[Research Article

i
fm Comparative Interpretation Research
RS

A Comparative Study of Early and Contemporary Shiite Narrative
Exegeses Regarding the Miraculousness of the Quran in Light of an
Analysis of Contextual Conditions*

Nosrat Nilsaz!***", Forugh Parsa?‘*" and Mehdi Pichan®

1. Associate Professor, Quran and Hadith Sciences, Faculty of Theology, Tarbiat Modares
University, Tehran, Iran (corresponding author). Email: nilsaz@modares.ac.ir

2. Associate Professor, Quran and Hadith Sciences, Quran Studies Research Center, Institute
for Humanities and Cultural Studies, Tehran, Iran. Email: f.parsa@ihcs.ac.ir

3. Ph.D. Candidate, Quran and Hadith Sciences, Faculty of Theology, Tarbiat Modares University,
Tehran, Iran. Email: mehdi_pichan@modares.ac.ir

Abstract

A comparison of Shiite narrative exegeses and careful attention to their distinguishing features
shows that the authors of such exegeses, like other exegetes, engaged in jurisprudential
judgment (ijtihad) to uncover the intended meaning of the verses, while being influenced by
their contextual circumstances. They expressed their views either through the selection and
arrangement of narrations or through their own wording and expressions. This article, using a
descriptive—analytical method and employing the concept of “context” within author-centered
hermeneutical perspectives, examines and analyzes the distinguishing features between well-
known early and later Shiite narrative commentaries regarding the miraculousness (i‘jaz) of the
Quran. The authors of early Shiite narrative exegeses, in discussing verses that are in some way
related to miraculousness, including the challenge verses (ayat al-tahaddi), did not raise the
issue of the Quran’s miraculous nature and people’s inability to rival it, and they mostly
interpreted these verses as referring to the divine origin of the authority (wilayah) of Al (AS).
However, several centuries later, the authors of later Shiite narrative commentaries not only
included the narrations found in earlier commentaries but also cited narrations concerning the
miraculousness of the Quran and occasionally expressed views on its various dimensions. This
significant difference in approach can be analyzed by considering two major factors: the
formative roots of the theory of the Quran’s miraculousness and the evolution of Shiite
theological discussions before and after the rationalist school of Baghdad, both of which
functioned as influential contextual backgrounds.
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Introduction

According to some contemporary Quran studies scholars, the authors of narrative
(hadith-based) exegeses merely collected exegetic narrations without exercising any
jurisprudential judgment (ijtihad). However, evidence indicates that even the compilers
of purely narrative exegeses, influenced by contextual circumstances, exercised a
degree of jurisprudential judgment at least in two respects, the selection and the
arrangement of narrations. Comparing these exegeses with one another and noting their
differences in various cases clearly demonstrates this claim. One instance of such
differences is the variation in the approach of these authors when interpreting verses
that are in some way connected to the miraculousness of the Quran. Linguistically, i‘jaz
(miraculousness) derives from the root ‘ajz, meaning weakness, inability, and also the
end of something. In technical usage, it refers to an extraordinary matter accompanied
by a challenge (tahaddi) that divine prophets make in order to prove their claim to
prophethood. In this article, by comparing well-known early and later Shiite narrative
exegeses, the distinguishing features of these works regarding the issue of the Quran’s
miraculousness, as well as the factors influencing these differences, are explained and
analyzed. The concept of the Quran’s miraculousness is inseparably connected with the
challenge verses (al-Bagarah:23; Yunus:38; Hud:13; Isra:88; Tur:33—34), and almost
all exegetes have discussed the miraculousness of the Quran in their commentary on
these verses. In addition to the challenge verses, discussions of miraculousness have
also been raised under the following: al-Baqarah:118; al-An‘aam:25, 35, 37, 109, and
124; al-A‘raaf:106, 132, 146, and 203; Yunus:20; al-Ra‘d:7, 27, and 38; Taha:133; and
al-Ankabut:50-51. The common feature of these verses is that all of them refer to the
demands of the Prophet’s opponents that he produce a sign or signs demonstrating the
truth of his claim to prophethood.

Research Findings

A careful examination of the aforementioned verses indicates that the authors of early
Shiite narrative commentaries, al-Qummi, al-‘Ayyashi, and Furat al-Kiifi, did not
essentially present any discussion about the miraculousness of the Quran, the Quranic
challenge, or its divine nature. Instead, they either interpreted terms such as rayb
(doubt), shuhada’ (witnesses), and zahir (supporter/helper), or focused on their esoteric
and inner meanings. For example, they interpreted “ayat” (lit. sign) as referring to the
Imams, whose rank and status were denied by wrongdoers, or regarded them as signs
of the end times, such as the emergence of the Dajjal and the descent of Jesus, son of
Mary. Although the content of some of these verses concerns requests made by certain
individuals asking the Prophet to produce a sign as proof of the truth of his
prophethood, these exegetes did not discuss the demands of the nitpickers from the
Prophet for a sign from God or the Quranic challenge and they interpreted the doubt
and objection mentioned in these verses as relating to whether the command concerning
the guardianship (wilayah) of Ali (AS) was divine or human in origin. Accordingly,
they report that the objectors said to Muhammad (PBUH): “Is the succession and
caliphate of Ali something from yourself, or do you say it on behalf of God?” God then
responded to them: “If you doubt the divine origin of this statement, then bring forth a
man like him from God, if you are truthful.”
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Examination of later Shiite narrative commentaries, al-Safi, al-Burhan, and Nir
al-Thaqalayn, shows that the compilers of these works, with a shift in approach,
discussed the miraculousness of the Quran extensively under numerous verses,
including the challenge verses. A noteworthy point is that in some narrations in which
these later exegetes, drawing on sources such as the commentary attributed to Imam
al-Askari (AS), al-Ihtijaj of Tabarsi, and al-Khara’ij wa al-Jara’ih of Qutb al-Rawandi,
speak about the miraculousness of the Quran, the term mu'jizah (miracle) and its
derivatives appear explicitly; narrations similar to which are not found in early Shiite
narration sources. Among the later exegetes, only Fayz Kashani discussed the aspects
of the Quran’s miraculousness in his own words, such as its excellent composition,
eloquence, and foretelling of the unseen. However, in a narration cited by all three later
exegetes, Fayz, Huwayzi, and Bahrani, with reference to al-Kafi, ‘Uytin, and ‘Ilal
al-Shara’i' regarding the correspondence between the miracles of prophets and their
respective eras, there is an implicit reference to the literary and rhetorical dimension of
the Quran’s miraculousness.

Although the authors of these commentaries differ in various aspects in their treatment
of the Quran’s miraculousness, a significant distinction in this regard can be observed
when considering the factor of historical context in the approach of the authors of later
narrative exegeses compared to the earlier ones. Attention to the formative roots of the
theory of the Quran’s miraculousness and careful consideration of the historical periods
of Shiite theological thought can greatly assist in understanding the reasons behind the
differing approaches of Shiite narrative exegeses to the issue of the Quran’s
miraculousness. Given the period in which they lived, the authors of early Shiite
narrative exegeses did not perceive a strong necessity to address the issue of the
Quran’s miraculousness and its various aspects, and it did not become a central concern
in their exegetical and theological discussions. Their main focus was devoted to
discussing the issue of Imamate and the guardianship and related matters, clear
indications of which can be seen throughout their exegeses. Although at the time these
exegeses were produced, the theory of the Quran’s miraculousness was still in its early
stages, from the fifth century onward it developed into a widespread and
well-established idea among Muslim scholars. It was in this same century that Shiite
theology, through the efforts of leading scholars of the Baghdad school such as Shaykh
al-Mufid, Sayyid al-Murtada, and Shaykh al-Tusi, assumed a systematic and
comprehensive form, a process that continued in later centuries, particularly through
the efforts of figures such as Khwaja Nasir al-Din al-Tusi; a comprehensive system in
which the miraculousness of the Quran was one of the addressed topics. These
contextual developments led to the issue of the Quran’s miraculousness becoming a
firmly established concept in the minds of Muslim and Shiite scholars, including the
authors of later Shiite narrative exegeses, and prompted them to present their views on
this matter.
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Conclusion

A comparison of well-known early and later Shiite narrative exegeses on the issue of
the Quran’s miraculousness indicates a difference in the approach of the authors of later
exegeses compared to the earlier ones. The primary attention of the authors of early
Shiite narrative exegeses, in various contexts, including in their discussions of the
challenge verses, was directed toward the allegorical and esoteric dimensions of these
verses, the common element of which was considering the guardianship of Ali (AS) as
divine. These exegetes did not speak in their exegeses about the miraculousness of the
Quran or the inability of people to bring something rival to it. However, in contrast, the
authors of later Shiite narrative commentaries discussed the miraculousness of the
Quran under the aforementioned verses in considerable detail, either through narrations
or through their own expressions and wording. Attention to the formative roots of the
theory of the Quran’s miraculousness and careful consideration of the development and
evolution of Shiite theological discussions, as influential contextual factors, helps to
better understand this distinction in approach.
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