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A book such as this—intended for both students and scholars as well as an interested lay public—demands writing that is thorough and precise while still being broadly accessible. To that end I have omitted all but essential diacritical marks in my transcriptions of Arabic. This should make things easier for non-Arabists without hindering Arabists. Like the Arabic they represent, my transcriptions have no uppercase letters except in the word Allah and in names of persons, places and so on. English loanwords from Arabic (hadith, jihad, sharia, sura, etc.) do not appear in italics, but they are listed in the glossary along with all the other Arabic terms used. The glossary and maps should assist readers unfamiliar with Muhammad’s world. Translations from the Qur’an are my own unless otherwise noted. Full citations of Qur’an translations are given on the first occasion, after which I cite them simply by the translator’s name. All quotations of the Bible are from the New Revised Standard Version unless otherwise noted. I abbreviate Encyclopaedia of Islam as EI2 and Encyclopaedia of the Qur’ān as EQ.1 Since I write specifically for non-Muslims, I give dates only according to the Western calendar.


Regardless of the target audience, anyone writing about Islam must consider how Muslims will hear what is said. In that respect, I should explain my use of the term “the qur’anic author.” Most Western scholars now limit themselves to personifications of the Muslim scripture, such as “the Qur’an says” or “in the mind of the Qur’an,” in order to avoid offending Muslims, who believe the Qur’an is authored by God alone. Why, then, when I value courtesy and intend no offense, do I speak of the qur’anic author? My purpose is simply to connect the text of the Qur’an with its first hearers. Referring to the Muslim scripture as if it had no author makes it much harder to recognize the choices that made it speak so powerfully to its original audience. A scripture is best understood only when we consider those choices in relation to the full palette of possible options. This is vital to my analysis, since I view the Qur’an as authentic and effective communication.2


On hearing that I was writing this book, various individuals offered advice on how to approach my task. As it happened, some of the advice was diametrically opposite, with some people urging me to stress points of agreement between the Bible and Qur’an, and others to focus on points of difference. These contrary concerns puzzled and troubled me since they seemed equally partial, unbalanced and controlling. Our two scriptures bear both clear similarities and differences. What, I wondered, could possibly justify my editing either one out or even just downplaying one of them? Since the Qur’an has its own literary integrity as a scripture, does not faithful scholarship rather respect that integrity and allow it to speak for itself? Focusing on either similarity or difference without acknowledging the other seems subversive to me. Hence I have avoided both alternatives, viewing them as equally driven by fear—namely, the fear that a holistic approach to the Qur’an is simply unsuited to our current situation. With Schweitzer, I protest that Truth’s hour is now, always.


Between us Christians and Muslims make up more than 50 percent of the world’s population, with that number projected to exceed 60 percent by 2050.3 I believe we will all pay an exorbitant toll if we do not put heart and soul into seeking a peaceable relationship. Since both our communities are founded on a sacred text, it is urgent that we listen carefully to each other’s scripture. To be understood, we must seek first to understand. And that includes understanding points of disagreement, some of which are essential to who we are. But to hear our partners in dialogue truly, we must also meet them in Rumi’s judgment-free field, as I have sought to do in this study. I leave it to you, my reader, to decide how well I have succeeded in that respect.
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I picture my book like a river whose broad mouth gives no indication that it has been fed by innumerable streams and enriched by the earth across which it has so freely flowed. With its waters irretrievably intermingled, it appears self-sufficient. But in fact, a river is in one sense all debt. For though it clearly has a life of its own, it nevertheless carries nothing it did not receive. Likewise, this book would not be what it is without a host of people—scholars, family, friends and others. While I cannot possibly acknowledge them all, I must at least name a few.


Though I know only a handful of them personally, I am very conscious of the many scholars who have contributed to this book. My debt to Robert Hoyland—for his work on pre-Islamic Arabia, early non-Muslim sources and the Islamic origins narrative—will be abundantly evident to readers. Jean Bottéro, Patricia Crone, Reuven Firestone, Greg Fisher and Sidney Griffith are among the many others who have contributed vitally to my understanding of Muhammad’s world. Mahmoud Ayoub, Rick Brown, Fred Donner, Yohanan Friedmann, William Graham, Toshihiko Izutsu, John Kaltner, Daniel Madigan, David Marshall, Angelika Neuwirth, Gordon Nickel, Iain Provan and Gabriel Reynolds are among those who have most strengthened my grasp of the Qur’an. For key biblical insights, I am also grateful to Andy Crouch, John Goldingay, Vern Poythress, Lamin Saneh, John Stackhouse and N. T. Wright. Some of these scholars are also among the many who graciously answered queries I put to them during the course of my writing.


Astute criticisms of the master’s thesis from which this book grew were offered by Christopher Melchert and Andrew Rippin. My good friend Andy coupled his incisive criticism of every section of the book (scrutinizing multiple revisions of some parts!) with unfailing enthusiasm for my work, helping to energize it from start to finish. To say that his countless contributions have greatly improved the book is a huge understatement. My special thanks go to him and his family. Two other friends, Neil and Kevin, also read key parts of the manuscript and offered helpful suggestions. But despite all the help I have received, it goes without saying that I alone am responsible for any errors remaining.


I cannot begin to say how grateful I am to my dear wife, Cathy, for her steadfast love and support throughout this long process. This is her book no less than mine. Our four children offered continual encouragement, as did my four siblings. I am especially thankful to my mother, whose prayers, I believe, brought this book to completion, even though she unfortunately did not live to hold it in her hands. Jim Houston’s friendship in the latter stages of this book has been a real inspiration and help. Also, I am grateful to Roger and Alayne, Joan and Keith, Sid and Lyn, and Sally for allowing me temporarily to turn their home or cottage into a writing den, without which I might never have found my way through the wilds of Muhammad’s world (part one)! Friends Tom and Shirley, Marsha and Lane, Rick and Linda, the good folk at Rivendell and all my dear friends at L’Arche have generously supported this project in other ways. I am also grateful to the University of British Columbia and Regent College libraries and especially Vancouver Public Library’s interlibrary loans department. I am especially indebted to Tom Wright for his invaluable help, affording me the chance to offer my book to IVP and giving me the courage to see it through to completion. Last but not least, my editor, Dan Reid, has been every writer’s dream. For his wisdom, encouragement, gentleness (writers can be thin skinned!) and patience, I am deeply grateful. Neither do I take the rest of the team at IVP for granted: I have only praise for all of their dealings with me.
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The Middle East in 602 CE. Before the War of 602–628, the boundary between the empires (as shown here) had remained fairly stable for centuries, with territory captured by one empire being recovered by its rival soon afterward. But owing to an ongoing civil war in the Byzantine realm, early military successes of Khusrau II seemingly raised the prospect of a Sasanian triumph that would end their centuries-old rivalry once and for all. Reports of this war’s devastation preceded Muhammad’s prophetic career and continued through most of its duration, thus providing the backdrop to most of the qur’anic recitations. (Please note: The absence of both a Byzantine border on Arabia’s northwestern edge and a Sasanian border on Arabia’s northeastern edge indicates that the boundaries were not clearly fixed there.)










[image: Having already taken Armenia, Syria and Palestine, the Sasanians penetrated Anatolia to Chalcedon in 615, but most likely withdrew to Anatolia’s eastern edge in 616. By 619 they had occupied Egypt, the Byzantines’ “breadbasket.” At the time of the (622), Heraclius was raising an army for his counteroffensive. But the Persians would yet lay siege to Constantinople itself before Heraclius was finally able to defeat his Persian nemesis and restore equilibrium between the empires in 628. Four years later Muslim armies swept out of Arabia to conquer the Middle East. (Please note: The absence of a Sasanian border on both Arabia’s northwestern and northeastern edges indicates that the boundaries were not clearly fixed there.)]




The Middle East in 622 CE. Having already taken Armenia, Syria and Palestine, the Sasanians penetrated Anatolia to Chalcedon in 615, but most likely withdrew to Anatolia’s eastern edge in 616. By 619 they had occupied Egypt, the Byzantines’ “breadbasket.” At the time of the hijra (622), Heraclius was raising an army for his counteroffensive. But the Persians would yet lay siege to Constantinople itself before Heraclius was finally able to defeat his Persian nemesis and restore equilibrium between the empires in 628. Four years later Muslim armies swept out of Arabia to conquer the Middle East. (Please note: The absence of a Sasanian border on both Arabia’s northwestern and northeastern edges indicates that the boundaries were not clearly fixed there.)
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The world’s oldest Qur’an Manuscript (Mingana 1572a). Written in an early form of Hijazi script, this manuscript’s two parchment leaves contain parts of Suras 18 to 20. Radiocarbon analysis conducted at Oxford University has dated its parchment to the period between 568 and 645 CE with 95.4% accuracy. This means the manuscript was likely produced during Muhammad’s lifetime or the first two decades after his death in 632. Till its discovery in the University of Birmingham’s Mingana Collection in 2015, the manuscript had been misbound with leaves of a Hijazi script Qur’an from the late seventh century.
























One


Approaching the Qur’an
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Any scripture with well over a billion believers on an increasingly small planet demands to be read by the rest of us. Even more, the Qur’an demands to be read by Christians, since it claims to complete our Bible and even improve on it. But most non-Muslims get no more than a few pages into the Qur’an before finding themselves hopelessly lost. In fact, Westerners who make it through all 286 verses of the Qur’an’s second chapter, or sura, deserve a pat on the back, because it is anything but reader friendly to us a world away and well over a millennium removed in time.


Our first challenge then is simply to understand the Qur’an, which is not “a written, premeditated corpus of prophetical sayings,” but rather “the transcript of an orally performed, open-ended drama.”1 The Qur’an’s every word is centered in Muhammad’s struggle for “God’s Cause”2 in his native Arabia. As Angelika Neuwirth says, we must read the Muslim scripture as a series of texts growing out of “lively scenes from the emergence of a community” under its prophet.3 Examples of her point abound. For example, Sura 93 urges Muhammad not to give up but to believe God will provide for him. By contrast, Q 8:67-71 speaks of the prophet’s having enslaved captives taken in battle and addresses the issue of his followers’ love of booty. We thus see that at one point Muhammad struggled to endure in faith, and at another he and his community, or umma, engaged in warfare and believed booty and slavery were regulated by divine command. In that sense the Qur’an represents an immense cache of historical data.


But despite the centrality of Muhammad’s story to its recitations, they include only glimmers of it. For while the Qur’an pays considerable attention to narratives from the past, it is quite averse to supplying current narrative—and that despite the fact that Muhammad’s recitations came to him in the midst of some very stormy events. Instead of recounting those events, the Qur’an “merely refers to them; and in doing so, it has a tendency not to name names.”4 The qur’anic author5 often speaks as “I” or “we” or alternates between the two (e.g., Q 90:1-4) and addresses “you” in singular and plural (e.g., Q 94:1-4) but without identifying anyone. That leaves us piecing together the story behind the recitations as best we can from the mention of an unnamed town or other fragmentary details. For example, the Qur’an speaks of a “sacred precinct” (Q 5:1) and Christians (nasara). But which sacred precinct, and what kind of Christians?


These and a host of other questions find their answer only in the Qur’an’s metahistory or narrative context. Being well known to those who first heard its recitations, however, most of that background information is left unstated, making the Qur’an singularly unhelpful as a historical source when taken on its own. Neither are its suras ordered chronologically.6 All this makes the Qur’an “an extremely enigmatic and allusive document,”7 one requiring readers to bring to the text some knowledge of Muhammad’s historical context and prophetic career.




The Qur’an and Its Interpretation


According to the Qur’an, God, its implied speaker throughout, had revealed his Word in other languages for other peoples and was now putting it into Arabic for the Arabs (Q 12:1-2; 13:37; 20:11). The qur’anic monologues were delivered orally by Muhammad in the early seventh century CE and eventually collected and transcribed. The Qur’an denounced Arab polytheism and announced God’s imminent judgment. As we will see, we can reasonably assume that Muhammad’s pagan hearers had some awareness of biblical monotheism, since Christianity and Judaism offered the only other live options, religiously speaking. But, rejecting those options, the Qur’an called its hearers to its unique version of monotheism, for it clearly takes issue with both Christianity and Judaism on various points. Hence the Qur’an addressed a primarily pagan audience, but in a milieu that included Jews and Christians.


The Qur’an called the Muslim8 community into being, established it in faith and empowered it to defeat its opponents. Its later (i.e., Medinan) suras often addressed Jews and Christians, though they did not constitute the core of its audience. Despite the obvious similarities between the Bible and the Qur’an, there are also major differences, most of which directly relate to the fact that the latter originated in a largely pagan milieu.


As is true of the Bible, the Qur’an is often interpreted by its adherents as a timeless book that speaks to current-day circumstances. This has allowed Muslims to contextualize it, whether in the eleventh or the twenty-first century. But however normal this may be, it becomes problematic when we detach the text from its original context. For any other meanings we see in a scripture must be grounded in its original and primary meaning—what its first audience understood when they heard or read it. As Paul Ricoeur put it, “If it is true that there is always more than one way of construing a text, it is not true that all interpretations are equal.”9 Otherwise, we can make a scripture mean whatever we want and thus render it meaningless.10 The Qur’an’s primary meaning does not “reside” in the mind of the author, nor in that of the audience, nor yet in the text itself, but rather emerges in the complex relationship between the text and its first hearers in their particular context. A scripture’s original meaning acts as arbiter, then, either grounding or calling into question other meanings later readers find in it. This underscores the vital importance of rightly appreciating the Qur’an’s historical setting, since, as interpreters, we do not create but rather discover the text’s original meaning.


Historically, polemical reasons kept Western scholars from appreciating the Qur’an’s very distinctive character and originality. Until well into the twentieth century, in fact, the obvious but unstated goal of many was to lampoon the Qur’an as a very bad copy of the biblical original and Muhammad as a buffoon for making it.11 That approach has since given way to a stress by many on the sameness of the Bible and Qur’an, often to validate Islam as another “Abrahamic” pathway to God. Sometimes this includes Christianizing the Qur’an to the point of seeing the Trinity in it and making its portrait of Jesus reminiscent of that of the Gospels.


I strive to avoid both traps here. As a Christian seeking peace with my Muslim brothers and sisters, I take their scripture seriously and have no interest whatsoever in mocking it. I aim to highlight the Qur’an’s uniqueness and do not wish to belittle the Muslim prophet or present the Qur’an as a “copy” of anything. I do consider it vital, however, that we acknowledge the many historical factors influencing its origins. And since the Qur’an implicitly calls for a response from us, my goal is to respond “Christianly,” with both grace and truth (Jn 1:17).










Qur’anic Context and Interpretation


As we understand most of the texts we encounter daily almost automatically, as easily as we speak, we sometimes forget that “there is no meaning without context.”12 But the more complex or emotionally loaded the topic, or the more a writer’s language, history and culture diverge from ours, the harder we must work at keeping the text grounded in its context. That is precisely the situation when we interpret a sacred scripture from a remote time, place and culture. And if we must work hard to understand any ancient scripture, we must work harder still to comprehend one with as few contextual markers as the Qur’an has. Its allusiveness made it essential for the Muslim community to keep alive traditions explaining its context. But for political, polemical and legal reasons, those traditions became corrupted and embellished long before they were recorded in writing, greatly complicating matters for Qur’an interpreters ever since.


In response, some twentieth-century scholars in the West rejected the traditional Islamic origins narrative, at least on the matter of the Qur’an’s milieu. Besides challenging tradition, most of them also denied the authenticity of pre-Islamic poetry, those being the two great pillars on which qur’anic interpretation had been built. While the revisionists never set out to deny the importance of context in qur’anic interpretation, the level of uncertainty their challenges produced made context of little use. Indeed, so widely varied are their answers to the question of milieu that Patricia Crone likens the situation to one in which we encounter Jesus’ quotations from the Jewish scriptures in the Gospels but do not know whether he was Jewish, or whether the Tanakh was native to his tradition or imported from outside. Also, suppose the Gospels’ geographical markers were so few and so vague that scholars disputed whether Jesus lived in Palestine, Mesopotamia or Greece. Such uncertainty would render the Gospels’ meaning exceedingly elusive, which is precisely the situation we now face in qur’anic studies.13


To understand the Muslim scripture truly, we must hear it as the uniquely speech-centered, event-birthed communication it was. Attempting to do so without reference to its original context is actually rather comical, unless we think Muhammad’s first hearers were somehow able to do that. Even those who dismiss its original context as irretrievable cannot help but approach the Qur’an with some working hypothesis of what it was—whether or not they are conscious of doing so—because every interpretation of the Qur’an goes back to a particular reading of its context. And since we agree on how to interpret the Qur’an only to the extent that we agree on the story behind it, the debate over qur’anic milieu and narrative is vital to our hermeneutic.14









The Goals of This Book


With all this in mind, I aim to do three things in this book:




	

Establish the Qur’an’s original context as the key to its original meaning





	

Inform readers unfamiliar with the Qur’an of its teachings and show how they relate to those of the Bible, giving special emphasis to Jesus’ place in the Qur’an





	

Offer an initial response to the Qur’an’s truth claims and encourage open dialogue between Christians and Muslims on our respective faiths








Because everything about a scripture answers to its narrative, cultural and historical context, part one focuses on that external context.15 To begin, we must decide who Muhammad was, who his first hearers were and what aspects of their situation significantly shaped their understanding of the Qur’an. Chapter two briefly recounts the traditional Islamic origins narrative and considers the Western debate surrounding it as well as the scholarly consensus that seems to be forming on it. Chapter three zooms out to look at key aspects of the larger world in which Muhammad lived, while chapter four zooms in to consider key qur’anic characteristics that, rightly understood, corroborate the traditional view of Muhammad’s pagan Hijazi origins. All these issues are vital to a sound understanding of the Qur’an.


Most Christians want to start with what the Qur’an says about Jesus, who naturally stands at the heart of Christian-Muslim dialogue. But that is not the right place to begin, for doing so assumes that all of the Qur’an’s other theological components are equivalent to those of the Bible, which is not at all the case. We must begin with the qur’anic worldview, the conceptual framework within which all of its ideas find their place, for a scripture is not a catalog of isolated theological components, and we cannot accurately compare and contrast Jesus in the two scriptures without seeing his place in the integrated whole of each scripture’s theology and spirituality.


Part two then focuses on the qur’anic worldview.16 The topics covered here include God’s ontological and ethical being, in chapters five and six; humankind’s creation, fall and reprieve, in chapters seven through nine; sin and salvation, in chapter ten; and prophethood, scripture and revelation, in chapter eleven. Chapters twelve and thirteen focus on qur’anic spirituality, respectively its devotional and social aspects and its political aspect. And with all these topics, the depth of my coverage varies primarily in relation to a topic’s relevance to Jesus. I seek to approach the Qur’an in a way that is appreciative of widely held Muslim interpretations of it but yet is not limited to them when they seem anachronistic, the product of later theological concerns. I also show where the teachings of the Qur’an and Bible are similar and where different. This is vital because the Qur’an often suggests more agreement with the Bible than actually exists, and when doctrines seem more similar than they actually are, such similarity obstructs understanding.17 The Qur’an’s worldview provides the frame within which to view its portrayal of Jesus, while comparing it to the biblical worldview ensures our accuracy on the dimensions of that frame.


Part three focuses on the qur’anic portrait of Jesus, again showing how the qur’anic author’s presentation is like and unlike that of the biblical writers. Chapter fourteen considers Jesus’ origins and person, and chapter fifteen his words and works. Both of these topics are vital to a true appraisal of how the qur’anic author simultaneously honors and marginalizes Jesus. Although most Muslims believe the Qur’an denies Jesus’ crucifixion, they also acknowledge that the Qur’an speaks plainly of his death and resurrection in Q 19:33. Hence, chapter sixteen assesses how best to make sense of the qur’anic data on Jesus’ death, resurrection and place in the future, focusing especially on Q 4:157-58. Chapter seventeen concludes this part of our study with an examination of the Qur’an’s presentation of Jesus’ community and scripture, also addressing the common Muslim claim that the biblical text has been corrupted.


Finally, part four takes into account the overall meaning of the Qur’an presented in parts two and three, offers an initial Christian response to the Qur’an’s truth claims and hopefully makes a positive contribution to the ongoing dialogue between Christians and Muslims. I include this out of a concern to take the Qur’an seriously, especially its most urgent claims.18 Chapter eighteen considers the Qur’an’s uniqueness as an Arab scripture. And since every sequel is read in relation to its precursors, chapter nineteen assesses the Qur’an’s claim to be the Bible’s sequel by briefly surveying three central biblical motifs diachronically and looking for them in the Qur’an. Chapter twenty then summarizes the comparative and contrastive points on worldview and the portrait of Jesus, from parts two and three, and concludes by raising three vital issues I see as particularly relevant to Christian-Muslim dialogue.









Three Provisos


Three points are important to note about my approach in parts two and three. First, I mainly leave Muslim interpretations of the Qur’an to other studies. Readers seeking a “standard” Muslim reading of the text must look elsewhere for that. I engage with the text of the Qur’an itself, touching on Muslim interpretations primarily where they differ sharply from mine. I aspire to biblical scholar N. T. Wright’s approach to textual study. Avoiding both the objectivity of the positivist and the subjectivity of the phenomenalist, Wright advocates a form of “critical realism” by which we access a text’s meaning “along the spiraling path of appropriate dialogue or conversation” between student and text.19 With that in mind, I ask my readers simply to come explore the Qur’an with me and see whether my interpretation of it makes sense.20


Second, my basic criterion for asking the questions of the Qur’an that I do is how vital an issue appears to have been to the qur’anic author. I avoid assuming that the concerns of the Bible and Qur’an are the same, making issues central that are of only peripheral qur’anic concern.21 But since many of the questions I put to the Qur’an are not questions Muslims typically ask of their scripture, many of my conclusions will also be new to them.


Third, to avoid making my treatment of biblical theology either too unwieldy or too nebulous to nonspecialists, I approach it from a single Christian perspective, one that is evangelical and Reformed. While I recognize that Reformed Christianity has much to learn from other Christian traditions, I find its theological framework most helpful. And I think most of what I say about the Bible will be accepted by a majority of Christians from all quarters.22









Truth and Grace in Dialogue


My goal of encouraging dialogue should need little justification from a Christian perspective. The psalmist says how pleased God is when brothers and sisters live together peaceably, and the New Testament calls us to do all we can to be at peace with everyone (Ps 133:1-3; Rom 12:18; Heb 12:14). In our global village, that demands dialogue.


But true dialogue does not deny or minimize difference. Rather, it begins with an honest acknowledgment of difference no less than similarity. Without that, we cannot be truly heard and understood. Using the term neighbor in its broadest sense, Jesus commands us to treat our neighbor as we want her to treat us (Mt 7:12; cf. Lk 10:25-37). Paul also counsels us to do good to everyone, Christian or not (Gal 6:10). So we lovingly speak what we hold to be true and graciously listen as our Muslim brother or sister does likewise. And we remain ready, as Peter charges us, to offer a defense to anyone who seeks the reason for our hope, doing so with gentleness and reverence (1 Pet 3:15-16). So our truth telling is to be marked always by kindness and honor for our partner in dialogue—as a Thou, not an It, in Martin Buber’s terms.


While the Qur’an’s attitude to Christians is somewhat mixed,23 it sometimes calls for open, irenic discussion with them. Q 29:46, for example, counsels Muslims: “Do not dispute with the People of the Book except in the best manner—apart from those of them who have done wrong. Say, ‘We believe in what has been sent down to us and in what has been sent down to you. Our God and your God are one and we have submitted to him.’”


And Q 3:64 tells Muslims to say to Christians and Jews, “O people of the Scripture, come to a word that is common between you and us: ‘We serve only God, and we associate nothing with Him.’” The verse continues, “If they turn away, say, ‘Bear witness that we surrender.’”24 Even of the Muslim community’s enemies, whoever they are, Q 8:61-62 tells Muslims, “If they incline to peace, you should incline to it and trust God. He is the Hearer and the Knower. And if they wish to deceive you, God is sufficient for you.”


Sadly, neither side has lived up to the standards our scriptures have set for us here. From early on, our shared history has been marked by hostility and misunderstanding. This raises the question, If we in the world’s two largest faith communities cannot dialogue amicably about our respective understandings of Jesus, for example, how can we realistically hope to have the kind of relationship that sets us on the path to peace?


While most Muslims reject the West’s religious pluralism, some go so far as to oppose any public discussion of the Qur’an’s truth claims by non-Muslims and seem to make conversion to Islam a prerequisite to that. This is ultimately counterproductive. For how can anyone’s beliefs be promoted by so sheltering them from objections? Surely truth is strong enough to withstand unjustified criticism. This makes non-Muslims wonder whether such rigor in controlling public discussion masks an underlying fear that their truth is not in fact true but only communally constituted as such.


Thus I seek a middle way between secular pluralism and Muslim protectionism, making every effort to take seriously the Qur’an’s truth claims while still being respectful of my Muslim brothers and sisters. This approach will doubtless yield more questions than answers, but it seeks to foster dialogue in an atmosphere of honesty, humility and sympathetic understanding—that is, of friendship. And what could be more urgently needed between Christians and Muslims now than that friendship that lovingly speaks the truth?



















Part I


Qur’anic


Context












Two


Muhammad and the Origins of Islam
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Muslims implicitly accept the traditional narrative of Islamic origins by which an Arab trader-turned-prophet named Muhammad preached reformed monotheism to his people in Mecca (Makka) and Medina (Madina) during the early seventh century CE. For centuries Western scholars generally accepted the traditional narrative also. In the modern period, however, some have elected to dispense with all or much of it because it is largely based on conflicting Muslim traditions dated some two centuries after the events recounted. Though variously motivated, all such revisionism has rendered the Qur’an’s milieu an open question and thus made its meaning exceedingly flexible depending on the milieu and narrative ascribed to it. Yet the early non-Muslim evidence for the emergence of Islam confirms the traditional Muslim account in broad outline. Hence a consensus seems to be forming around the view that Islam emerged in Arabia by a process initiated by Muhammad and the recitations found in the Qur’an, but a process within the world of Late Antiquity more protracted and uneven than the traditional view allows. While there is clear textual evidence that the Qur’an underwent sustained editing during the seventh century, that evidence in no way undermines the traditional understanding that Islam began as a reformation of pagan polytheism and existing monotheism.










The Traditional Origins Narrative


Muslims implicitly accept the traditional Islamic origins narrative, forming the backdrop against which they read the Qur’an.1 Putting all questions of historical accuracy aside for now, we note that that narrative begins with Muhammad’s birth in 570 CE in Mecca (Makka),2 a town with two claims to fame: it was a key player in Western Arabia’s overland trade route and was home to a then-pagan shrine, the Kaʿba, making it rival a Christian pilgrimage site in Sanaʿa. Orphaned as a child, Muhammad grew up to accompany his uncle on trading expeditions to Syria and earn a reputation for intelligence, character and diplomacy. After managing a wealthy widow’s trading operations, Muhammad married her. And besides a business partnership and a son who died in infancy, Khadija eventually gave him four daughters as well as the moral support he so needed as a fledgling prophet.


Muhammad received his prophetic call in 610. In an experience that straddled dreaming and wakefulness, the Seen and Unseen, earth and sky, the angel Gabriel appeared, commanding him to “Recite!” (iqra). When Muhammad submitted, Gabriel inscribed the first recitation on his heart. Thus began the Qur’an, or “Recitation,” a series of divine revelations presented as the sequel to the biblical scriptures. Though Muhammad initially questioned his sanity and feared people would label him possessed, he eventually went public, calling his fellow Meccans to forsake their idolatry for the God of Abraham. Besides denouncing their religion, Muhammad warned of imminent judgment if they did not forsake their immorality and submit to God and his prophet, the meaning of the Arabic word islam being “submission.” Being rightly related to God in this dual sense made one a muslim, or “submitter.”3


Though some believed, Muhammad’s fears proved well founded, as most people rejected his prophetic claims, accusing him of being a mere poet and possessed. As Muhammad’s band of followers grew, the Meccans increasingly persecuted them. So he sent some of them to seek refuge in Ethiopia. During this period God favored Muhammad with his famed Night Journey to heaven. But relocating his entire community took on new urgency when a powerful and supportive uncle and Khadija both died. About a year later he married the young ʿAisha, who would become his favorite wife. (In all he is said to have had twelve wives.) A year or so later, in 622, the leaders of Yathrib—later called Medina (Madina)—a few hundred miles north of Mecca, welcomed him as their arbiter and ruler, as the town was divided between its constituent tribes, some of which were Jewish. The hijra, Muhammad’s emigration to Yathrib with some seventy followers, signaled the birth of his community, or umma, as a sovereign geopolitical entity.


The constitution Muhammad drew up as the basis for his rule of Yathrib referred to its Jewish signatories as “believers,” signifying that they could remain Jews. But even so, it required them to submit to Muhammad’s theocratic rule. When the revelation came declaring war on Mecca and conscripting all able-bodied “believers” to take up arms (Q 22:39-40), the Jews resisted, in violation of their agreement. Then revelations came that changed the direction of prayer from Jerusalem to Mecca and urged the Muslims to be wary of the Jews, ultimately calling for their exile or slaughter. While the war relieved tensions between Yathrib’s natives and its Meccan immigrants by enabling the latter to live off their battle spoils, the Jews were not the only ones who hated it. The revelations also decried as “hypocrites” or “imposters” others who accepted Muhammad’s prophethood but were reluctant to support his war effort for “God’s Cause.” Such revelations helped ensure that most of his followers gave him their loyal support.


Muhammad’s war against Mecca continued through much of his Medinan period. Muslim attacks on Mecca’s caravans undermined confidence in its trade and ate into its profits. Each successful raid increased not only the Muslims’ booty but also their prestige and power in the eyes of surrounding tribes. Whenever the Muslims won battles in which the odds were against them, they took it as proof of God’s favor on them. Whenever they lost to the Meccans, a revelation came fingering traitorous Jews or hypocrites. And Muhammad’s wisdom and generosity in handling prisoners and booty earned him the respect of followers, both actual and potential.


Despite his many challenges, Muhammad proved as able a politician and a military strategist as he was a religious leader. He built a powerful tribal coalition and used it to secure a peace treaty with the Meccans in 628, one that included permission for his followers to perform a pilgrimage to the Kaʿba the following year. That event proved a great moral victory, boosting Muhammad’s support among the tribes and prompting him to summon emperors and kings far and wide to submit to his rule. When the Meccans breached the peace treaty’s terms in 630, he advanced on the city, capturing it with little resistance. On entering Mecca, his followers cleansed the Kaʿba of its idols and executed Muhammad’s most vocal Meccan foes.


Muhammad spent his final years consolidating his power until he ruled the entire peninsula, including Sasanian-allied Yemen. He also led or sent his armies north to begin the conquest of Byzantine Palestine. Muhammad died in Medina in 632, after making a pilgrimage to Mecca during which he recited his final qur’anic message. It proclaimed, “Today I have perfected your religion for you and completed my blessing upon you and chosen for your religion submission (islam)” (Q 5:3). His farewell sermon also assured his followers that no prophet would come after him and that, together with the Qur’an, his example would be sufficient to keep them from going astray.


With respect to his example, the hadith present Muhammad as observing or exceeding the Arabs’ ethical norms, the only exceptions being those cases where a special revelation allowed him to break the rule. For example, Q 33:50 is understood to have permitted him to exceed the normal limit of four wives. In the strangest case of all, the Qur’an authorized Muhammad’s marriage to his adopted son Zayd’s wife by prohibiting adoption wholesale (Q 33:4-5, 37). Rescinding Zayd’s adoption precluded the charge of incest in Muhammad’s marrying the wife Zayd would divorce for him. As the hadith evidence, this deeply disturbed many of Muhammad’s followers at the time. But whatever ethical struggles they had with it, they ultimately accepted God’s right to do as he pleases and Muhammad’s being “a good example for those who hope for God and the Last Day” (Q 33:21 Jones).









The Islamic Origins Debate


For well over a millennium Western scholars interpreted the Qur’an with this traditional origins narrative in mind, rejecting only the latter’s miraculous and blatantly polemical elements. Beyond that they were largely uncritical, thus making the Islamic origins narrative seem solidly founded. But as qur’anic studies began catching up to biblical criticism in the late nineteenth century, scholars came to view the traditional origins narrative more critically, resulting in a growing divide between tradition-guided and more skeptical scholars. Everyone agreed on the hadith’s historical unreliability—just not its extent or how to deal with it.4


Although united in their rejection of Muhammad’s collective legacy or some key part of it,5 revisionists are variously motivated by polemics, ecumenism, evangelism or secular rationalism. Some skeptics argue that we know almost nothing about Islam’s origins, dismissing the traditional sources as so polluted that the origins narrative they gave rise to tells us nothing true, only what later generations wanted to believe about Islam’s origins. Others are happy to co-opt the traditional narrative while reversing key elements to establish their own distinct vision of Islamic origins. Until the present, however, no revisionist has been able to construct a compelling new origins narrative.


The best-known polemicist-revisionist, the pseudonymous Christoph Luxenberg, argues the Qur’an originated as a Syro-Aramaic lectionary.6 Some of Luxenberg’s colleagues even question Muhammad’s existence.7 By contrast, ecumenically minded revisionists like Geoffrey Parrinder (d. 2005) and Giulio Basetti-Sani (d. 2001) view the Bible and Qur’an as complementary, attacking only a heretical, tritheistic version of Christianity, which they claim was present in Muhammad’s Arabia. They thus transform the Muslim prophet from a “heretic” into a champion of Christian orthodoxy and discover an underlying unity between Christianity and Islam.8 And some Christians put this to evangelistic use.


Best represented by John Wansbrough (d. 2002), secular revisionists usually work with a linear model of religious development, hypothesizing that the Qur’an is the product of a lengthy evolutionary process that occurred among monotheists in the Fertile Crescent, not pagans in remote Arabia.9 In keeping with this, G. R. Hawting postulates that the Qur’an uses “idolatry” only figuratively, to attack not actual polytheism—as the hadith maintain—but rather just retrograde Iraqi monotheism.10 By the 1980s a sharp division had developed between such radical revisionists and those unprepared to radically revise the traditional origins narrative, with each side vehemently accusing the other of ignoring the obvious.


One problem with most revisionism is that, in its criticism of tradition, it is remarkably uncritical of its own underlying rationalistic hostility to tradition. Inherent in the historical method is the premise that tradition does not mediate history, making the historian duty-bound “if possible, to see through tradition to the history that might (or indeed might not) exist behind it.”11 Evangelical revisionists often stress how much wider the time gap is between Jesus and the New Testament documents, on the one hand, and Muhammad and the hadith, on the other. What they fail to mention is that a far larger gap exists between the earliest Old Testament texts and the events they recount. So if we reject the Muslim tradition’s authenticity wholesale on that ground, we must reject the Old Testament’s historicity too. Rather than take so uncritical an approach, we need to remain open to testimony of all kinds—including that of tradition.


Despite their inability to construct a compelling alternative origins narrative, however, the revisionists have done us all a great service especially in two respects:




	

They have reminded us that Islam emerged by a process that was protracted and uneven, and occurred within the world of Late Antiquity.





	

They have driven us to more rigorous scrutiny of historical sources, a broader search for data and more honesty about the remaining holes in our knowledge.
















Toward a More Critical Approach


While some fine scholars still position themselves on the revisionist side of the origins debate, a scholarly consensus seems gradually to be forming on the other side, as scholars increasingly realize that such broad criticism of the Muslim tradition is unwarranted.12 These scholars refuse that “empirical fundamentalism”13 that summarily damns all of the hadith simply due to either their oral and relatively late origins or their Muslim bias—as if other sources are unbiased.14 Instead, they scrutinize all the available data—the qur’anic data included15—to determine which elements in the traditional narrative best accord with early non-Muslim and Muslim sources, including the Qur’an. They also refuse to pronounce on what did not exist based on missing evidence. They thus base their historical verdict on the preponderance of the evidence, believing that they have much to lose by embracing radical revisionism, regardless of the apparent freedom it offers.


Despite numerous hadith discrepancies, Muslims agree on Muhammad’s pagan origins, the location of the two cities in which he lived, all the major challenges he faced, the milestones that marked his prophetic career, the scripture he was given, the kind of community he founded and its relations to the other two monotheistic communities. Given the major divisions that occurred within the umma early on, this unanimity is not to be taken lightly. Muslims disagree on such things as who Muhammad’s first male convert was and when various battles—such as the Battle of Badr—occurred. But as Maxime Rodinson says, “Such disputes can only take place because everyone agrees the battle did take place.”16 “In broad outline,” Andrew Rippin concurs, “all these sources present the same story, but matters of chronology and detail are always problematic.”17 And Gregor Schoeler writes that, when carefully analyzed, the traditions “sometimes confirm the outlines of what Muslim believers had accepted as fact all along.” And when they do, “scholarly honesty requires us to declare that Muslim tradition is not always as unreliable as many Western scholars have assumed.”18


What early non-Muslim evidence supports the general contours of the traditional origins narrative? Since Muhammad was unknown outside the Arabian Peninsula before the Muslim conquest, the earliest non-Muslim evidence we have for Islam dates to that time.19 The limits of the present study allow me to mention only a few sources. As early as 633 Jerusalem’s patriarch Sophronius (d. ca. 639) wrote of the Arabs’ unprovoked military aggression, their hostility to the cross (i.e., Christianity), their destruction of churches and their capture of Bethlehem.20 On their conquest of Jerusalem in 637, he said the Arabs were preparing to build a mosque on the temple site. Muslim sources likewise tell of a mosque built there by ʿUmar in 638.21 Another document from the same time refers to a “people of the desert overrunning another’s lands as though they were their own.”22 These witnesses confirm the unprovoked advance of the Arab armies in Palestine at the very time when Muslim tradition says it happened. Two early Coptic documents describe the Arabs’ conquest of Egypt in mixed terms, telling of their massacres, plunder and enslavement of prisoners, alongside their fasting, prayer and respect for church property.23 Ishoʿyahb III of Adiabene (d. 659), an Assyrian church leader, says of the conquest that Christians were required “to give up half of their possessions to keep their faith” and laments the loss of those who chose to sacrifice their faith to keep their worldly wealth.24


An Armenian chronicle believed to be from the 660s says a merchant named Muhammad—together with some Jewish refugees—had awakened the Arabs to the reality of Abraham’s God. It depicts Muhammad as a military leader who urged the Arabs to take possession of Palestine since God had given it to them as Abraham’s descendants through Ishmael. It says that, having led his followers to attack Palestine, Muhammad “had not fallen short of his promise to them” when they returned home rich in slaves and other booty.25 In the 680s a Mesopotamian monk wrote that the Saracens (Arabs) follow Muhammad’s “tradition” strictly,26 while another said that anyone in their community who publicly opposed his commandments risked execution.27 We thus have every reason to believe that “Muhammad’s commandments” were central to their religious piety, centered in such practices as prayer, fasting and territorial expansion by military conquest in God’s name—especially when the Qur’an and hadith so abundantly confirm it. Further, Jacob, bishop of Edessa (d. 708), attests that the Muslims in Alexandria prayed toward the Kaʿba just as Jews prayed toward Jerusalem.28


There is then sufficient early non-Muslim evidence for us to accept that a trader named Muhammad presented himself as a prophet in early seventh-century Arabia, calling his people to abandon their polytheism and embrace his version of monotheism. On moving from Mecca to Medina, he assumed theocratic rule and led his followers to conquer in God’s name. We have no reason to doubt that Muhammad’s background was pagan, a fact the Qur’an and hadith substantiate in numerous ways.29 At least this much of the traditional origins narrative we should accept.30 Most scholars also accept that a large cache of ancient Qur’an manuscripts discovered in Sanaʿa in the early 1970s and the Tübingen Qur’an establish that the Qur’an’s written text was undergoing editing during the late seventh century, which also accords with Muslim tradition.31


However, with abundant evidence for the development of Islamic thought and practice since the ninth century, when written records became normative, we have no reason to doubt that similar development took place in Islam’s first two centuries, before a more literate Arab culture documented it. This means that early Islam was more fluid then than once thought, which is another reason why we must assess the hadith critically. Hence we are rightly skeptical about such things as the glorification of Muhammad, Mecca and the early umma (in Islam’s supposed golden age), and the vilification of Medina’s Jews as presented by the sira, or biographical literature on Muhammad.32 We should also reject the Muslim tradition’s polemical material on Christianity as well as its claim that the whole of Arabia converted to Islam during Muhammad’s lifetime. And since the Qur’an gives ample evidence of Muhammad’s never having done any miracles, we are fully justified in discounting that entire hadith element as a later accretion designed to strengthen Muslim piety and polemics.33


Recent studies have also discovered a number of key points about both the composition and the transmission of the qur’anic text. Computerized analysis has revealed that a very high 52 percent of the qur’anic text consists of repeated, oral-formulaic material, demonstrating its use of folklorist oral techniques.34 Keith E. Small also marshals evidence from the manuscript record for the Muslim authorities’ deliberate and sustained efforts to standardize the text, which fits well with the traditional accounts, though Muslims have ever since downplayed the effects of that program.35 Critical study of the text of the Qur’an is still in its early stages, with nothing remotely resembling the evidence for the New Testament’s demonstrable families of texts. But one thing is clear: no single version of the Qur’an goes right back to Muhammad, though nearly all Muslims believe their Qur’an does.36 While there was an early form of textus receptus, that text has never corresponded to one single, identifiable manuscript universally accepted by Muslims.37


To sum up, we have good reason to accept any elements in the traditional origins narrative that early non-Muslim evidence confirms or that are both universally accepted by Muslims and not patently polemical, hagiographical or otherwise anachronistic in nature. The Qur’an thus appears to constitute a largely authentic collection of the recitations given by Muhammad, an early seventh-century Arab trader-turned-prophet who originated in a polytheistic Arab milieu influenced by both Judaism and Christianity. As we shall see, the Qur’an itself amply demonstrates what William A. Graham has termed Islam’s “avowed reformation of previous monotheism and pagan polytheism,” that reformational spirit it has cultivated at a very fundamental level from its first beginnings right down to the present day.38



















Three


Coming to Terms with Muhammad’s World


[image: image]







The Qur’an is truly understood only against the backdrop of early seventh-century Arabia. Though geographically isolated, Arabia was not insulated from major trends or events in the wider Middle East. The Byzantine and Sasanian empires used religion variously to legitimize their rule. The Byzantines also used it to pull neighboring peoples into their orbit, and their defense of orthodoxy and attacks on heterodoxy both within and without their realms could take on the character of a “holy war.” A number of times in the fifth and sixth centuries there had been considerable violence between Christians and Jews in Palestine and Yemen, at either end of the Incense Road. In Arabia’s highly politicized environment, its indigenous animistic polytheism gradually lost adherents to Christianity and Judaism but still held out in central Arabia and the Hijaz, in western Arabia. For some decades the superpowers divided most of Arabia’s northern tribes into two tribal confederations aligned with them. While this division highlighted the weaknesses inherent in their tribalism, Arabia’s a-religious poetry became a culturally uniting factor. Both natural and manmade catastrophes—one of which was a war of epic proportions that raged for over a quarter of a century—put the Arabs, no less than others in the wider Middle East, in a decidedly apocalyptic mood. This interested the Arabs in the early Meccan recitations, even if very few believed at first. In fact, a multiplicity of localized apocalyptic prophets in western and central Arabia—Muhammad being the most successful of them—precipitated a veritable “sea change” from paganism to monotheism there too.







The Qur’an is understood truly only against the backdrop of early seventh-century Arabia. Hence we must understand something of Muhammad’s world. In particular we must grasp five aspects of Arabia that significantly shaped the thinking of his audience:




	

its location between the empires





	

its indigenous spiritual tradition and values





	

its place in the religious contest of the day





	

its apocalyptic-prophetic mood





	

its tribalism










Surviving the Region’s Religio-political Firestorms


Arabia’s massive size—nearly that of India—and unyielding physical character were largely determinative of its inhabitants’ lives and economic prospects, an endless mix of daunting challenge and shimmering possibility. But located between the Sasanian and Byzantine empires and the latter’s ally, Ethiopia, Arabia’s tribes could hardly have escaped the superpowers’ designs and impact.1 While the rest of the peninsula’s extreme climate and sparse population made annexing it impracticable, Yemen’s fertility made it exceptional in that respect. Already in the fourth century the Arab tribes had begun abandoning their indigenous religion in favor of Judaism and Christianity. That movement accelerated as the empires’ involvement swept Yemen onto the world stage in the early sixth century and drew most of the peninsula’s northern tribes into one of two tribal confederations, respectively clients of Constantinople or Ctesiphon. Thus the empires sought to extend their influence across the peninsula. While the conflict in Yemen was resolved and the northern Arabs ceased to function as imperial clients before Muhammad began his prophetic career, the sixth century strongly imbued religion in Arabia with the geopolitical understanding of it characteristic of the surrounding empires.


It had always been normative for the political and religious spheres to overlap largely. But while ancient Rome, for example, never excluded religion from government, Roman religion was neither universal in scope nor missional in practice. By contrast, Christianity and Judaism—the two monotheistic faiths married to the governments in Palestine and Yemen in the sixth century—were both.2 This resulted in escalating Jewish-Christian hostility issuing in tragic violence in both regions. Byzantine suppression and persecution of Jews and Samaritans increased dramatically in Palestine during the century or so before Muhammad. In response to one uprising, for example, the Byzantines mounted genocidal attacks on Palestine’s Samaritans, and the Arabs bound to Byzantium actively participated in the religious violence of their imperial overlord. During the same period, the Byzantines (Ethiopia’s allies) and Sasanians both tried to pull strategic Yemen into their orbits. And partly in response to Byzantine violence in Palestine, an early sixth-century Jewish king in Yemen massacred Christians in Najran, the Yemeni city closest to Mecca. That event, to which Q 85:4-8 most likely refers, precipitated the direct intervention of the Ethiopians, followed by the Sasanians. And long afterward, the story of that massacre served as a powerful propaganda tool rallying support for the Christian cause in the Byzantine world. The key point though is that religious communities were massacred in God’s name at both ends of western Arabia’s Incense Road.


By officially subscribing to a given religion, a government embraced the notion that its supreme ruler was ordained by God to establish his rule on earth and, conversely, to defend his cause against all threats, theological ones included. Implicit also was the notion that his cause must triumph and, for the Byzantines, must also appear to triumph by ensuring that any religious minorities allowed to survive could not thrive and must endure a measure of visible humiliation. Whenever the empires saw their minorities as a threat, they persecuted them. The Byzantines also drew on the Old Testament model of a God-ordained “holy war” in their defense of orthodoxy and their struggle against heterodoxy, both inside and outside the empire. Doubtless out of sheer desperation, Heraclius (r. 610–641) took that motif farther than any emperor before him, promising anyone who died fighting the Sasanian “infidels” the honor of a martyr’s entrance into heaven.3 That war between the empires, beginning in 602 and overlapping most of Muhammad’s prophetic career, engulfed the entire eastern end of the Mediterranean, as well as Iraq and Iran. So devastating was it that when Heraclius finally crushed his archrival in 628, both empires were thoroughly spent, a fact of which Muhammad’s armies took full advantage beginning in 630.4


Though Arabia’s tribes were divided by dialect, religion, politics and unending blood feuds, a kind of “secular” poetry emerged as the great unifying force between them and became their greatest cultural achievement. That the formalized language of poetry overcame such fragmentation to forge a common identity and “provide the basis for a homogeneous memory”5 is simply spectacular. And the existence of so large a body of literature from Muhammad’s Arabia is immensely important to qur’anic interpretation, despite its a-religious character. For putting the tribe’s life, ethos and solidarity into words—conveying everything from individual and tribal panegyric to gossip and lampoon—early Arabic poetry serves Qur’an interpreters as a virtual “archeological site, with. . . a palpable stratigraphy.”6 Such poetry was as vital to the average Arab in Muhammad’s day as poetry is negligible to the average American today. Though some scholars doubt its authenticity, a growing body of evidence—epigraphic, narrative and linguistic—makes the issue one of “minor contamination rather than. . . major fabrication.”7


Yemen’s alternate embrace of the two great rival religions made for an incendiary contest there, one that sent sparks flying all across the peninsula. For a time in the sixth century, Ethiopian-allied Yemen controlled the Hijaz as far north as Yathrib. But by the time Muhammad took up his prophetic mantle, the Hijaz had already enjoyed decades of independence from (by then Sasanian-allied) Yemen. Since religious conversion involved political alignment, the polytheistic tribes in central Arabia and the Hijaz—Muhammad’s tribe, the Quraysh, among them—likely represented fiercely independent holdouts against monotheism’s steady advance. Resistant to outside interference of all kinds, they were not about to be swallowed up by either foreign religious alternative, Judaism or Christianity. This gave Mecca, Ta’if and other regional cultic centers a base from which to draw pagan pilgrims.









Spirituality and Hedonism at the End of Time


Arabia’s indigenous religion is more accurately described as animistic polytheism, since it did not separate the material from the spiritual realm—qur’anically, “the Seen and the Unseen”—believing that everything existed in both. They thus considered animals, rocks, rivers and stars, no less than humans, to have spirits. They also believed the world was inhabited by various other spirit beings, including angels, demons, jinn—somewhere between angels and demons—and others, ranging from the benign and playful to the treacherously evil.


As primary expressions of communal activity and will, the patron god cults formed the focus of tribal loyalty and cohesion, acting like “a sort of social glue” that enabled communities to operate as coherent entities “as opposed to a mass of discrete localized kinship groups.”8 Since Arab society lacked many other social institutions, we should not underestimate the sociopolitical importance of this to its polytheistic tribes. Tribal solidarity was also integral to a tribe’s self-perception since, as Toshihiko Izutsu says, “All the noble qualities were considered to reside not so much in the individual members of the tribe as in the tribe itself.” Again, “moral virtues were rather a precious communal possession inherited from fathers and forefathers.”9 All this was bound together with a firm belief in the need to honor one’s ancestors, something that translated into an unshakable conviction that tribal tradition was binding.


Indigenous Arab religion evidenced considerable similarity to the early Middle Eastern religious traditions in many respects. Besides ritual purity, formal prayers, incense offerings and blood sacrifice, pre-Islamic religion featured regular pilgrimage to sacred enclaves with circumambulation around a sacred object, such as the Black Stone, embedded in the Kaʿba. Tradition tells us these pilgrimages coincided with market fairs, enabling the host tribe to derive economic benefit from them. While the Arabs had formerly worshiped sacred stones, by Muhammad’s day many of the gods had been personalized. Though traditional sources name Hubal and many other Arabian gods, the Meccans considered Allat, al-ʿUzza and Manat—who they counted the daughters of Allah, the High God—their tribal patrons. With Allat and al-ʿUzza representing different phases of the Morning Star, their sister was a goddess of Fate.10


With regard to such divine procreation, two points are key. First, the pre-Islamic Arabs viewed God’s fathering of other divinities as neither ethereal nor delicate: it involved his sexual lust, leading to coitus with a partner, divine or human. Second, tradition says the Kaʿba had 360 gods—one for each day of their lunar calendar—among which were icons of Mary and Jesus. While this elaboration may exaggerate the situation somewhat, its inclusiveness is entirely plausible, since polytheism typically accommodates other religions. As an old Arab proverb puts it, “When you enter a village, swear by its god.”11 Swearing by one god never kept you from swearing by another. In any case, tradition suggests that the biggest differences between Jesus and his mother and the other representatives of the “family of the gods” would have been that of exclusivity, since monotheism allows no lesser deities, and locality, since the Meccans would have viewed Jesus and Mary as imported deities (cf. Q 43:57-58).


While the Qur’an gives us no sense that the Meccans disputed God’s existence, the Muslim tradition is likely anachronistic in saying that they called him the “Lord of the Kaʿba.” And even if that were true, they had clearly reduced him to a ringmaster of sorts, with all the attention going to the show’s stars instead of him. The Qur’an makes it clear that the Quraysh saw God as irrelevant to their lives: like an absentee landlord, he maybe owned the place, but he never bothered to come around. Governed by the haphazardness of Fate (dahr), life was meaningless, and there was no resurrection or final judgment for which to prepare.12 Death was the final end of the individual’s evanescent existence, since they deemed belief in a hereafter unthinkable.


This worldly-mindedness issued in that desperate hedonism so abhorred by the Qur’an: since human existence was essentially futile, voluptuous indulgence—wine, women and song—afforded the illusion of transcending one’s ephemerality by dulling the pain, as it were.13 Belief in the vanity of human existence also showed itself in a general contempt for human life, as in the callous disposal of unwanted infant daughters and the abuse of orphans and others in society’s margins. Later Muslims referred to this entire package of pre-Islamic belief and practice as the jahiliyya, which we can translate as the “Age of Moral Abandon,” or “Hedonism.”14


One other important aspect of Muhammad’s world was that successive catastrophes had put the Arabs—no less than others in the wider Middle East—in a decidedly apocalyptic mood. Beginning in the 540s and recurring each decade or so until well beyond Muhammad’s day, the bubonic plague devastated many towns and cities. The recurrence of this pandemic is widely thought to have reduced the survivors’ ability to recover from the more “normal” ravages of war, which by itself led to serious economic depression. In 536 and 537 massive volcanic ash clouds appear to have reduced sunlight and temperatures globally, substantially decreasing agricultural production. Major earthquakes shook the Middle East during the sixth century also. Such cataclysms—both natural and manmade—led to the rampant spread of apocalypticism in the century before Muhammad began to preach. For how could such dark days precede anything but the end of the world?


Though such thinking was by no means new, early sources show that the start of the seventh century was characterized by a virtual apocalyptic fever among Christians and Jews. Nor were pagan Arabs immune to this end-times delirium, which explains the appeal of the Meccan suras with their strong focus on the imminence of the Last Day. In fact, traditional Muslim sources document the existence in the 620s and 630s of some seven or eight native Arab prophets preaching apocalyptic messages in different locales in the Hijaz and central Arabia.15 Each prophet’s revelations made him or her the leader of an autonomous polity under God, most likely viewed syncretistically. Though conflicted in detail—as is typical of such traditional Arab sources—these accounts clearly document a real historical phenomenon, representing the final moments of a religious “sea change” in Western and Central Arabia, from polytheism to monotheism. By executing all of Muhammad’s competitors and crushing their prophetic movements one by one, his armies made Islam the sole surviving manifestation of the phenomenon.


To sum up, while many Arabian tribes were Jewish and most were Christian at the start of seventh century, some still clung to their traditional polytheism. The union of polity and religion was as much a part of people’s thinking in Muhammad’s day as it is foreign to our Western mindset today. The Arabs’ previous involvement with the superpowers had shown them monotheism’s modus operandi and that the world beyond their peninsula was ripe for the taking. In their world, poetry proved able to unite disparate tribes, but divinely revealed scripture and symbols served as a ruler’s trump card. Both Christians and Jews had proven themselves very amenable to violence in God’s name, with such violence reaching an all-time high in the century before the Muslim conquest. In the aftermath of a devastating world war, plagues and other cataclysms, the peoples of the Middle East were wracked by apocalyptic fever. Among western and central Arabia’s pagans this trend gave rise to a multiplicity of indigenous prophets of doom leading localized theocratic movements. Muhammad’s movement was the only one to survive.



















Four


Reading the Qur’an in


Its Muhammadan Context
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While some aspects of the Qur’an seem to suggest that it had Judeo-Christian origins, the weight of evidence supports the traditional Muslim view that it was directed to a primarily pagan audience. The relative infrequency of its overt references to pagans can easily be reconciled with that fact. The Qur’an distinctly echoes the Middle East’s early seventh-century religious discourse, so rich in Jewish and Christian texts. But most of the Judeo-Christian material it echoes is noncanonical, suggesting that the qur’anic author was strongly inclined toward a spirituality without confining dogmas. While he often challenges the beliefs of Jews and Christians, in the manner of an in-house discussion, he nowhere actually reinterprets their scriptures. Likewise, the elliptical style of the Qur’an’s prophetic narratives point not to its originating in a monotheistic milieu but rather to Muhammad’s brand of messianic leadership. The Qur’an’s stock of foreign loanwords tells us only that its author employed terminology being used by other Middle Eastern monotheists, while its form and worldview undercut any notion of its direct continuity with either the Jewish or Christian community. Its polemics against Christians and Jews, so often marked by lampoon, do not support the idea of the Qur’an’s Judeo-Christian origins either. Further, the presence of Christian materials in the hadith, as well as the ideas that the “Hanifs” were Muhammad’s precursors and that early Christian testimony connects Islam with Christianity, are red herrings in the sea of Islamic origins. This means that the Qur’an’s antipolytheistic polemic was primarily directed against pagans. Reflecting the culture’s popular interest in biblical narratives, the qur’anic author simply repurposed those narratives to support Muhammad’s prophetic claim. Hence we must not superimpose onto the Muslim scripture Jewish or Christian concerns that were never in the mind of its author.







Having seen that both the early non-Muslim evidence and the shape of Muhammad’s broader context support the general plausibility of the traditional origins narrative, we need to recognize that these witnesses also align with the incontrovertible fact of the Muslim conquest. The main objection to this, made by defenders of moderate Islam, is that the early conquest was entirely preemptive. To uphold that claim, they make the Qur’an endorse defensive violence only. But that interpretation of the Qur’an flies in the face both of tradition and of Late Antique history, for the two great empires the Muslims either fully or significantly overran in just decades had just barely ended a devastating war and were in neither the mood nor the condition to attack anyone. Indeed, their exhaustion at least partly explains why the Muslim advance was so swift and decisive.1 The moderate Muslim claim that the early umma’s huge territorial expansion came from defensive warfare alone is purely fictitious.


Another major disputed element in the traditional origins narrative is its presentation of Muhammad as a prophet who sought to restore the biblical tradition to its original purity but from outside either biblical community. Virtually all revisionists claim that the Qur’an is rather “a continuation of the Christian [or the Jewish] tradition”2 and that later Muslims ascribed pagan origins to Muhammad in order to stress the Qur’an’s supernatural origins and deliberately hide its derived nature, Christian or Jewish.


To address this claim, we must consider the following seven aspects of the Qur’an:




	

The relative infrequency of its references to pagans





	

Qur’anic intertextuality in general





	

The frequency and style of the Qur’an’s biblical narratives





	

Loanwords in the Qur’an





	

The Qur’an’s form





	

The qur’anic worldview





	

The Qur’an’s approach to Jews and Christians








Taken on its own, any of these aspects may seem to suggest the Qur’an’s Judeo-Christian origins. But taken together, they point in the opposite direction. That is, they better fit the idea that the Qur’an addressed the Arabs from outside both biblical communities.




The Relative Infrequency of Qur’anic References to Pagans


One aspect of the Qur’an that seems to support the theory of its Jewish or Christian origins is that it explicitly refers to Jews and Christians more often than polytheists. But this is misleading for a number of reasons. First, since pagans comprise Muhammad’s homogeneous audience in Mecca, they are his default addressees there and so do not need to be singled out. Second, the qur’anic offensive against polytheism ramps up only partway through the Meccan period. As Muslim numbers in Mecca peak and the intransigence of Muhammad’s Meccan opposition increases, the Qur’an critiques polytheism more stridently.3


Third, once the Muslim umma is born in Medina, pagans are external to it and are targeted mainly for military, not verbal, attack. The Medinan suras primarily attack Medina’s Jews and (Muslim) “hypocrites.” Then, as the Muslim conquest takes in more and more Christian tribes after Mecca’s surrender, the Qur’an turns its attention more to Christians. Hence the relative infrequency of explicit qur’anic references to pagans does not point to the Qur’an’s Judeo-Christian origins as it first appears.









Qur’anic Intertextuality in General


The Qur’an’s intertextuality is also taken as proof that it originated within a Jewish or Christian milieu. Admittedly, its echoing of Jewish and Christian texts does show that the Qur’an and its umma were in some way or other related to the other monotheistic communities. But it does not point to anything as simple as direct derivation. Rather, this qur’anic aspect is easily reconciled to the traditional claim that the Qur’an first addressed polytheists in a mixed religious milieu.


A great deal of lore of various kinds and numerous motifs echoed by the Qur’an attest to the influence of the region’s Jewish and Christian communities on its author. That lore included such tales as the Seven Sleepers and the Alexander legend.4 It also included stories of the biblical prophets and Jesus, often as given by the Jews or Christians’ “interpreted Bible,” for many extrabiblical texts and traditions circulating in the Middle East were interpreted biblical texts, embellished or adjusted to “better fit” the Jewish or Christian community’s needs. Stories were normally traded along with goods,5 and a great many of those stories were religious in this consummately religious age. Their traces appear in homiletic, midrashic and targumic texts in all the Jewish and Christian communities’ major languages. As Sidney Griffith notes, more than the Bible itself, it is this interpreted Bible that the Qur’an so often resembles in presenting the biblical prophets.6 It is thus within the Middle East’s religious discourse, so rich with Jewish and Christian texts at the start of the seventh century, that the Qur’an appears. Its clear echoes of this rich and varied, mainly noncanonical Judeo-Christian literature suggest that the qur’anic author was strongly inclined toward a spirituality without set borders or confining dogmas. But they do not decisively tell us whether Muhammad initially approached that spirituality as a Jew or Christian or, as the sira asserts, as a polytheist.


The qur’anic use of biblical and other monotheistic materials, however, recombines their elements in such a way that it redefines the entire divine-human relationship: the basic human problem is no longer sin (i.e., moral deficiency), requiring salvation, but rather a simple lack of guidance calling for revelation. Some may argue that this still falls within the general parameters of a biblical-type religion. However, it much more likely points to the Qur’an’s free use of the biblical repertoire of stories—which the day’s apocalyptic mood made broadly appealing—from outside either monotheistic tradition. That would mean that the Qur’an’s connection with the Judeo-Christian tradition represents not organic outgrowth, but rather merely contiguous influence within a very mixed religious milieu.7


Furthermore, had Muhammad been a Jew or Christian, we might expect the Qur’an to approach the earlier scriptures as the New Testament writers do, quoting or referring to the Jewish scriptures and freely crediting its writers when they do (e.g., Gal 3:6, 8, 11-13; Jas 4:6; 1 Pet 1:24). In that, they follow Jesus’ example (e.g., Mt 5:27, 31), for having grown up in the Jewish tradition, these men also swim in a veritable sea of biblical concepts, images and narratives.


By contrast, while the Qur’an mentions the biblical scriptures often, it rarely quotes or explicitly interacts with specific known texts. It sometimes quotes a biblical text without giving credit—as in Q 112:1—or indistinctly, such that we are unsure of which text it quotes. Q 61:6, where Jesus is quoted as predicting Muhammad’s coming, is a prime example of the latter.8 Q 48:29, likewise, says the Torah and Injil both describe faith in terms of a growing plant, which relates very generally to a multitude of biblical passages. Thus we typically find very general references, allusions and indiscernibly specific references. Quoting Psalm 37:29 as “My righteous servants will inherit the earth,” Q 21:105 gives one of the Qur’an’s few explicit references to a known biblical text.9 But while the Qur’an frequently challenges Jewish and Christian interpretations of their scriptures implicitly, it never does so directly in the manner of an in-house discussion, where a writer uses a specific biblical text to recover a lost or misunderstood truth.10 What we find, rather, is the qur’anic author’s approaching the Bible from outside the biblical tradition and claiming its authority, but in such a way as to marginalize it.11










The Style of the Qur’an’s Prophetic Narratives


The decline of polytheism amid Arabia’s religious fervor in the first decades of the seventh century explains the broad appeal of the Qur’an’s echoes of biblical narratives. However, some scholars believe the elliptical style of the Qur’an’s prophetic narratives points to its Christian or quasi-Christian origins, reasoning that such a style would otherwise have confused their hearers. But the Qur’an’s prophetic narratives do not necessarily support the Christian milieu hypothesis for a number of reasons. To begin, we can reasonably expect all of Muhammad’s hearers, Arab pagans included, to have had some basic interest in and familiarity with biblical narratives. Together with poetry, storytelling was the primary mode of entertainment, and narratives form that part of a religion’s repertoire most accessible to outsiders. Religion’s geopolitical aspect made it a very hot topic in early seventh-century Arabia, and the biblical religions offered the only real counterstories to paganism. Divorced from the Bible’s grand narrative—as they are in the Qur’an—the biblical narratives are very plastic, taking on whatever form or meaning they are given. That is, they are easily repurposed in the service of another form of monotheism.


Admittedly, we lack irrefutable evidence for the average pagan Arab’s knowledge of biblical narrative. But even if my estimate of it were shown to be inflated, the point is moot, for Muhammad’s style of prophetic leadership put all of the unknown at his disposal. Whether or not a biblical story was familiar or altogether foreign to the Qur’an’s hearers was never the point, for most basically, submission (islam) to God required obedience to the revelations, with or without understanding. Since Muhammad purportedly had no control over the messages he received, the qur’anic style of prophecy professed to be clear but was explained only gradually (Q 6:50). The recitations repeatedly assured his hearers that though they did not yet understand all, all would eventually be made clear (e.g., Q 5:48; 6:164). So any questions their narratives raised simply increased their hearers’ dependence on their prophet in the hopes that the next revelation—or if not, perhaps the one after it—might bring the missing clarity. Hence this has as much to do with Muhammad’s particular style of messianic leadership as with his audience’s knowledge: the prophetic narratives’ omission of key details binds Muhammad’s hearers to him due to their need for certainty in desperate times.


Further, we must not let the prophetic narratives’ frequency obscure the key point here: the Qur’an never approaches any biblical story it tells with reference to the Bible’s version of it. Rather, it always does so independently, with the assumption that its own version is true and hence final.12 This represents an implicit assertion of the Qur’an’s independence of the Bible. Along with the Qur’an’s claim to be the Word of God, its assumption of its finality also obviates any need to reference biblical sources. Hence its frequent references to biblical prophets—including Abraham, Moses and Jesus—clearly reveal the tightrope it sets up for itself by claiming to be the sequel to the Jewish and Christian scriptures. Its insistence that Muhammad is a prophet in the biblical tradition anchors the rope on one end, while its refusal to be bound by Jewish or Christian interpretations of that tradition anchors the other end. The challenge then is for the Qur’an to incorporate characters and narratives from the Jewish and Christian traditions without allowing those traditions to judge its use of them within the context of its own account of God’s dealings with humankind.









Loanwords in the Qur’an


The Qur’an’s linguistic stock underscores what we have just seen—namely, that Muhammad’s milieu was strongly influenced by Aramaic- and Syriac-speaking Christians in adjacent lands.13 That qur’anic stories like the Companions of the Cave and the Two-horned One (Q 18:9-26, 83-102) evidence a greater Syriac residue than most other qur’anic texts points to their Christian origins.14 Some of the Aramaic influence could have come from Arabia’s Jews also, for even Yemen’s Jews were taught by rabbis from Palestine, suggesting that their Judaism had a marked Aramaic flavor. In the case of the Jewish credo (Deut 6:4) found in Q 112:1, the Hebrew “remains audible” in the awkwardness of the verse’s ungrammatical ahad.15 The Medinan suras’ introduction of Hebrew words—for example, nabîʾ and ṣədaqâ, supplementing the synonymous Arabic rasul and zakat of the Meccan suras16—implies what the text states, namely that the Qur’an appeals to the Jews in its Medinan audience. A lesser but still significant Ethiopic influence is evident in the Qur’an also, pointing to Mecca and Medina’s location on the Red Sea corridor. It was only natural then that the qur’anic author found religious language readily available among monotheists living in and adjacent to Arabia. So while the Qur’an is written in “clear Arabic,” that Arabic evidences the sort of normal linguistic borrowing that occurs in a polyglot society like Arabia then was.17 And the very mixed nature of the Qur’an’s stock of foreign loanwords suggests that the qur’anic author did not himself identify with a single established monotheistic sect.









The Qur’an’s Form and Worldview


In terms of scriptural form, the Qur’an is profoundly unlike the biblical scriptures in that its author excludes even the briefest of introductory notes to help mediate his message to a wider audience. By contrast, for example, even single verses in the biblical books—such as Amos 1:1—briefly introduce the human speaker and the situation he addresses, for implicit in the biblical scriptures is the recognition that they cannot be understood in isolation from the historical situation they address. Like the biblical texts, the qur’anic text clearly presupposes a historical situation also, but it has no interest whatsoever in specifying what it is. The primary reason for this is that the Qur’an’s in situ recitations are said to be authored exclusively by God, with no human input whatsoever, and hence are exclusive of all editorial comments.18


This points beyond the Qur’an’s form to its theology. Since part two of our study compares the biblical and qur’anic worldviews in detail, here we may simply note that, despite numerous surface similarities, the two worldviews are profoundly different. All monotheism is bound to include such features as God’s unity, revealed scripture, and the call to faith and obedience to escape divine judgment. But the specific content of all such theological entries is the key factor. In contradistinction to the Qur’an, the Bible presents scriptural revelation as exclusive of human authorship very rarely. Likewise, the biblical call to faith comes to us amid great doubts and unanswered questions (e.g., the book of Job), whereas the Qur’an’s call to faith leaves no room whatever for doubt, since it purportedly makes everything clear (e.g., Q 11:1; 16:89). Also, the biblical concept of prayer as intimate, honest conversation with God is radically different from that of the Qur’an, which only exceptionally allows for direct communication with God. As we will see, all these contrasts derive from more fundamental differences in the two scriptures’ views of God, humankind and their relationship.









The Qur’anic Approach to Christians and Jews


Though we will return to this topic in chapter seventeen, we must briefly consider the qur’anic view of Christianity and Judaism in relation to the question of the qur’anic milieu. In Late Antiquity the Byzantines tied their political alliances to the spread of Christianity. As a result, Byzantine-leaning Christianity was well represented in northwestern Arabia and Yemen.19 The Sasanians favored Judaism and Assyrian (Nestorian) Christianity instead, although we do not know that they actively fostered them. In any case, Judaism was also well represented in the Hijaz and other parts of Arabia, especially Yemen. But the Muslim tradition says neither religion was predominant in Mecca or environs, a point the Meccan suras support.


Given that the qur’anic vision materialized geopolitically in Medina, we must understand the qur’anic approach to Christianity and Judaism in geopolitical terms. That is not to say the qur’anic author is not at all interested in Christian theology, for he is deeply disturbed by its Trinity. But the finer points of theological difference between competing Christian confessions are of no import to him or his primarily pagan audience.20 The Jewish-Christian conflict, however, is different, since it dominates both Palestine and Western Arabia, and the mere presence of Jewish and Christian tribes spells mutual hostility. By highlighting the Jewish-Christian division but barely mentioning Christian infighting, the Qur’an reflects this situation well and implies that its origins are not Christian. Given the scale and intensity of Jewish-Christian hostility, Muhammad could hardly have expected to end it conclusively, though he doubtless sought to win both Jewish and Christian tribes to his cause. The Qur’an says its revelations clarify what Jews and Christians differ over (Q 27:76), and those differences clearly pertain to what it considers the Jews’ shocking devaluation of and the Christians’ gross overestimation of Jesus. Muhammad clearly seeks to create his own separate community as the “golden mean” between those extremes.


One point we absolutely must see is that the Qur’an’s anti-Jewish and anti-Christian polemics alternate between serious rebuttal and biting caricature. Q 9:30-31, for example, accuses Jews and Christians respectively of calling Ezra (ʿUzayr) and Christ (al-masih) God’s Son and of taking their rabbis and monks as lords besides God. Not recognizing the verse’s initial polytheistic charge as lampoon, Moshe Sharon postulates some sort of Jewish messianic sect in Yathrib to explain it21 in the very same way that Geoffrey Parrinder, C. Jonn Block and others hypothesize various Christian sects to explain similar qur’anic caricature of the Christian Trinity. All such hypotheses mistake qur’anic lampoon for direct censure, the former being aimed at reducing all of Muhammad’s opponents to one common enemy: polytheists, whether or not anyone else would call them that.22 Rather than postulating a multiplicity of idiosyncratic sects to make sense of our mistakenly literal interpretations of such qur’anic lampoon, we must simply see the latter for what it is.


Not all qur’anic criticism is caricature, however. Q 9:30, for example, also calls on God to attack Christians for perverting the truth in saying, “The Messiah is the Son of God.” This mixture of straightforward denunciation of Christianity with parody confuses many. The Qur’an, for example, often rebuts belief in Jesus’ deity by twisting the words of Christians, turning “one God in three persons” into “God is the third of three” and “The Messiah is God” into “God is the Messiah” (Q 5:72-73).23 Such alterations distort Christian teaching enough to make it appear polytheistic, simultaneously aggravating Christian and entertaining non-Christian hearers.


The key point is that the Qur’an has no real interest in presenting Christian (or Jewish) belief on its own terms but seeks rather to make it look as bad as possible after the manner of early Arabic poetry’s lampoon. In Sura 5, God grills Jesus over whether he had told his followers to take himself and his mother “as gods beside God” (Q 5:116), as if Christians believe in three gods and make Mary part of their Trinity. The words “gods beside God” would have horrified Christians then no less than now. Q 4:171, “Do not say ‘Three!’. . . God is one God.” Another verse that casts Christian belief in terms of the pagan notion of God’s having carnally conceived “offspring” exclaims that God is far above having a son.24


Taking such invective literally, Parrinder says the Qur’an rejects not the Christian Trinity but rather tritheism. Technically he is right, but he misses the point entirely in suggesting the Qur’an is attacking Collyridianism, a syncretistic Marian heresy that may have existed in Arabia three centuries earlier.25 François de Blois identifies the object of the attack with Nazoreans and Block with Philoponian Tritheists.26 Others claim the Qur’an was the product of heterodox Christians who denied the Trinity. All such hypotheses produce a major disconnect between a hypothetical proto-Islam and the later Muslim community when written Islamic documentation makes such historical freewheeling impossible.27


It would be far tidier if all qur’anic critique were either ridicule or straight attack, but lampoon works best with just such a mix as we find in the Qur’an. Q 5:17 follows the preceding verse’s ridicule with straight argumentation when it says no one could possibly restrain God if he chose to destroy the Messiah and his mother along with everyone else on earth. As the context indicates, Jesus’ sheer expendability relates to his being a mere creature and so entirely at God’s disposal. Thus the Qur’an attacks not Christian heterodoxy but rather orthodoxy, driving home what it considers Christian folly through both straight criticism and biting parody.28 This also points to the Qur’an’s having originated outside the Christian tradition, since it aims to dismantle both the Christian and Jewish worldviews and polities in favor of its own.


The Qur’an reflects other details concerning Jews and Christians that the hadith corroborate. For example, the rarity of the Meccan suras’ direct address of Jews and Christians agrees with the traditional view that Mecca had only a few Christian residents. Tradition also puts a number of Jewish tribes in Medina and further north as well as Christian tribes in Yemen and northern Arabia, which accords with what the early evidence tells us of the strong presence of Christians in most of Arabia and of Jews in Yemen, as well as scattered across northwestern Arabia. The Medinan suras reflect this in their frequent address of Jews and Christians as the expanding Muslim umma runs into increasing contact with them.29


Thus, rightly appreciated, none of the seven features of the Qur’an we have considered contradicts the traditional view that Muhammad and his first followers had a pagan background. Rather, all seven are very compatible with that aspect of the traditional origins narrative. Hence Western scholarship’s recent emphasis on the Qur’an’s connection with the Bible has real merit: there is indeed a major connection between the two scriptures, one that classical Muslim scholars seriously downplayed in their emphasis on the Qur’an’s supernatural origins. But to say the Qur’an is more interested in the Bible than in paganism equally distorts the issue. Such Christianization of the Qur’an represents a pendulum swing, correcting one excess with another. Many biblical narratives retold by the Qur’an, for example, form an integral part of its anti-pagan polemic.









Red Herrings in the Islamic Origins Sea


In seeking the origins of Islam, three other red herrings can lead us falsely to conclude that Islam’s origins were Christian or quasi-Christian, not pagan:




	

The idea that the “Hanifs” of the Qur’an and hadith were Muhammad’s precursors





	

The presence of clearly Christian materials in the hadith





	

Early Christian testimony appearing to connect Islam with Christianity








To begin, Muslim tradition takes the Qur’an’s so-called Hanifs to be indigenous pre-Islamic monotheists who lived moral lives in anticipation of the judgment but who identified with neither Jews nor Christians. Many Western scholars thus view the Hanifs as Muhammad’s precursors, while some mistakenly identify him with the generic monotheistic cult associated with the Rahmanan inscriptions in Yemen.30 Furthermore, the qur’anic data support Andrew Rippin’s claim that, unlike the later hadith, the Qur’an uses hanif to identify not a religious group but rather just the specific moral character “embodied in the myth of Abraham and captured in the word muslim.”31 Though the Qur’an makes repeated use of the word hanif, it never addresses Hanifs as it does Jews and Christians, and this suggests that Hanifs refers to no sect at all.


Second, one might think the presence of such quintessentially Christian materials as the Lord’s Prayer in well-authenticated hadith points to Muhammad’s Christian, as opposed to polytheistic, origins. But in its first centuries after Muhammad, “whatever Islam produced on its own or borrowed from the outside was dressed up as hadith.” Biblical passages, rabbinic sayings, quotations from apocryphal gospels and wisdom from the Greeks, Persians and Indians “all gained entrance into Islam disguised as utterances of the Prophet.”32 This evidences not Muhammad’s actual affinity to Christianity (or Hinduism!) but only the later umma’s urge to correct what it perceived as qur’anic lacunae by borrowing from many diverse sources.


Finally, we must beware of misinterpreting early Christian testimony concerning Islam. Donner points out that John of Damascus (d. 749) categorizes Islam as a “Christian heresy” as if he thus asserts its Christian origins.33 But John is, instead, simply categorizing Islam as a heresy that includes belief in Jesus as Messiah.34 Likewise, we cannot take at face value Ishoʿyahb’s statement that the Arabs did not oppose the Christians but rather encouraged and aided them.35 He was merely ingratiating himself with the Muslim authorities in a futile effort to avoid paying taxes. After the Muslims had caught onto his scheme, imprisoned and tortured him, and ransacked some of his churches, Ishoʿyahb spoke about Islam with far more candor.36


To sum up, the early non-Muslim evidence, the Qur’an and the hadith combine to tell us that




	

the first Muslims came out of a polytheistic tribe—not a preexisting monotheistic group—in a Hijazi milieu in which some familiarity with the biblical religion was normative;





	

Muhammad was a messianic-type leader who was far more urgent that his followers be dependent on him for further clarity than that they understand everything in his recitations; and





	

the Qur’an’s polemic against actual polytheism is primary in the Meccan suras; only in the Medinan period does its polemics against Judaism and Christianity come to the fore.








Hence tradition’s claim that Muhammad’s milieu was pagan is solidly founded—compatible with both the qur’anic and the early non-Muslim data. What remains for us to consider in more depth is how well the qur’anic worldview supports the traditional claim, and to that we now turn.











OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/AI_IVP_Academic_G.jpg
™ .
IVP Academic

An imprint of InterVarsity Press
Downers Grove, Illinois





OEBPS/images/map1.jpg
2
ConstantinopI% .............. QL%
Thes.salonica ARMEN’A .........
ANATOLIA
.Caesarea N
By o Ephesus Ed s
24 NT ' essa %(Z) \(\Y\\)% oy
Antioch- Nisibis % .
Nishapur

-‘\,’% 34s Ra:yy
§N = " i)
“@ Ctesiphon A4
WHira FARS ¥ EMP
"\ /
’ o Istakhr RG

2 KIRMAN
()
%
o Yathrib ARABIAN
(0)
HIJAZ PENINSULA 4//44/
.Mecca
. 77
MAKURIA - G
(Ve
Dongola '® ®
o Najran
1 EN
ALODIA Adulis o San‘ae  (SASANIAN) A renien
ETHIOPIA
& Adan
Axum D)

Byzantine Empire
+++ Sasanian Empire






OEBPS/images/map2.jpg
w

?
Constantinople. =5 UL e OJ%
haledon e N
Thessaloniica Sislieten j ARMEN/A ____
ANATOLIA -
o Ephesus  Caesarea ‘(_)P\ﬁ .
“@ O™ Merv
"\ & .
F“ . Nishapur
1' Rayy
ol " \e®
o\
o _
Alexandria Gaza ..Jer_usarem tHira FARS
Jomed . o Istakhr
~ EGYPT o Ayla
- (Z O Tefbul " KIRMAN
= 2
5 %
eMedina ARABIAN
PENINSULA %,
HIJAZ 4
.Mecca
® Ta'if
MAKURIA - .
Ry
Dongola ‘e ®
o Najran
. YEMEN
ALODIA Adulis ¢ San‘ae  (SASANIAN)
ETHIOPIA.
Byzantine Empire

Sasanian Empire
....... Joint

Arabian Sea
Adan
Axum o






OEBPS/images/fig1.jpg
T
4 3 ﬂﬂm

l.:, 2 |
w Jb.vnw@/u Jmﬂ

L3 lluL .lhl., ..”(g
i L
SECl

wﬁﬁ/ﬁ/:
. 3y ﬁ&i?ﬁj

CRRESERS
3 w = 5 SHERREE e
bJI ¢ M.M,M_/Mq o

;ﬁfﬁﬁ

r_J‘

o LT,H :Jllfuﬂa’i
y J&l&éhU LJ .,






OEBPS/cover/cover.jpg
The

Qur’an

w CON T EXT






