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CHAPTER 12

A Syriac Reading of the Qur’an? The Case of Surat

al-Kawtar*
Martin FJ. Baasten
1 Luxenberg’s Syriac Reading of the Quran

The publication of Christoph Luxenberg’s study entitled Die syro-aramdiische
Lesart des Koran' provoked rather mixed reactions, ranging from uncritical
acclaim to scathing dismissal.2 The author indeed presented a rather unortho-
dox view on the early history of Islam, more specifically on the textual history of
the Qur’an and its historical and linguistic context. He contends that the Quran
originated as a Christian lectionary, and that it was written in a sort of Arabo-
Aramaic mixed language, that was soon misunderstood due to the fact that
the earliest manuscripts are unpointed, thus leaving considerable uncertainty
about the correct reading of many consonants and hence the basic meaning of
numerous words, phrases and passages.

Luxenberg’s far-reaching thesis concerning the original text and context
of the Quran should obviously not be believed or ridiculed, but confirmed
or refuted on the basis of scholarly arguments. By far the most thorough,
instructive and balanced treatment of the Luxenberg hypothesis so far was

I am grateful to Ahmad Al-Jallad, Henk Jan de Jonge, Paul Noorlander and Benjamin Suchard
for their critical remarks on an earlier draft of this article.

1 Chr. Luxenberg (ps.), Die syro-aramdiische Lesart des Koran. Ein Beitrag zur Entschliisselung
der Koransprache (Berlin 2000), henceforth quoted as SLK. The book was translated into
English in a revised and enlarged edition as The Syro-Aramaic Reading of the Koran. A Con-
tribution to the Decoding of the Language of the Koran (Berlin 2007), henceforth SRK. The
German adjective syro-aramdisch was possibly chosen to avoid the ambiguity of syrisch. In an
English context, however, ‘Syro-Aramaic’ is an unhappy choice; there is no reason to abstain
from the usual ‘Syriac’ (as against ‘Syrian’).

2 For a useful summary of scholarly reactions to Luxenberg’s book, cf. Daniel King 2009A.In

his discussion of my own review of SLK (published in Aramaic Studies 2/2 [2004] 268

272), however, King partly misrepresents my position as being supportive of ‘the liturgical

reading of Sura 108’ (emphasis mine), whereas I merely stated that Luxenberg’s Syriac reading

‘yields an understandable text, which would fit perfectly within the context of an emerging

religion’.
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written by Daniel King. On the basis of meticulous philological research he
concludes that Luxenberg’s method

is severely lacking in many areas, although he may on occasion have hit
upon a useful emendation. Thus although the hypothesis as a whole is
faulty, the individual textual suggestions ought to be treated on a case-
by-case basis.?

In other words, Luxenbergs sweeping and exceedingly self-confident state-
ments on the Qur’an as having originated as a Christian lectionary and having
been written in an Arabo-Aramaic mixed language are largely unfounded and
his philological method contains many serious and demonstrable flaws—as we
shall also see below. Yet, in concrete cases he may have come up with valuable
ideas and suggestions for plausible readings of the text of the Qur’an.

What is needed, therefore, is for each and every one of Luxenberg’s philolog-
ical proposals to be carefully examined and critically evaluated, to see whether
on closer consideration there is some value in them.* The present paper offers
a detailed philological analysis of Luxenberg’s treatment of Sirat al-Kawtar,
pointing out strengths and weaknesses of his approach, with special attention
to the Qur’anic context of this and the question to what extent a ‘Syriac
reading of the Qur’an’ is a helpful concept.5

2 The Case of

as a whole is treated by Luxenberg in a separate chapter.®
The text as it is traditionally read is presented below, alongside the English
rendering by Bell:”

Sk sosr o ] s o o s 2 E

(¥) AV e il g\5 }\;J}J@ (1) AT Eias

i

3 King 2009: 44.

4 Animportant contribution to the discussion is made by Guillaume Dye in the present volume, i reforence?
Whereas King (2009: 55-61) negatively evaluates Luxenberg’s view on the waw of apodosis in
Qur’anic Arabic, Dye actually makes a convincing case for its plausibility.

5 King (2009: 66) considers Luxenberg’s re-reading of Surat al-Kawtar ‘not unappealing ... It
deserves further consideration and research’.

6 SRK, 292—301; SLK, 271-275.

Bell 1939, II: 681.



2017014 [A1-Jallad] 013-Chl2-Baasten-proof-01 [version 20170213 date 20170214 16:16] page 374

374 BAASTEN

1. innd a‘taynaka l-kawtar Verily, we have given thee abundance;

2. fa-salli li-rabbika wa-nhar ~ So pray to thy Lord, and sacrifice.

3. inna$aniaka huwa l-abtar. Verily, it is he who hateth thee who is the
docked one.

It is fair to say that modern exegetes are just as much at a loss in making sense of
this short passage as their medieval fellows.® In order to give an impression of
the problems and exegetical challenges that this texts presents, we shall quote
Bell's concise commentary in full:

V.1

al-kauthar, properly and adjective, ‘full, ‘abundant’ (N.S., i, p. 92, note 4).
According to some, ‘much wealth’; according to others ‘many followers
It is sometimes said to be the name of a river in Paradise. Noldeke sug-
gests that the beginning of the surah has been lost; it may possibly be a
fragment from somewhere else, but it is difficult to suggest a context.

V.2

inhar, ‘sacrifice;, only here in the Quran; it seems improbable that
Muhammad would have taken part in the sacrifices of the Pilgrimage in
the Meccan period of his activity. Hence this exhortation is probably Med-
inan, at the introduction of the sacrifices of the adha (?).

V.3

shaniaka, ‘the one who hates you, is interpreted as referring to a definite
individual who had called him ‘abtar, ‘mutilated’, Rﬂﬁﬁ%ﬁ;ﬁi‘ﬂﬁg no
son; see N.S,, i, p. 92 for the persons mentioned. It certainly looks as if
an individual were referred to, though other authorities interpret it as

referring to a class.®

8 For an overview of traditional exegesis of this sirah, see Birkeland 1956: 1-140, esp. 55—99.
Birkeland concludes ‘that the legendary picture of Muhammed formed as early as in the
last quarter of the first century has prevented Muslim interpreters from a historically correct
understanding of Surah 108’ (p. 99).

9 Bell1939 II, Surahs xxv—cvix, 501. The German translation by Paret (1979) equally reflects the
exegetical problems: Im Namen des barmherzigen und gnidigen Gottes. 1. Wir haben dir
die Fiille gegeben. 2. Bete darum zu deinem Herrn und opfere! 3. (Ja) dein Hasser ist es, der
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The main questions concerning the interpretation of these lines are to
what the ‘abundance’ is supposed to refer, how the act of sacrifice fits in the
social context of early Islam, why the enemy is called ‘the docked one’ and,
finally, what the connection between these elements could be so as to yield an
understandable text and of this particular

2.1 Luxenberg’s Reading of Surat al-Kawtar
In Luxenberg’s Syriac reading, however, the passage runs as follows:

1. innd a‘taynaka l-kawtar We have given you the (virtue of) constancy;
2. fa-salli li-rabbika wa-ngar  so pray to your Lord and persevere (in
prayer);

3. inna$aniaka huwa l-abtar. your adversary (the devil) is (then) the loser.

Luxenberg’s conclusion is that most of the allegedly difficult words are actually
Syriac. Indeed, according to him, there is hardly a single genuinely Arabic word
to be found in this surah.1°

It must be admitted that as for the general meaning and context of this
surah, Luxenberg’s reading is attractive. Nothing remains of the enigmatic,
opaque nature of the traditional text. In its new interpretation we are not
dealing with a fragment from somewhere else, but with a clear-cut passage
conveying a plausible message. The text seems to comprise a straightforward
exhortation to steadfastness in piety against the adversary, whose final defeat
is predicted. Such a passage, moreover, would fit rather well within the context
of an emerging religion. The question remains whether Luxenberg’s Syriac
reading will hold against close scrutiny.

2.2 gh.r-i a‘ta ‘to Give’ as ar Syriac Loanword

Concerning the expression a‘taynaka ‘we have given thee’ in verse 1, Luxen-
berg considers the Arabic verb ah.:«? a‘ta ‘to give’ to be a dialectal, secondary
formation—by means of a shift from hamz to ‘ayn and an ensuing emphatisa-
tion of & t—from Syriac ,&w < ayti ‘to make arrive, bring’: *a’ta > *a‘ta > ata.!
As an additional argument for this etymology he adduces the fact that the root

ke ‘ata—which Luxenberg claims to have no cognate in any other Semitic

gestutzt (oder: schwanzlos, d.h. ohne Anhang(?) oder ohne Nachkommen?) ist. (Oder (als
Verwiinschung): Wer dich haft, soll gestutzt bzw. schwanzlos sein!). Cf. also Paret, 21977,
ad loc.

10 SRK, 298.

11 SRK, 298-299.
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language—is used much less frequently in the Quran than ! ata, which, he
believes, is also derived from Syriac =& eta.

From a linguistic point of view, however, Luxenberg's Syriac derivation of
gsl"“\ a‘ta ‘to give’ is seriously flawed for several reasons. First of all, it requires
two ad hoc sound changes ’ > “and ¢ > £.12 The causative derivation of I-hamza
roots is commonly attested in Arabic without any sort of dissimilation: f
akala < *akala ‘to feed, 3 ata < *'ta ‘to bring’ There is also no phonolog-
ical reason why pharyngealization should spread from ‘ayn to adjacent non-
emphatic consonants: g.).:\ci a‘dab ‘more punishing’ (not *a‘'dab).

Secondly, it is not true that the root u\aﬁ ‘ata is unique to Classical Arabic.
The verb is attested in Dadanitic (= Lihyanite) in the 5th—4th c. BCE, a time
and place where it is hard to posit a strong Aramaic adstratum. The same root
is also known from Safaitic proper names. On these grounds, too, it is unlikely
that _Le @ta should have been borrowed from Syriac.'®

Thirdly, the mere fact that d\ ata is more frequent than e @fa is in itself
no argument in favour of the alleged Syriac origin of the latter.4

In other words, there is no reason to doubt the ‘Arabicness’ of the verb db.o\
a‘ta ‘to give’ and hence there is just as little reason to assume any influence
from Syriac at this point in Sarat al-Kawtar. Since even Luxenberg’s interpre-
tation of uh"‘\ a‘ta as a Syriac loanword does not yield a better or indeed a
different meaning, it seems that the whole exercise is done just in order to
strengthen Luxenberg’s claim that hardly a word in Sirat al-Kawtar is genuinely
Arabic.

2.3 S kawtar ‘Constancy’

The enigmatic expression J,S” kawtar is traditionally taken to be derived from
the root ktr ‘numerous’ and translated as ‘abundance’ or, alternatively,
explained as a reference to one of the rivers in Paradise.'> Luxenberg, however,
identifies it with the Syriac noun ~idaa kuttara ‘awaiting, persistence, stabil-
ity, duration’. Also in the light of his re-reading of wa-ngar in verse 2 (see below,
§ 2.5), this seems an excellent suggestion that yields a plausible meaning.

12 Fassberg(2005: 243—256, esp. 249—250) is critical of a general shift from glottal stop to ‘ayin.

13 Needless to say, even if gb.a ‘ata had been unique to Arabic, that still would not have been
a sufficient reason the deem it suspect. The well-attested Hebrew root @sd ‘to do, make’ is
a case in point.

14  Inaddition, Luxenberg's claim that Egyptian Arabic addini ‘give me’ is also derived from
Syriac ayti, is equally unlikely. Idd is most probably a denominal verb from the word
‘hand, as in hand me X = give me X.

15  See Birkeland 1956: 57—70.
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The root ktr is well attested in Syriac, with derivations of nouns, adjectives
and adverbs: ~idaa kuttara ‘staying, remaining), id\a kattar ‘to wait for, per-
sist, remain, A ad etkattar ‘to remain, dwell, ~&aiha=n mkattruta ‘con-
tinuance, =ihasn mkattrana ‘lasting, stable, enduring), ~harihasn mkat-
trdnAd ‘abiding, existence, SN mkattrand’it ‘permanently’1® Moreover,
as Luxenberg pointed out, the same basic meaning of ‘constancy’ is equally
plausible in Q 20:33,34 1,2S™ 57 1,28 Somnd § kay nusabbihaka katirda wa-
nadkuraka katira ‘that we may constantly glorffy Thee and make constantly
remembrance of Thee’l”

The Arabic diphthong aw for Syriac u possibly has its origin in a graphic rein-
terpretation’® of the written form 755, just as s, $/% ¢ tawra most probably
derived from t6ra'® and s  sué gaswara in Q 74:51 might have come from a Syr-
iac form gasora for ~wwao qusra ‘donkey’.20

On the other hand, one must count with the possibility that this Qur’anic
lexeme did not come from Syriac, but from some other Arabic dialect strand.
Hence is it certainly possible, but not certain that ; ; kawtar ‘constancy’ is a
Syriac loanword.

2.4 e salla to Pray’
Luxenberg mentions in passing that the verb . salla ‘to pray’ in verse 2 is a
Syriac loanword. This does not seem to be controversial or new.2!

2.5 _# nagara ‘to Persevere’

For wa-nhar in verse 3 Luxenberg proposes to read 4£!, wa-njar—that is, a
single dot should be added to this rasm—and to take the verb £ nahara ‘to
persevere’ as aloanword from Syriac 1\Q ngar ‘to persevere, persist. It is indeed

16  Sokoloff 2009: ss.vv.

17 SRK, 295. See also the contribution by Dye in the present volume.

18  Even though the oral tradition of the Qur’anic text may prove to be less unreliable than
Luxenberg suggests (SRK, passim), there are strong indications for actual misteadings of a
written word in manuscripts. To mention only two examples: The form C,.{wa mu‘aqqibat

Q.1312 appears in the Codex Ibn Mas‘ad as V.}l; ma‘aqib; both forms can be explained
as different reabdian)gs of one and the same un/pointed rasm _axs, The same is true
for Q 13: 31 u“iL-i yayasi, for which the Codex Ibn Mas‘id has _xou; both forms go
back to an unpointed rasm _nw. Cf. Jeffery 1937: 50-51. Much further research is needed
here.

19 SRK 85-88.
20 SRK, 60, 63.
21 SRK, 297. Cf. Jeffery 1938: 198-199.
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attractive to read a form of ‘to persevere’ here, especially also in the light of S
kawtar ‘constancy’ in verse 1.

However, even though the Syriac verb is unproblematic, it is not absolutely
necessary to assume a Syriac influence here either. As the root ngr is attested in
Safaitic inscriptions, too, one may also assume linguistic influence from there.
Thus, in KRS 598 [ imy w ngr {z}{m b- hm By Hmy and he NGR miserably
by/in the heat)?? it is conceivable that this verb should be translated as ‘and
he endured (suffered?) miserably in the heat’

While Luxenberg’s interpretation of verse 2 deserves acclaim, the use of the
verb nagara ‘to persevere’ does not necessarily support a Syriac provenance of
Surat al-Kawtar.

2.6 ¢3L sani’ Adversary’

Luxenberg takes the phrase &lsls saniaka ‘your adversary, the one who hates
you' to be a ‘further adapted transcription form Syro-Aramaic w00 sanak’,
He further believes this to be a reference to Satan, since ‘[i]n the Christian Syr-
iac terminology, Satan is referred to, among other things, as a “misanthrope”—
hence and “adversary”—in contrast to God".

Taking the phrase $aniaka as a transcription of Syriac, however, is prob-
lematic. Luxenberg forgets to explain why the Arabic form has retained the
etymologically correct § (i.e. /s?/), while Syriac has s due to the merger of both
phonemes in Aramaic. This makes a Syriac origin of the phrase unlikely.

Moreover, Luxenberg’s interpretation of sani’ ‘adversary’ specifically in the
sens of ‘Satan’ seems to be due to his exclusive interest in a Syriac Christian
origin of the Quran and hence forms part of a circular argument: the idea
that $ani’ should mean ‘Satan’ originates in his hypothesis of the Qur’an as
a Christian lectionary, while at the same time it forms a confirmation of this
hypothesis. (See also § 5 below.)

Furthermore, the interpretation of sani’ as ‘Satan’ is unnecessary in view
of the fact that the more general meaning ‘adversary, enemy’ is also clearly
attested in Biblical Hebrew K3 sone’23 as well as in Safaitic sn’.24 As we shall
see below (§3.3), there are good reasons to assume that sani’ in verse 2 has the
more general meaning of ‘adversary’.

Therefore, in this case, too, there is no reason to assume any specific influ-
ence from Syriac in Sirat al-Kawtar.

22 All Safaitic examples are quoted according to Al-Jallad 2015, ‘Appendix of inscriptions’.
23 Koehler and Baumgartner 1994—2000: s.v. R Sone’.
24  Al-Jallad 2015: ‘Dictionary’, s.v. sn’.
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2.7 J‘LT abtar Derived from Syriac 1= tbar?

As regards the elative form jj abtar in verse 3 Luxenberg states that its Arabic
root i batara ‘to cut off, to amputate’ is derived from Syriac 1= thar ‘to break’
through metathesis.?> Hence he reads as ‘the loser".

Even though Luxexberg's interpretation of abtar admittedly yields an attrac-
tive meaning within the context of Suarat al-Kawtar, his linguistic analysis of
the form is highly implausible in view of the fact that the root btr, with the
basic meaning of ‘to cut), is clearly attested in several Semitic languages. Bibli-
cal Hebrew has 701 bdtar ‘to cut in pieces’ and 703 beter ‘piece (of sacrificial
meat)}26 in Ge‘ez we find -4 batara ‘to cut, to hit’ and 0c batr ‘stick, rod,2”
and even in (Jewish Palestinian) Aramaic—though apparently not in Syriac—
one finds the noun 201 btr ‘portion’.28

In order to maintain that Arabic batara is derived from Syriac tbar, Luxen-
berg would have to suppose that all Semitic languages concerned must have
borrowed this root from Aramaic,2? after which in each language metathesis
occurred independently—which is highly improbable. An alternative explana-
tion would be that the root tbr first became b¢r due to metathesis in Aramaic,
after which b¢r was borrowed in all languages concerned. In that case, however,
Luxenberg should explain, first, why the original Aramaic tbr remained in use
alongside the allegedly metathesised root btr and, secondly, why this metathe-
sised form subsequently all but disappeared from Aramaic. Yet Luxenberg does
not seem to be aware of the linguistic complications he has raised by his pro-
posal, or at least fails to account for them. We may conclude, therefore, that
there is no reason to assume Syriac or Aramaic influence in the case of Ara-
bic batara ‘to cut off’. As the root is attested in various other Semitic languages
as well, it can be considered genuinely Arabic; its meaning ‘to cut off” is well-
established.30

25  SRK, 297-298: ‘Finally, the root s batar® (to break off; to amputate) ... is a metathesis of
the Syro-Aramaic =& (tbar).

26  Koehler and Baumgartner 1994. vol. I, p. 167b.

27  Dillmaniggu: s.vv. batara and batr 1. Cognate lexemes are found in various modern Ethio-
Semitic languages.

28  Sokoloff 1990: 116. The attested plural form N2 bytryn [bitrin/, a nominal gitl pattern,
suggests that we are not dealing with a loanword from Hebrew in this case.

29 Obviously not from Syriac, since at least in the case of Biblical Hebrew this would be
chronologically impossible.

30 In addition to the traditional abtar ‘having the tail cut off’, Lane (1863-1893) also men-
tions the Arabic lexemes batara ‘to cut off’, inbatara ‘to become cut off’, batir ‘sharp
sword’.
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Since al-abtar in verse 3 is indeed problematic, we must assume that it is
not the root b¢r that is suspect, but the reading al-abtar is. Somewhat surpris-
ingly, Luxenberg does not suggest to actually read al-atbar—a possible alter-
native reading of the same unpointed rasm—thus taking the word as a direct
loan from Syriac thar and saving himself the trouble of explaining the alleged
metathesis of batara. This is all the more remarkable, as the root tabara is
attested elswhere in the Quran: Q 71.29 tabar ‘destruction’, Q 25.41 tabbara
‘to break in pieces, Q 17.7, 23.41 tatbir ‘utter destruction, Q 7.135 mutabbar
‘destroyed, broken up’3!

However, one reason why Syriac tbar does not provide a good source for Lux-
enberg’s interpretation of our verse—‘your adversary is the one who loses’—is
that this verb does not simply mean ‘to lose’; its basic meaning is ‘to break’ in a
transitive sense. The only evidence Luxenberg provides for the meaning ‘to lose’
is that in Manna’s dictionary the verb tbar in its second meaning is rendered as
g insahaqa ‘to be grushed’, J..S:\ inkasara ‘to get broken, be defeated’, and
inits third meaning as 3 farra ‘to flee, escape’, ¢ | inhazama ‘to be defeated’3?
But in Syriac the meaning ‘to lose’ could only be construed from the use of this
verb in passive stems ‘ 1 or as in =2l ,uoh thiray lebba
‘shattered of heart. On the other hand, in view of the fact that Lane also men-
tions an Arabic verb tabira ‘to perish’, the reading al-atbar cannot be entirely
excluded.33

A possibility that I propose here, is to read J.G‘Y\ al-atbar ‘the one who
loses'—a reading that also requires nothing other than repointing the tra-
ditional rasm. This yields the same meaning as Luxenberg proposed, but I
deem it linguistically more probable. The Arabic verb ,¢ tabara does have a
basic intransitive meaning ‘to perish’3* an it is well-attested, also in the Qur’an.
There is an adjectival participle tapir ‘suffering loss; erring; going astray; per-
ishing’, of which atbar would be the regular elative. In the Qur’an we also find
tubur ‘perdition, becoming lost’ (25:14-15) and matbir ‘overcome, made to lose’
(17:104).35

31 Luxenberg surprisingly does not refer to Schall 1984-1986: 371-373, esp. 371-372, who
already suggested an Aramaic origin for mutabbar.
32 Mannaigoo: 829a. It is difficult to understand why Luxenberg does not mention Manna’s
rendering of the first meaning of thar: ;s tabara ‘to destroy’, ¢\ halaka ‘to perish;
faniya ‘to perish’.
33 Lane 1863-1893, s.v.
34  Lane 1863-1893: 330b-c s.v. J{. In addition, Lane mentions a transitive meaning: o &
tabarahu ‘he caused him to fail of attaining his desire’
35  Onaccount of the expression 4lc & tabara alayhi ‘he applied himself perseveringly [!]
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Further corroborative evidence supporting the reading al-atbar ‘the one
who perishes, loses’ may be gathered from the use of tbr in Safaitic, cf. NST 3
h-tbrn ‘the warriors (tabbarin?)’.36

In conclusion, the traditional al-abtar in verse 3 is suspect. Even though the
reading al-atbar ‘the loser’ cannot be ruled out—in which case we would be
dealing with an Aramaic loanword—a more probable reading is possibly al-
atbar ‘the loser’. If this is correct, there is no reason to assume any influence
from Syriac in this case.

3 Qur’anic Parallels to Surat al-Kawtar

We may conclude that Luxenbergs proposal to interpret kawtar ‘constancy’ as a
Syriacloanword is a good one (§ 2.3). The phrase wa-ngar ‘and persevere’ should
indeed be interpreted as Luxenberg suggests, but even though an influence
from Syriac and ngar ‘to persevere’ is possible, influence from Safaitic or the
possibility of a rare Arabic noun cannot be excluded (§2.5). The verb salla
‘to pray’ is clearly a Syriac loanword (§2.4). In the case of ata ‘to give’ and
sani’ ‘adversary’, however, there is no reason whatsoever to assume any Syriac
influence (§§ 2.2, 2.6). Finally the form al-abtar should probably be read as a/-
atbar, in which case no Syriac influence could be assumed, but it is possible
that the phrase should be read as al-atbar, in which case we are dealing with
a Syriac loanword. In sum, we then arrive at the following reading of Surat al-
Kawtar:

Sosf2p oS o P PR -

() AT B8 8 () 4% 20 128 () BT Aol B

1. inna ataynaka l-kawtar Verily, we have given thee constancy.
2. fa-salli li-rabbika wa-ngar ~ So pray to thy Lord, and persevere.
3. inna$aniaka huwa l-atbar. Verily, it is thy adversary who will perish.

Our next task is to investigate to what extent the interpretation proposed
would fit within the wider context of the Quran and whether is is possible
to find parallel passages conveying the same idea, both for single verses as for

to it’ mentioned by Lane, it is even possible that we are dealing with a subtle pun in our
surah: ‘then the enemy is the loser (and we'll see who will last longest). But this latter point
is obviously mere speculation.

36  Cf. Al-Jallad 2015: ‘Dictionary’, s.v. thr.
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the whole Even though in some isolated cases Luxenberg does refer to
Qur’anic parallel verses,3” in this respect he could have done much better.

3.1 Qur’anic Parallels to the First Verse

If understood in, the sense proposed by Luxenberg, the first verse of Surat al-
Kawtar, ; )Q\ J.Jz;\ L\ inna a‘taynaka l-kawtar, is to be translated as ‘Verily,
we have given thee (the virtue of) constancy/perseverance’. As such the verse
conveys the idea that it is God who bestows the virtue of endurance or perse-
verance upon the believers. This precise notion is demonstrably not foreign to
the Qur’an, as it is also expressed—albeit in different words—in Q 7:126 tje\ s )

z

Le rabbina afrig ‘alayna sabran ‘O our Lord, pour out upon us patience.
There can be little doubt that the noun sabr ‘patience’ is used here as a plain
Arabic synonym for the otherwise unattested expression kawtar.38

3.2 Qur’anic Parallels to the Second Verse

The second verse of Surat al-Kawtar according to its new reading (‘So pray
to thy Lord and persevere’) shows a close connection between prayer and
endurance. This particular motlf too, is found elsewhere in the Qur’an, e.g. 2:153
8ol pall | gimnal | giels ()] L,Lya -ayyuha lladina amani sta‘ina bi-s-sabriwa-
s-salat ‘O ye who have believed, seek help in patience and the Prayer’ Again,
sabr ‘patience’ is used as a synonym for kawtar. Three other close parallels to
verse 1, in which the close connection between acts of piety and endurance

become explicit, are already referred to by Luxenberg: Q 20132 (1aha)
ke J«ls.,a\ ML Aol wa-mur ahlaka bi-s-saldti wa-stabir ‘alayha ‘Command
thy household to Jobserve the prayer and endure patiently in it’; Quran 19:65

(Maryam) m.\..’J J«k.,o\ 5 a.\.&b fa-budhu wa-stabir li- zbadattht ‘So serve Him

and endure patlently in His service’; Q 70:22—23 (al-Ma‘arig) VA U.GT :,:h;.l\ ‘Y\
),c 15 ("r S éc illa [-musallina lladina hum ‘ald salatihim d@’imiin ‘Except those
who pray, those who at their prayer continue long’.
In view of these Qurianic parallels to verse 2, there are good reasons to
assume that Luxenbergs interpretation of this verse is the correct one.

37  Luxenberg himself does refer to Q 20:132, 19:65 and 70:22—23 quoted below (§3.2). The
other parallel passages I shall discuss in §§ 3.2—3.4 he does not mention.
38  On the relation between the two terms kawtar and sabr, see below (§5).
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3.3 Qur’anic Parallels to the Third Verse

The first question to be asked in relation to our third verse 2-is what the
$ani’ ‘adversary’ is actually aiming at within the context of Surat al-Kawtar. An
instructive Qur’anic passage is 5:2 (al-Ma’ida):

>

uu’J\ .,\a.,\,.’»': )

-

13 gﬁhﬁkgEldh;ﬁL}Q;%

wa-la yagrimannakum $anaanu gawmin an sadditkum ‘ani [-masgidi [-
harami (...) inna llaha Sadidu [-iqab

And let not the hatred of a people,3? in that they have debarred you from
the Sacred Mosque, incite you to provoke hostility ... Allah is severe in
puniShment.:. non—matching quotation mark

The use of the noun sana’an ‘hatred’ is especially enlightening. There can be
little doubt that Sanaan denotes the emotion that the sani’ ‘adversary’ has. It
is expressed in an attempt to keep the faithful away from the mosque. This
forms an exact parallel to Sarat al-Kawtar, where the faithful are encouraged
to counter the adversary’s attempt by keeping on with their prayer (v. 2).

Another important parallel to verse 3 is Q 2:109 (al-Bagara):

ot w Y o tw sz Ls sk sw
4"-'wM‘MJ\M\)LJSJ\J’UL;‘Sjbj‘})G«-Q\JA\JJJJJ

boso 35 can /

Ak G

wadda katirun min ahli l-kitabi law yaruddiunakum min ba‘di imanikum
kuffaran, hasadan min ‘indi anfusihim min ba‘di ma tabayyana lahumu [-
haqq

‘Many of the People of the Book would like if they might render you
unbelievers again after your having believed, because of envy on their part
after the truth has become clear to them.

Here, too, the enemy is described as trying to prevent the faithful from perform-
ing their acts of piety. The noun used to denote his emotion is hasad ‘hatred,
envy’, which should clearly be considered a synonym for Sana’an in Q 5:2 quoted

39  Paret’s translation of this phrase (%1977, ad loc.) as ‘der Haf3, den ihr gegen (gewisse) Leute
hegt, ..., taking gawmin as a genitive of object, is probably incorrect. The reference is to
the hatred that the adversary feels towards Muslims.
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above. In Q 113:5 (al-Falaq) the enemy is called hasid, an active participle pre-
cisely parallel to sani’ ‘adversary’.

In other words, the content of verse 3 according to its new reading is con-
firmed by other Quranic passages.

3.4 Qur’anic Parallels to the Surah as a Whole

So far we have seen some parallels to separate verses of our surah according to
its new interpretation. In order to corroborate the plausibility of the gist of this
stirah as a whole, it now remains to see whether it is possible to find Qur’anic
parallels to the entire passage. Four different themes may be distinguished:
(a) the call to endurance and patience; (b) the expression of piety, especially
through prayer; (c) the presence of an adversary; (d) a prediction of victory or
defeat (‘we will win, they will lose’).

On closer consideration, the Qur’an proves to contain at least six concise
passages that constitute precise parallels to these same four themes found
in Sarat al-Kawtar according to its new reading and hence have the same
gist:

A first parallel is found in Q 3120 (Al Tmran):

If, however, ye endure (tasbiri) and act piously (tattaqu) their cunning
(kayduhum) will not harm you (la yadurrukum) at all; verily Allah com-
prehendeth what they do (inna llaha bi-ma ya‘maluna muhit).

In this passage the acts of piety are expressed by the verb tattaqu, which does
not necessarily imply prayer, but does denote a way of behaviour according
to Muslim rules. The adversary is present in the phrase kayduhum, and the
motif of victory and defeat fact that ‘we’ will win (la yadurrukum) and ‘they’
will lose—that is, they will not escape their final punishment (inna llaha bi-ma
ya‘malina muhit)—is equally apparent.

The second Qur’anic parallel appears in Q 7:126 (al-Araf):

And thou takest vengeance upon us (tanqimu minna) only because we
have believed in the signs of Our Lord (amanna bi-ayati rabbina) when
they came to us; O our Lord, pour out upon us patience (afrig ‘alayna
sabran), and call us in (at our death) as Moslems (tawaffana muslimin).

In this case, the reference to endurance is present in the desire to be bestowed
with patience (afrig ‘alayna sabran; see also above, § 3.1), whereas the idea of
piety is expressed by the fact that Muslims have come to believe (amanna bi-
ayati rabbina). The presence of the adversary is implicit in the call for
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vengeance (tangimu minna) and the fact that ‘we’ will die still being Mus-
lims, clearly implies that the Muslims in the end will have succeeded in their
attempts to remain faithful (tawaffana muslimin).

The third Quranic parallel to Sarat al-Kawtar that deserves to be mentioned
is Q 76:23—26 (al-Insan):

23Verily it is We who have sent down to thee the Qur’an actually; 24so wait
patiently ( fa-sbir) for the decision of thy Lord (li-hukmi rabbika), and
obey not from amongst them any guilty or unbelieving one (atiman aw
kafiran); 25But remember the name of thy Lord, morning and evening,
And part of the night; 26do obeisance to Him ( fa-sgud lahu), and by night
give glory to Him (sabbihhu) long.

The motif of perseverance is expressed by the phrase fa-sbir, a verb of the same
root as the noun sabr that we saw before. The theme of piety is clearly present
in two explicit references to prayer ( fa-sgud lahu; sabbihhu). As for the ultimate
fate of the adversary (atiman aw kafiiran), there can be little doubt concerning
the content of God’s final verdict (li-hukmi rabbika).

The fourth Qurianic parallel to Sirat al-Kawtar can be found in Q 52:45-49
(at-Tar):

45Leave them then ( fa-darhum) until they meet their day on which they
will be stunned (yus‘agin); 46The day when their stratagem will not
avail them (kayduhum) at all, and they will not be helped (wa-la hum
yunsarun). *’For those who have done wrong is a punishment this side
of that, but most of them do not know. 48And endure patiently (wa-sbir)
till the decision of thy Lord (li-hukmirabbika), for thou art under Our eyes
(fa-innaka bi-a‘yunina), and give glory (wa-sabbih bi-hamdi rabbika) with
praise of thy Lord when thou arisest. #°And during the night give glory to
Him ( fa-sabbihhu), and at the withdrawal of the stars:_ o matching quotaton matk
In this case the exhortation to perseverence is not only expressed in a call for
patience (wa-sbir), but a further connotation of endurance is also mentioned:
one must not react violently ( fa-darhum). Instead, one should rather stick to
prayer as an expression of piety (wa-sabbih bi-hamdi rabbika; fa-sabbihhu).
Whereas the enemy (kayduhum) awaits a dire fate (yusaqun; wa-la hum
yunsarin), the Muslims will ultimately be safe ( fa-innaka bi-a‘yunina).

A fifth close parallel to the entire sirah in its new reading may be found in
Q 2:109-110 (al-Bagarah):
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Many of the People of the Book (katirun min ahli l-kitabi) would like
M remové quotation marks?

if they might render you unbelievers again after your having believed,
because of envy (hasadan) on their part after the truth has become
clear to them; so overlook and pay no attention ( fa-fi wa-sfahu) until
Allah interveneth with His affair (bi-amrihi); verily Allah over every-thing

hath power. Observe the Prayer (wa-aqimu s-salata) and pay the Zakat

(..):2

The element of patience is expressed here in a similar way as in the previous
example: one should not react violently ( fa-fit wa-sfahii). Not only are the
pious Muslims encouraged to persevere, but this perseverance now turns out
to also consist in refraining from a violent or aggressive reaction. Here, too,
the reference to prayer is explicit (wa-aqgimu s-salata). The enemy (katirun min
ahli l-kitabi) cherishes hatred (hasadan; see also §2.6) and will eventually be
punished in God’s verdict (bi-amrihi).
The sixth and final Qur’anic parallel passage is Q 5:8-10 (al-Ma’ida):

O ye who have believed, be steadfast (kini gawwamina) witnesses for
Allah in equity, and let not the hatred of a people (Sana‘anu gawmin)
incite you not to act fairly; act fairly that is nearer to piety; show piety
towards Allah (wa-ttaqii llaha), verily Allah is aware of what ye do. Allah
hath promised those who have believed and done the works of righteous-
ness (that) for them is forgiveness and a mighty hire (magfiratun wa-
agrun ‘azgimun). But those who have disbelieved and counted Our signs
false (wa-lladina kafara wa-kaddabu)—they are the people of the Hot
Place (ashabu l-gahim): . .
M non-matching quotation mark

As we saw in the previous parallels, the Muslims are encouraged to persevere
(kiinit gawwamina) and remain pious (wa-ttaqit llaha). The enemy (wa-lladina
kafarii wa-kaddabui), who cherishes hatred (Sana'‘@nu gawmin), will ultimately
lose and be punished (magfiratun wa-agrun ‘agimun; ashabu l-gahim).

An systematic overview of the corresponding elements between Sirat al-
Kawtar and the six passages discussed above is found in the table on P st etoene
In conclusion, then, we may say that the general interpretation of Surat al-
Kawtar as proposed by Luxenberg is plausible, since it is corroborated by the
text of the Quran itself. When read in this new way, Surat al-Kawtar turns out

to be a coherent text that fits well within the rest of the Qurian.
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Perseverance Piety Adversary Victory & defeat

al-Kawtar  al-kawtar; ingar  salli li-rabbika saniaka huwa l-atbar/atbar
(108:1-3)

‘Imran  tasbira tattaqu kayduhum la yadurrukum; Allaha
(3:120) ... muhit

A‘raf sabran amanna bi-ayati  tangimu minna tawaffana muslimin
(7:126) rabbina

Insan isbir isgud lahw; atiman aw kafiran  li-hukmi rabbika
(76:23-26) sabbihhu

Tar fa-darhum; isbir  wa-sabbih bi- kayduhum yus‘aqin; wa-la hum
(52:45-49) hamdi rabbika; yunsarun; li-hukmi

fa-sabbihhu rabbika; fa-innaka
bi-a‘yunina

al-Baqara  (fuwa-sfahu wa-aqimu katirun min ahli bi-amrihi
(2:109-110) s-salata l-kitabi; hasadan

Maida  kanu ittaqu llaha $ana’anu gawmin;  magfiratun wa-agrun
(5:8-10) gawwamina alladina kafaru ‘azimun; ashabu

wa-kaddabu l-gahim
4 A Development in Qur’anic Phraseology?

The question that remains is why, for instance, next to the possible—but not
certainly so, cf. §§2.3, 2.5 above—Syriac loanwords kawtar ‘endurance’ and
nagara ‘to persevere’ purely Arabic synonyms such as sabr, sabara and dama
were used, or, why next to rare words such as sani’ ‘adversary’ and sana’an
‘hatred’ we find hasid ‘enemy’ and hasad ‘hatred.

Iwould suggest that the Syriac loanwords reflect an earlier strand in Qur’anic
liturgic phraseology, whereas the Arabic synonyms came to be used in a later
phase. Another possibility, of course, is that there is no chronological devel-
opment, but that we are dealing here with simultaneous different strands of
liturgy. A parallel may be found in early Christian religious terminology. Thus,
for instance, the originally Aramaic term Xn'wn mostha ‘anointed one’ was
adopted as a loan word into Greek, the language of the new religion: Megaiag.
But since this expression lacked a literal meaning in Greek, the term was also
translated into genuine Greek as xptotés ‘anointed’ or 6 Xptotés ‘the Anointed

)

One.
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The same phenomenon may have taken place in Qur’anic phraseology,
where a loanword was used (either from Syriac or other languages, such as
Safaitic) or a less common Arabic root used as a calque (as in the case of san’,
see § 2.6), which were later suppleted with more common Arabic terms, accord-

ing to the table below:
Christian phraseology

Origin Loanword Equivalent
‘anointed’ RMWN mastha Meoaiog 6 Xplatég

Origin Loanword / calque  Equivalent
‘constancy’ ~ihaa  kuttara kawtar sabr
‘to persevere’ W ngar nagara sabara, dama
‘adversary’ =\ sane/sn’  Sani’ hasid
‘hatred’ sn'n sanaan hasad

It may be pointed out that a similar argument could be valid for the Qur’anic
technical term (s~ )T awha ‘to convey hidden knowledge, which Luxenberg,
following a suggestion by C. Brockelmann, plausibly explains as a metathesis
of Syriac s hawwi ‘to inform’#? In that case awha would reflect the earlier use
of the loanword, whereas the genuinely Arabic terms nazzala or anzala were
subsequently used alongside it. This neatly concurs with Tilman’s findings, who
pointed out that the notion of ‘conveying knowledge from the hidden realm’ is
expressed by two roots, why and nz!/, while in the Meccan siirahs the use of why
is predominant.*!

But if indeed the earlier terminology, such as kawtar, nagara and atbar/
atbar, was indeed so strange and rare, the question is legitimate why they
survived at all and why they were not replaced by less problematic terms, as
elsewhere in the Quran? In the case of Surat al-Kawtar the answer seems

40  SRK,125. Cf. C. Brockelmann 1928: s.v., 220a.
41 Cf. Tilman 1996: 59—68, esp. 63.


I don't think the lines in this table are positioned very elegantly. Perhaps follow the proposed layout in the attached Word file "Table Baasten proposal"?
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obvious. These three problematic terms were all part of the end rhyme and
hence could not have been replaced without destroying the literary structure
of the text.

5 Christian Epistolary Literature in the Quran?

After having presented his Syriac reading of Sarat al-Kawtar (see above, § 3.1),
in a separate section entitled ‘Christian Epistolary Literature in the Koran'#2
Luxenberg resolutely states: ‘This brief Sura is based on the Christian Syriac
Liturgy’. From this siirah, he informs us, ‘arises a clear reminiscence of the well-
known passage also used in the compline of the Roman Catholic canonical
hours of prayer, from the First Epistle General of Peter’ according to the Psitta
version:

1Peter 5:8—9

8 Wake up (Brothers) and be vigilant, because your adversary, the devil,
as a roaring lion, walketh about, seeking whom he may devour: ® Whom
resist steadfast in the faith.*3

Luxenberg believes the parallel between Siurat al-Kawtar and this New Testa-
ment passage to be so strong as to warrant his speaking of the ‘first evidence of
Christian epistolary literature in the Koran’ Accordingly, he claims that this text
‘is without a doubt pre-Koranic’ and as such was part of the matrix out of which,
in his view, the Qur’an was originally constituted as a Christian liturgical book.

In this case, however, Luxenberg seems to draw far-reaching conclusions on
the basis of extremely tenuous evidence. We are obviously not dealing with
a verbatim quotation from the New Testament in the Quran, so in order to
demonstrate his claim of a Vorlage from the New Testament, Luxenberg should
have argued the supposed parallelism in detail.

However, as I have argued in §§ 2.6—7 above, the shan/’in verse 3 is probably
not a reference specifically to the devil; it should rather be understood as a
generic reference to the opponents of the newly-founded religion. Luxenberg’s
argument at this point is clearly circular:*4 he first takes shaniaka in Q 108:3 as

42 SRK, 300—301.
43 SRK, 301 (italics by Luxenberg).
44  To be sure, a circular argument does not necessarily contain an false statement. The
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a specific reference to the devil on no other ground than the fact that this is the
case in the Syriac Christian texts,*> and subsequently uses this alleged Qur’anic
reference to the devil as proof of a parallelism between Q 108 and 1Peter 5:8—9
in the Psitta, where the devil is indeed referred to as ‘your adversary’.#6

In other words, the New Testament passage quoted by Luxenberg is no par-
allel at all. The only common feature between this New Testament passage and
Surat al-Kawtar is a call for steadfastness in faith against the enemy. What-
ever one’s stance on the possibility of pre-Qurianic passages in the Qur’an,
the alleged parallel between 1Peter 5:8—9 and Sirat al-Kawtar is not specific
enough for this New Testament passage to be considered a textual Vorlage for
our surah.

Surat al-Kawtar, therefore, is not necessarily a pre-Qur’anic passage. Wheth-
er it was part of an originally Christian liturgical book, remains hypothetical. In
any case, Luxenberg’s firm conclusion that Sarat al-Kawtar constitutes the ‘first
evidence of Christian epistolary literature in the Koran’ is as yet unfounded.*”
In § 3 above we have seen that Surat al-Kawtar, when interpreted according to
its new reading, has much more precise parallels within the Qur’an itself.

6 Conclusion

On the basis of a comparison with other Quranic passages, there is reason
to assume that Luxenberg’s general interpretation of Surat al-Kawtar—with
some minor modifications I proposed in the foregoing—is probably the correct
one and he is to be credited for that achievement. Surat al-Kawtar is not an
enigmatic or fragmentary text and it does not generate any problems pertaining
to its historical and religious context that could only be solved by assuming it
to be a later Medinan intrusion. It is a clear-cut adhortation to steadfastness
against the enemy and as such fits perfectly within the context of an emerging
religion and has the hallmarks of belonging to a genuine strand of the text of
the Qurian.

proposition that (parts of ) the Qur’an started off as a Christian lectionary is not necessarily
untrue, but the case cannot be argued in this way.

45 ‘In the Christian Syriac terminology, Satan is referred to (...) as a misanthrope—hence an
adversary, SRK, 297 sub 3.

46 It may be pointed out that the Syriac phrase ‘your adversary’ in 1Peter 5:8 is not sanak—
the cognate expression of $aniaka—but ._ﬁ_-i:x&;_-a beldbabkon.

47  King (2009: 66—67) comes to a similar negative evaluation of Luxenbergs claim of Surat
al-Kawthar having its origin in Christian liturgy.
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As for the concept of a ‘Syriac reading of the Qur’an), however, things are
different. Luxenberg correctly pointed out that there is possibly more Aramaic
in Surat al-Kawtar than was previously believed: kawtar ‘constancy’, nagara ‘to
persevere’. But at the same time our surah contains less Aramaic than Luxen-
berg claims. There is no reason to assume that Arabic a‘ta ‘to give’ and $ans’
‘adversary’ are derived from Syriac ayti ‘to bring, present’ and sane’ ‘adversary’
respectively. And even though the enigmatic abtar could be read as the Ara-
maic loanword atbar, it is more probably to be read as atbar, a genuinely Arabic
word, which proposal is possibly corroborated by Safaitic epigraphic texts.

Our conclusion, therefore, must be that Luxenberg has correctly understood
the gist of Sizrat al-Kawtar, but there is no reason to speak of a specifically Syriac
reading of the Qur’an.
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