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Mette Bjerregaard Mortensen, Guillaume Dye, Isaac W. Oliver,
and Tommaso Tesei

Introduction

The following volume presents select proceedings from the second and third
gatherings of the Early Islamic Studies Seminar (EISS).! Both conferences took
place in the beautiful Italian locations of Pratolino, near Florence, on June 12-16,
2017 and Gazzada (at the Villa Cagnola), near Milan, on June 16-20, 2019, respec-
tively. They were hosted by the Enoch Seminar with the generous support of the
Alessandro Nangeroni International Endowment.

The Enoch Seminar was founded by Gabriele Boccaccini in 2001 with the aim
of gathering specialists of Second Temple Judaism from across the globe to share
their research at conferences, which function more like small workshops, in which
scholars intensively debate their ideas during several days in intimate settings that
favor collegiality and dialogue. At its foundation, the Enoch Seminar sought — and
still seeks — to recover both the integrity and the diversity of the intellectual tradi-
tions of the Second Temple period by breaking down the artificial and confessional
barriers that have long divided its study. For too long the study of Second Temple
Judaism(s) had been eclipsed by biblical studies, which naturally tends to priori-
tize the investigation of canonical literature. The Enoch Seminar offered ancient
Jewish writings, movements, and traditions, which had hitherto been anachronis-
tically sandwiched in between the “Old Testament” and the New Testament (and
even the Mishnah), a central platform where they could be considered in their own
right. Writings such as the sectarian documents discovered among the Dead Sea
Scrolls or the so-called Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, received their due atten-
tion, shedding light on a period in which the Jewish Scriptures were still being
composed.

Very soon, the Enoch Seminar incorporated the study of Christian origins
within its scope of inquiry, since Christianity emerged from Second Temple Juda-
ism and originally constituted but one of its many distinctive forms of expressions.
This inclusion has coincided with recent trends in the scholarly investigation of

1 The proceedings of the first EISS meeting hosted by the Enoch Seminar will be published as
Guillaume Dye, ed., Early Islam: The Sectarian Milieu of Late Antiquity?

Mette Bjerregaard Mortensen, Université libre de Bruxelles
Guillaume Dye, Université libre de Bruxelles
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Judaism and Christianity in antiquity, which sees tremendous heuristic value in
studying the diverse traditions of these two entities in light of one another. Once
upon a time, ancient Christianity was merely studied against a Jewish “back-
ground” (and consequently its Jewish character remained relegated to the back),
while the New Testament was neglected as an important source for understanding
Second Temple Judaism. The reigning assumption posited that Judaism and Chris-
tianity inevitably morphed into separate, discrete entities early on, that Jewish-
Christian relations in antiquity were marked solely by antagonism and division.
Studies on the New Testament/early Christianity and Second Temple Judaism were
carried out in isolation from one another, with each field represented by its own
academic programs, conferences, journals, specialists, jargon, and so on.

In recent decades, however, new intellectual paradigms have radically al-
tered the historical understanding of Christian and rabbinic origins and redefined
the disciplinary landscape that had hitherto reified the boundaries between Jews
and Christians in antiquity. While admitting that relations between (some) Jews
and (some) Christians were certainly marked by confrontation early on, many
scholars now firmly situate primitive Christianity within its original Jewish envi-
ronment while avoiding teleological views that reduce the complexity and diver-
sity of early Jewish-Christian relations to inevitable fracturing and opposition. It
is now more readily acknowledged that Jewish and Christian identities remained
fluid, diverse, and in the making throughout Late Antiquity, with patristic and
rabbinic “orthodoxies” proving formative rather than normative during this pe-
riod. These newer perspectives have in turn necessitated greater collaboration be-
tween specialists from different fields, which the Enoch Seminar has readily been
able to foster.

In more recent times, the Enoch Seminar has expanded its purview even
further to encompass the study of Islamic origins. The genesis of this endeavor
began in June 2013 in Brussels, during a meeting between Guillaume Dye and
Carlos A. Segovia, who were soon joined by Emilio Gonzalez Ferrin, Manfred
Kropp, and Tommaso Tesei as board of directors to create the Early Islamic
Studies Seminar (EISS). With the support of the Enoch Seminar, the EISS has
since then organized three Nangeroni Meetings devoted to the Qur’an and early
Islam, convinced that the historical investigation of early Islam should be per-
formed in a similar way as early Judaism and Christianity. In the inclusive spirit
promoted by the Enoch Seminar, the EISS has accordingly invited to its meet-
ings specialists in Qur’anic and Islamic studies as well as those who specialize
in the Hebrew Bible, Second Temple Judaism, the New Testament, and other re-
lated fields. Indeed, the time seems ripe to appreciate the formation of the
Qur’an and early Islam in light of Jewish, Christian, and other late antique tradi-
tions (Zoroastrian, Manichean, etc.). Perhaps, this type of inquiry will yield new
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unexpected results about the origins of Islam that will in turn enrich our under-
standing of the rich religious landscape of Late Antiquity. With the publication
of this volume, we hope to offer promising glimpses into this kind of undertaking.

The first part of this volume begins with two essays that address theoretical
and methodological issues concerning the study of early Islam. In “The Current
Status and Problems of Islamic Origins: The View from the Academic Study of
Religion,” Aaron W. Hughes reflects on the current state of the study of Islamic
origins. For Hughes, the study of Islamic origins entails a study of Jewish and
Christian origins as well, since the Arabian Peninsula and Eastern regions of
the burgeoning early Islamic Empire rose from and shaped a socially porous
world that extended from the period of Late Antiquity. Islam, in other words,
did not merely emerge from previously established monotheisms in the area but
played an active role in their self-definition. Yet institutional, epistemological,
and political issues beset this kind of historical enterprise, and it is to these
problems that Hughes turns with the hope of showing how the academic study
of religion can promisingly illuminate Islamic origins. Throughout, Hughes ar-
gues that the academic study of Islamic origins should be reframed as a late an-
tique problem in which Islamic origins learns from and contributes to antique
and late antique social formations.

An example of such a late antique framing of the question of the origins of
Islam can be found in Stephen Shoemaker’s contribution to the volume where
he emphasizes the importance of genre by comparing the Qur’an to its late an-
tique predecessors. This question has long vexed scholars of the Qur’an who
have struggled to find a suitable category for what prima facie seems like a
rather heterogeneous text. In “A New Arabic Apocryphon from Late Antiquity:
The Qur’an,” Shoemaker argues that the difficulty in determining the Qur’an’s
genre is not a consequence of its exceptionality but due to its amalgamation of
various literary forms: oracular proclamations, hymns, instructional discourses,
narrative evocations, legislative and paraenetic texts, battle exhortations, and
polemical discourses. There is, however, a precedent in Late Antiquity to this
type of assemblage that could shed light on the question: biblical apocrypha.
Shoemaker defines biblical apocrypha broadly. They are not a genre per se but
texts that maintain a solid connection with the writings of the Hebrew Bible
and the New Testament (and other related writings), often focusing on persons
and events from these books while occasionally expanding on them. This broad
yet inviting definition allows for the inclusion of the Qur’an in a late antique
environment that makes sense. Shoemaker accordingly qualifies the Qur’an as
a biblical apocryphon written in Arabic, given its connection to biblical texts,
which it originally sought to supplement rather than supplant, and inclusion of
different genres.



4 —— Mette Bjerregaard Mortensen et al.

The second part of this volume includes studies that assume some of these
methodological and theoretical assumptions since they investigate the Qur’an
in light of Semitic languages, the Hebrew Bible, the New Testament, rabbinic
literature, targums, Syriac Christian materials, and other ancient Near Eastern
sources. This section begins with Manfred Kropp’s “Body Parts Nomenclature in
the Qur’anic Corpus,” which provides a preliminary discussion of the vocabu-
lary used in the Qur’an to describe the human body and its constituent parts
based on cognate languages and precedents set in biblical studies.

Ever since Abraham Geiger, a number of scholars have singled out notable
affinities between the Qur’an and extra-biblical Jewish (rabbinic and targumic)
traditions. The Qur’anic retelling of Queen Sheba’s visit to Solomon finely illus-
trates this overlap. The Qur’anic account resembles 1 Kings 10:1-13 yet differs
with significant details: in contrast to the biblical story, the Qur’an presents Sol-
omon testing the Queen with the help of his servant jinn and emphasizes the
Queen’s conversion to proper religious practice, Solomon’s magical powers and
ability to speak the language of birds, and the oddities of the land of Sheba.
Geiger and others accounted for these extra-biblical materials in terms of depen-
dence by pointing to rabbinic and targumic parallels, claiming that Muhammad
relied on Jewish tradition that was used in the creation of the Qur’an. However,
in “The Queen of Shebah in the Qur’an and Late Antique Midrash,” Jillian Stinch-
comb reconsiders these parallels in a way that is not limited to dependence but
points to a matrix of common discourses in the seventh-century Arabian Penin-
sula between nebulously Islamic and Jewish groups that later came to be sharply
defined against one another.

Another notable parallel between the Qur’an and rabbinic tradition involves
the depiction of Mount Sinai during the revelation of the Torah to Israel. At sev-
eral points, the Qur’an states that God seemingly raised Mount Sinai before the
Israelites. This depiction finds precedent in rabbinic midrash, which posits that
God actually lifted the mountain over the Israelites. Isaac W. Oliver assesses this
parallel in “Standing under the Mountain: Jewish and Christian Threads to a Qu-
ranic Construction.” In this instance, the Qur'an does indeed seem to be in-
debted to rabbinic midrash. Yet the Qur'anic writer(s) did not simply “borrow”
rabbinic materials. In the Qur’an, the mountain is deployed for rhetorical effect
to serve specific interests. Ultimately, Mount Sinai is raised in the Qur'an against
the Israelites, and by extension all Jews who do not accept the Qur’anic revelation,
who are depicted in good Christian anti-Judaic fashion as rebellious sinners per-
petually opposed to God’s message and commissioned messengers. This image of
the non-believing Jews contrasts with the Qur'an’s literary construct of the ideal
believers who readily accept the new revelation granted to its Messenger.
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The Qur’an’s interaction is not limited to rabbinic Jewish tradition but conver-
sant with Christianity in many complex ways as well. In “Mapping the Sources of
the Qur’anic Jesus,” Guillaume Dye seeks to uncover the Qur’anic perspective(s)
on Jesus. In some passages of the Qur’an, Jesus appears as a secondary character,
standing along other prophets such as Noah, Abraham, Ishmael, Moses, and John.
This inclusion precludes any simplistic qualification of the Qur'an as simply mir-
roring a Jewish, a Christian, or a Jewish Christian environment, since the mention
of Jesus dismisses a purely Jewish background, while the rather marginal role
devoted to Jesus apparently excludes Christian and Jewish Christian back-
grounds. Other passages in the Qur’an, however, highly esteem Jesus. He is
not only a preeminent prophet but also miraculously born from the virgin
Mary, a wunderkind endowed with prophetic revelation, uniquely gifted with
the holy spirit, and an eschatological harbinger. The Qur’anic Jesus, therefore,
embodies several paradoxes: he is a secondary and primary figure; he seems
Christian and yet unchristian (at least from an “orthodox” viewpoint); he is
both a figure of convergence with Christians and of cleavage with Christians
and especially Jews. For Dye, this paradoxical Jesus is the result of several re-
workings in the Qur’an that reflect the confessional identity of the burgeoning
movement of the mu’minin. Interestingly enough though, virtually all of the
main attributes of this composite Jesus can be found in Christian Scriptures,
notably in Acts 2:22-24. Dye accordingly proposes that literati with a good com-
mand of Christian tradition used Christian texts, Acts 2:22—24 included, to subvert
competing views and establish a Jesus that reflected their own convictions.

In “The Natural Theology of the Qur’an and Its Late Antique Christian Back-
ground: A Preliminary Outline,” Julien Decharneux reads the Qur’anic call to ob-
serve the divine signs in the cosmos in light of Christian late antique natural
theology. Toward the beginning of the third century CE, some Christian thinkers
entertained the idea that divine knowledge could be reached through the contem-
plation of Scripture and Nature. This theological reflection flourished especially
in the fourth century among various Christian authors. Decharneux suggests that
the Qur'an’s call to contemplate the universe is structurally in line with this Chris-
tian tradition of divine thedria. Beyond structural and thematic homologies, the
Qur’an develops specific motifs and notions within this contemplative frame-
work — not least, the notion of “divine signs” — which could well hint at a connec-
tion with East Syrian traditions of divine contemplation.

The studies in the third and final part of this volume consider the social, po-
litical, and religious circumstances in which the Qur'an emerged and how its
founding members were active players in their immediate contexts. This section
opens with a joint study by Gilles Courtieu and Carlos A. Segovia titled, “Q 2:102,
43:31, and Ctesiphon-Seleucia New Insights into the Mesopotamian Setting of the
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Earliest Qur’anic Milieu,” which proposes Mesopotamia as a hypothetical setting
for the earliest Qur'anic milieu, detecting allusions to Ctesiphon-Seleucia in Q
43:31 and 2:102. In a similar explorative vein, Peter von Sivers situates the Qur'an
in Mesopotamia and Arabia Petraea between the Sasanid and Roman empires
during 602-630 (“Prophecies Fulfilled: The Qur’anic Arabs in the Early 600s”).

Wherever the Qur’an may have originated, it seems certain that the Persian
Empire wished to exert its influence upon the Arabian Peninsula. This is dem-
onstrated by Boaz Shoshan in “The Sasanian Conquest of Himyar Reconsidered:
In Search of a Local Hero,” who reassesses the Arab and non-Arab sources that
relate the Persian conquest of the South Arabian kingdom of Himyar around
570. The evidence shows that the Sasanians had clear strategic interests in con-
trolling this region. Boaz, however, calls for a more critical approach toward the
early Arabic sources treating this event, since they have aggrandized and Islam-
ized their local hero, Sayf of the Dhii Yazan clan, in the buildup leading to the
Persian conquest.

In “Contextual Readings of Religious Statements in Early Islamic Inscrip-
tions,” Marcus Milwright offers interpretations of selected early statements of
religious belief in the monumental Arabic epigraphy of the seventh and first
half of the eighth centuries from the Arabian Peninsula, Syria, and Palestine.
He argues that their creation was meaningfully informed by past practices that
can be explained by the resilience of craft traditions in the Middle East, on the
one hand, but also by the need to project messages in a visual language that
was comprehensible to its target audiences, on the other hand. Thus, the ways
in which early Arabic inscriptions were understood by their audiences went be-
yond the textual content to encompass the material and aesthetic dimensions,
the location, and the broader context of late antique epigraphic and oral cul-
ture. Muslim writers such as Ibn al-Kalbi and al-Hamdani indirectly support
this proposition, since they propagate the idea that the profession of faith itself
existed in Arabia prior to the time of the Prophet. While this may be a literary
fiction, Milwright avers that statements about the oneness of God were in use
among the “Abrahamic faiths” of Late Antiquity.

Archaeological work carried out in the last decades is slowly shedding light
on the cultural environment of the pre-Islamic inhabitants of Arabia. Interest-
ingly enough, newly discovered inscriptions name a number of gods, including
the eight pagan deities mentioned in the Qur’an. In “The Gods of the Qur'an: The
Rise of Hijazi Henotheism during Late Antiquity,” Valentina A. Grasso provides
an intertextual analysis of these pre-Islamic inscriptions and the Qur’an. She ar-
gues that stories of pre-Islamic idols have been restructured in the Qur’an in
order to emphasize Muhammad’s prophetic career within a polytheistic environ-
ment. However, Muhammad may very well have built his career on the existing
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basis of a flexible henotheism and subsequently professed a strict monotheism
similar to those of the surrounding scriptural communities that developed auton-
omously in the distinctive Arabian milieu.

The volume concludes with a social critical analysis of early Islam by Ilkka
J. Lindstedt, “‘One Community to the Exclusion of Other People’: A Superordinate
Identity in the Medinan Community.” How did the early (seventh—eighth century
CE) Muslims categorize and view themselves? And what did their conceptions of
themselves and the others entail? Lindstedt addresses these questions utilizing
theories from the field of social psychology, especially “the social identity ap-
proach.” The social identity approach argues that group identification and con-
duct are a central component of the human experience. Lindstedt sees this social
process at play both in the so-called Constitution of Medina and the Qur’an. The
Constitution of Medina, which Lindstedt views as an authentic document of the
Prophet Muhammad, recategorized the Jews and the gentile Believers of Medina
under one common ingroup identity yet allowed members of both groups to re-
tain their tribal and religious identities as subordinate ones. By contrast, the
Medinan stratum of the Qur’an articulates a sense of a community that is not very
accepting of subgroup identities. Individual Jews and Christians are accepted as
Believers but their identities as Jews and Christians remain suspect. Nevertheless,
passages such as Q 3:110-115 contain both positive and negative depictions of the
Jews and Christians. Thus it is misguided to simply posit that later Qur’anic strata
repudiated Jews and Christians even if earlier Qur'anic passages seem more ac-
cepting of subgroup identities.

The second and third EISS meetings were the result of the contribution of
many institutions. We would like to acknowledge in particular the contribution
of the Michigan Center for Early Christian Studies and the Alessandro Nanger-
oni International Endowment. The partnership they have formed with the De-
partment of Near Eastern Studies and the Frankel Center for Judaic Studies of
the University of Michigan has secured the continuity of the project and the fu-
ture of the Enoch Seminar for years to come.

As stated earlier, the climate of collegiality and friendship is an important
component of the Enoch Seminar experience. During our stay in Florence, we vis-
ited the Monastery of Monte Senario at Bivigliano, accompanied by the President
of the Associazione Biblica Italiana (ABI), Luca Mazzinghi. One of our sessions
took place at the Synagogue of Florence (hosted by Rav Joseph Levi) and had
lunch there. We were then invited to attend interfaith meetings at Syracuse Univer-
sity and the Florence School of Theology organized by local Jewish, Christian, and
Muslim organizations, and a delegation of ours was received by the mayor of Flor-
ence at Palazzo Vecchio. In Gazzada we had a beautiful trip to Palazzo Borromeo,
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Isola Bella on Lake Maggiore, and a guided tour of the park and interiors of Villa
Cagnola.

A special thanks goes to Gabriele Boccaccini, director and founder of the
Enoch Seminar, as well as Jason Zurawski, who served as the secretary. They
not only took care of the logistics of the conferences but also actively contrib-
uted to the discussions, bridging the EISS group with the work of specialists
in Second Temple Judaism and Christian origins and the general activities of
the Enoch Seminar.

Finally, we would like to dedicate the volume to the memory of Michael
Bonner, professor of Islamic Studies at the University of Michigan, who was one
of the most enthusiastic members of the group and passed away just a few days
before our third EISS meeting, for which he was about to present a paper. We
are deeply indebted to his work and friendship.
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Aaron W. Hughes

The Current Status and Problems of Islamic
Origins

The View from the Academic Study of Religion

Introduction

The aim of this paper is to offer a second-order reflection on the current state
of Islamic origins. It takes its cue from my colleague Herb Berg, who claimed
several years ago that “to discuss Islamic origins, and as a result early Islamic
history and civilization, is to discuss theory and method.”! Theory and method, as
I understand those two terms as a scholar of religion, represent those scholarly
acts whereby we include and exclude, frame and marginalize, and, in the process,
prioritize and arrange data we imagine to be relevant (or not). It is not just the can-
vas, to switch metaphors, upon which we paint our masterpieces, but also the col-
ors, brushes, and brushstrokes that we chose to employ. In so doing, theory and
method ideally attune us to the political, ideological, and genealogical agendas
that inform our scholarly acts, and that reflection upon these agendas will, again
ideally, prevent us from simply assuming default positions towards our data.

We also have to realize, however, that the terms “theory” and “method” are
amphibolous. This is a large part of the problem. They mean different things to
different people. Those who engage in questioning the veracity of traditional
sources or are perceived (by others) as undermining them as anachronistic and
those who decry such a posture as insensitive or, worse, as (neo-) Orientalist
both appeal to narratives and hermeneutics that have distinct histories and en-
tanglements. They all, in other words, make claims to being theoretically so-
phisticated. To avoid such simplifications or dead-ends, however, theory and
method must revert to even greater “meta” levels if we are to sort profitably
through these competing claims and their guiding ideologies. This is something
that the following paper seeks to do in order to get at what I perceive to be some
of the current problems that potentially beset the field.

1 Berg 2013, x.

Aaron W. Hughes, Department of Religion and Classics, University of Rochester,
Rochester, NY

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110675498-002
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The absence of incontrovertible data, the problems associated with dating
traditional sources, not to mention the often vociferous debates in modern
scholarship derived therefrom would all seem to make the subject of Islamic
origins a perfect subject for “theory and method” in the above sense of the
term. The reconstruction of religious origins (be it Islam’s or that of any other
religion), after all, is ultimately about positing theories and using a variety of
methodologies to support them. How we construct the origins of Islam, if it is
not already obvious, is as much a modern question as it is a historical one.

Here, however, we run into a problem, one that will meander as a leitmotif
through the following pages, to wit, the collision between competing epistemol-
ogies. Classically, for example, Muslims have approached their own tradition,
and by extension all human knowledge, through a given set of categories (e.g.,
hadith, ta’rikh, adab, tasawwuf). Some of these categories, and their frames of
analysis, have translated into Western scholarship, whereas others have not.
Sometimes indigenous terms are seen as translating directly (e.g., adab as liter-
ature, ta’rikh as history). Other times, the study of such terms is brought in via
analogues (e.g. the Qur’an being studied as “scripture” or as “literature” along
the model of biblical studies). Despite such translations and analogs, however,
most of those involved in the contemporary study of Islam in the Western aca-
demic setting still rely on, engage with, or otherwise work in the shadow of
these classically-constituted topics.?

From this collision emerge a set of tensions and fractures wherein we are
currently stuck and upon which we would do well to reflect. Much of what will
follow will focus on the faultlines of this collision, providing both egregious
and more serious minded examples. It strikes me at the outset, however, that
the more we make the study of Islamic origins into a late antique problem or
even a Jewish or Christian problem, and less an Islamic one, the more produc-
tive we will be in our endeavors.’ This, at least in theory, avoids some of the
problems that have beset this topic in the larger field of Islamic studies.” A
quick comparison of the Cambridge History of Islam (1970) with that of the New
Cambridge History of Islam (2010) bears this out. The opening chapters of the
latter text, unlike the former one, peel back the boundaries of the late antique

2 See the comments in Daneshgar and Hughes 2020.

3 And I think we are beginning to see the dividends of such an approach in the work of,
among others, Howard-Johnston 2010; Wood 2010; Booth 2014; Penn 2014, and Fowden 2015.
4 See, for example, the comments in Griffith 2013, 54-57.
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period and, in so doing, situate the rise of Islam against it, specifically Iranian
and Roman rivalry in and around Arabia. This also means an explicit acknowl-
edgement that the religions of late antiquity — Islam, Judaism, Christianity, Zo-
roastrianism, Manicheanism, among others — are less hermetically sealed or
discrete phenomena than they are porous markers of social identity that devel-
oped both individually and interactively.’

Within this context, I place my own study of Islamic origins, for example,
against the backdrop of the complexity of ascertaining the identity of the Jews of
South Arabia and the Hijaz prior to the time of Muhammad. Such an intellectual re-
orientation brings the fluidity of identity and the porosity of social formations that
we see in the late antique period into the early Islamic one.® On account of this com-
plexity and overlap, the story of Islamic origins, for me, is in part also the story of
Jewish origins (and, by extension, Christian origins) as the chaotic social worlds of
the Arabian Peninsula and the Eastern parts of the burgeoning early Islamic Empire
created the foil to the eventual construction of orthodoxy in all of these religions.” It
is not simply the case that Islam emerges as the sum of other, more established,
monotheisms in the area, but that its appearance played an active role in their self-
definition. Self-definition, in other words, works in both directions.

My goal here, however, is much more modest in scope: it is to survey and
taxonomize some of the more recent trends in the study of Islamic origins,
highlighting some of the problems — epistemological, institutional, and politi-
cal - that currently beset the field. Though it is certainly worth mentioning
within this context that much of this literature, some of which is historically
very sophisticated, risks reifying religion or projecting later forms onto the pe-
riod in question. Within this context, I wish to show how the academic study of
religion can illumine the study of Islamic origins and vice versa.

Moving Forward, Moving Backward

We do not have to be sociologists of knowledge to admit that ancient problems
have sets of overlapping and intertwined frames that stretch from the contempo-
raneous to the contemporary. Such frames need to be cautiously disentangled
from one another, if in fact they can, and subsequently examined both for what

5 Seen also the important edited collections of Neuwirth, Sinai, and Marx 2010, and Reynolds
2010.

6 Fowden 2015, e.g., 3-5.

7 See, for example, Hughes 2017h.
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they tell us about the past and what they tell us about those who created
them. Even once we do this, however, there is still no guarantee that we will
arrive at the so-called truth. The study of Islamic origins, like the study of so
much, presents both a historical and a hermeneutical problem. While we all
want to know what really happened, we have to be aware of the dark places to
which such desires take us.®

In this regard we are consistently hamstrung by our own shortcomings. If
we work centripetally, from the late antique side, Islam emerges as the sum of
its preexistent parts. Without rehearsing all the arguments here, ones that I
imagine are familiar to most working in this rather small field, Islam’s origins
have — at least since the 1970s (if not actually before) — been associated with a
Jewish sect,” a Christian one,'° or as arising in the Negev desert as opposed to
the Hijaz."* Others have sought to make the final redaction of the Qur’an later
than tradition has it by seeing it as contemporaneous with the Sira,'® or as even
postdating the Sira and Hadith."®

The other centripetal force, moving in the opposite direction, assumes, in the
words of Jacob Neusner, that “the sources at hand were stenographic reports of
things people really said, or a TV camera recording of things people really did.”**
It is fair to say that it is this approach that functions normatively, especially in
the field of Religious Studies where I abide, where it tends to function theologi-
cally or reverentially."”” The best most recent example of this approach may be
found in The Study Quran (2015), which I shall examine in greater detail below.

Both of these tendencies, however, work with the assumption that there is a
center — call it a momentous or revelatory event, a religious experience, or a

8 Such dark places are further exacerbated, in the words of Nicolai Sinai and Angelika Neu-
wirth, by the facts that “There is no critical edition of the [Qur’an], no free access to all of the
relevant manuscript evidence, no clear conception of the cultural and linguistic profile of the
milieu within which it has emerged, no consensus on basic issues of methodology, a signifi-
cant amount of mistrust among scholars, and — what is perhaps the single most important ob-
stacle to scholarly progress — no adequate training of future students of the Qur’an in the non-
Arabic languages and literatures and cultural traditions that have undoubtedly shaped its his-
torical context” (Sinai and Neuwirth 2010, 1).

9 E.g., Crone and Cook 1977.

10 E.g., Luxenberg 2000.

11 E.g., Nevo and Koren 2003.

12 E.g., Wansbrough 1977.

13 E.g., Rubin 1995.

14 Qtd. in Hughes 2016, 186.

15 This is an approach of which I have been so critical over the years. See, for example,
Hughes 2012 and Hughes 2015.
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nascent polity — that we believe we can adumbrate with some degree of clarity.
Moving temporally in both directions, these tendencies or hermeneutics bypass
one another in the night and when they do periodically stop to take notice of the
other, their tones are often both accusatory and recriminatory — one side charges
the other as being gullible and the other retorts with the pejorative claim of “neo-
Orientalism” or the more in vogue “Islamophobia.”’® In focusing on this center,
however, much has been missed on the margins, places to which it seems we are
beginning to turn our attentions to with some degree of regularity.

The study of Islamic origins belongs in the late antique period. That much
is, I would hope, clear. What becomes more problematic is in what disciplines
do we locate this study: history, archaeology, epigraphy, literary analysis, com-
parative religion, or some combination thereof? Yet, no one is able to master all
of these fields. Relatedly and within this context, it strikes me that a not insig-
nificant question is whence do we derive our data: archeology and inscriptions,
literary analysis of the Qur’an and its exegetical literature, or late antique cog-
nate literature? Answers to these and related questions have a real bearing on
what data are deemed significant (or not) and what theories of Islamic origins
will look like. Relatedly, what is the relationship of the Qur’an to Islamic ori-
gins? Was there, for example, an Ur-Qur’an, was the Qur’an a much later proj-
ect, or, was it the end result of a slow process of collection and coagulation?
Concomitantly, with what social groups was early Islam in dialogue: Christian-
ity (if so, what kind? monophysitism? monotheletism?) or Judaism (rabbinic or
some form of Himyarite Rahmanism), Manicheism, Zoroastrianism, or hybrid
versions of all or some of these? All of these are basic, if not fundamental, ques-
tions. However, many of them have not been solved or, in some cases, even ad-
dressed with significant academic rigor.

Orientalism Redux

The study of Islamic Origins is a fraught field and not just for the reasons listed
by Sinai and Neuwirth in n. 8 above. The current obsession with Islam, includ-
ing the notion that one can use the Qur’an to somehow arrive at the Muslim
mentalité, is omnipresent. Here we must not lose sight of the fact that our work
in Islamic origins is often picked up by political commentators for a host of

16 See, for example, Lumbard, whom I shall discuss below. Vernon Schubel has written a
lengthy essay wherein he accuses me of this, see Schubel 2014.
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nefarious reasons."” This means that it is incumbent upon us to pay attention to
the “meta” issues that structure some of the discourses in our field. These in-
clude, but are certainly not limited to, the ideologies (whether explicit or im-
plicit) of funding agencies, conference sponsors, academic presses, and so on.'®

While I certainly do not want to use him as an exemplar of a scholar in our
field, I think it worth mentioning Ibn Warraq, whose work shows the unhealthy
triangulation of Islamophobia, scholarship, and suppressed agendas that is one
of the hallmarks of a very real trajectory in the field. I mention him for two rea-
sons. The first is that several of his edited collections (e.g., 1998, 2000) repack-
age the work of previous generations of Orientalists — by, e.g., Abraham Geiger
(1810-1874), Arthur Jeffery (1892-1959), Charles Cutler Torrey (1863-1956) — for
a new readership. With titles such as The Origins of the Koran: Classic Essays on
Islam’s Holy Book (1998), such works take traditional Orientalist scholarship,
which may very well have been important, if not revolutionary, in the early part
of the twentieth century, and present it as somehow new and novel, and of
course, filtered through his own political agenda. Within this latter context, he
provides the following as his rationale for editing the collection: “all Muslims
revere the Koran with a reverence that borders on bibliolatry and superstition,”
for “us in studying the Koran it is necessary to distinguish the historical from
the theological attitude. Here we are only concerned with those truths that are
yielded by a process of rational enquiry, by scientific examination.”"®

In itself, I think we can all agree that this locution is problematic. However,
it may also be worth pointing out that Ibn Warragq is also connected to the Insti-
tute for the Study of Early Islamic History and the Quran (Institut zur Erfor-
schung der friihen Islamgeschichte und des Koran) or Inarah that was founded
at the University of Saarbriicken in 2007. Its German webpage describes the In-
stitute in the following terms, “The concern of Inarah is purely scientific and

17 With Islamic origins, the story is often much different from the origins of other religions
(e.g., Lester 1999, 43-56; Ibn Warraq 2002; Higgins 2008; all the attention that the discovery of
the “Birmingham Quran” generated). The assumption here is either that (1) understanding the
origins of the Qur'an somehow provides insights into “the Muslim mind,” or (2) that Muslims
misunderstand their scripture because, for example, they erroneously think, following Luxen-
berg’s thesis, that Arabic virgins are nothing more than Syriac grapes.

18 The following three paragraphs rework material published in Hughes 2017a.

19 Ibn Warraq 1998, 9. This becomes even more transparent when we see who some of Ibn
Warraq’s bedfellows are. In his foreword to Robert Spencer’s Did Muhammad Exist?, for exam-
ple, which he calls an “impeccably researched book,” Ibn Warraq continues that Spencer has
“reminded us that it [is] time to get back to real scholarship unhampered by political correct-
ness and the corruption of Saudi money.” Any attempt to “get back to real scholarship unham-
pered by political correctness” is, of course, a political claim.
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could be summarized as the establishment of an historical-critical method in Is-
lamic Studies.” 1 note, however, that the semantic weight put on terms like
“purely scientific,” are certainly meant to imply an objectivity and a disinterest
that is not one of the hallmarks of scholarship on religious origins. Indeed, the
page goes on to argue that, despite the fact that it does “not pursue any political
or missionary goals,” “if this is ultimately conducive to the emergence of an en-
lightenment in Islamic culture, this would only be a side effect of our research,
albeit a pleasing one.”?° The connection between the secular study of Islamic
origins and an attempt to reform Islam is certainly not new as witnessed by the
translation of Giinter Liiling’s Uber den Urkoran: Anscitze zur Rekonstruktion der
vorislamisch-christlichen Strophenlieder im Koran (Erlangen, 1993; 15 ed. 1974)
into English as A Challenge to Islam for Reformation: The Rediscovery and Reli-
able Reconstruction of a Comprehensive Pre-Islamic Christian Hymnal Hidden in
the Koran under Earliest Islamic Reinterpretations (published in Delhi, 2003).%*

At any rate, the Institute runs seminars and workshops devoted to Islamic
origins every two years, and has published several books on the topic,? English
translations are published by Prometheus Books in Amherst, NY, the same pub-
lisher of many of Ibn Warraq’s books (not to mention new editions of those by
John Wansbrough). Perhaps not surprisingly, we find the name of Ibn Warraq
among the list of researchers associated with the Institute. Indeed, the Institute
is in part funded by the Center for Inquiry (CFI; which, among other things,
owns Prometheus Books), anonymous donors associated with CFI, and Sam
Harris’ Project Reason.”

“Money doesn’t talk,” to invoke the Nobel-laureate Dylan, “it swears.” And,
I think we need to be aware of this.

20 The webpage may be found at http://inarah.de (accessed May 19, 2021).

21 “Sollte dies letztendlich dem Entstehen einer Aufklarung im Islamischen Kulturkreis forder-
lich sein, so wire dies nur ein Nebeneffekt unserer Forschung, wenn auch ein erfreulicher.”
Indeed, the translation of the German into English through an Indian press is reminiscent of
the translation of Geiger’'s Was hat Mohammed aus dem Judenthume aufgenommen (Bonn,
1833) to Judaism and Islam (Madras, 1835) by F. M. Young, “a member of the Ladies’ League in
Aid of the Delhi Mission,” to aid in the proselytization of Indian Muslims.

22 E.g., The Hidden Origins of Islam: New Research into Its Early History, eds. Karl-Heinz Ohlig
and Gerd-R. Puin (Amherst, NY: Prometheus, 2010).

23 http://www.centerforinquiry.net/blogs/entry/second_inarah_conference_in_otzenhausen_
germany_on_early_islamic_history_an/ (accessed May 19, 2021).
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Decolonializing the Project

One extreme deserves another, albeit from the other side of the continuum.
What is the alternative to such a pessimistic approach to Islamic origins, one
with its implicit attempt at nudging Islam along the path of reformation? It
seems that we all know at least one, to wit, that approach which parrots back
what the early sources tell us. Only now we again encounter a new twist to that
narrative. No longer content just to use these sources as stenography, we now see
the invocation of post-colonial rhetoric to “de-colonialize” the Qur’an, namely, to
remove it from the so-called Orientalist gaze that has always defined it in
Western discourse.?* I worry that this may well be the main default position to
the type of approach witnessed in the previous section. In a presentation de-
livered at SOAS entitled “Decolonializing Qur’anic Studies,” Joseph Lumbard
complains that the study of the Qur’an in the western academic context has
not taken sufficient account of, to use another bon mot of this hermeneutic,
more “indigenous” (c.f., n.d.: 4) approaches. According to him,

Favoring Euro-American approaches and interpretations of the Qur’an pervades the field
to the extent that many of the revered studies of the Qur’an in the Western academic tradi-
tion have failed to take account of the cumulative development of knowledge that lies at
the heart of the academic enterprise. Even factual evidence that would complicate con-
temporary theories is either explained away or willfully ignored.*

For Lumbard, there is an easy way out of the abyss: to engage the traditional Mus-
lim sources. This “lack of cumulative engagement with the classical tradition leads
to unnecessary methodological diffusion, delay[s] and impair[s] the methodologi-
cal refinement of the field”.”® Whereas Ibn Warraq had compared the stagnant in-
digenous approaches to the Qur’an with the critical and scientific approach of the
West, and found the former lacking, Lumbard inverses the comparanda:

This epistemic privileging of Euro-American approaches ensures that indigenous Muslim
approaches to the text are often relegated to the meager status of ‘information supply.’
They are seen as efficacious when they serve the purposes of, and can be incorporated
into, the Euro-American epistemological hierarchy. But in themselves, they are not per-
mitted to generate alternative epistemic discourses, much less call into question the dog-
matic foundations of those who selectively draw vittles from the larder of the classical
Islamic tradition.”

24 See, for example, Manzoor 1987; Igbal 2008; Lumbard.
25 Lumbard, 3.
26 Lumbard, 4.
27 Lumbard, 4.
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All those engaged in Islamic origins chronologically - i.e., from late antiquity to
the rise of Islam — instead of in reverse chronological order are, in the words of
Lumbard, “colonialists.”*® The invocation of post-colonialism and post-modernity,
not to mention grossly reified epistemes, here become the handmaiden of resis-
tance against the types of Islamophobia discussed in the previous section.

Lumbard’s complaints are certainly nothing new. Such a “decolonialized”
approach would, it goes without saying, make the study of Islamic origins for-
bidden to many of us, at least in the politically correct contexts of Religious
Studies. Again, though, reactions such as Lumbard’s may well push the study
of Islamic origins back into the late antique period, where it surely belongs. It
may also mean that the place of critical research into Islamic origins may well,
paradoxically, have very little place in the future of Islamic studies, and instead
ought to be carried out within the context of Late Antique Studies.

We see this contraction in the recently published Study Quran, edited by Nasr,
Lumbard, et al.”® The focus of this work, as the General Introduction makes clear,
is “on the Quran’s reception and interpretation within the Muslim intellectual and
spiritual tradition.”>° Nor does the work “limit [the Quran] to a work of merely his-
torical, social, or linguistic interests divorced from its sacred and revealed charac-
ter.”>! For this reason, as Nasr makes clear, The Study Quran “would have to be a
Muslim effort and that, although the book would be contemporary in language
and based on the highest level of scholarship, it would not be determined or
guided by assertions presented by non-Muslim Western scholars and orientalists
who have studied the Quran profusely as a historical, linguistic, or sociological
document, or even a text of religious significance, but who do not accept it as the
Word of God and an authentic revelation.”*

This utterance is telling. Non-Muslim “assertions” are paired with those
“authentic” scholars who accept the Qur’an as the Word of God. The Qur’an has
to be studied as existing outside of “historical, linguistic, or sociological” con-
texts. The Qur’an, on this reading, has no history because it exists outside of
history. A look at the essays that accompany The Study Quran’s table of contents

28 Lumbard, 6.

29 This is related to the fact that, as Lumbard notes in his aforementioned article, the “compo-
sition of the editorial board [of the The Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an] which is composed of
mostly non-Muslim scholars. Those who are Muslim or of Muslim background are thoroughly
entrenched in Euro-centric epistemologies” (4n.10). The Study Quran is thus intended to re-
verse the hierarchy.

30 Nasr et al. 2015, xxiv.

31 Nasr et al. 2015, xxvi.

32 Nasr et al. 2015, x1.
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is telling. There we see chapters devoted to “How to Read the Quran” (Ingrid
Mattson), “The Quran in Translation” (Joseph Lumbard), “Traditions of Esoteric
and Sapiential Quranic Commentaries” (Toby Mayer), “The Quran and Islamic
Art” (Jean-Louis Michon), “The Quranic View of Sacred History and Other Reli-
gions” (Joseph Lumbard), and “Quranic Ethics, Human Rights, and Society”
(Maria Massi Dakake). While Lumbard’s second essay has the word history in it,
it is modified by the adjective “sacred.” Heilsgeschichte, to invoke the nemesis
of this crowd, John Wansbrough, is a subgenre of literature, and the most ap-
propriate way to analyze it is by means of form criticism, redaction criticism,
and literary criticism — in much the same manner that they have been used in
the study of early Christianity and Judaism.> Yet, not surprisingly, there is no
talk of mundane history here, let alone the types of criticism that are invoked to
study other religions’ scripture. Then again, we should not be surprised at this
when Nasr can write in his introduction that

No sacred scripture of which we have knowledge speaks more about the cosmos and the
world of nature than does the Quran, where one finds extensive teaching about cosmo-
genesis, cosmic history, eschatological events marking the end of the cosmic order as it
now exists, and the phenomena of nature as revealing Divine Wisdom.>*

The Qur’an, on this reading, is sui generis, existing on a different plane of exis-
tence than other sacred scriptures. Because of this, the tools of literary criticism
cannot be applied to it. This is certainly legitimate as the opinion of a religious
believer, but it is anathema to a scholarly approach that asks questions such as,
where do texts come from? Such a question, as Lumbard has already informed
us, however, is one that is saturated in orientalism, colonialism, Islamophobia,
and the silencing of the indigenous. It is unfortunate that this approach has
largely become the regnant one in the North American academy, especially in
Religious Studies, the field from which I write.

A brief comparison with The Jewish Study Bible offers interesting insights.
Therein we find a whole section devoted to “Backgrounds for Reading the Bible,”
with essays that include: “The History of Israel in the Biblical Period” (Oded Lip-
schits); “The Geography of the Land of Israel” (Amitai Baruchi-Unna); “The Arche-
ology of the Land of Israel in the Biblical Period” (Aren Maeir); “The Ancient Near
Eastern Background of the Bible” (Jack Sasson); “Textual Criticism of the Bible”
(Emanuel Tov), and “The Canonization of the Bible” (Marc Zvi Brettler).

Why have I spent so much time on The Study Quran? 1 do so in order to
draw attention to some of the forces those of us interested in Islamic origins are

33 Wansbrough 1987, 14-15.
34 Nasr et al. 2015, xxvi.
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up against. This topic is now essentially seen as “un-Islamic” or as part and par-
cel of the (neo)colonialist project of (neo-)Orientalism. In Religious Studies — one
of the primary arenas wherein the study of Islam is located in North America —
the topic is virtually non-existent. The key to changing all this, and I certainly do
not think I am alone in this respect, is to begin the process of reframing the issue
of Islamic origins as a late antique problem as opposed to an Islamic one. The
study of Islamic origins, in other words, has to persevere in its desire to shift its
traditional emphasis on working backwards from early Muslim sources to work-
ing forward from pre-Islamic ones. Islamic origins, in other words, has much to
learn from and much to contribute to the conversation of antique and late an-
tique social formations. Thankfully, this approach is slowly becoming more nor-
mative (see, for examples, the works listed in notes 2, 3, and 4 above). It means,
however, that the topic of critical insights into Islamic origins will increasingly be
found in other fields.

“Religion” without Religion

Despite my dissatisfaction with the way Islam is treated within some quarters of
Religious Studies, there nevertheless exists a small and critical wing of that field
that may well be germane to the discussion of Islamic origins.>> Within this con-
text, this wing reminds us that there is an overwhelming tendency to use the cate-
gory “religion” in ways that either intentionally exclude or are unaware of the
larger discourse of the category’s utility. There is, in other words, a tendency to
subscribe to a “world religions” paradigm that employs discrete and essentialized
reifications: x is Christian, y is Jewish, and z is somehow Islamic. But if the late
antique Mediterranean tells us anything it is that it is very difficult to single out
with any degree of accuracy what constitutes an “Islamic,” a “Jewish,” or a “Chris-
tian” idea or trope.>

35 Parts of this section rework Hughes 2017a.
36 For example Wasserstrom, a scholar of religion, writes:

The early Muslims did not borrow their Messiah from Judaism, nor was Jewish Messianic
imagery lent by a Jew to a Muslim in the sense that a lender lends to a debtor. Rather, Muslims
consciously and creatively reimagined the Messiah. These Islamic rereadings, consonant with
the decentralized pluralism of the Jewish redeemer myths, never pronounced one image of the
Messiah as definitive. There were, of course, no councils of Judaism or Islam to rule on the
officially proper Messiah.

See Wasserstrom 1995, 57.
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The very term “religion,” as Brent Nongbri has recently argued, may not in
fact be as universal as many have traditionally assumed.>” He argues that we
have to be cautious of assuming that people have always carved up the world -
for example, a realm of the sacred and one of the profane — in the same manner
that we do today. According to Nongbri,

The real problem is that the particular concept of religion is absent in the ancient world.
The very idea of “being religious” requires a companion notion of what it would mean to
be “not religious,” and this dichotomy was not part of the ancient world. To be sure, an-
cient people had words to describe proper reverence of the gods, but these terms were not
what modern people would describe as strictly “religious.” They formed part of a vocabu-
lary of social relations more generally.>®

I would now like to take these theoretical interventions and apply them to
Fred M. Donner’s Muhammad and the Believers, wherein he argues that “Islam
began as a religious movement.” Donner here sets his analysis between the
traditional Orientalist critique that reduces the emergence of Islam to the politi-
cal and the rigid and exclusive interpretation provided by, among others, con-
temporary Salafists.*® Interestingly, it is these Salafists that individuals like
Liiling and groups like Inarah also seek to confront with the aim of encouraging
some form of internal Islamic reformation. Contemporary Salafism and religious
literalism, then, would seem to lurk in the background of the academic study of
Islamic origins. While Donner is certainly much more sophisticated than the
aforementioned, he nevertheless seeks to situate Islam, at its origins, in a highly
inclusive and ecumenical environment. While intuitively such a model would
seem to make sense, it nevertheless is necessary to interrogate just what terms
like “religion,” “belief,” “monotheism,” and “ecumenicism” might have meant
in the context of the sixth- and seventh-century Hijaz.

For Donner, Islam began as an ecumenical movement of “believers” (al-
mu’miniin) who recognized the oneness of God;*! were concerned with the
“rampant sinfulness of the world around them and wished to live by a higher
standard in their own behavior”;** and because they were “convinced that the
world around them was mired in sin and corruption, they felt an urgent need

37 E.g. Nongbri 2013, 3.

38 Nongbri 2013, 4.

39 Donner 2010, xii.

40 Donner here switches the conversation from those who have also argued that the rise of
Islam was an economic and social movement (e.g., Watt 1953 and 1956) or a nationalist and
political movement (e.g., Crone 1987).

41 Donner 2010, 58.

42 Donner 2010, 66.
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to ensure their own salvation by living in strict accordance with the revealed
law, as the judgment could dawn at any moment.”** Only gradually, Donner
maintains, did these mu’miniin transform into muslimiin as theological agen-
das and doctrinal teaching were subsequently fleshed out. Until this hap-
pened, however, this group of believers was ecumenical and, Donner argues,
would have certainly included “pious Christians and Jews.”**

Without assessing all of Donner’s arguments, many are highly speculative.
While he frequently invokes the term “monotheism” or “monotheistic,” for ex-
ample, to describe some of the contents of religious belief, what did monothe-
ism look like in the context of the period just before Muhammad came on the
scene? As Jack Tannous has duly noted, the term monotheism is a modern Euro-
pean invention and, while Greek by definition, does not appear in Greek sour-
ces before the late medieval period.*” He, thus asks, echoing the comments of
Nonghri cited above, how Christians, Jews and Muslims in the seventh century
could have imagined themselves as belonging to categories derived from later
centuries. While this does not deny that there were obviously many “mono-
theistic” elements in Muhammad’s message, it does call into question the utility
of exporting later terms and concepts, and retrofitting them onto different times
and places. We could say the same thing for other terms that Donner uses, such
as “belief” and “piety.” This may well be part of our problem, to wit, using later
terms and categories to describe earlier eras and epochs. We thus need to be
aware of the genealogies of such terms and categories as way to avoid potential
distortions.

Another problem with Donner’s model is that he wants to situate Christians
and Jews into this ecumenical or interfaith community of mu’miniin. While this
may well have been the case, we also have to entertain the idea that such groups
might well have been less attached to discrete religions or religious traditions —
again, the stuff of later centuries — and instead part of the same social fluidity.
What, for example, were the contours or contents of Christianity or Judaism at
this time and in this region? What types of “Jews” or “Christians” would have
been attracted to Muhammad’s generic slogans of apocalyptic monotheism? It
also ignores, as Michael Penn notes, external sources, such as Syriac and other
materials, which tried precisely to mark such religio-ethnic distinctions.*® The
rise of Islam thereby helped to create “orthodoxies” in these other religions while
it simultaneously developed in tandem with them.

43 Donner 2010, 79.

44 Donner 2010, 71.

45 Tannous 2011, 134-135.
46 Penn 2014, 180-182.



24 — Aaron W. Hughes

This problem, however, is not confined to Donner. Many who work on this pe-
riod also work with problematic notions of religion. In his work on Himyarite Jews,
for example, G. W. Bowersock is convinced that they “were authentically Jewish,”*’
and that “it has become absolutely certain that the Arabs of Himyar genuinely em-
braced Judaism as converts.”*® But there are problems with such assessments.
What does “authentically Jewish” mean in the context of the fourth century?
What does an “Arab-Jew” or “Jewish Arab” mean in such a context? What does it
mean to embrace Judaism as a convert, especially outside emerging tannaitic
centers such as Yavneh and Usha? And, just as importantly, did more normative
centers of Jewish learning embrace them as converts? The answer to the latter
question would seem to be negative since neither the Mishnah nor the Talmuds
make reference to them. Bowersock can also boldly claim, against the evidence,
that “an entire nation of ethnic Arabs in southwestern Arabia had converted to
Judaism and imposed it as the state religion.”*® Though he does not, for reasons
mentioned, I think we could safely put many of the above nouns in scare quotes:
“nation,” “ethnic,” “Arabs,” “conversion,” “Judaism,” and “state religion.”

Even the north Arabian inscriptions, as Robin notes, lack any Jewish liturgical
formulae or explicit symbols.50 Yet, for some reason, based on this lack of firm evi-
dence, we want to make these “Jews” both pious (to use Donner’s locution) and/or
normative (to use Bowersock’s). Robin asks: “La Premiére [question] est de savoir
si ces juifs d’Arabie sont véritablement juifs.””* Yet, I hope we can appreciate just
how problematic such an utterance is. What do real Jews look like in the fourth
century, a period prior to the codification and dissemination of the Babylonian Tal-
mud? Why should we assume that what is going on in tannaitic and/or amoraic
academies is normative and binding on all Jews at this point in time?

Rather than see “pious” Muslims and Jews — once again, as if we actually
know what Judaism or Christianity looked like on the Arabian Peninsula at the
time of Muhammad, let alone what constituted pious versions of each — we
need to imagine overlapping social groups: Groups with conceptual vocabular-
ies that helped articulate what was slowly emerging as Islam and to which this
fledgling Islam simultaneously helped to give definition. This is where and how
a critical form of Religious Studies (as social theory), to which I alluded above,
may offer some guidance to our collective efforts. It helps us avoid, for example,
the traditional Orientalist desire to posit a stable Judaism and Christianity that

47 Bowersock 2013, 83.
48 Bowersock 2013, 84.
49 Bowersock 2013, 4.
50 Robin 2004, 842.

51 Robin 2004, 865.
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gives birth to an unstable Islam. All are unstable and it is impossible to pinpoint
with any degree of certainty who “owns” what. To use the suggestive language of
Daniel Boyarin, what we may well have is groups of social actors, only subse-
quently defined as Jewish, Christian, and/or Muslim, who inhabited a shared so-
cial and intellectual space in which a wide variety of ideas — including messianism
and apocalypticism in response to growing political instability, the religious con-
tours of law, a belief in one deity, and so on — were widely distributed.>

Religion, on Donner’s and others’ reading, occupies a place in the late an-
tique period in much the same manner that it does in modernity. It is imagined
to exist as a separate sphere of existence, one that is untouched by the so-called
political or other spheres. While Donner is certainly correct to posit that Islam
was (and is) a movement with what we may today call a deep religious ethos, it
was (and is) certainly more than just this. Islam was also a political movement,
an economic movement, and even a military movement.

Conclusions

This paper has examined several recent models of Islamic origins. These models
are certainly not unique or even decidedly au courant. Indeed, several are the
products of genealogies that meander back through the centuries. They react
against one another as they simultaneously seek to define themselves in the light
of the others’ perceived darkness. I have here tried to examine some of the theo-
retical and methodological assumptions behind these competing hermeneutics,
while also trying to make the case that a more critical approach found in certain
segments of the academic study of religion has much to offer the subject of Is-
lamic origins. Though many in that field unfortunately tend to adopt the more
traditional approach of believing all that the early Islamic sources tell us or, per-
haps more recently and fashionably, of reading such sources for the insights they
provide about the mentalité of early Muslims, there are some (myself included)
who think the field of Religious Studies ought to attune us to think about social
theory, which includes the creation and maintenance of identity as social pro-
cesses. The field of critical Religious Studies, then, examines the genealogies of
those terms, categories, and discourses we employ in addition to replacing discrete
religions with social actors with multiple and overlapping identities.

52 See, for example, Boyarin 2014, 13-16.



26 =—— AaronW. Hughes

Bibliography

Berg, Herbert. 2013. “Preface,” ix—xi, in Method and Theory in the Study of Islamic Origins,
ed. H. Berg. Leiden: Brill.

Berlin, Adele and Marc Zvi Brettler. 2004. The Jewish Study Bible. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Booth, Phil. 2014. Crisis of Empire: Doctrine and Dissent at the End of Late Antiquity. Berkeley:
University of California Press.

Boyarin, Daniel. 2014. Border Lines: The Partition of Judaeo-Christianity. Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press.

Bowersock, G. W. 2013. The Throne of Adulis: Red Sea Wars on the Eve of Islam. New York and
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Crone, Patricia. 1987. Meccan Trade and the Rise of Islam. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press.

Crone, Patricia and Michael Cook. 1977. Hagarism: The Making of the Islamic World.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Daneshgar, Majid and Aaron W. Hughes. 2020. “Introduction,” in Approaching Islam: Classical
Categories and Modern Scholarship, eds. Majid Daneshgar and Aaron. W. Hughes.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1-8.

Donner, Fred M. 2010. Muhammad and the Believers: At the Origins of Islam. Cambridge:
Harvard University Press.

Fowden, Garth. 2015. Before and After Muhammad: The First Millennium Refocused. Princeton:
Princeton University Press.

Griffith, Sidney H. 2013. The Bible in Arabic: The Scriptures of the “People of the Book” in the
Language of Islam. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Higgins, Andrew. 2008. “The Lost Archive.” Wall Street Journal. January 12, 2008. Online at
http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB120008793352784631 (accessed May 19, 2021).

Howard-Johnston, James. 2010. Witnesses to a World Crisis: Historians and Histories of the
Middle East in the Seventh Century. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Hughes, Aaron W. 2012. Theorizing Islam: Disciplinary Deconstruction and Reconstruction.
London and New York: Routledge.

Hughes, Aaron W. 2015. Islam and the Tyranny of Authenticity: An Inquiry into Disciplinary
Apologetics and Self-Deception. Sheffield: Equinox.

Hughes, Aaron W. 2016. Jacob Neusner: An American Jewish Iconoclast. New York: New York
University Press.

Hughes, Aaron W. 2017a. “Religion Without Religion: Integrating Islamic Origins into Religious
Studies,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 85.4:867—-888.

Hughes, Aaron W. 2017b. Shared Identities: Medieval and Modern Imaginings of Judeo-Islam.
New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Ibn Warraq (ed.). 1998. The Origins of the Koran: Classic Essays on Islam’s Holy Book.
Ambherst, New York: Prometheus Books.

Ibn Warrag. 2002. “Virgins? What Virgins?” The Guardian January 11, 2002. Online at https://
www.theguardian.com/books/2002/jan/12/books.guardianreview5 (accessed May 19,
2021).

Ibn Warraq. 2012. “Foreword”, in Did Muhammad Exist? An Inquiry into Islam’s Obscure
Origins, by Robert Spencer. Wilmington, Delaware: Intercollegiate Studies Institute.


http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB120008793352784631
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2002/jan/12/books.guardianreview5
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2002/jan/12/books.guardianreview5

The Current Status and Problems of Islamic Origins =— 27

Igbal, Muzaffar. 2008. “The Qur’an, Orientalism and the Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an,” Journal
of Qur’anic Research and Studies 3:5:5-45.

Lester, Toby. 1999. “What is the Koran?” Atlantic Monthly 283:43-56.

Lumbard, Joseph E. B. “Decolonializing Quranic Studies” (unpublished paper delivered at
SOAS and submitted to the Journal of Quranic Studies).

Luxenberg, Christoph. 2000. Die syro-aramdische Lesart des Korans: Ein Beitrag zur
Entschliisselung der Koransprache. Berlin: Schiler.

Manzoor, Parvez. 1987. “Method Against Truth: Orientalism and Qur’anic Studies,” Muslim
World Book Review 7:33-49.

Nasr, Seyyed Hossein et al. (eds.). 2015. The Study Quran: A New Translation and Commentary.
New York: HarperOne.

Neuwirth, Angelika. 2010. Der Koran als Text der Spdtantike: Ein europdischer Zugang. Berlin:
Verlag der Weltreligionen.

Nevo, Yehuda D. and Judith Koren. 2003. Crossroads to Islam: The Origins of the Arab Religion
and the Arab State. Amherst, NY: Prometheus.

Nongbri, Brent. 2013. Before Religion: a History of a Modern Concept. New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press.

Penn, Michael Philip. 2014. Envisioning Islam: Syriac Christians and the Early Muslim World.
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press.

Reynolds, Gabriel Said (ed.). 2010. The Qur’an in Historical Context. London and New York:
Routledge.

Robin, Christian. 2004. “Himyar et Israél,” Comptes-Rendus de ’Académie des Inscriptions et
Belles-Lettres:831-908.

Rubin, Uri. 1995. The Eye of the Beholder: The Life of Muhammad as Viewed by the Early
Muslims, a Textual Analysis. Princeton, NJ: Darwin Press.

Schubel, Vernon. 2014. “New Nostalgia for Old Orientalism: A Review Essay of Aaron Hughes’
Theorizing Islam,” Journal of the Society for Contemporary Thought in the Islamicate
World.” Online at http://sctiw.org/sctiwreviewarchives/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/
006-Theorizing-Islam-Vernon-Schubel.pdf (link no longer active).

Sinai, Nicolai and Angelika Neuwirth. 2010. “Introduction,” in The Qur’an in Context: Historical
and Literary Investigations in the Qur’anic Milieu, eds. Angelika Neuwirth, Nicolai Sinai,
and Michael Marx. Leiden: Brill.

Tannous, Jack. 2011. “Review of Muhammad and the Believers by Fred M. Donner,” Expositions
5.2:126-141.

Wansbrough, John. 1977. Quranic Studies: Sources and Methods of Scriptural Interpretation.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Wansbrough, John. 1987. Res Ipsa Loquitur: History and Mimesis. Jerusalem: The Israel
Academy of Sciences and Humanities.

Wasserstrom, Steven M. 1995. Between Muslim and Jew: The Problem of Symbiosis Under Early
Islam. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Watt, W. Montgomery. 1953. Muhammad at Mecca. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Watt, W. Montgomery. 1956. Muhammad at Medina. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Wood, Philip. 2010. “We have no King but Christ”: Christian Political Thought in Greater Syria
on the Eve of the Arab Conquest (c. 400-585). Oxford: Oxford University Press.


http://sctiw.org/sctiwreviewarchives/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/006-Theorizing-Islam-Vernon-Schubel.pdf
http://sctiw.org/sctiwreviewarchives/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/006-Theorizing-Islam-Vernon-Schubel.pdf




Stephen ). Shoemaker
A New Arabic Apocryphon from Late
Antiquity: The Quran

The question of the Qur’an’s literary genre has long vexed scholars, who have
often struggled to find a category suitable for this frequently disjointed and dis-
parate text. The Qur’an’s distinctive literary qualities, not to mention its regular
opacity, can make it challenging to identify a fitting precursor among the vast
literary remains of Mediterranean antiquity. The Islamic tradition, of course, is
quite content to leave the matter of the Qur’anic genre unresolved, eagerly
pointing to its exceptionalism as important evidence of its uniqueness or inimit-
ability (ijaz). Not surprisingly, many modern scholars have willingly followed
the Islamic tradition to this conclusion, an acquiescence to the Islamic tradition
that is all too evident in much Qur’anic scholarship from the previous century.
Accordingly, one regularly finds pronouncements to the effect that “the Qur’an
is an example of a genre of literature that has only one example.”* Yet such a
conclusion simply evades a difficult and important question: how should we
conceive of the Qur’an as a work of literature in relation to its broader literary
environment? While this resolution is certainly adequate for the faithful Mus-
lim, it should not be for the modern scholar.

Despite the inherent difficulties of attempting to classify a collection as pe-
culiar as the Qur’an, scholars have proposed a wide range of alternatives for
how we might understand the text as a whole. For instance, several scholars
have looked to Jewish and Christian liturgical collections to identify possible
models, concluding that the Qur'an should be understood as a hymnbook, or a
lectionary, or a collection of psalms.” Not far off from these suggestions is the
hypothesis that the Qur’an represents a sort of homiletic text, akin to the metrical

1 Todd Lawson formulated the quotation above as being emblematic of this broader tendency
within Qur’anic studies: Lawson 2017, 78. As a specific example, see Gibb 1963, 36: “As a liter-
ary monument the Koran thus stands by itself, a production unique to the Arabic literature,
having neither forerunners nor successors in its own idiom.”

2 E.g., respectively: Liiling 1974, translated into English as Liiling 2003; Luxenberg 2000,
translated into English as Luxenberg 2007; Neuwirth 1977, and Neuwirth 2008.
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homilies (memre) of the late ancient Syriac tradition.> Perhaps it is an extension
of late ancient “question and answer” literature?* Or is it simply poetry, perhaps
picking up and extending an earlier tradition of Arabic poetry in the pre-Islamic
period?® Yet another proposal is that the Qur’an should be understood simulta-
neously according to the genres of an apocalypse and an epic.® None of these op-
tions, however, successfully encompasses the range of materials found in the
Qur’an and their juxtaposition therein.

Such efforts to identify the Qur’an’s genre are nevertheless thwarted and
undermined at nearly every turn by the sheer diversity of the Qur’an’s content.
In actual fact, the Qur’an is a document not of a single literary genre, but in-
stead a collection of traditions that themselves evidence a wide variety of gen-
res. It is thus not a single composition, and also most likely is not the work of a
single author, despite the confidence of the Islamic tradition and modern schol-
arship alike in this regard. Rather than an artfully composed work of literature,
the Qur’an is, to the contrary, a late antique religious hodgepodge. Accordingly,
its assemblage of textual materials holds enormous potential - still largely un-
realized - for study of religious culture in the late ancient Near East, revealing a
diversity and complexity of both belief and expression emerging at that time
from Jewish and Christian monotheism that otherwise would be invisible from
the sources of those two traditions alone. Thus, the Qur’an is not so much a
magnus opus as religious miscellany, whose contents witness to a breath of late
ancient religious faith and practice that would otherwise be unknown.

There are, then, many genres within the Qur’an, as other scholars have oc-
casionally noted, and the presence of these different genres or literary forms,
seemingly drawn from different sources, invites us to analyze its contents using
the methods of form criticism as developed in biblical studies. This type of criti-
cism is particularly useful for analyzing a text composed of many smaller units
of tradition, of various genres, and also for investigating their Sitz im Leben,
that is, the circumstances that gave rise to a particular unit of tradition in the
first place. Only from such a perspective can we see, as Guillaume Dye helpfully
elucidates, that strictly speaking, the Qur’an is not a book, but a corpus, namely
the gathering of texts: 1) which were not originally intended to be put together
in a codex, nor composed with this goal in mind, 2) which are heterogeneous
(they belong to a variety of literary genres, and sometimes express divergent

3 Reynolds 2010:230-58.

4 Bertaina 2014.

5 Nicholson 1930:159; Hoffmann 2007.
6 Lawson 2017.
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ideas), 3) which are, in some cases, independent, and in some others, are not
(there are numerous parallel passages, some Qur’anic passages rewriting, cor-
recting and responding to other passages). The Qur’an, therefore, appears as a
text which has several layers, and which contains many parallel stories — and
this implies that there is, like in the Gospels, a “synoptic problem” in the
Qur’an. In short, the Qur’an is a text which is both composite and composed.7

Yet form critical analysis of the Qur’an that would analyze its contents ac-
cording to such a perspective remains, unfortunately, almost completely unat-
tempted. For the time being, the best description of the various literary forms or
genres that populate the Qur’an is the inventory of Alfred-Louis de Prémare. Ac-
cording to de Prémare, the Qur’an includes primarily oracular proclamations,
hymns, instructional discourses, narrative evocations, legislative and parae-
netic texts, battle exhortations, and polemical discourses.® For obvious rea-
sons, it is effectively impossible to encompass a collection of such diverse
textual materials within a single literary genre, as others have noted. Thus,
the Qur’an’s resistance to being subsumed within a literary genre is not a con-
sequence of its inimitability or uniqueness, but rather, it is an altogether ex-
pected result of its amalgamated nature.

The florilegia of late ancient Christianity could perhaps offer some kind of
precedent for the Qur’an’s gathering of various sorts of materials within a single
volume. But the Qur’an’s contents are quite different from these topical antholo-
gies of quotations from writings of the Church Fathers. The Qur’an’s traditions
are not taken from known, named authorities, as in the case of florilegia, and
their themes are likewise not theological and philosophical but rather legal, es-
chatological, kerygmatic, liturgical, and, especially, biblical, in the sense that the
Qur’an frequently retells and alludes to traditions known otherwise in the Jewish
and Christian Bible as well as other related sources. For this reason, I would pro-
pose a different category for situating the Qur’an within the literary culture of
late antiquity: the Qur’an is best understood as a biblical apocryphon with a pow-
erful message of eschatological urgency, repentance, and restoration. Although
admittedly not every single facet of the Qur’an is equally illuminated and ex-
plained by recognition of its apocryphal nature, the Qur'an’s location within the
broader phenomenon of Jewish and Christian production of biblical apocrypha in
late antiquity seems unmistakable once we begin to look at it through this lens.

7 Dye 2019, 785-86.
8 de Prémare 2004:35-45. A good start toward a more thorough identification of the Qur’an’s
various literary forms has recently been published by Samji 2018.
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Moreover, biblical apocrypha comprise a type of literature that is, as we will see,
easily accommodated to the Qur’an’s assemblage of a wide range of materials
and genres.

Until only rather recently, scholars tended to look upon apocryphal writings
as failed scriptures — one-time rivals to the now canonical texts that were either
marginalized or discarded because their teachings were considered false or unre-
liable by the shadowy censors of early Christian and Jewish orthodoxies. Yet such
a view of this sizeable and diverse corpus of Christian and Jewish literature nei-
ther does it justice, nor does it accurately comprehend the phenomenon in ques-
tion. Over the last few decades, scholarship on apocryphal literature has become
increasingly nuanced as it continues to distance itself from the sola Scriptura
mentality that originally inspired this older “scripture/rejected scripture” binary.
Instead, the apocryphal landscape is now found to be not only much more vast
than once thought but also more varied in terms of form, content, and function.
And it is within this more nuanced and expansive understanding of apocrypha
that the Qur’an seems able to find a fitting home.

For much of the twentieth century, scholarship on apocrypha generally de-
fined its subject as “writings which have not been received into the canon, but
which by title and other statements lay claim to be of equal status (gleichwertig)
to the writings of the canon, and which from the point of view of Form Criticism
further develop and mold the literary genres (Stilgattungen) created and re-
ceived in the NT, whilst foreign elements certainly intrude.” Likewise, it was
imagined that the production of apocrypha should be limited to the period be-
fore the closure of the New Testament canon, so that any “so-called” apocrypha
produced after 300 CE should not be considered true apocryphal writings: only
writings written with the original intent of their inclusion in the canon may be
so named.’ The result was a very narrow corpus, constricted by its delimitation
according to the biblical norm. Such a framework effectively excludes acts of
one of the apostles composed in the sixth century, or a gospel from the fourth,
or life of the Virgin from the seventh: are these not equally apocrypha? Such a
definition was obviously inadequate for the task of investigating the phenome-
non of apocryphicity more broadly and separately from the question of the New
Testament’s canonization.

Fortunately, 1’Association pour ’étude de la littérature apocryphe chréti-
enne (AELAC), and Fric Junod in particular, have advanced a more useful and
inclusive definition of Christian apocrypha that has been widely adopted by

9 Schneemelcher 1959-64, 1:7, 17-18, 32-5; Translated into English as: Schneemelcher
1963-5, 1:28, 40-1, 60—4.
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scholars since the 1980s. According to Junod’s improved definition, biblical
apocrypha are “anonymous or pseudepigraphical texts . . . that maintain a con-
nection with the books of the New Testament as well as the Old Testament be-
cause they are devoted to events described or mentioned in these books, or
because they are devoted to events that take place in the expansion of events
described or mentioned in these books, because they focus on persons appear-
ing in these books.”'® As a result, the canon of Christian apocryphal literature
has been broadened considerably. Writings once dismissed as hagiographical
or liturgical now must also be considered as apocryphal writings as well — the
boundaries between these types of literature have become much blurrier than
they were once imagined." Likewise, this new perspective opens up the cate-
gory of apocrypha to include more recent compositions, such as the Book of
Mormon or the Essene Gospel of Peace — as well as the Qur’an, for that matter."
Without question, I think, the Qur’an may be identified as a biblical apocry-
phon according to the terms defined by Junod: it is anonymous, it maintains a
solid connection throughout to the writings of the Hebrew Bible and New Testa-
ment (as well as other related writings), focusing often on persons and events
from these books while occasionally expanding on them. If such a writing is a
biblical apocryphon, then certainly so also is the Qur’an. One should not make
the mistake of identifying biblical apocrypha as a genre, since the vast corpus of
apocryphal writings includes many examples of numerous genres (including,
one might note, paraenesis, poetry, hymns and other liturgical texts, and apoca-
lyptic and eschatological material). Moreover, like the Qur’an, many apocryphal
writings themselves contain simultaneously materials reflecting a variety of dif-
ferent genres. Likewise, these diverse materials often derive from earlier, inde-
pendent traditions that only come together in the compilation of the apocryphon.
Finally, one should note, each of the different genres present in the Qur'an —
oracular proclamations, hymns, instructional discourses, narrative evocations,
legislative and paraenetic texts, and polemical discourses — are also common ele-
ments of biblical apocryphal literature. Only exhortations to battle seem to be
missing from the biblical apocrypha, and these Qur’anic materials seem to derive

10 Junod 1983:409-14. Junod’s definition is proposed particularly within the context of the
history of Christianity, for particular reasons related to the mission of AELAC. I have adjusted
it slightly above through omitting specific references to Christianity to create a more inclusive —
but practically identical — definition of biblical apocrypha.

11 On the complex overlap between such genres and apocryphal literature, see esp. Shoe-
maker 2008.

12 Regarding the production of apocrypha such as these and others up until the present mo-
ment, see esp. Piovanelli 2005, 2006.
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from the particularly militant character of the religious movement and commu-
nity that Muhammad founded.

Some observations from Gabriel Reynolds are helpful in understanding the
Qur’an’s relation to the biblical traditions. In proposing that the Qur’an should
be understood as a sort of homily, similar to the rhymed homilies of the Syriac
tradition, Reynolds makes the important point that we must not presume, as
much previous scholarship has, “that the Qur’an was written to rival the Bible.”
Rather, he notes, “it would hardly be extraordinary if the Qur’an was instead
written in harmony with Biblical literature.” As much seems to be indicated,
Reynolds rightly observes, by the manner in which the Qur’an presumes signifi-
cant familiarity with the biblical writings on the part of its audience.”® The
Qur’an in fact depends on the biblical traditions, in regard to which it is, in ef-
fect, supplementary, like a homily according to Reynolds, or, even more so, like
a biblical apocryphon. Indeed, all of “homiletic” qualities that Reynolds identi-
fies in the Qur’an find a much better explanation when recognized instead as
part of a biblical apocryphon.

In a recent article addressing the broader question of the Qur’an’s eschatology,
Nicolai Sinai directly challenges the hypothesis that the Qur’an should be under-
stood as a document in the mold of the Syriac homiletic tradition. In particular,
Sinai identifies a crucial difference between the Qur'an and the Syriac homiletic
tradition in the Qur’an’s self-stylization as divine speech, which is certainly not the
case for the Syriac homilies.* There is undeniably a significant difference in how
these two textual traditions relate their contents to their readers. Yet at the same
time, one must recognize that with disturbing frequency it is not at all clear just
who it is that is “speaking” in the Qur’an’s pronouncements and who is being
addressed. Also in contrast to the Syriac homilies, the Qur’an does not defer di-
rectly to another textual authority, as the Syriac fathers to do the Bible. Instead, it
speaks with its own authority without need to refer to an external repository of
truth. Yet at the same time we must bear in mind that the Qur’an holds in the high-
est regard the Torah (tawrah) and the gospels (injil), as well as the Psalms (zabiir)
and possibly even biblical apocalyptic literature (suhuf). Thus, as Reynolds and
others have noted, we certainly may not presume that the Qur’an was understood
from the beginning as a new revelation intended to supersede and displace these
previous dispensations.”” When and how the Quran attained this status among
those who followed Muhammad is still not entirely clear. Accordingly, we should

13 Reynolds 2010:232.
14 Sinai 2018:236, 250.
15 Sinai 2018:248-50; also Cook 2018:25—6; Ben-Shammai 2013.
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remain open to the possibility that until later in the seventh century, the Quran
may have been understood as having a more supplementary, rather than supplant-
ing, relation to the biblical traditions.

If we aim to bring categories and concepts from the Qur’an’s late antique
religious milieu in order to gain a better understanding of its genesis, it would
be best to set aside entirely the early Christian homily as a possible analogue.
The Qur’an simply does not possess the specific qualities that define a Christian
homily and must instead be reckoned as something quite different. The truth of
the matter is that there is very little in terms of form or content that defines the
phenomenon of the early Christian homily. Indeed, the form of this type of liter-
ature is so diverse that, as Wendy Mayer observes, “all that we can claim is that
a homily is something that conforms to a few essential conditions, but whose
shape is elastic and changes with regional and cultural conditions and with
time.”'® The emphasis on specific definitive “conditions” for a homily is para-
mount here. Homilies are defined by the conditions of their production for and
their delivery in the context of Christian liturgical celebration. As such, their
contents generally focus on moral instruction and exhortation for the congrega-
tion, particularly as related to the immediate liturgical context: the specific li-
turgical commemoration of the day, the biblical readings for the day, or “novel
events (such as the arrival of new relics).”" I think it is safe to say that this is
not, in fact, what the Qur’an is: I doubt sincerely that this text or even parts of it
were composed as moral elaboration of the specific liturgical themes for Eucha-
ristic celebrations, which is what classifying it as a homily effectively entails.
One should additionally note a further problem of comparison with the Syriac
memre tradition. As Mayer notes, the formal poetic structures of this homiletic
tradition demanded texts that had been carefully composed prior to oral deliv-
ery and were not spontaneous oral deliveries.'® If, then, the Qur’an were to be
understood primarily as an extension of the memra tradition, we must also as-
sume that it did not originate, at least in its present form, from spontaneous,
oral teaching delivered without a script. If Muhammad’s Qur’an were a memra,
then it almost certainly must have been a written document from the very start.
Perhaps this was indeed so, although in such case one must also consider the
possibility that it was not necessarily Muhammad who wrote it.

If the Qur’an, then, is not a late ancient homily, it nevertheless remains that
scholars have regularly described the text as possessing a strong homiletic

16 Mayer 2008:570.
17 Mayer 2008:568-9.
18 Mayer 2008:571.
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character, or at least, having a great deal of homiletic content. These observations
are not, it turns out, entirely incorrect: rather, they are the result of a category
error and the imprecise usage of the terminology available for describing the reli-
gious literature of the late ancient Mediterranean world. The Qur’an is not a hom-
ily, nor do I find convincing evidence for identifying any part of its contents with
the phenomenon of early Christian homiletics. Rather, the so-called “homiletic”
elements of the Qur’an are simply misnamed, because while they do not share
the homiletic form or “occasion,” they do share with the homiletic tradition its
primary mode of discourse: paraenesis, or “moral exhortation.” Paraenesis was a
common style of literary discourse in antiquity with its roots in Greek philosophy
and Hellenistic literature (including Hellenistic Judaism). Paraenetic discourse per-
vades the writings of the New Testament, and its importance within this corpus
has been a major focus of biblical studies almost from the very beginning. Not sur-
prisingly, early Christian discourse is replete with examples of paraenesis, and
such moral exhortation is one of the most characteristic features of early Christian
homiletic literature, where it is frequently joined to exegesis of the day’s appointed
readings or the theme of its commemoration.’® The Christian homiletic tradition
seems to have derived this paraenetic focus from the tradition of biblical paraene-
sis as well as contemporary Greco-Roman oratory.”® Thus, while no part of the
Qur’an seems to be homiletic in the proper sense of the term, there is a great deal
that is paraenetic, a prominent feature that it shares not only with the Christian
homiletic tradition, but with biblical apocrypha as well.

Sinai is clearly right, then, in my opinion, that the Qur’an does not stand in
the tradition of Syriac homilies, for these and other reasons. At the same time,
however, the alternative solution of elevating the Qur’an to the status of sacred
scripture from the moment of its very origin also does not, it seems to me, pro-
vide the best means for understanding the complex relation between the Qur’an
and the biblical tradition. In this respect, Reynolds’ remarks regarding the Qu-
ran’s relation to the writings of the bible remain persuasive. Yet we need a cate-
gory other than homily to understand the Qur’an’s formation within the matrix
of late ancient Judaism and Christianity and their scriptures. Understanding the
Qur’an as a biblical apocryphon, or in other parlance, particularly with respect
to traditions from the Hebrew Bible, “rewritten Bible,” can take us very far to-
ward this goal. Looking at the Qur’an from the perspective of late antiquity, the
text becomes immediately recognizable a biblical apocryphon that participates

19 Starr and Engberg-Pedersen 2005. A helpful starting place, particularly for the importance
of paraenesis in the biblical tradition, is Starr 2013.
20 Maxwell 2006: chs. 1 & 2.
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in the broader phenomenon of Jewish and Christian production of apocryphal
texts in this era.

To my knowledge, previous scholarship has never fully recognized the apocry-
phal nature of the Qur'an and analyzed it accordingly, being content instead to
identify the various traditions that it has borrowed from apocryphal literature. Nev-
ertheless, this hunt for apocryphal parallels has always been done without full
cognizance that this future sacred text should itself be seen from the vantage of
the early seventh century as yet another effort to rewrite the traditions of the Bible
comparable to so many earlier and contemporary Jewish and Christian apocrypha.
The closest that we have seen to such an approach, in my estimation, is Sidney
Griffith’s study on The Bible in Arabic, where he persistently describes the Qur’an
in relation to the biblical traditions in terms befitting an apocryphon. Griffith con-
cludes, for instance, that “the Qur’an’s reprise of the Bible bespeaks the opening
of a new bhook altogether in the growing library of books on the ‘interpreted Bible.’
Or perhaps it bespeaks not so much a new book, as a corrected, alternate scripture,
one that recalls the Tanakh and the Bible.”?* Such a work is indeed best described,
from the perspective of late ancient religious culture, as an apocryphon.

Many of the very qualities that Sinai identifies to distinguish the Qur’an from
the Syriac homily tradition are in fact key characteristics of apocryphal writings.?
Like the Qur’an, biblical apocrypha have their basis in the biblical tradition and
depend heavily on these traditions for their content, yet they do not simply regur-
gitate biblical material. They are not passive recipients or mere echo chambers;
instead, they creatively reformulate and reshape traditions taken from the bibli-
cal writings. Very often, they speak directly on their own authority and likewise
present their audience with what is frequently purported to be divine speech, a
quality most obvious in revelation dialogues and apocalypses, for instance. Apoc-
ryphal writings thus implicitly if not explicitly acknowledge the traditional au-
thority of the biblical writings that came before them and inspired them. At the
same time, however, they do not defer completely to the authority of the biblical
texts, and their contents offer adaptations and expansions of the biblical tradi-
tions generally aimed at supplanting or correcting the very traditions that were
their original inspiration. All of this sounds a great deal like the Qur’an, particu-
larly in those sections that rewrite biblical traditions with authority. It is argu-
able, as Sinai notes, that the Qur’an “spurns the device of pseudepigraphy.” Yet

21 Griffith 2013:84.

22 Regarding the category of apocrypha and the broad phenomenon of “apocryphicity” in re-
lation to the biblical tradition see esp. Shoemaker 2008; Piovanelli 2005, 2006; and also the
various essays in Mimouni 2002.
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so too do any number of apocrypha.” And, one should note, that while the Is-
lamic tradition may attribute the Qur'an to Muhammad, it remains uncertain
whether the authorship of its disparate contents is entirely his. From the histori-
an’s point of view, there is every reason to assume that the Qur’an’s author re-
mains anonymous.

Indeed, in order to fully appreciate the apocryphal status of the Qur’an, per-
haps one must imagine how we might regard this text today if Muhammad’s fol-
lowers had been soundly defeated by the Romans at Yarmuk and their movement
slowly dissolved in the years thereafter as the eschaton failed to arrive as antici-
pated. If we further suppose that somehow the Qur’an had come into being by
this time, as the Islamic tradition effectively expects us to believe, and this text
were the main remnant of Muhammad’s religious movement, what would we
make of it? Almost certainly, I suspect, on the basis of its content and its relation
to the biblical tradition, we would identify it as a late ancient apocryphon. Ulti-
mately, then, the main difference between the Qur’anic apocryphon and so many
other such compositions is that, like the Book of Mormon for example, a religious
group eventually elevated it to a new scriptural authority. There is in fact much
in common between these two apocrypha, the Qur’an and the Book of Mormon,
so much so that in late nineteenth and early twentieth century America the com-
parison was frequently made in order to impugn the Book of Mormon. Yet in
more recent years, scholars of religious studies have studied the similarities of
these texts and their histories with more learned intent, enabling the two texts to
illuminate one another through comparison.24 Like the Qur’an, as well as the bib-
lical writings themselves, the Book of Mormon contains “a variety of materials in
different genres ranging from historical narratives, legal codes, and moral injunc-
tions to revelations, prophecies, visions, and ecstatic poetry.”25 All three collec-
tions share the same generic diversity.

The book of Mormon, for its part, is an “intensely American book” that has
often been described as “the New World scripture,” and “American scripture,” or
an “American apocryphon.””® As W. D. Davies notes, “Its substructure and its
structures are in the Old Testament and the New Testament. But it also reinterprets

23 It is true that Junod includes “anonymous or pseudepigraphical” as qualities defining
Christian apocryphal writings. Nevertheless, it is not at all clear to me why this should be a
requirement. There are apocryphal texts with known authors.

24 In this regard, see especially Stark 1999 which offers an extended comparison of Muhammad
and Joseph Smith and the revelation ascribed to them. See also Underwood 2013; Green 1983.

25 Hardy 2015:136.

26 Givens 2009:125; Givens 2002:6; Vogel and Metcalfe 2002.
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and accommodates or transfers ancient forms, in a very remarkable way, to an
American setting and mode,” so that it presents “the Jewish-Christian tradition in
an American key.” “The territoriality of Judaism is reinterpreted by Americanizing
it,” and sacred sites from the biblical narrative are relocated onto American soil.”
The Book of Mormon is, as Laurie Maffly-Kipp describes it, “a sacred drama of the
Americas that correlated with biblical accounts of early human history.”?® If we
were simply to substitute Arabian for American in the quotations above, the
same statements would apply equally well to the Qur’an and early Islam. Thus, I
would agree wholeheartedly with Sinai’s characterization of the Qur'an “as a
properly Arabic restatement of the Biblical heritage.”? It is, then, a properly Ara-
bic or Arabian apocryphon much as the Book of Mormon stands, as others have
noted, as a properly American apocryphon that restates the biblical heritage in a
distinctively American idiom. And just like the Book of Mormon, this Arabian
apocryphon would eventually come to be an Arabian scripture.

The potential payoff from recognizing the Qur’an as a biblical apocryphon is
twofold, as I see it. Firstly, understanding the Qur’an as an apocryphon is sure to
bring new perspectives on the nature and significance of both this collection and
many of its constituent parts. The category of apocrypha affords a new avenue for
approaching the peculiar relationship between the Qur’an and the biblical tradi-
tions of Christianity and Judaism. As an apocryphon, we can understand now how
the Qur'an recognizes and embraces the authority of these antecedent scriptural
collections while simultaneously reconfiguring and supplementing their contents.
Such adaptation and modification of biblical traditions is the vital essence of apoc-
ryphal writings. Likewise, an apocryphal Qur’an invites us to think newly about
the conditions and motivations behind the production of both its individual ele-
ments and the collection itself.

No less significant, however, are the bonds that this perspective forges be-
tween the Qur’an and the religious literature of late antiquity. Viewing the Qur’an
as a biblical apocryphon allows us to remove it from the subsequent history of the
Islamic tradition and see it truly as a product of late ancient religious culture. Thus
we can look at the Qur’an with new eyes in order to investigate and better compre-
hend its relations to the religious traditions of its historical matrix, including late
ancient Christianity and Judaism in particular, without the distracting interference
of the later Islamic tradition’s interpretations of this compendium of late ancient
religious culture. Recognizing the Qur’an as a biblical apocryphon anchors it to

27 Davies 1978:89. See also Maffly-Kipp 2010:xvii.
28 Smith 2009:xviii.
29 Sinai 2018:254.
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the religious landscape of late antiquity and invites us to read it in new ways
within this context. Such a perspective offers us the possibility of approaching the
Qur’an as if it were a text recently discovered in a cave somewhere, enabling us to
interpret it completely afresh, without having so many questions already answered
for us by the later Islamic tradition.>® And given the well-known unreliability of
the early Islamic historical tradition, such an approach does not seem unwar-
ranted. Yet one thing is for sure: studying the Qur’an in this fashion will reveal it
as the product of the religious cultures of the late ancient Near East, as well as
affording new perspectives on this religious milieu at the same time. Among other
things, this late ancient Qur’anic apocryphon will certainly challenge us to rethink
the boundaries of the scriptural canon in late antiquity, as well as conceptualiza-
tions of scripture that were in circulation at this time. It could raise questions
about the nature of boundaries between the various religious communities of the
late ancient Near East, and the circulation of religious culture among them. In-
deed, integrating the Qur’an more fully with the religious world of late antiquity is
certain to yield many new perspectives on both.
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Body Parts Nomenclature in the Qur’anic
Corpus*

“And say, ‘He’s an Ear!” Say, ‘An ear for your good!”” (Q 9:61)

Introduction and Problems

In Anthropologie des Alten Testaments, Hans Walter Wolff applies the “synthetic
conception of the body” and its allocation in the “anthropological language the-
ory” to elaborate on the proper terminology of body and body part designations as
well as other nomina for the designation of the whole human being in the Old Tes-
tament and ancient Hebrew in general.! This exegesis, which is close to linguistics
and literary studies, has effects on the understanding of the text but especially on
the practice of translation. It attempts first to clarify and describe the function and
meaning of the Hebrew language formulae, apart from excessive etymologizing in
the tradition of the comparative study of Semitic languages, while consciously
turning away from a translation that imitates and forms the source language, with-
out committing oneself to a translation. Thus, a gain in knowledge is already
achieved, and the exegete can set aside the traditional transmissions with a general
reference to these results. However, in this interlingual and intercultural compari-
son with the target language, it is tempting to try to determine whether synony-
mous translation or only a general indication of meaning is possible.

The question of functionally and lexically related somatisms, in which the
key words are used in fixed phrases whose meaning is conventionally fixed, is
largely excluded from this kind of linguistic analysis. Here, there are rather com-
mon subsets, because the keyword (body part designation or the like) can be seen
on the word level only in the sense of metonymic and metaphoric use, which fits
into the superordinate unity and meaning of somatism. In what follows, I will
apply this methodology, which has been effectively used for the study of the Old
Testament, to the study of body parts within the Qur’an. Indeed, among Semitic
languages, Arabic is relatively closely related to Old Hebrew, while the corpus of
the Qur’an shows more parallels with the Old Testament than the New Testament.
So it seems promising to apply instruments and methods, which have led to the

1 Wolff 2010.
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clarification of the synthetic body conception in the Old Testament, to the Qu-
r’anic text and, as far as possible and necessary, to (ancient) Arabic.?

Introductory Remarks on the Character
and Uniqueness of the Qur’an
A first examination and listing of the possible words and verbal roots® in the

Qur’an shows that a good part of its vocabulary shares identical terms with
other Semitic languages. These terms, however, must be defined according to

2 This is an improved English version of my lecture given within the framework of the DFG
project “stabilitas Dei,” 17.-18. 06. 2011 at the Institute for Theology and Social Ethics, TU
Darmstadt. The German version was published as Kropp 2014.

For the investigation of the Qur’an, numerous aids are now available, including printed

concordances, thematic indices, and corresponding corpora on the Internet. These include, for
example, Ambros’ A Concise Dictionary of Koranic Arabic (2004) followed by his The Nouns of
Koranic Arabic Arranged by Topics (2006). In Arabic, the concordance of Muhammad Fu’ad
‘Abd-al-Baqi al-Mu‘Sam al-mufahras li-alfaz al-Qur’an al-karim (Cairo, 1938) and many reprints
are available. On the Internet there are many instruments, constantly growing in number,
which allow the construction of concordances (in the original Arabic and various translations).
Here are but a few examples: the Tanzil Project “Revelation” (http://tanzil.net); Corpus Quran
(http://corpus.quran.com/); Intratext (http://www.intratext.com/); and altafsir “Koran Com-
mentary” (http://www.altafsir.com/).
3 In addition to primary nouns, which at first cannot be further derived, Semitic languages
have “roots,” namely, two or more radical sequences of consonants and vowels on the basis of
which verbs and nouns can be derived according to morphological rules, ideally belonging to
a common semantic field (the “basic meaning” of the root). Such roots are in part free forma-
tions, partly secondarily formed from the radical stock of the primary nomina. Cross-pollination
(partly complete uniformity, only slight differences in vocalization) leads to duplications of
words, which may, however, differ semantically. Such duplications cannot be distinguished in a
purely consonantal textual tradition, the chosen reading is already an interpretation, concerning
which there is not necessarily unity in the tradition or in the scientific interpretation (see below the
example ‘udn “Ear” - ’idn “Permission”). That identity may have existed, but as in many cases
with historical etymology, the interpretation is difficult and uncertain precisely with regard to met-
aphorical (here meronymy and functional metonymy) use. The communicative situation (Are
speakers and listeners still aware of and able to comprehend the historical development?), which
could bring decisive clarification here, often cannot be determined. Despite the extremely low de-
composition rate of Semitic languages for phonemes, which leaves the phonetic word form practi-
cally unchanged over long periods of time, it can be said from experience that non-reflecting and
non-linguistically trained speakers of Semitic languages are just as unaware of such historical con-
nections as speakers of languages in which the completely changed sound form does not permit a
direct insight into historical connections from the outset.
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their meaning and use in Arabic and possibly be distinguished from Hebrew
(phenomenon of faux amis). In addition, there are clear or presumable loans
from the Old Testament and the New Testament or their environment.

The application of a detailed classification, such as that done by Daniel Wern-
ing with ancient Egyptian, requires knowledge of the respective communication
processes available to research only in modern languages.” For the Qur'anic text
this connection can only be grasped in rudiments. The Qur’an is the first substan-
tial and coherent document of Scriptural Arabic. Contemporary Arabic texts of any
kind are almost completely absent, with the exception of pre-Islamic Arabic poetry.
Thus, the linguistic horizon and competence of the original audience of the Qur’an
remain largely open. The same is true for the foundations and linguistic sources
from which the author(s) or the editors of the Qur’an drew. Parallels can be recog-
nized, but often in characteristic transformation, with extra-biblical Jewish and
Christian — not only biblical — texts, but here too a similar question remains: to
what extent do these parallels represent innovations by the author(s) of the Qu-
r’anic texts or attestations to pre-existent texts already in Arabic?

As noted, for the intra-Arabic comparison of Qur’anic style and expression,
contemporary texts exist (apart from the “timeless” classical Arabic, which is
strongly influenced by the Qur'an) only in the form of Old Arabic poetry, which
was handed down in writing only in Islamic times and whose authenticity re-
mains controversial.” Although these poetic texts certainly belong to a completely
different literary genus, they are meaningful nonetheless, since they offer general
characteristics about the Arabic idiom and way of thinking and serve, further-
more, as a strong contrast to the corpus of the Qur’an.

The Qur’an contains a surprisingly large number of differentiated body and
body part designations (77 in the narrower sense; more than 100 for physical
processes, activities, and their products; more than 50 for physical states and
idiosyncrasies as well as almost 100 for family and group designations, apart
from general action verbs), for its relatively small size (approx. 60,000 words

4 Werning 2014.

5 These texts are contained in various comprehensive corpora of Arabic and Islamic literature
on the Internet (e.g,. al-Maktaba as-$amila, “Universal Library”: http://shamela.ws; al-Gami*
al-kabir, “Large Corpus (of Literature)”; http://www.turath.com/turath). In addition, there are
special corpora for Arabic poetry. The most accessible resources are in CD format, for example,
al-Mawsti‘a as-si‘riyya, “Poetic Encyclopedia,” (2003). The fact that these corpora usually give
only one text version or in critical editions the main text, without the variants of the apparatus,
does not harm the task at hand here.
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with high frequency for individual terms). This is partly due to the detailed rit-
ual regulations that appear in the Qur’anic corpus.

The question of the synthetic conception of the body is to a large extent a
problem of translation. It is evident that an adequate understanding of the texts in
question cannot be achieved with literal translations, which would only be under-
stood by the target group in the target language. What kind of misinterpretations
these can lead to is illustrated by a simple example of Italian-German translation:
Italian “dare una mano” simply means “to help” (“dammi una mano” = “help
me”), and must be translated into German in an adequate way.®

In any case, a translation of an ancient text such as the Qur’an into modern
terminology is always only a partial and questionable approximation, based on
many assumptions and plausible explanations rather than on empirical studies
available in the investigation of modern languages and acts of communication.
Finally, to be able to think in the self-definition of otherness and the past seems
doubtful, even after a sustained and honest endeavor.

The detailed and investigative preoccupation with the Qur’an was forced
upon me only by biographical coincidences during the last ten years after I had
deliberately avoided it as a Semitist and an Arabist in the preceding thirty years
of my career, following the advice of Hans Jakob Polotsky.” Well, in fulfilling the
task of examining the body language of the Qur’an, I worked through context
concordances (Arabic text) on the basis of a corresponding word list and came to
the amazing insight and realization that this is an acceptable form of reading of
this text — at least for the Occidental and non-Muslim reader. Analytical ap-
proaches and guidelines, such as the style and form analysis of “Semitic rheto-
ric,” are of little help here. Quite often, one begins with the last short surahs and
then searches, with certain questions, the way to read through the longer and
composite pieces. The reception in Arabic usually takes place through recitation,
and here, in my estimation, a rather aesthetic-musical reception dominates the

6 Cf. Gitterle 2005. In addition to the works on somatism cited in Werning’s article on ancient
Egyptian (Ni 2011; Siahaan 2008), the work by Kotb 2002 should also be mentioned.

7 Delivered orally during a long evening discussion on the fringes of the 6th International Con-
ference of Ethiopian Studies in Tel Aviv in April 1980: “Betreiben Sie Arabisch unter Ausschlufy
des Korans” (roughly translated as “Practice Arabic to the exclusion of the Qur'an™). This is of
course to be taken cum grano salis. Every text written in classical Arabic after the Qur’an bears
the influence of this text, even if only influenced by the grammar of norms later formed by the
Qur’anic example. Only Jewish or Christian texts in “Middle Arabic,” on the one hand, and the
living Neo-Arabic languages as heirs and continuators of Old Arabic language varieties, on the
other hand, can be considered as linguistic objects at a relative distance from this influence. In
the case of the latter, the exact position and relationship to the classical standard language
has not yet been fully clarified.
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content, not to mention the special problem of the direct comprehensibility or
incomprehensibility of the text even to an Arab “native speaker.” Here, it should
not be forgotten that the Arabic mother tongue is one of the Neo-Arabic lan-
guages, the written language as a related but quite different language is to be
learned. When reading the Qur’an in this harmonizing manner, the stereotypical
and repetitive nature of many parts of the text becomes apparent, always in rela-
tion to a relatively small corpus. By drumming certain phrases with only little var-
iation, leading ideas that were particularly dear to the author or authors become
recognizable. This leads me to make another remark, unhindered: one gets the
impression of an almost monotonously hammering, theologians present will ex-
cuse me, preaching style, more sharply defined by propagandists fanatically pos-
sessed by one of his ideas.®

The aforementioned repetitions on the syntagmic and sentence level in “par-
allel passages” within the Qur’an lead to a “reduction corpus”: the expressions in
question are indexed only once as sigla, thereby further limiting the original text
volume. This method is part of technical text compression in electronic data proc-
essing, where the high compression rates for the rather small text corpus indi-
cates the same facts.

Incidentally, and this is a meta-remark to my remark, the atomization of the
Quran’ic text into individual phrases (verses; Qur’anic dya, “miraculous sign”)
given by a context concordance corresponds first of all to the way in which the
text is treated in exegesis (Tafsir), but above all also in practical application in
Islamic law. Second, the division of the Qur’an into verses corresponds entirely to
the peculiarity of (ancient) Arabic poetry in which the verse is usually an autono-
mous unit, which is judged and valued as such. The poet’s rank and fame are
determined by the successful single verse, less by the longer poem compositions.

Among “common” high and written languages as well as in spoken lan-
guages, one should not forget that Arabic has a number of illiterate formula-
tions of high expressiveness and brilliance, though forced by religious as well
as cultural-social developments. In the Qur’anic corpus and in ancient Arabic
poetry, one recognizes, besides the synthetic conception of the body, the phe-
nomenon of a supporting word to avoid a personal pronoun or a salutation, ul-
timately to bypass the naming of a person or being out of respect or taboo. The
choice of a supporting word is originally conditioned by a partial aspect of the
body or the person or their effectiveness. But the concrete meaning fades and
the supporting word becomes with the following personnel suffix or noun a
conventional, fixed turn, which is understood only as a whole. This can be

8 Rodinson 1968.
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observed in other Semitic languages, such as Ethiopian Semitic, to an even
greater extent and higher degree of grammaticalization. Various standard forms
of personal pronouns, for example, can be translated into an original “support-
ing word” (e.g., head) with the following possessive suffix indicating the in-
tended grammatical person. A vivid example of this is wagh Allah, “Face of
God” in Q 55:27 (see also below wagh). Here, interpretation and translation
must decide whether this is a respectful formula for “Your Lord,” that is, a his-
torical metonymy that speakers and listeners are no longer aware of, or a wake-
ful, even innovative, metonymy, possibly created by borrowing from biblical
usage, which would then have to be taken into account in the translation: “the
face of your Lord.” In addition to the problem of appropriate translation, such
questions and their clarification are of crucial importance for the assessment of
the character, function, and effect of the text in its historical context, if it can be
reconstructed at all. This is a problem for the historian; the theologian is able to
create other solutions with reference to the immediacy of the divine word.

The same applies to other idiomatic expressions, such as the numerous ex-
pressions per merismum (witness and testimony = absolutely true testimony;
producer and producer = procreation par excellence, etc.) in the corpus of the
Qur’an. If one tries, as Muslim exegesis has already done, to give each element
its special meaning, one simply misses the intended statement.

Arabic seems to prefer abstract action nouns and in some cases uses them
predominantly before the corresponding body part designations, but sometimes
also in mixed or hypertrophic, redundant formulas in which the body part and
its action are explicitly designated by two words:

- sam‘, “hearing” instead of ‘udun, “ear.”

- basar, “seeing, looking, beholding” instead of ‘ayn, “eye”; but see: sam’
wa-basar wa-qalb, “hearing, seeing, and heart” (= Understanding). «”

- gawl, “speech” instead of fith “mouth”; but gawl afwahi-him, “speech of her mouth”;
adan yasma ‘una bi-ha, “ears with which they hear.”

The inclusion of the corresponding action verbs (seeing, hearing, speaking,
tasting, standing, walking, etc.), even if they are not connected to the body part
designation via the word root, should also be covered in a larger investigation
of the topic “body part designations and their functions.” However, apart from
a few hints, the work presented here, which is intended to be a sketch and a
program for an in-depth examination of the actual body part designations, does
not include this extension.
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Comment on the Qur’an Quotation in the Title
of the Essay

The excerpt from surah 9 at-Tawba (“the repentance”) verse 61 was chosen as the
title of this article because of its metaphorical use of a body part designation (see
below for udun, “ear”). Additionally, the quotation offers material and the occa-
sion to comment on the Qur’anic style with regard to the character of the text in
the communicative situation portrayed as well as a hypothesis on the history of
the text.

Qul (“Speak”) phrases should usually be understood as theophor, instruc-
tions of the author of the revelation to his medium. Some qul phrases may have
been added later into the Qur’anic text in order to explicitly mark the following
statement as a direct divine word.

If one crosses out the phrases in the text that merely indicate the speakers,
“they say,” “then speak” or “then he said,” signaled in modern typography
with quotation marks and line changes, omitting the naming of the speakers
resulting from the context, a (modern) dialogue results:

“He is (only?) an (open? listening?) ear!”
(Yes, but) an ear (that is open? listening?) for your best!

But such a dialogue must be integrated into a communicative situation that is
conceived differently, because the medium of revelation pretends in the text
not to hear directly. The author of the revelation refers to what the adversaries
say and at the same time provides a qul action or speech instruction to his me-
dium. Instead of carrying out this instruction analogously, that is, to speak only
the revealed and ordered text, the medium passes on the instruction, which in
principle is intended only for itself, completely and literally, allowing its audi-
ence to participate in the revelation dialogue in a quasi-voyeuristic manner.’

A variant of this textual interpretation results from the possibility given in
the defective original Qur’anic orthography to read qul (“speak”) instead as gal
(“he said”). This would refer then to the medium and its statement and would
possibly be a premeditated protocol of the corresponding proclamation or po-
lemical discussion situation. It was thought ahead, because the medium, the
preacher, not only anticipates the objections and contradictions of his adversar-
ies but also his answers to them.'®

9 Compare my remarks on “multi-addressed religious discourse” in Kropp 2008.
10 In the style of popular and oral anticipation of conversation, consider: “[. . .] then they will
say [“. . .”], then you will say: [“. . .”]”.
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In both cases, however, the qul phrases serve not only as memos, aide-
mémoire, but also possibly as protocols of a speaker (herald, preacher). Despite
all the breaks and distortions caused by changes in person and the introduction
of an observant and instructing author of the (revelatory) text, such an assump-
tion does justice to the scenic and dialogical drama of these text pieces. This
would explain the nature and function of many such short pieces scattered
throughout the collection of texts in the Qur’an. This collection of notes by one or
more religious propagandists, which increasingly turns into a collection of notes
of political agitators and, finally, legislators, is, laboriously revised, extended,
and supplemented though not sufficiently ordered in the Qur’anic corpus. An-
other conclusion is that these pieces were written down from the beginning."

Finally, the extensive discussion and further development of the idea of
aide-mémoire for a preacher can only be pointed out here — there is another ref-
erence to the scientific work of Hans Walter Wolff. In his opinion, the collection
of notes mentioned above would be “sketches of appearances,” as he assumes
them to be for the origins and beginnings of biblical prophetic books, sketches
which, in the course of tradition, were editorially supplemented, expanded,
and revised.

List of Body Part Designations and Related
Nomina in the Qur’anic Corpus

As a preliminary examination of the Qur’anic and to a lesser extent ancient Ara-
bic findings, the following sketch is not a consistent and detailed categorization
boasting the diachronic depth and variety of text genres that one finds in the
well-known systematics of linguistics and literary studies (metaphor, meton-
ymy, meronymy, etc.).,.'> Preliminary and individual investigations necessary

11 Even Richard Bell, in his translation and commentary of the Qur’an, assumes that such
“slips of paper” were not always included in the corpus in an orderly fashion. For a more re-
cent study on the origin and textual history of the Qur’an, see Pohlmann 2012. As an experi-
enced and proven researcher of Old Testament textual criticism, the author applies its methods
and his research experience to selected examples in the Qur’an (forms of God’s speech, Iblis
Satan text, Moses narrative, Qur'anic statements about the status of Jesus) and arrives at
groundbreaking conclusions.

12 As finely presented in the work on ancient Egyptian by Werning (cited above), whose theo-
retical introduction (§ 0-3) contains the necessary definitions of terms and the relevant linguis-
tic and literary literature. Ancient Egyptian also represents a stimulating category and special
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for this kind of enterprise are still largely lacking, be it for the Qur’anic corpus
or pre-Islamic Arabic poetry and Arabic in general."

The following list, rather, is arranged with some subjective categorizations,
“from head to toe.” Two word lists of Arabic (alphabetical) and English (by fre-
quency) can be found at the end of this article. The translations are taken from
the sources mentioned above, in the case of longer coherent texts mostly from
the translation by Rudi Paret.*

The ensuing comments are orientated towards the system mentioned above,
but are to be evaluated as preliminary insights, still quite impressionistic, of the
Qura’nic evidence. The contrasting evidence from pre-Islamic Arabic poetry, on
the other hand, can be seen as an exemplary, possibly unrepresentative, selec-
tion in the first overview of the references. To what extent a Qur’anic anthropol-
ogy can be determined solely from this linguistic material remains deliberately
unclear, but seems for a theologian, no insoluble task."”

The English translations of Qur’anic passages are Pickthall’s in general.
The preference for this version may easily be ascribed to my limited competence
in the subtilities of the English language.

digit = number of attestations

Q x(xx):x(xx) = Reference in the Qur’an: surah, verse; in the case of several
documents only one reference, or for special language use the relevant reference.
Complete references can be easily determined with the aforementioned tools.

C = concrete meaning

gr = grammaticalized term

Further categorizations are explicitly indicated.

development for the analysis of the use and meaning of body part designations in its image-
oriented writing system, which the alphabet scripts of the Semitic languages lack.

13 A first treatment of the subject covering all metaphors and comparisons in the Qur’an can
be found in Sister 1931. Das Worterbuch der klassischen arabischen Sprache offers in the lem-
mas excellent individual studies to ka ‘b, kaff, lubb, lihya and lisan. This highlights all the more
the absence of a scientific reference dictionary for the other remaining letters. The wealth of
material and the abundance of results and categorizations, however, is hidden in an overly
reserved typographical structure and labeling, which makes its use extremely cumbersome.
Studies on word fields are rare. The work by Seidensticker 1992 is an exception. For epigraphic
South Arabian, there is the phraseological study of Sima 2001.

14 The preference for Paret’s translation (1966 and 2007) is due to the German and idiosyn-
cratic genesis of this paper, on the one hand, and the number of illustrative “academic” trans-
lations by Paret, on the other hand.

15 The complete scientific transliteration of the Qur’anic corpus into the Latin script according
to the standards DIN 31 635 and ISO 233 by Hans Zirker (valid version: http://duepublico.uni-
duisburg-essen.de/servlets/DocumentServlet?id=10802; accessed May 20, 2021) was of excel-
lent help for preparing the text in what follows.
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Body Parts List “from Head to Toe”

Full and Substitute Designations for the Body
and Relatives

insan 71 insiyy 1 “human being”

nds 241 “people, someone, who” (filler word, grammaticalized), c, gr.

ins 18 “the human kind,” ¢

badan 1 “body,” Q 10:92, ¢

gism 2 “body,” Q 2:247; 63:4, C

basar 37 “humans” (“normal” humans, in contrast to prophets, angels, and
especially God) (Q 3:79); man (meronymic, totum pro parte) (Q 3:47); “someone,
one” (filler word or grammaticalized, indefinite pronouns) (Q 14:10); 37, c, gr.
Cf. also below “skin.”*®

ragul 60 “man,” 60, c (especially in hereditary)

Etymologically associated with rigl “foot.”

nafs 292 “breath, life, soul, human being, person, someone, himself,” (in-
definite and reflexive pronouns;approximately 200 out of 292 attestations should
be interpreted as reflexive pronouns or “person”), c, gr.

verbal root in the corpus of the Qur’an attested: tanaffasa “blowing”; na-
fasa “sniffing at each other” (?) = rivalry.

nafs as the seat of man’s will and desire, but also of his understanding.

Nafs knows, recognizes, delights, longs for.

As “life” in the Qur’anic formula of the lex talionis (Exod 21:23-25):, 'anna
n-nafsa bi-n-nafsi wa-l-‘ayna bi-l-‘ayni wa-l-'anfa bi-l-'anfi wa-I-'uduna bi-1-'uduni
wa-s-sinna bi-s-sinni “the life for the life, and the eye for the eye, and the nose
for the nose, and the ear for the ear, and the tooth for the tooth” (Q 5:45).

Q 5:32: (Israelites are differentiated from Jews in the Qur’an): man qatala
nafsan bi-gayr nafsin aw fasadin fi l-’ardi fa-ka-anna-ma qatala n-nas gami‘an
(in Paret’s incomparable translation full of explanatory brackets): “Wenn einer
jemanden totet, (und zwar) nicht (etwa zur Rache) fiir jemand (anderes, der von

16 The consonant root is semantically richly structured, from “announcing good news” to “man”
to “skin,” “being in direct contact.” In addition to inner-language phonetic coincidence (homo-
phonic roots), borrowings from related languages can also be considered for explanation.
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diesem get6tet worden ist) oder (zur Strafe fiir) Unheil (das er) auf der Erde (an-
gerichtet hat), es so sein soll, als ob er die Menschen alle get&tet hitte.”"’

Q 4:1; 6:98; 39:6: (God created all men) min nafs wahida, “from one person,
one being.” Here, one translator of the Qur’an offers three different translations
for the same term in the three passages: substance, soul, human being.'®

Q 16:111: yawma ta’ti kullu nafsin tugadilu ‘an nafsi-ha “On the Day when
every soul will come pleading for itself.”

As an indefinite pronoun:wa-ttaqu yawman la tagzi nafsun ‘an nafsin Say
‘an wa-la yugbalu minha ‘adlun wa-la tanfa‘uha $afa‘atun wa-la hum yunsartina
“And guard yourselves against a day when no soul will in aught avail another,
nor will intercession be accepted from it, nor will compensation be received
from it, nor will they be helped”(Q 2:48). For the verb gaza, “to perform for an-
other, to give compensation,” but also “to punish,” see below at yad “hand”
and gizya. In this context (indefinite pronoun in the expression per merismum
“absolutely none”), one may adduce as holistic designations walid, “producer,”
mawlid “product,” and walad, “child” in Q 31:33: ya-'ayyuhd n-nasu ttaqu rab-
bakum wa-hSaw yawman la yagzi walidun ‘an waladihi wa-la mawlidun huwa
to your Lord and fear a Day when the parent will not be able to avail the child
in aught, nor the child to avail the parent. Lo! Allah’s promise is the very truth.
Let not the life of the world beguile you, nor let the deceiver beguile you, in
regard to Allah.”

kullu nafsin da ’iqatu l-mawt, “every nafs will taste death”; modern transla-
tion: “every human being is mortal; every (one of us) must die.”

In ancient Arabic poetry, besides its pronominal use, nafs sometimes means
“life, spirit, mood.” But typical in ancient Arabic poetry, in the meaning of “per-
son” is the use as a “second me” in the inner dialogue or self-talk: “the nafs, or
my nafs speaks to me,” that is, “I say to myself, I cheer myself up, I give myself
the good advice,” and so on.

the following expression is important: Sifa an-nafs, “healing of the soul” =
“revenge,” actually, “self-healing.”

17 Roughly translated as: “If someone kills someone, not (for revenge) for someone (someone
else who has been killed by him) or (as punishment for) the evil (he has done) on earth, it
should be as if he had killed all people.” With less annotations: “that whoever kills a soul un-
less for a soul or for corruption [done] in the land, it is as if he had slain mankind entirely.”

18 In German: Wesen, Seele, Mensch. The translation is to be found in Bubenheim and Elyas
2002.
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The Body’s Components

warid 1 “carotid artery” (Q 50:16), c.

watin 1 “big vein, aorta (?)” (Q 69:46) c; (word possibly invented for rhym-
ing reasons).

gulud 9 “skin, leather, fur,” c (for burnt skin of the damned in hell, Q 4:56;
22:20), metonymic-functional use for an associated state or action in idioms
(somatisms): crimping or smoothing the skin for fear and diminishing the
fear' (Q 39:24); the body language involuntarily bears witness to itself against
the unbelievers (Q 41:20-21), “Till, when they reach it, their ears and their
eyes and their skins testify against them as to what they used to do. And they
say unto their skins: Why testify ye against us? They say: Allah hath given us
speech Who giveth speech to all things, and Who created you at the first, and
unto Whom ye are returned.” The part of the body that is treacherous in its
language is still personified and addressed (in self-talk). For other treacherous
and self-accusing body parts, see tongue, hands, feet (Q 24:24; 36:65).

The verbal root (four times in the Qur’an) means “to whip.”

basar, “skin,” 1, ¢ lawwahatun li-lI-basari, “scorching the skin”; but in an-
other interpretation: “It changes the person completely” (Q74,29). See above
basar, “man.”

as‘ar 1 “hair” ¢ wa-llahu ga ‘ala lakum min buyitikum sakanan wa-ga‘ala
lakum min guludi I-'an‘ami buyitan tastahiffinaha yawma za‘nikum wa-yawma
igamatikum wa-min 'aswafiha wa-'awbariha wa-'as‘ariha 'atatan wa-mata‘an
ila hinin “And Allah hath given you in your houses an abode, and hath given
you (also), of the hides of cattle, houses which ye find light (to carry) on the day
of migration and on the day of pitching camp; and of their wool and their fur
and their hair, caparison and comfort for a while” (Q 16:80). In the Qur’an,
as‘ar only refers to the hair of animals.

See below the unclear Sawa, “scalp.”

‘azm 13 “bones,” c (in dietary rules, or from the dead); meronymous for the
whole person: 'inni wahana I-‘azmu minni “my bones are weak” (Q 19:4).

lahm 12 “meat,” c 'innama harrama ‘alaykumu l-maytata wa-d-dama wa-I-
lahma I-hinziri wa-ma ‘uhilla bihi li-gayri llahi fa-mani dturra gayra bagin wa-la
‘adin fa-la ‘itma ‘alayhi 'inna llaha gafirun rahimun “He hath forbidden you
only carrion, and blood, and swineflesh, and that which hath been immolated
to (the name of) any other than Allah. But he who is driven by necessity, neither
craving nor transgressing, it is no sin for him. Lo! Allah is Forgiving, Merciful”

19 See “shudder on the back, goose bumps.”
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(Q 2:173). It is uncertain whether the following is concrete or meronymic and met-
onymic functional: ‘a-yuhibbu ‘ahadukum ‘an ya'kula lahma ‘ahihi maytan fa-
karihtumihu wa-ttaqu llaha ‘inna llaha tawwabun rahimun “Would one of you
love to eat the flesh of his dead brother? Ye abhor that (so abhor the other)! And
keep your duty (to Allah). Lo! Allah is Relenting, Merciful” (Q 49:12).%°

dam 10 “blood” c (see above lahm); meronymic: wa-'id '‘ahadna mitdaqa-
kum la tasfikina dima'akum wa-1a tuhriguna ‘anfusakum min diyarikum tumma
‘agrartum wa-'antum tashaduna “And when We made with you a covenant
(saying): Shed not the blood of your people nor turn (a party of) your people
out of your dwellings. Then ye ratified (Our covenant) and ye were witnesses
(thereto)” (Q 2:84 and passim).

Head

ra’s 21 “head,” 21, c,

(next to “leader,” e.g., in ra’s-mal, “head of fortune” = “capital”; then in
idioms: “shake head” = “deny,” “contradict,”; the following phrase in Q 21:65 is
unclear: tumma nukisi ‘alda ru'tsihim la-qad ‘alimta ma ha'ula'i yantiguna “And
they were utterly confounded, and they said: Well thou knowest that these
speak not.” Other interpretations include: “Then crestfallen (they confessed):
‘Truly, as you know, they cannot speak’ (Ahmad Ali); “Then their minds were
turned upside down, and they said: ‘You know well that they do not speak’
(Mawdudi).?

wagh 72 “Face; front; reputation, honour” c, gr. (a support word for per-
sonal pronouns and with mention of persons to be respected).

Q 55:26-27: kullun ma ‘alay-ha fanin wa-yabqa waghu rabbi-ka du 1-galali
wa-l-ikram, “Everyone that is thereon will pass away, there remaineth but the
Countenance of thy Lord of Might and Glory.” “Countenance,” “person,” and

20 Paret, like many other translators, opts firmly for the concrete meaning (“wie ein Aasgeier das
Fleisch seines Bruders essen”; “how a vulture eats his brother’s meat”) and comments: “The ex-
pression akala lahma fulanin also appears elsewhere with the meaning ‘denigrate’ See J. Kraemer,
Theodor Noldeke’s Belegworterbuch zur klassischen arabischen Sprache, s. v. akala. In this text it
is interpreted literally.” At first, this seems plausible. On closer inspection, however, the metaphor-
ical interpretation gains in importance, because the slander for a dead person (see the passage
above) is definitely an intensification that is possible within the scope of the comparison and
seems more realistic.

21 Interestingly enough, most of the translators and commentators gloss over this phrase with-
out further explanation.
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“face,” are among the astonishingly different renderings of wagh in this pas-
sage, avoiding the simple and nearest solution to see it as a filling support word
when mentioning persons of respect.

Sawa 1 “scalp?” unclear, Q 70:16, c

gabin 2 “forehead,” Q 37:103, c

gibah 1 “forehead,” Q 9:35, ¢

nasiya 4 “forelock (of animals and humans).” Q 11:56: of animals; Q 96:
15-16: of humans. Meronymic (pars pro toto) for “whole, the whole body, the
whole being” (Q 96:16), the qualities (here of the sinner) are directly transferred
to it, “the lying, sinful forelock” = “the lying, sinful human being”; in somatism
“to grab at the forelock” = “to have completely in control,” intensified, possibly
“to have completely in control.” Redundant as an expression per merismum
(Q 55:41), “grabbing at the forehead curl and at the feet” = “grabbing the
whole body, completely” (see below for gadam “foot”).

‘udun 19 “ear,” c (see also isha“ “finger”;and nafs “life” for the Qura’nic ver-
sion of the lex talionis). In simultaneous metonymic-functional and meronymic
use, wa-yagquliina huwa 'udunun qul 'udunu hayrin lakum “and say: He is only a
hearer. Say: A hearer of good for you!” (Q 9:61).” It becomes clear from the fol-
lowing that the body part stands for the whole person. The exact statement of
the accusation remains unclear, but it is likely that what is meant is: one who
hears what others do not hear, who believes to hear the extraordinary, but also
abstruse as supernatural perception.”

‘ayn 59 “eye,” c, (“in sight,” “in the present,” “under supervision, protec-
tion”), gr. (“exactly the same”; selection). The use “eye” = sight, human experi-
ence = humans in action, their action, which comes into question for a synthetic
view of the body, steps back behind the abstract basar (“sight, gaze”), or stands
in alternative, competing use. At the same time, it can redundantly be added to
the verb ra’a, “to see.”

’anf 2 “nose,” c. See above nafs (“life”) in the Qur’anic formula of the lex
talionis (Ex 21: 23-25).

”

22 Paret’s translation: “ . . . and say: He listens (to everything)(?) (w. He is (all) ear)! Say: He
hears for you (only) good)” and in the commentary: “The expression huwa fiir is unanimously
explained by the commentators in the sense that the Prophet is accused of gullibility by his
opponents. Another way of interpretation would be to accuse the Prophet of believing that he
is hearing all sorts of things (and passing them on as a revelation, while in reality there is noth-
ing tangible behind them.”

23 The verbal root adina derived from the nominal root “ear” and the commonly used one for
“hearing” (Arab.: sami‘a) go different ways. The root adina, often represented in the Qur’anic
corpus with many derivatives, has the specific meaning “to hear” = “to hear, to allow, to
agree.”
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hadd 1 “cheek,” ¢ in somatism (Q 31:18): wa-la tusa ““ir haddaka li-n-ndasi
“Turn not thy cheek in scorn toward folk (out of contempt for people)” = “don’t
turn up your nose” or “don’t raise your eyebrows” = “don’t show contempt.”*

fu(h) 14 “mouth,”, c redundant or reinforcing in idioms: gawlu-hum bi-afwahi-
him, “their speeches from their own mouth”; metonymic-functional use for an as-
sociated action or product (Q 9:32; 61:8 and passim): yuridina li-yutfi'i nura llahi
bi-'afwahihim, “Fain would they put out the light of Allah with their mouths” =
“cover God’s revealed word with their vain talk.” Here two images are put together:
the light of God, which cannot be blown out with the breath of the mouth = the
word of God, which cannot be covered by vain talk. In both cases, however, the
metonymic-functional use of the word “mouth” applies; in other context, however,
only the equation “mouth = word, speech” is used in the text.”” Fiith, “mouth,” and
yad, “hand”: fa-raddii 'aydiyahum fi 'afwahihim, “but they thrust their hands into
their mouths” (Q 14:9);% see also anamil and yad.

hurtiim 1 “snout.” An invective against a slanderer when used simultaneously
in a metonymic-functional and meronymic sense, with degrading change of sphere
from human to animal: sa-nasimuhii ‘ala l-hurtiimi “We shall brand him on the
nose” (Q 68:16). Snout = mouth of the slanderer, shameful mouth. Perhaps there
was a somatism known to the contemporaries (comparable to the German “jeman-
den eins aufs Maul geben,” “to smack someone in the mouth”).

Safatan 1 “both lips,” ¢ (Q 90:9)

24 A pearl in Paret’s translation: “And don’t give people the cold shoulder” (?) (literally,
“don’t twist your cheek towards people” ?:). If he ever dares an idiomatic translation in the
target language, he has hit the wrong mark here.

25 Paret’s translation: “They want to blow out the light of God (?) (want to extinguish with her
mouth),” misses this fine ambiguity. In his commentary, Paret deepens the banal argument:
“61.8. — In the expression li-yutfi'u yutfi'u nira bi-kénnte, the phrase kénnte qawluhum bi-llahi
could at best have an effect in 9.30 (see the commentary on this). But probably only the purely
physical process of blowing out (with air-filled cheeks) is thought of, especially since in the
reference 61,8 a reminiscence of ‘empty talk’ (gawluhum bi-qawluhum) does not seem to exist.”
26 In connection and in conjunction with the parallel idioms, Paret’s translation seems aston-
ishing: “Her envoys came to them with clear evidence. But then they shut their mouths (?) (lit-
erally, they put their hand in (i.e., open?) their mouth) and said: We do not believe in the
message that has been given to you.” The same holds true for many other of Paret’s transla-
tions: “They put their hands in their mouth — and then — hands in the mouth? — answered.”

27 It is noteworthy that most translations of the Qur’an blur the clear coarseness of the formu-
lation: Nose and mouth must stand for snout in a sacred text; a fine example of falsification by
translation. This is not the only place in the Qur’anic corpus where a frustrated preacher lets
his feelings run free verbally.
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sinn 2 “tooth,” see nafs (“life”) above in the Qur’anic formula of the lex ta-
lionis (Exod 21:23-25).

lisan 28 “tongue; word; language,” c, the tongue is detached (from its knot) =
one can speak freely and fluently.

lisan sidq = a true word.

“God does not send a messenger except with a message in the language
(lisan) of his people.” The Qur’an is in lisan ‘arabi “Arabic language” (?); but
Muhammad would have been offended if he had been called an Arab.

dign 3 “chin,” c in the phrase “falling on the chin” = “prostrating” (Q 17:107;
17, 109); in the sentence'inna ga ‘alna fi 'a ‘nagihim 'aglalan fa-hiya ‘ila I-'adgani
fa-hum mugmahiina “Lo! We have put on their necks carcans reaching unto the
chins, so that they are made stiff-necked” (Q 36:8). The nearest sense is that of a
crude mocking and disparaging reinterpretation of the “snobbish” attitude of the
unbelievers: they think that they are proud but are only camels who have to hold
their heads up with a studded neck cuff and cannot drink.?®

lihya 1 “beard,”, ¢ or meronymic for the whole person; at the same time, it
can also appear in a double somatism (?): gala ya-bna-'umma la ta'hud bi-lihyafi
wa-la bi-ra'si “He said: O son of my mother! Clutch not my beard nor my head!” =
Don’t touch my prestige and honor! Don’t humiliate me! Don’t blame me, don’t
scold (and abuse) me! (Q 20:94). Both “head” and “beard” often stand for the
whole person. The beard stands at the same time for the esteem and honor of the
man. Numerous examples of how this esteem — through somatisms — can be low-
ered and humiliated appear in (old) Arabic poetry and literature.”

Neck

gid 1 “neck,” c fi gidiha hablun min masadin, “upon her neck a halter of palm-
fibre” (Q 111:5).

28 Paret’s translation: “We have put chains on their necks, and they go up to their chins, so
that they hold up their heads (and are inhibited in their activity).” His commentary has little to
do with his translation: 34,33; 13,5, with further evidence. In 34,33 and the further references
the putting on of neck cuffs belongs to punishment in the hereafter. On the other hand, in the
present passage 36,8 it seems to refer to the behavior of unbelievers in this world and to be
meant rather figuratively: The unbelievers throw back their heads, as if neck cuffs would push
up their chins, and thus do not see what is really going on (?). Bell noticed right away: “There
is here no eschatological sense. The simile is that of a spiked collar (branks) put on a camel so
that it cannot let down its head to drink.”

29 Cf. WKAS (as in note XX) 2.1., 1983, 408a—417b; especially, 415b ff.
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hanagir 2 (plurale tantum) “throat,” c in the somatism wa-balagati I-quliibu
l-hanagira “and hearts reached to the throats” (Q 33:10) and idi I-qulitbu lada I-
hanagiri kazimin “when the hearts will be choking the throats” (Q 40:18). Quliib
“Hearts” stands here twice in metonymic-functional use for an associated ac-
tion and its product (heartbeat, palpitations), a simple linguistic fact that most
translations ignore.>°

hulgiim 1 “throat,”, ¢ ida balagati I-hulgiima “then, when (the soul) cometh
up to the throat (of the dying)” (Q 56:83); see also below taragi “collarbone.”

The traditional commentaries and most translations understand the phrase
with the verb balagat “reached” without an explicit subject as referring to the
“soul of the dying person,” even if this does require explanatory contextual addi-
tions (Q56:83; 75:26). The parallels to balagati l-quliibu l-hanagira (see above) are
clear enough, especially since the situation of “fear of death and moment of
death” is the same.

rigab 3, “neck,” c ffa-'ida lagitumu lladina kafari fa-darba r-rigabi “Now
when ye meet in battle those who disbelieve, then it is smiting of the necks
until” (Q 47:4); metaphorical use for a sociological-functional meaning derived
from a spatial concept, here “slave”: 'innama s-sadaqatu li-l-fugarda'i wa-l-
masakini wa-l- ‘amilina ‘alayha wa-l-mu'allafati qulithuhum wa-fi r-rigabi “The
alms are only for the poor and the needy, and those who collect them, and
those whose hearts are to be reconciled, and to free the captives” (Q 9:60; simi-
lar to Q 2:177); strictly speaking, there is also a metaphor in the form of meto-
nymic-functional use for an associated action (liberation of the slave).

raqaba 6 “neck,” only in the singular and in metaphorical use for a socio-
logical-functional meaning derived from a spatial concept, here “slave,” but
without the metaphor mentioned above in the explicit turns tahrir raqabatin
“liberation of a slave” (Q 4:92 and passim) and fakk raqabatin “release of a
slave” (Q 90:13).

‘ung 9 “neck,” c fa-dribu fawqa l- a‘naqi wa-dribii minhum kulla bananin
“Then smite the necks and smite of them each finger!” (Q 8:12); however, here
also a per merismum is possible (from the largest, most important body part, the
neck, up to the smallest, the fingers: “hit / tear them completely into pieces!”;
often in connection with gill “bondage” as “neck cuff”;

in meronymic use for the whole human being and/or the whole body in
connection with the metaphor “bird” = “omen and destiny”: wa-kulla 'insanin

30 It is remarkable to see how some translate this idiom with forced literalism and with even
more forced explanation (in brackets), even though idiomatically exact correspondence exists
in German.
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'alzamnahu ta'irahi fi ‘unuqihi wa-nuhrigu lahii yawma l-qiyamati kitaban yal-
qahu mansiran “And every man’s augury have We fastened to his own neck,
and We shall bring forth for him on the Day of Resurrection a book which he will
find wide open”. (Q 17:13); hence, for instance, in corresponding German somatism:
“We have written the unchangeable fate on the body of every human being.”!

in meronymous use for the whole human being: "in nasa' nunazzil ‘alayhim
mina s-sama'i 'ayatan fa-zallat 'a‘naquhum laha hadi‘ina “If We wanted, We
sent a sign from heaven to them, and their necks bowed submissively to him” =
“If We will, We can send down on them from the sky a portent so that their
necks would remain bowed before it.” (Q 26,4).

S. a. below yad “hand.”

warid 1 “carotid artery,” in meronymic use for the whole human being, at
the same time metonymic-functional in an associated action: wa-nahnu agrabu
ilayhi min habli l-waridi “We are nearer to him than his jugular vein” = “closer
than he (the human being) to himself (in a vital function)” (Q 50:16).>?

Arms

dira‘ 2 “Arm; foreleg (of the animal),” ¢ wa-kalbuhum basitun dira‘ayhi bi-l-
wasidi “and their dog stretching out his paws on the threshold” (Q 18:18); in
metaphorical use for a quantitative meaning (length measure) derived from the
spatial concept: tumma fi silsilatin dar‘uhd sabina dira‘an “And then insert
him in a chain whereof the length is seventy cubits.”(Q 69:32).

In ancient Arabic poetry quite often in the concrete sense, but especially as
a metaphor for “penis” and “man power,” often used in an obscene context.

‘adud 2 “(strong) upper arm” in meronymic use for the whole person, at
the same time metonymic-functional for an associated action and its

31 Paret’s comment on this passage includes the following quote: “For the expression ta’ir ‘(fly-
ing) bird’ ‘omen,’ ‘fate,” see Helmer Ringgren, Studies in Arabian Fatalism, Uppsala-Wiesbaden
1955, pp. 87-89. Ringgren comments specifically on this passage (p. 88): ‘The book mentioned
here obviously contains the man’s good or evil deeds, for which he has to account on the day of
judgment. But it is not quite clear what this has to do with his fate fastened on his neck. It may
be that the ideas of a book of destiny and a book of accounts are confused, and that the passage
refers to the predestination not only of man’s condition of life, but also of his deeds and their
consequences in the hereafter. In any case, it does show that Muhammad did not reject the word
ta’ir, but used it as an adequate expression of the divine predestination of man’s destiny.””

32 In most translations, the image is translated literally and without comment even though
this image is unclear and uncommon in most target languages.
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product: gala sa-nasuddu ‘adudaka bi-'ahika “He said: We will strengthen
thine arm with thy brother, ” (Q 28:35); also: wa-ma kuntu muttahida l-mudillina
adudan “nor choose I misleaders for (My) helpers = strengthening and support”
(Q 18:51).

marafiq 1 “elbow,” ¢ ya-'ayyuha lladina 'amanu 'ida qumtum 'ila s-salati fa-
gsili wuguhakum wa-'aydiyakum 'ila I-marafiqi wa-msahii bi-ru'isikum wa-'argu-
lakum 'ila I-ka‘bayni “O ye who believe! When ye rise up for prayer, wash you
faces, and your hands up to the elbows, and lightly rub your heads and (wash)
your feet up to the ankles” (Q 5:6).%

Hand, Finger

yad 120 “hand; strength, power, action”; prep. “through,” 120, c, gr.

fa-raddii 'aydiyahum fi ‘afwahihim“but they thrust their hands into their
mouths ” (Q 14:9). See fith “mouth” and anamil “fingertips.”

Q 5:64: the hand of God is not bound, as the Jews say, but open (cf. 0. ‘ung!).
In ancient Arabic poetry, among other uses, the yad ad-dahr “hand of fate” is a
standing idiom (power of fate). This is replaced in the Qur’anic corpus and poetry
influenced by it by the “hand of God.”

A phrase in which yad “hand” = “generosity” and other body parts come
together: wa-la tag‘al yadaka maglilatan ‘ila ‘unuqika wa-la tabsutha kulla I-
basti fa-taq‘uda maliman mahsuran “And let not thy hand be chained to thy
neck nor open it with a complete opening, lest thou sit down rebuked, de-
nuded” (Q 17:29); a phrase per merismum in the form of a sentence, as well as a
proof for the grammaticalization of the verb ga‘ada “to sit,” which in Qur’anic
terms often simply means “to stay,” after all simply “to be.” Modern translation:
“Give (alms etc.) in the right measure, so you will be spared shame and ruin.”

Q 9:29, which is not for nothing highly controversial for traditional Muslim
exegesis and secular Islamic and studies and has accordingly caused an exten-
sive secondary literature:

33 A controversial passage; at issue is the vocalization of the word “feet.” In the version
above, the accusative is read as depending on “to wash.” The alternative reading vocalizes it
as a genitive and second prepositional object for “to stroke over.”
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qatili lladina 1a yu'minuna bi-llahi wa-1a bi-l-yawmi l-'ahiri wa-la yuharrimiina ma harrama
llahu wa-rasuluhii wa-la yadiniina dina l-haqqi mina lladina ta l-kitaba hatta yu‘ta l-
gizyata ‘an yadin wa-hum sagirina

“Fight against such of those who believe not in Allah nor the Last Day, and for-
bid not that which Allah hath forbidden by His messenger, and follow not the
Religion of Truth, until they pay the tribute readily, being brought low.”

The tribute is paid and at the same time implies the apparently low, inferior
position of the tributary. About the meaning of the formula ‘an yadin, Muslim
exegesis and scientific studies offer a whole series of explanations: from the
concrete meaning “from the hand (directly into the hand of the tax collector)”
to (spatial conceptual and sociological-functional meaning) “from possession,
property”; “generous,” “voluntary (from own power of disposal),” “submissive
(renouncing his power of disposal [hand], separated from it)”; cf. finally Rubin
2006, who quotes earlier works of on this passage and other contributions. His
article ends with a detailed quotation (on p. 146) from Ibn al-Qayyim al-Gaw-
ziyya, still today the leading figure of fundamentalist Islam, from his work on
the legal status of dimma, members of non-Muslimyet tolerated religions ac-
cording to a legal mindset: “‘An yadin describes a state (hal), i.e. they must give
the jizya while they are humiliated and oppressed (adilla’ maghitirin). This is the
correct (al-sahih) interpretation of the verse. Some said that the meaning is
‘from hand to hand, in cash, not on credit.” Others said: ‘From his hand unto
the hand of the receiver, not sending it nor delegating its payment.’ Others said:
‘It means due to a benefaction on your part unto them by agreeing to receive
payment from them.” But the accurate opinion is the first one, and the people
agree on it. The most far-fetched opinion that misses God’s intention is that of
those who say that the meaning is: ‘Out of their ability to pay it, which is why [the
jizya] is not collected from those who can’t afford it.” This rule is correct, but its
application to the verse is wrong. No one of the companions of the Prophet and of
the successors interpreted it in this manner nor anyone of the old masters of the
umma. It is only the witty inference of some later scholars.” From the point of view
of a scholar born at a later time, nothing more would be added to this, except for
the following paragraph and observation that this firm, perhaps, better, ideologi-
cally embedded conviction, — is not a characteristic of the past but continues in a
series of apologetically driven (polemical) works by Muslim and non-Muslim schol-
ars alike; As recent example concerning Q 9:29, see Haleem 2012. The tribute con-
cerns the head tax (gizya), which is to be paid in the later Islamic state by non-
Muslim subjectswho are members of a tolerated religion. This consideration alone
leads to the assumption that this passage is a later editorial insertion. It does not fit
with Muhammad’s time, but much better with the later Umayyad period, especially

»
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the reign of the Caliph ‘Abd-al-Malik, when the organization of the Islamic religion
and state materializes. Moreover, according to recent research, the word gizya is
not Arabic, thus also etymologically unrelated to the root GZY (see an example for
this verb above under nafs, in the sense of compensation, stand up for, etc.). The
word is documented in a Pahlavi text as gazidak in the sense of a head tax; the
underlying verb gazidan “select; prefer; support” is well documented in New Per-
sian, as is the noun gazid “gift; tribute.” The linguistic and historical circumstances
of the loan still have to be clarified, but this seems to be a clearly different and
historically plausible approach to the clarification of Q 9:29. In this context, the ex-
planation for ‘an yadin, which is analogous to circumstances in the Sassanian Em-
pire, offers itself as “according to the assets, the performance” of the taxpayer. It is
thus a metonymic-functional use for an associated action and its product as a
fixed, legal formula.

Simal 8 “left hand,” 8, c, gr. (location and direction)

In expressions per merismum Simal — yamin (right) = everywhere, in all
directions.

yamin 47 “right hand; oath,” 47, c, gr. (location and direction)

ma malakat aymanu-kum “what your right hands possess” formula of legal
language for legitimate possession.

kaffan 2 “the palms of both hands,” 2, c

banan 2 “Finger,” c see above ‘ung; metaphorical use for a quantitative use
derived from a spatial concept (here: smallest part): bala gadirina ‘ala 'an nu-
sawwiya bananahui “Yea, verily. We are able to restore his very fingers!” = “(from
the bones of the whole human being) to its smallest parts” (Q 75:4).

isha‘ 2 “fingers,” c in somatism: “stuffing their fingers in their ears” a) to
protect themselves against excessive noise: yag‘aliina ‘asabi‘ahum fi ‘adanihim
mina s-sawa‘iqi “They thrust their fingers in their ears by reason of the thunder-
claps” (Q 2:19) and b) do not want to hear in order not to have to hear: wa- inni
kullama da‘awtuhum li-tagfira lahum ga‘ali asabi‘ahum fi adanihim “And lo!
whenever I call unto them that Thou mayst pardon them they thrust their fin-
gers in their ears” (Q 71:7).

anamil 1 “Fingertips” c in somatism: wa-'ida halaw ‘addu ‘alaykumu I-'anamila
mina l-gayz “But when they go apart they bite their finger-tips at you, for rage” (Q
3,119);>* an equivalent somatism see fith “mouth” and yad “hand”: fa-raddii 'ay-
diyahum fi 'afwahihim “but they thrust their hands into their mouths” (Q 14:9).
The twist presented here has the advantage of a sharp detailed observation.

34 Somatism, for example, well documented in Italian: “mordersi le dita / le mani dalla
rabbia.”
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Torso

gawf 1 “(body-) interior”, c in somatism ma ga‘ala llahu li-ragulin min qalbayni
fi gawfihi “Allah hath not assigned unto any man two hearts within his body”
(Q 33:4); the meaning of the phrase, which certainly goes beyond the purely
biological and concrete, remains unclear. It is connected with the controver-
sial abolition of marriage obstacles for Muhammad; if one knows the heart as
the seat of understanding and wanting, then the interpretation would be pos-
sible that no person has a double, divided mind and will. But perhaps the sen-
tence is simply a preparatory introduction to the following new legal provisions:
just as one cannot contradict the simple biological fact, one can contest the new
legal situation.

batn 17 “belly,” c, in concrete terms “womb”: halagakum min nafsin wahi-
datin tumma ga‘ala minha zawgaha wa- anzala lakum mina l-an‘ami tamaniyata
azwagin yahluqukum fi butiini ummahatikum halgan min ba‘di halgin fi zuluma-
tin talatin “He created you from one being, then from that (being) He made its
mate; and He hath provided for you of cattle eight kinds. He created you in the
wombs of your mothers, creation after creation, in a threefold gloom” (Q 39:6; and
passim); (food from the belly of animals): wa-'inna lakum fi l-'‘an‘ami la-‘ibratan
nusqikum mimma fi butiniki min bayni fartin wa-damin labanan halisan sa'igan li-3-
Saribina “And lo! in the cattle there is a lesson for you. We give you to drink of that
which is in their bellies, from betwixt the refuse and the blood, pure milk palatable
to the drinkers” (Q 16:66; 69; 23:21, etc.); mostly for the description of torments of
hell: 'inna lladina yaktumiina ma 'anzala llahu mina I-kitabi wa-yaStarina bihi tam-
anan qalilan ula ika ma ya kuliina fi butinihim illa n-nara “Lo! those who hide
aught of the Scripture which Allah hath revealed and purchase a small gain there-
with, they eat into their bellies nothing else than fire” (Q 2:174; similarly: Q 4:10;
22:20; 44:45, and passim);

metaphorically for an object of comparable external form, possibly a spa-
tial concept: wa-huwa lladi kaffa 'aydiyahum ‘ankum wa-'aydiyakum ‘anhum
bi-batni makkata “And He it is Who hath withheld men’s hands from you, and
hath withheld your hands from them, in the valley of Mecca” (Q 48:24); see
also hugir “lap.”

sulb 2 “backbone, especially lower part, loin,” in a metonymic-functional
sense for an associated action or product: wa-hald'ilu ‘abna'ikumu lladina min ‘asla-
bikum “and the wives of your sons who (spring) from your own loins” (Q 4:23); see
also tara’ib “chest.”

In ancient Arabic poetry and common language often: “hard, resistant; the
core of something”.
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Flank, Chest, Stomach

Gtf 1 “flank of the body” metonymic-functional use for an associated action in
somatism wa-mina n-nasi man yugadilu fi llahi bi-gayri ‘ilmin wa-la hudan wa-la
kitabin munirin (9) taniya ‘itfihi li-yudilla ‘an sabili llahi “And among mankind is
he who disputeth concerning Allah without knowledge or guidance or a scrip-
ture giving light, (9) Turning away in pride to beguile (men) from the way of
Allah” (Q 22:9).

ganah 7 “flank, wing (of animals and angels)”*® c, (clothed) body side of the
person = garment slit: wa-dmum yadaka ‘ila ganahika tahrug bayda'a min gayri
st'in ‘@yatan ‘uhra “And thrust thy hand within thine armpit, it will come forth
white without hurt. (That will be) another token.” (Q 20:22; similar to 28:32); as ani-
mal wings: wa-ma min dabbatin fi I-'ardi wa-la ta'irin yafiru bi-gandahayhi 'illa 'uma-
mun ‘amtalukum “There is not an animal in the earth, nor a flying creature flying
on two wings, but they are peoples like unto you” (Q 6:38); of angels: ga‘ili I-
mala'ikati rusulan ‘uli 'agnihatin“Who appointeth the angels messengers having
wings” (Q 35:1);

meronymic and metonymic-functional use for an associated action in soma-
tism: wa-hfid lahuma ganaha d-dulli mina r-rahmati wa-qul rabbi rhamhuma ka-
ma rabbayani sagiran “And lower unto them the wing of submission through
mercy, and say: My Lord! Have mercy on them both as they did care for me
when I was little” (Q 17:24; similar to 15:88 and 26:215) = “bow to their side (and
with your protective arm) over them, take humble and merciful care of them
(your two parents).”*® One of the most moving images in the corpus.’”

35 The word is a consonant homograph to gunah “shame, sin”; however, the respective read-
ings are to be carefully separated, since gunah “sin” only occurs in the stereotypical phrase fa-
la gunah ‘ala “and it is no sin for” in the Qur’anic corpus.

36 Paret’s commentary provides the interpretation of the Muslim exegetes in addition to his
own: “The expression hafada ganahahu (literally ‘lower its wing,” from a bird) is intended to
mean that the bird in question takes its wings down, i.e. from flying to resting (Lisan al-‘Arab).
From this the transferred meaning ‘to be friendly,” ‘to be sociable’ will be derived. But perhaps
the expression originally referred to another phenomenon in bird life, such as the hen’s wing
lowering, which takes her chicks warmly and protectively under her wing.”

Both explanations leave out the closest consideration, namely, that the side (rather than a
win) of the human being is meant, bending down on someone in a protective and caring way.
37 Buhl in his, according to his own words, study of “modest importance,” “Uber Vergleichun-
gen und Gleichnisse im Qur‘an” (In: Acta Orientalia. 2. 1924. 1-11), dealt with this aspect of
Quranic language from comprehensive knowledge of the material and sensitive understand-
ing, from the successful and inspired comparisons and parables to the clumsy and dull.
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ganb 8 “flank (human and beast),”, ¢, yawma yuhma ‘alayha fi nari gahan-
nama fa-tukwa biha gibahuhum wa-gunibuhum wa-zuhuruhum “On the day
when it will (all) be heated in the fire of hell, and their foreheads and their
flanks and their backs will be branded therewith” (Q 9:35); meronymous for the
whole person: tatagafa gunitbuhum ‘ani l-madagii yad‘una rabbahum hawfan
wa-tama‘an “Who forsake their beds to cry unto their Lord in fear and hope” =
“They avoid the sleeping place, find no sleep” (Q 32:16); metaphorically for a
spatial concept: ‘an taqiila nafsun ya-hasrata ‘ala ma farrattu fi ganbi llahi wa-
'in kuntu la-mina s-sahirina “Lest any soul should say: Alas, my grief that I was
unmindful of Allah, and I was indeed among the scoffers!” (Q 39:56); at the
same time in the expression per merismum: alladina yadkuriina llaha giyaman
wa-qu ‘ddan wa-‘ala gunitbihim“Such as remember Allah, standing, sitting, and
reclining” = “remember in every position” (Q 3:191; similar to Q 4:103; 10:12).

ganib 9 “direction; side, flank.”*® As a body part designation, it is metony-
mous as a spatial concept and somatism: wa-ya’iisan kana I-'a‘rada nibihi wa-

“nibihi bi-"an‘amna wa- massahu $-Sarru § 'ida “When We show mercy to man,
he turns away and moves away. And when evil hits him, he is very desperate”
(Q 17:83; 41:51).

Dubur 18 “back”* metaphorical use for a spatial concept (secondary preposi-
tion): wa-stabaqa l-baba wa-qaddat qamisahii min duburin “And they raced with
one another to the door, and she tore his shirt from behind” = the back of his shirt
(Q 12,25; 12,27; 12,28); with verb ittaba‘a “to follow behind” (Q 15:65); at the same
time in an expression per merismum (together with wagh):wa-law tara id yata-
waffa lladina kafari I-mal@’ikatu yadribiina wugtthahum wa-adbarahum wa-duqi
‘adaba l-hariqi “If thou couldst see how the angels receive those who disbelieve,
smiting faces and their backs and (saying): Taste the punishment of burning!” =
“to the front and to the back, to everywhere” (Q 8,50; 47,27);

metaphorical use for a time concept derived from the spatial concept: wa-
mina l-layli fa-sabbihhu wa-'adbara s-sugudi “And in the night-time hymn His
praise, and after the (prescribed) prostrations!” Q 50,40)

38 Active participle of the nominal root ganb “side” with the meaning: “put aside, deter,
avoid”; from this as an adjective “to be avoided, impure.”

39 The lemma is a good example of the interaction of a primary body part name and root with
the same radicals. The verb adbara (4th stem) means “turn your back, turn away,” like several
somatisms formed with other periphrastic verbs and the body part name. From the same con-
sonantal framework adbara can be read “in the back from = behind, after” or the infinitive of
the verb cited in the accusative idbara with almost the same meaning; the traditional reading
decides on a reading and interpretation. In addition, a homophonic loan root dabbara, from
Aramaic in the sense of “arrange, dispose, administer” participates.
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in metonymic-functional sense for an associated action in a somatism: lan
yadurrikum 'illa ‘adan wa-'in yuqatilikum yuwallitkumu I-'adbdra “They will not
harm you save a trifling hurt, and if they fight against you they will turn and
flee” = “flee from you” (Q 3:111; similarly, walla al-adbar = “turn your back on
sh.” = “flee” Q 8:15; 8:16; 17:46), redundantly supplemented by nufiiran “on the
run”; ya-'ayyuha lladina it I-kitaba 'aminu bi-ma nazzalna musaddiqan li-ma
ma‘akum min qabli ‘an natmisa wugithan fa-naruddaha ‘ala 'adbariha “O ye
unto whom the Scripture hath been given! Believe in what We have revealed
confirming that which ye possess, before We destroy countenances so as to con-
found them” = “before We (even high-ranking?) wipe out and bring down per-
sonalities? or: to flee?” (Q 4:47; see also above wagh “face”; similarly radda ‘ala
al-adbar = “throw on your back, make fall”);

ya-qawmi dhuli I- arda l-muqaddasata llati kataba llahu lakum wa-la tar-
taddu ala 'adbarikum fa-tanqaliba®® hasirina “O my people! Go into the holy
land which Allah hath ordained for you. Turn not in flight, for surely ye turn
back as losers.” (Q 5:21; the phrase irtadda ‘ala al-adbar is the reflexive to active
radda al-adbar s.o.; similarly, Q 47:5 and passim)

zahr 20 “back,” ¢ (human back) fa-tukwa biha gibahuhum wa-guniibuhum
wa-zuhtiruhum“and their foreheads and their flanks and their backs will be
branded therewith” (9:35); meronymous for an included body part (see also
sulb): wa-'id 'ahada rabbuka min bani '‘adama min zuhtrihim durriyyatahum
“And (remember) when thy Lord brought forth from the Children of Adam,
from their reins, their seed” (Q 7:172); in somatism: wa-wada‘na ‘anka wizraka
(3) alladi 'anqada zahraka “And eased thee of the burden (3) which weighed
down thy back” = “rescued you from distress and misfortune” (Q 94:2-3; simi-
lar to Q 6:31)

¢ (back of animals) wa-I-'an‘ami ma tarkabiina li-tastawii ‘ald zuhurihi “and
cattle whereupon ye ride” (Q 43:12-13); in dietary regulations (Q 6:138) and for
taboo animals (Q 6:146);

metaphorical use for a spatial concept (preposition on): wa-law yu'ahidu llahu
n-nasa bi-ma kasabi ma taraka ala zahriha min dabbatin “If Allah took mankind to
task by that which they deserve, He would not leave a living creature on the sur-
face of the earth” (Q 35:45); wa-min ‘ayatihi l-gawari fi I-bahri ka-l-'a‘lami 'in yasa'
yuskini r-riha fa-yazlalna rawakida ‘ala zahrihi “And of His portents are the ships,
like banners on the sea. (33) If He will He calmeth the wind so that they keep still
upon its surface (i.e., the surface of the sea).” (Q 42:32-33); preposition or adverb

40 The verb can be supplemented through redundancy and as a somatism with ‘agib “Ferse”
(see above).
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“behind”: wa-laysa l-birru bi- an ta’tii I-buytita min zuhiirihd wa-lakinna l-birra mani
ttaga wa- ’ti l-buyiita min abwabiha “It is not righteousness that ye go to houses by
the backs thereof (as do the idolaters at certain seasons), but the righteous man
is he who wardeth off (evil). So go to houses by the gates thereof” (Q 2:189); wa-
amma man utiya kitabahit wara’a zahrihi “But whoso is given his account behind
his back” (Q 84:10);

metaphorical use for a spatial concept and as a somatism: wa-lamma ga'a-
hum rasilun min ‘indi llahi musaddiqun li-ma ma‘ahum nabada fariqun mina lla-
dina ‘utu l-kitaba kitaba llahi wara'a zuhiirihim ka-'‘annahum la ya‘lamuna “And
when there cometh unto them a messenger from Allah, confirming that which
they possess, a party of those who have received the Scripture fling the Scripture
of Allah behind their backs as if they knew not” (Q 2:101; similar to 3:187; 6,94);
qala ya-qawmi ‘a-rahfi ‘a‘azzu ‘alaykum mina llahi wa-ttahadtumithu ward'akum
zihriyyan “He said: O my people! Is my family more to be honoured by you than
Allah? and ye put Him behind you, neglected!” = “ . . . put him back as a stop-
gap, replacement?” (Q 11:92).*! The expression is perhaps less aimed at contemp-
tuous standing back or even throwing away than at “holding something in the
backhand for an emergency out of clever calculation.”

sadr 45 “breast, center of the body; sense, mind (seat of understanding, will
and feeling)”, c, gr (location: in the center, in the middle; but also: the best of,
the elite, etc.).

Often synonymous with galb “heart” (see below). Numerous expressions:
with ddga (to be narrow) = to be in need, in misery, but also in fear; with Sarha
“to live in prosperity,” but also “to be joyful”; with healing = (religious) salvation;
synthetic (but cf. the remark about supporting words): God knows the breast
(of humans): God knows it inside and out, completely; cf. Q 22:46: ‘a-fa-lam
yasiri fi l-'ardi fa-takiuna lahum qulithun ya‘qiluna biha 'aw ‘adanun yasma ‘ina
biha fa-'innaha la ta‘ma I-'absaru wa-lakin ta‘ma l-quliubu llati fi s-suduri “Have
they not travelled in the land, and have they hearts wherewith to feel and ears
wherewith to hear? For indeed it is not the eyes that grow blind, but it is the
hearts, which are within the bosoms, that grow blind.”

41 Paret’ s translation: “He said: Does my group (of men) impress you more than God, and
have you taken him (only) as a reserve (?) behind you (instead of putting him in front of every-
thing else)? This is based on the statement of Muslim exegetes who declare zihri as ‘unloaded
camel(s) of second choice led at the end of the caravan, as a substitute for a possible failure
among the other pack animals.”” The somatism from the world of the caravan trade was then
directly understandable to the contemporaries with its biting sarcasm.
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Modern translation: “Travel forms. But they see, but they understand
nothing”;

Satan whispers into the breast of the human = he deceives the human.

In ancient Arabic poetry, besides concrete meaning and “center, selection,
etc.,” very rarely as a seat of feeling; a stereotype and often: center of lance =
lance tip; e.g. “the speech gets brilliance from what you just spread, just as the
lance tip gets its brilliance from blood.”

“eyes get cooling after crying, as soon as blood streams soak the lance tips”

Note the synthet (or pars pro toto?): eyes = a human, a person:

After (long crying) one comforts oneself, as soon as the lance tips (in re-
venge) drink blood.

The vengeance scene described here is characterized in verses other than Sifa
an-nafs “healing the soul” (see above Sifa as-sadr and nafs). Also, here there is a
characteristic difference between Qur’anic and ancient poetry language.

manakib 1 “shoulders,” schematic-metaphorical use of a body part for an
object of comparable external or structural form: huwa lladi ga‘ala lakumu I-
‘arda daliilan fa-ms$i fi manakibiha “He it is Who hath made the earth subservi-
ent unto you, so Walk in the paths thereof” (Q 67:15). Most translations miss the
beautiful picture with the reproduction “surface, paths, back” that the earth must
carry humans on their shoulders, a comparison, which admittedly “limps” a little,
because humans do not sit quietly and are carried, but walk on the surface of the
earth.

taraqi “collar bone,” 1, ¢ as a somatism: ida balagati t-taragiya “No! When
the soul has reached the collar bones” (Q 75:26);** see above. hanagir and hulqgium

tara’ib 1 “ribs, thorax,” meronymic for a containing body part in connection
with an expression per merismum: huliga min ma'in dafiqin (7) yahrugu min
bayni s-sulbi wa-t-tara'ibi “He is created from a gushing fluid (7) that issued
from between the loins and ribs” (Q 86:6-7). For loins, see above sulb “back-
bone, especially lower part.” The generation of humankind from “water, drops
of water” is a frequent motif in the Qur’an. The expression per merismum can be
simply interpreted as “body, trunk”; the second noun may have been chosen
for rhythmic and rhyming purposes.*?

42 Paret’s translation: “When the soul (literally: she) (about to escape the body) comes up to
the clavicle (literally (plural) up to the clavicles).” Pickthall as many others: “Nay, but when
the life cometh up to the throat.”

43 Traditional exegesis and in its aftermath some translations seek to give each of the two
limbs its particular meaning: a human is born from the loins of a man and the breastbone (?)
of a woman, even the female breast. In addition to the summing function of the two parts of
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Maradi‘ 1 “breasts of breastfeeding people?”, 1, ¢ or meronymic: wa-
harramna ‘alayhi l-mardadi‘a min qablu “And We had before forbidden foster-
mothers for him (Moses)” (Q 28:12). This refers to the feeding breasts of the
mother or nurse. However, the plural can also be interpreted grammatically
as “nursing mothers” directly.

fu’ad 16 “Heart,” c

Seat of understanding and will, of the responsible decisions of man.

Synonymous and interchangeable with galb “heart” (Classical Arabic is char-
acterized by a wealth of (quasi-)synonyms; perhaps also because this language is
a reservoir of regional and local varieties).

Frequently in mixed order (abstracta and body parts): sam‘ — basar — qalb /
fu’ad / sadr “hearing — eye — heart 1 /heart 2 / chest” (Q 6:46; 16:78; 17:36;
23:78; 45:23; 46:26; 67:23).

Q 53:11 is characteristic: ma kadaba I-fu'adu ma ra'a “The heart lied not (in
seeing) what it saw,” that is, Muhammad. has no hallucinations or visions but a
true revelation.

In ancient Arabic poetry, the grieved mind of the lover who must be com-
forted is frequently:

“a (grieved) heart that does not dissuade

rebuke, and an eye whose sleep is forever little”; “a (grieved) heart that
cannot cheer up old wine, and a body that does not leave sickness.”

qalb 134 “heart,” c, gr. (in the center, in the middle)

seat of understanding, wanting, but also of feeling: an honest heart, a rough
heart, a sick heart (in the sense of religious aberration). For the series of three
“hearing — sight — heart.” see above fu’ad; for heart beats up to the neck, see
above hanagir.

Q 7:179; 22:46: lahum quliubun ld yafqgahiina biha wa-lahum 'a yunun la yub-
sirina biha “having hearts wherewith they understand not, and having eyes
wherewith they see not”

Q 2:7; 9:87, etc.: hatama llahu ‘ala qulitbihim “Allah hath sealed their hear-
ing and their hearts, and on their eyes there is a covering.”

Q 41:5: wa-qalii qulubuna fi 'akinnatin mimma tad‘ana ‘ilayhi wa-fi ‘adanina
wagqrun wa-min baynind@ wa-baynika higabun “And they say: Our hearts are pro-
tected from that unto which thou (O Muhammad) callest us, and in our ears
there is a deafness, and between us and thee there is a veil.”

the expression, min bayn is also underestimated here, which is not to be translated literally as
“from between”, but simply “from, from.”
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Q 48:11: yagqulina bi-'afwahihim ma laysa fi qulibihim “They speak with
their tongues that which is not in their hearts.”

Q 39:23 (per merismum): talinu guliiduhum wa-qulubuhum ’ila dikri llahi “so
that their flesh and their hearts soften to Allah’s reminder.” “Skin and heart
melt away” = “they melt away completely.”

“To understand” is quite often rendered by a verb but not with the Arabic
common word fahima, but rather with ‘agala “to use your brain” and fagiha “to
understand a (legal) thing” and connected with nds “people” or gawm “peo-
ple”: wa-aktaru n-nasi la yafqihiin “the majority of people do not understand.”

In ancient poetry there is another sphere: on the one hand, “heart of the
lion, fearless heart of the hero” in contrast to the “girl’s heart.”;on the other,
and not for nothing, many poetic verses conceive of the heart as a seat of love,
mostly sad and sorrowful, but also a heart that enjoys love.

“My eye, so weep and give abundant tears, and do not tire, my heart, to
consume you in sorrows”;

“What is love then but to hear with the ears and a look and a delight of the
heart at news and mention.”

lubb 17 only in the plural albab “hearts,” 17.

In the Qur’an, only in the stereotypical phrase “people of insights (under-
standings of the heart).” This means “people with common sense,” or in legal
contexts “experts.” In

ancient Arabic poetry, lubb “heart, insight” is generally documented: “Ac-
cording to the judgement of reasonable people (haga), a man’s speech of insight
works best if it is brief.”

hugur 3 “laps,” metonymic-functional use for an associated action fi hugiiri-
kum “in your care” (Q 4:23).

arham 8 “(plurale tantum) womb (also of animals),” ¢ wa-I-mutallagatu ya-
tarabbasna bi-'anfusihinna talatata quri'in wa-1a yahillu lahunna 'an yaktumna
md halaqa llahu fi 'arhamihinna 'in kunna yu'minna bi-llahi wa-l-yawmi I-
'ahiri “Women who are divorced shall wait, keeping themselves apart, three
(monthly) courses. And it is not lawful for them that they should conceal that
which Allah hath created in their wombs if they are believers in Allah and the
Last Day” (Q 2:228 and passim); metaphorical use for a sociological-functional
meaning derived from a spatial concept: “blood ties” = “relatives” or “relatives”.
ulii al-arham “the ones with blood ties”: an-nabiyyu ‘awla bi-l-mu'minina min ‘anfu-
sihim wa-'azwaguhii ‘ummahatuhum wa-'ulii I-'arhami ba‘duhum ‘awla bi-ba‘din fi
kitabi llahi mina l-mu'miriina wa-l-muhagirina “The Prophet is closer to the believers
than their selves, and his wives are (as) their mothers. And the owners of kinship
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are closer one to another in the ordinance of Allah than (other) believers and the
fugitives (who fled from Mecca)” (Q 33:6; similar to 60:3).**

gawf 1 “(body-)interior”, c (from general term for “cavity”) ma ga‘ala llahu
li-ragulin min qalbayni fi gawfihi “Allah hath not assigned unto any man two
hearts within his body” (Q 33:4)

‘am‘a’ 1 “bowels, viscera,”, ¢ ka-man huwa halidun fi n-nari wa-suqit ma’an
hamiman fa-qatta‘a am‘a@’ahum “like those who are immortal in the Fire and
are given boiling water to drink so that it teareth their bowels?” (Q 47:15)

Genitalia
saw’at 8 “( in plural) genitalia, pudenda,” ¢ fa-waswasa lahuma $-Saytanu li-
yubdiya lahuma ma wiriya ‘anhuma min saw’atihima “Then Satan whispered to
them that he might manifest unto them that which was hidden from them of their
shame” (Q 7,20 etc.); avoidance designation, the concrete meaning “shame, abu-
sive act, evil,” even “corpse”; cf. fa-ba‘ata llahu guraban yabhatu fi l-’ardi li-
yuriyahit kayfa yuwari saw’ata "ahihi “Then Allah sent a raven scratching up the
ground, to show him how to hide his brother’s naked corpse.” (Q 5,31).

‘awrat 2 “(female) genitalia, pudenda, nudity,” c awi t-tifli lladina lam

yazharu ‘ala ‘awrati n-nisa'i “or children who know naught of women’s na-
kedness” (Q 24:31; 24”58 and passim); euphemism; the concrete meaning “na-
kedness, weakness” is attested:"inna buyitand ‘awratun wa-ma hiya bi-‘awratin
'in yuriduna 'illa firaran “Our homes lie open (to the enemy). And they lay not
open. They but wished to flee” (Q 33:13).

farg 9 “vulva,” c (euphemism; the concrete sense “slit, split” is alive Q
50:6); sociological-functional meaning metaphorically derived from spatial con-
cept: “honour of woman to be guarded, chastity” wa-llafi ‘ahsanat fargaha fa-
nafahna fiha min rihind wa-ga‘alnaha wa-bnaha 'ayatan li-lI-‘alamina “And she
who was chaste, therefore We breathed into her (something) of Our Spirit and
made her and her son a token for (all) peoples” (Q 21:91 and passim).

44 The associated verbal root RHM “to be merciful” with its derivatives is one of the most fre-
quent in the Qur’an.
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Legs, Foot

rigl 15 foot; leg, c; redundant as an addition to the verb “walking”; metaphori-
cal for spatial concept, at the same time as a filler word in an expression per
merismum: min fawqi-him wa-min tahti arguli-him “above you and under your
feet” = “everywhere” (Q 5:66; 6:65; 29:55); note that min tahti-him “among
them” would be sufficient; a similarly constructed expression, but here probably
a spatial and temporal concept combined together: wa-la ya'tina bi-buhtanin yaf-
tarinahii bayna 'aydihinna wa-'argulihinna “nor produce any lie that they have de-
vised between their hands and feet” = “standing foot, at the moment, completely
improvising, anywhere and anytime”(Q 60:12);* for metonymic-functional use
for associated state or action in idioms (somatisms), see above guliid “skin”;
“tongues, hands and feet bear witness against the infidels” yawma tashadi ‘alay-
him 'alsinatuhum wa-'aydihim wa-'arguluhum bi-ma kani ya‘maliina “On the day
when their tongues and their hands and their feet testify against them as to what
they used to do” (Q 24:24), see also Q 36:65: al-yawma nahtimu ‘ala 'afwahihim
wa-tukallimuna 'aydihim wa-tashadu 'arguluhum bi-ma kaniu yaksibtina “This day
We seal up their mouths, and their hands speak out to Us and their feet bear wit-
ness as to what they used to earn.”

Etymologically related to ragul “man”; both semantic fields flow together in
ragil “foot soldier, infantry”: wa-stafziz mani stata‘ta minhum bi-sawtika wa-
‘aglib ‘alayhim bi-haylika wa-ragilika wa-Sarikhum fi I-'‘amwali wa-l-'awladi wa-
‘idhum wa-ma ya‘iduhumu $-Saytanu ‘illa guriran “And excite any of them whom
thou canst with thy voice, and urge thy horse and foot against them, and be a
partner in their wealth and children, and promise them. Satan promiseth them
only to deceive” (Q 17,64).

gadam 8 “foot, leg,” ¢, meronymic in the somatism: “let the feet stand” =
“give secure hold, give secure position, strengthen”; wa-lamma barazi li-galiita
wa-gunudihi qali rabbana 'afrig ‘alayna sabran wa-tabbit 'agdamana wa-nsurna
‘ala l-qawmi l-kafirina “And when they went into the field against Goliath and his
hosts they said: Our Lord! Bestow on us endurance, make our foothold sure, and
give us help against the disbelieving folk” (Q 2:250 and passim), but also the oppo-
site “let your foot stumble” = “let it fall”; wa-la tattahidii ‘aymanakum dahalan bay-
nakum fa-tazilla gadamun ba‘da tubiitiha “Make not your oaths a deceit between

45 The translations here vary widely, from simple, uncommented literal rendering to interpre-
tive, such as Paret — without further explanation: . . . not to bring up any slander taken from
the air by them(?). Possibly the expression is a reinforcing innovation, starting from common
in front of the hands = spatially and temporally before; present etc., the nearest analog body
part is added as accentuation.
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you, lest a foot should slip after being firmly planted” (Q 16:94). Also “put under
someone’s feet”; metaphorically as a spatial concept with a sociological-functional
meaning: “foot of righteousness” = “true position (with God)” wa-bassiri lladina
‘amanti ‘anna lahum qadama sidgin inda rabbihim “Warn mankind and bring
unto those who believe the good tidings that they have a sure footing with their
Lord?” (Q 10:2); in the expression per merismum in Q 55:41: yu‘rafu l-mugrimina
bi-simahum fa-yu'hadu bi-n-nawasi wa-l-'agdami “guilty will be known by their
marks, and will be taken by the forelocks and the feet” = “all over their body, all
grabbed.”

saq 4 “upper and lower thighs”, c; metonymic-functional use for associated
state or action in idioms (somatisms): yawma yukSafu ‘an sagin wa-yud‘awna 'ila
s-sugudi fa-1a yastatitna “On the day when it befalleth in earnest, and they are
ordered to prostrate themselves but are not able” (Q 68:42). The leg and thigh are
exposed to heavy physical work when the upper garment is removed. Therefore
“(nude) thigh, leg” in various idioms in Arabic stands for “hard, hard work; diffi-
culty: (extreme) seriousness of situation; misfortune.” In the foregoing phrase,
the best interpretation is “On the day when the situation finally becomes serious
(i.e. death or Last Iudgement).”“6 A further somatism, in a concrete sense but un-
clear meaning wa-ltaffati s-saqi bi-s-saqi, “And the leg is wound about the leg;
leg with leg gets caught (in the agony? in the shroud?*’)”;*® in German the best
expression is perhaps: “twisting (in agony)” (Q 75:29).

ka‘ban 1 “the two ankles,” ¢ (Q 5,6) wa-msahu bi-ru’tisikum wa-’argulakum
’ild I-ka‘bayni “and lightly rub your heads and (wash) your feet up to the ankles.”

‘aqiban, a‘qab 8 “the (two) heels,” ¢, in somatisms: “turn on your heels”
wa-ma ga‘alna l-giblata llafi kunta ‘alayha illa li-na‘lama man yattabi‘u r-rastla
mimman yanqalibu ala ‘aqibayhi “And We appointed the giblah which ye formerly
observed only that We might know him who followeth the messenger, from him
who turneth on his heels” (Q 2:143 and passim), partly redundant “turning
away on the heels” (Q 8:48 and passim); transitive: “putting someone back on
his heels” = “bringing him back to his former state, reneging” (Q 3, 149 and
passim); “turning away on his heels” (Q 8,48 and passim); transitive: “putting

46 Paret’s translation: “On the day (of judgment) “when the matter becomes hot” (literally
when (the garment is unclothed and) the calf is exposed) and they (i.e. the unbelievers) are
asked to prostrate (before God in worship), but are unable to do it,” without further comment.
The attempt to reproduce it with a German somatism does not seem entirely successful, since
the German expression rather aims at self-inflicted risk.

47 Paret with amaximum of bracketed additions: 29 “and (if) it comes to extremes (?) (literally:
if (in close combat?) leg gets caught with leg . . ..

48 Pickthall, interpreting more than translating: “And agony is heaped on agony.”
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someone back on his heels” = “bringing him back to his former state, reneging”
(Q 3:149 and passim); metaphorically, a spatial concept with a sociological-
functional meaning, “under his heels” = “under his descendants”; wa-ga‘alaha

kalimatan bagiyatan fi ‘aqibihi la‘allahum yargitina “And he made it a word en-
during among his seed, that haply they might return” (Q 43:28).

Concluding Remarks

The examination of the Qur’anic and Arabic usage of body part names shows
that metaphorical use is widespread. But the Qur’an and Arabic share this with
practically all known languages, although the specific ascriptions for body parts
and their intended functions and peculiarities in human life differ individually,
especially for the different social orders and cultures. It is not for nothing that
comparative somatism research in linguistics is an area that is always attractive
for all language combinations and that it largely belongs to linguistic universal
research. Perhaps this statement is the most serious objection to the works of
Hans Walter Wolff on the specific synthetic body conception in the Old Testament
and in ancient Hebrew as well as the anthropology derived from it. Some of the
somatisms surveyed above give the impression of genuinely Arabic and idiomatic
expressions, as if the author of the Qur’anic texts had looked intensively “at the
mouth” of his people. Here, in addition to the parallels in ancient Arabic poetry,
the analysis of ancient Arabic proverbs can also be productive.

The entries in the list I provided were not treated in detail. However, this
preliminary research shows that a core stock of the most common words in the
Qur’an, (e.g., head, tongue, hand, chest, heart) corresponds in many ways to
the parallel use of words in the OT, NT, and religiously influenced speech of the
religions and cultures concerned. It remains to be seen whether this is parallel
polygenesis, parts of linguistic universals, or due to influence and borrowing.
In this area the pictures were also for the non-Arab and non-Muslim mostly di-
rectly catchy and understandable, while a rather summary treatment seemed
appropriate. The situation was different with the less frequently used “minor”
pictures and comparisons. Here, pronounced peculiarities appeared that were
beyond direct understanding. It was not for nothing that these passages were
reproduced in many translations either only literally, without any real under-
standing of the specific usage of the language, or only approximately. Here the
investigation brought something quite new in different places compared to pre-
vious understandings, which is expressed in longer detailed quotations with ap-
propriate commentary.
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In this context, the relatively large number of coarse and vivid somatisms
in the corpus of the Qur’an should be emphasized. This is largely a reflection of
folkloristic expression and thus of deliberate eavesdropping by the “preacher
and herald.” In some cases, however, innovative and original twists will also be
discerned, which, although they are based on a well-known stock, give it new
accents and shades.

Apart from this objection in principle against an exaggerated assessment of
the special position, be it of the biblical Hebrew or Old Hebrew, or here of the
Qur’an or Arabic, a precise linguistic examination of the individual documents is
nevertheless worthwhile. Here a substitution test would have to be carried out for
each of the individual passages as proof of a synthetic understanding of the
body. If the appointment of the person as a whole or his or her action makes the
intended sense, albeit in a more general, blurred form, the corresponding original
body part designation shall be pars pro toto and the relevant part of the action or
state of mind shall be the relevant part, whereby the person at the center of the
statement shall be thought of as a whole. Such a survey and evaluation presup-
poses, however, a profound examining, probably new interpretations of individ-
ual passages, which has not yet been done in the numerous translations and
commentaries of the Qur'an that have only become more numerous in recent
times. This investigation must, however, also consider the relationship between
Qur’anic language use and the general metaphorical use prescribed by the Arabic
language as well as between somatisms in general, before it can deal with Qu-
r’anic idiosyncrasies. This deposition is made more difficult, in many ways per-
haps impossible, by the fact that every written Arabic text after the Qur'an is
suspected of being influenced by this text. The only comparative material that
remains is ancient Arabic poetry, perhaps ancient Arabic proverbs, and to a lim-
ited extent and only after the examination mentioned above, the linguistic usage
of Arabic dialects.

Furthermore, the stocktaking undertaken here puts the question mentioned
at the beginning of this article into sharper relief, namely, determining the ade-
quate, idiomatically correct translation in the target language. In too many trans-
lations, even “modern” ones, the imitation of the source language is still clearly
viewed as the guiding principle. This principle is often carried out in an unspo-
ken way, caused by admiration or worship of a holy text. At times, however, it is
also openly stated that the translation of the Qur’an must serve liturgical pur-
poses for the corresponding Muslim, non-Arab-speaking community. The latter
task, however, is the duty and task of followers, adepts, and missionaries of the
faith community concerned, but hardly a task for a non-Muslim academic.
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Attachments
More Word Lists
A Body Part List of the English Designations Sorted by Frequency

Different categories were summed in German translation, such as human(s),
heart, pubic parts, flank (side), and foot (leg), and thus received a higher fre-
quency. However, the line items due to the different Arabic designations were
left unchanged.

(342 “Man, men” insan 72, insiyy 1, ins 18, nas 241, baSar 37)
292 “Breath, soul; life; person” nafs

241 “People” nas

(167 “Heart” (fu’ad 134, qgalb 17, lubb 16))
134 “Heart” galb

120 “Hand” yad

72 (71+1) “Man” insan, insiyy

72 “Face” wagh

60 “Man” ragul

59 “Eye” ‘ayn

47 “Hand, right” yamin

45 “Chest” sadr

37 “Man, men” basar

28 “Tongue” lisan

(24 “Flank, page” ganib 9, ganah 7, ganb 8)
21 “Head, head” ra’ s

20 “Back” zahr

19 “Ear” 'udun

18 “Back” dubur

18 “people” into the

17 “Heart(s)” lubb, only in plural albab
17 “Belly; womb” batn

16 “Heart” fu’ad

15 “Foot; Leg” rigl

14 “Mouth” fi(h)

13 “Bones” ‘azm

12 “Meat” lahm

10 “Blood” dam

9 (3+6) “Neck” rigab, ragaba
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9 “Vulva, pubic part, female” farg

9 “Page, flank” ganib

9 “Neck” ‘unq

9 “Skin, fur” gulad

9 “Flank, side” ganib

9 “Fur, skin” gulad

8 “Genitals, Pudenda, pubic parts” saw’a
8 “Page, flank” ganb

8 “Womb” arham

8 “Hand, left” Simal

8 “Foot, leg” qadam

8 “Flank, side” ganb

8 “Heels, the two of them” ‘agiban

7 “Side, flank, wing” ganah

(4 “fingers” (banan 2, isha‘2)

4 “forelock” nasiya

4 “Thighs, upper and lower legs” saq
4 “Hair, forelock” nasiya

(3 “Body” (badan 1, gism 2)

3 “laps” hugur

3 “Chin” dign

2“Fingers” banan

2 “Tooth” sense

2 “Forehead” gabin

2 “Pubic parts, pudenda, genitals
2 “Backbone” sulb

2 “Upper arm” ‘adud

2 “Nose” ’anf

2 “Lips, both” Safatan

2 “Body” gism

2 “Throat” (plurale tantum) hanagir

2 “Palms of the hand, the two of them” kaffan
2 “fingers” isha“

2 “Arm” dira“

1 “Body” badan

1 “Ankle, the two of them” ka‘ban

1 “throat” hulqtim

1 “Elbow” marafiq

1 “cheek” hadd

1 “Forehead” gibah

» <

awrat
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1 “Scalp ?(unclear)” Sawa

1 “Shoulders” manakib

1 “Snout” hurtim

1 “Collarbone” taraqi

1 “ribs, chest” tara’ib

1 “Innards, viscera” ’am‘a’

1 “Skin” basar

1 “carotid artery” warid

1 “Neck” gid

1 “Hair” a$‘ar (Koranic evidence given only by animals)
1 “Flank of the body” ‘itf

1 “Fingertips” anamil

1 “Chest, ribs” tara’ ib

1 “Breasts (of breastfeeding women)” maradi-
1 “Belly, body, inside of the body” gawf

1 “Beard” lihya

1 “vein, large, aorta?” watin

1 “vein, exactly: carotid artery” warid

List of Body Parts in the Sequence of the Arabic Alphabet (Root Sequence) of
the Arabic Designations

‘udun “ear”
insan insiyy “human being”
"anf “nose”
badan “body”
basar “man, men”
basar “skin”
batn “belly”
banan “finger”
tara’ib “ribs, Chest”
gabin “front”
gibah “front”
gism “body”
gulad “skin”
ganb “side, flank”
ganib “side, flank”
gana “side, flank, wing”
gawf “(body-)Interior”
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¢1d “neck”

ugar “laps”

ulqim “throat”

anagir “throat”

hadd “cheek”

hurtim “snout”

dubur “back”

dam “blood”

dira“ “arm”

dign “chin”

ra’s “head”

rigl “foot”

ragul “man”

arahm “womb”

maradi‘ “breasts (of the breast-feeding)”
marafiq “elbows”

rigab “neck”

taraqi “collar bone”

sense “tooth”

saw’at “genitals; pudenda; pubic parts”
saq “thigh”

as‘ar “hair” (in Koranic evidence given only for animals)
Safatan “both lips”

Simal “left hand”

Sawa “(unclear) scalp?”

isha“ “finger”

sadr “chest, center of the body”
sulb “backbone”

zahr “back”

‘adud “(strong) upper arm”

‘itf “flank of the body”

‘azm “bone”

‘agiban “the two heels”

‘ung “neck”

‘awrat “genitals, pudenda”
‘ayn “eye”

fu’ad “heart”

farg “slit; vulva”

fa(h) “mouth”

gadam “foot, leg”
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qalb “heart”

ka‘ban “the two ankles”

kaffan “the two palms of the hand”

lubb, only in plural albab “hearts; understanding, insight”
lahm “flesh”

lihya “beard”

lisan “tongue; word; language”

’am‘a’ “bowels, intestines”

nasiya “curly forehead”

nafs “breath, life, soul, man, person, someone”,
manakib “shoulders”

anamil “fingertips”

nas “people; mankind”

watin “big Vein, aorta”

wagh “face”

warid “Carotid artery”

yad “hand”

yamin “right hand”
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Jillian Stinchcomb

The Queen of Sheba in the Qur’an and Late
Antique Midrash

Surah al-Naml, the twenty-seventh surah of the Qur’an, includes a suggestive ac-
count of the Queen of Sheba’s visit to King Solomon. At first sight, the account
seems to resemble the biblical story of her visit in 1 Kings 10:1-13, yet all the signif-
icant details differ. Where the biblical account describes the Queen coming to test
Solomon with riddles, for instance, the Qur’an presents Solomon testing the
Queen with the help of his servant jinn. The Qur’an emphasizes the Queen’s
conversion to proper religious practice, Solomon’s magical powers and ability
to speak the language of birds, and the oddities of the land of Sheba, all of which
are absent from the biblical account. Already in 1833, however, Abraham Geiger
noticed significant parallels with the Targum Sheni Esther (i.e., Second Targum of
Esther).! Here too, for instance, one finds Solomon able to speak the language of
birds, the Queen lifting her skirts in confusion at the floor of the site of their meet-
ing, and improper religious devotion in Sheba.

Since the 19th century, this parallel has been adduced to support a model
of dependence linking early Islam with late antique Jewish material in general.?
Positing a date for this Targum in the sixth century, Geiger cited this parallel as
part of his broader argument for Muhammad’s dependence on Rabbinic Jewish
material in the creation of the Qur’an. In his 1994 book Demonizing the Queen of
Sheba, Jacob Lassner offers a less simplistic model of reception; nevertheless,

1 Geiger 2005, 147. Geiger dated Qur’anic material based on his understanding of Muham-
mad’s changing relationship to Jews. In his understanding, earlier material reflects a more ac-
commodating and appreciative attitude towards Jewish interlocutors, while later material
denounces or ridicules Jews.

2 For a discussion of the problematic aspects of such a model, as well as alternative ap-
proaches in recent research, see Pregill 2007 and Pregill 2020. For an example of a literary
study of Qur’anic elaborations, see Waldman 1985. For an example of a historical-literary
study of Qur’anic reception, see Neuwirth 2001. For an example of scholarship which discusses
Jewish writers receiving Islamic material, see Wheeler 1998. All three of these modes of resis-
tance to the Geiger model of dependence, however, implicitly assume a hierarchy of priority.
They flip the direction of influence, or emphasize the unique literary and historical importance
of the Qur’an over its various sources, but they nevertheless assume the importance of
“influence.”

Jillian Stinchcomb, Brandeis University
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in this case, he explains the Qur’anic episode through appeal to its dependen-
cies on “Talmudic haggadic material” akin to this Targum.?

In what follows, I would like to re-consider the parallel material on the Queen
of Sheba in the Qur’an and Targum Sheni Esther as a test-case in exploring “New
Perspectives and Contexts in the Study of Islamic Origins,” not limited to depen-
dence. In my view, the similarities between the Qur’anic and Targumic accounts of
Solomon and the Queen of Sheba need not suggest direct lines of textual depen-
dence in either direction. Rather, the shared material may point to a matrix of
common discourses in the seventh-century Arabian peninsula between nebu-
lously Islamic and Jewish groups that later came to be sharply defined against
one another. In the following pages, I will introduce the Targumic and Qur’anic
material, describing their literary context, similarities, and differences, before
concluding with a reflection on potential comparanda which might further illumi-
nate the literary dynamics of these early narratives about the Queen of Sheba.

Targum Sheni Esther

Before focusing on the narrative in question, some genre and historical informa-
tion will be useful. Targum Sheni Esther has long presented a challenge to Jewish
Studies scholars looking to classify this meandering, often long-winded text. Tradi-
tionally, a targum is a translation of a biblical book into Aramaic meant to enable
Jews to understand weekly Tanakh (Hebrew Bible) readings in synagogue. The
translator, known as a meturgeman, would translate alongside a cantor during
synagogue services. Crucially, the meturgeman was to translate without any writ-
ten text as a guide during services in order to delineate the difference between the
biblical text and the translation to any onlookers.” This prohibition on written
guides during services did not prevent the eventual textualization of targumim in
Late Antiquity, where they were used in private devotional settings as well as in
schools alongside the Hebrew Bible.” Targumim are often expansive translations,
including exegetical traditions also found in Rabbinic midrashim, but without
characteristically Rabbinic phrases, citation of specific Rabbis by name, or the

3 Lassner 1993. Earlier discussions include Pritchard 1974; see also Powers 2011;

4 For further reading, see Alexander 1985; Alexander 1988.

5 Today, Targum Studies is a rich field that often focuses on recovering early readings of bibli-
cal texts along with a focus on early reception in Jewish circles. For a useful overview, see La-
sair 2012.
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inclusion of multiple or contradictory accounts. These texts thus exhibit some
overlaps with Rabbinic Judaism, while differing enough to raise the possibility of
their formation in other or related Jewish settings.

Targum Sheni Esther is an incomplete translation but also the most expansive
example of a targum. Here, the Aramaic translation of the text of Esther is often
buried in excurses and tangents that move far afield from the biblical text itself.®
The text contains some Eastern Aramaic vocabulary but primarily uses Western
Galilean Aramaic grammar and vocabulary, consistent with a Palestinian prove-
nance, and it has a preponderance of Greek loan words consistent with a Byzan-
tine-era date. The earliest manuscript evidence of Targum Sheni is MS Sassoon
282.7 This manuscript has a colophon that dates it to 1189. It is written in square
German script and consists of sixty-eight pages, each of which has three columns
of about 40 lines, which have Tiberian vocalization with interlined Hebrew. There
are fourteen other manuscripts ranging in date from the twelfth- to the fifteenth-
centuries and of Ashkenazic, Italian, and Yemenite provenance. The manuscript
evidence attests its broad diffusion as well as textual fluidity and pluriformity. The
reliance on Greek loan words and the use of Western Galilean Aramaic grammar,
however, have led scholars to suggest a seventh-century Byzantine Palestinian
context for its initial formation, prior to the Arabic rhetorical and literary domi-
nance that later came to characterize the Jewish literature of the region.®

The Targum introduces the Queen of Sheba in a tangent presented in an ex-
cursus on Esther 1:2 (“In those days, the king Ahasuerus sat upon the throne of
his kingdom, which was in Shushan the castle”). In a manner unusual for a tar-
gum, the text is theologically oriented and takes a meta-textual narrative voice

6 Its expansiveness led Alexander Sperber to question whether it is a targum at all; see
Sperber 1968. More recent developments in the field of translation studies, as well as qualita-
tive work by Targum Studies scholars, have now laid that question to rest, in part by establish-
ing that some seventy percent of the text of Esther is embedded in the text of Targum Sheni
Esther and that translation need not be limited to word-for-word dependence. See now Hay-
ward 2011.

7 This manuscript is the basis for Bernard Grossfeld’s critical edition (Grossfeld 1991). Gross-
feld here discusses the Eastern Aramaic vocabulary that has led to some disputation of the ori-
gins of the text, but he ultimately concludes that the text was originally composed in Palestine.
8 Grossfeld 1991, 19-25. The text has an unusually wide range of dates attested to it: Allegra
Iafrate has recently suggested that it may be from as late as the eleventh century (see Iafrate
2016, 147-51) while Stephen Kaufmann has suggested that it is a part of a group of texts which
represent “Late Jewish Literary Aramaic” (Kaufmann 2013, 145). For the purposes of this paper,
particularly because the dynamics of the text do not suggest Qur’anic influence, I accept Gross-
feld’s somewhat early date, although further study on the Targum Sheni Esther might shed
more light on the literary dynamics of the text.
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at various points, including in the hugely expansive first chapter. Here, the
story of Esther is connected to the history of salvation of Israel, emphasizing
the lamentation that sprung up in response to the Babylonian monarch Nebu-
chadnezzar’s exile of Jewish leaders in 586 BCE.’ It is while proclaiming the lost
glory of David as the crown of Israel that the Targum discusses the theft of Solo-
mon’s throne by Alexander the Great, which occasions the tale of the Queen of
Sheba.’®

While Israel metonymically laments the fate of its people under Nebuchadnez-
zar, the narrator presents a story of the glory of Solomon who, cheerful from wine,
calls all the local kings to his court. The text notes for a second time that Solomon
was cheerful through wine with the kings when he presents all the beasts, birds,
reptiles, demons, and spirits as a display of his greatness. However, a wild rooster
was missing from his otherwise comprehensive presentation of every animal.
When called to account, this wild rooster tells Solomon of the city of Qitor, lo-
cated in the land of Sheba, ruled by a woman, with dust so precious “gold and
silver sit like dung in the street.”'* Solomon sends a letter to the woman, promis-
ing great respect for willing submission, but threatening violence from his ani-
mals and demons should the land of Sheba refuse Solomon. Receiving the letter
while she worshipped the sea, the Queen of Sheba consults with her advisors and
decides to send a richly laden ship full of perfectly uniform youths and gold, and
she comes herself some three years later to Jerusalem. The Queen is impressed by
Solomon’s court, descending from her carriage prematurely at the sight of an ex-
tremely beautiful youth. Solomon seats himself in a bathhouse when she arrives,
and so she lifts her skirts when she approaches him, thinking he is in water. She
reveals hairy legs, for which he chides her, saying her beauty is feminine but her
hair is for men. The Queen of Sheba does not dignify this with a response. In-
stead, she challenges him with three riddles, all of which he answers correctly,
resulting in her admiration and a mutually beneficial relationship in which she
gives him gold and he gives her all that she desires, as in 1 Kings 10. All the local

9 For a fuller discussion, see Ego 1993.

10 The Targum discusses the theft of the throne by Alexander the Great after Nebuchadnezzar
and its misadventures with various kings in Egypt at some length. This is particularly intrigu-
ing in light of the assertion in the seventh-century Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius that
Alexander’s mother was an Ethiopian princess and the suggestive argument, discussed below,
that the Kebra Negast was originally composed in the sixth century. See further Pseudo-
Methodius 2012, 23 and 97. Ra’anan Boustan discusses the significance of the throne in the
imagination of Byzantine Jews and notes that the appearance of the throne in Targum Sheni
Esther “may preserve the earliest extant form of the medieval throne tradition”; see Boustan
2013.

11 Grossfeld 1991, 116.
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kings present their gifts tremblingly after this affair, the text reports, before shift-
ing to speak of Jeremiah and Nebuchadnezzar."? The text is elaborate, including
much more detail and several sub-tangents of its own, but clearly lays out its nar-
rative logic, which differs somewhat from the Qur’anic account, to which we will
now turn.

Q. 27:15-44

One in a series of narratives the Qur’an exhorts one to “mention,” the episode in
Surah 27 about the Queen of Sheba is especially terse, even by Qur’anic stand-
ards.” The two opening verses to this episode (vv. 15-16) emphasize the prophetic
status of Solomon and David by highlighting the knowledge of the language of
birds granted by God to both men." Notably, this power is also the premise of the
Targumic story; there, too, birds, alongside jinn and men, act as Solomon’s sol-
diers. The Qur’an, however, uses this information to introduce the ants (al-naml)
of the valley who are intimidated by this legion, who provide the name of the
surah (al-Naml).

In verse 20, Solomon questions the absence of the hoopoe from his roster of
birds. In the Targum, he is presenting his birds to fellow kings who have come
to do him honor; no such context is given in the Qur’an. The hoopoe, upon his
return in verse 22, reports that he has news of Sheba, a land ruled by a woman
where people worship the sun because of Satan’s deceptions (Q 27:23-24). Solo-
mon commands that the hoopoe bring a letter to the land of Sheba, and the
scene shifts abruptly to the Queen as she consults with her advisors who, unlike
the advisors in the Targum, refuse to give her political advice. She asks how she
should respond to the letter, which requests that she submit with Solomon to
God (Q 27:29-31). It is unclear if this submission should be read explicitly as a

12 This matrix of Jeremiah, Nebuchadnezzar, Solomon, and the Queen suggests a clear depen-
dence by the ninth/tenth-century Alphabet of Ben Sira on the Targum. There is very little justi-
fication for this jumble of characters in the Targum, whereas the Alphabet presents these
characters within a much more coherent frame narrative, giving a reasonably firm terminus ad
quem for the date of composition of Targum Sheni Esther.

13 Further discussion can be found in Toy 1907; Pirenne 1979.

14 Jamal Elias suggests that the laconic character of this narrative means that it is most easily
read against a backdrop of thematically similar stories about Solomon and the Queen from
later Islamic literature (Elias 2009). Elias utilizes ibn Munabbih, al-Tha‘labi, and al-Tabari
alongside later writers to present a wide, if partial, reading of the story as understood in classi-
cal Islamic writing. Here, my interest is in the comparison with Targum Sheni Esther.
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desire for her to become a Muslim (which would be anachronistic at the time of
the composition of the Qur’an but an easily naturalized option in the wake of the
development of Islam) or simply to worship properly. She decides to send a gift,
but this idea backfires as it offends Solomon, who contemplates military action
but decides to have a jinn bring her throne to his court and disguise it through
the jinn’s magic (Q 27:35-41). Solomon’s reaction to her gift is entirely missing
from the Targumic account, which also shows no interest in Solomon’s throne as
a factor in the interaction between the two monarchs. In the Qur’an, the Queen of
Sheba partially recognizes her throne in verse 42, suggesting that it is “as though
it was” her own, but she is completely fooled by the glass floor of the palace,
where she lifts her skirts as if to wade through a body of water, as in the Targumic
account. Upon realizing her mistake, she submits with Solomon to God (v. 44).

Scholarship on this narrative episode provides a range of interpretations,
from Jamal Elias’ assertion that its focus is on Solomon and the negotiation of his
role as prophet and ruler, to Lassner’s argument that Solomon and the Queen of
Sheba are foils to one another with respect to gender, political leadership, and
religious worship.” The variety of possible readings underscores the fecundity of
such a suggestive, sparse text. Despite its brevity, however, the Qur’an includes
elements that the Targumic account ignores completely, such as the movement
and concealment of the throne and Solomon’s offense at the gifts from the Queen.
Simultaneously, it leaves out elements the Targum includes, such as the other
kings to whom Solomon was showing his birds and the Queen’s initial astonish-
ment at Solomon’s court. The two accounts are thus parallel in many ways, but it
is not possible to read one simply as assuming the other.

These two stories also simply contradict one another in the details they pres-
ent. In Targum Sheni Esther, the Queen’s advisors urge her to reject Solomon, ad-
vice which she ignores; in the Qur’an, they tell her they will defer to her decision.
The Qur’an incorporates the Queen’s throne in its story, where in the Targum the
throne of Solomon is a part of a frame story into which the narrative of Solomon
and the Queen is woven. The type of bird missing from Solomon’s roster differ
from one another, a hoopoe in the Qur’an and a wild rooster in the Targum. Fur-
thermore, the Queen is riddled by Solomon in the Qur’an rather than riddling him,
as she does in Targum Sheni (which here follows the biblical accounts). Still, in
both texts, Solomon has magical powers that give him control over both birds and
demons, and he knows the language of birds. The Queen of Sheba improperly wor-
ships natural elements (i.e., the sea and the sun, respectively) — a detail entirely
missing from the biblical account. In both, she reveals her legs as she mistakes the

15 Lassner, 1993; Elias, 2009.
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ground for water. Both present a Solomonic concern with completeness of knowl-
edge, emblematized by Solomon missing a single bird from his repertoire. But in
his quest to display a complete form of knowledge, Solomon learns of an entirely
new land of which he had no previous knowledge.

In the case of Targum Sheni Esther, this story replicates in microcosm an effect
of its entire project: knowledge is never complete, but always ripe for addition,
elaboration, and association. The impossibility of truly comprehensive knowl-
edge is reflected in the form of the text, which resists neat knowledge enumeration
just as Solomon’s birds resist full submission to his desire to show them off. By
contrast, the Qur’anic account negotiates the complex relationship of Solomon’s
prophethood with his position as a ruler by contrasting his divinely ordained rule
with the land of Sheba.’® Sheba is ruled by a woman, misled by Satan, and even
where there are men in positions of power, like the Queen’s advisors, they preemp-
tively submit to the decisions of the Queen, who thus has an unusual degree of
power, a distorted reflection to Solomon. Lassner suggests that the Queen is “de-
monized” variously, her gender presentation marking her as Other in contextually
specific ways, especially through the recurring motif of her hairy legs."”

The Qur’an makes no statement on the relative hairiness of her legs, but
Elias has argued that the skeletal, elliptical nature of the text suggests that the
tale is intended for an audience that already knew the story of the royal encoun-
ter.’® The accounts thus differ in important ways, speaking to the divergent in-
terests and aims of the respective texts in which they are found, but they also
contain significant points of overlap that — as Geiger noticed long ago — invite
speculation into their precise relationship.

Dating and Dependence

The final section of this paper will suggest further lines of research and more pro-
ductive questions scholars might ask of the late antique iterations of narratives
about the Queen of Sheba. Thus far, I have compared the presentation of the visit
of the Queen of Sheba to Solomon’s court and have argued that despite their sim-
ilarities, the form, details, and structure of both do not suggest dependence in

16 For more see Elias 2009.

17 Lassner 1993, 12-15. Descriptions range from inappropriately many legs (i.e., related to her
inappropriate rule) to goat legs which signify that the Queen is an actual demon (e.g., even
conceptualized as the queen of demons in later Ashkenazic Jewish literature).

18 Elias 2009, 60.
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either direction; this argument stands in contrast to earlier treatments of these
narratives. As noted above, Geiger argued that Surah 27 was dependent on Tar-
gum Sheni Esther for its material on the Queen of Sheba,'® while Lassner argued
that the Qur’anic account is instead dependent on what he loosely calls “Talmu-
dic haggadic material.”*® The potential objection to both of these suggestions,
however, is the uncertain dates of the composition (let alone wide circulation) of
the texts. As noted, the earliest manuscripts of this Targum date to the twelfth
century, but linguistic evidence suggests a possible seventh-century date for its
initial composition. The precise dates of the composition, textualization, and fi-
nalization of the Qur’an, of course, remain debated. Such questions may recede
in importance for explaining this particular parallel, however, when we reframe
the quest for diachronic dependencies in terms of a discussion of common syn-
chronic contexts. With some confidence, after all, one can situate both Targum
Sheni Esther and the Qur’an in a loosely seventh- or eighth-century milieu, at the
end of Late Antiquity.”’ Can we instead ask about a matrix of common discourses
and concerns that could result in these parallel versions of the royal interaction?
There is no clear line of dependence in either direction, and in fact, one
could argue from the available evidence for both positions simultaneously. If the
evidence we have can be utilized to argue both sides of the question, then per-
haps we should ask different questions of our evidence. Since Geiger, after all,
the question of the direction of dependence for this particular parallel has been
asked primarily for the sake of considering the relationship of “Judaism” and
“Islam” as “religions.” But what might be missed if this material is read primarily
through the rubric of religious difference? As most recently articulated by Brent
Nonghri, religion is a modern second-order category, which has no direct ana-
logue in the premodern period. It can be a useful heuristic lens but its use reflects
modern scholarly discourse, not late antique concepts.? Islam is an emergent but
not stable category at the time that the Qur'an was written. Though it might be
tempting to read the longer history of Jewish literature and communities in terms
of an already stable conceptual category of “Judaism,” Daniel Boyarin argues in his
2018 book that the term remains anachronistic into Late Antiquity and beyond.”
The problems with understanding these materials retrospectively in terms
of the relationship between “religions” is perhaps especially sharp with the

19 Geiger 2005, 147-49.

20 Lassner 1993, 36.

21 Angela Neuwirth et alii 2011 offers a wide discussion of some of the considerations of dating
and reading the Qur’an.

22 Nongbri 2013.

23 Boyarin 2018.
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Targumim. Geiger used the classical Rabbinic literature as the main basis for re-
constructing the “Judaism” that, in his view, influenced Muhammad and early
Islam so strongly. Yet the production of the Targumim seems to have emerged in
a non-Rabbinic or para-Rabbinic context, indicating that a conceptualization of
these differences under the rubric of “religions” might be too anachronistic to be
useful here. Furthermore, the relative position of the Rabbis in Late Antiquity
and the early medieval period has come into question in recent scholarship.*
Lassner has argued that the presentation of the Queen not only in Islamic
literature such as the Qur’an, Munabbih (d. 732), and al-Tha‘labi (d. 1035), but
also Jewish literature such as Targum Sheni Esther, the Alphabet of Ben Sira,
and later Ashkenazic Jewish sources offers an important window into the devel-
opment and differentiation of Islamic identity in the context of a shared biblical
past. In this, however, his approach remains historically unrooted, not least by
virtue of his appeal to a broad range of sources and his framing of the question
in terms of the relationship between “Judaism” and “Islam” more broadly. Es-
pecially suggestive for understanding this particular episode, in more specific
and synchronic terms, is the argument put forth by Muriel Debié for a sixth-
century dating for some material from the Kebra Negast, the Ethiopian Christian
royal chronicle that represents the most extensive premodern treatment of the
Queen of Sheba.” Over forty chapters of the text are devoted to the Queen of
Sheba, who is named Makeda in the text, which “so radically departs from the
Judaic and Islamic versions that it can no longer be compared.”?® Medieval and
early modern manuscripts of the Kebra Nagast show a significant amount of
variation, suggesting it represents an evolving tradition of earlier materials.?”

24 For a discussion of period at which Rabbinic texts became normative, see Fishman 2011.

25 Debié 2010. Kebra Negast is the longest premodern narrative about the Queen of Sheba,
and it serves as a major inflection point for any discussion of the character of the Queen. The
text is well over one hundred chapters long, describing a national origin myth of Ethiopia
(here used anachronistically and metonymically to refer to the area controlled by the Aksu-
mites in the first millennium and the Abyssinians in the Middle Ages). For a discussion of the
term “Ethiopia” as a complex, national (rather than ethnic) signifier, see Kaplan 2009.

26 Belcher 2009, 450.

27 Belcher, in her discussion of this aspect of the Kebra Nagast, calls it a “true palimpsest”
(Belcher 2009, 445). The earliest manuscripts of the Kebra Nagast describe the translational
history of the text, which has been summarized usefully by Wendy Belcher: “The scribe Yeshaq
(a historical figure who was the leading ecclesiastical officer of the ancient city of Aksum in
Abyssinia), working with five orthodox monks, states in the last paragraph of the Kebra Nagast
that they are translating the work into Ge’ez from Arabic just before 1322. They also state that
the work they are translating was itself a translation, from Coptic into Arabic in 1225.” Belcher
2006, 202.
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Debié points to the ex-eventu prophecy embedded in the Kebra Negast of the
Christian persecution in Najran, a city in the southern part of the Arabian pen-
insula. This event, the last historical event recorded in the text of the Kebra Na-
gast, resulted in Ethiopian military intervention which brought about the fall of
the Jewish Himyaritic kingdom of South Arabia and resulted in Ethiopian domi-
nance of the region in the sixth century.?®

We see, then, in the period of imperial instability that marks the end of Late
Antiquity, Byzantine Jewish, Islamic, and possibly Ethiopian Christian traditions,
which utilize disparate genres and textual forms, to exhibit a sharp interest in the
cosmopolitan encounter between Solomon and the Queen of Sheba. In the first
half of the first millennium, there is no example of any sustained narrative about
the Queen of Sheba. Is there something about the Queen of Sheba that held partic-
ular resonance in this late antique Arabian context and its neighboring Palestinian
and Ethiopian locales? What would happen were one to consider this constel-
lation of texts in conjunction with other seventh-century texts, such as the
Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius? Especially in light of the recent arguments
for placing both 3 Enoch and Sefer Zerubavel in seventh-century Byzantine
Palestine, by Klaus Hermann and Martha Himmelfarb respectively, might it be
possible to situate this shared discourse further?”® Whether or not any single
historical event inspired the proliferation of stories about the Queen of Sheba,
the parallel material offers a useful reminder of the diverse forms of a shared
heritage in the time of Islamic origins.
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Isaac W. Oliver

Standing under the Mountain: Jewish
and Christian Threads to a Qur’anic
Construction

At several points, the Qur’an recalls the revelation given at Mount Sinai and the
Israelite response to this awesome manifestation. The Qur’an draws attention to
this event already in Surah 2 (al-bagara) — which is replete with materials build-
ing on biblical and extrabiblical traditions — and recounts Israel’s fortunes,
from the exodus out of Egypt to the covenant cut with the Israelite deity in the
wilderness. To the biblically initiated, many features in this extensive Qur’anic
chapter are immediately discernible: Pharaoh’s slaughter of the Israelite boys
(2:49), the splitting of the sea (2:50), and the (golden) calf incident (2:51), to
name a few. Some aspects, however, appear nowhere in the Jewish Scriptures
or the New Testament. They are only known from extrabiblical sources.! Of spe-
cial interest are two verses in Q 2 that convey the impression that God raised
Mount Sinai above the Israelites (v. 63; 93).2 The raised mountain features also
in Q 4:154 and Q 7:171. Despite these extraordinary circumstances announcing

1 Two noteworthy examples that immediately stand out include the references to the twelve
springs that gushed water at Moses’ request (Q 2:60) and the death and resurrection of the Isra-
elites during the Sinaitic theophany (vv. 55-56). Ezekiel the Tragedian 1:250 (Charlesworth ed.)
mentions a rock whence flowed twelve springs; Tosefta Sukkah 3:11 (Lieberman ed.) refers to a
well resembling a rock that brought forth water before the princes of Israel. Cf. Liber antiquita-
tum biblicarum (LAB) 20:8 (Jacobson ed.); Targum Pseudo-Jonathan 21:17-19. The closest par-
allel to the Qur’an, however, seems to be on the wall paintings of the Dura Europos
synagogue. It depicts Moses standing with a rod next to a well with twelve streams. See Gut-
mann 1983, 99-100. On the resurrection of Israel at Sinai, see below. All translations of pri-
mary sources are mine unless noted otherwise.

2 English translations of the Qur’an are taken and slightly adapted from Droge 2013.

Notes: This article is based on a paper presented at the The Eighth Nangeroni Meeting held in
Florence from June 11-16, 2017. Another article treating the same topic appeared after | sub-
mitted my piece for publication (Graves 2018). | have tried, when possible in this late hour, to
interact with Graves’ work. | trust nonetheless that our research overlaps in meaningful ways,
not least because | consider additional evidence, especially targumic and early Christian liter-
ature. A special thanks goes to both Guillaume Dye and Mihai Vlad Niculescu who provided me
with very helpful feedback on my work.

Isaac W. Oliver, Bradley University
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the delivery of the Torah, the Qur’an stresses that the Israelites transgressed
and even defiantly refused to observe the Sinaitic covenant.

Several Islamic commentators interpret the Qur’anic references to the raised
mountain literally, inferring that God actually lifted the mountain above the
Israelites.®> A number of modern interpreters have pointed to rabbinic texts
that strengthen this supposition.” Indeed, a well-known rabbinic midrash
claims that God raised Mount Sinai above the Israelites. While this rabbinic
midrash offers the best “background” for illuminating the Qur’anic passages
in question, the Qur’an does not simply “borrow” this feature from rabbinic
tradition. It retells the Sinai story in its own creative fashion. Moreover, the
Qur’an envelops its presentation of the raised mountain with polemical state-
ments that find precedent in a long stream of Christian anti-Judaic discourse
that predates the rise of Islam. The Qur’anic references to the raised moun-
tain, therefore, should not be appreciated solely in light of rabbinic parallels.

To complicate the picture even further, many scholars now stress the diver-
sity of early Judaism and Christianity in the centuries after 70 CE. Rabbinic Ju-
daism did not become normative immediately after the Second Temple was
destroyed. Rabbinic consolidation took centuries in the making. In the after-
math of 70, many Jews carried on with their lives unaware or even dismissive of
rabbinic teaching.’ Jewish synagogues, especially in the Hellenistic Diaspora,
were not dominated or headed by “rabbis.” Unfortunately, we know little about
non-rabbinic forms of Judaism that persisted and developed after 70. Rabbinic
writings remain our principal literary source for understanding Jewish life and
thought throughout Late Antiquity. However, other sources do exist, including
the targumim, the Jewish Aramaic translations of the Hebrew Scriptures. These
preserve non-rabbinic Jewish traditions even if they were eventually “rabbini-
cized.” Given the mounting scholarly interest in investigating the Qur’an in
light of Syriac (Christian Aramaic) sources, the Jewish targumic literature cer-
tainly warrants greater attention in Qur’anic studies.

Early Christianity, for its part, remained just as diverse as Judaism. Given
this diversity, it is no longer possible to simply assume that early Christian-
Jewish relations were marked exclusively by antagonism and clearly defined
boundaries differentiating all Christians and Jews from one another. Many Chris-
tian and Jews interacted throughout Late Antiquity in meaningful ways, much

3 See Oberman 1941; Nasr 2015, 32-33, for references and a brief discussion.

4 Geiger (1833) 1970, 129; Obermann 1941, 34-35; Speyer 1961, 303-4; Witztum 2011, 22-23.

5 This is not to say that rabbinic Judaism exerted no influence at all. See Hezser 1997;
Schwartz 2004, 103-28; Eliav 2010, 565-86. Lapin 2012, 151-67, situates the expansion of rab-
binic norms from the fourth century to the early Abbasid era.
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to the concern of church fathers and rabbinic sages alike, who wished for a
clearer demarcation between Judaism and Christianity.® Yet Christians con-
tinued to negotiate their Israelite heritage in diverse ways, some stressing the
novelty of their faith and therefore the rupture of Christianity with its Jewish
past, others affirming continuity with Israel’s Scripture and past. The scholarly
debate over whether many of the so-called Old Testament Pseudepigrapha origi-
nated as “Jewish” or “Christian” compositions finely illustrates the complexity of
this matter.” The same observation applies in various degrees to Ethiopic and Syr-
iac expressions of Christianity. Before the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, some
supposed that the Book of Jubilees and 1 Enoch, which survive in their entirety
only in Geez, the sacred language of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, were Chris-
tian compositions. These documents, however, are unquestionably Jewish.® Simi-
larly, the core of the Old Testament Peshitta is a Syriac translation of the Hebrew
Scriptures from the second century CE that is informed by Jewish exegesis.” Al-
though the translators of the Old Testament Peshitta were undoubtedly Jewish,
this work soon made its way into Christian circles, illustrating how some Christi-
ans remained interested in how Jews understood the Scriptures that both commu-
nities shared in common.'® All of this underscores the necessity to investigate the
Qur’an in light of Jewish (including non-rabbinic) and Christian sources — even
those Qur’anic passages that find close correspondence with rabbinic texts —
bearing in mind the complex mosaic of early Jewish-Christian relations.

6 The research on the “partings of the ways” between Jews and Christians is immense. See
Boyarin 2004; Reed and Becker 2007; Baron, Hicks-Keeton, and Thiessen 2018.

7 See Davila 2005.

8 Singer 1898 singularly identified Jubilees as a Jewish-Christian polemic written against the
apostle Paul. Ronsch (1874) 1970 believed that Jubilees was written in order to unite all Jewish
parties against the rise of Christianity (c. 50-60 C.E.). Milik 1976, 96 considered the Book of
Parables, one of the books now contained within 1 (Ethiopic) Enoch, to be a “Christian Greek
composition” from the end of third century. His thesis had lasting effect on New Testament
scholarship. The recent consensus among Second Temple specialists affirms its original Jewish
provenance. See Boccaccini 2007.

9 Joosten 2013.

10 Brock 2006, 3-4 claims that some targumic books may even derive from the Peshitta. See,
however, the contributions in Flesher 1998.
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Rabbinic Midrash
Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael

According to Exodus 19:17, when the Israelites made a covenantal deal at Sinai,
“Moses brought the people out from the camp to meet God, and they took their
stand at the foot of the mountain” (emphasis mine). In the Masoretic Text, the
italicized phrase reads, wayyityatsswii batahtit hahar."! The Mekhilta de Rabbi
Ishmael (MRI), the earliest rabbinic commentary on the book of Exodus,'? com-
ments on these words in the following way:

“And they took their stand” (wayyityatsswil): They were closely pressed together. This
teaches that Israel feared because of the sparks, because of the earthquakes, because of
the thunders, because of the lightnings that were coming.

“At the foot of the mountain” (batahtit hahar): This teaches that the mountain was
plucked (nitlas) from its place, and they drew near and stood under the mountain (tahat
hahar), as it says, “And you drew near and stood under the mountain (tahat hahar)”
(Deut 4:11). Concerning them it is stated in the Written Tradition, “O my dove in the clefts
of the rock, in the hidden place of the cliff, show me your appearance, let me hear your
voice, for your voice is sweet and your appearance is delightful” (Song 2:14). “Show me
your appearance”: these are the twelve pillars for the twelve tribes of Israel. “Let me hear
your voice”: these are the Ten Utterances. “For your voice is sweet”: after [receiving] the
[Ten] Utterances. “And your appearance is delightful”: “And the whole congregation
drew near and stood before the LORD”." (Lev 9:5)

The MRI first expounds the verb yityatsswii (root: y-s-w), taking it to mean that
the Israelites huddled or were pressed together during their exclusive rendez-
vous with God. At first, this interpretation may seem odd, seeing that the verb
often connotes in biblical Hebrew the act of stationing or taking one’s stand
firmly." The verb, however, can occasionally refer to the act of “presenting one-
self” before a royal or divine figure for accountability or service.”® Ultimately

11 For the transliteration of Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek words, I have followed the academic
style in the SBL Handbook (2nd ed.). For Arabic, I follow the rules of IJMES.

12 According to Stemberger 2011, 282, MRI was probably completed in the second half of the
third century CE.

13 Mek. Yitro — Bahodes 3 (Horovitz-Rabin ed.).

14 See Koehler and Baumgarten 1994-2000 (BibleWorks 10v.).

15 See Exod 9:13; Deut 31:14; Josh 24:1; Judg 20:2; Prov 22:29; 1 Sam 10:19; Job 1:6; 2:1; Zech
6:5. Consider the remarks of Gilchrist 1981 (BibleWorks 10v.): “One who thus stands before
kings implicitly makes himself available and ready for service . . . . One further idea may be
considered. If they who stand before kings are servants and couriers ready to serve, how much
more should those who present themselves to the great king, the Lord of lords, be submissive
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though, it seems that the awesome sound-and-light presentation reported in
Exod 19:16 determined the rabbinic exegesis of yityatsswil. This verse refers ex-
pressly to thunder, lightning, blasts, smoke, and fire that enveloped the moun-
tain — fearful sights that would have terrified any mortal soul (cf. Exod 19:18).
No wonder, the Israelites packed together in fear.

Further aggrandizing the magnitude of the Sinaitic event, the MRI claims that
the Israelites stood under the hovering mountain, interpreting the prepositional
phrase batahtit hahar in a unique way. Several English translations of the Bible
render this construction straightforwardly as “at the foot of the mountain.”’® The
construction consists of the preposition ba followed by tahtit, an adjective used
here as a substantive, meaning “lower” or “base,” in the construct form with ha-
har, yielding an idiom that can be translated as “at the base/foot of the mountain”
or “at the lowermost of the mountain.” The adjective tahtit, however, is related to
tahat (“below” or “under”), which appears in the parallel passage of Deut 4:11.
Rather than understanding tahat hahar in Deut 4:11 in idiomatic fashion, the MRI
takes this formulation quite literally, resulting in the claim that the Israelites
stood under the mountain.”” According to the Tannaitic midrash, this happened
after the mountain was displaced: it was “plucked” or “detached” (nitlas) from
the ground. The Israelites then drew near so that they stood under the mountain.
The MRI connects the opening of Song of Songs 2:14, “O my dove in the clefts of
the rock,” with the phrases batahtit hahar and tahat hahar. Israel, like a dove fly-
ing to seek refuge in the clefts of a rock, headed under the mountain.’® What
began as a rather frightful session turned out to be an intimate encounter cele-
brating Israel’s induction into the covenant.'®

to his will and command. This seems to be the thought in Exo 19:17 where ‘Moses brought the
people out of the camp to meet God, and they stood at the foot of the mountain.” The people
gave a response of reverent obedience, ‘All the words which the Lord has spoken we will do,
and we will be obedient’ (Exo 24:3, 7).”

16 See the New Revised Standard Version, the New Jewish Publication Society Translation,
and the New American Standard Version.

17 Novick 2015, deems the rabbinic inference reasonable, since tahtit mostly describes the un-
derworld, a place of death, in the Hebrew Bible.

18 Cf. Graves 2018, 146: “the association of Exodus 19:17 with Song 2:14 depicts Israel standing
beneath Mt. Sinai as a positive experience. God pulled up the mountain and Israel came will-
ingly to stand beneath it. For Israel, the shelter of the mountain provided protection, security,
and intimacy, where the people could respond sweetly to God by accepting His command-
ments.” Cf. Urbach 1987, 328; and Blidstein 2004, 83.

19 A parallel midrash in the Mekhilta of R. Simeon b. Yohai also links Exod 19:17 with Song
2:14, much like the MRI (for the Hebrew text see Epstein and Melamed 1979, 143). I do not dis-
cuss this particular section of the MRS because it does not deal with the key phrase batahtit
hahar.
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Mekhilta de Rabbi Simeon b. Yohai

Another midrashic work, the Mekhilta de Rabbi Simeon b. Yohai (MRS), re-
counts this unique episode in a slightly different manner:

And they took their stand at the foot of the mountain” (wayyityatsswii batahtit hahar): this
teaches us that the Holy One Blessed Be He turned (kdpd) the mountain over them like a
tank (gigit) and said: “If you accept upon yourselves the Torah, that is good, but if not,
here will be your burial.” At the same moment they all lowed and poured out their heart
like water in repentance and said: “everything that the LORD has spoken, we will do and
we will hear.?° (Exod 24:7)

Instead of saying that the mountain was “plucked” (MRI: nitlas) from the ground,
the MRS states that God “overturned” or “bent” (kapd) the mountain over (‘al)
the heads of the Israelites like a “tank” (gigit). In rabbinic literature, the verb
kapad can refer to such mundane acts as the overturning of vessels or beds (for
mourning). Several rabbinic texts follow a similar syntactical construction as the
one employed in the MRS: verb + preposition with a pronominal suffix followed
by a direct object (kapd ‘aléhem ’ét hahar). Thus m. Tamid 5:5 recalls the time
when the Jerusalem temple still stood and the priests would invert a large vessel
over cinders on the Sabbath (kdpin + ‘dléhen + psktr). The Babylonian Talmud
even discusses the proper punishment for one who “inverts a vat over someone”
(kapa gigit ‘alayw).”* The mountain, then, could be envisioned as a tank that has
been bent or flipped over, threatening to spill its content upon the people or to
suffocate them.?” Alternatively, the passage may assume that the mountain had

20 MRS 19:17. My translation is based on the critical edition of Epstein and Melamed 1979, 143.
For a brief discussion of this passage, see Kaplan 2015, 73-74. This section of MRS is attested in
Midrash ha-Gadol, a late medieval commentary (see Epstein and Melamed 1979, 143, who repro-
duce this passage in a small print; cf. Nelson 2006, 229). Yet the manuscript evidence, at least 140
manuscript fragments excluding Midrash ha-Gadol, accounts for approximately 75 percent of the
critical text reconstructed by Epstein and Melamed. Indeed, the majority of MRS preserves tradi-
tions that developed during the Tannaitic period (c. 70-200 CE) even if it also contains Amoraic
materials (c. 200-500 CE, so still prior to the composition of the Qur’an). I include it here therefore
for consideration, absence of additional manuscript evidence notwithstanding. Nevertheless, fur-
ther research on the final date of MRS and a new critical edition of its text remain a desideratum.
See Nelson 2006, xi—xxix; Stemberger 2011, 286—-87.

21 B. Sanh. 77a according to the Soncino translation (Epstein 1978).

22 Alternatively, one could picture the mountain as an inverted vault, dome, or arched roof-
ing. This is suggested by the possible associations between the Hebrew words gigit and gag
(“roof”), on the one hand, and kdpd and kippd (“arch” or “dome”), on the other hand. Accord-
ing to Jastrow (1943) 2005, the term gigit can mean “something arched, roofing, a huge vessel,
tub, tank (for brewing beer); reservoir.” Levy 1924, 1:298 has “Becken, Wanne, die gew. von
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been unrooted from one side only with one edge in the ground, threatening to
fall upon the people.”

However the rabbinic imagery is conceived in the MRS, it seems more
frightening than its counterpart in the MRI. This is suggested by the verb
kapad, which also means “to compel.”** A double entendre may be at play
here: by threatening to bury the Israelites alive with the suspended mountain,
God coerced the Israelites to sign the contract. In the parallel midrash from
the MRI, the threat to bury the Israelites as well as the verb kapad are entirely
absent. According to the MRI, the Israelites may have been impressed, even
conditioned, to accept God’s “offer,” but certainly not caught between a rock
and a hard place, with no choice but to sign the contract or die. However, the
MRS provides a reason for God’s coercion: once the mountain loomed over the
Israelites, they “lowed and poured out their heart like water in repentance.”
This suggests that there were trespasses that made repentance necessary. Is-
rael immediately confesses and enters into a covenant with its God.?

Thon bereitet war, eig. gewGlbtes Gefdss.” The Soncino translation (Epstein 1978) has “over-
turned the mountain upon them like an [inverted] cask” (b. Sabb. 88a) or “suspended the
mountain over Israel like a vault” (b. ‘Abod. Zar. 2b). The latter translation would agree with
Nelson 2006, 229, who interprets gigit as “roof.” Novick 2015 supposes that the overturned
mountain threatens to kill the Israelites through asphyxiation rather than crushing, like a tub
blocking access to air. He surmises that the notion of killing by means of an overturned vessel
would bring to mind in a Babylonian context magic bowls that were inverted on the ground. In
a personal communication (April 30, 2020), Novick informs me that he is inclined to interpret
kapa as “suspended.” The idea, then, would not be that God inverted but suspended the
mountain over the Israelites like an overturned tub. Interestingly, in a related statement in
’Abot de Rabbi Nathan A 33 (Schechter ed.), R. Eliezer says that God “turned (kapah)” the deep
over Israel from above when splitting the sea. In MIR BeSalah — Sirah 6 Exod 15:8, an anony-
mous Tannaitic interpretation claims that God made the deep like a “dome” (kippd). On the
relation of these passages to the rabbinic midrash on the suspended mountain, see Novick
2015.

23 The mountain would be in a slant position (/), with Israel standing below: /. (the dot repre-
senting Israel). I thank my colleague Mihai Vlad Niculescu for this insight on how to possibly
envision the rabbinic conception(s) of the uprooted/overturned mountain.

24 As noted by Novick 2015.

25 [ thank Niculescu for underscoring this theme, which I had neglected. The expression
“they poured out their heart like water” derives from Lam 2:19: “Pour out your heart like water
before the face of the Lord.” Rabbinic midrash understands this expression as an act of repen-
tance. See Midrash Psalms 119 § 76 (Buber ed.).



104 — Isaac W. Oliver

The Babylonian Talmud: B. Sabbat 88a

The rather intimidating portrait recorded in the MRS is paralleled in the Babylo-
nian Talmud:

“And they took their stand under the mountain”: R. Abdimi bar Hama bar Hasa” said:
“this teaches that the Holy One, Blessed Be He, turned the mountain over them like a tank
[or vault] and said to them, ‘If you accept upon yourselves the Torah, good, and if not,
there will be your burial’”. (b. Sabbat 88a)

The language here is nearly identical to the parallel text in the MRS save that
the Talmud credits the Amora R. Abdimi bar Hama bar Hamsa (Israel/Palestine,
fourth century CE) for interpreting the overturned mountain in a menacing way.
The Talmud, however, continues with a reflection on the legal implications
stemming from R. Abdimi’s conceptualization of God’s terms of offer:

R. Aha bar Jacob said: “From here there is a great protest (méda‘a’) against the Torah.”
Raba said: “Even so, the generation received it [i.e., the Torah] in the days of Ahasuerus
as it is written, ‘The Jews confirmed and accepted. . .." (Esther 9:27). They confirmed what
they had already accepted.”

Hezekiah said: “What is [the meaning of] that which is written, ‘From the heavens you
caused judgment to be heard; the earth feared and was at peace’ (Ps 76:9)? If it feared,
why was it at peace? And if it was at peace, why did it fear? Rather, at the beginning it
feared, and at the end it was at peace.” And why was it afraid [in the first place]? As Resh
Lagish [explains], for Resh Laqish said: “What is [the meaning of] that which is written,
‘And there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day?” Why do I need the extra
‘the’ [the definite article before “sixth day”]? This teaches that the Holy One, Blessed Be
He, stipulated with the acts of creation and said to them: ‘If Israel accepts the Torah, you
will remain; but if not, I will return you to being formless and void.””¥

In this fascinating discussion, R. Aha b. Jacob brings to the forefront a serious
issue prompted by R. Abdimi’s reflection on the uplifted mountain: if the Israel-
ites had no alternative besides death to accept the Torah, then there are strong
grounds for filing an objection against its observance. From a legal standpoint,
the covenant would not be binding because it was unfairly forced upon Israel.
R. Aha b. Jacob makes this point by employing the Aramaic word moda‘a’, a legal
term that refers to “a document of protest made in advance before witnesses in
order to invalidate a transaction or a legal action to be made under duress.”?

26 The spelling of this rabbinic sage varies by manuscript, sometimes abbreviated as Dimi,
but also written as Abudimi. See Graves 2018, 147 fn. 8.

27 Translation mine based on the text of the Steinsaltz edition.

28 Sokoloff 2002, 645.
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The Jewish people, then, would be exempt from observing the Torah, given the
questionable circumstances in which it was originally delivered.”” Raba responds
to this objection by pointing out that the Jewish people willingly confirmed to ob-
serve the Torah at a later period in history, namely, during the time of Esther.>®
This position is still somewhat faulty though because it would not account for the
period prior to Esther when Israel apparently kept the Torah out of coercion.”
A second solution, therefore, is proposed: the very heavens and earth depended
on Israel saying yes to God’s demands. At creation, God imposed a special condi-
tion for the continual existence of the universe: the cosmos would remain if Israel
later accepted the Sinaitic covenant. Israel’s positive response to its divine calling
was of such magnitude that God had no choice but to compel Israel to sign the
“agreement.”?

The Babylonian Talmud: b. ‘Abodah Zarah 2b

Another passage in the Talmud reflects on the theological ramifications of the
uprooted mountain in a radically different way. According to b. ‘Abodah Zarah
2b, at the final judgment the nations will be condemned because they declined
the Torah that God had offered them long ago:

[I]t is written: “The Lord came from Sinai and rose from Seir unto them, He shined forth
from Mount Paran” (Deut 33:2) And it is also written: “God comes from Teman” (Hab.
3:3). What did He seek in Seir, and what did He seek in Mount Paran? R. Johanan says:
“This teaches us that the Holy One, Blessed Be He, offered the Torah to every nation and
every tongue, but none accepted it, until He came to Israel who received it.” [. . .]

29 As the Soncino translation to this passage tersely puts it: “It provides an excuse for non-
observance, since it was forcibly imposed in the first place.”

30 “Confirmed” for Raba refers to something preceding the time of Esther, namely, the cove-
nant at Sinai. See Graves 2018, 149 n. 12.

31 Traditional rabbinic commentators of the Talmud have noted the (theological) problem in-
volved here. For example, Rashba (1235-1310 CE) remarks that the Jewish people could not
have been punished and exiled for violating the Torah if God had forced them to accept it.
Rashba, accordingly, understands the imagery of the uprooted mountain in a positive way: the
overturned mountain represents the abundance of the divine love bestowed upon Israel during
the exodus. Rashba’s understanding aligns better with the depiction of the uprooted mountain
as expressed in the MRI but not so much with the interpretation of R. Abdimi in b. Shabbat 88a
(or even with the anonymous tradition in the MRS). For a brief discussion of Rashba’s view-
point, see Steinsaltz 2012b, 31.

32 Graves 2018, 149: “For the sake of all creation God had to take extreme measures to ensure
that Israel would receive the Torah.”
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This, then, will be their contention [i.e., the nations in their defense will say before God
on the day of judgment]: “Lord of the Universe, did you turn the mountain upside down
over us like a vault as you did unto Israel and did we still decline to accept it?” As it is
written, “And they stood together at the foot of the mountain” (Exod 19:17).

R. Abdimi b. Hama said: “This teaches us that the Holy One, Blessed Be He, turned the
mountain upside down over Israel like a vault, and said unto them: ‘If you accept the
Torah, that will be well, but if not, there will be your burial.””*

R. Abdimi’s interpretation of the dislocation of Mount Sinai is repeated here ver-
batim. A novel, positive spin, however, is ascribed to the overturning of the
mountain.>* On the day of judgment, the nations in their defense will argue
that the Torah was not offered to them under the same terrifying circumstances
that coerced Israel into submission. Otherwise, they would have presumably ac-
cepted the covenant like Israel. God’s threat to bury Israel with the overturned
mountain will in the end benefit the Jewish people. God, it turns out, was favor-
ing Israel by bullying Israel!

This conclusion, however, raises questions about whether God plays fa-
vorites with Israel. The ensuing discussion in b. ‘Abod. Zar. (not quoted here)
addresses this matter by asserting that the nations had received well before Sinai
the seven Noahide commandments, a moral code that all humans (the children
of Noah) are supposed to observe, according to rabbinic understanding.> Yet
even these minimal requirements the nations failed to observe. Thus, b. ‘Abod.
Zar. 2b considers the Mosaic covenant that took place under Sinai in conjunction
with the universal covenant made with Noah after the flood.

Song of Songs Rabbah 8:5 § 1

The final rabbinic text of relevance for our purposes appears in Song of Songs
Rabbah (Song. Rab.).>® It comments on the wording from Song 8:5 in the follow-
ing way:

33 English translation taken and adapted from the Soncino edition (Epstein 1978).

34 This new spin suggests that it was based on and produced after the parallel passage in
b. Sabb. 88a. Cf. Graves 2018, 150 n. 15.

35 On the Noahide commandments, see Oliver 2013a.

36 This work originating from Israel/Palestine dates from the second half of the sixth century
CE. See Stemberger 2011, 349.
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“Under the apple tree I roused you”: Paltion, a man from Rome, expounded: “The mountain
of Sinai was plucked (nitlas) and was tied (ne‘énab) in the high heavens (bismé marom),
and Israel was placed under it, as it says, ‘And you drew near and stood under the moun-
tain.”” (Deut 4:11)

Another interpretation of “under the apple tree I roused you”: this is Sinai. And why is it
likened to an apple tree? Just as an apple tree produces its fruit in the month of Sivan, so
the Torah was given in Sivan.

Another interpretation of “under the apple tree I roused you”: Why not a nut tree or some
other tree? The way of every tree is first to make its leaves come out and then its fruit. But
an apple tree first makes its fruit come out and then makes its leaves come out. Thus Israel
placed doing before hearing, as it says: “We will do and we will hear” (Exod 24:7). Said
the Holy One, Blessed Be He: “If you accept upon yourselves my Torah, good, but if not,
behold I will press (kdbésh) this mountain upon you and kill you.””*®

This rabbinic commentary expounds Song 8:5 in light of the midrash attested
already in the MRI. Like the MRI, Song Rab. employs the verb nitlas to refer to
the uprooting of Sinai, based on the literal understanding of the phrase “under
the mountain” (Deut 4:11), which it also connects with the phrase “under the
apple tree,” from Song 8:5. However, Song Rab. describes the elevation of the
mountain in a unique way, claiming that Sinai was “tied” to “the high heav-
ens,” once it was uprooted from its base. This language conveys the impression
that mountain rose to the top of the sky. Heaven and earth met. They were “tied”
together at Sinai. Perhaps, Song Rab. drew inspiration from Deut 4:11, which fur-
ther states that “the mountain was burning with fire up to the very heavens.” In-
deed, one textual witness to Song Rab. includes this additional phrase from Deut
4:11.% Interestingly enough, Genesis Rabbah (Israel/Palestine, c. fifth century CE)
declares that Mount Sinai reached the heavens when commenting on the ladder
of Jacob’s dream whose “top reached the sky” (Gen 28:12), quoting from Deut 4:11
as it equates the ladder with the mountain.*® Sinai, like Jacob’s ladder, stretched
up to the celestial heights, linking heaven and earth.

37 The Vilna edition has nitsav (a31: “stood”). However, Kadari’s synoptic edition (https://
schechter.ac.il/midrash/shir-hashirim-raba) includes variants such as 21 (“was tied” or
“folded up”) and 271 (“was mixed”). In a personal communication (April 16, 2020), Kadari sus-
pects that 211 is the correct reading (attested in ms. Oxford — Bodleian 102, Neubauer — Cowley
Catalogue 164.1) and that 2x1 is an attempt to correct an unclear text.

38 Translation of Song Rab. 8:5 § 1 mine. My translation is based on the Hebrew text of the
Vilna edition. However, I have also consulted Kadari’s synoptic edition, which contains all of
the textual witnesses to Song. Rab.

39 Ms. Oxford — Bodleian 102: wxa qy1a 2am.

40 See Gen Rab. Parasat Wayyésé 68 on Gen 28:12 (Theodor-Albeck ed.).
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Song Rab. also offers two original comparisons between Mount Sinai and
the apple tree. First, apple trees yield their fruit during Sivan, the same month
when the Torah was given at Sinai according to rabbinic tradition (the sixth of
Sivan when Shavuot is celebrated). Second, apple trees, it is claimed, show
their fruit before their leaves. This illustrates Israel’s readiness to observe God’s
commandments. According to rabbinic understanding, when the Israelites said,
“we will do and will hear” (Exod 24:7: na‘dSeh waniSma‘), they declared their
willingness to keep the Sinaitic covenant even before they heard its stipula-
tions, rabbinic exegesis noting that the biblical phrase mentions the “doing”
before the “hearing.” So far, the assessment of the uprooted mountain and Isra-
el’s response is positive. Yet surprisingly Song Rab. appends to this favorable
evaluation God’s threat to obliterate the Israelites. In fact, the language is for-
mulated in even more violent terms than in the parallel passages from the MRS
and the Babylonian Talmud: God threatens to crush and kill the Israelites if they
do not accept the Torah. Perhaps, the midrash is inspired by the verb “rouse” in
Song 8:5, which follows “under the apple tree.” Yes, Israel eagerly declared its
commitment to observe God’s commandments when it stood under the mountain.
But God “roused” them to do so. This agrees with the parallel text from the MRS,
which claims that Israel promised to keep the Torah after God threatened to bury
them. Thus Song Rab. mixes its apples and oranges, combining two opposing per-
spectives on the uprooted mountain, one rather favorable, the other quite dreadful.

Targumim

Worthy of equal attention for Qur’anic studies are the targumim, Jewish Aramaic
translations of the Hebrew Scriptures. The translation of the Hebrew Scriptures
into Aramaic began already during the Second Temple period, as attested by the
Dead Sea Scrolls.*' Tannaitic sources, moreover, presuppose their existence.*?
Undoubtedly, many of the materials found in Targum Ongelos (Tg. Ong.), Tar-
gum Neofiti (Tg. Neof.), and other targumic documents predate the rise of Islam

41 For a fragmentary targumic text of Job, see Sokoloff 1974. An Aramaic text of Leviticus also
survives in fragmentary form (4Q156, 4Q157). The Genesis Apocryphon also merits mention
here, although these Second Temple Aramaic texts differ from the targumim of the rabbinic
period, especially by omitting and transposing the biblical materials from their Hebrew sub-
texts. See Shepherd 2020.

42 See Fraade 1992, 253-86 for references and a discussion. The Talmud attributes a targum of
the Pentateuch to Ongelos and a targum of the Prophets to Jonathan ben Uzziel (see e.g.,
b. Megillah 3a).
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in the seventh century CE.** The dating of Targum Pseudo-Jonathan (Tg. Ps.-]) is
more problematic. According to Gavin McDowell, it was not completed before the
twelfth century CE.** Indeed, at one point T. Ps.-J. refers explicitly to Muslim fig-
ures.*” This, however, does not preclude the possibility that Tg. Ps.-J. contains
older materials, as many scholars have indeed maintained.*® Nevertheless, its
late redaction calls for special caution. Passages in Tg. Ps.-]. should be evaluated
on a case-by-case basis to determine their relevance for the historical-literary in-
vestigation of the Qur’an. Overall though, the targumic writings contains a wealth
of materials that predate the Quran.*” Interestingly, the targumim share exegeti-
cal traditions with the Old Testament Peshitta, the Syriac translation of the He-
brew Scriptures. Not only is the Peshitta’s translation of the Hebrew Bible close to
the Masoretic Text. As noted earlier, it is informed by Jewish exegesis. In fact, the
Peshitta bears notable resemblances with interpretations attested in early rab-
binic and targumic literature.*® This suggests that the Aramaic and Syriac trans-
lations of Scripture share common Jewish sources.*’

The extant targmumim of both Exod 19:17 and Deut 4:11 follow for the most
part their Hebrew Vorlage.”® This is especially true of Targum Ongelos, the
more disciplined of the targums, which inserts paraphrastic materials to its
translation of the Hebrew text far less than Tg. Ps.-]J.: “And Moses took the peo-
ple from the camp towards the Memra of the Lord, and they stood together at
the lower part of the mountain (Exod 19:17).”°! The only notable difference here

43 The precise dating of targumic materials is extremely challenging. In the context of New
Testament studies, their relevance continues to be debated. See McNamara 2010, 387-427, for
a discussion. For a critical overview of the Targums, see Flesher and Chilton 2011.

44 McDowell 2017; cf. Gottlieb 2014.

45 The names of Aisha and Fatima feature in Tg. Ps.-J. Gen 21:21.

46 Hayward 2010; Flesher and Chilton 2011; Mortensen 2006, 1:12-13. These scholars situate
the final redaction of Tg. Ps.-]., save for any obvious interpolation, before the Middle Ages.

47 For a case on behalf of the early dating of Tg. Neof., see Boccaccini 1994, 260-69.

48 Maori 1998, 57-73, shows that many interpretations shared between the Old Testament Pe-
shitta and rabbinic literature appear in the targumim as well.

49 See Flesher 1998, xi—xii.

50 This is true for the Samaritan text of Exod 19:17 and Deut 4:11 (von Gall ed.), which is simi-
lar to the Masoretic Text, and arguably the Septuagint: although both Exod 19:17 and Deut 4:11
LXX (Wevers ed.) have hypo to oros, the Greek phrase should probably not be taken literally.
Cf. the English translation of Exod 19:17 and Deut 4:11 LXX by Pietersma and Wright 2007:
“below the mountain.” The Septuagint’s choice to render the Hebrew yityatsswil with pareste-
san probably conveys the notion of standing before the presence of a divine authority at a spe-
cific location (see Judith 4:14; Luke 1:19; cf. fn. 16 above).

51 The Aramaic texts of the targums are taken from The Comprehensive Aramaic Lexicon (CAL)
online database.
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is Ongelos’s substitution of “God” with “the Memra of the Lord,” a distinctive
feature of the targumic writings that has attracted significant scholarly debate.*?
Otherwise, Tg. Onq. renders batahtit hahar in a straightforward manner as bSpwly
twr’, that is, “at the lower part (or bottom) of the mountain.” There is nothing that
excites the imagination here, although, as we will see, the appearance of the Ara-
maic noun for mountain (twr’) is pertinent for the analysis of the Qur’an. Tg. Neof.
Exod 19:17 is essentially identical to Tg. Onk., save for its usage of the wordy con-
struction “glory of the Shekinah of the Lord” instead of “Memra of the Lord.” This
targum also states that the Israelites were stationed “at the foot of the mountain”
(b3plwy dtwr’).>

As is often the case, Targum Pseudo-Jonathan’s paraphrase of Exod 19:17 is
far more expansive, drawing from the rich Jewish lore attested in rabbinic tradi-
tion and beyond:

And Moses took the people out from the camp before the Shekinah of the Lord, and right
away the Master of the Universe uprooted (tI5) the mountain and raised (zgf) it in the air,
and it was clear (zyyg) as a window glass (’spqlry‘), and they were stationed under the
mountain (thwty twwr’).

This rendition of Exod 19:17 shows clear dependence on rabbinic tradition. It uses
the verb (I3, attested in both MRI and Song. Rab. (nitlas), albeit in the active voice
to describe how the “Master of the Universe” (cf. the Hebrew rabbinic phrase, rib-
boné Sel ‘6lam) ripped the mountain from its place. Notably, Tg. Ps.-]. claims that
God “raised” (zqf) the mountain “in the air” (b’wyr’). This wording finds no exact
correspondence in the rabbinic midrashim we have assessed, the closest parallel
being in Song. Rab., which declares that the mountain “was tied” or “stood” (if
one accepts the reading from the Vilna edition) in the “high heavens.” The word
for “air” in Tg. Ps.-J. (a loanword from the Greek aér) probably means here “sky,”
as it does in Tg. Ps.-J. Gen 1:26: “birds that are in the atmosphere of the sky”
(b’'wyr’ dbsmyy’). The mountain seems to be floating in the air.

52 Traditionally, the Memra is understood as a means of avoiding anthropomorphic depictions
of the divine. Boyarin 2004, 113-17, however, interprets the Memra as evidence for the wide-
spread belief among (non-rabbinic) Jews in binitarianism, which, in turn, accounts for the ori-
gins of the Christian belief in the divinity of Jesus.

53 The Fragment Targums exhibit nothing noteworthy either: manuscripts P and V of the Frag-
ment Targum as well as Cairo Geniza manuscript F all read “at the foot of the mountain,” with
minor variations in spelling. The translation of Exod 19:17 in the Old Testament Peshitta (Pe-
shitta Institute Leiden ed.) is just as sober: “and Moses took the people from the camp to meet
God, and they stood at the bottom of the mountain” (bSpwiwhy dtwr’).
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Tg. Ps.-]. Exod 19:17 contains the intriguing simile that the lifted mountain
became as “clear” (zyyg) as a “window glass” or “mirror” (’spqlr’).>* Interest-
ingly, the word ’spqlr’ is used in a metaphorical sense in rabbinic literature to
speak of prophetic or divine revelation.” For example, one passage from the
Babylonian Talmud claims that the righteous are privileged to contemplate the

—)A

divine in the hereafter through a “bright glass” (ispaglaryd hame’ird).”° Similarly,
a midrash in Leviticus Rabbah (fifth to sixth century CE) claims that the prophets
of Israel saw the divine through “nine mirrors/lenses” (tésa’ ’ispaqlaryét) while
Moses alone saw the divine through “one mirror/lense” (‘ispaglaryd °ahat). This
view is ascribed to R. Judah b. Ilai, who bases himself on Ezek 43:3 and Num 12:8.
Ezek 43:3 refers to a “vision” (rmar’eh) of the prophet Ezekiel. R. Judah b. Ilai, how-
ever, reads the noun mar’eh (7xn) as mar’d (7xn), namely, “mirror.”> Accord-
ing to R. Judah b. Ilai’s tally, the word mar’éh and its related verb ra’a (“saw”)
appear no less than nine times within Ezek 43:3.°® This amounts to “nine mir-
rors” (or lenses). Thus Ezekiel, and by extension all Hebrew prophets, saw God

54 Did the mountain or the air become as clear as a window glass? Both options are possible,
since “mountain” and “air” are masculine in Aramaic. Picturing the air (i.e., the sky), rather
than a mountain, as a clear glass might seem more straightforward. However, the latter option
is not unthinkable. According to Midrash Psalms 8 § 4 (Buber ed.), at Sinai, God demanded
from the Israelites their infants as a pledge that they would keep the Torah. The infants, it is
said, some nursing from their mothers’ breasts, others still in their mothers’ bellies, assumed
full responsibility for their parents’ (future) wrongdoings. The midrash claims that the moth-
ers’ abdomens became like “glass” (zakiikit) so that the infants could see God from their
wombs. In the very next section of Midrash Psalms (§ 5), Rav claims that they became like a
“bright glass” ("ispaglaryd@ hame’ird). Cf. the parallel passage in b. Sotah 30b—31a, which is set
at the Red Sea, and claims that the mothers’ abdomens became like a “bright glass” (’ispagq-
larya hamé’ira). This statement, however, appears in the Vilna edition of the Bavli but not in
ms. Vatican, Biblioteca Apostlica ebr. 110 (for the text, see the Ma’agarim online database).

55 The word ’spqlr’ is a loanword (Latin specularis; Greek: speklarion). Translations, lexicons,
and commentaries translate this word variously. For example, Jastrow (1943) 2005, 96 proposes
“window glass” for Tg. Ps.-J. Exod 19:17. Strack and Billerbeck 1922-1926, 3:453, have “Glas”
(German). CAL provides “shiny stone, mirror,” based, it seems, on Jastrow as well as Levy 1924.
Kittel (see below) prefers “mirror.”

56 B. Sukkah 45b (Steinsaltz ed.). According to Gen. Rab. Parasat Miges 91 (Theodor-Albeck
ed.), Jacob “sees through a glass” that Joseph is alive and well in Egypt. Cf. Paul in 1 Cor 13:12
and 2 Cor 3:18 (discussed below).

57 In his translation of Lev Rab., Neusner (1986) 2003, 160 translates ’ispaglaryd as “lense”;
Strack and Billerbeck 1926, 3:454 as “Glassscheibe” (“glass pane”). Kittel, (1964) 1983, 1:179,
however, is adamant that it should be rendered as “mirror,” based on the wordplay between
mar’eh and mar’a. On mirrors in antiquity, see the next section of this article dealing with
Paul.

58 The plural mar’6t, which appears once in Ezek 43:3, counts as “two mirrors.”
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only through nine mirrors/lenses. By contrast, Num 12:8 mentions mar’eh
only once: “Mouth to mouth I speak to him and [in] appearance (mar’eh) but
not in riddles; he [i.e., Moses] beholds the form of the LORD.” From this, R. Judah
b. Ilai infers that Moses beheld the form of God more closely, through one mirror
only.59 Lev. Rab., however, also includes an alternative opinion ascribed to
“the rabbis” who claim that the prophets saw the divine through a “stained
mirror/lense” (’ispaqlaryd moliikhlekhet) rather than through nine mirrors/
lenses, citing Hos 12:11 as their proof: “I spoke to the prophets, and I multi-
plied visions, and spoke parables through the prophets.” Moses, on the other
hand, the same rabbis claim, contemplated the divine through a “polished
mirror/lense” (’ispaqlaryd masiihsehet), as Num 12:8 states: “he beholds the
form of the LORD.” The rabbis take the reference in Hos 12:11 to the multipli-
cation of visions and communication via parables to mean that the prophets
experienced revelation less clearly than Moses. Finally, Lev. Rab. concludes
with a parable attributed to R. Hoshaya about a king who “makes his appear-
ance to his courtier in his informal garb [as an intimate].”®® R. Hoshaya
avers that the Shekinah is revealed only to a few privileged individuals in
this world but to many in the world to come in accordance with Isaiah 40:5:
“the glory of the LORD will be revealed, and all flesh will see it together.”®'
The reference in Tg. Ps.-J. Exod 19:17 to a transparent window pane/mirror
highlights therefore the special character of the Sinaitic revelation. It was a
lucid disclosure of the divine presence. Moreover, the entire nation of Israel was
privileged to experience God’s revelation in a way that rabbinic tradition would
tend to reserve for Moses only.®* Just as Moses saw God’s glory through a pol-
ished mirror (Hebrew: ’ispaglaryd mastihsehet), so too did the Israelites see the
Shekinah of the Lord, once the mountain was raised and became clear as a mir-
ror (Aramaic: zyyg hy ’spqlr’). In Tg. Ps.-]., the nation of Israel is elevated along

59 Cf. MIR Yitro — ‘Amaleq 2: commenting on Exod 18:21, “you [i.e., Moses] will see (tehezeh)
from all the people,” R. Eleazar of Modiim states, “you will see for them through a glass, like
the glass (mahazit) that the kings see (hdzin) through.”

60 Following here the translation of Neusner (1986) 2003, 160, who depends on Lieberman
and Margulies.

61 Lev. Rab. Parasat Wayyiqra’ 1:XIV (Margulies ed.). Cf. the baraita in b. Yebamot 49b.

62 Recall, however, Midrash Psalms 8 § 4-5 (cited above), which claims that even unborn Isra-
elite infants saw God at Sinai through their mothers’ bellies, which became like “glass” (zakii-
kit) or a “bright glass” (‘ispaglaryd hame’ira). Cf. MIR Yitro — Bahodes 3.
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with Mount Sinai in a most positive way: God removed the mountain so that the
people could enjoy a clear vision of the divine.®®

Early Christian Interpretations

Before turning to the Qur’an, we should not fail to appreciate some of the early
Christian interpretations of the Sinaitic revelation. Even if they do not reveal
any awareness of the rabbinic midrash on the raised mountain, they are perti-
nent because they frequently display pronouncements on the Torah and Israel
that are paralleled in the Qur’an.

Paul

Paul is the earliest “Christian” author who reflects on Israel’s response to God’s
revelation when they pitched their tents in the wilderness. In 2 Corinthians, this
reflection surfaces as Paul accounts for the Jewish resistance to the kerygma. Paul
observes that when “the ministry of death engraved in letters on stone tablets”
appeared “in glory” to the Israelites, they could not bear to contemplate the glory
emanating from Moses’ face, a glory in Paul’s estimation that is now “passing
away” (3:7).%* Moses instead had to veil his face whenever he appeared before the

63 Mortensen 2006, 1:3-4, defines Tg. Ps.-]. as a “Handbook for Priests,” and interprets the
displacement of the mountain in Tg. Ps.-J. as a mechanism meant to instill reverence among
Israel for sacred places: “The only reason a creator would bother to raise a mountain, is to im-
press his audience. The priest’s job is to mediate between the holy place of the mountain and
his people’ (1:177). However, in Tg. Ps.-]. Exod 19:17 all of Israel, not simply Levites and
priests, witnesses the glorious spectacle. This contrasts with Tg. Ps.-J. Exod 24:10, where only
Nadav and Abihu (priests) contemplate the divine glory along with the seventy elders, and
with Exod 24:12-17, where Moses alone ascends to the top of the mountain. Perhaps, it is better
to say that the priests experience a closer encounter with the divine than the laity: the former
see the divine glory on the mountain, the latter under the mountain (see further Tg. Ps.-]. 24:
12-17). For Shinan 1992, 138, the reference to the uplifted mountain is part of a tendency in Tg.
Ps.-]. to relate folk beliefs about the supernatural. The depiction of the flying mountain is thus
intended to impress the imagination of the common folk. More is at play here though than just
the relaying of popular beliefs, since the source of inspiration for Tg. Ps.-J. Exod 19:17 is rab-
binic midrash.

64 Much debate in New Testament scholarship now centers on whether Paul only exempted
gentile Christ-followers (the epithet “Christian” is an anachronism at this primitive stage of
“church history”) from observing the Mosaic Torah while advocating its observance in toto for
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Israelites (v. 13). Paul then contrasts this former glory, which is associated with
the tablets given to Moses at Sinai, with the glory of the “ministry of the spirit” or
the “ministry of righteousness.” The latter’s glory is greater and permanent (vv.
8-11). Furthermore, Christ’s followers behold this glory without a veil (vv. 13, 18)
in contrast to the Jewish people whose spiritual perception remains impaired
whenever they read “Moses” or the “old covenant” (vv. 14-15).%°

Paul depends on Exodus 34:29-35, which reports that Moses would veil his
face whenever he descended from the mountain. However, according to the book
of Exodus, Moses began this habit only after a number of critical ascents and de-
scents from Mount Sinai (Exod 19:3, 7-8, 14, 25). Additionally, the Israelites had
received the Decalogue and other statutes (Exod 19:9-20:17; 20:22-23:19). After
the ratification of the covenant (24:1-8), Moses ascended Sinai again in order to
receive instructions about the Tabernacle and the consecration of the priests and
their vestments (25:1-31:17). During this particular visit on the mountain top,
Moses received two tablets of stone inscribed by the very finger of God (31:18).
However, he angrily destroyed them when he returned to the Israelite camp and
saw them worshipping a golden calf, in direct infringement of the covenant they
had just signed (ch. 32-33:23). This meant that Moses had to undertake yet an-
other ascent to the mountain, where he made a new set of tablets and received
additional laws (34:1-28). Only after Moses returned from this latest visit does Ex-
odus report the Israelites’ fright at seeing his face glow (35:29-35).

It is unclear whether Paul took this narrative progression into consideration
in this instance. Did the Jewish apostle in 2 Cor 3 distinguish Israel’s responses
to God’s revelation before and after the calf incident? Subsequent Christian
thinkers, as we will shortly see, certainly zeroed in on the golden calf inci-
dent.®” Paul, however, does not directly address the reaction of the Israelites
the first time they stood at the foot of the mountain before they adored the

Jewish followers of Jesus. From a Jewish viewpoint, it is certainly startling that Paul compares
the Torah to a “ministry of death” and a “ministry of condemnation” (2 Cor 3:7-9), while asso-
ciating Mount Sinai with Hagar and slavery (Gal 4:24). See nevertheless the analysis of 2 Cor 3
by Duff 2015 and the insightful treatment of Galatians by Thiessen 2016. For a critical and char-
itable assessment of the “Radical New Perspective,” see Oliver 2019.

65 Translations of the New Testament are based on Nestle-Aland’s 28 edition of the Greek
text (2012).

66 Many devout readers imagine the giving of the law at Sinai as a single, dramatic event. In
reality, the Pentateuch presents the revelation of the Torah(s) as a lengthy process with multi-
ple visits by Moses to the mountain and the Tabernacle. For a concise, accessible discussion of
this matter from a source critical perspective, see Schwartz 1997.

67 Rabbinic texts also single out the sin of the golden calf. For a discussion of the golden calf
as a polemic between Jews and Christians, see Bori 1990.
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golden calf. Paul, rather, underscores the Israelites’ inability to contemplate the
divine splendor related to the “old covenant” (v. 14) in order to account for the
(supposed) spiritual blindness of his Jewish contemporaries. Many Jews, like
their Israelite ancestors, fail to perceive the divine glory now manifested through
Christ. By contrast, Christ’s followers according to Paul see “with unveiled faces
the glory of the Lord as though reflected in a mirror” (v. 18). Interestingly, Paul,
like Tg. Ps.-]. Exod 19:17, uses mirror imagery to describe the contemplation of
the Lord’s glory, the verb katoptrizomenoi (“seeing as though reflected in a mir-
ror”) deriving from the noun katoptron (“mirror”).°® This triumphant declaration
stands somewhat in tension with the more sober assessment delivered in 1 Cor
13:12: “For now we see in a mirror (dia esoptrou), dimly (en ainigmati), but then
we will see face to face.”®® This verse admits a more limited, indirect contempla-
tion of the divine. For the time being, one can only see in a mirror en ainigmati,
literally, “in a riddle.” It is noteworthy that the Septuagint employs a similar
phrase in Num 12:8 as it highlights the exceptional mode of divine communica-
tion afforded to Moses: “Mouth to mouth I will speak to him, in visible form and
not through riddles (Greek: dia ainigmaton). And he has seen the glory of the
Lord.””® We have already seen how rabbinic midrash capitalized precisely on this
verse to exalt Moses above all other prophets. Quite possibly, Paul alludes to
Num 12:8 in 1 Cor 13:12, given the close correspondence between en ainigmati and
dia ainigmaton. Perhaps, Paul even knew of a midrash like the one on Num 12:8
attested in (admittedly later) rabbinic sources, which interpreted the Hebrew
mar’eh as mar’d (“mirror”), since both 1 Cor 13:12 and 2 Cor 3:18 speak variously
of beholding the divine glory through a mirror.” If so, Paul would be ascribing to
the followers of Christ a prophetic level of revelatory experience equal to that of
Moses, for they, like Israel’s greatest prophet, see through (one) mirror the very
“glory of the Lord” (2 Cor 3:18 = Num 12:8: tén doxan kyriou). Furthermore, Paul
believed that they would see the divine “face to face” in the (imminent) eschato-
logical future (1 Cor 13:12).”2 Thus Paul claims for the body of Christ’s followers a
revelatory experience that Tg. Ps.-J. and some rabbinic texts reserve only for Moses

68 On mirrors in antiquity, see Hurschmann, Prayon, and Pingel 2006.

69 Translation from the NRSV. Keener 2005, 110 harmonizes the two passages as follows:
“Christians could see a reflection of God’s glory now as in a mirror . . .. Compared to the final
revelation and transformation into his image, however (1 Cor 15:48-49), Christians presently
see a mere reflection, only a little beyond what Moses and the prophets saw.”

70 Translation taken from Pietersma and Wright 2007.

71 As suggested already by Kittel (1964) 1983, 1:180. Alternatively, Paul and rabbinic midrash
draw from a common pool of Jewish exegetical tradition.

72 Cf. Gen 32:31 LXX; Judg 6:22 LXX.
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and the Israelite nation at Sinai. The conviction of the former stems from eschato-
logical and messianic beliefs; the reservation of the latter implies that the messi-
anic age has not yet dawned and that the righteous, therefore, can only see God
more clearly in the hereafter. These conflicting claims may have been formulated
in reaction to the “other.” Paul ascribes the kind of revelation reserved for Moses
to Christ-followers, having Jews who do not believe in Jesus’ messiahship in mind.
Similarly, the kind of praise for Israel and the Sinaitic revelation that one encoun-
ters in Tg. Ps.-J. and rabbinic literature may have taken Christian messianic
and supersessionist declarations into account by pointing back to Sinai as a
past and unequaled event. Some Christian writers, as we will see, may have
been aware of these assertions and perceived them as threats to their Christian
faith.

The Acts of the Apostles

No other New Testament passage deals specifically with the moment when Is-
rael was first stationed at Sinai’s base to receive the Torah. However, the Acts of
the Apostles does refer to the revelation of the Law of Moses, which it claims
was given through angels (Acts 7:53; perhaps echoing Gal 3:19). This report ap-
pears in Stephen’s speech, which also exalts Moses as a prophet of Israel. The
Stephen of Acts relates that God communicated with Moses at the burning bush
(vv. 32-33) and on Mount Sinai, where he received “living words,” a positive
evaluation of the Torah (v. 38).”> However, Stephen’s speech especially under-
lines Israel’s rejection of Moses and its transgression of the Torah. It glosses
over the people’s initial readiness to observe the Torah (Exod 24:7; cf. 19:8) as it
retells Israel’s history, rehearsing instead the golden calf incident. Additionally,
it links Israel’s rejection of Moses with the rejection of Jesus by his fellow Jews
(vv. 37, 40-41). Stephen in Acts further indicts his Jewish interlocutors, whom
he considers to be “stiff-necked and uncircumcised in their hearts and ears,”
for the slaughter of Israel prophets, including the murder of Jesus. All of this
they committed despite the fact that they possess(ed) the Torah (vv. 51-53).
Although the writer of Acts hardly disparages the Torah, he condemns Jews
who reject Jesus, portraying them as spiritually blind and misguided (cf. Acts 28:

73 More consistently and clearly than Paul, in my opinion, the author of Luke-Acts affirms a
place for Torah practice for Jewish Christ-followers, on the one hand, who are to continue ob-
serving their ancestral Jewish customs, and gentile Christ-followers, on the other, who need
only uphold the so-called Apostolic Decree. See Oliver 2013.
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26-27) and charging them of the same violent crimes purportedly committed by
their Israelite ancestors against God’s messengers.”*

The Synoptic Gospels

The Synoptic Gospels repeat some of the same tropes found in Acts, although
they may have originally been targeted at specific subgroups withing Jewish so-
ciety, for example, Pharisees who did not recognize Jesus’s messianic status.
Both Mark and Matthew submit that at least one commandment of the Torah,
the license to divorce, was issued by Moses because of Israel’s “hardness of
heart” (Matt 19:8; Mark 10:5).”” In both Mark and Matthew, this statement is di-
rected at Jesus’ Pharisaic audience. It is unquestionably polemical, especially in
Matthew, which singles out the Pharisees for their supposed stubbornness.”®
However, seeing that Jesus’ declaration points back to a particular stipulation
in the Mosaic Torah, it may also concern Israel as a whole. After all, the Israel-
ites who left Egypt, not the Pharisees, were the ones who were first granted li-
cense to divorce under the Mosaic legislation. Matthew and Mark, therefore,
may imply that Moses had to concede in one legal area because of Israel’s rebel-
lious nature.”” In any case, subsequent Christian writings will emphasize that
Jews do not believe in Jesus because they supposedly have stubborn hearts.

74 The author of Acts nevertheless does not so much charge the Jews for the crucifixion of
Jesus so much as for their ongoing disbelief in his messianic status. The crucifixion of Jesus,
Acts underlines, was committed out of ignorance by those Jews who were in Jerusalem at that
time. See Oliver 2021.

75 The Torah, nonetheless, maintains its authority, particularly for Matthew (5:17-21). Some
have argued that Matthew views the Mosaic laws on oaths in a negative light. But see Oliver
2013b, 24-25.

76 Runesson 2008 views Matthew’s polemics as part of an intra-Pharisaic controversy between
Pharisees who believe in Jesus’ messiahship and those who don’t.

77 The concept would not prove to be altogether novel or antinomian in the context of Second
Temple Judaism. In Gen 9:3, God grants humankind the right to eat flesh (without the blood).
But this permission comes as a concession, as the original diet formulated in Genesis was vege-
tarian (1:29-30). On the unease of the Priestly writers of the Pentateuch with eating meat, see
Milgrom 2009, 705-12. A person, therefore, who adopts a vegetarian diet does not violate any
prohibition in the Torah, but, in fact, goes beyond its requirements. The same conclusion could
be drawn from Matt and Mark concerning their rejection of divorce. Cf. Davies 2004, 80: “The
OT permits but does not command divorce.” Consider also the critique of the institution of slav-
ery in 1 Enoch 98:4, which claims that “it was not ordained . . . but it happened because of
oppression.” Commenting on this passage, Nickelsburg, 2001, 477 states: “The argument is
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The Epistle of Barnabas

Subsequent Christian writers rearranged and added to the blocks set by their
New Testament predecessors to further condemn Israel. The Epistle of (Pseudo-)
Barnabas repeatedly blames the Israelites for worshipping the golden calf, which
invalidated their covenantal rights (4:7-8; 14:1-4).”® Barnabas goes as far as accus-
ing the Israelites for misunderstanding the true sense of the Mosaic Law. Com-
mandments concerning such things as food were never intended to be taken
literally. Yet the Israelites because of their “fleshly desire” (10:9) mistook the die-
tary laws prescribed in the Torah as concerning actual food. Likewise, an evil
angel misled the Israelites into thinking that circumcision was a matter of the
flesh rather than of the heart (9:4). This latter interpretation represents a radical
departure from Paul, the (canonical) Gospels, and the Acts of the Apostles.”” On
the other hand, the depiction of the Israelites as a rebellious people is widely at-
tested in the New Testament.

paralleled in Mark 10:2-9, where Jesus contrasts God’s intention in creation with the conces-
sion made to human ‘hardness of heart’ in the Mosaic divorce law.”

78 Barnabas is a post-70 text (see 16:5), perhaps written during the Bar Kokhba Revolt, al-
though the ambiguity of 16:3—-4 makes it hard to posit this dating with absolute certainty.

79 Some scholars esteem it inaccurate to characterize the Epistle of Barnabas as “anti-Jewish,”
since this document purportedly draws from Jewish sources. After all, the “radical allegoriz-
ers” whom Philo critiques for their exclusively non-literal interpretation of the Mosaic com-
mandments were Jewish themselves. This argument is valid only to a certain degree. For one
thing, Barnabas makes the radical claim that an evil angel misled the Israelites (see Paget 1991
and 2006, who thinks that Barnabas may be responding to a perceived threat of Judaism or
Judaizers). A critical question concerns the social and theological standpoint of the author of
Barnabas: does (s)he engage in such polemics by identifying with the Jewish people (as Paul
does in Romans) or solely against and from outside of Judaism? For Mimouni 1998, 191, Barna-
bas is not anti-Jewish but reflects an internal conflict between two currents within “Jewish
Christianity,” one attached to the (literal) observance of the Torah, the other opposed. This so-
cial-historical approach though does not consider the implications of the author’s theological
outlook on Judaism. Taylor 1995, on the other hand, sees the anti-Judaic expressions in second
and third century Christian literature as mainly due to internal theological reflections seeking
to explain how and why Christianity differs from Judaism. This observation is important but
risks reducing Christian reflections on Judaism to theological or rhetorical abstractions, as if
Christians did not interact with Jews in antiquity and remained oblivious to the challenge pre-
sented by the persistent vitality of (non-Christian) Judaism.
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Justin Martyr

For Justin Martyr (c. 100-165 CE), the sinful ways and stiff hearts of the Israel-
ites explains why they received laws on the Sabbath, circumcision, and the like
(Dialogue with Trypho chs. 18; 27; 45). These precepts were designed to guard
Israel against its sinful proclivities. Thus, they were instituted only as tempo-
rary measures until Christ’s formal entry into human history (see e.g., Dial.
ch. 20). Justin admits that the Sinaitic revelation burst forth with incredible
éclat, but the divine fireworks were so overwhelming that the Israelites could
not even bear hearing God’s word during the whole spectacle. By contrast, God
instituted a new covenant with the Christians, one established without “fear
and trembling and lightning flashes” in order to distinguish the divine precepts
that are truly eternal and universal from those prescribed to the Israelites be-
cause of their heavy hearts (Dial. 67:9-10). In this way, Justin simultaneously
downplays the magnitude of the Sinaitic revelation while coloring the people of
Israel in negative light. The Israelites did not fully experience the divine revela-
tion when they stood in fear at Sinai; many of the Mosaic commandments were
of a transitory, even punitive, measure, necessary because of Israel’s chronic
addiction to idolatry (Dial. 19:5-6). To back his point, Justin emphasizes that
the patriarchs who lived before the Mosaic covenant did not keep the Sabbath
or circumcision yet were still counted as righteous (e.g., Dial. 67:7). In fact, Justin
goes as far as to claim that the commandment of circumcision was given to set
Israel apart for future chastisement, making it easy for the Romans to identify
Jews and banish them from Jerusalem after the failure of the Bar Kokhba Revolt
(Dial. ch. 16).2° What Israel’s Scriptures favorably casts as a sign of covenantal
status Justin transforms into a definitive curse.®! Had the Israelites known about
the (invisible) fine print Justin identified in the Mosaic contract, perhaps they
would have thought twice before signing below the dotted line!

80 Here, Justin conveniently overlooks what Barn. 9:6 foregrounds, even if only to dismiss
Jewish circumcision, namely, that other ancient peoples (e.g., Syrians) purportedly practiced
circumcision. On Justin Martyr’s views on the Bar Kokhba Revolt and “the partings of the
ways” between Judaism and Christianity, see Oliver 2014.

81 Nevertheless, despite his negative views on the ritual commandments of the Mosaic Torah,
Justin tolerates their observance by Jewish Christ-followers, provided they do not force them
upon gentile Christians. Justin contrasts his more accommodating position on this matter with
Christians who will not fellowship with Torah observant Jewish Christ-followers (Dial. 47). On
Justin’s views on Jewish Christ-followers and gentile Judaizers, see White 2018.
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Eusebius

The “father of church history,” Eusebius of Caesarea (c. 260-339 CE), shares some
points in common with his patristic predecessor Justin concerning Sinai and Israel.
In a neglected work known as the Eclogae propheticae,®* Eusebius, similar to Jus-
tin, emphasizes that God had to descend on Sinai with “great amazement and
pomp” (pollés katapléxeds kai phantasias), citing Exod 19:16-18.2% This was so
because the Israelites were still “childish and uninitiated in their souls,” “ha-
bituated to Egyptian ways,” and therefore in need of “great repentance.” The
terrifying theophany was supposed to make the Israelites keep the command-
ments. Eusebius further contends that the Israelites did not actually see God,
who remained shrouded by fire and an angelic host. Eusebius contrasts the Si-
naitic theophany with previous divine apparitions to the patriarchs Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob. These, unlike the Israelites, did see God, without the need for a
glamorous show to impress their minds. Even Moses, so Eusebius stresses, did
not see God in the wilderness but only heard God speak as he beheld an angel. If
Eusebius’ comments are not to be taken solely as theological reflections internal
to Christianity, then perhaps he magnified pre-Mosaic theophanies in response to
Jewish claims that exalted Moses above all other prophets and celebrated the Si-
naitic theophany as a revelatory encounter experienced by all of Israel.3*

Proclus

In one of his homilies, the archbishop of Constantinople, Proclus (died c. 446
CE), makes a similar point as Eusebius denying that the Israelites saw God dur-
ing their stay at Sinai:

There may per chance be a Jew in our midst, like the fox of Judah lurking in the vineyard
of Christ. After the congregation is dismissed, he might stand outside and mock our
words, saying such things as these: “Why do you Christians invent such novelties and
boast of things which cannot be proved? When did God ever appear on earth? Never, ex-
cept in the time of Moses.” But even then, O Jew, he did not appear. Moses himself testi-
fies to this when he says: “Take heed to thyself and place within thy heart all the words
which thine eyes have seen. And thou shalt teach them to thy sons and thy sons’ sons.
Remember the day of the Lord thy God, the day of the assembly, when the Lord said to

82 A French translation of this work exists in the unpublished dissertation by Philippe 2003.
83 Eclogae propheticae, p. 30 lines 4-19. The Greek text is that of Gaisford 1842 (retrieved on-
line through the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae database).

84 This point, however, awaits further investigation that goes beyond the scope of this article.
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me: ‘Assemble all the people to me and let them hear my words and teach them to their
sons.” And ye drew nigh and stood at the foot of Mount Sinai (hypo to oros to Sina). And
the mountain burned with fire up to heaven, and ye heard the voice of the Lord your God
out of the midst of the fire. Ye heard a voice of words, but ye saw no likeness.*

Proclus delivers these comments in response to Jews, whether real or imaginary,
who question the veracity of the virgin birth.%¢ Earlier on in the same homily, Pro-
clus also roundly condemns the “children of the Jews” for questioning the perpet-
ual virginity of Mary.*” Proclus’s pointed interest in the status of Mary stemmed
from theological debates internal to Christianity. The status of Mary as Theotokos,
that is, the mother of God, was intensely debated in his day. This issue had much
to do with how Christians understood the relationship between the humanity and
divinity of Christ. Nestorius, Proclus’ contemporary, deemed the title Theotokos in-
appropriate. Mary, a human, could not be the mother of God but only “Christo-
foros” (bearer of Christ), Nestorius and his followers dividing the incarnate Christ
into two separate Persons, the one divine and the other human. For holding this
belief, Proclus spared Nestorius no rebukes in his homilies. To a certain degree,
therefore, some of Proclus’ condemnations of Jewish views may have also been
aimed at Christians who did not share his Christology and Mariology.®® Neverthe-
less, we may suppose that Proclus targeted Jews as well in his sermons.®’ A Jew-
ish community, after all, did reside in Constantinople, and Proclus addresses
what appear to be Jewish objections: his homiletical Jew questions the very incar-
nation of God in the person of Christ, pointing back to the sole moment and place
in history when God was made manifest to (Israelite) humans - below Mount
Sinai (hypo to oros to Sina).’° Proclus argues accordingly that the Israelites did
not see God when they converged at the foot of the mountain. They only heard

85 Homilia de incarnatione 2.9.104-118. Translation taken from Constas 2003, 171-73.

86 There was a Jewish community in Constantinople. See Barkhuizen 1999.

87 Homilia de incarnatione 2.6.64-65: “Let then the children of the Jews be ashamed, those
who disparage the virgin birth saying: ‘If a virgin gave birth she is no longer a virgin.””

88 The work of Taylor 1995 proves more pertinent for this stage of church history when the
label “Jewish” largely became a signifier of alterity, not least to condemn Christian heresy. On
the usage of the word “Jew” as the constitutional “other,” see Baker 2017.

89 Proclus also highlights the golden calf incident in his condemnation of Jewish feasts. See
Barkhuizen 1999, 39.

90 Barkhuizen 1999, 40, argues that non-Christian Jews as well as “heretics” attended Pro-
clus’ services; otherwise, his references to Jews listening to his sermons would have a very
weak rhetorical effect if they were not present at all.
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utterances. Thus, Proclus, like Justin and Eusebius, also downplays Israel’s reve-
latory experience of the Sinaitic theophany.”*

Cyril of Alexandria

Cyril of Alexandria (c. 375-444 CE) comments on Exodus 19:17, including the
phrase “at the foot of the mountain,” in his commentary on the Gospel of John.
This occurs as Cyril discusses Jesus’s healing of a lame man on the Sabbath. Ac-
cording to John, Jesus not only healed but also commanded this man to carry his
mattress on the Sabbath day (John 5:8). These acts are normally forbidden for
Jews to perform on the Sabbath.”? “The Jews” (this is the problematic way that
John often names Jesus’ adversaries) therefore confront Jesus for his apparent dis-
regard of the Sabbath. Jesus makes the situation only worse in the eyes of his op-
ponents when he appears to equate himself with God, wondering why he should
refrain from healing on the Sabbath if God is always on active duty, even on the
seventh day (5:17). In this confrontation, Jesus condemns “the Jews,” going as far
as to claim that they never heard God’s voice nor saw God’s form (5:37: oute pho-
nén autou popote akékoate oute eidos autou heérakate). Cyril takes this declaration
to mean that the Jewish people did not see or hear God at Sinai. In Cyril’s imagina-
tion of this Johannine scene, Jesus’ Jewish adversaries (“Pharisees” for Cyril)*?
wonder in their minds how Jesus could transgress the Sabbath since God had de-
scended on Mount Sinai and clearly instructed the Israelites to keep this day holy:
“And we heard none other than God saying these things, it says. The multitude of
fathers heard the voice from God, and after them the word of God was in us. But
who is this fellow?”** Cyril reprimands the Pharisees for their lack of understand-
ing: “these events they do not understand, nor do they take them as images of
spiritual realities, but they think that the divine nature can be seen with bodily

91 There is some exegetical basis to the reasoning of both Eusebius and Proclus. Modern bibli-
cal scholarship has noted the preference in Deuteronomy to cast the Mosaic revelation as an
aural rather than ocular experience. See Brettler 2008, 24-25. For (rather late) rabbinic texts
that understand Deut 4:12 as precluding seeing God or the divine voice, see Fraade 2008, 259
n. 32.

92 On the question of healing non-life-threatening ailments on the Sabbath in first-century Ju-
daism, see Oliver 2013b, 47-53.

93 According to Azar 2016, 193, Cyril often identifies John’s “Jews” with the Pharisees, whom
he considers to be the rulers of the people. The Pharisees bear the brunt of Cyril’s exegetical
opposition in his commentary on John, although the Pharisees and the Jews are occasionally
used interchangeably.

94 The English translation of Comm. John. is from Maxwell 2013.
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eyes, and they believe that it uses a corporeal voice.” For Cyril, these Pharisees
may think that their ancestors beheld and heard the divine but in reality “they
have never heard the voice of God the Father, nor has anyone seen with bodily
eyes his form.” Cyril adds: “I think that we must even now charge the Jews with
sinking into absurdity concerning the glory of God because they both thought
they saw his very form and heard a voice that was inherent in the divine nature”
(Comm. John. 3.2; emphasis mine).>

It is difficult to determine to what extent Cyril has contemporary Jewish views
in mind here. According to Michael Azar, Cyril’s primarily employs the tension be-
tween Jesus and the Johannine Jews for inner-ecclesial debate. Within this frame-
work, the Jesus of John becomes the orthodox theologian par excellence who
combats Christian “heretics.”®® Yet Cyril was also not particularly fond of Jews.””
His exegetical writings often polemicize against Judaism, singling out the Jewish
people for their spiritual blindness.”® Besides being well versed in the Old Testa-
ment, he was familiar with extra-biblical Jewish traditions, some found in the Tal-
mud, which he occasionally deemed useful for interpreting Scripture.”® He was
also acquainted with Josephus’ writings, and had personally interacted with Alex-
andrian Jews.!°° Thus, it cannot be completely ruled out that Cyril has actual Jews
in mind when he condemns them for their spiritual ineptitude. To be sure, Cyril
mainly expounds Scripture for pastoral purposes, seeking to strengthen and clar-
ify the Christian faith for his parishioners.'°! Thus, in the same pericope of his
commentary on John, Cyril considers what it means for a Christian believer to
stand “at the foot of the mountain” (hypo to oros):

Standing at the foot of the mountain . . . when God has already descended and is on it,
suggests the readiness of mind and the eagerness of those who are called to serve him,
not refusing in any way to apply themselves even to things that are above their power or

95 For the Greek text, see Pusey 1872, 1:379-81.

96 Azar 2016, 155. In a personal communication, Azar suggests that Cyril may have in mind
here the Eunomian controversies of the preceding decades in which Eunomius had claimed (as
his opponents understood it) to know the essence of God. Cyril, then, would be projecting
something similar upon the Jews (or Pharisees), claiming that they, like Eunomius, thought
that they could know God’s nature.

97 He may have been instrumental in the expulsion of some Jews from Alexandria. For a criti-
cal treatment of this event as reported by Socrates, Cyril’s (unfriendly) Christian contemporary,
see Wilken (1971) 2004, 54-58; Azar 2016, 196-97.

98 Wilken (1971), 2004, 61.

99 Wilken (1971) 2004, 58-59.

100 Wilken (1971) 2004, 58.

101 Azar 2016, 162.
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higher than their nature, since God is with them. The partakers of the Savior are certainly
like this.'*?

Cyril pursues this theological reflection, specifying that God’s descent on the
top of the mountain implies that no one can ever truly apprehend God’s es-
sence. Sinai thus serves as a locus for theological and spiritual instruction.'®
This is evident from one of Cyril’s earliest works, De adoratione et cultu in spiritu
et veritate.'®* Here too Cyril draws lessons from the reference in Exod 19:17 to
standing at the foot, rather than the top, of Mount Sinai. According to Cyril,
God does not descend into the minds of humans who have earthly, debase
thoughts but appears only to those who earnestly strive to reach spiritual
heights. At the same time, however, Cyril contrasts the revelation of the “Old
Law” given to the Israelites with the revelation of Christ granted to the Christi-
ans. At Sinai, God remained on the mountain far and above the people of Is-
rael.’°®> God, furthermore, had to descend on Sinai with fire to fill the Israelites
with fear so that they would not neglect the commandments. This contrasts with
the revelation made possible through the incarnation of Christ that Christian be-
lievers are privileged to experience.'®

Ephrem

As noted in the introduction to this article, Syriac Christian writings are enjoying
increased attention in Qur’anic studies. Ephrem’s commentary on Exodus is re-
markable for its inclusion of aggadic materials attested in early Jewish texts.'”’
Unfortunately, Ephrem (fourth century) does not comment directly on Exod 19:17
(or Deut 4:11). He nevertheless has much to say about the status of the Law of
Moses and the Jewish people. As he reflects on the Ten Commandments and the
statutes of the Covenant Code (Exod 20:19-23:33), Ephrem like his Greek patristic

102 Comm. John. 3.2 (Pusey, 1872, 1:380 lines 2-8).

103 See also Gregory of Nyssa, The Life of Moses, Book II, for a similar theological reflection
on standing and ascending the mount.

104 The Greek text I consulted is from Migne 1857-1866, vol. 68. According to Azar 2016, 157,
De Adoratione, among other works, betrays Cyril’s unease over the continuing intellectual and
liturgical challenge of Judaism. However, in his later career, Cyril shifts greater attention to
combatting Christian “heresies.”

105 ovk évla mep AV 6 Aadg, GAN npod kal poakpdv (Migne 1857-1866, vol. 68, p. 488, lines
39-40).

106 Migne 1857-1866, vol. 68, p. 488, lines 44-46.

107 See Matthews and Amar 1994.
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counterparts, highlights the golden calf incident, remarking that the Israelites
committed this sin after persistently rejecting the amazing signs God had per-
formed on their behalf.!°® Ephrem also stresses that Moses did not actually see
God, as “eyes that have been fashioned and created cannot look at that essence,
which is neither fashioned nor created.”'® Otherwise, Ephrem has many positive
things to say about the Mosaic Law although he discriminates between what con-
siders to be permanent and temporary commandments in the Torah. For exam-
ple, Ephrem believes that the Sabbath commandment was given to the Jews only
for a limited time because of their immaturity.'°

Aphrahat

The Demonstrations by Aphrahat is another Christian work written in Syriac that
frequently overlaps with extra-hiblical Jewish tradition.'” In his comments on the
0ld Testament, the “Persian sage” (c. 280—345) repeatedly condemns Jewish prac-
tice and belief, accusing Jews for (supposedly) boasting about their ancestral
practices (e.g., Demonstrations 15.9), their election (16.8), and confidence in their
eschatological regathering (19.2).""? Unfortunately, Aphrahat does not quote or
comment on Exod 19:17 or Deut 4:11." Yet like so many other early Christian
writers, Aphrahat highlights the sin of the golden calf. Idolatry, according to Aph-
rahat, was the quintessential sin committed by the Israelites.'** The people’s idola-
trous tendencies explains why God decreed for Israel commandments concerning
sacrifices and diet. Given their attraction to idolatry, not to mention their “avarice”
and “shamelessness,” God forbade the Israelites from eating animals the Egyp-
tians consumed (e.g., pigs) while ordering them to consume and sacrifice animals
the Egyptians adored. These commandments, however, were merely designed to

108 Ephrem, Homily on Our Lord 17.3.

109 Ephrem, Homily on Our Lord 29.1. Translation taken from Matthews and Amar 1994.

110 Commentary on Genesis, Prologue 4: “He [Moses] wrote about the true commandments
that had become forgotten, while adding those that were necessary for the infantile state of the
[Jewish] people.” Cf. Hymn on the Nativity 11: “Praise be to Him Who made void the Sabbath by
fulfilling it!” (227). For a discussion of the “Jewishness” of Ephrem, see Narinskaya 2010.

111 For a list of parallels, see Pierre 1988, 1:115-16 n. 12. Despite the interesting parallels with
Jewish aggadic materials, Neusner 1971, 227, rules out contact between Aphrahat and the Baby-
lonian sages of the Talmud.

112 Walters 2016 views Aphrahat’s Jews entirely as a rhetorical device used to construct Chris-
tian identity.

113 For citations of Genesis and Exodus in Aphrahat’s writing, see Owens 1983.

114 Pierre 1988, 39 n. 27.
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prevent the Israelites from succumbing to the superstitions and sins they had
committed in Egypt (Demonstrations 15.3-4). Otherwise, in Aphrahat’s estima-
tion, the Mosaic laws concerning food and offerings are useless, resulting from
Israel’s transgression (15.8). Jews, therefore, have no reason to boast about these
commandments, which were ordained only after the golden calf incident.'® On
this matter, we should observe that Aphrahat is not too distant from another
work that survives in Syriac, the Didascalia Apostolorum, which evinces aware-
ness of rabbinic tradition yet relegates all of the laws enacted at Sinai after the
golden calf, food laws included, to what it calls the “Second Legislation,” a sup-
posedly burdensome imposition from which Christ has liberated Christians.®

The Qur’an
Textual Analysis

The Qur’an refers to the raised mountain on four different occasions:

Q 2:63: “(Remember) when We took a covenant with you, and raised above you the moun-
tain (rafa‘na fauqakumu t-tiira): ‘Hold fast what we have given you, and remember what
is in it, so that you may guard (yourselves).””

Q 2:93: “And when We took a covenant with you, and raised the mountain above you (ra-
fa‘na fauqakumu t-tira): ‘Hold fast what We have given you, and hear,” they said, ‘We
hear and disobey’ (sami‘na wa-‘asaina). And they were made to drink the calf in their
hearts because of their disbelief.”

115 Aphrahat accordingly only deems the Ten Commandments to be of permanent value since
it was given to Israel before the adoration of the golden calf (15.8). Aphrahat also draws other
meaningful applications from the biblical narration about the Sinaitic revelation. For example,
Aphrahat argues on behalf of the ideal of celibacy, this, in response to supposed Jewish
criticisms of this practice. In defense of celibacy, Aphrahat singles out severable notable Israel-
ites, not least Moses, who became a great prophet only after he forsook his marital duties to
devote himself exclusively to God’s calling. Aphrahat further infers the ascetic practice of celi-
bacy from the fact that God appeared to the Israelites at the foot of the mountain (Exod 19:15)
only after they themselves had refrained from sexual relations for three consecutive days. The
people, however, could barely withstand the awesome manifestation of God in contrast to
Moses who had permanently abandoned the cares of marriage and children (Demonstrations
18.4-6).

116 On the relationship between the “Second Legislation” in the Didascalia with the Mishnah,
see Fonrobert 2001.
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Q 4:154: “And We raised the mountain above them (rafa‘na faugahumu t-tiira), with their
covenant, and We said to them, ‘Enter the gate in prostration.” And We said to them, ‘Do
not transgress the Sabbath.” And We made a firm covenant with them.”

Q 7:171: “(Remember) when We shook the mountain above them (natagna l-gabala fauqa-
hum), as if it were a canopy (zullatun), and they thought it was going to fall on them:
‘Hold fast what We have given you, and remember what is in it, so that you may guard
(yourselves).””

Q 2:63, 93 and 4:154 all employ identical wording to describe the raising of the
mountain: rafa‘na faugakumu/fauqgahumu t-tiira. The verb rafa‘a means to “raise,”
“lift,” or “exalt.”""” Of all the rabbinic and targumic texts surveyed above, this verb
resembles mostly the Aramaic zgf (Hebrew cognate, zaqaf), which is attested in Tg.
Ps.-J. Exod 19:17. On the other hand, the combination rafa‘a + the preposition
fauga (“over”/“above”) + the pronominal suffix kum/hum + the direct object t-tiira
approximates the Hebrew construction kapa +‘al + hem + °ét hahar. However, it
would seem that kapd means primarily to “bend” or “turn over” in rabbinic He-
brew, while the simile of the mountain as a “tank” is entirely missing from the
Qur’an. Still, the combination of the verb rafa‘a with the preposition fauga means
“to raise up over,”"'® and strengthens the supposition that the Qur'an envisages a
mountain that indeed looms above and over the Israelites. In this regard, the Qu-
r’anic usage of fiira (“mountain”) is particularly intriguing, given its Aramaic/Syr-
iac origins. All of the targums surveyed above as well as the Peshitta use this
Aramaic word to translate the Hebrew har in both Exod 19:17 and Deut 4:11. In-
deed, tira is used invariably in the Qur’an in relation to Mount Sinai.'® This word
choice may suggest that Aramaic served somehow as a vehicle of transmission for
the rabbinic midrash of the uprooted mountain.'*®

The language of Q 7:171 is distinctive in several ways. First, it employs na-
tagna (instead of rafa‘na), a hapax legomenon in the Qur’an. This Arabic word
shares cognates with Hebrew and Aramaic. In Hebrew and Aramaic, the root n-
t-q denotes primarily the act of “detaching,” “tearing away,” or “luring away.”
This is its primary meaning in biblical Hebrew.'?! The meaning of “tearing out,”

117 Lane 1863.

118 Badawi and Haleem 2007, 374.

119 See Badawi and Haleem 2008, 575. The Jewish convert to Islam, Muhammad Asad (1980)
2008, 22 n. 51, even opts to translate at-fira as “Mount Sinai” throughout his translation of the
Qur’an.

120 Cf. Obermann 1941, 30.

121 See the Hebrew entry for nataq in Brown, Driver, and Briggs 1907 (Bibleworks 10v.) as well
as Baumgarten and Kohler 1994-2000.



128 = Isaac W. Oliver

or “withdrawing” persists in Babylonian Jewish Aramaic from the Talmudic pe-
riod.'? This meaning is not too distant from act of “plucking” connoted by the
Hebrew root t-I-$, which is attested in rabbinic midrashim and Tg. Ps.-J. 19:17
(t15). The Study Quran edited by Nasr essentially adopts this understanding al-
beit without acknowledging any rabbinic precedents: “We lifted translates na-
tagna, a verb that means literally to pluck something out from its roots and
suggests God’s removing the mountain physically from its earthly base and
causing it to hover above them . . ..”'*

However, we should also observe that ntq can apparently mean “to shake
off” in Christian Palestinian Aramaic.'®* Some lexicons therefore render the Ara-
bic nataq either as “detach” or as “shake.”’® Badawi and Haleem expand the
range of options, proposing “to shake” but also “to raise,” “to lift up,” and even
“to overturn, to pour out by overturning.” The latter, we should note, corre-
sponds to the Hebrew kapd.'?® The countless English translations of the Qur'an
reflect this variation. Some favor the act of shaking: “we shook”? or “we caused
to quake.”'®® Others prefer the notion of raising or lifting: “we raised,”? “we
made (the mountain) loom high,”**° or “we suspended.”®*! The idea of shaking
would align with Exod 19:18, which states that the mountain “trembled” (He-
brew: wayyehérad).'>* Whatever the exact correspondence (if there can be any)
with biblical or early Jewish texts, it does seem that Q 7:171, like Q 2:63, 93 and
4:154, depicts a mountain lifted from its base looming over the Israelites. This is
suggested by the preposition faugahum (“above them”) and the explicit state-
ment that the Israelites thought that the mountain would fall upon them.

122 Sokoloff 2002, 781; Jastrow 1943 (2005), 945.

123 Nasr 2015, 466. On the ideological eschewal of historical criticism of The Study Quran, pub-
lished by HarperCollins, in stark contrast to its biblical counterpart, The HarperCollins Study
Bible, see Oliver (forthcoming).

124 Brown, Driver, and Briggs 1907; Baumgarten and Kohler 1994-2000; CAL.

125 Brown, Driver, and Briggs 1907 and Baumgarten and Kohler 1994-2000 provide both
meanings for the Arabic root. Lane supplies no entry for the verb.

126 In the end though, Badawi and Haleem 2008, 918, offer “to raise, to hoist” for Q 7:171.

127 So Yusuf Ali Abdullah (1934) 2012; Droge 2013; McAuliffe 2017, following Arberry (1955)
1996.

128 Asad (1980) 2008.

129 Khan and Khanam 2014, without reference to cognate Semitic languages.

130 M. A. S. Abdel Haleem 2010.

131 Khan and Khanam, The Quran.

132 See Neuwirth 2019, 412, who connects Q 7:171 with Exod 19:18-19, and translates natagna
accordingly as “we shook.”



Standing under the Mountain: Jewish and Christian Threads =— 129

Most intriguing is the simile in Q 7:171, which states that the mountain was
like a “canopy” or “shadow” (zullatun).”®®> On the one hand, this imagery could
be understood in a protective sense: God raised the mountain to provide the Isra-
elites with shade or protection. This understanding would align with the positive
assessment of the uprooted mountain attested in some of the rabbinic sources
(e.g., MRI). Indeed, the Hebrew and Aramaic cognates sél and tll (“shadow”)
often connote the notion of protection or refuge in biblical, targumic, and rab-
binic literature, including finding shelter in God’s shade.”** On the other hand,
the shadow may carry a more sinister connotation as suggested by Q 26:189: “the
punishment of the Day of Shadow (‘adabu yaumi z-zullati) seized them.”'* Here,
we cannot fail to reproduce two passages from Song Rab. that use the word
“shadow” in reference to Israel and the granting of the Torah at Mount Sinai:

“I am a rose (hdbasselet) of Sharon” (Song 2:1): I am the one, and beloved (habibd) am I.
am she that was hidden (hdbtiyyd) in the shadow (sel) of mount Sinai, and in a brief space
I blossomed forth in good deeds before Him like a lily with hand and heart, and I said
before Him, “All that the Lord has said we will do and we will obey” (Exod 24:7).

“As an apple tree among the trees of the wood” (Song 2:3): R. Huna and R. Aha in the
name of R. Yose b. Zimra [first-generation Amora from Palestine/Israel] said: “The apple
tree is shunned by all people when the sun beats down, because it provides no shadow
(sel). So all the nations refused to sit in the shadow (sel) of the Holy One, blessed be He,
on the day of the giving of the Law. Think you that Israel was the same? No, for it says,
‘For His shadow (bésilld) I longed, and I sat there’ (Song 2:3): I longed for Him and I sat; it
is I that longed, not the nations. R. Ahawa b. R. Ze‘ira™®® made two comparisons. One is
this. The apple tree brings out its blossom before its leaves. So Israel in Egypt declared
their faith before they heard the message, as it says, “And the people believed; and they
heard that the Lord had remembered” (Exod 4:31)."*"

The first passage cited above comments on Song of Songs 2:1, focusing on the
word hdbasselet (“rose”), which it breaks down in two words, habiiyyd (“hidden”)

133 Obermann 1941, 36, sees zullatun as the local Arab equivalent for the Hebrew gigit, under-
stood as gag (“roof”) in the sense of “canopy.”

134 For divine protection, see Isa 49:2; 51:16 (cf. Tg. Isa 51:16); Hos 14:7; Ps 17:8; 36:8; 57:2;
63:8; 91:1. Cf. Gen 19:8: “shadow (i.e., shelter) of my roof”; Isa 4:6; 25:4 (shade from the heat).
135 As pointed out by Speyer 1961, 304. But see Q 2:57: “And We overshadowed (zallalna) you
(with) the cloud.” The reference here is to the pillar of cloud that accompanied Israel in the
wilderness (Exod 13:21; 33:9-10; 40:38; Num 49:15; 14:14), surely positive. Cf. Q 2:210.

136 This name is spelled variously in the manuscripts, mostly as R. Aha b. R. Ze’ira. I have
opted for this spelling, which is attested in manuscript Vatican Cod. Ebr. 249.9. R. Ahawa b. R.
Ze’ira is a fourth-generation Amora from Israel/Palestine. See Stemberger 2011, 110.

137 Song Rab. 2:1 § 1 & 2:3 § 1, respectively. Translation taken and modified from Freedman
and Simon 1983.
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and “shadow” (sel).”*® It does so under the premise that the assembly of Israel is
God’s “beloved,” habibd, a word that shares Hebrew consonants with habiiyya,
and therefore provides an opportunity for a midrashic reflection on what it means
for Israel to be God’s “loved one” while “hidden in the shadow.”*** As we saw ear-
lier, Song Rab. refers to the uprooted mountain (8:5 § 1). It is quite possible that
this imagery is envisaged here as well: Israel stood in the shadow of Sinai once
the mountain had been uprooted and raised to the high heavens.*® The second
passage quoted above from Song Rab. references Song 2:3, “For His Shadow I
longed for,” which suggests intimacy, shade, and comfort. However, Song Rab. al-
leges that the nations of the world declined to sit in God’s shadow on the day the
Torah was revealed, perhaps because they were scared of the mountain (or, alter-
natively, uninterested in God’s offer). If so, then in contrast to b. ‘Abod. Zar. 2b (see
above), God did suspend Sinai over the nations (and not only over Israel). Yet
they still declined to observe the Torah." In any case, the two aforementioned
pericopes from Song Rab. praise Israel for its response. When Israel stood in the
shadow of the mountain, it abided by the Torah, declaring, “we will do and we
will hear” (Exod 24:7). In fact, R. Ahawa b. R. Ze‘ira maintains that Israel ex-
pressed faithfulness to God even before exiting Egypt, quoting Exod 4:31.

Literary Analysis

All four Qur’anic passages on the raised mountain appear in wider literary con-
texts that have to do with the Mosaic covenant and Israel.

138 Torah Temimah on Song Rab. 2:1 § 1 by Epstein (1902) 2005; Wiinsche 1880, 52.

139 Song Rab. 2:1 § 1 in fact offers several more examples of when Israel was hidden in the
shadow (e.g., in the shadow of Egypt, the shadow of the Sea, etc.).

140 Epstein, Torah Temimah (1902) 2005 understands the shadow in this way, referencing
b. Sabb. 88a.

141 See Epstein (1902) 2005 on Song Rab. 2:3 § 1, who references b. ‘Abod. Zar. 2b. We may
observe, however, that in this section of Song Rab. the shadow does not have so much to do
with the mountain as it does with God: the text expressly refers to the shadow of the Holy One,
Blessed Be He. The nations in other words reject the relationship with God made possible
through the Torah.
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Surah 2 (al-bagarah)

Surah 2, the largest chapter of the Qur’an, is immense, and we cannot do justice
here to its literary intricacies.'*? In brief, this chapter opens testifying about the
veracity of “the Scripture” as “guidance” (v. 2), and then contrasts the “be-
lievers” or “God-fearers” with the “disbelievers” (vv. 2-29). First it defines the
believers (vv. 2-5): they believe in the “unseen,” observe prayer, assist the
needy, believe in present and past revelations (“what has been sent down”),
and are certain about the hereafter. By contrast, the disbelievers (vv. 6-20) are
faithless and hopeless. Indeed, God has “set a seal on their hearts and on their
hearing”; their sight is covered (v. 7). Some of them claim to believe in God and
the Final Judgment but are disbelievers nonetheless, even deceivers (vv. 8-9).
Their hearts are sick (v. 10). They bring corruption (vv. 11-12), are foolish (v. 13),
hypocrites (vv. 14-15), and more.'*® The interest in defining the profiles of the
believers versus the disbelievers resurfaces throughout Q 2, especially when it
is matter of Israel.

Q 2 deals with Israel after recounting the story of Adam and his wife (vv.
30-39). First, the Qur’an reminds “the children of Israel” of the divine “bless-
ing” or “favor” (ni‘mah) bestowed on them, admonishing Israel to fulfill the
covenant (v. 40). God’s preferential favor shown to Israel is underscored in vv.
47 and 122 as well.'** At one level then, the Qur’an affirms Israel’s covenantal
election, but often with added qualifications, especially the warning not to dis-
believe in what God has in more recent times “sent down, confirming what is
with you” (v. 41). This reference to disbelief points back to the opening of Surah
2, which distinguishes between people based on their confession of past and
present revelations. Here, Israel is confronted in a similar way, the past revela-
tion at Sinai is summoned in order to exhort Israel to accept the more recent
revelation contained in the Qur'an.'*

In v. 49, the Qur’an begins recounting Israel’s biblical history, starting with
Israel’s redemption from Egypt. Verse 51 refers to Moses’ forty-night stay on Mount

142 See Sinai 2017, 97-104 for a literary and thematic analysis of Q 2 in light of its redactional
macrostructure.

143 For a social-historical analysis of the category of “believers” in the Qur’an, see the contri-
bution of Lindstedt in this volume.

144 Pohlmann 2015, 163-164, notes the literary correspondence between v. 40 and v. 47 as
well as one key difference: the declaration in v. 47 affirming God’s preference for Israel over
other nations is conspicuously missing in v. 40. For Pohlmann, this absence is intentional. Q 2:
40-46 was redacted after Q 2:47f. with a sharper criticism of Israel in mind.

145 Pohlmann 2015, 164 interprets this exhortation, made directly in the second person, as ad-
dressing contemporary Jews from the time and milieu in which vv. 40-46 were redacted.
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Sinai and especially the sin of the golden calf that immediately ensued. The
Qur’an stresses that God forgave the Israelites for their wrongdoing (vv. 52, 54)
yet immediately follows with an episode unattested in the Hebrew Bible: the Israel-
ites purportedly told Moses, “We shall not believe you until we see God openly.”
Their request was answered, though not in the way that they expected: “and the
thunderbolt took you while you were looking on” (v. 55). God, fortunately, had
mercy on the mortal Israelites, and restored them to life “so that you [i.e., the Isra-
elites] might be thankful” (v. 56).14¢ While this scene and others underline God’s
mercy upon Israel, it also portrays the same people in negative light.'*” They need
signs to believe — a polemical motif that is also attested in the New Testament with
respect to Jewish adversaries of Jesus (Pharisees and Sadducees in the Synoptics,
“the Jews” in John)."® Furthermore, the demands of the Israelite people for signs
are excessive, even defiant. In any case, Israel proves unfaithful despite the evi-
dence as the subsequent scenes in Q 2 illustrate: in the wilderness, God showered
blessings upon the Israelites but they repeatedly did wrong (vv. 58-59, 60, and 61).
In fact, they even “disbelieved in the signs of God and killed the prophets without
any right.” Here, the Qur’an’s narration points well beyond the exodus from Egypt
and Israel’s stay in the wilderness, castigating the Israelite people for murdering
the prophets who came after Moses. Indeed, within almost the same stroke, Q 2
transitions to addressing “those who believe, and those who are Jews, and the
Christians, and the Sabians” (v. 62). Israel’s past is harnessed and refurbished to
provide a message for the present, which concerns Jews, Christians, and Sabians
alike.

This brings us to v. 63 in which the first reference in Q 2 to the raised moun-
tain appears. The mountain was lifted when God struck a covenant with the Is-
raelites, ordering them to follow its stipulations. The nation of Israel, however,
immediately went astray. God, nevertheless, had mercy on Israel (v. 64), but the
people continued to err nonetheless. For example, some of them broke the

146 This Qur’anic scene is probably a reworking of a rabbinic midrash concerning the resur-
rection of the Israelites. According to b. Sabb. 88b (Steinsaltz ed.), the souls of the Israelites
departed when they heard the divine utterances. God, however, rained upon them the “dew
through which the dead will be revived.” Cf. Exodus Rabbah Parasat Yitré 29 (Vilna ed.); Tg.
Ps.-J. Exod 20:18: “all the people saw . . . the sound of the shofar how it was reviving the
dead.” Tanhuma Parasat Semot 25 (Warsaw ed.) claims that the nations heard the Sinaitic reve-
lation in their own languages but passed away. Israel was the only nation to hear the divine
voice and escape unharmed.

147 Cf. Q 4:153. In Q 7:155, only the seventy elders along with Moses risk dying from an earth-
quake but are spared once Moses intercedes on their behalf.

148 Matt 12:38-39; 16:1-4; Mark 8:11-12; Luke 11:16, 29-30; John 2:18; 3:2. Cf. Paul in 1 Cor
1:22: “Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom.”
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Sabbath and transformed into apes (vv. 65-66)!"*° Surah 2 goes on retelling Is-
rael’s biblical story, intermingling its narration with expressed criticism of Israel,
notably its stubborn heartedness (v. 74) and repeated rejection, even slaughter-
ing, of God-sent prophets, not least, “Jesus, the son of Mary” (v. 87). Curiously,
the Qur’an presents the people of Israel defending themselves for committing
these crimes by declaring, “Our hearts are covered.” However, in the Qur’an, this
self-declaration of ignorance hardly exempts the Jewish people who are cursed
for their supposed rejection of God’s messengers (v. 88). Along the way, Q 2 also
accuses some Jews for distorting God’s word (v. 75), others for writing Scripture
(or what they claim to be Scripture) for personal gain (v. 79).”*°

It is in this polemical vein underlining Israel’s unbelief that the raised mountain
appears once again in Surah 2. Prior to its reintroduction, the Qur’an notes that the
Jewish people only believe in prior revelations, “what has been sent down on us,”
but “disbelieve in anything after that.” The Qur'an further questions whether the
Jewish people ever heeded their own prophets: “Why did you kill the prophets of
God before, if you were believers?” (v. 91) The Qur’an then repeats the calf incident,
which transpired after Moses had shown the people “clear signs” (v. 92). Thus, Israel
is portrayed as serial-prophet Kkillers and chronic idolaters just as the raised moun-
tain resurfaces in Q 2, this time with a striking new feature further illustrating Israel-
ite unbelief: as God lifted the mountain over the Israelites and commanded them to
follow the Torah, the people defiantly replied, “we hear and disobey” (v. 93). The
Israelites were accordingly “made to drink the calf in their hearts,” the seat of their
spiritual stubbornness and unbelief.”® The focus on Israel then recedes in Q 2,
though not completely (see, e.g., vv. 122-123), until v. 246, where the history of Israel
resumes with the appointment of Saul as the first Israelite king.

From the overview just provided, it is evident that Israel is often solicited as
part of a much larger and sustained endeavor that reifies the distinctions between
the believers and the disbelievers of the Qur’an. This no more obvious than at the
conclusion of Surah 2, which parallels the introduction of Q 2 by rehearsing the
defining qualities of the believers, who, along with the Qur’anic Messenger, profess

149 Cf. Q 7:163-167. On this troubling episode, see Firestone 2015.

150 On the concept of tahrif (“scriptural falsification,” broadly understood) in the Qur’an and
Islamic tradition, see Reynolds 2010.

151 This episode is reported in Exod 32:20 (cf. Deut 9:21) but without mention of the potion
reaching the people’s hearts. Thus, the Qur’anic retelling of this biblical episode stresses the
unbelief of the Israelites as manifested in their hearts. B. ‘Abod. Zar. 44a interprets this episode
in light of the bitter water mixed with dust that the suspected adulteress had to drink in order
to prove her innocence (Num 15:12-31).
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their belief “in what has been sent down . .. in God, and His angels, and His
Books, and His messengers.” Additionally, the believers should make “no distinc-
tion between any of His messengers” (v. 285). The true believer, unlike unbelieving
Israel, accepts the revelations granted to the Israelite Prophets and the Qur’anic
Messenger. Quite tellingly, the believers declare: “We hear and obey” (v. 285: sa-
mi‘na wa-"at'nd). This declaration of faith(fulness) by the Qur’anic believers is
extremely striking, given its close resemblance to Exod 24:7, “we will do and we
will hear” (na‘dSeh waniSma“) and especially Deut 5:27, “we will hear and obey”
(Sama‘mit wa“asini).””> In Surah 2 (and elsewhere), the Qur'an denies Israel the op-
portunity to make this biblical confession, transferring its utterance to those who
embrace the revelation of the Qur’anic Messenger. In fact, according to Q 2, the
Israelites affirmed the very opposite when they stood under Mount Sinai, saying,
“we hear and disobey.” Q 2 fittingly ends with the following petition: “Help us
against the people who are disbelievers” (v. 286).

Surah 4 (an-nisa’)

Surah 4 contains much of the same as Q 2 as far as the Jewish people are con-
cerned. Verse 47, which draws attention to those “who have a portion of the
Book,” begins a diatribe that ends in v. 57.”* The attacks are familiar in light of
what has already been noted in Q 2. The “Jews” (hadi)™ “alter words from
their positions” (cf. Q 2:75). They say, “We hear and disobey” (v. 46 = Q 2:93).
As in Q 2, the Jews are called upon to “believe in what We have sent down, con-
firming what is with you” (Q 4:47). Otherwise, Q 4 also reiterates the dichotomy
in Q 2 that discriminates between the believers and the disbelievers (vv. 51-57).
A second diatribe against the “people of the Book” appears in Q 4:153-162.
The terrain and tone are similar to Q 2 here as well. The Jews make unreason-
able demands that exemplify their disbelief. They ask the Qur’anic Messenger

152 See Q 5:7 and 24:51.

153 See Firestone 1997 for a discussion. The Arabic sami‘na wa-’at‘na in Q 2:285 is closer to the
Hebrew sama‘nii wa‘asinii in Deut 5:27 although the phrase, na‘dSeh waniSma“ from Exod 24:7
became widely known among Jews. Notice too that the Old Testament Peshitta has the order
“we will hear and we will do” (rather than “doing” preceding “hearing”) for Exod 24:7. The
same is true for the Samaritan Pentateuch.

154 The reference to a “portion of the Book” may mean that the Jews only have a part of the
divine revelation sent from above. See Droge 2013, 51.

155 Droge 2013, 51: “lit. ‘those who have judaized,’ or follow Jewish law, punning on the name
Yahtid.” Cf. the German translation in Corpus Coranicum (corpuscoranicum.de): “die dem Ju-
dentum angehoren.”
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“to bring down on them a Book from the sky.” In other words, they make unfair
demands as their ancestors did in the wilderness: “They had already asked
Moses for (something) greater than that, for they said, ‘Show us God openly!” So
the thunderbolt took them for their evildoing. Then they took the calf, after the
clear signs had come to them (v. 153).” As noted earlier, this episode also ap-
pears in Q 2:55-57. Here, it is phrased in even more polemical terms: God’s mer-
ciful resurrection of the Israelites is left out and substituted by the people’s
idolatrous adoration of the calf. This polemical edge is further sharpened after
the raised mountain is mentioned in Q 4:154, which contains nothing that is
controversial en soi (“And We raised the mountain above them, with their cove-
nant, and We said to them, ‘Enter the gate in prostration.” And We said to them,
‘Do not transgress the Sabbath.” And We made a firm covenant with them.”).
The following verse, however, suggests that God’s extraordinary feat of raising
the mountain and earnest exhortations hardly sufficed to impress Israel away
from sin. The people, rather, went on to “kill the prophets without any right” (Q
4:155 = Q 2:61). In their defense for such alleged crimes, the people repeat the
same excuse provided in Q 2:88: “Our hearts are covered” (v. 155). In reality,
however, “God set a seal on them for their disbelief so they do not believe, ex-
cept for a few” (v. 156). Q 4 adds to the list of Israel’s self-damning confessions
the claim that “surely we killed the Messiah, Jesus, son of Mary, the messenger
of God” (v. 157). The Jews, however, according to the Qur’an, did not kill Jesus,
despite their boasting, but will be held accountable by Jesus himself on the day
of the resurrection (v. 159). Finally, we should notice the following observation
concerning the food laws and other Torah regulations given to the Jewish peo-
ple: “So for the evildoing of those who are Jews, We have made (certain) good
things forbidden to them which were permitted to them (before)” (v. 160). This
verse affirms that some Torah regulations were given because of Israel’s trans-
gressions. The motif of the raised mountain, therefore, is bracketed in Q 4 by
verses that underscore Israel’s incredulity and infidelity towards God’s message
and messengers.

Surah 7 (al-’ar‘af)
In Q 7, Israel appears after a series of stories, the “punishment legends” or “pun-

ishment narratives,” which recount the chastisement of various past peoples for
their rejection of God’s messengers and signs (vv. 59-102).°® Before introducing

156 For a discussion of punishment legends, see Neuwirth 2019, 131-35.
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Israel proper, Q 7 relates Moses’ confrontation with Pharaoh (vv. 103-137). Here,
Pharaoh appears as particularly opposed to God’s messenger. By contrast, his
magicians confess in prostration their belief in “the Lord of the worlds, the Lord
of Moses and Aaron” (v. 121-122), which leads Pharaoh to threaten to crucify
them (v. 124; cf. Q 20:71). Eventually, the Egyptian people join Pharaoh in resist-
ing divine will (v. 136) before the Israelites succumb to the same kind of behavior
as well.” Q 7 highlights Israel’s love for idols. As soon as the Israelites cross the
sea, they bid Moses to make them a false god for which they are sternly rebuked
(v. 138). The people get their idol anyways, during Moses’ absence, when they
make a golden calf out of their own ornaments (vv. 148-153; cf. Q 20:83-98).
Some of the other episodes that follow are attested in both Q 2 and Q 4 (e.g., the
desecration of the Sabbath).”®® There is one additional feature, however, that is
noteworthy in this context. After his anger abates (due to the calf incident), Moses,
along with the seventy men, go out to meet the Lord (v. 154-155)."° During this
meeting, God declares that “the messenger, the prophet of the common people,°
whom they find written in their Torah and Gospel,” will “command them what is
right and forbid them what is wrong, and he will permit them good things and for-
bid them bad things, and he will deliver them of their burden and the chains that
were on them” (v. 157). The messenger in question is the Qur’anic prophet, pur-
portedly predicted in the “Torah and Gospel” (v. 157).1! Here, he is cast as a libera-
tor from burdensome restrictions imposed on the people, which, undoubtedly,
includes the Jewish food laws (cf. Q 6:146-147; 4:160; 2:168-173).

Next, follows what seems to be a theological reflection on Jewish exile (vv.
167-70). Apparently, God has appointed nations throughout history as instru-
ments of punishment against Israel (v. 167). Nevertheless, the Qur’an grants that
there are some righteous Jews in the diaspora (v. 168). On the other hand, v. 169
refers to a successive generation that inherited “the Book” yet sinned by reason-
ing presumptuously that God would always forgive its transgressions. They ac-
cordingly lost “the covenant of the Book.” V. 170, on the other hand, affirms that
“those [Jews?] who hold fast the Book [Torah?] and observe the prayer” will

157 The immediate focus of the narration, therefore, is not on the exodus, that is, the redemp-
tion of Israel from Egypt but on the proper response to God’s messenger, as exemplified by the
confrontation between Pharaoh and Moses. Cf. Neuwirth 2019, 408-9.

158 For Pohlmann 2015, 170, Q 7:141-166 is older than Q 2:47ff. The latter was composed
based on the former.

159 Cf. Exod 24:1, 9-11; Num 11:16-23.

160 It is possible to interpret al-nabi al-ummi as “the gentile prophet.” See the contribution of
Lindstedt in this volume; Droge 2013, 102.

161 Passages such as Deut 18:15, 18 and John 14:16; 15:26; 16:7 have been interpreted in Islam
as foretelling the coming of the prophet Muhammad.
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surely be rewarded (v. 170). It is here that the raised-mountain motif appears in Q
7 (v. 171). Given its inclusion at this juncture of the surah, it seems reasonable to
consider its content in connection with the topics on the revelation of the Torah
and Israel’s election and exile that are treated in the preceding verses.!®? Israel
was firmly admonished with a looming mountain to observe the Torah yet ne-
glected God’s instructions. Thus, Israel remains dispersed, bereft of the covenan-
tal blessings.'®®> They experienced a lot not altogether different than that of the
“foregone peoples” mentioned earlier in Q 7:59-101. Finally, right after consider-
ing Israel’s covenantal status in relation to its exile, Q 7 discusses the obligation of
all human beings, “the children of Adam,” to follow the one true God. Since at
some point (in primordial history?) all of Adam’s descendants were notified about
God’s sovereignty, they will not be able to declare “on the Day of Resurrection,
‘Surely we were oblivious of this,” or say, ‘Our fathers were idolaters before (us),
and we are descendants after them . . ..” (v. 172).¢*

Source, Historical, and Rhetorical Analysis

The textual and literary analysis performed above reveals (at least to this author)
a remarkable acquaintance on the part of the Qur’an with rabbinic interpretations
of the exodus story, especially Israel’s reception of the Torah at Sinai. Expert
hands, furthermore, have ably integrated this information into the Qur’anic text
for rhetorical effect and theological purposes.

Of all the Jewish literature surveyed in this article, the Qur’an bears the great-
est affinities with Tg. Ps.-J. Exod 19:17, b. ‘Abod. Zar. 2b, and Song Rab. (2:1 § 1;
2:3 § 1; 8:5 § 1). The affinity with Tg. Ps.-]. is terminological: both the Qur’an and
the Targum employ the same (Aramaic) word for mountain (tira/twr’) and refer
to its “raising” (rafa‘a = zqf). These similarities, notwithstanding, there are insuf-
ficient grounds for positing any direct dependence of the Qur’an upon Tg. Ps.-].
After all, all the targumim contain the Aramaic twr’. In fact, it is fair to wonder in

162 On divine election in the Qur’an, see Firestone 2011.

163 Q 7:169 can be related to the question raised earlier in Q 7:129. In the latter, Moses tells the
Israelites that perhaps God “might make them successors on earth” (wa-yashtahlifakum fi I-’ardi).
This, provided that they remain faithful to God (7:128). In Q 7:169, a new generation (of Israelites)
succeeds its biblical ancestors (fa-halafa min ba‘dihim halfun) and loses the covenant of the Book
because of its transgression.

164 Perhaps, this universal reflection arises from a consideration of Israel’s particular cove-
nantal status, as is the case, for example, in b. ‘Abod. Zar. 2b. See Neuwirth 2019, 414-15 and
especially Hartwig 2008. The latter shows how Q 7:171-174 should be treated as a unit that can
be effectively elucidated by rabbinic midrash.
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this instance whether Tg. Ps.-]. could be reacting to the Qur’an, given its late date
(12th cent. CE). Several considerations, however, make this unlikely. First, Tg.
Ps.-J. exhibits little influence from Islam.!®® Indeed, Tg. Ps.-J. Exod 19:17 uses a
Greek/Latin loanword (’spqlr’), and incorporates pre-Islamic rabbinic materials.
If Tg. Ps.-J. Exod 19:17 responds in any way to views external to Judaism, these
are probably Christian. Paul had posited long before Tg. Ps.-]. that a veil covers
Jewish minds as at Sinai, whereas Christ’s followers gaze at the glory of the Lord
as if through a mirror (2 Cor 3:18). Tg. Ps.-]., to the contrary, affirms that Israel
had a splendid view of the divine glory as it stood under Sinai, which was as
clear as a glass mirror (or pane).

Conceptually, the Qur’anic perspective(s) of the raised mountain aligns more
with b. ‘Abod. Zar. 2b and Song Rab. (8:5 § 1) in so far as these rabbinic texts view
the looming mountain as a threat and reflect on Israel’s covenantal relationship
in relation to other groups (the nations or humankind in general). The Qur’anic
and rabbinic interpretations, however, depart from one another in how they eval-
uate Israel’s response to this extraordinary phenomenon. None of the rabbinic or
targumic texts assessed above claim that Israel refused to keep the Torah when
they arrived at Sinai — especially when the mountain hovered over their heads.
Not even R. Abdimi bar Hama in b. Sabb. 88a portrays Israel as recalcitrant in
this instance even though his views raise questions about the binding status of
the Sinaitic covenant. Instead, some rabbinic texts commend Israel for its re-
sponse, underscoring the people’s readiness to embrace the Torah. This is true of
the earliest rabbinic midrash on Exodus, the MIR, which claims that Israel ven-
tured to go under the mountain once it was uprooted. Otherwise, rabbinic tradition
discerns in the collective declaration, na‘dseh wanisma°“, “we will do and we will
hear” (Exod 24:7), the people’s eagerness to follow the Sinaitic covenant.'®® Far
from defying God, the Israelites unconditionally accepted to observe the Torah,

165 As noted already by Hayward 1989. According to McDowell (personal communication
on May 6, 2020), the reference to Aisha and Fatima in Tg. Ps.-J. 21:21 derives from the rabbinic
work Pirge de Rabbi Eliezer. Otherwise, McDowell suspects that Tg. Ps.-]. is a European compo-
sition, which would explain the absence of Arabic loanwords and its mixed Aramaic dialect.

166 To be sure, some rabbinic texts voice criticism against Israel for its response at Sinai.
Speyer 1961, 301-2, references Numbers Rabbah 7:3 and Pesiqta de Rab Kahana 14, which both
view Israel’s declaration, na‘dseh waniSma“, in negative light. Concerning Pes. Rab. Kah., it is
doubtful that “Mohammed konnte auch folgende Sache gehdrt haben” (Speyer 1961, 301). As
for Num Rab., its composite nature and very late redaction complicate its historical use for Qu-
r’anic studies. See Stemberger 2011, 343—-44. Obermann 1941, 43-44 points to other rabbinic
texts, notably Exod Rab. 42:8, which is quite critical of Israel’s attitude at Sinai. The same prob-
lems of dating though apply here as well. More recently, Hartwig singles out Pes. Rab. Kah.
14:4 as a possible background. Indeed, even biblical texts (e.g., Ps 78:36-37), as Hartwig
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whatever its requirements, prioritizing the doing before the hearing.’®” Their re-
sponsiveness to God’s call contrasts with the reaction of the nations, who either
rejected or declined to keep the Torah. According to b. ‘Abod. Zar. 2b, the nations
will have no legitimate excuse to offer on the day of judgment, despite their com-
plaint that they were not compelled as Israel was with an intimidating, looming
mountain, because they neglected even to keep the Noahide commandments.
Song Rab., for its part, uses shadow imagery to contrast the dispositions of Israel
and the nations: only Israel desired to dwell in God’s shadow, that is, accept the
Torah at Sinai, even if it did not offer immediate respite.

The Qur’an, by contrast, underlines Israel’s disbelief and disobedience. Be-
yond all hutzpah, the Israelites replied to God, sami‘na wa-‘asaina, “we hear and
disobey,” despite the threatening shadow of the mountain looming over their
heads. Although the Arabic formulation sami‘na wa-‘asaind is closest in its word-
ing to Deut 5:27, Qur’anic knowledge of the declaration, na‘dseh wanisma“ (Exod
24:7) made popular by rabbinic tradition, should not be ruled out, given the Qu-
ran’s rather extensive interaction with extra-biblical materials. The writer(s) of
the Qur’an has overturned rabbinic tradition on its head not only to condemn Is-
rael but also to construct its own portrait of the ideal believer who accepts the
revelation of the Qur’anic Prophet. In this process, Israel becomes a foil for the
Qur’anic believers who truly say “we hear and obey” (sami‘na wa-’atna).'*®

This Qur’anic construct though is not performed in an unprecedented and
isolated manner. It joins rather the Christian Adverus Judaeos tradition that pre-
ceded (and followed) the Qur’an. Although no early Christian text (to my knowl-
edge) alludes to the rabbinic midrash on the uprooted mountain, many early
Christians, as we saw, interpreted the Sinai event in various ways, including to
account for and even condemn Israel for its rejection of Jesus as the messiah.
With Paul begins a trajectory that will cast the Jewish people as spiritually
blind, because of their unbelief in Jesus. To be sure, the Jewish Scriptures them-
selves underline the moral and spiritual deficiencies of Israel (e.g., Isa 6:9-11).
Christianity, however, amplified and aimed such materials at the Jewish people
to convict them for rejecting Jesus. The Qur’an joins the Christian chorus,

observes, underscore the insincerity of the Israelites. The Qur’an, however, uniquely claims
that Israel said, “we will do and disobey.” See further fn. 169.

167 Philo, On the Confusion of Tongues 58—60, already commends the Jewish people for their
response when commenting on Exod 24:7/Deut 5:27.

168 Rather than assuming an oral Sitz im Leben in which Muhammad initially misunderstood
Hebrew speech, I find it more compelling to see the Qur’anic declaration, “we will do and dis-
obey” (and other similar critical statements in the Qur’an) as a deliberate parody penned by
someone rather familiar with Jewish retellings of the biblical story of the exodus.
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reiterating the sins of Israel, its idolatrous adoration of the calf but also its al-
leged assassinations of the prophets, from Moses to Jesus. While the Hebrew
Bible occasionally relates that the Israelites slew some of their own prophets,
many early Christian texts set these reports as a cornerstone of Jewish history
and identity. Interestingly, the Qur’an repeats these allegations sans plus as if it
its audience shares these Christian assumptions.'®® This is especially evident in
Q 2 and Q 4. The following statement certainly resonates with a particular Chris-
tian outlook from the time, both in its confessional and polemical tone: “Surely
we [i.e., the Jewish people] killed the Messiah, Jesus, son of Mary, the messen-
ger of God” (Q 4:157). This declaration, which appears only three verses after
the raised mountain, affirms at once that Jesus is the messiah, the son of Mary,
and that the Jews are (wannabe) “Christ-killers.”"”® What is more, this self-
damning confession is preceded by the assertion that God sealed Jewish hearts
for their disbelief (v. 155-156) after they transgressed the Torah, which they had
just received at Sinai (v. 154). Remarkably, all of these elements — the revelation
of the Torah, the hardening of the hearts, the massacre of the prophets, includ-
ing Jesus, the Christian messiah — converge already in Stephen’s speech in the
Acts of the Apostles.'”

The Qur’an further mingles other elements from the Christian Adversus Ju-
daeos tradition, including the claim that numerous ritual commandments were
imposed on the Jewish people as a punishment for their sins (e.g., Q 4:160). Note-
worthy, is the presentation of the Qur’anic messenger as a liberator from these
supposedly burdensome commandments (Q 7:157). This perspective on Torah
praxis is hardly Jewish, certainly not rabbinic, but finds its precedent in early
Christian discourses. The Didascalia Apostolorum is especially illustrative in this
regard. According to this text, Jesus has freed the Christian believers from the

169 Reynolds 2012a.

170 Is the Qur'an aware of Jewish claims such as those found in b. Sanhedrin 43a, which asserts
that the Jewish Sanhedrin did kill Jesus, not to mention the anti-Gospel materials that eventually
morphed into the Toledot Yeshu (some of which are attested by the pagan writer Celsus)? This is
possible given the allusion in Q 4:156 (i.e., Jews slander Mary). In any case, these polemical Jewish
sources are hardly reliable for research on the historical Jesus. Their date and provenance, not to
mention their anachronisms, rule this out. On Jesus in the Talmud, see Schifer 2007. On the Tole-
dot Yeshu, see Alexander 2018. The Qur’an does not necessarily deny that Jesus died on the cross,
only that the Jews killed him. The Qur’an, however, does not rule this act out of concern to exempt
Jews from christocide. On the contrary, it portrays them as boastful (and delusional) Christ-killers,
depriving them from having accomplished this feat. On the crucifixion of Jesus in the Qur’an, see
the contribution by Dye in this volume.

171 See the contribution of Dye in this volume for other possible intersections between Acts
and the Qur’an.
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“bonds” and “burdens” of the Second Legislation, which include the Jewish food
laws (chs. 2; 4; 24).)* As we saw, several early Christian authors share this senti-
ment, deeming the “ceremonial” laws of the Mosaic Law to be of temporary and
punitive value resulting from Israel’s sinful and idolatrous inclinations.

Thus, while the Qur’anic references to the raising of Mount Sinai ultimately
originate from rabbinic midrash, their inclusion within the Qur’an cannot be ig-
nored from their literary surroundings. The Qur’an reproduces the rabbinic mid-
rash on the lifted mountain attached with anti-Judaic ribbons of a Christian fabric.
This repackaging serves specific functions and needs, among other things, the es-
tablishment of a new identity, that of the Qur’anic community, which is distin-
guished from other social-religious groups and constructed categories. From a
source critical viewpoint, this means that the midrashic teaching about the
raised mountain may not have made its way directly from rabbinic circles into a
Qur’anic milieu. At least two other possibilities present themselves: 1) the trans-
mission occurred via Jewish Aramaic-speaking synagogues or 2) Syriac/Aramaic
Christian circles. The Aramaic provenance of the raised mountain is suggested
by the Qur’anic usage of the word tiira. At this time, however, the only Jewish
Aramaic translation (or paraphrase) known to us that includes the raised moun-
tain is Tg. Ps-]., but has been ruled out as a candidate for transmission because
of its late date and unique character. Consequently, some scholars have sug-
gested an oral setting and transmission of the midrash on the raised mountain
(and other Jewish aggadah), which was translated from Aramaic (or Hebrew)
and heard in Arabic.'”? At any rate, the Tg. Ps.-] and the Qur’an probably testify
to the consolidation of rabbinic Judaism toward the end of Late Antiquity. By
this time, rabbinic teaching had extended beyond the specialized houses of rab-
binic learning, reaching non-rabbinic synagogues and occasionally even non-
Jewish circles.

As for the possible transmission of rabbinic midrash into the Qur’an via
Christian channels, we must understand that Christianity was a real force to be
reckoned with in Late Antiquity. Northwest of the Arabian Peninsula, there was
of course the Christian Byzantine Empire, often in conflict with the Sasanian
Empire in the east, which itself contained sizeable Christian communities. Al-
ready by the fourth century CE, the kingdom of Aksum (Ethiopia) had become a
Christian polity and ally of the Byzantines, extending its political and economic
influence throughout the Red Sea region.'”* Eastern Arabia for its part became

172 On the Didascalia and the Qur’an, see Zellentin 2013.
173 Obermann 1941, 30.
174 Bowersock 2013.
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home to a thriving Christian culture by 400 CE."”® Southern Arabia also boasted a
Christian presence although Judaism too had rooted itself in this region.'”® The
pre-Islamic Arabian peninsula, therefore, was no “pagan wasteland.” The evi-
dence internal and external to the Qur’an suggests that it was produced in a mi-
lieu where Christian influence was widespread. This becomes even more likely
when the Qur’an is viewed as a composed and composite text, whose final form
may have acquired shape beyond the Hijaz."”” In such a milieu, it would not
be surprising to encounter Christians exhibiting the type of acquaintance with
rabbinic teaching that one finds for example in Ephrem or the Didascalia. Yet
perhaps the genesis of the “Qur’anic midrash” on the raised mountain arose
in an encounter with(in) a Jewish setting that at first envisaged the election of the
Jewish people apart from any Christian supersessionist understandings. This motif
was subsequently redacted in light of Christian anti-Judaic teachings."”®

Conclusion

The shared features between the Qur’anic and rabbinic descriptions of the raised
mountain of Sinai show that the Qur’an is informed in one way or another by a
rabbinic midrash on Exod 19:17 and Deut 4:11 that goes back to Tannaitic times.
Prior to the composition of the Qur’an, rabbinic midrash imagined that God had

175 For a concise, accessible presentation of the evidence see Reynolds 2012b. See also the
contribution of Grasso in this volume.

176 On Judaism in pre-Islamic Arabia, see Robin 2015.

177 See Dye (forthcoming), who nevertheless acknowledges that Muhammad’s community
and certain layers of the Qur’an are anchored in the Hijaz. Cf. Sinai 2017, who, to a large extent,
follows the Weil-N6ldeke chronological partitioning of the Qur’an into Meccan and Medinan
layers.

178 A thorough redactional-critical analysis of the relevant verses (including Q 20:80, “the
right side of the mountain”; cf. Q 28:44) and pericopes might shed further light on this ques-
tion. For the time being, it is tempting to see Q 7:171 as the earliest rendition of the raised
mountain motif, followed perhaps by Q 2:63 or Q 4:154 and then Q 2:93. According to this work-
ing hypothesis, the unique wording of Q 7:171 was modified in Q 2:63, 93 and Q 4:154 (e.g., the
unique gabala replaced by the standardized tiira). Interestingly, Q 7 happens to have a shorter
“mean verse length” than Q 2 and Q 4, which could further suggest an earlier dating for Q
7:171, pending further demonstration on redactional grounds (e.g., the “standard deviation” of
Q 7:171 and surrounding verses). On “mean verse length” as a method for dating Qur’anic
verses, see Sinai 2017, 111-37. Q 2:93 seems later than Q 2:63: the parallelism between the two
and the pronounced polemical materials in Q 2:93 suggest that it came later. See Pohlmann
2015, 164—-68.
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uprooted Sinai above the Israelites when offering them the Torah. Initially, this
imagery was viewed favorably, symbolizing God’s protection (so MRI), but even-
tually it was also interpreted in a threatening sense that even menaced to invali-
date the Mosaic covenant (so R. Abdimi b. Hamsa in b. Sabb. 88a). Some rabbinic
sources incorporated both views (e.g., MRS and Song Rab. 8:5 § 1). Others, pro-
vided novel, creative spins to what standing under the mountain or in its shadow
signified (b. ‘Abod. Zar. 2b; Song Rab. 2:1§1; 2:3 § 1).

The Christian authors surveyed in this article were apparently unfamiliar
with this rabbinic midrash. Similarly, the targumim did not include it, save for
Targum Pseudo-Jonathan, whose final composition postdates the Qur’an. Tar-
gum Pseudo-Jonathan celebrates the raised mountain as a unique opportunity
afforded to Israel to peer at God as it were through a clear glass pane. This posi-
tive portrait, which elevates both Israel and the Torah, contrasts with many
early Christian interpretations of Israel’s experience at Sinai, from Paul to Pro-
clus. Though a Jew himself, Paul wrestled with the nonbelief in Jesus of his fel-
low Jews. In his estimation, this was due to a veil covering the minds of the
Jewish people, a veil like the one Moses used to cover his face whenever he de-
scended from Mount Sinai (2 Corinthians 3). Paul did not belittle the Torah,
which he considered to be part of a glorious, albeit passing, revelation now
being surpassed (but perhaps not yet supplanted) by the manifestation of God
made possible through Christ. Whatever his true intentions, Paul initiated a (re-
gretful) legacy that stigmatized the Jewish people as spiritually blind and seem-
ingly relativized the enduring relevance of the Mosaic Torah. At least subsequent
Christian writers understood Paul in this way, magnifying Israel’s spiritual in-
competence while minimizing its cherished encounter with God at Sinai and dis-
carding much from the Mosaic Law. Although the author of Acts carved a space
for Torah practice among Jewish Christ-followers and remained hopeful that Jews
would confess Jesus as their messiah, he highlighted their opposition to divine
will. Stephen’s speech in Acts singles out Israel’s adoration of the golden calf and
its repeated rejection, even murder, of the prophets, including and especially
Jesus (Acts 7). The writer of Acts concurred with Paul that this stemmed from Is-
rael’s spiritual condition. For the time being at least, their hearts remained dull,
their eyes blind, and their ears deaf to the gospel, as the Jewish Scriptures them-
selves had allegedly predicted (Acts 28:26—27 quoting Isa 6:9-11). This trope is
repeated in the Synoptic Gospels, although it originally targeted internal Jewish
audiences (e.g., Pharisees who did not confess Jesus as the messiah). The Epistle
of Barnabas and Justin Martyr, on the other hand, raised the polemics against Ju-
daism to new levels. Some of the Torah’s stipulations were delivered to Israel
through deception (Barnabas) or as punishment (Justin but also the Didascalia,
Aphrahat, etc.). In any case, Israel’s encounter with God at Sinai was not so great
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as the Jewish people might have imagined. Israel didn’t see God (so Justin, Euse-
bius, and Proclus) but remained at the bottom (rather than the top) of the moun-
tain (Cyril). Moreover, the Sinaitic party was ruined soon after by Israel’s idolatrous
sin of the golden calf, which virtually all of the aforementioned Christian authors
did not fail to emphasize.

This survey of early Christian and Jewish materials sheds light on the Qur’an.
First, it shows that the author(s) of the Qur'an did not simply “copy and paste”
rabbinic aggadah. The rabbinic midrash on the raised mountain was effectively
repurposed in the Qur’an to serve the needs of a burgeoning community in search
of establishing its own identity. It was furthermore integrated into a literary tex-
ture that shares much in common with Christian views about Judaism. Jewish
and Christian threads have been interwoven into the Qur’anic text as the lifted
mountain enables the construction of a new entity, the community of the be-
lievers who confess the revelation given to the Messenger of the Qur’an. These are
contrasted with non-believing Jews and ultimately all non-believers, including
Christians who do not recognize the Qur’anic Prophet. In a certain sense, then, the
Qur’an is both “Jewish” and “Christian”: Jewish, given the many contents in its
text that stem from Jewish Scripture and rabbinic tradition; Christian, because of
its confession of Jesus as the messiah, the son of the virgin Mary, and participation
in the Adversus Judaeos discourse. These observations are not meant to deny
the Qur’an its own distinctive identity and originality, but are valid for any re-
ligious text, which, from a historical point of view, emerges from an interaction
with the cultures and actors already present on the ground. This is true of the He-
brew Bible, whose writings show that the ancient Israelites were part and parcel of
their ancient Near Eastern surroundings, and the New Testament documents, now
widely viewed by hiblical scholarship as part of its Second Temple Jewish matrix.
All canonical texts, the Qur’an included, reflect the genius of the religious tradi-
tions they represent, creative expressions but local productions nonetheless.

Perhaps, then, the time is coming to view the Qur’an as a “Jewish” and “Chris-
tian” text just as many documents of the New Testament are now appreciated as
Jewish writings (or, at the very least, as important sources for the understanding of
Judaism in antiquity).179 In this vein, the Qur’an can also complement our under-
standing of Christianity and Judaism during the late antique period. For one thing,

179 My designation of the Qur’an as “Jewish” and “Christian” is meant to be taken in an inclu-
sive sense, with the hope that there will be further integration between Jewish, Christian, and
Islamic studies as well as biblical and Qur’anic studies. Additionally, this designation puts
into question one of the general assumptions associated with the problematic term “Judeo-
Christian,” which in Western usage normally excludes Islam. Jews, Christians, and Muslims
alike can be challenged to rethink the interrelationship between their Scriptural traditions.
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it seems to attest to the rising influence of rabbinic teachings. In the milieu where
the Qur’an originated, Jews and maybe even non-Jews took note of rabbinic inter-
pretations of Scripture. In addition, the Qur’an points to a milieu fermenting with
religious disputes centering on the proper understanding of Scripture and rev-
elation. For Jews during the late antique period, Sinai as a revelatory event
had become paramount for self-understanding: the Sinaitic theophany was
unprecedented, witnessed by an entire nation, and of lasting durée, the Mo-
saic Torah and covenantal election of Israel remaining in full force. These Jewish
assertions countered in part Christian supersessionist claims to the contrary that
heralded the replacement of the Torah and Israel by the Gospel and the Church.
However, the more Judaism aggrandized the significance of the Sinaitic revela-
tion, the more this could be perceived to undermine Christian belief, since it im-
plied that the advent of Christ had not surpassed the advent of the Torah, that
the divine glory had not yet returned as in former times. Christianity, of course,
could provide its counter arguments (e.g., that the incarnation of God the Son ex-
ceeded all prior theophanies), but the controversy had started ever since Jesus’
first Jewish followers, in their apocalyptic enthusiasm, proclaimed Jesus as Isra-
el’s messiah and the incoming inauguration of a new age — without succeeding
in convincing the majority of the Jewish people that this was so. The Qur’an tries
to clear a third path that in some ways transcends the divide between Jews and
Christians (see e.g., Q 2:113; 5:18) yet repeats some of the common Christian anti-
Judaic tropes that cast the Jewish people as idolatrous, spiritually blind, and mur-
ders of the prophets and Jesus (the latter in a delusional way). To contemporary
Jews, Christians, and Muslims, these religious disputes may prove disheartening,
but today there is no need for such competition. Members from all three commu-
nities can share with one another what they see as they stand together at the foot
of the mountain.
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Guillaume Dye
Mapping the Sources of the Qur’anic Jesus

Reading the Qur’an as a Late Antique text has become a motto of recent re-
search—a motto, however, which should not remain an empty slogan.! Indeed,
we cannot just say that the Qur’an shares ideas, stories, tropes, and the like,
which are present in religious and literary traditions of Late Antiquity, and refer
to “oral dissemination” as a sufficient explanation, since it does not tell us any-
thing about the precise circumstances in which these materials were transmit-
ted and appropriated by the communities involved in such a process. For sure, our
documentation remains very patchy, but there are several questions and lines of
inquiry (e.g., the profile of the producers of the Qur’anic text, the search for plausi-
ble specific textual parallels between the Qur’an and other Late Antique traditions,
or the idea that the Qur’an is a text with several layers) that should be explored
further and could shed light on the context(s) and genesis of the Qur’an.

In this regard, the Qur’an, significantly so, often displays a Christian context.’
Yet it is supposed to have originated in a context—7™ century Western Arabia—
where, according to our evidence, the Christian presence seems marginal.3 In other

1 This paper is a work in progress and a sequel to previous articles, where more detailed argu-
ments for some of the claims presented here can be found (Dye 2012, Dye 2018, Dye 2019, Dye
forthcoming). It is also in dialogue with the works of several colleagues, like Pohlmann 2015,
175-95, Pohlmann forthcoming, Shoemaker 2018, Segovia 2019, Oliver forthcoming, and Wood
forthcoming.

2 By “Christian context,” I refer to several things (Dye 2019, 764-70): 1) several important
Qur’anic characters are typically Christian figures: Jesus, Mary, John, Zachariah, the Sleepers
of the Cave, and so on; 2) quite often, when Qur’anic narratives refer to figures shared by Jews
and Christians (Adam, Joseph, Moses, etc.), they seem to mirror more closely Christian narra-
tives than Jewish ones (see e.g., Witztum 2011): in short, the subtexts of many (para-)biblical
stories in the Qur’an tend to be closer to Christian texts than Jewish ones, as far as we can tell;
3) some Qur’anic rhetorical arguments or topoi are directly borrowed from Christian sources:
the anti-Jewish polemics, the use of the character of Abraham, and also Qur’anic demonology;
furthermore, 4) many formulas and metaphors in the Qur’an suggest a Christian background;
5) some texts are clearly addressed to Christians and attest to deep interactions between “Be-
lievers” (mu’miniin) and Christians; finally, 6) some of the Qur’anic texts have been composed
by literati who display a very deep and precise knowledge of Christian texts and traditions (a
knowledge which cannot be gained by simple hearsay).

3 Christianity encircled Western Arabia, but that does not imply it was similarly widespread in
Western Arabia: no evidence speaks for that (either materially or in the literary sources), and
scanty knowledge of Western Arabia does not allow us to imagine whatever we want.
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words, we face the following aporia, with four propositions which do not appear
easily reconcilable:*

1) Substantial layers of the Qur’an have a Christian background.

2) The Qur’an is only a record of Muhammad’s preaching.

3) Muhammad’s career took place in Western Arabia.

4) The Christian presence in Western Arabia was at best marginal.

Of course, some layers of the Qur’an, which display ideas, attitudes, and practi-
ces pointing to a Christian background, might be explained as the outcome of a
phenomenon of oral dissemination that would have reached Western Arabia in
one way or the other. However, other aspects of the Qur’an (especially catego-
ries 5 and 6, see footnote 2) suppose a context with highly competent scribes of a
Christian background and deep interactions between the “Believers” and Chris-
tian groups: it does not fit what we know, or what we can reasonably suppose,
about Western Arabia at the time, given the nature of our evidence.

In other words, a consistent approach implies introducing some Christian-
ity in Mecca and Medina, and/or placing some of the Qur’an outside of the
Hijaz, the whole question being how exactly this should be done. The present
paper, which seeks to sketch out how the figure of Jesus was appropriated by
the Qur’anic corpus, can be seen as a preliminary attempt to shed some more
light on this issue.

Four Paradoxes

The Qur’anic Jesus is a very ambivalent figure—even a paradoxical figure in at
least four respects.

First, there are many passages in the Qur’an where Jesus is wholly absent.
For example, surahs 7, 20, 26, 37, and 41 narrate various biblical and parabibli-
cal stories; they refer to numerous prophets—but they say nothing about Jesus.
Does this silence imply that the communities using these texts did not count
Jesus as one of God’s prophets? Or was Jesus simply not the focus of homiletic
attention in these passages (as in Christian homilies about episodes of the He-
brew Bible, which might be silent about Jesus)? I will leave this issue open
here. Note also that the brief surahs of the end of the corpus (from surah 69 on-

4 See Dye 2019, 764-85, for a full discussion.
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wards) display a remarkable Christian background,” without mentioning the
name of Jesus.

However, in other passages the Qur'an makes Jesus into one character among
others—and even, it seems, a rather secondary character:

Surely We have inspired you as We inspired Noah and the prophets after him, and as We
inspired Abraham, and Ishmael, and Isaac, and Jacob, and the tribes, and Jesus, and Job,
and Jonah, and Aaron, and Solomon, and We gave David (the) Psalms, and messengers
We have already recounted to you before, and messengers We have not recounted to you—
but God spoke to Moses directly—(and) messengers bringing good news and warning, so
that people might have no argument against God after (the coming of) the messengers. God
is mighty, wise.® (Q 4:163-165)

And We granted him Isaac and Jacob—each one We guided, and Noah We guided before
(them)—and of his descendants (were) David, and Solomon, and Job, and Joseph, and
Moses, and Aaron—in this way We repay the doers of gopod—and Zachariah, and John,
and Jesus, and Elijah—each one was of the righteous—and Ishmael, and Elisha, and Jonah,
and Lot—each one We favored over (all) the people’—and some of their fathers, and their
descendants, and their brothers. We chose them and guided them to a straight path.

(Q 6:83-87)

This should be puzzling for anyone inclined to see the Qur’an as simply mirror-
ing a Jewish, a Christian, or a Jewish Christian environment: the mention of
Jesus dismisses a purely Jewish background, but the rather marginal role de-
voted to Jesus apparently excludes Christian and Jewish Christian backgrounds
as well, since Jesus’ role does not look central enough.

Elsewhere, Jesus is placed among the privileged prophets: he is clearly
raised, with a few figures (Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses in Q 3:33-34, or the
Qur’anic messenger, Noah, Abraham, Moses in Q 33:7 and 42:13), above the
other prophets (Q 2:136 and 3:84 could be placed mid-way between the former
category and this one):

Surely God has chosen Adam and Noah, and the house of Abraham and the house of
‘Imran over (all) the people (‘ala I-‘alamin), some of them descendants of others.
(Q 3:33-34)

Those are the messengers—We have favored some of them over others. (There were) some
of them to whom God spoke, and some of them He raised in rank. And We gave Jesus, son
of Mary, the clear signs, and supported him with the holy spirit. (Q 2:253)

5 See e.g. Andrae 1955, Sinai 2017, and the relevant commentaries in Amir-Moezzi & Dye 2019.
6 Translations of the Qur’an are taken from Droge 2013, with occasional minor modifications.
7 ‘ala I-‘alamin, usually (but questionably) translated “over the worlds.”
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Here, Jesus belongs to the most important figures in the Qur’an. Furthermore,
in other passages, he is even the most eminent character, since he alone enjoys
a very high status: he is the only one called the word and spirit of God (Q 4:171);
he is born miraculously of the virgin Mary (the only woman named in the Qur’an);
he is the only prophet to receive a revelation from the cradle (Q 19:30-33); his re-
turn to earth is the sign of the end of time (Q 43:61); moreover, the holy spirit (rih
al-qudus) is mentioned only four times in the Qur’an, and in three cases, precisely
about Jesus (Q 2:87, 253; 5:110). Here is the first paradox of the Qur'anic Jesus: it
seems that there are different layers in the Qur'anic corpus, where the role of the
figure of Jesus is very variable— sometimes Jesus is absent, sometimes he seems
to be a minor figure, sometimes he belongs to the few most important figures,
sometimes he appears as the most eminent character.

Second, the figure of Jesus is both a figure of convergence and cleavage
(this alone, of course, is not paradoxical). Jesus is a figure of convergence, in
certain passages, with the Christians/nasara:® various verses testify to a ten-
dency to find a kind of compromise, or convergence, with Christians (see e.g.,
Q 3:33-63; 19:1-33; 61:14).° But Jesus is also a cleaving figure: sometimes in re-
lation to the Christians, and systematically in relation to the Jews. The Jews, in-
deed, did not recognize Jesus as a messenger of God, in spite of all the proofs he
brought (Q 2:87, 253; 3:52; 43:63-65; 61:6); they were incredulous and even
called him a magician (Q 5:110; 61:6), an accusation that implies he has trading
with the demons. The Jews even accuse themselves of having killed and cruci-
fied Jesus (Q 4:155-159). The Christians, for their part, have a false understand-
ing of Jesus’ real nature: they divinize Jesus, they make him the son of God
(what the Qur’an denies vigorously: “God did not take a son,” see Q 2:116;
17:111; 18:4; 19:35, 88-92; 21:26; 23:91; 25:2; 39:4; 72:3; “They have disbelieved,
those who say that God is the Messiah, son of Mary” (Q 5:17)); and they are
wrong about the Trinity (Q 4:171-172; 5:72-77).

Here is the second paradox: the Qur’an shows contradictory attitudes to-
wards Christians (and this is in part related to Christological controversies),
who are sometimes presented in a very positive light (Q 5:82), and sometimes

8 Sg. nasrani. There has been some debate about the meaning and translation of this term (see
De Blois 2002; Gallez 2008; Griffith 2011, 2015; about the Syriac word nasrayé, see Jullien &
Jullien 2002). I am inclined to take it as a general term referring to the main denominational
Christian communities of the Late Antique Near East, and not a reference to a marginal (for
example Jewish Christian) group.

9 See van der Velden 2007; Dye forthcoming.
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are the target of violent polemics (Q 5:51; 19:34-40). The concomitance of such
hardly reconcilable verses in surah 5, for example, is striking:'°

You who believe! Do not take the Jews and the Christians as allies. They are allies of each
other. Whoever of you takes them as allies is already one of them. Surely God does not
guide the people who are evildoers. (Q5:51)

Surely those who believe, and those who are Jews, and the Sabians, and the Christians—
whoever believes in God and the Last Day, and does righteousness— there will be no fear
on them, nor will they sorrow. (Q 5:69; see also Q 2:62)

Certainly you will find that the most violent of people in enmity to the believers are the
Jews and those who associate (mushrikiin). Certainly you will find that the closest of them
in affection to the believers are those who say, ‘We are Christians.” That is because (there
are) priests and monks among them, and because they are not arrogant. When they hear
what has been sent down to the messenger, you see their eyes overflowing with tears be-
cause of what they recognize of the truth. (Q 5:82-83)

The third paradox can be stated briefly: the Qur’an mentions Jesus’ eschatologi-
cal role only in passing (Q 43:57-67; see also Q 4:159), whereas the eschatologi-
cal Jesus is often mentioned in early Islamic traditions.™ Why such a contrast,
since eschatological and apocalyptic issues are almost everywhere in the Qur’an?
Is there a deliberate tendency in the Qur’an to downplay this aspect of the early
Islamic Jesus, and if so, why?

Fourth, the reader who is used to the Jesus of the canonical Gospels, or to
the Jesus of the mainstream Christian traditions, might think (wrongly) that the
Qur’anic Jesus does not have much to do with the character he or she knows.
So, here is a last paradox: who is this Jesus who seemingly does not look at all
like the Jesus of the Christians, but who might be, in many respects (as we shall
see), very close to it? And this does not pertain only to the contents of the Qu-
r’anic verses about Jesus: it also pertains to what the Qur’an chooses to tell, and
to what it chooses not to tell, about Jesus. Indeed, the Qur’an insists on certain
aspects of the figure of Jesus (his conception and birth, his death, real or appar-
ent, and a few other things, which we shall return to), but it is strikingly silent
on others (e.g., there are very few references to the contents of Jesus’ preaching,
like his parables).

10 There is also a paradox in relation to the Jews. On the tensions in the Qur’anic treatment of
the Jews, see e.g. Pohlmann (2019, 312-313).
11 See e.g. Reynolds 2001; Amir-Moezzi 2018.
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The Heresiological Model

How should we explain this somewhat strange Jesus? For a long time, the model
favored by scholars has been what might be called a heresiological model: the Qu-
r’anic message, which displays Christian stuff, and the Qur’anic description of
Christians should come from marginal, heretical Christian groups. A single exam-
ple is better than a long discourse:

When God will say,' ‘Jesus, son of Mary! Did you say to the people: ‘Take me and my
mother instead of God (alone)?’ (Q 5:116)

The text seems to imply that the Christians took Mary as the third person of the
Trinity. Scholars have therefore supposed that the Qur’an (and Muhammad, as
its author) had a mistaken view of the Trinity, or attributed to Christianity as a
whole the tenets of a marginal Christian sect. The issue, then, has been to deter-
mine where this mistaken idea came from. Various explanations have been pro-
posed,’ such as: a) this verse refers to a specific Christian sect, the Collyridians
who, according to Epiphanus, liked to bake cakes for the Virgin Mary; b) Mu-
hammad could have mistaken Mary for the Holy Spirit out of ignorance or be-
cause the word for “spirit” (rizh) is feminine in Arabic; c) a particular group of
Jewish Christians, the Nazoreans, could be targeted here. De Blois has argued
for the last hypothesis,14 referring, for example, to Origen and Jerome:

But in the gospel written according to the Hebrews which the Nazoreans read, the Lord
[Jesus] says: “Just now, my mother, the holy spirit, lifted me up.” (Jerome, in Esaiam 40:9)

Just now my mother, the holy spirit, lifted me up by one of my hairs and brought me to
the great mountain Thabor. (Origen, in Johannem 2:12)

This is basically how the heresiological model works, where almost nothing in
the Qur’an is supposed to come from Chalcedonian Christianity. Sometimes
scholars argue for an influence of Miaphysitism or Diophysitism—a sensible ap-
proach, for sure, since these were widespread Christian affiliations at the time.
However, generally speaking, they rather look for more marginal movements. A

12 ’idh gala llahu. Translators (Droge included) often translate: “(Remember) when God said,”
but I take gala here as an extra-temporal perfect, understanding the event referred to as taking
place at the moment of the Last Judgment (the same is true of Q 5:110; the verbs in Q 5:111-115,
on the other hand, should be translated as perfects).

13 See Reynolds 2014, 52-53.

14 De Blois 2002, 14-15.
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survey of the secondary literature yields the following list of possible candi-
dates behind this or that aspect of the Qur’anic Jesus (in alphabetical order):

Adoptianists / Arians / Bardaysanists / Collyridians / Docetists / Gnostics / Jewish Christi-
ans: Ebionites, Elkesaites, Nazoreans — Pseudo-Clementine literature / Julianists (Aphtar-
todocetists) / Manichaeans® / Mandaeans / Monarchianists / Montanists / Paulicians /
Samosatenists (Paul of Samosate) / Tritheists.

This list is not exhaustive, and it might be hard to find a sect that has not
been related to the Qur’an (not to mention possible influences from Jewish
sects, the Sadducees, Qumran, or from Iranian movements like Zurvanism or
Mazdakism).

My main goal here is not to criticize in detail the “heresiological” model. So
I will be quite brief.'® The main weaknesses of this model should nevertheless
be highlighted.

First, some of the “heresies” already mentioned exist only in the minds of
the heresiographers or are based on confusing and questionable categories
(e.g., Docetists, Gnostics, Jewish Christians).

Second, most of these heresies are not attested at the time and/or in West-
ern Arabia. Concretely, the heresiological model is therefore unverifiable and
unfalsifiable, since it presupposes oral dissemination between the Qur’anic com-
munity and marginal groups that have left no traces."” Strictly speaking, this
does not entail that this model is wrong—only that it is irredeemably speculative,
at best.

Third, any global explanation of the Qur’anic Jesus needs to appeal to sev-
eral “heresies” to get a comprehensive picture of the Qur’anic Jesus. This is not
impossible, but it implies a quite baroque picture of the Qur’anic Jesus (Ebionite
Christology with a Julianist understanding of crucifixion, for example), and also
a baroque picture of ancient Arabia, which is implicitly considered as a kind of
Jurassic Park for ancient “heresies.”’®

Fourth, this model presupposes a wholly passive attitude from the author(s)
of the Qur’an, as if some of the Qur’anic teachings in relation to Christianity
could not be explained by irony, hyperbole, reductio ad absurdum, and so forth.”

15 Contrary to the other denominations, a widespread movement at the time. See Tardieu 2019.
16 See van der Velden 2007, 198-203; Tannous 2018, 225-69; Reynolds 2014; Wood forthcom-
ing, and about Jewish Christianity, Dye 2018.

17 Dye 2018, 16-18; about the merits and limits of an appeal to oral dissemination, see Dye
2019, 777-783.

18 I borrow this nice formula from Tannous 2018, 247.

19 See Reynolds 2014.
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Fifth, very often, the explanatory power of the heresiological model is rather
weak. Let us go back to Q 5:116.%° Is it really plausible that, because riih is femi-
nine, the author of this passage (be it Muhammad or someone else) took the holy
spirit for Mary? About the Collyridians: we have no evidence that they ever con-
sidered Mary as a person of the Trinity, and no evidence whatsoever of their pres-
ence in Western Arabia (or elsewhere) in the 7™ century. Finally, the Nazorean
explanation is hardly convincing, and not only because our evidence about Na-
zoreans is at best ambiguous (in general and in relation to Muhammad’s move-
ment in particular). In fact, the content of the verse itself goes against such a
reading.

Indeed, the text says “Jesus, son of Mary!”; and then it immediately refers to
Jesus’ mother. “Jesus son of Mary” might be a stereotyped formula, but the ob-
vious reading is to identify “my mother” (Jesus’ mother) with Mary. Moreover,
the text clearly does not aim at simply describing Christian beliefs and practi-
ces; it is rather a polemical text, which draws the Theotokos formula and the
idea of Jesus’ divine sonship to absurd consequences: if you make Jesus God
and the son of God, and if you say that Mary is not only the mother of Jesus but
also the mother of God (Theotokos), then the only logical conclusion (to be re-
jected, of course) is that Mary should be divine too.

Sixth, this model does not answer the decisive question raised by the fourth
paradox above, namely why the Qur’an is talkative on some topics but so silent
on others.

Seventh, when we manage to find promising subtexts or sources of Qur’anic
pericopes, they belong to the Chalcedonian, Miaphysite, or Diophysite Christi-
anities. No need therefore to look for exotic movements.”!

Eighth, there are other—and more economical—ways to explain the con-
tents of the Qur’an.

Let us travel forward in time and consider a remarkable example: Socinian-
ism. The Socinians, in the 16® century, did not believe in Jesus’ divine nature,
the Trinity, or in original sin—yet it would be absurd to suppose behind the

20 See Dye 2018, 22-23. Note that Gallez, who often favors the heresiological model, provides
here another explanation: designating the Holy Spirit as a “mother” is simply here a manner of
speaking, influenced by Aramaic usage (Gallez 2005, 74-83).

21 For example: the Syriac homiletic literature, especially Narsai and Jacob of Serugh; the li-
turgical traditions of the Palestinian (and Chalcedonian) Kathisma Church, the (pro-Byzantine)
Alexander Legend, the monastic literature as attested in the Leimon of John Moschos, various
passages from the Bible, the Gospels, or pseudepigraphical and apocryphal works largely dis-
seminated, and so on. See, more generally, the commentaries in Amir-Moezzi & Dye 2019, vols.
2a and 2b.
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birth of Socinianism the existence of a kind of marginal pre-Nicean sect, which
survived miraculously, hidden from our sources, from the 2" or 3¢ century to
the Tuscany (Poland, the Polish Brethen) and Transylvania (the Unitarian Church
of Transylvania) of the 16™ century.? The following explanation is much more
straightforward: Socinianism was born in an environment of debates about and
around Scripture, of challenges and defiance concerning the magisterium of the
Church and the authoritativeness of its method of interpreting Scripture. At the
same time, Socinianism was based on a close reading of Scripture. For sure, cul-
tural transfers from anti-Christian Islamic polemics are possible, and Socinian
and Unitarian authors, as well as their “orthodox” opponents, could stress the
affinities between Socianism and Islam.” However, this does not imply that,
without the existence of anti-Christian Islamic polemics, Socinianism would have
been impossible.

This brings us to the core of the issue: how to generate “heresy” or “wrong
belief.”?* What is needed is not a relation with a “heretic” movement or teacher—
we should not posit unnecessary entities. What is needed is to read Scripture
(which admits many possible readings, and which contains multifarious, not to
say contradictory, elements) in a way that is not consonant with the “orthodox”
reading. Any reading of Scripture supposes taking some passages as fundamental
and others as secondary, ignoring others, reading some passages literally and
others metaphorically, and so on. The various so-called “heretics” and the so-
called “orthodox” believers all do this; they only differ in their choices about the
passages they rely on (and those they neglect) and the ways they read them.” If,
moreover, there is no agreement on what should count as Scripture (the hierar-
chy between canonical and non-canonical books was not really implemented at
this time, and the sources of religious authority have always been more diverse
than what the “orthodox” authorities and the “guardians of the temple” want
people to believe), the range of available interpretations expands even more.

In other words, Scripture (taken in a large sense, and not only as the Jewish
or Christian canon) is a literary, thematic, symbolic, and formulaic repertoire,
the tank where so-called “heretics” and “orthodox” take their stuff, in different

22 This is one of the most serious oddities of the heresiological model: for the needs of its
cause, it can even invent ghost entities, which have no evidence (even ambiguous or confused)
in our sources, but whose existence needs to be assured, precisely to explain later “heresies.”
23 Mulsow 2010.

24 Tannous 2018, 247-50; Dye 2018, 28-29. I use the (value-laden, and inappropriate) terms
“heresy” and “wrong belief” here only for the sake of convenience (ideally, we should say
“how to generate different beliefs, based on the same scriptural canon”).

25 For a recent example of this phenomenon, see Irons, Dixon, and Smith 2015.
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and even sometimes opposed ways, through acts of reinterpretation, appropria-
tion, and subversion of competing readings and tenets. I suggest that this is pre-
cisely the kind of phenomenon that we should refer to when we seek to explain
the Qur’anic Jesus.

Before moving further, three remarks are in order: first, the rejection of the
heresiological model does not mean denying that Early Islam was born in a sectar-
ian milieu, that is, in a context of deep confessional competition—between the var-
ious “religions” and also inside each religious tradition, “Islam” included. Second,
it is not because we do not want to posit hypothetical marginal groups that we
should deny the existence of a wide range of possible views within the mainstream
Christian groups, both among the laymen and the clergy. Third, the Qur’an is not
simply a passive receptor of various sources, but we should not stop our investiga-
tions at this point: the Qur’anic Jesus does not come from nowhere, and we should
try to determine its sources and subtexts so that we understand how the Qur’an
uses them.

Overview of the Qur’anic Jesus

Here is a list of the Qur’anic passages where Jesus is explicitly mentioned.

2:87 / 2:136 [ 2:253 / 3:33-63 [ 3:84 [ 4:155-159 [ 4:163 [ 4:171-172 [ 5:17 | 5:46 /
5:72-75 / 5:78 [ 5:110-118 / 6:84-87 / 9:30-31 / 19:16-36 / 21:91 / 23:50 / 33:7-8
[ 42:13 [ 43:57-64 [ 61:6 | 61:14 [ 66:12

It is possible to determine several networks for these texts (some passages, in
part or as a whole, can belong to several networks)—something that I cannot do
exhaustively in the context of this short paper. For example, there is a rather
small network of similar texts providing long lists of messengers (“the tribes”
are mentioned in three of them), where Jesus appears as one character among
several others (Q 2:136; 3:84; 4:163-165; 6:84-87), another network of texts
against the Trinity (Q 4:171-172; 5:72-75), and so on.

One of the most important networks consists in texts related to the concep-
tion and birth of Jesus. They can be arranged in the following (rough) chrono-
logical order:
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61:14
43:57-64 “‘
m
19:2-33 > 5:110-118 > 3:‘33—63 > 19:34-40
23:50
21:91 > 66:12

We can take Q 19:2-33 as a starting point. Q 5:110-118 is probably later than Q
19:2-33. There are good reasons to think that the author of Q 3:33-63 uses both
Q 19:2-33 and Q 5:110-118, and that Q 19:34-40 is a patchwork of Q 3:47 and Q
43:64-65.%° Q 23:50 refers allusively to the palm tree miracle in Q 19 and proba-
bly also to the site of the Kathisma church, whereas the relative chronology be-
tween (the almost identical verses) Q 21:91 and 66:12 mirrors some aspects of Q
5and Q 3 (see below). Q 3:52 and Q 61:14 are roughly identical, and Q 66:12 and
Q 3:33 echo each other (it is hard to design a relative chronology for these four
verses). Q 66:12 is certainly later than Q 19:2-33; however, establishing a rela-
tive chronology between Q 19:2-33 and Q 21:91 seems tricky. I have added Q 43:
57-64, which does not mention the Nativity but has been used by the author of
Q 19:34-40.

Qur’anic pericopes about Jesus rely on extra-Qur’anic sources and also on
intra-Qur’anic sources, when they are the reworking of a previous (proto-Qur’anic)
Textgut. For example, Q 19:2-33 is deeply indebted to Palestinian traditions (no
need to look for heretics), especially the popular, liturgical, and homiletic tradi-
tions of the Kathisma church, and more generally the Jerusalem Marian liturgy.?
Moreover, this passage is based on widely-disseminated Christian traditions (the
Protoevangelium of James, Luke, the Dormition narratives, and the Infancy Gos-
pels). Even the presentation of Jesus (Q 19:30-32) is scripturally warranted. In Q 3:
33-63, on the other hand, we have an author who uses Q 19 (and also Q 5) but also
other passages from some of the Christian sources already used in Q 19 (above all,
the Protoevangelium of James).”

26 See respectively Pohlmann 2015, 186—-88 and Dye forthcoming.
27 Shoemaker 2003; Dye 2012, forthcoming.
28 Dye forthcoming.
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This accounts only for the narrative on the conception and birth of Jesus,
but it does not provide us with an explanation of the skeleton of the Qur’anic
Jesus. However, it seems that almost all of the bones of this skeleton can be
found, quite unexpectedly, in one brief passage of the New Testament.

Acts 2:22-24

Let us look at Acts 2:22-24,% an excerpt from the speech of Peter (Acts 2:14-36),
supposedly delivered on the day of Pentecost in Jerusalem:

Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus the Nazorean, a man attested to you by God with mighty
works and wonders and signs that God did through him in your midst, as you yourselves
know—this Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God, you
crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men. God raised him up, loosing the pangs of
death, because it was not possible for him to be held by it.

This text is remarkable for several reasons. First, as we will see, it has striking

similarities with the Qur’anic Jesus. Even if some of its main ideas have paral-

lels elsewhere,?® there is apparently no single text that displays with such a

density of elements that are central in the Qur’an. Second, as far as I know, it

does not seem to have enjoyed a wide popularity in the Christian homiletic liter-

ature of Late Antiquity (and Acts is seldom used in the lectionaries—except in

the lectionaries of the Church of Jerusalem).

Let us sketch the main points of this text:

Men of Israel, hear these words:

Jesus the Nazorean,

a man

attested to you by God with mighty works and wonders and signs that God

did through him in your midst,

as you yourselves know,

f. this Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of
God, you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men. God raised him

a0 o

@

29 I am indebted here to Rédisdnen 1980, 127-129, who noticed the parallels between the Qur’an
and a) Lk 9:20 ; Acts 3:18 (Jesus described as God’s messiah) ; b) Acts 2:22 (Jesus portrayed as
a man dependent on God) ; ¢) Acts 3:13, 18; 4:27 (Jesus as God’s servant) ; d) Lk 9:35; Acts
3:20 (Jesus is the chosen one); Acts 2:23 (Jesus was killed according to God’s plan and raised
from the dead).

30 The whole speech of Peter (Acts 2:14-39) has several parallels in the Acts:3:12-26; 4:9-12;
5:29-32; 10:34-43; 13:16—41 (in this last case, the speech is by Paul).
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up, loosing the pangs of death, because it was not possible for him to be
held by it.

Roughly speaking, each point has striking correspondences with the Qur’an.
Some of them do not necessarily prove much; others are very significant.

a) Men of Israel, hear these words

The Greek is Av8peg ToponAitat, and the Syriac gabré bani Isra’el, “men from
the Sons of Israel,”—a formulation that evokes the Qur’anic Banu Isra’il. The
speech of Peter is addressed to the Jews, and its point is that some of the “Men
of Israel” followed Jesus (the disciples, or apostles), and some of them did not.
The same idea is central in the Qur’an: some of the Banui Isra’il followed Jesus
(his disciples), many of them did not:*!

You who believe! Be the helpers of God, as Jesus, son of Mary, said to the disciples: ‘Who
will be my helpers to God?’ The disciples said, ‘We will be the helpers of God.” One contin-
gent of the Sons of Israel believed, and (another) contingent disbelieved. So We supported
those who believed against their enemy, and they were the ones who prevailed.

(Q 61:14; see also Q 2:253; 3:49-57; 4:155; 5:72, 110-112; 43:63-65; 61:6)

b) Jesus the Nazorean

I do not want to speculate here about the origins of the word nasrani/nasara in
the Qur’an (see above, footnote 8). There are not many passages, however, in
the New Testament where this word is used (Mt 2:23; 26:71; Lk 18:37; Acts 24:5).

c¢) Aman

This is of course a decisive element. Nothing in Acts 2:22-24 suggests that Jesus
could share a parcel of divinity—everything tells he is an exceptional man, cho-
sen by God, through whom God schemes His plan. This is in fact the Qur’anic
conception of Jesus. The Qur’anic Jesus might be an outstanding character, but
he is not described as a pre-existing being. Jesus eats food (Q 5:75), that is, he is
neither divine nor an angel, he is a prophet (Q 19:30: nabi), a messenger (rasiil)
of God (Q 4:171), a messenger to the Sons of Israel (Q 3:48), a servant of God
(Q 4:172; 5:72, 117; 19:30-31)—a formula used for other figures in the Qur’an,
which recalls how the Hebrew Bible speaks of the prophets. Jesus is also de-
fined by a series of negations: he is not a divinity beside God (Q 5:116); God is
not Jesus (Q 5:17, 72); Jesus is not the third person of a trinity (Q 4:171; 5:73,

31 This theme of the “divided house of Israel” is arguably central not only to the speech of
Peter, but also the entirety of Acts; see Jervell 1972. I thank Isaac Oliver for the remark and the
reference.
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116); he is not the son of God (Q 4,71; 9:30; 19:35). Indeed, like Adam, Jesus was
born without a father, but it is not for this reason that, according to the Qur’an
(which implicitly takes sides here against Lk 1:35; 3:38) he should be called
“son of God” (Q 3:59).

d) Attested to you by God with mighty works and wonders and signs that God
did through him in your midst

This is another very striking point. Once again, the text highlights the fact that
Jesus is specifically sent to the Sons of Israel (“attested to you”), that it is the
work of God which is visible through Jesus (“attested . . . by God . . . that God
did through him”), and that this attestation takes the form of miracles, signs,
wonders. This corresponds precisely, once again, to the Qur’anic Jesus. The Qu-
r’anic Jesus is a prophet sent to the Banii Isra’il, not to the gentiles or the whole
humanity (see however Q 21:91); God made him an example for the Sons of Is-
rael (Q 43:59). His prophetic office is attested by the miracles and wonders God
does through him, in the midst of the Children of Israel, who do not believe. Yet
Jesus came with the “clear proofs” (al-bayyinat):

Certainly We gave Moses the Book, and followed up after him with the messengers, and
We gave Jesus, son of Mary, the clear proofs, and supported him with the holy spirit.
Whenever a messenger brought you what you yourselves did not desire, did you become
arrogant, and some of you called liars and some of you killed? And they say: “Our hearts
are uncircumcised.” No! God has cursed them for their disbelief, and so little will they
believe.* (Q 2:87, see also Q 2:253; 5:110; 43:63; 61:6)

Jesus is also sent to the Sons of Israel with a sign (aya):*

And (God will make Jesus) a messenger to the Sons of Israel. “Surely I (Jesus) have
brought you a sign from your Lord. I shall create for you the form of a bird from clay (. . .).
And (I come) confirming what was before me of the Torah, and to make permitted to you
some things which were forbidden to you (before). I have brought you a sign from your
Lord, so guard (yourselves) against God, and obey me. Surely God is my Lord and your
Lord, so serve Him! This is a straight path.>*” (Q 3:49-51)

32 Q 2:87-88 directly echoes in almost all its details Acts 7:51-53.

33 A very significant use of ’aya, since generally the ’ayat are the signs of God, and come “di-
rectly” from God (they can be observed, understood, without the need of a messenger, for ex-
ample, the signs of divine providence and power), whereas the bayyinat pertain rather to the
divine investiture of the messenger. See Haddad 1977, 520, n. 4.

34 “God is my Lord and your Lord”: for the origins of this formula (see also Q 19:36; 43:64),
see John 20:17.
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The “proofs” and the “sign” are clearly related to Jesus’ miracles, not unlike the
“mighty works, wonders and signs (onpeiotg)” in Acts. The Qur’an alludes sev-
eral times to Jesus’ miracles. It might be useful to compare here two Qur’anic
passages (identical words are in italics).

Q3:49

Q 5:110 (middle of the verse)

49 wa-rasilan *ila bani ’isra’ila *anni gad ji
’tukum bi-’ayatin min rabbikum

And (He will be) a messenger to the Sons of
Israel. ‘Surely | have brought you a sign from
your Lord.

49 sanni "akhluqu lakum mina I-tini ka-hay’ati

I-tayri fa-’anfukhu fihi fa-yakanu tayran bi-
’idhni llahi

1o \wa-’idh takhlugu mina I-tini ka-hay’ati |-
tayri bi-’idhn1 fa-tanfukhu fiha fa-takinu
tayran bi-’idhni

I shall create for you the form of a bird from
clay. Then | will breathe into it [masc.
referring to the bird], and it [masc.] will
become a bird by the permission of God.

And when you created the form of a bird by My
permission, then you breathed into it [fem.,
referring to the form], and it [fem.] became a
bird by My permission.

The subtext is a tradition related to the Infancy Gospel of Thomas 2:2-4. But it is
not the subtext of these Qur’anic passages which is my focus here. I would
rather highlight two different points.

The first one pertains to the formula bi-’idhni (A)llah (bi-’idhni in Q 5:110).
This expression is usually translated by “with the permission of God.” Yet this
translation is awkward at best. Strictly speaking, “the permission of God”
would mean that Jesus has himself the power to accomplish such wonders but
needs the authorization of God. I doubt this is what is intended here: rather,
the idea is that the real agent of the miracle is God, who does miracles through
Jesus. In other words, a translation by “by the will of God, by the order of
God,” or even “by the grace of God,” would certainly be better. Consider, for
example, the following verses:

Those (people)—they call (you) to the Fire, but God calls (you) to the Garden and forgive-
ness bi-’idhnihi. He makes clear His signs (yubayyinu ’ayatihi), so that they make take
heed. (Q2:221)

By means of it God guides those who follow after His approval (in the ways) of peace, and
He brings them out of the darkness to the light, bi-’idhnihi, and guides them to a straight
path. (Q5:116)

In these passages (see also, e.g., Q 2:97, 213, 249, 251; 3:49; 4:64; 5:110; 7:58;
8:66; 10:100; 14:1, 11, 23, 25), a translation by “by His permission” does not
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make much sense. The idea, on the contrary, is that it is God’s will and power
which are implied here, and which become manifest and visible. This idea fits
perfectly with what is expressed in Acts 2:22.

The second point is related to a significant difference between Q 3:49 and Q
5:110 concerning the miracle where a bird is created by Jesus on the model of
God’s creation of Adam.

In Q 5:110, Jesus makes from clay “like the form of a bird” (hay’ati I-tayri),
then breathes into the form (the Qur’an uses the feminine pronoun), and the
form (implicit feminine pronoun in Arabic) becomes a (real) bird. In Q 3:49,
Jesus does the same, but the Qur'an uses the masculine pronoun, so Jesus is
supposed to breath not into the form but, apparently, into the bird (which does
not exist yet as a bird): fa-’anfukhu fihi fa-yakunu tayran bi-’idhni llahi, “he
breathes into it (the bird?) and it (the bird?) becomes a bird by God’s will.” The
context shows that the real referent of the masculine pronoun should be fin,
“clay,” which is also masculine in Arabic.

There is an interesting and striking parallel in the Qur’an.

Q66:12 Q21:91

wa-maryama bnata imrana llati ahsanat farjaha  wa-llati ahsanat farjaha fa-nafakhna
fa-nafakhna fihi min rihina. fiha min rahina.

And Mary, daughter of ‘Imran, who guarded her  And she guarded her private part: We
private part: We breathed into it/him from/some breathed into her from/some of Our spirit.
of Our spirit.

If Q 21:91 is considered as the earliest version, then one can ask why the quite
natural formula (God breathes his Spirit inside Mary) is changed with a clumsy
and ambiguous formula which either means that God breathes his Spirit in
Mary’s private part (farj), or that He breathes His Spirit inside Jesus. Pohlmann
suggest the following explanation:

On the one hand the important Christian assertion of faith “Jesus, son of the Virgin
Mary” is obviously essential and indispensable in a later phase of the genesis of the
Qur’an; on the other hand the relevant text passages try increasingly to avoid a misun-
derstanding of the mention of God’s spirit and the Holy spirit in the context of Jesus’
birth.

(. . .) That’s why the author [of sura 3] consistently avoids mention of the Spirit of God in
his passage. His aim is to rule out the possibility of misunderstandings and misinterpreta-
tions, namely that mentioning any participation or assistance of some kind by God’s spirit
in the context of Jesus’ birth—in whatever manner—could evoke the idea of Jesus being the
son of God—an idea not acceptable to the Qur’anic community. This is clearly demonstrated
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by the fact that the author finally ensures in Q 3:47, that Jesus’ birth is just the effect of the
Word of God.*

That such an embarrassment was at stake seems confirmed by the following
point: the mention of God’s breathing His spirit is present only in the two ear-
liest versions of the creation of Adam (Q 38: 72; 15:29); in the later reworkings
of the story (surahs 7, 20 and 2), this element disappears—and the parallel
between Adam’s creation and Jesus’ birth are highlighted by the Qur’an itself
(Q 3:59).

There were indeed, inside the community(ies) behind the genesis of the
Qur’an, debates on various contentious issues related to Jesus. This is reflected
in the way the Qur’anic pericopes are rewritten and reworked, clearly in a con-
text of deep interactions with Christians.

e) Asyou yourselves know

Another possible translation is “as you have seen yourselves” (kaBwg avTol of-
date). This is a very important rhetorical and polemical device: the unbelievers
really know what they deny, and have no excuse for their disbelief, since all the
proofs have been given to them. Such a device is often used in the Qur’an, par-
ticularly when anti-Jewish polemics are at stake (Q 2:87-89; 4:46, 155—157; 5:70;
19:27-33).

f) This Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of
God, you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men. God raised him up,
loosing the pangs of death, because it was not possible for him to be held by it.”

Of course, in the Qur’an, the “lawless men”—the Romans—are absent. But the

accusation is the same: Acts 2:23 claims that the Jews (some Jews, rather) are

responsible for the death of Jesus; in the Qur’an, the Jews accuse themselves—
or rather pride themselves— of having killed Jesus in a famous but unclear and
controversial passage:

So for their breaking of the covenant, and their disbeliefs in the signs of God, and their
killing the prophets without any right, and their saying, “Our hearts are uncircumcised” —
No! God set a seal on them for their disbelief, so they do not believe, except for a few —
and for their disbelief, and their saying against Mary a great slander, and for their saying,
“Surely we killed the Messiah, Jesus, son of Mary, the messenger of God” — yet they did
not kill him, nor did they crucify him, but it (only) seemed like (that) to them (wa-lakin
shubbiha lahum).” (Q 4:155-157)

35 Pohlmann forthcoming.
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Much has been written about these verses, from the topos of Jews as killers of the
prophets,®® to the understanding of the formula wa-lakin shubbiha lahum. For
most scholars (and the mainstream Islamic tradition), the text means that Jesus
did not really die on the cross, and that a substitute was crucified instead of him
(or that the whole event was a sort of collective hallucination). However, various
Qur’anic passages refer to Jesus’ death (Q 3:55; 5:17, 75, 116-118; 19:33) and resur-
rection (Q 3:55; 19:33). It seems, therefore, that there are three possibilities: a)
consider that the Qur'an displays a docetist understanding of crucifixion and
therefore interpret metaphorically the passages that refer to Jesus’ death (the ma-
jority view, to my mind highly questionable); b) consider that the Qur'an admits
Jesus’ real death on the cross throughout all its layers and therefore interpret Q 4:
155—-157 in a resolutely non-docetist way, namely: Jesus was really crucified, but
the Jews thought they had the real power to make him die, whereas this was only
God’s decision to make Jesus die that was really determinative here;*” c) consider
that some layers affirm Jesus’ real death and some do not, since the Qur’an is a
corpus that might display different conceptions of Jesus.

I will not decide here between the last two options. I only want to point out
that in some passages the Qur’an displays an understanding of Jesus’ death
that is consonant with Acts 2:23-24:

No positive effect is ascribed to the death of Jesus; this is characteristic of Acts as a whole
(. . .). He was wickedly killed by a conspiracy of Jews and Gentiles, but God (who, as the
OT shows, had foreseen both the conspiracy and his response to it) did not allow this to
be the last word and appointed the apostles as witnesses of the fact that he had raised
Jesus from the dead.>®

No positive (soteriological) effect is ascribed in the Qur’an to Jesus’ death either, as
can be seen in the following passage, where it is hard not to see the sameness with
Acts:

They (the Jews) schemed, but God schemed (too), and God is the best of the schemers.
(Remember) when God said, ‘Jesus! Surely I am going to make you die (’inni mutawaffika)
and raise you to Myself (wa-rafi‘uka ’ilayya), and purify you from those who disbelieve.
And I am going to place those who follow you above those who disbelieve until the Day of
Resurrection. (Q 3:54-55)

36 See Reynolds 2012.
37 See Reynolds 2009; Mourad 2011.
38 Barrett 1994, 131.
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Some Reflections

What should we make of all this? Roughly, we can find the skeleton of the Qu-
r’anic Jesus in just one brief New Testament passage, which accounts for most
of what the Qur’an tells about Jesus. Otherwise, some Qur’anic pericopes focus
on Jesus’ conception and birth—certainly a very sensitive topic inside the “proto-
Qur’anic” communities. Moreover, several Qur’anic verses (mainly, but not only,
from Luke and Acts) complete the picture of the Qur'anic Jesus by adding various
details and elements to this skeleton. Most of these elements are scripturally
warranted:

Jesus heals the blind and the leper (Q 3:49; 5:110): see, for example Luke.
18:35-43; Mark 8:22-26, 10:46-52; John 9:1-15; Matt 9:27-31 (the blind); Mt 8:
1-4; Mark 1:40-45; Luke 5:12-16, 17:11-19 (the leper).

Jesus gives life to the dead (Q 3:49; 5:110): a common topic in Christian liter-
ature (see Luke 7:11-17, 8:40-56). I take Q 5:110, with its peculiar formulation
(wa-’idh tukhriju l-mawta, “when you make the dead go out”), to refer specifi-
cally to the resuscitation of Lazarus (John 11:17-44).

Jesus confirms the Torah (Q 3:50; 5:46; 61:6): what is meant exactly here is
not clear. Strictly speaking, it can mean that the prophecies of the Torah are
accomplished through Jesus, or it can mean that Jesus does not abolish the Law
(see, e.g., Matt 5:17-18). Indeed, according to the Qur’an, Jesus permits his fol-
lowers things that were not permitted before (i.e., to the Sons of Israel; Q 3:50;
cf. 4:160), or informs his followers what to eat (Q 3:49). Here, we have striking
parallels with the Didascalia®®—something which, to my mind, does not prove
the presence of a Jewish Christian community behind the Qur’an, but rather
hints to debates within or around “proto-Qur’anic” communities, between peo-
ple of different backgrounds and competing attitudes to dietary laws, these de-
bates finding their solutions in ways akin to those found earlier in similar contexts
such as the Didascalia.

Jesus informs his followers what to store in their houses (Q 3:49), a possible
allusion to Lk 12:13-34.

Jesus is also the main character in the ma’ida miracle (Q 5:112:15), a trans-
position of elements from Ps 78:19 (see Exod 16—17) to a context recalling John
6:22-71.

Jesus is a servant of God (Q 4:172; 5:72, 117; 19:30; 43:59): see Acts 3:13;
4:27.

39 See Zellentin 2013, 127-154.
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Jesus is a prophet (Q 19:30): see Matt 13:57, 21:11; Mark 6:4; Luke 4:24, 7:16,
13:33, 24:19; John 4:19, 44; 6:14; 7:40; 9:17.

If we wish to gain a clearer picture of the process involved in the making of
the Qur’anic Jesus, I think we should consider the following points.

First, we should acknowledge how much the Qur’anic Jesus is a strange
and exceptional figure compared to other biblical figures. There are various
layers in the Qur’an, and the figure of Jesus, as well as the variations in the atti-
tudes towards Christians, are extremely relevant criteria for determining differ-
ent strata of the Qur’anic corpus as well as providing clues about the building
of the confessional identity of the movement of the mu’miniin and its relations
with Jews and Christians.

Second, the Qur’anic Jesus is often used as a polemical figure (which is not
completely surprising, since the Qur’an itself is a very polemical text): systemat-
ically in relation to the Jews, sometimes in relation to the Christians. In other
words, it seems that some producers of the Qur’anic corpus were more inter-
ested in the use of Jesus as a polemical weapon than, for example, in the teach-
ings of Jesus.

Third, there is much evidence of several reworkings inside the Qur’an of
texts, narratives, and tenets related to Jesus. This is a sign of debates inside the
proto-Qur’anic community, and also a sign of deep interactions with (main-
stream) Christians (interactions that might very possibly have taken place after
Muhammad’s death and the conquests“®).

Fourth, it is very probable that early in the history of the proto-Qur’anic
community there was a kind of unitarian (or better, non-trinitarian) sensitivity.** At
one side of the spectrum, several Qur’anic passages (e.g. Q 19:1-33 and Q 3:33-63)
try to achieve a kind of convergence between this non-trinitarian sensitivity and
higher conceptions of Jesus*? (strikingly, through anti-Jewish polemics). Such peri-
copes were written by people having a good knowledge of Christianity and Chris-
tian Scriptures—in a word, literati with a Christian background. At the other side of
the spectrum, there are polemical passages that do not necessarily display a good
command of Christian doctrines (see e.g., “God did not take a son” in Q 2:116;
17:111; 18:4; 19:35, 88-92; 21:26; 23:91; 25:2; 39:4; 72:3), and simply amount to a re-
jection of a basic Christian dogma. However, in between these two extremities are

40 See Pohlmann 2012, Pohlmann forthcoming, Dye 2012, Dye forthcoming.

41 See also the remarks in Wood forthcoming, about non-trinitarian tendencies in 7% century
Iraq. The non-trinitarian sensitivity in the Qur’an might be a possible reaction to the preaching
of Christian missionaries. For some reflections on this explanatory model (reinterpretation/
misinterpretation of the teaching of missionaries), see Dye 2019, 781-83.

42 See Dye forthcoming.
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many passages, neither explicitly converging with nor explicitly polemical against
Christians, which articulate a picture of Jesus that is consonant with the non-trini-
tarian sensitivity mentioned above yet grounded in Scriptural formulas. In other
words, the authors of such texts knew how to use (Christian) Scripture as a the-
matic, symbolic, and formulaic repertoire, which they could use to subvert compet-
ing views of Jesus and support their own. Possibly, they felt the need to justify
their own view of Jesus against the discourse, arguments, and objections of Christi-
ans. Only a small part of these debates is known to us, but we have good reasons
to think that Acts 2:22-24 played a crucial role in this process.
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Julien Decharneux

The Natural Theology of the Qur’an and Its
Late Antique Christian Background:

A Preliminary Outline

Introduction

As William Graham rightly stated, “in the Qur’anic message, nature is the most
manifest token of the majesty and sovereignty as well as the bounty and mercy
of God.”! Indeed, one of the most recurring themes in the Qur’an is certainly the
idea that Creation overflows with “signs” hinting at the existence of the divine
Creator. This Qur’anic particularity, which can be named the Qur’anic natural
theology, encourages the aspiring believer to contemplate? the universe and its
natural phenomena so as to grasp the existence of the Creator hidden behind,
or rather beyond, the material world.

In this paper, I would like to provide some background to this Qur’anic natural
theological framework in focusing on the Christian tradition of natural contempla-
tion. Although one can certainly find its premises in Scripture already (e.g., Rom 1:
18-23), natural theology as such slowly started flourishing in the 2°¢ century
among Christian writers and steadily developed between the 4™ and the 7" centu-
ries, especially in Syriac Christian writings, which are of great interests for us here.

I will argue that the Qur’anic development of a natural epistemology of the
divine should be read in light of these late antique Christian traditions in which
natural contemplation played a key role. Despite attempts to highlight subtexts of
various cosmological pericopes (cf. infra), I do not find in modern scholarship any
real attempt to resituate the very natural theology of the Qur’an within the broader
spectrum of late antique Christian natural theological systems. Departing from the
seemingly tacit agreement among Qur’anic scholars that the Christian and Jewish

1 Graham 2010, 111.

2 Although the word “contemplation” can conjure up the idea of transcending the object in
question so as to grasp the metaphysical reality hiding behind it, I use it here in the broader
sense of “meditation”. Part of the debates surrounding the contemplative activity in late an-
tique Christianity precisely touched upon the issue of whether the contemplator needed to ob-
serve and meditate upon natural or scriptural objects or more strenuously inquire and aim at
the higher reality behind them (cf. infra).
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influences in the Qur’an can only be suggested by means of textual parallels, the
major goal of this preliminary survey is to suggest that the Qur’anic natural theo-
logical model structurally hinges upon the natural theological tradition that slowly
developed from the 2°9/3 century onwards in the Christian world. Although my
objective is foremost to highlight the theological framework within which the
Qur’an looks at nature and show its homology with the late antique natural theo-
logical tradition, I will also look into some specificities of the natural theology of
the Qur’an which might help pin down the source through which the Qur’anic
authors came to be acquainted with this particular Christian worldview.

I do not claim to offer here a comprehensive study of the late antique back-
ground to the Qur’anic natural theology. My main goal is rather to signal new
trails in the study of the origin of the Qur’an and to flag aspects of the text that
might benefit from this approach, pending deeper investigations. In the first
part of my article, I offer a broad outline of the Qur’anic natural theology.
The second section is dedicated to a quick summary of the Christian natural
contemplation from Clement and Origen of Alexandria until the 7" century.
After highlighting similar patterns in both traditions, I turn towards more pre-
cise Qur’anic motifs that I see particularly connected to specific authors and
texts admonishing natural contemplation in the immediate centuries preceding
the emergence of the Qur’an. Section 3 focuses on the central notion of signs in
the Qur’an, while section 4 looks at the use of scribal and scholastic metaphors
to describe Creation.

Qur’anic Natural Theology

To begin with, it should be stressed that the Qur’anic cosmology is eminently
theological. Although the Qur’an repeatedly alludes to the cosmos and its natural
phenomena, it very seldom describes them. On the contrary, a close scrutiny of
the text indicates that the Qur’anic interest in the universe is mostly — though not
solely — motivated by the assumption that the universe reflects God’s bounty,
sovereignty, and more broadly God’s role as supreme Creator. Within this theo-
logical framework, the universe is regarded as providentially ordered to the bene-
fit of human beings, whose main purpose in life is to acknowledge the immanent
presence of God in the natural order. Accordingly, the universe is nothing but a
sum of natural wonders through which the single, merciful, and almighty Creator
reveals himself to those willing to open their eyes to the truth. The Qur’an thus
constantly invites its audience to contemplate nature so as to gain knowledge of
the divine.
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This natural theological thought is mainly expressed by means of the so-called
“sign-passages”, pericopes typically presenting themselves as lists of cosmological
phenomena. Though not systematically, these phenomena are often described as
“signs” (ayat)’ hinting both at the sovereignty of God over Creation and the divine
grace bestowed upon humankind through the supplying of everything needed for
its sustenance. These passages are quite numerous, vary in length (see for instance
Q 16:3-16 for one of the longest examples of the genre), and typically enumerate
any kind of natural objects, from the most glorious and elevated cosmical items to
the most insignificant ones: the sky, the earth, the sun, the moon, stars, the night
and the day, rains, seas and water in general, mountains, the trees, livestock, cam-
els, fruits, date-palms, grains, herbs, husk, fishes, and so on.

On the one hand, these ayat attest to God’s sovereignty (mulk) over the uni-
verse (e.g., Q 3:189-91; 10:5-6; 13:2—4; 34:9; 45:1-6). The signs show God’s rule
over the cosmos since God did not only create the cosmic phenomena mentioned
but also sustains them,* and will destroy them in due time before their final re-
creation. On the other hand, the divine dyat in the universe also prove God’s grace
and mercy (ni‘ma, fadl, rahma) towards humans, for God created nature in such a
perfect fashion that it constantly provides humankind with its necessary suste-
nance: rain makes crops, fruits, and grains grow, darkness allows humans to rest,
shade provides natural shelters from the sun rays, and so forth.’

It is important, as Graham notes, to understand that in the Qur’an “nature not
only reflects the handiwork of God”, but “exists to do so; its raison d’étre from the
Qur’anic viewpoint is to remind humankind of God’s sovereignty, bounty, and
mercy, and to serve as constant admonition to humans to recognize the power of
God that will bring ultimately the world to its end.”® It is indeed God who shows
signs to humans “on the horizons and in themselves” (Q 41:53; cf. 51:20-1). The
human ability to grasp the divine in Creation is therefore not merely a logical con-
sequence of the divinely created universe. More specifically, the universe was con-
ceived in order that humankind finds the divine in it. Creation serves the purpose
of putting humankind to the test and see who among them is grateful and wor-
ships God after having witnessed God’s ayat (Q 11:7; 18:7-8; 67:2).

3 A natural phenomenon acting as a sign is mostly called an daya (pl. ayat), but can also be
named bayyina or ‘ibra (“lesson”; Q 3:13; 12:111; 16:66; 23:21; 24:44; 79:26; see Abrahamov
2006, 2-11).

4 E.g., Q 3:189-91; 6:95-99; 10:6; 16:77-83; 30:46-53; 31:31; 36:33—-47; 42:29-35; 45:1-6; 47:
37-39; 57:2-6.

5 Graham 2010, 114-15.

6 Graham 2010, 124.
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The recognition (or lack thereof) of God’s signs clearly has soteriological im-
plications. Those who accept the underlying presence of God in the natural phe-
nomena described, will enjoy eternal rewards in the afterlife, whereas those
who deny them are simply considered kafiriin (“unbelievers”) and regularly
scolded and promised hellfire (e.g. Q 3:70; 17:89; 21:1-10; 30-33, or the integral
Q 45). As said above, God’s manifest role of Creator points towards the divine
ability to recreate and thus to God’s dominion not only over the present world
but also over the next one: protology points towards eschatology (e.g., Q 22:
5-7; 23:12-22; 23:78-90; 67:14-26; 71:15-20). Hence, behind God’s ayat in the
present world one can find comfort of the promised resurrection and salvation.’

The key role played by this concept of ayat in the Qur’anic spiritual system
can only be fully understood in encompassing its entire semantic range. Aside
from obviously designating cosmic phenomena, the term ayat also specifically
characterizes other types of objects. On the one hand, the Qur’an often designa-
tes the stories of the prophets as ayat; on the other hand, it also very often char-
acterizes the miracles performed by these prophets. We therefore see that the
ayat of God also encompass sacred history. Finally, ayat is in a series of cases
explicitly connected to the notion of Scripture. The word ayat is indeed used in
the Qur’anic text in the sense of “verses” or “pieces of his revelation” that sup-
posedly hail from or form the heavenly kitab (“Writing”, “Scripture”), which
contains God’s universal knowledge and plan in Creation.

It appears to me, however, that when the text alludes explicitly to those
“scriptural ayat”, it does not refer to specific objects, distinct from “cosmic phe-
nomena” or “stories of the prophets.” I take here for granted Daniel Madigan’s
study on the word kitab in the Qur’an, which in my eyes convincingly shows
that kitab does not refer to an actual physical book in the Qur’an but is most
likely used in a symbolical sense to designate God’s knowledge, parts of which
(the ayat) are revealed and made accessible through Nature and sacred history
to humankind. Thus, when the Qur’an affirms that someone has been granted
the kitab, or part of the kitab (cf. min al-kitab), it does not refer to someone
being granted a sacred heavenly book but it means rather that one is being
“given some access to that divine realm where everything is ‘written,’ that is
known and determined.”® In other words, for the Qur’anic authors, gaining ac-
cess to the kitab means to have a glimpse through God’s ayat at God’s salvific
plan in Creation, that is the Divine Economy to use a Christian vocabulary. In this
context, the ayat of Nature (cosmic phenomena) and the ayat of sacred history

7 Graham, 2010, 114-15.
8 Madigan 2001, 75-77.
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(stories of the prophets, miracles, etc.) presumably constituted two means through
which one gains access to this “divine knowledge,” God’s kitab.

I will suggest below a possible source for the origin of this imagery of the
heavenly kitab as well as the notion of ayat. For the time being, one should bear
in mind that the Qur’an regards God’s ayat as epistemological tools leading to a
knowledge of God’s plan in Creation. These divine signs are divided in two dis-
tinct realms (Nature and sacred history) pointing towards the same metaphysical
reality. In the next section, I will show how in this regard the Qur’anic epistemol-
ogy and its understanding of the access to the divine is in line with the natural
and scriptural contemplative life among Christian writers as promoted from the
27/3™ century.

Natural and Scriptural thedria in Late Antique
Christianity

To the modern reader, the listing of natural phenomena hinting at God’s grace
in the universe might look like a rather banal trope in ancient texts. Contempo-
rary scholarship has drawn attention to the fact that such passages echo at
times biblical and parabiblical writings. Tor Andrae, for instance, stressed that
the “sign-passages” in the Qur’anic text, Q 16:3-18 in particular, reflected to a
certain extent Ps 104, which invites the audience to the contemplation of divine
good deeds in Creation.” It is likely that this type of psalmic “sign-passages”
stands as the archetype of several other texts of the same trend in Christian and
Jewish literature. Other examples of this genre would include, for instance, 1
Clement 19-26 or Acts 14:15-17, although none of these texts seem really closer
than another to Qur’anic excerpts as Andrae himself already acknowledged.™
What interests me here, however, is not the content of these “sign-passages™ or
even their peculiar genre but rather their function: urging people to contem-
plate the cosmos and acknowledge God’s dominion over and grace in it.
Contemplation, of course, as a tool to acquire knowledge is deeply rooted in
the Greek philosophical tradition. It is therefore not a surprise that as early as the
late 2"/beginning of the 3™ century philosophically-educated Christians such as
Clement and Origen of Alexandria instrumentalized natural contemplation (thedria
physiké) for their own theological purpose. Whereas thedria was limited in the

9 Andrae 1955, 172-80
10 Andrae 1955, 172—-80; Pregill 2017, 193; cf. Decharneux 2019.
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Greek philosophical tradition to physical (and metaphysical) objects, Christians
considered early on that a second type of contemplation was indissociable from
the first one. This second contemplation was the contemplation of Scriptures (thed-
ria graphiké), in which God was revealed all the same." In many different forms,
Christian authors coming in the wake of Clement and Origen, even those formally
opposed to the Alexandrian school of exegesis, always understood both Nature
and Scripture as unavoidable and indivisible means to reach a knowledge of the
triune Creator.

To be sure, the degree to which natural and scriptural contemplations related
varied a great deal depending on the periods and authors in question. Clement of
Alexandria, for instance, even though he considered the contemplation of the
cosmos a helpful tool to grasp the divine, thought that a proper knowledge of
Scripture was a prerequisite for rightly reading God’s presence in the universe.
Moreover, the status granted to natural and scriptural contemplation also differed
depending on the authors. Origen and Clement thought that the interpretation of
both Scripture and Nature in quest of knowledge (epistemé) was only a prelimi-
nary stage on the “heuristic journey,” a prerequisite towards a different kind of
“spiritual insight,” gndsis.'? If this view was particularly emphasized later on, es-
pecially among ascetical and monastic writers, other thinkers, as we will see, had
a less optimistic view of the accessibility to God’s knowledge.

Apart from these differences, divine thedria through Creation (Nature) and
sacred history (Scripture) abundantly developed from the 4™ century onwards.
Thinkers such as Ambrose of Milan and all three Cappadocian Fathers started
considering the cosmos as an object of contemplation in its own right, parallel
to the revealed Scripture, and constituting an “alternative witness to the history
of salvation.”® For example, in his Homilies on the Hexaemeron, Basil of Caesarea
famously described the cosmos as an “amphitheater” (theatron) in which his con-
gregants should not only be spectators but also side by him “as fellow combat-
ants” so as to know themselves and know God (6:1).1* Elsewhere he characterizes
the cosmos as a training ground, a school, in which reasonable souls should exer-
cise themselves to know God (1:6). Indeed, Basil and some of his contemporaries

11 Blowers 2012, 315-18.

12 Blowers 2008b, 149.

13 Blowers 2008a, 918.

14 Greek text in Giet 1968. For the English translation, see Way 2003. Basil’s Homilies on the
Hexaemeron was translated into Syriac soon after his death and was widely read in the Syriac
world. Cf. Thomson 1995 for the Syriac text and its translation. On the Cappadocian Fathers in
the Syriac tradition, see for instance Taylor 2007.
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regarded not only the universe but also human nature itself as the place where
one could contemplate God’s creative and redemptive activity."”” For these au-
thors the universe is not merely an object of simple wonderment (thauma) but
has become an object of ascetic practice towards the reaching of the knowledge
of God and thus the grasping of the divine plan for Creation.

Natural and Scriptural contemplations were not only encouraged in the liturgi-
cal and homiletical contexts in which the Cappadocians Fathers were writing. On
the contrary, contemplating nature made even more sense in the context of mo-
nastic desert retreat that gained in popularity in the 4® and 5% century.!® In fact,
the idea of natural contemplation was particularly developed by two fourth-
century “monastic,” or “proto-monastic,” writers who had a tremendous influ-
ence in the later period of Christian Late Antiquity up to the time of the emergence
of the Qur’an.

The first of these writers is of course Evagrius of Pontus, student of the Cappa-
docian Fathers and true Origenist, who developed a particularly complex system
of natural contemplation that he regarded as a prerequisite for the contemplation
of Scripture, especially Psalms, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes.” It is not the place to
describe in detail here Evagrius’ intricate natural contemplative model, but it is
worth noting that for him the purpose of natural contemplation was to grasp the
underlying “spiritual principles” (logoi) present in Nature and in Scripture. He re-
garded these logoi as the imprints of the immanent Logos in the universe. In
reaching them, through divine grace and strong ascetic practice, the gnostic was
therefore able to gain knowledge of the Logos himself. Evagrius, however, thought
that the contemplation of corporeal and incorporeal objects was only a first step in
the spiritual life before reaching a stage where the contemplator could enjoy a
more direct kind of contemplation of the divine, and eventually reach a stage of
union with the Godhead (thedsis).'®

In the Syriac world, a no less important writer independently developed a
whole theology of nature. Perhaps writing a bit earlier than Evagrius, Ephrem
of Nisibis too understood the universe as well as Scripture as media through
which one could grasp the presence and a knowledge of the divine. Although
Ephrem also integrated into his system of thought the possibility of a form of di-
vinization of humanity through the process of divine contemplation, he neverthe-

15 Blowers 2008a, 918.
16 Blowers 2008a, 920.
17 Blowers 2008a, 920.,
18 Blowers 2008b, 154—66.
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less emphasized the idea that God would remain a fundamentally hidden being,
occasionally accessible through “points of revelation” or “revealed things” (ga-
lyata) extant in Nature and in Scripture.'

I will develop aspects of these two authors’ respective thoughts in subse-
quent sections. What seems important to emphasize here is that the impact of
both Ephrem and Evagrius on the later Syriac Christianity was unprecedented.
The effects of their influence were perhaps best felt in the East-Syrian Church,
where both authors were abundantly read, studied, and, in the case of Evagrius,
translated. To give a single example, the influence of these two writers was par-
ticularly tangible in the School of Nisibis, where the reception of Evagrius, Eph-
rem, and Neoplatonism gave rise to an original model of divine contemplation
with which the Qur’an shares several motifs.

In this section, my goal was to show that the Qur’anic call to observe God’s
signs in both cosmos and revelation seems, at least in broad outline, rooted in
the late antique tradition of divine thedria that developed both in liturgical/
homiletical and (proto-)monastic spheres. For authors such as Basil of Cae-
sarea, Gregory Nazianzen, Ephrem, Evagrius of Pontus, and others coming in
their wake (Narsai, Maximus the Confessor, etc.), Nature and Scripture were
considered the two feet on which Christian theology stood. Through a path that
is yet to be determined, it seems that the authors of the Qur’an inherited this
specific worldview to the extent that it transpires in the text as a fully integrated
model.

The Signs of God

I highlighted above that the Qur’an’s urging call to find the divine in Nature
and sacred history structurally corresponds to the Christian tradition of divine
theédria that developed throughout Late Antiquity and that regarded both Nature
and Scripture as the two inseparable means through which one could get to
know the divine. In this Qur’anic divine epistemological model, the key notion
is that of “signs”, ayat. The term aya is certainly not the only word that designa-
tes something like a divine sign in the Qur’an (cf., for instance, bayyina) but the
overflowing presence of this word in the Qur’an (87 times in the singular and
291 times in the plural) and its occurrence within quite stereotypical formulas
suggests that it was endowed in the Qur’anic authors’ minds with a technical
sense. I already mentioned above that it referred in the Qur’an to stories of the

19 Brock 1992, 27-29.
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prophets and cosmic phenomena. Besides, the Qur’an often uses the notion of
ayat in the seemingly sense of “verse” or “piece of revelation,” which has led
scholars to think that the word aya in the Qur’an has a twofold meaning: “sign”
(cosmic or stories of the prophets) and “verse/piece of revelation”. It should be
emphasized, however, that these two meanings are not etymological but con-
textual. It is only because the word aya is frequently used in correlation with
kitab and qur’an, and in contact with verbs such as tala (“to recite”)*° that one
infers a scriptural/textual/revelatory meaning for this term. From there, modern
scholars posit the meaning of “verses” or “pieces of revelation” (somewhat tele-
ologically, since this is the meaning that the word will eventually acquire later).

In fact, scholars agree that etymologically the term aya probably derives
from the Syriac ata and entered Arabic at an unknown stage. As Jeffery indi-
cates, the semantic range of the word dya in the Qur’an reflects quite closely
the use of the word ata in the Peshitta, where it translates both in the Septua-
gint and in the New Testament the Greek sémeion (“sign”). For example, in Gen
1:14 and 9:12-17, the word ata (pl. atuta) designates cosmic phenomena. In
other passages the term also denotes miraculous signs hinting at God’s pres-
ence (Exod 8:19; Deut 4:34; Ps 48:43), as well as tokens of prophetic activities
(Exod 3:12; 1 Sam 10:7-9).! A key Syriac text using the term ata is the Gospel of
John and more precisely the section following the prologue, commonly known
as the “Book of Signs” (John 1:19-12:50). This part of the book relates the signs
that “are written [in the book] so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ,
the Son of God, and that believing you may have life in his name” (John 20:31).

Thus, the word aya in the Qur’an maps fairly well the use of the word ata in
the Bible except for one particular meaning, which is the scriptural one. Indeed,
to my knowledge, ata is not used at all in the Peshitta to designate a “piece of
the scripture,” whereas it is explicitly so in the Qur’anic context. Why is it then
that the Qur’an seems so prompt to use the term ayat in connection with the
semantic field of scripture? One should of course not discard the possibility of a
Qur’anic innovation here but it is noteworthy that a somewhat similar develop-
ment can be observe in the Christian tradition under scrutiny.

The notion of “sign” is of course present in many late antique Christian
writings across linguistic boundaries.”? Among the Cappadocians, for instance,
it is worth mentioning Gregory of Nyssa, who says in one of his speeches that

20 The expression “to recite the ayat of God” occurs 31 times in the Qur’an in various forms
(Madigan 2001, 96).

21 Jeffery 1938, 72-73.

22 In the Latin world, the notion of signa is particularly developed by Augustine, for example
Blowers 2012, 324-25.
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during creation God left behind “signs” or “traces” (gndérismata) in the cosmos
and that these traces point towards the divine Creator.” But this notion is not
developed as a key concept within Gregory’s contemplative system. In fact, I
have so far only come across two authors developing concepts endowed with a
comparable technicity and used at a same frequency as the Qur’an’s use of the
word ayat: Evagrius of Pontus and Ephrem of Nisibis.

Under Origen’s influence, Evagrius indeed developed in his ascetic writings
the notion of logoi. This key concept, taken over later by Maximus the Confes-
sor, is at the heart of Evagrius’ contemplative model. The logoi as he understood
it are the “principles” embedded in Nature and Scripture through which God,
and more precisely the Logos, is made accessible. As a matter of fact, the logoi
are the imprints left by Christ the Logos in Nature and Scripture, through which
he is therefore immanent.** Evagrius distinguishes between two different kinds
of logoi: those of rational beings and those of providence and judgement, both
of which are sought through thedria physiké. Just as the universe is filled with
these logoi, so does Scripture — and especially Psalms, Proverbs, and Ecclesias-
tes — contain logoi that reveal God’s purpose in Creation and redemption.”

Though not equivalent, the Evagrian concept of logoi shares characteristics
with the notion of ayat. First of all, just as the word aya is used in the Qur’an to
refer to two different sorts of objects (“signs” and “pieces of revelation”), the
Evagrian logoi enjoys in Greek a twofold meaning. On the one hand, it refers to
the “constitutive principles” of things, which ascetics seek through contempla-
tion, and, on the other hand, it simply means “words.” Evagrius is aware of this
ambiguity and, as we shall see in the next section, he willingly plays on it so as to
create the sense that the “principles” of Creation are to be read as the “words” of a
book.%

The second shared characteristic is that the logoi are understood to be ex-
tant not only in Nature and Scripture (logoi of providence and judgment) but
also in humans (logoi of reasonable beings). This echoes passages of the Qu-
r’anic text emphasizing the presence of ayat in humans themselves. Signs are
indeed said to be in the “chests of those who have been given knowledge” (fi
sudir al-ladhin tti al-ilm), namely, among those who believe in the ayat present

23 Blowers 2012, 315-18; 2016, 12.

24 Blowers 2012, 320-21.

25 Blowers 2008b, 163—-64.

26 The word was often translated by mellé (“words”) in Syriac. Nevertheless, the translation
was not always so mechanical. The revised translation of Evagrius’ Gnostikos for instance often

has siikalé (“intelligence”, “reason”), but other words can be used as well. Cf. Guillaumont
1989, 29; 164-65.
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in the “book” (kitab) sent down by God (Q 28:45-52). Elsewhere, the Qur’an also
declares that God will show humans the “ayat at the horizons and in themselves”
(fi al-afaq wa-fi anfusihim; Q 41:53; 51:20-21), although this could also simply be
an allusion to the creation of human beings and their reproduction.”’

Nevertheless, both notions ultimately differ from one another. First of all, the
Evagrian logoi constitute the signified of the contemplated objects whereas the Qu-
r’anic ayat are merely signifiers. Secondly, for Evagrius the divine logoi are only
accessible through a long “process of discernment engaging mind (nous), reason
(logos), and even the lower affective faculties of desire (epithymia) and aversion
(thymos).”*® In the Qur'an however, the access to the ayat and the higher reality to
which they are pointing is much more “democratic”: anyone “who thinks, reflects,
or ponders” can reach them. Perhaps this has to do with the fact that Evagrius
writes for ascetics engaged in solitary life while the Qur’an is more likely directed
to a communal audience, thus promoting an easier access to divine knowledge.

Ephrem, as for him, also develops a precise terminology to designate objects
worthy of contemplation in Nature and Scripture. He indeed often resorts to the
notion of galyata, literally “revealed things,” to which he systematically opposes
the notion of kasyata (“hidden things”). Through these galyata, the fundamen-
tally and ultimately hidden God manifests himself and these points of divine self-
manifestation therefore constitute what one should inquire in order to reach a
knowledge of the Creator. The term galyata is used several times in Ephrem’s
Hymns on Faith (2:9; 8:9; 9:4%; 9:7; 23:8; 31:3; 35:10; 43:3; 47:4; 47:6; 47:12%; 48:4%;
76:11) and elsewhere in reference to both natural and scriptural objects.

Although, neither the Ephremian concept of galyata nor the Evagrian concept
of logoi fully maps the Qur’anic notion of ayat, the fact that Qur'an possesses a
technical notion to designate the media through which the contemplator reaches
divine knowledge already constitutes a distinctive feature that the Qur’an shares
with these two authors. Moreover, all three of these corpora conceive of Nature
and Scripture as networks of signs through which God is made known to humans.
The Qur'an indeed repeatedly implies that these ayat are sent, recited, and ex-
plained by God, who otherwise would not allow them to be visible (idhn; Q 13:38;
40:78).

Given the fact that both Ephrem and Evagrius were extremely influential
throughout from the 5% to 7" centuries, one wonders how much their respective
concepts of galyata and logoi were taken over in subsequent ascetic writings. I
do not find in the Syriac world any authors who seem to take over in particular

27 Droge 2013, 355 n. 13.
28 Blowers 2008b, 162.
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Evagrius or Ephrem’s vocabulary of logoi and galyata. This, however, does not
mean that they had fallen into disuse since, as we mentioned already, many
read and commented on the works of these two authors during this period.
Moreover, the depiction of Nature and Scripture as interfaces full of “signs” be-
tween the Creator and its creatures was still in vogue at the time of the Qur’an’s
composition.

I noted above that scholars agree on the fact that the Qur’anic term aya is
originally a loanword from the Syriac word ata. It is quite striking therefore to
note that in the Cause of the Foundation of the Schools, a central text of the late
6™ century at the School of Nisibis, the very term ata is employed in a technical
sense that echoes quite closely the notion of ayat and its twofold meaning in
the Qur’an. The Cause of the Foundation of the Schools is “a late sixth-century
address to the incoming class at Nisibis that purports to give a history of educa-
tion, beginning with God’s instruction to the angels at the time of Creation and
concluding with the tenure of Henana of Adiabene, the head of the school at the
time of the speech’s composition.”” It is difficult to determine precisely how im-
pactful was the text of the Cause, but it appears that students and teachers in
Nisibis were acquainted with its contents, which reflect the specific worldview
taught and promoted there at the end of the 6™ century.

The Cause lies in many ways at the intersection of several different tradi-
tions and systems of thought: Neoplatonism, Aristotelian logic, but also Eva-
grius of Pontus, Ephrem of Nisibis, and Theodore of Mopsuestia. The influence
of the latter on the East-Syrian Church can hardly be overstated. As it is widely
accepted, the fourth-century Antiochene thinker Theodore of Mopsuestia was
indeed probably the most important theologian and exegete for the Church of
the East. As many scholars have pointed out, the Cause of the Foundation of the
School relies very much on Theodore of Mopsuestia’s model of divine paideia,
according to which the present world was seen as a providentially guided edu-
cational ground directed to and preparing for the world to come. Creation itself
is regarded in this model as highly didactic insofar as it serves the purpose of
testing the virtues of each person according to providentially granted rational
faculties, bodies, and laws.>® This understanding of Creation is also assumed by
the Qur’an, which describes the universe as a means to put humankind on trial
and see who among them is grateful and worships God after having witnessed
the ayat (Q 11:7; 18:7-8; 67:2).>!

29 Becker 2004, 174.
30 Becker 2006, 114.
31 Additionally, Theodore develops the idea that a human’s ability to reason entails the capac-
ity to choose between good and evil, and thus to prove his or her virtue in choosing good in
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Developing the Theodorian metaphor of a divine classroom of Creation in
which God taught the angels, the text compares the learning process of under-
standing the cosmos to the teaching of the reading of the alphabet to children:

In a similar manner we have a practice, after we have a child read the simple letters (at-
wata psitata) and repeat them, we join them one to another and from them we put to-
gether names that he may read syllable by syllable and be trained. Thus also that eternal
teacher did, after he had them [angels] repeat the alphabet, then he arranged it [the al-
phabet] with the great name of the construction of the firmament and he read it in front of
them that they might understand that he is the creator of all of them, and as he orders
them, they complete his will, and because they are quick-witted, they receive teaching
quickly. (Cause 349; Syr. Scher 1981, 349; Eng. Becker 2008, 118-19)

We see here the strategy of the text which consists in metaphorically speaking
of the cosmos as a divine arrangement of letters. This metaphor runs through
the entire passage so as to create the impression that God’s creative process is
one of “performative writing.” The universe is God’s written text. I will return in
the next section to this very imagery but what seems particularly important to
emphasize here is the expression atwata psitata used to designate the “simple
letters.”

It is likely, as Adam Becker argues, that the expression atwata psitata is
originally a calque of the Greek ta hapla stoicheia used in Greek physics. What
interests us, however, is the pun in the Syriac text itself. The term atwata used
in this passage of the Cause has in fact a twofold meaning since it is the plural
of two distinct words. On the one hand, atwata is the plural of the word atita,
which designates “a sign, a character, or a letter of the alphabet.” On the other
hand, it is also the plural of ata, which means “sign” or “mark,” the scriptural
use of which has already been discussed earlier.*

The twofold meaning of the term atwata comes out at two different levels.
On the basic level, God writes letters in the universe and teaches them. The uni-
verse itself is a revelation, a divine Scripture. On the second level, however,
these “simple letters” shown to angels are also the “signs” of God, that is, the
divine immanence in the cosmos through natural phenomena. In using the

the present world. This Theodorian idea evidently found its way into the text of the Cause of
the Foundation of the School, as Becker showed (2006, 118-20), and I would see an extension
of this reasoning in the multiple Qur’anic formulaic expressions alluding to the fact that the
natural phenomena are clear divine signs for a “people who ponder” (li-gawmin ya‘qiliin; Q
2:164; 13:4; 16:12; 16:67; 29:35; 30:24; 30:28; 45:5) or “for a people who reflect” (li-gawmin yata-
fakkariin; Q 10:24; 13:3; 16:11; 30:21; 39:42; 45:13). In this way, the text implies that humans out
of freewill choose evil in denying the divine character of the signs.

32 Becker 2006, 131-32.
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ambiguous word atwata, the literary purpose of the writer of the Cause is in fact
to make the distinction between Nature and Scripture implode so as to create a
sense that Nature does not disclose God’s knowledge differently than Revela-
tion but rather that Nature and Scripture are one and the same.

This seems like quite an unbelievable coincidence that the term ayat in the
Qur’an is used in a similar twofold meaning as the word atwata in the text of
the Cause. Not only is there a structural homology between the referents of both
terms, but both words are etymologically linked since the word ayat is origi-
nally a loanword from the singular form of the Syriac atwata. To be sure, the
term atwata is not as profusely used in the Cause of the Foundation of the
Schools as ayat is in the Qur’an. Nonetheless, given that this text was seemingly
a “classic” in the School of Nisibis, one wonders how much this metaphor
could have impacted members of the institution.*

In any case, we see that the technical notion of ayat is not devoid of ante-
cedent in previous natural theological systems. Sharing functional characteris-
tics with the Evagrian logoi and the Ephremian galyata, the term ayat also
shares operative and striking linguistical aspects with the Syriac word atwata
used in a central text at the School of Nisibis. The Cause of the Foundation of the
Schools indeed plays on the polysemy of the word atwata so as to create the
impression that the universe is in fact an arrangement of divine letters forming
a book of Creation. This distinctive Nisibene feature results from the develop-
ment of a broader motif rooted in the early Christian tradition already and with
which the Qur’an is apparently also acquainted.

33 One wonders whether this new insight on the potential origins and meanings of the word
ayat does not open up new vistas with regards to the famous “mysterious letters” put at the
beginning of certain surahs in the Qur’an. As a matter of fact, seven of the twenty-nine occur-
rences of these mysterious letters are followed by a clause of the type tilka ayat al-kitab (“these
are the ayat of the Scripture”; Q 10:1; 12:1; 13:1; 15:1; 26:2; 27:1; 28:2; 31:2; cf. also 41:2-3; 45:
2-3), while others do not mention the ayat but do make reference to the kitab (Q 2:2; 7:2, 32:2;
40:2; 43:2; 44:2; 46:2), more rarely to the qur’an only (Q 20:2; 36:2; 38:1; 50:1), or simply to the
notion of writing (Q 68). We therefore see that these mysterious letters are tightly connected to
the semantic field of the act of writing or reciting. In light of what we have said of the word
ayat and atwata above, perhaps should we understand the word ayat in expressions of the
type tilka ayat al-kitab that often follow these isolated letters in the very sense of “letters” (Ar.:
ayat > Syr.: atwata > atuta (sg.): “a sign”, “a character”, or “a letter of the alphabet”). Though
this deserves much more investigation, the hypothesis is certainly worth pursuing, considering
that these isolated letters remain an unsolved issue in modern scholarship.
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The Classroom of Creation: When Nature
is Revelation

Attention has been raised to the fact that the twofold meaning of the ayat in the
Qur’an (“natural signs” and “verses, pieces of revelation”) suggests a literary
strategy aiming at identifying the cosmos to an open-air book one reads to learn
about the Creator.>* Although to my knowledge, the Qur'an never makes ex-
plicit the comparison of the universe to a book, I find this idea quite compelling.
Of course, many passages in which the word ayat is used do not allow to deter-
mine whether it refers to scriptural or natural signs. Nevertheless, the Qur’an
seems very much aware of the two different uses it makes of this word, and in
some cases we are left wondering whether it does not purposefully entertain its
ambivalent meaning so as to create a sense that Nature and Scripture reflect
one another. The Qur’an indeed never makes explicit the ontological difference
between scriptural signs and natural ones, but rather treats them as equals and
even suggest their pointing towards the same metaphysical reality: the ayat of
heavens and earth (Nature) and the dyat of the Revelation (sacred history) point
towards God in a similar fashion. The beginning of Q 45 for instance is a good
example where the word ayat is used no less than nine times in both senses in
the lapse of a few verses. It is worth quoting here verses 2 to 6, which present a
particularly ambiguous use of the word ayat:

The sending down of the Book is from God, the Mighty, the Wise. Surely in the heavens
and the earth (there are) ayat indeed for the believers. And in your creation, and what He
scatters of the creatures, (there are) ayat for a people who are certain. And (in the) alterna-
tion of the night and the day, and what God sends down from the sky of (His) provision,
and by means of it gives the earth life after its death, and (in the) changing of the winds,
(there are) ayat for a people who understand. Those are the ayat of God. We recite them
(natliha) to you in truth. In what (kind of) proclamation — after God and His ayat — will
they believe?®

Herein, the heaven and the earth, together with other cosmic natural objects
and phenomena, are designated as ayat (vv. 3-5). Yet, right after, the text af-
firms that these same signs are recited (tala) by God to the Qur’anic prophet.
We are here left in some kind of flou artistique in which God’s signs in nature
are not seen or witnessed, shown or displayed, but recited and listened, as if
the universe was itself revealed, or one should say, as if the universe was itself
the Revelation. The example of Q 45, however, is quite unique in this regard.

34 Peterson 2001, 62-63; Graham 2010, 116.
35 Droge’s translation slightly modified for the purpose of demonstration (2013, 337).
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If the merging of Scripture and Nature is indeed what the Qur’an seeks to
achieve in designating as ayat both items pertaining to sacred history and the
cosmos, then it echoes a motif developed in the writings of several Christian
writers treating divine thedria. The understanding of Creation and Revelation as
two equal and indissociable means to reach a knowledge of God eventually led
some late antique authors to identify the former to the latter. While Origen and
the Cappadocians often compared Nature and Scripture to show their interrela-
tion, the first explicit comparison of nature to a book in the Christian tradition
seems to appear in Athanasius of Alexandria who affirms that Creation “as it
were in writing, indicates and proclaims its master and maker.”>® Roughly at
the same time, the two most influential champions of natural contemplation,
Evagrius of Pontus and Ephrem of Nisibis, do not merely use the comparison of
nature to a book but, so to say, genuinely “bookify” Creation. In his Practicus,
Evagrius declares: “My book, O Philosopher, is the nature of [created] beings,
and it is there when I want to read the words (logoi) of God”.>” Elsewhere, Eva-
grius compares Creation to written letters that once read allow for the grasping
of the one who wrote them (Epistula ad Melaniam 2).>® A similar imagery is
used by Ephrem. In his Hymns on Paradise, for example, the Syrian metaphori-
cally speaks of the “book of creation”:

The keys of doctrine, which unlock all Scripture’s books, have opened up before my eyes
the book of creation (sefra d-brita), the treasure house of the Ark, the crown of the Law.
This is a book which, above its companions, has in its narrative made the Creator percep-
tible and transmitted His actions; it has envisioned all His craftsmanship, made manifest
His works of art.> (6:1)

The comparison is repeated in his Hymns on Faith, where he also declares that
“Nature is like the Scripture,”® (35:1) and both are said in many passages to
reflect one another (e.g. Hymns on Faith 35:7; Hymns on Paradise 5:2-3; Hymns
against Heresies 28:11; 38:4).

Evagrius and Ephrem’s respective conceptions enjoyed further developments
in later centuries among various authors. Around the time of the Qur’anic compo-
sition in the Greek-speaking world, Maximus the Confessor will take over Eva-
grius’s imagery and build on it quite substantially.*! In the Syriac-speaking world,

36 Blowers 2012, 318-19.

37 Sinkewicz 2003, 112 as quoted in Blowers 2012, 319. Mary Hansbury affirms that this pas-
sage is thought to be “the earliest mention of the ‘book’ of Creation” (1993, 209 n. 64).

38 Blowers 2012, 319.

39 Translation by Brock 1990, 108-9. For the Syriac text, see Beck 1957, 19.

40 Translation from Wickes 2015, 203 slightly modified. Syriac text in Beck 1955, 114.

41 Blowers 2012, 320-22.
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Narsai, the famous founder and director of the School of Nisibis at the end of the
5th century, resorts to this motif in his Homilies on Creation. Having in mind Theo-
dore of Mopsuestia’s image of the God being a pedagogue for angels, he affirms:

Through the six days, He taught them [the rational beings] the ordering of His power, and
He made them skillful scribes by the work of His hands.

They studied a learned book (sefr@ mhira), in the Creation in front of them, and they
started arranging with their intelligence the beings without discernment.*? (5:137-140)

The motif of a “book of creation” flourishes several times in Narsai’s Homilies
on Creation. Whereas at one point he designates Creation as a “new book”
(sefra hadta; 2:250-254), he also depicts Creation as a book “written in God’s
palm,” which he calls the “book of His eternity” (sefra d-aminiiteh; 5:451).*>

This sort of imagery probably finds its roots in Ephrem already and will par-
ticularly develop in the School of Nisibis as attested by the Cause of the Founda-
tion of the Schools.** We already saw that the author of the Cause subtly plays
on the double meaning of the word atwata (“letters” and “signs”) so as to con-
vey the meaning that in writing letters God also creates “signs” in the universe.
This literary strategy is made explicit when, in the same passage, the text men-
tions the creation of the firmament. God arranged letters of the alphabet to cre-
ate “the great name of the construction of the firmament” and then read it in
front of the angels (Cause 312).*> Everything unfolds as if divine Creation was
first the writing of the name of the created object and that its pronunciation by
God in front of the angels made it come into being. God’s role as pedagogue for
humans is also emphasized in the text. The Cause indeed has God whisper in
Adam to allow him to read “in this first tablet the names for all the domestic
animals and for all the wild animals of the field and all the birds of the heav-
ens” (Cause 353).%°

42 My translation. Syriac text and French translation in Gignoux 1968, 646—47.

43 Gignoux 1968, 568—-69; 664—65.

44 Brock 2017, 243-44.

45 Syriac text in Scher 1981, 349; English translation in Becker 2008, 119. The origin of this
metaphor, as Becker argues, is doubtless Evagrius of Pontus who regularly uses the lexical
field of “reading” and “writing” in relation to natural contemplation. In his Letter to Melania,
for instance, Evagrius compares Creation to a letter (ktibata) sent to communicate with some-
one from afar (Becker 2006, 131-33).

46 Syriac text in Scher 1981, 352; English translation in Becker 2008, 123. Note that, just as in
the Qur’an, it is not Adam who names the animals but God. Indeed, in the Cause, Adam is only
responsible for reading the tablet on which God wrote the names beforehand. Similarly, this
text shares with the Qur’an and other parabiblical writings the idea that Satan was in fact an
angel who rebelled against God.
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Such a complex Creation imagery does not explicitly appear in the Qur’an
but it seems that the Arabic text was also keen on seeing God in the role of a
pedagogue. It is, for instance, quite remarkable that one of the verbs most com-
monly associated with the term ayat is tald, “to recite” (31 times). Connecting
the notion of recitation with that of revelation or “verses” obviously makes
sense but in the passage of Q 45 (cited above) tala is used to refer to cosmic signs
as if both natural and scriptural signs could be recited all the same. Although Q 45
remains to my knowledge an isolated example; in many respects the Qur’an still
portrays a God with the characteristics of a pedagogue. Besides the fact that God is
repeatedly described as “reciting” (tala) the signs, “bringing down” (ata) the signs,
and “explaining” (fassala) them, God is also ascribed the role of “teaching” (‘al-
lama) in many passages (Q 2:31; 2:32; 2:39; 2:251; 2:282; 3:48; 4:113; 5:4; 5:110; 12:6;
12:21; 12:37; 12:68; 12:101; 18:65; 21:80; 36:69; 53:5; 55:2; 55:4; 96:4; 96:5).

In some cases, we come very close to the “classroom imagery” so specific to
Narsai’s writings and conveyed in the Cause.*’ In Q 96, for instance, God is said
to “teach [humans] by the pen” (vv. 4-5) and Q 68 starts by an oath, with scho-
lastic overtones, “By the pen and what they [angels] write” (v. 1). Considering
the following passage in Narsai, one wonders if these Qur’anic verses do not
owe something to the Nisibene tradition:

As if with a finger he was showing them the power of his essence, “See, Angels, that [ am
the power over every power.” As if with a pen (ak d-b-ganya) he was writing them a book
(sefra) in the mind, and he was making them read syllable by syllable (or: meditate upon)
the writings (ktibata) of the creator of all.*® (2:352-355)

To these metaphors, we can also add the fact that the Qur’anic God is very often
described as a writing deity. Not only does the text tell us that God had written
down from all eternity a plan for Creation, but God’s writing activity is mentioned
as an ongoing process in several passages.*’ Finally, it should be added that the
notion of a divine kitab concealing God’s universal and absolute knowledge in
the universe is central in the Qur'an as we saw above.”® This knowledge is often
epitomized by the use of the word ghayb (literally “absence”, “hidden”):

47 As Becker explains, although the Cause borrows from Theodore of Mopsuestia the whole
idea of Creation as divine pedagogy, the rich imagery developed in Narsai and then the Cause
of Creation as a classroom is not derived from Theodore but proper to them. Moreover, whereas
Narsai only use this imagery as a comparison (i.e., Creation is like a classroom), the text of the
Cause steps up and completely projects the school imagery on the Creation (Becker 2006,
124-25).

48 As translated by Becker (2006, 124). Syriac text in Gignoux 1968, 576-79.

49 See Madigan 2001, 107-17 for the precise references.

50 On the notion of kitab, see Madigan 2001.



The Natural Theology of the Quran =— 195

With Him are the keys of the ghayb. No one knows them but Him. He knows whatever is
on the shore and the sea. Not a leaf falls but He knows it. (There is) not a grain in the
darkness of the earth, and nothing ripe or withered but (it is recorder) in clear Scripture
(kitab mubin). (Q 6:59)

A similar idea occurs in Q 34:3:

(He is the) Knower of the ghayb. Not (even) the weight of a speck in the heavens and the
earth escapes from Him, nor (is there anything) smaller than that or greater, except (that
it is) recorded in a clear Scripture. (kitab mubin)

Besides the depiction of God as a divine pedagogue, one could add that the
Qur’an at times, though not often, relies on metaphors relating to the semantic
field of “writing” in the depiction of certain aspects of the cosmos. The speech
of God, for instance, is compared to a sea of ink (Q 18:109; 31:27). In addition,
trees are paralleled with pens (Q 31:27) and some passages compare the shape of
the sky in the eschaton to “the rolling up of a scroll for the writings” (Q 21:104;
39:67; cf. also Is 34:4; Rev 6:14).”"

I am tempted to draw a more specific parallel between the Cause and the
Qur’an. In the Syriac text, the world is said to be akin to an alphabet written on
a tablet:

As if upon a tablet (litha), He wrote and composed all the visible bodies that it [mind]
might read them and from them know that one who was the cause of this learning [. . .].>
(Cause 345)

The image of the “tablet” used here and in several other passages of the same
text,” is likely, as Becker suggested, to ultimately derive from Aristotle who
had compared the human mind to a tablet.”* Besides this, however, I find the
idea of a Creation divinely engraved tablet quite intriguing. The Syriac word for
“tablet” here is litha and this calls to my mind the well-known lawh mahfiiz in
which is said to be inscribed “a glorious recitation” (Q 85:22: qur’anan majid).
Given the fact that the Qur’an has a tendency to equate Creation and Revelation,

51 Note that scribal metaphors are used in various Syriac authors and texts of the 5™ and 6™
centuries: John of Apamea’s Dialogue on the Soul, the Teaching of Addai, Philoxenus of Mab-
bug. Most importantly perhaps, Jacob of Sarugh also resorts to this imagery in his Homilies
against the Jews and in a letter to Stephen bar Sudaili, coming very close from the Cause’s
turns of phrases. There seem to be little doubt that the development of this scribal imagery
originated in Edessa. See Becker 2006, 28—30 for the references to the various texts mentioned.
For Jacob of Sarugh, see Frothingham 1886, 12; Albert 1976, 44-45; 120-23; 206—7.

52 Scher 1981, 345; Becker 2008, 113-14.

53 Becker 2008, 123°-124%; 128.

54 Becker 2006, 148.
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could it be that the “Guarded tablet” of which the Qur’an speaks has something to
do with the tablet metaphors found in the Cause? This would certainly be a lead
worth following.

In this section, I tried to show that the late antique Christian understanding
of Nature and Scripture as two inseparable objects of contemplation through
which one can gain knowledge of God made certain Christian thinkers see Na-
ture as a mirror of Scripture and eventually led some of them to speak of nature
as a book. Under the influence of previous literature, this conception seems to
have reached another degree of importance in the School of Nisibis and gave
rise to the depiction of Creation as a written piece composed and taught by God
to created beings. Although this motif is not explicitly developed in the Qur’an,
in many respects a comparable imagery of God as pedagogue and of the cosmos
as a classroom is definitely involved therein.

One wonders to what extent the presence of this imagery in the Qur’an in-
forms us of the socio-historical context in which the text saw the light of day.
Concerning the Syriac texts and authors mentioned above, the cause of their re-
sort to scribal terminology to describe Creation is easy to understand. As Becker
puts it, “transformations above often conform to developments below.””® The
very institutional and scholastic setting in which these authors were writing and
their texts were produced explains by itself the appetite for such scribal meta-
phors in their description of the universe. However, the Sitz im Leben of these Qu-
r’anic metaphors is much less obvious: How did it end up in the Qur’an? What
does it tell us of its authors and/or their informants? And how were these images
meaningful to the addressees of the text?

Conclusion

In this article, I tried to show that the Qur’an shared with a whole current of the
Christian late antique thedria the idea that both Nature (Creation) and Scripture/
Revelation (Sacred history) were regarded as the two means through which be-
lievers could train themselves to find God and acquire knowledge of the divine
plan in Creation. Two goals, a major one and a minor one, were pursued in this
regard. The main objective was to show at the macro-level the existence of a clear
structural homology between the Qur’anic “contemplative model” and a certain
Christian model of divine theéria that developed from Clement and Origen of
Alexandria. This tradition flourished in the 4™ century in the writings of various

55 2006, 125.
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authors such as Ephrem and Evagrius, and carried on between the 5% and 7
centuries in various places, not least the School of Nisibis.

On the micro-level, I suggested a likely route by which this whole natural
theological tradition might have reached the Qur’an. Although this might per-
haps have been a bit speculative, some specificities of the Qur’anic theodria find
particular echoes with writings read in or related to the School of Nisibis, mostly
Ephrem, Evagrius, Narsai, and the Cause of the Foundation of the Schools. The
concept of ayat and the representation of the universe as a readable book and a
divine classroom echo similar tropes developed in the Nisibene rendition of natu-
ral theological tradition.

Far from being comprehensive, our survey aimed at opening up new perspec-
tives with regards to the origin of the Qur’an’s theological cosmology. Several
other motifs identified in the text would certainly reveal more connections with
the Christian tradition of divine theédria, including the Qur’anic doctrine of God’s
incomprehensibility, the central and seemingly complex role of the messenger
(rasuil), and other distinctive aspects of the Qur'anic contemplative system. Not
unlike some of the authors mentioned in the previous pages, our article shows
how a thorough contemplation of the Qur’an in light of the long late antique
Christian tradition will help future investigations lay hands on the origins and
structure of the Qur’anic theological system.
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Q 2:102, 43:31, and Ctesiphon-Seleucia

New Insights into the Mesopotamian Setting of the Earliest
Qur’anic Milieu

1 Introduction: Q 2:102, Babylon, and Ctesiphon

By Late Antiquity, the onetime center of the earth, Babylon had all but van-
ished. It was just a small village surrounded by mud, ruins, and dust.! Its mem-
ory, though, had been both persistent and recurrent in the Judaeo-Christian
imagery, where in fact Babylon is never innocent — nor are the references to it
fortuitous: there is always something wicked, something bad, something vile
about it. There is surely little need to recall here, for instance, the famous verses
of the Book of Revelation where Babylon is attacked as the source of every
evil — the designation is no longer a metaphor but rather an archetype.?

Is this also the case — i.e., metaphorically — that we must also understand the
reference to Babil (i.e., Babel = Babylon) in Q 2:102? If so, how then are we to ex-
plain the simultaneous allusion, in the same verse, to a brace of Zoroastrian deities,
Harat and Marit, whose presence is somewhat odd in what seemingly should be
viewed as a para-biblical passage?> And why, moreover, the reference to Babylon
in a verse that mentions, at its very outset, the biblical figure of Solomon, with
whom Babylon simply has nothing to do?

We would like therefore to open our article with a different hypothesis:
might Q 2:102 be said to contain rather, an encrypted reference to the powerful
but ill-famed city-complex of Ctesiphon (as we will call it for now, even if this is
an oversimplification), later-forgotten due to the fame of Bagdad,” which was
still closely associated, in the 7th century, with Zoroastrianism, the contempo-
rary Sassanian religion, as well as with the Sassanian Empire, since it was the
latter’s administrative capital? Did the authors of Q 2:102, following the ancient

1 Boiy 2004, 51: “When the Muslim armies conquered Mesopotamia, Babylon was no more
than a small village.”

2 Rev 17:1-18.

3 See further Courtieu forthcoming b.

4 For an overview on the town and its destiny after the Arab conquest, see Bowen Savant
2013:169-186.
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and rather frequent assimilation of Ctesiphon with Babylon given the latter’s
prestigious fame,”> which thereby became the almost-natural name for any big
town in Southern Mesopotamia — as was the case with the Manichaeans?®

Indeed Ctesiphon had been the major town of the Near East for a long period
of time: it had been a political capital, a monumental center, and a religious cen-
ter for Jews,” Christians,® Mazdaeans,” and Manichaeans'® alike," as well as a
crowded and rich metropolis to the north of the Arabia Peninsula. In fact, its in-
fluence, fame, and oppressive power marked the adjacent peninsula for centu-
ries, both directly and through Hira,' in particular regarding the lifestyle of Arab
elites, who were impressed by the court of the Persian Reichshauptstadt.””

2 Q 43:2-45, The Qur'anic Prophet, and His
community

Yet Q 2:102 with its allusion to Babylon may not be the only reference to the cap-
ital of Sassanian Iran contained in the Qur’anic corpus. A careful analysis of Q
43:31, 33-5 proves revealing in this respect. But before examining these verses
we must turn to the pericope where they belong, namely, vv. 2-45 in surah 43.

5 Since Apollonius of Tyana (Dilley 2014, 30). Cf. McDowell 1972, 149 on the prestige of the
name and the confusion between Babylon as both a town and a region; examples of this can
be found in Chaumont 1988:93.

6 For instance, the Coptic homilies from Egypt call Mani “Lord of the Great Babylon,” and the
Turfan texts from China “a physician from Babylon.” Cf. Baker-Brian 2011:104, 134; Henning
1942, 944,

7 As demonstrated by the Babylonian Talmud.

8 Cf. Chaumont 1988, 52, 42, 71-72 for the first rank assigned to the see of Ctesiphon in the
Persian Church; Wood 2013, 189-207 for Ctesiphon as the place of ordination (and burial site)
of the Catholicos; Wood 2013, 22-23 for the literary focus on the town in the East-Christian liter-
ature of Late Antiquity.

9 Because of the presence of the royal court and its religious officials, as noticed during the
Mani’s mission.

10 See infra for Mani and his followers.

11 For a presentation of the mixture of religions in Ctesiphon, see Neusner 1976, 139.

12 The distance between both cities was c. 100 km. Besides, Hira acted as a southern emporion
for the capital; see Toral-Niehoff 2013a, 117.

13 Toral-Niehoff 2013b, 106: “Die nahe Reichshauptstadt Ktesiphon war ein unmittelbarer kul-
tureller und politischer Bezugspunkt fiir die stadtische Elite von al-Hira, die sich in ihrem Leb-
ensstil am persischen Hof orientierte.”
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Q 43:2-45 may be divided into 7 thematic segments whose distribution fol-
lows a zigzagging binary model: (A,) vv. 2-8 // (By) vv. 9-22 // (A,) vv. 23-25 //
(By) vv. 26-28 // (A3) vv. 29-31 // (B3) vv. 32-39 // (A,) vv. 40-45, with all A-
segments aiming at supporting the Qur’anic prophet in his mission, and all B-
segments variously elaborating on the attitude of the disbelievers — be they real
or imaginary — vis-a-vis prophecy and their punishment in both the present and
the next life:

(A,) *By the clear book! *Surely we have made it an Arabic recitation, so that you* may
understand! “And indeed it is [contained] in the “mother” of the book [that is] with us,
[which is] sublime and wise! *Shall we take the reminder away from you because you are
a wanton people? °How many prophets have we sent to former people? ’Yet not one
prophet came to them whom they did not mock! 8o we destroyed [those who were] stron-
ger than them in power — thus the example of the [men] of old has gone [before them].

(By) °If you ask them, “Who created the heavens and the earth?,” they will say, “The [all-]
mighty, the [all-knower created them.” °[He is] the one who has made the earth as a cra-
dle for you; and roads in it for you, so that you may be guided; and the one who sends
down from the sky water in due measure — then we revive with it a barren land, and in
this way [too] you shall be brought forth [from your graves]; and the one who created
the pairs, all of them, and made for you, from the ship[s] and the cattle, what you ride on,
Bso that you may mount their backs, [and] then remember the blessing of your Lord when
you are mounted on them, and say, “Glory to the one who has subjected this to us, as we
[ourselves] were not fit for it. *Indeed we will surely return to our Lord.” **Yet they attri-
bute to him a number of his own servants. Surely men are clearly ungrateful indeed. **Or
is it that he has taken daughters [for himself] from what he has created, and chosen for
you sons [instead]? [But behold,] when one of them is given good tidings of [the birth of]
what he has [thus] assimilated to the Merciful, his face turns dark and he is filled with
grief. '®Then [there is] he who is brought up in luxury but lacks clarity in the [time of]
dispute. °Yet they have made [of] the angels — who are themselves servants of the Merci-
ful — females. Did they witness their creation? Their testimony will be written down and
they will be questioned [thereof]. 2°They say, “If the Merciful had so pleased, we would
not have worshipped them.” They have no knowledge about this, [hence] they are lying!
Z0r have we given them a book before it, to which they are holding fast? ?No! They say,
“Surely we found our fathers [set] on a community, and it is on their footsteps that we are
guided.”

(A,) ZThus we have not sent any warner before you to a town, except that its affluent
ones said, “Surely we found our fathers [set] on a community, and it is on their footsteps

14 You: pl.

15 It should be you here (cf. v. 3), yet the prophet’s opponents are here (and in the following
verse) alluded to as “them,” which further strengthens the view that they are his opponents
and that the prophet’s mission is to be supported against them — a contention that only makes
full sense if it is addressed to the prophet’s own community (see our remarks on v. 24 below).
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that we are guided.”’® **He said,” “Even if I bring you better guidance than what you
found your fathers [set] on?” They said, “Surely we do not believe in what you are sent
with.” #So we took vengeance on them. See how the end was for the deniers!

(B,) *[Remember] when Abraham said to his father and his people, “Surely I am free of
what you worship, #except for the one who created me. Surely he shall guide me.” 2*And
he made it a lasting word among his descendants, so that they may return [to God].

(A5) ®No! I gave these [people] and their fathers enjoyment [of life] until the truth and a
clear messenger came to them. *°But when the truth came to them, they said, “This is
magic. Certainly we do not believe in it.” 3'They said, “If only this recitation'® had been
sent down upon a great man from the two towns!”

(B5) *?Do they distribute the mercy of your Lord? We have distributed their livelihood
among them in this life, and raised some of them above others in rank, so that some of
them may take others to serve them. But the mercy of your Lord is better than what they
accumulate. >*[If it were not'® that humankind would have [thereby] become a single com-
munity [of disbelievers], we would have made for those who disbelieve in the Merciful
silver roofs for their houses and stairways on which to ascend, >*and doors for their
houses, and couches on which to recline, >°and [all kind of] ornaments. Yet all this is but

16 Cf. the preceding verse. Originally, this repetition may have served there purpose of con-
necting the two sections formed by vv. 9-22 and 23-24, respectively. Also, it is interesting to
note that those who oppose God’s prophets are the wealthy. Should the opponents of the Qu-
r’anic prophet in vv. 2, 5, 8-14-17, 19-22, 29-32, 41-42 be represented, too, as an economic
elite — and, more precisely, as we shall see below, as an economic elite somehow connected to
Ctesiphon, the capital of Sassanian Iran?

17 He said: one of the former prophets, that is. Other readings have Say, in the imperative.
Droge (2013:329 n. 30) dismisses this alternative reading as meaningless in this context, yet the
somewhat blurring boundary between the Qur’anic prophet and his alleged predecessors is
made patent in the corpus, especially AD 11:35, 49, on which see Segovia 2015:85-6.

18 Like most Muslim exegetes, modern scholars tend in their majority to read the latter noun
as an equivalent to the Qur’an itself, which they therefore portray as displaying, here and else-
where, some kind of more or less straightforward self-referentiality (see e.g. Wild 2007; Boisli-
veau 2014). Yet such identification proves problematic, as there is no reason to believe that the
Qur’an formed a single unitary text (i.e., something like a “book”) prior to its collection and
subsequent canonization. See further Wansbrough 2004, 20-52; de Prémare 2004, 29-46. It
should be noted, anyway, that the term “recitation” (Qur’an) in v. 31 goes back to v. 3, where
we find it too — as also in v. 21. Actually, in vv. 2-4 we find three different textual (or meta-
textual) things: a “book” (in v. 2, but which is mentioned again in vv. 21 and 31), its “recita-
tion” (in v. 3), and the so-called “mother the the book” (in v. 4) whose reference is largely ob-
scure (cf. Q 3:7; 13:39).

19 The beginning of this verse mirrors that of v. 31, since they both include the conditional
particle lawla. Were they to be read consecutively, v. 32 could therefore represent an
interpolation.
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the enjoyment of this life, while the hereafter with your Lord is for the righteous.*
3*Whoever turns away from the remembrance of the Merciful — we allot him a satan as his
companion *(indeed they [the satans] surely turn them from the [straight] path, though
they think they are [rightly] guided)®! — *%until, when he comes to us, he says [to him],?
“Would that [there were] between me and you the distance of the two easts!””® “How
wretched is the companion! **This will not profit you, since you have wronged — and so
you will be partners in the punishment.”**

(A,) *°“Can you make the deaf to hear, or guide the blind or one who is clearly astray?
“"Whether we take you away [in death] — surely we will take vengeance on them! — “’or
show you what we have promised them — surely we are powerful over them! “*So hold
fast to what has been inspired to you. Surely you are on a straight path! “*Surely it is in-
deed a reminder for you and your people, and soon you will [all] be questioned! “>Ask
those whom we sent before you as our messengers, ‘Did we appoint any other gods than
the Merciful to be worshiped?’” (Our translation.)

Prophetic rejection and vindication are the two sides of a single literary topos dis-
tinctive of Qur'anic prophetology. They figure prominently, for instance, within
the corpus’s para-biblical narratives, whose heroes often provide a model — or to
some extent, eventually, an alter-ego — for the Qur'anic prophet himself.” More
generally, they constitute a key component of Qur'anic counter-discourse.?® Inter-
estingly enough, however, this passage presents an elsewhere unmatched feature.
As it becomes apparent in vv. 29-31, the main purpose of the whole peric-
ope is to vindicate the Qur’anic prophet (i.e. the sing. “you” in vv. 9, 23, 40-45,
who is also described as a “clear messenger” in v. 29) and implicitly his commu-
nity (cf. the pl. “you” in v. 24 in allusion to the community behind the Qur’anic
prophet’s imaginary/archetypal prophetic model, and the Qur’anic prophet’s
own community alluded to in v. 44) against their opponents, who are alternately
referred to as (pl.) “you” (in vv. 2, 5, 10-13, 16), “them” (in v. 8-9, 17, 21, 30, 32,
41-42), “we” (in v. 14, 30), “they” (in v. 15, 19-20, 22, 30-32), and “these” (in
v. 29). The conflict between the Qur’anic prophet, his followers, and their oppo-
nents, is moreover presented as echoing, on the one hand, that between a previous

20 Or the “fearful” (al-muttaqun).

21 The grammatical shift from the third-person singular in v. 36 to the third-person plural in
v. 37, and then its reversion back again to the third-person singular in v. 38 allows to read v. 37
as an interpolation.

22 l.e., to his appointed satan; alternatively, though, one might take the addressee of the
speech to be God, as the speech’s meaning is difficult to grasp (see the following note).

23 the distance of the two easts: the reference of this expression is obscure.

24 This exclamation, in turn, is normally attributed to God.

25 See further Segovia 2015.

26 On which see Azaiez 2015.
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archetypal prophet (called “he” in v. 24), his community, and their opponents
(who are alternately referred to as “they” and “we” in vv. 23-24, “you” in v. 24,
and “them” in v. 25, and different from the archetypal dishelievers “them,” “they,”
and “you” in vv. 37-8), and, on the other hand, that between Abraham and his
opponents (vv. 26-28).%

In short, it looks as though vv. 2-8 + 23-25 + 29-31 represent the thematic
core of this Qur’anic pericope, with vv. 9-22 and 33-39 functioning, say, as two
supplementary homilies, while vv. 40-45 connect back to the core. Perhaps
these three additional parts — which may be further divided into smaller units —
date from the time when the core itself was composed, or perhaps they do not
and are later instead. Be that as it may, the defense of the Qur’anic prophet’s
community that results from comparing vv. 24 and 44 is elsewhere unparalleled
and hence unique to this very pericope.

3 Ctesiphon and the “Two Towns” in Q 43:31

We would now like to focus on Q 43:31, which has perplexed commentators for
centuries. In fact exegetes and translators have frequently found it necessary to
employ various tricks to make it meaningful, adding to it unprovable data to
make it fit within the so-called “Circumstances of Revelation.”

This verse presents a provocative (and rhetorical) one-way question, uttered
by some anonymous opponents who seem to be offended because some kind
“Qur'an” - if social hierarchy was to be respected — should have been sent to an
important man, rather than to the prophetic candidate the verse purports. And it
provides a small detail at the end, perhaps just sufficient to specify that impor-
tant man’s identity: he should be from “two towns,” as the unambiguous use of
dual indicates. Such an addition can be said to be rhetorically useless®® — it
would have been enough to express his social prominence — but it creates the
problem and provides contemporaneously the solution, li-uli al-albab (“for those
of understanding”).

As we have seen the Qur’anic prophet is confronted with the claim allegedly
made by his opponents that God’s revelation should have been sent instead to a
man from the two towns:

27 The specificity of each prophet seems here to be respected, but their missions clearly overlap.
28 Unless there is also some sort of anti-urban discourse at stake here.
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wa-qali lawla nuzzila hada I-Qur’an ‘ala ragul min al-qaryatayn ‘azim

They said, “If only this recitation had been sent down upon a great man from the two

towns!”%

The (dual) noun ¢y &\ al-qaryatayn in this verse — lit. “the two towns” — is a
hapax. The denotandum is obscure (Droge 2013, 330 n. 36) though the expres-
sion is normally taken to refer to the towns of Mecca (Makka) and Ta’if in the
Higaz (on which see section 4 below). The syntax of the sentence, however, de-
fies this common interpretation: the distance between Mecca and Ta’if amount-
ing to c. 40 miles (64 km), it is difficult to fancy that anyone could be said to
simultaneously come from both towns — put differently: a man could be said to
come either from Mecca or T&’if, but not from Mecca and Ta’if. Consequently,
translations of the kind of “And they said, ‘Why was this Qur’an not sent down
upon a great man from [one of] the two towns?’” abound t00.>° Yet this is not
what the text says. For the sake of coherence, one must assume that, in all like-
lihood, al-qaryatayn does not mean two different towns, but a place called “the
two towns” or “the twin towns.”

Now, we do know of a place, namely Ctesiphon (Syr. < aam\~ ktysfwn), the
administrative capital of the Sassanian empire, which could very well match
such denomination. Ctesiphon had ben founded in 129 BCE by the Parthians as a
royal suburb adjacent to the Hellenistic town of Seleucia about 21 miles (35 km)
southeast of the modern Baghdad, and resettled by the Sassanians, together with
Seleucia, which they in turn renamed Beh-Ardashir [Syr. bh-rdSyr i=ai<ms] in
honor of Ardashir I,>! towards the end of the first quarter of the 3rd century CE —
for Ctesiphon had been destroyed and Seleucia depopulated during the Roman
sack of the dual city complex in 165 CE. “[D]uring the Sassanian period,” writes
Jens Kroger, “Ctesiphon developed into a metropolis, consisting of a series of
towns and suburbs along both banks of the Tigris.>? It thus became known as
‘the towns,’”?> Syr. ~ans mhwz’, post-Qur’anic Arab. gl al-mad@’in>* Yet
this urban development was gradual, and it must be stressed that, in spite of it,

29 Droge (2013:330) translates this verse as follows: “They said, ‘If only this Qur’an had been
sent down on some great man of the two towns.””

30 E.g. Sahih International trans.: https://quran.com/43/31.

31 See Morony 1989.

32 For the river’s role in the topography of the city complex, see Fiey:1967.

33 Kroger 1993, 2011.

34 See however our comments on Tabari in n. 36 below.
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Ctesiphon and Seleucia/Beh-Ardashir remained the two main towns or districts,
with all others, in contrast, being established ad hoc.*® This moreover explains
the fact that Ctesiphon-Seleucia was also called in Syriac == condhin mdynt’
trtyhyn, i.e. “the two towns.”* Interestingly enough, in addition to being the win-
ter home of the Persian king, Ctesiphon was also the residence of the Jewish Ex-
iliarch, the seat of the Catholicos of the Church of the East, and that of the
Manichaean Archegos.>®

Hence, despite its frequent designation as “the towns,” in the plural, in a
number of post-Qur’anic Arabic sources, it is well within the evidence to affirm
that Ctesiphon was known too in the late-antique world as “the two (or the twin)
towns.”* And it is likewise possible to surmise that, even if in post-Qur’anic

35 Thus in the Synod of the Church of the East of 544 the clergy from Beh-Arda3ir and the
clergy from Ctesiphon signed the acts separately; see Chabot 1902; see also Fiey 1967, 415.

36 Thus, for instance, one of them was founded in 540 CE, when Khusraw I had part of the
population of Antioch deported to Iraq.

37 Lieu 1992, 5.

38 The archaeological surveys (see the maps in Neusner 1966, 16-17) and literary testimonies
agree as to the overall picture of the area which we have provided in the preceding lines. The
river separated in meanders a complex conurbation (Lieu 1994, 5) dividing the whole area into
two parts connected by floating bridges (Fiey 1967a, 11). It had perhaps more than seven cen-
ters (el-Ali 1968-1969, 422-423), some growing, some in decay, plus fortresses, palaces, sub-
urbs, places of worship and for the performance of public executions which are known to us
from martyrological reports (Fiey 1967, 8). The river divided or disrupted the urban space with
its changing bed, provoking floods and destructions, not to mention the results of foreign inva-
sions and, as a reaction, the powerful efforts initiated by Parthian and Sassanian dynasties to
rebuild here and there, and to maintain the balance on both banks; for if mud brick architec-
ture proves very fragile with time, and the lack of maintenance quickly leads to ruins, it also
gives the opportunity to build even more quickly. The result was that of two equally-populated
sides and a plan, since the Parthians, to separate their functions (Chaumont 1988:48): in the
west a mixed, economically active, populous bank; in the east a more administrative, monu-
mental bank (where there is still the Arch of the famous Taq Kasra). About one century before
the rise of Islam, the western “town” was composed mostly by Beh Ardashir (i.e. “Good [city
of) Ardashir,” also named Dardeshir [Neusner 1966, 129] and Bahurasir [Fiey 1967, 14), called
Koke (a mysterious name, cf. Fiey 1967, 402: “The Huts”?) by the Christians and Mahoza (the
“Town”) by the Jews. But these two names could otherwise indicate specific suburbs, the areas
where both populations were concentrated, the Christian population around the Catholicos’
See, with its churches and schools (Fiey 1967:398, 404, 406, 418; Wood 2013, 23); the Jewish
population around the famous school that produced the Bavli and the residence of the Exilarch
(Neusner 1966, 247, 232; Neusner 1969, 200-202, etc.; Bowen Savant 2013, 171). And further
south one would find Vologesias as a place for trade (Maricq 1959, 264-76).

39 The exceptionally-complex geographical configuration of Ctesiphon is reflected in its to-
ponymy from the outset until ultimate abandonment, during the formative period of the
Qur’an, and even afterwards. Relating some Byzantine campaign reaching the area in the same



Q 2:102, 43:31, and Ctesiphon-Seleucia = 211

Arabic the city complex was frequently called al-madd’in in the plural (with a
noun, therefore, from the root m.d.n.), Ctesiphon could just as well have been de-
signed in the dual in Arabic in former times, that is, when the Qur’anic grunds-
chriften were composed. And if so, it need not have been necessarily named in
the dual with a noun from the root m.d.n., as there is another root equally used in
the Qur'an — even more often than m.d.n. — to refer to towns and settlements,
namely: the root g.r.y. So the question is: is it possible that the Qur’anic authors
used the dual noun al-qaryatayn (from the root g.r.y.) to refer to Ctesiphon?

In our opinion this question has an affirmative response. The nouns 4w
madina (sing.) and (la mada’in (pl.) are used in the corpus, with only four ex-
ceptions,“0 to denote legendary towns, often in the context of narratives retell-
ing the biblical story of the Israelites in Egypt.*! Conversely, the nouns i
qarya (sing.) and s % qura (pl.) are used to denote various real if unspecified
towns and villages and, more broadly, the notion of township itself.*? Besides,
unlike in post-Qur’anic Arabic the term garya does not seem to have been used
at first to denote a small village, but a village or a town — indistinctly, that is.*?
From all this one may infer that the root g.r.y. might have proved suitable for the
Qur’anic authors in order to name a dual city-complex like Ctesiphon; based on
the previous remarks apropos de referent of the nouns madina/ mada’in and

period, Procopius of Caesarea (History of Wars 2.28.4—6) described the cities thus: “at the place
where there are two towns, Seleucia and Ctesiphon, built by the Macedonians . . . These two
towns are separated by the Tigris river only, for they have nothing else between them.” Cf. the
references in Fiey 1967, 15; Chaumont 1988, 161-62. In turn the Talmud takes into account the
separate presence of Jews in both cities and mentions the frequent crossing of the river from
one town to the other (Fiey 1967). Ya‘qubi, on his part, writes that “al-Mada’in consisted of
several cities on the banks of the Tigris,” and that “between the two cities [sic] there is a dis-
tance of a mile” (Kitab al-Buldan 107, quoted by Bowen Savant 2013, 172). And Tabari informs
us that “on the banks of the Tigris, opposite the city of Ctesiphon (which is the city that forms
the eastern part if al-Mada’in), he [= Ardashir I] built a city on the western site, which he called
Bih Ardashir” (Tabari Tarih 13.819), and he calls both towns the “two royal cities” (859). In
sum, topography changed a lot over the centuries, and the toponymy presented as many diffi-
culties for travellers, rulers, and/or settlers, as it presents to us today, given that every commu-
nity had its own word(s) to name it. But during all those changes, for centuries, there always
were two prominent centres always acknowledged as such on each bank of the river, so that
for centuries it was normal to call the place the “Two Cities.”

40 Q 9:101, 120; 33:60; 63:8.

41 Cf. Q7:111, 123; 12:30; 15:67; 18:19, 82; 26:36, 53; 27:48; 28:15, 18, 20; 36:20

42 Cf. Q 2:85, 259; 4:75; 6:92, 123, 131; 7:4, 82, 88, 94, 96-8, 101, 161, 163; 10:98; 11:100, 102,
117; 12:82, 109; 15:4; 16:112; 17:16, 58; 18:59, 77; 21:6, 11, 74, 95; 22:45, 48; 25:40, 51; 26:208;
27:34, 56; 28:58-9; 29:31, 34; 34:18, 34; 36:13; 42:7; 43:23; 46:27; 47:13; 59:7, 14; 65:8.

43 See Shahid 1995:245 n.134; Fioriani Piacentini 1994.
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qarya/qura, respectively, one may even venture that such might have been, per-
haps, their preferred option — and hence that, quite possibly, al-garyatayn in Q
43:31 alludes to Ctesiphon. Attempts to Arabization like the one arguably re-
flected in 43:3 could be explained, furthermore, against a non-Arabic background
of this sort.

To sum up: Q 43:31, is, to the best of our knowledge, the only occurrence in
the Qur’an where the Qur’anic prophet is alluded to in the context of polemic
and counter-discourse together with his community; and they are, moreover,
mentioned therein in connection to the capital of the Sassanian empire — for
what sense would it have to claim that God’s revelation should have been sent
to someone from the “Two Towns” if it were not that such place (and hence Cte-
siphon, upon our reconstruction) was fully meaningful to them? If we are on
the right track, then, it seems we are before something not only important but
indeed crucial, as the Qur’an is usually silent about its Sitz im Leben — and we
presumably have here a very early fragment that provides us with one.

Our reasons for considering Q 43:31 and, more broadly, Q 43:2-45 — or, at
the very least, its textual core, that is, Q 43:2-8, 23-25, 29-31 — as an early Qu-
r’anic text are basically two. First, in his Geschichte des Qordns Noldeke lists Q
43 among those he proposes to label “Mittelmekkanische Suren,” that is, Mid-
dle-Meccan surahs (Arab. suwar). However problematic talking of “Meccan”
and “Medinan” surahs as may be — for in our view the Qur’an is an heteroge-
neous textual corpus that cannot be just said to go back to the unitary figure of
a prophet living in the Arabian Peninsula between 570 and 632, and the corpus’s
chapters often prove intricate multilayered textual surfaces** — assuming that the
Qur’anic texts grouped by Noldeke’s under the rubrics “Meccan-I” (Frithmekkani-
sche), “Meccan-II” (Mittelmekkanische), and “Meccan-1II” (Spdtmekkanische), do
represent the oldest texts of the corpus is, we think, still valid in general terms
given their similar concerns, style, and vocabulalry.45 Secondly, the claim in Q
43:36 that “[w]hoever turns away from the remembrance of the Merciful . . . [is]
allot[ed] . . . a satan as his companion” is clearly reminiscent of Q 17:79; 73:1-8;
74:43; 76:26 and, above all, the Syriac Vorlage of Q 108:1-3*¢ — a series of texts
with a more-than-probable Messalian background®” which also pertain, as per

44 See further Dye 2015.

45 On Noldeke’s periodization, see Stefanidis 2008. See also Angelika Neuwirth’s, Nicolai
Sinai, and Nora Schmid’s reassessment of N6ldeke’s chronology at http://corpuscoranicum.
de/kommentar/uebersicht.

46 On which see Luxenberg 2007:295-300. See now too Guillaume Dye’s and Manfred Kropp’s
comments in Azaiez et alii 2016, 444, 445-7.

47 See Segovia 2020.
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Noldeke (as well as Neuwirth, Sinai, and Schmid), to the Friihmekkanische (thus
Q 73, 74, 108) and Mittelmekkanische (so Q 17, 76) textual layers of the Qur’an.

Yet there is an additional if oblique clue for considering Q 43:20-45 (or,
again, its textual core) not just an early Qur’anic fragment, but also one of the
Qur’an’s earliest pro-prophetic fragments. Explaining it will somehow demand a
longer detour. But this, in turn, will help us to locate with more of accuracy —
on the map of Sassanian Iraq — the setting of the early Qur’anic community.

4 A Manichaean/Messalian milieu?

In a nutshell: if (1) Q 43:36, with its tacit reference to the remembrance of God
as an efficacious mean to expel the demons from the soul (which parallels the
explicit reference to praying as constituting such mean in Q 108 and the re-
peated allusions to the virtues of extended praying in Q 17:79; 73:1-8; 74:43 and
to the need of remembering God in Q 73:1-8; 76:26), does then also have a Mes-
salian background; and if (2) Q 43:31 provides to Q 43:36 a possible and indeed
plausible context: Ctesiphon or, better perhaps, its region — where we know the
Messalian question was intensely dealt with and debated from 596 to 628*® (notice
how these dates overlap with those commonly assigned to Mu ammad’s lifetime);
then (3) it is fair to deduce that the polemics hinted at in Q 43:2-8, 23-25, 29-31
(and later in Q 43:2-45) had, in all probability, a Messalian setting, and that Messa-
lian too must have been the setting of the earliest Qur'anic community — which in
Q 43:2-45 we encounter supporting its still anonymous leader*” against their oppo-
nents from Ctesiphon’s region.”® A supplementary clue to this is offered in Q 74:43,

48 On the Messalians, in general and in the context of the monastic crisis registered in the
Church of the East at the beginnings of the 7th-century, see further Tamcke 1988; Fitschen
1993; Escolan 1999; Camplani 2007; Bettiolo 2007; Fiori 2010:463—4; Reinink 2009; Wood 2013:
147-48. For a discussion of Columba Stewart’s and Brouria Bitton-Ashkelony’s nominalistic
approaches to the Messalian problem, see once more Segovia 2020.

49 An interpretation of Q 17:79-80 as representing a first incomplete shift beyond such ano-
nymity, see Segovia 2020.

50 Is the “great man” of Q 43:31 a real figure, or is he merely a rhetorical device? Sadly, we
cannot tell — see the next section, though. What is beyond doubt is that those whom the fol-
lowers of the Qur’anic prophet are willing to confront in Q 43:2-8, 23-5, 29-31 claimed, or
were in their eyes susceptible of claiming, that the divine “recitation” of which the Qur’anic
prophet presented himself, or was presented by his followers, as the recipient, should have
been sent to a great man from Ctesiphon instead. But how exactly must we understand the
opponents’ claim? Supposing they ever made it, did the problem consist for them in that the
recitation had not been sent down (a) upon a man, i.e. upon someone from Ctesiphon
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with its implicit assimilation of the righteous with the ; 4 i.n, musalliin, which is
the Arabic equivalent of the Syriac =\ < msallyané, “Messalians.”

We are, of course, aware of the discussion on the meaning of the term “Mes-
salianism” raised by C. Stewart in his seminal book of 1991, which has influenced
the recent work of B. Bitton-Ashkelony and her definition of “Messalianism” as a
rhetorical category contradictorily applied to different targets.” Yet in my view
Ph. Escolan’s approach, which takes Messalianism as a diffuse underground
phenomenon within the Church of the East, cannot be ruled out as easily Bitton-
Ashkelony does.”> To be sure, heresiologists reified what lacked a cut-clear
definition, and polemicists used whatever terms to describe their opponents,
but in order to escape their artificial categorization’s one should not lose sight
of a reality that cannot be reduced to a simple label.”> Thus the synods of the
Church of the East of 576 and 585 point to the existence of ascetics and monks
who exceedingly devoted themselves to prayer,>* were reluctant to confer soterio-
logical validity to the sacraments,” and separated from the Sunday ecclesiastical
gatherings and festivals;”® moreover, their canons established penitences for such
people and commanded the bishops to have them submitted to their authority.”
As Daniel Carner observes, “[wle are dealing [here] with a post-Constantinian ec-
clesiastical process of defining, consolidating, homogenizing, or rejecting forms of
Christian life and expression that . . . came under the direction of a . . . [specific]

additionally qualified as “great”; or (b) upon a great man from Ctesiphon? There probably is no
satisfactory answer to this question; but see our comments on Q 43:32-5 below. Finally, it
should be added the epithet a3 ‘azim (“great”) is somewhat odd in this context, as it is nor-
mally applied elsewhere in the corpus to God’s punishments and rewards or to God himself,
but never to a human being. We are grateful to Paul Neuenkirchen for kindly drawing our at-
tention to this latter issue.

51 Bitton-Ashkelony 2013, 226

52 Escolan 1999.

53 Thus Fiori (2010, 463—464) persuasively argues, pace Stewart, that views traditionally la-
belled as “Messalian,” including the dismissal of baptism, are positively documented in Ste-
phen Bar Sudhaile’s Book of Hierotheos (late 5th century). Cf. Fitschen (1993, 352), who speaks
in turn of an “amorphous movement.”

54 Due to their peculiar interpretation of Luke 18:1 and 1 Thess 5:7.

55 Basically, the eucharist and the baptism.

56 Thus constituting an anarchic and hence potentially rebel community in the very margins
of the Church.

57 See “Synod of Mar Ezekiel (576 CE),” canon no. 1; “Synod of Mar Isho’yahb I (585 CE),” can-
ons nos. 8-9, after J.-B. Chabot’s ed. of ms. Alqosh Syr. 169/Vat.Borg.Sir. 81-82 (Chabot 1902,
115-116, 144-146, 374-375, 406-407).
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hierarchy with its own institutional perspective and concerns”® — a process that

Philip Wood has carefully examined against the background of the ecclesiastical
reform implemented in the Church of the East in the late 6th century,” which
aimed, he writes, at shaping an “‘anti-Messalian’ [type of] Christianity.”60 Put dif-
ferently: a post-nominalist (or nuanced) realist use of the term “Messalian,” differ-
ent from its pre-nominalist (or naive) realist rendition, is by all means necessary if
instead of just paying attention to the rhetorically inflated writings of the Christian
heresologists, one goes on to examine the concrete, daily issues reflected in the syn-
odical canons.

Yet we do not mean to say that either the Qur’anic prophet or his commu-
nity were in fact Messalians. Our prise de position is more nuanced indeed. Mes-
salians — like Manichaeans for that matter — divided into two complementary
and interdependent human groups: the “perfect” and their supporters, the “up-
right.” Obviously, the boundaries of the latter group are unclear to us. The more
we can say is that belonging to the “upright” allowed, quite probably, various
degrees of engagement. And yet, as it is always the case with all religious
groups,61 it is also likely that there existed here and there, in addition to these
more-or-less then defined groups (the “perfect” and the “upright”), sympathizers
of the Messalian movement — which was chiefly a monastic movement, albeit
one significantly lacking any center and pervasive throughout the social structure
of east-Syrian Christianity. Accordingly, one would expect to find them almost
everywhere in Iraq, northern Syria, and western Iran. So, of course, the question
is: were there Arab groups among the sympathizers of the Messalians? Unfortu-
nately, we do not know — that is to say, we do not have direct evidence of it. Still
no one would surely dispute that Q 17:79; 43:36; 73:1-8; 74:43; 76:26; 108, which
do look like Messalian or pro-Messalian texts, have all an Arab background. And
we have information that several Arab groups linked to the Arabian Peninsula
camped regularly in the surroundings of al-Hira, the former capital of the Per-
sian-allied Nasrid kingdom in the outskirts of present-day Najaf (former Kafa)
and the capital of Persian Arabia. Let us also add that al-Hira was only c. 125
miles (200 kms.) southwest from Ctesiphon and a Christian city dependent on the
patriarchal see of Seleucia; its relevance in the ecclesiastical map of Sassanian

58 Carner 2002, 84. See now also Berzon (2016, 73-97). On the tensions between Basilian, Ho-
moiousian, and a more anarchic type of asceticism represented inter alios by the Messalians,
see Elm (1994, 194-226).

59 Wood 2013, 147-148.

60 Ibid., 174.

61 W. James (1985, 267) was one of the first psychologists to mention it in his Gifford Lectures
in Edinburgh, which were published in 1902 as The Varieties of Religious Experience.
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Iraq is moreover attested by Sabrisho I’s intervention in the political and religious
affairs of the city at the beginnings of the 7th century (Fisher and Wood 2016).

Now, the 8th-to-9th-century Kufan historian Hisham b. al-Kalbi reports that
the Arabs living in al-Hira and its surroundings formed three distinct groups:
(o) the 24 bad or inhabitants of the city, who had submitted to the Sassanian
authority and were legally, therefore, Sassanian subjects; () the ¢ taniikh,
i.e. the tent-dwellers camping east of the Euphrates, who had also submitted to
Sassanian rule; and (y) the “confederates” or _:>.j ahlaf, who had an agreement
with the people of al-Hira but had not themselves become Sassanian subjects.®
In religious terms, the ‘ibad were, as it happens, Christians who spoke Arabic
but used Syriac as their church language. As for the taniikh and the ahlaf, we
ignore what was their religious affiliation and linguistic habits; yet it is not ab-
surd to imagine that they might have known some Syriac and that they were
exposed to, perhaps even influenced by, the religious views prevalent in the re-
gion — Messalianism (which had disseminated through all Iraq) and Manichae-
ism (which had spread from Ctesiphon to al-Hira) included.®?

In short, then, it is possible that the Qur’anic prophet and his community
originally belonged to the taniikh or, more likely, the ahlaf. This would actually
make all the pieces of the puzzle match. Their opponents, in turn, might have
pledge a stronger alliance to the religious communities and/or leaders of Ctesi-
phon, or else protested, judging them spurious, against the claims made at
some point by the Qur’anic prophet and/or his community. Be that as it may,
the name given to the cave near Mecca where, as the legend has it, Mu ammad
received his first revelations, is most eloquent in this respect — its name is Hira’,
with a slight orthography shift, therefore. Its obliquity notwithstanding, this cu-
rious fact can be seen as an intriguing additional clue pointing to the original
scenario in which the Qur’anic prophet faced opposition and got support from
his followers — who, paraphrasing the words in Q 17:79-80, subsequently raised
him to a praised, that is, authoritative position.

Furthermore, eventual exchanges between Manichaeans and Messalians can-
not be ruled out, as there are a number of interesting clues that hint at it, for exam-
ple, their parallel twofold division, their common emphasis on extensive prayer,
their pneumatological soteriology, and the accusations raised against the Messali-
ans for their angelomorphic Christology, which some sources describe as being
similar to that of the Manichaeans.**

62 Toral-Niehoff 2010; 2013a; Fisher and Wood 2016

63 On the Manichaean background of al-Hira, see Tardieu 1992; Tardieu 1994.

64 For an assessment of the crucial role played by the act of praying in Manichaean ascetics,
see BeDhun 2000. On the depiction of Messalian Christology as being crypto-Manichaean, see
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In turn, the influence of Manichaeism upon formative Islam has often been
underlined.®® The mediation of an angel in the transmission of revelation, the
view that the latter must be preserved in a book, the notion that its new quali-
fied human recipient of God’s is the seal of all previous prophets (who are like
the epiphanies of an eternal Prophet), and the simultaneous identification of
the last prophet with the Johannine Paraclete®® — all these motifs are usually
evoked to prove formative Islam’s debt to the Manichaean worldview, which,
despite its liminal nature at the crossroads of the religious traditions of the late
antique Near East®” constituted not so much a separate religion as a variant un-
derstanding of the Christian faith, “heterodox” in the eyes of the Christian here-
siologists, more “authentic” in those of the Manichaeans themselves.®® For, as
Timothy Pettipiece writes, Manichaeism was ultimately “an indigenous form of
Persian Christianity.”®® In fact, the boundaries between Manichaeism and east-
Syriac Christianity remained fluid until the late 620s — when, it should be added,
the Messalians, too, were asked to submit to the hierarchy of the Persian Church
under the threat of being otherwise excommunicated as heretics.”® In short, even
if Manichaeism was permeable to influences from other various religions —
which, as Nicholas Baker-Brian’! perspicaciously observes, does not justify its
definition as a “syncretic” religious tradition’> — and did not envisage the

Van Reeth 2012a, 32, 35. Overall, however, these at first sight eloquent analogies are still in
need of thorough study.

65 E.g. Simon 1997; de Blois 2004a; 2004b; Van Reeth 2011; 2012b.

66 As described in John 14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:7; conversely, 1 John 2:1 equates him with Jesus —
an assimilation which is absent from the Qur’an.

67 Pettipiece 2015:299.

68 Lim 2008:154.

69 Pettipiece 2015, 302.

70 Segovia 2020.

71 Baker-Brian 2011, 7-8.

72 “Cultural interaction in Manichaeism,” he writes, “has not only tended to be discussed in
terms of syncretism, but Mani and his followers have in addition been portrayed as conscious
syncretists, in the sense that they are believed to have intentionally appropriated terminologi-
cal and cortical features from other traditions, and displayed a tendency to activate particular
‘borrowed elements’ as the need arose . . . from within the context of missionary activity: a
process viewed as being undertaken in order to increase the share of converts during those
periods when the religion was engaged in proselytising activities. Assessments of Manichaeism
in this vein are now slowly being re-evaluated by many commentators, not least because of the
problems surrounding the notion of syncretism in relation to the historical application of the
term. As Charles Stewanrt and Rosalind Shaw have highlighted, syncretism tends towards
being ‘an “othering” term applied to historical distant as well as geographically distant 