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CHAPTER TWO

THE ROLE OF PIA INTERPRETATIO
IN NICHOLAS OF CUSA’S
HERMENEUTICAL APPROACH TO THE KORAN

In his Introduzione a Niccolo Cusano Professor Giovanni
Santinello accurately and pithily describes Nicholas’s treatise on
the Koran:

I piano dei tre libri di cui si compone la Cribratio Alchorani non &
molto chiaro. Tuttavia, malgrado varie digressioni! che spesso inter-
rompono lo svolgimento, si puo dire che nel primo libro il Cusano fa
un confronto generale fra il Corano e il Vangelo, dimostra come il
Corano non possa essere ispirato da Dio, e si sofferma a lungo a dare
le prove della divinita di Cristo confutando le negazioni islamiche. 11
secondo libro & dedicato ai principali articoli della fede cristiana negati
dal Corano: trinitd, morte et crocifissione di Cristo, sua resurrezione,
redenzione dell’uomo ¢ vita eterna nel paradiso, contrapposto al para-
diso materialistico islamico. Tl terzo libro contiene la confutazione di
alcune dottrine pilt particolari (sopratutto la concezione di Dio di
Maometto ¢ quanto il Corano sostiene su Abramo) e termina con un
discorso rivolto al sultano e al califfo di Bagdad.?

While rightly recognizing that Nicholas’s procedure in Cribratio
Alkorani is not altogether well-organized (as Nicholas himself
concedes?), Santinello avoids the extreme judgment of Norman
Daniel, who refers to the Cribratio as “rambling and repetitive,
like Ricoldo’s Disputatio.”® At the same time, Santinello indi-
cates his awareness of Nicholas’s interest in Scriptural exegesis,
as when Nicholas focuses upon the Korans understanding of
the Old Testament’s account of Abraham and the significance of
his life. “Cusanus,” notes Santinello elsewhere,’ “was not ignor-
ant of the Hebrew-Christian, or of the Arabic, Scriptural texts,”
so that sometimes his discussion “could assume a hermeneutical
tone,” as in the case of his appeal to the Jews.® For like the
Arabs, the Jews themselves (claims Nicholas) need to discern
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40 Cusa’s Hermeneutical Approach

that Abraham was a Christian--a Christian by virtue of prophet-
ically foreseeing the coming of the Messiah, i.e., the Christ.
Similarly, Christians are said to be spiritual descendants of
Abraham (CA4 111, 15).

In the present chapter I want to explore—in more detail and
in accordance with Santinello’s pointers—Nicholas of Cusa’s
hermeneutical approach to the Koran and his use of pia
interpretatio.

1. The Fragestellung. Many previous evaluations of Nicho-
las’s approach have been misleading. For example, Frederick
Burgevin wrongfully accuses Nicholas of contradicting himself,
in Cribratio Alkorani, with respect to identifying the Koran’s
purpose.? Moreover, Nicholas Rescher, in an otherwise judi-
cious article, makes the overstatement that the beauty of the
Koran’s language was “wholly lost on Nicholas, for whom the
Qu’ran (seen only in dry-as-dust translations) might as well have
been a dissertation of scholastic theology” (emphasis added).?
And R. W. Southern, in a half-truth, deems Cusanus to treat the
Koran as “a document written in good faith, with a character
and virtues of its own.”10

Of course, the very title “Cribratio Alkorani” (“A Scrutiny of
the Koran™) trades upon the metaphor of a sieve, for “cribratio”
in its root-meaning indicates the action of sifting, or, as it were,
winnowing. And as Nicholas states in his prologue,!! his inten-
tion is to scrutinize (cribrare)—i.e., metaphorically speaking, to
winnow his way through—the Koran in order to find therein
the truth of the Gospel and to separate out this truth from the
teachings that exhibit the author’s perversity, mendacity, and
inconstancy. Nicholas makes clear that he considers the author
of the Koran to be Muhammad rather than God.!? Nonetheless,
he likewise insists upon God’s having willed there to be inserted
into the Koran “things in which the splendor of the Gospel was
so contained as hidden that it would manifest itself to the wise if
it were sought for with diligent effort.”!3 Accordingly, Nicho-
las’s approach toward the Koran is both dismissive and appreci-
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ative at the same time, though not with respect to the same
texts—texts which he is sifting into different compartments in
the process of scrutinizing, or analyzing, them.

In critically examining the Koran, Nicholas aims to deal with its
texts fair-mindedly. Thus, right at the outset, he devotes a chapter
to presenting a “summary” of the Koran’s contents according to its
followers; and only thereafter, in the succeeding chapter, does he
characterize the contents from the point of view of the Koran’s
Christian critics.! Similarly, even when repudiating certain of
the Koran’s statements where they contradict Christian doc-
trines, he seeks to attenuate the force of these statements by
arguing that, if rightly understood, they imply the truth of the
Gospel.!s He concedes, for example, that the Koran explicitly
denies that Christ was the Son of God and was crucified—
beliefs, he remarks, that from Christianity’s point of view are
essential to salvation.'6 But he endeavors to descry within the
Koran’s explicit denials an implicit meaning that confirms, as it
were, the truth of the Gospel. This endeavor takes two different
directions. On the one hand, Nicholas argues that the Koran
contains certain doctrines by implication and that these doctrines
are at odds with some of the Koran’s explicit teachings. On the
other hand, he argues that where such self-inconsistencies are
found, the Koran is to be interpreted in the light of the
Gospel—i.e., in such way as to be rendered, if possible, compat-
ible with the Gospel. Let us examine more fully these two
approaches—examine them first with regard to the question of
Christ’s being the Son of God and, secondly, with regard to
Christ’s having been crucified.

1.1. “The Koran,” writes Nicholas, “denies that Christ is the
Son of God, although it exalts Him above every [other] prophet.”1?
Here Nicholas acknowledges that, ostensibly, the Koran contra-
dicts the Gospel. However, at one and the same time he pays
tribute to the Koran’s exaltation of Christ.!® This tribute results
partly from his having been misled by Robert of Ketton’s Latin
translation of the Koran (e.g., the mistranslation of Surah 3:45
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and Surah 2:253), but it also stems partly from his own eager-
ness to find the gospel hidden within the Koran, and thus from
his proneness toward overinterpretation (as in the case of Surah
4:159, cited in Cribratio Alkorani 11, 12 (117:3-5)).!° But even
aside from faulty translation and tendentious exegesis, his tribute
is also based upon his view that the Koran contains passages
that imply the doctrine of the divinity of Christ, so that Muham-
mad is committed to affirming that Christ is divine, even though
the affirmation is never explicitly made.? In Cribratio Alkorani
III, 9 Nicholas lists several examples of such a commitment.2!
The Koran, he reasons, proclaims that miracles are divine, and
it ascribes the power of miracles to Christ.22

For to have the general power of [working] all miracles is [to be] divine.
For hereby Jesus proved that He was the Messiah—[proved it] when,
from prison, John [the son] of Zecharias sent to Him two {men] who
asked: “ ‘Are You the one who is going to come, viz., the Messiah, or
are we expecting someone else? Jesus answered: ‘Go and tell John
what you have seen and heard: the blind see, the lame walk, the leprous
are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead rise up, the poor have the gospel
preached unto them.” »23

So because the Koran ascribes to Jesus (more than to anyone
else) the working of beneficial miracles, it thereby implies that
He is divine, concludes Nicholas.

Or again, the Koran refers to Jesus as God’s messenger and
as God’s spirit and as the Word sent to Mary from Heaven.24
This claim, Nicholas argues, commits Muslims to maintaining
that Jesus is of the same nature as God. “For since the Divine
Word is the Word of God, we cannot say that it is something
other than the most simple God. For God and His Word are
not two gods but are [one and] the same most simple God. So
then, it is evident that God, who sends, and His Word, who is
sent, are of the same divine nature. But since God, who sends,
does not send Himself and does not send another God, He who
sends will not be He who is sent, nor will He who sends be one
God and He who is sent another God.”25 Indeed, notes Nicho-
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las, the Koran nowhere flatly denies that God has a son; rather,
it denies that He has a son who is another God. For according
to the Koran God cannot take unto Himself any creature as a
son, for that creature would not be of the same nature as God,
since a creature can never be of the same nature as the Creator.
“Therefore, the Koran concludes that it is impossible for God to
have a son who is another God. And Christians do not at all call
this conclusion into question.”?¢ Indeed, Christians teach that
God’s Son is the one, self-same God as is God the Father.
However, Nicholas observes that the Koran also contains pas-
sages that imply that Jesus is not the divine Son of God (with-
out, however, themselves flatly denying that He is the Son of
God). In one place, for instance, it states that God could annihi-
late both Christ and Mary if He willed to?’—a statement that
runs counter to the doctrine that Christ is of the divine nature.
So in the end, Nicholas sees the Koran as doing three things:
(a) explicitly denying that Christ is the Son of God, (b) making
other statements that, nonetheless, imply that Christ is the divine
Son of God, and (c) making still other statements that imply
that Christ is not the divine Son of God. Confronted, as he
supposes, with such self-contradictory views, Nicholas must
separate the grain from the chaff. He attempts to do so by
means of various exegetical rules that we shall consider later on.
1.2. The same outcome occurs regarding the Koran’s teach-
ings on Christ’s death. For the Koran, claims Nicholas, (a) ex-
plicitly denies that Christ was crucified,?® (b) makes other state-
ments that, nonetheless, imply that Christ died,” and (c) makes
still other statements that imply that Christ did not die.*® In
the end, then, as Nicholas sees the matter, the Koran contra-
dicts itself on the topic of Christ’s death.?! And so, he, Nicholas,
views himself as having to winnow his way through these con-
tradictions, just as he also has to do in the case of the putative
contradictions concerning Christ’s divine sonship. So in dealing
with both topics he is confronted by what he considers to be
self-contradictions in the Koran. Yet, he refuses to reject the
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Koran in toto simply because of these supposed inconsistencies.
Rather, he seeks an explanation for why the inconsistencies
arose; and amid the inconsistencies he looks for the alternatives
that he adjudges true, repudiating not the entire Koran but only
those texts that do not cohere with the truth discernible through-
out the Koran.

The self-inconsistencies of the Koran are not always viewed
by Nicholas as consisting of an opposition that obtains between
the express meaning of a proposition (e.g., the Koran’s emphatic
statement that God has no son) and the implied meaning of
another proposition (e.g., the proposition that Christ, more than
all others, worked miracles or that Christ, more than all others,
was sent by God). Nor are the self-inconsistencies always incon-
sistencies between the implicit meanings of two different propo-
sitions, or sets of propositions, from the Koran (as when the
Koran, on Nicholas’s understanding of it, implies both that
Christ died and that He did not die). Indeed, sometimes, asserts
Nicholas, the Koran openly and expressly contradicts itself:
“[Muhammad] very often affirms that all unbelievers are damned.
For example, he says in Chapter 49: ‘God’s word is established
regarding unbelievers: they will enter into everlasting fire.’3? But
in Chapter 51 he says: ‘Perhaps God will confound all unbeliev-
ers; perhaps he will pardon many [of them].” »33

All in all, Nicholas sees himself as facing the problem of how
to deal with three factors: the Koran’s contradicting of the Jew-
ish and the Christian Scriptures, the Koran’s contradicting of
itself (both expressly and by implication), and the Koran’s
speaking vaguely and ambiguously in order to accommodate
conflicting opinions and to appeal to the widest audience possi-
ble.3* Nicholas seeks to remedy these incongruities because he
regards them as largely responsible for the hostility and open
conflict between Muslims and Christians—i.e., as largely respon-
sible for the earlier Christian Crusades and, in his own day, for
the militant spread of Islam, culminating in the fall of Constan-
tinople. In Cribratio Alkorani 11, 13 (121:11-15) he alleges that



Cusa’s Hermeneutical Approach 45

the Arabs are being untrue to the Koran when they persecute
Christians: “It is especially absurd for the Arabs to persecute
adherents of the Gospel on the ground that the Gospel does not
agree with their Koran, according to their interpretation. For
they act against the Koran in persecuting believers and in
persecuting—in the believers—the Gospel that is approved of in
the Koran.” Nicholas harbors the conviction that if he can help
the Arabs to see the truth of the Gospel within their own
scripture—and can help Christians to see that that scripture,
when rightly understood, is not at odds with Christianity’s
sacred books—then mutual persecution will cease and Chris-
tianity and Islam will come closer to actually being religio una
in rituum varietate, the watchword of his previously written De
Pace Fidei.

2. Nicholas’s Exegetical Rules. In response to the foregoing
Fragestellung, Nicholas makes use of several exegetical rules
that flow from the hermeneutical principle of pia interpretatio.
Before we consider the notion of pia interpretatio itself, let us
review the exegetical rules that are elicitable from Nicholas’s
procedure in Cribratio Alkorani. For an awareness of these
rules will enable us to determine just what Nicholas means by
“pia interpretatio.”

2.1. Rule I: Attempt to interpret the Koran in such way as
to show it to be compatible with the Old Testament and the
New Testament; where a given text cannot be rendered thus
compatible, reject its teaching as false.

As Nicholas puts it, “the things contained in the Koran are
not to be accepted as the words of God if they are opposed to
earlier books that were handed down by God and that are
acknowledged [even] by the Koran itself [viz., the books of the
Old and the New Testaments].”35 Accordingly, if the Koran
denies the death of Christ, then assuredly “a stand must be
taken on the side of the Gospel . . . . 3¢ But Nicholas goes even
further, by generalizing: “Without a knowledge of the Gospel
[the Arabs] cannot perfectly extract from the Koran any [teach-
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ing].”37 A few lines later he expresses this same idea in different
words: “If any beauty or truth or clarity is found in the Koran, it
must be a ray of the most lucid Gospel.”3® And he argues that
Muslims themselves view the Koran as not contradicting any of
the prophets but as attesting to the truth of “the Testament of
Moses, the Psalter of David, and the Gospel transmitted by
Christ . . . . 73 So Nicholas’s avowed strategy in Cribratio Alko-
rani is to presuppose the truth of the Gospel and, in the light of
this presupposed truth, to scrutinize the Koran with an eye
toward showing its agreement and its disagreement with Christ’s
life and teachings.4

2.1.1. According to Nicholas the Koran does not supersede
the authority of the Scriptures; rather, the Koran itself approves
of the Gospel*! and does not intend to affirm less of Christ than
does the Gospel.*2 Indeed, as he claims, “the author of the
Koran did not have any doubts about the Gospel; for he cited
passages and contents of the Gospel regarding the fact that some
[men] turned away from Christ when He expounded the para-
bles regarding the grain of wheat, regarding the man born blind,
and regarding other matters.”#? To be sure, then, notes Nicholas,
only if the Gospel is included within the Koran does the Koran
itself disclose the right way.+

2.1.2. Just as the truth of the Gospel is included in the
Koran, and vice versa, so the truth of the Old Testament is
included in the Gospel, and vice versa.*s “[The law] of the Testa-
ment and [the law] of the Gospel are not two laws but are one
divine law, which Christ did not destroy but rather fulfilled, by
manifesting the spiritual understanding of the law—[something]
which is contained beneath the letter but [which] was not rec-
ognized.”* In fact, Nicholas distinguishes three laws, or ways to
salvation: the law of Abraham, that of Moses, and that of
Christ. And these three ways, he says, are only one way, which
is most fully disclosed in the teachings of Christ4” and which, in
De Pace Fidei, he identifies as “the law of love.”48

2.2. Rule 2: Attempt to interpret the Koran in such way as to
render it self-consistent.
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That is, we are supposed to generalize what Nicholas man-
dates in Cribratio Alkorani 11, 12 (116:4-7): “Now, because the
Koran, according to the followers of [that] Book, ought not to
be understood as contradicting itself and because it approves of
the Gospel and the Prophets, a [consistent] interpretation should
be sought as to what is meant in the aforementioned [passages).”
Nicholas does not pretend that a consistent interpretation can
always be found—a fact that is evident from Cribratio Alkorani
III, 7 (183:14-16). But fairness, he knows, demands that an
interpreter not be quick to ascribe self-contradictions to a work
into which its author does not introduce contradictions pro-
grammatically (as Plato seems to do in the second half of the
Parmenides and as Moses Maimonides admittedly does in the
Guide for the Perplexed).*® Since followers of the Koran profess
that the Koran ought to be construed as not contradicting itself,
Nicholas advocates that Christian interpreters of the Koran
agree with these adherents in making out the best possible case
for the Koran’s consistency. For any other approach would be
tantamount to highhandedness.

A prime example of the application of Rule 2 has already
been seen: the Koran’s statement that God does not have a son
is interpreted by Nicholas so as not to be inconsistent with the
Koran’s (alleged) statements approving of the Gospel and imply-
ing that Christ is of divine nature. According to Nicholas, as we
saw, “God does not have a son” is properly construable as “God
does not have a son who is another God.”

2.3. Rule 3: Where there exist prima facie conflicts of the
Koran with the Gospel or with itself, look for Muhammad’s true
intent, hidden beneath his use of symbolism and his accommo-
dation of the uneducated.

This rule is invoked by Nicholas in his interpretation of the
Koran’s description of Paradise as a place of superabundant sen-
sual delight, rather than as a place of supersensible delight.
Nicholas endorses the explanation of certain Arabs to the effect
that Muhammad was appealing to the unlearned, who had
never experienced intellectual joy and who therefore would
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have been unmoved by his appeal thereto. Accordingly, Muham-
mad’s description of Paradise was intended by him as symboli-
cal, just as both the Gospel and the Koran speak symbolically of
Hell as a place of tormenting fire.’® But the unlearned Arabs
construed Muhammad’s language literally. And Muhammad,
knowing in advance that they would do so, chose to accommo-
date them in their misapprehension, knowing that the wise
would discern that supreme joy does not consist of sensual plea-
sure. “And so, in last analysis, [Muhammad] does not seem to
contradict the Gospel, which asserts that the Paradise of the
intelligent and wise is the vision of God and of His Wisdom
(i.e., of Christ).”5! Accordingly, Muhammad “seems to intend to
proclaim one conclusion: viz., that God is a rewarder of believ-
ers who serve Him . . . . 52 Thus, Nicholas claims to have found
Muhammad’s true intent, which is discernible to those who seek
it out, for they will understand the rationale for Muhammad’s
having hidden his meaning.

Still another example will help bring out Nicholas’s point
more vividly. Why, asks Nicholas, did Muhammad conceal
from the simple Arabs such evangelical truths as that Jesus, and
not someone resembling Him, died on the Cross? Why did he
teach a “new” law rather than the law of the Gospel? The
answer, proposes Nicholas, has to do with Muhammad’s aware-
ness that Arabs had previously not been moved from idolatry by
the call of the Gospel. Moreover, the moral perfection to which
the Gospel summons us was feared by the Arabs. For they had
been taught that anyone who accepts Christianity but fails to
keep its commandments will be punished by God more severely
than will one who has not embraced Christianity. “Therefore,
Muhammad hid from the Arabs the secrets of the Gospel,
believing that in the future [these secrets] could become known
by the wise—just as in its beginning period the Gospel, too,
remained obscure and unknown to many but was made pro-
gressively more evident. And if this [procedure] had not been
expedient, then Christ would not have spoken to the people in
parables.”3
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2.4. Rule 4: Tnterpret the Koran as intending to give glory to
God without detracting from Christ.>

Although Nicholas accuses Muhammad of oftentimes display-
ing self-glorification within the Koran and of detracting from
Christ’s glory, Nicholas’s program of reconciling the doctrines of
Islam with those of Christianity obliges him, on occasion, to
look beyond Muhammad’s intent to the true intent of the
Koran—i.e., to God’s intent in making use even of Muham-
mad’s vainglory. Whereas, that is, exegetical Rule 3 required
Nicholas to distinguish between what Muhammad wrote and
what his true intent was in writing it, the present rule requires a
distinction between Muhammad’s intent and God’s intent. For
“in the Koran the splendor of the Gospel shines forth to the
wise . . . even beyond the intent of the [Koran’s] author.”% In
instances such as are governed by Rule 3, certain truths of the
Gospel are known to Muhammad, and he mediates these truths
to the Arabs by symbolic language and through hiddenness. But
in instances governed by Rule 4 certain other truths of the Gos-
pel are not recognized as such by Muhammad;% and yet,
Muhammad makes statements that nonetheless imply these other
truths. And in such cases the role of an interpreter is to disclose
what God intends to be revealed even amid the Koran’s inac-
curacies and inconstancies. Thus, God discloses in and through
the Koran that Christ is the Son of God, even though Muham-
mad misunderstood this doctrine and therefore was intent upon
denying it in that misunderstood sense—a denial with which
Christians agree. Indeed, from this very example we may elicit a
fifth exegetical rule that is used by Nicholas.

2.5. Rule 5: Work, insofar as possible, with the interpretation
that the wise among the Arabs assign to the Koran, and attempt
to show that even their interpretation implies Christian doctrines.

This rule, too, is elicitable from Cribratio Alkorani 1,9 (51:1-
2), where Nicholas indicates that even according to the Arabs’
own interpretation the Koran does not deny that God has a son
who is not another God. And this fact, he assumes, opens the
way for his clarifying for the Arabs the Christian doctrines of





