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The Great Themes of the Qur’an
By Jacques Jomier. London: SCM Press Ltd, 1997.

Jacques Jomier states that this book was written at the request of some non-
Muslims living and working in the Muslim world, who were daunted by the
seemingly “impenetrable” and “closed” nature of the Qur'an — a statement
that is rather surprising when one considers that, for several decades now, con-
tact with the Qur'an has made Islam the fastest growing religion in the Western
world. Note especially the author’s statement that “Islam is the Qur'an” and
that, according to Christian estimates, Islam will be more practiced in Britain
than Christianity by the year 2006.

A superficial glance at the text gives the reader the impression that this is an
objective piece of work, but on closer examination the author's preconceptions
and personal bias become obvious. In the introduction, for example, Jomier
describes his colleagues — the non-Muslims living with Muslims, for whom
the book is intended — as having *“persevered with their project” (p. ix), and
that “before the present work was written, it was explored and discussed in two
or three closed groups and many of the observations it contains were suggest-
ed by this experience” (p. x). He also defines their strategy in both a patroniz-
ing and an evangelical tone, saying, “We will succeed only if we are prepared
to listen to them [Muslims] tactfully, without taking their positions as hard and
fast, knowing that there are different tendencies among them that are capable
of development” (p. xi).
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of its literary devices. He draws attention to the *simplicity of Qur'anic argu-
ments and their vivid and concrete character” (p. 109) and writes that “this sim-
plification is effective in reducing primitive paganism to silence. It is equally
effective in the face of neo-paganism like the deification of material things,
money and the state” (p. 111). He alludes to possible comparisons with *pop-
ular literary genres (or modemn avant-garde ones)” (p. 109), as he did in earli-
er chapters, trying to explain away certain styles of the Qur'an as well-known
techniques used by storytellers (p. 15) and even modemn novelists. He says,
“The reader’s perplexity in the face of uncertainty produces a feeling similar to
that engendered by ‘modem’ novels in the West today, a kind of disorientation”
(p- 19). Eventually, though, the author is forced to acknowledge the fact that
“it is not only the intellect that is affected, but all the fibers of one’s being. The
Qur'an itself pictures the power that it exerts when it describes how, during its
recitation, the skin reacts under a kind of religious spell” (p. xii). The final
paragraph of his conclusion reveals the hopelessness of the task he set himself:
“It is difficult to understand the fascination that the Qur'an exerts without men-
tally putting oneself in the place of the Muslim, who finds God when he recites
it, looks to it for guiding principles, and for whom the Qur'an is the presence
of God” (p. 124).
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