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connected to Judaism and Christianity. At the same time, he chal-
lenges readers to consider how earlier religious controversies, and
the figure of Jesus himself, might offer guidance for Islam today.”

—Gabriel Said Reynolds, Professor of Islamic Studies and
Theology, University of Notre Dame

“The Islamic Jesus is a read worth the consideration of those from
both the Biblically based faith tradition and the Qurianic based
faith tradition who are serious about their faith. Akyol’s focus on
the message of the Christ rather than on the nature of the Christ
is a helpful focus towards interaction which can benefit all.”

—Jerald Whitehouse, former Director,
Global Center for Adventist Muslim Relations of the
General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists
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What Mahometans believe concerning Christ and his doctrine
were [not] the inventions of Mahomet . . . but they were as old
as the time of the Apostles, having been the sentiments of whole
Sects or Churches.

—TJohn Toland, Nazarenus: Or Jewish, Gentile, and
Mahometan Christianity, London, 1718
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CHAPTER FIVE

MARY AND HER BABY

Remember the one who guarded her chastity. We breathed
into her from Our Spirit and made her and her son a sign
for all people.

—The Qur'an 21:31

Iy 1oz WHOLE QURAN, WHICH HAS MORE THAN SIX THOUSAND
verses, there is only one woman mentioned by name. There is even
along chapter named after her. Even more, there is a longer chapter
named after her family. And yet that woman is not Aminah, the
mother of the Prophet Muhammad; or Khadijah, his first wife;
or Fatima, his daughter, as one could have expected to see.! She is
rather Mary, the mother of Jesus.

Mary is not just named repeatedly in the Muslim scripture—
some thirty-four times, compared to nineteen times in the New
Testament. She is also exceptionally praised. “God has chosen you
and purified you,” angels tell Mary in the Qur'an. “He has chosen
you over all other women.” Consequently, Mary became highly re-
spected in all Muslim cultures, as her Arabic name, Maryam, has
been given to countless baby girls. There are shrines in her name in
the Middle East, which are visited by not just Christians but also
Muslims. Among the Sufis, the mystics of Islam, Mary has enjoyed
an even deeper adoration, as a perfect example of devotion to God.
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[n the twentieth century, a group of Sufis even established an order
named Maryamiyya, or “the followers of Mary,” whose members
include some prominent American academics, such as the Iranian-
born philosopher Seyyed Hossein Nasr.?

Even Mary as she appears in Christian texts and contexts has re-
ceived Muslim respect. Legend has it that when the Prophet Muham-
mad smashed the hundreds of idols in the Ka‘aba in the year 630,
toward the end of his life, he spared only the frescoes of Jesus and
Mary. In 1187, when the Muslim ruler Salahaddin reconquered Jerusa-
lem, he destroyed the churches built in the city by the Crusaders—not
those built by Eastern Christians, with which he had no problem—but
he still spared a Crusader relic: the Church of Saint Anne, which was
believed to be the childhood home of Mary. “The preservation of this
Church demonstrates the Islamic devotion to Mary,” a Catholic source
appreciatively notes, “as the Muslims’ great reverence for Our Lady
precluded [them] from destroying her birthplace.”*

The Qur’anic story of Mary, which is impressively detailed for a
scripture whose main focus is elsewhere, is placed in two separate
chapters: the chapter “Mary,” which is accepted to be “Meccan” (re-
vealed in Mecca) and thus relatively earlier; and the chapter “Family
of Imran,” which is accepted to be “Medinan” (revealed in Medina)
and thus relatively later. There are parallels between the Mary ac-
counts in these two chapters, but also some differences. Moreover,
there are both parallels and differences between them and the New
Testament and Christian Apocrypha.

Let’s begin with the chapter “Mary,” which presents us a storyline
that largely resembles the beginning of the Gospel of Luke. The plot
begins with “an account of your Lord’s grace towards His servant,
Zachariah.” We meet him, whose name is Zakariyya in Arabic, with-
out any introduction, without any explanation. But we are still drawn
into his story, when we learn about the secret prayer he gave to God:

When he called to his Lord secretly, saying, “Lord, my bones have
weakened and my hair is ashen grey, but never, Lord, have I ever
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prayed to You in vain: I fear [what] my kinsmen [will do] when
I'am gone, for my wife is barren, so grant me a successor—a gift
from You—to be my heir and the heir of the family of Jacob. Lord,
make him well pleasing [to You].”¢

In return, to Zachariah’s surprise, God answers his prayers
and heralds him a blessed son:

O Zachariah! surely We give you good news of a boy whose
name shall be Yahya: We have not made before anyone his equal.
He said: “O my Lord! when shall T have a son, and my wife is
barren, and I myself have reached indeed the extreme degree of
old age?”
He said: “So shall it be, your Lord says: It is easy to Me, and
indeed I created you before, when you were nothing.”?

The son promised to Zechariah is John the Baptist, who is named

in the Qur'an as Yahya.® The word seems to be a derivative of the
Syriac name Yohannan. Since Zechariah is still surprised by the
news of this baby boy, he asks God: “My Lord, give me a Sign.” God
says, ‘Your Sign is not to speak to people for three nights despite the
fact that you are perfectly able to.” Notably, the Gospel of Luke also
notes this detail, reporting that Zechariah was told, “thou shalt be
silent and not able to speak.” But it is the Qur’an which specifies
the period as “for three days.”

Angels also call on Zechariah, telling him that his baby boy will
be no ordinary son, but will precede someone even more extra-
ordinary: “God gives you news of John, confirming a Word from
God. He will be noble and chaste, a prophet, one of the righteous.”!!
The noteworthy term here, “Word from God,” is used for none other
than Jesus. For John, the Qur’an also notes the following:

[We said], “John, hold on to the Scripture firmly.” While he was
still a boy, We granted him wisdom, tenderness from Us, and
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purity. He was devout, kind to his parents, not domineering or
rebellious. Peace was on him the day he was born, the day he
died, and it will be on him the day he is raised to life again.'?

The emphasis here that John the Baptist “held on to the Scrip-
ture firmly” fits the doctrinal line of both Jewish Christianity and
[slam: that there is a chain of prophets whose primary mission is to
uphold the revealed Word of God. Meanwhile, the Quranic empha-
sis on John being “chaste” seems to resonate with the note in the
Gospel of Luke that John drank “no wine nor strong drink.”

That is all that we learn from the Qur’an about John the Baptist.
Actually he is not called “the Baptist,” as the concept of baptism
never occurs in the Qur'an. Neither do we learn from the Qur'an
about John’s encounter with Jesus or his execution by Herod. As is
the case with most Old Testament figures, such as Elijah and Job, the
Quran briefly touches on the story of John the Baptist and high-
lights only its own key theological message: there has been a chain
of prophets, from time immemorial, who all proclaimed the same
monotheistic message.

MARY’S PREGOSPEL

To proceed with the Qur’anic story of Mary in its correct chronol-
ogy, we need to go to the other relevant section, “The Family of
Imran.”* This is one of the longest chapters of the Quran, and a
considerable part of it is about the story of Mary. In fact the very
name of the chapter is closely related to Mary, because Imran is
none other than the father of Mary. This may sound strange, for
while the New Testament never mentions the names of Mary’s
parents, Christian Apocrypha has established that her mother’s
name was Anna and her father’s name was Joachim, from the He-
brew Yehoyagim. Therefore, how Yehoyagim became Imran in the
Qur’an has led to a scholarly discussion, to which we shall return.”

For now, let’s see what the Qur’an says about the family of Imran.
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Interestingly, the person we really meet here is not Imran, who is
totally obscure aside from the mere mention of his name, but his
wife, who is quoted at length:

Imran’s wife said, “Lord, I have dedicated what is growing in my
womb entirely to You; so accept this from me. You are the One
who hears and knows all.”

But when she gave birth, she said, “My Lord! I have given
birth to a girl.” God knew best what she had given birth to: the
male is not like the female. “I name her Mary and I commend
her and her offspring to Your protection from the rejected Satan.”

Her Lord graciously accepted her and made her grow in good-
ness, and entrusted her to the charge of Zachariah. Whenever
Zachariah went in to see her in her sanctuary, he found her sup-
plied with food. He said, “Mary, how is it you have this food?” and
she said, “They are from God: God provides limitlessly for
whoever He will.”'¢

Bible readers might be a little surprised with this passage. For
unlike the other Qur'anic passages concerning Mary and her kin
that we have quoted so far, this one has no parallels in Luke or any
other canonical gospel. There are many details here that are simply
unknown to the whole New Testament, such as Mary’s devotion to
God in her mother’s womb, Zachariah’s guardianship of the young
Mary who stayed at a “sanctuary,” or the miraculous food with
which she was supplied.””

Yet, lo and behold, all these details are found somewhere else:
the apocryphal gospel called the Protoevangelium of James.

Also called the Book of James, this document should not be con-
fused with the Epistle of James, which is in the New Testament and
to which I have referred many times so far. The Protoevangelium is
a totally separate document, although it is attributed to the same
person: James the Just, the brother of Jesus and the leader of the
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“Jerusalem Church.” However, scholars have established that the
document must have been written in the middle of the second
century, and in Greek, only to be falsely attributed to James. It is
called Protoevangelium, or “pregospel,” because it addresses the
birth and upbringing of Mary along with the delivery of Jesus in a
much more detailed way than the New Testament gospels, whose
real focus is the mission of Jesus the adult.

As noted by scholars since the seventeenth century, many details
in the Protoevangelium unmistakably match with the Quranic ac-
count of Mary.!’® For example, in the former text, Mary’s mother,
who is named as Anna, praises God for conceiving an unexpected
baby and vows, “If I beget either male or female, I will bring it as a
gift to the Lord my God.”" This sounds very similar to the vow one
hears from the same person, Mary’s mother, in the Quran: “Lord, I
have dedicated what is growing in my womb entirely to You.”?
Moreover, in both texts, it is Mary’s mother, not the father as was
typical, who names the newborn baby.

The Protoevangelium also tells us that after the birth of Mary,
her mother “made a sanctuary in her bed-chamber, and allowed
nothing common or unclean to pass through her.”* This, again,
sounds similar to the Qurlanic account, which speaks of Mary’s
“sanctuary.” Then, at the age of three, Mary is dedicated by her
parents to “the Temple of the Lord,” to live and worship there as
a kind of nun, and Zachariah becomes her caretaker. But Mary has
heavenly caretakers, too, who provide her with miraculous nour-
ishment. The Protoevangelium notes this from the vantage point
of the third person: “Mary was in the temple of the Lord as if she
were a dove that dwelt there, and she received food from the hand of
an angel.”?? The Qur’an notes this detail by means of a dialogue
between Mary and Zachariah. “Mary, how is it you have this food?”
asks the latter. She answers, “They are from God: God provides
limitlessly for whoever He will.”*

And there is even more. The Protoevangelium tells us that when
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Mary came of age, Zachariah went out to “assemble the widowers

of the people, and let them bring each his rod.”>* The point was to-

organize a drawing of lots to designate the the future husband of
Mary, assuming a divine hand behind things. “To whomsoever the
Lord shall show a sign,” the Protoevangelium explains, “his wife shall
she be.”** And this occurrence, too, of which there is no hint in the
New Testament, is mentioned in the Qur’an, albeit in passing. After
telling some other news about Mary, the Qur’an, in a monologue to
the Prophet Muhammad, tells him:

This is an account of things beyond your knowledge that We
reveal to you [Muhammad]: you were not present among them
when they cast lots to see which of them should take charge of
Mary, you were not present with them when they argued [about
her].%¢

It is interesting that in this verse the Quran does not explain
who “they” were. Mary’s future husband, Joseph, is not in the scene,
as he never appears in the Qur’an, and we don’t know anyone else
around her other than Zachariah, who is her godfatherly protector.
Hence major Muslim exegetes such as Tabari wrote that the casting
of lots for Mary was not about her marriage but about her custody
at a much younger age. According to his account, some nineteen
and twenty-nine scribes of the Torah threw their long pens on the
water. Only that of Zachariah floated, and hence he took Mary into
his custody.?

What can be said by looking at all these parallels between the
Quran and the Protoevangelium? It can be said safely that the
Quran is “closely in conversation with the Protoevangelium.”® Yet
the nature of this conversation can be interpreted in different ways.
One can assume a historical connection, arguing that the Qur’an
must have “borrowed” elements from this earlier Christian docu-
ment, as Christian writers have often done. Or one can assume, as
the Catholic scholar Sidney Griffith suggests:
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the Quran presumes in its audience a familiarity with the
Christian narrative of the annunciation to Mary as it circulated
in the largely oral, intertextual, Christian kerygma as it was
preached in Arabia in the late sixth and early seventh centuries.”

No matter how we interpret the parallelism, we should also take a
moment to look at which Christian communities might have being
using the Protoevangelium at the time and in the milieu in which the
Qur’an originated. The book was largely unknown to Western Chris-
tians until the sixteenth century, but it had been widely used among
llastern Christians since the fifth century, when it was translated
rom Greek into Syriac. Despite some of its conflicts with the New
'lestament gospels—like its suggestion that Mary gave birth to Jesus
in a cave in the wilderness, not in Bethlehem—it was widely accepted
in Eastern churches. A powerful testimony to this is the Chora
Church in Istanbul, now a museum, which has breathtakingly beau-
tiful mosaics that date from the thirteenth century and depict the
birth and life of Mary exactly as described in the Protoevangelium.

But what about Jewish Christians, the usual suspects in our
story? Could they have been among those who used and preserved
and perhaps transmitted the Protoevangelium? The common schol-
arly answer to this question would be negative, because it has been
assumed that far from being Jewish, the author of the Protoevange-
lium actually has a limited and flawed sense of Judaism, its rites
and customs. More recent work, however, has challenged this view,
arguing that the author of the document is actually well-versed
in Judaism.”® Some have suggested that the work was penned to
“advance the Christian message of Jesus as the Messiah in a way
that resonated with a Jewish audience.”® Some even have suggested
that, besides Greek, Coptic, and Armenian churches, the book must
have been used “above all among the Ebionites.”*

We can suggest, therefore, that the parallelism between the
Protoevangelium and the Qur’an fits into the parallelism between
Jewish Christianity and Islam.
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QUR’ANIC ANNUNCIATION

In Christian terminology, “the Annunciation” refers to the announce-
ment by the Angel Gabriel to Mary that she will have a blessed son;
“Thou shalt conceive in thy womb, and bring forth a son, and shall

call his name Jesus. He shall be great, and shall be called the Son of
the Most High: and the Lord God shall give unto him the throne of

his father David.”?

This incident, which we learn only from Luke among the four

canonical gospels, exists in the Qur’an as well, in both the chapter
“The Family of Imran” and the chapter “Mary.” The latter, which i§
more detailed, reads as follows:

Mention Mary in the Book [Qur’an], how she withdrew from
her people to an eastern place, and veiled herself from them.

Then We sent Our Spirit to her and it took on for her the form
of a perfect man.

She said, “I seek refuge from you with the All-Merciful if you
have fear of Him.”

He said, “I am only your Lord’s messenger so that He can
give you a pure boy.”

She said, “How can I have a boy when no man has touched
me and I am not an unchaste woman?”

He said, “It will be so! Your Lord says, ‘That is easy for Me. It
is so that We can make him a Sign for mankind and a mercy from
Us. It is a matter already decreed.”

There are several striking aspects of this passage, but the most
important is that the Qur'an confirms the virginity of Mary—“no
man has touched me and I am not an unchaste woman.” But how
did Mary, the virgin, exactly conceive Jesus? In two other verses of
the Qur'an, which use the exact same expression, we hear God
stating: “We breathed into her from Our Spirit.”** The verses do
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not explain how this took place, and hence classical Muslim exe-
petes have offered their various explanations. Some wrote that Ga-
briel, as God’s agent, breathed into Mary’s bosom until the Spirit
rcached her womb. Others wrote that Gabriel blew into the sleeve
ol Mary or the side of her chemise. Yet any consideration of a sex-
tal relation between Mary and Gabriel has been almost unani-
mously ruled out by Muslim exegetes.*

One key question here, which would be theologically signifi-
cant, is whether the Spirit of God impregnated Mary or gave life
lo an embryo which was already formed, again miraculously, in
her womb. A close reading of the related verses show that the latter
is the case, making an important difference between the Islamic
and Christian christologies—a topic to which we shall return
later.%6

Another detail in the Qur’anic story of the Annunciation is that
immediately before the coming of the angel, Mary “withdrew from
her people to an eastern place, and veiled herself from them.”?’ This
unspecified “eastern place,” or “a place to the east”—mashraga in
its original Arabic—has naturally sparked discussion.*® Suggestions
by Muslim exegetes include an area east of Jerusalem, an area in
Jerusalem east of the Temple Mount, or merely the easternmost
chamber of the Temple itself.* The latter explanation, remarkably,
resonates with an Old Testament emphasis on the eastern side of
the Temple: in Ezekiel, we read, “The glory of the Lord entered the
temple through the gate facing east.”*® Moreover, a fifth-century
Christian writer, Hesychius of Jerusalem, in his homilies, writes of
Mary’s “Closed door” as “located in the East.”#!

If the “eastern place,” was somewhere in the Jerusalem Temple,
then it would also be easy to explain how Mary “veiled herself,” in
line with Christian tradition. For the Protoevangelium of James says
that immediately before the Annunciation, the priests at the Temple
said, “Let us make a veil for the temple of the Lord,” and Mary got
to work spinning it.
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QUR’ANIC NATIVITY

After the Annunciation of Jesus, the Qur'an immediately moves

on to the Nativity—as the birth of Jesus is called in the Christian

tradition. And Mary’s drama continues with the following episode -

in the Qur’an, which, again, may sound quite unfamiliar to Bible
readers:

So she conceived him and withdrew with him to a distant place.
The pains of labour drove her to the trunk of a date-palm. She
said, “Oh if only I had died before this time and was something
discarded and forgotten!”

A voice called out to her from under her, “Do not grieve!
Your Lord has placed a small stream at your feet. Shake the
trunk of the palm towards you and fresh, ripe dates will drop
down onto you. Eat and drink and delight your eyes. If you
should see anyone at all, just say, ‘I have made a vow of abstinence
to the All-Merciful and today I will not speak to any human
being,”%

This remarkable passage from the Qur’anic chapter “Mary” in-
cludes themes that are totally absent from the New Testament: a
“distant place,” Mary’s agony and stress, a palm tree that relieves her
hunger, and a miraculous spring of water that relieves her thirst.
Probably, these are all news to Western Christians.

Yet, lo and behold, all these themes are in fact present in a much-
forgotten Christian text: The Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, which is
also called the Infancy Gospel of Matthew. This, again, has nothing
to do with the Gospel of Matthew found in the New Testament. It is
rather an apocryphal work written under the name of the gospel
author Matthew; it is believed to have been authored sometime in
the early seventh century, or perhaps the eighth or even ninth cen-
turies.*> Much of its content seems to be an edited reproduction of
Protoevangelium of James, but it has an additional part presenting a
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unique version of the flight into Egypt—the escape of Joseph,
Mary, and the infant Jesus from King Herod’s massacre of the in-
nocents. And in this version of the flight into Egypt story, on the
third day, something interesting happens:

Mary was fatigued by the excessive heat of the sun in the desert;
and seeing a palm tree, she said to Joseph: Let me rest a little
under the shade of this tree... And as the blessed Mary was
sitting there, she looked up to the foliage of the palm, and saw it
full of fruit, and said to Joseph: I wish it were possible to get some
of the fruit of this palm. . .

Then the child Jesus, with a joyful countenance, reposing
in the bosom of His mother, said to the palm: O tree, bend thy
branches, and refresh my mother with thy fruit. And immedi-
ately at these words the palm bent its top down to the very feet of
the blessed Mary; and they gathered from it fruit, with which they
were all refreshed . . .

Then Jesus said to it: Raise thyself, O palm tree. .. and open
from thy roots a vein of water which has been hid in the earth,
and let the waters flow, so that we may be satisfied from thee. And
it rose up immediately, and at its root there began to come forth
a spring of water exceedingly clear and cool and sparkling.*

So, here, in the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, we have all the themes
of the Qur’anic story of the Nativity: Mary feels extremely un-
comfortable, she sits down under a palm tree that feeds her with
dates, and she is even hydrated by a miraculous spring of water. Yet,
alas, there is also a major discrepancy here. The Qur'an uses these
themes while telling us how Mary, alone by herself, gave birth to
Jesus. But the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew uses them while telling
us a much later episode, a time when Jesus was a child fleeing to
Egypt with his parents, Mary and Joseph.

This, naturally, led many Christian writers to conclude that the
Qur’an “wrongly borrowed” from the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew,
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but only by misquoting or distorting it. On the other hand, othets
recalled that this apocryphal gospel was “composed at a date too late
to have had an impact on the Quranic text,” and also was written in
the Latin language somewhere in the Christian West, a medium far

removed from the Arabic Qur’an.*’ Yet one could still assume that
it relied on earlier Christian narratives, which may have circulated
in the pre-Islamic Near East.*

So, it seemed plausible to think that the Qurian “wrongly bor-
rowed” from preexisting Christian lore. But then came an archeo-

logical discovery that added a totally new element to the puzzle. It

suggested, in the words of the Belgian scholar of early Islam Guil-
laume Dye, “what might look like a strange mistake can be ex-
plained in a different and much more fascinating way.”*’

A CHURCH WITH A PALM TREE

In 1992 Israeli authorities were constructing a wider road between
Jerusalem and Bethlehem, which are only five miles apart. At a

midpoint between the two cities, they unexpectedly came across

the remains of an ancient church buried underground. Five years
later, the ruins were carefully excavated by the Israel Antiquities
Authority, whose archeologists realized that they had found a famed
yet lost Byzantine church: Kathisma of the Theotokos, or Seat of the
God-bearer.

Since God-bearer was the title given to Mary in Eastern Chris-
tianity, this church was clearly related to Mary. But exactly how?
According to the legend, during the flight into Egypt, Mary, accom-
panied by her child, Jesus, and her husband, Joseph, rested on a rock
located between Jerusalem and Bethlehem. That rock gradually
became a place of Christian pilgrimage, and an octagonal church
was built on top of it in the fifth century—the church that the Israelis
accidentally found.

Moreover, in its initial centuries, there was also a spring of water
coming from that rock. We know this from a pilgrimage guide writ-
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len sometime between AD 560 and 570, by an anonymous writer
lnown as the Piacenza Pilgrim, who wrote:

On the way to Bethlehem, at the third milestone from
Jerusalem . ..I saw standing water which came from a rock, of
which you can take as much as you like up to seven pints. .. It
is indescribably sweet to drink, and people say that Saint Mary
became thirsty on the flight into Egypt, and that when she
stopped here this water immediately flowed. Nowadays there is
also a church building there.*®

This, of course, surprisingly reminds us of the Mary stories in
both the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew and the Qur’an. But there is
cven more reason for surprise, for the floor of the Kathisma Church
has beautiful mosaics, one of which represents something quite in-
(eresting: a large date palm, flanked by two smaller palms, all of
which are laden with dates. “Since this is the church’s only pictorial
mosaic,” notes Stephen J. Shoemaker, the American academic who
studied the matter in detail, “this is almost certainly a representa-
tion of the date palm from which the Virgin Mary was miraculously
fed.”*

So, in summary, at this ancient church called Kathisma, we seem
to have a tradition that depicts Mary with a miraculous water spring
and a palm tree with dates—the very two elements found in both
Pseudo-Matthew and the Qur’an. That is truly remarkable.

However, we still do have the problem mentioned before: the
Quran presents the palm tree and the water spring scene as the
setting of the Nativity—the very birth of Jesus. However, Pseudo-
Matthew depicts the same scene as a moment in the flight into
Egypt, which took place only after Jesus was born. This major gap
still needs an explanation.

To find one, we have to add one more piece of information to
the puzzle: the Protoevangelium of James, whose parallels with the
Qur’an we have seen, also says something about the Nativity of

R —
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Jesus. But remarkably, it does not place his holy birth in Bethlehem,
as it is located in the gospels of Matthew and Luke and in the popula
Christian imagination. It rather places it in the wilderness, some-
where between Jerusalem and Bethlehem. Actually, in a cave exactly
in “the middle of the road.”® In other words, exactly the area where
the Kathisma church is.

So, one wonders, could the Kathisma church actually be the
place at which Mary gave birth to Jesus?

We can never exactly know, for we only have different accounts
of something that happened more than two thousand years ago. But
it is interesting that, in the Christian tradition, there are elements
that place the birth of Jesus not in Bethlehem but somewhere out of
the city, and that also place a palm tree and a water spring in the
same vicinity.

No wonder that a deeper look into the Christian folklore sur-
rounding the Kathisma Church reveals that in the very beginning,
“the location of the Kathisma church was primitively connected
with the Nativity.”! In other words, it was venerated as the very
birthplace of Jesus. Only later, when Bethlehem became established
among Christians as the birthplace of Jesus, the significance of the
location of Kathisma got reinterpreted, and it evolved into a resting
place in the midst of the flight into Egypt.* That is how the birth of
Jesus in the wilderness as told in the Protoevangelium and Mary’s
rest under the palm tree as told in Pseudo-Matthew got combined
and located in the very same place.

This makes Kathisma, in the words of Shoemaker, “the only
place in the Christian tradition where the two legends that were the
Qur’an’s sources meet.”® From this, he concludes that the Kathisma
traditions must have “influenced the formation of the Qur’anic tra-
ditions of the Nativity.”>* However, one can think the other way
around too. One can take “the correspondence of the Qur'an with
the traditions of the Kathisma shrine,” in Shoemaker’s words, as “a
happy coincidence.”® Or, perhaps, even a confirmation. It depends
on toward which direction one is willing to take a leap of faith.

MARY AND HER BABY 119

On the other hand, Shoemaker’s thesis is not without problems—
and critics.>® First of all, Israeli archeologists have actually found
on the Bethlehem road not one but two churches within a couple
of hundred meters of each other, which might have narratives of
their own. Moreover, Christian sources about Mary’s birthgiving
are quite diverse, and some even see echoes of the Quranic story
in the New Testament’s Book of Revelations.”” Finally there is an-
other verse of the Qur’an, which reads, “We made the son of Mary
and his mother a sign; We gave them shelter on a peaceful hillside
with flowing water.”*® Whether this refers to the Nativity or a later
cpisode—such as flight to Egypt—is unclear.

Therefore, the question of how the Quranic account of the Na-
livity fits into Christian accounts and archeological findings is not
entirely answered. But it seems certain that the Kathisma Church
is an important piece in this puzzle.

“SISTER OF AARON”?

When we go back to the Quranic story of Mary, we see that the
birth of Jesus was only the beginning of her ordeal. For now she
had to go back to her people, a morally judgmental society, to put it
lightly, with a fatherless baby in her arms. No wonder her situation
immediately caused reactions, as we read in the Qur’anic chapter
“Mary”:

She brought him to her people, carrying him. They said, “Mary!
You have done an unthinkable thing! Sister of Aaron, your father
was not an evil man nor was your mother an unchaste woman!”%

Note a curious expression here that has raised much contro-
versy: “sister of Aaron.” There is only one Aaron in the Qur’an, as
in the Old Testament, and he is the brother of Moses. So, Mary, who
lived more than a thousand years later, could certainly not be a
sibling to Aaron. Meanwhile, Aaron did have a sister, whose name
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was Miryam. This led to accusations that the Qur'an “confused” th
two women, Miryam and Mary, whose names sound all too simila

In return, Muslim scholars have argued either that Mary had a |
otherwise unknown brother named Aaron or, more persuasively,
that being a “sister of Aaron” can merely mean being a descendan!
of Aaron—which Mary arguably was.®® After all, Jesus was pros
claimed to be the “son of David” as well, which implied not direc
sonship but lineage. Suleiman A. Mourad, who supports this argu-
ment, also adds:

The expression sister of Aaron, moreover, occurs in the Quranic
reference to the questioning of Mary in the Temple. It is especially
appropriate in this context for the questioners, the Temple’s
priests, to magnify Mary’s moral transgression (her pregnancy)
by appealing to her ancestor Aaron, whose descendents are the
only Israelites qualified to serve in the Temple, where Mary her-
self was raised. In other words, Mary as a descendent of Aaron is
expected to keep the purity of the sanctuary, rather than defile it
by supposedly committing the shameful act that would lead to a
pregnancy. Here too, there are no grounds on which to argue that
the Quran is identifying Mary as literally the sister of Aaron.’!

Yet the puzzle here is not limited to Mary’s being the “sister of
Aaron.” There is also the question of Imran and Imran’s wife, who
appear in the Qur'an as Mary’s parents. The problem is that Imran

seems to be a reference to the biblical Amran, who was the father

not of Mary but of Moses, Aaron, and Miryam. As a result, there
is an additional claim of the Qur’an being “confused” about bibli-
cal characters and their relations.

However, there is an alternative explanation to this riddle that
seems to put everything in place: that the Qur'an merely employs
“typology,” which is “an approach of Scripture whose basic princi-
ple is to see former characters or events as prefiguring, announcing,
later figures or events.”®* This approach is used in the Christian tra-
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dition as well and, remarkably, we even have a case of it being used
lo connect Mary and Aaron. It is in the Lection of Jeremiah, a very
short and largely unknown document that dates from the first de-
cades of the seventh century and was used in liturgical celebrations
in Jerusalem. The text quotes oracles from the Hebrew prophet
|eremiah, who uses the Ark of the Covenant as a metaphor for the
crib of the infant Jesus. In one place, it reads:

And the prophet [Jeremiah] said: “His coming will be a sign for
you, and for other children at the end of the world. And nobody
will bring forth the hidden Ark from the rock, except the priest
Aaron, the brother of Mary.”®

“Aaron, the brother of Mary” clearly resonates with the Quranic
“Mary, sister of Aaron.” Guillaume Dye, the scholar who brought
this “fascinating yet much neglected text” to attention, argues:

The Lection of Jeremiah always speaks of Mary, and not Miryam,
and since the author is patently a (clever) monk, he would not
mistake Miryam for Mary. The formula priest brother of Mary is
an addition of the Lection. Its typological and symbolic significa-
tion is obvious.®*

To this, Dye also adds that the Lection of Jeremiah was read at
the Kathisma Church near Jerusalem as a liturgical text. Then, by
recalling the parallels between the Kathisma Church traditions and
the Quran’s story of the Nativity, he suggests that the Lection of
Jeremiah, in terms of identifying Mary, might well be “the source
of the Qurian.” However, from the Muslim point of view, it could
be taken as a confirmation of the Qur’an as well—that the Qur’an’s
typological identification of Mary as “the sister of Aaron” was not
without any historical basis.

Moreover, there is one more possibility as to why the Quran iden-
tifies Mary as “the sister of Aaron”—and it is fascinating as well.

mE
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First, note that the Quran calls Mary “the sister of Aaron,” but not
of Moses, which may reflect an emphasis on an Aaronid lineage of’
Mary. This, by extension, would mean that Jesus was of Aaronid
descent as well. That, naturally, would conflict with Jesus’ Davidic
descent, which traditionally has been accepted as a basis of his claim
to Messiahship. For most Jews believed that the Messiah would be
a “son of David.”

Yet some Jews had an alternative view: They believed that the
Messiah would be from the line of Aaron. The earliest source in
which this idea can be found is the Dead Sea Scrolls of Qumran,
believed to be used by the Essenes, the ascetic Jewish sect of the time
of Jesus. But, lo and behold, a branch of the Elchasaites, a later
Jewish Christian sect, also believed that Mary was “from the tribe
of Levi, from which the priests came.”®® They believed, in other
words, that Mary was from the bloodline of Aaron.

So, the Qur'an’s designation of Mary as “the sister of Aaron” may
perhaps be a reflection of “the idea of an Aaronid Messiah.” And
this would be yet another parallel between Jewish Christianity and
Islam.

AN ARTICULATE NEWBORN

When you read the Qur'an and the New Testament side by side and
focus on the Nativity, you will see one significant difference in the
cast of characters: Joseph. According to the gospels, he becomes
engaged to Mary before the Annunciation and marries her soon
after, whereas he never appears in the Qur’an. That is why Muslims
are often surprised to learn that Christians believe that Mary had a
husband. For the plain impression one gets from the Qur’an is that
Mary was always single, always unmarried. A Christian scholar
even sees a “subtle ascetic hint” here, in the sense that “no male fig-
ure is needed to be closely associated with Mary because God suf-
ficiently meets her needs.”®”
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Yet the absence of Joseph from the Quran leads to a question:
[Tow could Mary prove that her fatherless son was not an illegitimate
child? How could she prove that she had not “done an unthink-
able thing,” as she was accused of by her people when they saw a
baby in her arms?

The canonical gospels that narrate the birth of Jesus—Matthew
and Luke—do not deal with this question, for the presence of Joseph
solves the problem. Although Joseph is not the biological father of
Jesus, he appears as such and hence Mary is saved from any suspi-
cion. In the Qur’an, however, the single-mother Mary immediately
receives the stigma of unchastity. Moreover, as we also learn from
the Qur’an, at the very moment of Jesus’ birth, Mary takes a vow of
silence ordered by God: “today I will not speak to any human be-
ing.”®® So, the poor woman is accused of fornication and cannot even
speak to defend herself. That is a dangerous situation, especially in a
society where the penalty for fornication can be no less than stoning.

That is why Mary is saved from this stigma only through a mir-
acle—a miracle by the very newborn Jesus. As the Qur’anic chapter
“Mary” tells us:

She pointed towards him. They said, “How can a baby in the
cradle speak?”

He said, “T am the servant of God, He has given me the Book
and made me a Prophet. He has made me blessed wherever I am
and directed me to do prayers and give alms as long as I live, and
to show devotion to my mother. He has not made me insolent or
arrogant. Peace be upon me the day I was born, and the day I die
and the day I am raised up again alive.”

That is Jesus, son of Mary, the word of truth about which they
are in doubt.*

A baby Jesus who speaks in his cradle . . . For Bible readers, again,
this may be a very unfamiliar theme. In fact, this was brought up as
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an argument against the Qurian by medieval Catholic Christians,
Since no Christian had heard about this story, they argued, it must
be a myth.” In return, the Muslim exegete Fakhraddin al-Razi dis-

cussed why “Christians have denied that Jesus spoke in the cradle;”
despite this being “one of the most astonishing and most unusual’
events.” He argued that perhaps the miracle had taken place in the

presence of only a few people, who could have decided to conceal it,

only to be disclosed by another miracle, which is the revelation of

the Quran.”!

However, this astonishing and unusual theme of the baby Jesus

speaking from his cradle does exist within the Christian tradition—
in an apocryphal and much-forgotten text: the Syriac Infancy Gospel,
which is also known as the Arabic Infancy Gospel. This document is
believed to be a seventh-century invention popular among Syrian
Nestorians. It is in the same genre as the Protoevangelium of James
and the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, and in fact borrows from them

heavily. Like them, it is an infancy gospel, focusing on the life of

the baby and the child Jesus. And like them, it tells many miracle

stories about Jesus, one of which is reported right at the beginning

of the text:

Jesus spoke . .. when He was in His cradle, said to His mother:
I'am the Son of God, the Logos, whom you have brought forth, as
the Angel Gabriel announced to you; and my Father has sent me
for the salvation of the world.”

Clearly, this passage is quite different from the Jesus-in-the-
cradle story in the Qur'an. Here the newborn Jesus speaks to his
mother. But in the Qur’an, he speaks to the Jews who question the
chastity of his mother. Here the newborn Jesus says, “I am the Son
of God, the Logos.” But in the Qur’an, he says, “I am the servant of
God ... He made me a Prophet.” Both texts, in other words, make
Jesus speak from the outlook of their respective christologies.

The rest of the Syriac Infancy Gospel is also quite dissimilar to
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the Quran. But still it is the only source in the Christian tradition
that depicts an infant Jesus who speaks in his cradle. In the Quran,
however, we see this as an important and emphasized theme. Be-
sides the passage just quoted from the chapter “Mary,” we also hear
about an incident in the chapter “Family of Imran,” from the mouth
of the angels:

Mary, your Lord gives you good news of a Word from Him. His
name is the Messiah, Jesus, son of Mary, of high esteem in the
world and the hereafter, and one of those brought near. He will
speak to people in the cradle, and also when fully grown, and will
be one of the righteous.”

Also, in the Qur’anic chapter “Table,” we hear God himself call-
ing to Jesus: “Jesus, son of Mary, remember My blessing to you and to
your mother when I reinforced you with the Holy Spirit so that you
could speak to people in the cradle and when you were fully grown.””

All this emphasis in the Qur’an about Jesus’ speech in the cradle,
a theme that never appears in the New Testament and only once in
the Syriac Infancy Gospel, is curious. “Why would Islam have Jesus
speaking from the cradle,” hence asks a modern-day Evangelical
source, detecting “an agenda here.”” The agenda, it adds, must be to
make Jesus himself renounce trinitarian christology, which is prob-
ably not off the mark. However, the adult Jesus could also do that, as
we already see in other verses of the Quran.

The real “agenda,” I believe, in line with some traditional Mus-
lim exegetes, is to defend Mary against accusations of unchastity.”
This seems to be quite an important matter for the Quran, for in a
separate chapter we also see that certain Jews are condemned for
“their utterance of a monstrous slander against Mary.””” That may
be a reference to an ancient Jewish rumor that Jesus was the ille-
gitimate son of a Roman soldier named Pantera.”

Moreover, the newborn Jesus who speaks from the cradle not
only defends his mother, but also affirms his God-given mission to
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“show devotion to my mother”—or “cherish my mother,” in other

translations. This is a powerful statement, which seems to diverge!

from a puzzling attitude one finds in the New Testament: there, e«
pecially in the Gospel of Luke, there is a subtle tendency to portray
Jesus as distant from his family. When a woman is impressed by

Jesus and proclaims, “Blessed is the mother who gave you birth and’

nursed you,” he responds: “Blessed rather are those who hear the
word of God and obey it.””> And when Jesus is told in a crowd, “Your
mother and brothers are standing outside, wanting to see you,” he
answers: “My mother and brothers are those who hear God’s word
and put it into practice.”®® In the fourth gospel, there is an even
colder episode, in which Mary asks for Jesus’ help at the wedding in
Cana but gets the response: “Woman, why do you involve me? My
hour has not yet come.”®!

For sure, Christian scholars have offered nuanced interpreta-

tions of these passages, and have also pointed out Jesus’ care for his
mother at the Cruxifiction, committing her to the care of his dis-
ciple John.*? Others, however, see in the same passages a tendency
to “marginalize the family of Jesus”"—as a backdrop of the tension
between Paul and James.®

In contrast to the latter view, the Qur’an does not mention the
siblings of Jesus, but still puts an unmistakable emphasis on Jesus’
love for and devotion to his mother. This, at the very least, seems to
be an example of the ideal parent-child relationship of the Qur’an,
which is defined by mutual love and the child’s gratitude to the
parents, especially the mother. “We have instructed man to be good
to his parents,” a verse reads. “His mother bore him with difficulty
and with difficulty gave birth to him; and his bearing and weaning
take thirty months.”8

VIRGIN MARY, UNDIVINE JESUS

Most Muslims in the world today may not be aware of all the de-
tails of the Qur'anic story of Mary, but they probably know its gist:
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(hat the birth of Jesus was a virgin birth and that Jesus was con-
ceived miraculously, without a father. This has been a universally
accepted credo since the beginning of Islam, and has been taken
seriously and respectfully. Reportedly, Caliph Umar, a companion
of the Prophet and his second “successor,” or caliph, as the leader of
the Muslim community, once rebuked a man who named his son
[sa, or Jesus, and then kept calling himself Abu Isa, or “the father of
Jesus.” Apparently Umar was angry because he felt that a human
being calling himself “the father of Jesus” could be denigrating
Jesus.®

Throughout Muslim history, almost all interpreters of the
Qur’an took the virgin birth story as a literal fact. A twentieth-
century exegete even dubbed it as “the strangest event that hu-
manity throughout its history has ever witnessed.”®® A handful
of modern-day Muslim exegetes tried to offer naturalistic interpre-
tations of the virgin birth, while affirming Mary’s chastity, yet this
view has not gained much popularity.®” Hence today, the standard
Muslim view is that Jesus, of course, was born without a biological
father.

Two American Baptist ministers appreciate this point in their
coauthored book of apologetical theology. “Ironically,” they note,
“Muslims extend more respect to Jesus as a high prophet than do
most liberal ‘Christians.”” Those liberal Christians reject the virgin
birth, they add, unlike the Muslims who really do believe in it.*®

However, the same Qur’an that strongly affirms the virgin
birth also emphatically denies what many Christians see as its
logical outcome: the divinity of Jesus. In a very commanding pas-
sage, the Qur’an calls on Christians to actually stop seeing Jesus as
divine:

Those who say, “God is the Messiah, son of Mary,” are unbeliev-
ers. Say: “Who possesses any power at all over God if He desires to
destroy the Messiah, son of Mary, and his mother, and everyone
else on earth?” The kingdom of the heavens and the earth and
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everything between them belongs to God. He creates whatever He
wills. God has power over all things.®

Christians may find the Qur'anic fine-tuning here—affirmation
of virgin birth coupled with the renunciation of Jesus’ divinity—
a bit odd. It has even been suggested as an inconsistency in the

Quran®® That is because, in the Christian imagination, beliefin the

virgin birth and belief in the divinity of Jesus often go hand in hand,
Once you accept the former, you also accept the latter.

However, the Qur’anic position on this matter has a precedent
within Christianity as well—within, not too surprisingly, Jewish
Christianity. We know this from the church father Eusebius of
Caesarea, who wrote in the early fourth century that the Ebionites
were divided into two groups. The first one held that Jesus was “a
plain and common man” and “the fruit of the intercourse of a man
with Mary.” But the second group, Eusebius explained, “did not
deny that the Lord was born of a virgin and of the Holy Spirit.”
Nevertheless, he added, they “refused to acknowledge that he pre-
existed, being God, Word, and Wisdom.”"!

Similarly, Origen, writing a century before, noted that some
Jewish Christians “admit [Christ’s] birth from Mary and the divine
Sprit, [but] they deny His divinity.”*? That is why Gentile Christians
rebuked Jewish Christians “for their low view of the person of
Christ.™ Other church writers, Epiphanius and Jerome, also noted
that some Jewish Christians accepted the virgin birth whereas
others denied it. They also suggested that the first group was called
“Nazarenes,” the latter “Ebionites,” raising the possibility of a di-
versity of views among Jewish Christians as well

Therefore, the Qur'an’s stance on the virgin birth seems to be yet
another example of the doctrinal connection between Jewish Chris-
tianity and Islam—the two main traditions on earth that affirm
that Jesus was indeed “incarnate by the Holy Ghost of the Virgin
Mary,” as said in the Nicene Creed, but that he was not “very God
of very God, begotten, not made.”
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MARY AS GOD?

liesides the divinity of Jesus, the Qur'an seems to refute another
(heological claim as well: the divinity of Mary. We see this in a very
interesting rhetorical conversation in the Quran, where God ques-
lions Jesus, apparently in the afterlife, about what happened back

on earth:

When God says, “Jesus, son of Mary, did you say to people, “Take
me and my mother as two gods alongside God?’” he will say:

“May You be exalted! I would never say what I had no right to
say. If I had said such a thing You would have known it. You know
all that is within me, though I do not know what is within You.
You alone have full knowledge of things unseen.

“T told them only what You commanded me to: ‘Worship
God, my Lord and your Lord.” I was a witness over them during
my time among them. Ever since You took my soul, You alone
have been the watcher over them.

“You are witness to all things. And if You punish them, they
are Your servants. If You forgive them, You are the Almighty, the

Wise.”?>

There are two remarkable points in this passage. First, it makes
Jesus speak against the doctrine of the very people who claim to
follow him—the Christians. This is the only example of such po-
lemic in the Qur’an, in which somebody whom the Qur’an identifies
as a prophet disavows the theology of his followers.” The same can-
not be seen with Abraham, Jacob, or Moses, probably because their
image among the Jews as mortal prophets is not in conflict with the
austere monotheism of the Qur’an.

The second and more curious point in the Quranic passage is
the line about Mary, in which Jesus is asked whether he told people,
“Take me and my mother as two gods alongside God.” With this
line, the Qurian seems to target the divinization of both Jesus and
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Mary. However, Christians, at least the ones we know of, do not se¢
Mary as divine. Hence, for centuries they have objected to this acs
cusation by the Qur'an. Many Christian or Orientalist critics 0

the Muslim scripture argued that its author “misunderstood” the
Christian doctrine. Since the Qur’an, in a separate verse, also seemg
to condemn the doctrine of the Trinity—or the idea that “God is the.
third of three”—the argument went further: that the Quran’s au-

thor got the doctrine of the Trinity scandalously wrong, assuming

that it refers to a triune family of God the Father, Jesus the Son, and
Mary the Wife.””

Yet there are two counterarguments to this argument. The first
of them comes from the Qur’an itself, from a verse that reprimands
both Jews and Christians for their theological errors:

They have taken their rabbis and monks as lords besides God,
and also the Messiah, son of Mary. Yet they were commanded
to worship only one God. There is no god but Him. Glory be to
Him above anything they associate with Him.%

What is notable here is that the veneration of “rabbis and monks”
is rebuked along with the veneration of Jesus, and in the very same
line. The accusation is that these clerics are taken by Jews and Chris-
tens as “lords.” The term here, rabb, does not equal “god,” ilah, but
the two concepts are closely related. No wonder taking someone

other than God as “lord” is portrayed as the opposite of “worship-

ing only one God.”

Yet how could Jews and Christians take their “rabbis and monks”
as “lords,” although they certainly don’t claim that? According to a
hadith (saying attributed to Muhammad), this very question was
posed to the Prophet, and he gave an explanatory answer: “They
[rabbis and monks] prohibited the allowed for them [Jews and
Christians], and allowed the prohibited, and they obeyed them. This
is how they worshipped them.” So, in the Qur'an’s conceptual uni-
verse, accepting someone as a god apart from God can happen
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without formally declaring them as gods but still venerating and
obeying them at a level that is only appropriate for God. The Qur’anic
accusation against Christians that they took Mary as a god “along-
side God” can be understood in this sense, especially in light of
the tradition of veneration of Mary found in Catholic, Anglican,
and Eastern Christianity—although not in Protestantism. No
wonder Martin Luther accused Catholics of having lapsed into
“idolatry” for praying to Mary.1%"

We should also recall that the veneration of Mary raised con-
(roversy among Middle Eastern Christians as well. In the fifth
century, the Nestorian Church, popular in Syria, Iraq, and eastern
Anatolia, refused to call Mary Theotokos, or “God-bearer,” and gave
her the more modest title, Christotokos, or “Christ-bearer.” This dis-
pute, along with a controversy on the nature of Christ, led to the
condemnation of Nestorianism as a heresy at the First Council of
Iiphesus in 431 and at the Council of Chalcedon in 451. Hence it has
been argued that this controversy between Nestorians and other
churches is behind the Quran’s denunciation of Mary’s divinity.'*"

The second argument to support the Qurian’s denunciation of
Mary’s divinization as not so off the mark is that there were non-
orthodox Christians at the time who really did worship Mary. We
know this thanks to Epiphanius of Salamis, who in his late-fourth-
century work Panarion condemned a plenitude of heretics including
the Collyridians, who “came to Arabia from Thrace and northern
Scythia.” This was a sect composed mainly of women, he explained,
who presented “small cakes” to the Virgin Mary as sacred offerings.
To argue against their heresy, Epiphanius had to remind his read-
ers that “Mary is not God and does not have her body from heaven
but by human conception.”’® Arguably this fourth-century trace
of the Collyridians was just “the tip of the Marian iceberg,” and, in
fact, “there was an organized and widespread Marian religion dur-
ing the first centuries of the Christian era.”®

So, in summary, the Qurlan’s position on Mary is to condemn
such a “Marian religion” at one extreme and condemn the denigra-
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tion of Mary as an unchaste woman at the other. The Islamic take
on Mary elevates her to the highest possible human level—a womar
“over all other women”—but also opposes any possible deviation
from Islam’s passionate monotheism, :

But what about Mary’s son? How does this passionate mono
theism deal with him? What does it say about his identity and mig
sion? Now is the time to look deeper into these questions. THE QUR'ANIC JESUS

) CHAPTER SIX

‘The Quranic portrait of Jesus is not so remote from the New
Testament as might seem to be the case at first glance.

—Hekki Raisinen, Finnish biblical scholar!

. Tue QURANIC STORY OF JESUS IS REMARKABLY CONCISE WHEN
compared to the New Testament story. In the Quran, one never
learns about the temptation in the wilderness, the preaching in
Galilee, the cleansing of the Temple, the agony at Gethsemane, the
trial at Pilate’s court, the drama of the crucifixion, or the joy of the
Resurrection. Such themes about Jesus’ life and ministry simply
do not exist in the Qur’an, and for a simple reason: Jesus is not the
main character of the Qur’an.

| As a matter of fact, the Qur'an has no main character—other |
than God himself. Everything else is given attention only with
regard to its relationship with God. Among humans, the most
noteworthy ones are the prophets, who, by divine revelation, are

1 “sent” to their peoples to call them to believe in God and follow his

' commandments. In fact, the usual Quranic word for prophet, rasul,
literally means “the one who is sent.” The other Quranic word for
prophet, nabi, means “news giver.”

According to a hadith, the number of all the prophets sent to




;h.e facts against the “late Qur'an” hypothesis, also see: Asma Afsaruddin,
Zétg;)?;zfl;?zixit.story and Memory (Oxford, UK: Oneworld Publications,
58, Yehuda D. Nevo, “Towards a Prehistory of the Qur’an,” in What the Koran Reall
. Says,' ed.. Ibn Warraq (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2002), pp. 131-170. 1
59. Facsimile 1.24, the last two sentences. Nevo himself used here the term “Lord
of Creation,” but I prefer the translation “Lord of the Worlds,” as it is more
precise regarding the Arabic Rabb-ul alameen. See: Nevo, “Towards a Pre-
history of the Quran,” pp. 135, 160.
60. Nevo, “Towards a Prehistory of the Qur’an,” p. 148.
61. Tbid., p. 150.

62. Gerald Hawting, Idea of Idolatry and the Emergence of Islam: From Polemic to
History (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2006), p. 40

63. Both Pseudo-Cyril quotes are from Patricia Crone, “Jewish Chris;ianit and
the Qur'an (Part Two)” Journal of Near Eastern Studies (April 2016): 3 !

64. Guillaume Dye, “Jewish Christianity, the Qur’an, and Early Isl;m;' Some
Methodological Caveats,” paper presented at the Eighth Annual ASME;‘\ Con-
ference Washington, October 29-31, 2015, at the workshop “Jewish Christian-
ity and the Origins of Islam.” Quoted with the author’s permission.

65. Dye Points to Neal Robinson, whose work seems to indicate a longer list of
’he‘resws that might have influenced Islam: Nestorianism, Monophysitism
F.rxtheism, Antideco-Marcianites, Ebionites, Elkasites, Manichaeism Gnosti:
cism, let alone Judaism. Robinson, Christ in Islam and Christianit ’(Alban :
State University of New York Press, 1991), pp. 19-21. g p

66. Ehe Phrase “Jurassic Park for ancient ‘heresies’” was coined by Jack Tannous in

S'yrla between Byzantium and Islam: Making Incommensurables Speak” (PhD
dissertation, Princeton University, 2010), p. 396. I owe its usage here to Dye
v‘vho referred to Tannous in “Jewish Christianity, the Qur’an, and Early Islan); >
67. Samuel Zinner, The Abrahamic Archetype: Conceptual and Historical Relation-—
ships between Judaism, Christianity and Islam (Bartlow, UK: Archetype B
2011), p. vii. o R,

68. 'l:he' original article by Martiniano P. Roncaglia is “Eléments Ebionites et
Elkésaites dans le Coran,” Proche Orient Chrétien 21 (1971): 101-126. Translated
by S.usan Boyd-Bowman as a chapter of Koranic Allusions: The Biblical, Qum-
ranian, and Pre-Islamic Background to the Koran, ed. Ibn Warraq (Amher,st NY:
Prometheus Books, 2013), p. 367. S

69. Ibid., p. 368.

70. Quran 5:47-48, Bewley translation with Arabic words anglicized

71. For Murjia, see my book Islam without Extremes (New York: WW. N.orton 2011)
pp- 83-85. For the condemnation of Murjia by ISIS, the so-called Islamic étate 01”

Iraq and Syria, see my article “A Mediev: i
: al Antidote to ISIS,” i
December 21, 2015. b

NOTES 241

CHAPTER FIVE
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9, Quran 19:10, Bewley translation. The same incident is also reported in chapter
“Family of Imran,” with some slight difference: “He said, ‘My Lord, appoint a
Sign for me.’ He said, “Your Sign is that you will not speak to people for three
days, except by gesture. Remember your Lord much and glorify Him in the eve-

ning and after dawn’” (3:41).




10. Luke 1:20.

11. Qur’an 3:39, Haleem translation.

12. Qur’an 19:12-15, Haleem translation. It is worth noting that the Qur'an ex-
pression quoted from John here, “Peace was on him the day he was born, the
day he died, and it will be on him the day he is raised to life again,” is also
quoted in the same chapter from Jesus almost verbatim: “Peace was on me the
day I was born, and will be on me the day I die and the day I am raised to life
again” (19:33).

13. Luke 1:15.

14. The origin of the names of Qurianic suras, or chapters, is disputed among
Muslims. Some believe that they were given by the Prophet Muhammad him-
self, even with the guidance of Angel Gabriel, but others think that the Mus-
lim tradition later chose names for each sura by simply taking words from
their contents. I accept this latter argument.

15. See pp. 119-122 in this book.

16. Qur’an 3:35-37, Haleem translation; I have changed the word provisions here to
food, as preferred by most other translations.

17. Muslim exegetes have debated what this miraculous food Mary found in her
sanctuary was like. Some suggested, “it was summer fruits in winter, and
winter fruits in summer.” According to others, it was grapes out of season. See
Mahmoud M. Ayoub, The House of ‘Imran, vol. 2 of The Qur'an and Its Inter-
preters (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1984), p. 100.

18. The first known work that highlighted the parallels between the Quran and
the Protoevangelium of James is from the seventeenth century: Heinrich Sike,
Evangelium infantiae, vel liber apocryphus de infantia servatoris (Trajecti ad
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ing You. And make my descendants salihun. I have made tawba to You and
[ am truly one of the Muslims’” (46:15).
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