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Although Nursi follows the Muslim refusal to ascribe divinity to Jesus,
 there is nevertheless a profound appreciation of Jesus in the Risale-i-Nur. Nursi’s respect for Jesus is apparent in his statement in The Twenty-Fourth Word that, together with the other Divine Names, ‘the Name of All-Powerful was predominant in Jesus’.
 In The Thirty-First Word Nursi reiterates this point, relating how during his ascension into heaven Muhammad ‘met with Jesus (Peace be upon him), who manifested the Name of All-Powerful, in that sphere God Almighty Himself was manifested with title of All-Powerful.’
 Nursi also subscribes to the doctrine of the Virgin Birth. In the Ninth Flash he mentions ‘a wretched doctor saying that Jesus (Upon whom be peace) had a father.’
 Nursi rejects this claim as ‘a lunatic interpretation’ and goes on in a footnote to comment: ‘The extraordinary achievements of an extraordinary human individual who is the leader of a quarter of mankind, transformed humankind into angels of a sort, and left this world to make the heavens his dwelling – these extraordinary achievements of his demand an extraordinary form of the law of reproduction.’
 Furthermore, in so far as Europeans evince good morals and character, this is to be attributed to their following Jesus, while Europe’s corruption, vice, and misguidance are due to its having ‘drawn far from the religion of Jesus’.
 Nor did Jesus’ significance end with his death. For Nursi, ‘the person of Jesus ... is present with his human body in the world of the heavens’,
 and, as we shall see, will play a central role in establishing true religion in the end-time.
In this paper I intend to sketch Nursi’s conception of Jesus and to reflect on the opportunities it provides for Christian-Muslim dialogue. The Christian term for the branch of theology concerned with making sense of Jesus of Nazareth is Christology, a term of Greek origin which literally means discourse or reasoning about Christ. This paper provides an outline of what we might call Nursi’s Christology.

Nursi’s understanding of Jesus has three sources: the Qur’an, the Hadith, and the New Testament. Nursi conflates these three sources to produce a distinctive Christology that recognizes the importance of Jesus and the role he might play in bringing about a rapprochement between Christians and Muslims.

To understand Nursi’s conception of Jesus, the best starting-point is to consider why Nursi could not accept Jesus as the final prophet. We shall then turn to Nursi’s discussion of Jesus as the forerunner of Muhammad, before examining what Nursi considers to be distinctive about Jesus’ mission.
Jesus’ Limitations
For Nursi, Jesus could not be God’s final prophet because of certain limitations in his ministry. These limitations stem from the deficiency of Jesus’ Shari‘a and the inadequacy of Jesus’ teaching.

In the Nineteenth Letter Nursi ascribes a Shari‘a to Jesus, which because of its deficiencies necessitated the coming of Muhammad in order to correct it. He writes, ‘in the face of the burdensome Shari‘a of the Children of Israel, who did not recognize Jesus, [Muhammad] came with an elevated Shari‘a which was easy, all-encompassing, and completed the deficiencies of Jesus’ Shari‘a.’ The reference to ‘the burdensome Shari‘a of the Children of Israel’ resonates with Paul’s teaching that the Jewish law was impossible to uphold and led human beings ever deeper into sin (Rom. 5.20-21; 7. 5-23; Gal. 3.10-11, 23-25).
 Nursi, however, parts company with Paul on the consequences of the failure of the Jewish Law. Whereas Paul sees justification by faith in the crucified and risen Jesus as the replacement for the Jewish Law (Rom. 7.24-25; 10.4; Gal. 3.13-14, 25; Eph. 2.15), so that we are no longer subject to the Law, Nursi holds that Muhammad rectified the inadequacies of the Jewish Law by bringing to humankind a superior law. In Nursi’s description of the Shari‘a as ‘easy’ there may also possibly be an echo of Matt. 11.30, where Jesus tells his listeners that, ‘my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.’ Nursi seems to be implying that in contrast to the Jewish law, which, as Paul points, out is difficult to fulfil, Muhammad has brought a superior Shari‘a which the true believer will find easy to follow. This superior Shari‘a brought by Muhammad is furthermore able to salvage Jesus’ religion from the attacks of the Jews. Nursi writes: ‘Ahmad (Upon whom be blessings and peace) defended Jesus (Upon whom be peace) against the fearsome denials and slander of the Jews, and saved his religion from corruption.’ Nursi does not elaborate on this point, but presumably he is arguing that the fuller revelation brought by Muhammad, which includes not only the fundamentals of religion taught by Jesus but also a comprehensive social teaching, is able to deflect Jewish accusations that Jesus had subverted the law (cf. Matt. 12.2/Mark 2.24/Luke 6.2; Matt. 12.10/Mark 3.2/Luke 6.7; Luke 13.14; John 5.16, 18).

In the Twenty-Ninth Letter Nursi continues this theme of Muhammad’s rescuing Jesus’ religion from its limitations. In this Letter Nursi raises the question of whether Islam needs a reformation or revolution similar to the events in Christianity which brought Protestantism into existence. In addressing this issue Nursi implies that such revolutions stem from the fact that Christianity’s social teaching was due not to Jesus but to his followers. He writes: ‘...in the religion of Jesus, only the fundamentals of religion were taken from Jesus (Upon whom be peace). Most of the injunctions concerning social life and the secondary matters of the Law were formulated by the disciples and other spiritual leaders.’
 That is, Jesus provided only the foundations for religion, but left it up to his followers to fill in the details and to work out how his religious teaching should be applied to all the various dimensions of human life. Jesus’ failure to provide comprehensive social teaching meant that his followers had to draw either on earlier Scriptures or on civil law, neither of which were adequate resources for elaborating the true character of Jesus’ religion. Nursi attributes the insufficiency of Jesus’ social teaching to the fact that Jesus was not a political leader: ‘Since Jesus (Upon whom be peace) was not a worldly ruler and sovereign, and since he was not the source of general social laws, the fundamentals of his religion were as though clothed with the garment of common laws and civil rules taken from outside, having been given a different form and called the Christian law.’
 Because the social laws of Christianity do not stem from Jesus, they are not God-given and consequently can be changed. This is why events such as the Reformation and the French Revolution could take place in the Christian world. Nevertheless, Nursi emphasizes that the fundamentals of Jesus’ message remain valid: ‘If this form is changed and the garment transformed, the fundamental religion of Jesus (Upon whom be peace) may persist. It does not imply denying or giving the lie to Jesus himself (Upon whom be peace).’


Reformations and revolutions are not possible in Islam, however, because in contrast to Jesus Muhammad is ‘the sovereign of the two worlds’.
 That is, according to Nursi, Muhammad is not only communicating a divine revelation about the next world, but is also laying down the guidelines for how we should conduct our lives in the present world. As ‘the Glory of the World’ and ‘the owner of the religion and Shari’a of Islam’, Muhammad, Nursi claims, ‘therefore both demonstrated the fundamentals of the religion of Islam, and brought the secondary matters and other injunctions of the religion, including even the most minor matters of conduct’.
 This means that in contrast to Christianity the social laws of Islam are not secondary interpretations created by Muslims to deal with areas of life that Muhammad had not addressed, but belong to the core of divine revelation. Consequently, these social laws are not subject to change and therefore there cannot be reformations or revolutions in Islam like those that have taken place within Christianity. As Nursi puts it, ‘[Muhammad] himself taught them; he commanded them. That is to say, the secondary matters of Islam are not like a garment capable of change, so that if they were changed, the essential religion would persist. They are rather a body to the fundamentals of religion, or at least a skin. They have blended and combined with it, so that they cannot be separated. To change them implies direct denial and contradiction of the owner of the Shari‘a.’


For Nursi, then, Jesus is to be venerated for the core revelatory message he brings. The fact that he did not supplement this core revelation with social teaching that would guide believers in how to live their lives in the light of this revelation means, however, that Jesus cannot be the final prophet. Furthermore, the prophetic attributes manifested in Jesus had not reached their fullest expression.
 Consequently, Jesus’ work had to be supplemented and completed by a new prophet. This leads us onto the next reason for Nursi’s veneration of Jesus, namely Jesus’ role as the forerunner of Muhammad.

Jesus as Forerunner of Muhammad

Nursi’s reading of the Bible is determined by Qur’an 61.6, which records Jesus as proclaiming, ‘I am the apostle of God (sent) to you, confirming The Law (which came) before me, and giving glad tidings of an Apostle to come after me, whose name shall be Ahmad.’ Nursi turns to an analysis of the New Testament to support this Qur’anic verse. He understands the term ‘good news’, which is frequently employed in the New Testament (euangelion, i.e. ‘good news’ or ‘gospel’), to be a reference to the coming of Muhammad.
 Furthermore, Nursi holds that there are some verses in the Bible which prophesy Muhammad’s coming, although he concedes that ‘the good tidings about the Prophet Muhammad (Peace be upon him) in the Torah, Gospels, and Psalms, are veiled and obscure, in consequence of which some of the adherents of those scriptures put various meanings on those passages and did not believe them.’
 On two occasions Nursi notes that Husayn al-Jisri found over a hundred verses which spoke of Muhammad’s prophethood.
 Nursi himself identifies twenty such verses. He writes: ‘out of hundreds in the revealed scriptures of the Torah, Gospels, and Psalms, brought by the prophets, [there are] twenty verses about the prophethood of Muhammad (PBUH) which are close to being explicit.’
 He discusses these in the Nineteenth Letter, which is devoted to the consideration of Muhammad’s miracles.
Of all the prophets, Jesus has foretold the coming of Muhammad more fully than any other. In the question Nursi poses in the Nineteenth Letter, he implies that Jesus’ superiority over other prophets stems from the fact that Jesus provides the fullest prophecy of Muhammad’s coming: ‘Why is it that while the other prophets foretell the coming of Muhammad (PBUH), Jesus (PUH) does so more fully and in the form of good news?’
  In support of the view that  Jesus has foretold Muhammad’s coming more fully than any other prophet, Nursi cites not only the Qur’an, but also the Gospel of John, following the common Muslim strategy of taking Jesus’ references to the Paraclete in John 14.16, 26; 15.26; and 16.7-10 as prophecies of Muhammad’s coming.
 Here Nursi is drawing on the argument of Muslim scholars that the Greek term parakletos, which appears in these verses and is usually translated in the New Testament as ‘comforter’ or ‘helper’, is a corruption of the term periklytos.
 The term periklytos is Greek for ‘praised one’ and would thus seem to be the Greek equivalent of ‘Ahmad’, which also means ‘praised one’ and is derived from the same Arabic root as the name Muhammad. On these grounds Muslim scholars have read the references to the Paraclete in John’s Gospel as Jesus’ prophecy of Muhammad’s coming. Nursi supplements this reading of the term parakletos by interpreting John’s reference to ‘the Spirit of truth’ in John 14.17 and 16.13-14 not, as Christians have traditionally understood it, as an allusion to the Holy Spirit, but as another prophecy of the coming of Muhammad.

In the Nineteenth Letter Nursi appeals to another Johannine text as a prophecy of Muhammad’s coming when he comments that ‘Jesus often gave the good news, the Ruler of the World will come!’
 Nursi appears to have conflated Jesus’ reference to the coming of the ruler of the world (John 14.30) with the Synoptic Gospels’ account of Jesus’ preaching the good news of the coming of the kingdom of God (Mark 1.14-15, cf. Matt. 4.17).
In the Seventh Flash we find a similar argument. Here Nursi states that ‘in the Gospels are verses like, With him is a staff of iron, and his community is like him describing the Prophet who was to come at the end of time.’
 There is, however, no such verse in the Gospels and, judging by the footnote he has provided,
 Nursi seems in fact to have derived the verse from Yusuf Nabhani.
 The closest New Testament text to the verse Nursi cites is Rev. 12.5 (cf. 2.27; 19.15), though this text refers only to the birth of ‘a son, a male child, who is to rule all the nations with a rod of iron’, and makes no mention of a community which is like such a ruler. Whatever its origins, Nursi links this prophecy of the coming of a prophet with a staff of iron to John 14.30, which allows him to claim that, ‘The one bearing the “staff of iron” would be the Ruler of the World. For in one place in the Gospels it says: “I am going so the Ruler of the World may come.”

In the Nineteenth Letter and the Seventh Flash, then, Nursi interprets John’s reference to the ruler of the world as another prophecy of Muhammad. As is evident from the condemnation of ‘the ruler of this world’ in John 12.31 and 16.11, however, the Johannine usage of the phrase ‘ruler of the world’ denotes not a future prophet, but the powers of darkness, who according to Johannine theology rule over the world, but whose power is about to be broken through Christ’s death on the cross. The ruler of the world ‘is coming’ in the sense that the Roman authorities, who for John are the agents of the powers of darkness, are coming to arrest Jesus. The conflation of the Synoptic account of Jesus’ preaching of the coming kingdom of God with John’s statement concerning the imminent arrival of the ruler of the world, however, allows Nursi to interpret John 14.30 as another reference to Muhammad. This in turns allows him to see the prophecy of Muhammad’s coming as the content of the good news Jesus preached and to understand Jesus as Muhammad’s ‘forerunner and herald’.

Jesus thus stands in a similar relation to Muhammad as Christians believe exists between John the Baptist and Jesus. Whereas John the Baptist was the forerunner who prophesied Jesus’ coming and prepared his way (Matt. 3.3, 11, 14; Mark 1.2-3, 7-8; Luke 1.76; 3.4, 16; John 1.23-36; 3.26-30), Jesus is himself the forerunner who prophesied Muhammad’s coming.

The Character of Jesus’ Prophethood
There is, however, an important difference between the way Nursi understands Jesus’ role as forerunner and the way Christianity has interpreted John the Baptist’s relationship with Jesus. From the Christian perspective John the Baptist’s role is wholly that of forerunner and once Jesus has arrived, John the Baptist’s role is over.
 Nursi, however, attributes a continuing role to Jesus, despite the coming of Muhammad and the definitive nature of Muhammad’s prophethood as the Seal of the Prophets.

The Eschatological Jesus
Nursi subscribes to the doctrine of Christ’s second coming.
 Because for God all things are possible it is not impossible for him ‘to clothe Jesus (Upon whom be peace) in his body and send to the world, so to bring the religion of Jesus to a good conclusion’. Not only is this possible for God, Nursi points out, but God has promised to bring about Jesus’ return. Since God keeps his promises we can be certain that Jesus will return at some point in the future.


When Jesus returns, he will carry out several functions. Firstly, he will purify Christianity of its superstitious elements, which will allow a union to come about between Christianity and Islam. In the First Letter he bases this notion on ‘the Hadith the meaning of which is, “At the end of time Jesus (Upon whom be peace) will come and will act in accordance with the Shari’a of Muhammad (PBUH).”’
 Nursi interprets this Hadith to mean that ‘at the end of time the religion of Christianity will be purified and divest itself of superstition in the face of the current of unbelief and atheism born of Naturalist philosophy, and will be transformed into Islam.’

Secondly, Jesus will play a major role in defeating the Dajjal or Anti-Christ and the atheism and materialist philosophy the Dajjal propagates. A major reason why Nursi holds that Jesus continues to have a role to play despite the coming of Muhammad is Jesus’ ability to work miracles. It is because of this capacity that Jesus is capable of overturning the rule of the Anti-Christ. Nursi writes: ‘It could only be a wondrous person with the power of miracles who could kill and change the way of the awesome Dajjal.... And that person will be Jesus (Peace be upon him), who is the prophet of the majority of mankind and whom most people follow.’
 Although the Dajjal will have a colossal form and Jesus will be very small in comparison, Jesus will defeat the Dajjal and overthrow his rule.
 
Jesus as the Collective Personality of Christianity
A distinctive feature of Nursi’s conception of Jesus is his notion of Jesus as the representative of the collective personality of purified Christianity. On his return at the end of time Jesus, having purified Christianity of its superstitious elements, will represent the collective personality of Christianity. This representative function will play an important role in undermining the dominance of atheism and materialistic philosophy in the modern world. As Nursi puts it in the First Letter, ‘the collective personality of Christianity will kill the fearsome collective personality of irreligion with the sword of heavenly Revelation; so too, representing the collective personality of Christianity, Jesus (Upon whom be peace) will kill the Dajjal, who represents the collective personality of irreligion, that is, he will kill atheistic thought.’
  Nursi reiterates this point in the Fifteenth Letter, where he looks forward to the time when ‘the religion of true Christianity, which comprises the collective personality of Jesus (Upon whom be peace), will emerge.’
 In a passage that resembles the description in the Revelation of St John of the descent from heaven to earth of the heavenly Jerusalem (Rev. 21.2), Nursi claims that at the end-time the religion of true Christianity ‘will descend from the skies of Divine Mercy.’
 He makes a similar point in ‘Seeds of Reality’, where he claims that ‘Christianity will either erupt, or being purified, will lay down its arms before Islam’, an event Nursi holds Muhammad to be alluding to in prophesying that, ‘Jesus will appear having descended from the skies; he will be of my community and will act in accordance with my Shari’a.’
 The result of this heavenly descent of true Christianity, Nursi claims, is that ‘Christianity will in effect be transformed into a sort of Islam’ and, ‘Following the Qur’an, the collective personality of Christianity will be in the rank of follower, and Islam, in that of leader.’


Jesus’ return as the representative of purified Christianity will play a vital role in the victory of religion over irreligion. Nursi seems to imply that neither Christianity nor Islam can alone overcome the Dajjal, the forces of irreligion. He writes: ‘Although defeated before the atheistic current while separate, Christianity and Islam will have the capability to defeat and rout it as a result of their union.’
 Nursi ascribes to Jesus a leadership role in the establishment of true religion. Once the union of Christianity and Islam has come about, ‘The the person of Jesus ... will come to lead the current of true religion.’
 Indeed, as a result of the purification of Christianity there will come about ‘A zealous and self-sacrificing community known as a Christian community but worthy of being called “Muslim Christians”’. These Muslim Christians ‘will work to unite the true religion of Jesus (Upon whom be peace) with the reality of Islam, and will kill and rout that society of the Dajjal, thus saving humanity from atheism.’
 Nursi reiterates this point in The Rays, where he speaks of ‘truly pious Christians’ who ‘will blend the essence of true Christianity with the essence of Islam and rout the Dajjal with their combined strength, in effect killing him.’

Conclusion
Jesus clearly plays an important role in Nursi’s theology. Jesus is the forerunner of Muhammad and preaches a message which, according to Nursi, will finally be brought to completion with the coming of Muhammad. Yet Muhammad’s coming does not make Jesus redundant in the way that John the Baptist became redundant with the coming of Christ. Although Jesus is subordinate to Muhammad, he continues to perform a unique, distinct role that is not annulled by the revelation Muhammad brings. This role is the eschatological task of overturning the rule of the Anti-Christ. By representing the purified collective personality of Christianity, Jesus in conjunction with Muhammad presents a powerful front against the onslaught of modern atheism and secularism.


In short, Nursi recognizes that Christianity and Islam complement each other. This acknowledgement has the potential to lay the foundations for a dialogue between Christians and Muslims based on mutual respect. Although Nursi considers Christianity and its founder to be subordinate to Islam and holds that Christianity only achieves its full and proper character when purified by the agency of Islam, he does not speak of Muhammad replacing Jesus or of Islam supplanting Christianity.


Nursi’s partisanship sometimes gets in the way of his insights, however. He wants Christians to become Muslims. This is understandable. There are many Christians who would like Muslims to become Christians. It seems to me that both faiths need to move away from the concept of absolute religion, i.e. of seeing their religion as the final and definitive form of divine revelation and disparaging all other religions as inferior. Such a view imposes a straitjacket on God by denying to God the ability to reveal himself in new ways in the future. And why should God not reveal himself in a multiplicity of ways in different times and places and tailor his revelation to the history and culture of different ethnic groups? If both sets of believers – Christians and Muslims – insist on the superiority of their religions, then we are not likely to get very far in our dialogue with each other. On the contrary, any dialogue that could take place under such circumstances is likely to consist of attempting to show why the other’s faith is wrong. The way forward is not to begin with questions of which religion is superior but to begin with themes common to our two faiths. Reflecting on Nursi’s understanding of Jesus, considering his veneration of Christ and the role he attributes to Christ in the divine plan for humankind provides a good place to start such a dialogue.
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