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Note on Transcription

This book uses the DIN standard for transcription of Arabic. This is largely similar
to the widely used ALA-LC standard, with the following main variant characters:

DIN ALA-LC
g J
h kh
d dh
$ sh
g gh

The German letter ‘B’ has been retained in names; it is pronounced and alphabe-
tised as ‘ss’.






Introduction

Mary is the only woman who is mentioned by name in the Qur’an. After Moses,
Abraham, and Noah, Mary is also the person most frequently named in the Qur’an;
in other words, her name appears more frequently than those of either Muham-
mad or Jesus. And in general, the manner in which she is portrayed in the Qur’an
is one of great respect and reverence.! The history of Islam is also replete with
examples of Mary being seen in a positive light. And to the present day, Christians
and Muslims alike hold this figure in high regard.” As a result, you might think
that Mary would be an obvious choice as a bridging figure promoting dialogue
between Christians and Muslims.’

Unfortunately, however, the figure of Mary has also been repeatedly embroiled
in conflicts between the two religions. Time and again, she has become a lightning
rod for expressions of mutual mistrust and lack of understanding between Chris-
tians and Muslims.* Mary has even been turned into a protagonist for imperialist
policies and something like a goddess of war. If one were to view the veneration of
Mary from a purely historical standpoint, one would find a roughly equal number
of positive signs of fellowship between Christians and Muslims and tokens of
alienation and enmity. Equally, one would encounter touching and fascinating
tales alongside absurdity and ugliness.

The aim of our book, however, is not to go in search of such historical traces;

1 Cf. Geagea, Mary of the Koran, 113.

2 Cf. Horn, ‘Intersections’, 121.

3 Indeed, from the very outset she was regarded as just such a bridge by Eastern Christians,
whereas Byzantine Christians preferred to emphasise the contrasts between the Qur’anic and
the biblical images of Mary (cf. George-Tvrtkovi¢, Christians, Muslims, and Mary, 33 f.).
While the latter position was also dominant in the Latin West, William of Tripoli and Nicholas
of Cusa are prominent examples of Latin voices which, even in the Middle Ages, drew
attention to Mary’s role as a bridge-building figure between Islam and Christianity (cf. ibid.,
69 f.).

4 Cf. Smith and Haddad, ‘The Virgin Mary in Islamic tradition and commentary’, 85.
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its purpose, rather, is a theological one. Following all the rules of the art of exege-
sis, we will attempt to reconstruct the evidence about Mary in the Qur’an and use
this to make normative deductions regarding the Islamic faith. At the same time,
the intention of this work is to bring the belief in Mary as practised in the Catholic
Church into conversation with the evidence from the Qur’an and to show how
both sides can learn from one another to their mutual benefit.

In a methodological sense we are breaking new ground with this book in three
ways. To begin with, we are presenting what is in all likelihood the first work
about Mary jointly written by a Muslim theologian and a Christian theologian.
We really have written the whole book together and take joint responsibility for
it in its entirety. Only in the final part does each of us draw her/his separate con-
clusions, whereby our different confessional perspectives lead us to summarise
our findings in our own particular ways. Apart from this, we authored the book
jointly — even in those places where we struggle to get to the truth on an exegeti-
cal, historical and systematic level.

A second innovation of this book in comparison with previous works is that,
in undertaking our exegesis of the Qur’an, we have worked in a consistently dia-
chronic fashion while at the same time adopting a holistic approach toward the
surahs. This means on the one hand that, in the case of every verse of the Qur’an
that mentions Mary, we investigate how the verse functions within the literary
context of the surah in question. On the other hand, we attempt to organise the
verses of the Qur’an chronologically and to contextualise them historically. We
learned this form of Qur’anic exegesis from Angelika Neuwirth, and in writing
this book we were assisted by Zishan Ghaffar, whose work has been shaped by
Professor Neuwirth’s philological approach and who has since become a valued
academic colleague of ours at Paderborn.

The third distinctive feature of our exegetical modus operandi resides in the
fact that we attempt to deal with each of the verses of the Qur’an in a com-
prehensively intertextual fashion.” A great deal of preparatory work has already
been achieved in the field of Islamic Studies in this regard. However, because no
extensive work has yet been carried out on intertextual relations precisely in the
Syriac tradition, we were able to make some exciting discoveries of our own in
this realm. However, we did not just undertake a thorough study of the Syriac
Church Fathers, we also systematically investigated the veneration of Mary in

5 On the significance of intertextual work for modern Islamic systematic theology, cf. also
Abboud, Mary in the Qur an. A literary reading, 4, 6; Ali, ‘Destabilizing gender, reproducing
maternity’, 92, f. 5.
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Greek patristics and were thus able to place the texts from the Qur’an in their
patristic context within Late Antiquity. We are greatly indebted to Nestor Kav-
vadas for his invaluable help with this historical research. Without his energetic
assistance, we would never have attained the historical precision that we aspired
to reach in this book.

Throughout, we compare the results generated by the three innovative steps
mentioned with the findings of classical Islamic exegesis, so that the exegetical
outcome has the broadest possible basis. In this, we were grateful for the assistance
of the Muslim members of our work group, who ensured that we were constantly
alert not only to classical approaches but also the great variety of interpretational
methods offered by modern Islamic theology in our exegetical endeavours. We
would especially like to thank Nasrin Bani Assadi, Ahmed Husic, Muhammad
Legenhausen, Vahid Mahdavi Mehr, Abdul Rahman Mustafa and Nadia Saad.
They have all rendered a great service to this book and helped give the Muslim
tradition a very vivid and diverse profile in the work. In addition, Ahmed Husic
ensured that the transcriptions from Arabic were consistent, while Elizaveta Doro-
gova was responsible for proofreading the text.6

As abackground for our intertextual work, in the first part of this book we start
by providing an outline of the belief in Mary within the Christian tradition; this
begins by considering the biblical evidence’ before raising the question of how
this phenomenon manifested itself among the Syriac Church Fathers. After a brief
look at the dogmatic cornerstones of the belief in Mary in the Catholic Church and
how these evolved during the history of ecclesiastical dogma, we finally explore
the particular question of the veneration of Mary in Byzantium around the time
when the Qur’an came into being.®

The second part, which forms the core of our book, comprises an exegesis of
the Qur’an, the guiding principles of which we have just laid out. If one com-
pares our approach with classical exegesis, the latter is primarily concerned with
confirming the faith, and motifs of apologia become repeatedly evident in it. Yet

6 In addition, the complete manuscript was given a final proofreading by Hamideh
Mohagheghi and Lukas Wiesenhiitter. Julian Heise was responsible for preparing the index.
We would like to thank all of them most sincerely.

7 Our thanks are due here to our colleagues and experts on the NewTestament, Hans-Ulrich
Weidemann and Christian Blumenthal, both of whom provided numerous helpful suggestions
for the part of our book which covers the Bible.

8 Our colleagues Martha Himmelfarb, James Howard-Johnston and Johannes Pahlitzsch gave
us a number of extremely helpful hints in this regard, and we are most grateful to them for
taking the time to come to Paderborn. With his iconographical expertise, Lars Rickelt was also
of great assistance to us.
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the work of classical exegesis was naturally also interested in reconstructing his-
torical events and connections. It operated on a very high level, especially in
philological terms, and should not be ignored in any modern treatment of the
subject. Methodologically, however, this classical approach does not always make
a clear enough distinction between what can be reconstructed through histori-
cal—critical analysis and a historical account based on faith. The beginnings of
a historical—critical exegesis of the Qur’an here will supplement the rich fund
of classical Qur’anic exegesis and reveal levels of profundity that have hitherto
largely remained undiscovered.

Our efforts in the third part are directed at sounding out the evidence within
the Qur’an regarding Mary from the standpoint of Islamic systematic theology. In
the process, we incorporate findings from Islamic literature and works from the
field of Islamic Studies, in an attempt to underscore the contemporary relevance
of Mary from a Muslim perspective.

In the fourth and final part, we summarise from a Christian and Muslim view-
point respectively the results of our foregoing endeavour. To do so, we use the
methodology of comparative theology; as a general rule, this has also been our
guiding principle throughout the book.’

We would like to thank the University of Paderborn, which granted us both
a sabbatical in the winter semester of 2019-2020 and also provided us with the
means and the opportunity to invite four internationally renowned guest academ-
ics to participate in our working group. By thus providing research arrangements
specially tailored to our needs, the university furnished us with the perfect con-
ditions and impetus to write this book. Our thanks are also due to the Deutsche
Forschungsgesellschaft and the Federal Ministry for Education and Research,
whose funding of a total of five research assistant posts enabled us to get on top
of the great mass of material that we had to deal with in this book.!° This special
support framework has, we believe, enabled us to present a number of genuinely
exciting findings, which we are now delighted to share with interested readers.

Muna Tatari and Klaus von Stosch
Paderborn, October 2020

9 For an introduction to this methodology, cf. Klaus von Stosch, Komparative Theologie als
Wegweiser in der Welt der Religionen, Paderborn and elsewhere 2012 (Beitridge zur
Komparativen Theologie; 6).

10 Special mention should be made here of Elizaveta Dorogova, who in addition to
proofreading the text raised many pertinent content-related queries.
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MARY IN THE CHRISTIAN
TRADITION

In beginning this book with an overview of how Mary is portrayed in the Chris-
tian tradition, our intention from the very start is to use this as a stepping-off point
from which to engage with the Muslim tradition and with the Qur’an in particu-
lar. Because the literature of Mariology is so extensive, our objective within the
scope of this comparative study cannot be to develop our own mariological thesis.
Instead, this work is all about reviewing the current state of research on Mariology
within Catholicism and presenting it in such a way that it can enter into a meaning-
ful dialogue with the Qur’an. Accordingly, in the following study we aim to present
an especially thorough synopsis of the various strands of tradition that were picked
up and expanded or commented upon by the proclaimer of the Qur’an.! However,
because we must in addition constantly reckon with the possibility of a negative
intertextuality that can manifest itself among other things in the omission of certain
aspects of tradition, we must also include within our overview those elements of tra-
dition which, at least at first sight, are of no concern to the proclaimer of the Qur’an.

1 From an Islamic perspective, the Qur’an is the direct word of God, meaning that God is the
proclaimer of the Qur’an. Because this viewpoint is not so easy to process for non-Muslims,
we have chosen to use a neutral formulation here, which does justice to the different religious
identities of both ‘authors’. This formulation enables the non-Muslim commentator to also
regard Muhammad or his community as the proclaimer(s) of the Qur’an. The term proclaimer
alludes to the fact that the Qur’an is meant to be read out or proclaimed from the Arabic so
from its very origins was first and foremost an oral text.
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For the biblical tradition, this means that we will concentrate above all on the
story of the Annunciation and birth of Jesus presented in the Gospel of Luke,
since this is clearly the focus of attention in the Qur’an. We will, however, also
take other biblical traditions into consideration, especially the gospels of Matthew
and John insofar as they are significant for understanding the Qur’an. We will
also make at least passing reference to other possible biblical points of contact for
Mariology, albeit without being in a position to examine them exhaustively in the
context of our study.

Where patristics are concerned, we will focus our attention primarily on the
Syriac Church Fathers, since they are in all likelihood the people with whom the
proclaimer of the Qur’an principally took issue. As regards the dogmatic tradition,
we will first and foremost treat those articles of faith concerning Mary that were in
widespread circulation around the time that the Qur’an was compiled and which
were also discussed by the proclaimer of the Qur’an. The primary tenet of faith
in question here is that of Mary’s perpetual virginity. By contrast, less attention
will be given to the doctrine of Mary as the Mother of God, as promulgated by the
Council of Ephesus in 431. Likewise, the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception
of Mary, which was only formulated as Catholic dogma in 1854, and the Assump-
tion of Mary into heaven (first defined in 1950), will only be treated in the form
in which they already existed and were the subject of discussion at the time when
the Qur’an came into being.

Our study as a whole is structured in such a way that the progression through
the Bible, the Church Fathers and faith tradition should help create an initial
approach to the figure of Mary via the concept of monotheism and through her
role as witness to Jesus Christ. She should therefore appear as the paradigm of
a faithful believer, who is able to exert a charismatic appeal beyond the Chris-
tian tradition while at the same time being portrayed without compromise in her
special connection with her son. Thus, even in the manner in which the Christian
tradition elaborates her character, we may readily understand how the Qur’an
comes to acknowledge Mary in such a strikingly positive way.



1

Mary in the Bible

It is customary in historical—critical analysis of holy scriptures to present the
contents of the sacred text in question in the chronological order in which they
were created. For this reason, we will begin the Muslim section of our study by
considering the Surah Maryam, and by the same token we will now commence
this section on the Bible by looking at the oldest parts of the New Testament: the
letters of Paul and the earliest of the gospels.

a) Mary in the Corpus Paulinum and the Gospel of Mark

In the entire Corpus Paulinum — that is, the collected letters of the apostle and his
followers — Mary appears on just one occasion, namely in the Letter to the Gala-
tians. At a theologically significant point in this important letter, Paul stresses that
Jesus was ‘born of a woman’ (Galatians 4:4). It is noteworthy that the correspond-
ing Greek formulation begins with the same word as the following characterisation
of Jesus as ‘born under the law’ (each phrase being introduced with genomenon).
It therefore seems fair to assume that both formulations belong together and are
intended to emphasise that Jesus was born to a Jewish woman. The verse that
follows makes it clear that this birth to a Jewish woman takes place so that we
might be redeemed under the law and adopted into sonship. For Paul, the actual
act of a woman giving birth and her belonging to the Jewish race evidently form
a pretext for speculating on the Christian message of salvation. An integral part
of the doctrine of justification, which is enunciated for the first time in the Letter
to the Galatians, is the fact that the son of God genuinely enters into the conditio
humana — joining the human race quite ‘normally’ by being born to a woman from
God’s chosen people, the Israelites.! Here, therefore, Mariology is completely at

1 Cf. Adrian Wypadlo, ‘““Geworden aus einer Frau” (Gal. 4:4). Ein mariologischer Splitter bei
Paulus?’ In: Weidemann (ed.), ‘Der Name der Jungfrau war Maria’, 361.
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the service of Christology. Paul is at pains to emphasise that Jesus truly was a
person, and Jesus’s birth to a woman provides Paul with a striking proof of this
fact. Mary is the guarantor here of Jesus’s genuine humanity, while at the same
time forming a link between the ministry of Jesus and the people of Israel.

Likewise the Gospel of Mark (hereafter abbreviated as Mk) has very little
to say on the subject of Mary. As in the letters of Paul, Mk is largely uninter-
ested in Mary.? But unlike in Paul, Mary is accorded a somewhat negative role in
Mk. So much is evident from her very first appearance in the book. It is Jesus’s
mother, supported by his brothers, who calls him away from the crowd of follow-
ers surrounding him (Mk 3:31f.). Jesus brusquely dismisses her: ‘Who are my
mother and my brothers? Then he looked at those seated in a circle around him
and said: “Here are my mother and my brothers! Whoever does God’s will is my
brother and sister and mother”” (Mk 3:33-35). In order to understand this uncouth
response in the context of the narrative of Mk, we need to relate to Jesus’s family
another incident also recounted by Mk. For Mk 3:21 tells of how ‘his associates’
(Greek: hoi par autou) — some translations render this as ‘his kinsmen’ — reached
the conclusion that Jesus had lost his mind. The verse does not specify whether
his mother is included in this catch-all term too. Indeed, it may merely mean the
inhabitants of his own village, and possibly his neighbours who were not part of
his family. However, the narrative context strongly suggests that this term does
actually denote Jesus’s mother and brothers, which would explain why he rebuffs
them so fiercely shortly after.

However, regardless of how one interprets Mk 3:21,3 the pericope Mk 3:31-35
alone provides sufficient evidence of a real quarrel between Jesus and his family.
Quite clearly, there was an estrangement between Jesus and his mother, at least
for a time. Immediately before our pericope here, Jesus states that anyone who
blasphemes against the Holy Spirit will never be forgiven (Mk 3:29). Indeed, it
is the Holy Spirit which, in Mark, descends upon Jesus (Mk 1:10), sends him
out into the wilderness (Mk 1:12), and enables him to drive out the demons. In
contrast, the scribes accuse Jesus of being possessed by an impure spirit (Mk
3:30). Their opposition poses an existential threat to Jesus and his ministry, and
spurs him to issue this uncompromising rebuttal. In Mk 3:31, the family of Jesus

2 Cf. MuBner, Maria, die Mutter Jesu im Neuen Testament, 23.

3 Rainer Kampling highlights the fact that this passage was even occasionally used in
patristics for the purpose of anti-Jewish polemics, by seeing Mary as a paradigm of the Jewish
faith, with the result that the passage was then interpreted as anti-Marian. Cf. Kampling, *...
die Jidin, aus deren Fleische der geboren wurde ...°, 18. Yet Kampling is insistent that by no
means all Jewish Christians agitated against the virginity of Mary.
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effectively side with his adversaries when they summon him away from his group
of followers. At this point, Jesus relativises the binding power the family exerts
over him and emphasises that his true brothers and sisters and his true mother are
those who are working with him to establish the Kingdom of God. If one considers
how vehemently Jesus argues at this point with the Jewish elites of his age, it is
all too understandable that his mother and family should intervene in an attempt
to mediate.

If they are indeed the people described in the phrase ‘his kinsmen’ in Mk 3:21,
then the principal reason for their intervention would be the fact that their son has
gathered so many followers around him ‘that he and his disciples were not even
able to eat’ (Mk 3:20). The problem here is therefore no longer a political dispute
with the Jewish elites but rather a lack of common sense. Here, too, it cannot be
wrong to want to bring a young man to his senses. And so we learn from these
passages that Mary keeps a close eye on her son and intervenes when he places
himself and his family in danger or when his preaching has politically danger-
ous consequences. All in all, we can perhaps say that Mary appears to struggle
to accept Jesus’s calling and to regard him as anything more than her son. She
has found it impossible to fall into line with his great sense of mission and was
simply wishing to bring him to his senses. If one stops to consider the powers and
authority to which Jesus laid claim right from his first public proclamation of his
mission, it is easy to understand his mother’s reaction. Our first impression of
Mary is therefore of someone who has doubts about Jesus’s authority and vocation
and is in conflict with him.

Comparing Mk 3:31-35 with the corresponding passages in the other synoptic
gospels, it is apparent that the Gospels of Luke (hereafter abbreviated as Lk) and
Matthew (Mt) pick up on this theme of conflict but at the same time divest it of
its drama. Although Lk 8:19-21 does not seek to deny that the conflict with Mary
took place — which speaks strongly to its historical veracity — like Mt 12:46-50,
it removes it from the context of the ‘Beelzebub argument’ with the scribes.*
Thus, while Jesus’s mother and brothers in Mark’s account (Mk 3:22) still align
themselves with the scribes, who assume that Jesus has been possessed by an
evil spirit, in Luke’s gospel Jesus’s family’s lack of faith is linked to the passage
concerning the storm on the Sea of Galilee and the disciples’ absence of faith
and thereby relativised.® The family of Jesus therefore exhibits behaviour that is

4 Cf. Hagemann and Pulsfort, Maria, 38.
5 Mt occupies an intermediate position here. Unlike in Lk, the text from Mark is not abridged
by Mt and stripped of its key point. Nor does Mt draw any parallels with the disciples’ lack of
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akin to that of the followers of Jesus and which no longer contains the germ of
any conflict.

By contrast, the Gospel of Mark (Mk 3:31-35) clearly testifies to a temporary
estrangement between Jesus and his mother, which is furthermore not resolved
within this gospel.® The focal point here is the statement that Jesus’s true family is
the community of believers. The critical attitude of those who felt closest to Jesus
reappears in Mk 6:1-6a, but with no mention of his mother. Even so, here too
Jesus complains about the lack of respect shown to him by his relatives (Mk 6:4 ‘A
prophet without honour...among his relatives...”). A comparison with the parallel
texts from the other synoptic gospels (Mt 13:53-58 and Lk 4:16-30) shows that
only Lk tries to exempt Mary from criticism. Accordingly, Lk 4:23f. only speaks
about a prophet being without honour in his own hometown, not the rejection by
his family attested in Mk 6:4 and Mt 13:56.

The synoptic gospels thus exhibit a gradation of criticism of Jesus’s family.
Especially the criticism voiced in Mk has to be regarded as nothing short of a
polemic against the family. Nonetheless, we must be careful not to read too much
into this regarding the historical relationship between Jesus and Mary. For the
polemic in Mk against the relatives of Jesus may possibly be directed at the notion
of a caliphate of sorts, which may have existed among the original Christian com-
munity in Jerusalem.” Precisely against the background of the debate within Islam
on the question of whether the true disciples of Muhammad were to be found
among his followers or his relatives, it is extremely interesting to note that similar
conflicts appear to have existed within the early Christian community in Jerusa-
lem, and that the brothers of Jesus, in particular James, evidently laid claim to
leadership. Yet in exactly the same way as Sunni Islam eventually decided the
conflict in the Muslim community in favour of the companions and friends of the
Prophet, so too in Christianity the view prevailed that authenticity of a person’s

faith. But the decontextualisation from the Beelzebub controversy also occurs in Mt 12:46-50.
However, as a transition to Jesus’s parables, the new context is not as manifestly apologetic as
Luke’s version.

6 Cf. Becker, Maria, 89: Auch interessiert das Leben der Maria weder vor noch nach Jesu
offentlichem Wirken. Nur die zweimaligen episodischen Kontaktaufnahmen in Galilda (Mk
3:31ff.; 6:1 [f) erscheinen berichtenswert. ... Sie zielen auf ein besseres Verstehen des Weges
Jesu, der abseits der Familie und Heimat wirkt. (‘Nor is Mary’s life either before or after
Jesus’s public ministry of interest [to Mark]. Only the two episodic meetings between them in
Galilee are deemed worthy of mention...the aim of these is to gain a better understanding of
the path taken by Jesus, who conducts his ministry away from his family and homeland.”)

7 Cf. Schweizer, Das Evangelium nach Markus, 43. On the idea of a caliphate in the original
Jerusalem Christian community, cf. also Dassmann, Kirchengeschichte I, 60.
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discipleship was not linked to how closely they were related to Jesus. Jesus’s
harsh utterances in Mk may well have to do with this outcome.

Nevertheless, interpreting the criticism of Jesus’s family in the context of the
controversy concerning a caliphate in the early Christian community in Jerusalem
does not mean that actual conflicts described here have no basis in historical fact.
For if there had been no recollections within early Christian communities of these
kinds of conflicts between Jesus and his family, it would surely have been dif-
ficult for Mk to derive an argument against Jesus’s relatives’ claim to leadership
from these conflicts. And the clear attempt in the corresponding passages in Lk to
take Mary out of the firing line indicates that the Marcan version of events most
definitely had the potential to be an effective irritant to the growing Marian belief
in the early church. We should not lose sight of this irritant factor, even though it
is not treated in the Qur an.

b) Mary in the Gospel of Matthew

In the previous section, we touched upon some references to Mary influenced by
Mk that are also addressed in Mt. We want now to focus all our attention on the
opening of Mt, because this section of the gospel is particularly important for the
way in which the Qur’an handles the narratives surrounding Mary.

To start with here, it is worth mentioning Jesus’s family tree as revealed by the
gospel (Mt 1:1-7). The purpose of the family tree is clearly to present the story
of Jesus Christ as the fulfilment of the Old Covenant.® According to Mt 1:17 the
genealogy is divided into three parts, which link Jesus with the Patriarchs, the
monarchical period and the resurgence following the Babylonian Exile. Abraham
and David appear as key figures, who accordingly are specifically named in Mt
1:1 as forebears of Jesus. The first part of the family tree (Mt 1:2—6) names four-
teen generations from Abraham to David, the second part (Mt 1:7-11) the same
number from Solomon to Josiah and the third part another fourteen generations
from Jeconiah to Jesus.’ It is striking that, unlike all the other individuals named,
Joseph is not described as the person who begets the next generation (Jesus) but
is merely presented as the husband of Mary, who is then in her turn introduced

8 Cf. Hagemann and Pulsfort, Maria, 28.

9 It is often pointed out in the secondary literature that, if one carefully tallies up all the
names, one does not always arrive at the figure of fourteen generations that the biblical text
maintains it is listing. Consequently the current authors took it upon themselves to tally up the
names, several times; we can report that we did not encounter the alleged problem, and that
each of us did indeed arrive at the final figure of fourteen generations.
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into the genealogy as ‘the mother of Jesus who is called the Messiah’ (Mt 1:16).
Mary is therefore implicitly given her own role in the family tree, even though
the genealogy actually runs via Joseph, who as the adoptive father was the legal
guarantor of Jesus’s descent from the line of David.

Comparing Mt 1:1-17 with the family tree from Lk 3:23-38, which appears
in Lk after the account of the baptism of Jesus, one notable difference is that the
family tree in Lk goes back to Adam. In a typically Lk-like manner, this expands
the rather Judeo-Christian perspective of Mt to give it a more universal flavour.
Abraham and David appear in Lk, as does Noah, though no particular emphasis
is placed on these figures.!’ In both Mt and Lk the genealogies are of the linear
family tree type, which in antiquity, and doubtless also here, had a legitimising
function. Moreover, the two family trees differ significantly from one another;
their marked dissimilarity points to the fact that they were not intended to reflect
historical reality but instead are theological constructions.'

In Mt 1:1-17, the intention is to show Jesus as a genuine Jew and descendant of
David.!? ‘He is the son of Abraham and the royal Messiah and as such is the bearer
of all of Israel’s messianic hopes in accordance with God’s plan.’"® ‘Jesus is the
son of David, that is he has been sent by God to Israel as his Anointed One, and at
the same time as the son of Abraham, because God also wishes, through him, to
speak to the entire world of Gentiles.”** In other words, the family tree introduces
Jesus as a human, historical figure, while at the same time acknowledging the
special role he plays for Israel.

Another remarkable feature of the family tree in Mt is that it includes four
women in the genealogy, and while they do not replace their respective husbands,
they are still individually mentioned by name. All four of them appear as non-
Jews — a covert indication that the Messiah of Israel also brings salvation for the

10 Cf. Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthdius, 129.

11 Even Jesus’s grandfathers are different in Lk and Mt (Luz, Das Evangelium nach
Matthdus, 131). The Church Fathers explained these discrepancies by claiming that “...the one
evangelist was referring to the natural father, whereas the other was referring to the legal
father’ (Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthdus, 137). These discrepancies became an important
polemical argument used by the emperor Julian the Apostate, especially since the name of
Jesus’s grandfather was not known (cf. Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthdus, 138). It is
interesting to note that the preacher of the Qur’an does not place himself within this polemical
tradition, but instead develops his own genealogical ideas, which likewise have a particular
theological purpose, as we shall see.

12 Cf. Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthdus, 130.

13 Ibid., 132.

14 Ibid., 139.
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Gentiles. " In addition, all four play a somewhat dubious role in the Bible. Tamar
disguises herself as a courtesan and seduces and blackmails her father-in-law
(Genesis 38:15-19), Rahab is a prostitute known all over town (Joshua 2:1), while
Ruth tricks her kinsman Boaz into intimate sexual contact with her, and Bathsheba
aids and abets King David in committing adultery (2 Samuel 11).'¢ Yet however
scandalous their behaviour, all four are strong female figures who exude a positive
force. These are women who, precisely by virtue of being mothers, ‘have been
enrolled into service by God in fulfillment of his plan of salvation.’'” To some
extent, therefore, they all point to Mary, who after all herself is first presented as
an adulteress and who has to struggle to earn herself respect.

In Mt, the family tree of Jesus is followed by an account of his birth, although
Mary only plays a subsidiary role in this (Mt 1:18-25). It is simply mentioned that
Mary was found to be pregnant ‘through the Holy Spirit’ (Mt 1:18). This is the first
attestation in the Bible that when Mary conceived Jesus, she had not yet engaged
in any intimate physical contact with her husband-to-be Joseph. However, this
fact is not interpreted by the gospel in, say, a mariological sense, but merely acts
as a springboard in the narrative to highlight Joseph’s role. For from verse 19
onwards, all attention is focused on Joseph and the question of how he reacts to
his fiancée’s pregnancy.'®

Joseph’s initial reaction is to decide to separate from Mary (Mt 1:19). Tra-
ditionally, most Protestant exegetes proceeded from the assumption that Joseph
‘suspected his wife of adultery and therefore wanted to be rid of her.”'” By con-
trast, in traditional Catholic exegesis, there is a tendency to interpret this passage
rather as an expression of Joseph’s awed reluctance to even touch the sanctified
Mary.?* However, this latter interpretation does not easily square with the pro-
nouncement of the angel in Mt 1:20, who first has to win Joseph around to the
idea of acknowledging the exceptional nature of Jesus’s conception through the
Holy Spirit. Accordingly, in more recent times, as a general rule even Catholic
exegesis has tended to give precedence to the classical Protestant reading of this

15 Cf. Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthdus, 135.

16 Cf. Beinert, Maria, 31.

17 Miiller and Sattler, ‘Mariologie’, 165.

18 It is repeatedly noted in the exegetical literature that Mt is clearly much more interested in
Joseph than in Mary. Cf. for example Konradt, Das Evangelium nach Matthdus, 34.

19 Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthdus, 146 and the footnote, which observes that in Deut
22:23 f. it is stipulated that the penalty for a person who is pledged to be married committing
adultery is to be stoned to death, although this custom had fallen into desuetude by the time of
Jesus.

20 Cf. ibid., 147.
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passage. For instance, the renowned German Catholic exegete Michael Theobald
has written: ‘“When he (Joseph) notices that she is pregnant, he suspects her of
adultery and wants to “dismiss” her, but because he is “righteous” (i.e. he has
no wish to expose his wife to scandal by instituting very public divorce proceed-
ings, but instead to be indulgent and lenient towards her) to do so surreptitiously
without making any great fuss.”?! To put it rather bluntly, one might even say:
precisely because Joseph is a ‘righteous man’, and as such lives his life entirely in
accordance with the Torah (Jewish law), he is duty bound to dismiss a woman who
has committed adultery and has hence become a permanent source of impurity for
him (thereby jeopardising his relationship with God). For on the literary level of
Mt, according to the so-called ‘sexual immorality clause’ mentioned in Mt 5:32, in
the case of adultery on the part of a wife Jesus’s strict proscription against divorce
is rendered null and void. And seen in historical terms too, even in pre-rabbinical
Judaism, forms of textual exegesis existed according to which extramarital sexual
intercourse on the part of a married woman effectively defiled her for her husband
and made any further sexual relations between the married couple impossible.?
As a result, it is highly probable that it was precisely Joseph’s observance of
the Torah which prevented him from behaving in any other way towards Mary.
Accordingly — again on the literary level of the gospel — it is only the intervention
of an unnamed angel that can persuade him to keep Mary by his side. We are not
given any more details on the circumstances of Jesus’s birth.

We likewise search in vain for a more extensive appreciation of Mary in the
episodes that follow: the adoration of the Magi (Mt 2:1-12), the Flight to Egypt
(Mt 2:13-15), the slaughter of the innocents on Bethlehem (Mt 2:16—18), and the
return from Egypt (Mt 2:19-23). All that is said is that the Magi find Jesus with
his mother Mary (Mt 2:11) and that Joseph is told by the angel that he should take
Mary with him on the flight to Egypt and when he returns to Israel (Mt 2:13, 2:20).
In Mt, Mary appears entirely as the mother of the Messiah. She derives ‘respect
exclusively from her child’,> and does not develop an independent profile. Yet at
the same time, some indications are nonetheless given of what a difficult situation
Mary’s pregnancy and giving birth to Jesus places Mary in — a theme that would
later come to be expanded upon by the proclaimer of the Qur’an.

21 Theobald, ‘Siehe, die Jungfrau wird empfangen’, 28.
22 Cf. Vahrenhorst, ‘Ihr sollt tiberhaupt nicht schworen’, 407-409.
23 Hagemann and Pulsfort, Maria, 37.
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¢) Mary in the Gospel of Luke

We have already seen in our exposition of Mark’s Gospel that of all the books of
the Bible, the Gospel of Luke has most to say about Mary. This scripture is also the
main source for the veneration of the Virgin Mary within Christianity, which com-
mences very shortly after its writing. Interestingly, it is also the text with which the
proclaimer of the Qur’an engages most intensively. The most prominent episode
in this treatment is the story of the proclamation of Jesus’s coming and of his birth;
accordingly, these are the passages from Lk that we will focus on here too.

After a short preface, Lk begins his gospel with the announcement of the
birth of John the Baptist (Lk 1:5-25), from which he immediately proceeds to
portray the birth of Jesus (Lk 1:26-38).%* Genealogically it is almost certainly
the case that Lk himself creates the link between the scene with Mary and the
preceding scene where the Angel Gabriel appears to the priest Zechariah and
proclaims the birth of John the Baptist.>® Lk’s intention in doing so is not only
to highlight the fact that the announcement to Zechariah is overtrumped by the
same angel foretelling the birth of Jesus to Mary, but also to point out the clear
parallels between the two scenes: ‘Both Zechariah and Mary are called upon by
name by the angel who visits them and are told: “Do not be afraid!”; both raise
an objection to the “birth proclamations”, which the angel allays in each instance;
both receive a sign from the angel — Zechariah is dumbstruck, while Mary is
told of the pregnancy of her aged relative Elizabeth.”?® At the same time, not the
slightest criticism is evident in the portrayal of the temple and the priesthood
in the announcement to Zechariah. The Jewish milieu and the details of Jewish
ceremonies are described with great care and without any discernible anti-Jewish
agenda.”” Evidently Lk is greatly concerned to locate the story of Jesus firmly
within a Jewish setting. It is important to note this here, since an anti-Jewish
interpretation of the relationship between Zechariah and Mary quickly came to
play an influential role in patristics.

We will come to investigate this history of reception in greater depth pres-
ently. At this juncture we are solely concerned with the mariologically relevant
verses in the announcement of the forthcoming birth of Jesus. The Annunciation
scene exhibits clear parallels with Old Testament narratives and can be read in

24 On the breakdown of Lk 1 f. used here, cf. Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas, 46 f.
25 Cf. Theobald, ‘Siehe, die Jungfrau wird empfangen’, 46.

26 Theobald, ‘Siche, die Jungfrau wird empfangen’, 37 f.; on this and other parallels, cf.
Miiller, Mehr als ein Prophet, 109 f.

27 Cf. Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas, 50.
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conjunction with, say, Judges 6:11-24.%® In formal terms, the passage here is, like
Mt 1:18-25, a narrative exposition in the manner of the Haggadah® or ‘tales of
fulfillment, which pick up on Isaiah’s “birth proclamation” in Isaiah 7:13 (in the
Septuagint [LXX] version) and set the narrative scene with regard to the messi-
anic significance of Jesus’s birth.’* The verses in Lk form part of a genre of birth
announcements, which in antiquity were a favoured method of conveying the idea
‘that figures of legend, but also certain historical personages, were destined by
God for greatness even prior to their birth.”3!

As with Zechariah, in the announcement scene involving Mary, Gabriel appears
as an angel sent by the Lord (he introduces himselfin Lk 1:19, and again in Lk 1:26).
While in biblical terms, the angel of the Lord can also be interpreted as a manifesta-
tion of God,*? in both of these passages the angel acts solely as a messenger. In the
Hebrew Bible — with the exception of the Book of Daniel — angels actually have
no names.* The fact that the name of Gabriel is given here may well have to do
with the fact that a meeting between a young woman and an angel who remained
anonymous might evoke sexual connotations,* especially because angels in the
New Testament are customarily depicted as good-looking young men.** Gabriel
was regarded here as especially trustworthy*® and in addition was commonly asso-
ciated with God’s military might;*” both of these factors place a question mark over
any thoughts of a romantic encounter right from the outset. Likewise, the emphasis
on Mary’s virginity and the mention of her betrothal to Joseph effectively preclude
any misplaced interpretation of the encounter with the angel (cf. Lk 1:27).

28 Cf. Menke, Fleisch geworden aus Maria, 29 f.

29 Cf. Theobald, ‘Siehe, die Jungfrau wird empfangen’, 29.

30 Ibid., 20. LXX is the standard abbreviation used for the Greek Bible translation, the
Septuagint.

31 Ibid., 24.

32 Cf. von Stosch, ‘Eine urchristliche Engelchristologie im Koran?’, 69-91. The angel’s role
in Lk 2:9, when he radiates the glory of the Lord, is therefore different to that in the
Annunciation scene (cf. Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas, 124). Lk 2:13 then immediately
proceeds to talk in terms of a whole host of angels (cf. Michalak, ‘The Angel Gabriel in the
Lukan Infancy Narrative’, 208). This may be an allusion to the ideas of Zealotry (cf. Michalak,
‘The Angel Gabriel in the Lukan Infancy Narrative’, 211).

33 Cf. Michalak, ‘The Angel Gabriel in the Lukan Infancy Narrative’, 204.

34 Cf. ibid., 215.

35 One need only think of the angel at Jesus’s tomb or those which accompany him on his
Ascension, all of which are depicted as young men (Mk 16:5; Lk 24:4; Acts 1:10). And of
course the heavenly host in Lk 2:13 are also male.

36 Cf. Michalak, ‘The Angel Gabriel in the Lukan Infancy Narrative’, 217.

37 Cf.ibid., 211.
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At this point, Mary is introduced as parthénos, which in Hellenistic Greek
has the meaning virgin,*® but which also hints at her youthfulness. Presumably
we are to think of her as having just passed the age of sexual maturity, in other
words around 12 years old. ‘However, she is already legally bound to Joseph by
a marriage contract, even though she is not yet living with him. According to
the customs of the time, this only happened after the wedding, in other words
generally a year after the marriage contract was signed.”** We will presently treat
the topic of Mary’s virginity in a separate section (see below, 53 ff.); our prime
concern for the time being is to continue with the narration.

Gabriel greets Mary in Lk 1:28 as ‘highly favoured’, thus making it clear right
from the very beginning that she had been chosen by God in advance, in other
words prior to any consent on her part.** Mary does not earn the encounter with
the angel through her grace and virtuousness, but instead is endowed with God’s
grace for no reason. Even the consoling words ‘The Lord is with you’ in the same
verse are offered without Mary having done anything to deserve them. These
words of encouragement in turn pick up on a pledge made in the Old Testament
(Zephaniah 3:14), which is directed at the ‘daughter of Zion” and assures her that
the Lord is with her. ‘In receiving this greeting, Mary appears as the daughter of
Zion in person.’!

Like Zechariah, Mary’s first response is one of shock (Lk 1:19 and 12) and to
ask herself what this salutation might signify. Yet while the shock causes Zecha-
riah to be beset by fear, it prompts reflectiveness in Mary. This fact illuminates
an important character trait of Mary in Lk. For this trait reveals itself once more
following the birth of Jesus. While the angels and the shepherds vent their feelings
in the form of loud praise, ‘Mary is conspicuous as the one who keeps her counsel
and reflects silently on what has taken place.”*? In her interpretation, Andrea Ack-
ermann scrutinises the verse under discussion here (Lk 2:19), and focuses espe-
cially on the word that is used to describe the emotion that Mary feels in her
heart, commonly rendered in English as ‘pondered’ and in the Koine Greek of the
New Testament as symballousa: ‘Therefore, the term nachdenken [German for
‘to ponder, contemplate’] chosen by the EU [Einheitsiibersetzung, the ‘standard

38 Cf. Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas, 72; Theobald, ‘Siehe, die Jungfrau wird
empfangen’, 59.

39 Kremer, Lukasevangelium, 27.

40 Weidemann, ‘Embedding the Virgin’, 113, with reference to Wolter, Lk, 25.

41 Ratzinger, ‘Et incarnatus est de Spiritu Sancto ex Maria Virgine ...” In: H. U. von
Balthasar, Maria, 71-84, 77.

42 Kremer, Lukasevangelium, 38 with reference to Lk 2:19.
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translation’ of the German ecumenical version of the Bible] is a highly apposite
translation of symballousa in Lk 2:19 (also in the extended sense of nachdenken
as “to grapple with”). If we also take into consideration here Acts 17:18, it is
even conceivable that this grappling with the news imparted by the shepherds
might have occurred somewhat in the manner practised by philosophers, namely
entirely inwardly and contemplatively.”* Of course, we cannot be certain that Lk
really intended to depict Mary’s attitude here as one of philosophical contempla-
tion. At any rate, though, it is plain that Mary does not obey blindly but rather
attempts to understand what is about to happen to her. She takes a reflective,
inquisitive approach, seeking to know exactly what will happen, and so quite
fearlessly challenges the angel to go into greater detail. Lk 2:51 subsequently
pinpoints this character trait a little more precisely. Just like her husband, Mary
cannot understand the 12-year-old Jesus’s debates with the elders in the temple
courts in Jerusalem, but she nonetheless retains (‘treasures’) his words and deeds
in her heart. In other words, she doe not merely seek to understand things on an
intellectual level, but also to gain an existential grasp of what is going on with
her son, and to patiently assimilate this insight into her life. This trait of Mary’s
of patiently enduring things that we as yet cannot comprehend, while at the same
time tenaciously querying points that we are complicit in accepting unquestion-
ingly, is clearly presented to us by Lk as a model to emulate.

Let us return, however, to Mary’s dialogue with the angel. Gabriel’s explana-
tion begins by reiterating that Mary has found grace with God (Lk 1:30). There
then follows the proclamation of the Virgin Birth and an initial Christological
clarification of significance of the impending event: ‘He will be great and will be
called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his
father David, and he will reign over Jacob’s descendants forever; his kingdom will
never end’ (Lk 1:32 f.). John the Baptist was also described as great in the sight
of the Lord (Lk 1:15) — once again, we note the parallels between the announce-
ments made to Zechariah and to Mary. But the title ‘the Son of the Most High’ in
Lk 1:32 is genuinely Christological and only appears here. Like the designation of
Jesus as the Son of God in Lk 1:45, the title refers to his role as a ruler.** In being
dubbed the Son of God, Jesus is given an official title ‘of the kind that the Kings
of Israel carried from the day of their enthronement onwards (cf. Psalms 2:7) and
as befits him as the occupant of “the throne of David”.”** Of course, these imperial

43 Ackermann, ‘... und Maria dachte dariiber nach’, 255.
44 Cf. Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas, 65.
45 Kremer, Lukasevangelium, 28.
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associations are reinterpreted in the context of the gospel of Luke. Even so, it is
intriguing to note that precisely the angel who in any case is already associated
with God’s military might now uses a complex of metaphors that stand within the
tradition of the Davidian royal Messiah.* In particular, Lk 1:33 evokes imperial
associations and generates a Christology with political implications, which ulti-
mately holds out the promise of a perpetual reign. Thus we see that even in Lk, the
ground is laid for a political interpretation of Christology and Mariology, whose
reception in Late Antiquity will be discussed later.

Mary is neither cowed nor impressed when confronted by this momentous
piece of news. In her previously described critically contemplative frame of mind,
she enquires how she can possibly have a child without having intimate physical
contact with a man (Lk 1:34). What she wants are precise answers to her ques-
tions, not to be overwhelmed by the pure majesty of God.

In literary terms, Mary’s enquiry in Lk 1:34 obliges the angel to provide a
fuller explanation: ‘The sequence of narrative elements Objection by the human
being/Explanation that rebuts the objection/Signalling of acceptance (cf. also
Luke 1:18-20) is part of a formula of divine vocation already evident in the Old
Testament,”#” which is now also applied to Mary here. Once more, there is a paral-
lel here to Zechariah (Lk 1:18). With regard to this parallel, it is interesting that
not only the exegesis of the Church Fathers, but also the modern exegetical tradi-
tion takes a more positive view of Mary’s questioning than it does of Zechariah’s.

Thus, according to Frangois Bovon, Mary’s further questioning in Lk 1:34
is, unlike in Zechariah, ‘an expression of an enquiring faith and therefore
legitimate.”*® He goes on to explain: ‘Depending on a person’s inward intention,
the same sentences and the same actions can become declarations of faith or of the
lack of'it, or good or evil deeds.’* Even so, claims Bovon, Zechariah is ultimately
rehabilitated by singing the Benedictus, in being aligned with Mary through the
act of incantation.” But this rehabilitation is of course conveyed in Christological
terms, with the result that Zechariah’s questioning is still primarily downgraded
in comparison with that of Mary. This hierarchical arrangement is something that
subsequently also becomes a point of interest for the proclaimer of the Qur’an.

Yet however one tries to define the relationship to Zechariah here, one thing at
least is clear, namely that in the eyes of Lk, Mary perfectly legitimately demands

46 Cf. Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas, 75.

47 Theobald, ‘Siehe, die Jungfrau wird empfangen’, 42, f. 79.
48 Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas, 75.

49 1Ibid., 76.

50 Ibid., 99.
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more from Gabriel before she is prepared to believe him. In response, the angel
refers to the Holy Spirit that will come upon her (Lk 1:35a) and will sanctify her
child (Lk 1:35b). First and foremost, however, in citing Elizabeth’s pregnancy, he
provides Mary with a tangible example of God’s power that is designed to instil
confidence into her (Lk 1:36), and reminds her that nothing is impossible for God
(Lk 1:37). On a narrative level, it may well primarily be the specificity of the
reference to Elizabeth that serves to convince Mary. For this too is a completely
unprecedented occurrence, and the dramaturgical role of the extensive narration
of the birth announcement to Zechariah now becomes clear. It is Zechariah and
Elizabeth who really bring home to Mary the historical power of God in practical
terms and so enable her to place her trust in the angel. Thus, it is only when Mary
comes to place herself within the history of Israel and relates this to her own con-
temporary experience that she can trust the angel’s pronouncements and give her
assent to the birth of Jesus Christ. Generally speaking, it is the case throughout Lk
that Mary is shown to be firmly embedded within the customs of Israel. Together
with Joseph, she ensures that, in line with Jewish tradition, Jesus is circumcised
soon after his birth (Lk 2:21) and presented to the Lord (Lk 2:23). In doing so,
they fulfil everything that is required by the Torah (Lk 2:39). Every year, they
celebrate Passover (Pesach) with their son Jesus (Lk 2:41) and see themselves as
part of the Temple community. Consequently, there can be no doubt that Mary
practised her faith — based on the promises that God gave to Israel and on the
Torah — as a devout Jew.

The other elements in the angel’s reply help promote a theological reading
of the scene rather than explain Mary’s ultimate consent. According to Lk too,
it is the Holy Spirit that facilitates Mary’s pregnancy and sanctifies her son or
his birth.’! And it is the immeasurable power of God which enables this incred-
ible event with Mary to occur — an explanation which in all likelihood repre-
sents a Lukan pre-emptive defence against critics who were sceptical of Mary’s
virginity.>?

Ultimately, therefore, it is the religion of Israel in whose light Mary is able
to place trust in the message delivered by the angel. In Lk 1:38 she utters her

51 Menke makes great play of the idea that the syntax of Lk 1:35b suggests that ‘the attribute
‘holy’ refers to the act of being born and not to the ‘Son of God ... : “So the Holy One to be
born will be called the Son of God’” (Menke, Fleisch geworden aus Maria, 36). Menke’s
intention here is clearly to develop an argument for the virginity of Mary during the birth of
Christ. On the interpretation of the theologoumenon of the perpetual virginity of Mary which
underpins this notion, cf. our exposition below, 53 ff.).

52 Cf. Kremer, Lukasevangelium, 29.
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famous words consenting to the birth of Jesus: ‘I am the Lord’s servant[...] May
your word to me be fulfilled.” In the Latin tradition of Christianity, following the
corresponding formulation in the Vulgate (the Latin translation of the Bible), this
pronouncement is commonly referred to as Mary’s fiaz.>® In the eyes of Lk, her
consent is the prerequisite for God, through her son, to show his all-embracing
care by taking human form. So, however blessed she may be from the outset, and
notwithstanding the fact that she can only be filled with the spirit of God through
being thus chosen, it ultimately requires her freely given consent, because the God
of Israel and the God of Jesus Christ has no desire to enter this story other than
with this human agreement. For Lk, it is precisely in her accordance with the will
of God that Mary the chosen one becomes God’s handmaiden, with the result that
references to her as the handmaid of the Lord (Greek doule kyriou) become her
key defining characteristic (Lk 1:38).

If we shift our attention from this narration in Lk to the ensuing scene describ-
ing the meeting between Mary and Elizabeth (Lk 1:39-56), it quickly becomes
apparent that this encounter is meant to symbolise the mutual dependency of Israel
and the Church. In Elizabeth, Mary encounters precisely the sign that supports
her faith and which has enabled her to give her fiat. Conversely, it is the case that
Elizabeth is imbued with the Holy Spirit through her meeting with Mary and her
unborn child — ‘the Virgin Mary, who is already filled with the Holy Spirit and
overshadowed by the power of the Most High, therefore “transmits” the spirit,
so to speak, to her relative and her unborn child.”>* In response to being touched
by the power of God through the agency of Mary, Elizabeth utters the following
words, which are of enduring importance for the Christian tradition: ‘Blessed are
you among women, and blessed is the child you will bear!” (Lk 1:42). Up to the
present day, these words are repeated in one of the most important prayers of the
Church, the Ave Maria. And as we shall presently see, they also find an echo in
the Qur’an.

What is surely the most significant section of the meeting between Elizabeth
and Mary is the Magnificat, which Mary intones as a hymn of praise as part of this
scene (Lk 1:46-55). The Magnificat has become a permanent feature of the daily
evening prayer service (Vespers) in the Roman Catholic Church. The Magnificat
is a hymn inspired by the song of praise offered up by Hannah before the birth of
the Prophet Samuel, and which also has points of contact with numerous other

53 Fiat is the Latin for ‘Let it be’.
54 Weidemann, ‘Embedding the Virgin’, 115.
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Old Testament passages.** We will refrain from giving a line-by-line interpretation
of the text here, since it is not taken up in detail by the Qur’an. Instead, we will
confine ourselves to three short observations:

The Magnificat shows Mary to be a prophetess. Even though she is not explic-
itly identified as such by Lk, the rhetoric employed here has distinct prophetic
connotations.* In the process, Lk devises a combination of ‘inspiration by the
Spirit, prophecy and sexual abstinence’’ that is peculiar to his gospel. This is
explained in the narrative around the figure of Mary and lays the foundation for
the prophetic oratory of the Magnificat.

The Magnificat is ‘one of the texts of the New Testament with the most pro-
nouncedly political and freedom-oriented content. It encourages us to take its
words at face value and fight against oppression and thereby take seriously the
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message proclaimed by the Lord of History [i.e. Jesus Christ]’** In this way Mary
has become a key figure in liberation theology and more recent political theo-
logical schools of thought, and her Magnificat has been used repeatedly to legiti-
mise a theology that is critical of established power and anti-imperialist in tone.
However, these political implications can also, of course, be misappropriated, as
for example when Mary is used by rulers and other figures in power to legitimise
their claims to sovereignty. The promise that God will ‘bring down rulers from
their thrones and lift up the humble’ (Lk 1:52) can also be abused by those who
have attained positions of power from humble beginnings and now seek to justify
their own imperialist actions. Lk surely did not have such a theology in mind,
though this is precisely what the proclaimer of the Qur’an found there in Late
Antiquity; the absence of any comment on the Magnificat becomes understand-
able against this background.

A third point regarding the Magnificat should also be mentioned: the text
makes Mary into a mouthpiece of the poor.* Jesus’s lowly birth in a manger and
the offering of doves in the Temple — a typical sacrificial offering by poor people
— are fully consonant with this interpretation.®® Despite the fact that Christian
tradition quickly spiritualised this poverty, construing it as ‘that poverty before

55 Cf. Menke, Fleisch geworden aus Maria, 39.

56 Cf. Weidemann, ‘Embedding the Virgin’, 115, with reference to N. Clayton Croy and Alice
E. Connor, ‘Mantic Mary? The virgin mother as prophet in Luke 1:26-56 and the early
church.” In: JSNT 34 (2012) 254-276, here 271.

57 Weidemann, ‘Embedding the Virgin’, 115 f.

58 Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas, 94.

59 Cf. Hagemann and Pulsfort, Maria, 52.

60 Ibid., 61.
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God which anticipates salvation as coming solely from God’,*' Lk unequivocally
means real poverty here. The redemptive presence of God’s essential Word can
therefore actually be found within the humility of the servant figure. Accord-
ingly, this very real and enduring poverty also represents a critical corrective to
the possibility of the aforementioned imperialist misappropriation of the political
theology of Lk.

One final observation: the proclamation in the Magnificat to the effect that
all generations will henceforth call Mary blessed (Lk 1:48b) only makes sense if
there were ‘already signs of adoration of the Virgin Mary’®* at the time when Lk
was written. As a result, it is reasonable to conclude that the veneration of Mary
in Lk is not an isolated instance, but rather an expression of an emerging Christian
history of piety at the end of the first century, which first becomes apparent in Lk.*

The encounter between Elizabeth and Mary is followed in Lk 1:57-80 by an
account of the birth of John the Baptist; this passage also forms the framework for
the singing of the Benedictus by Zechariah (Lk 1:68—79). Lk here expressly refers
to a prophetic utterance by Zechariah (Lk 1:67), which leads him to give voice to a
prayer incantation which even today forms the core of the morning prayer service
(Matins) in the Catholic Church. Like the Magnificat, this song is not picked up
by the Qur’an either. Also, because it contains no significant clues regarding the
figure of Mary, it needs no further discussion here.

Let us turn instead to the story of Jesus’s birth (Lk 2:1-40), a Christmas tale
familiar to everyone brought up in the Christian faith. Given the lack of any
detailed engagement with this story in the Qur’an, and also because the verses in
question have little relevance for Mariology, just a few remarks will suffice here.

The Christmas story likewise amply confirms the lowliness, poverty and sim-
plicity of Mary and her child. The fact that Mary is forced to wrap her child up
in rags and lay it in a manger because there is no room for them at the inn (Lk
2:7) is an eloquent image of the poverty and simplicity of the Holy Family that
still resonates today. While the Emperor Augustus orders that a census be con-
ducted (Lk 2:1) to raise taxes to support the ‘ruinously expensive military machine

61 Ibid., 53.

62 MubBner, Maria, 49.

63 The blessing bestowed on Mary by an anonymous woman in Lk 11:27 is likewise a feature
that is peculiar to Luke, and which he would surely not have included had this kind of
veneration of Mary not already been commonplace by the time he was writing his gospel; cf.
MubBner, Maria, 51. MuBiner puts forward a convincing argument as to why Lk 11:28 raises no
objection to this interpretation (cf. ibid., 53 f.).
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which safeguards the Pax Augusta and imperial power,”*

nothing of the messianic
splendour we might expect attaches to Mary and Joseph. Instead, they are “poor,
helpless, weak and even looking for shelter,”®® and as such are living testimony
to an inhospitable world viewed ‘from the perspective of a socially marginalised
minority’.%

It is stated on no fewer than three occasions that Jesus was born in a manger (Lk
2:7,12,16), though the Greek word leaves it open as to whether this was located in
a stable, a cave or simply in the open air.®” However, this fact not only underlines
the poverty of the Holy Family but also and most importantly ‘the lack of power of
this son of David, in marked contrast to the powerful Caesar Augustus and popular
conceptions of the Messiah.’® In other words, the Christmas story testifies not only
to the poverty and simplicity of Mary and her son but also to their powerlessness.
Rather than show Augustus’s political theology being confronted, say, by a rival
claim to power, the sheer powerlessness of the heavenly child instead serves to
expose it in all its cynicism and propensity to violence. At the same time, by refer-
ring to Joseph and Mary’s obedience regarding the census, Luke also directs his
polemics at Zealot movements. Luke is therefore not playing one political theol-
ogy off against another. ‘The Gospel is a criticism of both the ruling ideology and
of zealotry.”® We will see presently to how great an extent this anti-imperialist
tendency in theology, which takes a highly critical stance towards any utilisation
by human pretensions to power, also characterises the Qur’an’s image of Mary.

And yet this renunciation of worldly power does not mean renouncing the
majesty of God, which is clearly attested by the presence of the host of angels in
the Christmas story and which underlines God’s heavenly claim to power. Thus, in
Lk, grandeur and lowliness are not mutually exclusive but mutually dependent.”

64 Appel, “Wen erwarten wir?’, 648. Bovon also underlines how the census story establishes a
clear antithesis between the Roman Emperor, a figure known to all and sundry, and the hidden
Messiah (Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas, 126). Similarly, the proclamation of the gospel
by the angel is paralleled by the proclamation of the census by imperial messengers, and both
the Emperor Augustus and Jesus are described as ‘saviours’ (Lk 2,10 f.; cf. Kremer,
Lukasevangelium, 37). The census shores up the emperor’s claim to power, because it forms
the basis of a poll tax and military conscription (Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas, 118).
65 Appel, ‘“Wen erwarten wir?’, 648.

66 Schreiber, Weihnachtspolitik, 68.

67 Cf. Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas, 127.

68 Kremer, Lukasevangelium, 36.

69 Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas, 117 f.

70 Cf. ibid., 130: Typisch fiir Lukas ist das Ineinander von Herrlichkeit und Niedrigkeit.
Engelscharen begleiten eine drmliche Geburt. (‘Typical of Luke is the intertwining of
magnificence and baseness. Hosts of angels accompany a lowly birth.”)
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It is precisely the lowliness of being born in a manger that radiates splendour and
enthrals the shepherds and others. And similarly, in Christian popular observance
there is nothing more glorious even for children than the festival of Christmas,
though this is undergoing an entirely new experience of debasement and profan-
ity by being so weighted down with consumerist desires. The splendour, magic
and grace of God are encountered, so to speak, sub contrario in everyday life or
at least only in figures that work on a symbolic level. ‘God’s majesty cannot exist
without the heavenly court. It has neither disappeared nor is it restricted to the
Temple. It radiates in the here and now with extraordinary vividness.’”' This is an
idea that we will encounter again in the Qur’an’s portrayal of Mary.

Immediately following the Christmas story, it becomes clear in Lk that the
specific interlinking between the majesty and the lowliness of God, to which Mary
too bears witness through her life, will entail suffering for her. Thus, Simeon
says to Mary that Jesus will be a sign ‘that will be spoken against’ (Lk 2:34),
and with regard to Mary’s fate he points out: ‘And a sword will pierce your own
soul too’ (Lk 2:35). Together with John 19:25f., this remark of Simeon to Mary
established an image of Mary in the Christian tradition as a ‘Mother of Sorrows’
(mater dolorosa).” Even though Lk does not give a description of Mary beneath
the Cross, he nevertheless helps to lay the foundations of this important character
trait within the Christian veneration of Mary. Mary, the contemplative questioner,
who takes on responsibility by giving her fiat, and who from a Christian viewpoint
is the figure who makes possible the incarnate form of God’s care for humankind,
is also ultimately prepared to testify to God’s solicitude by means of love and
hence to take on all the pain that results from humanity’s rejection of this love. At
this point we may concur with the view voiced by Joseph Ratzinger: ‘An inherent
part of Mary’s journey is the experience of being rejected (Mk 3:31-35; John 2:4);
in being “given away” to another disciple by Jesus on the Cross, Mary undergoes
the same rejection that Jesus himself was forced to suffer at the Mount of Olives
and on the Cross.””

In Lk, Mary appears like Abraham as the archetype of the faithful believer.
‘Her faith is an active faith in two senses: she understands and she experiences
what she believes.”’* And like Abraham, she is also prepared to endure all the

71 Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas, 124.

72 Cf. Kremer, Lukasevangelium, 42; Hagemann and Pulsfort, Maria, 63.

73 Ratzinger, ‘Erwédgungen zur Stellung von Mariologie und Marienfrommigkeit im Ganzen
von Glaube und Theologie.” In: H. U. von Balthasar, Maria, 14-30, here 28.

74 Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas, 132.
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existential consequences of her faith. In doing so she trusts in a historically power-
ful God, who makes good on promises however unreasonable they may appear.”
Considering Luke’s two works (the Gospel and Acts) as a whole, it is note-
worthy that, according to Acts 1:14, Mary, the mother of Jesus, joins together
in prayer in Jerusalem with the apostles, Jesus’s brothers and the women. Con-
sequently, she must have been present at the events of Pentecost. Mentioning
Mary at this point ‘demonstrates the significance that Luke accords to her from
an ecclesiological standpoint.”’® According to Lk, then, Mary finds faith in Jesus
Christ and her faith is of paradigmatic importance. This volte-face on her part
explains why, over time, Mary increasingly comes to be regarded within Church
doctrine as the primal image of the Church and the archetype of the believer.

d) Mary in the Gospel of John

The Gospel of John (hereafter abbreviated to Jn) contains no account of the birth
of Jesus; as a result there can be no discussion of Mary in this context. Even
so, there is one verse in the prologue to Jn which is the source of much contro-
versy regarding Mary’s virginity. At first sight this verse appears to rule out the
Virgin Birth. Thus, Jn 1:12f. states: ‘Yet to all who did receive him, to those who
believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God — children born
not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh or a husband’s will, but born of God.’
The wording ‘not born... of a husband’s will” is reminiscent of the formulation
describing the Virgin Birth in Mt and Lk, and in consequence the application of
this statement to all believers might appear to represent an implicit criticism of
any biological understanding of the Virgin Birth. However, verse 13 not only
rejects birth as a result of a husband’s will but also birth through blood and the will
of the flesh. In all likelihood, the reference to ‘blood” here means the menstrual
blood of a woman: Hellenistic and early Jewish thinkers held that it was precisely
this blood that was the key substance in procreation.”” According to this line of
thought, it was not only the father’s semen but also the mother’s menstrual blood
which gave rise to human life. When John states that believers were born neither
of the husband’s will (or flesh) nor of the woman’s blood, he is pointing out that
being a child of God has nothing to do with the biological birth process or natural

75 Franz MuBner essentially identifies two common elements in the faith of Mary and that of
Abraham: ‘1. The faith of both figures is a belief in the God of miracles. 2. Both believe that
the Utopian-sounding pledges which each of them make will be fulfilled’ (MuBiner, Maria, 65).
76 Hagemann and Pulsfort, Maria, 69.

77 Cf. Theobald, Das Evangelium des Johannes, 125.
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descent. The background to this statement was most likely a dispute with contem-
porary Jewish Christianity, which wanted to tie being a child of God to belonging
to the nation of Israel.” In other words, the verse actually has nothing to do with
the theme of the Virgin Birth.

The situation is different if one follows a reading of the verse that was current
among several Church Fathers in the Latin West and which is found in some
manuscripts. This proceeds from the assumption that verse 13 was not framed in
the plural but rather speaks in the singular about a person who is not born of blood
or of the will of the flesh or the husband’s will. In this version, the verse would
refer to Jesus Christ and would be evidence of Jesus’s exceptional birth. Yet if that
were so, then this verse from Jn, unlike the Synoptic Gospels, would not be posit-
ing a virgin birth from the material disposition of Mary but instead proposing a
birth entirely devoid of human agency. Thus, although the verse might ostensibly
attest a virgin birth, it can also easily be misconstrued as docetism. In other words,
one might well be tempted to ask whether Jesus’s real human nature was actually
being substantiated here or whether his human form was nothing but an illusion.

In text-critical terms, it appears that the Codex Veronensis, the Toledo Lection-
ary and some Syriac manuscripts contain a singular reading of this verse — Tertul-
lian, Irenacus and other early Christian authors also read it in this way. However,
not a single Greek manuscript contains the singular form, meaning that this is a
phenomenon that is exclusive to the Latin Church.” This is noteworthy insofar as
the New Testament was originally written in Greek, and Greek was the language
of the imperial church in the first few centuries CE. This divergent reading in the
West can easily be explained by presuming that, as early as the second century
the need arose to identify references to the Virgin Birth in Jn as well. On the other
hand it is hard to imagine, once belief in Mary’s virginity had become so firmly
established, quite how the plural reading managed to insinuate itself into the text
and become generally accepted.®® In line with this, biblical exegesis has unani-
mously rejected the singular reading,® and does not see Jn 1:13 as presenting an

78 Cf. ibid.

79 Cf. Wikenhauser, Das Evangelium nach Johannes, 46 f.

80 Cf. Theobald, Das Evangelium des Johannes, 125.

81 In addition to Theobald and Wikenhauser, cf. also Gnilka, Johannesevangelium, 15,
Schnackenburg, Das Johannesevangelium, 239, together with all the other commentaries
regarding this question that were available to us, which we have attempted to comprehensively
review. Against this exegetical consensus, Menke (‘Fleisch geworden aus Maria’, 49, with
reference to the work of Hofrichter, ‘Nicht aus Blut, sondern monogen aus Gott geboren’),
argues that all the Church Fathers of the second century are unanimous in adopting the (only
subsequently attested) singular reading. However, even the most cursory reading of the
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argument either for or against Mary’s virginity. Quite simply, either John had no
interest in this question, or he had no wish to engage with the tradition of Mary’s
virginity.

Another verse in Jn also hints at this reluctance. In Jn 6:42, ‘the Jews’®? grumble
about Jesus because, they claim, he is the person ‘whose father and mother we
know’ — an obvious allusion to the conflicts between Jesus and his family as
recounted in the synoptic gospels, which we discussed above. The evangelist
seems, ‘on the basis of the “Jewish” argument not to want to undermine the idea
of Jesus’s earthly provenance from human parents... in other words he either does
not know about the concept of Mary giving birth through the Holy Spirit without
any involvement by Joseph, or does not wish to know about it.”** What is impor-
tant for his theology is that Jesus’s provenance from human parents is not a coun-
terargument against his (Jesus’s) ultimately divine origins. ‘While, in the eyes of
the “Jews”, Jesus’s birth to human parents excludes any possibility that he might
originate from God, the believer takes a deeper view and recognises precisely in
this Jesus — the son of human parents — the Son of Man descended from heaven.”**

patristic passages in question (for the specific references, see Hofrichter, ‘Nicht aus Blut...’,
20-29) shows that most of the Greek references which supposedly corroborate the singular
reading are not correct. Thus — at variance with what Menke and Hofrichter claim — Justin
Martyr does not include any quotations from Jn 1:13, but instead his own quite independent
formulations of similar thoughts. The same is true of Ignatius — one of the other six or seven
witnesses for the singular reading adduced by Menke and Hofrichter; their citing of
Hippolytus of Rome in support of their argument is equally untenable. According to our own
researches, the only Church Fathers to actually attest the singular reading are Tertullian and
Irenaeus, a fact that is well known in research and which has been amply acknowledged in the
relevant commentary literature. Since, in the case of Irenaeus’s Adversus Haereses, we only
have the Latin translation of the Greek original (along with a few Greek fragments, though
these do not include the quotations from Jn 1:13 that are at issue here) and cannot assume that
this translation is always accurate, there do not appear to be any valid grounds for presuming
that a singular reading of Jn 1:13 also existed in the Greek original in the second century. We
are most grateful to Nestor Kavvadas for supplying this information. Moreover,
Schnackenburg has pointed out that the plural reading does not suit the purposes of the
Valentinians; consequently, Tertullian’s (and Menke’s!) contention that the plural reading is
attributable to the Valentinians (and hence to a heretical influence on Christianity!) cannot be
correct, and indirectly indicates that the plural form must in fact have been the original
reading, since this was evidently the one that Tertullian encountered (Schnackenburg, Das
Johannesevangelium, 240).

82 When John refers to ‘the Jews” he is using it as a typological categorisation of Jesus’s
adversaries. As such, then, one must tread very warily when drawing conclusions from his
terminology about the attitude of the Jewish community to Jesus.

83 Theobald, Das Evangelium nach Johannes, 370.

84 TIbid., 371 (italicised in the original).
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Clearly, then, where the New Testament is concerned, it is perfectly possible to
devise an advanced Christology with a clear belief in incarnation without having
to embrace the idea of Jesus’s Virgin Birth. Accordingly, in Jn even one of the
disciples can quite unselfconsciously address Jesus as the son of Joseph (Jn 1:45)
and so likewise call into question the Virgin Birth.

Yet John’s lack of interest in Mary’s virginity does not mean that he has no
general interest in Mary as a person. Certainly, Mary is not mentioned by name
in Jn and only appears twice. Yet both these passages are really telling and mark
two decisive points in the life of Jesus: the start of his public ministry and his
crucifixion. As noted, Mary is not named on these occasions, but appears as the
mother of Jesus; in consequence, we will refer to her in the following analysis in
the same way.

In Jn, the wedding at Cana marks the first occasion on which Jesus reveals his
glory through an external sign (Jn 2:11). The mother of Jesus plays a key role in
this, without ever becoming active herself in any way.®> The first mention of her
is a very terse reference to the fact that she was present at the wedding (Jn 2:1).
Moreover, she keeps a close watch on the proceedings, so that she is well aware
when the wine runs out. Whereupon she immediately turns to Jesus and relates
the problem to him: ‘They have no more wine’ (Jn 2:3). The sentence does not
contain any direct call to action.® The mother of Jesus does not know what Jesus
should do and does not offer any advice. Yet she clearly expects and trusts in the
fact that he can help, and so she brings the predicament of the married couple —
who face considerable embarrassment at the wine running out — to the attention
of Jesus. In doing so, she appears like a supplicant, as someone interceding with
Jesus on behalf of others, whose distressing situation she has taken to heart.’” In
the process, she takes a back seat and trusts in her son to make things right, even
though he has not done anything remarkable hitherto and in spite of the fact that
there is no objective reason why she should turn to him for help.

Jesus’s reaction to this request is one of curt dismissal, delivered in a remark-
ably harsh tone of voice: ‘“Why are you involving me, woman?’ he snaps at her
(Jn 2:4). Even to a contemporary audience, this mode of address would seem to

85 Although Jesus’s miracle at the wedding at Cana is not featured in the Qur’an, interestingly
it does appear repeatedly in Muslim commentary literature (cf. Ashkar, Mary in the Syriac
Christian tradition and Islam, 179).

86 Cf. Theobald, Das Evangelium nach Johannes, 332.

87 The Christian tradition later invokes such texts when it calls upon Mary in intercessory
prayers; this tradition can be traced back to the third or fourth centuries (cf. Beinert, Maria,
96).
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require some explanation. And for a Jew in antiquity, a dismissive remark such as
this directed at one’s own mother would have been even more offensive. At this
point, we see a reflection of the same internal family conflicts that characterised
Jesus’s relationship with his mother in Mk also. Evidently, the mother of Jesus
found dealing with him difficult, and clearly Jesus too — like many an adolescent
son — felt a strong need to put some distance between himself and his mother.

However, the Greek text also admits of another interpretation. Literally, Jesus
asks: “What is between you and me, woman?’ This is not necessarily to be taken
as insulting. It may also simply indicate that Jesus, who is right at the start of
his public ministry, is pointing out that his mother must also now see him as an
independent person and that she will need to revise her view of the relationship
between them. Only the things that are between them and which define their rela-
tionship should be up for discussion. In other words, the gist of the question might
also be whether the mother of Jesus really regards this concern of other people as
a matter that belongs within the personal relationship between herself and Jesus.
The rest of the story indicates that this is indeed the case, and the upshot of this is
that the mother of Jesus appears as an advocate for people in need. But to begin
with, Jesus does not accept his mother’s request and tells her that his hour has not
yet come. The wedding, which in the Bible is invariably symbolic of the union
between God and man, has not yet become the wedding at which Jesus’s majesty
will be revealed. The union between God and man which is made visible in his
person on the Cross has not yet arrived and so he cannot yet make this wedding
his celebration.

Even so, the mother of Jesus trusts in him and insists upon taking him to task.
She does not take the slightest offence at the brusque rebuttal by her son, but
remains true to her role as advocate. She does not come up with any ideas of her
own about how to solve the problem but instead keeps focusing all her attention
on Jesus.*® Thus, Jn has her saying to the servants at the wedding: ‘Do whatever
he tells you’ (Jn 2:5). Thus she points at Jesus, she places her trust in him, she does
not absolve him of his duty, and she continues to pester him with the admittedly
very worldly yet at this moment existentially important concern of the married
couple. In this way she indirectly forces him to act, and so catalyses the first
outward sign of his divinity and the start of his trajectory as a miracle worker.

88 Cf. Kistle, ‘Die Mutter Jesu im Johannesevangelium’, 305: Alleinige Aufgabe der Mutter
ist es hier, den Wundertdter auf die eingetretene Mangelsituation hinzuweisen und somit ein
Handeln Jesu ‘in Gang zu setzen’. (‘The sole task of the mother here is to make the miracle-
worker aware of the shortage that has occurred and thereby to “set in motion” action on Jesus’s

part.”)
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The mother of Jesus does not appear while the actual miracle is being enacted.
Even at the conclusion we do not learn what she thinks about it. For all that is
stated is that the disciples believed in him (Jn 2:11). It remains a moot point
whether the mother of Jesus is not mentioned here because she believed in Jesus
even before the miracle took place or because she still cannot be counted among
the believers. It may simply be the case that she is someone who trusts in her son
without yet comprehending what is so special about him and what role he might
play. And indeed, thereafter she plays no further role in the whole of Jesus’s public
ministry. All that is clear (from Jn 2:12) is that she remains by his side. Evidently,
she is simply present and refers to him. Consequently, the mariological message
from Jn 2 might simply be that we humans get to interact with Jesus through Mary
and that we should turn to her when we are incapable of recounting our distress to
Jesus or God on our own. Admittedly, this role of Mary is not explicitly mentioned
in the text. Yet her actions at the wedding at Cana do strongly suggest it. She
clearly stands ready as an advocate and helper, but not as a teacher or saviour. She
is simply there as a pointer to her son. But she is also the one who prompts him to
act in the first place. Without her intervention — another interpretation that could
be placed on the story — Jesus would not have become active and embarked on the
series of miracles he performed. It is she who impatiently urges him to act and so
stimulates the start of his mission. As such, therefore, she is not only the mother
who brings Jesus into the world and makes his ministry possible — a supposition
that Jn naturally implies. More importantly, she is also the person who reminds
the grown-up Jesus of his mission and connects us to it.

Briefly foreshadowing the Qur’an, it is noticeable that the Mary depicted there
also focuses entirely on Jesus and trusts him right from the outset, even before
he has had a chance to achieve anything. In the Qur’an too, Jesus embarks on
his public ministry because Mary turns to him. Likewise, the Qur’an picks up on
the idea of the dependence of Jesus’s mother on her son. However, she no longer
appears as an advocate for others, but instead asks him to help her. Mary’s exis-
tential crisis is thereby brought more sharply into focus, and she becomes more
of a person with whom we can identify when we find ourselves in distress and in
need of help. Jesus appears here as an aid sent by God, while Mary points to him
but does not herself step into a role as mediator. Thus, on the one hand the Qur’an
reduces Mary’s significance in the relationship between God and humankind. On
the other hand, though, it does erase any trace of a conflict between Jesus and his
mother, and it does mention her by name. Indeed, the first draft of the Maryam
surah actually inverts the relationship, since although the surah carries the name
of Mary and Mary plays a prominent part in it, Jesus’s name vanishes and he only
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appears as the son of Mary. Clearly, then, Mary is upgraded here, albeit without
altering the Christocentricity of her figure. For even in Surah Maryam, Mary is
solely focused on her son. However, we are pre-empting the part of this book on
the Qur’an and so should swiftly return to Jn.

Let us look at the ending of Jn. The other scene in this gospel in which the
mother of Jesus plays a role marks the end of his journey. Jesus is nailed up on
the Cross (Jn 19:23) and the Roman legionaries are casting lots for his clothes
(Jn 19:24). At this point, in other words shortly before Jesus breathes his last, and
following the logic of Jn just before his final hour has come and he is glorified,
his mother appears once more — again without being called by her proper name,
but even so as the first to be identified in the group of people standing beneath the
Cross (Jn 19:25). This time she does not speak. She is simply present — together
with two other women called Mary and with the unnamed disciple ‘whom Jesus
loved’ (Jn 19:26). The mother of Jesus is now declared by her son to also be the
mother of this favourite disciple, and hence appears as the mother of the nascent
Christian Church (Jn 19:27). Yet, thereupon, it is the mother of Jesus who is taken
under the wing of the disciple. Here, the mother of Jesus is, so to speak, taken
under the Church’s protection, but in the process imparts to it a centre and sense
of direction.* If we consider what this centre and direction that Mary can give
to the Church might consist of; it strikes us anew that she puts herself entirely at
the disposal of God’s might, whose benevolence has manifested itself through the
person of Jesus Christ. ‘In this scene, Mary is wholly at the disposal of others.
She stays silent and inactive. There is not the slightest indication either of her
love for her son, or of her pain as a mother, or of her quiet faith, or of her role as
an advocate.”® She remains someone who is completely self-effacing and who
facilitates God’s work through her existence as the handmaiden of the Lord. The
brutality of the destructive power of the Cross is mirrored by the mother of Jesus
effacing her own existence in favour of the One self-offering God.

89 Cf. Hans Urs von Balthasar, ‘Maria in der kirchlichen Lehre und Frommigkeit.” In: Joseph
Ratzinger, Maria, 87-111, here p. 97: Maria wird von ihrem Sohn in die Obhut eines der
Apostel und so in die apostolische Kirche hinein verfiigt. Er schenkt damit der Kirche jene
Mitte oder Spitze, die in unnachahmlicher und doch immer anzustrebender Weise den Glauben
der neuen Gemeinschaft verkorpert: das makellose, uneingeschrinkte Jawort zum ganzen
Heilsplan Gottes fiir die Welt. (‘In being assigned to the care of one of the apostles by her son,
Mary is effectively incorporated into the Apostolic Church. In the process, Jesus lends the
Church that focus or point which embodies the faith of the new Christian communion, in a
form that is inimitable yet towards which we should constantly strive: namely, unimpeachable,
unequivocal assent to God’s entire plan of salvation for the world.”)

90 Becker, Maria, 208.
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It is remarkable that this decisive role played by the mother of Jesus, which is
of such unparalleled importance in Christian devotional practice and which finds
expression in countless Pieta scenes, has only come down to us in the Gospel of
Jn. Only in Jn is the mother of Jesus mentioned at this stage, just before his death,
and above all it is only in Jn that we find the women ‘in the immediate vicinity of
the Cross.”! And only in Jn is the mother of Jesus depicted among these women,
in other words only in this gospel is she present at the moment when Jesus is
dying.”? She endures his fate alongside him — silent, devoted and helpless. While
the brothers of Jesus are viewed very critically in Jn (cf. Jn 7:5), with regard to
his mother a whole series of valuable theological stimuli are generated, which we
should keep at the back of our minds when examining the treatment of Mary in
the Qur’an. Looking at Jn as a whole, it is noteworthy that the mother of Jesus is
present both at the commencement of Jesus’s public ministry and miracle-working
(Jn 2:11) and at the Cross, where his work is ‘completed’ (Jn 19:30). In other
words, she stands at the beginning (arché) and at the end (télos) of the ministry
of the Word made Flesh.

And so we have reached the end of our brief conspectus of biblical references
to Mary. Before we come to evaluate these in the round once more, we should
mention in passing here why we have not dealt specifically with the Book of Rev-
elation (hereafter abbreviated as Rev). The woman who appears in Rev 12 was
interpreted as Mary as the fourth century by Epiphanius, the Bishop of Salamis,
and thereafter in the commentaries written by Bishop Promasius and the theolo-
gian Oecumenicus in the sixth century. However, in the early church there are
only a few such references,” and these are scarcely verifiable with regard to any
bearing they might have on the contemporary emergence of the Qur’an. Even so,
the content of Rev 12:6 might be of interest for a dialogue with the Qur’an, if the
unnamed woman who is described as crying out loud in her labour pains, and who
after giving birth flees into the desert, where she is provided with sustenance by
God, really is to be identified with Mary. If this were indeed the case — a point dis-
puted by many scholars — then this simply would be a reprise of the episode of the
Flight to Egypt as described in Mt 2:13—15, and only a very indirect connection
could be made to Q 19. We will presently see that the corresponding formulations
in the Qur’an are better explained in a different way. Let us therefore in conclusion

91 Kistle, ‘Die Mutter Jesu im Johannesevangelium’, 316.

92 Cf.ibid., 317.

93 Cf. Konrad Huber, ‘Wer ist diese Frau? Biblische Texte, die nachtraglich auf Maria hin
gelesen werden.” In: BiKi 68 (2013) 203-207, here 204.
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attempt to summarise the image of Mary as presented in the Bible. After this
diachronic consideration of the various theological elements, we should at least
by way of experiment attempt to synthesise these elements and come up with an
initial overview of the figure of Mary. In doing so, we will follow the chronology
of events and try to combine the different New Testament theological sketches
into a synchronic overall picture, in order that we may gain an initial theological
foothold on the figure of Mary.

e) Summary

According to the evidence of the New Testament, as a young girl of perhaps
twelve, Mary learns from an angel that she will become pregnant through the
power of the Holy Spirit. Anyone who tries to picture this scene will immediately
realise the great distress this incident must cause Mary. After all, who nowadays
would take a young girl seriously who attributed her pregnancy at such a tender
age to supernatural powers? And even though belief in God was undoubtedly
more widespread in the ancient world than it is today, we should not imagine the
reaction of those around Mary to have been any more comprehending than we
are today when we confront this story head-on without the filter of faith. Thus, to
begin with, the supposed Virgin Birth puts Mary in a very difficult situation. Ini-
tially, even her partner turns against her, and we too can scarcely understand her.

Nonetheless, she has an angel of God on her side. For us modern individuals,
it is by no means easy to envision such a phenomenon. Our first thought is to
regard angels as apparitions and so imagine that Mary must have been insane.
But in biblical and Qur’anic thought, the angel is a highly reliable image of God’s
benevolent presence. So, in the face of the scepticism she encounters all around
her, Mary can place her trust in this caring power of God and accept her challeng-
ing assignment. In turn, thanks to the angel’s acting as an intermediary, Mary’s
fiancé Joseph comes round to supporting her. One might actually imagine that it
shouldn’t have first required an angel’s mediation for a person’s own partner to
start trusting them. Perhaps one might even go so far as to say that a relationship
in which a man first has to be persuaded by a supernatural agency to believe his
partner when she confides her innermost secrets to him doesn’t have much of a
future. Yet we surely ought not take the relationship between Mary and Joseph to
be the model of a romantic love life. And although Joseph is ultimately brought
back into line through divine intervention, during the most significant crises in
her life, Mary repeatedly finds herself alone — without the support of either her
husband or her family.
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This solitary and courageous young woman comes from a poor, entirely insig-
nificant family and lives her life far distant from any important political events.
Her lowliness, poverty and simplicity makes her quite literally a handmaiden and
a servant. Yet for all her lowly status, by virtue of her faith and through being
chosen by God, she participates in something truly momentous. Even so, this
greatness, this glory does not negate her lowliness but instead is locked into a dia-
lectical relationship with it. Therefore, it is precisely in her lowliness and poverty
that she is God’s servant, who draws attention to his might and grandeur while at
the same time qualifying it.

Through the angel’s agency, Mary is taken into service by God. She does not
simply passively allow this to happen to her, however, but instead chooses to dig
deeper, to reflect on her destiny and enquire exactly what will become of her.
Fearlessly, she poses her questions, though she is also able to retain the words
and deeds she encounters silently and reflectively in her heart and in this way to
gradually find existential answers to her questions. At any rate, she wants practical
answers to her questions, not simply to be overwhelmed by God’s sheer might.
But she is also patient and at the decisive moment she comes to trust God implic-
itly — albeit still without comprehending everything. She risks putting all her eggs
in one basket. She gives her fiat long before she can even foresee how she will
set about organising support from those closest to her or how she will manage her
life with her new child.

It is impressive how forthrightly and unreservedly she allows herself to be
taken into service. We have seen how she gains the courage to give her assent by
considering the history of Israel and placing her own contemporary experience in
this context. She can trust the voice of the angel and agree to give birth to Jesus
Christ because she finds within her experience traces of the historically powerful
God to whose existence the scriptures of Israel bear witness. It is therefore ulti-
mately the courage and trust in the historical might of God which Mary possesses
as a Jew that enable her to give her fiat. And concrete signs such as Elizabeth’s
pregnancy confirm her in her decision. She believes in God as the Lord of History
and is not prepared to release him from his responsibility. Rather than identify
the events of this world with God’s will and so invest them with benevolent reli-
gious significance, she uses the history of Israel to remind God of his pledges and
promises. Because God has done great things for Israel and has given her a sign
that she will experience such things in her life too, she demands on a large scale
that a societal order be instituted in which the lowly shall be raised up and God’s
all-embracing justice enacted. Instead of affirming the political legitimacy of the
existing order, she prophetically sketches out the vision of a new world order
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shaped by God. Once embarked on this path of faith, she is ready to read everyday
signs as confirmation and to place her trust in God even when her understanding
is stretched to its very limits.

Equipped with this faith, Mary willingly accompanies Jesus on his public min-
istry, during which she attempts to moderate his radicalism and to encourage him
to follow certain basic practical commonsense rules. For perfectly understandable
reasons, she gets into conflict with him and is forced to watch him grow apart from
her. All the same, she endures this distance between them and stays faithful to the
God of Israel by remaining at her son’s side and drawing people’s attention to
him. Her whole existence therefore increasingly becomes a pointer towards Jesus.
She points to him and trusts in him, she holds him to his obligations, and irritates
him by alerting him to the suffering of those around her. In this way, she becomes
visible as a sign pointing towards Jesus.

Mary, the contemplative questioner, who takes on responsibility in her fiat
and who from a Christian point of view facilitates God’s benevolent approach
to humankind, is also ultimately ready to attest to God’s solicitude through love,
and consequently to take on all the pain that results from humankind’s rejection
of that love. At the end, she brings succour to the crucified Christ and becomes
his disciple. As such, she becomes someone who increasingly effaces herself and
who through her existence as the handmaid of the Lord facilitates God’s work.
The brutality of the destructive power of the Cross finds its counterpart in her
renunciation of herself in favour of a loving God. It is precisely in this active
passivity, this glorious lowliness and this potent powerlessness that Mary bears
witness to the Christian faith.



2
Mary in Patristics

The way in which the figure of Mary is treated in patristics is far too multi-faceted
and complex for us to even begin to cover it in detail here. As a result, to an even
greater extent than in the preceding chapter on the Bible, in the following pages
our focus should be on looking for clues relating to the way in which the figure
of Mary is presented in the Qur’an. Accordingly, in the expositions that follow,
alongside the Protevangelium of James, we will concentrate exclusively on the
works of the Syriac Church Fathers. For recent research has demonstrated ever
more clearly that the Qur’an was primarily in dialogue with this element of the
Christian tradition.! The principal figures of interest here are Ephrem the Syrian
(306-373) and Jacob of Serugh (451-521), since it was they who exerted a deci-
sive influence on the liturgy of the Syriac Church in Late Antiquity. There is also
much evidence to suggest that they are the theologians who are discussed at the
greatest length in the Qur’an.

a) The Protevangelium of James

The so-called Protevangelium of James (henceforth abbreviated to ProtEvJam)
— which is actually far more a partial biography of Mary up to the birth of Christ
than it is a ‘gospel’ — was in all probability written in the second half of the second
century and forms part of the so-called Christian Apocrypha. In other words, this
text is not one of the scriptures that became canonical or was officially approved
by the Church; instead it is an expression of popular Christian piety. However, in
contrast to other apocryphal texts, the ProtEvJam was never regarded as heretical

1 Cf. Griffith, ‘The poetics of scriptural reasoning’, Chap. 4; Madigan, The Qur’an’s
self-image, 198.
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by the major Christian churches in antiquity, but was respected as a testament to
popular devotion. Likewise, the ProtEvJam came to exercise a strong influence
on the further development of the cult of Mary and Mariology.? It was especially
popular in the Eastern Churches and was even used in services on specific occa-
sions: Not only hymns and church iconography but also liturgical feasts like that
of Saints Joachim and Anne or the Presentation of Mary in the Temple, which
were subsequently adopted by the Western Church too, are based on the ProtEv-
Jam. The ProtEv]Jam was translated from an early date into all the languages of
ancient Christianity — Latin, Syriac, Coptic, Armenian, and Georgian —and in light
of this we can be certain that it was widespread in the region where the Qur’an
came into being.? In terms of content, it is the first text to evince a clear special
interest in Mary. It is a hagiographic portrayal of the life of Mary from her birth
up to the birth of Christ.* The text maps out what is for the period a very appealing
narrative theology, which is specifically aimed at fleshing out all the instances of
vagueness which appear in Lk. As its central message, it develops the doctrine of
the perpetual virginity of Mary.

The text generates the following narrative line: Joachim, who is expressly
depicted as a very rich, upstanding and devout man (ProtEvJam 1) and his wife
Anne pray desperately for a child (ProtEvJam 2). Finally an angel of the Lord
appears, who promises that Anne will bear a child, and in gratitude Anne pledges
to dedicate the child to the Temple — regardless of whether it turns out to be a girl
or a boy (ProtEvJam 4). Without having lain with her husband Joachim again, she
is delivered of a girl, to whom she gives the name Mary (ProtEvJam 5).

When Mary is three years old, Anne puts her in the care of a priest, who greets

2 Cf. Greshake, Maria-Ecclesia, 195; on the Coptic tradition cf. Horn, ‘Mary between Bible
and Qur’an’, 513-529.

3 In the post-Qur’anic period, translations of the ProtEvJam then swiftly followed into Arabic,
Ethiopian (Ge’ez), and Old Church Slavonic (cf. Toepel, Das Protevangelium des Jakobus,
16-31 and 272 ff.).

4 It is no coincidence that the ProtEvJam comes from around the same period in which the
Martyrdom of Polycarp of Smyrna — in other words the very first instance of a liturgical
veneration of a saint in Christendom — and also the apocryphal Acts of Peter (Actus
Vercellensis) were written. The ProtEvJam appears to be precisely the hagiographic text that
the veneration of Mary that was evolving at that time called for, even though this tendency did
not immediately take on tangible shape in the form of a liturgical celebration. Moreover, this
also holds good mutatis mutandis for the Acts of Peter. Incidentally, the fact that the
ProtEvJam ends with the birth of Christ and not with the death of Mary fits in well with the
liturgical development of her adoration which then ensued. For the first liturgical feast of
Marian devotion evolved — most likely from the fourth century on — in connection with
Christmas (and not with her Dormition).
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her by blessing her (ProtEvJam 7:2); ‘and all the house of Israel loved her’ (Prot-
EvJam 7:3). Mary remains in the Temple until the age of twelve, when following
a council of priests under the High Priest Zacharias, who commands that all the
widowers of the people should assemble, ‘and let each of them bring a rod, and
to whomsoever the Lord shall show a sign, his wife shall she be!” (ProtEv]am
8:3), “...and behold, a dove came out of the rod and flew upon Joseph’s head’
(ProtEvJam 9:1), thus clearly indicating that Mary should be taken into the care
of Joseph, who is already very advanced in years and has grown-up children
(ProtEvJam 9:2). He is expected to receive Mary ‘as a virgin’ and to ‘watch over’
her (ProtEvJam 13).

After another council of priests, a number of virgins are chosen by lot to make a
veil for the Temple of the Lord: ‘...and the true purple and the scarlet fell to the lot
of Mary’ (ProtEvJam 10:2). Having thus been involved in the project, she becomes
active as a seamstress. One day, while drawing water from a well, Mary hears a
voice saying: ‘Hail, you who have received grace; the Lord is with you; blessed are
you among women!’ (ProtEvJam 11:1). Mary cannot understand where this voice
is coming from and is afraid. Only then does an angel of the Lord appear to her and
announce the impending birth of Jesus (ProtEv]Jam 11:3), and she answers him by
giving the fiat from Lk 1:38. Yet at this point the Holy Spirit is missing; it is only
identified by name as the cause of the Virgin Birth in ProtEvJam 19:1.

When Joseph returns from a journey he has had to undertake for his work and
finds that Mary is pregnant, he questions her moral integrity and heaps accusa-
tions on her (ProtEvJam 13) that are only dispelled when the angel of the Lord
appears to him in a dream. The priest in the Temple is similarly sceptical (Prot-
EvJam 15:2), but because both Mary and Joseph survive the ‘ordeal of the (poi-
soned) water of the Lord’ (cf. Numbers 5:11-31) and the ensuing banishment to
the desert, the priest is ultimately convinced of Mary’s virginity (ProtEvJam 16).

To help Mary with her confinement in a cave near Bethlehem, Joseph specially
engages the services of a Hebrew midwife, who is instantly struck by the miracle
of Mary’s virginity. An acquaintance of the midwife by the name of Salome,
however, is only prepared to believe after convincing herself by putting her fingers
into Mary’s vagina to test whether her hymen is still intact (ProtEvJam 19:3) —a
scene that is completely analogous, even in its choice of words, to that of ‘doubt-
ing Thomas’ in Jn 20:25. Later, Mary lays the child in a manger in an ox-stall in
order to conceal him from Herod’s persecution (ProtEvJam 22:2). Once again, the
mother and child are saved thanks to the help of the angel of the Lord (ProtEvJam
22:3). The book ends with the murder of Zacharias, who is replaced as High Priest
by Simeon (ProtEvJam 24). For the author of the Protevangelium, this innocently
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spilt blood in the vestibule of the Temple seems to mark the decisive turning-point
in the story of salvation, with Mary being seen allegorically as the rightful heiress
of the priestly cult and the new Temple.’

As already noted, the ProtEvJam, which was originally known as ‘The Birth
of Mary — Revelation of James’ or the ‘Genesis Marias’, develops for the first
time in the history of Christian literature a special mariological interest. In the
process, it eclipses the Christological nucleus of the treatment of Mary in the New
Testament. This is why Protestant commentators often criticise this text for being
the first instance where Mariology displaces Christology.® However, because the
ProtEvJam is not a gospel but a partial biography of Mary, which is specifically
intended to promote the veneration of Mary as a saint, this criticism is some-
what one-sided. Moreover, the Christological orientation is preserved through the
fact that the book ends with the birth of Jesus Christ and not the death of Mary.
In addition, the theme of saintliness in the book remains tied to ‘inward asceti-
cism and abstention from anything ritually unclean and from all sexual activity.”’
Mary’s transformation in the ProtEvJam seems to mirror exactly the lifestyle of
Christian ascetics of the second century. At that stage, there was still no such thing
as organised monasticism, meaning that people who pursued an ascetic lifestyle
lived within the community — often within the parental home — and so played a
part in determining its devotional practices and ideals.® Ultimately the purpose of
the book is to socially upgrade the family of Jesus. Joachim and Anne are pre-
sented as distinguished representatives of Israel, and Joseph as a prosperous car-
penter and builder. All traces of poverty and birth in a stable have been expunged.
By contrast, in antiquity being born in a cave was a favourite motif in accounts of
the birth of divine children.’

5 Cf. Ghaffar, Der Koran in seinem religions- und weltgeschichtlichen Kontext, 32 f.

6 Cf. Becker, Mutter Jesu und erwdhlte Jungfrau, 274.

7 Becker, Mutter Jesu und erwdhlte Jungfrau, 275.

8 Cf. Goehring, Ascetics, society and the desert, 20 and 24; Bumazhnov, ‘Some further
observations concerning the early history of the term MONAXOZX (monk)’, 21-26; cf. also
Pevarello, The Sentences of Sextus and the Origins of Christian Asceticism, esp. 209 f.

9 According to Hesiod, even the father of the gods Zeus was taken by his mother Gaia

( = Earth) to a cave immediately after his birth and hidden there (Hesiod, Theogony, 453—491).
Hermes likewise was born in a cave. And finally Eileithyia, the ‘midwife goddess’ who
assisted mothers in labour, was also associated with caves, at least where her cult was
concerned (Pausanias 1, 18, 5). In addition, caves played a central role in the Roman cult of
Mithras, which was especially prevalent in the Near East during the imperial period; cf. also
the discussion among scholars regarding whether Mithras might have been born in a cave (or
just ‘out of the rock”), reported in Alvar, Romanising Oriental Gods, 409, f. 73 (cf. also ibid.,
410 f., on whether 25 December was Mithras’s birthday).
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In the literature of Late Antiquity, a book about Mary dating from the fifth
century at the latest has come down to us, which portrays the whole of her life from
her birth to her death.!® This book was most probably a compilation of excerpts
from the Protevangelium of James, the Infancy Gospel of Thomas and the Dormitio
Mariae,'! with the Infancy Gospel of Thomas only being added sometime during the
sixth century.'? The creation of the Dormitio Mariae has a great deal to do with the
fact thata central aspect of the veneration of saints consisted in celebrating the death
date of the individual in question as a day of remembrance. The relevant informa-
tion for this event was missing in the Mary tradition, and accordingly this gap was
filled by the apocryphal legends of her ‘Dormition’ or ‘Assumption’ (transitus).
Over time this first gave rise, in the Eastern churches, to a Feast of the Dormition
of Mary, and subsequently in the West to the Feast of the Assumption of Mary.!?

It is intriguing to note at this point that the Qur’an ignores this tradition; in so
doing, it insists upon linking Mariology to Christology and sets its face against
any treatment of Mariology in isolation. However, we do not want to pre-empt our
study of the Qur’an here. Besides, for all its lack of interest in the death of Mary,
the image of her presented in the Qur’an is unequivocally engaged in dialogue
with the apocryphal literature of Christianity.

The fact that not just the death of Mary but also her entire life became the focus
of ever greater attention also has to do with the anthropological shift that occurred
in Late Antiquity, which helped to ‘highlight Mary’s position as an individual to
such an extent that she became detached from her former purely soteriological
field of reference.”'* Even though talk of an anthropological shift can be more
readily substantiated with reference to the soteriological developments in the
Latin Church, it also holds good for the Eastern Churches too if one relates it to
the ever greater emphasis on male and female saints that became evident during
this period.” Increasingly therefore, a special interest in other saintly figures
comes to mirror the newly developed special interest in Mary apparent in the
ProtEvJam. It is only in the context of the Council of Ephesus, in other words
from the fifth century onwards, that Mariology begins to evolve into a systematic

10 Cf. Horn, ‘Syriac and Arabic perspectives’, 270-272.

11 Cf. ibid., 272, footnote 8.

12 Cf. ibid., 278.

13 Eggemann, Die ‘ekklesiologische Wende' in der Mariologie des II. Vatikanums, 12.

14 Tbid., 8.

15 Cf. the groundbreaking essay by Brown, ‘The rise and function of the Holy Man in late
antiquity’, 80—101. Cf. also the more recent study by Doerfler, ‘The Holy Man in the Courts of
Rome’, 192-211.
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theological ‘treatise’ distinct from Christology and to take on an anthropologically
and prophetologically revealing life of its own.' As the writings of the Syriac
Church Fathers also document, in this doctrine Mary takes centre stage in all her
virginity and purity. At the same time, she appears typologically as a new Eve, and
hence as an archetype of successful humanity per se. We will therefore subsume
the depiction of Mary by the Syriac Church Fathers under these guiding principles
as we consider first her characterisation as as the new Eve (b) and hence as the
primal image of the Church (c), before proceeding to investigate her purity and
lack of sin (d), and her virginity (e).

b) Mary as the New Eve

The veneration of Mary as the new Eve begins even in the Protevangelium of
James,'” though this motif'is subsequently expanded upon by such early Christian
writers as Justin Martyr, and later Irenacus of Lyons and finally Jerome in the
West and Gregory of Nyssa in the East.!® This interpretative tradition lives on in
Catholic theology to the present day. Gisbert Greshake, for example, talks about
Mary as the new Eve: ‘In the same way that Christ through his life and death made
good the misdeeds of Adam, so Mary rehabilitated the misdeeds of Eve through
her obedience.’" This Adam—Christ typology, which was first posited by Paul, is
thus supplemented with an Eve-Mary typology — with all the ramifications that
this entails, even for the doctrine of salvation (soteriology).

Consonant with our aim of discussing the Qur’anic tradition where it impinges
on Mary, we will concentrate in the following on how the Syriac Church Fathers
enlarge upon the parallels between Eve and Mary. In the Christian tradition, there
are two different ways of understanding the Eve—Mary typology. The first, more
dynamic construction proceeds from the assumption that although Mary is affected
to begin with by the consequences of the fall of man and therefore suffers from
original sin, she later frees herself from its grip by giving birth to Jesus. In this line
of thought, which represents the mainstream of the Syriac tradition, the typical
Christocentricity of the biblical viewpoint is preserved. This is the construction
that is clearly preferred by Ephrem the Syrian and Jacob of Serugh. The second,

16 At the time when the ProtEvlam was written, no dogmatic treatise on Mariology yet
existed. Similarly, we only find treatise-like sermons on this subject from the fifth century CE
onwards. Accordingly, it is only meaningful to talk in terms of Mariology after this period.

17 Cf. Miiller and Sattler, ‘Mariologie’, 166.

18 Cf. Gerwing, ‘Mariologie’, 414; Miiller and Sattler, ‘Mariologie’, 168.

19 Greshake, Maria-Ecclesia, 139.



MARY IN PATRISTICS 43

more static reading conceives of Mary as the new Eve, who is spared all along
from the consequences of the fall.? This understanding is nowhere to be found
among the earliest Church Fathers, nor have we been able to verify that it appears
anywhere in Syriac literature. In the final analysis, both viewpoints led to a blos-
soming of Marian veneration and to a more intense dedication to the figure of Mary.

Ephrem the Syrian writes about Eve and Mary that ‘one is the cause of our
death, the other (the cause) of our life.’?! In his view, it is ultimately Mary’s fiat
that overcomes the dominion of death and makes new life possible.? Just as Eve
was the mother of the old life, he claims, so Mary is the mother of the new life.?
She is, he maintains, the good eye, through which people once more find their way
back to faith in God.?*

Jacob of Serugh picks up this idea and formulates its even more pointedly:
‘Through her [i.e. Mary] remission is granted to all those burdened with debt...
Through her, the barred route to paradise is opened up once more, the snake is put
to flight, and people gain free access to God.”* Michael Schmaus has taken such
passages as a reason to claim that Jacob believed that Mary had ‘redeemed and
destroyed the promissory note of her mother Eve.”?® Jacob (according to Schmaus)
was firmly convinced that, through her, the curse of sin had been overcome.?”’

Of course, we are also never in any doubt in Jacob’s work that Mary’s role in
freeing us from sin always remains constantly bound to God’s actions through
Jesus Christ. Nonetheless, Jacob’s formulations are sometimes ambiguous. At
least from our modern perspective, the impression can arise of Mary radiating
redemptive” power right back to the very beginnings of human-
kind and throughout the entire history of salvation.’?® In accordance with this,
some Syriac hymns from Late Antiquity maintain that Mary leads us back to

1373

some kind of

Eden? and expunges all traces of the serpent.*

20 Cf. Brock, ‘Introduction’. In: Jacob of Serugh, On the mother of God, 1-14, here p. 9.
21 Ephraem der Syrer, Hymnen de ecclesia, 35,1.

22 Cf. Ashkar, Mary in the Syriac Christian tradition and Islam, 94: ‘Ephraem clarifies that
life and death entered humanity through the fiat of Mary and through the seduction of Eve,
respectively.’

23 Cf. ibid., 72.

24 Cf. ibid., 71.

25 Jakob von Sarug, ‘Gedicht iiber die selige Jungfrau und Gottesmutter Maria’, 245.

26 Schmaus, Mariologie, 291.

27 Jakob von Sarug, ‘Gedicht iiber die selige Jungfrau und Gottesmutter Maria’, 229.

28 Grass, Traktat iiber Mariologie, 30.

29 Cf. Ps-Ephraem der Syrer, ‘Marienhymnen’, 27, 30.

30 Cf.ibid., 28,2.
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Hence, from a Christian viewpoint this gives rise to ‘the danger of somehow
levelling off Christ’s incomparability with the figure of Mary, and of an increasing
tendency to equate their two roles within the story of salvation.”' Such equating
of Mariology and Christology is not borne out in the Bible.?? As a result of this,
it is interesting to note the repeated attempts that are made in the Western—Latin
tradition to manipulate the biblical text in order to justify its raising of the profile
of Mariology. Thus, in the majority of Vulgate manuscripts of Genesis 3:15d,
the masculine ‘ipse’ is changed into the feminine ‘ipsa’, meaning that it is now
the woman Eve herself who crushes the serpent’s head.** So, in the typological
interpretation of this passage of scripture, it is no longer Christ who overcomes
the power of the serpent but Mary. The Reformation period raised a new aware-
ness in this regard, the upshot of which was that Jesus — in contrast to the Marian
piety of the Catholic tradition — was once again given full credit as the person who
alone has the power to conquer evil and hence to crush the head of the serpent; this
reading became universal in modern biblical exegesis, even on the Catholic side.?*

In this passage, Jacob of Serugh — in common with the Syriac translation of
the Bible — retains the original wording. In his writings also, it is Christ alone
who crushes the serpent’s head.*® However, it is Mary who, through her fiat, first
enables Jesus Christ to undertake his act of redemption. Therefore, when Jacob
ascribes greater powers to Mary that many modern Christians are prepared to
concede, this is not because he has lost sight, say, of the essential Christocentric-
ity of every Christian theology. But he does take every opportunity to explore the
potential for human involvement in Christ’s redemptive actions on the basis of the
figure of Mary. He too is adamant that all salvation comes from God alone, who
became man in Jesus Christ. Yet this self-affirmation requires human assent if it
is to resonate with people. And for Jacob, such resonance is realised in exemplary
form by Mary’s fiat. Only when mediated through this Christocentric train of
thought can he write that we are are fulfilled in Mary and that our resurrection is
imparted to us through her.*® And he is also able to say that Mary has given us a

31 Eisele, ‘Krieg und Frieden’, 190.

32 Cf. ibid., 192.

33 Cf. ibid., 193.

34 Cf. ibid., 194.

35 Cf. Jacob of Serugh, On the mother of God: Homily 111, 82: ‘through me the reproach of
Eve is removed from womanhood. The babe who is in me will crush the head of the great
serpent.’

36 Cf. ibid. I, 33: ‘By that former the fall, by the latter resurrection for all our race; sin by Eve
but righteousness from within Mary.’
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sweet fruit full of life, so that through her we might be able to dwell with the Lord
for all eternity.’” He addresses Mary in prayer and thanks her: ‘You have settled
Eve’s account.”® And so — mediated through Christ — she enters an original state
of righteousness and becomes like Adam before his fall from grace.* Through her
fiat, the repercussions of the fall of man are finally healed.*

It is interesting how Jacob takes the demeanour of Mary that is depicted in Lk
as an opportunity to expound his own thoughts. Thus, he too acknowledges the
tough critical questions that we have also entertained in our enquiries and finally
comes to see Mary as a typological counterpart to Eve. Where Eve, he claims,
simply accepted the advice of the serpent without comment, Mary assiduously
questioned how the events that were foretold might come to pass. In doing so,
Jacob believes, she demonstrates not only her shrewdness but also her distance
from Eve.*! Solely as a result of her questioning, he maintains, does the truth about
God’s salvation become intelligible reality in the first place.*” While Eve, then,
unquestioningly succumbs to temptation, Mary poses a whole series of questions
in the Annunciation scene® and in the process becomes the epitome of faith.

¢) Mary as the archetype of the Church

In ancient Christianity, the stylisation of Mary as the epitome of faith and the
anti-Eve quickly led to her also being seen as the archetype of the Church. In this
regard, scholarly literature speaks in terms of a merging of the parallels between
Eve and Mary and those between Eve and the Church.* This development began
as early as the time of the Syriac Church Fathers, though it only became a stand-
ard component of Mariology in the post-Qur’anic period. In the West, Ambrose
was probably the first person to describe Mary as the archetype of the Church.
‘What he meant by this was that Mary is the epitome, the embodiment and the

37 Cf. ibid., 40: ‘She gave us a sweet fruit, full of life, that we might eat from it and live
forever with God.’

38 Ibid. I, 19.

39 Ibid., I, 36. Strictly speaking, Jacob states that Mary resembled Adam before he fell from
grace. At this point, therefore, Jacob could also be read in the sense of the aforementioned
static Mariology, though this would not fairly reflect his work as a whole.

40 Cf. S6ll, Mariologie, 103.

41 Cf. Jacob of Serugh’s homilies on the nativity. First Homily, v. 220-226.

42 Cf. ibid., v. 360: ‘without request not even the truth is able to demonstrate itself.’

43 Cf. Brock, ‘Introduction’, 4.

44 Cf. Gerwing, ‘Mariologie’, 414.
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ideal form of the Church.’* Augustine of Hippo also corroborated this tradition.*
By contrast, in the Greek East, this identification of Mary with the Church —
which throughout the entire body of Marian literature produced in this period only
appears once, in a sermon whose author and date are uncertain — had not become
established by Late Antiquity.*’

For Ephrem the Syrian, it is precisely the typological parallelising of Eve and
Mary that induces him to identify Mary typologically with the Church and to
see prophecy fulfilled in both.*® The typological identification of Mary with the
Church works, he claims, on two levels — for one thing, Mary is understood as
the mother of Christ, but then she is also the daughter of Christ inasmuch as her
second birth in baptism is made possible through him.* In any event, everything is
simultaneous in the sanctified age of God, meaning that Ephrem does not simply
experience these apparent paradoxes as negative but also extols them as a mani-
festation of the majesty of God that surpasses all human understanding.*® In his
Hymn on the Nativity of Christ in the Flesh, Ephrem writes: ‘Blessed are you, O
Church, for lo! Over you — Isaiah also exults in his prophecy — Lo a Virgin shall
conceive and bear — a Son whose name is a powerful symbol! O interpretation

45 Schmaus, Mariologie, 294.

46 Cf. Laato, Eve, Rebecca, and Mary as prophetical images of the church.

47 Greshake, Maria-Ecclesia, 357, following Henri de Lubac, comes to a different conclusion
here. He points to a strict identification of the Church with Mary, which is to be found in a
sermon (CPG 5248) attributed to Cyril of Alexandria (cf. Greshake, Maria-Ecclesia, 154).
However, as Greshake himself notes, this sermon could be a pseudepigraphon, i.e. a work that
is not by Cyril but by a later, unknown author. The question of authenticity remains unclear.
Miinch-Labacher, ‘Cyrill von Alexandrien’, 176, regards the sermon as ‘probably inauthentic’;
other commentators, however — among them Wessel, Cyril of Alexandria and the Nestorian
controversy, 224 f. — proceed from the assumption that it is genuine; cf. ibid., ‘Nestorius, Mary
and Controversy in Cyril of Alexandria’s Homily IV.” (De Maria deipara in Nestorium, CPG
5248). In: Annuarium Historiae Conciliorum 31 (1999) 1-49. Yet regardless of whether it is
authentic or not, this sermon must have been written in the fifth century, since it would
otherwise be hard to explain how it could have found its way into the Acts of the Council of
Ephesus. However, this finding alone cannot alter the bigger picture: although, as de Lubac
points out, the Greek Church Fathers repeatedly associated Mary and the Church with the
same biblical symbols (Jacob’s Ladder, the Ark of the Covenant, the Temple etc.), it seems
they were at pains not to identify them directly with one another. Even so, the fact that such an
identification was not yet commonplace at the time does not mean that the Greek Church
Fathers had any fundamental objection to the typological identification of Mary with the
Church.

48 Cf. Murray, ‘Mary, the second Eve in the early Syriac fathers’, 380.

49 Brock, ‘St. Ephrem on Christ as light in Mary and in the Jordan’, 141.

50 Cf. ibid.
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(of the symbol) revealed in the Church!’3! A similar identification of the Church
with Mary as a virgin is also found in Jacob of Serugh when he writes: ‘When she
posed this question, the wise Virgin was the mouthpiece of the Church, and lis-
tened to the explanation for the whole of creation.”*? Yet in spite of these isolated
instances, the typological identification of Mary with the Church was not nearly as
widespread in the Syriac Church as her image as the new Eve at the time when the
Qur’an came into existence. Among the Eastern Church Fathers, talk of Mary as
the archetype of the Temple or as the new Ark of the Covenant was on the whole
more important than her identification as the archetype of the Church, even though
the two ideas are of course connected.

d) Mary’s purity and lack of sin

Right from the beginning, the central linchpin of the veneration of Mary was the
idea that, through her freely given and courageous decision to trust the Angel
Gabriel and to assent to conceiving her son, Mary set in motion the entire process
by which God became man. As a result, the Syriac Church Fathers repeatedly
stress the enabling role played by Mary at this very ecarliest stage of the act of
Incarnation.’® Generally speaking, therefore, a dialectical relationship of grace and
freedom evolves with regard to Mary. Thus, on the one hand the Syriac Church
Fathers point out Mary’s great advantages, presenting her in all her beauty, humil-
ity and purity.>* Mary is characterised by this beauty and purity right from her
mother’s womb.> It was precisely Mary’s beauty that prompted God to choose her
as the mother of his son.*® For, according to Jacob of Serugh, no human soul was
more magnificent and sacred than hers,*” and no woman was so completely pure
as she was.>® To quote Jacob verbatim: ‘It would be easier to picture the radiance
and the heat of the sun than to give an account of the splendour of Mary.”>

51 Ephrem the Syrian, Hymnen de nativitate, 117 (= Hymnus 25, Strophe 5).

52 Jakob von Sarug, ‘Gedicht tiber die selige Jungfrau und Gottesmutter Maria’, 244.

53 Brock thus highlights the ‘emphasis one finds, throughout Syriac literature, that the
Annunciation, and Mary’s role there, is the crucial starting point for the events of the
Incarnation: in other words, the view is taken that, without Mary, the Incarnation would not
have taken place’ (Brock, ‘Introduction’, 3).

54 Cf. Jacob of Serugh, On the mother of God: Homily I, 21-24.

55 Cf. Grass, Traktat iiber Mariologie, 26.

56 Cf. Jacob of Serugh, On the mother of God: Homily I, 33.

57 Cf.ibid. I, 23.

58 Cf. Jakob von Sarug, ‘Gedicht liber die selige Jungfrau und Gottesmutter Maria’, 234.
59 Ibid., 230.
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Jacob even goes so far as to justify Mary’s selection on the grounds of her
beauty, which existed prior to her being chosen. However, in the usage of the
Syriac Church Fathers, the concept of ‘beauty’ meant first and foremost also
being inwardly beautiful and virtuous.®® His argument runs thus: God would
surely have chosen another woman if she had pleased him more.®' At points such
as this, one sometimes gets the impression that Mary might even have further
merits that lie beyond the grace of God. But time and again, Jacob returns to the
elective power of God, which enabled this special nature of Mary to exist in the
first place. So, on the one hand Mary only becomes beautiful through exercising
her free will and is also praised on this account.?> On the other hand, however,
her beauty and purity are gifts that have been endowed upon her from the very
outset by God’s grace.

Ephrem the Syrian in particular makes clear the extent to which Mary’s purity
first requires the agency of Jesus Christ. Ephrem has been wrongly cited as the
first Syriac Church Father to teach the doctrine of Mary’s immaculate concep-
tion.®* Certainly, just like Jacob he emphasises how beautiful and pure Mary is
from the start.* But at the same time, Ephrem also expounds the idea that Jesus
Christ is the only person wholly without sin,% and stresses that Mary is first bap-
tised in Christ and also that this baptism is essential in order to preserve her purity.
In his writings, Mary emerges as the first individual to be absolved of sin through
baptism, and Ephrem sees this baptism as residing in her conception of Jesus.* In
other words, Mary is born anew from her son, and cleansed of sin through him.
In similar fashion, Jacob of Serugh also proceeds from the assumption that Mary
is freed from sin, including original sin, from the moment she conceives Jesus,

60 In the light of such quotations, Grass, Traktat iiber Mariologie, 27, draws attention to
disconcertingly erotic features of Mary’s beauty. However, these jarring elements only arise as
a result of rather one-dimensional translations, which render the Syriac adjective meaning
‘good’ and/or ‘beautiful” (and related words from the same ambiguous root) simply as
‘beautiful’ — which immediately puts the reader in mind of outward beauty.

61 Cf. Jacob of Serugh, On the mother of God: Homily I, 26: ‘If another had pleased more
than her, He would have chosen that one, for the Lord does not respect persons since He is just
and right.’

62 Cf. Jacob of Serugh, On the Blessed Virgin and Mother of God Mary, 235.

63 Cf. Ashkar, Mary in the Syriac Christian tradition and Islam, 73, with reference to Hilda
Graef, Mary: A History of Doctrine and Devotion, New York 1963, 57.

64 Cf. Ashkar, Mary in the Syriac Christian tradition and Islam, 73 in connection with the
Nisibene Hymns (27,8).

65 Cf. Beck, ‘Die Mariologie der echten Schriften Ephrdms’, 27.

66 Cf. ibid., 32.
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though for Jacob this is a necessary prerequisite for the conception of Jesus that
the Holy Spirit effects prior to the event.®’

For all their mariological enthusiasm, therefore, the Mariology of Ephrem and
Jacob remains emphatically Christocentric. And notwithstanding all her advan-
tages, Mary does still require cleansing.®® At the same time, though, she is so
pure by virtue of her connection with Christ that she can become the model for
all human life per se. Yet it is not merely her status as a role model for human
existence that the Syriac Church Fathers consider important, but also her virginity.

e) Virginity and labour pains

With the idea of Mary’s virginity before the birth of Jesus, the Syriac Church
Fathers are operating entirely within the general mainstream of the Christian lit-
erature of Late Antiquity. Even within the logic of Lk, we have had cause to note
how insistently the evangelist bears witness to Mary’s virginity. In the same way
that Elizabeth falls pregnant as an old woman, thereby entirely confounding the
natural order of things, in Lk so too is the business of Jesus’s conception an excep-
tional act of God within human history.® For the Syrian Philoxenus of Mabbug
(450-523), the churchman who played the key role in spreading the doctrine of

67 Cf. Kriiger, ‘Die Frage der Erbsiindigkeit der Gottesmutter im Schrifttume des Jakob von
Serugh’, 196. The idea of Mary’s being free from original sin in the sense of later Catholic
dogma could only be surmised on the basis of mistranslations of Jacob (cf. Puthuparampil,
Mariological thought of Mar Jacob of Serugh, 84).

68 Cf. Jacob of Serugh, On the mother of God: Homily I, 35: ‘He purified the Mother by the
Holy Spirit while dwelling in her, that He might take from her a pure body without sin.’

69 Cf. Ashkar, Mary in the Syriac Christian tradition and Islam, 80. With particular reference
to the narrative structure of Lk 1-2, Wolter explains that it it impossible to determine the
precise verse or verses in which the narrator of the Gospel of Luke presumes that Jesus has
been conceived (cf. Wolter, Theologie und Ethos im friithen Christentum, 336). Wolter also
highlights this chronological ambivalence in the narrative structure in his commentary on
Luke’s gospel: Die Skizzierung des zeitgeschichtlichen Hintergrunds in V. 1-3 (4) hat also
keine andere Funktion, als ein plausibles Szenario fiir Marias Reise nach Bethlehem
aufzubauen. An einer Ubereinstimmung mit der realen Enzyklopédie der Leser, die bereits in V.
4 arg strapaziert worden war, hat Lukas keinerlei Interesse. Dies wird auch daran erkennbar,
dass er auf den census als den eigentlichen Grund fiir die Reise im Folgenden mit keinem Wort
mehr eingeht. (‘The sole reason for sketching in the historical background in verses 1-3 (4) is
to construct a plausible scenario for Mary’s journey to Bethlehem. Luke does not have the
slightest interest in matching his story to the real historical knowledge of his readers, whose
credulity has already been severely strained in verse 4. This is also apparent from the fact that,
in his ensuing account, no further mention is made of the census as the real reason for the
journey’) (Wolter, Das Lukas-Evangelium, 124). As a result, this extraordinary intervention by
God in human history is characterised on a narrative level by an element of indeterminacy.
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miaphysitism throughout the Near East, it is clear that the Virgin Birth is a sign of
Christ’s divinity” — and this position remains paradigmatic for the Syriac Church.
Jacob of Serugh also contends that Mary’s virginity points in this same direction.”
The only contentious issue was the question of whether this concept can also be
applied to Mary during and after the birth of Jesus.

The background to the question of Mary’s virginity during the birth of Jesus is
the idea that women’s labour pains are to be seen collectively as a consequence
of the fall from grace. Genesis 3:16 expressly hints at this interpretation of labour
pains being the result of original sin, and if Mary is regarded as the new Eve
(see above, ‘Mary as the New Eve”), it was a short step from there to conclude
that her parturition must have been free of labour pains — at the same time, this
was frequently regarded as a necessary concomitant to her preservation of virgin-
ity during the birth. And yet, no evidence of this theological interpretation can
be identified in the works of the early Syriac Church Fathers; nor is there any
mention of a connection between (absent) labour pains and (the preservation of)
virginity during parturition. The only detail that was of importance to Ephrem the
Syrian was that Mary suffered no harm as a result of giving birth.”

It is repeatedly claimed of Jacob of Serugh that he denied the existence of
labour pains in the case of Mary. Indeed, Jacob’s sermons portray the devil boast-
ing that he has hitherto, ever since the time of Eve, seen to it that every woman
invariably suffered labour pains,” and complaining about the fact that he can do
nothing to harm Mary and her newborn infant.™ It is not a great leap from quota-
tions like this to the verdict of the secondary literature, namely that the writings
that are attributed to Jacob of Serugh offer contradictory statements about whether
Mary suffered labour pains or not.” Yet the words in the relevant passages that
are frequently translated by the term ‘(labour) pains’ are primarily to be assigned
to the semantic field ‘lesion/wound/injury’, with the result that Jacob’s denial
of such ‘pains’ on Mary’s part simply means — just as it does in the work of
Ephrem — that she did not suffer any lasting harm from giving birth. Thus, what

70 Cf. Philoxenus of Mabbug, Tractatus tres de trinitate et incarnatione, 24.

71 Cf. Puthuparampil, Mariological thought of Mar Jacob of Serugh, 176.

72 Fiores, ‘Maria in der Geschichte von Theologie und Frommigkeit’, 129 f. A corresponding
assertion is made in Pseudo-Ephrem the Syrian, Hymns on Mary, 27,5 f. Brock, ‘Mary in
Syriac tradition’, 184, cites further examples of this belief, which was clearly widespread.

73 Cf. Jacob of Serugh’s homilies on the nativity. Second Homily, v. 188.

74 Cf. ibid., v. 197-200.

75 Cf. Kriiger, ‘Die Frage der Erbsiindigkeit der Gottesmutter im Schrifttume des Jakob von
Serugh’, 203.
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are unequivocally authentic texts by Jacob state clearly that, although the birth
of Jesus passed off without any injury occurring to the intact body of the Virgin,
he nonetheless emerged from her womb while she was in labour.” Evidently, the
labour or pains mentioned here are meant to act as signs that Jesus Christ was
a real human being; as such, they are significant in balancing out Jacob’s mia-
physitic Christology — i.e., his focus on Christ’s divine nature.”

In common with Ephrem, therefore, Jacob also appears to represent the posi-
tion that Mary — much to Satan’s chagrin — remains unharmed by the birth, despite
the fact that she had to endure the customary labour pains. Thus, Ephrem speaks of
the intactness of the seal of virginity,”® or of the silent seal and a doorway curtain.”
And Jacob too refers to Mary as a sealed letter, ‘within which the secrets and the
profundities of the son are concealed.”®® So, in describing her virginity, repeated
use is made of the metaphor of the seal, which Mary embodies as the guardian of
God’s word.*! The frequent use of this metaphor by the Syriac Church Fathers is of
course striking in view of the prominent treatment of this term in the Qur’an. On a
symbolic level, the decisive feature here is Mary’s inviolacy and integrity, which
through this very intactness points to the divinity of Jesus Christ’s conception.

By comparison, the motif of the labour pains was only secondary and was
evaluated in various different ways. The Syriac Church Fathers were in agreement
that Mary’s virginity did not just pertain to her life before the birth of Jesus but
was a permanent part of her nature.*? In Jacob von Serugh’s writings, for example,
the ideal of perpetual virginity is extolled time and again precisely because there
were at that time a number of opponents of the notion of perpetual virginity within
the Syriac Church. These opponents may have come from an eastern Syrian, anti-
miaphysitic movement that was very strong at the time, which forbade deacons
from remaining unmarried and sought to marginalise or even abolish monasticism
(which was then increasingly under the influence of miaphysitism throughout

76 Cf. Jakob von Serug, Die Kirche und die Forschung, 18.

77 Likewise Kriiger, ‘Die Frage der Erbsiindigkeit’, 202 f., quotes Jacob in such a way that he
is seen to attest to the idea of Jesus emerging from Mary’s womb amid labour pains.

78 Cf. Ephrem the Syrian, Hymnen de nativitate, 12,2.

79 Cf.ibid., 12,5.

80 Jakob von Sarug, ‘Gedicht tiber die selige Jungfrau und Gottesmutter Maria’, 244; cf.
Puthuparampil, Mariological thought of Mar Jacob of Serugh, 195-207.

81 Cf. Jacob of Serugh, On the mother of God: Homily II, 44. The metaphor of the seal also
appears when Jesus is called upon to seal the law as the subject of prophesies (Jacob of
Serugh’s homilies on the nativity. Third Homily, v. 163), or when, in light of the Virgin Birth,
God is called upon to set the seal on the law (Jacob of Serugh, Select Festal Homilies, 134).
82 Cf. Brock, ‘Mary in Syriac tradition’, 185.
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Syria).® So, when Jacob repeatedly argues for Mary’s virginity even after the
birth of Jesus and in a long homily®* refutes the counterarguments that were then
in circulation, his aim was in all likelihood to lobby for a common viewpoint on
this question within Syria and to indirectly adopt a particular position in a topical
debate concerning ecclesiastical politics. In any event, Mary was seen as a role
model for a celibate lifestyle® and so was well placed to become a guarantor of
the connection between occupancy of a church office and celibacy.

One final detail should be mentioned here, however fleetingly, since it will be
of significance presently for our study of Mary’s role in the Qur’an. For Jacob of
Serugh and many other Syriac Church Fathers it is important that Mary is aurally
receptive and that the truth of Jesus Christ is imparted to her through her ear.® Just
as Eve let herself be seduced into sin by the serpent whispering into her ear, so the
rebirth of humanity in Mary is also made possible through the ear. But this only
brings us back to the typological interpretation of Mary as the new Eve, which we
have already dealt with above.

At this point it should be noted again for one final time why, despite their insist-
ence upon the perpetual virginity of Mary and her characterisation as the new Eve,
the overwhelming majority of the Syriac Church Fathers still tended to accept her
labour pains as given. For this can only be plausibly explained by surmising that
the Syriac tradition had already taken on board the biblically well attested role of
Mary as a Mother of Sorrows (mater dolorosa). Of course, the primary point at
issue here was the grief experienced by Mary on the death of Jesus.?” But having
accepted these sorrows, it is perfectly natural and reasonable to acknowledge her
labour pains as well and see these as an integral part of Mary’s journey through
life.

83 Gerd, Barsauma of Nisibis and Persian Christianity in the fifth century, especially 46 ff.
and 95; Kavvadas, ‘Das ostsyrische Monchtum im Spannungsfeld der groen Kirchenspaltung
der nachchalkedonischen Zeit’.

84 Cf. Puthuparampil, Mariological thought of Mar Jacob of Serugh, 381 ff. (‘Homily on the
Perpetual Virginity of Mary”).

85 Cf. Weedman, Mary s Fertility As the Model of the Ascetical Life in Ephrem the Syrian’s
Hymns of the Nativity, especially 172—181.

86 Cf. Jacob of Serugh, On the mother of God: Homily I, 30.

87 Cf. ibid. V, 90.
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Dogmatic Precepts of Mariology

In this third chapter, too, we are not attempting to give a comprehensive account
of all the dogmatic precepts of Mariology, but rather to process those facts that are
of relevance for conducting a dialogue with the proclaimer of the Qur’an. Catho-
lic tradition recognises a total of four so-called Marian dogmas. In the Catholic
Church, the term ‘dogma’ denotes an article of faith which constitutes part of the
binding creed of the church. Only one of the Marian dogmas is clearly treated and
discussed the Qur’an. In consequence, we intend to begin with this dogma and to
devote most of our discussion in this chapter to it. In doing so, we will also draw
direct connections to the reflections of the Syriac Church Fathers that we outlined
above.

a) Perpetual virginity

Let us first briefly recap the findings from the Bible. The concept of virginity is not
mentioned in most of the texts of the New Testament.! No pointers to this doctrine
are to be found in either the Corpus Paulinum or any of the other letters within

1 Cf. Theobald, ‘Siehe, die Jungfrau wird empfangen’, 95: Die literarische Basis der
Vorstellung der Empfingnis/Erzeugung Jesu aus gottlichem Geist im Neuen Testament ist
ausgesprochen schmal. Paulus (samt Deutero- und Tritopaulinen), das Markus- und
Johannesevangelium, der Hebrderbrief, das Corpus Catholicum und die Johannesoffenbarung
kennen sie nicht, was bedeutet, dass der christliche Glaube in weiten Teilen der friithen Kirche
ohne sie auskam, ohne deswegen defizient zu sein (‘The literary basis of the idea of Jesus’s
conception/generation from a divine spirit in the New Testament is extremely narrow. There is
no mention of it in the Corpus Paulinum (including the Deutero- and the Trito-Pauline letters),
in Mark or John’s gospels, in the Letter to the Hebrews, the Catholic Letters or the Book of
Revelation, which means that the Christian faith of the early Church managed to a large extent
without this doctrine without thereby being in any way deficient’).
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the New Testament. Furthermore, two of the four gospels contain no references
whatsoever to it. It is only in evidence in the gospels of Matthew and Luke. Yet
even those gospels only attest to Mary’s virginity prior to the birth of Jesus. The
question of Mary’s perpetual virginity appears to have been of no consequence to
these two gospels either. Only in Lk do we come across some hints that could be
construed as pointing in this direction.

We have already explained above that Lk introduces Mary as a virgin in his
gospel (Lk 1:27). It also becomes clear from Mary’s inquiry in Lk 1:34 that,
within the literary construction of Lk, she has not yet had any intimate physical
congress. The statement to this effect that Mary makes, namely that ‘she knows
not a man’, is framed in the present tense; so, as far as the evidence of the text is
concerned, interpreting this statement as signifying a perpetual state of virginity
is by no means out of the question.? However, for Lk this matter is clearly of no
importance.® Thus, later in the gospel Lk talks quite openly of Jesus’s ‘mother
and brothers’ (Lk 8:19-21) and regards Mary as Joseph’s wife (Lk 2). If he had
been concerned to characterise Mary as a perpetual virgin, he would surely have
provided relevant clarification at these points.

However, generally speaking it remains a moot point whether Jesus really
did have actual siblings. Certainly, from a philological standpoint, the traditional
Catholic interpretation — that the frequently mentioned siblings of Jesus were
merely cousins — is virtually out of the question.* Yet the old interpretation of the
Eastern tradition, which regards the oft-cited siblings of Jesus® in the New Testa-
ment as children of a former marriage of Joseph, remains perfectly feasible. Also,
the description of Jesus as the first-born does not necessarily suggest the existence
of siblings: the term is used in this context to indicate ‘a preferential relationship
with God, rather than in relation to younger siblings.”®

The author of the ‘gospel of Luke’, whom we do not actually know by name

2 Some Church Fathers, like Gregory of Nyssa and Augustine, ‘concluded that Mary gave her
vow never to have carnal knowledge of a man under the pressure of the ideal of virginity...
vows of this kind are anachronistic in the early church but not in the reform movements of
Judaism’ (Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas, 76). Taking his starting point from Lk 1:34,
Menke has ascertained the following: ‘Mary knows — perhaps not on the conscious level of an
explicit decision, but certainly in the depths of her heart — that she ought to remain a virgin’
(Menke, Fleisch geworden aus Maria, 34).

3 Cf. Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas, 73.

4 Cf. Schweizer, Das Evangelium nach Markus, 65. Moreover Mk 3:23 and Mk 6:3 also refer
explicitly to ‘sisters’ of Jesus.

5 Luke also quite unselfconsciously adopts this tradition (cf. Lk 8:19 f. and Acts 1:14).

6 Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas,121.
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but whom for the sake of simplicity we shall refer to henceforth as Luke, therefore
fully allows for the interpretation of a perpetual virginity on Mary’s part. But it
is not so much her sexual purity that is important to him but instead the ascetic
attitude that is in evidence when Mary is taken by the Holy Spirit in a manner
that is far removed from any intimate physical congress. At this point in the story,
Luke is the only evangelist who draws an unequivocal connection between pos-
session by a spirit and sexual abstinence. This is evident from the fact that Luke
clearly depicts Mary as single not only before Jesus is born but also before the
Pentecost event. She is therefore the only figure in his narrative who is embraced
twice by the Holy Spirit.” Hans-Ulrich Weidemann of the University of Siegen,
an authority on the New Testament, therefore states: ‘In any event, Luke portrays
Mary as single, which evidently ‘qualifies’ her to be visited a second time by the
Holy Spirit. To put it bluntly, Luke therefore places the mother of Jesus at the
beginning of his gospel as a virgin who has been affected by the Spirit and speaks
prophetically — and at the outset of the Acts of the Apostles as a single person filled
with the Spirit and speaking in tongues, in other words, as a woman who has been
widowed or is living apart from her husband.’®

In his analyses, Weidemann comprehensively demonstrates that other narra-
tive figures in Lk also show evidence of this combination of sexual asceticism
and prophetic spirit-possession’ and that these figures had definite parallels in
Judaism of the period. Thus, in both rabbinical Judaism and in the writings of
Philo of Alexandria, we find the idea ‘that since being called to serve by God,
Moses permanently abstained from sexual intercourse, to the detriment of his wife
Zipporah.’!® Luke’s theology thus clearly operates within the context of a Jewish

‘inspiration asceticism,’"!

which saw sexual abstinence as a key prerequisite for
receiving prophetic inspiration — as indeed Philo and Flavius Josephus also did in
their writings — and focused all its attention on this aspect.!> Hence, Luke has no
interest in stating whether Mary was a perpetual virgin, but is instead intent on
making it clear that she is filled with God’s spirit when she brings Jesus into the

world and continues to bear witness to him after his death. As such, then, availing

7 Cf. Weidemann, ‘Embedding the Virgin’, 167.

8 Ibid., 117 f.

9 Cf. ibid., 150: ‘Luke shows a clear interest in Jewish (and God-fearing) narrator figures,
who either at times or as a general rule do not evince any sexuality.’

10 Ibid., 119.

11 Ibid., 120.

12 Cf. ibid., 121. Philo regards virginity as an ‘allegory of the ecstatic union of the soul with
God’ (Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas, 66).
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himself of a typical Jewish narrative motif of the time, he places her firmly within
a prophetic context.

Matthew does not make any similar link between virginity and prophetic inspi-
ration. Accordingly, in his gospel there is even less evidence of any idea of the
perpetual virginity of Mary. The only reason why he does not expressly rule
out any possibility of it is ‘because it was totally alien to him.”'* On the other
hand, like Lk, Mt sets great store by Mary’s virginity prior to the birth of Jesus
(Mt 1:25). For both evangelists, Jesus emanates entirely from God’s spirit, and
can therefore only be conceived by a virgin. Naturally, this motif of being con-
ceived by a Holy Spirit has its antecedents in Hellenistic Judaism.' But if one
is to understand this insistence upon Mary’s biological virginity correctly, it is
most important to first cast an eye over the theory of procreation that was widely
accepted in antiquity.

In the Hellenistic period, theories of procreation that were influenced by the
work of Aristotle were widespread. Aristotle’s concept of so-called ‘hylemorphism’
posits that every being (or natural body) also possesses, alongside its primary
matter, a form that lends it shape, and which constitutes its essential nature. Follow-
ing on from this, Aristotle’s theory of procreation holds that the man’s semen con-
tains within it an active force and vigour that imparts this shape and form to every
being, ‘while the menstrual blood of the female, by contrast, contains the purely
passive matter...; which requires forming for life to emerge in the first place.”'* To
quote Aristotle verbatim: ‘The body is therefore a female principle, whereas the
soul is a male one. For the soul is the essence of a material body.’!® Aristotle sees
the creative male principle as being inherent within the spirit (pneuma).

Thus, for the Aristotelian theory of procreation, replacing the male sperm cell
with the Holy Spirit did not represent a disruptive interference on the level of
the actual material, biological measurable links. According to his theory, from a
biological viewpoint it was the case when every human life came into being that
a form of spiritual matter guided the emergence of the individual. Thanks to its
‘pneumatic’ constitution, this spirit is conceived of in such a way in the work of
Aristotle as to make it — from a modern standpoint — indescribable by conven-
tional scientific means. Customarily, this spiritual principle is only transmitted
through the father, and finds its material correlate in the male semen. However,

13 Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthdus, 153.

14 Cf. Theobald, ‘Siehe, die Jungfrau wird empfangen’, 83.

15 Tbid., 84.

16 Aristoteles, De generatione animalium, ed. by Hendrik J. Drossaart Lulofs, Oxford 1965,
738b 26-28.
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this biologically quantifiable substance has no causal effect; instead, it is the crea-
tive spirit deriving from the man which constitutes the form-giving principle that
manifests itself as the soul of the new human being.

The female ovum was only discovered in the nineteenth century.!” Conse-
quently, the interweaving of the female—material principle and the form-giving
male principle cannot convey any biological sense compatible with our modern
conceptual categories. The aim of the assertion of Mary’s virginity in the Bible is
simply that Jesus the human being receives his human form solely and exclusively
from the divine spirit. The point of the declaration is not — from an Aristotelian
standpoint — that Joseph’s (in any event, irrelevant) seed is supplanted by a seed
that has been created by God. Rather, it is the case that it is not Joseph’s spirit that
forms Jesus and enables his existence, but only the spirit of God. ‘This human
comes from God!’'® This is the statement that Mt and Lk wish to impress upon us
in their gospels. And John testifies to the same theological assertion in his talk of
the pre-existence of the Word, which in his conceptual world renders all mention
of Jesus’s Virgin Birth superfluous. In other words: ‘In narrative terms, the object
of both the Virgin birth and the pre-existence of the Messiah is to bear witness to
the divine origin of the Son.”"?

The great difference between the account of Jesus’s origin given in the Bible

17 For the sake of completeness here we should at least mention that as early as the second
century, in opposition to Aristotle, Galen of Pergamon took the view that there was also a
female ‘seed’. However, it was Aristotle’s views that continued to shape the ideas that are
expressed in the Bible. The Qur’an also harks back to his worldview.

18 For this very reason, Jesus’s genealogy in Lk is also traced back to Adam (Lk 3:38), who
according to Luke also comes directly from God, like Jesus. And just like Jesus, Adam is the
son of God: Gerade diese Bezeichnung Adams gebietet eine deutliche Zuriickhaltung
gegeniiber der Interpretation, dass mit dem Sohnestitel im Zusammenhang mit der
Jungfrdulichen Empfingnis vom Verfasser des Lukasevangeliums etwa eine gottliche
Wesensbestimmung Jesu vorgenommen worden wdre. (‘The very fact that Adam is described in
these terms calls for decided caution regarding the interpretation that the creator of the Gospel
of Luke was using the title of son in conjunction with the Virgin Birth to indicate, for instance,
that Jesus is defined by his divine nature.”) (Woyke, ‘Mit Jesus ist es vor Gott wie mit Adam’
(Sure 3,59), 140). See also Wolter, Lukasevangelium, 177: Lukas benutzt die Gottessohnschaft
Adams als Modell, um den Bedeutungsrahmen fiir das Verstindnis der Gottessohnschaft Jesu
abzustecken (‘Luke uses Adam’s status as a son of God as a model to define the framework of
meaning for understanding the nature of Jesus’ role as the son of God”). Consequently, one
may confidently state that the proclaimer of the Qur’an adopts his idea of the son of God and
the associated concept of Mary’s virginity from Lk. The fact that Jesus is not called the son of
God in the Qur’an, therefore, does not have to do with Luke’s use of this title. On the
relationship between Lk and the Qur’an as a whole, cf. the highly illuminating essay by
Woyke, ‘Mit Jesus ist es vor Gott wie mit Adam’ (Surah 3,59).

19 Bovon, Das Evangelium nach Lukas, 69; cf. Kremer, Lukasevangelium, 29.



58 MARY IN THE QUR’AN

and all the various pagan origin myths that exist is that it refrains from offering
any form of narrative elaboration regarding the act of conception.?® ‘The fact
of the divine conception stands front and centre; the way in which this actually
comes about remains a secret and indeed should remain so.’?! The single, solitary
thing that matters to the biblical testimony is that Jesus’s existence ‘originates
from the spirit of God.’*

Aristotle’s concept of hylemorphism not only helped shape the theories of pro-
creation that were current in the Hellenistic environment in which the New Testa-
ment emerged, it also continued to play a decisive role in the further elaboration of
the Catholic doctrine of the virginity of Mary. Indeed, its influence is still apparent
in medieval scholasticism. One should therefore be somewhat wary of talking
in terms of a biological fact at this point, since this would amount to applying
modern categories to a context which obeys a quite different form of logic. For
in the mindset of the Ancient Greek theory of procreation, it is not a question of
God having altered the material nature of Joseph’s sperm cell by interfering with
the laws of nature, with the result that Jesus came into existence from the female
ovum of Mary and the sperm cell of the Holy Spirit, created from nothingness.
This would represent the worst kind of mythologising.

Instead it is the case that the person Jesus, as the essential word of God, was
only made possible through God’s spirit. It is God alone who, according to the
testimony of the Bible, lends this human being his divine form and his authority. In
Aristotelian-influenced ways of thinking, it is therefore crucial that this individual
does not owe his shape and form to the ‘spirit” inherent within the seed of Joseph
and instead is born of the Virgin Mary. In modern parlance, one would have to find
other metaphors to express the complete provenance of the figure of Jesus from
the power of God. When the Church continues to maintain that Jesus was born of
the Virgin Mary, even going so far as to turn this into a dogma since the Council
of Nicaea in 325, this does not represent the adoption of a particular natural-phil-
osophical theory as part of Church doctrine, but rather the uptake of a tradition
within the framework of a mutable theory of procreation. And this tradition lends
especially powerful expression to the idea of Jesus’s provenance from God.

20 Cf. Kremer, Lukasevangelium, 29: Von mitunter als Parallele herangezogenen Mythen
unterscheidet sich der biblische Bericht vor allem durch das Fehlen jeglicher Schilderung der
geistgewirkten Lebensentstehung (‘The account in the Bible differs from the creation myths
that are sometimes cited as parallels primarily in the total absence in the former of any type of
depiction of the spirit world’s agency in the emergence of life’).

21 Dibelius, ‘Jungfrauensohn und Krippenkind’, 20.

22 Theobald, ‘Siehe, die Jungfrau wird empfangen’, 44.
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This interpretation is also largely unchallenged in contemporary Catholic
dogma. According to the theologian Wolfgang Beinert, it signifies nothing other
than the entry of the Word into history, the transformation from transcendence
to immanence — ideas which find symbolic expression in the image of the Virgin
Birth.”? Having said this, it is extremely important from a conservative point of
view that talk of ‘symbolic expression’ is not taken to mean that the Virgin Birth
does not denote a metaphysical reality. For this reason, Georg Soll quite rightly
insists that, in the secular sphere too, a symbol ‘can only possess symbolic power
if it exists.”** Talk of the Virgin Birth cannot therefore be seen as purely figurative
language, but must express a state of affairs that exists in reality. All that modern
dogmatic theology does, in accordance with biblical testimony, is to insist that
these very real circumstances cannot be reduced to a biological question, because
the incarnation of God is a matter of theology or metaphysics, not of biology or
gynaecology.

The work of Karl Rahner has provided great clarity on this question. He has
written: ‘The incarnation of the Son of God is, in all its actuality, the absolutely
incalculable, free mystery of divine grace; it therefore does not originate from
below, but uniquely and exclusively from above.’? It is this provenance from
above that talk of the Virgin Birth is meant to convey. Quite simply, the act of
making God into a man is not something that is within the power of human beings.
This provenance cannot be brought about, in formal causal terms, by the semen of
a man or the ‘spirit” inherent within that seed. But this then also means that God’s
incarnation, precisely because it is not achievable from below, cannot be con-
strued as an ethical demand upon us. In Rahner’s view, recognising this relieves
us of superhuman efforts and help us to examine and weigh up excessive claims.
In its theological interpretation, what the Virgin Birth tells us about Jesus is that
he does not emanate ‘from below, from the internal workings of this world, nor
yet from the noblest and most sacred form of human love, but exclusively from
above.’?® ‘From on high, God’s unpredictable mercy dawns and shines down upon
us: the procreation of the Son who... is the pure effect of an act of free will per-
formed from above by eternal God.’?’

Gisbert Greshake takes up this discussion and correctly points out that Mary’s
virginity thereby hints at the innovative and irreducible nature of the Incarnation.

23 Cf. Beinert, ‘Die mariologischen Dogmen’, 323 f.
24 Soll, Mariologie, 246.

25 Rahner, Maria, 546.

26 Ibid., 546.

27 Tbid., 547.
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‘The actual scope of the statement of faith concerning the Virgin conception of
Jesus ought to consist of recognising that Jesus represents the beginning of some-
thing new and unique —a “new Adam” who owes his existence solely to the initia-
tive of God, not to a man.’® This locates Greshake’s observations as being very
much in the same vein as the line of interpretation described above, which sees
the Virgin Birth as a sign that Jesus in his human form derives entirely from God.
Rahner is at pains to stress how misguided it would be to reduce what is meant by
this to a biological occurrence.?

Yet even if it is not one’s intention to reduce or demean belief in the virginity
of Mary to a biological event, one is still entitled to ask whether this biological
occurrence does not nonetheless form a necessary part of belief in Mary’s virgin-
ity. How exactly does a belief in the metaphysical reality of God’s incarnation
relate to the biological virginity of Mary? Is the biological event an indispensable
part of the Christian belief in the Incarnation and the Virgin Birth? Karl-Heinz
Menke is clearly of the view that metaphysics and biology are inseparable here.
He states: ‘The virgin birth is an expression of the fact that the human Jesus,
whose personality, under the conditions of space and time, is that of the Son with
the Holy Trinity, cannot derive from creatural origins (i.e. from the potentialities
of the creature). Whereas the Resurrection...is an act of God mediated through
the love of the human Jesus, God’s impartation of simself (the incarnation of the
pre-existing Son) is an exclusive and innovatory act of the creator; because this is
not mediated through the joining together of a sperm cell and an ovum, it is liter-
ally ‘im-mediate’, i.e. a direct act of God. In its uniqueness, this act can only be
compared to the act of creation at the beginning of time (creatio ex nihilo)...The
only way in which it differs from the original act of creation is that Jesus is created
into an already existing world — that is, from the material disposition of Mary!**

Where the first sentence of the above statement is concerned, one would in
all good conscience have to agree with Menke. The incarnation of God naturally
surpasses the potentialities of the human creature. Indeed, this goes right to the
heart of all discussion about Mary’s virginity. And of course, God acts from above,
as we have seen in our analysis of Karl Rahner’s viewpoint. In his next sentence,
though, Menke develops a theory of God’s agency in the world which appears to
try and resolve the “how’ of Mary’s virginity on a biological level, and in so doing
departs from the classical thought framework of Christian belief in the virginity

28 Greshake, Maria-Ecclesia, 227.
29 Cf. Rahner, Maria, 531.
30 Menke, Fleisch geworden aus Maria, 127.
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of Mary. And unfortunately this only makes much of what he has to say very
unclear. Instead of locating God’s actions on the level of formal causality and
seeing God’s intervention as a force that lends form and shape, thus enabling the
incarnation of God from the womb of the Virgin Mary, Menke suggests a radically
innovative creative act from the material disposition of Mary, while not exactly
making it clear to the reader what that might be. Leaving aside any idea that Jesus
was created as a clone of Mary — which would indeed be biologically impos-
sible, given his gender — then Menke can really only mean that God through his
intervention replaces Joseph’s seed and causes a freshly created sperm cell to fuse
with Mary’s ovum. Yet this surely amounts to mythological thinking and would
not do justice to the Christian belief in incarnation (and therefore cannot really be
what Menke is driving at). Bearing in mind the thought framework of Aristotelian
ontology and theory of procreation outlined above, the Virgin Birth is precisely
not about replacing a biological component with a divine one, but rather about
making clear that procreation as a whole is exclusively an act of God. The biologi-
cal question of whether a male sperm was also involved in the procreation of Jesus
is completely irrelevant to the metaphysical situation. In line with this, Michael
Schmaus quite correctly points out: ‘In particular, the notion that an earthly father
stood in the way of a heavenly one can only arise in the realms of pagan mytholo-
gies and theories of divinity that speak of father and mother deities. In these, a
god customarily lies with a mortal woman in the way a man normally would.”?!
Menke surely cannot have meant all that. But what exactly does he mean when
he talks about a new creation from the material disposition of Mary? Frankly, we
have no idea. Evidently, fear of a purely symbolic interpretation of Mary’s virgin-
ity prompted more conservatively minded members of the theological fraternity to
find formulations that were designed to exclude this purely symbolic explanation
and corroborate the reality of her virginity. But because faith can never be cor-
roborated without symbolic forms of expression and the Christian faith tradition,
especially when dealing with the Virgin Birth, has always employed arguments

31 Schmaus, Mariologie, 154. Schmaus therefore identifies the following bases of Mary’s
virginity: first and foremost he sees it as a ‘pointer to the grace-filled nature of salvation. Man
is not capable of liberating himself from his forlorn state by his own efforts. Redemption is not
the result of male entrepreneurial spirit and drive’ (ibid., 155). Secondly, he sees in the Virgin
Birth a sign of the novelty of a life guided by salvation, which is entirely a ‘heavenly gift’ and
not a ‘human achievement’ (ibid., 157). Finally Schmaus claims Mary’s virginity is ‘an
indication of the uniqueness of the Messiah who is conceived and born in such a manner’
(ibid., 157). None of these bases allow us to determine Mary’s virginity as a simple biological
fact.
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that transcend our rational, scientific mindset, all attempts to underpin the event
with a biological factuality only end up distorting the Christian faith. Instead, we
should be quite relaxed about constantly reminding ourselves that the Virgin Birth
has faith at its core: it was not Joseph’s semen or the ‘spirit” inherent within it, but
the spirit of God that allowed Mary to bring the God made flesh into the world.*
In theological terms, nothing more can be said on this score, and indeed nothing
more need be said to safeguard the core of faith. And so we do not even need to
venture into the realm of biological or gynaecological concerns.*

However, this also means that it would be wholly misguided to link Mary’s
virginity to some kind of transcendental—logical inevitability and hence to assume
that divine incarnation is only possible in circumstances where the essential
word of God is delivered by a virgin.* Accordingly, Karl Rahner emphasises
that the hypostatic union could of course only ‘make a fleshly reality into that of
the Logos, which comes about through the act of woman and man.”* Likewise,
Karl Barth does not identify any inevitable connection between incarnation and
virginity. ‘The Virgin Birth cannot therefore be ‘postulated’ a priori ‘with abso-
lute necessity.’* Rather, Barth maintains, it should simply help people to better
understand the mystery of God’s incarnation. ¥’ Yet if Mary’s virginity is primarily
intended to be an aid to comprehending the mystery of the incarnation, in other
words if it is exclusively there to enable people to better understand that God
himself really did set a new beginning with the birth of Jesus, one is tempted to
ask how one might reformulate this statement of faith in the present day so as
to preserve this function. For even though this article of faith does continue to
perform this role for many Christians, for many others it is very hard to grasp.

32 Similarly, according to Barth, the decisive message regarding the Virgin Birth is ‘that God
commences with himself here’ (Barth, Kirchliche Dogmatik 1/2, 194), in other words that it is
God ‘who instigates a new action within history at this point’ (Riesenhuber, Maria im
theologischen Verstdindnis von Karl Barth und Karl Rahner, 47).

33 Ifitis Menke’s intention to preclude the possibility that ‘God retrospectively communicates
his will to an individual who has been conceived by Joseph and born of Mary, in an
adoptionistic sense,’ then one can only agree with him (Menke, Fleisch geworden aus Maria,
127). However, on its own the assumption that God uses Joseph’s seed to facilitate Mary’s
giving birth does not necessarily lead to adoptionism, so long as we hold fast to the idea that it
is God’s Holy Spirit alone which enables the person of Jesus to come into the world.

34 Cf. Greshake, Maria-Ecclesia, 234.

35 Karl Rahner, ‘Dogmatische Bemerkungen zur Jungfrauengeburt.’ In: ibid., Sdmtliche
Werke, vol. 22/1b, Freiburg — Basel — Wien 2013, 734-765, here p. 750.

36 Riesenhuber 43 with reference to Karl Barth, Dogmatik im Grundriss, Stuttgart 1947, 131.
37 Cf. Barth, Credo, 63: ‘The miracle of the Virgin Birth does not have ontic but rather noetic
meaning. It signifies what is taking place here.’
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At this juncture we should remind ourselves of the symbolic function of Mary’s
virginity and search for ways of enabling it to speak to us anew in our current age.
We will come back to considering this task in the final part of the book.

Thus far, we have concentrated almost exclusively on Mary’s virginity prior to
the birth of Jesus and remarked that this is the only article of faith that is clearly
attested in the Bible. However, we have also noted that, even in Luke, a connec-
tion was drawn between the idea of prophetic inspiration and sexual abstinence.
We would now like to pursue this line of enquiry in order to gain an understanding
of the Church’s belief in the perpetual virginity of Mary. This belief, which was
strongly in evidence both among the Church Fathers and in the testimonies of
early Christian popular religiosity, was also the subject of discussion and analysis
by the Second Council of Constantinople in 533, as expressed in its edict that
the Word ‘was incarnate of the holy and glorious mother of God and ever-virgin
Mary’ (second capitula of the council DH 427; cf. also DH 422).* This belief has
two dimensions, which can be described as Mary’s virginity during and after the
birth of Jesus. Let us begin by considering Mary’s virginity after the birth, since
this is easier to understand. In truth, this is tantamount to stating that even after the
birth of Jesus, Mary continued to have no intimate physical congress.

We have already seen that the idea of a perpetual virginity of Mary accords
well with the ascetic ideals of Luke, and as such can readily find attestation in the
biblical tradition. In Luke, as we have observed, Mary is ‘one of several narrative
figures who in quite different ways either occasionally or permanently follow
an ascetic lifestyle.’* Sexual abstinence for Luke is one of the keys to getting
really close to the spirit of God and letting oneself be possessed by that spirit. In
Church tradition, ideas of this kind together with Jesus’s talk of people ‘living like
eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven’ (Mt 19:12) soon gave rise to the
concept of a life spent in permanent sexual abstinence, for which Mary was then
held up as a prime example. The Church Fathers made similarly strenuous efforts
to find firm points of reference for the perpetual virginity of Mary in the Bible too.

For instance, Gregory of Nyssa and Augustine of Hippo therefore interpret
Lk 1:34 as evidence that Mary had already decided to lead a life of celibacy and
for that reason initially found it impossible to accept the message imparted by
the angel.* While, as far as the biblical text is concerned, this notion strikes us
as possible though not very likely, we find ourselves able to relate more readily

38 For a more extensive discussion of this point, cf. S6ll, Mariologie, 108.
39 Weidemann, ‘Embedding the Virgin’, 108.
40 Cf. Schmaus, Mariologie, 126.
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to Michael Schmaus’s contention that Mary only resolves later to live her life
as a virgin, for the sake of Christ.*! For him and other Catholic theologians who
study the faith tradition, it is axiomatic that ‘the instant when Christ is conceived
is also the moment when the Christian concept of virginity is born” (Guardini).*
Behind this interpretation, which goes beyond what is actually stated in scripture,
is the idea that Mary is intent upon devoting her life entirely to her son and hence
does not want to have any more children.®* Or to put it another way: ‘Opting for
God, in the way that Mary has done, evokes the response of a love that is entirely
personal both qualitatively and temporally, and whose outward sign is the virgin’s
constant dedication of her life.”** In other words, in this interpretation Mary feels
herself so firmly ensconced within God’s special care, which becomes a tangible
reality for her through the birth of Jesus Christ, that she wishes to devote herself
entirely to this love.

At the same time, however, it is important to Schmaus that Mary’s sexual absti-
nence does nothing to change her personal affection for Joseph.* Once again, it
seems obvious that the focus here is on the idea of purity and inviolability. This
aspect is also evident in the patristic tradition. Since Origen at the latest, this tradi-
tion stressed Mary’s sanctity, purity and virginity.* To quote Origen directly: ‘And

41 Cf. ibid., 128.

42 Ibid., 128.

43 For the present authors, both of whom are the parents of several children, the line of
argument which holds that unconditional and undivided love for one child makes it more
difficult to extend the same degree of complete love to another child is only comprehensible to
a very limited extent. Nonetheless, because this logic is widespread in the Catholic tradition
whenever the ideal of virginity comes up for discussion, we reproduce it here without further
comment.

44 Beinert, ‘Die mariologischen Dogmen’, 328.

45 Cf. Schmaus, Mariologie, 159: Es sei nochmals daran erinnert, dass Marias Haltung
personaler Zuwendung zu Joseph durch ihre Jungfrdulichkeit nicht aufgehoben, sondern, von
dem naturhaften Trieb befreit, auf hoherer Ebene bleibt. (“We need to remind ourselves once
more that Mary’s personal affection for Joseph is not annulled by her virginity but instead,
once divested of its natural impulses, continues to survive on a higher plane.’) Of course, such
an interpretation is susceptible to the charge that its is informed by body hostility. Thus, while
Schmaus’s reminder to all Christians ‘not to lose themselves in the physical aspects of
marriage’ is perfectly understandable, from an ideological—critical standpoint it is nevertheless
dubious. For in the cold light of day, the danger of ‘getting lost in the physical aspects of
marriage’ is in all likelihood not that great. Our impression here, rather, is that, without insight
into the dimension of mutual personal affection, which certainly goes well beyond the physical
dimension of marriage, no marital coexistence can succeed anyway. Cf. our reflections on
marriage in Klaus von Stosch and Ann-Christin Baumann (eds.), Ehe in Islam und
Christentum, Paderborn 2016 (Beitrdge zur Komparativen Theologie; 19), 15-30, 85-103.

46 Cf. Menke, Fleisch geworden aus Maria, 79.
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I think it in harmony with reason that Jesus was the first fruit among men of the
purity [which consists in] chastity, and Mary among women.’¥

Sacred purity plus complete devotion to Jesus Christ through sexual asceticism
is surely not something that would readily appeal to a modern individual as an
ideal mode of existence. But at least we can try, even from a viewpoint that is far
removed from religiosity, to identify some positive aspects within this ideal. For
instance, it is interesting to note that, for women in antiquity, a life of celibacy
was the only way to avoid being defined entirely in terms of a man.** And even
people who are perfectly happy within relationships would concede that doing
without a steady partner while at the same time practising sexual abstinence has
the potential to free up time that can be devoted to other people.

On the other hand, something that is far more difficult to grasp is the fact that
the Church tradition speaks not only in terms of virginity before and after the birth
of Jesus, but also of virginity during the birth (virginitas in partu). To be sure,
there is no direct evidence of virginity post-partum, and the concept is certainly
open to ideological abuse, though it does fit well within the theological tradition of
the Catholic Church. However, our first response to talk of virginity during birth
is one of sheer bewilderment.

The first official enunciation of this doctrine is found at the Lateran Synod of
649, when it is expressly stated that Mary gave birth intact. This is the first occa-
sion on which her virginity during parturition is formulated as a doctrine in its own
right. As biblical evidence, Church tradition cites Lk 2:7, since this verse allegedly
indicates that Mary was able to suckle her infant immediately after giving birth.*
In this way, the entire birth process is imbued with something miraculous, though
it takes a great deal of creativity to deduce this from the available biblical evi-
dence. In the theological writings of several Church Fathers, the following motifs
are elaborated upon to characterise virginity during birth: ‘painless parturition, no
opening of the birth canal, intactness of the hymen, the re-closing of the womb.’>°
Here, we finally enter realm of theological inventions. The idea of an intact
hymen as proof of virginity is, according to the researches of Michael Rosenberg,

47 Origenes, Matthdus-Kommentar, Buch 10, Abschnitt 17, edited by Robert Girod,
Commentaire sur [’évangile selon Matthieu, Paris 1970 (Sources chrétiennes 162), 216.

48 Cf. Beinert, Maria, 139.

49 Cf. Soll, Mariologie, 46.

50 Wolfgang Beinert, ‘Die mariologischen Dogmen und ihre Entfaltung.” In: Heinrich Petri
(eds.), Handbuch der Marienkunde. vol. 1: Theologische Grundlegung — Geistliches Leben.
Zweite, vollig neu bearbeitete Auflage, Regensburg 1996, 267-363, here p. 316.
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a construct of Late Antiquity;’! his investigations further revealed that this motif
started to appear in the works of Christian authors only around the middle of the
fourth century.’? Nonetheless, it is also implicit in the review of Mary’s virginity
presented in the ProtEvJam, as we discovered earlier. In light of this, it appears to
have found its way into theological constructions somewhat earlier than Rosen-
berg claims. What is certainly true is that it has no point of reference in the Bible
and that it contains an alarming potential for violence.*

Fortunately, neither the gynaecological details mentioned here nor any others
were ever established as part of official Church doctrine, and they are therefore
not binding as articles of faith even within a conservative understanding of the
Catholic religion.> But one should not underestimate their shaping force at the
time when the Qur’an was emerging. Even Jacob of Serugh defended the endur-
ing virginal intactness of Mary against attacks by Eastern Syriac Christians.
And in the seventh century, Ildefonso of Toledo and others defended this doctrine
in a pamphlet written to refute Jewish anti-Marian polemics.’® We will presently
see how the clash between Christianity and Judaism over Mary came to form an
important backdrop to what the Qur’an had to say about Mary. For now, though,
we will continue to examine Church doctrine regarding Mary.

As early as the 1950s, in academic theology that was still characterised by
neo-scholasticism, an increasing number of voices made themselves heard which
interpreted the motif of virginity during birth (hereafter abbreviated to vip, for
‘virginitas in partu’) ‘not literally as regards the birth process and its conse-
quences, but in the sense that this parturition was precisely devoid of that natural
prerequisite which, as a naturally occurring phenomenon, it ought to have had
in the natural order of things, and for which the birth of a baby is normally the

51 Cf. Rosenberg, Signs of virginity, 13.

52 Cf. ibid., 14.

53 Cf. ibid., 16: ‘I highlight the violence inherent in this kind of description of virginity
testing.’

54 Cf. Beinert, ‘Die mariologischen Dogmen und ihre Entfaltung’, 317. Likewise Soll,
Mariologie, 109, leaves us in no doubt on this score: ‘None of those in the Church who bore
witness to tradition wanted to engage with gynaecology.’ This view is seconded by Gerhard
Ludwig Miiller: ‘However, it is not the gynaecological details, which in each individual case
were evaluated differently, which determine the content of this article of faith, but rather the
true nature of Mary as a mother, seen from a faith perspective, is to be enunciated in such a
way that its fundamental relation (‘virginity’) to the self-manifesting God is not negated, i.c.,
‘harmed’ (Miiller, Maria — die Frau im Heilsplan Gottes, 211).

55 Cf. Puthuparampil, Mariological thought of Mar Jacob of Serugh, 381 ff. (‘Homily on the
Perpetual Virginity of Mary”).

56 Cf. Fiores, Maria in der Geschichte von Theologie und Frommigkeit, 133 £.
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unmistakable sign: namely, conception of a child from a man.’>” According to this
view, all that the vip signified was that the doctrine of virginity before birth was
being applied to the birth process itself. Proponents of this reading argued that
traditional interpretation contained ‘a temporally and culturally conditioned over-
estimation of the hymen, jeopardised real motherhood ... and sought to deny the
presence of pain, despite the fact that Mary was otherwise no stranger to pain.”*
This, then, was a de facto refutation of any intrinsic significance of the doctrine
of the vip in comparison with virginity before birth. However, this outright denial
that the vip had any significance in its own right was unable to gain traction.

The interpretative suggestions that Karl Rahner put forward as a way of medi-
ating in this debate were of greater consequence. Thus, in response to the tendency
outlined above, he analysed the dogmatic precepts and determined that it was
unclear quite how the vip should be understood. He established that the Church
Fathers had construed it in various different ways. Accordingly, he maintained,
the situation around the turn of the second to the third century was such that the
majority of the Church Fathers had no conception of the vip as understood in
biological terms (take Tertullian, for instance, who saw the opposite of the vip as
a key component of the anti-docetic, true belief in the real birth of Jesus Christ),
while from Clement of Alexandria onwards there were an ever-increasing number
of Church Fathers who defended this doctrine.> Many Church Fathers considered
it a mystery precisely how the virginity of Mary could have been preserved during
the act of giving birth — in much the same way as the incarnation of God as a
whole was a mystery to them.

Yet some of them (including Ephrem the Syrian, or perhaps actually the
Pseudo-Ephrem) hankered after a more precise interpretation.®

Rahner tried to develop a middle position in this regard. On the one hand, he
claimed, it was clear that virginity had nothing to do with the question of labour
pains.®! On the other hand, though, in view of her freedom from original sin, Mary’s
birth must already have been different to a normal birth. To quote Rahner’s own
words: ‘She who, as someone free of concupiscence, completely (albeit in an infral-
apsarian way) integrates the passive events of her life into the basic make-up of the
persona she has decided upon for herself, and who has the capacity to make what
she passively experiences an expression of her active decision, does not register

57 Rahner, Maria, 654.
58 Ibid., 654.

59 Cf. ibid., 666.

60 Cf. ibid., 669.

61 Cf.ibid., 673.
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the passive experience of the (active) birth in the same way as those people who
invariably experience what happens to them in the world as a result of the forces
of life as something alien and restrictive, which has taken command of them to the
detriment of their freedom.’® What Rahner is driving at here is that the only way
in which Mary’s experience differs from that of other women is in her ‘subjective,
experiential side of giving birth.”®® In saying this, Rahner proceeds from the trite
insight that everyone is unique in the way she or he experiences things, thus making
the basic contention of his argument incontestable. Yet in addition, as the point of
reference for the doctrine of the vip he takes Mary’s lack of sin —an aspect we will
treat subsequently —relating it in the process to Genesis 3:16. For him, then, the dif-
ference between Mary’s parturition and a normal birth resides not in the experience
of pain but in the experience of passivity during the birth process.

We, however, are not sure whether passivity is an entirely fortunate term to use
in this context. At the very least, during the pushing contractions alone, women
have to be extremely active and summon up an incredible effort. It is certainly true
that they are required to ‘go along’ with the birth process, and hence that this intro-
duces an element of passivity into their activity. Their autonomy is unavoidably
compromised here by being obliged to rely on external support. At this point, what
happens during the birth process shows itself to be a positively paradigmatic illus-
tration of what human freedom really means. We will have more to say presently
about the relationship between grace and freedom that lies behind this process,
in order to properly appreciate Mary’s very special role. But in any event, we
might conclude here that her specialness is not to be sought within the framework
of gynaecology or biology but rather in the way she determines and enacts the
parameters of her freedom. Accordingly, Karl-Heinz Menke has said: ‘The “Yes”
word uttered by the mother of Christ — which is untainted by sin and therefore
‘immaculate’ — has come to characterise not only the birth of our saviour but also
Mary’s parturition, and subsequently the rest of her life, and finally her death in
the sense of a personal integration of everything that is natural.”® If this is taken
to encapsulate the heart of the doctrine of the vip, then it represents nothing other
than the application of the doctrine of Mary’s purity and lack of sin to the birth
process. By contrast, if one were to associate the vip with such phenomena as ‘the
integrity of the mother’s hymen, with a trouble-free pregnancy and a confinement

62 Ibid., 675. In Christian theology, ‘infralapsarian’ denotes the fallibility of human beings
which, given the fall from grace, is an intrinsic part of the human condition.

63 Ibid., 676.

64 Menke, Fleisch geworden aus Maria, §2.
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devoid of all complications, one would be in serious danger of selling the Chris-
tological dogma short ... the physiological processes that occur during pregnancy
and childbirth, including the associated pains, all form part of the biological con-
stitution of human beings. If the incarnation had taken place outside this frame,
then something would also have been lacking in the act of redemption.’®

Gathering together all the elements of the perpetual virginity of Mary and
summing up, it is all about demonstrating that Mary’s entire life is geared to the
conception of the Word and hence to her obedient receipt of grace.® It is above
all this attitude to faith which has ensured that Mary ‘has become a model of all
Christian virginity’® In practical terms, this virginity means refraining from inti-
mate physical congress, but it is interpreted by Mary as devotion to the incarnate
God; and this devotion should constitute the core of every Christian’s existence.®®
Only in this recognisable connection between sexual asceticism and attachment
to God does virginity retain its symbolic function and become susceptible to theo-
logical interpretation.

b) Mary as the new human being freed from original sin

In clarifying the question of Mary’s virginity during the birth process we have
seen how closely the doctrine of Mary’s virginity is bound up with that of her
lack of sin, or more precisely with the doctrine of her freedom from original sin.
At this point, we should remind ourselves of the stance of Church doctrine on this
question in Late Antiquity.

We have already seen that the Syriac Church Fathers, while full of enthusiasm
for the purity and sinlessness of Mary, at the same time had no knowledge of the
doctrine of Mary’s immaculate conception. Theologians like Ephrem the Syrian
or Jacob of Serugh were adamant that Mary was only freed from all sin through

65 Beinert, ‘Die mariologischen Dogmen’, 326 f. Jacob of Serugh also regards Mary’s labour
pains as a necessary consequence of Christ’s human form; as a result, he is adamant that
anyone who denies these labour pains also denies Christ’s human nature (cf. Jakob von Sarug,
Die Kirche und die Forschung, 18).

66 Rahner, Maria, 547. (Translator’s note: In the German, both ‘conception’ and ‘receipt’ are
the same word, Empfang.)

67 Ibid., 548.

68 Virginity therefore demonstrates by example here ‘an ability to practice abstinence,
because one truly believes in practical terms and not just in abstract and cheap theory that
everything which is not God’s grace from above is second-rate in comparison and in the final
analysis is of no consequence.’ (Rahner, Maria, 548). Of course, this should be the attitude of
every Christian, and refraining from taking a life partner is just one example of this.
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her conception of Jesus and the connection with him. The decisive factor for
them is less about the cleansing of original sin and much more about freedom
from sinning. Prior to the Annunciation scene, Mary would anyway, like every
other person, be burdened with original sin. In Late Antiquity, this doctrine was
promulgated not only in the East but also in the Latin West. The reason for this in
the West was the ‘strongly held belief in the Augustinian tradition in the ubiquity
of original sin and hence everyone s need of salvation.’® This same emphasis on
the need of all people for redemption was also characteristic of the theological
tradition of the Eastern Church, despite the fact that this tradition never accepted
the doctrine of original sin in the Augustinian sense. In the West, too, Mary would
not have represented an exception here, and as a result Thomas Aquinas too was
an implacable opponent of the ‘immaculists’.”

This situation only changed in any significant way for the following centuries
thanks to the theological creativity of John Duns Scotus (1266—1308). As a solu-
tion to the aforementioned problem, he formulated the idea of Mary’s anticipated
redemption (praeredemptio) in view of the merits of Jesus Christ,”' though of
course ‘anticipated’ in this context is not to be understood in a temporal sense.”
The only thing that is important is that Mary’s immaculate conception is inher-
ently made possible by God’s incarnation in Jesus — and not vice versa. In formu-
lating this idea, Duns Scotus provided a theoretical concept which allowed Mary’s
need for redemption to be coupled with her original purity and lack of sin. But
why was this coupling so important, and what is the theological issue which con-
nects the Catholic Church with talk of Mary’s Immaculate Conception?

To gain a clearer insight here we first need, however briefly, to explain the pos-
sible implications of the doctrine of original sin.” In short, this teaching states that
every person repeatedly becomes more distant from God by attempting through
their own efforts to attain unconditional love. To expand briefly upon this idea:
humans long to love and be loved. In a somewhat simplified and formalised way,
one might even say that people want to say ‘Yes’ to those whom they love. But
in actual fact we can only ever manage this in a limited sense. Time and again,

69 Miiller and Sattler, ‘Mariologie’, 171 f.

70 Ibid., 172.

71 Cf.ibid., 172.

72 Ibid., 185.

73 For a more extensive treatment of the theology of original sin, cf. Klaus von Stosch, ‘Streit
um die Erbsiinde?’ In: Jirgen Werbick (ed.), Siihne, Martyrium und Erlosung? Opfergedanke
und Glaubensgewissheit in Judentum, Christentum und Islam, Paderborn and elsewhere 2013,
81-96.
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we are misunderstood, and over and over again we inadvertently create distance
by choosing inappropriate signs to express our love. Our “Yes’ is never therefore
pure affirmation, but always contains within it elements of ‘No’. However, it is
precisely in love that we are averse to acknowledging this painful fact. We think
we understand ourselves and expect that the object of our love will recognise us
and understand us for what we are. We are all too keen to ignore the ‘No’ implicit
in the “Yes’. At the same time, we imagine that we are able to overcome the
many minor problems of love through our own efforts. Indeed, we believe we can
simply achieve a pure ‘Yes’ if we try hard enough.

On this matter, the Bible states that we desire to be like God (Genesis 3:5). We
cannot manage to give the person we love a pure ‘Yes’. If we try to bring it about
through our own exertions, we tangle ourselves up in what Church tradition calls
original sin. In view of the fact that we humans can never fully understand and
accept one another, we run the risk that we will begin to mistrust any ‘Yes’ that is
directed at us in history. For over the course of our lives, we increasingly notice
that even the ‘Yes’ that we might first have encountered in the love shown to us
by our parents does not express complete understanding or love, but instead, like
all ‘human, all-too human’ striving and love, remains fragmentary and ambiguous.
When faced with this primal anthropological experience, how can one possibly
trust the “Yes’ of another person?

From the standpoint of the Christian faith, this problem is only exacerbated by
the fact that, for the believer, everything depends upon ultimately saying ‘Yes’ to
the love of God embodied in Jesus Christ, and integrating this “Yes’ into his or her
life in all its fragmentation and forlornness. In the end — so the faithful Christian
hopes — he or she will become one who only always says ‘Yes’ to God. But how
can that be a rational hope, when such a “Yes’ is simply not humanly possible?

Mary’s fiat comes into play at this juncture. In Catholic doctrine, this is regarded
as a pure “Yes’ to Jesus Christ, in other words as a “Yes’ with no element of ‘“No’.
It is precisely this “Yes’, this affirmation of hers, which integrates everything frag-
mentary and forlorn about her existence into Christ. This “Yes’ is made possible
for Mary through her complete devotion to God. The doctrine of the Immaculate
Conception maintains that she is once more supported in this devotion by the love
of God, who from the very first moment of her existence has shaped her towards
expressing this ‘Yes’.

And so we return to the relationship between grace and freedom, which finds
paradigmatic expression in the person of Mary. From a Catholic point of view, it is
the case that every act of human free will is already premised upon the facilitating
love of God. Man is part of God’s plan, and so he shows him his love from the
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very outset. Provided man shows an interest in this plan of God’s, he is free and
can, little by little, signal his affirming ‘Yes’ to life.” But if man misunderstands or
rejects God’s plan, he is unfree and proceeds to mingle more and more elements of
‘No’ into his response to life. From a Catholic viewpoint it is an empirical fact that
this is exactly what happens to almost all humans. Time and again, we lose our
inner compass, time and again we are blinded to God’s great ‘Yes’, and time and
again we erode parts of the original purpose with which God endowed us. In this,
Mary is the great counter-example. She succeeds in resoundingly affirming her
purpose and God’s “Yes’ to man, which from a Christian perspective is embodied
in Jesus Christ. Yet this great counter-example does not reside in her meritori-
ous nature, but in the fact that she has been chosen and shown grace by God. Of
course, being chosen in this way does not render human consent redundant, and
so Mary’s fiat is an indispensable part of God’s agency throughout history. It is the
one part of his providential plan that God cannot replace through his own action
and which at root remains beyond his control, because it is based upon the formal
unconditionality of human freedom.” Even God can do nothing except employ
love as a way of soliciting the consent of this self-determining freedom. In other
words, God seeks to gain man’s assent to him solely through soliciting, and Mary
would be the example of a person who has opened herself up completely to this
“Yes’ of God.

Our gratitude is therefore due to Mary, because she fulfilled her unique mission
— just as every person has a unique mission or purpose. Of course, her mission is a
special one, but her exemplary nature resides not in the uniqueness of her mission
and hence not in her virginity as such either, but rather in the fact that she says
“Yes’ to her mission without qualification — just as we ought to enthusiastically say
“Yes’ to our particular mission.”® Yet this ‘ought’ should not be subject to moralis-
ing, since it must always be about a responsive affirming “Yes’ that is called forth
by God’s love. In giving her fiat, Mary is the great affirmer here, who exemplifies
to us humans how we are all meant to be. She shows us that a “Yes’ without ambi-
guity and dichotomy can exist provided it understands itself as relying entirely
on God’s own unconditional ‘Yes’. To cite Karl-Heinz Menke: ‘However, Mary’s
“Yes” was not characterised by this dichotomy. She said “Yes” without any ifs

74 For a more detailed explanation of this position, cf. Klaus von Stosch, ‘Impulse fiir eine
Theologie der Freiheit’. In: Klaus von Stosch et al. (eds.), Streit um die Freiheit.
Philosophische und theologische Perspektiven, Paderborn 2019, 195-224.

75 On the unconditionality factor within freedom, based on the transcendental logical analysis
of freedom, cf. Propper, Theologische Anthropologie I, 512—535.

76 Cf. Beinert, ‘Die mariologischen Dogmen’, 326.
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or buts.””” For this reason, she is the new Eve and represents a new figure among
God’s chosen people.” The fact that Mary utters her ‘Yes’ in a world that is full
of ambiguity makes her ‘Yes’ a ‘Yes’ that can only be spoken while suffering the
wrongdoings of this world. ‘As a person, Mary is the principle of all affirmation,
all fecundity of obedience, and as such she is the mother with the sword in her
heart, crying out in her birthing pains between heaven and earth.””

Therefore, according to Catholic doctrine, in Mary we encounter a person who
is formed exactly as God desired.®® This doctrine also implies that Mary remained
free of personal sin, even if no statement to this effect was ever formally enunci-
ated. However, it might well be regarded as a conviction that consistently informs
a whole series of documents of the Church’s teaching authority (cf. DH 1573,
2800, 3908, 3915). If it is true that Mary and Jesus, despite the fierce conflicts
between them that are chiefly attested in MKk, are to be thought of as being without
sin, then this casts a very interesting light on the conflicts between the two of them
that were evidently played out within the family. Clearly, adolescent children who
have to go through a long phase of difficulties with their parents need have no
concerns that they are thereby automatically distancing themselves from God.
And beyond the parent—child situation: evidently Mary’s alienation from Jesus,
which she has to endure at least for a time, can itself become part of the pure “Yes’
that she speaks in affirmation of Jesus Christ. To be sure, this is not very easy to
understand, yet it is enormously heartening for all those who find it difficult to
affirm Jesus Christ and who take issue with many of the things that he introduced
into the world. Only a consideration of the figure of Mary in the round, as she
appears to us in the New Testament, can give us an insight into the great potential
for hope that is contained within Catholic doctrine concerning this woman.

77 Menke, Fleisch geworden aus Maria, 141.

78 Cf. Ratzinger, Erwdgungen zur Stellung von Mariologie und Marienfrémmigkeit im
Ganzen von Glaube und Theologie, 24: Maria ist in dem Augenblick ihres Ja Israel in Person,
die Kirche in Person und als Person. Sie ist diese personale Konkretisierung der Kirche
zweifellos dadurch, dass sie auf Grund ihres Fiat leibhaftig Mutter des Herrn wird. (‘In the
instant she gives her assent, Mary is Israel in person, the Church in person and incarnate.
Without a doubt, what makes her the personal embodiment of the Church is the fact that, as a
result of her fiat, she becomes the mother of the Lord in the flesh.”)

79 Hans Urs von Balthasar, ‘Das Katholische an der Kirche.” In: Joseph Ratzinger, Maria,
142-159, here p. 158 f.

80 Cf. Beinert, ‘Die mariologischen Dogmen’, 337.
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¢) Other dogmatic precepts

Thus far, we have discussed two dogmas concerning Mary: her perpetual virginity
and her immaculate conception. From a historical point of view, the latter dogma
only dates from the modern period. At the time when the Qur’an came into being,
on the other hand, the Marian dogma that was known was her designation as the
Mother of God (Greek Theotokos, literally ‘birthgiver of God’), which was con-
firmed at the Council of Ephesus in 431 and was already virtually omnipresent in
the Eastern Church. Though the actual term was definitively attested for the first
time as early as 332 in the works of Alexander of Alexandria,® it still does not
appear in the writings of Ephrem the Syrian.®? But following the Council, the title
‘Mother of God’ soon became an important part of the Syriac tradition too, estab-
lishing itself throughout all schools of thought, despite the fact that the Eastern
Syriac (the so-called ‘Nestorian’) tradition was only prepared to accept the title
provided it was (generally speaking) interpreted in the kind of way that Nestorius
—whose doctrines were refuted at Ephesus — would have interpreted and accepted
it himself. As a result, this title is no longer a bone of contention within the many
Christological controversies that raged throughout the sixth and seventh centuries,
becoming instead a self-evident part of Mariology in Late Antiquity.

In terms of its content, the title ‘Mother of God’ is an inevitable consequence
of the development of Christological doctrine by the first ecumenical councils. If
it is taken as read that Jesus Christ possesses a divine nature from the outset, it
necessarily follows from this that his mother can be designated as the Mother of
God in some way. This does not of course mean that she gave birth to the Triune
God. Instead, it signifies that, in Jesus Christ, the essential word of God was
inseparably connected to man through Mary. Talk of Mary as the Mother of God is
therefore fully consistent with the rejection of an adoptionistic Christology — that
is, a Christology which proceeds from the premiss that Jesus was only adopted as
God’s son either after his birth, or after his resurrection and other achievements in
his lifetime. By contrast, the Christian doctrinal tradition works from the assump-
tion that Jesus is the essential word of God from the moment of his conception in
Mary’s womb and that Mary through her fiat therefore makes possible the birth
of this Word of God, and hence can be called the ‘Mother of God’. This title is
thus first and foremost a Christological title, or at least a title that has its basis in
Christology and is primarily focused on it.

81 Cf. Gerwing, ‘Mariologie’, 417. The term may also occur in prayer texts from the third
century.
82 Cf. Beck, ‘Die Mariologie der echten Schriften Ephrams’, 23.
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All the same, from a history of religion perspective, the title does make it
easier to associate the figure of Mary with pagan maternal deities, and in this same
regard it is possible to demonstrate links between cults of Mary and such pagan
cults.® But also, quite independently of the title of the Mother of God, a direct
connection can be shown to exist between the worship of pagan fertility goddesses
and Mariology.®* However, more recent studies have called into question whether
one can really go so far, as for instance Stephen Benko does,® as to trace talk of
Mary as the Mother of God back to pagan origins.®® In any event, though, there
are certainly many instances from popular religious practice where the veneration
of Mary supplanted the worship of local deities®” — a phenomenon that can still be
observed today in indigenous religions during inculturation processes conducted
by the Catholic Church.®® Thus, for example, when formulating the iconography
and rituals to be used in the veneration of Mary, Christianity in Late Antiquity
borrowed from the worship of goddesses such as Isis, or Dido the heavenly queen
of Carthage, or the Syrian goddess Dea Syria in Hierapolis.®

Yet for all her affinity in history of religion terms to pre-Christian pagan cults,
theologically there was never any question that Mary was to be regarded as a
goddess. For this reason, it was quite common for her attribute as the Mother
of God to be disengaged from its Christological context and viewed instead in
an anthropological light. In the words of Karl Rahner, the title therefore indi-
cates that ‘the most perfect example of Christianity — in its receiving of God
in completely tangible physicality — is divine motherhood, albeit only provided
that this motherhood is not understood in a narrow sense simply as a biological
occurrence, but rather as something that takes hold of the entire corporeal and
spiritual being of the Blessed Virgin.”®® According to this logic, it is the task of

83 Cf. Peter W. van der Horst, ‘Sex, Birth, Purity and Asceticism in the Protoevangelium
Jacobi.” In: Levine (ed.), 4 Feminist Companion to Mariology, 56—66, here p. 65.

84 Cf. Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 263.

85 Cf. ibid., 264: ‘The motherhood of Mary, which is the basic principle of Mariology, came
from the pagan “Magna Mater” and “Mother of Gods” designations of certain goddesses.’

86 Cf. McGuckin, ‘The early cult of Mary and inter-religious contexts in the fifth-century
church’, 7-16; Brown, ‘The cult of the saints’, 1-22; Bradshaw, ‘The search for the origins of
Christian worship’, 21 f., 213-221.

87 Cf. Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 264.

88 For example, on corresponding tendencies in the Andean vision of the cosmos, which has
meant that sites of Marian worship now thrive at sites where the fertility goddess Pachamama
was once venerated, cf. Klaus von Stosch, ‘Apu Yaya Jesucristo — Suchbewegungen nach einer
inkulturierten Christologie im andinen Kontext.” In: Religionen unterwegs 24 (2018) 5-10.17.
89 Cf. Ashkar, Mary in the Syriac Christian tradition and Islam, 30.

90 Rahner, Maria, 531.
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every individual, indeed his or her entire raison d’étre, to bring God’s word of
assent into the world. It is incumbent upon me too to speak God’s assent to my
fellow human beings and thereby enable them to experience God’s unequivocal
and unconditional love as a reality. To quote a famous line from the seventeenth-
century German mystic poet Angelus Silesius: ‘I must be Mary and give birth to
God.”®" Taking our cue from another mystic, Meister Eckhart, we can formulate
this idea in a different way, that it is the spiritual duty of each and every person
to bring the Redeemer into the world.*?

This touches upon an important turning point in Mariology, which becomes
apparent in the hermeneutics of dogma after the Second Vatican Council (1962—
65) at the latest. Whereas in the Old Church, dogmas relating to Mary focused
primarily on her prerogatives,” namely things that could only be said of Mary and
which distinguished her from us commonplace individuals, Vatican I emphasised
that Mary is the archetype of the Church and as such is the touchstone of what we
all wish for ourselves.”* Mary thus no longer appears as an unattainable special
case but as a model for human life whom we may reasonably strive to emulate.

In accord with this, the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church known as Lumen
gentium, one of the principal documents of the Second Vatican Council (hereafter
abbreviated to LG), states that Mary is to be understood as a type of the Church
‘in the order of faith, charity and perfect union with Christ’ (LG 63). The intimate
love which, in her capacity as the mother of Jesus, binds Mary to her son and also
puts her in contact with God, hence becomes a form of intimacy that every Chris-
tian can strive to attain and through which he or she may be reunited with Mary:
‘The Virgin in her own life lived an example of that maternal love, by which it
behooves that all must be animated who cooperate in the apostolic mission of
the Church for the regeneration of men’ (LG 65). It is fascinating to see how the

91 (Ich muss Maria sein und Gott aus mir gebdren) Angelus Silesius, quoted in Greshake,
Maria-Ecclesia, 536.

92 Cf. Meister Eckhart, Deutsche Predigten, with 18 illustrations, trans. and ed. by Louise
Gnédinger, Zurich 1999 (Manesse Bibliothek der Weltliteratur 2000), 115 f. (from the sermon
‘Ave gratia plena’, DW no. 22, Walshe no. 53): Es ist Gott wertvoller, daf3 er
geistigerweisegeboren werde von einer jeglichen Jungfrau oder von einer jeglichen guten
Seele, denn dafs er von Maria leiblich geboren wurde (‘1t is more worth to God to be born
spiritually of the individual virgin or good soul, than that he was physically born of Mary’
Translation: Maurice O’C Walshe).

93 Cf. Eggemann, Die ‘ekklesiologische Wendein der Mariologie des II. Vatikanums, 4.

94 ‘The commonly held view is that, with Vatican II ‘Mariology’ underwent a sea-change.
This saw the long period of Counter-Reformation Mariology focusing on the prerogatives of
Mary supplanted by one which viewed Mary as the “archetype of the Church”” (Eggemann,
Die ‘ekklesiologische Wendein der Mariologie des II. Vatikanums, 67).
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motherly nature of Mary’s love for her son becomes the model and the norm for
the official agenda of the Church. Evidently, then, Mary is here being made to
‘epitomise the Church’s mission, a calling that all believers should heed.*

However, this paradigm shift, which saw Mariology move from its former
emphasis on prerogatives and relocate to the realm of ecclesiology, was highly
controversial and is open to very different interpretations, even from a contempo-
rary standpoint. Ultimately, only a slim majority of Council fathers at Vatican II
decided that Mariology should henceforth be treated in the context of ecclesiology
rather than in the context of soteriology.”® This represented a direct attack on the
heart of the traditional prerogatives-focused Mariology, which ultimately always
culminated in co-redemptive Mariology.”” What exactly lies behind the idea of
designating Mary as a co-redeemer, an image so completely rejected by Vatican
11?7 And is there any way of giving this notion, which at first sight appears very
odd, a more intelligible substance?

The idea of including Mariology within soteriology is one that appears in the
Old Church. For instance, as early as Irenaeus it becomes clear that Mary herself
has soteriological significance ‘insofar as, through her religious obedience, she
contributes to the execution of God’s plan of salvation in the world: in contrast to
Eve, who through her disobedience and lack of faith brought death into the world,
Mary has become the “new matriarch” of a human race.’®® It is therefore this Eve—
Mary typology, which we treated at some length above, which prompted Church
Fathers like Irenaeus to mistakenly designate Mary as a causa salutis, in other
words as the cause of our salvation.”” The correct core of this statement consists of
the insight that God does not wish for our salvation to take place in any other way
than through people’s freely given assent. And so here the fiat of the Mother of
God stands at the very beginning of the dramaturgy of the Christian redemption.

Naturally, though, we must not construe this connection as God making
himself completely dependent upon Mary in his act of redemption. Of course we

95 Ibid., 68 with reference to LG 53.

96 Cf. LG 52-69, Greshake, Maria-Ecclesia, 183, Miiller and Sattler, ‘Mariologie’, 175.

97 Cf. Eggemann, Die ‘ekklesiologische Wende’in der Mariologie des II. Vatikanums, 6.

98 Greshake, Maria-Ecclesia, 140.

99 Cf. ibid.: Ahnlich denkt Kyrill von Jerusalem: ,Da durch eine Jungfrau, die Eva, der Tod
kam, sollte auch durch eine Jungfrau bzw. aus einer Jungfrau das Leben erscheinen. Wéihrend
Jjene von einer Schlange betrogen wurde, sollte diese von Gabriel die frohe Botschaft erhalten.
(‘Cyril of Jerusalem takes a similar view: “Since death was brought into the world by a virgin,
Eve, it is only fitting that life should appear through or from a virgin too. Whereas the former
was deceived by a serpent, the latter was destined to receive the joyous message from the
Angel Gabriel.””) (Schmaus, Mariologie, 287)



78 MARY IN THE QUR’AN

can count on God finding other ways for us humans to attain salvation when an
individual refuses to heed his call. But his aim in taking the individual, including
Mary, into his service is that, through that person, his offer of salvation might
become tangible reality. And a gap and a problem only exist if we refuse. Con-
sequently, therefore, Mary can help — indeed, we too can help — in mediating
salvation. All of us (parents, teachers, catechists) are ‘also intermediaries, media-
tors of salvation or others.”'” For God commends us, for example, when through
our word our unconditional love becomes tangible reality for our children. In the
same way God also solicits help from Mary. ‘Everyone is a mediator to everyone
else!’!"! Yet we perform that role to one another to extremely varying degrees.
And according to the Catholic conviction, there is ‘no-one among us humans
who has played a more profound, all-embracing role, one that has determined the
whole course of the history of salvation, than the Blessed Virgin and Mother of
Our Lord.” !

This distinction of Mary forms the justified core of traditional prerogative-
based Mariology. Whenever the Church confuses her sanctity with its own purity
and sinlessness, it is easy to see that it is perfectly possible for there also to be
illegitimate ways for the Church to identify with Mary all too readily. It is vital, in
all anthropological negotiation of Mariological dogmas, to always keep in mind
that the things we profess about her are ultimately what we hope for ourselves.
At this point we should note an important difference that should also prevent us
from simply allowing Mariology to be absorbed into ecclesiology. Mary is the
paradigm of the redeemed person and exemplifies what the Church aspires to
itself. If we believe that the Church is already just like Mary, then we fall prey
to a dangerous ideology. This might lead us to designate Mary — in her role as
a paradigm of the redeemed human and a paradigm of the way in which people
might be drawn into participating in God’s work of salvation — as also being a
co-redeemer. Yet the only way we might justify such a designation theologically
is if we were prepared to apply it as a matter of principle to all human beings. For
this reason, it seems to us far more accurate to characterise Mary as the person
in whom God’s redemptive actions are made visible in a quite extraordinary
way, and who exemplifies human participation in God’s programme of salva-
tion. To cite the words of Karl Rahner: ‘“Mary is the practical actualisation of the
complete Christian. If Christianity in an ideal sense is the pure acceptance of the

100 Rahner, Maria, 563.
101 Ibid., 564.
102 Ibid., 564.
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redemption of the eternal, three-in-one God made flesh in Jesus Christ, then Mary
is the perfect Christian, the very epitome of the Christian person, because she
received the eternal word of the Father in complete faith in the Holy Spirit and in
her blessed womb — in other words with body and soul and with all the strength
of her being.”'® This unequivocally places Mary wholly on the responding side
of humanity, or of the Church.'™

It is intriguing to revisit the question of the relationship between grace and
freedom, as exemplified by Mary. For feminist theology in particular has repeat-
edly criticised the passivity of the traditional image of Mary. It is therefore impor-
tant to emphasise that Mary’s aforementioned readiness to open herself entirely
to God when he approaches her does not imply any lack of active involvement or
free will on her part. Thus, Rahner has explicitly stated that Mary’s act is an ‘act of
freedom’.'” Nevertheless, it is axiomatic of this and every other act of freedom in
Rahner’s theology that God first of all enables it to take place ‘through the efficacy
of his grace, with the result that the history of people receiving God is, once again,
actually the glorious history of God’s grace. In this matter, too, God creates the
prerequisite for his self-communication in grace, albeit in such a way that this pre-
requisite for God’s appearance in the world really does become — like God himself
as grace — a reality for man.’'% In Mary, therefore, genuine human freedom and
activity is facilitated, but this is only made possible and sustained through God’s
grace. Rahner speaks at this point about a direct proportionality of the relation-
ship between divine action and human freedom. Because God wants to liberate
humans to freedom, by this rationale people become more free the more they open
themselves up to God’s liberating acts of grace. The relationship between merit
and grace, which we have already discussed in relation to the Church Fathers,

103 Ibid., 530.

104 Cf. Menke, Fleisch geworden aus Maria, 12: Maria ist nicht neben Christus ,Mit-
Erléserin’, sondern das ,immakulate Konzept* des erlosten Menschen. ... Weil der Erloser
seine Menschwerdung im Sinne des Bundesgedankens an das Ja-Wort des Menschen bindet,
durch den er eintritt in diese Welt, ist Maria der heilige Rest Israels, Urbild und
Stellvertreterin aller Gldubigen. (‘Mary is not a co-redeemer alongside Christ, but instead the
‘immaculate concept’ of the redeemed person... Because the Saviour, in the sense of the
covenant idea, links his incarnation as man with human assent, through which he gained entry
to this world, Mary is the Holy Remnant of Israel, the archetype and the representative of all
believers.”) As should have become apparent above, the alternative opened up here strikes us
as plausible only to a limited degree.

105 Rahner, Maria, 517.

106 Ibid..
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would by this reckoning show itself to be proportional and explain why Jacob of
Serugh, for instance, is able to praise Mary’s virtues with such enthusiasm while
in the same breath admitting that absolutely everything that she is is the result of
God’s actions and grace.!”’

Thus, according to Rahner, Mary, in complete accord with the thinking not
only of the Second Vatican Council but also of an important strand of patristic
theology, is every inch the exemplar of a human being. In her freedom, she is in
dialogue with God and symbolises the frankness of this dialogue between free
agents.'” In both her life and her death, she is the model of human existence. Con-
sequently, it seems obvious that we should also regard her perfection as a pattern
for the way we ought to live our lives. Once one has grasped this connection, it
comes as no surprise to learn that the fourth Marian dogma of the Catholic Church
deals with Mary’s perfection. It states that Mary was taken up in body and soul to
heavenly glory; here too it professes something of Mary that we would all wish
for ourselves. Particularly in the aftermath of the Second World War, with all its
images of piles of bodies, which photographs and newsreels made ubiquitous and
seared into the memories of survivors, it was of vital importance to the Catholic
Church to hold up as an example the Christian belief that the whole human being
is redeemed and perfected by God. Here too, therefore, Mary is once again the
model and epitome of what awaits every believer. She clearly symbolises the very
essence of Christian hope.

This also makes Mary an obvious expression of the sacramental nature of the
Catholic faith.!” Her life is sacramentally emblematic of what the Church should
represent in this world and what people are destined for. It is precisely when she
acknowledges that she is a lowly handmaid of the Lord that she becomes the antith-
esis of a world in which everything revolves around power and possessions.''® But

107 Accordingly Rahner states that Mary was nothing but ‘Purity, love, goodness,
faithfulness, patience, mercy, and love of the cross, a person who was devoted to God alone, to
such an extent — as the Church ventures to say — that this person “deserved” to become the
mother of the Redeemer, even though this “merit” resides exclusively in the grace of God.’
(Rahner, Maria, 554)

108 Cf. ibid., 541: ‘Thus, there really does arise in this world history a formidable dialogue
between the free God and the free human being ... Seen from God’s perspective, this dialogue
as such is always open.’

109 Cf. Greshake, Maria-Ecclesia, 485: ‘The involvement of all creatures in God’s acts of
salvation can only be sacramental action, that is an act whose authorization derives entirely
from God’s son and God’s spirit, and which remains constantly reliant upon these and hence
finds itself obliged to refer to them.’

110 Cf. ibid. At another point Greshake defines lowliness, poverty and virginity as the
fundamental characteristics of Mary, and declares her to be the antithesis of the otherwise
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unfortunately it was precisely this aspect of Mary’s symbolic character that was
thrown into serious crisis in Late Antiquity.

omnipresent lust for power, wealth and sex (ibid., 414). The fact that we have chosen to single
out the aspect of sexuality here is because this triad was no longer regarded as a unit in Late
Antiquity. While Mary’s virginity continued to have a high profile in church proclamations as
the antithesis to sexual desire, her lowliness and poverty did not unfortunately become key
determinants of the Christian world.



4

Mary in the Political Theology of Late
Antiquity

One might imagine that the analysis we have undertaken thus far has prepared the
ground sufficiently well for a reading of the Qur’an. For we have not only provided
an initial overview of the available evidence from the Bible and the writings of the
Church Fathers, but also surveyed key aspects of the figure of Mary as represented
in the dogma of the Catholic Church, both in Late Antiquity and today. However,
as we shall see in this chapter, an extremely important factor that influenced the
portrayal of Mary in the Qur’an, and which in our view has been almost entirely
overlooked thus far, is still missing.! For in the seventh century, the proclaimer
of the Qur’an was confronted with an image of Mary that had been pressed into
service — to an extent that we would find shocking nowadays — to support the
imperialist policies and military expansionism of the then Byzantine emperor
Heraclius. Let us therefore first examine the political clashes that occurred during
the period when the Qur’an came into being before going on to take a closer look
at the way the figure of Mary was exploited in Byzantine imperial propaganda.

a) The political situation during the emergence of the Qur’an

The first decades of the seventh century were shaped geopolitically by the war
conducted by the Byzantine emperor Heraclius (r. 610-641) against the Per-
sians. Since the late third century, under the reign of the Eastern Iranian Sassa-
nid dynasty the Persian Empire had evolved to become the second major power

1 The only exception that we know of is Ghaffar, Der Koran in seinem religions und
weltgeschichtlichen Kontext, 27-56. However, he only hints at many of the points that need to
be discussed in this regard.
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of Late Antiquity alongside the Byzantine Empire. Heraclius had already been
a general under Emperor Maurice (r. 582—602). Thereafter, during the troubled
reign of the emperor Phocas, who overthrew Maurice in 602, Heraclius rose first
to become a consul in 608 and then a usurper. In 610, he sailed with his fleet
from Egypt to Constantinople and seized the throne, holding on to power until
his death in 641. Historians commonly regard Heraclius as the last great ruler of
Late Antiquity.’

In his conflict with the Persians, he initially found himself on the retreat. In
613, his forces suffered a crushing defeat at Antioch, which left the way open for
the subsequent conquest of Jerusalem by the Persians in the following year. By
614, therefore, Jerusalem found itself no longer under Christian control for the
first time in many centuries — a traumatic experience for Christendom in Late
Antiquity. In particular, the loss of the relic of the True Cross was a topic of
burning concern in Constantinople. Heraclius was not in a position to launch a
counterattack until 621, so for the time being he was forced to confine his response
to the field of propaganda.’ As early as 615-616 the Persian Shah Chosroes II (.
590-628) took the decision to liquidate the Byzantine Empire. Nor was this deci-
sion mere wishful thinking on his part: Chosroes’s armies were able to seize and
occupy for a long time not only Syro-Palestine, which played a key role in the
trade and economy of the Byzantine Empire, but also Egypt, the breadbasket of
Constantinople. This effectively placed half of all Byzantine territory, and more-
over those regions which were by some distance the most economically signifi-
cant, in Persian hands. What is more, this took place in a period when the Balkans
and Greece, the European half of the Byzantine Empire, were completely desta-
bilised as a result of repeated armed incursions by groups that were at times allied
with Persia, such as the Avars, the Slavs and the Bulgars. And so, for the first time
in the long history of conflict between the Persians and the Byzantines, the Persian
plan to conquer Constantinople — and with it the entire Byzantine Empire — began
to look perfectly feasible. Heraclius thus found himself fully occupied in fending
off the Persian attacks.

Only in the spring of 622 — interestingly at almost exactly the same time as
the Prophet Muhammad relocated from Mecca to Medina — did Heraclius launch

2 On this and the following, cf. Kaegi, Heraclius.

3 Cf. Howard-Johnston, ‘Heraclius’ Persian campaigns’, 36: ‘Almost the only type of
aggressive action which Heraclius could take from 614 to 621 was the dissemination of
propaganda. ... The sack of Jerusalem by Shahrvaraz’s troops in 614 provided a rich seam of
material, with plenty of gory details and shocking deeds.’
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a major counteroffensive.! In 624, the year of Muhammad’s first victory against
the Meccans, Heraclius also managed to record his first military success against
the Persians. The Emperor staked everything on this campaign, even going so far
as to have his family by his side in camp.’ Accordingly, he overwintered with his
troops in Caucasian Albania (modern Azerbaijan), leaving Constantinople without
the protection of his army for a protracted period. In the absence of the emperor,
in 626 Constantinople duly found itself besieged, and almost taken, by the Persian
general Shahrvaraz, but principally by Avar forces.® We will consider this dra-
matic incident in greater detail presently, but will concentrate for the moment
on recounting the further course of historical events. In the very next year, 627,
Heraclius managed to score a decisive victory over the Persians at Nineveh.’
There followed in 628 his final triumph over Chosroes II, thanks to the treachery
of a section of the Persian elite, who revolted and toppled the ruler in his impe-
rial capital at Seleuceia—Ctesiphon.® However, the supreme Persian commander
Shahrvaraz, the strategist behind Chosroes’s earlier military successes, was ini-
tially disinclined to accept the peace treaty concluded with the Persian elites, so
Heraclius was obliged to begin separate negotiations with him in 629. Only in the
wake of a new treaty was the Byzantine East — i.e., Syria, Palestine and Egypt —
formally regained and Heraclius was able to retake possession of Jerusalem on 21
March, 630, and bring back the relic of the True Cross.’ Again, the coincidence of
these events with the Prophet Muhammad’s capture of Mecca is striking.

Having cast a brief eye over the conflicts between the great powers during the
period of the Qur’an’s gestation, let us turn our attention to the situation on the
Arabian Peninsula. Since 320, the southern Arabian kings of Himyar had looked
favourably on Judaism, a fact recently attested by the discovery of several inscrip-
tions. After 380, no more pagan inscriptions are found,'® and up to 530 the only

4 Cf.ibid., 3.

5 Cf. ibid,, 16.

6 We will discuss the siege of Constantinople in 626 in greater detail below (‘The religious
propaganda of Heraclius’).

7 Cf. Howard-Johnston, ‘Heraclius’ Persian campaigns’, 5.

8 Cf.ibid., 6.

9 Cf. ibid., 29.

10 Cf. Robin, ‘Himyar, Aksim, and Arabia Deserta in Late Antiquity’, 129. Of course — as
Robin himself points put — one cannot infer from this disappearance of polytheism from grave
inscriptions that no more polytheists existed in Southern Arabia henceforth. But its
disappearance from the public sphere does make clear that its influence was waning markedly.
In the following, we will reproduce — sometimes verbatim, but as a general rule abridged and
slightly modified — some observations from Khorchide and von Stosch, Der andere Prophet,
55-60.
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inscriptions in evidence are either Jewish or relate to the new faith of the ‘God-
fearing’!! (clearly officially promoted by the royal house) — a form of monothe-
ism inspired by Judaism, which in the Islamic tradition also goes by the name
Hanifiya. The southern Arabian kingdom of Himyar is therefore of such great
importance to us because it conquered large parts of central and western Arabia
in the period from 420 to 445, including Mecca and Medina.'? Around 500, it is
likely that it controlled the whole of the Arabian Peninsula.'* Over time, the ruler
of Himyar also appears to have converted to Judaism.

Shortly afterwards, however — most probably during the reign of Ma‘dikarib
Ya‘fur (519-522) — the kingdom was taken over by the Ethiopian Christian
kingdom of Akstiim.'* The background to this event may possibly have been geo-
political interests of the Byzantine Empire, which saw a Jewish kingdom of this
kind as a potential sphere of influence of the Persians (who from time to time
gave every impression of being sympathetic to Judaism) and therefore regarded
it as a hostile power. The Byzantines thus appear to have prompted the Ethiopian
Negus to take the action he did, in order to suppress Jewish and hence also Persian
influence in the region.'® Yet the very next king of Himyar, Joseph, staged a revolt
and brought southern Arabia back under Himyaritic control. The Christians of
the town of Nagran offered fierce resistance, with the result that a massacre of
Christians is believed to have taken place there in 523.1¢

This massacre triggered a response by the Ethiopians, and in 525 Joseph was
murdered and the region brought back under Ethiopian control.'” No sooner had
they regained power than the Ethiopians set about Christianising the population
and persecuting Jews.!* However, the prince who was installed by Aksim soon
lost control over the Arabian heartland, after Abraha, the commander of his army
in Arabia, turned against him and proclaimed himself king of Himyar; Abraha
is thought to have remained on the throne from 535 to 565." We therefore have,
from 535 onwards, a Christian kingdom in southern Arabia, which progressively
expanded its influence. In an inscription dating from shortly after 552, Abraha

11 Cf. Robin, ‘Himyar, Aksim, and Arabia Deserta in Late Antiquity’, 129 f.

12 Cf. ibid., 138.

13 Cf. ibid., 145 f.

14 Cf. ibid., 146.

15 Cf. Berkey, The formation of Islam, 47.

16 Cf. Robin, ‘Himyar, Aksim, and Arabia Deserta in Late Antiquity’, 148; al-Azmeh, The
emergence of Islam in late antiquity, 265.

17 Cf. Robin, ‘Himyar, Akstim, and Arabia Deserta in Late Antiquity’, 149.

18 Cf. ibid..

19 Cf. ibid., 150.
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rejoices at the fact that Himyaritic authority has now been restored throughout the
whole of Arabia Deserta, including Medina. Under his rule, Christianity was the
official religion, as several of his inscriptions indicate.?’ From relatively early on,
he disengaged himself from Ethiopian Christianity, turning more towards Syrian
or Arabian Christianity.

In exactly the same way as the rulers of Akstim saw it as perfectly natural
to use religion to legitimise their imperial ambitions and to ennoble their wars
by embellishing them with Christian propaganda,?' so King Abraha also devel-
oped an imperial theology. This doctrine, which is expressed in a stele inscription
of 548, changed the formulaic invocation of the Holy Trinity (over and against
the Ethiopian wording) so that it now spoke of God the Merciful (Rahmanan),
the Anointed (msh-hw) and the Holy Spirit (rh ¢ds).?> What is significant about
this is that it uses the Syriac or Arabic designation for the Messiah, and likewise
the invocation of the Holy Spirit no longer follows the Old Ethiopian model but
instead the Syriac/Arabian® one — just like the Qur’an.?*

Mecca was in all likelihood also affected by Abraha’s wars of conquest, though
surely never subdued. At least according to Muslim tradition, the tribe of the
Quresh who inhabited Mecca were known as the People of God because they
defeated Abraha.? Similarly, in the surah of the Qur’an known as al-Fil/‘The
Elephant’ (Q 105), we find an echo of Abraha’s attempt to conquer the city. The
backdrop to his bid to seize Mecca may perhaps have been his ambition to make
the church at Sanaa, which was built at his behest, into the most important pilgrim-
age centre of the region and his accompanying desire to eradicate the competition

20 Cf. ibid., 153.

21 Cf. Ghaffar, Der Koran in seinem religions- und weltgeschichtlichen Kontext, 100,
footnote 70. Thus, there are Ethiopian inscriptions that legitimise wars and imperialist claims
on territory by using formulaic invocations of the Holy Trinity (with the Father and the Son
given as wid, and the Holy Spirit as mfs gds).

22 Cf. ibid., 104.

23 These words for the Messiah and the Holy Spirit need not necessarily come from Syriac
and so are not in themselves firm evidence of a direct Syrian influence on Abraha. From the
very outset, they could just as easily have been Arabic words, or words used by Arab
Christians or by Jews. The Syrian influence would then be more likely to consist in the early
choice or possibly even loan coinage of both Arabic words and their establishment as
theological terms. Thus, Abraha may simply have aligned himself with the religious language
of Arabia (with, say, the Ethiopian word for spirit, manfas, simply replacing the Arabic —and
Syriac — rith, etc.).

24 The first mentions of being fortified by the Holy Spirit are found in Q 2:87; Q 2:253 and
then once more in Q 5:110.

25 Cf. Robin, ‘Himyar, Akstim, and Arabia Deserta in Late Antiquity’, 152.
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from Mecca.”® We do not know this for certain, however. But in any event his
influence clearly demonstrates how widespread Christianity had become on the
Arabian Peninsula in the period immediately prior to the birth of Muhammad and
how prevalent its miaphysitic strain must have been — whether in its West Syriac
or its Ethiopian variant.

Most scholars assume that the Jewish presence on the Arabian Peninsula also
remained firmly entrenched.?’” The Jews were presumably well integrated in their
environment and had most likely arrived on the Arabian Peninsula after their
expulsion from Palestine.?® Perhaps they were also better organised and more
widely distributed than the Christians. Ultimately, though, such thoughts are just
as speculative as the assumption that, in spite of everything, Arabia had a pre-
dominantly polytheistic character.

All we know for sure is that Abraha’s kingdom disintegrated under the rule of
his sons sometime in the 570s,” and as a result the Eastern Roman (Byzantine)
Empire lost its most important ally on the Arabian Peninsula. The area over which
Abraha’s kingdom had once held sway was overrun as early as 570 by the Persians
and governed thereafter by the Iranian (Sassanid) Empire.*® Not only the Jews but
also the East Syriac Christians saw the Iranian Empire as a protecting force, and
the widely held assumption is that under Persian influence, Christianity primar-
ily in its East Syriac variant was of paramount importance; however, during the
reign of Chosroes I, the West Syriac miaphysitic church, which in the meantime
had scored some remarkable successes over the hitherto dominant East Syriacs
in Persian Mesopotamia, came to be favoured by the Shah and his governing
system.’! The East Syriac Christians, whose heartland continued to be the area
currently occupied by the modern state of Iraq, were also strongly represented
not only in the ports of Yemen in the sixth and early seventh centuries, but also
in Oman and in the region of present-day Qatar,’? as well as on the islands of the
Persian Gulf and doubtless also in al-Hira (south of Baghdad, on the fringes of the

26 Cf. Bell, The origin of Islam, 40.

27 Cf. Berkey, The formation of Islam, 46.

28 Cf. ibid., 42.

29 Cf. Robin, ‘Himyar’, 152.

30 It has become the norm in more recent studies to refer to the polity ruled by the Sassanids
as the ‘Iranian Empire’, thereby indicating that it did not consist solely of the Persian people.
31 Cf. Labourt, Le christianisme dans [’empire perse sous la dynastie Sassanide, 219-228;
Frye, The political history of Iran under the Sasanians, 171 f.

32 On Oman cf. loan, Muslime und Araber bei Iso jahb I1I., 100 ff.; on Qatar: Kozah et al.
(eds.), The Syriac Writers of Qatar in the Seventh Century.
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Iranian Empire).** They therefore influenced not only the Persians but also their
vassal state of the Lakhmids, which was situated in the northeast of the Arabian
Peninsula.** We also know for sure that the East Syriac Christians already had a
foothold at least in the city of Sanaa following the Persian occupation of southern
Arabia.*> As a result, Theresia Hainthaler concludes that they were ‘without a
doubt to be found in the cities and especially the ports of Yemen, though there
is no evidence that they put down roots among the rural population.’*® In conse-
quence, any claim that there was an East Syriac influence on the Qur’an must
remain in the realm of pure speculation.’’

By contrast, the great influence of West Syriac theology can be identified at
many points other than the clear sway it held over the kingdom of Himyar. The
similarly West Syriac-influenced Arab tribal grouping of the Ghassanids, who
were ruled over by the Jafnids, inhabited the northwest of the Arabian Peninsula.
Despite its miaphysitic orientation, the Jafnid royal house was initially a loyal ally
of the Eastern Roman Empire against the Iranian Empire.*

Yet from the 570s onwards, and following the decline of Byzantine influence
on the Arabian Peninsula, the Ghassanids came within the Persians’ sphere of
influence and were eventually completely overrun by them in 613-614.3° During
the conflict that arose between Muhammad and Byzantium in 629-630,% the
Ghassanids again became important to Heraclius; in around 630 or shortly there-
after, they duly switched sides and became allies of Byzantium once more. James

33 Cf. Hainthaler, Christliche Araber vor dem Islam, 110, 134 f.

34 However, these Lakhmids were not Christians themselves. Even as late as the start of the
sixth century, the Arab king of Hira offered up a group of Christian nuns as human sacrifices
(cf. Bell, The origin of Islam, 27).

35 This Eastern Syrian influence should not be overstated, if only for the fact that the Persians
were thoroughly pragmatic in their dealings, supporting the miaphysite majority in Palestine
and Syria, for example, and recognising it as the prevalent religion (cf. Frend, The Rise of the
Monophysite Movement, 337).

36 Bell, The Origin of Islam, 134.

37 Cf. René Tardy, Najrdn. Chrétiens d’Arabie avant [’Islam, Beirut 1999, 165 f., who sees
‘Nestorianism’ as a marginal phenomenon on the Arabian Peninsula and who also considers
that “Monophysitism’ was influenced by Julianism (ibid., 172).

38 Cf. Fisher, Between Empires, 60 f.

39 Cf. Bell, The origin of Islam, 23.

40 Admittedly, there was no direct contact between the Byzantine Emperor and the Muslims.
However, as early as 429, the first armed clash with Muslim forces does appear to have taken
place east of the Dead Sea (at Mu’ta) , from which Heraclius’s troops emerged victorious
(Kaegi, Heraclius, 233). Therefore, it may well be the case that Byzantine theological ideas
came more strongly into the purview of the Qur’an precisely during the later period of the
Prophet’s proclamation.
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Howard-Johnston surmises that they only sided with the emperor after initially
displaying some sympathy for Muhammad’s movement.*! Yet the evidence in the
sources for this initial support of Muhammad’s cause is very sparse indeed. The
only incontrovertible fact is that the Ghassanids ultimately switched sides and
supported Heraclius.

Even so, one cannot regard the Ghassanids as representatives of Byzantine
Christianity. The close geopolitical alliance between the Jafnids and Byzantium
had no influence on the popular church practices that from a very early stage had
become widespread throughout their dominion,** and as we have already seen, the
predominant strain of Christianity across the area they controlled was of a mia-
physitic and anti-Chalcedonian nature. This influence is evident, for example, in
the fact that it was the Jafnid king Harit who in 542 requested and secured the
ordination of those three miaphysitic bishops who subsequently became the first
to perform priestly and (most importantly) episcopal ordinations outside the juris-
diction of the official imperial church and its system of canon law and in so doing
became the founders of a schismatic, separate ‘miaphysitic episcopate’.** Although
the Anti-Chalcedonians were only represented on the Arabian Peninsula by a weak
ecclesiastical hierarchy, they appear to have been very popular among believers.*

Evidently, therefore, Arabs in the dominion of the Jafnids were, generally
speaking, of a miaphysitic disposition, and it is perfectly possible that their influ-
ence may have extended as far as Medina.* Especially if one assumes that Abraha
undertook successful missionary work in Medina, it is logical to suppose that West
Syriac Christians came into contact with their co-religionists there. At the time
when the Qur’an came into being, then, Byzantine Christianity was only present
on the Arabian Peninsula to a limited extent.* By that stage, the Himyaritic
kingdom had been defeated, the Ghassanids (at least in religious-political terms)

41 Cf. Howard-Johnston, Witnesses of a World Crisis, 447 f.

42 Cf. Fisher, Between Empires, 63.

43 Cf. al-Azmeh, The emergence of Islam in late antiquity, 264; Menze, Justinian and the
making of the Syrian-Orthodox church, especially 261 f.; Saint-Laurent, Missionary stories
and the formation of the Syriac churches, especially 96—-109; Wood, ‘Christianity and the
Arabs in the sixth century’, 355-370.

44 On this and the following, cf. Hainthaler, Christliche Araber vor dem Islam, 67-80.

45 Cf. Bell, The origin of Islam, 22 f.

46 As the Greek versions of the martyrdom of Harit and the life of ‘Gergentios’ indicate, there
were some points of contact at all events (though no further details of these can be found).
These accounts make out that Christianity in Yemen and on the Arabian Peninusula was of the
Chalcedonian—Byzantine kind (cf. Albrecht Berger, Life and Works of Saint Gregentios,
Archbishop of Taphar. Introduction, Critical Edition and Translation. With a contribution by
G. Fiaccadori, Berlin 2006).
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were leaning towards the Miaphysites and at the time were also geopolitically
opposed to Byzantium. Consequently, Byzantine Christianity seems only to have
come to the attention of the Qur’an in the Late Medina period — at the same time
as Heraclius finally triumphed over the Persians and Muhammad prevailed over
the Meccans. The result of this was that a new constellation of opposing forces
appeared on the horizon.

b) The religious propaganda of Heraclius

From the very outset, Heraclius tried to orchestrate his campaign against the Sas-
sanids as a Holy War. This involved portraying his adversaries as fire worship-
pers and styling himself as the defender of Christendom — among other things,
by exerting increasing pressure on the Jewish sectors of the populace. One can
therefore imagine that the conflicts between Jews and Christians that are referred
to in the Qur’an (e.g. in Q 2:113; 2:139 f.) as taking place precisely at this time
were not just a regional phenomenon. In the summer of 624, when Heraclius’s
forces set foot on Persian soil for the first time, he exhorted his troops to fight as
if inspired by the fear of God and to avenge the Persians’ blasphemy.*” He placed
himself in the tradition of biblical land seizure under Joshua and expressly pro-
claimed a Holy War in 625. He classified death on the battlefield in this campaign
as martyrdom — with the guarantee that all martyrs would gain direct entry into
heaven.*® The similarity between this war propaganda and the exactly contempor-
aneous verses of the Qur’an is striking.*

47 Cf. Howard-Johnston, ‘Heraclius’ Persian campaigns’, 39.

48 Cf. ibid., 40.

49 ‘But it is unlikely to have been mere coincidence that Heraclius and Muhammad
encouraged their troops with the prospect that those who were killed in action would earn the
crown of martyrdom and gain direct entry to Paradise, in the same year. Heraclius first
publicly announced the new doctrine (which had presumably been agreed earlier with the
church authorities) in spring 624, as his army crossed the old frontier into Persia. Muhammad
did likewise at the time of the Battle of Badr, which is conventionally dated to March 624’
(Howard-Johnston, Witnesses of a World Crisis, 447). One key difference between the choice
of words in the Qur’an and Heraclius’s propaganda can be found in the fact that in the
numerous instances where the word sahid (‘witness for God’) appears in the Qur’an, the idea
of an act of testimony that willingly embraces death is just one of several different meanings.
By contrast, the English term martyr always carries an association of suffering and death; as a
result, purely from a philological angle, one should be wary of drawing an equivalence
between the Qur’an and Heraclius. Perhaps it might be fair to say that the Qur’an responds to
the propaganda while at the same time keeping in mind a broader spectrum of meaning for the
idea of ‘testimony’.
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At the same time, Heraclius’s attitude amounted to a religious supercharging
of his acts of aggression, a phenomenon that had never been encountered before
in Byzantine history and which must have come as a shock to his contemporaries.
The idea of martyrdom of those who were killed fighting against ‘the ungodly’
was a distinguishing feature of this campaign of Heraclius. However, it had almost
no support in the Byzantine Church or its religious precepts: no fallen warrior
was actually declared a martyr after the campaign, and also Heraclius’s promise
of an immediate ‘admission to heaven’ for the fallen was never confirmed by the
Byzantine Church, its representative organs or its leading theologians. Thus, the
whole idea of a ‘Holy War’ did not endure after Heraclius’s reign, in the same way
that it had no prehistory in Byzantium prior to Heraclius. This must have made it
all the more conspicuous and impressive when Heraclius launched it.*°

Heraclius therefore quite clearly gave all his wars this religious dimension.
Repeatedly, prayers were offered up for God to lend his support to the Byzantine
cause: the inscription Deus adiuta Romanis (‘May God help the Romans’), for
instance, was found on a coin that was minted in large numbers — a supplication
that is taken up almost verbatim by Q 30:5. Taken as a whole, the Qur’anic verses
Q 30:2-6 should surely be read as having a pro-Byzantine tenor.’' This means
that, at a time when Heraclius was using religious motifs for propaganda purposes
while still in a relatively weak position militarily, the proclaimer of the Qur’an
took a relaxed view of these developments; indeed, at this stage, Muslims still saw
themselves as spiritually on the side of the Byzantines.™

This situation changed at the latest when a power-political struggle broke out
between Muhammad’s movement and the revitalised Byzantine Empire in 629—
630. Even before this date, Heraclius’s religious propaganda had attempted to
paint his wars as eschatological events leading to the return of the Messiah. On

50 Cf. above all Tesei, ‘Heraclius’s war propaganda and the Qur’an’s promise of reward for
dying in battle’, 227-229. Tesei shows that the only prior instance of the concept of
martyrdom promoted in Heraclius’s propaganda is to be found in Armenian sources, and that it
therefore has a specifically Armenian history. The thesis that has been put forward by some
scholars, which sees Heraclius’s concept of martyrdom as the expression of a tradition of Holy
War in Byzantium that prefigures the Crusades, now seems outmoded. Cf. Regan, First
Crusader; a recap of more recent research in this field is given in: Kolia-Dermitzaki, ““Holy
War” in Byzantium Twenty Years Later’, 121-132.

51 For a detailed justification and classification of this finding, cf. Ghaffar, Der Koran in
seinem religions- und weltgeschichtlichen Kontext, 167-186.

52 This original connection between the proclaimer of the Qur’an and Heraclius is also
reflected in the fact that Heraclius is highly praised in early Islamic literature, among others
things for his knowledge of the Qur’an. Cf. El-Cheikh, Byzantium viewed by the Arabs, 39-54,
especially 41; cf. ibid., ‘Muhammad and Heraclius’, especially 12 ff.



92 MARY IN THE QUR’AN

the basis of his victory and his subsequent repatriation of the relic of the True
Cross, Heraclius was able in all seriousness to style himself as an eschatological
figure. But even as early as the 620s we find statements adulating the emperor
which could from a monotheistic standpoint be seen as thoroughly objection-
able. Thus, it continued to be customary in Byzantine imperial ceremony of this
period — which basically remained much like the reformed imperial ceremony
under Diocletian, itself undoubtedly influenced by Persian practice — to venerate
the emperor or other religious dignitaries by performing an act of proskynesis
(prostrating oneself with outstretched arms and kissing the ground).*

Under Heraclius, adulation of the emperor also took on a religious dimension.
It was he who introduced the title of Basileus for himself, presented himself
as a Davidian figure® and drew comparisons between himself and Constantine
the Great, though he stopped short of declaring the holder of the emperorship a
God.™ It is interesting to note that in the 620s Miaphysite Christians, evidently
in response to Heraclius’s propaganda, tried to present Chosroes II as the new
Constantine.* The concept of adoration (proskynesis/sagda), which in the Qur’an
is reserved exclusively for God, was applied by various warring Christian factions
to their respective leaders; both philologically and generally speaking, this term
was not the preserve of God in either Greek or Syrian Christianity. With regard to

53 Cf. for instance the report of the Chronicon Paschale on the ceremony at which Emperor
Heraclius elevated his son, also called Heraclius, to co-emperor: Der neue [Mit]kaiser
TPooeKLVHON V1O TOVoLYKANTIKGY (Chronicon Paschale, edited by L. Dindorf (Corpus
scriptorum historiae Byzantinae), Bonn 1832, 703); cf. also the testimonies of Procopius of
Caesarea in the sixth century: De bellis 4.9.12, edited by J. Haury and G. Wirth, 2 vols.,
Leipzig 1962-3; however, the honour of proskynesis was also accorded to persons such as the
wife of a Germanic ‘king’, cf. ibid., 7.1.39. On proskynesis performed before a revered
leading monk and before simple priests, cf. Cyril of Scythopolis, Vita Cyriaci, 224 and
Procopius of Caesarea, De bellis 3.8.21. In any event, it is clear that this kind of proskynesis
was not considered objectionable within Christianity. For even within the Greek Old
Testament, the Septuagint, the verb proskynein is used — as it is in early Christian texts too — in
the sense of a deep bow and as such is not related to God (cf. for example Genesis 23:7:
ABpaap Tpocekhvnoey Td Aad TG YN, T0ig vioig Xet; the Syriac Peshitta at this point has sgd
(’to bow down’); cf. also 1 Chronicles 21:21 [proskynesis before David]). The verb proskynein
(along with its derivatives) was primarily used and understood in the sense of ‘to make a low
bow’, and by no means exclusively in the sense of ‘worshipping’(in the way that one may only
worship God); the verb Aatpevev (Noun: ha-tpeia) was used for the kind of veneration that
was due only to God. Cf. Maraval, Lieux saints et pélerinages d’Orient, 145 ff.

54 Cf. also Goar, Euchologion sive rituale Graecorum, 726 f.

55 Cf. Dagron, Empereur et prétre, 78.

56 On the legend of the christening of Chosroes II, a product of pious wishful thinking on the
part of the Syrians, cf. Schilling, Die Anbetung der Magier und die Taufe der Sassaniden,
185-190.
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such a practice, it is perfectly understandable that the Qur’anic community might
well have gained the impression that the leading secular and religious figures of
the day were being venerated in a God-like way, and this most likely constituted
the historical background to the reproachful reference to this custom in verse 9:30
f. of the Qur’an. For our context, the most important point here is that images of
Mary were also venerated by means of proskynesis — and even by the ruler, what
is more.*’

A key role for the significance of Mary in the context of this questionable
political theology of Byzantine propaganda was played by the interpretation of
the successful resistance the Byzantines mounted against the siege of Constan-
tinople in 626. This siege, which represented an existential threat to Byzantium,
was undertaken primarily by the Avars, Slavs, Bulgars and other groups on the
one hand, and on the other by the Persian army, and comprised both a land
encirclement and a seaborne blockade.”® At this time, the Empire of the Avars,
which had its heartland in present-day Hungary, was able, together with its Slavic
and Bulgarian allies, to exert military control over the Balkans and Greece, in
other words most of the European territories of the Byzantine Empire.”® Now, in
concert with the Iranian Empire, it was the Avars’ ambition to exploit the absence
of the emperor and his army and seize control of Constantinople. We shall now
examine this siege in greater detail and analyse how Mary came to be promoted
as the city’s saviour.

¢) Mary as military commander

The exploitation of the figure of Mary for imperial purposes by Emperor Heraclius
is actually quite a surprising development when one recalls how strongly Mary,
both in the Bible and later in the works of the Syriac Church Fathers, was character-
ised by her humility and poverty.®° For Ephrem the Syrian, Mary was the Mother of
Weakness, who turned the status quo on its head.®' Yet having said this, even in the

57 Cf. Theophylaktos Simokattes, Historiae 5.15.10, edited by C. de Boor, Leipzig 1887. This
text is of interest for the theme of Mariology in that it contains an account of Shah Chosroes I1
venerating the icons of the Mother of God.

58 Cf. Hurbani¢, The Avar Siege of Constantinople in 626, 1.

59 Cf. ibid., 112.

60 Cf. Ashkar, Mary in the Syriac Christian tradition and Islam, 78.

61 Cf. Ephrem, Hymnen de Nativitate, 11,7: ‘“The womb of Your Mother turned the world
upside-down. The maker of the universe entered as a rich man and left as a beggar. The mighty
came in and emerged as the lowly.’
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Old Church, Mary was unfortunately not immune to being implicated in imperial
fantasies. Thus, for example, in a fifth-century sermon usually attributed to Cyril of
Alexandria it is stated quite unequivocally that secular kings only rule through the
grace of Mary.®> And especially for an emperor like Heraclius, who only came to
power through toppling his predecessor from the throne, it comes as little surprise
that the latent potential for violence in biblical texts that talked about the liberation
of the poor now found itself exploited by the politics of imperialism.

Likewise, the role of Mary hinted at in the Gospel of John as an advocate is
extremely prevalent among the Syriac Church Fathers and represents at least a
possible connection point for her exploitation in wartime. Over time, Mary’s role
increasingly developed into that of an intercessor with God;® in this capacity
she could be called upon directly and asked to help people and intercede on their
behalf.** While Ephrem never refers to Mary directly as an intercessor, his writ-
ings do present her as a power that can make Christ present for the hungry and
the needy.® And in the work of Jacob of Serugh at the latest, the figure Mary is
unambiguously in use as an intercessor.®

Though we are still a long way here from any power-political or military
context, this development does nonetheless signal a steadily growing significance
of the figure of Mary for everyday life. When one considers that in the sixth
century a well-attested tendency grew up during the conflict against the Persians
to call upon saints for help in war,*” the militarisation of Mary’s role should come
as no surprise either. And it was precisely her role as intercessor that was lighted
upon in contemporary imperial theology and exploited so as to depict Mary as
a potent mediator with God.®® The reign of Justinian saw the beginning of a

62 Cf. Cyril of Alexandria, ‘4. Homily.” In: Acta Conciliorum Oecumenicorum 1.1/2, edited by
E. Schwartz, Berlin-Leipzig 1927, 102 f. Whether this sermon can be regarded as authentic is
a matter of dispute. On the debate cf. footnote 47 on p. 65. For the most part, scholarly
literature deems the oldest source in which Mary is laden with military motifs to be a sermon
by Severian dating from around 400 (cf. George-Tvrtkovi¢, Christians, Muslims, and Mary,
25; Shoemaker, Mary in Early Christian Faith and Devotion, 177 f.).

63 Cf. Madey, Marienlob aus dem Orient, 115.

64 Cf. ibid., 102.

65 Cf. Horn, ‘Ancient Syriac Sources on Mary’s Role as Intercessor’, 156.

66 Cf.ibid., 175.

67 On the corresponding role of Ephrem the Syrian and St. Jacob of Nisibis, cf. Peeters, ‘La
légende de saint Jacques de Nisibe’, 295-304.

68 Cf. Cameron, ‘The Theotokos in Sixth-Century Constantinople’, 104: ‘the Virgin of
sixth-century Constantinople is before all else the most potent intercessor before God. What is
most emphasised is her mediation; she stands between God and the suppliant, who looks to her
for the assurance that his prayers will be answered.’
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Imperial seal depicting (on the obverse) Heraclius and (on the reverse) the Mother
of God with child, ¢. 610-613 (Dumbarton Oaks, BZS. 1958.106.523)7

systematic promotion of the veneration of Mary in the Byzantine Empire, a prac-
tice that his successors Justin II and Maurice developed still further, for instance
by instituting a growing number of feast days and processions in Mary’s honour.*’
By means of imperial propaganda, Mary became the authority that ensured the
legitimacy of the imperial rule.”® At the same time, she rose to become the protec-
tress of Constantinople. From the reign of Justin II onwards, this new role of hers
was reflected on the reverse side of seals: the Mother of God with the Christ child
now appears instead of the hitherto customary figure of the goddess Victoria/Nike,
and in her place guarantees imperial triumphs.”

Thus, the veneration of Mary was used by emperors from Justinian onwards to
stabilise their grip on power and to exercise social control.”? And from a somewhat
earlier period, icons have been found in Rome portraying Mary as empress.’™ It is
likely that such images also existed in Constantinople, since broadly similar artists
worked in both imperial capitals, and iconography was developed in common.

69 Cf. ibid., 95. On the wide-ranging tendency towards liturgisation, cf. also Meier,
‘Liturgisierung und Hypersakralisierung’, 75—106.

70 Cf. Cameron, ‘The Theotokos in Sixth-Century Constantinople’, 97: ‘It was, too, the
Virgin herself who, in Corippus’s imagination, carried the news of Justinian’s death to the new
emperor, and thus appeared in the iconographic guise of the divine figure who bestows the
imperial insignia on the emperor. In all of this the role of imperial patronage does, I feel, need
to be reiterated.’

71 Cf. Stepanova, ‘Victoria-Nike on Early Byzantine Seals’, 16.

72 We are indebted to Lars Rickelt for this reference. Dumbarton Oaks, Research Library and
Collection, Washington, DC.

73 Cf. Cameron, ‘The Theotokos in Sixth-Century Constantinople’, 100 f.

74 Cf. Lidova, The Earliest Images of Maria Regina in Rome.
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Presumably the only reason why no direct evidence of this has survived from
Constantinople is because all images there were destroyed during the First and
Second Iconoclasms.

The particular connection between Mary and Constantinople resulted from
the fact that a number of relics relating to her were venerated there. Although
no mortal remains of Mary were venerated, certain items of her clothing” were,
and these helped greatly vivify the worship of Mary. As early as the end of the
fifth century, churches dedicated to Mary were built at Blachernai and Chalko-
prateia and furnished with suitable relics (probably veils and cloaks). She was
also commonly depicted spreading out her cloak to protect the whole world as it
was conceived at that time.”® As a result, the Mother of God was actually omni-
present in both the physical city and in imperial theology well before the siege
of Constantinople in 626 — which we will discuss at greater length presently — so
that Constantinople was venerated as the city of the Theotokos.”” The Mother
of God’s first saving of Constantinople took place in 619, when the city was
besieged by the Avars.” At that time, the garment of Mary’s that was housed in
the church at Panagia Blachernai was brought out and used as a shield against the
besieging forces, yet miraculously remained completely intact. It appeared to the
city’s inhabitants as though the Virgin had transferred her incorruptibility to her
clothes.” Time and again throughout the history of Constantinople, it was this
garment that proved to be the city’s salvation.®

Henceforth, Mary was also called upon time and again in military matters, as
well as to ward off diseases such as the plague. In any event, Mary’s capacity to
perform miracles was a decisive factor in her veneration. And talk of her as the
Mother of God was also invoked in a major way in wartime, at least in popular
religious observance and in imperial propaganda. If one were to speculate whether
these forms of popular piety in Constantinople and the matching imperial theol-
ogy were also known on the Arabian Peninsula, then the first basic fact to emerge
is that the propaganda of the various Byzantine emperors would surely at least

75 Cf. Wenger, ‘L’intercession de Marie en Orient’, 55 f.

76 Cf.ibid., 75.

77 Cf. Wenger, ‘Les interventions de Marie’, 423 f.

78 Cf. ibid., 424.

79 Cf. ibid. The incorruptibility of the body and clothing of Mary is a topic that we shall
return to later.

80 Cf. Wenger, ‘Les interventions de Marie’, 429. In 623 as well, it was this very garment that
was considered to have played a decisive role in the victory over the Avars who besieged the
city on that occasion too (cf. Hurbani¢, The Avar Siege of Constantinople in 626, 324).
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have engaged the interest of Syriac Christians.®! It is certainly true that Emperor
Heraclius had to fight hard to win the loyalty of Syriac Christians, and was not
especially successful in his endeavours.*?> But quite clearly the Syrian region was
heavily influenced by propaganda from Byzantium. The routes from the Byzan-
tine Empire to Arabia took a long time to travel, so it is entirely possible that reac-
tions only became apparent decades later. But of course a particular event might
also have the power to evoke a much quicker response on the Arabian Peninsula.

One such momentous event may well have been the aforementioned siege of
Constantinople in 626. Three contemporary sources have survived, all of which
are in accord regarding the decisive role played by Mary in this military engage-
ment: the sermon of Theodore Synkellos, the poem Bellum avaricum by the court
poet Georgios Pisides (George of Pisidia) and the Chronicon paschale.®* All these
sources agree that the Byzantine capital was only saved by the intervention of the
Virgin Mary.3 For Georgios Pisides, it was Mary alone who defeated the Avars.?
He saw Mary as the invincible Virgin per se.’ In similar vein, Theodore Synkellos
wrote that it was plain for all to see that the Virgin herself had carried the day, and
furthermore had done so on her own. For the Byzantine fleet had been immedi-
ately put to flight by the enemy’s superiority, and only Mary’s intervention had

81 Even at the time of Jacob of Serugh and Severus of Antioch, Syrian Christians — despite
the conflict between the miaphysite tendency and Chalcedonian Constantinople — remained
fiercely loyal to the emperor, and pinned their hopes on the installation of a miaphysite
emperor and the institution of a miaphysite imperial Church (cf. Papoutsakis, Vicarious
Kingship, especially 191 ff.; Kavvadas, ‘Severus of Antioch and changing miaphysite attitudes
toward Byzantium’, 124—137). Only when it became apparent in the second half of the sixth
century that such an outlook was wholly unrealistic did the new leadership of the Syrian
Miaphysite movement break with this tradition, and by the end of the sixth century matters
had progressed so far that the Syrians of Edessa collaborated with the Persians against the
emperor.

82 Heraclius’s attempts to bring about a union with the Syrian churches clearly remained
unsuccessful. Even the ‘unions’ that Heraclius was able to form with certain Armenian and
Coptic bishops were undoubtedly the result of massive political pressure and did not outlive
Heraclius (for the sources on these endeavours, cf. Booth, Crisis of Empire, 200-208; Booth,
however, greatly overestimates the significance of certain local and purely temporary
‘successes’ at forming unions in Egypt).

83 Cf. Hurbani¢, The Avar Siege of Constantinople in 626, 3.

84 Cf.ibid., 1, 248.

85 Cf. ibid., 249.

86 Cf. George of Pisidia, Bellum Avaricum, v. 1-9, 156, quoted in Hurbani¢, The Avar Siege
of Constantinople in 626, 249.
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turned the tables.” It was she, Synkellos maintained, who had caused the enemy
ship to sink right in front of her shrine.®

The historical background to such stories may have been a storm or some other
natural occurrence, which played a decisive role in a sea battle directly off Blacher-
nai. Whatever the case, this incident helped strengthen a popular belief that only a
supernatural intervention could explain the outcome of the battle, especially in light
of'the absence of the emperor and his army.* But some observers claimed that Mary
had acted directly to inspire the Byzantine defenders.?® Theodore Synkellos for one
was in no doubt that Mary had single-handedly decided the battle in favour of Con-
stantinople — namely through her ‘strength and power’.”! In his view, the Khagan
(emperor) of the Avars had been forced to learn the bitter lesson that there was no
power on earth that could withstand the Virgin.”> We will presently see how the pro-
claimer of the Qur’an responded directly to this military triumphalism. Certainly it
was quite understandable from a Byzantine perspective, and also explicable given
the dire existential threat facing the city. Yet this mood of triumphalism does appear
to have been systematically promoted by the royal court. Theologically speaking, it
was beyond objectionable and served to turn Mary into a figurehead of imperialism.

During the siege of Constantinople in 626, the Patriarch Sergios also ordered
images of the Virgin to be painted on the city’s Western Gate, so that she might
be able to confront the enemy in person. Here, then, was at least one instance of
official church collusion in the imperial exploitation of Mary. But given that it was
the Patriarch of Constantinople who was involved, we may fairly assume that he
had particularly close ties to the emperor. In the account of the court theologian,
the general feeling in the city was that Mary had personally driven back the Avar
attack,” and Constantinople was now seen as the new Jerusalem. Theodore Syn-
kellos called Mary a protectress and commander.”* A new introduction was added

87 Theodore claimed ‘that the Virgin herself fought the battle and won a mighty victory
because those who fought at sea on our ships had to flee due to a single attack of multitudes of
enemies’ (quoted in Hurbani¢, The Avar Siege of Constantinople in 626, 217).

88 Cf. Hurbani¢, The Avar Siege of Constantinople in 626, 256.

89 Cf. ibid., 247.

90 Cf.ibid., 217.

91 Ibid., 218; cf. also Cameron, ‘The Theotokos in Sixth-Century Constantinople’, 79 f.

92 Cf. Theodore Synkellos, 313.9-10, quoted in Hurbanic, The Avar Siege of Constantinople
in 626,248 f.

93 Cf. George-Tvrtkovi¢, Christians, Muslims, and Mary, 25.

94 Cf. Theodore Synkellos, 313.19, quoted in Hurbani¢, The Avar Siege of Constantinople in
626, 248: ‘Constantinople was a God-protected city, but Mary was its protector and “the

L)

leading warrior”.
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to the famous fifth-century Hymnus Akathistos. It referred to the siege of Constan-
tinople, and its effect was to firmly entrench in the public consciousness the idea
of Mary’s invincibility® — or at least, this is the impression we get from imperial
propaganda. After the battle, as a mark of gratitude the Patriarch organised a great
procession to Mary’s shrine.”® This provided the impetus for annual liturgical fes-
tivals, all of which commemorated the invincible Mary.*’

Mary’s role as protectress of the Byzantine Empire — A. M. Cameron even refers
to her as a warrior goddess — was therefore a major topic in the 620s.”® And Mary’s
cloak and veil became the outwardly visible symbols of the protection by the Virgin
enjoyed by the imperial power.” Naturally, Heraclius also personally exploited this
opportunity, interpreting his own victory over Chosroes II as a divine intervention
occasioned by Chosroes blaspheming against Christ and his mother. As early as
610, Heraclius had attached an image of Mary to the masts of his ships as part of his
war propaganda during his confrontation with his predecessor Phocas.!® Other than
this, however, there is little substantiated information to suggest that Heraclius also
deployed images of Mary in his war propaganda. We do know, though, that generals
of'the Christian army of Egypt carried medallions of Mary with them,'*! which leads
us to conclude that visual depictions of this imperial dimension of Mary were also
familiar in the period when the Qur’an came into being.

Yet it was always evident that this form of imperialist Mariology was generated
by the court in Byzantium and was not so readily transferable to the Syriac Christians
with whom the proclaimer of the Qur’an had contact for most of the time.'” For as
Miaphysites, many Syriac Christians took a sceptical view of imperial theology and

95 Cf. Wenger, ‘Les interventions de Marie’, 424.

96 Cf. Hurbani¢, The Avar Siege of Constantinople in 626, 269 f.

97 Cf. ibid., 285. From 626 on, a prayer to this effect was always repeated in the liturgy on
the Saturday before the fifth Sunday of Lent (Beinert, Maria, 98).

98 ‘By the time of the victories of Heraclius the efficacy of the Theotokos as a warrior
goddess was clear to everyone’ (Cameron, ‘The Theotokos in Sixth-Century Constantinople’,
97, with reference to George of Pisidia, Bell. Avar. 1-9, p. 96 note 2).

99 Cf. ibid., 104.

100 Cf. Hurbani¢, The Avar Siege of Constantinople in 626, 252, 321.

101 Cf. Horn, ‘Intersections’, 148.

102 Up to the sixth century, Syrian Christians continued to have strong links to Byzantium
and came up with similar theological figures to explain military successes. Thus, it was
assumed that the city of Nisibis would prevail against the Persian invaders thanks to the
special protection it received from the national saint Ephraim von Nisibis (or from his teacher,
St. Jacob of Nisibis). Likewise in Edessa, the capital of Syrian Christianity, protection from
the Persians was based on a promise supposedly given by Jesus Christ to a legendary ancient
ruler of the city named Abgar. In neither location was the figure of Mary involved.
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from the second half of the sixth century onwards increasingly opted to refrain from
engaging in politics, both generally and in their religious thinking. Among other
things, this was a response to their disillusion with imperial ecclesiastical policies.
Even so, there was one conflict concerning Mary that may well have had an impact
on Syriac Christians on the Arabian Peninsula as well. This controversy arose from
the defensive reaction by the Jewish community to imperial Mariology. At the same
time, this is proof positive of the fact that imperial Mariology could have productive
religious consequences even among the emperor’s adversaries.

d) Jewish apocalyptic counter-images

We have already remarked how, in the conflict between the Sassanids and the
Byzantines, the Jews tended to side with the Persians. On the one hand, this was
due to Emperor Heraclius’s propagandising for the conversion of Jews to Christi-
anity as part of his efforts to forge a stronger union throughout the empire. There is
evidence that forced conversions took place, at least at a local level,'® in response
to which Jews from the Eastern provinces emigrated to what was then Persian
Mesopotamia. On the other hand, the capture of Jerusalem by Persian forces and
the lifting of the ban (at least for a while, in 614—615) on Jewish settlement in
Palestine raised hopes on the Jewish side.!™ In particular, the removal of the True

15 among Palestinian Jews in any event, and

Cross awakened messianic hopes,
may well, in the light of the involvement of the Jerusalem authorities in the wider
Byzantine—Persian conflict, have resonated on the Arabian Peninsula too.

Telling evidence of the apocalyptic leanings among the Jewish community
during the period when the Qur’an originated comes from the Sefer Zerubbabel
(‘Apocalypse of Zerubbabel’), which was written in Palestine sometime between
604 and 630.For the authors of this work, the wars between the Byzantines and the

Persians were ‘eschatological events, which would culminate in the appearance of

103 In the period immediately following Heraclius’s decisive victory against the Persians,
plans were drawn up — and possibly implemented — to forcibly convert Jews (for the sources
on Heraclius’s attitude to Judaism, cf. Cameron, ‘Blaming the Jews’; Bonfil, ‘Continuity and
discontinuity’, 78—84). In addition, there are a number of — unreliable — reports from this time
of forced conversions of Jews in Jerusalem/Palestine, Northern Arabia and Egypt, plus one
reliable account of forced conversion of the Jewish population of Carthage; the evidence for
this comes from a letter thought to have been written by Maximos Confessor (cf. Starr, ‘St.
Maximos and the forced baptism at Carthage in 632°, 195; cf. Devréesse, ‘La fin inédite d’une
lettre de saint Maxime’, 35).

104 Cf. Howard-Johnston, Witnesses of a World Crisis, 441.

105 Cf. Hurbani¢, The Avar Siege of Constantinople in 626, 84 f.
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the Messiah.”!% Whereas the Church Fathers had repeatedly argued that Christian-
ity’s superiority over Judaism was evident in the fact that Jerusalem had become
a Christian city, from a Jewish point of view the changed circumstances now pro-
vided an opportunity to prove the contrary. In the process, Jewish commentators
put an eschatological spin on the political events of the war, introducing not just
a Jewish Messiah figure, but also a Jewish mother of the Messiah. Clearly, the
imperial propagandising for a militarily triumphant Virgin provided the stimulus
for creating a Jewish counter-image here. The figure of a mother of the Messiah
seems to have been so charismatic from a Jewish perspective too that in Late
Antiquity certain powers in Jerusalem began to lobby for a Jewish equivalent to
counter the Virgin Mary.'"

As regards the subject matter of the Sefer Zerubbabel, Zerubbabel was a prince
of the house of David and governor of Judah, who oversaw the rebuilding of the
Temple in Jerusalem during the sixth century BCE after the destruction of the First
Temple by the Babylonians and who was supposedly carried off by a great wind to
the city of Nineveh, which in the story is thought to stand for Rome or Constan-
tinople.'”® The tale involves a number of Messiah figures: the first of these is the
Davidic Messiah, Menahem, who is victorious in his final battle. His mother, who
is married to Nathan and hence belongs to the house of David, is called Hephzi-
bah. It is this Messiah who leads the people of Israel back to Jerusalem after the
final victory.'"

Hephzibah, the mother of this Davidic Messiah, triumphs over two kings at
the end of the book with the aid of her retinue, and she guards the Eastern Gate of
Jerusalem when the first Ephraimitic Messiah is killed, thereby saving a number
of Jews.""? Hephzibah is quite evidently being presented here as a counter-figure to
the Virgin Mary in contemporary Byzantine culture.!"" She appears as a warrior!'!?
and is entirely lacking in the attributes traditionally associated with female role

106 Himmelfarb, Sefer Zerubbabel, 67.

107 ‘From the point of view of a late ancient Jew living in close proximity to Christians, a
mother for the messiah might have seemed a very enviable figure.” Accordingly, all efforts
were made ‘to beat Christians in the messiah competition” (Himmelfarb, The mother of the
Messiah, 378 f.).

108 For a concise summary of the Apocalypse of Zerubbabel, cf. Schifer, Weibliche
Gottesbilder im Judentum und Christentum, 273 f.

109 Cf. Himmelfarb, Sefer Zerubbabel, 79.

110 Cf. ibid., 69.

111 Cf. ibid.

112 Cf. Himmelfarb, ‘The mother of the Messiah’, 383. ‘Her primary activity is warfare,
about as masculine a pursuit as possible’ (Himmelfarb, ‘The mother of the Messiah’, 385).
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models.'" Thus, while Hephzibah inherits the warlike aspect of Mary, in the Sefer
Zerubbabel Mary’s beauty is transferred to the magnificent stone statue of the
mother of the Antichrist,''* in other words to the mother of Armilus, who in the
story stands for the Roman Empire and whose father is the Devil.!'* The stone
statue is of enchanting beauty, yet it kills all those who do not prostrate themselves
before it.!'¢

It is therefore easy to see how this story can be seen as a Jewish reaction to
imperialist religious policies. There are indications that, in the course of his forced
conversions, Heraclius demanded that Jews pray to images of Mary. In response
to this, the Sefer Zerubbabel contends that such images are lifeless, and accuses
imperialist policies of killing anyone who refuses to submit to them. At the same
time, while conceding that the images of Mary are beautiful, the story associates
them with the Devil and the Antichrist."'” One particularly striking element is the
martial might of Hephzibah, who is quite clearly being built up as a counter-image
to that of Mary as a military commander. Unlike the Byzantine Mary, whose ulti-
mate purpose is to legitimise the power of the emperor, Hephzibah provides hope
for the emergence of a new David, who will build the Third Temple and so usher
in the Messianic Age.'"®

Zishan Ghaffar, who was the first to recognise the hermeneutic potential of
the Sefer Zerubbabel with regard to exegesis of the Qur’an, identifies in the third
Messiah of the book, the Messiah ben Joseph, an ‘alternative to the Christian
images of Zechariah and John the Baptist,”!!? inasmuch as he restores the cult of
sacrifices and, following his murder, is raised from the dead by a Messiah from
the line of David.!?* We will pick up on this idea again in our interpretive analyses
of the Qur’an. The only point that needs stressing here is that the political Mariol-
ogy of imperial theology in Late Antiquity definitely evoked a response in Jewish
thought, and as a result it should come as no surprise that the proclaimer of the

113 “There is nothing about Hephzibah’s behavior that marks her as a mother or even a
woman.” (Himmelfarb, ‘The mother of the Messiah’, 389).

114 Cf. Himmelfarb, ‘The mother of the Messiah’, 389.

115 Cf. ibid., 384.

116 Cf. Himmelfarb, ‘Sefer Zerubbabel’, 80.

117 The struggle against the Antichrist was also a central theme of Christian propaganda, and
it was first and foremost the Archangel Michael who was engaged in this fight. Towards the
end of the sixth century the Book of Revelation was very popular and, being available in
various different translations, was adapted to reinforce such propaganda.

118 Cf. Himmelfarb, ‘Sefer Zerubbabel’, 68.

119 Ghaffar, Der Koran in seinem religions- und weltgeschichtlichen Kontext, 37.

120 Cf. ibid.



MARY IN THE POLITICAL THEOLOGY OF LATE ANTIQUITY 103

Qur’an cast a critical eye over it too. However, the fierce reaction of the Sefer
Zerubbabel also speaks to the intensity of the polemical clash between Jewish
and Christian propaganda in Late Antiquity, and shows how this could play out
far from Constantinople.

It should also, however, finally be noted here that there were many instances
where rabbinical Judaism assimilated mariological motifs perfectly amicably.
Thus, in Jewish tradition, Miriam remained not just Moses’s sister, as attested in
the Bible, but also became the mother of Moses, a role in which from a typologi-
cal perspective she followed in the footsteps of Mary.'?! And like Mary she sings
a song in praise of God and is involved in saving a child in Egypt."?> One can
therefore see from such transformations that Mariology also had the capacity to
be a thoroughly productive religious force within Judaism. From the Jewish side,
only its political and imperialist supercharging was vehemently rejected, becom-
ing at the same time a springboard for Judaism’s own messianic fantasies of the
Apocalypse. As Ghaffar has comprehensively shown, these apocalyptic fantasies,
just like the corresponding Christian apocalyptic propaganda spread by Heraclius,
are one of the key reasons why the proclaimer of the Qur’an takes a pronounc-
edly sceptical attitude toward all messianic claims and instead develops his own
eschatological ideal of leadership.'? Yet because our study is focused on Mary,
we cannot follow this particular trail any further. Instead, we will now turn our
attention to what the Qur’an has to say about Mary.

121 Cf. Askhar, Mary in the Syriac Christian tradition and Islam, 146.
122 Cf. ibid., 148.
123 Cf. Ghaffar, Der Koran in seinem religions- und weltgeschichtlichen Kontext, 57-110.
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MARY IN THE QUR AN

We shall now attempt to recall and clarify what the Qur’an has to say about Mary.
Following the methodology of the historical—critical approach, we will consider
in their diachronic sequence those individual verses of the Qur’an which refer to
Mary and offer an interpretation of each of them within the literary context of the
surah in which it appears, particularly where this furnishes us with some interest-
ing interpretative angles. In addition, wherever it strikes us as being a meaningful
approach, we will consult selected sources from the Muslim classical tradition
of commentary on the Qur’an' in order to let this flow of tradition elucidate our

1 Our choice of commentators here is based on the following considerations: the exegete Abii
|-Haggag Mugahid ibn Gabr (d. 722) was one of the earliest reciters and commentators on the
Qur’an. However, his commentary has not been preserved in the original, and is only available
as a reconstruction. His work is characterised by metaphorical interpretations of the text of the
Qur’an and had a profound influence on later commentators, including Tabari. In his
idiosyncratic commentaries, Mugahid frequently went back to Jewish and Christian sources,
and he can be seen as the oldest representative of rationalistic Qur’anic exegesis. The exegete
Mugatil ibn Sulayman al-Balhi (d. 767) was a traditional scholar of Islam, a commentator on
the Qur’an, and a theologian. He wrote one of the oldest surviving commentaries to cover the
whole of the Qur’an. However, as a result of his working method — he made no effort to
properly trace the chain of sources and much of what he wrote is couched in a rather fanciful
style — he remains a controversial figure. Yet the works of these two interpreters bring us very
close to the period when the Qur’an was written. It is for this reason that we have chosen to
cite them, even though they do not comment on all the verses that are of interest to us. The
same is true of the following exegetes: Abli ‘Abdallah Sufyan ibn Sa‘1d ibn Masriiq at-TawrT
(d. 778). He was a legal expert and a scholar of the Hadith, and is regarded as a highly
authoritative arbiter in the realm of Qur’anic exegesis. Among many other roles, Abii Gafar
Muhammad ibn al-Garir at-Tabari (d. 923) was a historian, legal scholar and commentator on
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observations.2 Above all, it is our intention to read the verses within the intertex-
tual context of Late Antiquity, using especially the writings of the Syrian Church
Fathers alongside biblical texts to form our interpretative framework. Indeed, this
is the reason why we cited the works of Syrian patristics so extensively in Part I
of this book. This is not by way of suggesting that the Qur’an has any literary
dependency on those texts, but is merely meant as an aid to exploring the realm
of discourse of the Qur’anic texts. It is important for us to highlight the prevail-
ing perceptions, religious precepts and ideas to which the text of the Qur’an is
responding while at the same time continuing to develop its own profile. Evi-
dently, it was these very sermons of the Syrian Church Fathers and the liturgi-
cal texts that were influenced by them which were in widespread circulation on
the Arabian Peninsula in the seventh century, and taking them into consideration
when reading the Qur’an helps add an important dimension to our understanding.?

the Qur’an. TabarT commented on the entire text of the Qur’an, verse for verse, primarily with
regard to grammatical and lexical questions about the presentation of the historical background
and the citation of traditional interpretations of the subject matter. His work is widely regarded
as the highpoint of traditional exegesis and was therefore an essential point of reference for the
present study. Mahmiid ibn ‘Umar az-Zamahsart (d. 1144) was a Qur’anic exegete and
philologist. Although he was a Mu 'tazilite, his work is also widely studied in the Sunni world.
In his exegesis he concentrated on grammatical analyses of the verses as well as on a
philosophical-dogmatic interpretation of the text. Muhammad ibn ‘Umar Fahr ad-Din ar- Razi
(d. 1209) was an Ash‘arite theologian, philosopher and Qur’anic exegete. Gillot pointed to the
centrality of these two exegetes (cf. Gillot, ‘Kontinuitét und Wandel in der “klassischen”
islamischen Koranauslegung’, 79, 94-96); this is a view that we are inclined to share. Finally,
we have chosen to adduce one further exegete who, quite exceptionally, taught in an
environment that was extremely religiously diverse: ‘Abdallah Muhammad ibn Ahmad
al-QurtubT (d. 1272). Qurtubi was a scholar from the Maliki school of Islamic jurisprudence
and a Qur’anic commentator who came from Muslim-controlled Spain (Al-Andalus). He
analysed the Qur’an from a philological and stylistic viewpoint, with a particular focus on
religious questions. He is a contentious figure, not least because of his occasional proximity to
Christian conceptions.

2 For an overview of the evolution of Qur’anic exegesis, cf. Gillot, ‘Art. Exegesis of the
Qur’an: Classical and Medieval’, 99—124, and Wielandt, ‘Exegesis of the Qur’an: Early,
Modern and Contemporary’, 124—141.

3 Cf. Griffith, ‘The poetics of scriptural reasoning’, Chap. 4.
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The Surah Maryam

Since the Surah Maryam is, from a diachronic perspective, the first surah of the
Qur’an which mentions Mary,' we will begin with a thorough appraisal of the first
part of this surah. And because the statements made about Mary in this surah are
closely related to the story of Zechariah, we will start our investigation by examin-
ing the very first verse as well as providing a detailed analysis of how it sequences
with Zechariah and John the Baptist.

a) Zechariah and John the Baptist (1-15)

[This is] An account of your Lord’s mercy bestowed upon His servant Zachariah
(Q 19:2).2 Right at the beginning of the surah, mercy is introduced as the principal
theme of this surah. The name given to God, ar-Rahman, which becomes preva-
lent in the Qur’an at this time, occurs sixteen times in the surah, ‘the highest fre-
quency for an individual surah’.® Here mercy is presented as a characteristic which
the Lord displays towards his servant or slave Zechariah. The Arabic term ‘abd,
which is translated here as ‘servant’,* is one of the standard designations used

1 Cf. Noldeke, Geschichte des Qorans, 130 f.; Neuwirth, Der Koran 2/1, 634 ff.

2 Our working method in this chapter will be to analyse Q 19:1-34 section by section. We
will reproduce in italics various translated verses of the Qur’an; the translation broadly follows
the copyright-free English text by Wahiruddin Khan and Farida Khanam (Goodword Books,
New Delhi, 2009). In each case, the text of the Qur’an is followed by our interpretation of the
respective verses.

3 Neuwirth, Der Koran 2/1, 605.

4 Special dictionaries which document pre- and early Islamic linguistic usage are an
invaluable tool for gaining an insight through the use of language into the general environment
and religious life around the time of Muhammad. We opted to use the work by Edward
William Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, 8 vols., Beirut 1968 (first published in Edinburgh in
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in the Qur’an for people who are chosen and honoured by God. It is also widely
applied to biblical figures, and basically denotes an elementary characteristic of
the relationship between God and human beings. The Arabic term rabb, which is
rendered here as ‘the Lord’, but can also be translated as ‘creator’, ‘sustainer’ or
‘teacher’,’ is in the first instance the customary Arabic translation of the biblical
name of God YHWH, which is also still commonly paraphrased nowadays in a
Christian context as ‘the Lord’. In other words, it is evident here, both through the
concept of mercy (rahma) and the concept of the Lord, that this verse alludes to
the biblical notion of God and at the same time takes into account the conceptual
world of pagan Arabs.® The subject being addressed is God’s pronouncement to
Zechariah, who also appears in the New Testament tradition as the father of John
the Baptist. He is simply introduced by his biblical name without further explan-
ation; clearly, the Qur’an is addressing an audience that was well-versed in the
Bible. It is not attempting to tell any new stories, but instead integrating itself into
an existing narrative context and setting new points of emphasis.

It is interesting that the Qur’an adopts the name Zechariah, which in its original
Hebrew means ‘God remembers’.” Thus, the name corresponds with the beginning
of this Qur’anic verse, which uses a cognate word-stem to introduce into the surah
the concept of God recalling mercy.® Over the course of the surah, the theme of
remembering is taken up time and time again, virtually creating a framework for
the surah’s repeated recourse to a variety of prophetic figures. Yet whereas at other
points in the surah, acts of remembrance are the subject of imperious demands by
God, here remembrance functions more as a hermeneutic reading instruction. Evi-
dently, this surah, whose name derives from Mary the mother of Jesus, is primarily
about remembering God’s history with individuals whom he has called upon, by
whose example and through whom God wished to give evidence of his mercy.

1867) [hereafter abbreviated as Lane, Lexicon]. On the term ‘abd, see Lane, Lexicon, vol. 5,
1934-1936. The basic root verb means ‘to serve, worship, admire, devote oneself to the
service of God, obey God in humility and dedication, and to do what God wishes and wish for
the things that God does’.

5 The basic verb rabba means ‘to be a lord, owner, or master; to raise, sustain, nurture and
support; and to guide a person until maturity’. Accordingly, a rabb would be someone whose
character embraces all these qualities. For a more extensive treatment of the semantic field of
rabb see Lane, Lexicon, vol. 3, 1002—-1003.

6 Cf. Neuwirth, ‘Eine “religiése Mutation der Spatantike™’, 203-232.

7 We are thinking here of the Arabic dakara (‘to remember’), which has at its root the same
Semitic verb as in Hebrew. Cf. Yehoshua M. Grintz, ‘Zechariah.” In: Encyclopaedia Judaica,
Volume 21, Wel — Zy 22007, 481 f.

8 Cf. Ghaffar, Der Koran in seinem religions- und weltgeschichtlichen Kontext, 45, note 33.
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One is almost tempted to speak of ser mercy at this point, inasmuch as the
surah repeatedly uses mercy itself as the name of God, thereby reminding us that
it would be reductive on our part to link God solely to attributes that are associ-
ated with masculinity. Especially with regard to Mary, within these verses a realm
opens up which enables us to approach God through attributes associated with
femininity, so broadening our conception of God. For the Arabic (and indeed the
Hebrew) roots of the word ‘mercy’ (r-h-m) are the same as those of the word for
the womb (rahm).’ The fact that in a diachronic perspective within the Qur’an,
the first mention of God’s mercy occurs in the surah Maryam (19:2) is extremely
revealing as an initial pointer to the characterisation of Mary here. For in terms
of the Qur’an, Mary is thus quite literally the very first person who, in direct
speech, introduces the idea that God can be called upon as the Most Merciful or
the embodiment of mercy (Q 19:18, 17:110 or 7:56).

While it would not be correct to claim that the designations Allah or ‘the Lord’
do not appear at all in this surah — after all, as we have seen, ‘the Lord’ occurs
even in this very first verse, and Allah is used as a term for God with reference to
Jesus as the servant or slave of God in 19:30 — mercy remains the keynote of the
address by God that is repeatedly recalled here and which is illustrated precisely
by the figure of Mary. It is quite evident that a primary aspect of the biblical image
of Mary is being picked up and enhanced here — namely the idea that something of
God’s merciful philanthropy is channelled through her. Mary, who in the Church
tradition becomes the God-bearer (Theotokos), appears here in the truest sense of
the word as an embodiment of God’s mercy, on the one hand by giving herself
over entirely to God’s mercy (Q 19:18) and on the other by lending this relation-
ship with God human expression through her pregnancy and motherhood.'® Of
course, she cannot perform this role as mediator through her own efforts but only
with God’s help. Yet this was also exactly the same unreserved judgement we
arrived at when examining how she was depicted as an individual in the Bible and
by the Church. Consequently, associating Mary with the divine attribute of mercy
is a key insight which forms a link between the Christian and Muslim traditions.

Looking at the rhyme structure of the Surah Maryam, it becomes apparent that

9 Cf. Lane, Lexicon, vol. 3, 1055-1057.

10 On the meaning of the concept of mercy cf. Lane, Lexicon, vol. 3, 1055-1057. It goes back
to a verb which means to be compassionate, show sympathy, be gentle with someone, be
inclined to help someone, and to forgive. On the gender-related issues that are associated with
the term, cf. among others: Sa‘diyya Shaikh, Sufi Narratives of Intimacy. Ibn ‘Arabi, Gender
and Sexuality (Islamic Civilization and Muslim Networks), North Carolina 2012; Seker,
‘Rahma und rahim’, 117-131.
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it is the name of Zechariah which defines the rhyme of the surah and sets its tone
up to verse 33. In other words, the basic tenor of the surah, or at least its first part,
is characterised by the same rhyme scheme which, in terms of content, brings the
recollection of God’s acts of redemption into relief and links this formally with the
name of Zechariah. The same rhymes that occur in Q 19:1-33 reappear from verse
44 onwards, where the objective is to embed certain ideas that have been devel-
oped using the example of Mary within a prophetological context. However, this
exposition need not concern us any further where the present study is concerned,
since we want to concentrate entirely on the figure of Mary. As a result, we will
confine our comments to verses 1-33 of the Surah Maryam here."

Thus, following our brief initial look at the heading of the Surah Maryam, let
us now consider how its narrative unfolds thereafter. When he cried out to his Lord
privately, saying, ‘My Lord! Surely my bones have become brittle, and grey hair
has spread across my head, but I have never been disappointed in my prayer to
You, my Lord! And I am concerned about the faith of my relatives after me, since
my wife is barren. So grant me, by Your grace, an heir, who will inherit prophet-
hood from me and the family of Jacob, and make him, O Lord, pleasing to You!’
(Q 19:3-6). It would appear that Zechariah is here praying quietly and bashfully to
God (Q 19:3) because he is childless and fearful that he will not be able to produce
any heirs. This fear is not a private concern (Q 19:4), but results from his public
role as a priest and representative of divinity and of God’s calling, which finds
linguistic expression in the Qur’an in the grace shown by God in choosing the
children of Israel. The key concern here, therefore, is to ensure a successor who
will be heir both to Zechariah’s role as a priest and to Israel as a whole (Q 19:5).
In the event that Zechariah had no child, from a typological viewpoint this would
bring the danger that the Temple cult too might not be maintained and that Israel
would thereby fall from God’s grace.

If one compares the wording of Zechariah’s prayer with Lk 1:5-12, it becomes
clear that in the Qur’an version, it is Zechariah himself who presents his problems
to God. He makes a point of stressing that his prayers have not gone unanswered
hitherto (Q 19:4). Zechariah clearly has a profound relationship with God; he
believes implicitly in an answering God, from whom he derives his own spiritual-
ity. In the Bible too, Zechariah and his wife Elizabeth are shown as devout and
blameless (Lk 1:6). Yet their blamelessness here relates primarily to their obser-
vance of the Lord’s commandments and not so much to the intensity of their life in

11 Foran initial overview of the wider structure of the surah, cf. Mouhanad Khorchide and Klaus
von Stosch, Der andere Prophet. Jesus im Koran, Freiburg — Basel — Vienna 2018, 120-124.
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prayer. In the biblical version, Zechariah’s spirituality is very strongly associated
with his priestly function, which mainly consists of presenting burnt offerings
in the form of incense (Lk 1:9). By contrast, Zechariah’s sacerdotal role in the
Surah Maryam is not even a topic of discussion in its own right. At all events, his
particular service resides in prayer, and it is this praying on his part that elicits an
answer from God.

If one thinks of the polemical texts of the Church Fathers from the period
when the Qur’an was being compiled, the rejection of Israel,'? against which the
Qur’anic Zechariah implicitly directs his prayers, was one of the key leitmotifs of
anti-Jewish polemics. Following this logic, from a typological perspective John
the Baptist, as Zechariah’s son, is called upon to continue the priestly function of
his clan in order thereby to enact the representative service of Israel to God. Like-
wise, therefore, Zechariah’s potential childlessness can be seen as a sign of God’s
rejection of Israel — a line of interpretation that was certainly not pursued by all
the Church Fathers, but which nonetheless still represented an important strain of
thought within the early church, and which the Catholic Church has only recently
repudiated.” In view of the grisly death suffered by John the Baptist, in the eyes
of many of the Church Fathers, even his birth to Zechariah could not alter the fact
that the Jewish Temple cult was supplanted by the rise of the Christian Church.
For John himself had no offspring, and in the biblical version of the story, he did
not enter into the service of the Temple either.

It is only in relatively recent times that this problematic and unfortunately
widespread substitution theory has been acknowledged and worked through by
theologians.!* As we shall presently see, the Qur’an takes its own very distinct
view of these matters, an attitude which absolutely lends itself to interpretation as
a rehabilitation of Israel in the face of sustained anti-Jewish Christian polemics
in Late Antiquity."

12 On the condemnation of Israel in patristic literature cf. Hruby, Juden und Judentum bei den
Kirchenvdtern, 27-54. Hruby identifies the collection of homilies ‘Adversus Judaeos’,
traditionally attributed to John Chrysostom, as playing a key role in establishing this theme of
the rejection of Israel — in addition to its other derogatory statements regarding Judaism.

13 Regarding the traditional Catholic attitude, see especially the dismissive declaration on the
relation of the Church to non-Christian religions promulgated by the Second Vatican Council
in 1965, ‘Nostra actate’.

14 Views differ on whether the retired Pope Benedict XVI plays a positive role here. Cf.
Klaus von Stosch, ‘Wechselseitig aufgehoben? Zum jiidisch-katholischen Verhaltnis.” In: lkaZ
48 (2019) 202-215. One thing that is beyond dispute is that Benedict’s statements on the
theme of substitution theory are, to put it mildly, somewhat pedantic.

15 However, Islamic exegesis and theology swiftly levelled this progress on the part of the
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The very fact that Zechariah prays ‘privately’ acts as a counterpart to Jesus’s
injunction against loud and self-righteous prayer (Mt 6:5f) — a favourite subject
of early Christian commentators, who often associated this with the supposedly
ostentatious practice of Jewish devotion. Thus, while in Christian eyes, Jews are
readily regarded as legalistic, because they allegedly get carried away with the
business of fulfilling external duties and perform these with excessive zeal and
self-righteousness, Zechariah’s prayer as depicted in the Qur’an appears as the
prototype of what would be seen by Christians as ‘righteous’ prayer — from the
mouth of a representative of the Jewish tradition. Of course, this assessment of
Zechariah also has an important point of reference in the New Testament, insofar
as the Song of Zechariah (the Benedictus) became established from early on as the
centrepiece of the morning prayer service in the Church (Matins). Yet in this same
process, Zechariah quickly came to be regarded as the prototype of Israel’s role in
pointing forward to Jesus Christ.'* No consideration was given to the continuing
independent significance of Israel and the Temple cult and hence of Zechariah’s
priestly function. Since the Qur’an does not take over the Song of Zechariah in
this way, and above all continues to characterise him in his sacerdotal role, the
text can be read as arguing for a new appreciation of the Jewish tradition, which is
presented here as being on a par with Christianity and the emerging faith of Islam.

One element that is symptomatic of this new definition of interfaith relations
is the mention of the divine scripture (kitab) that is handed down to all three
religions in the same way.!” When, in Q 19:12, John the Baptist is exhorted to
hold firmly to the scriptures, in view of his priestly role and his Temple service,
this can surely only mean the Torah. But such an identification is out of the ques-
tion in Q 19:16, when the Qur’an demands that Mary be mentioned in the ‘book’
— an exhortation to Muhammad or the Muslim community, which can only be
interpreted as referring to the original word of God in the form of the Qur’an as
scripture.'* When Jesus is then given the scripture in Q 19:30, it is clear that the

Qur’an, by itself developing a kind of substitution theory, according to which Judaism was
supplanted by Christianity and Christianity in its turn was supplanted by Islam. Cf. among
others Seyyed Hossein Nasr et al. (eds.), The Study Qur’an. A new translation and
commentary, New York 2015, 31 f.

16 In the context of exegesis of the Qur’an, when we refer to ‘Jesus Christ’, this is a
translation of ‘Isa al-Masth.

17 On the concept of the scripture in the Qur’an, see Neuwirth, Der Koran als Text der
Spdtantike, 120—181.

18 Geagea, Mary of the Koran, 116, sees in the repeated exhortations to the prophets to
remember Mary (Q 19:16; 21:91) a challenge by God to Muhammad to be mindful of Mary.
But in doing so he obscures what is clearly stated in the Qur’an so as to be able to interpret the
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Surah Maryam is systematically embracing all three revealed scriptures of the
great monotheistic sister faiths within the same term, and introducing them all in
a similarly respectful and weighty manner. For all their superficial differences, all
three scriptures can clearly be traced back to a common source, and according to
our reading of the text it is Mary who holds them together in the Surah Maryam.
For it is through her that the Qur’an is introduced here,' whereas the gospels are
introduced through her son and the Torah through her father. In this way, Mary
appears as a typological bracketing figure bringing together the three monotheistic
faiths.

But let us return to Zechariah’s silent act of praying. This does not simply
signify his modesty and piety, but also his embarrassment and the threatening situ-
ation he finds himself in. Zechariah gives a convincing account of his distress and
vulnerability and lays it before God (Q 19:4). Whereas the biblical text describes
the plight of Zechariah and Elizabeth in a matter-of-fact manner (Lk 1:7), here
it is presented in a moving way as an impassioned plea to God. And while the
biblical Zechariah is almost entirely reduced to his function as a prefiguration
of Jesus, the Qur’anic Zechariah stands for the continuing role of Israel, with
which he struggles and whose fulfilment the Qur’an connects typologically with
the redemptive role of Christianity and Islam. Even the heavenly response to the
prayer is portrayed in a characteristically different way in the Qur’an than in the
Bible. The relevant passage in the Qur’an runs thus: ‘O Zachariah! Indeed, We
give you the good news of the birth of a son, whose name will be John — a name
We have not given to anyone before.’ He wondered, ‘My Lord! How can I have a
son when my wife is barren, and I have become extremely old?’ God replied, ‘So
will it be! Your Lord says, “It is easy for Me, just as I created you before, when
you were nothing!”’(Q 19:7-9)’.

Whereas the biblical Zechariah is interrupted by the angel of the Lord in
the middle of performing his Temple rites and is duly startled (Lk 1:11f.), God
responds to the Qur’anic Zechariah by engaging him in a direct dialogue. At least,
no mediating figure is specially introduced, and the voice that answers Zechariah
addresses him using the royal ‘We’. Everything here speaks to a dialogue between
Zechariah and God himself, and this once again serves to underline the intimacy

Qur’anic verse as an allusion to Mary’s supposed connection to the favourite disciple of Jesus
in Jn 19:26 f. This strikes us as somewhat bold.

19 Of course, we are well aware that the Qur’an is introduced earlier in the surah, via the
story of Zechariah. But this does not alter the fact that the Qur’an is also introduced through
Mary and that her figure is therefore associated in the surah with all three scriptures, making it
possible to regard her as a bridging figure between the Abrahamic faiths.
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and intensity of his relationship with God. When one considers that the Levites
were left with no ritual function whatsoever after the destruction of the Temple,
the portrayal of the priest Zechariah’s relationship with God appears to be a thor-
oughly contemporary reappraisal of his role, which also holds up Zechariah as
a role model for the mass movement of the faithful that the proclaimer of the
Qur’an, at least during the Meccan period, was attempting to create.?

If one compares the words of the first reply given to Zechariah by the angel and
by God himself in the Bible and the Qur’an respectively, promising him that his
wife will give birth to a son, then one cannot help but notice that the Qur’an, in the
Surah Maryam, has nothing to say either about the great joy that will be triggered
by the birth of John (Lk 1:14) or about the fact that he will be filled with the Holy
Spirit and lead an ascetic lifestyle (Lk 1:15). Likewise, no mention is made in the
Surah Maryam about John the Baptist’s successes in converting people and his
role in preparing the way for Jesus (Lk 1:17). Instead, at this point the proclaimer
of the Qur’an concentrates exclusively on showing that Zechariah’s wish is ful-
filled. The fact that God grants his wish for a successor can be understood typo-
logically as confirmation in the Qur’an of the enduring redemptive significance
of Israel. John the Baptist is thereby retrieved from the Christological referential
context and appears as a lasting guarantor of the significance of Israel. In line with
this, he is not known as John in the Qur’an but Yahya — a name which accord-
ing to the Qur’an’s understanding was never given to a person before and was
also indeed unknown prior to the Qur’an. Translated literally, it means ‘he lives’,
thereby underlining the fact that John can be interpreted as a symbol of life and
as a guarantor of the continuing significance of the Old Covenant (Q 19:7).%! Fur-
thermore, if one considers that an important soteriological title bestowed on Jesus
by the Syrian Church Fathers was mahhyana (‘giver of life”), then it becomes

20 We concur with Fred Donner in seeing the Muslim community in Mecca as a believers’
movement or more precisely, to quote Donner verbatim, as a ‘strongly monotheistic, intensely
pietistic, and ecumenical or confessionally open religious movement that enjoined people who
were not already monotheists to recognise God’s oneness and enjoined all monotheists to live
in strict observance of the law that God had repeatedly revealed to mankind — whether in the
form of the Torah, the Gospels, or the Qur’an’ (Donner, Muhammad and the believers, 75).
However, unlike Donner, we do not proceed from the assumption that this believers’ movement
was an eschatological movement with an imminent expectation of the end time. Finally, in
contrast to Donner, who believes that Islam only emerged as a religious community in its own
right during the Umayyad dynasty as a result of the imperial project of the caliphs (ibid., 194
f.), we take the view that the character of Muhammad’s movement changed even during the
Medina period and that Islam therefore already began to clearly emerge as a religion during
the lifetime of the Prophet.

21 Cf. Ghaftar, Der Koran in seinem religions- und weltgeschichtlichen Kontext, 44.
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abundantly clear that Jesus’s Christological-livegiving role for the Old Covenant
is implicitly being rejected here.?

After receiving the pledge of continuing life for his clan and his people, the
first thing that Zechariah asks is how this miraculous promise might be realised.
In other words, he reacts in a way that is completely analogous to Mary, whose
first response to God’s promise is to seek an explanation (Q 19:20). God’s explan-
ation is identical in both cases, pointing to the fact that such a powerful deed
is a simple task for God (Q 19:9 and 21). This formulation is also found in the
works of the Syrian Church Fathers,” meaning that a concept from the Christian
tradition is clearly being affirmed here. Yet the first time this idea is encountered
in the Bible is in reply to Mary’s questions to the Angel Gabriel (Lk 1:37),
whereas in this same tradition Zechariah initially has to come to terms with what
has happened on his own. Indeed, generally speaking the biblical tradition deals
rather roughly with Zechariah.?* The questions he poses there, which are perfectly
understandable, are literally silenced with a brusque invocation of God’s author-
ity and a divine show of power (Lk 1:19f.). By contrast the Qur’an even goes so
far as to let Zechariah establish the conditions for God’s reply. For just as it is
easy for God to perform a miracle (Q 19:9), so Zechariah’s prayer at the begin-
ning is shown not to have been fruitless and therefore also easy to some extent
(Q 19:4).% Praying is easy, and so is the response, an exhilarated and exhilarating
harmony of simplicity between God and man and hence the precise opposite of
the ritual ponderousness that Christians have so readily associated with Jewish
religious observance.?

But that’s not all: in the Qur’an, God also tries to win Zechariah round with
argument. In response to Zechariah’s doubts, he gives another indication of his
creative power, something which is initially missing in his reply to Mary and is

22 Cf. Ghaffar, ‘Kontrafaktische Intertextualitdt im Koran und die exegetische Tradition des
syrischen Christentums’, 20 f.

23 Cf. Ephrem the Syrian, Commentary on Tatian’s Diatessaron, I,12 (136); Saint Ephrem
(1963), Commentaire de I’Evangile concordant, 1,12 (10).

24 On the clear agenda of Lk to show Jesus as outdoing John the Baptist, cf. Miiller, Mehr als
ein Prophet, 111 f.

25 Sagiy, usually translated into English as ‘disappointed’, also means ‘wretched’, ‘unhappy’
or ‘cursed’ and is associated with the idea of difficulty. Conversely, in his prayer, Zechariah
turns this idea on its head by describing his relationship with God as joyous, happy and
blessed. From this, we may deduce that his relationship with God is an easy one.

26 The concept of easiness in no way questions the serious nature of prayer. On the contrary,
appreciating the gravity and importance of prayer can be understood as a necessary
prerequisite for overcoming any hindrances that might make it difficult for a person to pray.
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only brought into play as an argument indirectly in the insertion?” of Q 19:35, in
other words outside the dialogue with Mary. Mary’s doubts are clearly overcome
more quickly than those of Zechariah. For in spite of this additional argument
that God puts to him, Zechariah still requires another sign (Q 19:9). By contrast,
for Mary, Jesus himself is already sign enough (Q 19:21). Even classical Muslim
commentators recognised that Mary, in her faith, acts in a more exemplary fashion
than Zechariah.?® Yet the Qur’an refrains from any criticism of Zechariah and
describes how God instils trust in him by giving him a sign:

Zechariah said, ‘My Lord! Grant me a sign.” He responded, ‘Your sign is that
you will not be able to speak to people for three nights, despite being healthy.’ So
he came out to his people from the sanctuary, signalling to them to glorify God
morning and evening (Q 19:11).

Zechariah’s silence, which in the Bible and patristics is construed as a punish-
ment for his unbelief,? is turned by the Qur’an into a beneficial sign to human-
kind. Behind this reinterpretation lies the Qur’anic theology of signs, which over
and over again exhorts people to seek God’s benevolent ‘right guidance’ even
when they have suffered the most terrible blows of fate (Q 18:60-82); for even
through apparent setbacks, God is intent upon leading us towards life in all its
fulness. Zechariah requires a more practical concession on God’s part than Mary
for him to be able to place his unqualified trust in God.*® The Qur an characterises
the three-day silence of Zechariah as this act of concession. Translated literally,
in fact, one really ought to talk of an uninterrupted silence over three nights in
the Surah Maryam (Q 19:10), whereas the Surah Al ‘Imrdn refers to a silence
‘for three days’ (Q 3:41). The fact that reference is made within the Qur’an both

27 On the justification for regarding Q 19:34-40 as an insertion, cf. Neuwirth, Der Koran.
vol. 2/1, 600, 618 f.

28 For example, Qurtubt stresses the point that Mary, in contrast to Zechariah, needed no sign
in order to trust in God’s work. Cf. al-Qurtubi, al-Gami , vol. 5, 128.

29 Cf. Lk 1:20. How important this theme also was for the Syriac Church Fathers is
demonstrated by Ghaffar, ‘Kontrafaktische Intertextualitit im Koran und die exegetische
Tradition des syrischen Christentums’, 5-8*. They were absolutely certain that this was a
justified punishment for Zechariah’s doubt.

30 At this point one might argue that a further sign is given to Mary without her asking
anything more of God. As a result, we do not know how she would have reacted if, like
Zacharias, she had been compelled in the first place to simply submit to God’s omnipotence.
On the other hand, the story is told in such a way that Zechariah cannot help but question God,
while Mary does not, so that this of necessity gives rise to the impression outlined above. We
will presently see that it is far from the Qur’an’s intention here to draw any typological
conclusions from this different response, to the effect that Judaism, as represented by
Zechariah, is somehow being disparaged in comparison to Christianity, as represented by Mary.
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to days and to nights indicates that the operative term here is most likely simply
the number three, which is also significant in the Bible, rather than the actual
times of day cited in the text. Clearly the Qur’an firmly assumes that a personal
relationship with God operates at all times, and hence can also be symbolically
interrupted, or newly qualified, at any time. It is a moot point which of these two
conceptions is more appropriate for the Qur’an. The Qur’an does not explain the
sign, but simply demands that Zechariah comply with it in its ritual form, while
not making it clear how he is to derive any particular meaning from his enforced
silence.

In any event, the sign does not absolve Zechariah from carrying out his priestly
duties. Even while he is struck dumb, he is expected to lead the congregation in
prayer (Q 19:11). It is interesting that in silently performing his role, he is still able
to convey God’s promise to the human race. For in his silence, he is able to impart
divine revelation — wahy in Arabic — and it is precisely in his silent state that he
becomes receptive to this form of divine power. When wahy shines forth from the
silently performed priestly role of Zechariah, then it seems logical to assume that
here too, the sacerdotal or liturgical role of Zachariah is being confirmed. While
his silence in patristic exegesis typically illustrates the end of the old cult,’! in
the Qur’an it becomes the consummation of God’s proclamation. Although wahy
can also come from the Devil in the Qur'an (Q 6:121), the common factor is
that it always comes from beyond the human sphere. And in the story of Zecha-
riah it is quite clear that it introduces a divine wahy with the power to positively
inspire him. Muslim exegetes class silence as a form of fasting and thus construe
it as a means of visualising the nearness of God.*? According to both biblical and
Qur’anic texts, this proximity to God was from the outset a distinguishing feature
of Zechariah’s piety, and it is lent even greater intensity by the act of fasting.
It therefore seems comprehensible that Zechariah should be able to give a sign
pointing to God even without speaking and solely through his charisma.

It is interesting that it is only at the point under discussion here that it becomes
clear for the first time that Zechariah is in the Temple when he engages in this
dialogue with God. The Arabic word used here is mifirab,’* which also reappears
in Surah A/ ‘Imrdan in reference to Mary. This choice of vocabulary is noteworthy
because, unlike in the episode of Muhammad’s Night Journey or when speaking
about the Jerusalem Temple, the Qur’an does not use the term masgid (Q 17:7)

31 Cf. for example Pseudo-Ephrem the Syrian, Commentary on the Diatessaron 1,10.
32 Cf. among others at-Tabar1, 7afsir, vol. 15, 517 {.; and ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 21, 207.
33 This observation can also be found in Marx, ‘Glimpses of a Mariology in the Qur’an’, 542.



118 MARY IN THE QUR’AN

here. Masgid (literally, ‘the place of kneeling down’) is a term that has become
firmly established in Islamic tradition for a mosque, whereas mihrab (‘place
of dispute’) actually denotes the prayer niche that is used by the prayer leader
and which indicates the direction of Mecca, towards which prayers are directed.
However, the term mihrab can also mean a separate room in a temple.** Therefore,
its translation as ‘temple’ is not entirely compelling and the focus on Zechariah as
a prayer leader simply within the context of his community remains unchanged.
In the Qur’an he appears more as someone leading prayers than as a priest, and
accordingly his mute form of prayer leadership is perfectly comprehensible.
Moreover, in the Qur’an’s version of the story, Zechariah directly induces his
congregation to participate in a devotional practice that was familiar from Chris-
tianity at this time. For in places in the Syrian region with smaller Christian com-
munities during the period when the Qur’an was taking shape, communal prayer
in the morning and the evening was seen as vitally important.** Though it cannot
be proven, it is likely that people prayed in accordance with the liturgical tradition
of the Benedictus and the Magnificat that is still in use nowadays and thereby
cultivated a relationship with God together with Zechariah and Mary, so to speak.
In linking Zechariah, who is styled as a priest, with this kind of liturgical tradition
best known from Christianity, the proclaimer of the Qur’an was clearly shaping
his activities in such a way as to bring about a convergence of Christianity and
Judaism at this point too and attempting to break their antagonism. Praying twice
a day was also customary in rabbinical Judaism;* it is therefore highly plausible
that, in citing this invocation to morning and evening prayer, the Qur’an may well

34 On the lexical field of mihrab cf. Lane, Lexicon, vol. 2, 541. For example, the term is
construed as being a straightforward synonym for ‘Temple’ in Reynolds, The Qur’an and its
Biblical subtext, 142.

35 As Robert Taft states in his — still authoritative — work on the historical evolution of the
liturgy of the hours: ‘...in the second half of the fourth century [...] in Palestine, Syria, Asia
Minor and Constantinople we see an already well-established cursus of cathedral offices
celebrated by the whole community — bishop, clergy, and people. Matins and vespers were the
two privileged hours of daily prayer’ (Taft, The Liturgy of the Hours in East and West, 55).
Most importantly, Theodoret of Cyrus testifies to the fact that daily communal prayer in both
the morning and the evening was customary practice in Syria (and not just in the capital
Antioch). Cf. Theodoret of Cyrus, Historia Religiosa 30.1, edited and translated by P. Canivet
and A. Leroy-Molinghen (Sources Chrétiennes 257, p. 240), Paris 1979; cf. also the testimony
offered by the ‘Apostolic Constitutions’, I1.59, edited and translated by B. M. Metzger
(Sources Chrétiennes 320, 329, 336), Paris 1985. These Church orders are thought to have
been written in the Antioch region in around 380.

36 Cf. Berakhot 26a—26b. Whereas twice-daily prayer (morning and evening prayer) were
mandatory, praying at other times of the day was optional.
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have been surveying the ritual observances of Islam’s two sister religions.

While verses 2—11 of the Surah Maryam are exclusively about Zechariah and
the announcement that he will become the father of a son, there follow in verses
12—-15 a number of reflections that are characteristic of the now-born John the
Baptist. The role of Elizabeth, which is so important in the Bible, thus becomes
invisible in the Qur’an®’” — a finding which fits in well with Angelika Neuwirth’s
observation that it is the family of Jesus where the female ancestors come to the
fore, while the Jewish tradition is founded on strong male protagonists. However,
we will examine Neuwirth’s challenging thesis in detail in the chapter on the
Surah A/ ‘Imran. For now, let us turn our attention to the Qur’an’s characterisation
of John the Baptist:

‘O John! Hold firmly to the Scriptures.” And We granted him wisdom while
he was still a child, as well as purity and compassion from Us. And he was God-
fearing, and kind to his parents. He was neither arrogant nor disobedient. Peace
be upon him the day he was born, and the day of his death, and the day he will be
raised back to life! (Q 19:12—15).

From the very beginning, John is presented in his priestly or liturgical role and
is exhorted to resolutely place the Torah at the very centre of his life (Q 19:12).
Wisdom and integrity are in turn hallmarks of priests, which become immediately
apparent as key characteristics of their actions — especially when those actions no
longer have to do with performing the ritual observances that have been rendered
obsolete by the destruction of the Temple. For wisdom in interpreting scripture
and integrity in its implementation may well be the precondition for being able
to enter credibly and authentically into the service of God. And here too we are
dealing with qualities which the Christian tradition was not accustomed to asso-
ciating with Jewish scribes.*

In the context of the Surah Maryam it is particularly significant that John is
also characterised as possessing the qualities of empathy, compassion and a kind
disposition, with the result that the fundamental theological concern of the surah
is exemplified by him. It is interesting to note that the Arabic formulation hananan
in Q 19:13 highlights the virtue of compassion, which forms a constituent part of
yuhannan, the Arabic form of his name. The characterisation of John as hanan
(‘compassionate’®®) serves to emphasise that the name change is not intended to

37 Elizabeth’s story subsequently comes to the fore — however briefly — in the literature of
Qur’anic exegesis. Cf. at-TabarT, Tafsir, vol. 15, 491.

38 One need only cite here the many occasions on which Jesus decries the Scribes and the
Pharisees (cf. Mk 12,3840 par).

39 Cf. Lane, Lexicon, vol. 2., 652—-654. This complex term has a number of different
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question the accuracy of his classical Arabic name and the quality it represents,
but rather to identify his actions (which are marked by empathetic compassion!)
as having continuing validity. As we have already explained above, this is cor-
roborated by his naming, insofar as the name he is given in the Qur’an, Yahya,
comes from a word root that means ‘being alive’.*°

However, the Qur’an does not come down in biased fashion on the Jewish—
apologetic side; rather it is fully cognizant of how much the life and ministry
of John the Baptist is interwoven with that of Jesus Christ, and to how great an
extent Zechariah has his counterpart in Mary. It even leaves space for peculiar-
ities of Mary and Jesus that distinguish them from Zechariah and John. Thus
it is Mary who, in her trusting faith, finds herself more readily in accord with
God than Zechariah — as we have observed above. And it is Jesus who is in a
position to undertake his own characterisation, whereas John remains passive (Q
19:30-33). The fact that the traditions represented by the individual protagonists
are shown to be of equal value does not, in the view of the Qur’an, in any way
efface these differences. Thus, it is said of both John and Jesus that peace should
be upon both of them at their birth, their death and the day of their resurrection
(Q 19:15 and 33). This talk of peace is noteworthy because the Syriac Church
Fathers tended to reserve this term for Jesus.*! Now the term is expanded and
comes to form part of the Jewish tradition with the same intensity of meaning.
This is significant insofar as the mention of the endowment of peace as a way
of bestowing distinction upon a person is familiar precisely from the rabbinical
tradition. As Angelika Neuwirth has rightly emphasised, the expression ‘Peace
be upon him/me’ represents a divine distinction, which in rabbinical practice and
subsequently in Islam tended to manifest itself in special public privileged treat-
ment of the individual thus honoured, whose name thenceforth was permanently
linked with this expression. And yet it remains the case that, with regard to Jesus,
this practice was introduced as a result of Jesus attributing it to himself. In this
way, for all the parity that exists between Christianity and Judaism, a key dif-
ference is enshrined, founded in the fact that Christianity is essentially rooted in
Jesus’s statements about himself.*

Finally, it is also notable how great play is made of the deference John and

meanings, including: to be touched by someone or something, or to show sympathy and be
merciful.

40 Cf. Lane, Lexicon, vol. 2, 679-693.

41 Cf. Ghaffar, ‘Kontrafaktische Intertextualitit im Koran und die exegetische Tradition des
syrischen Christentums’, 18.

42 Cf. Neuwirth, Der Koran 2/1, 618.
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Jesus show, John to his parents and Jesus to his mother (Q 19:14 and 19:32). In the
case of John, it is said that he was not arrogant or disobedient, while Jesus says of
himself that he was not made to be arrogant or defiant. The Arabic text here could
also be translated as Jesus claiming that he is not a tyrant. If one stops to consider
that Jesus is speaking here as a child, then this statement might be taken as a delib-
erate counterpoint to the apocryphal stories (in the so-called ‘Infancy Gospels’) of
Christ’s childhood, in which tyrannical behaviour is ascribed to Jesus, for instance
when he kills playmates whom he has bumped into while running.*

In general, in the portrayal of Zechariah and John it is significant that the
violent end which both of them met goes unmentioned. For the Protevangelium
of James, to cite just one source, ends with the murder of Zechariah (ProtEvJam
24.3), while the murder of John the Baptist is clearly attested in the Bible (Mk
6:17-29 par.). This omission effectively removes all grounds for talking about
a shift towards salvation and the disinheritance of Israel, which some Church
Fathers deduced from this violent end of the priestly caste.* Naturally, the authors
of the Bible were well aware that Zechariah and John were not literally the last
surviving Levites. Yet typologically both of them were regarded as such, which is
why this reconfiguration of their fate by the Qur’an is so significant here.

b) Mary’s withdrawal and the proclamation of Jesus’s birth (16—-21)

And mention in the Book, O Prophet, the story of Mary when she withdrew from
her family to a place in the East, screening herself off from them (Q 19:16—17a).

Unlike the section concerning Zechariah, the section about Mary begins with
an imperative. Nonetheless, one should be wary of making too much of this lin-
guistic change in comparison with Q 19:2, since it most likely has to do with the
stylistic device of chiasmus, which is used in the Zechariah section, and because

43 Cf. Klauck, Apokryphe Evangelien, 101, on the infancy gospel of Thomas: ‘In Chap. 3 the
son of the scribe Annas makes dammed-up water flow away, with the result that the ditches
dry out. As a fitting punishment, his whole body “withers” (cf. Mk 11:20 f.), leaving his
distressed parents with nothing to do but carry off his corpse. Another boy has the misfortune
of bumping into Jesus while running through the village; he drops dead on the spot (4:1).
When his parents complain to Joseph, Jesus causes them to go blind (5:1). These incidents are
all meant to show the power of Jesus’s words (‘Where does this boy come from? Every word
he utters is a fait accompli’ (4:1; repeated in 17:2). Joseph, though, reacts angrily and twists
the boy’s ear. Jesus protests by delivering an enigmatic rebuke, but at least he refrains from
hurting Joseph in retaliation (5:2 f.).” There could be no better description of tyrannical
behaviour.

44 Cf. Ghaftar, Der Koran in seinem religions- und weltgeschichtlichen Kontext, 45.
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this imperative also later reappears in reference to Abraham (Q 19:41). In any
event, both sequences, and also the later one about Abraham, are joined together
by the same word root and in this way, especially in this surah, they invite the
reader to recall the respective figures from the Jewish and the Christian traditions.
Without any mention of Mary’s birth or any narrative conjunction of Mary’s story
with that of Zechariah, Surah Maryam launches straight into events and in the very
first sentence broaches several revealing issues.

To begin with, it is striking that the text talks about ‘a place in the East’. Clas-
sical Muslim commentary literature remained non-committal with regard to this
reference.*

But if we enquire after some of the Christian and Jewish scriptures that have
intertextual connections to the Qur’an, the deeper meaning of this location
becomes apparent. The Eastern Gate of the Jerusalem Temple (the Golden Gate
on the Temple Mount) was seen by both the Church Fathers and Jewish Apoca-
lypticists as the gate through which the Messiah would enter.** And the Church
Fathers associated the closure of this gate with Mary’s virginity.*’” According to
this interpretation, Mary — as the typological embodiment of the Temple and the
Church — had the capacity to accept the Messiah into herself through the sealed
Eastern Gate (i.e. in her intact state of virginity) and to bring him into the world.
In a Christian—patristic context, talk of the Eastern Gate evolved as an allegory
of the portals of heaven, through which our High Priest will descend to us — a
typological interpretation which was applied in equal measure to the Virgin Mary

45 Tabar for example offer the explanation that she withdrew from her family into the eastern
part of the prayer niche, and associates this action with the Christian practice of praying while
facing east (at-Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 15, 483 f.). Zamahs$arT also maintains that this Christian
practice derives from Mary’s withdrawal to the East and talks about an eastern place of
worship or a free-standing house (az-Zamahsar, Tafsir, 633 f.). QurtubT states that the reason
for the East being especially venerated is that the sun rises there, which therefore makes it the
source of light (al-Qurtubi, al-Gami , vol. 13, 428). In the Arabic world, this compass direction
was also associated with things that were good and close to God. In addition, it was thought
that Christians faced east when praying because this was the position that Jesus was born in.
Tabar1’s explanations are succinctly summarised by Qurtubi with words that he attributes to
Tabart: ‘If there had been a better place than the East, then Mary would have given birth to
Jesus there’ — a formulation that is powerfully reminiscent of Jacob of Serugh’s Marian hymns.
Quoted in al-Qurtubi, al-Gami ‘, vol. 13, 428, with reference to at-TabarT, Tafsir, vol. 15, 484 1.
46 Cf. Neuwirth, Der Koran 2/1, 612: ‘The closed Eastern Gate of the Temple, through
which, according to Ezekiel 44:1 f. God exited Jerusalem; it has remained shut ever since and,
according to Jewish and subsequently Christian tradition, should only open again to permit the
entry of the Messiah.’

47 Cf. Ghaftar, Der Koran in seinem religions- und weltgeschichtlichen Kontext, 32.



THE SURAH MARYAM 123

and the Church, both of which were seen, like Jacob’s Ladder,*® as joining heaven
and earth.®

If we consider the talk of a place in the East in the Surah Maryam against this
background, it is evident that all the aforementioned implications of this designa-
tion are not invoked, although they surely must have been known about within the
milieu of the Qur’anic community. Both Angelika Neuwirth and Zishan Ghaffar
proceed from the premise that a de-allegorisation of the East is taking place
here.>® However, the East remains the place where, from a Qur’anic perspective
as well, the Virgin Mary is informed that she will give birth to a child. Therefore,
although one can certainly presume a decontextualisation of the East, whether
a de-allegorisation is actually taking place strikes us as questionable. Still, it is
noteworthy that, in an Old Arabic text of the poet Umayya ibn Abi s-Salt from
the seventh century, which like the Qur’an takes issue with the Protevangelium of
James, the ‘place in the East’ has entirely vanished and been replaced, probably
deliberately, by the desert of Damdam.' This effectively cuts the ground from
under the feet of the customary Christian allegory. But that is emphatically not the
case in the Qur’an. There, the East at least constitutes a recollection of the interpre-
tative traditions of the sister religions, and in a Christian reading leaves open the
possibility of retaining Mary’s mediating role in the conception and birth of Christ.

This possibility is underlined by a further detail. According to the Protevan-
gelium of James, Mary (as described at greater length above) is assigned the task
of helping to weave the Temple veil® — in colours reminiscent of the Passion
of Christ (ProtEvJam 10:2). As patristics evolved, the cloth of the Temple veil
increasingly became the subject of allegorical exegesis by the Syrian Church

48 The motif of the ladder reappears in the emergence of the Qur’an and the formation of
Islam as an independent religion. Not only the terms is/am, salam, and muslim belong to the
family of words which derive from the basic word-stem salima (to be free, whole, hale and
hearty) but also the term su/lam, (ladder). In religious usage, the idea of a practical tool that
can join heaven and earth shows a remarkable affinity to the concept of ‘Jacob’s Ladder” and
the interpretation of Mary as a linking figure.

49 Cf. Schmaus, Mariologie, 294: ‘The Church and the Virgin are the Ark of the Covenant,
Jacob’s Ladder, heaven’s gate, and the Eastern Gate through which our High Priest will enter
— the great gate that affords entry to the Lord of Israel.’

50 Cf. Neuwirth, Der Koran 2/1, 613; Ghaffar, Der Koran in seinem religions- und
weltgeschichtlichen Kontext, 46.

51 Horn, ‘Tracing the reception of the Protoevangelium of James in Late Antique Arabia’, 130.
52 According to Neuwirth, she is chosen to perform the task through the drawing of lots. Cf.
Neuwirth, Der Koran 2/1, 481. In the Qur’an, the only place where the motif of selection by
lottery appears is when a husband/provider for Mary has to be found (Q 3:44); it does not
feature as a theme in the Surah Maryam.
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Fathers and is almost omnipresent in their interpretations. Even as early a com-
mentator as Ephrem the Syrian saw the body of Jesus Christ as such a veil, cover-
ing Mary — and hence as supplanting the function of the fig-leaf covering that Eve
has to make for herself. In other words, this motif is all about covering a person’s
own modesty.”® The veil thus becomes Mary’s raiment of glory and can also in
this context be associated with her virginity. Ephrem, for instance, construes her
virginity as a veil that envelops her or as a purple cloak protecting her,> and the
metaphor of the door curtain is likewise related to Mary’s hymen.* Yet in these
interpretations of Ephrem, Mary is never the individual who has fashioned the
veil for herself. This interpretative tradition is also found in the work of Jacob of
Serugh, where mention is made of a veil that God has woven onto her pure moth-
erly body — an allusion to her virginity.>® Yet Christ too appears as a raiment of
glory, which Mary has woven herself.’” The role of the veil, or material, or curtain,
is therefore manifold, but it always serves to protect Mary and symbolises either
her virginity or her connection with Christ.

Yet in this instance too, Neuwirth takes the view that the Qur’an repudiates
this tradition of allegorical interpretation. To quote her: ‘As in the case of the
“place in the East”, so too in the case of the curtain, an image that has become
established as an allegory in the Christian tradition is “de-allegorised”. In the
Qur’anic version, both of these details reoccur as everyday realities.”® But it is
Neuwirth herself who has pointed out that, later in the Qur’an, the curtain is lent
symbolic meaning by Q 42:51.% At this point, it is the veil or the curtain which

53 Cf. Ephrem, Hymns on the Nativity, 17,4. The Syriac word that is translated here as ‘veil’
is used quite unequivocally by another Syrian writer, Isaac of Antioch (active in around the
first half of the 6th century), to denote the curtain in the Temple at Jerusalem (cf. S. Isaaci
Antiocheni doctoris Syrorum, opera omnia, edited and translated by G. Bickell, vol. 2, Giefien
1877, V. 1736, 342). Consequently, in this sense of (a segregating or concealing) curtain, the
word may have a connection to the hijab, even though there are other, more common Syriac
terms that equate to hijab.

54 Cf. Ephrem, Hymns on the Nativity, 16,13. Like the aforementioned ‘curtain’, the word
that is translated here as ‘cloak’ does not equate directly to the hijab. As regards its content,
though, it does evoke similar associations.

55 Ephrem the Syrian, Hymns on the Nativity, 12,5. Furthermore, another metaphor that is
used here is that of the seal, which plays a similarly important role in the Qur’an.

56 Cf. Jacob of Serugh’s homilies on the nativity. First Homily, v. 285 f. The Syriac word is
used here too.

57 Cf. Jacob of Serugh, On the mother of God: Homily I, 19. Again, the Syriac word that is
used here is one that cannot readily be applied to the hijab.

58 Neuwirth, Der Koran 2/1, 613.

59 Cf. ibid., 649.
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separates humans from the presence of God and precisely thereby enables com-
munication to take place between God and man. The veil as a means of com-
munication by God conceals and points to something at one and the same time.
This ambiguous symbolism hints at a potential within the Qur’an to facilitate a
dialogue with God.

However, this interpretation also applies to our passage in Q 19:17a. Mary
screens herself off from her family by means of the veil, and also uses it to ensure
she is protected and alone. It seems to us that the veil stands here for the experi-
ence of solitude and withdrawal from the demands of daily life, which appears
to be the prerequisite for becoming sensitive and alert to the voice of God. This
insight is common to all three sister religions. In the Qur’an, the extent to which
the veil may also be practically associated with Mary’s virginity is open to inter-
pretation. In the text of the Qur’an, it is above all her presence in the Temple, and
her worship there, which can be interpreted as vouchsafing her moral integrity. Yet
the veil can also be understood as expressing that Mary has devoted her whole life
to God and is keeping her distance from all human interactions, which of course
would also logically include any intimate congress with a man. Consequently,
Jesus is seen as the fullest expression of what occurs between Mary and God, an
event that is encapsulated in the phrase “Virgin Birth’.

If one reads the rest of this surah, it turns out to be the Christ child himself who
defends Mary against persecution by her family, so that Jesus has a protecting
function that can also be ascribed to the veil. And in addition the unassailable truth
of Mary’s virginity during the conception has the same protective function as the
veil. Interestingly, the Qur’an does not use either of the terms that were thoroughly
familiar in Arabic usage at that time — bikr° or batiil*' — to describe Mary’s virgin-

60 In the context of Mary’s virginity, the semantic fields of hakara and batala, and hence
linguistic usage on the Arabian Peninsula in general, are extremely enlightening and argue
strongly in favour of an allegorical approach to the concept of virginity that transcends the
physical dimension and which, as Neuwirth is keen to emphasise, does the hidden depths of
meaning in the concept full justice. Bakara means to have an early start, to hurry oneself in the
morning, while bikr denotes an unpierced pearl, and by extension a man or woman who has
not yet had sexual intercourse, a woman who has not yet fallen pregnant or has not given birth
or conceived her first child. Cf. Lane, Lexicon, vol. 1, 239-240. Although an association with
biological virginity is certainly indicated in this lexical field, it is not nearly as prominent as
the associations that have to do with the idea of a ‘promising start’.

61 Batala means to detach oneself, withdraw from the world in order to serve God, or to live
a chaste life, while batiil signifies the offshoot of a palm tree from the main trunk, independent
of'it; by extension a woman who has no husband, needs no spouse, or has no wish to have a
husband; a virgin; the term a/-Batil thus denotes the Virgin Mary. Fatima, the daughter of
Muhammad, is also given this designation, because according to tradition she was
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ity. These words would take the physical aspect into account as well as hinting at
other important dimensions such as a promising start and Mary’s independence.
As it stands, the uncertainty that is enshrined in the Qur’anic formulation ‘the one
who guarded her chastity’ (Q 21:91) holds the possibility of a far more compre-
hensive depth of meaning that is quite intentional, in our view. As we see it, this
provides another intratextual indication not to neglect the potential for allegorical
interpretation of Mary’s virginity and her veil. We therefore do not see how one
can speak of a “‘de-allegorisation’ here. By contrast, the Qur’an does not contradict
an allegorical interpretation of the veil, but instead puts it in a specifically Islamic
context, which displays some striking intersections with Christian ideas.

In the Qur’an, the curtain that formerly protected the Holy of Holies can also
be construed in such a way that it is transformed into a perfectly normal hijab,
which Mary uses to protect herself from the young man who comes to visit her.
In addition, one can also interpret the rest of the story in this same way: the fact
that Mary takes the hijab is what makes it possible for God to send her an angel
in the guise of a beautiful young man; in other words, the corresponding Arabic
conjunction fa- cannot just be translated here as causative but also coordinate.

In any event it is the hijab which enables Mary to be ‘set apart’®> —a connotation
of saintliness that continues to characterise phenomenologies of this term to this
day.®®* The fact that the hijab has its ultimate origins in the curtain of the Temple
that separated the Holy of Holies from the faithful, and that in the mindset of
Late Antiquity God or monarchs could only address ordinary people from behind
a curtain, demonstrates the special dignity that was associated with a veil. After
all, even the Prophet Muhammad in older pictures was repeatedly shown with a
veil in front of his face, in the same way as the Kaaba in Mecca is shrouded with
black cloth as an indication of its sanctity. Mary’s veil shows the special dignity
that is ascribed to her, and chimes in well with her connection to Christ, whom
the Church Fathers also regarded as having been given to her through the veil.®*

distinguished from the other women around her by her powerful and intensive devotion to
God. The fact that she was married and had children is not the decisive factor here. Cf. Lane,
Lexicon, vol. 1, 150-151.

62 Likewise, according to Kuschel (Juden, Christen, Muslime, 483) the veil here symbolises
‘concealing oneself, shutting oneself off from one’s familiar environment.’

63 Cf. Evans, The Sacred, 32-47.

64 Cf. for example Ephrem, Hymns on the Nativity 17.4, 80: ‘In her virginity Eve put on
leaves of shame. Your mother put on, in her virginity, the garment of glory that suffices for all.
I gave the little mantle of the body to the One who covers all.” Edmund Beck gives the
following commentary: ‘The garment of glory that suffices for all is the body of the redeemed
and transfigured humanity with Christ at its head. The little mantle or, more accurately
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The Mary of the Qur’an therefore deliberately heads to the East, as the place
where heaven and earth join, and equips herself with a veil, the medium that pro-
tects her in her encounter with God and enables her to conduct a dialogue with
God. All the same, she appears as a perfectly ordinary woman in the process,
standing for every woman and every person who is open to hearing and receiving
the word of God. The Qur’an does not therefore de-allegorise the images of the
Christian tradition but rather interprets them inclusively and is intent on helping
us put ourselves in Mary’s position. After all, the Temple no longer stands just in
Jerusalem and the curtain does not hang solely in the Temple, but is accessible to
everyone. Only if we too repeatedly separate ourselves off and give God space
to enter our lives will we become receptive to God’s address, which the Qur’an
attests for Mary and invites us to hear as well.

Then We sent to her Our angel, Gabriel, appearing before her as a man, per-
fectly formed. She appealed, ‘I truly seek refuge in the Most Compassionate from
you! So leave me alone if you are God-fearing.’ He responded, ‘I am only a mes-
senger from your Lord, sent to bless you with a pure son.’ She wondered, ‘How
can [ have a son when no man has ever touched me, nor am I unchaste?’ He
replied, ‘So will it be! Your Lord says, “It is easy for Me. And so will We make
him a sign for humanity and a mercy from Us.”’
(Q 19:17b-21).

We have already remarked that God’s messenger appears to Mary in a very

1t is a matter already decreed

pleasing outward form. Interestingly, to begin with, there is no mention of an
angel, and instead the figure’s identity remains open to interpretation. The fact that
a spirit of God is involved here indicates that in the Christian tradition, it is invari-
ably the Holy Spirit who facilitates Mary’s pregnancy — as already established in
the Apostolic Creed.® Likewise, in the patristic tradition it is initially the spirit
of God who creates Christ’s human nature, even though this is then increasingly
conveyed through the Trinity.®

In the classic commentaries on the Qur an the spirit of God is, for the most part,

translated, the little (piece of) cloth is explained by the apposition that follows; it is the small
body of the newborn child, given by the mother.” (Beck, ‘Die Mariologie der echten Schriften
Ephraems’, 30; on this topic, see also Brock, ‘Clothing metaphors as a means of theological
expression in Syriac tradition’, 11-38.)

65 We will presently see the problems that the Muslim commentary tradition has with this
statement. By contrast, it is taken as read by the Islamic mystic tradition of Qur’anic exegesis.
In this tradition it is axiomatic that: ‘The Holy Spirit is the origin of the birth of Jesus.” (Yasar,
‘Maria und die Geburt Jesu im mystischen Korankommentar’, 5)

66 Cf. Schmaus, Mariologie, 161.



128 MARY IN THE QUR’AN

identified without further ado with Gabriel.” However, in Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s
great exegesis at least, there is a reflection to the effect that it is precisely the
Spirit of God who enlivens all religions and fills us with love.®® Thus, when Jesus
is later described as the spirit of God, in Q 4:171, one might imagine that he too
possessed this reviving power with regard to religion. According to Razi, the spirit
is to be understood here as a metaphor for God’s love, and he substantiates this
relationship by citing contemporary Arabic linguistic usage.® And if it is the Spirit
of God which enables the Virgin Mary to give birth to Jesus, this only emphasises
how much the reviving, renewing power of God is needed for this to take place.

The spirit of God approaches Mary in the form of a person, and Mary’s reaction
can scarcely be interpreted as anything other than an indication that the apparition
before her takes the shape of a man. Otherwise, why would she feel obliged to
appeal to his God-fearing nature? Tabar, for instance, explains her anxiety as a
fear that this man — TabarT and the whole tradition take him to be Gabriel — might
want something immoral from her. In the Qur’anic text, she therefore makes a
point of reminding the figure that appears to her in the form of a man of his
‘human’, good side, so that he might distance himself from any base desires by
calling to mind his fear of God.™

Nonetheless, the historical appropriateness of this widespread interpretation is
open to question. For instance, in the writings of the Church Fathers — unlike in
the period when the New Testament was being compiled — angels were always
genderless, and were often portrayed in icons as androgynous figures. Ephrem,
though, does not appear to fully trust this interpretation and instead character-
ises the angel as an old man, who is by no means young and beautiful, in order
to thereby to exclude any sexual connotations from the outset.”! The text of the
Qur’an is open to interpretation here and does not exclude a sexual challenge on

67 Cf. among others at-Tabar1, Tafsir, vol. 15, 485486 and az-Zamahsar, Tafsir, 644.

68 Cf. ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 21, 197 and az-Zamahsari, Tafsir, 686.

69 Cf. ibid., 686.

70 Cf. at-Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 15, 485. If, like TabarT and many other commentators, one
assumes that the spirit is to be identified with Gabriel, then the appeal by her to this angelic
figure to leave her alone once more underlines Mary’s chasteness, for unlike the people of
Sodom and Gomorrah she does not want to have intimate contact even with angels.

71 Cf. Ephrem, Hymns on the Nativity 2.19, 16: ‘For Gabriel appeared as a transfigured,
venerable old man, and greeted her (thus) in order that she should not be fearful, and in order
that the chaste Virgin should not behold a youthful countenance and be troubled (by it)’; cf. the
almost certainly later (i.e. post-Qur’anic) History of the Virgin Mary, edited and translated by
E. Wallis Budge, London 1899, 20, in which Gabriel appears before Maria ‘like an aged,
chaste man’ — these two adjectives (i.e. ‘aged’ and ‘chaste’) are customarily applied in Syriac
literature to elderly monks.
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Mary’s part. However, it would be wrong to therefore assume that advances of a
sexual nature by a male angel do not have any bearing whatsoever on her alarm.
In Razi’s view, Mary’s fear is because she immediately recognises him as an angel
and is afraid of this irruption of the transcendent realm into her life’”” — a view that
is fully consonant with her shock as recounted in the Bible (Lk 1:29).7

This interpretation of Mary’s alarm as depicted in the Qur’an as fear of the
irruption of divine transcendence is borne out by the typically apotropaic formula
that she uses in Q 19:18 — albeit with the telling difference that she does not take
refuge in an appeal to God’s power, but instead to his compassion. Mary thereby
introduces a personal address to God and qualifies the ambiguous situation of
the meeting with God’s messenger by signalling her trust in God’s all-embracing
compassion.”™ She therefore places the dialogue with God’s emissary from the
outset under the heading of mercy and so divests it of its terror — a creative theo-
logical achievement, which is not directly traceable back to a biblical provenance,
but was certainly familiar to the Muslim tradition.

Thus, according to Tabari, with this prayer Mary demonstrates her assump-
tion that wisdom and reason must be inherent in the God-fearing character that
she attributes to Gabriel.” For she tries to defend herself by using an argument
with religious connotations, and at this point appears self-assured and not at all
passively submissive. Tabar1’s fundamental point here seems to be that being
God-fearing is not to be equated with blind fear, but rather should be thought of
in conjunction with a shrewd alertness that is closely akin to the application of
reason. For Mary demands this use of reason from Gabriel by tapping into her
own understanding of what being God-fearing entails. In applying her critical
questioning and creative intellect, Mary is thus seen to point beyond the biblical
text while at the same time to take her cue from it.”

72 Cf. ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 21, 199.

73 The text of the Bible also attributes her shock to being addressed as “You, who are highly
favoured’ (Lk 1:29), a greeting that only exacerbates the disturbing nature of her encounter
with the angel. This kind of encounter and selection of Mary does not occur in the Surah
Maryam (cf. Neuwirth, Der Koran 2/1, 614) — though it certainly does in the Surah A/ ‘Imran,
as we shall presently see (cf. Q 3:42).

74 Cf. al-Qurtubi, al-Gami ", vol. 13, 429.

75 Cf. at-Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 15, 487.

76 As a point of contact for our reflections here, we might cite our earlier comments on Lk
2:19 and 1:29 (see above, ‘Mary in the Bible’). Precisely because of this critical, questioning
and alert intellectual capacity that Mary displays in the Surah Maryam, we find implausible
Neuwirth’s assertion that Mary is — similar to her role in the Protevangelium of James — ‘more
the passive instrument for a divine plan rather than its active protagonist in the Qur’anic
version of her story that is recounted in Surah 19’ (Neuwirth, Der Koran 2/1, 646).
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So many divergences are apparent here in comparison with the biblical text
that we cannot treat them all. Nazareth as a setting (Lk 1:26) has been dropped, as
has the figure of Joseph and the famous beatitude spoken to Mary by Gabriel at
the beginning of the dialogue. But what is primarily absent are the Christological
interpretive statements found in Lk 1:32f. Instead, all that is mentioned is a “pure
son’. Yet if we also draw in the Protevangelium of James for comparison, we
notice that we should not be too hasty to draw conclusions from the absence of
these details. For the Christological statements are entirely lacking there, and
Mary’s encounter with the angel is highlighted with none of the familiar context
from Lk 1:26-33 (ProtEvJam 11:2 f.).

While the Protevangelium rescinds some of Mary’s further questioning of the
angel in comparison with Lk 1:34, the questioning by the Qur’anic Mary in Q
19:20 is almost identical to the biblical text, and forcefully confronts us with
the biological virginity of Mary. For just like the biblical formulation ‘seeing
I know not a man’, the Qur’anic phrase ‘no man has ever touched me’ uses the
specific term referring to the legal, legitimate congress of a married couple; in
both cases, this means that Mary is asking how she can have a child without inti-
mate contact with a man. Because the proclaimer of the Qur’an evidently already
had in mind various examples of polemical literature against Mary, he put in her
mouth the further defence ‘nor am I unchaste’, thus making it clear that she will
not only have no legal, legitimate contact, but no illegitimate intimate congress
either. Although the Bible takes this latter point as read, it is referred to repeatedly
in the apologetics of the Syrian Church Fathers.”” Mary’s persistent questioning
of Gabriel in the Bible and the Qur’an — more persistent than in the apocryphal
literature — once again underscores her discursive inclination to reason, but at the
same time also her intensive and dialogic relationship with God, a feature that is
strongly reminiscent of Zechariah.

As mentioned, the parallelism with the situation of Zechariah is also expressed
in God’s reply, which once again consists of the statement that this powerful deed
is an easy undertaking for God (Q 19:21). This reply also casts Mary’s dialogue
with God into the same sphere of ease that characterises Zechariah’s dialogue with
God. The biblical answer given by the angel, that nothing is impossible for God
(Lk 1:37), which in turn refers back to the birth of a child to Abraham and his aged

77 Cf. Jacob of Serugh's homilies on the nativity, 78, and Jacob of Serugh, On the mother of
God, 66: ‘If Mary had revealed the divine mystery, she would have been scorned, hated,
calumniated. She would have been slandered, persecuted and stoned; she would have been
regarded as an adultress and a liar.”
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wife Sarah (Genesis 18:14), is thus taken up in conjunction with formulations of
the Church Fathers and furnished with even greater effortlessness.

From a Christian point of view, it is remarkable that the idea of the sign that
is so central, say, to the Gospel of John, and which was also so important for the
theology of the Syrian Church Fathers,” is picked up in a positive way by the
Qur’an and related to Jesus. Here, Jesus is clearly a sign for all people and Mary is
the first human being to be convinced by this sign. For the birth of Jesus, conveyed
through this sign, is a foregone conclusion. Admittedly, Mary’s fiat, which is so
prominent in the Bible, is missing at this point.” But we will presently see that this
topic is picked up elsewhere in the Qur’an (namely in Q 66:12); as a result, from
a Christian perspective its absence here should not be overstated in theological
terms. Clearly, God’s address alone, plus the sign that Jesus Christ himself repre-
sents, are enough for Mary to cease her questioning and place her trust in God.* It
is also significant — especially in the context of the theology of the Surah Maryam
— that Jesus is seen as a sign of God’s compassion (Q 19:21). By implication, it is
God’s mercy that Mary has invoked shortly before and which in this surah quali-
fies the relationship with God that is expressed through Jesus. The insight that
this importance accorded to compassion is not just a purely Christian affair,®! but
precisely through this surah becomes an abiding concern of Islam too, can be seen
from the Qur’an’s characterisation of Muhammad alongside Jesus as a symbol
of mercy. Nevertheless, the verse in question, Q 21:107 could also mean that
Muhammad was sent out of compassion, whereas in Q 19:21 Jesus unequivocally

78 Cf. Griffith, ‘Disclosing the mystery’, 53 f.

79 Angelika Neuwirth ascribes the absence of Mary’s fiat in the Surah Maryam to the fact that
the account of Mary given in this Surah was heavily influenced by the Protevangelium of
James, and that this apocryphal text likewise does not acknowledge any self-assured fiat on
Mary’s part (cf. Neuwirth, Der Koran 2/1, 646). Yet for one thing Mary’s fiat most decidedly
is contained within ProtEvJam 11,3, and for another we might question whether the Surah
Maryam really is so strongly influenced by this text as Neuwirth claims. In any case, direct
references to ProtEvJam are far more evident in Q 3 than in Q 19, as we shall later see.

80 The question of a more precise understanding of Jesus’s role as a sign at this point also
occupied the Muslim commentary tradition. Mugqatil identifies it as a lesson or an instructive
example (“ibra) for humans (cf. Muqatil, Tafsir, vol. 2, 624) and claims that not all people
comprehend as quickly as Mary does, simply by virtue of being touched inwardly by the Word
of God. More often, it requires the more arduous path of teaching, which is likewise the reason
why God sent Jesus to earth.

81 Compassion — rahmé — also forms the centrepiece of the theology of Jacob of Serugh, for
example. Jacob and many of the Syriac Church Fathers firmly believed that: ‘In his mercy,
God created humanity, in his mercy he redeemed it through the sacrifice of his son, and in his
mercy God will return at the end of days and ultimately restore humanity in all its glory’
(Ghaffar, Der Koran in seinem religions- und weltgeschichtlichen Kontext, 51).
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embodies God’s compassion.®? This embodiment, which Mary feels in her concep-
tion, makes it possible for her to assent to this sign from God and to acquiesce in
God’s goodwill toward herself and all humans.

At this point one might expect, from reading the Gospel of Luke, a connection
to be made between the stories of the birth of John the Baptist and Jesus through
a meeting between Mary and Elizabeth. But this does not occur in the Surah
Maryam, because it aims to link the stories of Zechariah and Mary through their
parallel structure rather than through their individual narrative elements. Even the
classic Muslim commentary tradition did not always tolerate this literarily power-
ful silence on the part of the Qur’an. Thus, in his analysis of Lk, Tabari writes
that Mary and her sister,®’ the wife of Zechariah,* tell one another that they are
pregnant, whereupon Zechariah’s wife testifies that the child in her womb bows
before the child that Mary is carrying.®* By contrast, the Surah Maryam skips over
such details and the hierarchisation associated with them, because its intention is
quite openly to honour the Christian and Jewish traditions in equal measure.

¢) Pregnancy and birth (22-26)

So she conceived him and withdrew with him to a remote place. Then the pains
of labour drove her to the trunk of a palm tree. She cried, ‘Alas! I wish I had
died before this, and was a thing long forgotten!’ So a voice® reassured her from
below, ‘Do not grieve! Your Lord has provided a stream at your feet. And shake
the trunk of this palm tree towards you, it will drop fresh, ripe dates upon you.
So eat and drink, and put your heart at ease. But if you see anybody, say, “I have

vowed silence to the Most Compassionate, so I am not talking to anyone today
(Q 19:22-26).

82 Certainly, Muqatil for one also sees Muhammad himself as an embodiment of the principle
of compassion. Cf. Mugqatil, Tafsir, vol. 2, 624.

83 We will say more in our comments below on Q 19:28 on the theological significance of the
family relationship between Mary and Elizabeth. It should simply be noted here that this
sisterly relationship is presented fully in line with Qur’anic interpretation and in contradiction
to the Syrian patristic viewpoint, whereas the biblical text is open to interpretation.

84 Qurtubi sees Elizabeth as a maternal aunt of Hannah (cf. al-Qurtubi, al-Gami‘, vol. 13,
108), whereas TabarT and others identify her as Hannah’s sister (cf. at-Tabart, Tafsir, vol. 15,
491).

85 Cf. at-Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 15, 491.

86 One possible translation here could involve replacing ‘it’ with ‘he’. In addition, one
canonical reading has at this point ‘fa-nadaha man tahtaha’instead of ‘fa-nadaha min
tahtiha’, which further argues in favour of translating the subject as ‘he’ rather than ‘it’.
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As Karl Josef Kuschel has rightly remarked, Mary’s withdrawal to a remote
place has a parallel in the Protevangelium of James.” However, her sojourn there
is an enforced one in ProtEvJam 16:2. The High Priest Annas uses the time that
Mary and Joseph spend in the wilderness to verify her claim of virginity. By con-
trast, in Q 19:22 Mary’s withdrawal is portrayed as a freely willed action on her
part, in order to protect herself from malicious gossip within the family, which
does indeed later arise.*® Whereas in Lk 1:39-45, Mary receives support from her
relative Elizabeth just a few days after the Annunciation and as a result — strength-
ened by her stay with Elizabeth — is able to sing her famous hymn of praise, the
Magnificat (Lk 1:46-56), in the Qur’an Mary is left to her own devices. She
receives no support whatsoever, either from the religious institution of the Temple
or her husband (unlike in the ProtEvJam), or even from her family (unlike in Lk),
but is left utterly alone in a far-flung location.

And in this situation of total forsakenness, while sitting against the trunk of a
palm tree, she is suddenly overcome by labour pains and wishes she were dead.
From a biblical point of view, she finds herself in a very similar situation to that of
the Prophet Elijah just prior to his most intensive and intimate encounter with God
on Mount Horeb. Elijah, too, is at his wits’ end, and so walks off into the desert
and longs for death (1 Kings 19:4). And just like Elijah, Mary hears the voice of
an angel telling her to eat and drink (1 Kings 19:5-8).% But to begin with she is in
an even more precarious situation than Elijah. For precisely her closest friends and
confidants — and not just, as in Elijah’s case, a malevolent queen (Jezebel) — have
shunned her. And in addition she suffers labour pains all on her own, without any

87 Cf. Kuschel, Juden, Christen, Muslime. Herkunft und Zukunft, 482. This supposition can
also be found in Rifle, ‘Maria, die Gottesfiirchtige’, 37 f., 44.

88 We would agree with Angelika Neuwirth that Mary’s abandonment in the wilderness is
reminiscent of Hagar ‘who suffers a similar fate in Genesis 21:19-21" (Neuwirth, Der Koran
2/1, 647). Yet Hagar and Ishmael were expressly banished by Abraham (Genesis 21:14) and
have no other choice but to flee into the desert. The parallels between Hagar and Mary
therefore more likely derive from a narrative that was well-known throughout the Arabian
Peninsula, which recounted Hagar and Ishmael’s sojourn in the desert and the direness of their
situation, which is miraculously relieved by the sudden appearance of a spring at Ishmael’s
feet. No motif of banishment appears in the Qur’an.

89 Monks who live in the desert are also entirely dependent upon God for everything and
according to patristic thinking are provisioned by God in the wilderness. Accordingly, this
need not be a specific reference to Elijah here. The idea that God encourages people to keep
going and find courage within themselves by providing food and water is well embedded in
the biblical tradition from Exodus onwards and shaped the faith of many people in Late
Antiquity. The parallels between Mary’s and Elijah’s situations reside in the fact that this faith
is challenged in both him and her alike by their critical predicament.
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professional or empathetic support. The setting of this scene in the desert, as an
inhospitable place of solitude, loneliness and barrenness, only serves to further
underline her complete exposure.

The stress that the Qur’an places on Mary’s labour pains intervenes in a debate
that was a somewhat contentious topic within Christian circles in Late Antiquity.
Certainly, we have seen above how Ephrem, Jacob and other Syrian Church
Fathers affirmed that Mary experienced birth pains, in order to emphasise the
very real actuality of Jesus Christ being born as man. And we have indicated how
various writings of Jacob of Serugh presuppose that Mary had labour pains.*
And yet these same works also proceed from the assumption that Mary suffered
no ill effects from giving birth, and indeed one of our principal findings above
was that there are other texts, surely of only secondary importance, which deny
the existence of any birthing pains. Likewise the early Christian texts known as
the Odes of Solomon, which also come from the Syrian tradition, contain a denial
of Mary’s labour pains too0.”! Consequently, the heavy emphasis on Mary’s birth
pains in the Qur’an is remarkable. In the modern period, it has in all probability
become self-evident within Christianity as well to assume that Mary experienced
labour pains. In any event, this would have the effect of bringing her closer to
us humans and our real problems. And even if the Arabic wording is not entirely
unambiguous and may perhaps denote only the physiological reality of the birth
and not the pains associated with it,** its translation here as ‘labour pains’ is still
the most probable, and moreover fits in well with the flow of the narrative, which
starkly confronts us with the drama of Mary’s desolate situation.

This situation is also acknowledged in the classical literature of commentary
on the Qur’an. TabarT recognises that Mary has to flee from her family here, since
she has perceived them as a threat. He sees her withdrawal as a Aijra, which in

90 Cf. Jakob von Sarug, Die Kirche und die Forschung, 18.

91 To quote the Odes verbatim: ‘And the Virgin became a mother in great compassion and
went into labour and bore a son. Yet she suffered no pain, because her labours were not in
vain’ (Odes of Solomon, Ode 19).

92 Significantly Geagea, Mary of the Koran, 143, highlights this possible way of translating
the Arabic, attempting thereby to once more corroborate the unfortunate tradition in
Christianity of denying that Mary experienced labour pains. In his view, the term mahad does
not necessarily denote pains, but merely describes the contraction of the embryo.
Correspondingly, Mary’s pain might also be spiritualised here, he claims, which is indeed what
most commentators of the Qur’an allegedly do (Geagea, Mary of the Koran, 144). However,
this claim does not seem to us to be accurate. Razi for instance talks in very graphic terms
about her loss of blood, while the water and dates she consumes are meant as practical means
of combating the physical weakness she experiences as a result of giving birth. Cf. ar-Razi,
Tafsir, vol. 21, 207.
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some regards anticipates the ijra of Muhammad.” He explains her death wish as
a response to her sense of having brought shame on her people by conceiving a
child with no father.”* And indeed, this explanation is not only perfectly plausible
in Late Antiquity’s reading of the story but also as regards its historical origins.
In a patriarchal society that reacts to a child born out of wedlock with draconian
sanctions, a young woman who tries to talk her way out of the situation by claim-
ing that she has conceived her child from God without a biological father finds
herself not only in a very lonely position — this would also be the case nowadays
— but also in danger of her life. One need only think of the punishment of extra-
marital sexual intercourse with death by stoning which is attested not just in the
Old Testament but in Sharia Law as well.

In this situation of threat and loneliness, Mary is in sore need of help and
support. In our Qur’an story, she receives this initially from nature and then from
her newborn child. Nature’s help is expressed firstly in the image of the palm tree,
which provides her with fruits, and the stream that flows beneath the tree. Here,
therefore, it is not an angel that supplies her directly with food and drink — as
with Elijah in 1 Kings 19 — but rather God himself who helps her in a creatively
mediate way. Thus, TabarT explained that, although the tree would have been dried
out since it was winter, it would have still borne fruit, which fell when Mary shook
the trunk. Furthermore, he maintained, dates were the very best food for women in
labour.” Razi too speculates that Mary, having lost a large amount of blood while
giving birth, would have had an even greater need of the dates than the water as
a way of building up her strength again.’® This once again emphasises that the
Muslim commentary tradition also saw the birth of Jesus as a completely natural
occurrence — with all the perils and pains that such an event entails for women,
especially when there is no-one to help them with the delivery.

Scholars are divided over whether the story of Mary giving birth under a palm
tree had pre-Qur’anic antecedents that it drew upon.”” Suleiman A. Mourad, for

93 Cf. at-Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 15, 496.

94 Cf. ibid., 498.

95 Cf. ibid., 511. TabarT specifically discusses the precise circumstances of the story with the
palm and the dates. In his view, to yield up its dates the palm tree lowered its crown rather
than having to be cut down — yet another indication that the natural world was intrinsically at
Mary’s service (cf. ibid., 512-514).

96 Cf. ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 21, 207.

97 The fact that the concept of a palm frond which can exist independently of the main trunk
and the term denoting Mary as a virgin are rendered in Arabic by exactly the same word
(batiil), indicates that in all probability palms were associated even in pre-Qur’anic times with
femininity and (spiritual) fertility, and that there must have been a fund of familiar stories
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example, attempts to show that the Ancient Greek myth of the labour pains suf-
fered by Leto in giving birth to the god Apollo forms the background of the story
that is found in the Qur’an and in corresponding Christian apocryphal texts.”® The
tale of Apollo’s birth beneath a palm tree on the island of Delos was, Mourad
claims, known far and wide in the Hellenistic and Roman worlds and had been in
circulation in a whole series of different versions.”” Common to both traditions, he
maintains, was the narrative of a miraculous appearance of a palm tree with water
at its roots.!® For instance, Herodotus cited an Egyptian version of the story, in
which the infant Apollo was said to have been hidden by his nurse Leto from the
ravaging giant Typhon.'"!

Historically speaking, however, it is a very bold assertion to claim that an
Egyptian version of a legend from antiquity could have exerted an influence in
Arabia in the seventh century. In this respect, it is true that Mourad himself also
assumes that the ancient story must have been taken up in Christian traditions.
The possible source of this Christian adaptation of this myth may have been the
Christians of Nagran, who revered a palm tree as their ritual cult site prior to
their Christianisation.'” Cornelia Horn picks up this idea'® and argues that a lost
Syrian original of the Arabic apocryphal Gospel of John,'* which may well have
contained a general account of the life of Mary,'” influenced the account which
appears in the Qur’an.

Karl-Josef Kuschel has pointed to a parallel in the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew,
which however to the best of his knowledge is thought by scholars to postdate
the Qur’an.!% In addition, in PsMt 20:1 f. the palm tree appears during the Flight
to Egypt of the Holy Family. Generally speaking, the PsMt is an updating of
ProtEvJam, but the scene with the palm tree is new. Here, the narrative tells of
Mary stopping to rest in the shadow of the palm out of sheer exhaustion and

relating to this that the Qur’an was able to tap into. However, the Qur’an actually uses a
different term for palm tree at this point (nahla) — possibly precisely in order to lay to rest any
associations with such stories. Cf. footnote 64 above.

98 Cf. Mourad, ‘From Hellenism to Christianity and Islam’, 206-216.

99 Cf. ibid., 210.

100 Cf. ibid., 209.

101 Cf.ibid., 212.

102 Cf. ibid., 214 f.

103 Cf. Horn, ‘Intersections’, 133 f.

104 Cf. Horn, ‘Tracing the reception of the Protoevangelium of James in late antique Arabia’,
138.

105 Cf. ibid., 140.

106 Cf. Kuschel, Juden, Christen, Muslime: Herkunft und Zukunft, 482.
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longing to eat some of its fruit, which is unfortunately hanging far too high for her
to reach. So, the child Jesus orders the palm to bend and the whole family is able
to enjoy the refreshing dates (PsMt 20:2).!%” Before Jesus’s intervention, Joseph is
astonished by Mary’s extraordinary wish and makes it clear that it would be more
appropriate to wish for water. Yet as a result of the miracle, they are later supplied
with water as well (PsMt 20:3).

Meanwhile, in more recent research, the almost unanimous assumption has
been that the post-Qur’anic Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew might ultimately date
back to a pre-Qur’anic apocryphal Christian tradition. For the story of the palm
tree miracle also occurs in the Book of Mary's Repose (the oldest account of
Mary’s Dormition). A fragment of this work is preserved in a Syrian palimpsest
manuscript from the late fifth century.!® Yet this does not provide any connection
to the story of Jesus’s birth. At this point, it should be mentioned that Michel van
Esbroeck long since postulated a link between the miracle of the palm tree and the
birth of Christ.'®” This alternative tale of Jesus’s birth was, van Esbroeck claims,
subsequently supplanted by Luke’s narrative. However, there is not a shred of
historical evidence to corroborate this interpretation. Therefore it remains the case
that the story of the miracle of the palm tree, which relates to the childhood of
Jesus, may have a putative pre-Qur’anic date, but that in any event the tale is only
of limited relevance to the story in the Qur’an.!!

107 Tabart also reports that the palm tree bent for Mary. Cf. at-Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 15,
512-514.

108 In addition, certain details of the text content argue in favour of a very early dating, such
as the angel Christology of the ‘Book of Mary’s Repose’, which was actually already obsolete
by the fourth century. Cf. Shoemaker, Mary in Early Christian Faith and Devotion, 101 ff. and
127; cf. B. Miiller-Kessler, Obsequies of my Lady Mary: Unpublished Syriac Palimpsest
Fragments from the British Library (BL, Add 17.137, no. 2); on the angel Christology cf.
Shoemaker, Mary in Early Christian Faith, esp. p. 106.

109 Cf. Michael van Esbroeck, ‘Apocryphes géorgiens de la Dormition.” In: Analecta
Bollandiana 92 (1973) 69-73.

110 Neuwirth, Der Koran 2/1, 615, even goes so far as to state: ‘“The context is very different:
in Pseudo-Matthew, it is a collective experience in which Joseph, Mary and the infant Jesus,
who by this stage is capable of action, all actively participate, whereas the Qur’an depicts the
confinement of a lone female figure cut off from all human company and provisioned by
supernatural forces. This story is of little relevance as a point of reference for Q 19.” One
might also add that the other apocryphal stories are likewise far from indispensable for
interpreting the situation presented in the Qur’an. For the miracle of the palm tree is perfectly
comprehensible within the plot of the narrative and in the context of the message the Qur’an
itself seeks to convey. Nonetheless, in the light of recent research findings, it is not so easy to
dismiss the relevance of the Christian intertext as vehemently as Neuwirth does in her
commentary.
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Let us now examine a further problem for the interpretation of the passage of
text under discussion here, which has been of concern above all for the Muslim
commentary tradition. The text of the Qur’an leaves it open as to whence, or from
whom, the voice comes which instils Mary with hope and which reassures her
that she will be provided with dates and water. The only thing that is clear is that
it comes from below and hence from a direction that is not customarily associated
with God or God’s word in the Qur’anic context. Rather, people’s words of praise
rise up to God (Q 35:10), or his words are sent down to humanity (Q 3:3, 4:113).
Consequently, the only possibility that is entertained throughout the Muslim com-
mentary literature is that Jesus himself or the Angel Gabriel is the one who is
speaking here.""! Interestingly, most commentators do not decide on this matter,
but simply bring both possibilities into play.''?

In the event that Jesus himself is the speaker, then some commentators proceed
from the assumption that his birth has taken place immediately prior to this scene
and that it is therefore the newborn infant Jesus who is speaking, while others do
not want to commit themselves and even deem it possible that the voice is emanat-
ing from Mary’s womb. Regardless of whether it occurred shortly before or after
his birth, an utterance by Jesus at this point would also explain on a narrative level
why Mary is subsequently so certain that the Baby Jesus can speak and take her
part. Through this reading it would also become apparent that Mary’s death wish
in Q 19:23 actually accompanies her labour pains and that the voice from below
represents Jesus’s first sign of life. From a purely grammatical perspective, this
solution appears perfectly self-evident, as TabarT argued.' For the last person to
be mentioned in the course of the story, and the one to whom the male personal
pronoun could refer, is Jesus himself, whereas the final speech of the angel already
occurred several verses beforehand, and above all nothing is said about the angel
accompanying Mary into the desert. Although she is described in Q 3:37 as being
provided with food by angels, the whole dramatic thrust of the Surah Maryam is
to depict Mary’s loneliness — without a husband, family members, friends and
also without an angel. In this situation it is only the sign of God himself and of his
mercy, namely her child Jesus, that instils her with new courage and hope. Only

111 Even the earliest commentators could not agree on this point. While Muqatil hears the
angel calling here (Mugqatil, 7afsir, vol. 2, 624), Mugahid takes the view that Jesus calls Mary
from below during the birth. Cf. Mugahid, Zafsir, 455. For his part, TawrT does not settle the
dispute, opting instead to simply cite both alternatives, Gabriel or Jesus. Cf. at-Tawri, Tafsir,
183.

112 Cf. at-Tabarf, Tafsir, vol. 15, 500; ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 21, 205; az-Zamahsari, Tafsir, 635.
113 Cf. at-Tabari, Tufsir, vol. 15, 501.
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through Jesus, and not mediated by other messengers or signs, does she begin to
turn her life around and gain new confidence.

The main problem with this interpretation is that it is hard to comprehend how
anewborn child could speak. Yet we may be guilty here of importing modern sen-
sibilities into the culture of Late Antiquity. For it evidently presented no problem
to the Syriac Church Fathers that Mary should ask her embryo for help even when
it was still in her womb.!'* Besides, this problem would arise anyway, since the
Baby Jesus delivers a speech of his own at the latest in Q 19:30-33. Consequently,
if one attributes the voice to an angel at this point, one is only avoiding addressing
the inevitable problem.

Let us therefore investigate how the voice of Jesus in these verses can be under-
stood as an intervention on the part of the newborn infant. In classical terms, one
might perhaps assume that God had endowed the child with superhuman powers
and given him the gift of speech, which of course is possible in view of God’s
omnipotence. On the other hand, the Qur’an is repeatedly at pains to reduce every-
thing miraculous from biblical stories to their function as signs, and even Muslim
commentators tend to explain miracles as natural occurrences. In consequence,
one might perhaps also interpret the voice of Jesus as a power that was given
to Mary by Jesus. This power puts her heart at ease (Q 19:24) and allows her to
notice the little stream where she can quench her thirst. It is also this same power
that emboldens her to shake the palm tree and so find sustenance (Q 19:25). At
most, it is the final verse of this speech that presents difficulties. For here it is not
a question of Mary’s being emboldened by the voice, but of its also issuing her an
order relating to her fasting (Q 19:26).

Certainly one could also say here that giving birth to her child not only embold-
ens Mary but also instils in her an inner need to fast in a particular way. None-
theless, even in a Christian context, the idea of not speaking to anyone is a very
unusual method of fasting, and it is hard to understand how the experience of
giving birth might give rise to such an imperative in a person.'”

In any event, as regards the pragmatic business of storytelling, the act of
fasting performs two important functions. To start with, it links Mary with

114 Cf. Jacob of Serugh’s homilies on the nativity, 86 (= First Homily, v. 673).

115 This form of fasting is also the subject of discussion in the Muslim commentary tradition.
Thus, Tabari for example believes that Mary and no one else was permitted to fast in this way
(at-Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 15, 519). The obvious objection that Zechariah was also required to fast
in this way can be answered by pointing out that Zechariah does not actually fast but rather is
given a sign by God in order to inspire confidence in him. For him, remaining silent is not a
voluntary decision or the result of an inner struggle, but is imposed upon him by God.
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Zechariah and provides another indication that the Qur’an intends to break the
customary relationship between the old and the new covenants. While the Church
Fathers interpreted Zechariah’s enforced silence as a punishment for his doubt,
the ground is cut away from beneath this interpretation by the Qur’an. Now that
Mary must also be silent, and this silence is interpreted as fasting and hence
as a meritorious act, it becomes fully evident that Zechariah’s fasting should
likewise not be seen as negative. Zechariah’s doubt, which links him to Mary, is
therefore rehabilitated, and the two protagonists from Judaism and Christianity
are thereby put on an equal footing. And once again from a pragmatic narrative
point of view, this injunction to keep silent is the prerequisite for Mary’s being
able to point silently at Jesus and let him defend her. After all, Mary would not
have fled in a pregnant state from her family if she had possessed her own ways
and means of defending herself discursively against the accusations of her rela-
tives. As a result, it is very plausible that God here enables Jesus himself to take
matters into his own hands and proceed to take over her defence. Anyway, he is
a prophet and clearly even as a newborn child has the God-given power to turn
God’s will into tangible reality.

But if at this juncture one were to contend that newborn infants simply cannot
talk, then one might nonetheless also quite happily concede that God or an angel
would certainly not speak in the same way that we do. The fact is that God can
communicate through all manner of messengers, such as prophets — and even, if
he so chooses, through a newborn infant too. In acknowledging this, we do not
need to presume that the infant speaks directly. One could also speculate that an
encounter with God might result in humans, thanks to God’s power, being able
to receive a divine message and, as it were, be spoken to by God in a non-verbal
way.'!® Aside from this passage, the proclaimer of the Qur’an also has the earth
speak (in Q 99:5) as well as the hands and feet of men (Q 36:65), and in those
instances likewise, we are not expected to picture the earth or people’s hands and
feet literally delivering a speech. Whenever the Qur’an has protagonists speak,
they are fulfilling a particular purpose and clarifying something. The intention
is to conjure up an image, an impression, a composition. The interplay between
the various elements generates a truth that has an effect — regardless of whether

116 Cf. at-Tabart, Tafsir, vol. 15, 518 f. Islamic exegetical literature contains the formulation
bi-lisan al-hal (literally ‘with the tongue of the situation”). When applied to our problem of the
speaking infant, this means that Jesus’s speech can be understood both as actual speaking and
as a form of non-verbal communication. On the use of this term, cf. for example
az-Zamahsari, Tafsir, 598. There, he understands the glorification of God by the heavens and
the earth (Q 17:44) by means of their very being (bi-lisan al-hal).
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we assume these to have a literal or an allegorical meaning. In this sense, the
proclaimer of the Qur’an is inviting us not so much to disengage the speech of
the newborn Jesus from its pragmatic context and see it as a miracle, as to let the
image that is thereby evoked have its effect on us.

We do not want to labour this point any further here, but believe that we are
fully justified in hearing the voice of Jesus already in Q 19:24-26, instilling Mary
with courage and leading her back to her family. Jesus comes to her unexpectedly
from below; he is the prophet who humbles himself and makes God’s presence
known and approachable from an angle where we do not expect to find God.'"’
This all fits so neatly with the specifically prophetic calling of Jesus that even the
assignment of these verses to him makes perfect sense.''

Yet if we assume that verses 24-26 really were spoken by an angel, then this
would mean that this angel was Mary’s constant companion during her sojourn in
the desert. God’s mercy would manifest itself in the fact that God himself comes
to her from below through the mediation of the angel and instils in her a new
hope of life. The angel would accompany and guide Mary on all her journeys. In
this way, Mary would become somewhat less independent and her relationship
to Jesus less momentous. This interpretation is possible, but in our view not very
plausible. For as Qurtubi’s commentaries on these verses demonstrate, Mary’s
devotion to God does not manifest itself in a passive acceptance of events. In a
moving dialogue between Mary and Jesus, Qurtubl shows the fears and anxieties
of Mary when she thinks of the confrontation with her clan, and one can almost
hear a reproachful tone when she identifies the existence of Jesus as the source of

117 Strictly speaking, the effect of God’s presence cannot of course be determined as working
in any particular direction. The fact that the Qur’an speaks at many points of its message being
‘sent down’ or of words of praise ‘ascending’ to God should not mislead us into simply
concluding that God’s location can be pinpointed as somewhere up in the sky. Systematic
theology has therefore quite rightly concluded that God cannot be fixed in space and time.
Thus — insofar as no limits can be set to God’s presence — God’s immanence can also be one
that supports and nurtures from below. Associating such manifestations of God’s presence with
lowliness and smallness is a particular defining characteristic of Christian theology and faith.
As such it is easy to understand why the Islamic tradition has such difficulties with talk of God
being present within a figure of lowly stature.

118 TabarT also points out that many people believe the little stream or spring that God makes
flow underneath Mary to be Jesus himself (cf. at-Tabari, 7afsir, vol. 15, 509). While this kind
of interpretation of Jesus as flowing water or the fount of life is of course perfectly plausible,
the text here does not appear to warrant it. Yet because verse 26 expressly exhorts Mary to eat
and drink, the literal reading that she is being sanctioned to take a drink from a stream is to be
preferred here over a more speculative Christological interpretation.
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all her problems."® But in Qurtubi’s account, Jesus also has the capacity to con-
front Mary in such a way as to give her the strength and courage she needs to meet
her people. Here, the ease in the relationship with God, which we described above
in relation to Zechariah, finds its complementary counterpart: Mary finds it hard
to carry the burden of what has happened to her, and indeed this is no easy load
for her to bear. While we may learn from Zechariah that communication between
God and man can and should be experienced as a easy phenomenon, like a natural
stream, we can see from Mary that it is also possible to have an encounter with
God of a kind that requires some courage to accept — specifically the courage to
give God space in one’s life. The consequences of this are not always clear and, as
one reading of Mary’s story shows, not always comfortable either.'?

d) Mary’s conflicts and Jesus as the bringer of peace

Carrying her child, she brought him to her people. They said: ‘O Mary, you have
indeed done something terrible! Sister of Aaron, your father was not an evil man,
nor was you mother an unchaste woman!’ She pointed to the child. They said:
‘How shall we talk to someone who is a child in the cradle?’ But he said: ‘I am
God s servant (‘abd allah)! He has given me the Book and made me a prophet. He
has made me blessed wherever I may be and has enjoined upon me prayer and
almsgiving throughout my life. He has made me dutiful toward my mother, and
He has not made me arrogant or wicked. Blessed was I on the day I was born,
and blessed I shall be on the day I die and on the day I am raised to life again!’
(Q 19:27b-33).

After giving birth, therefore, Mary returns to her people. According to our
interpretation it is Jesus himself who has opened the way for her to undertake this
return. Consequently, it emphasises once more the paradoxical situation to which
Mary has exposed herself, in having to support the very person on whose inter-
cession she is counting. The relationship of mutual dependency between Mary
and Jesus that the Syriac Church Fathers often discuss at some length is neatly
encapsulated here in a simple image: Mary carries to her people the only one who
can help her regain acceptance there and avoid punishment for her supposedly
illegitimate sexual intercourse.

And indeed, no sooner has she arrived than Mary is bombarded with

119 Cf. al-Qurtubi, al-Gami ‘, vol. 13, 436-440 including Tabari’s commentary, and also
at-TabarT, 7afsir, vol. 15, 518-519 as an explanation of verses 23-26.
120 Cf. ibid..
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reproaches. She is charged with having done something outrageous (Q 19:27).
She is reminded of her family honour, as a sister of Aaron, and of the rectitude of
her parents (Q 19:28). Clearly this concerns the notion that she has dishonoured
the entire family by engaging in illegitimate intimate physical congress. All in all,
what the proclaimer of the Qur’an is doing here is reporting accusations that were

121

also well rehearsed by the Syrian Church Fathers'?! and which constitute a typical
subject-matter of Jewish polemics in Late Antiquity.'?? Evidently, this ‘monstrous
slander’ (Q 4:156) against Mary was a topic of repeated concern in the Qur’an,
presumably because, following the intensification of Marian devotion in the fifth
and sixth centuries — around the time when the Qur’an came into being — such
calumnies became especially virulent in the debates that raged in Late Antiquity.

Naturally, though, polemical questioning of the theologoumenon of the Virgin
Birth was not a new phenomenon generated by the debates in Late Antiquity, but
had dogged Christianity ever since its inception. In Part I of this book, we have
already seen that Mary’s virginity may even have been a bone of contention within
the Bible. But what is clear at the very least is that it was questioned right from the
outset. Thus, according to Mt 1:20-25, Joseph is only persuaded to believe Mary
after an angel appears to him in a dream — a story which, with some embellish-
ments, reappears in ProtEvJam 13 f. and which clearly made a deep impression
on certain classical commentators of the Qur’an.

Thus, according to Tabar1, Joseph was one of the first people who, in the light
of her pregnancy, refused to believe that she was a virgin, and who challenged her
by asking if a fruit could be produced without a seed and so whether a child could
possibly come into existence without a father. In TabarT’s view, Mary defended
herself eloquently and fearlessly by pointing out that God (too) created the first
fruit without a seed, and through his power caused a tree to grow without any rain-
fall, and also that it was possible for Adam and Eve to be created without parents.
Eventually Mary manages to convince Joseph, who in a typically Qur’anic manner
declares that God in his power can create anything he wishes. '

121 Cf. for example Ephrem the Syrian, Hymns on the Nativity, 12,9. On other texts from the
Syrian hagiography cf. the remarks in Neuwirth, Der Koran 2/1, 617.

122 Cf. Schiéfer, Jesus in the Talmud, 15-24.

123 at-Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 15, 494-496. Very similar debates between Mary and Joseph are
reported by Raz (ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 21, 202 f.). According to ZamahsarT Joseph at first
wanted to flee with Mary when she was accused of adultery. However, acting on a sudden
impulse he then decides to kill her, and it is only the angel of God who manages to placate him
and persuade him that the Holy Spirit impregnated Mary (cf. az-Zamahsari, Tafsir, 634). On
the Muslim tradition regarding this passage, cf. also Ashkar, Mary in the Syriac Christian
tradition and Islam, 157—-163.
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Embellishments of this kind, however, have no real bearing on the actual
wording of the Qur’an. Joseph does not appear anywhere in the text, nor do we
gain any insight into the discussions that Mary has with her clan. In any event
we can only speculate about Mary’s attempts to defend herself, since they are not
documented in the Qur’an. All that has been passed down is the fact that accusa-
tions were levelled at her and that the baby Jesus speaks in her defence. Yet the
exegetical embellishments do certainly represent an answer to questions by the
Muslim faithful, to whom (in place of Joseph) the miraculous elements of Mary’s
pregnancy had to be made plausible here.

From an intertextual point of view, one very interesting aspect is the fact that
Mary is addressed as the ‘sister of Aaron’ in Q 19:28.!%* Zishan Ghaffar sees this
as an example of counterfactual intertextuality, in other words a clear rejection of
the genealogy that most of the Syriac Church Fathers subscribed to. These early
Christians never sought to prove that Mary came from the Aaronite line, but rather
that she descended from the House of David.!* One must tread somewhat care-
fully at this point, however, since it is not the proclaimer of the Qur’an himself
who is speaking in Q 19:28 but the enemies of Mary who are having their say.
Yet presumably these enemies of Mary come from her own family, which means
that they would scarcely have fabricated her membership of the Aaronite clan.
Nonetheless, it might be the case that they are establishing this similarity between
themselves and Mary here while omitting to mention that she is also of David’s
line. In other words, although the form of address used in the Qur’an makes it
clear that from the Qur anic standpoint Mary is also an Aaronite, this in no way
precludes her from also being descended from King David.!2¢

124 This unusual form of address to Mary was also remarked upon by classical Muslim
commentators, though they did not arrive at any theologically relevant insights as a result.
Thus Razi and TabarT cite traditions which seek to explain this form of address by claiming
that Mary really did have a brother of this name (cf. ar-Razi, 7afsir, vol. 21, 209 and at-TabarT,
Tafsir, vol. 15, 522). TabarT also suggests that Mary may have belonged to the clan of Saleh,
because the name Aaron was very common there. TabarT finally comes to the conclusion that
Mary’s designation as the sister of Aaron meant that there was an Aaron in the clan to which
her family belonged. Yet he firmly rejects the idea that this Aaron was the brother of Moses
(at-Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 15, 523). Qurtubi on the other hand explores the argument that Mary
was addressed thus because she came from the same lineage (min naslihi) as Aaron (Cf.
al-Qurtubi, al-Gami ‘, vol. 13,334).

125 Cf. Ghaftar, ‘Kontrafaktische Intertextualitdt im Koran und die exegetische Tradition des
syrischen Christentums’, 23—-32. Wilde also speculates about Syrian influences on Q 19:28 and
concludes that the Qur’an was reacting here to the typological mindset of the Church Fathers
(Wilde, ‘Jesus and Mary’, 297 f.).

126 Generally speaking, the assertion that Mary has an Aaronite lineage need not necessarily
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In relation to this matter, there is no question of the Bible claiming Davidic
descent for Mary at any point. Thus, in the genealogy given in Mt 1:1-16, Jesus’s
Davidic lineage is shown to come from his stepfather Joseph’s side. From a legal
standpoint, this adoption by a man from the line of David was absolutely suffi-
cient to establish Jesus’s Davidic ancestry, thereby making the question of Mary’s
ancestry irrelevant. At the same time, the family relationship between Mary and
Elizabeth which comes to light in Lk 1:36 suggests that Mary had Aaronite ances-
try. This Aaronite ancestry also fits well with the typological identification of
Mary with the Temple in patristic exegesis, since the Aaronites were traditionally
the foremost priestly caste, responsible for sacrifices. This association of Mary
with the Temple later formed the basis for secing her as a prefiguration of the
Church, as we have seen above.

Even so, in spite of these arguments for Mary’s Aaronite descent, from an early
date the Syrian Church Fathers clearly felt it vitally important to reinterpret the
biblical evidence in such a way that Mary could also be regarded as a descendant
of the House of David. Thus, Ephrem the Syrian saw it as highly significant that
in Lk 1:36 Mary was not called the sister of Elizabeth’; in his eyes, this raised the
distinct possibility that she might be descended from David, since more distant
family relationships between the various clans were conceivable.'?” Elsewhere,
the Syrian Church Fathers expended a great deal of effort arguing repeatedly that
not only Joseph but also Mary descended from the line of David.'*®

However, this opinion was in no way confined solely to the Syrian Church
Fathers. From Origen onwards, this interpretation, which to begin with had not
been very plausible, became axiomatic for many Church Fathers, especially those
writing in the Alexandrian tradition. Syrian translations of the Bible, which had
manipulated the text of the Bible in the way explained above, were cited as the
authorities for this reading. And even as late as the twentieth century, conservative
Catholic theologians such as Dibelius and Gaechter took the view that the original
text of Lk 1:26 f. proved that Mary too came from David’s line, or at the very least
that Lk 1:32 indirectly identified Mary as being of the House of David.'*

be directed against Christianity, as Reynolds, The Qur’an and its Biblical subtext, 145 f.
demonstrates.

127 Cf. Ephrem the Syrian, Commentary on Tatian's Diatessaron, 1,25; Ephrem, Commentaire
del ’Evangile concordant, 1,25 (24).

128 Cf. Pseudo-Ephrem the Syrian, Marian hymns, 28,1; Pseudo-Ephrem the Syrian,
Commentary on the Diatessaron, 1, 25 f.; Jacob of Serugh, On the mother of God: Homily I1,
47; see also Puthuparampil, Mariological thought of Mar Jacob of Serugh, 168.

129 Cf. Schmaus, Mariologie, 190, who justifies his support for the latter interpretation in the
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Indeed, this insistence by parts of the Christian tradition does make the inter-
pretation of a negative intertextuality between the designation of Mary as the
sister of Aaron (Q 19:28) and the assertion of a Davidic ancestry appear more
plausible. Having said that, at the time when the Qur’an was being compiled, an
attempt was made in the East Syriac tradition to mediate between the two posi-
tions, by seeing Mary as the heir to Levi and Judah at the same time, thus leaving
open the question of whether Mary and Elizabeth were actually sisters or not.'3
This East Syriac tradition should be seen as influential inasmuch as the same idea
recurs in the West Syriac context as well, in writings that are traditionally attrib-
uted to Ephrem."! As a result, one should not be too hasty in claiming that the
Qur’an adopts an anti-Davidic interpretation of Mary. At least the Surah Maryam
would also be open to a mediating interpretation linking Mary with both a Davidic
and an Aaronite heritage. Even so, we will presently see how the Qur’an at large
does indeed reject Mary’s Davidic genealogy (cf., for example the anti-Davidic
leanings of Q 38, which will be discussed in greater detail below, 161 ft.), though
at the same time it may nonetheless stop short of simply affirming her Aaronite
origins.

From a theological perspective, this interpretation strikes us as being extremely
helpful precisely with regard to the debates that were taking place in Late Antiquity,
as well as being fully consonant with the conciliatory atmosphere informing the
Surah Maryam as a whole. For as we have seen above, the surah’s aim is to give
equal weight to the Aaronite tradition that is linked to Zechariah and the Chris-
tian tradition associated with Jesus, which for Christians is linked to the Davidic
genealogy. The Qur’an avoids explicitly tracing the genealogy back to David,
for reasons that we will go into in greater depth presently and which have to do
with the political exploitation of Davidic messianology by the Emperor Heraclius.
Yet neither does the Surah Maryam completely exclude it, instead allowing it to
continue to resonate with the reader. For if Mary were exclusively an Aaronite,
there would be a danger that, in her position as heir to this priestly tradition, she

following terms: ‘When the angel says that the Lord God will give the throne of his father
David to Mary’s son, the most obvious meaning of this is that Jesus is related to his ancestor
David through Mary. The remark made in Luke 1:36 that Mary is related to Elizabeth, who
belongs to the priestly line of Aaron, does not present an insurmountable obstacle to also
assigning Mary to a lineage other than the Aaronites, namely the house of David. For
marriages from one clan to another were not entirely out of the question. Moreover, Jesus was
legally counted as belonging to the house of David through his foster father Joseph.

130 Cf. Cause of the Commemoration of Mary, 54.

131 Cf. Pseudo-Ephrem the Syrian, Commentary on the Diatessaron, 1, 26.
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might introduce it into Christianity. Come what may, in the works of the Syriac
Church Fathers, Mary is identified with the Temple; she comes, so to speak, as
‘the embodiment of the Church into the inheritance of the Temple.’'* When Mary
is now identified as Aaron’s sister in this interpretative tradition, it allows us to
see her as both the heir to this tradition and at the same time as the ““sister” of the
founder of the Temple cult, Aaron.’'** From this, Neuwirth concludes that the aim
here is a ‘supplanting of the paradigm of service to the Temple by a new form of
devotion inspired by the idea of mercy.’** Yet we have noted above that the deeds
of Zechariah already anticipate this new form of devotion. And indeed, by Late
Antiquity, the sacrifice of praise in synagogue services had long since taken the
place of the old Temple cult. Thus, the proclaimer of the Qur’an does not see the
Jewish tradition as an old practice that needs to be overthrown and replaced by
Christianity or the Qur’an. Rather, Christianity and Judaism are seen to be related
within the new theology of compassion, which now also manifests itself in the
Qur’an. This conciliatory theology has its decisive protagonist in Mary, who can
thus be understood at one and the same time as both the Christian heir to the
Temple legacy and the sister of its updated Jewish iteration.

Let us return, however, to the narrative plot of the Surah Maryam. Mary and
her newborn baby find themselves exposed to the hostility of her family. Because
she has been tasked by the mysterious divine inspiration with remaining silent,
and since she also knows from the speech delivered by her infant that Jesus is
able to intervene to help her, she says nothing in her defence but instead points
silently at Jesus.

This silent act of pointing at Jesus is strongly reminiscent of the iconographic
tradition, which offers numerous depictions of Mary and her son in which Mary
is shown pointing wordlessly at her offspring.'3® This so-called hodegetria depic-
tion is even the standard version of icons of Mary and Jesus in the Eastern

132 Neuwirth, Der Koran 2/1, 648; Cf. Marx, , 559.

133 Neuwirth, Der Koran 2/1, 617.

134 Neuwirth, Die koranische Verzauberung der Welt, 140.

135 Mugqatil does not find the silent gesture made by Jesus’s mother sufficient at this point and
so deems it necessary to introduce the figure of Zechariah, who appears here as a mediator and
calls upon Jesus to speak and defend his mother before her family (Mugqatil, Tafsir, vol. 2,
626). From the perspective of the Qur’an, this embellishment is entirely fictitious and is
unhelpful for an appropriate understanding of the passage. According to Tabari, Mary points to
Jesus because Jesus — and in another interpretation God directly — requires that she does so
(at-Tabart, Tafsir, vol. 15, 526). This interpretation is particularly persuasive if one regards Q
19:24-26, as we have done above, as a speech delivered by the infant Jesus.
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Church,"¢ and also, according to Serafim Seppild’s analysis, constituted the
driving force behind verse 19:29 of the Qur’an.’®” Such visual representations
were present not only in lectionaries containing relevant pictures,'*® but were also
found on bottles, medallions, seals, rings and coins.!** This means that we can
safely assume that these images were also well known on the Arabian Peninsula
in the seventh century. Seppild even attributes Joseph’s absence in the Qur’an to
the fact that he was not present in standard iconographic treatments of Christian
motifs in Late Antiquity.!** However, other theologically more profound reasons
may be cited for Joseph’s absence in the Qur’an. For Joseph is suspect to the
proclaimer of the Qur’an precisely because of his role as the lineage holder of
Jesus’s Davidic ancestry. Accordingly, even without this highly unconventional
thesis of Seppéld’s, it is possible to explain why the Qur’an makes no reference
to Joseph.'!

However, we will pick up the iconographic trail suggested by Seppéld once
more subsequently, given that it is an extremely controversial topic in light of the
aforementioned use of icons in the wars conducted by Heraclius.!*? We should
merely take note of it here. But we should also recall at this point our earlier inter-
pretation of the scene at the Wedding at Cana described in Jn 2:5. It is true that
Mary speaks here, and Jesus is already a grown-up. Yet here too she holds back
entirely and points to her son as the person who should take charge of the situa-
tion. The relationship between mother and son is inverted here, because the truly
protecting, caring and direction-giving mother now places herself in her son’s
hands with complete trust. In the Qur’an, this paradox is accentuated because it
also characterises the relationship between the mother and her son while he is still
in the cradle. This challenging recasting of the mother—child relationship in the
Qur’an certainly does not involve the mother asking her son to perform a miracle
to help a bride and groom out of an unfortunate predicament during a wedding.

136 Cf. Seppild, ‘Reminiscences of icons in the Qur’an’, 5.

137 Cf. ibid., 10.

138 Cf. ibid., 6.

139 Cf.ibid., 7.

140 Cf. ibid., 14. Consequently, Joseph does not appear in any icons throughout the entire first
century.

141 The polemical clash with Judaism might provide another explanation for Joseph’s
absence (cf. Reck, ‘The Annunciation to Mary’, 370 f.).

142 Generally speaking, it is reasonable to assume that Heraclius’s war propaganda was well
known on the Arabian Peninsula because Christian Arabs who had made common cause with
him were involved in the battles against the Sassanids (cf. Tesei, ‘Heraclius’ war propaganda
and the Qur’an’s promise of reward for dying in battle’, 244).
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Rather, in the Qur’an, Mary’s sheer survival is at stake, and in this situation of
extreme existential threat she trustingly invests all her hope in the infant Jesus.
In his commentary, TabarT also indicates that Mary finds solace in Jesus.'** To
begin with, however, she does not want to get involved in this undertaking and
falls prey to doubt. She can picture the possible scenarios all too clearly in her
mind’s eye when she imagines appearing before her family as a single mother. In
his commentary, Zamahsari emphasises that Mary’s ‘despondency’ relates to her
insight into God’s wondrous treatment of her and Jesus (lahd umiiran ilahiyan).
This seems to her to be a miracle (mu ‘giza), which leaves her in a position so far
removed from what might commonly be expected that she dare not entertain any
hope that her family will give her a sympathetic hearing.!** As Tabarl reports,
Jesus assures her that his existence alone will be a sufficient argument to counter
their expected recriminations, and ultimately Mary ventures to place her trust in
his words.

And Jesus does not disappoint her. He takes his mother under his wing and
demands that she be shown respect (Q 19:32). By calling himself a servant of God
and a prophet, who is already engaged in proclaiming God’s message to humanity,
he also clearly implies that the extraordinary circumstances of his birth were also
occasioned by God.

In addition, this first speech of Jesus contains a whole series of Christologically
revealing points, which admittedly are somewhat out of place here,'** but which
nonetheless throw the special nature of this person’s birth into sharp relief and
hence help put Mary in the right light. It is at least worth noting here that Jesus’s
presentation of himself in the Qur’an as a peace-bringer (Q 19:31) has a close
correlation with the speech delivered by the host of angels in Lk 2:14, who on the
occasion of Jesus’s birth foretell ‘peace to those on whom his favour rests’.

e) Mary as the mother of Jesus and as a prophet?

In historical—critical exegesis of the Qur’an, it is generally assumed that Q 19:34—
40 represents a later insertion into the Surah Maryam, since the rhyme structure
here is markedly different, while in terms of the content of these verses, it is
evident that no immediate connection to what has preceded them can be identi-
fied. And because detailed critical analysis of this insertion is of relevance to

143 Cf. at-Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 15, 509-510 and 517-520.
144 Cf. az-Zamahsari, Tafsir, 635.
145 Cf. Khorchide and von Stosch, Der andere Prophet, 107-113.
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Christology but not to Mariology, it is best treated elsewhere.'* For our study in
this book of the figure of Mary in the Qur’an, just one aspect of it is of interest,
which we should discuss here, albeit briefly. At the beginning of the insertion in
Q 19:34, Jesus is described as Mary’s son for the first time. This title is picked up
again during the Meccan period, in Q 43:57 and Q 23:50 — or alternatively, if one
goes along with Angelika Neuwirth’s analysis, it originates in Q 43 and is then
retrospectively applied to the insertion in Q 19.'4” The close connection between
Jesus and Mary that it expresses is also significant for our assessment of Mary; as
a result, we should briefly investigate the meaning of this title.

In the lyric hymns of Ephrem the Syrian, talk of Jesus as the son of Mary serves
to express the tension that is inherent within his divinely human nature. To quote
Ephrem verbatim:

‘My mouth knows not how I shall call You, O You Child of the Living (God)!
For to venture to call you as the Child of Joseph [bar yosep], I tremble, since You
are not his seed: and I am fearful of denying the name of him to whom they have
betrothed me. [...]

‘2. Since You are the Son of One, then should I be calling You the Son of many?
For ten thousand names would not suffice You, since You are the Son of God [bar
alaha] and also the Son of Man [bar nasa], the Son of Joseph [bar yosep], David’s
Son [bar Dawid], and the Son of Mary [brah d-maryam].”**®

From a Christological standpoint that is not yet finely nuanced, one can simply
see Jesus as being merely the son of man and the son of Joseph, whereas it is only
a soteriological perspective that reveals him to be the Son of God and the Son of
David. But it is his designation as the son of Mary [brah d-maryam] that binds
these two perspective together. For Ephrem, Mary is also the daughter of David,
and as such expands the biological to the soteriological viewpoint.

Thus, when the Qur’an now acknowledges Jesus as the son of Mary, it is
applying an honorary title that we may presume was already well known; fur-
thermore, it is one which both incorporates Mary’s function of joining together
Christian figures of hope with the Jewish tradition and epitomises her enormous
significance for the integration of the Christian and Jewish prophetic traditions.
In the light of this special acknowledgment of Mary, we should consider in con-
clusion here whether the Qur’an in the mid-Meccan period regarded Mary as a
prophet. We will presently see that, by taking into account the Surah Al Imran, it

146 Cf. ibid., 113-120.
147 Cf. Neuwirth, Der Koran vol. 2/1, 600.
148 Ephrem, Hymnen de Nativitate, V1, 1-2,5.
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is possible to reflect upon whether Mary might not, through Jesus as the Word of
God, have been assigned a book (Kitab) in her own right and hence been accorded
the status of a prophet.

Right now, however, we wish to turn our attention to two further verses from
the mid-Meccan period, which are probably dateable to shortly after the composi-
tion of Q 19:1-33, and which both in their own way might corroborate the idea of
a prophetic role for Mary. This is most clearly the case in a verse from the Surah A/
Anbiya’(Q 21). This surah as a whole concerns prophets, and indeed takes its name
from them.'® It begins by developing its own prophetology and then proceeds to
recall figures from the biblical tradition who can be definitively characterised
as prophets, such as Moses and Aaron (Q 21:48), Abraham (Q 21:51-71), Isaac
and Jacob (Q 21:72), Lot (Q 21:74 f.), Noah (Q 21:76 f.), David and Solomon
(Q 21:78-82), Job (Q 21:83 f.), Ishmael, Idris and Dhu al-Kifl (Q 21:85 f.). In
verses 89-90 of this surah, Zechariah is counted among their number, followed
in verse 91 by Mary and Jesus. Mary is therefore included here within a group of
outstanding servants of God, almost all of whom are explicitly designated by the
Qur’anic proclamation as prophets. Consequently, this textual evidence would
appear strongly to suggest that Mary too should be regarded as a prophet.

Before we come to examine the wording of this verse more closely, in view of
the intertextuality of these verses from the Qur’an, let us first consider whether
Mary is even considered to be a prophet from a Christian perspective. As far as
the Church Fathers are concerned, the answer to this question is an unequivocal
‘yes’. From a patristic viewpoint, her honorary title of prophet was completely
self-evident.'*® ‘As the Church Fathers emphasise, clearly referring to the Mag-
nificat, Mary is the “prophet of Christ”. Whenever she appears, the talk is of Christ
and the Word of God is accentuated.’’! Joseph Ratzinger maintains that Mary is
clearly a prophet, since she is someone ‘who can harken to people’s hearts, and
who therefore truly appreciates the meaning of the Word and can proclaim it
anew to the world.”'** Yet it is rare to find her being identified as a prophet after
the fourth century, because by then her role as the Mother of God had eclipsed
all other designations. The title of prophet for Mary can be found in the writings

149 Within the surah itself, people who subsequently act as prophets in the Qur’an are still
designated as emissaries and admonishers. As a result, the phrase ‘development of a
prophetology’ is only legitimate in this surah from a synchronic perspective.

150 Cf. MuBner, Maria, 102.

151 Gerwing, ‘Mariologie’, 415 f.

152 Ratzinger, “‘Du bist voll der Gnade.” Elemente biblischer Marienfrommigkeit.” In: H. U.
von Balthasar, Maria, 53-70, 63.
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of Origen and Basil the Great in the East, and Jerome and Augustine in the West,
but above all in the works of the Syriac Church Fathers, initially in the writings
of Aphrahat, and thereafter in Ephrem, Severus of Antioch and Jacob of Serugh
as well.!%3

But if we are really to read Q 21:91 as stating that Mary is to be thought of as
a prophet, then in the light of Q 21:89, one must also do the same for Zechariah.
Even that would not be unusual from a patristic point of view, for the Church
Fathers also saw him as such. Generally speaking, a positively inflationary use
of the term ‘prophet’ can be identified in their works, whereas from a rabbinical
perspective the notion of prophecy was to be treated with caution and so was
consciously applied only very sparingly.

The proclaimer of the Qur’an therefore appears to be operating within the
Church Fathers’ tradition of prophetology when he names prophets and outlines
what happened to them in a typological fashion, and then locates himself within
this tradition. But is Mary to be included among this group? Let us take a closer
look at the verse in question. Here, Mary is introduced as ‘the one who guarded
her chastity.” The surah then says of her: ‘So We breathed Our spirit into her, and
made her and her son a sign for all people’ (Q 21:91).

The first thing to note here is that Mary is addressed by an honorary title: allatt
ahsanat fargaha (‘who guarded her chastity’). This honorary title is reminiscent
of ‘a liturgical eulogising of Mary in the liturgy of the Feast of the Dormition.”'>*
At any rate, it once again brings her virginal chastity more sharply into focus and
makes it into an essential marker of Mary’s identity. Considering this virginity in
the context of the theology of the surah, it can also be combined with the theme
of purity or the struggle for purification. For, as Ashkar has already explained, the
life stories of many of the other prophets revolve time and again around the theme
of purification in the sense of an external or internal struggle. Thus, Abraham
struggles against defilement through idolatry, Job fights against impatience and
Mary, according to Ashkar, against the desires of this world."* In this view of
things, Mary’s virginity can be seen as a prophetic sign of her struggle to attain
purity. But even if one does not want to go so far as to talk in terms of a prophetic
sign here, one would have to concede in any event that a classically patriarchal

153 Cf. Seppilé, ‘Is the Virgin Mary a prophetess?’, 369-372.

154 Neuwirth, Der Koran 2/1, 646.

155 Cf. Ashkar, , 245: (1) Abraham, fighting against idolatry; (2) Lot, fighting against
injustice; (3) Job, fighting against impatience and want of self-confidence; (4) Isma’il, Idris,
and Dhu al-Kifl, fighting against want of steady perseverance; (5) Dhu al-Nun, fighting against
isolation; and (6) Mary, fighting against the lust of this world.’
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interpretation of Mary as a passive figure is out of the question in the Surah A/
Anbiya’. For the context of the surah constantly stresses the active nature of the
people to whom God provides answers, so that Mary’s chastity is clearly being
presented here as an individual achievement of hers.

In addition, another noteworthy feature of Q 21:91 is that not just Jesus but also
Mary is now being acknowledged as a sign. In view of the aforementioned major
significance accorded to the theology of signs in the Qur’an, which is prominently
concentrated on Jesus in Q 21:91, the elevation of Mary to act with Jesus as a
sign to all people of the world represents a quite extraordinary accolade for this
woman,'*® which might possibly indicate that she is to be seen as a prophet.

The talk here of a sign that functions ‘for all people’ is particularly unusual.
According to standard Qur’anic diction, this signifies the inhabitants of all worlds
both visible and invisible, in other words also including both angels and jinnis —
creatures that from a Christian perspective would not be the first one would call to
mind when considering those to whom the message of Jesus Christ is addressed.
Because angels and jinnis are immortal, the emblematic function of Mary and
Jesus is rendered not just spatially but also temporally unlimited by this reference
to other worlds. Correspondingly, it makes sense to see this as confirmation that
their emblematic function is valid not just for this world but also for the here-
after. However, if one stops to consider that this surah of the Qur’an also uses
the same phrase to express the significance of Jerusalem for all people (Q 21:71),
it becomes clear that this distinction applied to Jesus and Mary should not be
construed as exclusively reserved for them. Instead, the by-now familiar balance
between Christianity and Judaism is once again observed here.

It is therefore significant that the labelling of Jesus and his mother as a sign
is also found in another surah from the mid-Meccan period (Q 23:50). Many
Muslim commentators have seen this verse as an allusion to the flight of Mary
and her child to Egypt."*” Literally, the verse reads: We made the son of Mary and
his mother a sign and gave them shelter on a peaceful hillside watered by a fresh
spring (Q 23:50).

If one examines this surah with an interest-based hermeneutics that places the
question of Mary front and centre, then its composition reveals the following
exciting lines and connections. The surah begins with an encouraging message

156 Seppild, ‘Reminiscences of icons in the Qur’an’, 5, points out that across the whole of
the Qur’an, this distinction is only bestowed upon Jesus and Mary. While numerous prophetic
figures are referred to as ‘signs of God’, the term ‘a sign to all people of the world’ is one that
is used exclusively of Jesus and Mary.

157 Cf. Ashkar, Mary in the Syriac Christian tradition and Islam, 178.
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from God to all those who faithfully believe in him (Q 23:1-11). One of the previ-
ously mentioned Marian motifs is introduced in the indication that it is precisely
the faithful who are able to preserve their chastity (li-furigihim hafiziin; 5). This
reveals the special nature of Mary in her virginal chastity; for the Qur’an, the
paradigmatic aspect of Mary resides first and foremost in her chasteness.

Over the course of the ensuing text, God shows himself to be a provider and
creator (Q 23:12-22), and this is then linked to a recollection of the story of
Noah (Q 23:23-31), to an unnamed prophet (Q 23:32-41), and to various other
prophets (Q 23:42—44), as well as to the story of Moses’s and Aaron’s dealings
with the Pharaoh (Q 23:45-48). God, it turns out, repeatedly encounters human
stubbornness, inasmuch as messengers of God are sent time and again to warn
people or to deliver divine promises. The reproach with which all the prophets in
this overview find themselves confronted by those to whom they speak is that they
are mere humans. People’s scepticism that a fellow human could ever experience
transcendence and communicate it in a reliable and trustworthy manner is there-
fore what constitutes the principal contradiction of God here.

An intensification is evident in the list of examples cited here. To start with, the
example of Noah establishes the idea of a person communicating prophetically
with God for the benefit of his fellow human beings, and this communication is
described as being clearly intelligible as a sign of God’s benevolence (Q 23:30).1%8
Many other messengers then follow, but their messages, like Noah’s, also fall
on deaf ears. Then (tumma), the text recounts, God sends Moses and Aaron to
Pharaoh, once more with a sign from God (Q 23:45). They are not given a hearing.
Then — virtually at the mid-point in the composition of this surah — Jesus and Mary
are named (Q 23:50), following on from the beginning of the surah which indir-
ectly recalls Mary in the motif of chastity. The increasing intensity with which
God tries to make his purpose known to man by means of signs delivered by
humans is illustrated in the fact that Jesus and Mary do not now appear with a
sign but instead, as the text of the Qur’an records, are themselves the sign. As
such, they appear particularly transparent to the reality of God. In both of them it
is patently obvious how God is trying to make things especially easy for humans
through Mary and Jesus, so as to overcome the human, all-too-human, tendency
to gainsay the existence of a transcendent reality.

158 In this sense, Noah is commonly regarded as the first prophet to recall the ancient
covenant with God. He was awakened as a prophet among his own people and was tasked by
God with proclaiming the truth. In the Qur anic account of Adam as the story of humanity, in
the logic of the story no other people yet existed to whom he could have been sent as a
prophet.
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Over the further course of the surah, through encouragement to lead a good
life and to believe in the one God, the aforementioned stories of the prophets are
brought together, with the intention of showing how the individual communities
of the previously named prophets might be reflected in a single community united
by its faith in the one God (Q 23:51 f.). However, this theological ideal, which
links a good life with a harmonious coexistence of all people under the aegis of
monotheistic faith, is then again overtaken in the rest of the surah by the all too
frequently evident empirical reality of disunity and denial. Warnings and promises
by God are now interwoven through dialogue with human failures and successes
in heeding God’s truth (Q 23:53-90). Then, after a preparatory preamble in verses
Q 23:88-90, an injunction appears, exhorting people not to attach a son (walad)
to God or to ascribe a rival potency to other deities beside God (Q 23:91) — an
idea that would certainly not be entertained by Christians, given that Augustine’s
axiom of opera trinitas ad extra indivisa sunt (‘the outward works of the Trinity
are indivisible’) precludes any notion of the three different elements of the triune
God having competing potencies.!** This human aberration in ascribing divine
power to entities other than God once more points thematically to the heart of the
surah (Q 23:51) and to the key issue it is driving at, which is exemplified espe-
cially, as outlined above, by Jesus and Mary. Their pre-eminent acknowledgment
of God is precisely designed to secure faith in the one God and at the same time
make possible unification into a single community.

The conclusion of the surah is introduced by way of the divine imperative to
Muhammad to ward off evil with all that is best and most beautiful (Q 23:96-98).
This pivotal passage is then followed by descriptions of paradise and hell (Q
23:99-115), and after having once again thematised the unique power of God
(Q 23:116) the surah draws to a brilliant close by auspiciously recalling God’s
readiness to forgive and his mercy. This now leaves us in a position where we can
provide a remarkably comprehensive answer to the question of what the composi-
tion of this surah can tell us about Mary (Q 23:118). For the conclusion of the surah
also obliquely though quite manifestly recalls Mary; as we have had cause to note
already about the Surah Maryam, any mention of the mercy of God also points
indirectly to Mary. Key concepts in the surah can be linked to Mary and defined in
terms of her. The power and mercy of God, the idea of a life lived well and peace-
fully that resonates in the surah, and also the absolute need for chastity —all of these
themes unfold as a panorama that can easily be connected to the figure of Mary.

159 Cf. Klaus von Stosch, Gott — Macht — Geschichte. Versuch einer theodizeesensiblen Rede
von Gottes Handeln in der Welt, Freiburg — Basel — Vienna 2006, 338.
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The unconventional designation of Mary and Jesus as a sign in Q 23:50 was
naturally also remarked upon in the Muslim commentary tradition. Scholars drew
particular attention to the grammatical form of the verse, which eschews the dual
form we might really expect and talks instead about a sign in the singular. TabarT
explains this by stating that both of them together constitute evidence or a sign of
God and his majesty.'® Qurtubi also interprets the use of the singular in a similar
vein and substantiates this by claiming that the concerns and life stories of Mary
and Jesus belong together,!*! insofar as both have had an existential experience of
God’s miraculous deeds and also, one might add by way of further explanation,
have symbolically exemplified that experience through their own lives.

Another explanation for why Mary and Jesus belong together as a unit might
once again be provided by Christian iconography. We referred earlier to the tradi-
tion of icons of the hodegetria type. The substantial presence of such icons in the
Eastern Church in Late Antiquity prompts Serafim Seppéld to identify them as the
basis for this unusual grammatical formulation in the Qur’an. Such icons are, he
claims, a sign of God in their quite literal togetherness of Mary and Jesus. The fact
that these signs would have been ubiquitously present gave rise to their designa-
tion as a visible sign for all people.'®> However, in view of the deeper meaning of
the theology of signs in the Qur’an and the close connection with their models in
Syriac patristics,'®® this interpretation seems to us to fall somewhat short. We find
it more plausible that Mary is being acknowledged as a sign of God here precisely
in her role of pointing to Jesus and her indissoluble relation to him. The orientation
of'this function ‘for all worlds’ or ‘for all people of the world’ expressed in Q 21:91
might even be intended as an echo of talk in the Bible about the peoples of the world
and be designed to emphasise that the sign was also valid for the Gentiles.'* In this
case, the verse would make clear that Mary and Jesus were primarily focused on
establishing a new covenant and did not wish to replace the old one, as well as
stressing anew Mary’s linking function. We will presently see that it is exactly this
aspect which is lighted upon and further developed in the Surah A/ ‘Imran.

160 Cf. at-Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 16, 392.

161 Cf. al-Qurtubi, al-Gami , vol. 14, 281.

162 Cf. Seppild, ‘Reminiscences of icons in the Qur’an’, 11.

163 Cf. Griffith, ‘The poetics of scriptural reasoning’, Chap. 4.

164 Cf. Tabataba'i, al-Mizan fi tafsir al-Qur an, vol. 1, 21. This interpretation is unusual,
however. Normally, this verse is read not as denoting different peoples but different
ontological entities — in other words people, angels, jinns etc. On this classical interpretation,
cf. for example TabarT’s exegesis of Q 1:2, in which the term al-‘alamin appears for the first
time in the Qur’an (at-Tabari, 7afsir, vol. 1, 144).
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We have therefore been able to identify two pieces of evidence supporting the
hypothesis that Mary has a prophetic role in the surahs of the Qur’an from the mid-
Meccan period. Her emblematic function resides precisely in the interweaving of
her testimony with the life story of her son, but also keeps in mind her independent
achievement of chastity and acknowledges her virginity. In accordance with this,
the classic commentators on the Qur’an also strive to express Mary’s specialness
by virtue of her virgin conception of Jesus. Thus, on the basis of the Virgin Birth a
whole series of them accord her the honorary title salamun ‘alayha (‘Peace Be Upon
Her’), which is otherwise the mark of a prophet.'> Qurtubi even uses this honorary
title from the very beginning'®® and expressly argues that she should be designated a
prophet, because God speaks to her through an angel and because she has a mission
(irsal), which finds its expression, as Qurtub1’s declaration specifically identifies,
in the figure of Jesus.'®” Razi, meanwhile, discusses what form of miracle has been
bestowed upon Mary'®® — a line of enquiry that we will pursue further in Part III.
Razi discusses the view that Mary has witnessed a great miracle and that she can
therefore be regarded as a prophet. As a result, we may fairly presume that this line
of tradition was already familiar within Islam at this stage. We can surmise that it
must have been the view of a number of serious commentators, even though Razi
himself follows another line of interpretation.'®

Taken as a whole, however, these voices are insufficiently representative to
substantiate the talk of Mary as a prophet.'”® But at least they do furnish us with
some initial indicators, which we can pursue when considering the rest of the
text of the Qur’an. Accordingly, in the following pages we will turn our attention
to the Surah A/ ‘Imran, which provides an extensive commentary on the Surah
Maryam from the perspective of the Medina period and lends more precise theo-
logical shape to many of its statements. The background to these recastings is
formed by the theologically closer relationship between the Qur’anic community
and Christian and Jewish groups in Medina, which made a more precise theologi-
cal language possible and essential.

165 Cf. among others Mugqatil, 7afsir, vol. 3, 624; ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 22, 202.

166 Cf. al-Qurtubi, al-Gami ‘, vol. 13, 428.

167 Cf.ibid., 428 f.

168 Cf. ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 22,218 f.

169 Cf. ibid. Raz1 speculates at this point whether Mary knew that Jesus would speak for her,
and entertains the idea of a divine inspiration (wahy). Cf. ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 21, 209.

170 Ashkar, Mary in the Syriac Christian tradition and Islam, 186 cites other Muslim voices
who accord Mary the status of a prophetess primarily because of her sinlessness and because
she was chosen by God, as for example the testimony of Ibn Hazm. We will examine this
question in greater detail in Part III.
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f) Summary

Before we deal with how talk of Mary is transformed in the further course of the
Qur’anic message, we should first summarise the findings of our deliberations
thus far by highlighting the key salient points. In the surahs from the mid-Meccan
period, talk of Mary helps broaden the conception of God, which begins to take
account of metaphors like mercy that have connotations of female qualities. It
therefore becomes perfectly plausible for feminist issues to be connected to the
figure of Mary, even in the Qur’an.

But above all Mary is the first person who calls upon God as a compassionate
deity. In other words, she is looking for a quite particular intensity in her relation-
ship with God and is exemplary in the way in which she conducts a dialogue
with him. For all her humility, Mary comes across as a shrewd and theologi-
cally innovative thinker with a critical, questioning and creative intellect, who is
engaged in an intensive relationship with God based on dialogue.

In comparison with the Jewish tradition, in the Qur’an Mary appears as a
linking figure who connects the three monotheistic religions. It becomes appar-
ent at many points that her intention is not to play these religions off against one
another but to unite them in her own way. The proclaimer of the Qur’an’s estima-
tion of Zechariah and the Jewish tradition that he represents is correspondingly
high.

For the mid-Meccan period surahs, Mary is a perfectly ordinary woman, who
through her trust in God’s power comes to focus entirely on God in the figure of
her son; together with Jesus, this orientation towards God makes her a symbol for
humanity. On the one hand, she stands for every woman and every person who
wants to hear and receive the word of God. On the other hand, she finds herself
in a unique situation, and only becomes a symbol of God’s mercy in conjunction
with her son Jesus. In a situation of absolute desolation and complete vulnerabil-
ity, in which even her family turns against her, she places her trust in God’s help
through her newborn baby, and it is precisely through her act of pointing to Jesus
that they together become a prophetic sign of God.!”!

171 Therefore, one may justifiably claim that Mary’s special nature in the Qur’an is
consistently founded upon her relationship with Jesus (cf. Geagea, Mary of the Koran, 154).
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The Surah Al Imran

The Surah A/ ‘Imran forms part of the Medinan (or Madni) surahs of the Qur’an,
and it is likely that its time of writing can be dated to the first half of the period
that the Prophet spent in Medina.! For the Medinan period it is highly probable
that, after a time, the relationship between the Prophet and his community on the
one hand and the Jewish tribes resident in Medina on the other began to turn into
one of competition or even tension.” The aim of the surah that is of interest to us
here is evidently to intensively weigh up the relationship with both Judaism and
Christianity. Interestingly, in this situation the proclaimer of the Qur’an chooses
to undertake a re-evaluation of the story of Mary. We intend to subject this re-
evaluation to a thorough examination by studying it first against the background
of the Surah Maryam, but then going on to look at how it relates to the Protevan-
gelium of James and other relevant intertexts, especially from the Syriac Christian
tradition.

Considering the surah in the round, from a literary-critical perspective its core
section undoubtedly comprises Q 3:1-62, meaning that the passage concern-
ing Mary belongs to the oldest part of the surah.> Angelika Neuwirth has sug-
gested on several occasions that Q 3:7 should be regarded as a hermeneutically
important reading instruction for the whole surah. The passage that interests us
runs as follows in translation: It is He who has sent down the Book to you. Some
of its verses are clear and precise in meaning — they are the foundation of the
Book —while others are ambiguous. Those with deviation [from the truth] in their

1 On the difficulties involved in dating this surah, see Noldeke, Geschichte des Qorans,
189-194.

2 On the new circumstances in Medina, see Sinai, ‘The Unknown Known’.

3 Cf. Neuwirth, ‘The house of Abraham and the house of Amram’, 506.
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hearts pursue the ambiguous, so as to create dissension by seeking to interpret it.
However, no one but God knows its meaning. Those who are firmly grounded in
knowledge say: ‘We believe in it. It is all from the Lord.’ (Q 3:7). In this transla-
tion, therefore, only God knows the meaning of the ambiguous verses, and it is
counted as a virtue for interpreters to simply put up with the ambiguity of the
verses and accept them as God-given. If one understands this verse of the Surah A/
‘Imran in this way, then it really does not seem far-fetched to see it as a tribute to
the rabbinical tradition of exegesis,* whose principal concern is to take ambiguity
as a given and simply allow different readings to co-exist alongside one another.
Angelika Neuwirth sees this verse as signalling the discovery of ambiguity by
the Qur’anic community, which it adopted from rabbinical traditions in Medina.’
Nonetheless, this is a controversial interpretation, as she herself admits. For the
verse could also mean that not only God knows the meaning of the ambiguous
verses but also those who are firmly grounded in knowledge. The grammatical
structure of the sentences admit of two different possible variations in punctuation
at this tricky point, one of which enables this second reading.® According to this
reading, it would precisely not be a virtue for exegetes to accept ambiguity, and
the meaning would instead be that they were being exhorted to gain firm founda-
tions for their knowledge and hence arrive at an unambiguous interpretation.

It is interesting, then, that the Qur’an’s commentary on ambiguous verses is
itself ambiguous. It leaves us uncertain whether an ambiguity is to be endured as
something God-ordained or to be overcome through exegetical effort. This ambi-
guity of ambiguity appears to the present authors to justify our enquiring with
all the exegetical means at our disposal after the historically and theologically
correct meaning of the individual verses, in the case of the Surah 41 ‘Imran too,
and not to accede too hastily to an ‘anything goes’ hermeneutical approach. At the
same time, however, we cannot exclude the possibility of persistently ambiguous
verses. For the Muslim—Christian analysis of the Qur’an that we are attempting to
provide in this book, this means that it is perfectly possible for there to be several
legitimate readings of the same verses from a Qur’anic perspective and also docu-
mented in the tradition of Islamic exegesis.

4 Marx, ‘Glimpses of a Mariology in the Qur’an’, 551.

5 Neuwirth, ‘The house of Abraham and the house of Amram’, 518.

6 Cf.ibid., 515: “Verse 3:7 is a crux interpretum that has been the subject of numerous debates
since the expression ar-rasikhiina fi I- ilm, “those firmly rooted in knowledge,” can be
construed both as the end of the sentence preceding it, and as the beginning of the one
following it, thus either reserving the prerogative of exegesis to God or attributing it to both
God and the learned.’
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a) On the genealogy of Mary

God chose Adam and Noah and the family of Abraham and the family of ‘Imran
above all his creatures. They are the offspring of one another. God hears all and
knows all (Q 3:33 f.).

The passage on Mary in the Surah A/ ‘Imran begins with a programmatic
placing on an equal footing of the houses of Abraham and Amram, who from
the perspective of the surah may stand for Judaism and Christianity respectively.
According to Exodus 6:20, Amram — the biblical form in Hebrew of the name that
is rendered in Arabic by ‘Imran — is the father of Moses and Aaron, and according
to Numbers 26:58 f. is also the father of Miriam. This is the same Miriam who
was frequently identified typologically with Mary, even by the Church Fathers.’
Thus, when Mary is already referred to in Q 19:28 as the sister of Aaron, this
corresponds with the biblical portrayal of the Old Testament prophetess Miriam,
while in another place in the Qur’an there is mention of a sister of Moses, albeit
without any name being given (Q 28:11). Yet in view of the typological identifica-
tion of various Mary figures in Late Antiquity, it is not uncommon for the mother
of Jesus to also be regarded as the sister of Aaron and the daughter of Amram. As
such, she is construed as belonging to the clan of the Levites and hence closely
associated with both Zechariah and John the Baptist. Thus, when the proclaimer
of the Qur’an emphasises that God has chosen both the house of Abraham and
the house of Amram, the house of Amram as the house of the father of Mary
stands for Christianity, whereas the house of Abraham stands for Judaism. At
least, this is how Angelika Neuwirth interprets this connection.® She points to the
fact that, even in the surah that bears his family name, Amram actually plays no
part whatsoever, but that only the women are of significance — that is, both the
unnamed mother of Mary and Mary herself. The genealogy of Jesus therefore con-
sists solely of two female protagonists, and in this interpretation is set alongside
the far more patriarchal Abrahamic tradition.

According to an interpretation that was first developed by Angelika Neuwirth,
the Surah Al ‘Imran represents a politicised rereading of the Surah Maryam,
which accords the tribe of Amram its own independent status alongside Judaism,
which traces its roots back to Abraham.’ In this interpretation, the proclaimer of

7 Cf. Severos of Antioch, Homiliae cathedrales, ed. Maurice Briére, Patrologia Orientalis 20,
Paris 1927, 420; Gregory of Nyssa, Traité de la virginité, ed. Michel Aubineau (SC 119), Paris
1966, 484-488; Anonymus dialogus cum ludaeis: saeculi ut videtur sexti, ed. José H. Declerck
(CCSG 30), Turnhout 1994, 39.

8 Cf. Neuwirth, The house of Abraham and the house of Amram, 507 f.

9 Cf. Marx, ‘Glimpses of a Mariology in the Qur’an’, 535.
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the Qur’an was concerned to balance out the Jewish conception of God’s chosen
people,'® which is here disengaged from the exclusivity of the male Jewish patri-
archs and extended to include a purely female genealogy of the chosen people.!!
Michael Marx too sees the surah as being about establishing the equal status of
the successors of Abraham and the successors of Amram, who all descend from
Adam and Noah."

And yet the question remains whether these two houses can really be said to
represent Judaism and Christianity. Accordingly, other commentators like Karl-
Josef Kuschel, for example, place the surah within a purely Jewish context."
Although this interpretation can itself be questioned in view of the large amount of
space devoted to Mary in the surah, it is interesting to keep in mind that the house
of Amram was primarily a Jewish house and that it is therefore different Jewish
groups that are under consideration here. Amram is, after all, also the father of
Moses, the principal ancestor figure in Jewish self-identity. Indeed, it is perplexing
that Moses is not actually mentioned by name at this point.'* However, this might
simply have to do with the fact that the proclaimer of the Qur’an had Christian
patterns of argumentation in mind.

It is striking that, in naming the houses of Abraham and Amram, the Qur’an
invokes a genealogy that ultimately leads to Mary and Jesus and which begins
with Adam and Noah. All four of these figures stand for decisive steps in God’s
connection with Israel, which were analysed both by the Christian Church Fathers
and subsequently by the Qur’an. Adam represents the very first instance in which
God turns to man, while Noah stands for the renewal of God’s commitment to
all people in the wake of the first cosmic catastrophe. In both the Bible and the
Qur’an, the story of both individuals demonstrates God’s devotion to all humans,
which still holds good even when humans turn away from God (as Adam was
the first to do). Whereas Adam and Noah enter into the covenant with God rather
as individuals and are hence still not regarded as representatives of Israel, but
instead simply stand for God’s covenant with all people, Abraham represents the
patriarchs who according to the Qur’an’s testimony do not belong to a particular
religion but who in equal measure lay the foundations of Judaism, Christianity and
Islam (cf. Q 3:65). For in the Qur’anic interpretation, Abraham was not a Jew or

10 Cf. Neuwirth, The house of Abraham and the house of Amram, 526.

11 Cf. ibid.: ‘Mary’s story is retold in order to support a female-dominated genealogy of
elects.’

12 Cf. Marx, ‘Glimpses of a Mariology in the Qur’an’, 549.

13 Cf. Kuschel, Juden, Christen, Muslime, 486.

14 Cf. Marx, ‘Glimpses of a Mariology in the Qur’an’, 547.
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a Christian but an ‘upright man’ (Q 3:67) and as such he established a new form
of religiosity. It would therefore be wrong to see him solely as a representative
of Judaism. Instead — just like Adam and Noah — he is the forebear of Mary and
Jesus, just as he is also the forebear of the Jewish tradition and the new Muslim
community.

Yet Jesus’s and Mary’s origins are also traced back to the house of Amram
and hence to the priestly caste, the tradition of the prophetesses of Israel and the
Mosaic tradition. The genealogical concept of the Qur’an therefore unifies seem-
ingly opposing elements of Judaism and Christianity into a single family tree and
emphasises how mutually interdependent their origins are and how fruitless it is
to try and play them off against one another.

It is informative to compare this genealogical perspective of the Qur’an with
the biblical genealogy as exemplified by the family tree cited in the Gospel of
Matthew. As we have already seen in the section on the biblical foundations of
Mariology, Jesus’s family tree derives his genealogy from the families of Abraham
and David:

This is the genealogy of Jesus the Messiah the son of David, the son of
Abraham: Abraham was the father of Isaac, Isaac the father of Jacob,
Jacob the father of Judah and his brothers [...] and Jesse the father of King
David. David was the father of Solomon, whose mother had been Uriah’s
wife, [...] and Jacob the father of Joseph, the husband of Mary, and Mary
was the mother of Jesus who is called the Messiah. Thus there were
fourteen generations in all from Abraham to David, fourteen from David
to the exile to Babylon, and fourteen from the exile to the Messiah (Mt
1:1,2, 6, 16, 17).

The house of Abraham is therefore expressly introduced in Mt 1:2. By con-
trast, there is no mention of Amram, Moses, Aaron or Miriam. Still, four women
whom we have already discussed in detail in Part I do appear in the family tree.
Thus, when the Qur’an places the female genealogy of the house of Amram in
the foreground, this ties in very strongly with the biblical genealogy. However,
the proclaimer of the Qur’an is at pains to avoid any dubiousness surrounding
the female figures, and so portrays the mother of Mary as an ideal type. Any
suspicion that Mary might have been an adulteress or even a prostitute is thus
nipped in the bud.

If one considers the other genealogy of Mary in the Qur’an, the first thing that
strikes one is that there should be a genealogy of Mary at all. Although Mary
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does appear in the genealogy of Jesus in Mt 1, she does not play any genealogi-
cal role. Jesus’s ancestry runs exclusively via his adoptive father Joseph; Mary is
irrelevant here from a genealogical point of view. This changes with the Syrian
Church Fathers, who also assume a Davidic line of descent for Mary as well, as we
have noted above. However, this idea was not exclusive to Syrian patristics, but
was also evident in the writings of other Church Fathers after Justin Martyr.!* It is
intriguing that the proclaimer of the Qur’an goes along with this shift of emphasis
in patristic exegesis and even intensifies it by eliminating Joseph entirely as the
father. This surely has to do with the fact that the Qur’an — quite at variance with
the classical Muslim commentary tradition'® — does not make Jesus’s lineage from
the house of David a topic. Yet this also means a revaluation of Mary as a woman,
who against the customary patriarchal thinking of the time is seen by the Qur’an
as a fully fledged element in the genealogy of Jesus. While women only appear in
Mt in a supplementary role, in Q 3 it is the men who are given the minor roles or
who disappear completely from the picture — at least as regards Jesus’s immediate
background and hence also as regards the house of Amram."”

Looking at the Qur’anic genealogy of Mary as a whole, it therefore becomes
clear that Mary is not just the sister of Aaron and hence a member of the house of
Amram, but is also an Abrahamite. She therefore stands for all facets of Judaism,
the priestly side as well as the prophetic, and that of the patriarchs as well as that
of the strong prophetic women. She is simply — as the Surah Maryam made clear —
a figure of integration, who even within her family tree brings together rather than
divides different traditions. Only the Davidic dimension, which was so important
to the Church Fathers and which is also the decisive one for the genealogy of
Jesus, is disregarded. Clearly the legitimation of this new tradition functions even
without messianic borrowings, which constantly incur the danger of unduly nar-
rowing down the full breadth of the biblical legacy and which also, through being

15 Cf. Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthdus, 137.

16 Cf. Mugqatil, Tafsir, vol. 4, 380. Here Mugqatil presents an extensive genealogy of Mary,
which he traces back to Abraham via David. Cf. also Ashkar, Mary in the Syriac Christian
tradition and Islam, 151. TabarT’s commentary on the Qur’an adopts a large section of the
genealogy from Mt 1,6-11, with the result that Jesus’s descent from David in confirmed de
facto, and Amram is identified with Joseph. Cf. Mourad, ‘Mary in the Qur’an’, 164; with
regard to at-Tabart, Tafsir, vol. 3, 234. According to Ibn Ishaq, even Mary belongs to the house
of David (cf. Mourad, ‘Mary in the Qur’an’, 165).

17 There is an interesting parallel to the Prophet Muhammad at this point. His children too
(who were approaching adulthood) were all girls, forcing him to establish a female genealogy.
This may well have made easier for him to understand the message proclaimed here, and may
also explain why that message becomes more important in Medina than it was in Mecca.
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aggressively misused for imperialistic ends under Emperor Heraclius, become
problematic for the proclaimer of the Qur’an.'

b) Mary’s birth and childhood — the connection with Zechariah

Remember when the wife of ‘Imran said, ‘My Lord! I have dedicated what is in my
womb entirely to Your service, so accept it from me. You are the One who hears
and knows all.” When she gave birth, she said, ‘My Lord! I have given birth to a
girl,”and God knew full well what she had given birth to — and a male is not like a
female. ‘I have named her Mary, and her and her offspring in your protection from
the accursed Satan.’ So her Lord graciously accepted her and made her grow in
goodness by entrusting her to the care of Zachariah. Whenever Zachariah visited
her in her sanctuary, he found her supplied with provisions. He exclaimed, ‘O
Mary! Where did this come from?’ She replied, ‘It is from God. God provides for
whoever He wills without measure’ (Q 3:35-37).

After mentioning her genealogy, the Surah A/ ‘Imran proceeds to describe
Mary’s birth and childhood — an account which has no precedents either in the
Bible or in the Surah Maryam. Because the Protevangelium of James was espe-
cially influential for the Christian tradition where this topic was concerned, it is
worthwhile scrutinising the following verses of the Surah with particular refer-
ence to this text. If one compares the Surah 4/ ‘Tmran with the Protevangelium
of James, one notices straight away that the proclaimer of the Qur’an does not
touch upon the lead-up to Mary’s conception of Jesus — namely, the pleas and
laments of Joachim and Anne from ProtEvJam 1-3 hold as little interest for him
as the angel’s announcement of the birth of Mary (ProtEv]Jam 4:1). Instead, the
Qur’an commences directly with the reply given by Mary’s mother, who remains
nameless, and reports this answer in a somewhat abbreviated fashion, albeit while
retaining the basic content. The character of her vow is also preserved.

Whereas one gains the impression from ProtEvJam that it is first and foremost
Joachim’s prayers that are being answered (ProtEvJam 4:2 f.), the Qur’an focuses
entirely on the mother of Mary and her relationship with God. She is portrayed
as having a particular intimacy with God, which is why she wants to dedicate
her child to him. According to the classical commentary tradition, in this she is

18 Cf. Ghaffar, Der Koran in seinem religions- und weltgeschichtlichen Kontext, 57-74. In
his analysis of the mid-Meccan Surah Sad (Q 38) Ghaffar indicates that even at this stage the
proclaimer of the Qur’an will not accept a Davidic Messiah. Since in all likelihood Emperor
Heraclius began spreading his propaganda about a Davidic Messiah as early as the 610s, it
therefore makes sense that the proclaimer of the Qur’an should repeatedly react here.
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following God’s inspiration,'® which makes it clear that her development, and
hence the development of Mary and Jesus too, will take place from the outset
under benevolent divine providence. The lines of communication between God
and Mary’s mother appear straightforward and direct, and bespeak a great close-
ness and familiarity.

Her first utterance ends with an echo of the way God is introduced by the Qur’an
in the preceding verse; she acknowledges God as all-hearing and all-knowing. But
while it remain unclear in Q 3:34 why the account of Mary’s genealogy should
culminate in a proclamation that God hears and knows everything, here these
predications are given a practical meaning. They are, so to speak, translated from a
Dominican statement into a Franciscan one, to cite an important distinction drawn
by Eleonore Stump.?® That is to say, the statements of God’s omniscience are no
longer just abstract utterances spoken in the third person; instead, they have now
become part of an address to God, a dialogue. This is expressed linguistically in
the fact that God’s hearing and seeing are first presented adjectivally, and so come
across as general and abstract as a result of appearing without a definite article,
while in the concrete relational dialogue they appear as an integral part of God’s
name and have an article placed in front of them. If God is the All-Hearing, then
this now means that Mary’s mother can turn to him in full confidence. The pro-
claimer of the Qur’an does not even need to have her spell out her wish to bear
a child, since this is already known to God the All-Knowing anyway. As the All-
Hearing, God is already aware of all her desires; he knows of her concerns and is
compassionate towards her. In addition, the naming of God, which occurs at the
end of the verse, emphasises that she can be sure that her wish will not go unheard
and come to nothing. By contrast, in the Qur’an her husband only appears as the
person who gives his house its name. We learn nothing at all about his relation-
ship with God.

In ProtEvJam 7:1 it is Joachim who takes the initiative in having Mary accepted
for service in the Temple while she is still only a young girl, and his wife Anne
delays taking this step until Mary has reached the end of her third year. By con-
trast, in Q 3:36 it is solely at her mother’s instigation that Mary is placed under
God’s special protection. It is she who of her own volition dedicates her child to
God; according to the clarifications offered by tradition, it is her prayer of sup-
plication which ensures that Mary and Jesus remain immune to Satan. Interest-
ingly, this prayer of supplication is not about God granting this special protection

19 Cf. ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 8, 27.
20 Cf. Stump, Wandering in darkness, 39—64.
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at all, but solely about him accepting her devotion. Yet the all-hearing and all-
knowing God identifies in it her yearning to have her child protected, and acts
accordingly. In his commentary on this passage, TabarT uses a particular turn of
phrase to describe God accepting (tagabbala) what the mother of Mary desired
(aradat),*'and this points up especially clearly God’s amenability to dialogue and
reciprocity; in his deeds, he meets a person’s wishes and gets involved with that
person. Mary’s mother appears here as the instigator or at least the catalyst of
a miraculous story of human—divine interaction. The fact that TabarT does not
choose the Arabic verb §a ‘at to express Mary’s mother’s wish but instead uses the
term aradat, which has connotations of single-mindedness and intent, indicates
that he wanted to emphasise her strength of will,?> which is what prompts God to
heed her supplication.

While Anne in ProtEv]Jam 5:2 learns the sex of her child from the midwife,
in Q 3:36 Mary’s mother is in the know herself, without any mention of outside
help, and informs God that it is a girl. Of course, God must know in advance what
gender the child will be, and factored this in when answering Mary’s mother’s
prayers. From the Qur’anic perspective, it is clearly not a problem at all for God
that his special protection should be accorded to a woman. A woman too can be
dedicated to the special service of God.

This insight is especially remarkable inasmuch as certain influential Christian
churches, even nowadays, have a major problem with the idea of consecrating
women to the service of God and in conferring priestly duties on them.? From the

21 Cf. at-Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 5, 345.

22 In her encounter with God and in praying to him, the mother of Mary thus observes a
particular etiquette, which Muhammad later formulated in terms of advice to his community,
namely not to equivocate bashfully when praying in supplication, but to articulate one’s wishes
clearly and self-assuredly. Cf. at-Tirmidi, Gami ‘, Hadith No. 3479, Book No. 45 (Kitab

ad-da ‘wat), 198.

23 Tabari explains Anne’s wish for her child to be a boy by pointing to the restrictions that are
imposed on women in serving the Church (at-Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 5, 337). In other words, even
at this stage, TabarT is no longer referring to the context of the Temple, but identifying that
women are placed at a distinct disadvantage in the Christian churches. Yet it was also the case
in Jewish temples in antiquity that women were not permitted to undertake any ritual
activities. Although this ban may not have been couched in the form of an express proscription
in ancient Judaism, many factors lead us to conclude that such a ban did exist de facto: the
periodical ritual ‘uncleanliness’ of women (i.e., through menstruation), which would render
them unsuitable for Temple service; the total absence of any female priestly figures in biblical
texts (and by contrast their presence in Hittite texts, cf. Marsman, Women in Ugarit and Israel,
487-489); the negative appraisal of women in 2 Kings 11 and 1 Kings 16-21 as well as 1
Kings 15:13, who were admittedly not priestesses but queens, yet who nonetheless played an
active part in religious life, albeit in different faiths; and finally, as Marsman emphasises, the
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Qur’an’s viewpoint, Mary is the decisive counterargument to this position, whose
example clearly shows that women too are worthy of being dedicated to God.
In its lobbying efforts to secure the ordination of women, the German Catholic
women’s movement ‘Mary 2.0” would therefore do well to refer to the Qur’an’s
portrayal of Mary. Yet the idea of ordination for women does not find much favour
in the Muslim community, so within Islam it would actually be inappropriate to
talk in terms of Mary being consecrated. What the Qur’an is picking up on here,
rather, is simply the Jewish tradition of making children available for Torah study
and service in the Temple.? Yet precisely against this background, it is of abiding
interest that, in Jewish culture, this kind of service was actually only intended
for male children. And in Christianity, although it was possible for women to
spend an ascetic life of devotion in a convent, it was unthinkable for them to be
ordained as priests, so that it was also challenging for the Islamic commentary
tradition to interpret these statements of the Qur’an appropriately. Razi interprets
the passage in such a way that Mary is here freed from worldly matters to focus
on obedience to God — an idea that would be entirely fitting for a monastic life. He
also considers whether it might not also be about the freedom to study the word
of God?* — a thought which in turn is instructive for the rabbinical context, insofar
as devoting one’s life to the study of the Torah was also traditionally considered
a privilege reserved for men.

If one looks at the rest of what the mother of Mary says, one notices that it
is she alone who take it upon herself to name her daughter (Q 3:36). For all her
humility, she is very determined at the same time; she seems to have a clear vision
for her daughter and guides her destiny in the direction she desires by giving her

a name and praying for her — subtly and yet unequivocally.*

It is also noteworthy
that all the miraculous elements of the Protevangelium have been expunged from

the story: the Qur’an neither mentions Mary’s ability to walk at just six months

desire to block women’s access to priestly roles, lest such roles became identified with the role
of the spouse of a god (primarily Asherah) and led to women assuming a position of power, cf.
Marsman, Women in Ugarit and Israel, 572. Where the Bible is concerned, the passages
Exodus 40:13-15, which speak of the sons (but not daughters) of Aaron as the successors to
their priestly father, as well as Leviticus 15:14 and 15:29, where both men and women are
expected to take part in ritual cleansing and sacrifice, but only men may approach the Lord,
only serve to corroborate such a de facto ban.

24 Cf. at-Tabari, Tafsir, vol. 2, 476 f.

25 Cf. ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 8, 27.

26 According to Razi, the name ‘Mary’ denotes a servant whom God preserved from
iniquities in both this life and the hereafter. Cf. ibid., vol. 8, 29.
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of age,”” nor does it directly take up the idea that she allowed nothing unclean to
pass through her (ProtEvJam 6:1). Everything is concentrated on her relationship
with God. Mary now enters into this special relationship and is placed, together
with her offspring, under God’s special protection.

This protection of Mary and her children from Satan was also a topic of inter-
est for the Muslim Hadith tradition. Thus, in one hadith it is said that only Jesus
and Mary were left untouched by Satan at their respective births.?® In saying this,
the hadith tradition awakened echoes of the Catholic doctrine of original sin,?
which also maintains that it is exclusively Jesus and Mary who were born without
original sin and who are therefore protected from Satan. It is interesting that the
Qur’an extends this protection to the whole of Mary’s family, and thereby sym-
bolically to all Christians or all believers. This makes it clear that the motif of
protection is not meant to indicate some miraculous immaculate conception, or
to signal a special privilege on the part of Jesus and Mary, but rather simply a
special connection between God and the Christian communities or believers as a
whole, as represented emblematically by Jesus and Mary. The story of Mary and
her son brings to light something that applies to all worlds. It is precisely for this
reason that the two of them are used to symbolise all the peoples of the world, as
we discussed earlier.

It is positively exciting that Mary’s and hence Jesus’s special role is made
possible in the Qur’an by a prayer offered up by Mary’s mother. This aspect too
is treated in the Hadith tradition and emphasised by the classical commentators
on the Qur’an.*® According to the relevant traditions, in response to the prayer of
supplication by Mary’s mother, God placed a veil between Mary and Satan right
at the moment of her birth. Here we see the reappearance of the image of the cloth
or veil, which played such a significant role as a means of protecting Mary in the

27 Despite the Qur’an itself taking a very critical stance toward miraculous embellishments of
the story of Mary’s childhood, the Muslim commentary tradition seems on occasion all too
happy to recount such tales. Thus, according to Qurtubi it was even the case that Mary was
able to grow more in an hour than her contemporaries were in a whole year. Al-Qurtub,
al-Gami, vol. 8, 101 f.

28 Cf. al-Buhari, Sahih, Hadith No. 4548, Book No. 65 (Kitab at-tafsir), 1114 f. TabarT too
refers to this hadith: ‘There is no soul that is born which does not feel the sting of Satan except
Mary, the daughter of ‘Imran, thanks to the prayers her mother offered up...” (at-Tabar1, Tafsir,
vol. 5, 339-342).

29 Cf. Anawati, ‘Islam and the immaculate conception’, 447, 457. Ultimately, Anawati comes
to the conclusion that it might represent a deliberate strategy on the part of Catholicism to try
and identify corresponding echoes in the Qur’an and the ahadith (ibid., 461). We doubt
whether this is a fruitful line of enquiry.

30 Cf. ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 8, 26.
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Surah Maryam. The Surah Al ‘Imran therefore makes it clear from the Qur’an’s
standpoint how important the prayers of one’s own mother are in shielding a
person from the forces that might separate them from God.

If the verses Q 3:35 f. are focused entirely on Mary’s mother and her relation-
ship with God, then from Q 3:37 onwards the relationship of Mary with God
is brought to the fore, and her mother is no longer mentioned. Instead of her
parents, Zechariah now cares for her, because God makes him her guardian. The
two stories of Mary and Zechariah, which remained without any direct connec-
tion in the Surah Maryam, are now interwoven with one another by means of
this bridging verse.! On a narrative level, the close connection between Mary
and the Temple serves to link her both with the clan of Aaron and with the new
Temple, namely the Church — connotations which were of course known about in
the milieu in which the Qur’an came into being.*> As a result, they are consciously
alluded to here, and once more reveal Mary as an interlinking figure.

However, one must take care when interpreting this talk of the Temple. In our
analysis of the Surah Maryam, we have already noted that the Arabic text of the
Qur’an does not actually refer to the Temple but rather to the mihrab. Accordingly,
the Muslim commentary tradition conceives of this as a separate room, which
however was definitely located within the Temple. Yet at this point in the Qur’an,
Zechariah hardly appears any longer as a servant of the Temple, but becomes
instead Mary’s guardian, who has to act as a substitute for her deceased father.™
As a variety of exegetes point out, the only way to access this separate room in the
Temple was by climbing a ladder, and Zechariah has locked Mary away behind a
door. TabarT and Raz1 even talk in term of seven locked doors, but they too are in
agreement that the mihirab constitutes a closed discrete space whose purpose is to
shield Mary from the outside world.**

Fantasies of this kind are far removed from the text of the Qur’an. It is difficult
to decide whether their aim is to defend Mary’s chastity and integrity against any
reproaches, or whether an urge to exert control over excessive female independ-
ence is perhaps influencing the viewpoint of the male exegetes here. However,
we do not need to agonise over resolving this question, since the Qur’an is crystal
clear on this point: Mary is not growing up here in a room with multiple locks
under the supervision of her guardian, but is experiencing a pleasant upbringing’.

31 Cf. Neuwirth, ‘The house of Abraham and the house of Amram’, 512.
32 Cf. Marx, ‘Glimpses of a Mariology in the Qur’an’, 551.

33 Cf. al-Qurtubi, al-Gami*, vol. 5, 108.

34 Cf. at-Tabar, Tafsir, vol. 5, 359 und ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 8, 32.
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In philological terms, the Qur’an’s phrasing here is interesting in the way the
active and passive voices relate to one another, since the text literally states that
God ‘caused Mary to be brought up in a pleasant way’. The Qur’an’s choice
of grammatical form here can be interpreted as an indication of the connection
between grace and freedom, which characterises the way Mary conducts her
whole life,* and which marks her out in the Qur’an as the paradigm of the faith-
ful believer. Therefore it is not a question here of a young woman being kept under
surveillance by her guardian but rather of this young woman paradigmatically
devoting her life to God away from her family. Genealogically, she is not sub-
sumed within the family of Zechariah. Despite the fact that Zechariah and Mary
belong to one and the same house of Amram and hence have a genealogical con-
nection, the ‘women’s power’ of Mary’s mother and Mary herself cannot simply
be assigned to the men of the same clan. Instead, an independent female geneal-
ogy is actually established here, which then goes on to form the basis of Jesus’s
prophetic ministry.

In ProtEvJam 7:2, the priest remains nameless and the parents simply hand
their daughter over to the Temple in general. The priest also immediately points
to Mary’s soteriological role for Isracl when he announces: ‘In you, at the end of
days, the Lord will manifest His redemption to the sons of Israel.” In other words,
the priest plays only a subsidiary role here and is merely present to point to the
Church’s precedence over Israel. By contrast, in the Qur’an Zechariah is on a par
with Mary: on the one hand, he is placed above her as her guardian, but on the
other God provides for her directly, meaning that Zechariah is clearly not indis-
pensable for Mary, but rather acknowledges with wonder her proximity to God,
which he finds miraculous and special.

Thus, God himself provides Mary directly with food (Q 3:37). The Muslim
commentary tradition also acknowledges this aspect of being cared for by God
and highlights its miraculous nature. For if Mary is being shielded behind seven
locked doors, as TabarT and Razi maintain, it really is a mystery where she gets

35 In the formulation anbataha nabatan hasanan (‘made her grow in goodness’) from Q 3:37
the verb is in the fourth base form and is transitive and hence signifies that someone (here
God) causes the thing that is denoted (growing) to happen. In this case, one would expect the
ensuing accusative to also derive from the fourth base, given that a verb—accusative
construction via the same root is a common grammatical construction. However, the fact that
the accusative object is in the first base form and hence is an intransitive construction points
grammatically to Mary’s active cooperation. Here too, therefore, just as we found with regard
to Mary’s mother’s prayer, the correlationship between God and humans through dialogue can
be identified right down to the level of linguistic subtleties.



172 MARY IN THE QUR’AN

her food from.* On the contrary, the Qur’an is concerned to show that Mary is not
dependent upon her guardian but that she orientates herself entirely towards God.
It is God who preserves her and provisions her. She does not need any overseer
for this. In the same way that, in the Christian liturgy, Mary is repeatedly given
sustenance by angels,” and just as in the Protevangelium of James it is an angel
who brings Mary food (ProtEvJam 8:1), so too in the Qur’an it is God’s care that
ensures she is provisioned.’® On a narrative level it is therefore easy to see how
Mary’s special trust in God might arise and how she can later instantly recognise
the figure of the angel. After all, she has been used to being provided for by an
angel since her childhood.’® Whether, as the Christian tradition suggests,*’ she
really was presented in the Temple at Jerusalem as a consecrated individual who
dwelt within the sanctuary, or whether her devotion to God unfolded in a different
religious context and took the form of a service she chose herself, is not of key
importance here. The only thing that is of significance in this context is that Mary
gives herself entirely to God of her own free will and that God accepts her into his
care without her requiring any protection from a man. If one construes Zechariah
here as the typological representative of the Jewish priestly tradition, it is interest-
ing that it is precisely this tradition which is provided to her for her support.

Thereupon Zachariah prayed to his Lord, saying, ‘My Lord! Grant me by your
grace righteous offspring. You are the Hearer of all prayers.’So the angels called
out to him as he stood praying in the sanctuary, ‘God gives you the good news of
the birth of John, who will confirm the Word of God and will be a great leader,
chaste, and a prophet among the righteous.’ Zachariah exclaimed, ‘My Lord! How
can I have a son when I am very old and my wife is barren?’ He replied, ‘Such
is the will of God. He does what He pleases.’ Zachariah said, ‘My Lord! Grant
me a sign.’ He said, ‘Your sign is that you will not be able to speak to people for
three days except through gestures. Remember your Lord often and glorify Him
morning and evening’ (Q 3:38-41).

In comparison with the Surah Maryam, it is apparent here that Zechariah,
albeit with a different stress, likewise alludes to his advanced age. There is also

36 Cf. footnote 34 of p. 220.

37 Marx, ‘Glimpses of a Mariology in the Qur’an’, 554, citing Beck, Nachtréige zu Ephrem
Syrus, 32.

38 Geagea, Mary of the Koran, 72, sees the angel’s provisioning of Mary as a sign that God
takes very special care of Mary — right from the moment of her birth onwards.

39 The term rizg covers the provision of both material and spiritual comfort. Cf. Lane,
Lexicon, vol. 3, 1076.

40 Kuschel, Juden, Christen, Muslime, 489.
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a similarity in the typically Qur’anic hope for righteous offspring, which closely
associates the quality of this offspring with its devotion to God (cf. Q 19:6). The
same intimate relationship between Zechariah and God is in evidence, and like-
wise Zechariah’s confidence that God will hear his prayers. And while in the
first instance, the response now no longer comes from God but from the angels,
the function of the angels here is to act as door openers, so that after their initial
entrance in Q 3:39, the communication from the next verse onwards takes place
between God and Zechariah directly. The same pattern recurs with Mary. Here too,
communication begins with the angels, yet like Zechariah Mary reacts directly to
God’s address, and thereafter God starts to lead the conversation in her case too.
In this way the proclaimer of the Qur’an clearly wishes to emphasise that angels
are not there to prevent humans from intimate contact with God but actually want
to facilitate it.

In the rest of the surah, there is also talk of many angels. In other words, the
Annunciation scene, which we will discuss in greater detail presently, also sees
the appearance of a number of angels. In the Muslim tradition, the host of angels
is justified by the fact that the Holy Spirit or Gabriel is wont to appear at the head
of a heavenly council, that is accompanied by other, lower-ranking angels, who
therefore do not need to be individually named, and who can be understood as
speaking with a single voice.*! However, the spirit of God from the Surah Maryam
is not mentioned in the Surah A/ ‘Imran, which means that the passages of the
Qur’an that are adduced here as analogies are only of limited instructive value.
They would tend to suggest that the angels here also denote the same spirit which
appears in the Surah Maryam — hence perhaps the angel Gabriel, but here with an
entourage. That is certainly possible, though it does not explain why the talk now
is of a multitude of angels.

One reason for the plurality of angel figures at the moment of the Annun-
ciation may be to remove any grounds for suspecting any intimate relationship
between the heavenly figure and Mary. Because the proclaimer of the Qur’an
clearly intends to draw a structural parallel between the scenes of annunciation
to Mary and Zechariah as a way of countering the customary Christian hierar-
chisation of the two scenes, it is incumbent upon him to also have several angels
appear to Zechariah. In at least one text of pre-Qur anic Syrian patristics, Gabriel

41 Cf. among others Muqatil, Tafsir, vol. 1, 275. For Razi just one angel is active, who is
identified, analogous with Surah a/-Qadr (Q 97), as Gabriel (ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 8, 46).
However, the flaw in this reading is that neither Gabriel nor the Holy Spirit are mentioned in Q
3. Frequently, Q 81:21 is also read as evidence that Gabriel has a kind of entourage. Cf.
at-Tabarl, Tafsir, vol. 24, 164.
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is symbolic of Mary’s husband. In accordance with this, at this point his name
(‘the man of God’) is interpreted in such a way that it becomes clear that he is a
symbol of Mary’s husband. In this way, a special connection between Mary and
Gabriel is established on a symbolic level, which in the pagan environment where
the Qur’an arose might have led to sexual misinterpretations.* So the proclaimer
of the Qur’an simply cuts the ground from underneath this potential misreading
with his talk of a host of angels.

Another striking feature of the re-evaluation of the Surah Maryam is the greater
weight that is now given to the Temple as a stage on which the scene with Zecha-
riah unfolds. The Temple plays no part in the dialogue between Zechariah and
God in the Surah Maryam. The first mention of it comes when Zechariah com-
municates with the community. By contrast, in the Surah A/ ‘Tmrdn, Zechariah
is already active in the Temple when he receives the answer of the angel — albeit
with the proviso that one is prepared to translate the term mihrab as ‘“Temple’. Q
3:39 does not provide any grounds for interpreting Zechariah’s prayers as a ritu-
alistic act. In some respects, one might even say that the Qur’an already presup-
poses that the Temple has become the synagogue and that sacrificial duties have
now been supplanted by the offering-up of prayers.* As a result, the priest is no
longer a priest in the cultic sense but instead a prayer leader, and the Temple is
no longer a cultic site but a prayer room. If we take seriously the hypothesis that
this change had also already taken place within the Jewish community after the
destruction of the Second Temple, but that Christian polemics were based on the
premise that the Church was the true ‘new’ Temple, then it would be perfectly in
keeping with the desire of the proclaimer of the Qur’an (which we have already
noted in the context of the Surah Maryam) to view Judaism and Christianity as
equally valid to present Zechariah as praying in the prayer room/Temple. In this
way, he is explicitly shown operating within the same space where Mary grows
up, and so is moved even closer to her. It must remain a matter of speculation
whether the addition of these details was made necessary by Jewish, Christian or
pagan intervention. Whatever the case may be, they underline the intention that

42 For the complete context here and the relevant passages from the Syriac Church Fathers,
see Ghaffar, ‘Kontrafaktische Intertextualitit im Koran und die exegetische Tradition des
syrischen Christentums’, 14.

43 Cf. Marx, ‘Glimpses of a Mariology in the Qur’an’, 554: ‘It is noteworthy that Zachariah
in ecclesiastical memory is presented as the last of the priests who according to Luke still
fulfils sacrificial duties. The Qur’an goes a step further by picturing the temple service as being
already a prayer service and accordingly has Zachariah no longer perform sacrifices, but
depicts him as praying in the Temple (Q 3:39).”
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is already evident in the Surah Maryam of placing Zechariah and Mary on an
equal footing as a matter of principle, which is now completed by the motif of a
common bond.

This requirement is also apparent in another element of the narration, the
assignment of names. Unlike in Q 19:7, the special meaning of the name ‘John’
is not explicitly mentioned, nor is the name the subject of another introduction;
instead, the angels simply accept the name as a given, ordained by God (Q 3:39).
John is therefore treated in exactly the same way as Jesus, whose name is simply
introduced without more ado in the Surah Maryam by the proclaimer of the
Qur’an and whose name is now determined here as well not by the mother of
Jesus but by God. In Q 3:45 it is once again the angels who introduce this name.
Thus, in the matter of the choice of names too, pre-existing differences between
Zechariah and Mary are erased, and their relationship to the same angel figures
is underscored — another indication of how closely the Qur’an means to associate
the roles of Zechariah and Mary and hence of the clear convergence between the
typological figures representing Judaism and Christianity respectively.

At the same time, the role of John the Baptist is also described in greater
detail.* He is now introduced as an ascetic, a prophet, and as one of the righteous
(Q 3:39) — all labels that do not appear in the Surah Maryam and which on the
one hand chime in with the portrayal of John the Baptist in the Gospels, but on the
other give no room to the hierarchical relationship between the two figures that is
assumed in the Bible. Even so, Jesus is later acknowledged as the Word of God
(Q 3:45), and this particularity of Jesus is anticipated here in the fact that John is
portrayed as the person who is to meant to confirm a Word from God. Here, then,
the roles of John and Jesus are clearly distinguished, and it is also difficult to read
their relationship at this point as simply being one of equal status. Yet because the
present book is about Mary and not Jesus, we need not seek to clarify this ques-
tion, but instead should reflect on the implications the way Zechariah is presented
have for Mary.

44 Apart from in the Surah Maryam and the passage cited here, the only other place where
John the Baptist appears in the Qur’an is in the late Meccan Surah al-4n‘am (Q 6). There, he is
named in conjunction with Zechariah, Jesus and Elijah (Q 6:85). Neuwirth quite rightly sees
this as a sign of the typologically close connection with Jesus (Neuwirth, Der Koran 2/1, 611).
At the same time, the mention of Elijah in this group of four is revealing, given that Jesus is,
after all, first identified by his disciples as a new Elijah. Evidently, the preacher of the Qur’an
does not find such an analogy absurd and so underlines the prophetic role played by Jesus and
John. One might also be able to deduce an argument by the Qur’an in favour of seeing Mary as
a prophetic figure from the fact that Zechariah is included in this group and is so unequivocally
placed on a par with Mary.
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And here the parallels are obvious. Q 3:40 repeats the question posed in Q 19:8,
which expressed the doubts of Zechariah in a way that was very similar to those
uttered by Mary (Q 19:20). The Surah A! ‘Imran echoes this parallelism (Q 3:47),
which is, after all, primarily to be understood as a rehabilitation of Zechariah, as
we have seen, and which broadly stresses that it is completely legitimate to ques-
tion heavenly voices that seem to be irrational. In a very similar way to the Bible,
the Qur’an also warns us about blindly following instructions that are seemingly
issued from above and invites us to pose searching questions. Both traditions thus
paint a picture of a God who wants to win humans round through dialogue and
who is prepared to make himself understood in a rationally comprehensible way.
Likewise, the content of the angel’s answer corresponds to that of the spirit of God
in Q 19:9, though now only a very abbreviated reason is given: the angel merely
replies that God can do what he wants, rather than reprising the theme of the
straightforward nature of God’s actions. Zechariah’s reaction is a word-for-word
repetition of Q 19:11, while the angel’s response to this echoes the reply given
in Q 19:11 in slightly modified form. In other words, the rest of the conversation
broadly follows the instructions given by the angel in the Surah Maryam, thus
making any further comment here unnecessary.*

Even so, this new reprise of the Zechariah scene naturally alters its meaning.
Especially when one considers that the Surah A/ ‘Imran discusses the Protevan-
gelium of James in such detail,*® it is intriguing to observe how important the
figure of Zechariah remains. For Zechariah really only makes an appearance in
ProtEvJam 23 in order to be killed. He is of no consequence in relation to Mary,
and typologically he swiftly becomes for the Church Fathers a symbol of the end
of Judaism or the reassignment to Jesus Christ of the promises that God originally
made to Israel. At this point it is significant that the proclaimer of the Qur’an
emphasises the enduring importance of this typological representative of Judaism,
and even facilitates a new synagogal interpretation of his service in the Temple.

¢) The first Annunciation scene

And remember when the angels said, ‘O Mary! Surely Allah has selected you and

45 Louis Massignon’s theory that Q 3:41 contains an allusion to the Immaculate Conception,
untainted by any contact with the Devil, does not seem persuasive to us (see Ashkar, Mary in
the Syriac Christian tradition and Islam, 246, citing Louis Massignon, ‘Le Signe marial’,
Rhythmes du monde, 1947, 9). As a result, we do not intend to pursue it here.

46 A comparable verse-by-verse analysis of Q 3:42-47 and ProtEvJam 1,1-3 can be found in
Reck, ‘The Annunciation to Mary’, 365.
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purified you. He has chosen you over all women of the world. O Mary! Be devout
to your Lord, prostrate yourself in prayer and bow along with those who bow
down.’ This is an account of the unseen that We reveal to you [O Prophet]. You
were not with them when they drew lots to decide who would be Mary s guardian,
nor were you there when they argued about it (Q 3:42-44).

After the scene with Zechariah, the proclaimer of the Qur’an returns to Mary
and now describes the actual Annunciation scene — that is, the scene with which
the Surah Maryam begins the story of Mary. However, the Surah A/ ‘Tmrdn does
not simply reiterate once more the withdrawal of Mary to the East but launches
straight into the angel’s address. This serves not only to bring out more vividly
the parallels between the events here and the annunciation to Zechariah, but also
to render certain mariological references, which we have discussed above, invis-
ible. Yet we will see straight away that this does nothing to reduce Mary’s special
distinction, but instead merely highlights it in a different way. For the angel’s
speech is clearly more focused on Mary than even the speech of the spirit of God
in the Surah Maryam. Whereas the proclamation of Mary’s conception of Jesus
was immediately placed at the centre of the Surah Maryam, the focus of the Surah
Al ‘Imran is initially on Mary herself. She is addressed as the one chosen and puri-
fied by God; indeed, she is acknowledged as the woman who has been selected
over all the women of the world (Q 3:42). In the first place, this is a bold state-
ment which ties in directly with the distinctions accorded to Mary in Christianity,
without repeating them verbatim. To some extent, what we are dealing with here
is a condensed version of the salutations that are repeatedly addressed to Mary in
Christianity and of what the angel expresses in Lk 1:30 when he tells her that she
has found favour with God. Of course, the intensity of the distinction bestowed
on Mary at this point was not lost on early Muslim commentators of the Qur’an,
and it has played a major part in ensuring that the high esteem which Mary enjoys
in Islam remains unchallenged. Let us examine the individual elements of this
distinction one by one.

To start with, the angels proclaim that Mary has been chosen by God. This
accords her the same distinction as that applied to Adam, Noah, the house of
Abraham, and the house of Amram at the beginning of the surah — a qualification
that once more puts Mary close to being a prophetic figure. In his commentary on
the Qur’an, Razi sets especially great store by the sequence of God’s actions at this
point. According to the text of the Qur’an, God begins by selecting and purifying
Mary, before the focus then shifts once more to the question of selection. Raz1
interprets this first selection as indicating that God accepts her as exempt from sin
despite the fact that she is a woman. In his view, this happened only in her case.
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He does not see it as being in any way a statement about the potential for women
in general to be chosen. Correspondingly, it is also important for him to stress
Mary’s extraordinary nature in being provided for by God right from the outset.
In this way God has freed her, and so to speak divested her, of anything that might
distract or prevent her from devoting herself completely to God and his service.
In Raz1’s estimation, God has thus enabled her to become the recipient of special
divine favours (lata’if). In turn, these are for Razi the prerequisite for being able
to see Mary as guided entirely by righteousness, since her communication with
God, he concludes, was never broken and she remained attentive to God right
down to the subtlest of signs. Perhaps we can construe this as Raz1 interpreting
this aspect of isolation and focus on God as the force that enables Mary to be
especially receptive to God’s special favours. On the basis of its semantic field,
the following theologically significant and for this context highly relevant mean-
ings are associated with the concept of lata ’if: a gentle, friendly and subtle divine
disposition towards the human race, which in its turn, by virtue of the gentleness
of this approach, is only able to appreciate this disposition insofar as it is recep-
tive and sensitive to it in the first place.”” Mary appears to fulfil this criterion to
the highest degree.

Following the Qur’anic listing, Razi goes on to explain that God purified Mary
both where ritual observance was concerned as well as in a religious-spiritual and
an ethical sense; in other words, he comprehensively cleansed her.* Razi comes to
the conclusion that Mary should be understood as free from all sin (‘isma) — once
again, a totally unique distinction in his view.* Taking the text of the Qur’an as his
basis, Raz1 paints a picture of a person whom he considers to have given herself
over to the religious-spiritual realm in the most comprehensive way imaginable,

47 The word family of /atufa comprises the following meanings: to be fine and delicate, or
elegant and graceful, ethereal, imperceptible to the senses, friendly and good-natured, to
caress, to stroke, to mitigate, to be good to someone through having a precise knowledge of
their circumstances, to treat a person in a friendly and gentle manner, coax someone, win
someone round, to beg, to give someone a gift; it is denotes the opposite of leaving someone in
the lurch. Lutf'is defined as: friendliness, politeness, kindness. The adjective /afif embraces the
meanings: to be friendly, subtle and gentle, to be attentive and perspicacious, to be wise on the
basis of having all the facts at one’s disposal. As a name for God, 4/-Latif means the ‘sensitive
one, who encompasses all dimensions’. Cf. Lane, Lexicon, vol. 8, 310, and al-Isfahani,
al-Mufradat fi gartb al-qur’an, 466.

48 According to Razi, the things that make a woman unclean are being touched by a man,
menstruation, lack of faith and disobedience, blameworthy deeds and repugnant habits. He
also defended Mary against the accusations, calumnies and lies of her opponents. Cf. ar-Razi,
Tafsir, vol. 8, 47.

49 Cf. ibid. 47.
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and who appears to live entirely for God and free from all earthly necessities. It is
particularly noteworthy that he applies to her the concept of being totally free of
sin, which is otherwise reserved for prophets. In general, she seems to have been
transported from the realities of contingent existence; clearly an ideal of piety and
spirituality is being applied to Mary here which breaks the bounds of what women
are normally deemed capable of.

It is at this point that Mary’s selection by God is mentioned for the second time.
According to Razi, this denotes the second phase of her life that is of interest to
the Qur’an, In this phase, God sent Mary Jesus without the involvement of any
man in order to make her and her son into a sign for all the peoples of the world.*
On the basis of what is written in the Qur’an, Razi ascribes to Mary the character
traits of an exemplary believer. The most exciting of these from an intertextual
point of view is the distinction which emphasises Mary’s purity. From a Christian
perspective, one naturally immediately thinks here of Mary’s purity from sin and
hence of the intactness of her relationship with God. And indeed, aside from Razi,
other commentators on the Qur’an also construe this purity as freedom from sin.”!
By contrast, ZamahsarT sees the motif of purity simply as a way of protecting
Mary from attacks on her character by Jews.*? In this case, therefore, purity would
not relate generally to Mary as a person but to the attacks on her by her family
prompted by the suspicion that she had conceived her child as a result of sex out
of wedlock. But if this were truly the meaning of purity here, then it would be hard
to understand why Mary is so lauded in the latter half of the sentence.

Most commentators therefore, like Razi, see Mary’s purity in a more wide-
ranging sense. For Qurtubi, God not only cleansed Mary of unbelief, but also
of everything that was thought of at the time as impurity, such as menstruation,
puerperium, etc.>® This interpretation thus saw ritual aspects of Mary’s purity
once again come into effect in the Muslim commentary tradition; these were also
important to the Church Fathers and made her sacerdotal role plausible. We do not
know whether such a characterisation of Mary was really intended in the Qur’an.
But in any event, pre-existing talk of Mary’s purity was taken up and linked back
to theocentric ideas.

For it is God who has made Mary pure, whereas the Syrian Church Fathers
set great store by Mary’s selection as being explained by the fact that she was

50 Cf. ibid. 47.

51 Cf. Mugqatil, Tafsir, vol. 1, 275, and at-Tabar1, Tafsir, vol. 5, 392 f.
52 Cf. al-ZamahsSar1, Tafsir, 172.

53 Cf. al-Qurtubi, al-Gami , vol. 5, 126.
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already so spotless that God chose her for that very reason. In the Maronite Chris-
tian liturgy too, Mary’s purity is the reason she is selected by God.** At the same
time, Mary’s freedom from sin is ultimately christologically based for the Syrian
Church Fathers, as we have already noted. Mary is free from sin through having
been baptised in Christ. And this baptism takes place through her conception of
Jesus Christ. By contrast, the proclaimer of the Qur’an stresses that it is not Christ
but God who makes Mary’s purity possible.

At this point, from the point of view of the Qur’an, the foundations of Christian
Marian devotion begin to crumble. If it is not God’s grace that explains Mary’s
selection, and if it is not the purifying power of God that sets her relationship
with God on the right track, then from a Qur’anic standpoint this amounts to a
quite fundamental misunderstanding of the relationship between the creator and
his creation. The proclaimer of the Qur’an is therefore perfectly willing to grant
the greatest of all conceivable distinctions to Mary just as long as that distinction
does not compromise her status as a created being. It is important to him that
these distinctions do not derive from human merit but are the result of divine acts
of salvation. Humans do not gain God’s attention and election through their own
efforts; rather, it is the case that election by God and cleansing set a person free
and grant him or her beauty and purity. In the Qur’an’s eyes, this is unreservedly
true of Mary too, and even from a Christian standpoint — with all due deference to
the Marian devotion of the Syrian Church Fathers — one can only agree with this.
Indeed, the Church Fathers themselves would in all likelihood have concurred
with the Qur’an’s critique here if they had been asked for their expert theological
opinion. Only their poetic texts tend to be misleading if they are not studied very
precisely in context, and can lead in popular religious observance to the kind of
consequences that are deplored by the Qur’an.

Of course, this does not mean that Mary is just a puppet in God’s hands,
devoid of any free will. The very next verse shows that Mary is called by God,
not coerced by him. But her free commitment to God and the purity and beauty
expressed therein do not in the final analysis arise from her, but are originally
created by God. In consequence, she remains God’s creature, set apart from him
and bound to show him devotion and adoration.

Admittedly, among her fellow human beings, Mary is accorded a very special
place of honour. In the Qur’an’s view, she is chosen over all women of the world.
Qurtubi, for example, sums up the Qur’an and the Hadith tradition by pronouncing

54 Ashkar, Mary in the Syriac Christian tradition and Islam, 131: ‘God has chosen you from
among all people because he saw you the purest and the most devout of those who were born.’
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Mary simply the best woman of all time — from Eve to the woman of the last
hour.’® Indeed, he positively rhapsodises about her and asks rhetorically where
there has ever been a woman among the daughters of Adam who displayed such
outstanding qualities and virtues. For ZamahsarT too, the selection of Mary leads
to her being exalted above all other women.*® And Tabari speaks of Mary having
been chosen from all the women of her times and of her being superior in paradise
even to Fatima®” — a distinction that is based on a hadith.*® Yet this hierarchical
classification of Mary in relation to other women is not without controversy within
Islam. Thus, the singling out of Mary for distinction is also widely understood as
distinguishing her from all other women of her time. In this interpretation, women
from other periods — such as the women surrounding the Prophet — are thus not
ranked below Mary.” Instead, women from the milieu of the Prophet Muhammad
and Mary are readily identified typologically with one another;* the Shiite trad-
ition thinks primarily of Fatima in this context, whereas Sunni traditions point to
Aisha. Alternatively, hadith are cited which identify religious perfection not just
in Mary but also in Pharaoh’s wife, as well as in Aisha or Fatima.

Clearly, one can only find the idea of Mary’s election before all other women
in a somewhat watered-down form in the Islamic tradition, despite its being so
clearly enunciated in the Qur’an. However, it is interesting that — for all the disa-
greement within Islam over the status of particular women from the milieu of
the Prophet — there is broad agreement across denominations about Mary’s out-
standing importance. Mary therefore serves not just as a figure of reconciliation

55 Cf. al-Qurtubi, al-Gami ‘, vol. 5, 128.

56 Cf. Ashkar, Mary in the Syriac Christian tradition and Islam, 170.

57 Cf. ibid. 170.

58 Cf. ibid. 181; and at-Tabari, Zafsir, vol. 5, 392. The hadith, handed down by Tirmidt
among others, states: ‘Umm Salama recounted that on the day Mecca was conquered, God’s
Prophet called Fatima to him and spoke to her, whereupon she began to cry. The he spoke
some more and she smiled. When the Prophet died, I asked her [sc. Fatima] why she had cried
and then smiled, and she told me: “The Prophet said to me that he was going to die, and I
started crying. Then he told me that I am superior to all the other women who dwell in
Paradise, except for Mary, the daughter of ‘Imran, which made me smile.”” at-Tirmidt, Gami °,
Hadith No. 3873, Book No. 49 (Kitdb al-manaqib ‘an rasili llah salla llahu ‘alayhi
wasallam), 489.

59 This determination of ranking may also be based on a hadith: ‘Sufficient for you among
the women of the earth are Mary the daughter of ‘Imran, Khedijah the daughter of Khuwailid,
Fatima the daughter of Muhammad and Asiya the wife of the Pharaoh’ (at-Tirmidi, Gami *,
Hadith No. 3878, Book No. 49 (Kitab al-manaqib ‘an rasili llah salla llahu “alayhi
wa-sallam), 492. Cf. also al- Buhari, Sakih, Hadith No. 3815, Book No. 62 (Kitab fada’il
ashab an-Nabiyi salla llahu ‘alayhi wa-sallam), 934.

60 Cf. Ashkar, Mary in the Syriac Christian tradition and Islam, 186 .



182 MARY IN THE QUR’AN

between the Abrahamic faiths, but can also be called upon to bring about rap-
prochement within Islam. For in the conflict between Sunni and Shia Muslims, it
is a major bone of contention whether female relatives of the Prophet such as his
daughter Fatima are accorded distinctions (as happens in the Shiite tradition) or
rather those who were bound to him in love like his wife Aisha (as in Sunni Islam).
Mary, though, stands above this conflict, being neither a wife of Muhammad nor
a blood relation.

Yet regardless of whether only Mary or other women too are to be seen as
perfect in a religious sense, it is highly significant in itself that the Islamic tradi-
tion should even talk in terms of Mary’s being considered a perfect woman in the
first place. For this designation fulfils an important necessary criterion for her
prophetic significance from the standpoint of Islamic scholastic theology. It is
also exciting that she is able to attain this perfection without being married. To be
sure, the Muslim tradition has no truck with the concept of the perpetual virgin-
ity of Mary, nor is there any religious ideal of perfection that entertains the idea
of perpetual virginity. Instead — much like in Judaism — all men and women are
expected to get married. On the other hand, neither the Qur’an nor the Muslim
tradition turns Mary into a happily married woman surrounded by a clutch of chil-
dren; rather, she remains, at least in the Qur’an, unmarried and alone before God.
In the Islamic mystical tradition, Mary’s virginity is even regarded as a sign of her
fundamental holiness.®! Building on this tradition, perhaps Mary might one day be
rediscovered in her virginity even within Islam, as a protagonist for Muslims who
wish to resist the pressure that is brought to bear on them by their families and to
stay unmarried. On this point, although the Qur’an makes it clear that, in doing
so, one may potentially leave oneself open to terrible calumny, it does nonetheless
defend Mary in her virginity — at least where the conception of Jesus is concerned.
This is the sole matter of interest for the Qur’an, nor has the Muslim tradition
ever been interested in going beyond this. That is all too understandable given
Christianity’s great veneration of virginity. Even so, as a figure that straddles both
religions, in the modern world Mary might have the potential to become a figure
who could raise awareness and understanding even within Islam of a lifestyle that
refuses to be confined within bourgeois ideals and which in its radical devotional
nature points to the immanence of God. Certainly, even the Qur’an voices its
special admiration for monks, who express their devotion and attachment to God
through their humility (cf. Q 5:82).

Conversely, however, the Qur’an also conveys a keen awareness of the dangers

61 Cf.ibid., 167; Yasar, ‘Maria und die Geburt Jesu im mystischen Korankommentar’, 4.
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of a celibate lifestyle (cf. Q 57:27) and above all of the risks involved in venerat-
ing people who choose to pursue this way of life (cf. Q 9:31). Accordingly, we
do not mean to suggest here that the proclaimer of the Qur’an directly advocates
the ideal of perpetual virginity. But on closer inspection he does without question
allow more wiggle room and grey areas in this matter than might appear at first
glance. So, perhaps the image of Mary presented in the Qur’an might become
a reason for Muslims to entertain in some measure the possibility of a person
remaining unmarried ‘for the sake of the kingdom of heaven’ (Mt 19:12) as a
viable life plan, and conversely to invite Christians to recognise the susceptibil-
ity of this ideal to abuse and not to make it an end in itself. From a historical
perspective, the proclaimer of the Qur’an thus indicates a middle path between
the Christian esteem of the monastic way of life and the rabbinical obligation to
marital cohabitation — and hence once again points out a way to overcome con-
flicts between Christianity and Judaism.

Let us return, however, to the Annunciation scene in the Surah A/ ‘Imran.
Immediately after the angel’s remarkable eulogy to Mary, she is called upon by
the angels to show humility and submission before God. Then she is expected to
bow her head in communal prayer. At this point, the Qur’an is clearly alluding to
Islamic ritual prayer, which involves both the act of bowing one’s head and ritual
prostration. However, the text inverts the usual sequence of the ritual prayer, by
having the act of self-prostration precede the bowing. The Muslim commentary
tradition acknowledges this peculiar feature without being able to convincingly
explain it. Thus, Razi surmises that the closest one can get to achieving the goal
of being near to God is through prostration, which means that prostration is the
noblest part of prayer. Accordingly, he maintains, it is a distinction for Mary that
this particularly important element of prayer is first mentioned in relation to her.*

As regards this question, a more convincing approach than these ultimately
somewhat forced explanations seems to us to be an interpretation against the back-
ground of the Syriac intertexts of the Qur’an, which were in all probability not
known to Muslims at the time of Razi, or were possibly ignored. This interpret-
ation has only recently been put forward by Ghaffar. As he demonstrates, it had
become commonplace among the Syrian Church Fathers to believe that the angel
must have prostrated himself before Mary during their encounter, because as the
Theotokos she was ranked above the angels in the hierarchy. In Jacob of Serugh’s
writings, for example, Gabriel has to prostrate himself in adoration before Mary
before he announces God’s promise to her. The verb that is used for prostrating

62 Cf. ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 8, 48.
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oneself'is identical in both Jacob and the Qur’an (Syriac sged/Arabic sagada).® If
one visualises this scene, it becomes clear that the Qur’an carries out an inversion
here which is meant to remind us that Mary is a human being created by God.
Here, therefore, the proclaimer of the Qur’an is criticising the patristic and imper-
ial veneration of Mary and is attempting to sustain the idea of reverence for Mary
while at the same time retaining her human nature and her humble subordination
to God. His remedy is to take her into the community of believers. She should not
be a separate entity before whom people prostrate themselves but should become
part of the whole community that bows before God.

In much the same way as happened at the Second Vatican Council, this reading
effectively liberates Mariology from Christology and soteriology and transforms
it into part of the doctrine of the community of believers. As one of the faithful,
Mary is expected to perform the ritual prayer and prostrate herself before God like
the rest of us. Once again, Mary appears as the ideal type of the believer, a fact
now also made evident in her observance of prayer and spirituality. Interestingly,
in the Qur’an her devotional practice does not take place in the privacy of her
home — which is otherwise common practice for women. She also has no children
to look after, which would prevent her from attending ritual prayers within the
community. Instead, she is united with those praying beside her. And these fellow
supplicants are designated in Arabic with the generic masculine noun, so that we
can envision here a communal prayer session involving both men and women,*
of the kind that still takes place today in Muslim communities during the 4ajj. In
this respect too, Mary might also become a bridging figure — this time between
the sexes, leading to a prayer practice that could bring together men and women
more visibly than is currently the case in many places.

In Q 3:43, therefore, Mary is addressed as the typical Muslim woman, per-
forming the same ritual prayer observances as her fellow supplicants. In other
words, the Ave Maria is picked up and Mary’s special honour is voiced, but this
acknowledgement is not used as a springboard for praying to Mary, but rather for
praying alongside her. To some extent this also picks up the idea of Mary as the
archetype of the Church, except that she now no longer stands for just the Church

63 Cf. Ghaffar, ‘Kontrafaktische Intertextualitdt im Koran und die exegetische Tradition des
syrischen Christentums’, 15 f.

64 Most Islamic commentators also assume that a Muslim communal prayer is being referred
to here (cf. for example al-Qurtubi, al-Gami ‘, vol. 5, 129). Moreover, before Ghaffar, the
parallels with Muslim prayer practice were also noticed by Kuschel, Juden, Christen, Muslime,
491; on the basis of this, he talks about there being ‘basic elements of a theocentric Mariology
in the Qur’an.’
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but for every godly person. It is intriguing to note that, despite being incorporated
into the community of believers, and for all the stress that is placed on her as a
human being, she still remains the person whom the angels address as having been
selected over all women and purified by God. One need not therefore immediately
see in her the Queen of Heaven. But it is already striking that, although she does
prostrate herself before God on the orders of the angels, conversely the angels
proclaim her special distinction over all other women.

After the theologically highly charged Annunciation scene, by way of con-
trast the Qur’an turns its attention to motifs from the Protevangelium of James
that relate to the question of who should act as Mary’s guardian (Q 3:44). Once
more, in characteristic fashion, the Qur’an resolves this in a different way to the
ProtEvJam. The text of the Qur’an assumes that a dispute arose over who should
look after Mary, albeit without entertaining the possibility of marital cohabitation.
Instead, the question here is one of guardianship. The Muslim commentary litera-
ture further develops this motif, explaining that the dispute over Mary’s guardian-
ship arose among other things from her descent from the house of Amram.% In
contrast, in ProtEvJam 9:2 it is the case that Mary’s care is guaranteed above all
in the form of marriage. Yet in the ProtEvJam, Joseph is reluctant to take Mary as
his wife and is worried that he will be ridiculed for having a wife who is so much
younger than him. He only finally agrees to take Mary on after being threatened
by the High Priest. He duly takes her home, only to then immediately leave her
on her own, having been called away on business (ProtEvJam 9:3). Evidently, the
ProtEvJam does everything to try and prevent any thoughts of marital intimacy
between Mary and Joseph from even arising in the first place. And Joseph is
completely exonerated of the suspicion that he agreed to marry her out of erotic
desire for her beauty.

However, such thoughts run the risk of questioning any connection between
marriage and sexuality, and indeed from such precepts there developed in the
Catholic tradition the practice of the ‘Josephite marriage’, which posited an endur-
ing marital bond on a purely spiritual level. If married men want to become priests,
then in agreement with their wives, they can pledge to refrain from any form of
intimate physical contact in order to be admitted to the priesthood. But the pro-
claimer of the Qur’an cuts the ground from underneath any such practice simply
by virtue of not portraying Mary as married to begin with; this consequently also
sidesteps the dilemma of having to sketch out a legitimate form of marriage that is
not conducted on a physical level. From the point of view of the Qur’an, therefore,

65 Cf. ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 8, 51.
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it is crystal clear that, however perfect people might be, marital love will — and
indeed should — always find physical expression.

In the passage we are examining here, we can see how closely the proclaimer
of the Qur’an is in dialogue with the Protevangelium of James from the way he
adopts the idea of drawing lots, albeit without going into the precise circumstances
of how Mary’s caregiver was selected by this method. In ProtEvJam 9:1, there
is a description of the widowers of Israel all taking their rods to the Temple and
drawing them out of a bundle held by the High Priest, and Joseph’s rod miracu-
lously producing a dove, which settled on Joseph’s head, thus making it clear
that he was the chosen one. In Razi® and Qurtubi’s®’ commentaries, this story is
modified in such a way that Zechariah wins the competition to become Mary’s
guardian in an unusual way (by casting lots). In this case, the lots are cast into a
river — some commentators identify it as the River Jordan — and the owner of the
rod that miraculously advances against the current wins the competition to see
who should look after Mary. In this instance it is Zechariah.

The business of drawing or casting lots is thus recontextualised by the com-
mentary tradition and no longer focused on marrying off Mary The text of the
Qur’an can be interpreted in a number of ways here, because it it is announcing
the revelation of a previously hidden story. There is much evidence to suggest
that the appointment of Zechariah as Mary’s carer in the Temple is once again
being retrospectively thematised here. But from the pragmatic point of view of
the narrative, marriage to Joseph at this point would also make sense, but then
again his designation as a ‘caregiver’ would not argue in favour of the Qur’an’s
having in mind for him a happy and physically fulfilled marriage with Mary.
Perhaps, then, one should probably get away entirely from the biblical idea of a
marriage and instead proceed from the assumption that the scene is about finding
a guardian for Mary.

d) The second Annunciation scene

Remember when the angels proclaimed, ‘O Mary! God gives you good news of
a Word from Him, his name will be Christ Jesus, son of Mary, honoured in this
world and in the next, and he will be one of those granted closeness to God
[mugqarrabin/. And he will speak to people in his cradle, and as a grown man,
and will be one of the righteous.” "My Lord!’ Mary wondered, ‘how can I have a

66 Cf. ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 8, 50.
67 Cf. al-Qurtubi, al-Gami*, vol. 5, 131.
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child when no man has ever touched me?’ An angel replied: ‘Thus will it be. God
creates what He wills. When He decrees a thing, He need only say “Be!” and it is!
God will teach him writing and wisdom, the Torah and the Gospel’ (Q 3: 45-48).

After the depiction of the Annunciation scene that ends with the drawing of
lots to determine who should be Mary’s guardian, in the Surah A/ ‘Imran the
proclaimer of the Qur’an, unlike in the Surah Maryam, moves on to the birth of
Jesus. The traditional story of Mary experiencing the miracle of the date palm tree
in the desert is omitted, without any replacement, as is the account of her labour
pains. Likewise, her family’s reproaches find no room here. Instead, the angels
offer a theological interpretation of the conception of Jesus, and thereby present a
kind of Qur’anic Christology. For now explicitly Christological titles are taken up
and put in a new context and thus reinterpreted. We cannot expand further on this
topic here because it diverts us away from Mary. We intend to simply note what
implications the information given on Jesus has for the status of Mary.

Let us begin with the first mariologically controversial key word, namely the
talk of Mary’s son as a “Word from God’. TabarT does not apply this specialist term
‘Word’ (kalima) to Jesus; instead, in his interpretation, the ‘word’ is the imperative
‘Be!” which is cited later and with which God creates Jesus.®® In TabarT’s reading
of the text, God brings Mary the good news (Jesus) by means of a message (risala)
and a word (kalima), which God instructs to meet Mary in order that he can create
from this encounter a person, completely without the agency of any husband.
However, the possessive pronoun ‘his’ in the following sentence clearly refers to
kalima, yet it is in the masculine, despite the fact that kalima is a feminine noun.
Accordingly, most commentators, even in the classical Muslim tradition, proceed
from the assumption that kalima and Jesus are one and the same.® Whether kalima
is a suitable translation of the Greek term ‘Logos’ is open to different interpreta-
tions.” But even if one were to assume that the proclaimer of the Qur’an is using
precise terminology here to allude to the Christian doctrine of the Logos, this does
not mean that he is also appropriating its content. Rather it is a case of his picking
up the doctrine in a terminologically exact way precisely in order to be able to
attach his own meaning to it. Again, though, we are precluded from pursuing this
train of thought because it would entail our discussing the Qur’an’s conception of
Jesus at exhaustive length.”

68 Cf. at-TabarT, Tafsir, vol. 5, 407.

69 Cf. for example ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 8, 55.

70 In our opinion, many factors speak in favour of this assumption. Cf. for example the
argument put forward by Geagea, Mary of the Koran, 82.

71 Cf. Khorchide and von Stosch, Der andere Prophet.
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For Mary the characterisation of Jesus as a Word of God in Q 3:45 means that
she receives physical contact with the Word of God. It touches her, so to speak,
from within, is permitted to grow inside her, and is brought into the world with her
help. Mary thus appears as a prophet who brings the Word of God to the human
race. Her direct contact with the angels, which is again made explicit here, also
supports this contention. In the classical commentary tradition, Qurtubi for one
is of the opinion that Mary actually sees the angel in exactly the same way as
Muhammad did.”? And yet — unlike in the Surah Maryam — there is no mention
of her seeing the angel, only of her hearing his voice.” Chiming in with this is
the fact that several angels speak, so that this annunciation becomes an echo of
the company of the heavenly host in Lk 2:14, which takes the opportunity of the
birth of Jesus to glorify God. It is precisely this theocentric motif of the choir of
angels that the proclaimer of the Qur’an picks up, and contextualises a number of
the most important Christological titles in such a novel way that they once again
serve the purpose of glorifying the One God.

Thus, when the Qur’an states that ‘his name will be Christ Jesus, son of Mary’,
at first glance, the Arabic text appears to suggest that only Jesus is being presented
as a name, whereas ‘Christ’ performs the role of a title here. For ‘Christ’, in Arabic
al-masrth, is written here with the definite article, and hence appears to function as
an adjective or attribute. Therefore, strictly speaking, in this case one would have
to translate as follows: ‘His name, in other words the name of the Word that is the
Messiah, that is Jesus.” However, the definite article is used every time the title of
‘Christ’ is mentioned even when, during the late Medinan period, the name ‘Jesus’
is omitted entirely and he is only spoken of as ‘the Christ’. This then clearly argues
against the thesis that ‘Christ’ is being introduced as a title here. Rather, it appears
that ‘Christ Jesus’ is being presented here as a name, in order to thereby relieve it
of the soteriological function that Christianity assigns to it.

In the classical commentary literature, though, this point is disputed and there
are even some commentators who do indeed choose to regard ‘Christ’ as a title and
not just a name™ and who make a whole series of suggestions for interpretation

72 Cf. al-Qurtubi, al-Gami , vol. 5, 129. According to Muqatil (Muqatil, Tafsir, vol. 1, 276)
and Razi (ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 8, 52) it is once more Gabriel alone with whom Mary
communicates. We have already reflected above on the question of whether one or more angels
visit Mary.

73 Cf. Kuschel, Juden, Christen, Muslime, 492.

74 In common with many other exegetes, Zamahsari for example understands al-masih as a
Laqab (the part of an Arabic name that is a nickname, title or family name) and so regards it as
being a title as opposed to a given name (ism). On the basis of the lexical sense of the word, he
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that are highly interesting from a Christological standpoint.” There is no need
for us to try and resolve this dispute here.”® Even so, it is worth bearing in mind
that in the patristic tradition even the name ‘Jesus’ was more than just a name and
was meant to characterise the person thus designated.”” For the Syrian tradition in
particular, it was very important that ‘Jesus’ was not just a mere name, but that it
stood for ‘the Saviour’.” For this reason, the Syrian tradition contended ‘that the
angel did not say that Jesus will become the Messiah and the giver of life; rather,
Jesus has always been the Messiah and the Redeemer as a result of his whole way
of being. One might also add that “Messiah” and “Life-giver” are no ordinary
titles, but instead are ones that naturally attach to him by virtue of the fact that he
combines within himself a human and a divine nature.’” Yet precisely at variance
with this interpretation, the proclaimer of the Qur’an is adamant that ‘Jesus Christ’
does not stand for a being who in his very nature is different from us, but that it is
simply the name of an entirely human manifestation of God’s caring Word.

For our Mariological investigation, it is of prime interest that the name of
Christ is linked with the label ‘son of Mary’. This underlines once more that the
person who is being acknowledged as a human manifestation of God’s caring
Word was given birth to by Mary. It strikes us as being highly probable that the

proposes that its meaning is that Christ is the ‘Blessed One’. Cf. az-Zamahsari, Tafsir, 172.
75 In accordance with the meanings of its word family associated with the term and texts in
the tradition, TabarT understands a/-masith as expressing the idea that God stroked Jesus (on
the head) and in so doing absolved him of all sin (duniib). Another explanation on which
TabarT speculates is that Jesus is given this title because he is the one who confirms the truth
(siddiq) (at-TabarT, Tafsir, vol. 5, 409). Razi also presents several potential explanations as to
why Jesus is so called. The common denominator of all of them is that it was an integral part
of Jesus’s nature to touch and be touched. In the latter instance, this would involve being
anointed with pure consecrated oil like all prophets. Alternatively, according to another
explanation, Jesus was touched by Gabriel and has this name or title bestowed upon him as a
result (ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 8, 54). Yet another explanation regards the term as synonymous
with ‘king’ (kings were traditionally anointed when ascending the throne). Finally there is also
an interpretation that lights upon another aspect, seeing the term ‘Messiah’ as synonymous
with ‘friend’ (sadiq).

76 Khorchide and von Stosch, Der andere Prophet, 79 f., continue to argue that ‘Christ’
should be interpreted as a title. This view strikes us as no longer convincing.

77 The basis for this theological interpretation was the etymological derivation of the name
Jesus, which to this day is still construed as meaning ‘God’s help’, literally: “YHWH is help’
(Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthdus, 142). Even in the Bible, the name ‘Jesus’ is charged
with soteriological significance (Matthew 1:21 ‘She will give birth to a son, and you are to
give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins’.

78 Pseudo-Ephrem the Syrian, Commentary on the Diatessaron I, 25.

79 Ghaffar, ‘Kontrafaktische Intertextualitit im Koran und die exegetische Tradition des
syrischen Christentums’, 20.
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Qur’an is here making a direct allusion to Mary’s Christian title as the Mother of
God or the Theotokos. Without directly criticising this title, the Qur’an does define
it more narrowly, inasmuch as it makes it clear that Mary does not give birth to
the uncreated, unchanging, eternal God, but simply imparts to us a Word from
him, which then assumes human form in Jesus Christ. This serves to stress Mary’s
special role, but at the same time to counter any deification of Mary or Jesus.*

So that we may continue to focus our attention on the figure of Mary, we will
refrain from commenting on the other statements that are made about Jesus in the
verses Q 3:45-46 and proceed directly to considering Mary’s reaction instead. In
very similar fashion to Q 19:20, in Q 3:47 Mary asks how her pregnancy is even
possible given that she has never had intimate relations with another human being.
In contrast with the form of words used in the Surah Maryam, it is noticeable here
in Mary’s defence of herself that no stress is placed on her ethical integrity. After
the angels have proclaimed Mary’s purification (Q 3:42), the question of whether
Mary might possibly have prostituted herself no longer needs to be broached in
the Surah A/ ‘Imran. By this stage Mary has been elevated beyond all question,
and accordingly the conflicts with her family are no longer made a topic of dis-
cussion either. Mary’s questioning is therefore no longer intended as part of her
own defence, but as a way of highlighting God’s miraculous deeds. It is God who
is giving proof of his power here when he makes possible Mary’s motherhood in
spite of her never having touched another human being.*!

If we compare the phraseology in both surahs with Lk and ProtEv]am, we
can see that the Surah Maryam clearly adopts the Lucan conception of virginity.
Whereas Mary’s virginity presents a narrative problem in Lk and places in ques-
tion how she might bear a child, in ProtEvJam virginity appears as a virtue that has
to be preserved even after the birth.® The Surah A/ ‘Imran offers a third way here.
It is no longer interested in the problem of virginity and accepts Mary’s intactness

80 By contrast, ZamahsarT assumes that Mary learns indirectly, through her son’s being
designated the ‘son of Mary’, that she will bear her son without a father, because he would
otherwise be called the son of a man. Certainly, the question she poses in Q 3:47 makes it clear
that Mary does not at this stage understand how this birth might be possible without a man
being involved. In other words, this explanation does not provide an answer to what for her is
the decisive existential question (az-Zamahsari, Tafsir, 172).

81 Here, ‘touched’ is a technical term for intimate physical congress. The Arabic term that is
used here to denote ‘human being’ is basar, a word that has the same root as the term for
‘gospel’ (busra); this means that in Mary’s case it is God’s ‘good news’ which assumes the
essential role customarily taken by a man.

82 Cf. Mary F. Foskett, ‘Virginity as purity in the Protoevangelium of James.’ In: Levine
(ed.), A4 Feminist companion to Mariology, 67-76, here 68.
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as a foregone conclusion. The principal focus, rather, is on the power of God,
whose Word takes shape in Mary. Ultimately, the angel’s reply here places God’s
creative power more firmly in the centre than the corresponding formulations in Q
19:35 and Q 19:21. Here, God does not simply make or decide whatever he wants,
as in the Surah Maryam. Instead, God now creates what he wants. The formulation
‘When He decrees a thing, He need only say “Be!” and it will become so! (kun
fa-yakin)’® from Q 19:35, which is repeated verbatim in Q 3:47, thus becomes
God’s word of creation, with the result that Jesus appears as a new creation of God
and Mary’s virginity becomes a sign of God’s acts of creation.*

Here too, the proclaimer of the Qur’an is once more engaged in a dialogue
with the Syrian tradition of Christianity. Thus, Ephrem the Syrian emphasises that
God’s creative word is precisely not expressed through the imperative ‘Be!” but
rather in the formulation ‘Let it be!” But above all, Ephrem is concerned to stress
that God’s creative word is carried out through Jesus Christ.% But it is this very
possibility that the proclaimer of the Qur’an excludes when he makes the birth
of Jesus the result of an order issued by God in the imperative. In the Surah A/
‘Imran it is once again stressed that the word which is enacted in Jesus derives
from God’s creative power. This gives Christians the possibility of seeing in him
God’s new creation. At the same time, however, it is clear that Jesus is a created
being and is not himself involved in God’s acts of creation. For Mary’s virginity,
this means that it too is meant to underline God’s creative power. As such, there-
fore, it is just as little a miracle as the creation of the world per se. For God’s word
entered history in Christ Jesus, as God exercised the creative power of his spirit
and in so doing enabled Mary to conceive and give birth to his Word. At this point,
we will break off our reading of the Surah A/ ‘Imran, since its focus in the verses
that follow leads us completely away from Mary. Jesus gets a chance to speak at
such length in these verses that it is evident that his birth must have taken place
by this stage. The Surah A/ ‘Imran thus considers it superfluous to portray Mary’s

83 We have chosen to translate the Arabic kun fa-yakiin as ‘Be! And it will become so’ as a
way of retaining the potential interpretation that, in performing his act of creation, God
implicitly involves man in his actions. For a process of becoming implies the possibility of
involvement on the part of the created entity.

84 According to Q 3:59, at this point Jesus resembles Adam, and like Adam is created directly
by God. In saying this, the proclaimer of the Qur’an confirms the theology of Lk that we
treated explicitly in the section above on Mary in the Bible, which begins the genealogy of
Jesus with Adam thanks to the perceived affinity of the Virgin Birth with God’s creation of
Adam.

85 Cf. Ghaffar, ‘Kontrafaktische Intertextualitét im Koran und die exegetische Tradition des
syrischen Christentums’, 35.
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confinement and the birth of Jesus, and instead has the annunciation of the angel
to Mary run straight on into the pronouncements of Jesus himself.

e) Other verses from the Medinan period prior to the confrontation
with Byzantium

...they denied the truth and uttered a monstrous slander against Mary (Q 4:156).

This verse occurs in the middle of a list of accusations levelled at the Jews
(Q 4:155-157). Where our context is concerned, we do not need to go into these
accusations in detail, or to explain why some Jews were being accused of unbelief
at this point. From a mariological point of view only the second half of the verse
is of interest, since the proclaimer of the Qur’an demonstrably takes Mary’s side
here and defends her against enmities and vilification. It is not possible to deter-
mine from the context the precise nature of these slanders. But it seems reasonable
to assume that, as in the Surah Maryam, the point at issue was whether Mary had
indulged in extramarital intercourse. This accusation had indeed played a role
in Jewish apologetics of Late Antiquity, meaning that it is highly plausible that
the Qur’an should respond here. Most classical commentaries of the Qur’an also
interpret the verse in this way.*

The repetition of Mary’s defence at this point makes it clear that this polemical
context remained a hot topic even in Medina. Indeed, in the dispute between the
Abrahamic faiths, which was conducted through competing apologetics, it seems
to have taken on even greater importance, since by the Meccan period it is only
Mary’s relatives who are seen making accusations against her, without their reli-
gious affiliation being a subject of discussion (Q 19:27).* By contrast, in Q 4:156,
it is the ‘People of the Book’ in general who are under attack (Q 4:153), and from
the context it is clear that this can only mean the Jews.* Consequently, the attack
on Mary is now revealed to be a religious polemic, and so her defence is a defence
not only of her person but also of her religious significance, which the proclaimer
of the Qur’an has described at length in the interim. It is interesting that this de
novo rehabilitation of Mary and her religious role should occur in a surah whose
main subject is legal provisions concerning the relation between the genders, and

86 Cf. at-Tabart, Tafsir, vol. 7, 649; az-Zamahsari, Tafsir, 273; ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 11, 100.
87 Of course, it might be also be the case here that only the Jews are meant. Yet the polemical
religious context is not specifically thematised in the Surah Maryam.

88 God’s covenant with Moses, recollection of the breaking of the covenant by the worship of
the Golden Calf, recollection of the Sabbath commandment and recollection of the killing of
prophets (Q 4:153—155) are all topoi that are clearly associated with Judaism.
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which is therefore entitled an-Nisa’ (‘The Women’). This context allows us to
see Mary’s religious role as also having paradigmatic importance for the rights
of women — a line of enquiry that has assumed great significance within contem-
porary Christian feminist theology, and which has recently been the subject of
positive treatment in Islam as well.®

Another verse in the Surah an-Nisa’ also contains a small fragment that is of
Mariological interest: People of the Book! Do not go to extremes in your religion.
Speak nothing but the truth about God! The Christ Jesus, son of Mary, was only a
messenger of God and His word, conveyed to Mary, a spirit from Him. Therefore
believe in God and his messengers and do not say: ‘Trinity!’ Desist, for your own
good. For God is the one and only God. His holiness is far above having a son.
To him belongs whatever is in the heavens and whatever is on the earth. And God
is sufficient as a trustee (Q 4:171).

Mary appears here as the addressee of the Word of God, which is embodied
within Jesus Christ. She therefore comes into contact with God, through Christ,
only inasmuch as she is touched by one of his Words. The sole agent here is God;
he ensures that his Word comes into contact with Mary and is directed at her.”
This therefore reiterates the reading of God’s word of creation as being an impera-
tive, which according to Q 3:47 and Q 19:35 was what made Mary’s conception
of Christ possible, and once again God’s prerogative is emphasised in his actions
towards Mary through Jesus. Yet this verse also makes it clear that Mary has direct
dealings with God and that she is touched by him — a distinction which once again
suggests that we should see her story as the fulfilment of a prophetic mission.”!

Whereas both verses from the Surah an-Nisa’ are fully in keeping with the
picture of Mary that was developed in the Surah A/ ‘Imran and also do not add
any new elements to the Qur’an’s critical analysis of Judaism and Christianity, an

89 See here Tanner, Divine words, female voices, 121-155. We will discuss the Islamic
approach to Mary in feminist theology in greater detail in Part II1.

90 Qurthbi for instance stresses that it is God alone who created Jesus’s soul and sent this soul
to Mary when Jesus Christ was destined to be born into this world (Al-Qurtubi, al-Gami ‘, vol.
7,231).

91 Our talk of direct contact with God is not intended to repudiate the idea that this contact
could have been mediated by angels. Accordingly, in the classical commentary literature it is
important that God speaks through the angels here (cf. for example at-Tabar1, 7afsir, vol. 7,
703). Even so, the interpretation of the spirit of God in Q 19 as an angel is not obligatory, and
indeed in Q 4:171 there is no longer any talk of one or several angels. As a result, perhaps one
should after all seriously entertain the idea of the Word of God, which comes to Mary in the
form of Jesus, entering Mary directly, notwithstanding the fact that angels set the scene for this
process and are present when it takes place.
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entirely new debate is indicated in the Surah at-Tahrim/The Prohibition’ (Q 66).
However, this still does not point clearly enough to Byzantine Mariology to justify
our including it within the section on the Qur’an’s conflict with Byzantium. To
begin with, therefore, all we will attempt to do is to gain an overall impression
of the surah in order to better understand the context within which Mary is being
spoken about here.

Tradition tells us that the subject matter of Surah at-Tahrim comprises two
marital disputes between Muhammad and his wives (Q 66:1-5) that are compre-
hensively discussed in the classical commentaries on the Qur’an, and which end
in a thematically similar way, namely with teachings concerning marital relations
that are characterised by conflict (Q 66:10 f.). The citing of Mary in this context
in Q 66:12 is surprising insofar as, according to the Qur’an, she had no husband
to begin with. But because precisely this was a major cause of discontent in her
clan and her people, the topic is not out of place in this listing. A number of mark-
edly different situations are discussed in the closing passage of this surah. These
include on the one hand religiously corrupt wives with religiously righteous hus-
bands (Q 66:10) and on the other a religiously righteous woman with a religiously
corrupt husband (Q 66:11). Mary occupies this position of religious and ethical
integrity, but appears to be unique in this.

In the opening verses of the surah, Muhammad’s wives are criticised for
being lacking in obedience towards God (Q 66:5), and they are invited to make
their connection with God stronger by showing repentance and offering up more
fervent and devout prayers. In a patriarchal context, the danger would arise of the
will of a man becoming identified with the will of God, and correspondingly that
obedience to God would actually be enacted through obedience to a husband. And
indeed, a male prophet might well be particularly prone to such behaviour. Yet,
as we will presently see, this is not the point the Qur’an is seeking to make here.

Following on from this, the verses Q 66:6—8 contain direct addresses to believ-
ers (male and female alike) in which they are exhorted to show ethical behaviour.
These exhortations climax in a direct address to the Prophet, who is given the task
of enacting strict measures against those who deny the truth. The surah ends, as we
have seen, by invoking women who might serve as warning examples, or models
to be followed, to men and women. These instances show women as cautionary or
inspirational examples or figures to be imitated or followed by men as well, and it
is extremely interesting to see how prominent Mary is here, indeed how she forms
a crowning conclusion to this list.

When, in the penultimate verse of the surah, a woman who defies her husband
is praised (Q 66:11), it is clear that in the final analysis obedience is always owed
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solely to God. If a prophet is accorded reverence and obedience, then this is due
to his special mission from God, not because of his role as a man. If a woman
is as honourable and upstanding as the Pharaoh’s wife and at the same time her
husband played as nefarious a role as he did, the relations between the sexes are
turned on their head and, to follow the Qur’an’s logic, it would actually be the man
who owed obedience to his wife in this case. For at root the main thing is never
obedience to a person but always obedience to God, but this is exactly what the
Pharaoh refuses to show, meaning that his wife is obliged to set herself apart from
him. And as far as supplanting the idea that a woman has to obey her husband and
to follow him through thick and thin is concerned, Mary is ultimately held up as
an example. As a single woman left to fend for herself, she embodies on the one
hand a supreme instance of independence, which at the same time does nothing to
change her humble surrender to God’s will (Q 66:12). As a result, Mary’s example
can help accord independence to women and surmount men’s fear of such inde-
pendence; we have already seen this in our reading of the commentaries on the
Qur’an which dealt with Mary’s incarceration in the Temple behind a series of
locked doors.

Following this contextualising preamble, let us look more closely at the verse
on Mary in this surah of the Qur’an: There is also the example of Mary, ‘Imran’s
daughter, who preserved her chastity. We breathed Our spirit into her, and she
testified to the words of her Lord and His Scriptures, and was one of the truly
devout (Q 66:12).

As in Q 21:91, Mary has the name of one who guarded her chastity — just as
her virginity also become part of her personal name in Christianity (‘the Virgin
Mary’). The Virgin, or the ‘one who preserved her chastity’, is clearly Mary even
when she is not mentioned by name. In the English translation, even the phrasing
that follows this introduction is identical to Q 21:91. However, there is a signifi-
cant difference between the two in Arabic. In the Surah at-Tahrim, it is stated that
the spirit is not simply breathed into Mary, but into ‘him’. Because, in Arabic, the
private parts (farg) are grammatically a masculine noun, what this verse appears
to be saying is that the spirit of God was breathed into Mary’s vagina.

However, because of its sexually charged connotations, this statement was
apparently extremely disagreeable to a large part of the Muslim classical com-
mentary tradition.”” And these associations were all the more unwelcome precisely

92 Nevertheless, the sexual connotations are counteracted by the fact that there is no mention
of procreation. If it is correct that the formulation about breathing into the vagina in place of
any talk about procreation is designed to play down a sexual interpretation, then this might
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because the tradition deemed the spirit to be the comely figure of the Angel
Gabriel. As a result, scholars searched for other masculine subjects that might
conceivably be intended as the object of the act of breathing here. Most exegetes
believed they had found the answer in Mary’s robe and so explained the passage
as stating that Gabriel breathed into Mary’s robe.”® Although this does not make
much sense theologically, it at least has the virtue of not evoking any indecent
associations.

And yet the sense of this passage in the Qur’an is perfectly self-evident when
we recall the patristic interpretations of Jesus’s conception. As shown above, the
Church Fathers repeatedly emphasised that the conception of Jesus took place
through Mary’s ear.** Just as Eve brought evil into the world by means of the ear,
so Mary receives salvation and the turnabout in human history through her ear. In
Christian art, right up to the Middle Ages, this interpretation gave rise to images,
for instance on church doorways, that we would find bizarre nowadays. These por-
trayals show the infant Jesus being sent by God down a slide into the ear of Mary.
However amusing this idea might seem, it nonetheless interferes with the notion of
the real humanity of Mary and Jesus, and turns the act of his conception into a totally
asexual piece of magic. In opposition to this body- and sex-hostile and ultimately
docetic tendency, which lends the conception of Jesus miraculous connotations, the
proclaimer of the Qur’an insists upon the fact that Mary conceived perfectly nor-
mally through her vagina. For all the specialness of the emergence of Jesus, which
in the Qur’an too is also brought about solely by God, at least the starting point of a
person who comes into being as the result of an extraordinary new act of creation on
God’s part remains the one foreseen in the natural order of things. From a typologi-
cal viewpoint, this of course hampers the interpretation of Mary as the new Eve,
most probably because this carries with it the considerable burden of downgrading
Eve, which is avoided in the Qur’an’s version of the story of the Fall of Man.

When Mary is described by the Qur’an as testifying to the words of her Lord
and his scriptures, then it seems to us that the most plausible interpretation is that
this is another allusion to her aforementioned integrative role. For she does not
just believe in the one Word of God, which she herself brings into the world, and

also explain the rejection of any idea of procreation in Q 112, though one should be wary of
assuming that an attack on the Christian faith is the intention here (cf. Woyke, ‘Mit Jesus ist es
vor Gott wie mit Adam’ (Sure 3,59), 143).

93 Cf. ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 30, 50; al-Qurtub, al-Gami‘, vol. 21, 106. Still, Tabari and
ZamahsarT do acknowledge that Gabriel actually breathed into Mary’s vagina (cf. Yasar, ‘Die
Schwangerschaft Mariens und die Geburt Jesu aus der Sicht islamischer Theologie’, 13).

94 Cf. Brock, ‘Introduction’, 10.
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hence not merely in the Gospel that is embodied in Jesus. Instead, as a Jew, she
continues to believe in the Torah and, as the epitome of the devout believer, in all
the words and scriptures of God as well.” We misunderstand Mary if we reduce
her to simply being a mascot or a partisan figurehead of Christianity, and we sell
her belief short if we see it as relating solely to Christian articles of faith. For it
is she, the person who was closer to Jesus than anyone else, who understands the
Word of God that is imparted to her through him as being inclusive, and in so
doing also opens herself up to other words and scriptures of God.

In classical exegesis, this integrative role of Mary is overlooked for the most
part, and in consequence commentators search for other ways to explain the plural
form of ‘words’ and ‘scriptures’ here, say by identifying the words (kalimat) with
Jesus and the scriptures that were sent down to him,” or by construing the words
as those of the Angel Gabriel.”’

This latter interpretation is actually very sensible and helpful where the first
part of the verse is concerned; in other words, it could well be the case that ‘words’
might refer to the words of the angel in the Annunciation scene and that one would
therefore have to discount the possibility that the scriptures should be understood
in the integrative sense that we have just outlined. If the words affirmed by Mary
mean the words of the angel, then Mary’s reaction here would represent the fiat of
Mary that Christians are usually so keen to point out is missing in the Qur’an. In
other words, she is here declaring her faithful readiness to follow God’s annuncia-
tion to her.”®

This interesting line of interpretation can be reinforced if one takes a closer
look at the verb describing Mary’s activity here, which Hartmut Bobzin renders
as ‘believed’. Yet the translation ‘testified to/attested to’ strikes us as being more
appropriate here, and classical exegetes like Razi even go so far in their interpret-
ation as to have Mary make the words come true.” This would therefore mean that

95 From the Qur’an’s perspective, even Noah has faith in all of God’s emissaries, despite the
fact that as the first of those emissaries, he cannot yet know the others. Consequently, in the
eyes of the Qur’an, Mary can also be relied upon to know all of God’s scriptures, even though
they were not all available in written form in her lifetime. This is not a question of
supernaturally conveyed knowledge, but of the unity underlying all of God’s scriptures and
emissaries, which are clearly attested prophetically by Mary here.

96 Cf. az-Zamabhsari, Tafsir, 1123.

97 Cf. al-Qurtubi, al-Gami ", vol. 21, 106.

98 Qurtubi also points in this same direction. Cf. ibid., 128.

99 ‘... so that she made the Words and Scriptures come true (ga ‘alat al-kalimata wa-I-kutuba
sadiqatan), which means that she distinguished them with truth (va ‘ni wasafatha bi-s-sidq)’
ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 30, 50.
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through her fiat, Mary makes possible the actions that God undertakes with and
through her. One might also speculate whether she might not through her fiat bring
about the fulfilment of the Old Testament word of the covenant in Jesus Christ in
the first place. In this context, the Old Arabic formulation tasdiq bi- ‘aynihi signi-
fies that she achieves this fulfilment through herself. This in turn might point to
the fact that it is the physical realisation of the conception and birth of Jesus Christ
that manifests God’s Word in all its truth and makes it accessible — an interpret-
ation that already goes a long way towards approaching the position of Christian
Mariology. Classical Qur’anic exegesis attempts to forestall these kinds of exces-
sively Christian associations by interpreting the ‘words’ that are affirmed here by
Mary simply as assurances that she is acting in good faith (Sara’i ‘). According
to this interpretation, therefore, all that is being stated is that Mary did not utter
untruths or give a lie to the truth through contradictory actions.'®

At the end of this verse, Mary, in being termed ‘one of the truly devout’ (mina
[-ganitin) is given the same title as the virtuous (married) women in Q 4:34
(ganitat) and also from this same surah, Q 66:5, who just like Mary are called
upon to show their submission to God (quniit).'""!

Mary appears as a model for women and leads an exemplary life, which is
also expected of the wives of the Prophet and indeed of all (married) women.
Moreover, this central religious expectation has nothing to do with a woman’s
behaviour towards her own husband, but solely with her attitude to God. In this,
it accords with the behaviour that is exemplified by other prophets such as Adam,
Noah and Abraham!'® — a parallel which once more assigns Mary a prophetic
role. Mary is thus not only a role model for women but also for all men. In purely
philological terms, this is already evident in the grammatical form used at the con-
clusion of Surah 66. If Mary were just an exemplar for women, then a grammati-
cally feminine participle (ganitat) would appear here, and not the form which in
grammatical terms encompasses both the masculine and the feminine (ganitin).'

Let us examine this emancipatory, exemplary nature of Mary’s attitude a little

100 Cf. ibid., 50.

101 When the same verse, according to most readings, talks of women’s obedience to man, it
uses another word in Arabic, which does not reappear in relation to Mary. In other words,
humble submission always refers solely to a person’s attitude to God.

102 Cf. Ashkar, Mary in the Syriac Christian tradition and Islam, 122.

103 Cf. Ali, ‘Destabilizing gender, reproducing maternity’, 94: ‘Rather than being among
“devoutly obedient” women — ganitat, which has a particular resonance in the Qur’an,
appearing in the context of marital relationships (Q Nisa’ 4:34) — Mary is “among the
qanitin,” those people or men who show quniit, devout obedience (Q Tahrim 66:12); thus, the
only specific woman identified as having quniit has no husband.’
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more closely by reconsidering the behaviour shown by the wife of the Pharaoh in
the preceding verse (Q 66:11). In the Muslim commentary tradition, the serious-
ness of the rift between Asiya, as the Pharaoh’s wife is known in this tradition,
and her husband is explained by the fact that the Pharaoh has subjected Asiya to
the worst kind of torture to try and make her renounce her faith. For Asiya only
believed in the one God and refused to worship her husband. She called on God
for help, and before she died God showed her paradise. God saved her in the most
magnificent way, by raising her up to be near him.'%*

In some ways, one might also say that Asiya represents a warning to all women
not to deify their husbands. In her we find someone, perhaps the only female
martyr figure in the whole of the Qur’an, who bears witness to her belief and trust
in God through her suffering and death. The text of the Qur’an does not tell us a
great deal about her. But what we do know is that she talks to God directly using
the familiar form of address, and God, at least in the accounts given by TabarT and
Zamahsari, is constantly by her side.

The name Asiya, which is not actually mentioned in the Qur’an but which the
commentary tradition invented, comes from a word root meaning ‘having a peace-
able nature’, ‘being patient’, ‘giving solace’, ‘healing’, while also conveying the
sense of ‘being sad’ and ‘suffering’.!® The exegetes therefore encapsulated the
message of the life of the Pharaoh’s wife in this constellation of associations that
are reminiscent of Mary and tried to express her essential qualities in her very
name. Like Mary, Asiya is in close communication with God, like Mary Asiya has
also suffered, and like Jesus and Mary she was raised up to heaven by God. It is
interesting that the Muslim tradition here draws an even stronger connection than
the Qur’an itself between Christian traditions concerning Mary (and Jesus!) and a
prominent female figure who has distinct affinities with Mary and so appropriates
her under new auspices.

In conclusion, however, let us return to Mary and provide a brief overview
of what we have learnt thus far about the image of Mary that is presented in the
Qur’an.

f) Summary

We have seen that the Surah A/ ‘Imran picks up and expands upon the concept
of Mary as a figure of bridging and integration, an idea already developed within

104 Cf. az-Zamahsari, Tafsir, 1123; al-Qurtubi, al-Gami‘, vol. 21, 104.
105 Cf. Lane, Lexicon, vol. 1, 60-61.
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the Surah Maryam. Now, though, it is no longer simply a question of bringing
together Judaism and Christianity, but also priestly and prophetic traditions, men
and women, and — through the tradition literature developed for this purpose within
the classical canon of exegesis of the Qur’an — even Sunni and Shia Muslims. And
countering any devaluation of the cultic tradition of Judaism, the role of ritual
observance in religion is also rehabilitated.

However, in the Surah A/ ‘Imran not just Mary but also her mother is portrayed
as being a particularly close confidante of God. It is Mary’s mother who dedicates
Mary to the Temple and whose prayer of intercession is offered up to God. It is
through her that Mary’s line of descent is established, as her husband (i.e. Mary’s
father) drops out of the picture on a narrative level. The same then holds true for
Mary, who enters into a special intimacy with God. In addition, she is provisioned
directly with all she needs by God and his angels, and so needs no male provider.
Evidently, through his mother and grandmother, a large measure of women’s
power is passed on to the infant Jesus, but above all this intimate relationship of
direct dialogue with God.

From a Christian viewpoint, what is especially remarkable is the characterisa-
tion of Mary as specially chosen and purified, indeed the distinction accorded to
her as the woman who is selected above all other women of the world. From the
point of view of the Qur’an, God has cleansed Mary of everything that might
distract or impede her, with the result that she is entirely focused on God and her
service to him. In the process, she is highly sensitive to the subtlest signs of God’s
favour to her and hence to the gentle and friendly pointers that God gives her in
her life. For all the emphasis he places on God’s prerogative, the proclaimer of
the Qur’an recognises Mary’s special sensitivity and receptiveness to his words,
which is what enables her to have this loving, attentive attitude in the first place.
And for all her classification as one of the community of believers and all the
stress placed on her status as a created being, in the Qur’an Mary remains the one
whom the angels address as elect before all women and as purified by God. Mary
is thus clearly presented as the most outstanding example of human and female
independence, precisely because she submits with such radical humility to God’s
will, but also because she wishes to make God’s benign will a reality through her
service.

If one wants to get to the heart of what makes Mary special, then one may
perhaps use a formulation that picks up on and transforms the Christian idea of
Mary’s role as the mother of God. This involves seeing Mary as a prophetic figure,
who is touched inwardly by the Word of God. She allows it to grow within her and
brings it into the world. The person who on numerous occasions in the Qur’an is
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acknowledged as a human corporeal manifestation of God’s benevolent word is
given birth to by Mary. And for this reason, we may reiterate that it is precisely
she, who was closer to Jesus than anyone else, who understands the Word of
God that is imparted to her through him as being inclusive, and in so doing also
opens herself up to other words and scriptures of God. In saying this, we have
returned once more to the idea of Mary as a bridging figure who promotes inter-
faith dialogue.



3

The Surah al-Ma’ida

With the Surah al-Ma’ida (‘The Table”) we enter the final phase of the message
conveyed by the Qur’an. For the most part, both traditional exegesis and more
recent historical—critical studies tend to consider this surah as one of the final
surahs of the Qur’an. As a result, the general assumption has been that it was
written sometime after Heraclius’s victory over the Persians in 628 and in addition
almost certainly after the relic of the True Cross had been brought back from Iran
to Jerusalem in 630. Therefore, we may well expect to find traces in the surah of
the power-political antagonism that begins to develop around this time between
the movement led by Muhammad and the Byzantine Empire. It would therefore
not be surprising if the image of Mary in the Qur’an were also to undergo a
change, and for the political Mariology we described previously to become the
main focus of attention for the proclaimer of the Qur’an. And it is indeed the case
that the very first verse of the surah which has to do with Mary hints at a connec-
tion with the imperialist Mariology promoted by Heraclius.

a) Criticism of the political Mariology of Byzantium

Unbelievers indeed are those who say ‘God is Christ, the Son of Mary’. Say: ‘Who
then has the power to prevent God, if he so desired, from destroying Christ, son
of Mary, and his mother and everyone else on earth, altogether?’ The kingdom of
the heavens and the earth and everything between them belong to God. He creates
whatever he will. God has power over all things (Q 5:17).

To begin with, we want to turn our attention to the section after the first sen-
tence in this verse. It confronts us with the idea that neither Jesus nor his mother
Mary has power over God. Both can be destroyed by God at any time if he so
wished. In other words, calling upon them does not afford a person any protection
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whatsoever from God’s wrath. Dominion over the heavens and the earth and
everything in-between belongs to God alone. For the heavens and the earth and
everything between them was created by God alone (Q 15:85), and everything
in the heavens and the earth and in-between belongs only to him (Q 20:6). From
the point of view of the Qur’an it is therefore true to say that, even if Jesus and
Mary, as a result of their faith in God and their close connection to him, are
largely exempted from the limitations of human existence on earth and appear to
be closer to heaven than to the earth, they nonetheless remain God’s creatures and
are subject to God’s commands. He is the sole authority who holds the course of
the world in his hands.!

The first thing to note is that this would also appear self-evident to Christians.
In the Christian faith, too, the Son and the Holy Spirit have no power that is
independent of God the Father. And Mary, as a mere human being, is in any case
subject to God’s will. But let us recall for a moment the imperial Mariology that
became widespread in Byzantium after the successful breaking of the siege of the
city in 626. For in this form of propaganda, it was indeed Mary who — seemingly
all by herself — guaranteed the emperor’s triumph. It was she who, as a military
commander, put Byzantium’s enemies to flight in the field. In the eyes of the
imperial historiographers, it was her invincibility, strength and power that were
solely responsible in and of themselves for vanquishing the enemy. When Theo-
dore Synkellos, for example, claims that there was no force that could withstand
the Virgin, then the proclaimer of the Qur’an now retorts that no one has power
over God and that Mary especially, as a created being, is entirely dependent upon
him.

In the eyes of the proclaimer of the Qur’an, Jesus too is a creature of God and
was only created because God so ordained it. In stating this, Q 5:17 adopts the
phraseology from Q 3:47 — in other words, the verse that specifically alludes to
the creation of Jesus and which, in the context of the second part of the Annuncia-
tion scene, defines the role of Jesus Christ. In Q 3:40, it was sufficient to simply
point out that God does what he pleases. The fact that the nature of Jesus as God’s
creature is now emphasised so clearly may well have to do with the Christian
belief that the Word (Logos) that was made flesh in Jesus Christ was ‘begotten,
not made’. In Byzantine imperial theology, this conviction led to the power of

1 We are not convinced by the interpretation of Henninger, ‘Marid Himmelfahrt im Koran’,
289, who believes that the fact that God can still destroy both of them signifies that they live
on in paradise and therefore that not only Jesus but also Mary was taken up body and soul to
heaven. From the viewpoint of the Qur’an, it would be more appropriate to state that heaven is
also part of God’s domain and that he could destroy Mary there too whenever he wanted.
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Jesus Christ taking on a life of its own that was seemingly wholly independent
of God.?

We may also gauge from the final verses of the surah how ever-present the
imperial theology of Byzantium was in the mind of the proclaimer of the Qur’an
during this phase of imparting his message. Thus, the surah ends with the declara-
tion that the kingdom of the heavens and the earth and everything in them belongs
to God and that he has power over all things (Q 5:120) — a clear rejection of all
attempts to shore up imperial power by invoking Mary or Jesus. The general thrust
of the final verse in this direction is made even clearer somewhat earlier, when it is
stated with regard to the Christian community: If You [i.e. God] punish them, they
are surely Your servants, and if You forgive them, You are surely the Mighty and
Wise (Q 5:118). Hence, both Jesus and Mary are subject to the prerogative of God,
who alone guides the destiny of the world. And it is God alone whom men should
serve (Q 5:117). The idea that calling upon Mary makes her into an authority that
can determine the course of history is clearly rebutted. In the Qur’an’s view it was
thus not Mary, but God and no one else, who saved Constantinople — provided,
that is, one assumes that supernatural forces played a role at all in this, something
which was taken for granted by the inhabitants of Byzantium in Late Antiquity.
Byzantine theologians too would no doubt have come down strongly in favour
of God’s prerogative if they had been called upon to determine theologically the
principal agent of human destiny. But this did not alter the fact that the emperor,
his court historians and also the Byzantine Patriarch all preached in such a manner
as to create the impression that Mary had at her disposal an independent power to
which people could entrust themselves when they needed help.

Yet this runs the risk of selling short Mary’s true humanity — and indeed the
genuinely human nature of Jesus. In this misreading, both are endowed with

2 Zishan Ghaffar indicates that, as early as the mid-Meccan period, the Qur’an also identified
this danger and therefore began to argue against this attempt by Heraclius to co-opt the ideal of
the Davidic Messiah into his ideology of rulership. For example, in the context of the dispute
with the Queen of Sheba over Heraclius’s imperious conduct, Ghaffar claims that in Q 27:30
the Qur’an responds by citing the Basmala (‘in the name of God, the Most Gracious, the Most
Merciful’) as the ruling motto of Solomon (cf. Ghaffar, Der Koran in seinem religions- und
weltgeschichtlichen Kontext, 105). However, it strikes us as improbable that Heraclius would
appear this early as the focus of attention of debates within the Qur’an. A simpler explanation
would be that the Qur’an is here presenting a stylised image of the devout ruler in marked
contrast to rulers of southern Arabia such as Abraha — an interpretation that even Ghaffar
himself deems likely (ibid., 106). In any event, it is clear that the Qur’an, from an anti-imperial
standpoint, consistently displays a high degree of scepticism towards any form of
messianically charged theology (cf. ibid., 110). As yet, Mary plays no part in these early
Qur’anic verses concerning anti-imperial theology.
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divine powers and hence, from a Qur’anic point of view, are no longer appropri-
ately acknowledged as God’s creatures. Let us therefore take a closer look at the
first sentence of Q 5:17, which we initially chose to skip over; although this relates
solely to Jesus Christ, it nonetheless opens a theological front that will also prove
instructive for our examination of Mary.

b) Criticism of the imperial downplaying of Mary’s humanity

Unbelievers indeed are those who say ‘God is Christ, the Son of Mary’(Q 5:17).

This unconventional phraseology is repeated verbatim once more in Q 5:72.
The phrasing is unusual insofar as one would actually expect the sentence to have
the word order reversed. To state that Jesus Christ possesses a divine nature and
that he therefore can in a sense be designated as a God or at least as God-like is a
familiar sentiment to which the proclaimer of the Qur’an might easily relate. The
Council of Chalcedon, for example, issued a Definition which expressly declared
that Jesus Christ was ‘perfect both in deity and in humanness; this selfsame one is
also actually God and actually man’ — leading to the obvious conclusion that we
should see him as divine or accord him a divine nature. Instead, the proclaimer
of the Qur’an reverses the word order and does not talk in terms of Christ being
God, but of God being Christ.

The overwhelming majority of Christians — both in Late Antiquity and nowa-
days — would surely object to this intensification. For even though they would
agree that Christ is God’s essential Word, and hence to that extent that God is
inherent within him, that does not however mean that God can be reduced to the
figure of Jesus Christ. From a Christian perspective, God has a trinitarian struc-
ture and cannot be reduced to one of the persons. Consequently, not only for Late
Antiquity but also for us nowadays, this formulation in the Qur’an is extremely
odd.

This peculiarity was also noticed by classical Muslim commentary literature.
Some commentators speculated that there might perhaps be some Christians, for
example the Christian community of Nagran,* who spoke about God in this way,
albeit without providing any proof to back up this statement. Others admitted that
Christians did not say such a thing directly, but took the view nonetheless that it
was implicitly contained within their religion,* for instance in the article of faith
which claims that Jesus is a creator in his own right and can give life, bring death

3 Cf. Mugqatil, Tafsir, vol. 1, 463.
4 Cf. ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 11, 195.
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and affect the destiny of the world.’ Yet because Christians make a special point,
in the theory of the hypostatic union and trinitarian theology, of repudiating any
simple identification of God with Christ, it is questionable to attribute this kind
of belief to them.

One can certainly try to explain this formulation as a deliberate misrepresenta-
tion of Christian beliefs by the proclaimer of the Qur’an for polemical purposes.
But although the polemical intention behind twisting an opponent’s words in this
way is to expose them to ridicule, it loses its impact if it is based on a credo that
is not even accepted by Christians in the form in which it is cited. Plus, if we
accept that the Qur’an is the Word of God, it also reduces the Muslim faith to
absurdity. For it would be truly strange to think of a God whose polemical intent
was to traduce the beliefs of others by twisting their words. As a result, it seems
more pertinent in our view to investigate the question of who might possibly have
expressed the relationship between God and Christ in such a way in Christian
Late Antiquity. Who then really claimed that God is Christ? Or whose theology
might have given this impression, leaving aside any polemical distortion of the
truth?

Interestingly, our hunt for clues on this score takes us back to Byzantium, more
specifically to the Theopaschite controversy, namely the dispute over whether
God himself suffered on the Cross and whether God is therefore capable of suf-
fering. In the 530s, Justinian, first in his role as the military strongman behind
the then-emperor Justin I and subsequently as emperor in his own right after 532,
attempted to promote the position of Scythian monks, who maintained that one
of the Trinity had genuinely suffered in the flesh on the Cross.® Fully intending to
remain faithful to the Roman interpretation of the Chalcedonian Definition, these
monks developed a theology of the suffering God, who is entirely present in the
Word and hence also present at the Crucifixion, where he reveals himself. Joannes
Maxentius, the leader of the Scythian monks, was adamant that God had really
become Christ in this context.” As such, this formulation is certainly somewhat
unusual, containing as it does the inverted sequence evident in the Qur’anic text.
Even so, in the light of the formulation that continued to be commonly used in
patristics, namely that God became man, it could undoubtedly be interpreted in
such a way as to cause little offence within the Christian community. Yet when

5 Cf. az-Zamahsari, Tafsir, 283.

6 Cf. Uthemann, ‘Kaiser Justinian als Kirchenpolitiker und Theologe’, 21-23.

7 Cf. ibid., 20. On the exact formulation presented in Joannes Maxentius, Libellus fidei, see:
F. Glorie (ed.), Maxentii aliorumque Scytharum monachorum ...opuscula (CChr.SL 854),
Turnhout 1978, 5-25.
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taken together with the talk of the real suffering of God on the Cross, it does
actually give rise to the kind of interpretation that the proclaimer of the Qur’an is
criticising here. At this point it seems anything but wilful to take the utterances
of the Scythian monks as meaning not just that Christ is God, but also that God is
the person whom he has become, namely Christ.

Theologically this inversion of the usual sequence of the Christian credo
strikes us nowadays as of little use, even under Christian auspices, but Emperor
Justinian seems to have consistently defended the position of the Scythian monks.
In saying this, one should also be aware that Justinian’s rule, as well as that of his
successors — a period which included the time when the Qur’an came into being —
was defined by a dispute within Christianity regarding the Council of Chalcedon
(451). While Justinian and his successors defended Chalcedon and its decision
that Jesus Christ possessed two natures, there arose within the Church throughout
the Near and Middle East an oppositional movement, which gained steadily in
strength and which insisted that Jesus Christ could only have one nature. During
Justinian’s reign, this led to a schism within the Church, and the so-called Eastern
Churches formed their own hierarchies, each of which was opposed to the doc-
trinal developments that had taken place since Chalcedon. Anti-Chalcedonian,
so-called Miaphysite Christology, which rejected the Two Natures doctrine, was
extremely well established in the Near East before Justinian’s uncle and predeces-
sor Justin ascended the throne in 518 and proceeded to implement unequivocally
pro-Chalcedonian ecclesiastical policies. Prior to this, under the pro-Miaphys-
ite Emperor Anastasius (r. 491-515), the scholar Philoxenus of Mabbug was
undoubtedly the most influential disseminator of this Miaphysite Christology.
He was insistent that it really was God himself who shouldered the burden of
the Cross and who suffered and died for us.® The idea of God’s suffering and
hence the belief that it is God himself who is Jesus Christ became the trademark
of Philoxenus’s theology and also the confessional shibboleth of the Miaphysite
movement.

Furthermore, this idea became widespread after the Miaphysite Patriarch of
Antioch Peter the Fuller, a close confederate of Philoxenus, altered the Trisagion
(‘Thrice Holy’) chant that was repeated in all liturgies — ‘Holy God, Holy Strong,
Holy Immortal, have mercy on us’ — by inserting the words ‘who was crucified

8 Cf. Viezure, ‘Philoxenus of Mabbug and the controversies over the “Theopaschite”
Trisagion’, 139: ‘Philoxenus argues that the strong formulations “God the Word died”, “God
died”, “the Immortal died”, “One of the Trinity died” are needed in order to maintain the
uniqueness of subject in Christ and to uphold orthodoxy.”’
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for us’ directly after ‘Immortal’.’ This new liturgical acclamation — the so-called
Theopaschite Trisagion — reworked to reflect the theology of God’s suffering,
became so much the hallmark of Miaphysitism that, when the pro-Chalcedonian
Emperor Anastasius attempted to introduce it in Constantinople, the pro-Chalce-
donian (and hence anti-Miaphysite) faction was able to foment a massive, bloody
uprising against it."> When the Scythian monks now adopted this theology of the
suffering God, but at the same time interpreted it within the framework of the
Two Natures doctrine, in Justinian’s eyes they were providing an opportunity for
reconciliation between the two opposing groups within the Church.

It was for that very reason that, in 533, Justinian made the phrase ‘One of the
Trinity’, a formula used by the Scythian monks in order to express the suffering
of this one person of the Trinity (unus ex trinitate passus est), the official title of
Christ. Of course, this title also contained resonances of Philoxenus’s idea that
God is this ‘One of the Trinity’ and that he himself suffered and died."" An edict
made the use of this title mandatory throughout the empire and in 534 Justinian
also persuaded Rome to adopt it.!? But to assume that it is the immortal God who
suffers on the Cross and dies only validates the accusation that this simply identi-
fies God with Christ, and that God is therefore Christ. If one is aware of the factual
connection between the title ‘One of the Trinity” and the accusation that God is
Christ, which is thereby justified in this context, then it is fascinating to note that
both formulations are reproduced and attacked in the text of the Qur’an.

Unbelievers indeed are those who say ‘God is Christ, the Son of Mary.’ For
Christ himself said: ‘Children of Israel, serve God, my Lord, and your Lord.’ If
anyone associates anything with God, God will bar him from entering Paradise
and the fire of Hell will be his only place of refuge. The wrongdoers shall have no
helpers. Unbelievers are those who say: ‘God is one of three.’ There is only One
God! If they do not desist from such talk, a painful punishment will be bound to
befall the deniers of the truth (Q 5:72 f.).

According to Sidney Griffith, the Arabic phrase falitu talatatin, translated here
as ‘God is one of three’, is a loan coinage from Syriac that picks up on the title of

9 Cf. Viezure, ‘Philoxenus of Mabbug and the controversies over the “Theopaschite”
Trisagion’; Halleux, ‘Le Mamlela de “Habbib” contre Aksenaya’, 67 f.; Abramowski, ‘Aus
dem Streit um das “Unus ex trinitate passus est”, 570-647.

10 Cf. Meier, Staurotheis di’hemas, 157-237.

11 Cf. Philoxenus Mabbugensis, ‘Dissertationes decem de uno e sancta trinitate incorporato et
passo.” Edited by Maurice Briere and Frangois Graffin, Patrologia Orientalis 15, Paris 1920
and Patrologia Orientalis 38—41, Turnhout 1977-1982.

12 Cf. Uthemann, ‘Kaiser Justinian als Kirchenpolitiker und Theologe’, 34 £.
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Christ as one of the Trinity just mentioned above."* Behind this title, rejected by
the Qur’an, is a Theopaschite tendency which accords well with the new Chalce-
donian theology that was prevalent at the time and which stands in the tradition
of Cyril of Alexandria — more specifically in the tradition, so to speak, of the right
wing of the school of thought that bears Cyril’s name, which was widespread
in Constantinople, but which also resonated with some Syrian theologians. For
Philoxenus of Mabbug, for example, as we have already noted above, it was clear
that it was God himself who had died on the Cross. This extreme theological
position, which even nowadays a majority of Christians would reject — notwith-
standing the prominent place which Jiirgen Moltmann accords to it — became
a distinctive mark of identity for West Syrian Christians, primarily as a way of
distinguishing themselves polemically from East Syrians and Chalcedonians. And
it was convenient for imperial theology to try and adopt this distinguishing feature
when it was keen to bring the West Syrians back into the Byzantine fold. Thus, the
Christian theology so roundly rejected in Q 5:72 and Q 5:73 is official imperial
theology, to which the proclaimer of the Qur’an finds himself in opposition not
merely from theological considerations. In theological terms, this imperial theol-
ogy is difficult to understand, not just according to modern criteria but also the
conventional philosophical theology of Late Antiquity.

As a result, the adverse reaction in the Qur’an is especially vehement, and
drastic threats are issued against anyone espousing these views — including severe
retribution and the fires of Hell. The accusation of ‘associating anything with
God’ in Q 5:72, which the proclaimer of the Qur’an does not otherwise level at
Christians, is particularly dramatic. Indeed, those who make such associations are
frequently mentioned in lists that also name Christians, thus indicating that these
two groups are seen as quite distinct from one another. Yet in Q 5:72, those who
are being threatened with exclusion from the garden of paradise, and hence from
God’s presence, are clearly those who identify God with Christ and hence follow
Byzantine imperial theology. For if one reduces God to Christ, he effectively
becomes his own factioneer and is also laid open to exploitation in military con-
texts, thus paving the way for military triumphalism — and this is precisely what
the proclaimer of the Qur’an wants to warn against. But in his eyes, Justinian’s
tactical relationship with the truth that is already revealed by such an approach

13 Cf. Griffith, ‘Al-Nasara in the Qur’an’, 317; for a more extensive account, see Griffith,
‘Syriacisms in the “Arabic Qur’an”: Who were “those who said ‘Allah is the third of three”
according to al-Ma’ida 73?”, 100—-108.

14 Cf. Moltmann, Der gekreuzigte Gott.
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would appear to be especially striking. For he is seen to be employing counter-
intuitive and irrational formulations that he himself would not normally use from
his own theological standpoint, but from which he expects to gain political capital.
The talk of God therefore enters the service of vested political interests. At this
point, the proclaimer of the Qur’an draws a clear line of demarcation. The aim
of religion must always be devotion to God, and everything else must be subor-
dinate to this objective. If theological proclamations are developed with the aim
of ensnaring political opponents, and a tactical relationship with the truth gains
ground, then this places the core of faith in serious jeopardy.

Yet Mary still plays no role whatsoever in the verses treated thus far here.
This only changes at verse 75, which at the same time reveals a new theological
context, pointing to an imperial theological project of reconciliation instigated
by Justinian. Let us first examine the verse in question in its immediate context.

¢) On the significance of Mary’s eating

Christ, the Son of Mary, was no more than a messenger. Many messengers had
come and gone before him. His mother was a virtuous woman and they both ate
food! See how We make the signs [ayat] clear to them [nubayyinu]/! Yet see how
they are deluded! (Q 5:75).

The first statement about Mary here identifies her as a virtuous woman.
Another possible translation of the Arabic is that Mary was a woman of truth.
Commentators in the classical tradition speculate whether this might mean that
Mary trusted Gabriel’s message to her,'” or that she bore witness to the truth
through her actions.'® According to Razi, the Qur’an bestows on Mary the soubri-
quet ‘the virtuous one’ because, as he puts it, she is so far removed from showing
any disobedience to God and engages joyously in service to God and in venerating
him.!” Whatever the precise meaning of this first phrase describing her, it certainly
harmonises well with the Christian interpretation of Mary and demonstrates that
she is held in high regard in Islam.

This makes it all the more perplexing when the next thing said about her is that
Mary and Jesus ate food (Q 5:75). Our puzzlement derives from the fact that, from
the Wedding at Cana in John 2 onwards, eating and drinking by Mary and Jesus
play a large part in the New Testament, thus making it hard to understand why the

15 Cf. Mugqatil, Tafsir, vol. 1, 495.
16 Cf. at-Tabari, 7afsir, vol. 8, 582.
17 Cf. ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 12, 65.
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proclaimer of the Qur’an should feel the need to remind Christians of this. And
when one considers that Christian remembrance of Jesus Christ in the Eucharist
is first and foremost a recollection of his role in the Last Supper, this statement in
the Qur’an is utterly mystifying.

Nor is the classical Muslim commentary literature of much help on this score.
It simply chooses to ignore any potential Christian objection and declares the
passage in the Qur’an as a necessary corrective aimed at bringing Christians to
their senses. Commentators are unanimous in postulating that eating is to be seen
here as a token of created beings’ dependence upon their creator. The fact that
Jesus and Mary have to eat thus underlines their human nature and their depend-
ence upon God.'® However, Christians would naturally retort here that they were
fully in agreement with this and that Jesus and Mary in their humanness are
unquestionably created beings,'” making it perfectly normal they should require
food. So what is the point of the Qur’an’s reminder?

To begin with, one might be tempted to search here for an unorthodox Chris-
tian viewpoint with which the Qur’an is taking issue, to the effect that Jesus and
Mary did not need sustenance. And it is true that, in the fifth and sixth centuries,
there existed on the Arabian Peninsula a widespread Christian grouping whose
doctrines have largely been forgotten but who might conceivably fit the bill here.?
Moreover, from the early sixth century onwards, Bishop Julian of Halicarnassus
(died c. 527) did indeed develop a doctrine that denied the necessity of eating in
Jesus’s case.”!

According to Julian, before the Fall of Man people knew neither hunger nor
death nor suffering. At the same time, he was adamant that Jesus was born without

18 Cf. Mugqatil, Tafsir, vol. 1, 495; at-Tabarl, Tafsir, vol. 8, 582-583; az-Zamahsari, Tafsir,
303; ar-Razi, Tafsir, vol. 12, 65.

19 Qurtubt accuses Christians of becoming muddled in their doctrinal statements, and in so
doing blurring the clear distinction between God and created beings (al-Qurtubi, al-Gami *,
vol. 8, 101). The Christian response, of course, would be to point to the Council of Chalcedon
and insist that a divine nature and a human nature coexisted, unalloyed and unchanged, in
Christ. However consistent one judges the Two Natures doctrine to be, one would at least have
to concede that it is not meant to signal an intermingling of the divine and the human, and that
the human Jesus had to eat in the same way as we do.

20 On the spread of Julianism on the Arabian Peninsula from the sixth to the eighth century,
see Debié, ‘Les controverses miaphysites en Arabie et le Coran’, 145-148. Interestingly, the
oasis town of Nagran appears to have been a major centre of Julianism.

21 The following account of Julianism basically summarises the central ideas of Khorchide
and von Stosch, Der andere Prophet, 37-45, and in the process cites some formulations
verbatim. However, we have also changed and expanded upon some of that work’s findings, in
addition to correcting certain errors.
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sin and therefore remained unaffected by the consequences of the fall from grace.
But the fact that, in spite of this, Jesus was still forced to starve, suffer and perish
was not a result of his nature but instead because he wished it so. Nonetheless, in
Julian’s eyes, Jesus was a real person — albeit one endowed with the prelapsarian
attributes of a human being.?> Therefore, Julian was in no way seeking to deny that
Jesus really did grow weary or feel hunger or that he suffered repeatedly. Like us,
Jesus sustained his physical being by eating and drinking.?* His incorruptible body
assumed a genuinely human nature.?* To this extent, Julian does not mean to deny
the reality of Jesus’s suffering, but is simply insistent that, even in his suffering,
Jesus was exercising his free will. That is, Jesus remained by nature essentially
immune to suffering, and it required a voluntary act of will on his part, free from
any human constraint, for him to experience it.?* Julian was therefore at pains to
emphasise Jesus’s complete freedom and sovereignty — in his Passion as well as
in the matter of eating and drinking. Thus, when Jesus returns after forty days of
fasting in the wilderness, he only experiences hunger to the extent he does because
he wants to show solidarity with us.

However, the fragments of Julian’s doctrine that have been preserved do not give
any indication that he extended his thesis to also incorporate Mary.?® Certainly, it
would seem obvious from a Catholic point of view to include her in Julian’s doc-
trine, since —as we have seen above —she is deemed in the dogmatic definition of the
Immaculate Conception formulated in 1854 to have been born free from original
sin. Yet it is a matter of contention how widespread this belief was in Late Antig-
uity. In any event, Julian does not appear to have espoused it, nor was such a view
represented among the Syriac Church Fathers as we noted above. Even so, it was
already the case in their view that Mary was cleansed of all guilt by the birth of Jesus
Christ and hence was thought to be free from original sin. Consequently, Jacob of
Serugh likens Mary from that moment on to Adam before the fall from grace and
applies this to her giving birth to Jesus.?” Even though no direct statements by the

22 Cf. Draguet, Julien d’Halicarnasse, 119.

23 Cf. ibid., 160.

24 Cf.ibid,, 161.

25 Cf. ibid., 187.

26 For the fragments of Julian’s writings, Cf. ibid., Appendix: Iuliani Halicarnassensis
fragmenta dogmatica. The early church father Severus of Antioch, for example, who was
strongly inclined toward the idea of the incorruptibility of Jesus’s body, although he would
later become the most vehement opponent of Julian’s doctrine of Christ’s incorruptibility prior
to the Resurrection, was clearly of the opinion that this was not the case for Mary (Moss,
Incorruptible bodies, 120).

27 Cf. Jacob of Serugh, On the mother of God: Homily I, 36.
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Syriac Church Fathers on the matter of Mary’s partaking of food after the birth of
Jesus can be found, at least with regard to Jesus it is clear to Ephrem the Syrian that
he only felt hunger and thirst because he wanted to.?® For him, the hero Jesus must
first learn how to feel these sensations because such a thing was not inevitable in his
human nature, which was untouched by original sin.*

Therefore, the notion of Jesus having no necessity to eat or drink was not pecu-
liar to Julian, but was also widespread among the Syriac Church Fathers. Further-
more, it is interesting to note that in sixth-century Byzantium, the important court
theologian and representative of the new Chalcedonian doctrine of enhypostasis,
Leontius of Byzantium, wrote a work in opposition to other Chalcedonians in the
city who advocated a form of Julianism, but that he nonetheless found himself in
full agreement not only with the Julianists (as well as the Chalcedonian Aphtharto-
docetes) but also with all Christian theologians of that time in assuming the de
facto incorruptibility of the physical body of Jesus even before the Resurrec-
tion, namely during his entombment. The essential difference, though, lay in the
question of whether this de facfo incorruptibility was an inherent property of the
pre-Resurrection body of Christ (the Julianist position) or the result of a miracle
or a divine act of free will (the anti-Julian position).*® The idea that Jesus, by dint
of the union of his human nature with his divine nature, did not actually need to
eat or drink anything unless he felt like doing so, was therefore well established
in Byzantium too. Indeed, even the great church father Maximus the Confessor,
who was active at the time when the Qur’an was emerging, was of the opinion that
Jesus did not feel hunger and thirst in the same way that we do, ‘but instead in a
superior way to us, namely voluntarily.”*!

Generally speaking, among the Greek Church Fathers there were two schools
of thought whose theological beliefs led them to the assumption that Jesus did not
have to eat anything. Both schools were influential but did not represent the total-
ity of opinion. In other words, there were many church fathers — most notably Dio-
dorus of Tarsus, Theodore of Mopsuestia and John Chrysostom, together with the
representatives of Eastern Syrian theology — for whom it was absolutely beyond
dispute that Jesus needed to eat and drink just like us, though even they took the
view that the combination of human and divine nature within Jesus Christ, and
hence a hard-to-define participation of his human nature, with its physical needs,

28 Cf. Ephrem the Syrian, Hymnen de nativitate, 11,5.

29 Cf.ibid., 11,8.

30 Cf. Uthemann, ‘Kaiser Justinian’, 80.

31 Maximus the Confessor, Disputatio cum Pyrrho, 297D, quoted in Bausenhart, ‘In allem
uns gleich auBler der Siinde’, 203.
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in his divine nature, which had no such needs (the so-called communicatio idi-
omatum), always had to be borne in mind. The first of the schools mentioned
above believed simply that Jesus did not have to eat thanks to his divine nature.
With this in mind, Maximus for example was of the opinion that the hypostatic
union altered Christ’s relationship with the natural requirements of human nature.
This theological interpretation is certainly not applicable to Mary, and also seems
to have been the driving force behind Leontius’s arguments.

By contrast, the other school of thought, which first and foremost characterised
Julianism but was also strongly reflected in certain positions taken by Maximus,
maintained that the physical body itself should be seen as a result of the fall from
grace. Its proponents pointed to the loincloth which according to Genesis 3:7
Eve and Adam are required to make for themselves in order to cover their naked-
ness. Typologically, this cloth becomes a symbol of the body, which becomes a
given fact in its customary biological functions only after the Fall of Man; con-
sequently it is also only from that point on that it requires food. This viewpoint,
which was represented by Origen and Gregory of Nyssa,*? is largely in accordance
with Julianism. It also seems to us to lie at the root of the comments made by
Ephrem the Syrian, and basically amounts to making biological bodily functions
the subject of an act of free will on Jesus’s part — in other words, in this theologi-
cal doctrine Jesus only has to eat because he wills himself to require food. On the
basis of the story of the Fall of Man and the conception of Jesus as the new Adam,
this doctrine also becomes applicable to Mary, who, as we have seen earlier, is
regarded as the new Eve by the Church Fathers almost without exception. All
the same, this application is not well attested.® Although we do not have any

32 Cf. Gregory of Nyssa, De anima et resurrectione, ed. by A. Spira (Gregorii Nysseni Opera
3/3), Leiden-Boston 2014, 113, 20-114, 7; See also Nellas, Le vivant divinisé. On the
pioneering — though in itself less than unequivocal — position taken by Origen or the
Origenists, cf. Selecta in Genesim (fragmenta e catenis), Patrologia Graeca 12, 101 A-B; see
also Guillaumont, Les ,Képhalaia Gnostica* d’Evagre le Pontique et Ihistoire de
["origénisme chez les Grecs et chez les Syriens, 109, f. 131; Thunberg, Microcosm and
mediator, 159.

33 Nonetheless, we have been able to find at least two instances. A letter written to Severus of
Antioch, the principal opponent of Julian of Halicarnassus, contains explicit criticism of
heretics who regard Mary, like Jesus, as being incorruptible (cf. Brock, ‘A letter from the
orthodox monasteries’, 39). In his commentary, Brock maintains that there is no other
evidence of anyone adopting such a position (ibid., 43). Another instance is when Leontius
asks his Julianist interlocutor whether, in the light of his argument, he does not consider
Mary’s physical body to be incorruptible as well. Though his adversary denies that, he does at
the same time admit that other followers of Julianism believe it to be true (cf. Leontius of
Byzantium, Complete Works, ed. Brian E. Daley, Oxford 2017, 350-352).
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sources corroborating the existence of Julianist ideas on the Arabian Peninsula in
the seventh century, we should beware of setting too much store by this lack of
evidence, since we can still identify a positive surge in Marian devotion through-
out the whole of the Byzantine Empire in the century prior to the emergence of
the Qur’an. Put quite simply, it seems highly likely that theologians, no matter
whether they were broadly associated with Julianism or opposed to it, came to
include Mary within the doctrine of the incorruptibility of the body of Christ.
Indeed, one can even read Q 5:75 as historical evidence of this development. And
the fact that we noted above of Mary’s clothes after the siege of Constantinople
in 619 also being venerated for their indestructibility* — as if the incorruptibility
of Mary’s body had somehow been transferred to her garments — is at least an
indication that, beyond the realm of scholarly theology, a popular belief in the
incorruptibility of Mary’s body was also widespread in Byzantium.

In any event, it appears to have been this form of theology — at least as regards
the person of Jesus Christ — that also became a constituent part of official imperial
theology towards the end of Justinian’s life. In an edict to the Romans published
in late 564 or early 565, Emperor Justinian defended the position that the body
of Jesus Christ was incorruptible, and in so doing voiced a central theme of the
doctrine of Julian of Halicarnassus. The church historian Evagrius Scholasticus
(d. 600), who was born in Syria, thus reported that the emperor, shortly before his
death, embraced the Julian heresy, which Evagrius characterises as claiming ‘that
the Lord ate in the same way before his Passion as he did after his resurrection.’*

However, this characterisation does not do justice to Julianism, and we have
already seen that Leontius of Byzantium adopted the central tenet of Julianism
that is criticised here. The context of Justinian’s espousal of this theological idea
may be that the emperor was seeking to further lower the temperature in reli-
gious politics. Thus, not long before, he had also entered into negotiations with
the Nestorians and explored the possibility of compromises with them.*® Perhaps
Justinian was now attempting to find some rapprochement with the Armenians,
who had also espoused Julianism.*” Certainly, the incorruptibility of the body of
Christ was an idea that was also defended by other supporters of the Council of

34 Cf. once again Wenger, ‘Les interventions de Marie’, 424.

35 Quoted in Uthemann, ‘Kaiser Justinian’, 79; see also Grillmeier, Jesus der Christus im
Glauben der Kirche, vol. 2, 492.

36 Cf. Uthemann, ‘Kaiser Justinian’, 77 f.

37 Cf. Michael van Esbroeck, ‘The Aphthartodocetic Edict of Justinian and Its Armenian
Background.” In: Studia Patristica 33 (1997) 578-585.
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Chalcedon, as the aforementioned work of Leontius of Byzantium proves.*® This
position was attractive where the politics of religion were concerned, because
its doctrine offered the possibility of circumventing the irresolvable internal
contradictions in the Two Natures doctrine that the Anti-Chalcedonians had
highlighted: both the full divinity as well as the full humanity of Jesus Christ
appeared to be preserved, insofar as the human nature of Adam before the Fall
was understood to be the true definition of humanness.** As a consequence, it is
perfectly possible to also see the Julian position as a politically interesting theo-
logical attempt at mediation, and it is conceivable that the emperor, who took a
lively interest in theological matters, was keen to adopt it. But equally, it could
simply have been that the emperor, who had a natural bent towards asceticism,
found it an utterly intolerable notion that the earthly Jesus should have eaten
food in the same way we do, and hence also had a digestive system just like
ours. According to this way of thinking, even his earthly body appears to be like
the pneumatic body of the Risen Christ, which according to the testimony of
the gospels could pass through walls and so was not subject to the same earthly
constraints as our bodies.

We can only speculate on this point; we have no idea whether Justinian also
saw Mary’s body as being similarly incorruptible. One thing that is apparent here
is that the proclaimer of the Qur’an once more targets a theological doctrine in
which Byzantine imperial politics try to gloss over theological contradictions
with questionable formulaic compromises. Here, too, the implication is that the
emperor has a tactical relationship with the truth. He certainly takes a position
that is open to numerous misunderstandings. For if the human nature of Jesus is
conceived in such a way that it is imperishable, it is easy to imagine that it shares
in God’s indestructibility and could therefore offer effective protection in situa-
tions of military threat as well. This would bring us back to the exploitation of the
figure of Mary to military ends, a misappropriation of which Emperor Heraclius
was demonstrably guilty, and which has definite affinities to the theological posi-
tions outlined here. For if Mary’s body is thought of as indestructible, and her

38 On the idea of the incorruptibility of the bodies of prophets in the Islamic tradition, cf. Abt
Dawid, Sunan, Hadith No. 1047, Book No. 2 (Kitab as-salah), Vol. 1, 612 and on the
immortality of Muslims who died in the Battle of Uhud starben cf. Malik ibn Anas,
al-Muwatta’, Hadith No. 50, Book No. 21 (Kitab al-gihad). English translation: Bewley, Aisha
Abdurrahman, Al-Muwatta’ of Imam Malik ibn Anas. Arabic & English, 566 f.

39 Cf. Kate Adshead, ‘Justinian and Aphthartodocetism.’ In: Stephen Mitchell and Geoffrey
B. Greatrex (eds.), Ethnicity and culture in Late Antiquity, London 2000, 331-336, here p.
333.
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cloak likewise, it seems reasonable that her image would also be able to protect
the walls and gates of Byzantium. Her course was thus set to become the de facto
tutelary goddess of imperial politics.

Contrary to such delusions, the proclaimer of the Qur’an reminds us of the true
symbolic function of Mary and Jesus (Q 5:75), and insists that God alone is the
All-Seeing and the All-Knowing (Q 5:76). In saying this, the proclaimer of the
Qur’an picks up on the profession of faith that was already made prominently by
Mary’s mother in the Surah A/ ‘Imran (Q 3:35) and which in general can be said
to serve as a heading to the whole story of Mary (Q 3:34). The proclaimer of the
Qur’an wants to lead us back to this biblical-Qur’anic Mary, and thus divest her of
Heraclius’s imperial propaganda. Thus, in opposition to imperialist propaganda,
the Qur’an posits a theology of signs, into which it integrates Jesus and Mary.

In addition, the proclaimer of the Qur’an endeavours throughout to accommo-
date the theological intuitions of his Christian audience. For the Surah A/ ‘Imrdn
had already conceded the essential purity of Mary (Q 3:42). At the same time,
Mary was shown as having been constantly provided with sustenance by the
angels when she was a child. While other people — from a biblical standpoint, as a
result of the fall from grace — were forced to obtain their food by the sweat of their
brow (Genesis 3:17-19), God or his angels provide directly for Mary (Q 3:37) and
so preserve her from that which Christians regard as the consequences of the Fall
of Man. Also during her confinement, as portrayed in the Surah Maryam, dates
are provided for her without any effort on her part (Q 19:25 f.). Mary is therefore
consistently described as someone who is protected and acc