Muhammad within

his own milieu (Greer, 1992:79).

End Notes on Chapter 1

' By intermediation is meant transference of ideas between God and the community.




Chapter 2
A Biblical Perspective of Prophethood

The purpose of this inquiry is to come to an understanding of what is
meant by the term "prophet” especially from a Judaic/Christian
perspective. Can Muhammad's experience be defined or incorporated into
the fraternity of prophets, which falls outside the ambit of Islam? From
the Qur'an it is evident that Muhammad informed the community that he
is a prophet in the same vein as others’ (Surah 3:33, 5:21, 5:50,23:23-
50) primarily modelled after Biblical prophets, although traditions have
him saying there are historically 124,000 prophets and 313 messengers®.
The assumption from this acknowledgement is that he would have had the
same purpose as those religious attendants. The key to this section is to
understand how the role of prophet fits Muhammad. Within this concept
“prophet” resides the intentionally of this principle figure. The search is
essentially for the significance of Muhammad as prophet, the vassal of
God. If Muhammad fulfilled the role of prophet it would mean that the
role he lived out is a fundamental feature of a prophet. He would have
been attentive to those ideas that formed or made "prophets” as well as

to those factors that assisted him in articulating this "prophetness.”
2.1 In search of understanding the "Prophet”
The hermeneutical aim is to render language concerning a “prophet”

intelligible. Embedded within religious discourse lies the polysemy of the

term "prophet.” The purpose is to extract the value it holds for us in the
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context. The hermeneutic process serves in this instance as a guide on
how to become sensitive in our quest to explain and to understand others
as close as possible without offending. When consideration is given to the
term “prophet” it is discernable that there is a close relationship
between semiology of Semitic languages, hence the closeness of the
meaning of "prophet.” This sign has similar meanings in Hebrew and
Arabic. The sense Uffenheimer (1999:16) wants to bring across does
contribute to the objective of this chapter, that is, to make sense of
Muhammad's "prophetic” claim. Uffenheimer proceeds by tracing the
etymology of the noun prophet as coming from the Hebrew navi which in
turn comes from the root nb' used in the Bible. The etymology and the
meaning of the term navi and the root nb' are variously explained. Based
on the Arabic, the root nb' and the Arabic nbh, to arouse from sleep,
suddenly to pay attention to something; others point in this context to
the root nb'=to announce, to announce some news, as the prophet
announces the word of God. Most scholars refer to the Akkadian verb

nabu, to call; some explain the noun pattern navi' in an active sense i.e.

messenger or herald.

One can distinctly recognise the Arabic form of the root here, viz. nb.
From this root is derived n[alb[a] or nabad'a (Hans Wehr, S.v. naba'a)
which is rendered to be high or prominent or projecting, to inform, notify
or tell, to be evident, to communicate, to claim to be a prophet. The root

can also mean to disagree or come in conflict with (al-Mawrid. S.v.

naba'a). When the Bible speaks about a prophet’'s activity and frequently




uses the term slh, that is, to send (Uffenheimer, 1999:18). The intrinsic
authority of the prophet's message is derived from the fact that he
participated in the divine council, and that as a member of the divine
retinue he was charged with various missions. To be sure, the prophet
occasionally acted spontaneously as messenger of the community, praying
on their behalf (Uffenheimer, 1999:19). In sum, the term navi', according
to it's etymology, its contextual environment and its usage in the bible,
designates a messenger as sent to announce the word of God to the
community (Uffenheimer, 1999:21). Further, it tells us that the term
“prophet” has several other meanings, such as a person who shares the
characteristics of ordinary folk in the community of the "prophet.” It can
also refer to those persons who can predict the future. This term is thus
rich (connotative) in meaning and does inform us that we cannot limit this

vocation to one sense (denotative).

Uffenheimer's interchange supports “prophet” in a denotative sense as a
person sent by God to a community. But the point here is that the
prophet is driven by the state of the community. The collective
understanding from these meanings is that a "prophet” is a member of
society whose intentions are to serve his/her community. Thus as Jacques
Waardenburg (1978:107) noted: the “quest is for what is essential to
prophesy is basically a problem of significance or meaning. A prophet as
Overholt noted does not exist within a vacuum. A prophet is a member of

a community with a purpose. Usually there is some sort of transcendent

reality that is assumed to be of significance, which demands attention. A




prophet claiming authority from a Transcendent Reality will always
manifest certain behaviours that emanated from this interaction. Indeed
Overholt suggests that there are seven factors that can possibly
demarcate a prophet from an average person who has religious
experience. These elements are revelation, proclamation, audience
reaction, and prophetic feedback to the source of revelation, additional
proclamations, supernatural confirmations and disciples. Does
Muhammad's activities exhibit these processes? And are these

necessarily marks of a Prophet?

2.1.1 The Process of Communication

Thus far we have come to understand the prophet as being sent by a
Transcendent Being. The act of being "sent” presupposes interaction
between at least three parties. This interaction or communication
(naba'a) is a vital process in the God-human relationship. Acts of
communication occur by means of interpersonal communication, such that,
A, transmits information to B, who transmits it to C. Prophetic
communication is not made in isolation but made as a result of stressors
bound up within a society. For successful communications to take place
feedback must become an integral part of communication (Rensburg,
1996:1ff). Persuasive communication is a prerequisite for a positive
response (Rensburg, 1996:18). The words and other actions of an

intfermediary express a certain perception of the world in general and the

specific details of the current situation. Perception is the result of two




activities: (1) cognitive filtering, or seeing what is there; this is not
always seen in total objectivity. There is often selective attention given
to situations presented this selective response to a socially based
process. The plausibility of our views on reality depends on the social
support which these views receive from significant others within our
milieu; (2) cognitive mapping, or seeing what something means; we will
confront information by placing it within a certain frame of reference.
Thus meanings are assighed and are not intrinsic to the things. They arise
in a process of interaction between people.

Cognitive filtering and cognitive mapping are as much part of the
prophet's assessment of reality as it is of the ordinary person.

Muhammad has demonstrated the very process on his first encounter
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with the numinous. He had no inclination of what he had experienced. As a
result he had to make sense of it in his own time. Through the
communications process the deity connects with the intfermediary laying
down the rules for future behaviour. This communiqué is transferred to
an awaiting audience who are exhorted to carry out the deity's commands.

Communication is not a single occurrence but a continual event.

Through this interactive performance the deity showed his
attentiveness to the community. The manner of communication is through
revelation and proclamations. Thus far a "prophet” must acknowledge
that a Transcendent Being, who entered into dialogue with him through

some method that, will become clearer hereunder, sent him.

2.2 A Revelation

A revelation is a communicative process. Usually a deity is regarded as
the source from whence the revelation emanates. The prophet is the one
who experiences such revelations. The route to knowledge of God is
through revelation and the concomitant processes. These attendant
processes of access to a deity may be through dreams (Daniel, shamans),
trances (shamans), or auditory sounds (Moses, Muhammad) or reveiations
(Muhammad), and visions (Amos). Overholt (1989:1ff) in Channels of

Prophecy remarks “we are concerned with prophecy as a religious

phenomena, who should be included in the category prophet”. From the




rich sense of this word the rendering of the term navi/nabi above, it is
evident from just a cursory look around that many people could be
included in this category. Revelation though is a personal and unverifiable
experience. It serves as a point of contact with a transcendent reality
and eventually turns the transmitted communication into proclamation/s.
The person, receiving the revelation is in a process of contact, which we

refer to as communication.

Revelation is a means by which a deity makes himself known to humanity
(Deist, S.v. Revelation). Unfortunately revelation is not open to all of
humanity but to a special group of people only. It is thus possible that
God may have spoken personally to the prophet or a helper or through
dreams, visions and trances. The prophet Amos records that every time
he had a vision: "The Lord had shown me". Four visions of coded messages
came 1o him at various times these visions were meant for an aberrant
community who had to reform or face dire consequences. Each had been
shown an encrypted vision, which held some danger for them as a result
of their delinguent behaviour. This happened to Isaiah, the biblical
prophet, who in a vision saw God sitting on his throne in awesome
splendour. Consequently this experience served as confirmation of God's
power and ultimacy. Since the prophet had seen God this experience
pointed to a confirmation of a higher order of existence. Such was the
case of Isaiah: a ceremony of purification took place whereupon he was
commissioned to carry a message from Yahweh 1o the people at large.

(Overholt, 1989:2). Moses, too, had this sublime experience of a majestic
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deity (Exodus 3:2). He struggled to comprehend the significance of this
experience initially. However this episode was to turn his life as a
shepherd upside down; he then became a man commissioned by God

(Jonathan Kirsch, 1998:111)

In the year 742B.C. Isaiah Ben Amoz saw Yahweh garbed in royal robes,
sitting upon the throne in his temple in the capital city of Jerusalem. The
sight was awesome - the foundations of buildings shook, the air filled
with smoke, and God himself was surrounded by winged creatures who
sang his praises- and Isaiah was filled with his own sense of unworthiness.
Jeremiah saw a vision, which considerably influenced his thinking for his
future tenure as a prophet (Koch, Vol. 2, 1983:17). He remarked (.
Jeremiah 2:13-16) that " word of Yahweh came to me..." In this vision God
showed him the marauding forces that in brutish venery are there to
pounce oh them (Israelites) because of their penchant to forsake Him.
Muhammad usually visited the cave at Mount Hira north of Mecca,
suddenly one night there arose in a vision before him an angel, the
messenger of God, at about two bows -length (Surah 53) urging him to

"recitel .

The process of revelation is more than a scene of introduction. From the
discussion above it has become clearer that nb is the conduit through
which communication took place. In addition this person was regarded as
the vassal, that is, he was sent to the community or the larger world. The

reason being that God needed to convey certain laws or bring to the
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attention of the populace certain existing rules. The prophet through
proclamations or oracles often spread revelations. These speeches carry

much weight as it is from a source that many regarded as authoritative.

2.3 Proclamations

When referring to "proclamation” the pretext is that God has had reason
to speak to humanity. The World Book Encyclopaedia (1992, S.v.
proclamation) defines proclamation "as an executive notice issued under
the authority of the head of a country (society). It announces some order
or regulation that is important (in that context or for all contexts).”
Seen from this perspective proclamation is the personal revelation of the
prophet becoming au fait amongst the community, God had reason to
speak to humanity (Overholt, 1989:70). From God's powerful position and
superior thoughtfulness human aberration required restitution to God's
primordial goal. It led Him to communion with intermediaries. The
revelation in which he initiated the intermediary into His presence
contains rudimentary but profound proclamations. The Supreme Reality
was aware of the present situation faced by the community; the
community either faced a collective threat or served created gods that
had no control over reality. In light of these threats a revelation was
necessary through which the deity passed certain decrees. He claimed
sovereignty over all and consequently brought new ways 61‘ seeing reality.

In the visions of Amos the purpose even though in an encrypted format
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conveyed an immanent doom awaiting the community. Amos, like many

other prophets, preached repentance (Overholt, 1989:43). Therefore
pending disaster was based upon the community's possible change of

heart.

A proclamation formula accompanied oracular profusion; usually it
stated, “hear the word of Yahweh" (Amos 7:14). The divine proclamation
was used in the proclamation of divine law, in wisdom teaching. Another
form of proclamation is an oracle of Yahweh, which states, "Hear the
word Yahweh had spoken” (Amos 3:1). The structure of proclamation is
based upon prediction of the future. It can either be a negative
prediction, that is, a threat, or it can be a positive prediction, that is, a
promise. An accusation justifies a threat and an admonition and this in a

way is a statement of divine self -disclosure.

David E. Aune (1983:91-97) has identified major forms of proclamations
(or, prophetic speeches): (1) the announcement of judgement, (2) the
announcement of salvation: (3) the oracle of assurance, (4) admonition,
(5) the oracle of divine self-disclosure, (6) woe speech and, (7) judicial
speech. According to Overholt though, one must differentiate between
an initial proclamation and subsequent proclamations. The initial
proclamation is the defining "speech” or the induction of the recipient of

the revelation into annals of prophets.
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This first or the initial proclamation is the defining moment for the
prophet. It sets the fone for his career as a man of God. It is frue that
prophets appeared in unsettled times in their communities, when they
were in the throes of crisis- the family, personal life and societal - in

which the normal things seemed to be threatened with collapse

(Overholt, 1989:81).

The kerygma through Amos is that the people have lost the meaning of
the design shaping their destiny (Beaucamp, 1970:3). From Amos (1:3) it
is clear that God will punish his people because they have turned away
from him and followed nations without any notion of God (Beaucamp,
1970:5). Isaiah supports this idea by pointing out that the rule of God,
that is, the need for morality and good governance has been aborted. He
uses the king in greater scheme to show his uncleanliness and
consequently that his sacrifices has been rejected. Thus religious feeling

and liturgy is not a means to please God alone.

The proclamation is that they (community) must wash themselves-clean
(Beaucamp, 1970:56). Similarly, for other prophets too, the first
proclamation became tone setting for subsequent prophetic activities.

From Isaiah (Isaiah 1:2 et seq.) it is clear that the problem with the

community is formulated in the first oracle from God to him (or to them).




2.4 Additional Proclamations

God made contact with the community on several occasions. Hence the
initial experience between God and the prophet was not a single
confirmatory experience; it ook place at different times as God saw fit.
In fact, God's instructions to the vassal occurred over space and time. A
prophet's continual communication with God becomes the basis for
doctrine in time to come. Such regular revelations by the numinous were

intended for the community as a basis for their reconstitution in God's

ways.

The need for revelations arose due to the to the community's state of
decline and need for possible deliverance. As such there were basic
conditions that needed to be fulfilled before such a community had any
hope of sharing the fruits of association. David Aune above noted several
categories of proclamations that the author finds useful in understanding
the deity's continual intervention in the community's affairs. The constant

oracles of the deity show him as clearly involved in the affairs of

humanity.
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2.4.1 The Kerygma of Judgement

The Qur'an is steeped in passages decreeing the ineluctable Judgement.
This unavoidable day refers to God's means of reviewing the success or
failures of human inclination to embrace His laws or the neglect or
refusal to do so. It is incumbent on the prophet to announce the
judgement; it consists of a threat (Amos 6:11-12) and accusation (Amos
3:2: 4:1-2; 8:4-8). Amos had four distinct visions in which God was
dooming his society. Isaiah, too, has levelled threats and accusations at
his people (Isaiah chapter 2 and 3). They have become a proud and evil
nation by doing wrong in the sight of the Lord, being unjust and

oppressive (Isaiah 1:17) therefore he took vengeance against them

(Isaiah 1:25).

2.4.2 The Proclamation of Salvation

According to Aune (1983:93) the announcement of salvation is not always
discernable in all prophets but the underlying factor is that there will be
deliverance from servitude. Amos's fight against the establishment is
seem by scholars as a reformer who rejected outward form of worship
and religion in its cultic form. God, it is said, can be truly found in socidl

action, without hymns, sacrifice and incense (Koch, Vol.1. 1982: 54).
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The expression "The Day of Yahweh" is an eschatological term that is

projected as the visible victory by Yahweh.

2.4.3 Oracle of Assurance

According to Aune (1983:94-95) the phrase "fear not”, "behold” or an
equivalent is used to reassure the populace of God's good intentions
(Isaich 41:10,13,14; 43:1, 5; 44:2, 51.7; 54:4). The oracle of assurance is
a prophetic speech form found throughout the Near East and is found in
Jewish apocalyptic literature (1Enoch 95:1-3; 96:3; 104-1,4) and
Christian literature (Luke 1:30; 12:32 Acts 27:24; Rev 1:17). The whole
exercise in dispensing threats and judgement is simply not to destroy but
create anew. For this reason the deity must reassure the populace of his
concern and ability to preserve those who are just or willing to change

their ways.

2.4.4 Admonition

The prophetic admonishment demanded that Israel do what it had
neglected to do. Such admonition is often expressed in imperatives and
jussives, which calls for repentance and improvements (Amos 4:4-5; 6-

7 11-15, 21-24 27, Isaiah 1:10-17). The view is that prophets were seen as
warners since their messages called for repentance. The admonishment

belongs to a future already determined by Yahweh (Aune, 1983:95).
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Klaus Koch (1983:43) associates Amos' prophetic doom with a call to
repentance. According to his view disaster is conditionally based on their
willingness to repent. God had solemnly sworn that a foreign power would

soon carry off the "fat cows" of Bashan (Amos 4:1) to a foreign land

(Koch, Vol.1. 1982:46-47).

Amos condemned the sacrificial feasts and acts associated with them

(tithes, songs of jubilation) (Koch, Vol.1. 1982:54).

2.4.5 Oracle of Divine self-disclosure

The oracle of divine self-disclosure was usually placed at the conclusion
of a prophetic promise. The core of an oracle is That "You/they shall
know that I am Yahweh"(Kings 20:13,28). God revealed himself in the

- fulfilment of the prediction announced by the prophet (Isaiah 45:3;
49:23). Amos introduced his speech at times with "thus said the Lord,”

which gave Him a sense of power and authority.

2.4.6 Woe oracle

The woe form of oracle found itself as a description of the misdeeds of
those against which it was directed. It was often followed by a threat.
The single element that most distinguishes the woe oracle from other
types of oracular speech is the focus on the contrast between the

heights of human audacity and pride and the depths of despair which the
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Day of the Lord was to bring (Isaiah 5; 28:1-33:1). Apart from their
social woes the community was under political siege and had become
vassalage for the Syrians in which harsh terms were imposed, says
Isaiah. Thus it is striking to him how the community had juxtaposed the
majesty and holiness of Yahweh as supreme king for a lesser king. A
prophet confronted his society with its ills. Moses was no different in
this regard - the Egyptian gods held no sovereignty over Yahweh. He
confronted one political entity, which ensconced itself as legitimate while
it was not. For Moses, the process was to dismantle political oppression
and exploitation by countering it with the politics of justice and
compassion. Moses introduced not only a new free God and a message of
social liberation, but he also engaged his community and the usurpers of

power with an ultimatum that Yahweh stood for liberation and human

justice (Overholt, 1989:17).

Israel's leaders were guilty of social mismanagement and it accordingly
led to their downfall. The practices they had allowed had contributed to
decrepit social conditions leading the populace to undermine the integrity

of God (Koch, Vol.1. 1982:44).

Woeful Policies of Isrealitic leaders

They sell the righteous for silver They trample on the poor

They are immoral They defile the sanctuary

Adapted from Klaus Koch The Prophets vol.1. 1982
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2.4.7 The Judicial Speech

The juridical speech is a rhetorical form drawn by the prophets from the
ife of the community. It exhibits a three-part structure (1) the summons
(2) the trial (3) the sentence. Each element is not always present but the
juridical speech is usually obvious. Amos has demonstrated how the rich,
the leaders and those in charge of the social as well as the cultic process
have used the system with total disregard for others. Justice and
righteousness, the two social and cultic strands evidently represented
the highest value for the human condition and behaviour. Amos declared
that these were totally lacking at that time. This condition incensed

Yahweh. The sentence passed on them was guilty as proven. (Koch, Vol. 1.

1982:56-57).
2.5. Proclamation-feedback-proclamation sequence.

Proclamation has an ardent sense of urgency to reach the community.
Their dramatic nature tells the audience that they exist in dynamic
tension with a Super-Reality. It is for this reason that they are
unequivocally warned that they were standing on the brink of a great
national disaster. This message however aroused a great deal of hostility.
According to Jeremiah 5:12-13 the prophets were accused of merely
being windbags and their words could thus hardly have emanated from
Yahweh. On at least one occasion was Jeremiah beaten up and put into

stocks by members of the priestly establishment. Following his remarks

49




in the temple the leaders of the community-priests, prophets and
ordinary folks- tried to engineer his death (Jeremiah 26:7-9)(Overholt,
1989: 56). Thus in several instance people refused out rightly to obey
him or accept that he was from God. There were of course people who
have supported him regardless of this opposition (Jeremiah. 26:16-
19,36:13-19). As a result there were times that some came to him to

learn the will of Yahweh.

It has been said that a prophet's message could be evaluated by general
criteria one that it is sufficiently grounded in cultural and religious
traditions and relevant to the current sociopolitical situation. However,
two people using these standards would not necessarily come to the same
conclusions about what the prophet had said. Indeed, Jeremiah and
Hananiah each had their following and each found legitimate grounds for
believing their “prophet's” message- that it was faithful to the tradition

of and to the current political situation.

2.5.1 New realities, challenging the existing order

From these Biblical perspectives several important issues have been
raised that had repercussions for the community. This is the sovereignty
of a Transcendent Reality and the non-viability of the gods as well as
openness to a more egalitarian system of governance. Thus it is true that

Moses' predilection for an alternative consciousness energised his
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community into new ways of thinking about reality. The task of
subsequent prophets was to build on it but also to remove wrong
interpretation of this view. In so doing the task of the prophet is to
bring to expression the new realities against the more visible ones of the
existing order. To invigorate the community is closely linked to giving
them hope. Being energised occurred not by that which the community
already possessed but by that which was promised and about to have

been given; the presentation of the message is thus eschatological.

These examples of Amos and Isaiah, Jeremiah and Moses as prophets
show us that they did not exist as static recluses but that they lived in
energetic interaction with the community. It is this interactive process
that occurred at the heart of prophetic activity. This prophetic activity
gives us a perspective on certain social realities that are the function of
prophetic acts of power or social imperatives or miracles, and the nature
of the situation in which the prophets had operated in. This point will be
expanded in chapter four where Muhammad's message is further

considered.

It must be noted here that it is not only Biblical prophets and founders
of major movements of cultural renewal that are spiritual intermediaries
but also widespread institutionalised roles such as shamans and spirit
mediums that share these characteristics as well (Overholt, 1989:67).
Although prophecy exists in many variations, nonetheless a similarity

underlies all kinds of prophets. Jesus conformed to a cultural role
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identified by the term “prophet.” The role models were of course, the
prophets of the Hebrew Bible. Jesus had interaction with God that
motivated interaction with the community; members of his audience
experienced his authoritative teaching and this authority was confirmed
in the minds of the people by his powerful acts (Overholt, 1989:67).
Jesus conformed to a cultural role identified by the term "“prophet.” It
follows from this that the prophet could not live in isolation from his
message and the community. He had to be actively involved in the
community's activities, emotions and yearnings. Involvement with the

community gave him a certain perspective on social realities.

2.6 Source of Authority

The prophet's authority is based on two sources: God and the community.
Overholt observed that prophets made claims that a deity had
authorised them to proclaim a certain message. The basis of this message
was usually a religious experience that was intangible and unverifiable by
the members of the audience, who nevertheless assumed that genuine
prophets would have had such an experience in any case. Secondly,
intermediaries could not have been effective and can therefore not have
functioned as intermediaries unless people acknowledge their claim to
authority (Overholt, 1989:70). Thus the social reality of prophecy
depends on this.
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From this perspective prophets justify their utterances and condemn
their opponents. This is an important element in the people's
understanding of prophets. It follows that the prophet's power over
others was not exclusively their presumed contact with the supernatural
world. Despite their revelatory experiences, intermediaries could not
have effectively exercised their roles unless at least some of their

audience responded positively (Overholt, 1989:69).

From these examples there is ample evidence that the "prophet” was
confronted with the appearance of the deity in a concealed manner. The
people choose their prophets, that is, they attribute authority to them,
because they perceived in the proclamation continuity with the cultural
traditions sufficient to offer the possibility of a new interpretation that

will bring out what is perceived as chaos.

Another related mark of prophetic authority is the real or imagined that
seems to characterise the infermediary's activities. The effectiveness is
perhaps most often experienced in the form of rhetorical skill, but
marvellous acts, including instances of fulfilled prophecy may also play a

role.

2.7 Audience reaction

From the point of view of the audience reaction, then, the general

criterion for the attribution of authority to prophets might be expressed
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as perceived effectiveness. The audience confirm the role the prophets
have because of the powers they have witnessed they have. The audience

recognises the role of the prophet in relation to their power.

A prophet who mobilised his community usually looked for a positive
response to his religious experience. This was usually indicated through

fulfilled promises.

Yet this alone does not account for people’s reaction to the prophet’s
message. They had to show, a willingness or unwillingness to carry out the
commands of the prophet as given by God. Audience reaction remains a
critical means of authenticating the intermediary’s Prop-he‘rhood. Amaziah
the priest had an altercation with Amos in which he suggested Amos
leaves the area for another (Amos 7:12-13). Opposition to the prophet
served as a deterrent to his prophetic activity. Moreover the refusal by
the audience to consider his words as authoritative created reciprocal
tension. From this perspective the prophet lived in dynamic tension with
his audience. The audience had to judge whether the visible behaviour of
a particular actor merited the acknowledgment that this experience was
an occurrence of genuine intermediation. Similarly, in Jeremiah's context,
he too, faced opposition from various quarters. The dialectic about God's
will resulted in heated arguments between the nebi'im and Jeremiah. This
conflict that broke out became profounder as time went on; the opposing

positions were of course under inspiration (Koch, Vol. 2. 1983:58). His
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riposte against them was that they were lying, naturally. He was

eventually left in a pit of mud to die.

Aune (1983:54) tells us that the biblical experience shows that the
audience's reaction to a proclamation will differ in terms of what it
presents. Furthermore it was pointed out earlier that several categories
of proclamation exist. Through the various communicative channels
cognitive filtering occurred as a result of the audiences’ cognitive
perception; the result was that negative or positive responses was likely.
It follows that a society existed in a state of dynamic flux and hence the
joy of one is to be viewed as threat to the other. In Amos’ case God's
oracular judgement was a direct threat to those who had filtered the

message as a threat to the status quo.

2.8 Supernatural confirmation

Koch (Vol.2, 1983:74) affirms that God's supernatural confirmation
occurs when God utters his historically efficacious word through the
prophet's mouth. This meant an anticipatory speech event, which cannot
in principle be recalled before it has materialised in a corresponding
“factual” event. A word issue from God's purposive thinking, which is
always directed towards humanity; or it may spring from some profound
hurt by which he has been touched. According to the prophetic model of

communication, a prophet would have adamantly admitted that he never

spoke for himself and that his mission was always based upon the
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relationship he had with the Supreme Reality. This often was unverifiable
because the community never entered into the domain of his personal and
private experiences. The feedback mechanism is usually noticed in times
of disappointment. In the case of Israel their lack of faith resulted in

the death of a person or defeat of the nation in battles.

It is consequently surmised that God or the Supreme Being has kept a

keen watch on all the communities behaviours over which he had placed a

orophet. Their positive or negative responses have held the key to their

eschatological outcome.

Miracles and acts of power are a means of supernatural confirmation of
the prophet's authenticity as an intermediary from God. Acts of power
are unusual, extraordinary, or miraculous actions of the prophet. These
acts are divided into three categories: acts that are fully within the
capabilities of any person to perform. For example Jeremiah walking with
a yoke around his neck or walking naked like Isaiah. These acts call
attention unto itself. A second group of actions are those, which

abrogate the laws of nature, example, Moses dividing the sea (Overholt

1989:87-88).

“ of the community

Jeremiah had always prophesised about the “harlotry
as well as God's displeasure in their behaviour. As a result, God, he said,

had resolved their fate to be decided by the Babylonian empire. God

consequently manifested himself by means of this prophecy; the




besiegers of Jerusalem invaded it, taking the king and his family into

exile. The people were consequently carried off to exile (Koch, Vol. 2,

1983:60).

2.9 The Revelation-feedback-revelation sequence

The conviction was that the message of the prophet was based on the
revelation he received from Yahweh (Overholt, 1989:55). The
communication that took place in Moses, Jeremiah and Amos's revelatory
experiences was not at all a one-way process. There were constant
indications of cross referrals, that is, God-prophet-community and
community-prophet-God sequence. The feedback from Yahweh to
Jeremiah began when he was summonsed to acquaint himself with the
protest in his community; Yahweh indicated that as a result of his
youthfulness he lacked insight fo the problem confronting him. The
personal problems that beset him were the animosity people felt towards
him. The wickedness of his enemies is stressed (Jeremiah 12:4) as is the
unfairness of them prospering. Jeremiah announced that disaster would
befall on the people not because he delighted in it but because Yahweh
deemed it necessary. Jeremiah had his doubts about this pronouncement
and this became an element of his feedback to Yahweh. The complaints of

Jeremiah against God contain two examples of Yahweh's rejoinder to the

prophetic feedback (Jeremiah 12:5-6; 15:19-21).
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The key to the revelation-feedback-revelation sequence is that God is
constantly assessing the community with the result that continual
dialogue occurs with the prophet throughout his tenure as prophet.
Secondly, it also answers the question of constant changes to

proclamations (Overholt, 1989:56).

2.10 Disciples

A prophet may have had close associates whom we may call disciples.
These people were sometimes directly involved in the prophetic activities.
A prophet's message filtered through to the disciples before it reached
the intended audience. The disciples also received feedback from the
audience, which was relayed to the prophet (Overholt, 1989: 44ff).

Disciples therefore remain faithful workhorses of the prophet.

Conciusion

This is the first part of a twofold look into the matter of Muhammad's
prophethood; it dealt with prophetic activity from a Biblical perspective.
The reason has been plainly stated previously that Muhammad has seen
his work as a continuation of that which had preceded him. Certainly he
(6od) spoke (Surah 3:64-80, 4:47,153-161) of Christians and Jews as
"People of the Book” (Ahl al-Kitab). Moreover, he was bold enough to tell

these communities they were erring (Surah 5:64-66, 44 45). This high

regard for the "Book"” showed Muhammad's reverence for the aspiration




of this spiritual manifesto. Consequently consideration of These prophets
into this discussion is to find out empirically whether Muhammad's
experience is equivalent or analogous to their experiences. Overholt's
treatment of this subject is merely to underscore the fact that prophets
simply manifest certain identifiable characteristics. In the next section

the author needs to confirm or deny whether these elements are valid

for Muhammad too.

End Notes on Chapter 2

' Abdullah Yusuf Ali, Holy Qur'an commentary no.374
° This is based on the Biblical annunciation of Muhammad; see Uri Rubin Eye of the Beholder,

Annemarie Schimmel. Abdullah Yusuf Ali, Commentary no 759 Holy Qur'an.

> As recorded in Surah 96, the Iqraa
* Koch pens this term in reference to the Israelites tendency to follow paganistic tendencies as well

as their fraternizing with a social law that has not been promulgated by Him.
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Chap’rer 3
Muhammad as prophet

From the previous chapter the discussion centered on Jewish personalities in
the Bible as precursors of prophethood. Muhammad however was a man with
a mission too. Thus far it has been said that there are certain recognizable
elements to prophethood, it is now time to consider whether these elements

also appear in Muhammad's experience.

The discussion was primarily aimed at how other prophets experience their
(religious) mission. Consideration is now given on whether Muhammad's
actions are analogous or different to those of Biblical prophets. It was
pointed out that prophets do not live for themselves but for the sake of the
community. This is the case for Muhummad too; his community (umma) was
fraught with tension that had religious and social consequences. His
broodiness in the cave of Mt. Hira demonstrated that he acknowledged that
h