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The barzakh and the Intermediate State of the
Dead in the Quran

Tommaso Tesei

Eschatological ideas are central to Quranic theology.! The expectation that
at the end of time God will raise the dead, judge their deeds, and mete out
rewards and punishments accordingly is one of the doctrines the Quran most
often exhorts its audience to accept. The Quranic discourse is marked by con-
stant admonitions about the Hour (al-sa‘a), the proximity of which is high-
lighted, even though it is not revealed exactly when it will occur. The belief
in these final events, which take place in at an unspecified future point in
time, raises the question of the interim condition of the dead who are wait-
ing to be resurrected and judged. An answer in the Quran to this theological
problem is elusive, as it addresses it on very few occasions. As is often the
case, what is not addressed in the Quran is discussed in Muslim exegesis.
The exegetes (mufassirun) developed a complex set of views about this inter-
mediate state, mostly as result of speculation about barzakh, a term that in
Q 231100 is used to describe an obstacle standing behind the dead until the day
of resurrection.

However, the present study is not mainly concerned with the mufassirins’
views about the barzakh. It will instead focus on the question of the interim
fate of the dead in the Quran in light of late antique theology and imagery
about the afterlife. Here, the works of Syriac authors who wrote in the Middle
East between the fourth and seventh centuries CE deserve special consider-
ation. Because of their chronological and geographical proximity to both the
period and location assumed for the compilation of the Quran these works
can be expected to contain elements valuable for a better understanding of

1 This article was written during a period I had the privilege of spending as a guest of Utrecht
University (September—October 2012). Many of the ideas developed in the following pages
are the results of the many interesting conversations I had with scholars at this friendly and
stimulating research environment. Above all, I would like to thank Christian Lange and
Simon O’Meara for their comments and useful suggestions; I am also grateful to Gabriel Said
Reynolds, Guillaume Dye and Sidney Griffith for their helpful comments on different ver-
sions of this article.
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the Quran. Indeed, as I will suggest in the following pages, the Quranic views
and imagery of the intermediate state appear to be closely related to doctrines,
beliefs, and tropes widespread among Syriac Christians during Late Antiquity.

1 The barzakh in Light of the Late Antique Imagery about
the Afterlife

Q 23:99-100: Till, when death comes to one of them, he says, “My Lord,
return me; haply I shall do righteousness in that I forsook”. Nay, it is but a
word he speaks; and there; behind them, is a barrier (barzakh) until the
day that they shall be raised up.?

These verses from surat al-mwminun form the locus classicus for the question
of the intermediate state in the Quran. The mufassirin expended consider-
able energy speculating on the meaning of these two verses. The term barzakh
mentioned in v. 100 is the crux for the commentators, who explain it either
as the space between the worlds of the living and the dead or as the time
between death and resurrection.® The etymology and meaning of the word
in the Quran are uncertain.* The Quranic text suggests that barzakh means a
physical obstacle that confines the dead to an unspecified place until the time
of their resurrection. Western scholars have, in consequence, understood the
barzakh as a barrier that prevents the deceased from returning to the world of
the living. The interpretation of barzakh as a barrier is strengthened by the two
other occurrences of the word, in Q 25:53 and 55:19, where a barzakh is said to
separate the two cosmic seas of sweet and salt waters. Therefore, it seems that
the Quran attributes to the barzakh the twofold function of cosmological and
eschatological partition.

In vv. 99—100 of surat al-muminin the Quran makes reference to the bar-
zakh in connection with a common topos of its eschatological discourse, that
of the impossibility of repentance after death. This idea is fully expressed by
the motif of the sinner’s denied request to be returned to the world in order to
make amends for their sins. The same motif occurs in other Quranic passages
(6:27; 7:53; 14:44; 23:107; 32:12—5; 35:36—7; 39:58; 42:44; 63:10), although here the
term barzakh is never mentioned. Moreover, in most cases God’s refusal to

2 Here and in what follows, the translations of the Quranic passages are those by A.J. Arberry.

3 Western scholarship has produced an extensive literature on the development of the concept
of barzakh in the Islamic tradition: see Carra de Vaux, Barzak_h; Eklund, Life; Lange, Barzakh;
Zaki, Barzakh.

4 See Jeffery, Foreign vocabulary 77.
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send the dead back seems to take place once the resurrection and judgment
have been carried out and sinners have been condemned to punishment in the
fire. Only on one other occasion (63:10) does it seem that the scenario of the
denied request occurs before the final events. However, Q 23:99—100 represents
the only case where the Quran explicitly relates the motif to the intermediate
state, as the words il@ yawm yub‘athina, “until the day that they shall be raised
up”, make it clear that the scene occurs between death and resurrection.

The idea that it is impossible to return from the realm of death to remedy
the sins committed during one’s lifetime is not limited to the Quranic escha-
tological discourse. The same concept is expressed in a passage of 4 Ezra
(probably composed in the late first century), according to which the souls
of condemned sinners are aware of the impossibility of returning to act righ-
teously (vi:80-2). Similarly, the motif of the denied request of sending some-
one dead back to the world of the living often occurs in late antique exegeses
of the famous parable of the rich man and the poor man found in the Gospel
of Luke (Lk 16:19—31).5 This parable presents the post-mortem states of the two
characters as a reversal of their terrestrial ones: the poor man is carried by
the angels to “the bosom of Abraham’, while the rich man is buried and tor-
mented in Hades. The passage that interests the present study occurs at the
end of the parable, when the rich man begs Abraham to send the poor man
to warn his family, “so that they will not also come into this place of torment”
(v. 28). However, Abraham rejects the request by saying that if the rich man’s
family does not believe the prophets they will not believe the dead (Lk16:27—31).

The dynamic described in Luke’s parable appears to be recalled by the
Quranic passage discussed here: in the first case, a sinner asks whether some-
one dead can return to the world to prevent others from acting impiously; in
the second case, a sinner asks to be returned so he can act righteously. In both
cases the request is denied. It is important to observe that the story of the rich
man and the poor man is quoted by almost every late antique Christian author
who wrote about the afterlife. One should consider the possibility, therefore,
that the Quran, like so many other texts from Late Antiquity, included some
elements of the parable in the elaboration of its eschatological discourse. This
notion is strengthened by the evidence that the author(s) of the Quran was
(were) aware of the parable, as some of its elements are included in vv. 46-50
of surat al-a‘raf (7). Indeed, the scene described in Q 7:50, where sinners in hell
ask the righteous in paradise to pour water on them, rather closely echoes the
unfulfilled request of being refreshed that the rich man addresses to the poor

5 On the eschatology of this parable, see Kreitzer, Luke 16:19-31; Lehtipuu, Afterlife imagery;
Osei-Bonsu, Intermediate state.
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in Lk 16:24—6. Moreover, the veil (hjjab) that in Q 7:46 is said to lie between sin-
ners and the righteous parallels the great chasm that in Lk 16:26 separates the
rich man from the poor.

As in the case of many Quranic passages that deal with biblical material,
verses 99—-100 of surat al-muw’minun appear to be more closely related to late
antique traditions and exegeses about biblical texts than to the Scripture itself.
In fact, the connection with Lk 16:27—-31 becomes very close when considering
a homily that Narsai (d. ca. 502) wrote around the parable. Worthy of particular
consideration are the following words that the East Syrian Church Father and
poet adds to Abraham’s negative answer to send the poor man back to the rich
man’s family:

A strong barrier (syaga) rises in front of the faces of the dead,

and none among them can break it because of its solidity.
Insurmountable is the wall (sura) which death built up in front of the
faces of the dead,

why do you ask for something whose accomplishment cannot be
allowed?6

Narsai'’s reference to obstacles behind which the dead are confined shows a
rather precise correspondence with the Quranic barzakh. The parallel is partic-
ularly striking because in both cases the allusion to the eschatological barrier is
inserted within the narrative of a denied request by someone dead to return to
the world of the living. Of course, with this I do not mean that Narsai’s homily
acts as a direct source for the Quranic passage, but rather that verses 99—-100 of
al-mwminun reflect some theological trends and cultural concepts that were
widespread in Late Antiquity.

From this perspective, it might be observed that the notion of a barrier
preventing the dead from returning to this world is consistent with another
common late antique representation of the netherworld, that of it being a
place from which it is impossible to escape. This idea was widespread among
the Syriac speaking communities of the Middle East; indeed, Syriac authors
consistently describe Sheol, the realm of death, as a subterranean place with
gates’” and walls to ensure the dead are confined.? For instance, in the Nisibene

6 Narsai, Cing homélies 55 (Syriac text: right column; French translation: left column).

7 The image of the gates of Sheol has its roots in the biblical descriptions of the realm of death.
This occurs in several places in the Hebrew Bible (Isa. 38:10; Ps. 9:14, 107:18; Job 38:17), in post-
biblical literature (Eccl. 51:9; Wisdom of Solomon 16:13; Ps. of Solomon 16:2; 3 Mac. 5:51), in
the scripts of Qumran (1QH?2 X1v:207; 4Q184:10) and in the New Testament (Matt. 16:18).

8 On the theme of Sheol in Syriac literature, see Kollamparampil, Theme of Sheol.
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hymns (1012), Ephrem (d. 373) states that the sinners are confined beyond a
“wall of water”. In the same way, in a homily by Jacob of Serugh (d. 521), Sheol
is defined as “high-walled” (79:353).° The images of the afterlife that Narsai pro-
duces in the above verses are modeled on the same pattern, as the rich man is
said to be imprisoned in Sheol.1? Other references to barriers or walls are often
found in the numerous texts written as part of the tradition of Christ’s descent
to, and subsequent ascension from, the netherworld, according to which
Jesus visited the realm of the dead during the period between his crucifixion
and resurrection.!! The author of the work known as the Teaching of Addai
the Apostle (fifth century) asserts that Christ “went down to the house of the
dead, broke through the barrier (syaga) which had never been broken through
before, and gave life to the dead by being himself killed”12 Jacob of Serugh sim-
ilarly speaks of the “hero”, that is, Jesus, who “has the strength to enter Sheol
and to tear down its walls”,'3 and of “the Slaughtered One who crushed the high
fortifications” (hesne rame).* Finally, Narsai asserts that

he [i.e., Christ] descended according to (his) nature that begets passions
and dwelt in Sheol

and brought up with him a catch of men to new life.

He broke (through) the wall which death had built before the dead,

and opened a way for mortality to vitality.!®

The idea of Christ forcing a way through the boundaries of Sheol clearly dem-
onstrates his ability to perform the miracle of resurrection and to escape the
realm of death. The breach he opens up in the eschatological barrier also fore-
shadows the definitive collapse of Sheol, expected to take place on the Day
of Judgment. Indeed, Jacob of Serugh asserts that on that day the general

9 Here and in what follows the homilies by Jacob of Serugh are classified according to
P. Bedjan’s ordering.

10 Narsai, Cing homélies 50-1.

11 The motif of the breach that Jesus opens up in the eschatological barrier/walls parallels
the more common image of Christ’s breaking the bars/gates of Sheol when rising from
among the dead. On this tradition, see Brock, The gates/bars.

12 Teaching of Addaiy.

13 Jacob of Serugh, Homilies on Elijah 109 (tr. 198).

14  Jacob of Serugh, Homilies on the Resurrection 57 (tr. 56).

15  Narsai, Metrical homilies 154—5. It is worth remarking on the proximity between the
vocabulary of the Quranic verses and that used by Narsai in the quoted passage from the
homily on the parable in Luke—with the difference, of course, that Christ here is credited
with the ability to overcome the eschatological barrier.
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resurrection will produce the collapse of the walls of Sheol and allow the peo-
ple imprisoned there to escape (67:311-2; cf. 54:20, 39—40).

The texts quoted above lay out the theological and cultural contexts
for Q 23:99-100, and constitute a significant example of the close relation-
ship between the Arabic book and its cultural environment. It might also be
observed that the Quran ostensibly conceives of the unspecified place beyond
the barzakh in roughly the same manner as the Syriac authors envisage Sheol.
For example, according to their eschatological doctrine, Sheol is the interim
abode where the dead are confined while waiting to be brought back to life,!¢
and this belief is echoed in the Quranic sentence that states that “behind them
is a barrier until the day that they shall be raised up”, which suggests that the
place beyond the barzakh is where the dead are held captive until the day of
resurrection.

A deeper examination of the last words of this sentence, “until the day that
they shall be raised up” (ila yawm yub‘athuna), further suggests this. This is
a fairly common expression within the Quranic corpus, occurring a total of
six times (Q 7:14; 7:167; 15:36; 23:100; 37:144; 38:79; cf. Q 30:56). In addition to
Q 23:100, the one example that is of particular interest for the present study is
found in Jonah's story in Q 37:143—4, where is stated that: “Now had he [Jonah]
not been of those that glorify God, [144] he would have tarried in its belly until
the day they shall be raised”. Thus, the Quran confers an eschatological dimen-
sion on the belly of the fish in which Jonah is confined and posits an internal
parallelism between this belly and the place beyond the barzakh. As such, both
spaces are conceived of as sites of temporary confinement until the day of the
final resurrection.

This reflects a common association of the belly of Jonah'’s fish with Sheol in
the Syriac literature. For example, on the basis of Matt. 12:40, Syriac authors
often described Jonah'’s captivity and exit from the belly of the fish as a fore-
shadowing of Christ’s visit to and rising from Sheol.'” Within this literary paral-
lel, the belly of the fish comes to be associated with the eschatological place
in which the dead are kept as prisoners until their resurrection. The fact that

16 See Daley, Hope 72-6, 171-6. A similar idea is also found in the works of some early
“Western” Christian authors, such as Tertullian (De Anima 55-8), Hippolytus (Against
Plato 1) and Origen (De Principiis 4:3), according to whom the souls of the dead wait to be
resurrected in Hades.

17  See for example, Ephrem, Commentary on the Diatessaron 11:3; idem, Hymns on Virginity
4212-6; idem, Homily on our Lord 2:1; Jacob of Serugh, Homily on Jonah (mémra 122 in
Bedjan’s ordering: Homiliae selectae iv, 368-490); Narsai, Homily on Jonah (mémra 8 in the
first volume of Mingana’s edition: Narsai doctoris Syri homilice et carmina i,134—49).
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the Quran operates with this same association confirms that the early commu-
nity of believers was familiar with theological views about Sheol widespread
among Syriac Christians, which are also at play in Q 23:99-100.18 The Quran
never explicitly mentions the realm of death, and instead focuses its attention
mostly on the place of final punishment, Gehenna (jahannam). Nevertheless,
the above examples suggest that the Quranic eschatological discourse shares
tropes and literary images used by several Syriac authors to describe the condi-
tion of the dead in Sheol.

2 The Quran and the Doctrine of the Sleep/Death of Souls

Muslim exegetes took Q 23:99-100 as evidence for the existence of an interme-
diate state between death and resurrection. In the Islamic tradition this came
to be designated through the term barzakh, though in the Quran the latter
is more likely to designate an eschatological boundary of sorts that parallels
the image of the barrier/walls of Sheol. The scene in Q 23:99-100 presenting
a sinner who begs God to be returned so he can act righteously was taken by
the mufassiriun as implying that the dead beyond the barzakh are in a state
of consciousness similar to that experienced during life on earth. However, as
Reynolds observes, “the language here is strongly homiletic, the point being
that humans must not postpone their repentance, and the following sec-
tion (vv. 101-6) makes it clear that judgment and retribution comes on that
Day [of Judgment]”1® In fact, the Quran hints several times that men will not
have any conscious record about the events they undergo between death and
resurrection.

Q 10:45 affirms that on the Day of Judgment the dead will feel “as if they had
not tarried but an hour of the day”, and similar statements occur in Q 17:52,
30:55, and 46:35. The same topos about the impossibility of correctly perceiving
the length of “death time” occurs, in a more elaborated way, in other Quranic
passages. For example, in the account of the man and his donkey in Q 2:259,
God “made him die a hundred years”, and after raising him up He questions

18 It might be observed that the association between the belly of the fish and Sheol is
already found in Jonah 2:2, which speaks of “the belly of Sheol”. However, as is known, the
interpretation of Sheol as an interim abode of the dead is not found in the Hebrew Bible.
The eschatological dimension the Quran attributes to the belly of the fish, marked by
the sentence ila yawm yub‘athina, appears to be primarily influenced by Syriac Christian
doctrines about Sheol.

19 Reynolds, Quranisy.
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him: “‘How long hast thou tarried? He said, ‘I have tarried a day, or part of a
day. Said He, ‘Nay; thou hast tarried a hundred years [...] " In Q 23:112—4, God
asks the sinners in the same way about the length of time they spent in the
grave. When they reply “We have tarried a day, or part of a day; ask the num-
berers!” God mocks their answer by stating that “You have tarried but a little,
did you know”. In Q 20:103—4, at the Resurrection sinners discuss the length of
the time they spent in the grave and “whisper one to another, ‘You have tarried
only ten nights’”. A quite identical situation occurs in Q 18, in the story of the
Companions of the Cave (vv. 9—26), whose sleep and awakening clearly func-
tions as a metaphor for death and resurrection.2? As God affirms in Q 1819:
“We raised them up again that they might question one another. One of them
said, ‘How long have you tarried?’ They said, ‘We have tarried a day, or part of
a day. They said, “Your Lord knows very well how long you have tarried |[...]”
(cf. Q18a2).

This survey of passages makes it clear that according to Quranic eschatol-
ogy people will experience nothing during the time which elapses between
their death and resurrection. It has been suggested that the Quranic idea that
the dead fall completely unconscious until the Day of Judgment is closely
connected to the doctrine of the sleep of souls which was widespread among
Syriac Christians.?! This belief is first attested in the writings of Aphrahat
(d. 345) and Ephrem,22 occurs later in those by Jacob of Serugh,?3 Narsai?4 and
Babaithe Great (d. 628), and, at the end of the second/eighth century (in 786-7),
was canonized in a synod presided over by the Catholicos Timothy 1 (d. 823).
According to this doctrine, after death and until the resurrection the soul lies
in Sheol in a sleep-like state, during which it is deprived of its sense faculties.?>
Aphrahat affirms that during this period the dead lose their memory; they will
recover it only after the resurrection on the Day of Judgment. Furthermore,
the dead do not receive any preliminary reward or punishment. Indeed,

20  As Reynolds observes, “[t]he youths are said to be asleep in the cave (Q 1818), yet the
Quran strongly suggests (see e.g. Q 18:11-2, 21) that in fact they are dead. The entire epi-
sode points to God seizing souls at the body’s death, then reuniting soul and body on the
Day of Judgment, that is, to the resurrection of the body”, Ibid.

21 Andrae, Origines 165-7; idem, Mohammed 89—9o; O’Shaughnessy, Muhammad's thoughts
69—70.

22 See ibid., 74—5; Gavin, Sleep 104-7.

23 See Guinan, Where are the dead? 542.

24  See Kriiger, Sommeil 193—210; Gignoux, Doctrines eschatologiques 331—4; Daley, Hope 174;
Samellas, Death 56-7.

25  See Daley, Hope 73.
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Aphrahat unequivocally states that “as yet no one has received his reward. For
the righteous have not inherited the Kingdom, nor have the wicked gone into
torment”.26 Ephrem also maintains this view and stresses the fact that reward
(or punishment) cannot be experienced before the resurrection because of
the soul’s inability to act without the body. In his Hymns on paradise, Ephrem
reasons that

and the soul cannot * enter there [paradise] alone

for in such state it is in everything * deficient—

in sensation and consciousness; * but on the day of Resurrection

the body, with all its senses, * will enter in as well, once it has been made
perfect (8:9).27

Because of the important role he attributes to the body, without which “it [the
soul] lacks true existence” (8:4),%® Ephrem dismisses the possibility, expressed
by Aphrahat, that the soul in Sheol might dream about its future destiny.2® A
similar position is held by Narsai, who argues that “if, during bodily sleep, it
[the soul] can do nothing, how can it now, when it [the body] is plunged in
the sleep of death?”30 It is doubtless in accordance with this view that in his
homily on Luke’s parable Narsai stresses the metaphorical value of the story,
whose literal interpretation would instead suggest the soul’s activity in Sheol.3!
Similar concepts about the soul’s dormant state are expressed by the East
Syrian theologian Babai the Great, who in the Commentary on Evagrius states
that “after its [the soul’s] separation from the body all its activities are in a
kind of sleep”. This is proved, he continues, by the fact that “our Lord and his
apostles call the death sleep and slumber” and by “the miracle in the city of
Ephesus” (that is, the story of the Seven Sleepers).32 Babai professes the same
creed in his Book of union, where he affirms:

26  Passage reported ibid.

27 Ephrem, Hymns on paradise 133—4.

28  Ibid., 133.

29 Ibid., 74.

30  Narsai, Narsai homilice ii, 253. Translations can be found in O’Shaughnessy, Muhammad'’s
thoughts 70; Kriiger, Sommeil 202.

31 Narsai, Cing homélies 47-51.

32 Babai, Commentary on Evagrius 30/31. Cf. Braun, Mose Bar Kepha 145; Gavin, Sleep 107;
Andrae, Origines 166—7; idem, Mohammed 89—9o.
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Without the body, once being separated from it, [the soul] exists and
does not exist. It exists, as it keeps its nature, its vitality and its reason. It
does not exist, as it does not perform the properties of its nature: it does
not remember nor think without its companion [the body], but its state is
like [total] stillness and the deep sleep, as it is written [cf. Job 3:13].33

In sum, the Quranic belief that, in Tor Andrae’s words, “the soul sinks into com-
plete unconsciousness after death, so that the Day of Judgment seems to follow
immediately after death”3* is likely to have been inspired by much the same
theological concepts taught by the Syriac authors. From this perspective, it is
extremely significant that in certain passages the Quran presents this uncon-
scious, intermediate state as a sleep-like one. Such is the case, for instance, in
the account of the Companions of the Cave, which also offers a perfect exam-
ple of the communion of cultural views and literary motifs between the Quran
and various Syriac authors. As is known, this account is based on the same
story of the Sleepers of Ephesus that, in the late sixth/early seventh century,
Babai presented as a proof of his eschatological doctrine.3> The association
between death and sleep is also implied in Q 36:52, where it is expressed by
the complaint of the sinners: “Alas for us! Who roused us out of our sleeping
place?” It is worth noting that the word marqgad, “sleeping place’, is related by
its root to ruqud, “asleep’, which in Q 18:18 designates the Companions: “Thou
wouldst have thought them awake, as they lay sleeping” (wa-tahsabuhum
aygazan wa-hum ruqudun). It is significant that the root r.q.d., semantically
related to the idea of sleep, occurs only twice in the Quran (in the two cases
mentioned above), yet it is always in connection with death and the hereafter.
This suggests that the two terms margad and ruqud specifically designate a
kind of “eschatological rest”.

At the same time, the Quran also compares death to the “common sleep”
that people experience on a daily basis. This seems to be the case in the cryp-
tic statement found in Q 39:42 (cf. Q 6:60), “God takes the souls at the time of
their death (hina mawtiha), and [He takes] that which has not died, in its sleep
(ft manamiha); He withholds that against which He has decreed death, but
sets loose the other until a stated term”. This obscure passage appears to indi-
cate that sleep is a death-like state; sleepers resemble the dead since their souls

33  Babai, Liber de unione i, 297. See also ibid., i, 275.

34  Andrae, Mohammed 89.

35  Ontherelationship between the Quranic account of the Companions of the Cave and the
legend of the Sleepers of Ephesus, see the insightful study by Griffith, ‘Companions’. See
also Reynolds, Qur'an 167-8s.
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enter into a state similar to that which they will experience at the moment of
death. However, unlike the souls of the dead, which will be raised only on the
Day of Resurrection, the ordinary sleeper’s soul is sent back when he awak-
ens—that is, of course, until the time of his death. This parallel between death
and “common sleep” finds a fairly close correspondence in the poetical lan-
guage used by Ephrem, who in the Nisibene hymns (7:15) affirms that: “The one
who lies down to sleep resembles the departed and death resembles a dream,
and the resurrection the morning”.36

As is the case in the doctrine taught by the Syriac authors, that expressed in
the Quran seems to imply that the soul will be rewarded or punished only after
the final Judgment. It is plausible that, like the Syriac theologians, the author(s)
of the Quran conceived of the restoration of the body as a fundamental part of
experiencing the final sentence, and the emphasis the Quran continually puts
on the physical resurrection which will occur on the Day of Judgment seems
to point in this direction. In fact, it might be observed that references to the
unconsciousness of the dead often occur in passages that profess or aim to
demonstrate the reality of the restoration of the body. For instance, the state-
ment in Q 17:52, mentioned above, “you will think you have tarried but a little”,
is preceded by three verses in which the Quran argues against those who are
skeptical of physical resurrection:

They say, ‘What, when we are bones and broken bits, shall we really be
raised up again in a new creation? [50] Say: ‘Let you be stones, or iron,
[51] or some creation yet more monstrous in your minds! Then they will
say, ‘Who will bring us back? Say: ‘He who originated you the first
time. [...].

The scene in Q 23:12—4, where God questions the sinners about the length of
their death, is similarly followed in v. 115 by the statement: “What, did you think
that We created you only for sport, and that you would not be returned to Us?”
The same intention to prove the resurrection of the body underlies the story
of the man and his donkey in Q 2:259. Here, after questioning the man about
the length of time he has been dead and demonstrating his altered perception
of time, God tells him: “... We would make thee a sign for the people. And look
at the bones; how We shall set them up, and then clothe them with flesh”. In
much the same way, in the account of the Companions of the Cave, which
more than any other points to the Quran’s awareness of the Syriac doctrine of
the sleep of souls, the clear aim is to demonstrate God’s ability to resurrect the

36  Quoted by Buchan, “Blessed is He” 296.
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dead: “And even so We made them stumble upon them, that they might know
that God’s promise is true, and that the Hour—there is no doubt of it [...]"
(Q18:21).

In these passages the Quran’s eschatological discourse is particularly close
to that formulated by Babai, in whose ideas the belief in the soul’s sleep is
intimately connected to the strong affirmation of the physical resurrection of
the body on the Day of Judgment.37 Babai sets his creed in opposition to that
of Henana of Adiabene (d. 610), whom he polemically accuses of professing
Origenist doctrines and of denying “not only the resurrection of Our Lord’s
body, but also the general resurrection of the body of all men”38 Polemics
over this subject did not end with Babai but continued for years after; indeed,
when the doctrine of the sleep of souls was canonized at the synod of 786—787,
Timothy 1 labeled different creeds as Origenist.?® In light of these consider-
ations, it is intriguing that the Quran inserts the motif of post-mortem oblivion
in passages that specifically contest the deniers of physical resurrection. In
fact, it appears that not only does the Quran refer to a concept very similar to
that of the sleep of souls taught by the East Syrian theologians, but it also uses
it towards roughly the same theological and polemical purposes, namely as an
answer to those who deny the reality of physical resurrection. It is also signifi-
cant that both Babai and the author(s) of the Quran adduce the example of
the miraculous sleep of the Youths of Ephesus to corroborate their theological
discourses. In fact, Babai’s reference to the miracle of Ephesus does not appear
to be fortuitous; as Sidney Griffith observes, “the Syriac version/epitome of the
Ecclesiastical History of Zacharias of Mytilene [composed around 569] men-
tions as an occasion of the miracle [of the Sleepers of Ephesus], controversies

37  Babai, Liber de unione 108-9, 183, 197-8.

38  Ibid, 195. Babai is here challenging the Origenist doctrine that the resurrected body will
be spherical and ethereal. In fact, in the course of his polemic, he quotes Rom. 8:11 and
thunders: “Behold! He said that the body will live, not a sphere, cursed Origenists and
Henanists!” Babai then strongly affirms the identity of the actual and raised body, which
will be restored to new creation (ibid., 183). His discussion here closely parallels that
found in the Replies of Barsanuphius and John (c. 520-540), where Barsanuphius contests
the Origenist doctrine of the spherical body and, quoting Ez. 37:3-10, explains that at
the moment of resurrection “[bone is gathered] upon bone, joint upon joint, and veins
and flesh nerves” (Letter 607, in Barsanuphius, Letters 191). It might be observed that the
Quran presents a similar understanding of resurrection, apparently conceived as a resto-
ration of the dead body. For example, the statement in Q 2:259 “We shall set them [the
bones] up, and then clothe them with flesh” strongly points in this direction.

39  Timothy 1, Epistulae i, 42—5. See also Constas, To sleep 110-1.
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over the fate of the human body after death sparked by works of Origen”4°
Thus, the story fits the strong anti-Origenist tones that characterize Babai’s
Commentary on Evagrius.

What is astonishing is that the Quran refers to the same miracle with much
the same theological purpose: to illustrate the post-mortem condition of the
dead, marked here as elsewhere by complete oblivion, and to affirm the final
resurrection of the body. It is difficult to avoid the impression that in this pas-
sage and the others the Quran is not simply referring to a local Arabian con-
text, but rather is participating in a heated theological discussion about the
reality of bodily resurrection, which had been challenged by the diffusion of
Origenist theories among Middle Eastern Christians in the sixth and seventh
centuries. Of course, this view jars with the traditional accounts about the life
of Muhammad, according to which the polemic about the resurrection of the
body is addressed to Meccan idolaters and not Christians holding Origenist
doctrines.* However, recent scholarship has questioned what the religion
professed by those people that Muslim tradition portrays as pagan idolaters
actually was. Gerald Hawting has convincingly argued that the Quran’s invec-
tives against mushrikin are best explained as polemical discourses addressed
against “soft” monotheists.*? As for the passages examined here, the impres-
sion is that the Quranic affirmation of physical resurrection and its polemic
against those who deny it strictly follows the “theological lines” of the discus-
sion that at that very same period was taking place amongst Syriac Christians.
If not directly addressing Origenist theories, the Quran’s invectives seem at
least to adopt the same argument used by the Syriac Christians in the frame-
work of the anti-Origenist polemic.#3

Similarly, the Quranic motif of the loss of memory suffered by the deceased
during the interim state seems to have been inspired by images and concepts
very close to those expressed by the Syriac authors. Beliefs similar to that of
the sleep of souls are known to have circulated among Arab Christians by the
middle of the third century. In his Dialogue with Heraclides, Origen (d. 254)
reports a theological discussion he held with a bishop charged with heresy

40  Griffith, ‘Companions’ 132, n. 37.

41 This view is maintained by most Western scholarship. See, for example, Bell, Origin 87;
Abdel Haleem, Introduction 56.

42 Hawting, Idea. Further significant evidence has recently been adduced by Crone, Religion.
I borrow the expression “soft monotheists” from Donner, Muhammad 245.

43 From this perspective, it is worth remarking that sixth century Christian polemicists
accuse Origenists of holding to the teachings of the pagans. Cf. Cyril of Scythopolis, Vita
Sabae 36.
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in the Roman province of Arabia (roughly corresponding to modern Jordan)
around 244/248 CE. During the debate, Origen affirms, he heard “that some
persons here and in the surrounding regions think that the soul, after its
deliverance from this life, no longer perceives anything but lies in the tomb in
the body” (10:19-20).#* A century later, in his Historia ecclesiastica, Eusebius
(d. 339) mentions this debate and avers that Origen fought a heresy “foreign to
the truth” that had arisen in “Arabia” and whose proponents pretended “that
during the present time the human soul dies and perishes with the body, but that
at the time of the resurrection they will be renewed together” (v1:37).4°

Eusebius’ reference to the belief in the mortality of the soul raises the ques-
tion of which creed the Arab Christians professed. In fact, as it is presented
by Origen in his Dialogue, the heretical doctrine seems to be very close to the
teaching about the sleep of souls that roughly a century later Aphrahat and
Ephrem embraced in their works, both of whom professed the post-mortem
inactivity of the soul and its final reunion with the body. However, according to
Eusebius, the Arab Christians believed in the death of the soul, which appears
to be a significant difference to the doctrine taught by the Syriac authors,
who affirm not the soul’s death but its temporary inactivity. A century after
Eusebius, Augustine (d. 430) maintains that the belief in the mortality of the
soul is a characteristic of the heretical doctrine of the Arabici*6 As Refoulé
observes,

Origen’s opponents claimed that the soul was deprived of sensitivity after
death. Did they consider it as really dead or just as asleep? The two con-
cepts are similar and it is not easy to distinguish between them.*”

Gavin dismisses the possibility of distinguishing between the two doctrines.
According to him “both theories, if indeed there be two, are attempted explana-
tions of the phenomena of death, and the relation of the body and soul to each
other”#8 However, Refoulé convincingly argues that the doctrine attacked by
Origen cannot coincide with that of the soul’s sleep widespread among Syriac

44  Origen, Dialogue with Heraclides 65.

45 Eusebius, Historia i, 279.

46 Augustine, De haeresibus no. 83.

47  Refoulé, Immortalité 30.

48  Gavin, Sleep 115. Gavin observes that Eusebius’ statement is marked by a strongly polem-
ical tone and does not necessarily give a complete picture of the doctrine he attacks.
Nevertheless, it might be observed that Gavin’s discussion is somewhat undermined by
the fact that, at the time he was writing, the text of Origen’s Dialogue with Heraclides had
not yet been recovered and made available to scholars (the text was first edited by Schérer
in1949). See also Constas, To sleep 111—2.
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Christians. Despite the similarity of the two creeds, he observes, the sources
certify that the Syriac theologians were able to make a distinction between
them. He concludes that “la conception critiquée par Origene ne peut étre
celle des hypnopsychiques [i.e., those who profess the doctrine of the sleep
of souls] et ne doit donc pas se différencier fondamentalement de celle visée
par Eusébe”4?

Therefore, it seems that the belief professed by the Arab Christians diverged
from the one accepted, and later canonized, by the Syriac theologians. While
the latter affirmed the soul’s post-mortem inactivity, the former conceived of
the soul’s post-mortem status not as a sleep but as a real death. Although it
was continuously opposed, the belief in the soul’s mortality must have contin-
ued to circulate at least until the end of the second/eighth century CE, when
Timothy 1 rejected it. It is also worth noting that in much the same period
the Christian heresiographer John of Damascus (d. 749) classified the Arabs
as thnetopsychists [i.e., professing the doctrine of the death of souls] and
accused them of believing that the human soul, like that of beasts, is destroyed
at death along with the body.>° Another possible piece of evidence for the per-
sistence of the belief in the death of the soul occurs in the ninth-century (?)
East Syrian Chronicle of Seert, according to which, around the year 580, the
Fathers assembled to discuss the heresy of “those who say that when the man
dies, his soul (nafsuhu) dies with him and it rises as the body does”. Moreover,
the author reports that “Origen had [already] disputed with them about this
point and contested it. However, he produced something [even]| more abomi-
nable than that, namely his affirmation that the spirit (rith) after leaving the
body enters another body”.5!

Such continuing polemic over the centuries suggests that belief in the mor-
tality of the soul was fairly widespread among Arab Christians. In fact, this very
doctrine may be alluded to in some Quranic passages, as several references to
the death of the soul occur in the obscure verse Q 39:42 (see above). Moreover,
Q 3145 affirms that “it is not given to any soul to die (ma kana li-nafsin an
tamiita), save by leave of God, at an appointed time”, while in v. 185 of the same
surah it is stated that “every soul shall taste of death” (kullu nafsin dha’iqatu
[-mawti), an assertion that is repeated twice more in the Quran (21:35; 29:57).
Finally, in Q 31:34 it is observed that “no soul knows in what land it shall die”
(wa-ma tadrt nafsun bi-ayyi ardin tamitu).

49  Refoulé, Immortalité 30.
50  John of Damascus, De haeresibus no. go.
51  Histoire nestorienne 99 (tr.191).
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It is difficult to establish whether these references to the mortality of the
soul are meant to be taken literally or are just tropes for man’s death, seeing
that the term nafs could be understood as designating either the soul or the
individual as a whole.52 However, the possibility that these passages refer to
the belief in the soul’s mortality gains weight when the cultural context of Late
Antiquity and the belief that pre-Islamic Arab Christians are accused to have
professed are taken into account. This would also be consistent with the pres-
ence in the Quran of ideas related to the doctrine of the sleep of souls, as both
creeds are based on the same theological assumptions of the post-mortem
soul’s inactivity and its eventual reunion with the body. However, it must be
admitted that this reading is as speculative as it is attractive, given the pau-
city of evidence enabling us to correctly understand the belief in the death of
souls, the diffusion of which among Arab Christians is certified only by sources
which are external (and ostensibly hostile) to that religious community. At the
same time, despite the lack of documentation to support this view, it would
seem plausible that the Quran reflect beliefs and concepts widespread among
not only Syriac, but also Arab Christians.

3 The Case of Martyrs

The picture of Quranic eschatology that has emerged so far can be summa-
rized as follows: at death the soul becomes completely unconscious, as in a
dreamless sleep; the soul regains consciousness after being reunited with the
body on the Day of Judgment; once resurrected, both sinners and the righ-
teous experience the consequences of the acts they committed during their
lifetime. As noted above, this eschatology closely parallels the doctrines taught
by Syriac theologians and perhaps also certain beliefs widespread among Arab
Christians. Unfortunately, the coherence of this picture is broken when other
Quranic passages are taken into account. For instance, Q 3:169 affirms: “Count
not those who were slain in God’s way as dead, but rather living with their Lord
(bal ahya@’un ‘inda rabbihim), by Him provided”. A similar statement is found in
Q 2:154: “And say not of those slain in God’s way, ‘They are dead’; rather they are
living (bal ahy@’un), but you are not aware”. Thus, while in general the Quran
teaches that retribution will come only on the Day of Judgment, these two
verses suggest a different fate to be envisaged for “those who are killed in God’s
way”. While elsewhere the Quran ostensibly denies any kind of experience or

52 It might be observed that the Arabic term nafs corresponds to the Syriac napsa, a word
which the Syriac writers use to expound their doctrine of the sleep of souls.
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life before the resurrection, these two passages state that martyrs are already
“living with their Lord”. How to interpret the fact that despite being opposed
to one another both of these views find a place within the same eschatological
discourse?

Once again, a possible answer to this question is found in the Quran’s cul-
tural context and in evidence found in Syriac sources. Scholars have noted that
in the works of some Syriac authors the same mutually contradictory beliefs
co-exist. Indeed, despite their acceptance of the soul’s dormant state, Syriac
writers often confirmed the common belief that martyrs receive immedi-
ate reward and that they could intercede on behalf of the living, particularly
at holy places. For instance, in the Hymns on paradise Ephrem affirms that
“blessed indeed is that person on whose behalf * they®3 have interceded before
the Good One” (6:19).5* Elsewhere in the Hymns, Ephrem repeats this concept:
“may all the children of light®> * make supplication for me there” (7:25).56 Of
course, the idea that martyrs can intercede with their prayers suggests their
actual activity and thus rather contradicts the doctrine of the soul’s sleep that
Ephrem teaches elsewhere. Nevertheless, the poet does not make any attempt
to reconcile the two views.

Ephrem’s case isnot an exception among the Syriac authors. Jacob of Serugh'’s
homilies also refer both to beliefs about the sleep of souls and to the ability of
martyrs to intercede with God.5” Commenting on Jacob, Guinan remarks that
“the intercession and the protection of martyrs and saints presents difficulties
in light of the clear teaching on the sleep of all until the resurrection”.5® In fact,
he observes that within the eschatological framework emerging from Jacob’s
works the specific case of martyrs appears to be highly confused, for in some
passages Jacob “seems to say that the faithful and the persecuted will be glori-
ous with their crowns only in the last day”5° This last sentence suggests that
martyrs will enter paradise only after the Last Judgment and that in the mean-
time their souls will be sleeping in Sheol, as such, they could not intercede
before their resurrection.

53  Ephrem is here talking about the just, presumably martyrs, who are already in paradise.

54  Ephrem, Hymns on paradise 15.

55  Elsewhere in the seventh hymn (v. 19), Ephrem refers to “the seven sons of the light”.
As observed by Brock, this is a reference to the seven Maccabean martyrs of 2 Macc. 7.

Ibid., 193.
56 Ibid., 128.
57  See Guinan, Where are the dead?
58  Ibid., 548.

59  Ibid.
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The case of Narsai represents another example worthy of mention. In
Homily 25, this East Syrian poet infers that through their prayers martyrs guar-
antee the safety of others and deliver them from tribulations.° However, once
again, this idea is not fully consistent with the eschatological doctrines that
Narsai embraces elsewhere in his work. The difficulty of reconciling these two
views eventually led to a dispute among scholars about the correct understand-
ing of Narsai’s eschatological teaching.®! A final example to be mentioned is
that of Babai, in whose theological system, as was seen above, the soul’s post-
mortem inactivity occupies a central place. Nevertheless, concerning the mar-
tyrdom of the monk George, Babai too refers to the belief in the martyrs’ power
of intercession:

[M]ay the prayers of this crowned martyr be for all those who continually
live in truth and follow in the footsteps of his orthodoxy [...] and [may his
prayers| particularly be for this monastic congregation, in which he grew
up spiritually and from which he was led to the victory of his marvelous
martyrdom.5?

That martyrs enjoyed the exceptional privilege of proceeding to immediate
post-mortem reward was a fairly widespread idea during Late Antiquity. This
view, suggested several times in the New Testament, was given definitive shape
by Tertullian®3 and maintained by many late antique Christian writers. Because
of their privileged position close to God, martyrs were credited with the power
to intercede with their prayers on behalf of the living.64 This belief was shared
also by Syriac Christians, although the idea of the martyrs’ post-mortem activ-
ity was at odds with the doctrine of the sleep of souls.5> However, the Syriac
theologians apparently accepted and simultaneously referred to both creeds
without trying to harmonize them. As Daley correctly observes in the case of
Narsai, “it would be artificial to attempt to reconcile these two convictions:
they are simply further evidence of the many elements—philosophical,

60 Narsai, Homélie sur les martyrs.

61 See Khouri-Sarkis, Sommeil; Kriiger, Sommeil 193-6.

62  Quoted by Reinink in: Babai the Great’s Life of George 177.

63  Tertullian, De anima 55-8.

64  See Daley, Hope; Reynolds, Qurian 161—7.

65  The difficulty of reconciling the two views must also have been felt during Late Antiquity.
Indeed, the sixth century presbyter of Constantinople Eustratios wrote a treatise against
“those who say that the souls of the dead are not active’, with the aim of demonstrating
the post-mortem activity of the souls of the departed saints. See Constas, To sleep 109-11;
Daley, Hope 200.
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biblical, liturgical and folkloric—that together shape ancient eschatology”.6¢
Such a mélange of diverse, if not mutually contradictory, views is to be related
to the absence of an officially canonized doctrine about the post-mortem fate
of the dead during Late Antiquity. More than representing a coherent system,
the picture that emerges from the Syriac authors’ teachings about the interim
state of the dead seems to reflect the fluidity and theological difficulties of
their cultural environment.

Once adopted, this perspective also helps to settle the difficulties that the
specific case of martyrs raises within the framework of the Quranic view of
the intermediate state. Like the Syriac writers, the Quran does not attempt
to reconcile the belief in the privileged fate of martyrs with the idea of the
dead’s inactivity that it professes elsewhere. Similar observations have already
been made by Tor Andrae, who is particularly keen to stress the communion of
views between the Quran and the East Syrian Church, “[qui] faisait une excep-
tion pour les martyrs et leur assurait apres la mort un autre sort que celui du
commun des mortels”.57 Andrae directs attention to a proclamation by Mar
Ishai (sixth century) that, as he correctly observes, closely recalls that found
in Q 3169 (i.e., martyrs “are living with their Lord”): “People believed that they
are dead. But their death killed their sin and they are living in the presence
of God".%8 According to Andrae, the striking parallel between these two asser-
tions suggests that the author of Q 3:169 (Muhammad, in his view), “ostensibly
uses a common form of the Syriac homiletic vocabulary”.69 Reynolds espouses
Andrae’s point, adding that Ishai’s view of martyrdom as an act of expiation
for sins (“their death killed their sin”), is recalled in turn by the statement in
Q 3157 “if you are slain or die in God’s way, forgiveness and mercy from God are
a better thing than that which you amass”.7°

Previous scholars have convincingly shown the extent to which theological
doctrines professed by the Quran and by the Syriac authors about the privi-
leged fate reserved to martyrs overlap.”r However, one further aspect needs
to be added to the discussion. It can be observed that, contrary to the beliefs
expressed by Syriac Christians, the Quran lacks any meaningful reference to
the martyrs’ ability to intercede with God in favor of the living. The absence of

66 Ibid., 174.

67  Andrae, Origines 168.

68 Ibid., Quoted also by Reynolds, Quran 166.

69  Andrae, Origines 168.

70 Reynolds, Qurian 166.

71 Refoulé quite convincingly argues that at the time of Origen the belief in the martyrs’
special status was probably also shared by Arab Christians. Refoulé, Immortalité 36—7.
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this specific element does not seem fortuitous, but rather agrees with another
aspect of Quranic theology, namely, its denial of the possibility of interces-
sion (shafa‘a). This denial occurs in the framework of the Quran’s polemic
against the association of God with secondary divinities. The mushrikin are
often accused of expecting their deities to intercede with God on their behalf.
For instance, Q 10:8 states: “They serve, apart from God, what hurts them not
neither profits them, and they say, ‘These are our intercessors with God’”. As
Hawting observes, “the reliance which the mushrikin place on these mediators
will in fact lead to their damnation because by relying on them they are failing
to be true monotheists”72 The Quran opposes this belief by denying the power
of intercession with which the secondary divinities are credited (Q 32:4; 40:18),
professing instead that no intercession is possible without God’s permission
(Q 2:225; 10:3; 19:87; 34:23). Sinners will be mocked because of the absence on
the Day of Judgment of those whom they expected to intercede on their behalf:
“We do not see with you your intercessors, those you asserted to be associates
in you” (Q 6:94. Cf. 18:52; 41:47).

In addition to denying the possibility of intercession on the Day of Judgment
(that is, without God’s permission), it appears that the Quran dismisses inter-
cession in the present life: “Say: ‘What think you? That you call upon apart
from God—if God desires affliction for me, shall they remove His affliction? Or
if He desires mercy for me, shall they withhold His mercy?’ ” (Q 39:38). The idea
expressed in this verse is particularly interesting in the context of the pres-
ent discussion, because it is manifestly discordant with the hope of benefiting
from the martyrs’ intercession professed by Syriac Christians. In light of these
observations, it is not surprising that, while agreeing with the Syriac theolo-
gians in recognizing a privileged eschatological position to “those who were
slain in God’s way”, the Quran distances itself from the belief in their ability
to intercede in favor of the living. It seems likely that in so doing the Quran
aims to correct what it considers a doctrinal mistake made by Christians, as
from its perspective conferring on martyrs an attribute belonging solely to God
(Q 39:44) jars with strict monotheism. This case study could be taken as a good
example of how the Quran positions itself vis-a-vis the doctrines professed by
the other communities of its historical context: the author(s) of the Quran did
not simply share the Christians’ beliefs about martyrs but also reacted against
them, in accordance with their own theological ideas.

72 Hawting, Idolatry 477. See also Crone, Religion 158—9.
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4 Concluding Remarks

In conclusion, the Quran’s conceptions about the interim state of the dead are
consistent with beliefs and doctrines largely widespread among the religious
communities that formed its cultural environment. Unsurprisingly, the Quran
reflects the theological views, the creeds, and the related literary themes,
motifs and tropes typical of its late antique context. At the same time, it is
important to stress that this material is inserted into a framework that is devel-
oping its own particular religious message. The appreciation of the relation-
ship between the Quran and its cultural environment should not lead one to
underestimate the originality of a text that possesses a unique character.

For instance, it is worth remarking that the Quran demonstrates but little
interest in the moment separating death from the final events, which it only
sporadically alludes to. Indeed, this attitude differs significantly from the theo-
logical interests developed by Syriac authors, who discuss in detail the condi-
tion of the soul in Sheol. The Quran’s counter-current tendency on this point
reflects the specific character of a work whose major aim is not to establish a
doctrinal or systematic theology, but rather to exhort its audience to repent
and believe in its message. It is quite evident what the rhetorical interest is that
leads the Quran to focus on the description of the post-mortem fate of human-
ity in heaven and hell, rather than in the intermediate state.”® The rhetorical
purpose is also strong in Q 23:99-100, whose point is not to provide a picture of
the dead’s condition beyond the barzakh, but to warn that repentance will not
be possible once death has come. In a similar way, the recurring allusions to
the motif of post-mortem oblivion are never meant to explain the intermedi-
ate state, but rather seem to reflect general concepts about the soul in relation
to its final reunion with the body.

Finally, it can be observed that the marginal role the Quran assigns to the
pre-resurrection condition of the dead is consistent with its own view of the
history of human salvation. Beginning with the fall of Adam and destined to
end on the Day of Judgment, this sacred history is the recounting of events
in motion, presented as a series of recurring events and repetitive situations
within a continuous overlap between present and past, a history that has its
raison détre only in the accomplishment of God’s promise. The result is the
creation of a kind of “eternal now”,’4 where the final reward is not located in a

73 Here I follow an observation made by Gabriel Reynolds during a private conversation
(April 16, 2012).

74  The (a-)temporal dimension of the “eternal now” also characterizes the work of Ephrem;
on this point see Brock, The luminous eye 29-30.
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far future, but in the moment that immediately follows the present. The prox-
imity of the reward is stressed by the fact that, as Christian Lange observes,
descriptions of paradise in the Quran are generally not marked as referring to
future events, but rather seem to imply a synchronous relationship between
this world and the next.”® This aspect further explains why so little importance
is attributed to the moment between death and resurrection, a moment that
cannot play any role in the attainment of individual salvation, as repentance is
not possible after death.
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