





























50 Cusa’s Hermeneutical Approach

Trinity, Incarnation, and Redemption. Similarly, he elsewhere
endeavors to point out that the Gospel is perfect, even according
to the Koran.” And, as we saw previously, he also seeks to
correct the Arabs’ (alleged) misinterpretations of the Koran—to
do so in order to infer Christian doctrines from the “corrected”
interpretations.

So, as shown by Nicholas’s construal of the Koran’s teachings
on Christ, several different exegetical rules are applicable to one
and the same passage, or text. Moreover, neither from today’s
vantage point nor from the perspective of Nicholas’s own day
do these rules strike one as merely commonplace. Rather, they
are controversial to the extent that they depend upon the con-
viction that the Gospel is contained tacitly within the Koran and
that the Koran approves of the Gospel and exalts Christ above
all other prophets. Nicholas subscribes to these views partly
because of his reliance upon Robert of Ketton’s misleading
Latin translations of various passages in the Koran. But he also
adopts this viewpoint because of his own Christian humanist
commitment to the ideal of wisdom and because of his humanist
belief that even religious truth is readily discernible to those who
know how to look for it. And the proper way to look for it in
the Koran is through pia interpretatio.

3. Pia interpretatio. We are now in a position to recognize
that the program of pia interpretatio, i.e., of devout interpretation,
is expressed in the five exegetical rules elicited from Cribratio
Alkorani—especially (but not exclusively) what is expressed in
Rule 4: interpret the Koran as intending to give glory to God
without detracting from Christ.®® Accordingly, pia interpretatio
is not quite the same thing as charitable construal, though it
involves charitable construal in the sense of interpreting the
Koran’s teachings in such way that through them God is glori-
fied. Since, as Nicholas recognizes, God is not glorified amid
inconsistencies or through Muhammad’s vainglory, Nicholas
strives to dissolve the contradictions and to put the best face
upon the evidence regarding Muhammad’s intent.
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3.1. Crucial to an understanding of the concept of pia inter-
pretatio is Cribratio Alkorani 1,7 (44:1-19):

But suppose we admit—as the followers of the Koran claim ([a claim]
whose denial all the wise and zealous believe, as was made evident
above)—that the goal and intent of the book of the Koran is not only
not to detract from God the Creator or from Christ or from God’s
prophets and envoys or from the divine books of the Testament, the
Psalter, and the Gospel, but also to give glory to God the Creator, to
praise and to bear witness to Christ (the son of the Virgin Mary) above
all the prophets, and to confirm and to approve of the Testament and
the Gospel. [If so,] then when one reads the Koran with this under-
standing, assuredly some fruit can be elicited [from it].

Here we see most clearly what Nicholas means by “devout
interpretation.” And we readily see that such devout interpreta-
tion on Nicholas’s part is not incompatible with his denial
(when not engaged in pia interpretatio) that the sole aim of the
Koran’s author (whom he alleges to be Muhammad) was to
promote the glory of God.

3.2. Much of what commentators on Cribratio Alkorani
have written about pia interpretatio is correct as far as it goes—
though it usually has not gone far enough. And it has not gone
far enough because it underemphasizes the foregoing passage
from Cribratio Alkorani 1, 7, choosing rather to focus attention
upon the few passages where Nicholas actually introduces the
phrase “pia interpretatio”® Although those several passages are
important, they cannot by themselves disclose the proper signifi-
cance of this phrase—something that only a look at Nicholas’s
examples and at his overall strategy can do. The unduly narrow
focus of the commentators has resulted in their shying away
from the most obvious and most natural construal of “pia inter-
pretatio” as “devout interpretation”—that is, as an interpretation
that gives glory to God and bears witness to Christ. Thus, F. A.
Scharpff, in his German translation of Cribratio Alkorani,®!
renders “pia interpretatio” as “nach einer milden Auslegung“—
a rendering that is equivalent to “in accordance with a charita-
ble construal.” By contrast, Gustav Holscher®? construes the
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phrase as meaning “nach gewissenhafter Auslegung”—i.c., in
accordance with a conscientious, or careful, construal, a notion
that is surely mistaken. Similarly, Paul Naumann’s expression
“ein rechtes Verstindnis™ does not capture correctly the mean-
ing of the expression.®® (Frederick Burgevin borrows Naumann’s
expression when he speaks of “a right interpretation.”)s* Some-
what closer to a correct understanding is Ludwig Hagemann,
who states: “Des weiteren erhellt aus dem Kontext, dass mit pia
interpretatio weder eine gewissenhafte Auslegung noch ein rechtes
Verstindnis des Kur’ans gemeint sein kann; was Cusanus darun-
ter verstanden hat, ldsst sich vielleicht als gutmiitige, weitherzige
Auslegung, wohlwollende Interpretation charakterisieren.”ss But
even Hagemann’s understanding is too weak. For it needs to
emphasize not just that such an interpretation is “kind, generous,
and favorable.” It needs, additionally, to characterize the inter-
pretation in a theological way: viz., as one that gives glory to
God, without detracting from Christ. For in engaging in pia
interpretatio Nicholas is not dealing principally with texts that
strike him as morally offensive or as lacking insight or as in
some way alien, as Hagemann elsewhere suggests;% rather, he is
dealing primarily with texts that he deems to be theologically
€rToneous.

3.2. A prime example of Nicholas’s theological interest, and
of its bearing upon pia interpretatio, is evident in his way of
handling the Koran’s claim that Jesus was not put to death by
the Jews but that someone else who resembled Him was killed.
Toward the Koran’s statements Nicholas takes two different
approaches—both of which exhibit devout interpretation. The
first approach is best expressed by Nicholas himself in Cribratio
Alkorani 11, 13 (124), where he explains that the Koran would
not have been magnifying Christ in the eyes of the Arabs had it
taught the death of Christ. For the Arabs were ignorant of the
hidden meaning of Christ’s death®” and therefore would have
viewed His death as His having been abased. Moreover, in order
to exalt Christ, the Koran would have had to teach the doctrine
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of His resurrection. But this doctrine would have been at odds
with the Koran’s express claim that Jesus was not God. “There-
fore,” writes Nicholas, the Koran, on a devout interpretation
thereof, “aimed to hide from the Arabs [Christ’s] lowly death and
to affirm that He was still living and would come [again] . . . .
Nevertheless, [the Koran] makes these [statements] in such way
that the wise can infer that the Gospel is altogether true . . . . 768
The second approach taken by Nicholas focuses upon the fact
that, according to the Koran, the Jews did not put Christ to
death. This statement leaves open the alternative, affirms Nicho-
las, that the Koran meant to deny not that Christ died but that
He died by the hands of the Jews (instead of by the hands of the
Romans).® Here Nicholas is stretching to the limit the plausibil-
ity of his interpretation of the Koran. For here his interpretation
is t0o generous, foo contrived.

3.3. Of the previous commentators the one who comes clos-
est to comprehending the meaning of Nicholas’s phrase “pia
interpretatio” is Michael Seidlmayer. According to Seidlmayer
the expression represents the attempt to show that even in the
Koran, to use Nicholas’s words, “there are contained those
[teachings] through which the Gospel would be altogether con-
firmed, were it in need of confirmation, and that wherever [the
Koran] disagrees [with Christ], this [disagreement] has resulted
from Muhammad’s ignorance and, following [thereupon], from
his perverse intent.”’® Hagemann objects to Seidlmayer’s under-
standing because, as he claims, this understanding is incompati-
ble with Cribratio Alkorani 11, 19 (154:8). For this latter pas-
sage speaks of the use of pia interpretatio by the adherents of the
Koran; and, assuredly, the adherents of the Koran do not seek
to interpret the Koran in a manner that would make it compati-
ble with the Gospel or that would denigrate Muhammad, judges
Hagemann.”! Hagemann is partly right and partly wrong. Nicho-
las’s point, in II, 19, is that even though the Koran describes
Paradise as a place of sensual pleasures, adherents of the
Koran—at least those of them who are wise—understand this
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description as a symbolism. For they recognize that in the
Koran Paradise is referred to “through likenesses, since that
which has never entered into human conception cannot be des-
cribed otherwise than conjecturally, by reference to sensible
things, which are images of intelligible things.” In accordance
with this recognition the adherents engage in pia interpretatio,
for they look beyond the symbolisms to the reality of the soul’s
vision of God—a reality that can be apprehended by the mind
in coniectura only. So Muslims, too, in this instance of devout
interpretation, are giving glory to God without detracting from
Christ. And thereby they are agreeing with the truth of the Gos-
pel, which also uses symbolisms when referring to Heaven and
whose followers also look beyond these aenigmata to the pros-
pect of the visio dei. “And so, in last analysis,” states Nicholas in
Cribratio Alkorani 11, 18, Muhammad “does not seem to con-
tradict the Gospel, which asserts that the Paradise of the intelli-
gent and wise is the vision of God and of His Wisdom (i.e.,
of Christ).” Nicholas’s conclusion here follows from his agreeing
with the attempt of certain Arabs—adherents of the Koran—to
see in the Koran’s description of Paradise the promise of utmost
supersensible joy.”> So even the Arabs engage in devout inter-
pretation; and in so doing, they confirm, as it were, the truth of
the Gospel—whether or not they intend to do so0.7 In this light
Seidlmayer correctly identifies a fundamental feature of devout
interpretation.’ But unlike others, whose understanding does
not go far enough, Seidlmayer goes too far in including within
the concept of devout interpretation the notion of an attempt to
show that where the Koran is irreconcilable with the Gospel,
the irreconcilability results from Muhammad’s ignorance and
perversity. And in pointing out this latter incongruity Hage-
mann’s criticism of Seidlmayer is apt.

3.4. So previous commentators and translators have erred in
one way or another—but mainly by not recognizing that the
concept of pia interpretatio, as employed by Nicholas of Cusa,
includes a theological as well as a moral dimension.”> Since
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Nicholas presumes that the theological position that gives the
most glory to God is the position of orthodox Christianity, his
enterprise of devout interpretation consists of interpreting the
Koran in such way as to bring its teachings into alignment with
the orthodox doctrines inferred from the Gospel. Only if this
enterprise is successful will Nicholas, by his own account, have
“found” within the Koran a glorifying of God and a praising of
Christ.”s

4. Conclusion. Nicholas’s hermeneutical approach to the Ko-
ran—an approach that makes use of the principle of devout
interpretation—reflects his Christian humanist goals. As in De
Pace Fidei, so also in Cribratio Alkorani he was in quest of
what Giovanni Santinello alludes to as “la concordanza nelle
cose essenziali della fede.”?” And Nicholas’s advocacy of con-
cordanza, Santinello seems to agree, differs significantly from
the promoting of a mere “tolleranza tra fedi diverse.” For too
often, as in the subsequent Enlightenment, what inspired reli-
gious tolerance was a disdain-for-theology, accompanied by the
conviction that one religion is as good (or as bad) as another,
aside from its moral code. Yet, what motivated Nicholas’s search
for concordanza was a new appreciation of theology, once
theology was freed from what was widely regarded as Scholas-
tic caviling. The Koran itself was viewed by Nicholas not as a
cultural expression of the human spirit but rather as a book of
doctrines, a book of law—the Lex Sarracenorum. On the one
hand, Nicholas’s humanism is Christian because within it there
is no tendency toward secularizing the gospel but instead a ten-
dency toward finding the presence of the gospel in all other
religions. On the other hand, his Christianity is humanistic by
virtue of his awareness that in the sphere of theology and of
metaphysics the human intellect operates by way of metaphor,
learned ignorance, and surmise. And such an awareness leads
him to embrace the ideal of una concordanza delle religioni—
an ideal that, in turn, moves him to approach the Koran
through pia interpretatio.





