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Abstract: A great number of qur'anic passages exhibit demonstrable intersections
with Christian traditions, and sometimes the Qur'an even addresses Christians
directly. Guillaume Dye, Tommaso Tesei, and Stephen Shoemaker have recently
argued that this is difficult to reconcile with our current lack of evidence for organ-
ized Christian communities in the pre-Islamic Hijaz. Accordingly, all three scholars
maintain that much of the Qur'an ought to be decoupled from the preaching of
Muhammad (whose historical existence they do not deny). While recognizing the
pertinence of the explanatory challenge identified by Dye, Tesei, and Shoemaker,
this article suggests that the problem may be somewhat less acute than it is made
out to be. The article then proceeds to a critical examination of the alternative sce-
nario for the genesis of the Qur'an that is offered, in different variations, by Dye,
Tesei, and Shoemaker. This scenario is found to give rise to a number of explanatory
difficulties of its own that have not so far been satisfactorily addressed. By way of an
appendix, the article includes an extended critique of Shoemaker and Dye’s claim
that the Jesus-and-Mary pericope in Strah 19 most likely reflects a post-conquest
Palestinian milieu.
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Introduction

Much of the qur'anic corpus is suffused with a selective adaptation of Christian
traditions. This diagnosis applies to a panoply of cosmological and eschatological
notions, to miscellaneous narratives, and to important aspects of qur'anic diction."

1 The relevant literature is too vast to allow convenient shoehorning into a footnote. For some
exemplary studies (which do not however exhaust the topic), see Ahrens, “Christliches im Qoran”;
Andrae, Ursprung; Decharneux, “Maintenir le ciel en ’air”; idem, Creation and Contemplation; Grif-
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Moreover, at least sometimes the Qur'an does not merely employ ideas that are
traceable to the Christian tradition or talk about Christians but rather talks to Chris-
tians. A good example is Q 4:171, which urges the scripture-owners (ah! al-kitab)
not to “go too far in your religion (din),” an admonition that is then concretized
by assertions about the status of Jesus (“the Messiah, Jesus son of Mary, was only
a messenger of God, and his word that he cast unto Mary, and a spirit from him”),
followed by a second-person warning not to “say ‘three’” (wa-la taqulii thalathatun).
It is obvious that this is a critique of Christian Trinitarianism and that the scrip-
ture-owners addressed here are Christians in particular.? Christians, then, are not
just a distant religious community far over the Qur'an’s horizon.

Guillaume Dye, among others, has argued that the preceding observations
are not easily reconciled with the current lack of evidence for organized Christian
communities in the immediate milieu in which the Qur'an’s genesis is supposed to
have unfolded.? It is this paucity of traces of organized Christianity in the Hijaz that
constitutes the proverbial elephant in the (Meccan) room to which my title alludes,
in an admittedly labored pun on Sturah 105 (which is not meant to threaten any
party to the scholarly debate here conducted with divine vengeance). The Christian
elephant is also invoked in a recent article by Tommaso Tesei,* and it figures promi-
nently in Stephen Shoemaker’s 2022 monograph Creating the Qur’an: the “Christian
void in the Qur’an’s traditional birthplace,” Shoemaker writes,

certainly makes it difficult to accept the standard narrative of the Qur’an’s origins entirely in
Mecca and Yathrib during the lifetime of Muhammad. The cultural deprivations of the central
Hijaz make it effectively impossible for a text so rich in Christian content, like the Qur’an, to
arise strictly within the confines of this evidently Christ-barren milieu.®

Incidentally, Shoemaker in particular adds a second, related aporia: he maintains
that the pre-Islamic Hijaz was characterized by a far-reaching lack of literacy, which

fith, “Christian Lore and the Arabic Qur'an”; Reynolds, “Qur’anic Accusation”; Sinai, “Eschatological
Kerygma”; Tesei, “Heraclius’ War Propaganda”; Witztum, “The Syriac Milieu of the Quran”; Zellen-
tin, Law beyond Israel. Specifically with regard to qur'anic terminology, relevant Christian material
is noted at many junctures in Sinai, Key Terms.

2 Another case is Q 5:17-19. However, see also note 23 below.

3 Dye, “Le corpus coranique,” 1:772-76; see also Dye, “The Qur’anic Mary,” 181-82, 188.

4 Tesei, “The Quran(s) in Context(s),” 188-89.

5 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 251; see also ibid., 217. Some of my following objections against
this book intersect with or are mutually complementary with Joshua Little’s excellent interrogation
of the first two chapters of Shoemaker’s monograph (Little, “In Defence”). Since Little’s article and
mine were written independently and roughly simultaneously and we only discovered each other’s
work after submission, I have refrained from including detailed cross-references to Little’s work
but would urge readers to consult both pieces in parallel.
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he considers to preclude that a sophisticated literary work like the qur'anic corpus
could have emerged there.® Both Dye and Shoemaker contend, moreover, that the
explanatory problem generated by the Christian elephant cannot be solved by an
appeal to oral tradition. In Shoemaker’s words, the oral transmission of Christian
lore “from individuals ... who had travelled to Christian lands” cannot “sufficiently
explain the deep familiarity with Christian tradition that the Qur’an demands from
both its author(s) and audience.””

Even though not all members of the qur'anic audience must necessarily have
understood every subtle allusion in the text, Dye, Tesei, and Shoemaker are high-
lighting a genuine explanatory challenge for conventional accounts of the Qur'an’s
genesis. It should not be brushed aside too quickly. In the following, I shall nonethe-
less make two general points. First, I shall try to explain why the situation is in my
view somewhat less aporetic than just portrayed, even if some loose ends do remain.
Secondly, I will argue that a fair assessment of the state of the debate requires us

6 See Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 117-47, and especially ibid., 143: “In the nonliterate cultures
of the Hijaz there would have been effectively no inclination to write down Muhammad’s teachings,
since orality was the privileged, prestige medium for such cultural material.” Though this particular
subtheme of his book will not figure prominently in what follows, I have three remarks to make in
relation to it: (1) Shoemaker largely rests his case for a complete lack of literacy in the pre-Islamic
Hijaz on an article by Macdonald (Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 121-22) yet fails to inform his
readers that Macdonald himself does not seem to think that his conclusions call into doubt the
tradition that the third caliph ‘Uthman fixed the text of the Qur'an. See Macdonald, “Ancient Arabia
and the Written Word,” 21. (2) A difficulty for Shoemaker’s denial of any significant use of writing
for non-mundane (e. g., religious) activities arises from Q 25:5. According to this verse, Muhammad’s
opponents dismiss his proclamations as “scribblings of the ancients” (asatir al-awwalin; see Sinai,
Key Terms, 387-90), which Muhammad is said to “write down” or “cause to be written down” from
dictation “in the morning and the evening.” Shoemaker must assume that this verse fundamentally
misrepresents the use to which writing might conceivably be put in Muhammad’s original milieu: if
writing down religious lore was as unthinkable in Mecca as Shoemaker makes it out to be, this verse
cannot conceivably reflect a challenge that was really put to the historical Muhammad. Hence, the
verse must be a later product, reflecting how post-prophetic Muslims thought Muhammad might
have been challenged by his detractors. But this means that here we have post-prophetic Muslims
who are imagining Muhammad’s milieu as considerably more literate than it really was and are
generating from this a potent objection to Muhammad’s claim to prophecy — rather than insisting,
as the Muslim mainstream eventually did, that Muhammad was illiterate and therefore unable to
access Jewish and Christian texts. I find the idea that post-prophetic Muslims should have exag-
gerated rather than downplayed Hijazi literacy puzzling. (3) As will become clear further below,
Shoemaker actually ends up conceding that Muhammad and his earliest followers had access to
written sources that eventually made it into the qur'anic corpus. It seems to me that this introduces
arather flagrant contradiction into Shoemaker’s account of pre-Islamic Hijazi culture. On the issue
of Hijazi literacy, see now also Van Putten, “Development.”

7 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 251. For Dye’s comments on oral tradition, see below.
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to appreciate the equally real explanatory loose ends that are left by scholars like
Dye and Shoemaker. In other words, we find ourselves having to choose between
two paradigms that are both beset by difficulties, making it inadvisable to make up
one’s mind based on exclusive attention to the deficits of one of the two competing
outlooks in play.

Mollifying the Elephant

This section will raise a number of considerations that are apt to the impression of
aporia that scholars like Dye and Shoemaker are generally at pains to create.?
First, it can be objected that Dye, Tesei, and Shoemaker are being a tad too cat-
egorical. To be sure, the Islamic tradition does indeed portray Mecca as an environ-
ment that was “Christ-barren,” to employ Shoemaker’s delightful expression. Yet it is
nonetheless worth recalling some potential indicants of a communal Christian pres-
ence in and around Mecca that have been excavated by Irfan Shahid. These include
most notably a regrettably succinct reference to a Christian cemetery around Mecca
that is preserved in al-Azraqi’s (d. 865 CE) History of Mecca.’ It is difficult to dismiss
such fragmentary pieces of information as fabrications, since they run so obviously
counter to the dominant Islamic way of imagining the Meccan population on the eve
of Islam as steeped in primitive idolatry. Perhaps, then, the later Islamic tradition
did to some degree downplay the real degree of Christian presence in Mecca around
c. 600 CE. Shoemaker poses the valid question what the ideological purpose of a
conjectured erasure of Meccan Christianity might have been, given that the Islamic

8 For another recent attempt, much richer in historical detail than the present article, to “increase
the plausibility (though not provability) of greater Christian exposure” of the Arabian Peninsula
than is admitted by Dye, Tesei, and Shoemaker, see Wood, “Christianity.” Following Isabel Toral-Nie-
hoff, Wood stresses the importance of al-Hirah as a meeting ground between Arabic and Syriac and
as a “primary site of ‘intercultural transmission”” (Wood, “Christianity,” 235). He does concede, how-
ever, that he cannot “find anything in the sixth-century literary sources to suggest that Christianity
was significant in the Hijaz” (ibid., 241).

9 Shahid, Fifth Century, 387. For the Arabic original, see Wiistenfeld, Chroniken, 1:501 (Arabic pag-
ination) = Azraqi, Akhbar Makkah, 2:298 (the edition cited by Shahid). Note that al-Azraql’s entry
is extremely short, consisting only of the place name and a brief indication of its location. In par-
ticular, al-Azraql’s entry does not explicitly say that this Christian cemetery was a landmark of
pre-Islamic Mecca. It can of course be argued that the appearance of a Christian cemetery in Mecca
in the Umayyad or early Abbasid periods is far less likely than in the pre-Islamic period. Another
and similarly tantalizing snippet consists in the fact that the geographer al-Maqdisi (d. after 991
CE) mentions a place called masajid maryam outside Mecca, on the road to Medina (Shahid, Fifth
Century, 391).
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tradition was happy to reckon with Jews in Medina.'® But perhaps the hypothetical
amnesia of Meccan Christianity was not an objective in itself but merely a knock-on
effect of the strong tendency to imagine Mecca as a bastion of stone worship, with
only a few monotheist loners vaguely groping around for a truth that would ulti-
mately be supplied by Muhammad. Hence, there may well have been more of a
Christian presence at Mecca than Islamic sources are letting on — though clearly
not a presence substantial enough, or mainstream enough, in order for Christian
writers elsewhere to take note."* Whether new archeological findings might lend
further support to this conjecture will remain a matter for future research.

Even so, one may feel that the preceding line of thought is not sufficient to give
us enough self-identifying Christians on the Meccan ground, as it were, in order
for the Qur'an to be possible. We should therefore consider, secondly, how propo-
nents of a Hijazi genesis of the Qur'an might try to accommodate a relative, if not
total, absence of communally organized Christianity from pre-qur'anic Mecca. I
share Shoemaker’s assessment that it is not auspicious to rest a lot of weight on
the travels of individual Meccans, such as Muhammad himself, whom one might
suppose to have become acquainted with Christian ideas, doctrines, and language
during trade journeys to the Fertile Crescent.'* One reason to be hesitant about
such a scenario is the cogency of Patricia Crone’s argument that Meccan trade, if it
existed, must have been of a much more modest scope and geographical range than
some twentieth-century scholars were content to postulate."® Accordingly, even if
individual Meccans may well have travelled north and south, one ought to avoid
hitching one’s confidence that enough Meccans might somehow have come by a
sufficient knowledge of Christianity in order for a Hijazi emergence of the Qur'an
to be possible to dubious assumptions about Mecca’s role as an international trade
emporium. A second reason to remain hesitant about the supposition of Meccan
“cultural tourism,” to use Shoemaker’s language,' is that the crux is not merely to
explain how Christian knowledge could have found its way to Mecca. Rather, the
challenge is also to explain how enough members in Muhammad’s audience could
have possessed the requisite grasp of Christian narratives and notions in order to
process the quranic proclamations. For it is by no means the case that the Quran

10 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 247-48.

11 AsIargue elsewhere, there are also good reasons to concede some form of Jewish presence in
Mecca, again without much corroboration in post-qur’anic Islamic texts. See Sinai, “Qur’anic Mono-
theism.” I am conscious that in the eyes of scholars like Dye and Shoemaker this article’s argument
is likely to make the untenability of a Hijazi Qur'an even more acute.

12 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 247 and 251.

13 Crone, Meccan Trade.

14 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 247.
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comes across as introducing biblically based figures, narratives, and ideas to recip-
ients who were as yet entirely unacquainted with them."®

Dye gives due acknowledgment to another way in which proponents of a Hijazi
Qur'an have tried to cope with the Christian elephant: by appealing to somewhat
nebulous processes of oral tradition that might have linked the Qur'an’s Hijazi audi-
ence to Christian communities further afield, without resulting in the sort of sub-
stantial and organized Christian presence in the Hijaz for which we do not have pos-
itive evidence. One particular form that such oral transmission might have taken
is Christian missionary preaching.'® Dye complains that an appeal to oral tradition
may easily become an unfalsifiable get-out-of-jail card,’” and one can appreciate
the salience of his protestation. Nonetheless, I do not think that the prospects for
this type of rejoinder are as unpromising as Dye and Shoemaker make it out to be;
an appeal to missionary activity might to some degree be capable of reigning in the
Christian elephant. Thus, it remains a manifest possibility that Christian preachers,
monks, and ascetics (perhaps associated with or setting out from al-Hirah, Busra,
or Najran) would have sought to convert the inhabitants of western Arabia, just as
they did further north.'® This would have exposed the targets of such missionary
endeavors to a certain number of Christian stories, to Christian imaginations of the
Last Judgment and the afterlife, and to some basic Christian notions and concepts,
such as the idea that Jesus Christ is the son of God.

There is, admittedly, no positive evidence at the current time that the Hijaz was
indeed a significant target of Christian missionary efforts."® The idea of Hijazl expo-

15 One example would be the qur'anic passages in which a hostile audience is quoted as dismissing
the announcement of an impending day of eschatological judgment as “ancient scribblings” (e. g.,
Q 27:68; see Sinai, Key Terms, 387-90), which would seem to indicate prior acquaintance with some-
thing that is wearily dismissed as a fairy tale. For another example, see Sinai, The Qur’an, 62. It is
true that some quranic passages seem to assert that the recipients did not previously know about
the narratives in question. Thus, according to Q 11:49 the preceding story about Noah belongs to
the “tidings of the unseen” of which “neither you [singular] nor your people previously had knowl-
edge.” However, this may simply mean that Muhammad and his audience did not previously have
access to authoritative revealed knowledge about figures like Noah (thus Sinai, Key Terms, 389-90).
16 For Dye’s comments on missionary exposure, see Dye, “Le corpus coranique,” 777-78.

17 Dye, “Le corpus coranique,” 778-79.

18 For a nuanced discussion that is appropriately clear about the limits of the available evidence,
see Wood, “Christianity.”

19 For an attempt to imagine what direct missionary exposure to Christianity might have looked
like in the Hijaz, see Andrae, Ursprung, 201-3, arguing in favor of a historical core to the legend
that a young Muhammad once heard the Christian orator Quss b. Sa‘idah speak at the fair of ‘Ukaz.
Despite the basic plausibility of the setting developed by Andrae (a regional or transregional gath-
ering being targeted by Christian evangelists preaching in Arabic), such biographical speculation
strikes me as, at best, inconclusive and, at worst, as an exercise in historical fiction.
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sure to Christian missionary preaching thus has the status of an auxiliary hypothe-
sis: its function is to help defend a certain explanatory paradigm (namely, the notion
that much of the Qur'an can be placed against a pre-conquest Hijazi background)
against potentially falsifying objections.”® To put it in more figurative terms, the
missionary hypothesis colors in a blank spot. Still, I would stress that given the frag-
mentary and problematic nature of the literary and other data that we are trying to
make sense of, some imaginative filling-in of blank spaces, in the interest of creating
a coherent historiographic picture, is inevitable for all parties to the debate. The
best one can hope to do is to avoid multiplying such auxiliary hypotheses and to
eschew flagrant inconsistencies between one’s various commitments.

If indeed there were missionary efforts of the sort I have just surmised to have
existed, they cannot have been very successful, since we do not hear about them
in Christian sources: Christian missionaries do not appear to have given rise to
a Meccan or Hijazi episcopate that attracted even fleeting mention by Christian
authors further north.”* But the assumption that Hijazl pagans had for some time
been periodically harangued by Christian fire-and-brimstone preachers yet had
simply not come round fits well with the fact that the qur'anic opponents reject
Muhammad’s preaching about the final judgment as “ancient scribblings” (asatir
al-awwalin).** Christian missionary activity in the Hijaz would also give us a suffi-
cient degree of awareness of Christianity as a serious ideological option in order to
explain why the quranic proclamations critique Christian belief and practices, and
sometimes even address Christians directly.*®

20 This operation is not as such illegitimate; the question is only whether at some point the auxil-
iary hypotheses become so unconvincing or complicated as to overshadow the explanatory benefits
of the paradigm they are designed to support. For some further epistemological reflections, see the
conclusion.

21 It must be stressed that there cannot be any automatic inference from this fact to the conclusion
that there were no Hijazi Christians. After all, if we accept that there was a Jewish community in
Medina, as attested by Islamic sources (which Shoemaker does not generally seem to deny; see, e. g.,
Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 130), then the Medinan Jews constitute the case of a biblically-de-
scended community in the Hijaz who are effectively unattested by contemporary outside testimony.
22 See note 15 above.

23 Despite the case of Q 4:171, cited in the introductory paragraph, unequivocal cases of direct
address to Christians are actually fairly rare in the Qur'an. For instance, even the explicitly polem-
ical comments on the notion that Jesus might be God’s son in Q 19:34-40 — part of which Dye con-
siders to belong to a group of “anti-Christian polemical formulae” that are “visibly addressed to
Christians” (Dye, “Le corpus coranique,” 768—69) — do not contain an unambiguous second-person
address to the Christians; the plural imperative, said to have been uttered by Jesus, to “serve” God
in Q 19:36 (fa-budiihu) is perfectly amenable to being construed as addressing humans in general.
Thus, the Qur'an certainly contains a good deal of talking about rather than to Christians.
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It is true that one would not expect missionary exposure to yield a sophisticated
understanding of the subtleties of Christian theology or ecclesiastical structures.
Dye, Tesei, or Shoemaker are clearly inclined to consider this a problem for any
attempt to make sense of the extent of qur'anic awareness of Christian ideas, nar-
ratives, and phraseology.** Despite everything conceded in my opening paragraph,
however, I maintain that we must not exaggerate the specialist depth of quranic
acquaintances with Christian traditions. It is true that certain ideas for which
there is ample Christian precedent are numerous and fundamental to the Qur'an’s
own theology. These include various cosmological and eschatological motifs, some
stock arguments,®® and fragments of memorable phraseology and terminology.
An example for the latter category is the expression rith al-qudus (e. g., Q 16:102),
which is manifestly descended from the Christian “Holy Spirit.” Yet it is doubtful
that the Quran anywhere conceives of the spirit as a person in a divine trinity.*®
This illustrates quite nicely that the Qur'an does not contain complex summaries of
Christian theological positions. Indeed, in the case of Mary the apparent quranic
understanding that Christians consider her to be divine (Q 5:116) is not accurate.*’

24 See, for instance, Dye, “Le corpus coranique,” 779, considering two objections against a mission-
ary hypothesis (following a critique specifically of Angelika Neuwirth’s engagement with the article
by Shoemaker also discussed in the first excursus below): first, the Quran “reflects a social context
in which Christianity and Christian communities are visibly very present and in which they consti-
tute a principal interlocutor”; secondly, the qur'anic use of Christian notions is not as “vague” and
“superficial” as one would expect from oral forms of dissemination (such as missionary preaching);
rather, the Qur'an is said to make coherent and precisely targeted use of Christian material.

25 Thus, Patricia Crone has shown that the proof for monotheism evoked in Q 17:42, 21:22, and 23:91
(if there were more than one god, cosmic chaos would ensue) goes back as far as Lactantius; see
Crone, Qur'anic Pagans, 90-91, and now also Decharneux, Creation and Contemplation, 108-9. Sim-
ilarly, qur'anic passages inferring the reality of the resurrection from God’s revivification of dead
earth (e. g., Q 41:39) and from the genesis of humans from sperm (e. g., Q 36:77-79) have precedents
in, and probably derive from, the Christian tradition; see Lehmann and Pedersen, “Beweis” (which
should now be consulted together with the more cautious assessment in Eich and Doroftei, Adam
und Embryo, 118-125) and Sinai, Key Terms, 123-24.

26 Rather, the qur'anic spirit seems to be understood either as a quasi-angelic figure or as an imper-
sonal vivifying or fortifying principle emerging from God. See in more detail Sinai, Key Terms,
354-62.

27 I am strongly attracted to the suggestion, made by Sidney Griffith and Gabriel S. Reynolds, that
this is a case of deliberate rhetorical distortion rather than of hapless misunderstanding (Sinai, Key
Terms, 671-72). But I also wonder whether there would have been much hope of getting away with
this maneuver in a context properly steeped in Christianity. On Q 5:116, see now Kavvadas, “A Talk-
ing New-Born.” Kavvadas shows that a Dyophysite author, Babai the Great, could criticize Justini-
an’s Neo-Chalcedonianism as leading to the absurd conclusion that Mary was divine. As Kavvadas
remarks, this adds plausibility to the understanding that Q 5:116 is taking Christians to task for a
proposition taken to follow from other Christian practices or beliefs, even if few or no contempo-
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True, the Qur'an does reflect awareness that Christians upheld the divinity of Jesus
and casts Jesus himself as disavowing such a belief (Q 5:116-118). Yet this is hardly a
very advanced piece of doctrinal information to have picked up. In general, I would
therefore submit that the qur'anic affinity with the Christian tradition is extensive
rather than intensive (which is not meant to imply that the Qur'an is theologically
simplistic or to deny that the Qur'an may be putting forward pointed alternatives to
certain aspects of late antique Christian theology). Extensive rather than intensive
acquaintance with Christianity fits a scenario of missionary exposure rather well.”®

It must of course be recognized that qur'anic narrative is often so allusive that
many scholars, including myself, feel or have felt compelled to assume some prior
exposure to the stories in question on the part of (a significant subsection of) the
qur'anic audience. This general observation also applies to stories that must ulti-
mately have reached the qur'anic milieu from Christians, like the tale of the Sleep-
ers of Ephesus (quranically, the “Companions of the Cave”) narrated in Strah 18 or
the accounts of the annunciation of John the Baptist and Jesus in Siarah 19 (on which
see excursus 1 below). Indeed, the qurianic retelling of the story of the Sleepers
makes explicit reference to disputes surrounding this story in Christian sources,
such as the number of the protagonists and the length of time that they spent mirac-
ulously asleep in their cave (Q 18:21-22.25-26).*° Yet stories, even stories with an
embedded theological message, can certainly travel much more easily and further
afield than more abstract doctrinal propositions that are only meaningful against
the background of some level of theological training (or, perhaps, against the back-
ground of entrenched confessional affiliations). Moreover, the recounting of stun-
ning miracles and dramatic divine interventions in the lives of specific individuals
can be presumed to have suggested itself as an obvious missionary strategy, insofar
as it translates the belief system of which the target audience is to be convinced
into the universally comprehensible idiom of individual human fates and fortunes.

rary Christians would themselves have been prepared to endorse the implied doctrine at hand. On
Q 5:116, see also Tatari and von Stosch, Maria im Koran, 278-82, where it is argued that the verse is
directed specifically against Heraclius’s propagandistic invocation of Mary in a capacity resembling
a “martial goddess” and against the Byzantine veneration of icons of Mary.

28 How profound and detailed the quranic engagement with Christian traditions can be taken to
be will significantly depend on exegetical choices regarding specific qur'anic passages. See on this
matter the comments on a “hyper-erudite” reading of the Qur'an in excursus 1 below.

29 See Griffith, “Christian Lore,” 128-30. The point is also stressed in a forthcoming monograph
by Gabriel S. Reynold, for advance view of which I am grateful to the author. I find it notable that
none of the positions regarding the protagonists’ total number that are listed in Q 18:22 (three, five,
or seven humans plus a dog) maps fully onto one of the Syriac views rehearsed by Griffith (seven
or eight humans). The same applies to the length of time during which they were asleep (309 years
according to Q 18:25, around 372, 350, 370, or 200 years according to the texts surveyed by Griffith).
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Hence, I am not persuaded that the significant Christian imprint on many qur’anic
narratives is as such conclusive evidence that the qur'anic milieu itself must have
been heavily Christianized (as opposed to merely having been in some form of real
historical contact with a Christianized milieu).

Apart from narratives, missionary exposure would also offer us a compelling
channel of transmission for another important respect in which the Qur'an shows a
Christian imprint, namely, the numerous qur'anic passages that enumerate various
“signs” or indicants (ayat) of God’s power and wisdom in the natural world.*® It
is highly plausible that this qur'anic “natural theology” builds on topoi of Chris-
tian proselytizing, where attempts to derive important theological propositions
from everyday natural phenomena, accessible to the believer and unbeliever alike,
would have made excellent sense.*" The eschatological resurrection is not (yet) an
item of empirical observation, but God’s revivification of the earth by means of
rain is (e. g., Q 30:50 or 41:39). And finally, missionary exposure would elegantly
accommodate the predominant modalities of qur'anic engagement with the biblical
tradition at large, as described by Wilhelm Rudolph and Sidney Griffith: while the
Quran frequently paraphrases and echoes biblical or post-biblical phraseology, it
only rarely offers precise citations of biblical (or post-biblical Jewish and Christian)
material; and even where these do occur, they are invariably very brief** Thus,
quranic intertextuality has a hit-and-run character; we never see verbatim corre-
spondence between an extended quranic passage and some pre-quranic biblical,
Christian, or Jewish document of the sort that would indubitably indicate (at least
to a historian who adopts a stance of methodical agnosticism) excerpting from a
written source.

30 See, with references to earlier scholarship, Sinai, Key Terms, 118-28, as well as Decharneux,
“Natural Theology,” and idem, Creation and Contemplation. Note that Dye recognizes that at least
some qur'anic material is plausibly considered to have emerged from missionary interaction
between Christians and pagans; but he rules this out for other portions of the Qur’an, like Sarah 19
(see Dye, “The Qur’anic Mary,” 188).

31 Lehmann and Pedersen, “Beweis”; Andrae, Ursprung, 164 ff. (especially pp. 172 ff., with a homi-
letic passage from 1 Clement and another one from the Greek Ephrem); Sinai, Key Terms, 124.

32 Rudolph, Abhdngigkeit, 18-19 (already stressing the likelihood of oral transmission); Griffith,
The Bible in Arabic, 55-56; Sinai, The Qur’an, 138—42. The supposition that contact between the
Qur’an and Christianity was orally mediated across a distance could perhaps also help explain that
the Qur'an is in some respects theologically out of step with mainstream late antique Christianity.
Apart from the issue of creation ex nihilo (see below), which had become standard Christian doc-
trine by the seventh century CE, this includes the fact that the Qur'an seems to envisage the deity as
a humanoid body, perhaps one of light (see Sinai, Key Terms, 68-77).
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Against the preceding assessment, Tesei holds that the Qur'an often comes
across as the “product of a flourishing Christian center.”*® Yet this is not evidently
true. Rather, I would submit that the Qur'an is actually strikingly devoid of precise
theological, heresiographical, and ritual Christian language: there are no clear
qur'anic equivalents for, say, “Dyophysite” or “Eucharist” (even if the “banquet
table” sent down upon Jesus’s disciples in Q 5:112-115 has not implausibly been
linked to the Last Supper) or for a “person” of the Trinity. Late antique Christianity
was in important respects obsessed with ever more finely grained and, to an out-
sider; obscure doctrinal distinctions — e. g., if Jesus has two natures, a divine one
and a human one, does he also have two wills, a divine one and a human one; and
if so, what is the relationship between them? By contrast, the Qur'an purposefully
steers clear of such debates — partly because it rejects their very starting point that
Jesus is more than just a human messenger, but also because the Qur'an articulates
a general criticism of gratuitous disagreement in religious matters (e. g., Q 19:37
and 43:65).%* As a result of this qur'anic lack of interest in the subtleties of Christian
theology, it is not clear from the Qur’an alone how one would talk in Arabic about
the two natures of Christ, or the three persons of the Trinity, or Mary’s status as
a God-birther (theotokos),®® or the sacraments, or even about the tenet that God
created the world from nothing, ex nihilo.%® In short, it would be extremely difficult
toimagine a Miaphysite and a Dyophysite having a doctrinal altercation employing

33 Tesei, “The Qur'an(s) in Context(s),” 189. Cf. also Dye, “Le corpus coranique,” 779.

34 See Sinai, Key Terms, 224-25 and 672.

35 Cf. Dye, “The Qur’anic Mary,” 184.

36 It is true that the Qur'an does not expressly deny creation ex nihilo. Nonetheless, it is also the
case that the qur'anic notion of creation consistently accentuates not God’s creation of something
from nothing but rather God’s wise endowment of his creatures with measure, shape, form, and
functionality (e. g., Q 25:2, 54:49). On the absence of an explicit doctrine of creation ex nihilo in the
Qur’an, see most recently Sinai, Key Terms, 272-79, and Decharneux, Creation and Contemplation,
109-29. The only qur’anic verse featuring an Arabic phrase that might be rendered as “from noth-
ing” (min ghayri shay’in), Q 52:35, employs it in a sequence of rhetorical questions to which the
assumed responses are clearly negative (Q 52:35 ff.): “Were they created by [or from?] nothing (am
khuliqii min ghayri shay’in)? Are they the creators? / Did they create heavens and the earth? No, they
are devoid of certainty! / Do they possess the treasures of your Lord? Are they the ones in control?”
All questions in this list, which continues until the end of v. 43, are introduced by the interrogative
particle am. Q 52:35 is misconstrued as a disjunctive question — “Were they created from naught?
Or are they the creators?” — in Nasr et al., Study Quran, leading Celene Ibrahim to make what
I think is the inaccurate assessment that the qur'anic God “brings creation from nonexistence”;
see Ibrahim, Islam and Monotheism, ch. 2.1. Q 52:35 is also discussed in Decharneux, Creation and
Contemplation, 125-26.
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only the vocabulary of qur'anic Arabic.*” Thus, the Qur'an’s considerable degree
of engagement with Christian traditions of a narrative, cosmological, and escha-
tological type is not concomitant with an equivalent degree of specific doctrinal,
sacramental, and ecclesiastical references. This accords well with a scenario of
Christian content being mediated by missionary exposure and/or other types of
oral tradition.

Asinsinuated by the preceding reference to “missionary exposure and/or other
types of oral tradition,” it seems quite possible to me that other forms of non-literate
diffusion were as important in the Qur'an’s historical context as Christian proselyt-
izing. It would not be stretching credulity, for instance, to suppose that the qur'anic
audience — especially seeing that they inhabited a sanctuary reported to have
attracted outside visitors — was in transregional contact with other Arabophone
groups, located further south and further north, who had come into a Christian
orbit and had converted.*® Such interaction could possibly have sufficed to equip
the qur'anic audience with the sort of basic grasp of foundational Christian notions,
beliefs, and narratives that is required for the Meccan sirahs’ Christian-infused
content to be intelligible. This would dispense us from the need to posit an activity
of Christian missionaries in the immediate vicinity of Mecca; the proselytizing that
provides such an attractive explanation for certain features of the quranic corpus,
as just explained, might then be imagined to have gone on at arm’s length from
Mecca, as it were. Intertribal transregional context of the sort just supposed is cer-
tainly corroborated by the circulation of pre-Islamic Arabic poetry across significant
parts of the Arabian Peninsula and its northern fringe.* For example, al-Nabighah
al-Dhubyani moved between al-Hirah and the Ghassanids, as attested by his pane-

37 Istrongly suspect that Arabic terms for at least some of these concepts did exist by the early sev-
enth century CE; they are simply not documented by the Qur'an. Dye has at least a partial response
to the observations in the main text (see Dye, “The Qur’anic Mary,” 184-85): he assumes that qur'anic
compositions like Strah 19 avoid technical dogmatic language in order to facilitate a “convergence”
between Christians and proto-Muslim “Believers,” by cultivating a measure of strategic ambiguity.
For instance, while Mary is not explicitly called theotokos, this is also not explicitly denied - if, that
is, one assumes that the disavowal of Jesus’s divine sonship in Q 19:34 ff. is secondary (which I would
accept, following previous scholars; see Sinai, The Qur’an, 186, note 87). However, there is clearly
material in the Qur'an that is not convergent but confrontational (such as Q 19:34 ff.), and even there
none of the staples of Christian dogmatic language appear.

38 I would stress here that we have no grounds to rule out that the Meccan sanctuary was
recognized by some worshippers who self-identified as Jews or Christians; see Sinai, Key Terms,
148-49.

39 See Nathaniel Miller’s study of the appropriation of Najdi poetics in Hijazi poetry: Miller, “Tribal
Poetics.”
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gyric poetry,*® and one of the poems in his corpus refers to the Meccan Ka'bah.*' The
transregionally mobile character of literary forms and discourses would suggest
quite naturally that similar mobility and seepage might have extended to religious
ideas and practices as well.** It bears stressing that such transregional cultural
contact does not require us to suppose that a substantial number of Meccan traders
journeyed deep into Byzantine territory and had significant cultural interactions
there.

My third point in regard to the alleged impossibility of placing much of the
qur'anic corpus in a Hijazl context is to reiterate a proposal made in an earlier
publication: when we try to picture what sort of religious milieu the pre-Islamic
Hijaz might have been, we should avoid thinking in terms of a tidy separation of
fully paid-up, card-carrying Christians confronting pagans who rejected Christian-
ity lock, stock, and barrel. Rather, we might envisage a fusion of Arabian cults with
a certain number of Jewish and Christian concepts, narratives, and practices.** Such
syncretism, perhaps inspired by precisely the sort of transregional interaction with
more explicitly Christian and Jewish groups just conjectured, would tally well with
al-Azraqr’s famous report that there were pictures of Mary and Jesus in the pre-Is-
lamic Ka'bah, even if this account cannot of course be deemed to have an unprob-
lematic claim to historicity.** A syncretistic hypothesis would also fit eminently well
with the latent monotheistic tendencies that scholars from Ibn Taymiyyah to Gerald
Hawting and Patricia Crone have discerned in the beliefs of the Qur'an’s “associat-
ing” opponents.*® These “associators” or mushrikiin clearly recognized the ultimate
cosmic supremacy of a single creator deity, and they also seem to have deployed the
notions of intercession and angels.*® Such a syncretistic scenario would certainly
give us a baseline of audience familiarity with Judeo-Christian concepts and narra-
tives of the sort that is arguably required in order for the qur'anic proclamations
to have made full sense to their original recipients. Most likely, such a syncretistic
uptake and retooling of certain biblical and biblically based ideas and perhaps also

40 See Sezgin, Geschichte des arabischen Schrifttums, 2:110-13.

41 Sinai, Rain-Giver, 53. See now also Webb, “The Hajj before Muhammad,” 39-40 and 48. Webb
stresses that the reference by al-Nabighah is not sufficient to demonstrate that the Meccan sanctu-
ary or the hajj were widely recognized in regions far removed from the Hijaz.

42 Shoemaker unequivocally rejects that the corpus of poetry attributed to pre-Islamic authors
might “preserve actual poems verbatim from the pre-Islamic period” (Shoemaker, Creating the
Qur’an, 202). See in more detail excursus 2 below.

43 Sinai, The Qur’an, 65-72.

44 Sinai, The Qur’an, 70.

45 Hawting, The Idea of Idolatry; Crone, Qur'anic Pagans; Sinai, Key Terms, 425-43.

46 On intercession and angels, see Sinai, The Qur’an, 68-69, as well as Sinai, Key Terms, 438 and
640—42.
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practices would have been a response to increasing exposure to Christianity press-
ing in on the Hijaz. Indeed, quite possibly it was precisely the Hijazl pagans’ ability
to incorporate into their religious life a certain number of culturally prestigious
Biblicist ideas, narratives, and practices that enabled them to withstand Christian
attempts at missionary recruitment.

Decoupling the Qur'an from Muhammad?

The preceding section has sought to dispel the impression that the supposition of
a Hijazi genesis of much of the Qur'an leads to a yawning aporetic chasm. I should
nonetheless like to acknowledge that Dye, Tesei, and Shoemaker are putting their
fingers on an explanatory problem that is not easily eliminated altogether, similar
to the disconnect between the quranic vision of nature and the ecological condi-
tions in Mecca that has been set out by Patricia Crone.*” For instance, a recent article
by Majied Robinson estimates that the size of the permanent population at Mecca,
including children, wives, and slaves, was a mere 552 individuals, though he notes
that the number could have been larger if Meccan society had a lower proportion
of adult men than suggested by comparative demographic evidence.*® Based on
this, Robinson holds that the Quraysh were decidedly minor players in pre-Islamic
Arabia,* “a small tribe whose status depended on the goodwill of powerful neigh-
bours.”*® The small size of Mecca’s permanent population undoubtedly limits the
degree of cultural dynamism and religious diversity we may imagine to have played
out there.®® Of course, Mecca and ‘Arafat’s status as pilgrimage destinations may be

47 Crone, Quranic Pagans, 1-20. Cf. Sinai, The Qur’an, 59. Shoemaker makes a similar point specif-
ically with regard to qur’anic references to seafaring and fishing (Creating the Qur’an, 238-39). On
this particular issue, too, I feel that Shoemaker’s comments are more aporetic than warranted. I do
not find it incredible for a population residing “some one to two-hundred kilometers from the Red
Sea” to have a sufficient grasp of the fact that coastal dwellers employ ships and consume seafood
in order for these circumstances to be adduced by a preacher wanting to drive home how perfectly
the cosmos is attuned to human needs.

48 Robinson, “Population Size.” For the number of 552, see ibid., 17.

49 Robinson, “Population Size,” 19.

50 Robinson, “Population Size,” 28.

51 Shoemaker cites a draft version of Robinson’s article; see Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 98
(with note 11). While Shoemaker initially summarizes Robinson’s article as suggesting that Mecca
“was a very small village with only a few hundred inhabitants” (cf. also p. 109), by p. 115 this has
dwindled to “the one hundred or so herdsmen of Mecca” (cf. p. 127). This presumably reflects Rob-
inson’s number of 113 free adult males, but it is hard to avoid feeling that eliding children, wives,
and slaves is rather convenient for Shoemaker’s overall argument.
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assumed to have attracted external visitors (which does not require the maximalist
scenario that Mecca and the hajj ritual around ‘Arafat had a properly pan-Arabian
catchment area).>” In view of Robinson’s work, we may therefore want to conceive
of pre-Islamic Mecca along lines once entertained in passing by Patricia Crone, as
“deserted except for a small family of custodians maintained by pilgrims and other
visitors.”** Nonetheless, it remains quite debatable whether even a heavy emphasis
on non-residential visitors provides us with the scale of cultural dynamism and
diversity that one would be inclined to expect from the Qur'an’s milieu of origin.
Yet instead of further pursuing how one might gently augment the plausibility
of the Qur'an’s traditional story of origin, let us now turn to the more radical solu-
tion that Dye, Tesei, and Shoemaker themselves propose for the Christian-elephant
problem. Dye clearly signals that his preferred response is to date at least parts of
the qur'anic corpus after the death of Muhammad and to decouple them from the
latter’s Hijazi context.** The same basic idea is developed in a 2021 article by Tesei.
Tesei studies a set of qur'anic siirahs consisting in the majority of the “early Meccan”
surahs as defined by Theodor Néldeke (though Tesei does not himself endorse or
even acknowledge this appellation).® Tesei agrees that the group of texts examined
by him is coherent in style and themes and that it forms the earliest portion of the
qur'anic corpus.®® Where he does part company with the Néldekian school is by
suggesting that the rest of the Qur'an, and even certain verses within the stirahs
discussed by Tesei, contain substantial material that postdates Muhammad. At least
prima facie, Tesei’s hypothetical subcorpus of early and authentically ‘Muham-
madan’ (my term, not Tesei’s) surahs features little evident Christian content, thus

52 According to Shoemaker, pre-Islamic Mecca had “no particular religious significance” (Shoe-
maker, Creating the Qur’an, 110), but this assertion is transparently the result of his wholesale dis-
missal of all inconvenient evidence to the contrary (early Arabic poetry, the early Islamic tradi-
tion, the Qur'an). See also note 71 below. On poetic evidence for the hajj, see now Webb, “The Hajj
before Muhammad,” especially 47-51, who argues, based on the limited poetic “footprint” of the
hajj among poets hailing from outside the Hijaz, that the pre-Islamic hajj probably had a primarily
local or regional reach (cf. ibid., 59, speaking of “a regional-specific rite and not a central pilgrimage
which a broad cross-section of Arabians felt the obligation to attend”). Webb does concede that
some participants “likely travelled to Mecca from more than just a day or two’s journey away” (ibid.,
51, cited with a minor correction), but he also asserts that “Mecca does not appear to have brought
widely diffuse, disparate groups together before Islam” (ibid., 59).

53 Crone, Quranic Pagans, 7.

54 Dye, “Le corpus coranique,” 784. For Dye’s acceptance of some sort of Hijazl stratum to the
Quran, see also Dye, “The Qur’anic Mary,” 188.

55 Tesei, “The Qur'an(s) in Context(s).”

56 For a catalogue of the specific siirahs concerned, see Tesei, “The Qur'an(s) in Context(s),” 189:
Q 52, 53, 56, 69, 70, 74, 75, 77-79, 81-86, 88-93, 95, 99-101, 103-106, 108.
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respecting the assumption that the latter would not be historically plausible in
Muhammad’s original Hijazi context.®’

Shoemaker, too, operates with a similar model: like Dye and Tesei, he does not
deny that the Qur'an’s ultimate point of origin is the preaching of Muhammad in
western Arabia.*® Yet he also argues that Muhammad’s proclamations underwent a
protracted period of oral transmission before being committed to writing, probably
in several regional streams and with a considerable degree of fluidity and malle-
ability; according to Shoemaker, it was by and large only under the caliph ‘Abd
al-Malik (reigned 685705 CE) that the qur'anic text as we have it was put together.
Unlike Tesei, however, Shoemaker is not at all optimistic that we can confidently

57 Although I appreciate the philological rigor of Tesei’s work, it must be said that I am not fully
persuaded by his claim that the siirahs in question are “a homogeneous group of texts with stylistic
features that connect them to one another and distinguish them from the rest of the Qur'anic cor-
pus.” This assertion implies the possibility of drawing a fairly definite stylistic boundary around
the texts in question, leading Tesei categorically to rule out that the sirahs at hand could have the
same author as the rest of the corpus, as stated in Tesei, “The Qur'an(s) in Context(s),” 191-92. Yet
the picture of clear-cut stylistic and doctrinal alterity that is painted by Tesei is exaggerated, in my
view. To be sure, I would accept that Tesei’s corpus has certain tangible peculiarities that set it apart
from the rest of the Qur'an, such as an almost exclusive absence of the phrase “gardens underneath
which rivers flow” (on which see Sinai, Key Terms, 196-97) or polemical uses of the root sh-r-k that
are otherwise prevalent across the Qur'an (thus also Sinai, “Inner-Qur’anic Chronology,” 354-55).
Yet at the same, Tesei’s Muhammadan siarahs also exhibit many stylistic and phraseological fea-
tures that link them to other parts of the Qur'an, including, e. g., use of the word kitab to designate
the qur'anic proclamations’ celestial scriptural archetype (Q 56:78, 78:29; see also Q 52:2). Nor can
I discern a radical contrast in the eschatological doctrines put forward: when Tesei implies that
the texts in his Muhammadan corpus do not recognize “the possibility of human salvation” — as
per Tesei, “The Qur'an(s) in Context(s),” 191 — this is refuted by passages like Q 56:10-40, 88:8-16,
or 90:18, which clearly envisage that some humans will in fact make it to paradise. To my mind, it
would have been important to reflect further on how observations of continuity and discontinuity
are to be balanced in any attempt at drawing hard taxonomic boundaries (see also Sinai, Key Terms,
599-601). Tesei gives a list of some features shared by the corpus of siirahs he studies, such as
eschatological idha series and rhetorical questions like wa-ma adraka ma ..., and he draws attention
to some formulations that do not reappear elsewhere in the Qur’an, such as the expressions “the
companions of the right” (ashab al-yamin) for the blessed and “the companions of the left” (ashab
al-shimal) for the damned (Q 56:8-9.27.38.41.90-91, 74:39; cf. Q 90:18-19). But as the references just
given show, the contrast between “the companions of the right” and “the companions of the left” is
primarily a peculiarity of just one stirah, Q 56, with isolated further reverberations in Sarahs 74 and
90. We are thus not dealing with a phraseological feature that is shared by a broad class of qur'anic
compositions, as Tesei implies. The same applies to Tesei’s remark that the subcorpus identified
by him mentions the Quraysh by name, for which the only qur'anic attestation is Q 106:1. Overall,
therefore, the precise stylistic and phraseological criteria for delineating precisely those siirahs that
Tesei lists on p. 189 remain somewhat underdeveloped.

58 E.g., Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 233.
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identify a kernel of qur'anic material that was more or less verbatim delivered by
Muhammad: the Qur'an as we have it is

the result of the constant, repeated recomposition of traditions that, while they may have
their origin in Muhammad’s teaching, were subsequently reimagined, rewritten, and aug-
mented during their transmission by his followers. Therefore, even traditions that possibly
originated with Muhammad himself must be recognized in their present form as effectively
new compositions produced on the basis of his ideas by his later followers in the very differ-
ent circumstances of the newly conquered territories of the former Roman Near East and the
Sasanian Empire.*

As a result, Shoemaker is much more non-committal than Tesei in identifying
specific qur'anic passages that might contain elements of Muhammad’s original
preaching.

Dye, Tesei, and Shoemaker’s recognition that parts of the Qur'an are rooted in
a pre-conquest Arabian environment and may be associated with Muhammad as
a historical figure is noteworthy. It is one of the two main features that sets their
theorizing apart from the older working hypothesis that was allusively suggested
in the late 1970s by John Wansbrough.®® This divergent element of Dye, Tesei, and
Shoemaker compared with Wansbrough is certainly well advised, since it means
that they are not obliged to show how the figure of Muhammad could have been
invented from scratch. It furthermore enables them to recognize that the Qur'an, in
addition to its affinities with Christian and Jewish traditions, also has important con-
tinuities with the conceptual world of pre-Islamic Arabia. Perhaps the most striking
such continuity consists in the fact that the Qur'an recognizes animal sacrifice as
a legitimate part of the cult of Allah (e. g., Q 5:95, 108:2), thus going against a major
trend of late antique religious history, the “end of sacrifice.”®" Another example for
continuity with pre-Islamic Arabian discourse, as far as we can tell based on poetry
and inscriptions, would be the names of three pagan Arabian deities in Q 53:19-20.
Such observations do not directly refute the historical scenario developed by Dye,
Tesei, and Shoemaker for the simple reason that animal sacrifice or pagan deities
could quite convincingly be allocated to the original Hijazl stratum of the Quran,
whether or not one additionally supposes that at least parts of this original Hijazi
layer have been preserved more or less verbatim.

59 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 233.

60 On Wanshrough’s work on early Islam, see Berg, “Implications.” The other principal difference
between Dye, Tesei, and Shoemaker, on the one hand, and Wansbrough, on the other, is the much
more extended period of textual fluidity that is countenanced by Wansbrough, extending until
c. 800 CE rather than c. 700 CE.

61 Stroumsa, End of Sacrifice.
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One must squarely insist that what Dye, Tesei, and Shoemaker are proposing is
a serious historiographical option that should not be shouted down as gratuitously
sensationalist or self-evidently indefensible. There is, in fact, no reason why histor-
ical-critical scholars of the Qur'an should not find it possible to accept and negotiate
the existence of more than one feasible contextual framework for the textual data
they are seeking to interpret. It is worth noting that instead of a stark dualism of
two historical paradigms, often identified with terms such as “traditionalism” vs.
“revisionism,” we are in fact confronted by three basic possibilities, which might be
termed the “Muhammadan,” “Uthmanic” or “early caliphal,” and “Marwanid” sce-
narios, respectively. According to the first scenario, the qur'anic text is by and large
the product of Muhammad’s preaching in pre-conquest Mecca and Medina; accord-
ing to the second one, at least some parts of the Qur'an only reached their present
form in the twenty-four years or so between the death of Muhammad (traditionally
dated to 632 CE) and the demise of the third caliph ‘Uthman (656 CE), widely asso-
ciated with the promulgation of a written text of the Qur'an; and according to the
third option, significant portions of the quranic text did not reach closure before
the latter decades of the 600s.°> Especially the basic possibility of an ‘Uthmanic or
early caliphal model for the composition of parts of the Qur'an is perhaps still insuf-
ficiently appreciated, despite Tesei’s article on the parallels between the Qur'an and
the war propaganda of the Byzantine emperor Heraclius, which leans towards a
“mid-7%-century redaction” of the Qur'an rather than towards the Marwanid dating
favored by Shoemaker.%

As I have just remarked, it is in principle conceivable that the genesis of the
Qur'an might be satisfactorily explicable by more than one historical scenario. Or
perhaps scholars will, at least for a certain time, need to keep in play all three of
the above hypotheses, tentatively trying them out against different parts of the total
set of data to be explained (the Qur'an, archaeological and epigraphic evidence, the
early Islamic tradition, non-Islamic texts). Specifically, it may be productive to shift
the debate from generic disputes about the date of the Qur'an to the most likely date
of specific passages, on the understanding that some measure of mixing and match-
ing could turn out to be entirely appropriate. For example, while I would continue

62 I am grateful to Stephen Shoemaker for pointing out to me, in a personal e-mail, that we are
dealing with three rather than two options. I also welcome his suggestion that we stop using labels
such as “standard model” or “revisionist model,” which immediately skew the debate against the
latter as being somehow deviant from an assumed normal position.

63 Tesei, “Heraclius’ War Propaganda” (citing p. 243, with minor orthographic changes). Tesei’s con-
jecture of a mid-seventh-century redaction is less liable than Shoemaker’s scenario to conflict with
radiocarbon datings of early qur'anic manuscripts. Shoemaker appropriately devotes an entire
chapter to addressing this conflict (Creating the Qur’an, 70-95). I shall make no attempt here to
assess how convincing this chapter is.
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to consider a Hijazi context to be reasonably adequate for most of the Qur’an, with
regard to at least one qur'anic statement I can appreciate the attractiveness of an
early post-prophetic or early caliphal context. This is Q 3:7, an exceptional admis-
sion of the presence of ambiguity in the Qur'an that would seem to reflect a nascent
concern with offering guidance on how to exegetically come to terms with a closed
scriptural corpus.®*

It stands to be expected that each of the three models up for debate will have
specific explanatory benefits and costs. What the remainder of this article will do,
therefore, is to draw attention to the explanatory costs or challenges of the basic
proposal by Dye, Tesei, and Shoemaker that extended portions of the qur'anic
corpus postdate Muhammad and hail not from the Hijaz but from the territories
newly conquered by the early (or proto-) Muslims. By exploring this issue at some
length, T am intending to counterbalance Shoemaker’s tendency to dismiss alter-
native paradigms of the Qur'an’s emergence as “shackled to the traditional Islamic
account of the Qur’an’s origins”®® — which I would understand to imply that they
have nothing much going for them beyond gullibility, conformism, and a lack of
scholarly pluck.

Testing the Dye-Tesei-Shoemaker Hypothesis

In my view, there are three principal difficulties with the hypothesis, or perhaps
hypotheses, put forward by Dye, Tesei, and Shoemaker. None of these three diffi-
culties is novel. However, I continue to be unsatisfied by the commentary, if any,
that has been offered on these challenges by this article’s primary interlocutors. I
conclude the section with further remarks that are largely specific to Tesei’s work,
though they also have some bearing on Shoemaker.

First, as Fred Donner has highlighted some twenty-five years ago, the difficulty
of pinpointing evidence of conquest-age concerns in the Qur'an poses a problem
for any attempt to date significant parts of the Islamic scripture after the beginning
of the proto-Muslim conquests.®® For if the Qur'an were a mid-Umayyad recom-
position of earlier oral traditions, as posited by Shoemaker, it seems exceedingly
plausible that we would be entitled to expect the resulting text to reflect both the
invaders’ struggle against the Byzantines and the Sasanians as well as the various
outbreaks of internal strife within their ranks. After all, at the time that Shoemaker

64 Sinai, Key Terms, 155-58.
65 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 260.
66 Donner, Narratives of Islamic Origins, 47-49. See also Sinai, “Consonantal Skeleton,” 515-17.
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proposes for the closure of the Qur'an, its authors and redactors would presuma-
bly have been ensconced as the intellectual spearhead of a warrior elite who had
every interest to explain, to themselves and to anyone else who cared to hear, why
God had appointed them to be in charge over a vast tributary subject population
(and perhaps also why God had elevated them over other groups within the same
warrior elite). On this eminently reasonable supposition, however, one is bound
to wonder why the Qur'an is almost entirely bereft of any specific comments on
these topics. Why, for example, is there no explicit qur'anic endorsement of the pro-
to-Muslims’ right to rule the Holy Land and the former dominions of the Byzantines
and Sasanians? One cannot evade the difficulty by asserting that the hypothetical
redactors of the Qur'an were too shrewd to commit blatant anachronisms, for as
Donner has observed, the hadith certainly does not shy away from anachronism®’ -
quite understandably so, since accurate predictions of future history would by no
means be surprising if originating from a prophetic recipient of divine revelations.

For an impression of what an account of Muhammad’s preaching that is palpa-
bly aligned with early post-qur'anic preoccupations might have looked like, we may
turn to the so-called Chronicle of Pseudo-Sebeos, an Armenian history with infor-
mation up until 661 CE and hence probably composed in the 660s CE.%® According
to this Armenian text, Muhammad persuaded the “sons of Ishmael” that Abraham
was their ancestor and that they were therefore entitled to seize the Holy Land as
their rightful patrimony:

But now you are the sons of Abraham, and God is accomplishing his promise to Abraham and
his seed for you. Love sincerely only the God of Abraham, and go and seize your land which
God gave to your father Abraham. No one will be able to resist you in battle, because God is
with you.%

Notwithstanding the evident allusion to Genesis 15, the broad contours of this
epitome of Muhammad’s preaching may conceivably reflect the way Muhammad
was viewed by some of the early conquerors themselves. A conquest-age Quran,
one might expect, would be similarly concerned to leverage the figure of Abraham,
who is after all one of the most prominent figures in the Qur'an as we have it and is
explicitly cast as the “father” and forerunner of the qur'anic believers (e. g., Q 3:68,
22:78), to underwrite a comparable entitlement to Byzantine Palestine. Yet if we

67 Donner, Narratives, 40-49 (with many examples pertaining to questions of political authority
and to the qualities of certain ancestral individuals and tribal groupings that were prominent in
Umayyad-era rivalries).

68 Hoyland, Seeing Islam, 124-32; Howard-Johnston, Witnesses, 70-102. For a translation of the text,
see Thomson and Howard-Johnston, Armenian History.

69 Thomson and Howard-Johnston, Armenian History, 1:96.
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examine the Qur'an in more detail, there is a remarkable dearth of material that
could be taken to intimate such an Abrahamically grounded claim to the Holy Land.
In fact, there is no explicit claim to the Holy Land at all, whatever the rationale.
Instead, where qur'anic incitements to militancy in “God’s path” are associated with
territorial objectives, these are generally limited to the Meccan sanctuary (see, e. g.,
Q2:191, 9:28).7° (For the sake of full disclosure, it should be noted that the preceding
argument assumes that qur'anic phrases like al-masjid al-haram, “the sacred place
of prostration,” or al-bayt al-haram, “the sacred house,” refer to the Meccan Kabah,
which is equated with the “sacred house” at Q 5:97 and is also mentioned two verses
before, in Q 5:95. Obviously, this presupposition could give rise to a whole subsidi-
ary dispute.”)

70 On the Qur'an’s lack of a program of territorial conquest beyond the Meccan sanctuary, see
Sinai, Key Terms, 44-45 and 201-5. Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 253, asserts that “the Prom-
ised Land with Jerusalem and its Temple Mount stood at the center” of the “sacred geography” of
Muhammad’s earliest followers. For comments on earlier attempts by Shoemaker to coax a preoc-
cupation with Jerusalem and the Holy Land from the Qur’an, which I find highly unpersuasive, see
Sinai, Key Terms, 44-45.

71 For a concise exposition of my own views, see Sinai, Key Terms, 214-16. Shoemaker, Creating
the Qur’an, 110-11, raises the possibility that the qur'anic sanctuary — which, as just mentioned,
is mostly designated by the elusive descriptors bayt and masjid — may not “refer to a shrine in
Mecca” and instead suggests a link with Jerusalem. Shoemaker does propose an interesting biblical
parallel to Q 3:96, where the “first house” that God established for humans is said to be at bakkah:
Shoemaker points to Psalm 84:6, which in the context of an evocation of pilgrimage to the Lord’s
temple refers to a “valley of baka” (%2371 pRY3, Peshitta: «hasy <amass). It is difficult to know,
though, what precisely to make of this similarity; note that in Psalm 84, baka seems to be a valley
on the way to the temple, whereas at Q 3:96 bakkah is the location of the “first house” itself. Shoe-
maker then goes on to invoke Neuwirth’s observation that certain qur'anic passages are concerned
to establish an association between the Meccan sanctuary and Jerusalem (Shoemaker, Creating the
Qur’an, 111). However, a rhetorical strategy of “Jerusalemizing” the qur'anic sanctuary (on which
see Sinai, The Qur’an, 205-6) — e. g., by associating it with Abraham and his son Ishmael — does not
at all need to reveal that the qur'anic sanctuary is really identical with the Jerusalem temple. More
generally, Shoemaker’s treatment of the issue is overly reliant on argument by innuendo rather
than a survey of salient primary evidence. Apart from Q 3:96, no qur'anic data is discussed, with
the consequence that Shoemaker can conveniently dispense himself from addressing those aspects
of the Qur'an’s presentation of its sanctuary that are difficult to reconcile with Jerusalem. These
include the fact that the “sacred place of prostration” is assumed to be a site of ongoing animal
sacrifice (e. g., Q 48:25; see in more detail Sinai, Key Terms, 304), the fact that some qur'anic passages
evidently take the sanctuary to be under the control of the pagan “associators” or “repudiators”
(see Sinai, Key Terms, 216), whom the Qur'an distinguishes fairly neatly from Jews and Christians,
and the unequivocal reference to two separate masjids in Q 17:1.7, of which one is clearly Jerusa-
lem while the other one is plausibly construed as the Meccan Ka‘’hah. Shoemaker might retort that
those aspects of the scriptural data that do not fit his thesis are due to later revision motivated by a
desire to endow emergent Islam with its separate sanctuary in Arabia. But this way lurks an obvious
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There are, admittedly, some potential exceptions to the preceding diagnosis
of a far-reaching absence of conquest-age concerns from the Quran. One of the
more compelling cases is Q 9:29, which commands the Qur'an’s recipients to fight
“those who were given the scripture” — i. e., Jews and Christians — until they pay
tribute (al-jizyah). Even if this is hardly a smoking anachronistic gun, it is certainly
a statement that would make excellent sense in a context in which the qur'anic
community had begun to subjugate the settled populations of the Fertile Crescent.”
As mentioned above, regarding Q 3:7I continue to find myself attracted to an early
post-prophetic dating, though I do not think that the alternative can be conclusively
disproven. I would also not wish to prematurely dismiss Tommaso Tesei’s argument
that the qur'anic promise of immediate entry to paradise to those who die fighting
“on God’s path” is dependent on the war propaganda of Heraclius. At least accord-
ing to Tesei, Heraclius’s propaganda is unlikely to have reached Muhammad’s Hijazi
milieu during the Islamic prophet’s lifetime and may therefore have “entered the
Qur’anic corpus at a late stage.””® If, for the sake of the present argument, one were
to grant Tesei’s conjecture,” then passages like Q 2:154 and 3:169-171 — which could

danger of exegetical cherry-picking that would need to be very carefully hedged in. I also do not
quite grasp the basic plausibility of the developmental narrative that would seem to be implied.
If at some point prior to the Quran’s final redaction under ‘Abd al-Malik, Muhammad’s original
orientation towards Jerusalem was supplanted by an orientation towards Mecca as Islam’s primary
sanctuary, how does this fit with the construction of the Dome of the Rock, which surely indicates
very significant ideological attachment to Jerusalem? And why, for that matter, would it have been
at all ideologically attractive for an emergent religion craving membership in the respectable club
of biblical traditions (which was presumably a major driver for the secondary splicing of Christian
content into the proto-Islamic scripture that Shoemaker assumes to have taken place) to tether
itself to a remote desert outpost with a dodgy idolatrous past? Would it not have been far more
opportune simply to stick to Muhammad’s assumed preoccupation with Jerusalem and stress the
proto-Islamic community’s paramount entitlement to this city, especially seeing that it was solidly
under Umayyad rule? Overall, I find it much more credible that the Islamic attachment to the Mec-
can sanctuary is an archaic survival from the earliest, pre-conquest stratum of the Islamic tradition
rather than a secondary, post-conquest addition.

72 See in more detail Sinai, Key Terms, 203-5.

73 Tesei, “Heraclius’ War Propaganda” (citing p. 234).

74 The obvious objection to Tesei’s argument is to query how specific the given parallels in fact are
and to consider the possibility of an independent development. After all, the Qur'an has a well-en-
trenched rhetoric of eschatological reward for religiously meritorious acts, and once fighting came
to be classed as such an act (which does not require Heraclian precedent), it would have been a
natural inference that fighting must therefore attract eschatological reward. (It is true that in the
Christian tradition there is a strong stream of hesitancy towards military service that posed an
obstacle to such a nexus, as noted in Tesei, “Heraclius’ War Propaganda,” 225-26; yet this impedi-
ment cannot be assumed to have been operative in the qur'anic case, meaning that the promotion
of fighting to a religiously meritorious act could have transpired much more easily.) From this,
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be viewed as presupposing an assimilation between death in battle and Christian
notions of martyrdom — would also need to be dated after the death of Muham-
mad.” For good measure, one might additionally concede Q 2:102, which features
a reference to Babylon and two angelic names (hartit and mariit) that ultimately
stem from the Zoroastrian tradition: I would not presently want to rule out that the
middle segment of this verse has a terminus post quem in the 630s, during the early
stages of the conquest of the Sasanian empire.”® Yet even so, at the present state
of the debate it looks as if even on a resolutely generous count we will come away
at most with a fairly meagre smattering of quranic verses that could be viewed
as resonating with a post-conquest context. (As discussed in considerable detail in
excursus 1 below, I am unpersuaded by Shoemaker and Dye’s argument that the
Jesus-and-Mary pericope in Sarah 19 reflects a Palestinian post-conquest milieu.””)

one may well conclude that corroborating Tesei’s proposal requires detailed affinities between
the Qur'an and Heraclius’s war propaganda beyond the mere idea that religious militancy attracts
eschatological reward. One potential specific parallel that is not in fact fulfilled by the Quran,
as duly pointed out by Tesei, is the use of the concept of martyrdom in a militant context (Tesei,
“Heraclius’ War Propaganda,” 221-22). On the other hand, what is common to the Qur'an and to
Heraclius’s propaganda is that they inject topoi connected to the theme of martyrdom (whether or
not the term is used) into incitements to battlefield violence. The qur'anic phrase “alive with their
Lord” (ahya’un ‘inda rabbihim) from Q 3:169 ff. (and in a more concise fashion also in Q 2:154) is such
a martyrological trope, given its resemblance to a Syriac text announcing that martyrs possess “life
(hayye) with (lwath = ‘inda) God” (see Andrae, Ursprung, 162-63, and Sinai, The Qur’an, 194). In this
sense, the Qur'an and Heraclius execute a similar kind of discursive transfer by moving the militant
metaphors surrounding Christian martyrdom onto a literal, military plane. Still, is this enough to
posit dependence?

75 By contrast, verses that simply promise eschatological reward to those killed while fighting “on
God’s path,” such as Q 4:74 or 47:4 ff. (quoted in Tesei, “Heraclius’ War Propaganda,” 232), could
perhaps merely be a development of earlier quranic promises of remuneration in the hereafter.
76 Crone, Qur'anic Pagans, 195; cf. Courtieu and Segovia, “Q 2:102,” 203—-4. On the names hartt and
martt, see Crone, Qur'anic Pagans, 194-96, with further references. Crone makes a convincing case
that the immediate origin of the two names, and the context in which they were identified as angels,
were magical incantations.

77 To acknowledge another candidate for a post-prophetic date, Q 33:27 has been construed by
some as a possible allusion to conquest of the Holy Land. Such a reading is not impossible but
hardly conclusive (Sinai, Key Terms, 44-45). Finally, I am entirely unconvinced by Courtieu and
Segovia’s argument that the phrase rajul mina l-qaryatayni ‘azim (“a great man from the two
towns”) in Q 43:31 (where the qur'anic Messenger’s opponents ask, “Why was this recitation not sent
down upon a great man from the two towns?”) refers to Mani, with the “two towns” designating the
Sasanian capital Ctesiphon (Courtieu and Segovia, “Q 2:102”). Courtieu and Segovia assume that the
point of the polemical question addressed to the qur'anic Messenger in Q 43:31 is “that God’s revela-
tion should have been sent instead to a man from the two towns” (Courtieu and Segovia, “Q 2:102,”
208), but this crucially omits the adjective ‘azim. More likely, what the antagonists are asking is why
God did not choose to have his revelations disseminated by a messenger of suitably high social



24 —— Nicolai Sinai DE GRUYTER

By contrast, Shoemaker’s Marwanid dating of the final redaction of the Qur'an as a
whole would naturally lead one to expect a much greater amount of such material.
After all, Shoemaker explicitly assumes that the proto-Islamic community’s vague
recollection of Muhammad and his original preaching was subject to a dynamic
process of oral retelling and recomposition in light of the circumstances and preoc-
cupations of their later transmitters.”®

Shoemaker does make an attempt to parry the preceding objection: he claims
that the Qur'an is effectively “replete with anachronisms” by virtue of allegedly
adjusting “the relationships between Muhammad’s new religious community and
Judaism and Christianity” in light of post-650 developments.”® Shoemaker here pre-
supposes Fred Donner’s well-known claim that the proto-Muslim community had an
ecumenical character and welcomed Jews and Christians among its members, and
that Islam only developed into a separate communal identity in the first decades
after Muhammad’s death.®® Shoemaker also recognizes that there are “Qur’anic pas-
sages referring to Jews and Christians and their beliefs in a negative and polemical
manner,”®" which is to say that they are not compatible with an ecumenical perspec-
tive and instead portray Muhammad’s adherents as a separate religious community.
Hence, Shoemaker reasons, the Qur'an is out of step with the earliest stage of pro-
to-Muslim identity formation, and this points to post-650 editing.

The problem here is that Donner’s hypothesis is by no means tantamount to
an undisputable historical fact. Rather, as I have argued in a previous publication,
at least the Medinan portions of the Quran fairly consistently presuppose that
Muhammad’s followers form a community separate from Jews and Christians.®
Shoemaker in fact agrees that there is some explicitly non-ecumenical material in
the Quran, since, as we saw, he is positing a tension between the alleged fact of

rank. This consorts with the wider quranic theme that those who oppose God’s messengers are
often individuals whose elevated socioeconomic status makes them snobbishly blind to divine truth
(for some textual data, see Sinai, Key Terms, 626—28). But if the emphasis of the question posed in
Q 43:31is, “Why was this recitation not sent down upon a great man from the two towns?” (rather
than, “Why was this recitation not sent down upon a great man from the two towns?”), then it seems
entirely unnecessary to insist, with Courtieu and Segovia, that the dual phrase mina l-qaryatayn
must be construed in the hyperliteral sense of coming simultaneously from two towns, which in
their opinion rules out the traditional identification of the two towns in question with Mecca and
Ta'if, which are not contiguous. One might add that geographical contiguity is hardly the only rea-
son why two places might be treated as paired.

78 See, e. g., Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 195-99.

79 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 59.

80 See Donner, “From Believers to Muslims”; idem, Muhammad and the Believers, especially 68—74.
81 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 60.

82 See Sinai, “The Unknown Known,” 48-51 and 76-80.
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early Islamic ecumenicalism on the ground, on the one hand, and the presence of
non-ecumenical, polemical statements in the Qur'an, on the other, which latter he
considers to be due to post-prophetic adjustments. However, the very presence of
non-ecumenical material in the Qur'an seriously destabilizes Donner’s ecumenical
hypothesis, which is to a very significant extent based on the Qur'an. If, in view of
this, one rejects Donner’s hypothesis, as on balance I would, then the anachronistic
contradiction that Shoemaker alleges between the supposed fact of early Islamic
ecumenicalism and the Qur'an simply vanishes.*®

To conclude the present point, one final respect in which the Qur'an strikes
me as lacking in conquest-age concerns is the extremely high proportion of mate-
rial that is dedicated to polemicizing against an opposing group who are called
“associators” (al-mushrikin, alladhina ashraku). Unlike possibilities entertained in
Hawting and Crone’s pioneering publications on the qur'anic associators, I struggle
to appreciate how they might be a plausible cipher for the Christians or Jews whom
the conquerors encountered in Palestine and Iraq, given that the Qur'an generally
treats the associators as a group that is ostensibly distinct from the Christians or
nasara and from the Jews (e. g., Q 5:82). Instead, qur'anic polemics against shirk
look like the sort of theme that would have been plausibly at home in Muhammad’s
original Hijazl context. But how credible is it to suppose that the extremely con-
siderable amount of such material was continuously transmitted and fleshed out,
or even composed in the first place, during the period of conquest, when the main
opponents of the qur'anic community in religious terms would have been Chris-
tians, Jews, Zoroastrians, and Manichaeans?®*

The second of my three principal difficulties for Dye, Tesei, and Shoemaker is
related to the previous one and might be termed the Qur'an’s “interpretive recalci-
trance,” by which I mean that in many respects the Qur'an resists the interpretive

83 It is unfortunate that here, as elsewhere in Creating the Qur’an, Shoemaker does not treat his
readers to a detailed review of the textual evidence on which he is ultimately relying (here via Don-
ner). Rather, a thought-provoking hypothesis is presented as a securely established fact (interest-
ingly, mainly in the form of an argument from authority, thus forming a curious contrast with Shoe-
maker’s penchant for accusing his own opponents of unquestioning deference to Islamic beliefs)
and then employed as a stepping stone for a further argument. Yet the entire edifice turns out to be
rather precarious once one follows up the reference to Donner and the evidence adduced by him.
84 But could qurianic shirk not be a cipher for Zoroastrianism? That, too, seems unlikely. The
associators venerate subordinate and intermediary deities; but they are not dualists positing the
existence of two supreme deities engaged in a cosmic struggle. As Ana Davitashvili reminds me,
there is also Q 22:17, where the “Magians” (al-majiis) and the associators are clearly presented as
two different religious communities. In general, the lack of any explicit qur'anic engagement with
Zoroastrianism — excepting, perhaps, the evocation of Harat and Marat in Q 2:102 — is another
problem for a conquest-age dating of the Islamic scripture.
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construals that later Muslims endeavored to place on it. As Shoemaker stresses,
oral traditions are constantly adapted by their transmitters, and material that is
no longer relevant is either thoroughly modified or simply discarded.® As regards
the Qur'an, however, many scholars have observed that it is often quite resistant
to being harnessed to later Islamic views. For instance, it readily supports neither
the claims of Umayyad loyalists nor of ‘Alid loyalists; it famously seems to mandate
lashing for adultery (Q 24:2) rather than stoning, which is the canonical punishment
for adultery committed by muhsan (adult, free, and Muslim) individuals in later
Islamic law;* Muslim exegetes insist that the phrase al-nabiyy al-ummi in Q 7:157-
58 means “the illiterate prophet,” despite the fact that this is not at all confirmed by
an examination of the qur'anic use of the adjective ummz;®” according to Q 2:158, it
is “no fault for you [plural]” to “circumambulate” al-Safa and al-Marwa, whereas
according to the standard Islamic hajj ritual it is mandatory to run back and forth
between them;®® and the Quran as we have it passes up numerous opportunities
to inscribe into the very text of scripture concrete anecdotal details from the life of
Muhammad as relayed in the strah literature.®® Shoemaker’s view that the canoni-
cal version of the Qur'an is a mid-Umayyad recomposition of vague and malleable
oral traditions is not really capable, in my view, of accounting for this interpretive

85 E.g., Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 176.

86 For a concise overview, see Peters, “Zina or Zina'.”

87 Sinai, Key Terms, 94-99.

88 See briefly Lowry, “Law, Structure, and Meaning,” 124-125 (with note 25).

89 A pertinent example is the well-known story of Muhammad’s first revelation, allegedly consist-
ing in the opening verses of Strah 96. While the narrative includes a brief qur'anic quotation, the
imperative iqgra’ (“Recite!”) from Q 96:1, the qur'anic passage in question is completely devoid of any
reference to the historical setting to which the post-qur'anic tradition assigns it. Clearly, what hap-
pened is that a certain scriptural passage attracted attention and curiosity and had a tailor-made
story constructed around it (see in more detail and for some references Sinai, The Qur’an, 42).
What is important here is that we are obviously dealing with a one-way process: certain bits and
tidbits of scripture are secondarily embedded in biographical narratives constructed, in part, on
the basis of scripture, but these stories do not seem to have had a reverse impact on scripture itself
(or, to phrase it more cautiously, had a surprisingly weak impact on scripture). For we do not find
in Sarah 96 itself any reflection of the biographical context in which the verses in question were
secondarily embedded. This argument from a lack of narrative framing in the Qur'an ultimately
goes back to Madigan, “Reflections,” 353-54, and I have developed it previously in Sinai, “Consonan-
tal Skeleton,” 517-19. The argument is not to overlook a small number of cases in which it can be
argued that sirah narratives merely amplify, rather than invent, a plot constellation that is already
alluded to in the Qur'an itself. A good example is Q 33:37, alluding to Muhammad’s marriage with
the erstwhile wife of his adoptive son Zayd. Here, it would be possible for a proponent of a mid- or
late-seventh-century dating of the Qur’an to surmise that extra-scriptural narrative might indeed
have had an impact on scripture. But the question remains why this patently did not occur in the
case of many other popular anecdotes told about Muhammad, as exemplified by Strah 96.
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recalcitrance of the Qur'an: if scripture was the eventual fallout of a protracted
process of oral transmission, and if what was transmitted orally was subject to con-
stant adjustments in light of the beliefs and practices of the transmitters, then sig-
nificant disconnects between scripture and mainstream beliefs and practices at the
time of the Qur'an’s closure should not have arisen.*

Nor should there really have been a general absence of qur'anic or pro-
to-qur'anic material from early Islamic history, a phenomenon that is recognized by
Shoemaker himself.*" For on Shoemaker’s theory, the final redaction of the Qur'an
under ‘Abd al-Malik formed the endpoint of a gradual process leading from the
oral recollection of Muhammad’s revelations to early written (but still open and
fluid) collections to regional scriptural codices to, finally, an imperially sponsored
standardized version of scripture.®® In this scenario, a precondition for the Qur'an
continuing to exist at each stage of the process is its being passed on by subsequent
generations of transmitters, collectors, and redactors, whose accumulating work
eventually culminated in a fixed scriptural canon. Yet the presupposition of con-
tinuous interest in and reworking of proto-qur'anic material is difficult to square
with the observation that the early legal tradition, for example, did not invariably
conform to, and sometimes even appears to override, salient qur'anic pronounce-
ments. Similarly, the presupposition of continuous interest is not easy to recon-
cile with the fact that many of the biographical anecdotes that gradually sprang up
around the figure of Muhammad are only tenuously grounded in scripture. It is,
therefore, mystifying how Shoemaker can maintain that

the composition of the Qur’an by al-Hajjaj and ‘Abd al-Malik ... comports with one of the more
bizarre features of the early Islamic tradition - that is, the almost complete absence of the
Qur’an from the religious life of the Believers or Muslims for most of the first century of their
existence.”

For Shoemaker’s considered theory appears to be precisely not that al-Hajjaj and
‘Abd al-Malik invented the Qur'an from scratch, producing a scripture ex nihilo.
Rather, he conceives of ‘Abd al-Malik as supervising a “team of scholars” who “wove
together and honed the various sacred traditions that had entered circulation

90 A potential way out of the problem would be to maintain that for any instance in which the
Qur’an contradicts or fails to offer expected support for a later Islamic view, the latter had not yet
emerged by the end of the seventh century CE. But carrying through this particular strategy does
not seem an easy task to me.

91 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 66, 224, 228.

92 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 227-29.

93 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 66.
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among Muhammad’s followers during the seventh century.”®* ‘Abd al-Malik’s puta-
tive imperial scripture was accordingly rooted in earlier proto-scriptural traditions
that must have enjoyed considerable circulation. But if that was the case, then the
problem of the absence of qur'anic or proto-qur'anic material from early Islamic
discourses remains as acute an explanatory difficulty for Shoemaker as for scholars
who follow the Islamic tradition in attributing the canonical version of scripture to
‘Uthman.

As Thave noted previously, a telling illustration of the general phenomenon of
the Qur'an’s interpretive recalcitrance is the fact that a verse from Sarah 3, Q 3:96,
speaks of the sanctuary that God has established “at Bakkah.”®® Later exegetes
assume that bakkah must be referentially equivalent to makkah, Mecca. Whether
or not this reading is true is not the point here. The point is rather that even the
minuscule textual change that would be required to transform bakkah into makkah
did not happen, forcing the exegetes to explain in various contorted ways why
bakkah may in fact be identified with makkah. This faithful preservation of an
extremely puzzling word over an alternative that would have been much more
straightforwardly intelligible against the background of the reigning assumption
that the qur'anic corpus contained the ipsissima verba of Muhammad as proclaimed
in Mecca and Medina would be completely unexpected in the sort of oral tradition
that Shoemaker surmises to have led up to ‘Abd al-Malik’s imperial canonization
project. Instead, what really should have happened, at some point fairly early on in
the oral transmission of proto-qur'anic materials, is a tacit emendation of bakkah
to makkah. A similar though somewhat less conclusive argument may be made for
a number of cases where the Qur'an’s consonantal skeleton would seem to diverge
from certain basic principles of classical Arabic grammar (e. g., the use of al-sabirin
in the oblique case instead of the nominative al-sabirin in Q 2:177): arguably, the
more prolonged a process of textual transmission we posit, the higher the likelihood
that such issues, too, would have been ironed out and normalized, thus obviating
the need to tackle them by means of ingenious but sometimes forced ad hoc ration-
alizations.”®

94 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 259.

95 Sinai, “Consonantal Skeleton,” 520; Sinai, The Qur’an, 47.

96 On grammatical anomalies like Q 2:177, see Hopkins, “On Diglossia.” For grammatical issues,
the argument is admittedly weaker than for Q 3:96: the emergence of an explicit and systematic
grammatical description of Arabic took some time, whereas the notion that Muhammad was active
in Mecca can be assumed to have been in place very early on. Nonetheless, strong and fixed intui-
tions about the correct use of case endings do not require an explicit grammar book. The argument
about bakkah is briefly acknowledged by Shoemaker, but only by saying that my conclusion that
the Qur'an must have stabilized very early cannot be reconciled “with the received narrative of the
Qur’an’s careful transmission from the lips of Muhammad by those closest to him” (Shoemaker, Cre-
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To his credit, Shoemaker does appreciate that certain interpretive puzzles
besetting the Qur'an should simply not exist had the text been passed on via a
continuous oral tradition, which ought to have ensured intelligibility.” In his final
chapter, he therefore has recourse to the auxiliary hypothesis that these parts of the
Qur'an predate Muhammad and had already been written down when they were
encountered by “Muhammad and his earliest followers.”®® “For whatever reason,”
he writes, “Muhammad and his coterie of followers must have revered the words
of these ancient writings, so much so that they eventually found their way into the
canonical Qur’an.”®® However, this creates a further muddle that is nowhere solved.
For as noted above, Shoemaker also argues at some length that it is inconceiva-
ble that the rudimentary sort of literacy that existed in the Hijaz might have been
harnessed to transcribe the Qur'an; yet his auxiliary hypothesis presupposes pre-
cisely what he has previously deemed to be inconceivable, namely, a written — and
thus lexically stable — transmission of religious material in Arabic in pre-Islamic
Arabia.'*

ating the Qur’an, 236). But the point at hand does not at all hinge on whether bakkah is Muhammad’s
original wording or a very early textual corruption that got frozen into the canonical text, as it were.
Shoemaker then goes on to claim that “what these linguistic and grammatical infelicities signal ... is
not the Qur’an’s early standardization but instead the very conservative editorial process that was
employed in its production.” Yet here, too, it seems that Shoemaker is dodging essential implications
of the scenario for the Qur'an’s early transmission that is developed elsewhere in his monograph: if
a substantial part of the prehistory of the Umayyad scripture was a process of fluid oral transmis-
sion of the sort that is described in chapter 7 of Shoemaker’s book, then properly obscure aspects of
the proto-qur'anic corpus (which are hardly describable as mere “infelicities”) ought to have been
ironed out rather than conserved. To put it in other words, in the present context it suits Shoemaker
to invoke “conservative” editing, while elsewhere he stresses the high degree of fluidity and mallea-
bility that must in his opinion have characterized the transmission of proto-quranic materials. On
Shoemaker’s own ideas about the puzzling term bakkah at Q 3:96, see note 71.

97 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 233, beginning a discussion of qur'anic traditions that are dis-
tinguished “by their utter lack of intelligibility for early Muslim commentators.”

98 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 234.

99 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 234.

100 It would be unconvincing and artificial, in my view, to distinguish between the ability to write
and the ability to read, and to argue that Muhammad’s Hijazi context permitted the latter but
not the former. Later in the same chapter, the hypothesis under discussion changes shape when
Shoemaker speaks of the addition to the Qur'an of “blocks of textual material that had already
been given written form in a different religious context somewhere outside the Hijaz” (Shoemaker,
Creating the Qur’an, 253). This, it is maintained, “would explain the parts of the Qur'an that were
incomprehensible to the members of the early community.” Here, the assumption seems to be
that written enigmatic material did not pass through Muhammad and his original followers but
rather was co-opted into the formative Islamic tradition from outside. This variant of the auxiliary
hypothesis would certainly remove the contradiction with Shoemaker’s axiomatic insistence that a
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The third difficulty that I would like to raise in response to the work of Dye,
Tesei, and Shoemaker is linguistic. All three share the view that the vast majority of
quranic references to and engagements with Christian traditions could only have
originated in the post-conquest age and outside Muhammad’s Hijazi milieu.'®" But
then why did the hypothetical authors of these materials call the disciples of Christ
al-hawariyyun, which is derived from Ethiopic hawarayan, and did not for example
label them rusul, which is the standard term in later Christian Arabic, or employ
some Arabization of Syriac shithe?'®® Admittedly, the reason why the Quran does
not call the apostles rusul may very well be a deliberate attempt to distinguish them
from proper prophets or messengers of God. However, this still fails to explain why
the alternative to rusul that was selected is a word derived from Ethiopic. In general,
the fact that some fundamental religious terms in the Qur'an would seem to have
their closest ancestors in Classical Ethiopic — including terms that figure in Chris-
tian-flavored materials, such as al-hawariyyin or al-shaytan — sits well with the
assumption that the associated traditions did at some point pass through western
Arabia.'®

Finally, Tesei’s ambitious attempt to propose a precise catalogue of the qur'anic
stirahs that could plausibly be viewed as the Qur'an’s original Muhammadan kernel
gives rise to specific queries as well. As was noted above, Tesei’s corpus of sirahs
putatively going back to Muhammad initially looks as if it is largely devoid of the
sort of advanced Christian content that Tesei would deem contextually out of place

written transmission of religious material is impossible in the pre-Islamic Hijaz. However, it flatly
contradicts the passage quoted from p. 234 earlier in the main text, where it is “‘Muhammad and
his coterie of followers” who figure as the recipients of ancient writings. As for the variant of the
hypothesis that appears on p. 253, the lack of any further elaboration makes a proper assessment
virtually impossible. Two questions that arise immediately are, first, why the early Muslims might
have been at all minded to incorporate into their emerging scriptural canon partly unintelligible
textual scraps that were, presumably, not even originally associated with their founding prophet
Muhammad, and, secondly, why this material was supposedly insulated from the processes of revi-
sion and adaptation to which other proto-qur'anic material was subject.

101 E.g., Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 217.

102 For more detail, see Sinai, Key Terms, 352.

103 See Sinai, Key Terms, xiii, note 4, which also points to the pertinence of Van Putten’s argument
that the qur'anic rasm or consonantal skeleton is consistent with features of Hijazi Arabic; see
Van Putten, Quranic Arabic. A similar position, as put forward by Al-Jallad, is criticized as based
on “viciously circular reasoning” in Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 134-37. However, at least Van
Putten’s finding that qur'anic hamzahs are secondary impositions on a text that did not originally
have hamzahs or glottal stops (Van Putten, Quranic Arabic, 150-81) would seem to be safe from the
objection of circularity: when post-qur’anic sources tell us that loss of the hamzah was a feature of
Hijazi Arabic, this cannot simply have been derived from the Qur'an for the simple reason that the
qur'anic text underwent a far-reaching secondary imposition of hamzahs.
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in the pre-Islamic Hijaz."** However, Tesei’s admirable willingness to enter into spe-
cific textual detail does make his theory vulnerable on several counts. For one, even
the corpus of stirahs discussed by Tesei contain eschatological statements of the sort
that have significant parallels in the New Testament or in Syriac (and other) post-bib-
lical Christian literature. These Christian-flavored eschatological motifs include the
splitting or stripping away of the heaven (Q 69:16, 77:9, 78:19, 81:11, 82:1, 84:1), the
eschatological earthquake (52:9, 56:4, 79:6-7, 99:1), the blast of the eschatological
trumpet (Q 69:13, 74:8, 78:18), and God’s judging of the resurrected on the basis of
written records (e. g., Q 81:10, 84:7-12)."°° Phraseologically noteworthy, moreover,
are the expressions yawma’idhin (Q 88:2.8, 89:23.25, 99:4.6, 100:11), corresponding
(probably via Syriac) to Greek en ekeiné té hemera (Matt 7:22), and (yawm) al-din,
“the (day of) judgment” (Q 82:9.15.17-18, 83:11, 95:7), which is evidently derived from
Syriac yawma d-dina.**®

The fact that all the qur'anic references just provided stem from szirahs belong-
ing to Tesei’s Muhammadan corpus illustrates that the Qur'an’s eschatological
imaginaire is too thoroughly pervaded by parallels to Christian literature in order
to make it easily feasible to identify a sizeable amount of qur'anic material that
is devoid of significant Christian assonances: it is not easy to convey “apocalyptic
fervor”'”’ of the sort that Tesei attributes to Muhammad’s original preaching while
complying with the far-reaching no-Christian-content-in-Mecca principle that Tesei
espouses. Tesei is not unaware of this issue. For example, he appreciates that the
quranic expression al-sa ah, referring to the “hour” of the eschatological judgment,

104 In his own way, Tesei thus follows an evolutionary narrative that Emmanuelle Stefanidis
has convincingly discerned in other diachronic approaches to the Qur'an that seek to explain the
Qur'an’s dual heritage, at once pagan-Arabian and hiblical, by means of a process of development
leading from the former to the latter. See Stefanidis, “Du texte a I'histoire,” 242-49, 323, 334, 348-49.
As Stefanidis remarks on pp. 375-76, I would propose an alternative perspective according to which
the Quran’s two heritages were already intertwined at a very early point in the Qur'an’s process
of emergence. I do not rule out that on certain themes and topics, the qur'anic proclamations do
exhibit an increasing awareness of biblically based knowledge. I also continue to deem it quite
possible that the earliest, perhaps pre-Muhammadan, siirahs in the Qur'an are Sarahs 105 and 106,
which may be read as virtually devoid of any biblically based notions, including that of an eschato-
logical resurrection and judgment (cf. Sinai, “The Qur’an as Process,” 425-29; for a different, more
biblicizing interpretation of Strahs 105 and 106, see Angelika Neuwirth, Friihmekkanische Suren,
112-24). But apart from the possible exception of Q 105 and 106, I am doubtful about the feasibility
of isolating a significantly more substantial corpus of early qur'anic texts that are yet positioned
entirely outside a biblical horizon.

105 For more detailed references to qur'anic attestations and biblical and Syriac parallels, see
Sinai, “Eschatological Kerygma,” 259-61.

106 Sinai, “Eschatological Kerygma,” 240 and 258.

107 Tesei, “The Qur'an(s) in Context(s),” 191.
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corresponds to New Testament language,'®® and he acknowledges that the term
appears in one of the szirahs included in his Muhammadan nucleus, at Q 79:42. The
way he proposes to resolve the difficulty is by maintaining that this verse is a later
interpolation.'® However, one would be excused for feeling that this solution is
somewhat ad hoc: apart from the fact that no considerations other than the occur-
rence of al-sa‘ah are offered in support of the claim that Q 79:42 is secondary, the
following verses 43—46 all contain pronouns referring back to al-sa‘ah. (One might
of course strike out Q 79:43-46, too.)

Shoemaker to some degree escapes the preceding quandary, since he does not
believe it possible to identify which portions of the Qur'an belong to the Islamic
scripture’s original Hijazi stratum. Nonetheless, his scenario is by no means entirely
immune to the difficulty just raised. What, we may ask, was the message that
Muhammad preached? After all, Muhammad must have had something to say that
was sufficiently momentous in order to engender a religious movement that set off
a dynamic of rapid and extensive conquests and eventually became Islam and pro-
duced the Qur'an. Now, Shoemaker does seem to accept that Muhammad’s original
preaching had something to do with monotheism and eschatology.''® These are of
course the two most prominent themes figuring throughout the qur'anic corpus as a
whole. Yet despite the variety of motifs and expressions in which these two general
themes manifest themselves, it is a defensible claim that more often than not they
are articulated in ways that exhibit concrete affinities with Christian or Jewish tra-
ditions. For instance, one of the primary ways in which the Qur'an expresses its
radical monotheism is by employing derivatives of the root sh-r-k, a terminological
feature whose ultimate background is rabbinic."*" It is no easy task to imagine how
Muhammad might have enunciated a monotheistic and eschatological kerygma
that was sufficiently untouched by Jewish and Christian notions and expressions
in order to fit the rather minimal amount of engagement with the biblical tradition
that Shoemaker would seem to deem possible in the pre-Islamic Hijaz. Of course,
Shoemaker might retort that what derives from Muhammad are only the general
themes of monotheism and eschatology and none, or very few, of the specific ways
in which these themes are voiced in the Qur'an as we have it: Muhammad preached
that there was one God and that there would be an eschatological judgment, but he
did so in terms that are largely unrecoverable. To my mind, though, this would be
evasively, and indeed unsatisfactorily, vague. How precisely might a pre-Islamic
resident of Mecca have spoken of the exclusive existence of one deity or of a day on

108 For more detail on this link, see Sinai, Key Terms, 421-23.
109 Tesei, “The Qur'an(s) in Context(s),” 190, n. 38.

110 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 230.

111 Sinai, Key Terms, 439-41.
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which all humans will be resurrected and meet their reckoning without drawing,
to an inevitably significant extent, on established Jewish and Christian language?

It is not straightforward, then, to identify a textual nucleus of the Qur'an that
is devoid of at least some important affinities with the biblical tradition, or — if one
follows Shoemaker in rejecting the distinct identifiability of any sort of Muham-
madan nucleus in the Qur'an — to move beyond the haziest outline of what Muham-
mad might have preached. But if already the Qur'an’s eschatology, natural theol-
ogy, and radical monotheism are irreducibly conversant with specific Christian or
Jewish notions, why should we be unduly surprised by, say, the further observa-
tion that the Qur'an also narrates some pivotal scenes from the lives of Mary and
Jesus? Why be minded to draw any rigid boundary between qur’anic eschatology
and monotheism, deemed sufficiently free of specific Christian assonances in order
to have some grounding in a pre-Islamic Hijazi context, and qur'anic narrative, for
which a Hijazi context is rejected? And if that question seems difficult to answer,
then Dye, Tesei, and Shoemaker’s deft concession of an original Hijazi stratum in
or underneath the Qur'an, whether recoverable or not, ceases to be a viable theo-
retical position. This will, in turn, engender further complications, seeing that it is
the notion of a Hijazl basis to the Qur'an that permits Dye, Tesei, and Shoemaker
to sidestep thorny questions about the origin of, for example, the qur'anic endorse-
ment of animal sacrifice, as noted above.!*?

112 I take it that an adequate response to the problem just broached could not take the form
of maintaining that what Muhammad preached was above all a message of entitlement to, and
encouraging conquest of, the Holy Land, given what was said on this matter above. Nor would it be
satisfactory to identify the contents of Muhammad’s preaching, more or less, with those contents
of the Quran that would seem to have a pagan Arabian background, such as animal sacrifice,
upon which eschatology and monotheism are then supposed to have been secondarily layered by
post-qur'anic proto-Muslims. For this would beg the question of how an Arabian preacher pushing,
at most, for a gentle reform of the existing Meccan cult ended up as the prophetic figurehead of a
monotheistic and eschatological religion in the biblical tradition. To be sure, there are narrative
trajectories that might get one from the one to the other: perhaps the cultic reforms preached by
Muhammad did somehow help channel Arabian military prowess into a coordinated movement of
conquest (or simply got caught up with this conquest movement by some historical quirk), which
then required a religious ideology in the biblical vein, leading to the retrojection of a monotheistic
and eschatological message upon Muhammad. But one would still want to hear far more detail,
preferably detail somehow grounded in the Qur'an, about what precisely was the basic message
expounded by Muhammad and how his activity related to the conquest movement.
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Conclusion

The overall case that I have tried to make in the preceding can be restated in the
form of four propositions, which will be followed by some additional observations:

m

@

©)

()]

There are undoubtedly some loose ends in the traditional scenario of the
Qur'an’s genesis. The lack of attestation for a Christian presence in the Hijaz
constitutes such an anomaly, although I have tried to gesture towards ways in
which the impression of an intractable aporia can be substantially alleviated.
It would be inappropriate to rule out a mid- or late-seventh-century dating of
the Qur'an, or of parts of the Qur'an, on a priori grounds. As I have noted above,
Q 3:7 might well postdate the activity of Muhammad. The basmalah, too — the
stirah-opening formula “In the name of God, the truly Merciful” — could be a
scribal addition that was incorporated into the Qur'an only when the qur'anic
corpus was gathered together after Muhammad’s death.'*® At least a very early
post-prophetic or early caliphal dating of certain qur'anic passages would not
be flagrantly incompatible with available radiocarbon datings of early qur'anic
manuscripts.

Despite the preceding two remarks, however, I contend that a late dating of sub-
stantial portions of the Qur'an to the second half of the seventh century, espe-
cially to the Marwanid period, produces some very tangible explanatory loose
ends. These are rarely confronted by those championing a mid- or late-sev-
enth-century dating of the Islamic scripture.

Although Shoemaker would resist it, I find it entirely appropriate to expect a
detailed analysis of the Islamic scripture attempting to assign specific quranic
material, themes, or phraseology (or at least precursor versions of specific parts
of the Qur’an) to the different stages of textual development that are posited by
proponents of a mid- or late-seventh-century date of the Qur'an. If indeed the
composition of the Qur'an spanned much of the seventh century, it really should
be possible somehow to disaggregate the qur'anic corpus as we have it into the
legacy of a certain number of regional schools with characteristic theological
and terminological features, just as the Pentateuch has been disaggregated into
the literary output of different authors or schools (whether one conceives of
these as having authored self-contained source documents or simply as being
responsible for identifiable layers in the final product). As we saw above, Tesei
has made a welcome and thought-provoking attempt to sketch a starting point
for such an analysis. Nonetheless, I have endeavored to show that his model is

113 See in more detail Sinai, Key Terms, 132-33.



DE GRUYTER The Christian Elephant in the Meccan Room == 35

beset by grave problems. While some of them are specific to his work, they do
entail a general question mark over the possibility of reconstructing Muham-
mad’s original Hijazi kerygma in a manner that would not itself run afoul of the
Christian-elephant dilemma that Dye, Tesei, and Shoemaker marshal against
more traditional accounts of the Qur'an’s genesis.

It is unfortunate that instead of attempts to wrap up loose ends and to flesh out
general postulates, endorsements of a mid- to late-seventh-century dating of the
Qur'an sometimes succumb to the temptation of changing the topic of conversation,
by averring or implying that a truly critical, sober, neutral, dogmatically uncommit-
ted scholarly examination of the Qur'an must end up debunking standard Muslim
belief (a view presumably anchored in the conviction that genuinely critical schol-
arship will always end up debunking traditional belief). Thus, for Shoemaker to be
“critical” seems to be primarily to display the fortitude of refusing to be “governed”
by the Islamic tradition and to resist its “powerful influence” and “gravitational
pull.”*™* There is a sort of heroic iconoclasm here that bristles at the perceived
demand to pay “obeisance to the Islamic tradition.”**® In the conclusion of Shoe-
maker’s book, this perspective becomes openly condescending: scholars who fail to
agree with him must be in thrall to a “protectionist” discourse that “aims to shield
the Qur’an from the rigors of historical-critical analysis.”**® Such pronouncements

114 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 1.

115 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 2. Shoemaker grants that the motives for allowing the Islamic
tradition to “dictate” terms, as he calls it, may be superficially benign — namely, the wish to avoid
“intellectual colonialism” or an “anti-Islamic” stance. But he clearly implies that this is a lamentable
failure of nerves, and that anyone who is exclusively committed to historical truth will quickly dis-
card the traditional narrative of the Qur'an’s emergence. My use of the adjective “heroic” here inter-
sects with Stefanidis, “Du texte a I'histoire,” 218, who characterizes some of the scholars influenced
by John Wansbrough - such as Herbert Berg — as adhering to a “conception héroique de la critique.”
116 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 261. A look at the immediately preceding references makes it
clear that Shoemaker is taking aim at the scholarship of Angelika Neuwirth. A proper assessment
of Neuwirth’s extensive oeuvre is obviously beyond the scope of this article. I should nonetheless
like to register my emphatic view that Shoemaker’s comments fail to do Neuwirth’s groundbreak-
ing work justice. Moreover, there is something uncomfortably manipulative about the pastiche of
quotations by Neuwirth that is offered here. Thus, Shoemaker writes that some “scholars” — mean-
ing clearly Neuwirth, in view of the references — “will openly question whether it is ever at all
appropriate to approach the Qur’an using the perspectives of historical criticism, asking whether
we are ‘entitled to focus on these texts as such — in isolation from their recipients and moreover,
in isolation from present day concerns.” If one invests the time to trace the embedded quotation —
taken from Neuwirth, “Locating the Qur'an,” 160 — it becomes clear that Neuwirth is only seeking
to capture a general hermeneutical debate here rather than necessarily expressing her own con-
sidered position in the guise of a rhetorical question.
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risk sounding like an attempt to compensate gaps in the historical argument by
resorting to moralistic hectoring.

Of course, equivalent aspersions are often cast the other way: scholars who
question important aspects of the standard Islamic narrative of origins have been
tediously and inanely dismissed as somehow “anti-Islamic.” As a stimulating and
thoughtful passage in Shoemaker’s introduction makes clear, he is writing from
a position of protest against the position that religious studies must privilege
insider perspectives.""” I find his criticism of this approach compelling, and I would
squarely agree that it cannot be a criterion of valid historical scholarship on reli-
gion that its results must be acceptable to contemporary adherents of the religious
tradition in question (which in practice risks meaning: to the most vociferous ones
among what may in effect be a considerable range of contemporary adherents). I
would add, however, that rejecting this latter approach does not entail its diamet-
rical opposite that it should be considered a criterion of valid critical scholarship
that it will be iconoclastic. In any case, scholars of all people really should find
it possible to respect the good faith of those arriving at different conclusions and
to try reasonably hard to give them a fair hearing rather than turning them into
moronic straw(wo)men."*®

But there is more amiss in current research on early Islam than an occasional
lack of disputational etiquette. In her recent survey of chronological theories in
modern qur'anic scholarship, Emmanuelle Stefanidis pays welcome attention
to how chronologies of the Qur'an construct what she calls a fabula, a narrative,
around the textual data of the Qur'an.'”® Stefanidis shows that chronologies of the
Qur'an often come as a story of sorts, in which the textual evidence and a certain
narrative contextualization thereof are rolled into one, such that the evidence con-
firms the narrative but is itself identified and presented in a way that presupposes
the narrative. This, of course, chimes with the charge of circularity that has been
levelled at attempts to reconstruct a relative chronology of the qur'anic corpus.'
Even though I, for one, remain committed to the basic feasibility of a non-circular
diachronic analysis of the Qur'an,'*' I would certainly concede that the writing of
history has something in common with storytelling.

117 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 3-10.

118 Any reader of Shoemaker’s book will realize that the present author figures as one of his
moronic strawmen. See also note 116.

119 Stefanidis, “Du texte a ’histoire.”

120 Reynolds, “Le probléme de la chronologie.”

121 For some recent thoughts on this, see my forthcoming entry on chronology in the Yale Diction-
ary of the Qur’an.
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Yet I would also add that we, as scholars of the Qur'an and early Islam, need to
get better at transforming narratives into hypotheses that can become the subject
of scholarly discussion, criticism, and falsification. This operation involves clearly
identifying an explanandum - a certain data set (e. g., the Quran) that requires
historical explanation or interpretation — and then proposing a hypothesis that
accounts for or makes sense of this explanandum. The hypothesis proposed should
then be compared with alternative ones and shown to be simpler and more plausi-
ble than its competitors. Furthermore, scholars tabling a certain hypothesis ought
to be proactively honest about evidence undermining the hypothesis at hand, which
might either emerge from the original data set or from another one (e. g., from
sources other than the Qur'an). As we have seen on two occasions in the present
article, one way in which such refractory data could be addressed is by devising
auxiliary hypotheses — namely, hypotheses that are not designed to account for the
explanandum at hand but rather to help defend the original hypothesis against
objections, by insulating it from, or reconciling it with, inconvenient data. It is a
hallmark of good scholarly practice to indicate very clearly whether a given propo-
sition has the status of a hypothesis or of an auxiliary hypothesis, because at some
point the weight of our auxiliary hypotheses might start to drag down the plausi-
bility of our original hypothesis. Finally, the original hypotheses might give rise to
corollaries (things that follow from it) or conjectures (things surmised to be true
against the background of the hypothesis). Neither of these are strictly speaking
grounds for preferring a hypothesis over its competitors; the value of a hypothesis
resides in its ability to account for the original explanandum. But it might of course
be the case that a given hypothesis accounts for more than one explanandum. This
will give it a significant edge over alternatives, assuming that we are committed to
keeping our scholarly constructs elegantly simple.

Despite an acute awareness of my own scholarly failings, I would lament the
fact that what one all too often encounters in the study of the Qur'an and early
Islam are not hypotheses but narratives — comforting narratives, conspiratorial
narratives, narratives with exciting shifts and transitions, but narratives just the
same. I would submit that by endeavoring to be much clearer about the episte-
mological structure and status of our theorizing, we are more likely to minimize
scholarship-as-storytelling and move beyond a confusing clash of self-sustaining
but incompatible tales of early Islam. At the risk of appearing patronizing, this
means that we need to keep at the forefront of our minds questions like the follow-
ing: What am I trying to explain? Does it need explaining? Can it be explained more
easily (more simply, more elegantly) in a different way? Is there opposing evidence?
Does the latter necessitate an auxiliary hypothesis that significantly complicates my
original explanatory posit or perhaps even contradicts it?
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Excursus 1: Shoemaker and Dye on the Nativity
Pericope in Surah 19

Shoemaker’s Creating the Qur’an is rather limited in its engagement with specific
quranic verses. It is therefore worthwhile examining an earlier article of his on
the qur'anic account of the nativity of Jesus in Q 19:22 ff. in order to appreciate
how Shoemaker goes about trying to show that a particular section of the Quran is
rooted in a non-Hijazi context and is highly probable to postdate Muhammad."** A
recent publication by Guillaume Dye attempts to further consolidate Shoemaker’s
argument.'?® Nonetheless, the upshot of my assessment will be that Shoemaker and
Dye do not succeed in demonstrating that Q 19:22 ff. draws on Palestinian local tra-
ditions that are likely to have entered into the Islamic orbit only in the wake of the
Muslim conquest of Palestine.

Shoemaker begins by observing that the qur'anic nativity scene in Stirah 19 has
its closest pre-quranic parallel in an early Christian legend that forms part of the
traditions around Mary’s dormition and assumption. In the version cited by Shoe-
maker, contained in the Ethiopic Liber Requiei, Joseph and Mary are travelling to
Egypt in order to escape from Herod (cf. Matt 2:13-23); at a spring, the infant Jesus
miraculously commands a palm tree to bend down in order to feed his parents.'**
The Qur’an, by contrast, positions what is recognizably a variant of the same palm
tree miracle in the context of Jesus’s birth rather than during the Holy Family’s flight
to Egypt (Q 19:23-26). Shoemaker contends that the only parallel for the Quran’s
past-partum recontextualization of the palm miracle is offered by traditions con-
nected to the Palestinian Kathisma church, located between Jerusalem and Beth-
lehem. As Shoemaker explains, the Kathisma site was originally associated with a
non-canonical version of the nativity (found in the Protevangelium of James) that sit-
uates the birth of Jesus in a remote cave on the road between Jerusalem and Bethle-
hem rather than at Bethlehem itself. But the Kathisma site also appears to have been
linked with the palm tree miracle that Jesus allegedly performed en route to Egypt.
Shoemaker concludes that the quranic nativity scene must have been influenced
by Palestinian local tradition, since it was only in connection with the Kathisma
site that “the two early Christian traditions of Christ’s birth in a remote location
and Mary’s encounter with the date palm and spring are brought together.”'*® As

122 Shoemaker, “Christmas.”

123 Dye, “The Qur’anic Mary.”

124 Shoemaker, “Christmas,” 20-21. The palm-tree scene is more famously contained in the Latin
Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, but as Shoemaker argues, it is not likely that this text was the direct
source of the qur'anic account (Shoemaker, “Christmas,” 18-19).

125 Shoemaker, “Christmas,” 31.
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I have already hinted, Shoemaker takes this diagnosis to imply that the nativity
narrative in Strah 19 likely postdates the conquest of Palestine, which would have
brought the proto-Muslim conquerors into close contact with the Kathisma site and
its related narrative traditions."*®

Shoemaker’s hypothesis of a Palestinian genealogy of the qur'anic nativity
scene is appealingly concrete, and I have provisionally accepted it in an earlier
publication, albeit without endorsing Shoemaker’s corollary of a post-conquest date
for the nativity account in Q 19."”” However, a more detailed examination shows
that the theory is ultimately speculative. I shall try to set the stage for this claim by
means of three observations:

(1) While the Mary-and-Jesus account in Sarah 19 is evidently rooted in quite a
few salient Christian parallels, it also exhibits some important idiosyncrasies that
ought to be given due attention. Most strikingly, the Qur'an makes no reference to
Joseph and depicts Mary as giving birth in solitude. Moreover, the qur'anic nativity
and palm miracle scene does not take place in transit, whether to Bethlehem or
to Egypt. Rather, Mary is in a remote place because following her conception she
has intentionally “withdrawn to a distant place” with Jesus (Q 19:22: fa-hamalathu
fa-ntabadhat bihi makanan qasiyya). These observations provide a strong prima
facie indication that the Mary-and-Jesus narrative in Strah 19 is taking some liberty
in reshaping extant Christian traditions. Hence, in making sense of the passage we
ought to be wary of doing so primarily by seeking to pinpoint Christian precursor
traditions that are presumed to be closely replicated in the Qur'an.'*®

126 Shoemaker, “Christmas,” 39.

127 Sinai, The Qur’an, 48. See, similarly, Crone, “Jewish Christianity,” 17, who questions the pro-
posed post-conquest dating and remarks that “narratives connecting the story of the palm tree with
Jesus’ birth could have traveled from the Bethlehem region to Arabia, disseminated by popular
preachers.”

128 To my mind, this is also what is amiss with Patricia Crone’s proposal to explain the qur'anic
portrayal of Mary’s labor pains in Q 19:23 as an echo of the passage about the pregnant woman
and the dragon in Rev 12:1-6 (Crone, “Jewish Christianity,” 18-19). According to the Biblical text,
the woman “cries out” in agony while giving birth to a male child, upon which she “flees into the
wilderness” and is nourished there for 1260 days. While these details show some parallels with the
Qur’an, the latter of course lacks the other principal protagonist of the passage from Revelation: a
giant red dragon with seven heads and ten horns who is queuing to devour the child immediately
upon delivery but whose intention is foiled when the child is snatched away and “taken to God and
to his throne.” It is perhaps not out of the question that there was a diffuse seepage of motifs from
Revelation 12 into the qur'anic story of Mary and Jesus, inspired by the link that Crone shows some
later readers of Revelation to have made between the woman from Rev 12 and Mary. Yet even so,
the quranic scene, with its complete lack of Godzilla-like special effects, is so different that it is
questionable whether the potential prehistory just outlined has much exegetical salience. Far more
illuminating is Crone’s learned digest of Christian debates about whether Mary did or did not suffer
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(2) The hermeneutic stance just outlined is further buttressed by the observa-
tion that some core features of the qur'anic nativity account exhibit unmistaka-
ble resonance with other narratives in Surah 19. Thus, Mary’s withdrawal in v. 22
(cited above; cf. also v. 16) corresponds to Abraham’s announcement that he will
withdraw from his father and his people in v. 48 (wa-atazilukum); and the stirah’s
initial narrative, on Zechariah, begins by portraying its protagonist as praying by
himself (vv. 3 ff.) before leaving the sanctuary (al-mihrab)'*® and facing his “people”
(qawm; v. 11), just as Mary returns to her people (qawm) with her newborn child
(v. 27). The three principal narratives of Strah 19 thus revolve around an alter-
nation of solitude and communal confrontation, combined with the further motif
of Zechariah, Mary, and Abraham receiving a God-given descendant.’* Note also
that Q 19:52, which briefly alludes to the prophetic initiation of Moses, has another
pious protagonist experience a solitary encounter with God. Another link between
the Jesus-and-Mary pericope and the preceding story about the annunciation of the
future birth of John (the Baptist) to his father Zechariah is thrown into relief by the
three occurrences of the verb kallama (“to speak to someone”) in vv. 10, 26, and 29:
Zechariah and Mary, two adults normally capable of speech, are silenced either by
God (vv. 10-11: Zechariah’s sign that his request for a child will be fulfilled is his
inability “to speak to” his people) or by the infant Jesus (v. 26: Mary is advised to
maintain that she has vowed a silent fast to God, preventing her from “speaking to”
anyone), whereas a newborn child not normally capable of speech is miraculously
empowered to address first Mary (vv. 24-26) and then a general public casting
aspersions on his mother’s chastity (vv. 30-33)."*" In important respects, then, the
Mary-and-Jesus narrative of Stirah 19 is tailored to mesh with the thematic concerns

labor pains (Crone, “Jewish Christianity,” 17-18). This surely places the Qur'an’s dramatic reference
to Mary’s desperation while delivering Jesus (causing her to exclaim, “Would that I had died before
this!”) in sharper light. However, in line with my qualms about a “hyper-erudite” reading of the
Qur’an (see below) I would stop short of holding that Q 19:23 must be read as intentionally counter-
ing the claim of some Christian authors that Mary did not suffer the pangs of childbirth.

129 On this word, see the overview of previous scholarship in Sinai, Key Terms, 147 (with note 6).
130 Sinai, Fortschreibung und Auslegung, 123-24.

131 It is perhaps not immediately obvious that the voice speaking in Q 19:24-26 is indeed that of
the newborn Jesus, since the opening of v. 24 — fa-nadaha min tahtiha, “he cried out to her from
beneath her,” or, less probably, “from beneath it [= the palm tree]” — does not contain a name.
However, it seems a plausible contextual inference that the speaker is meant to be Jesus. After all,
as Saqib Hussain has kindly pointed out to me, Mary is aware that her newborn infant is capable
of speech already in Q 19:29, before Jesus addresses Mary’s detractors. Moreover, construing Jesus
as the implied speaker of Q 19:24-26 coheres with the fact that the palm-tree scene of the Ethiopic
Dormition tradition cited by Shoemaker, the Liber Requiei, also features a speaking Jesus (Shoe-
maker, “Christmas,” 20). The same applies to the relevant scene from chapter 20 of the Gospel of
Pseudo-Matthew.
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of its literary environment. (This is, of course, entirely compatible with the plain
fact that the passage is nonetheless informed by miscellaneous Christian motifs."*?)

(3) Finally, and most importantly, the evidence presented by Shoemaker to the
effect that it was in the context of the Kathisma site that the palm miracle became
part of the nativity is emphatically circumstantial. Shoemaker shows that the
Kathisma church was associated with a non-canonical nativity setting on the road
to Bethlehem rather than at Bethlehem; he cites a passage from a pilgrimage guide-
book authored between 560 and 570 by the so-called “Piacenza Pilgrim,” which links
the Kathisma site with the miraculous appearance of a spring during Mary and
Joseph’s flight to Egypt;**® and he argues that the palm miracle, which the Piacenza
Pilgrim does not mention, must have been connected to the spring miracle, which
he does mention.’** What Shoemaker does not produce, however, is an explicit
report placing the palm-cum-spring miracle squarely in the context of the nativity.
Barring further evidence, we thus lack an unequivocal Christian witness to the nar-
rative fusion of the palm tree miracle and the nativity that is found in the Quran.
One may of course posit that such a fusion could or would naturally have happened
as a result of the two events having attached themselves to one and the same Pales-
tinian holy place. Yet explicit evidence corroborating this is not actually forthcom-
ing. Rather, as has been recognized by Dye as well as Patricia Crone, it is only in the
qur'anic nativity scene that the fusion surfaces'® — and does so, as one may add,
with a fair amount of standard Christian context being omitted or having been lost
(namely, Mary being on the road to Bethlehem, or alternatively to Egypt, and being
in the company of Joseph).

The evidence on the table therefore permits an alternative scenario. Perhaps
what happened at the Kathisma site was merely the substitution of an earlier eti-
ology centered around the Protevangelium’s non-canonical nativity account by
another etiology centered on the palm tree miracle that supposedly occurred when
Mary and Joseph rested en route to Egypt. Such a substitution could well have taken
place without the palm tree miracle being absorbed into the nativity scene. If so,

132 See, e. g, now Kavvadas, “A Talking New-Born,” offering a wide-ranging survey of pre-qur'anic
Christian parallels to Jesus’s speech in Q 19:30-33.

133 Shoemaker, “Christmas,” 22.

134 Shoemaker, “Christmas,” 28-29. See also ibid., 33-34, where Shoemaker comments on a floor
mosaic showing a palm tree. Though the mosaics date to the time at which the building was con-
verted into a mosque, according to Shoemaker the depiction is “almost certainly a representation
of the date palm from which the Virgin Mary was miraculously fed during the flight into Egypt.”
135 Dye, “The Qur’anic Mary,” 178: “The traditions of the Kathisma concerned two separate epi-
sodes — both related to the same place; they did not imply that the palm miracle took place at
Nativity. The Qur'an goes further and merges more decidedly both episodes, offering a creative
variation.” See also Crone, “Jewish Christianity,” 17.
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then the Qur'an’s idiosyncratic placement of the palm miracle in the context of the
nativity does not replicate a precursor narrative linked to the Kathisma site. Nor
is there, in my view, a genuinely compelling reason to assume that the Quran’s
post-partum contextualization of the palm miracle must be a development of, or
“variation”**® on, the fact that both the palm miracle and the nativity had been
consecutively associated with one and the same Palestinian locale. Rather, the
Qur'an could in principle have independently drawn on the palm tree legend and
transferred it to the context of the nativity, at least if we can identify an intelligible
qur'anic motive for such a transfer.'*’

This motive would presumably have been that the transfer suited the thematic
concerns of Sarah 19, which, as we saw, exercise a tangible impact on the presenta-
tion and structure of the Jesus-and-Mary pericope. After all, it is almost certainly
due to the palpable interest that Siirah 19 takes in the solitude and isolation experi-
enced by certain prominent figures at crucial moments in their lives that Joseph has
been completely excised from the qur'anic account of Jesus’s birth. It is therefore
natural, and in my view also sufficient, to appeal to a similar explanation — namely,
one centered on the theological preoccupations of Sarah 19 — in order to explain
why the Qur'an draws the palm miracle into the scene of Jesus’s birth rather than
placing it at a later moment in Mary’s life: the qur'anic telescoping of Jesus’s delivery
and the palm miracle into one and the same situation allows the qur'anic nativity
scene in Q 19:22 ff. to function both as the fulfilment of Mary’s exchange with God’s
“spirit” in vv. 17-21, during which Mary learns that she is to have a son, and as a
reassuring demonstration of God’s solicitude for those loyally devoted to him. To
put it differently, the Qur'an’s telescoped narrative, with its distinctive post-par-
tum placement of the palm miracle, makes for a more effective follow-up to the
preceding annunciation than a more faithfully Christian rendition of the story that
one might hypothetically construct, in which the Qur'an would have interposed
between Jesus’s birth and the palm tree miracle an explanation of why Mary and
her child needed to escape to Egypt on account of being persecuted by Herod, whom
the magi had previously alerted to the birth of the messiah etc. None of this is per-
tinent to the point of the qur'anic nativity account, and therefore quite understand-
ably drops out, just as a skilled screenwriter adapting a novel will usually omit
certain side plots and minor characters.

136 Thus Dye, “The Qur’anic Mary,” 178.

137 A defender of Shoemaker’s hypothesis might respond that it beggars belief to assume that one
and the same narrative transfer — namely, of the palm tree miracle to the context of the nativity —
would have happened independently twice, once around the Kathisma church and once in the
Qur’an. But this would be to miss the crucial point that we do not actually have explicit evidence
that such a transfer did indeed happen in connection with the Kathisma site.
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As intimated above, Shoemaker’s hypothesis about the Palestinian origin of
Strah 19’s nativity pericope is also endorsed in a recent book chapter by Dye."* Dye
adds a further piece of circumstantial evidence in favor of a link between Q 19:16 ff.
and the Palestinian Kathisma church. Before proceeding to this datum, however, we
will need to review the interpretive crux that it is meant to resolve. After Mary and
her newborn baby make their way back to her people in Q 19:27, Mary is notoriously
addressed by her people as “sister of Aaron” in v. 28. The purpose of the address
is most likely to serve as a contrast with Mary’s perceived promiscuity, just as the
remainder of the verse evokes the respectability of Mary’s parents: “Your father was
not a wicked man, and you mother was not unchaste.” But of course, from a bibli-
cal vantage point Mary is not the sister of Aaron and Moses. Does Q 19:28 perhaps
indicate that the Qur'an conflates Mary, the mother of Jesus, with Miriam, the bib-
lical sister of Aaron, as a long line of older Western scholars have maintained?**®
After all, both figures have identical names in Greek, Syriac, and Arabic, and Exod
15:20 even applies to Miriam the very same sobriquet, “sister of Aaron,” that Q 19:28
attaches to Mary."*°

Like quite a few recent scholars, Dye rejects the hypothesis of character con-
flation."*! He instead proposes that the link between Mary and Aaron is grounded
in typology, a characteristic strategy by which Christian writers were wont to tie
together the Old and New Testaments: Mary is describable by means of an epithet
originally applicable to her namesake Miriam not because Mary is identical with
Miriam but rather because Mary is prefigured and foreshadowed by Miriam, in the
same way in which, say, Jonah’s emergence from the belly of the fish prefigures the
resurrected Christ."*? Dye combines this line of interpretation (which is already pro-
posed in a 1976 essay by Erwin Grif'*®) with an equally typological understanding
of Q 3:35, where the mother of Mary is called “the wife of Tmran,” and presumably

138 Dye, “The Qur’anic Mary.”

139 E.g., Horovitz, Koranische Untersuchungen, 138-40.

140 I owe my awareness of Exod 15:20 in this context to Rubinstein-Shemer, “The Qur’anic Mary,”
137 and Dorival, “Maryam.” See also Rubinstein-Shemer, “The Qur’anic Mary,” 145, citing a talmudic
passage that demonstrates discussion of the rationale for the biblical choice of “sister of Aaron”
rather than “sister of Moses.” I am grateful to Moshe Blidstein for helping me access a pre-publica-
tion draft of Dorival’s chapter, not otherwise available to me.

141 For recent overviews of how post-quranic Muslim exegetes and modern Western scholars
have dealt with the “sister of Aaron” sobriquet, see, for instance, Mourad, “Mary in the Quran,”
163-66; Reynolds, Biblical Subtext, 132-34 and 144-47; Tannous, “Negotiating the Nativity,” 93-149;
Rubinstein-Shemer, “The Qur’anic Mary.”

142 Dye, “The Qur’anic Mary,” 172.

143 Gréf, “Zu den christlichen Einfliissen im Koran,” 118.
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also of Q 66:12, where Mary is called “the daughter of Tmran.”*** ‘Imran is usually

considered to be the Arabic name for the biblical Amram, the father of Moses and
Aaron (Exod 6:18.20),"*° though the Qur'an does not actually name Moses’s mother
or sister (Q 20:38-40, 28:7-11) and never directly mentions his biological father at
all."*® Dye rules out that we may interpret the Qur'an as saying that Imran “is the
name of Mary’s biological father, called Joachim in Christian sources (Prot 1-5),
which are familiar to the author of the sura.”**’ As Dye reiterates slightly later, our
understanding of Q 3:35, 19:28, and 66:12 must not end up imputing to the Qur'an
“a confusion of any kind, since the author of sura 19 has an intimate knowledge of
Christian traditions.”**®

Proceeding to his star exhibit, Dye then adduces a liturgical reading or lection
“from the words of the prophet Jeremiah” that was used at the Kathisma church and
is preserved, in a Georgian translation, in the codex Thilisi A-144. This text, previ-
ously discussed by Gilles Dorival, ambiguously calls Aaron “the brother of Miriam/
Mary,”**? employing a name that can, to the best of my understanding, refer to either
of the two women, as in Greek."*® The expression cited is of course the exact inverse
of the qur'anic reference to Mary as the “sister of Aaron” at Q 19:28. To provide the
briefest of summaries of the relevant passage from the Georgian Lection of Jeremiah,
a prophecy ascribed to Jeremiah predicts that Aaron will recover the ark of the cov-
enant from the hiding place where it was reportedly placed by Jeremiah, and it is
in this context that “the priest Aaron” is glossed as the “brother of Miriam/Mary.”
While this expression could in principle intend Aaron’s biological sister Miriam, a
few lines later the ark of the covenant is equated with the “Holy Virgin Mary.” This
might then suggest the understanding that earlier on Aaron has in fact been cast as

144 Dye, “The Qur’anic Mary,” 171-72.

145 E.g., Jeffery, Foreign Vocabulary, 217 and 262.

146 This may have something to do with the fact that the Qur'an describes Pharaoh as Moses’s
stepfather (Q 28:9), an observation that I owe to a forthcoming book by Gabriel S. Reynolds. In light
of Q 28:9, Moses’s confrontation with Pharaoh, which is repeatedly narrated in the Qur'an, amounts
to a confrontation between father and son, analogous to the way in which the Qur'an pits Abraham
against his idolatrous father. The fact that Moses’s biological father is absent from the Qur'an may
accordingly serve to avoid diluting the paternal status of Pharaoh.

147 Dye, “The Qur’anic Mary,” 171.

148 Dye, “The Qur’anic Mary,” 172. See, similarly, Mourad, “Mary in the Qur'an,” 165: “there are no
grounds for arguing that Mary the daughter of Amram could have been a correct reference to Mary,
the mother of Jesus.”

149 Dye, “The Qur’anic Mary,” 176-77; Dorival, “Maryam.”

150 Since I am completely ignorant of Georgian, I am here relying on an understanding of the
textual evidence that is derived from Dorival, “Maryam.” By contrast, Dye does not highlight the
presence of any onomastic ambiguity. I am grateful to Ana Davitashvili for answering queries on
Georgian in this regard.
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the brother of Mary and not, or not just, of Miriam. Dye furthermore observes that a
typological equivalence between Miriam, the sister of Aaron, and Mary, the mother
of Jesus, is actually rare in ancient Christianity, although he acknowledges some
further attestations for it."*" This relative rarity of a Miriam-Mary nexus leads Dye
to posit that the “sister of Aaron” sobriquet in Q 19:28 indicates a link specifically to
the liturgical traditions of the Kathisma church. Dye thus claims to have uncovered
a second distinctive connection between Strah 19 and the Kathisma site, in addi-
tion to the qur'anic telescoping of the nativity and the palm tree miracle that takes
center stage in Shoemaker’s article.

There is more than one count on which one might query whether the similarity
between Q 19:28 and Aaron’s designation as “the brother of Miriam/Mary” in Dye’s
Georgian text is really sufficient to establish a direct connection between Sarah 19
and the liturgy of the Kathisma church. To begin with, despite the complementarity
obtaining between the Georgian manuscript’s “brother of Mary” and the quranic
“sister of Aaron,” in the Georgian Lection of Jeremiah the link between Mary and
Miriam seems quite cursory and implicit. By contrast, other ancient attestations of
a Miriam-Mary nexus are far less equivocal. Thus, Dorival — who also underlines
the general scarcity of Greek texts propounding a Miriam-Mary typology — discusses
two Greek attestations for a Miriam-Mary typology, including one by Gregory of
Nyssa (On Virginity, chapter 19). Commenting on the designation of Miriam as “the
sister of Aaron” in Exod 15:20, Gregory states explicitly that he considers Miriam
to be a typological prefiguration of Mary the theotokos (i. e., the mother of Christ),
since they likely shared the virtue of virginity.'** More recently, Nestor Kavvadas
has quoted the Syriac translation of a homily by Severus of Antioch that displays
a noteworthy leap from Miriam, the sister of Moses, to Mary the theotokos."** Two
places in Aphrahat’s Demonstrations also document a potential Miriam-Mary nexus,
though neither of them is as strong as the passage from Gregory."** Hence, not-

151 Dye, “The Qur’anic Mary,” 177-78. On the scarcity of prooftexts for a Miriam-Mary nexus, see
also Dorival, “Maryam,” and Crone, Quranic Pagans, 296, with note 299.

152 Dorival, “Maryam.” See also the reference to Henninger in note 154 below. For the original
Greek with a facing French translation, see Gregory of Nyssa, Traité, 484-89. I owe my awareness
of this edition to Kavvadas, “A Talking New-Born.”

153 Kavvadas, “A Talking New-Born.”

154 In Demonstrations 14:33, Aphrahat includes both Miriam and Mary in a list of prophetic
women, but the catalogue also contains Hannah, Huldah, Elizabeth, and Deborah, and Miriam is
not explicitly said to prefigure Mary. In Demonstrations 21:10, Aphrahat explores numerous par-
allels between Moses and Jesus, and in this context writes: “Miriam stood at the edge of the river
when Moses floated on the water, and Mary gave birth to Jesus after the angel Gabriel brought
news to her.” See Lehto, The Demonstrations of Aphrahat, 336 and 447. The character of the corre-
spondence in Demonstrations 21:10 is not immediately clear, causing the translator to speculate:



46 —— NicolaiSinai DE GRUYTER

withstanding the negative image of Miriam foregrounded by Dorival,'*® the link
between Miriam and Mary could in principle have been available on the margins
of the wider Christian tradition rather than just via the Kathisma church. Moreo-
ver, some of the relevant Greek and Syriac prooftexts connect the two figures more
overtly than the Georgian Lection of Jeremiah, and at least Gregory of Nyssa does
so while engaging with Miriam’s biblical epithet “sister of Aaron” from Exod 15:20,
which is literally identical with the title that Q 19:28 applies to Mary. Hence, if one is
attracted to a typological interpretation of Q 19:28, the Georgian Lection of Jeremiah
really is not the only, and certainly not the most compelling, intertext. This under-
mines the link with the Kathisma church in particular that is championed by Dye
and Shoemaker.

At a more fundamental level, there are also reasons to question Dye’s reasons
for resorting to a typological construal of Q 19:28’s “sister of Aaron” title in the first
place. As we saw, Dye takes for granted that Q 19:28 could not possibly be casting
Mary as being literally the sister of Aaron and that the way she is addressed in this
verse should therefore be understood as the typologically motivated transference to
her of a label properly applicable to her Old Testament namesake Miriam (to whom
it is in fact applied at Exod 15:20). For Dye such a typological reading of the expres-
sion “sister of Aaron” goes hand in hand with an equally typological interpretation
of Q 3:35’s reference to Mary’s mother as “the wife of Tmran”: since the predominant
name of Mary’s father in the Christian tradition is Joachim, the qur'anic Tmran
cannot literally be Mary’s father.'*® Yet there is reason to be uncomfortable with
this categorical insistence that the Qur'an must inevitably respect basic data of bib-
lical history and genealogy. Certainly the two Medinan verses that describe Mary’s
mother as “the wife of Tmran” (Q 3:35) and Mary herself as “the daughter of Tmran”
(Q 66:12) do not look like anything other than literal family relationships, just as the

“Perhaps Aphrahat is drawing a parallel between the water of the river and the water of birth.”
More convincing is the observation that according to chapter 11 of the Protevangelium of James,
Mary had gone out to draw water when she received the annunciation of Jesus; thus Seppéld, “Is
the Virgin Mary a Prophetess?,” 370. For the relevant passage in the Protevangelium, see Elliot, The
Apocryphal New Testament, 61. The link between Miriam and Mary in Gregory of Nyssa and Aphra-
hat is already pointed out, though without precise references, in Henninger, Spuren christlicher
Glaubenswahrheiten, 10. Henninger in turn references the summary of Ludwig Bachmann, “Jesus
im Qoran” (PhD diss., Frankfurt am Main, 1926). I have not seen this dissertation.

155 Dorival’s chief explanation for the rarity of a Miriam-Mary typology is that Patristic authors
tended to have a negative image of Miriam due to her rebellion against Moses as retold in Num 12.
That a negative view of Miriam based on Num 12 was also present in the Syriac tradition is shown
by Beck, Sermones I, sermon no. 2:1199-1346.

156 On an alternative, and less prominent, tradition according to which Mary’s parents were called
Zadoq and Dina, see Brock, “Genealogy.”
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references to “the wife of Noah,” “the wife of Lot,” and “the wife of Pharaoh” that
figure in Q 66:10-11 — so immediately before the description of Mary as “the daugh-
ter of Tmran” in Q 66:12 — surely capture literal biological relationships."” It seems
contorted to evade the conclusion that Tmran is simply the qur'anic name for Mary’s
father, whatever he might be called in Christian sources. After all, the possibility of
a radical reuse of biblical characters in the Qur'an — meaning one that is incapable
of being reconciled with the basic facts of the biblical text — is sufficiently borne
out by the qur'anic relocation of the figure of Himan from Achaemenid Babylonia
to Pharaonic Egypt.'*® There are further salient examples: at least some Meccan
retellings of the Exodus suggest that the Israelites subsequently inherited Egypt
rather than leaving Egypt for a Promised Land beyond the sea;'*° the paternal link
between Abraham and Ishmael does not seem to be present in the chronologically
earliest quranic references to these two figures;'*® and Q 18:60-64 transfers to
Moses an episode previously associated with Alexander the Great."®" Given all these
examples, it strikes me as precarious to postulate that the Qur'an must invariably
conform to vital elements of biblical (or extra-biblical Christian) historiography
even in the absence of explicit qur'anic confirmation thereof.

Dye’s view that the qur'anic characterizations of Mary as the “sister of Aaron”
and the “daughter of Tmran” can only be true typologically rather than literally
is therefore a significant hermeneutic decision: a straightforward reading of the
phrases under discussion is disallowed as somehow underestimating the sophistica-
tion of the Islamic scripture. There are grounds to be worried about an interpretive
circle here: it is assumed that only a maximally sophisticated reading of the Qur’an,
in line with the Christian tradition, will do; and the remarkable sophistication of the
Quran is then adduced as evidence against a Hijazi context.'®* I am not of course
advocating an interpretation of the Qur'an as crude or unsophisticated, nor do I
take issue with an intertextually comparative reading of the Islamic scripture. But I
am registering the concern that an interpretation of the Qur'an as sophisticated in a
very peculiar sense — namely, as nimbly versed in a wide array of biblical prooftexts
and post-hiblical traditions — may to some degree be primarily a reflection of the
exceptional erudition of scholarly readers like Dye. At least to an extent, then, the

157 This assessment is also found in Tannous, “Negotiating the Nativity,” 124.

158 See Silverstein, “Haman’s Transition.” I owe this point, and in part also its wording (“radical
reuse of biblical characters”), to a private comment by Gabriel S. Reynolds. A connection between
Q 19:28 and the quranic Haman is already drawn in Rudolph, Abhdngigkeit, 19.

159 Sinai, “Inheriting Egypt.”

160 Paret, “Isma‘il.”

161 See, e. g., Griffith, “Narratives,” 158—64.

162 There are further examples for this sort of approach in the tentative profile of the author of
Q 19:1-63 or its precursor version that is drawn up in Dye, “The Qur’anic Mary,” 179-80.
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Christian elephant is also the product of a hyper-erudite reading of the Qur'an that
prides itself on unearthing complex layers of biblical and Christian subtexts in the
same way in which Jewish and Christian exegetes will take ludic delight in tying
together seemingly unrelated scriptural prooftexts or events from sacred history.*®®
What would a reading of Q 19:28 look like that is not driven by a priori assump-
tions about the Qur'an’s unfailing conformity to the biblical tradition? One possibil-
ity that should not be dismissed too quickly is simply to take the verse at face value
and accept thatitis indeed casting the mother of Jesus as the sister of Aaron, making
Jesus the biological nephew of Moses. Even if this may at first blush look like an
appalling butchering of hiblical sacred history, the hypothesis of a qur'anic short-cir-
cuiting of Moses and Jesus would need to be refuted based on qur'anic rather than
biblical data. Unlike Christian sacred history, built on the idea that various Old Tes-
tament figures anticipate Jesus, the Qur'an could in principle afford to be quite
vague about the precise chronological position of Jesus in Israelite history. Perhaps,
then, the onomastic identity of Miriam and Mary and an occasional typological
nexus between them produced a certain degree of “permeability”*®* that eventually
lead to their amalgamation into a unitary character? Crucially, there is no reason
why a confessionally non-partisan historian should feel obliged to describe such a
hypothetical conflation of Mary and Miriam as a case of qur'anic “confusion.”**®
Nonetheless, a consistent equation of Mary the mother of Jesus with Miriam
the sister of Moses is difficult to sustain across the entire Qur'an. This is so because
there are, first, three Medinan verses — Q 2:87, 5:46, and 57:27 — that give the impres-
sion that Jesus is being cast as the final member of the Israelite sequence of messen-
ger-prophets (rusul), who are said to have followed in the footsteps of Moses (Q 2:87;
cf. 57:27) and in turn to have been followed by Jesus (Q 5:46; cf. 57:27).' These verses

163 For an early programmatic formulation of this sort of approach to the Qur'an, see Grégoire,
“Mahomet et le monophysisme,” 107-19, especially at 108.

164 Thus the apt formulation in Kavvadas, “A Talking New-Born.” Kavvadas draws attention to var-
ious instances where Syro-Byzantine Christian texts blur the distinction between separate figures —
not only between Jesus’s mother and the sister of Moses, but also between Jesus’s mother and Mary
Magdalene. In the minds of educated Christian authors and readers, such character permeability
would not have overwritten a basic awareness that more than one individual was being evoked. But
that does not entail that the same assumption can safely be carried over to Q 19:28.

165 Thus, for example, Jeffery, Foreign Vocabulary, 217. Either the transition from typological cor-
respondence to straightforward conflation happened upstream of the Quran, in which case the
Islamic scripture would simply, and quite unobjectionably, be reflecting a certain conception of
Mary that had taken hold in its immediate environment. Alternatively, it was only in the Quran
that the step from permeability to full conflation took place. If so, this could perhaps be viewed
as another instance of the technique of narrative telescoping that we already saw in the qur’anic
combination of the nativity of Jesus with the palm tree miracle.

166 Iam grateful to Saqib Hussain for drawing my attention to these verses.
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evidently presuppose a significant genealogical distance between Moses and Jesus.
Secondly, there is the Mary-and-Jesus pericope in the Medinan Starah 3. Meccan
stirahs recount how the infant Moses was tracked by his sister (who remains anon-
ymous) after having been placed in an ark by his mother (Q 20:40, 28:11-12; cf. Exod
2). As others have observed before, it is difficult to reconcile this scene with Q 3:35-
37, which portrays Mary as growing up in the Israelite temple (mihrab), similar to
the description of her upbringing in the Protevangelium of James.**” The account of
Mary’s birth in Sarah 3 is certainly not redolent of the pre-Exodus setting that one
would expect for a sibling of Moses.'®®

To the evidence just presented one could respond by allowing for an internal
qur'anic development, by which an earlier Meccan presentation of Mary as the bio-
logical sister of Moses and Aaron in Q 19:28 gave way, in the Medinan proclamations,
to an increasing genealogical distance between Moses and Jesus. In other words, we
could try to read the presentation of Mary in Stirahs 19 and 3 on the familiar model
of an increasing qur'anic acquaintance with biblical or biblically based traditions.
Such a developmental approach does not strike me as entirely unviable. Yet if by
the time of the Medinan Siirah 3 it was recognized that Christians did not consider
Mary to be identical with Miriam, why did Q 19:28’s formulation “sister of Aaron”
not undergo revision, or at least attract a retrospective explanation forestalling the
inference that Mary was a biological sibling of Moses and Aaron? This is certainly
what other cases of secondary insertion or retrospective clarification in the Qur'an
would have led one to expect.'®

It is principally the difficulty just broached, and not the general premise that
the Qur'an could not be in conflict with biblical history, that ought to attract us to a
non-literal construal of the “sister of Aaron” sobriquet (whereas with regard to the
portrayal of Mary as the daughter of Tmran, where no equivalent argument applies,
a literal reading must stand). Now, one way of achieving a non-literal interpreta-
tion of Q 19:28, thoroughly familiar by now, would be to see the application of the
“sister of Aaron” epithet to Mary in Q 19:28 as grounded in a Miriam-Mary typology.
However, even if we disregard Dorival and Dye’s assessment that a typological tie

167 Graf, “Zu den christlichen Einfliissen,” 118. See also Crone, Qur’anic Pagans, 296.

168 Rubinstein-Shemer proposes to read Q 3:33-35 as referring to the birth of Miriam, the sister
of Moses, only for the narrative to shift to the birth of Mary, the mother of Jesus, in v. 36 (Rubin-
stein-Shemer, “The Qur’anic Mary,” 144-47). I find this way of breaking apart what looks to all
intents and purposes like a unitary account highly counterintuitive.

169 I owe this consideration to Marianna Klar. For a case in which a Meccan statement attracted a
clarifying comment in a later Medinan stirah, see Q 9:114 and 60:4, downplaying Abraham’s promise
to ask for forgiveness on behalf of his father in Q 14:41, 19:47, and 29:86 (Sinai, “Two Types,” 266-70).
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between Miriam and Mary is not frequent in ancient Christian literature,'” a typo-
logical understanding of Q 19:28 is not unproblematic. For one, the qur'anic corpus
is otherwise devoid of any conspicuous parallels or affinities between Mary and the
anonymous sister of Moses who figures in Q 20:40 and 28:11-12, corresponding to
the biblical Miriam: there is no evidence, apart from possibly Q 19:28 itself, that the
Quran discerned significant parallelism between the figures of Miriam and Mary
that would explain why Q 19:28 might casually, without any further elaboration,
transfer to Mary an epithet properly applicable to Miriam. There is, moreover, a
very real question mark as to whether interpreters are entitled to consider Chris-
tian-style typologies to form a ready part of the Qur'an’s standard repertoire for
making sense of history.'”* Given such impediments to a typological exegesis of
Q 19:28, is there a way of interpreting the verse in a non-literal manner that does
not require an appeal to typology as a stepping stone?'”?

170 Kavvadas, “A Talking New-Born,” references a forthcoming study by Shoemaker that is said
to enumerate twelve early Christian texts that mention a Miriam-Mary typology. I have not myself
seen this study yet.

171 The only qur'anic verse that springs to mind as coming close to being typological is Q 3:59,
which explicitly states that both Adam and Jesus were created by divine fiat. As regards the Islamic
scripture’s well-known penchant for “the recasting of the accounts of messengers and prophets
preceding Muhammad in light of the Qur'an’s portrayal of Muhammad’s life and experiences”
(Tannous, “Negotiating the Nativity,” 116), I share Tannous’s assessment that the Quran’s explicit
mirroring of the experiences of Muhammad and earlier prophetic figures should not be conflated
with Christian typology (Tannous, “Negotiating the Nativity,” 110-18). Christian typology involves
positing a deeper similarity or contrast between two historical occurrences or entities that remain
unquestionably distinct at the surface level (e. g., Noah’s ark and the ritual of baptism, as per 1
Peter 3:20-21), with the later one of the two correlates generally considered to “fulfill” the earlier
one and to reveal its hidden predictive purport. By contrast, what Mark Durie has termed qur’anic
“messenger uniformitarianism” (Durie, Biblical Reflexes, 135-42) consists in attributing to various
historical figures (e. g., Moses and Muhammad) experiences and utterances that are identical, or
nearly so, at the factual surface level, with no accompanying claim that the events that befell previ-
ous messengers remained enigmatic until their true meaning was revealed in Muhammad. Indeed,
one might question whether even Q 3:59, referenced earlier; is properly typological, since from the
qur'anic vantage point the creation of Adam and of Jesus simply have a commonality at the literal
or surface level: both were rooted in God’s creative fiat. In any case, I certainly do not think that
the “sister of Aaron” sobriquet from Q 19:28 could be considered an instance of qur'anic messenger
uniformitarianism.

172 A slightly different typological connection that has also been raised does not link Mary to Mir-
iam but rather to Aaron. Specifically, Numbers 17 reports the miraculous budding of Aaron’s staff
when placed in front of the ark of the covenant. Mary or her virginal conception of Jesus can be
identified with this rod of Aaron in some Christian texts, such as Ephrem’s Hymns on the Nativity
1:17; see Marx, “Glimpses of a Mariology,” 553-54. For a translation of the passage by Ephrem, see
McVey, Hymns, 65: “The staff of Aaron sprouted, and the dry wood brought forth; his symbol has
been explained today - it is the virgin womb that gave birth.” However, while the link between
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An obvious candidate for the explanatory vacancy just advertised is Sulei-
man Mourad’s proposal that the qur'anic expression “sister of Aaron” (ukht harin)
means something like “fellow tribeswoman of Aaron” rather than a literal sibling of
Aaron,'”® an interpretation that Mourad supports by surveying a host of non-literal
qur'anic occurrences of “brother” (akh) and “sister” (ukht).r* Now, it is true that
late antique Christians did not generally attribute an Aaronide lineage to Mary.'”® It
may of course be that Q 19:28 is deliberately gainsaying the standard Christian idea
that Mary was a descendant of David,"”® but I am unconvinced that the question
of Mary’s Davidic vs. Aaronide genealogy mattered much to the qur'anic author(s)
and immediate recipients.'”” Perhaps, then, the point of calling Mary the “sister

Mary and the rod of Aaron does help round out the ways in which late antique Christians could
associate Mary with Aaron, the connection does not in my view contribute much to understanding
Q 19:28 in particular, since it does not shed light on why Mary might be described specifically as
Aaron’s sister.

173 Mourad, “Mary in the Qur'an,” 165-66. It is Patricia Crone who helpfully paraphrases Mourad’s
interpretation as taking the qur'anic expression ukht haran to mean “fellow tribeswoman” of Aaron
(Crone, Qur’anic Pagans, 296, with note 297).

174 Verses like Q 3:103 or 33:5 speak of brotherhood in religion, and members of the same tribe
can also be referred to as brothers: thus, the messengers Salih, Shu‘ayb, and Had are called, respec-
tively, “brothers” — i. e., members — of the tribes of Thamtd, Madyan, and ‘Ad (e. g., Q 11:50.61.84,
27:45, 29:36, 46:21). Q 43:48, meanwhile, appears to employ the word “sister” to designate the imme-
diate precursor of something: each of the miraculous signs that God showed Pharaoh and the Egyp-
tians was “greater than its sister.” This sense of an immediate precursor could also be operative at
Q 7:38, according to which every community entering the fire of hell will “curse its sister.” For a brief
discussion of Q 7:38, see Tannous, “Negotiating the Nativity,” 123. On non-literal qur'anic references
to brotherhood and sisterhood, see also below in the main text.

175 See Tannous, “Negotiating the Nativity,” 121, and Ghaffar, “Kontrafaktische Intertextualitat,”
338-48. For a Syriac text that maintains that Mary was descended both from Judah (the ancestor
of David) and from Levi (the ancestor of Aaron), see Brock, “Genealogy.” As Brock states, Jacob of
Edessa (d. 708) also relates a lineage for Mary that leads back to Levi.

176 As shown in Ghaffar, “Kontrafaktische Intertextualitét,” Jacob of Serugh explicitly rejects the
view that Mary was descended from Aaron, which might be inferred from Luke 1 (Mary is said to be
related to Elizabeth, who is in turn reported to have been descended from Aaron), and Ephrem calls
Mary Jesus’s “sister from the house of David” (Hymns on the Nativity, no. 16:10). Against this back-
ground, Ghaffar proposes to read Q 19:28 as a pointed rejection of Mary’s Davidic lineage, which
would be in line with understanding “sister of Aaron” to mean “fellow tribeswoman of Aaron.”
177 Besides Q 19:28, the Qur'an states that the principal Israelite messengers down to at least Sol-
omon belonged to the progeny of Abraham (Q 6:84) and that Mary and her immediate family (the
“family of Tmran,” al imran, thus called after the name of Mary’s father in the Qur'an) were like-
wise descended from Abraham (Q 3:33-34). The Quran thus seems to limit itself to the simplified
view that all Israelite prophet-messengers up until Jesus were from the progeny (dhurriyyah) of
Abraham (cf. also Q 29:27 and 57:26), without separating out different Israelite lineages. However,
in favor of assuming qur'anic reservations regarding the Davidic lineage in particular, note Zishan
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of Aaron” was not so much to contrast her alleged immorality with her status as
a fellow tribeswoman of Aaron but rather with the chastity that would behoove a
fellow sanctuary-attendant of Aaron — in other words, a colleague of Aaron. After
all, Aaron was generally regarded as the first Israelite high priest and the ancestor
of the priestly class (cf. Num 3).

It must be conceded that Aaron’s priestly status is not incontrovertibly reflected
anywhere else in the Qur'an. However, at least the temple or Israelite sanctuary
(al-mihrab)'’® does figure in connection with the qur'anic Mary: following the Pro-
tevangelium of James, the Medinan verse Q 3:37 depicts her as being visited there by
Zechariah, who is associated with the sanctuary already in Q 19:11 (cf. also Q 3:39).
Indeed, one can speculate whether the “eastern place” to which Mary is said to have
retired and where she is said to have concealed herself in Q 19:16-17 is perhaps an
oblique reference to the Jerusalem temple, where the preceding Zechariah pericope
is set."”® Given the association between the qur'anic Mary and the temple (a link that
is certain for Surah 3 and not indefensible for Sarah 19) and given also the pivotal
role of the temple in the Protevangelium’s account of Mary’s childhood, I find it per-
suasive to view Q 19:28 as corresponding to a functionally similar utterance found
in chapters 13 and 15 of the Protevangelium, where both Joseph and the high priest
accusing Mary of fornication contrast her presumed offense with the fact that she
was “brought up in the Holy of Holies.”'®° Q 19:28’s address of Mary, by her outraged
people, as a “sister of Aaron” — meaning, perhaps, someone who is like Aaron and
his priestly descendants closely related to the Israelite sanctuary — could quite aptly
be read as contextually equivalent to the reproachful reminder in the Protevan-
gelium that Mary was raised in the temple.

A different objection to Mourad’s interpretation of Q 19:28, whether in its orig-
inal form (fellow tribeswoman of Aaron) or in the slightly revised version just pro-
posed (fellow sanctuary-attendant of Aaron), emerges from the observation that
all other non-literal qur'anic occurrences of “brother” or “sister” share a basic con-
notation of contemporaneity, co-existence, or immediate contiguity. For example,
Q 9:11 or 33:5’s “brothers in religion” are contemporaries sharing a certain religious

Ghaffar’s claim that Solomon’s prayer for “a kingdom belonging to no one else after me” in Q 38:35
pointedly denies God’s biblical promise of enduring Davidic rule over Israel (2 Sam 7:16, 1 Kgs 8:25);
see Ghaffar, Der Koran, 66—67.

178 See note 129 above.

179 This understanding of Q 19:16 is also entertained in Rudolph, Abhdngigkeit, 77, n. 5; Neuwirth,
Friihmittelmekkanische Suren, 612-13; and Dye, “The Qur’anic Mary,” 165-66. For a criticism, which
I do not find conclusive, see Tannous, “Negotiating the Nativity,” 123-24.

180 Elliot, The Apocryphal New Testament, 62—63. See also Neuwirth, Friihmittelmekkanische Suren,
61617 and 648-49, arguing that the rationale for casting Mary as a descendant of Aaron reflects the
connection between Mary and the temple that is drawn by Christian authors.
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orientation; when Q 15:47 calls the inhabitants of paradise “brothers,” this must
mean that they co-exist in perfect amity; and where fellow tribesmen are styled
as “brothers,” the link also appears to be one between contemporaries rather than
between individuals separated by a considerable historical distance. The qur'anic
deployment of non-literal brotherhood does not therefore immediately fit an inter-
pretation of Q 19:28 that takes for granted that Mary lived many generations after
Aaron."" Still, the rhetorical intent of the “sister of Aaron” sobriquet may be to
position Mary in a relationship of what Claudia Rapp has called “notional equal-
ity”*** with regard to Aaron, by way of holding her up to the high standards of
behavior deemed to be incumbent on any colleague or associate of such an illus-
trious figure as Aaron. Thus, on the interpretation presently entertained, the way
in which Q 19:28 evokes the metaphor of sisterhood would certainly be distinctive
compared with other figurative qur'anic references to siblinghood, but it would not
be downright irreconcilable with them.

In any case, regardless of whether one espouses the non-literal yet also non-ty-
pological reading of the “sister of Aaron” title just set out or instead prefers a typo-
logical one or even a literal one, I would reiterate two things. First, Dye’s case for a
connection between Sturah 19’s Mary-and-Jesus pericope and the Kathisma church
via the Georgian Lection of Jeremiah is ultimately no more compelling than Shoe-
maker’s original argument. Secondly, the Medinan verses Q 3:35 and 66:12 unequiv-
ocally and literally identify Mary as the daughter of an individual named Tmran
(who despite his onomastic similarity to the biblical Amram is nowhere in the
Qur’an linked to Moses), and in this regard the Qur'an quite clearly parts ways with
Mary’s Christian pedigree.'® Whatever we make of Q 19:28, the qur'anic name of
Mary’s father therefore drives home that biblical genealogy is not invariably a safe
benchmark against which to interpret the Islamic scripture. The fact that at least
one important genealogical disparity between the qur'anic Mary and the Christian
tradition thus continues to stand accords well with this article’s general argument
that the qur'anic proclamations more likely than not emerged in a milieu in which
the presence of Christianity was somewhat diluted in comparison to regions like
Palestine or Mesopotamia.

181 The same point is also made in Tannous, “Negotiating the Nativity,” 122, speaking of the Qur’an’s
“synchronic notion of brotherhood.”

182 Rapp, Brother-Making, 7.

183 Tannous, “Negotiating the Nativity,” 145-46, noncommittally explores the hypothesis that the
Arabic name imran might serve as a translation of the name “Joachim.”
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Excursus 2: Shoemaker on Oral Tradition

Despite having found much to critique in Shoemaker’s Creating the Qur’an, one of
the book’s undoubtedly valuable features is its interdisciplinary breadth. Particu-
larly stimulating is Shoemaker’s extensive engagement with memory science and
the study of oral traditions in chapters 6 and 7.'** A proper assessment of these
sections of his monograph will need to be undertaken elsewhere or by others. But
two general remarks can appositely be made here.

First, there is the question of the implications of modern memory science for the
controversial issue of the date and authenticity of poetry said to be pre-Islamic. In an
endnote, Shoemaker asserts that “the collective findings of memory science and the
study of oral cultures have indeed effectively proved the wholesale inauthenticity of
this poetry as preserving the actual words of any pre-Islamic poets.” This, Shoemaker
holds, entails that the burden of proof rests on the proponent of authenticity rather
than the proponent of inauthenticity."®® Given my own extensive use of early Arabic
poetry as a resource for shedding light on the cultural background of the Qur'an,*® it
may not come as a surprise that I disagree and would question Shoemaker’s opinion
that modern memory science refutes the possibility of a near-verbatim transmission
of early Arabic poetry. At least if we take our bearings from what Islamic-era sources
tell us about its composition and transmission, these were not casual everyday activ-
ities comparable to the memory experiments conducted by Frederic Bartlett, which
Shoemaker reviews in some detail.'®’” Rather, the production and preservation of
poetry had become the preserve of trained specialists. A mnemonic culture that is
sustained by skilled specialists is clearly more likely to secure accurate transmission
than spontaneous hearsay among the general population.

In addition, two core features of early Arabic poetry in particular will have
jointly acted as vital constraints on the memory of individual transmitters, namely,
meter and rhyme: a given poem is characterized by the combination of a particular
monorhyme and a particular meter, which impose significant limits on the substi-
tution of a given phrase or verse by a variant (as do stock phrases and the general
sequence of topics in gasidah poems, which even in early poetry is at least to some
degree subject to schematic patterning). Meter and rhyme would, for instance, have
ruled out transferring entire verses from one poem to another that differs either
in thyme or meter. If one adds in an assumed ability to recall general meaning
and imagery, a considerable degree of textual stability in the oral transmission of

184 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 148-203.
185 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 297, n. 110.
186 Sinai, Rain-Giver.

187 See Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 152-55.
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early Arabic poetry is well conceivable. There is of course a rich library of formu-
laic phrases and of more or less synonymous epithets that can be collated from the
existing poetry, and where these are metrically equivalent, or can be made so, one
cannot rule out that recitation involved a measure of improvised substitution. But
the overall repository of stock phrases on which such improvised substitution must
have drawn could still be authentically pre-Islamic and have been transmitted via a
continuous practice of oral rendition. This succinct sketch of how orally transmitted
poetry might have exhibited a significant degree of mnemonic stability due to the
effects of combined constraints imposing limits on variability is loosely inspired by
David C. Rubin."®® Parenthetically, while Rubin’s monograph is cited by Shoemak-
er,'® he does not engage with the latter’s argument in favor of the possibility of mne-
monic stability in oral traditions. Despite my own lack of acquaintance with modern
memory science, I accordingly wonder whether Shoemaker’s claim that modern
memory science has “effectively proved the wholesale inauthenticity” of pre-Islamic
poetry is not based on a self-servingly selective presentation of the literature.

The second comment to be made concerns the implications of the study of
memory and oral traditions for the textual stability not of pre-Islamic poetry but
of the Qur'an. In this regard, Shoemaker should be credited with formulating a
genuine insight: the interdisciplinary research marshalled by him does, in my view,
roundly discredit a scenario in which the revelations promulgated by Muhammad
were meticulously preserved via an oral tradition before being secondarily com-
mitted to writing (whether after decades or after mere years or months). In other
words, I share Shoemaker’s view that it is not likely that Muhammad might have
given a revelatory address (consisting in, say, a medium-length sirah like Q 20),
which was then spontaneously memorized by the audience present on the occa-
sion and accurately recalled years later. For in the case of the Qur'an, most of the
factors and constraints that would have facilitated a reasonable degree of accuracy
in the oral transmission of poetry are absent: the qur'anic revelations being, appar-
ently, a novel type of literature in Arabic, their earliest transmission could not yet
have been the preserve of a group of specifically trained specialists. Moreover,
the Qur'an lacks meter, and the principles of qur'anic rhyme are considerably less
stringent than those governing poetry.

As noted earlier, Shoemaker’s own alternative proposal is an extended process
of “constant, repeated recomposition,”* in the course of which Muhammad’s reve-
latory deposit was continuously reconstituted, modified, and expanded over several
decades. This would obviously be one possible response to the preceding, though as1

188 Rubin, Memory in Oral Traditions.
189 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 150.
190 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 233.
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have argued throughout this article it creates considerable explanatory pressures in
other regards. I am therefore attracted to a second possibility, which is to abandon
the assumption of “the oral transmission of Muhammad’s teachings largely from
memory for a period of at least two decades,” an idea that Shoemaker considers
to be an integral feature of the “traditional Néldekean-Schwallian narrative.”**! In
my view, those opting to date much or most of the Qur'an to the life of Muhammad
are well advised to recognize quite expressly that the composition, revision, and
earliest transmission of the bulk of the Qur'an was crucially reliant on writing. As
I have written previously, at least apropos of complex texts like Stirahs 2-5, which
bear traces of distinctly scribal processes of textual revision and editing, it seems
incontestable to me that these siirahs could only have been assembled and stored
in writing,'* even if the primary modality in which ordinary community members
encountered them would nonetheless have been aural, that is, would have taken the
form of hearing them — or excerpts from them - recited. At least some reliance on
written storage and transmission is also abundantly likely for considerably shorter
strahs like, say, Stirah 37. It is really only for very brief pieces like Stirahs 1, 105-106,
and 112-114 that a scenario of exclusively oral transmission seems credible.

Significantly, the conjecture that qur'anic stirahs existed in writing already
at the time of the Prophet does not deny that they are clearly optimized for oral
delivery or that the qur'anic proclamations present themselves as something to be
recited and heard (e. g., Q 46:29, 72:1, 84:21) rather than as something to be silently
perused. It also does not rule out that the written version of a qur'anic stirah might
incorporate material that was first enunciated orally, perhaps even extempore. Both
caveats are important in order to accommodate the fact that qur'anic compositions
employ techniques characteristic of oral composition, such as an extensive use of
formulae and stock phrases as well as miscellaneous kinds of “oral typesetting” like
serial vocatives.'*® Nor does the hypothesis of written preservation from the time of
Muhammad onwards contradict the evident fact that based on and checked against
a written stream of transmission, it is perfectly feasible for individuals faithfully
to memorize the entire Qur'an. Finally, it must of course be borne in mind that the
earliest evidence we have for the written transmission of the Qur'an points to a
writing system that is in important respects underdetermined and therefore reliant
on supplementary memorization, insofar as there is no routine usage of diacritics
and vowels signs.

191 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 148.

192 Sinai, “Towards a Redactional History,” 366—67. See also Sinai, “Two Types,” 262-64.

193 Iowe the formulation to Parunak, “Oral Typesetting.” See also Sinai, “Towards a Compositional
Grammar.” On formulaic diction in the Qur'an, see Bannister, An Oral-Formulaic Study, as well as
my comments thereon in Sinai, “Two Types,” 279-83.
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My suggestion that all but the shortest siirahs were stored in writing already
during the lifetime of Muhammad is not unheard of: as Shoemaker observes, Ange-
lika Neuwirth has raised similar ideas.'®* The fact that this view is, in Shoemaker’s
perception, “an outlier that is far from the mainstream”**® of scholars dating the
Qur'an to the life of Muhammad is surely no reason to discount it as a viable sce-
nario of the Qur'an’s emergence, even though it is perhaps not advisable for anyone
attracted to this approach to speak of the Qur'an’s “oral composition” without due
qualification.”®® A considerable part of the problem here is the potential multiva-
lence of the concept of orality, which could with some justification be taken to des-
ignate not only oral composition or oral transmission but also to characterize a text
geared for oral recitation and styling itself accordingly (while nonetheless being
transmitted, or even having been compiled, in writing). Yet appropriate distinc-
tions should largely help to dispel the problem. The only reason why a proponent
of an early dating of much of the Qur'an might not be deemed to be entitled to the
hypothesis of written composition and preservation would be Shoemaker’s claim
that the pre-Islamic Hijaz was an essentially non-literate environment. However, on
this issue the proverbial jury is, in my view, still out.*®’

Note of acknowledgement: This publication is based on a contribution to the con-
ference Unlocking the Byzantine Quran, held August 29-31, 2023 at the University of
Paderborn and convened by Zishan Ghaffar and Holger Zellentin. The proceedings
of this conference are published sequentially in this journal. In this framework,
this article has received funding from the European Research Council (ERC) under
the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme (grant
agreement ID: 866043) and from the Federal Ministry of Education and Research
of Germany (grant agreement ID: 01UD1906Y). The article itself was written as
part of the ERC-funded research project The Qur'an as a Source of Late Antiquity
(QaSLA). The author is grateful to Ana Davitashvili, Zishan Ghaffar, Saqib Hussain,
Nestor Kavvadas, Marianna Klar, Christopher Melchert, Gabriel Reynolds, Tommaso
Tesei, Holger Zellentin, and JIQSA’s peer reviewer for many important comments
and corrections. None of these colleagues should be held responsible for the views
expressed and for any remaining mistakes.

194 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 118-20.

195 Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 119.

196 See Shoemaker, Creating the Qur’an, 118, citing Neuwirth, The Qur’an in Late Antiquity, 8: “the
Qur’an is not only a text composed orally but one that was also transmitted orally throughout
history.”

197 See note 6 above.
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