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Preface

   Expectation of a redeemer is a widespread phenomenon in many civilizations. The hidden, innermost thoughts and aspirations of a civilization can be gauged from its description of its forthcoming redeemer, of its messianic age. Like adherents of other civilizations, Muslims have also cultivated the hope that at some time in the future a redeemer will appear and transform the nature of human existence for the better. Classical Islamic traditions maintain that this redeemer will establish justice where injustice and oppression prevailed, will destroy Judaism and Christianity, transform Islam into the sole religion, bring about religious uniformity in the world and cause Islam to reign supreme. He will attain this goal in collaboration with Jesus who will return to this world as a Muslim and play a central role in this apocalyptic endeavour.

   Contrary to current scholarly ethos which values comparative studies, this work will not attempt to compare the Muslim mahdī movements and their ideas with messianic movements in other faiths. The amount of material on Muslim movements which needs to be surveyed, analysed and interpreted is enormous and even this material could not be used in its entirety in the preparation of the present work. I have therefore preferred to concentrate on the main purpose of the book rather than engage in comparisons with other civilizations. There will of course be a comparison of the Sunnī Muslim mahdīs with each other. This is the focus of the last chapter of the book.

   In choosing to include some of these Sunnī mahdī claimants in my analysis, I am not passing judgment on the sincerity or otherwise of that person’s messianic claim. Anyone who advanced a claim to be a mahdī, convinced a substantial number of people to accept it and left behind documentation which enables us to study his thought may be a mahdī for the purposes of this study. One thinker whose thought I have analysed does not fit this definition: Abū al-Aʿlā Mawdūdī (d. 1979) developed a theory relevant to the mahdī phenomenon, but as far as I know was not a messianic claimant himself. I also need to say that as a matter of principle I do not speak of mahdīs and “pseudo-mahdīs”.1 No messianic claimant so far has been able to deliver on his promises and therefore all claimants are “pseudo-mahdīs” in a significant sense.

   There have been numerous mahdī claimants in the Sunnī branch of Islam and it is not possible to discuss all of them within the framework of this work.2 For the purpose of the present book, I have chosen to deal with four messianic claimants from different periods and different regions. The North African Ibn Tūmart (d. 1130) and the Indian Muslim Sayyid Muḥammad Jawnpūrī (d. 1505) operated in medieval times and under Muslim rule. In the endeavour of the Sudanese mahdī Muḥammad Aḥmad (d. 1885), anti-British struggle was paramount and intimately related to his religious thought. The messianic claim of Mīrzā Ghulām Aḥmad (d. 1907) and the controversy concerning the nature of the mahdī in modern Muslim India transpired under British rule and included extensive polemics against Christianity and the Christian missionaries in India, but in the main did not entail anti-British activity. The substantial differences between these mahdīs are a good example of the interpretative possibilities available to Muslim thinkers and religious leaders who want to use classical Muslim thought and tradition, and reinterpret them in a manner appropriate for their time and place.

   Since the idea of the mahdī in the Shīʿa branch of Islam has been subject of extensive research, the focus of this book is the messianic idea in the Sunnī branch, which has received much less attention. The various chapters will touch upon the political history of the Sunnī mahdī movements only to the extent that this is essential for the understanding of their religious thought. The mahdīs who had political significance, such as Ibn Tūmart and the Sudanese mahdī Muḥammad Aḥmad, have been frequently studied with their political and social perspectives in mind. Their religious thought, on the other hand, has received less attention. This will be the principal concern of this book. Wherever possible, there will be an attempt to relate the mahdīs’ thought to classical Muslim ideas on the apocalypse. In order to make this feasible, the first chapter of the book will survey and analyse the main elements of classical Muslim thinking on the appearance of the mahdī and the related apocalyptic drama.

   The mahdī idea is usually associated with Shīʿī Islam and there is an enormous amount of research on the Shīʿī view of apocalyptic redemption. The centrality of the mahdī idea in Shīʿī thought – both medieval and modern – is beyond question. Its contemporary centrality can be gauged from the fact that article 5 of the Iranian constitution of 1979 implies that the government of the “just and God-fearing jurisprudent” (faqīh-i ʿādil o muttaqī) – meaning the present government of Iran – will last only until the manifestation of the mahdī.3 It is also reflected by the existence of dedicated institutions in Iran and Iraq which produce a constant stream of books on the mahdī and his importance. Some scholars dedicate their books to the mahdī and even ask him “to accept” their works. It is, however, noteworthy that according to many Shīʿī scholars, the mahdī idea is not specifically Shīʿī: it belongs to Islam in general. Numerous books by Shīʿī scholars have been written in recent years in order to advance the notion that the mahdī idea is common to both major branches of Islam. Some writers even consider it as a possible tool for rapprochement between the Sunna and the Shīʿa.

   The perception of the mahdī idea as primarily a Shīʿī one is among the reasons that pertinent Sunnī ideas and the numerous Sunnī claimants have received much less attention. This imbalance needs to be redressed. Goldziher – and Friedländer before him – asserted that “in Sunnī Islam the pious awaiting of the mahdī never took the fixed form of dogma”.4 This view is correct in the sense that it does not appear in the classical compendia of articles of faith (ʿaqāʾid),5 but this should not be understood to mean that the idea has little importance in Sunnī Islam. While some Sunnī scholars took pains to undermine the mahdī traditions and even considered them unreliable, numerous Sunnīs made messianic claims throughout Islamic history. None of them commanded universal acceptance, but the mahdīs made considerable impact in the regions where they emerged. In two major cases – Ibn Tūmart and Muḥammad Aḥmad – they managed to establish political units. The Almohad empire lasted for about 140 years; the state established by the Sudanese mahdī lasted for eighteen years only, but during these periods both movements produced Muslim regimes which are highly significant for the evaluation of radical Muslim movements and their objectives in modern times.

   The apocalyptic drama also has modern relevance. A large number of contemporary Muslim writers have interpreted various details of the apocalyptic drama as relating to modern personalities and situations. Both Sunnī and Shīʿī writers have interpreted events and personalities in the apocalyptic drama as relating to contemporary events. The evil participants in that drama – mainly the dajjāl – are identified with oppressive rulers in modern times, as well as with communism, capitalism, materialism, Zionism and the United States of America. Perhaps the most bizarre attempt at actualization of the apocalyptic drama was the Nazi idea to identify the coming of Hitler with the second coming of Jesus and to identify the false messiah (dajjāl) with a monstrous Jewish king, to be killed by the new incarnation of Jesus – Adolf Hitler.6

   The belief systems analysed in this book (except the Aḥmadī one) provide us with historical depth for understanding radical movements in modern Islam. The excommunication (takfīr) of opponents, the uncompromising imposition of the sharīʿa in its literal interpretation (which was also the hallmark of the Khawārij), the demand of absolute obedience to the leader, the demand to leave one’s place of residence and to perform hijra to the area under the jurisdiction of the radical groups – all these exist in one or more of the mahdī groups and prefigure what we see in some contemporary radical movements. The recurrent appearance of mahdī movements serves as a reminder that radical interpretations of Islam appeared time and again in Muslim history, but so far have not achieved enduring success.

   The planning of this book went through several stages. Looking at the research works devoted to Ibn Tūmart – and especially at the seminal article of Goldziher which was published in 1887 before any of the Almohad books were in print and which was therefore based solely on manuscripts – I was reminded of the pre-Islamic poet ʿAntara b. al-Shaddād who said in the first hemistich of his famous ode: “Have the poets left anything to be patched up … (hal ghādara ’shshuʿarāʾu min mutaraddamī …)?” Consequently, I doubted whether I should include a chapter on Ibn Tūmart in this work. After consulting several colleagues, however, I came to the conclusion that a book on the mahdī idea in Sunnī Islam cannot stand without a chapter on Ibn Tūmart. I am apparently taking my lead from ʿAntara who wrote his extensive ode though he doubted whether his predecessors left him with anything new to say.

   The decision on Muḥammad Aḥmad, the Sudanese mahdī was easier. Though there is plenty of research on his movement, most of it is devoted to its political and military aspects and not to the religious thought which is the focus of my work. The Mahdawī movement in medieval India and the controversy relating to the nature of the mahdī in modern Muslim India did not raise problems of this sort at all: research which has been devoted to these topics is much less extensive.

   I used some of the material included in this book in the first Al-e Ahmad Suroor Memorial lecture (“Some aspects of the Messianic idea in Sunnī Islam”) which I delivered at the Jamia Millia Islamia University in New Delhi on 16 October 2008. An edited version of the lecture was published in The Third Frame: Literature, Culture and Society 2 (2009), pp. 1–23. I wish to thank Professor Mushir al-Hasan of blessed memory for inviting me to deliver the lecture. On 9 May 2016, I delivered the 18th Zalman Chaim Bernstein memorial lecture (in Hebrew) at the Shalem College in Jerusalem on “The messianic idea in Islam”. I wish to thank Vice President Dr Dan Polisar for inviting me to do so.

   Most of the book was written in the National Library of Israel in Jerusalem and in the British Library in London. I thank the staff of both libraries for their efficient help over the years of writing it.

   My thanks go to Ella Landau-Tasseron who read Chapter 1 and suggested significant improvements. Eyal Ginio provided me with information on attitudes to the Sudanese mahdī in the Ottoman empire. Muzaffar Alam, Albert Arazi, Meir Bar Asher, Yoram Bilu, Sujata Ashwarya Cheema, Marc Gaborieau, Isaac Hasson, Etan Kohlberg, Sivan Lerer, Aharon Maman, Maria Pakkala, Frank Stewart, Sara Sviri and Nurit Tsafrir helped me in various ways. I am indebted to the anonymous reviewer for his thoughtful comments, to Elizabeth Hinks for her attentive and professional copy-editing, and to Paul Nash for guiding the book through the production process. Jonathan Bentley-Smith deserves my gratitude for expeditiously seeing the book through the review process. It goes without saying that any errors of fact or infelicities of style are solely my responsibility.

   Yohanan Friedmann
Jerusalem, May 2021

  

 
  
   Notes

   1 This is the term used by Yoginder Sikand in his work about messianic movements in modern Muslim India.


   2 By way of example, I would like to mention the several North African and Andalusī mahdīs analysed in the seminal work of Mercedes García-Arenal, the modern Indian mahdī movements described by Yoginder Sikand and the group of Juhaymān al-ʿUtaybī which took over the mosque of Mecca in 1979.


   3 “During the Occultation of the Walī al-ʿAṣr (may God hasten his release), the wilāyah and leadership of the Ummah devolve upon the just (‘ādil) and pious (muttaqī) faqīh, who is fully aware of the circumstances of his age; courageous, resourceful, and possessed of administrative ability, will assume the responsibilities of this office in accordance with Article 107.” Article 107 describes the procedure for electing the leader of the Islamic Republic of Iran.


   4 Friedländer, Die Messiasidee im Islam, p. 15; Goldziher, Introduction, p. 200. See a survey of the early research on the topic and a critique of it in D. Cook, Studies in Muslim Apocalyptic, p. 30.


   5 See the discussion of this in Chapter 1, at notes 133–134.


   6 Motadel, Islam and Nazi Germany’s War, pp. 89–90.


  

 
  
    


1

   
Mahdī, Jesus and dajjāl: The apocalyptic drama in Sunnī religious thought

   
I “Portents of the Hour” (ashrāṭ al-sāʿa)

   The Qurʾān contains numerous verses of eschatological content and the Day of Judgment plays a cardinal role in it,1 but the messianic idea in Islam cannot be directly derived from the Qurʾān. The Hebrew word mashiʾaḥ (Aramaic: meshiḥā), from which the English “Messiah” and “Messianism” are derived, appears several times in the Muslim scripture in the form al-masīḥ, but it seems to have been used as a proper name of Jesus rather than as a title with eschatological content. In Hebrew, the term means a personality symbolically anointed with oil in preparation for a sacred duty or a dignified position of leadership. Classical commentators on the Qurʾān tend to seek an Arabic etymology for the word and maintain that it means someone whom Allah blessed or purified from sin. Even those who are aware of the word’s Hebrew or Aramaic extraction maintain that it is a proper name which was arabicized like the names of other biblical prophets, such as Ismāʿīl (= Yishmaʾel) or Isḥāq (= Yizḥaq).2

   In the vast corpus of Muslim prophetic traditions, known as the ḥadīth, the situation is different. The mahdī is not mentioned in the celebrated collections of Muḥammad b. Ismāʿīl al-Bukhārī (d. 870) and Muslim b. Ḥajjāj (d. 875), but the Qaḥṭānī, another clearly messianic (South Arabian) figure, is mentioned by both.3 Other canonical collections of ḥadīth do include chapters on the coming of a redeemer; however, the term describing him is in the great majority of cases not al-masīḥ, but rather the original Arabic term mahdī, “the rightly guided one”. The idea of divine guidance (hudan) is central in the Qurʾān, but the passive participle mahdī is not Qurʾānic; nevertheless, it gained the upper hand in the Muslim descriptions of the messiah and served as the preferred title of messianic pretenders throughout Muslim history. The centrality of divine guidance (hudan) in Muslim religious thought, as well as the clearly Arabic provenance of the term, are the likely reasons for the prevalent acceptance of the term mahdī for the redeemer in the Muslim tradition.

   According to the classical Muslim ḥadīth, the mahdī is part of an eschatological drama which will take place at some unspecified time before the Day of Judgment. His appearance is integrated into a series of wondrous, dramatic and terrifying events – “Portents of the Hour” – expected to precede and herald the Last Day (ashrāṭ al-sāʿa, āyāt al-sāʿa, al-fitan wa al-malāḥim):4 the sun will rise from the West; a huge fire will erupt in the Yemen in order to drive all humanity to the place of the Last Judgment; a frightful beast carrying Solomon’s ring and Moses’ staff will appear; a one-eyed false messiah called al-dajjāl will come forth, having the word “infidel” (kāfir) inscribed on his forehead; the earth will collapse in the East, in the West and in the Arabian Peninsula; there will be a solar eclipse; the Euphrates will recede, revealing a mound of gold; Gog and Magog will be freed from their chains in the East and move West. Muslims will fight the Indians,5 the Turks6 and the Jews.7 Constantinople will be conquered. All these events will take place at a time characterized by senseless killings, religious instability, prevalence of infidelity over belief and a disproportionately high number of women in the population. People who were believers in the morning turn infidels by nightfall. All normalcy will come to an end. Facing these trials and tribulations (fitan), the few remaining believers will be helpless; at most, they will attempt to seclude themselves on uninhabited mountaintops to save their faith.8 The nineteenth-century Egyptian scholar al-Ḥamzāwī (d. 1886)9 adds some modern woes to these classical descriptions of the ashrāṭ:

   The Qurʾān is taken as something to be sung. It is sung in meetings, markets and coffee houses. Coffee houses are built in greater numbers than mosques which are places of worship, of remembering God and of useful knowledge – while [the coffee houses] are places of slander, defamation and vice. There is also smoking which came into vogue in these times. It is a blameworthy innovation in all religions because it distracts from remembering God, the Only One, the Judge. (ittikhādh al-Qurʾān mughannan yughannā bihi fī ṣudūr al-majālis wa al-aswāq wa al-qahāwā wa minhā ʿimārat al-qahāwā akthar min al-masājid allatī hiya maḥall al-ʿibāda wa al-dhikr wa al-fawāʾid wa al-qahāwā maḥall al-ghība wa al-namīma wa al-mafāsid wa minhā ma ḥadatha fī hādhā al-zamān min shurb al-dukhān fa-innahā bidʿa munkara fī sāʿir al-adyān li-annahu yulhī ʿan dhikr Allah al-qāhir al-dayyān.)10


   The classical ashrāṭ constitute a catastrophic, frightful and awesome series of events immediately preceding the apocalypse and leading to it. We may note here that since the very beginning of apocalyptic literature in Islam, the expectation of these events should be seen against the background of a general philosophical underpinning: an ingrained pessimism regarding the development of Muslim (or generally human) history. The ḥadīth compilers may not have shared this interpretation; after all, the seemingly irreversible decline will eventually result in the eschatological triumph of Islam.11 For the time being, however, things are moving from bad to worse. Ibn Māja has included in his Sunan a chapter entitled “the adversity of time” (shiddat al-zamān) which includes the following prophetic tradition:

   This matter will increase only in adversity, this world will move only backward and the people will only become more parsimonious. The Hour will occur only when people are the worst and there is no mahdī except Jesus the son of Mary. (lā yazdādu al-amr illā shiddatan wa lā al-dunyā illā idbāran wa lā al-nās illā shuḥḥan wa lā taqūmu al-sāʿa illā ʿalā shirār al-nās wa lā al-mahdī illā ʿĪsā b. Maryam.)12


   Or, in another formulation:

   The best of my community is the generation in which I was sent, then those who follow them, then those who follow them. (khayru ummatī al-qarn alladhī buʿithtu fīhi thumma ’lladhīna yalūnahum thumma ’lladhīna yalūnahum.)13


   The latter ḥadīth has no apocalyptic significance; its main intention is to extol the Muslims of the Prophet’s generation, and to assert that Islam started its existence at the pinnacle of glory, to be followed by an irreversible decline. Nevertheless, it should be read in conjunction with traditions which give historical substance to the deterioration of Islam after the Prophet’s death. The political instability of the caliphate, best exemplified by the murder of three of the “righteous caliphs” and the various struggles which plagued Muslim history in the first century AH and – significantly enough – are also called fitan, must have contributed to the idea according to which the deterioration of the Muslim community and the “countdown” to the eschaton started almost immediately after the emergence of Islam. In several of these traditions negative and positive apocalyptic events – such as the conquest of Constantinople – are mixed with actual historical events from the earliest Muslim period. In one tradition, a mysterious person clad in white tells the Muslim participants in a raid on Ṭawāna:

   Be steadfast, because this is a community receiving [divine] mercy. God decreed for it five tribulations and five prayers. I said: “Name them for me.” He said: “… One of them is the death of their Prophet … then the murder of ʿUthmān … then the rebellion of Ibn al-Zubayr … then the rebellion of Ibn al-Ashʿath.” Then he turned around saying: “[Only] misfortune (al-ṣaylam) remained, [only] misfortune remained …”14


   Other lists of “Portents of the Hour” also include both negative and positive events: the death of the Prophet, the conquest of Jerusalem, the settlement of the Muslim community in Syria, a dissension which will afflict every Arab house and a truce with the Byzantines.15

   A general observation about the nature of the classical apocalyptic literature is in order here. As is well known, the decades of Islamic history which followed the death of the Prophet in 632 CE were characterized by unprecedented military triumphs. The resounding victories of the Muslims and the phenomenal expansion of Muslim rule over huge areas of the Middle East and North Africa could easily be seen as very positive developments and even signs of divine support for Islam. Nevertheless, the Muslim apocalypticists completely ignore these positive features of early Islamic history – except for the conquest of Jerusalem which is interpreted as a “portent” of the Hour – when they describe the first century of Islamic history as a period of deterioration of Islam and as a countdown to the imminent end of the world. It is as if the classical historians of early Islam and the apocalypticists operate in distinct, disconnected spheres which are unaware of each other. The conquests of the seventh century CE were accomplished simultaneously with the internecine struggles and the perceived moral deterioration which plagued the Muslim community, but only these negative aspects of early Muslim history are taken into account when the apocalypticist makes his gloomy predictions. The apocalypticist’s disregard of the Muslim military successes seems to be a result of ingrained asceticism, disregard for worldly achievements, disdain for this world, absolute concentration on promoting the religious standards and bemoaning their deterioration.

   Both the Qurʾān and the classical collections of ḥadīth can easily be used to substantiate the belief in the proximity of the apocalypse. The expected Hour (al-sāʿa) is mentioned in dozens of Qurʾānic verses. The very famous tradition according to which the Hour is as close to Muḥammad’s mission as his two fingers are to each other16 points in the same direction. This motif is further developed in the earliest collection of apocalyptic traditions, the Kitāb al-fitan by Nuʿaym b. Ḥammād (d. 844). Nuʿaym adduces several traditions listing the earliest fitan which will adversely affect the Muslim community. Some are phrased in general, vague terms and include unspecified tribulations, plagues and internecine struggles in the Muslim community. Others include clear political advocacy, such as the tradition according to which “people will live in prosperity as long as the kingdom of the ʿAbbāsīs is not toppled; when it is toppled, they will experience tribulations (fitan) until the rising of the mahdī” (lā yazālu al-nās bi-khayrin fī rakhāʾ mā lam yunqaḍ mulku banī al-ʿAbbās fa-idhā ’ntaqaḍa mulkuhum lam yazālū fī fitan ḥattā yaqūma al-mahdī).17

   In this way Nuʿaym b. Ḥammād creates the impression that almost the whole Muslim history, beginning with the Prophet’s death, is a prelude to the apocalypse.18 Similar traditions appear in the Ṣaḥīḥ of al-Bukhārī, in the Sunan of Ibn Māja and in al-Naysābūrī’s al-Mustadrak.19 The idea is mentioned in numerous apocalyptic works and we shall see a much more developed version of it in our analysis of the thought of Ṣiddīq Ḥasan Khān in Chapter 5.20

   
II Jesus and the mahdī – a disputed identification

   Three figures play major roles in Muslim eschatology: the dajjāl, Jesus and the mahdī. Muslim traditions vary concerning the identity of the latter and it stands to reason that his identity changed because of considerations of politics or religious polemics. Several early collections of ḥadīth – compiled between the ninth and the eleventh century CE but evidently including much earlier material – maintain that “the mahdī is none else than Jesus” (lā al-mahdī illā ʿĪsā);21 or, in another formulation, “the mahdī is Jesus b. Maryam”.22 A tradition related on the authority of Ibn ʿAbbās maintains that “the mahdī is one of us and he will hand over [his office?] to Jesus the son of Mary”(al-mahdī minnā yadfaʿuhā ilā ʿĪsā b. Maryam …).23 However, the identification of Jesus with the mahdī eventually lost currency and was even declared spurious by several medieval scholars of ḥadīth.24 Jesus’ role as the mahdī must have been embarrassing to Muslims in their polemics with Christianity, though most traditionists held that Jesus would be a Muslim when he descends to earth for the second time.25 David Cook has convincingly argued that the identification of Jesus with the mahdī was renounced because Muslims felt ill at ease having an eschatological hero who was also “the god of another faith”.26 It is certainly not possible to agree with Zniber who argues that the prevalent view among Muslim scholars is that the mahdī is identical with Jesus.27

   Nevertheless, some scholars attempted to maintain the authenticity of this ḥadīth by giving it a restrictive interpretation. Al-Qurṭubī (d.1273), for instance, devotes to this issue an extensive passage in which he asserts that lā al-mahdī illā ʿĪsā stands in contrast with numerous relevant traditions, has been transmitted by unreliable people and is therefore not authentic (lā yaṣiḥḥu). At the end of his discussion al-Qurṭubī tries to “save” the ḥadīth by providing it with a restrictive interpretation, saying that “there is no perfect mahdī except Jesus” (lā mahdī illā ʿĪsā kāmilan),28 but the thrust of his discussion is against its acceptance.29

   In al-Manār al-munīf, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 1350) rejects the lā mahdī illā ʿĪsā b. Maryam ḥadīth because it is based on a weak isnād while the other traditions on the identity of the mahdī have a stronger one.30 But later in the discussion he mentions a view – without identifying its supporters – according to which the authenticity of the ḥadīth can be accepted if interpreted as meaning that

   there is no mahdī in reality except Jesus, even if there are other mahdīs. [This usage is the same] as when you say that there is no knowledge except the useful and there is no property except what protects its owner’s honour. In the same way, it is correct to say that “Jesus the son of Mary is indeed the mahdī, meaning the perfect, the infallible one.” (fa-yaṣiḥḥu an yuqāl: lā mahdī fī al-ḥaqīqa siwāhu wa in kāna ghayruhu mahdiyyan. kamā yuqāl: lā ʿilma illā mā nafaʿa wa lā māla illā mā waqā wajha ṣāḥibihi. wa kamā yaṣiḥḥu an yuqāl: innamā al-mahdī ʿĪsā b. Maryam yaʿnī al-mahdī al-kāmil al-maʿṣūm.)31


   This means that there is more than one mahdī and Jesus is the perfect one. Another view is expressed by Ibn ʿAbd al-Ḥalīm: the mahdī does not have to accomplish his tasks in the whole world. If he appears in a certain place and accomplishes what the prophetic ḥadīth expects of him, he is to be accepted. This implies that each geographical region can have its own mahdīs.32

   The view of al-Barzanjī (d. 1764) is ambivalent: on the one hand he suggests that the ḥadīth means that “if we say that Jesus is the mahdī’s wazīr, no word of his [can be accepted] unless he consulted Jesus”. This means that Jesus and the mahdī are two different personalities. But immediately after saying that, and following the view of Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, he gives an alternative interpretation according to which “there is no absolutely infallible mahdī except Jesus” (lā qawla li-’l-mahdī illā bi-mashwarat ʿĪsā … in qulnā annahu wazīruhu aw lā mahdī maʿṣūman kāmilan illā ʿĪsā …)33 This means that Jesus is the “perfect, infallible” mahdī, but there may be other persons bearing the messianic title. In effect, both Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya and al-Barzanjī increase the importance of Jesus by implying that there may be numerous mahdīs, but Jesus will be superior to all.

   At this point we need to address a further interpretation of the term mahdī which can be used to undermine the messianic role of Jesus and the mahdī idea in general. It is related to Qurʾān 3:46 and 5:110 according to which Jesus was miraculously given the ability to speak while he was still an infant in the cradle (mahd); this was the reason why he was called mahdī and not because of any messianic status.34

   The Shīʿīs also objected to the fusion of the mahdī with Jesus: the undisputed identification of the mahdī in the Twelver Shīʿī tradition with the twelfth imām made this fusion impossible. At times we also hear other reasons for the rejection of this ḥadīth, such as the unreliability of transmitters and the traditions in which Jesus and the mahdī appear as two distinct personalities in the apocalyptic drama.35 Modern Muslim scholars normally take a similar approach.36 However, the widespread criticism of the ḥadīth under discussion does not mean that Jesus lost his eschatological role completely: even without holding the messianic title, he continued to play a major part in the extraordinary events preceding the Day of Judgment.

   Before we describe the eschatological role of Jesus, we need to analyse the reasons for the controversy regarding his messianic status and for the urge felt by numerous traditionists to strip him of the title of mahdī. We have already mentioned David Cook’s explanation of this37 and it is now time to place the downgrading of Jesus in a wider context. At the present time I am not able to chart the timeline of this development, but it stands to reason that this downgrading is comparable to the process in which Muslim tradition gradually abandoned ritual details adapted from Judaism and Christianity and developed rituals that are distinctively Islamic. Changing the qibla from Jerusalem to Mecca, abandoning the Jewish fast on the tenth of the first month (ʿāshūrāʾ, yom ha-kippurim) in favour of Ramaḍān, and replacing the call to prayer with shofar or nāqūs by adhān with a human voice are cases in point. The belief in Jesus as mahdī is of course not a ritual, but it is part of a wider process in which Islam progressively dissociated itself from religious elements characteristic of Judaism and Christianity and developed a distinctive system of its own.38

   
III The dajjāl, Jesus and the destruction of Judaism and Christianity

   It is time now to describe the eschatological drama in greater detail. The amount of relevant material is enormous and it will not be possible to refer to all pertinent works. Because of the great variety and number of the relevant traditions, the chronology of the events is not lucid. The apocalyptic traditions are frequently phrased in an abstruse fashion and use outlandish vocabulary, probably intended to intensify the atmosphere of awe and mystery. In most cases, the story begins with the supernatural occurrences described earlier and the appearance of the false messiah (al-dajjāl), who will be

   short, walking with his thighs wide apart, having curly hair, having one eye while the other is obliterated, neither protruding nor sunken. Should you become confused, know that your Lord is not one-eyed. (rajul qaṣīr afḥaj jaʿd aʿwar maṭmūs al-ʿayn laysa bi-nātiʾa wa lā jaḥrāʾ fa-in ulbisa ʿalaykum fa-’ʿlamū anna rabbakum laysa bi-aʿwar.)39


   In other descriptions, the dajjāl was born during the time of the Prophet and was a Jew, accompanied by Jewish troops (junūd min al-yahūd); sometimes he hails from the Jewish quarter of Marw or Iṣfahān.40 In a very rare tradition, he is accompanied by Turks.41 In a fourteenth-century source, after the destruction of Baghdad by the Mongols, he is said to be accompanied by 70,000 “Tatars”42 who replace the Jews of the classical traditions. It thus seems that the dajjāl’s entourage changes with the changing identity of the enemies of Islam. In some descriptions he claimed to be God while in others he asked the Prophet to testify that he (i.e., the dajjāl) was a messenger of God. He had a huge, frightful body that would fill his entire house. According to some traditions, God banished him to an island.43 It is noteworthy that the classical traditions about the “Jewish connection” of the dajjāl inspired modern Muslim writers to identify him with contemporary Jews and with the modern State of Israel.44

   The Prophet will protect the believers from the dajjāl if he appears during the Prophet’s lifetime; if not, every believer will have to fend for himself by reciting the opening verses of Sūrat al-Kahf (Qurʾān 18) in the dajjāl’s face. The dajjāl will remain on earth for forty days, but each of these may last for a year, a month or a week. When this period comes to an end, Jesus will descend – next to the white minaret located east of Damascus.45

   The actions to be committed by Jesus after his descent will come as a surprise to those who know Jesus from the Qurʾān and from the Christian tradition. In the Qurʾān and parts of the ḥadīth literature, Jesus is described as one of God’s prophets; there are references to his pious mother Mary, to his miraculous birth, to his miracles and to the denials of his being a son of God. In Ṣūfī literature he is also a model of humility and an ascetic way of life.46 In eschatological literature, his image undergoes a substantial change. In this literary genre, during his second coming, Jesus is expected to be a rather pugnacious figure of a warrior who will perform a number of violent deeds designed to bring about the ultimate defeat of Christianity and the triumph of Islam:

   The Prophet said: “There was no prophet between me and him [i.e., Jesus]47 and he is about to descend. You will recognize him when you see him: a man of medium height and bright complexion, wearing two pieces of cloth. His head seems to be dripping, though not wet. He will fight the people for the sake of Islam, will crush the cross, kill the swine and abolish the poll-tax. In his time, God will annihilate all religions except Islam. He will kill the false messiah and remain on earth for forty years; then he will die and the Muslims will pray at his funeral.” (inna al-nabī … qāla: laysa baynī wa baynahu – yaʿnī ʿĪsā - nabī wa innahu nāzil fa-idhā raʾaytumūhu fa-’ʿrifūhu: rajulun marbūʿ ilā al-ḥumra wa al-bayāḍ bayna mumaṣṣaratayn ka-ʾanna raʾsahu yaqṭur wa in lam yuṣibhu balal fa-yuqātil al-nās ʿalā al-islām fa-yaduqqu al-ṣalīb wa yaqtul al-khinzīr wa yaḍaʿu al-jizya wa yuhlik Allah fī zamānihi al-milal kullahā illā al-islām wa yuhlik al-masīḥ al-dajjāl fa-yamkuth fī al-arḍ arbaʿīna āman thumma yutawaffā fa-yuṣallī ʿalayhi al- muslimūn.)48


   Not all collections of ḥadīth are so explicit regarding the military exploits of Jesus: some have a shorter version which metaphorically mentions the breaking of the cross, the killing of the swine and the abolition of the jizya. The commentators, however, usually follow the more detailed version of the ḥadīth and interpret this tradition in terms of real warfare: Jesus is expected “to fight the people for the sake of Islam until Allah annihilates in his time all the religions except Islam”.49

   In one place, the text of the tradition is uncertain: some editions read yaḍaʿ al-jizya (“he will abolish the poll-tax”) while others have yaḍaʿ al-ḥarb (“he will abolish war”).50 In Krehl’s edition of Bukhārī’s Ṣaḥīḥ we have yaḍaʿu al-ḥarb in one place and yaḍaʿu al-jizya in two places.51 In one Egyptian edition, we have yaḍaʿu al-jizya in the text and yaḍaʿu al-ḥarb as a variant on the margin.52 The bilingual Arabic-English edition by Muḥammad Muḥsin Khān has yaḍaʿu al-ḥarb in the Arabic text, but translates “there will be no jizya”.53

   The expression yaḍaʿu al-jizya is cryptic. Lexically it could mean that Jesus will impose the jizya54 or abolish it. We need therefore to turn to the commentators in order to learn how it was understood. The meaning of abolition is prevalent and the commentators concentrate on the question, what are the reasons for the abolition of the jizya at the end of days? Abū Sulaymān al-Khaṭṭābī (d. 988) says that it could be understood in two ways. According to the first interpretation, the jizya will lapse because Jesus will force all people to embrace Islam; as a consequence, there will not exist any scriptuary liable to pay the jizya. The alternative explanation for its abolition assumes that the jizya was originally imposed on the scriptuaries in the interest of Islam, for the empowerment of Muslims, for buying horses (to be used in jihād) and for supporting the Muslim poor. In apocalyptic times Islam will have no adversary, and there will be abundant money for everyone; the reasons for levying the jizya will therefore exist no longer.55 It is noteworthy that al-Khaṭṭābī considers the payment of the jizya a tool for the strengthening of the Muslims and their state rather than a means to humiliate the scriptuaries intimated in Qurʾān 9:29.

   The Shāfiʿī scholar al-Nawawī (d. 1277) concurs with the view according to which the apocalyptic policies of Jesus will be uncompromising. He maintains that the sharʿī right of infidels to pay the jizya and retain their religion will lapse at the end of days. Even if they do pay the jizya, they will not be left alone: in contradistinction to historical times, Jesus will give them only the options of conversion to Islam or death (lā yaqbalu min al-kuffār illā al-islām wa man badhala minhum al-jizya lam yukaffa ʿanhu bihā bal lā yaqbalu illā al-islām aw al-qatl).56

   For al-ʿAsqalānī (d. 1449) and al-ʿAynī (d. 1453), the yaḍaʿu al-jizya ḥadīth entails additional problems. Al-ʿAynī deems it necessary to make it clear that this ḥadīth does not allow Muslims to break the crosses and kill the swines of the dhimmī Christians whose safety and religious freedom are guaranteed by the dhimma treaty; this is permitted only regarding the ahl al-ḥarb (non-Muslims who live outside dār al-islām) who have not received the protection of the Muslim community. Another question discussed by these two scholars is whether the abolition of the jizya by Jesus does not mean that he will be entitled to abrogate a law which was part of the Muslim sharīʿa. This is not so: when Jesus comes at the end of days, he will follow the law of the Prophet Muḥammad and will abolish the jizya not on his own initiative, but rather on Muḥammad’s orders as expressed in our ḥadīth.57

   It is noteworthy that some modern commentators also stress this aspect of the policies of Jesus in apocalyptic times. Anwar Shāh Kashmīrī sees a precedent for these uncompromising policies of Jesus in the Prophet’s refusal to accept jizya from Jews and Christians in the Arabian Peninsula, and in his decision to expel them rather than to grant them the dhimma status which entails the payment of jizya.58

   A more “peaceful” version of the same tradition, which does not mention the abolition of the jizya is quoted in Ibn Ḥanbal’s Musnad:

   ʿĪsā b. Maryam will descend as a just imām and a righteous judge, will break the cross, kill the swine, restore the peace (yurjiʿ al-silm) and transform the swords into sickles (yattakhidhu al-suyūfa manājila).59 The venom of every scorpion will disappear (tadhhabu ḥumatu kulli dhī ḥumatin)60 so that a boy will play with a snake without being harmed.61


   Ibn Māja records a considerably expanded version of the tradition in which the peaceful conditions follow the total defeat of the Jews. In this version, Jesus descends while a few Arabs perform the morning prayer in Jerusalem, led by a righteous imām. When the imām recognizes Jesus, he expresses his desires to relinquish his place as the prayer leader in Jesus’ favour. Jesus, however, declines to take over and instructs the imām to retain his place in the front. According to Muslim b. Ḥajjāj, Jesus refused to take over because the Muslims are “amīrs over each other, as a token of Allah’s respect for this community” (inna baʿḍakum ʿalā baʿḍin umarāʾ takrimata ‘llāhi hādhihi al-umma).62 When the prayer is over, Jesus tells the worshippers to open a certain door. The dajjāl appears behind that door, accompanied by seventy thousand Jews, each having an ornamented sword and a shawl (sāj).63 When the dajjāl sees Jesus, he runs away. Jesus catches up with him near the eastern gate of the city of Lydda and kills him. At the same time, God defeats the Jews. They have no place to hide: wherever they try, be it under a tree, under a stone, or next to a wall – that object will say: “O Muslim servant of God, here is a Jew! Come and kill him!” Having also mentioned the breaking of the cross, the killing of the swine, the abolition of the jizya and the idyllic conditions prevailing in the animal realm, Ibn Māja continues:

   The earth will be filled with peace like a vessel with water. The declaration of faith (kalima) will be one. None except Allah will be worshipped, and war will come to an end (wa taḍaʿ al-ḥarb awzārahā).64


   The peaceful conditions described here result from the religious uniformity which Jesus sets up by rather violent means.

   In a similar vein, a tradition adduced by Ibn Ḥanbal and others reads:

   It will be one of the signs of the Hour that the swords will not be engaged in [waging] jihād, and that [the pleasures of] this world will be sought after by feigning piety. And another version reads: … that the swords will be transformed into sickles. (min ashrāṭ al-sāʿa an tuʿaṭṭala al-suyūfu min al-jihād wa an tukhtala al-dunyā bi-’l-dīn wa ruwiya: an tuttakhadha al-suyūfu manājila.)65


   This “eschatological disarmament” will be brought about by the destruction of Judaism and Christianity at the hands of Jesus. This idea has immense value for the medieval Muslim polemicists: what could be more humiliating for their Christian adversaries than having Jesus inflicting the ultimate defeat on their faith?66

   
IV The descent of Jesus in Qurʾānic exegesis

   We have seen that the apocalyptic descent of Jesus is copiously discussed in ḥadīth literature. The Qurʾān has ample material on Jesus, but it does not include an explicit statement regarding his descent at the end of times. We may conclude from this that the apocalyptic role of Jesus was not central to the religious message of Muḥammad and is, in this regard, similar to the coming of the mahdī who has not been mentioned in the Qurʾān either. Yet the Sunnī commentators invested much ingenuity to find Qurʾānic substantiation for the role of Jesus in the apocalyptic drama. In the same way as their Shīʿī counterparts looked in the Qurʾān for veiled references to the mahdī,67 the Sunnī exegetes worked hard to find in it references to the second coming of Jesus. We will see in Chapter 5 that these verses have been extensively discussed in modern polemical encounters between Muslim factions as well as between Muslims and Christians.

   Qurʾān 3:55 is a case in point. It is relevant because it speaks of Jesus’ ascension to heaven. If this verse hints at the death of Jesus, the idea of the second coming becomes problematic: it would require that God resurrects him ahead of the general resurrection and this possibility is not mentioned in the ḥadīth. The verse reads:

   When God said, “Jesus, I will take you to Me and will raise you to Me (innī mutawaffīka wa rāfiʿuka ilayya) and I will purify you of those who believe not. I will set your followers above the unbelievers till the Resurrection Day. Then unto Me shall you return, and I will decide between you, as to what you were at variance on. As for the unbelievers, I will chastise them with a terrible chastisement in this world and the next; they shall have no helpers.”68


   The crucial words for our discussion are mutawaffīka and rāfiʿuka. The common Arabic expressions such as tuwuffiya, tawaffāhu Allah bi-raḥmatihi and wafāt, as well as the Persian wafāt kard, immediately conjure up the meaning of death. Gabriel S. Reynolds who recently subjected the Qurʾānic material on Jesus to intense analysis has no doubt that this was the originally intended meaning.69 Yet classical commentators are far from agreeing on it and numerous translators have followed the views of the commentators rather than the plain meaning of the Qurʾānic text. Muqātil b. Sulaymān (d. 767) understands mutawaffīka in its plain meaning, but maintains that mutawaffīka and rāfiʿuka should be read in reverse order (taqdīm): “I am raising you to myself now and causing you to die after killing the dajjāl” (innī rāfiʿuka ilayya al-ān wa mutawaffīka baʿda qatl al-dajjāl).70 In the commentary of al-Ṭabarī, who is also aware of the ḥadīth predictions of the second coming, most interpretations do not take mutawaffīka to indicate death. One of them glosses mutawaffīka as “I am causing you to sleep and raising you in your sleep” (innī munīmuka wa rāfiʿuka fī nawmika). Another explains: “I am taking you from earth alive into my presence” (innī qābiḍuka min al-arḍ ḥayyan ilā jiwārī).71 There is also an interpretation which explicitly speaks of the apocalyptic task of Jesus:

   He whom I raised to myself is not dead; I shall send you against the one-eyed false messiah and you will kill him. Then you will live twenty-four years after which I shall cause you to die like [any] living being. (laysa man rafaʿtuhu ʿindī mayyitan. wa innī sa-abʿathuka ʿalā al-aʿwar al-dajjāl fa-taqtuluhu thumma taʿīshu baʿda dhālika arbaʿan wa ʿishrīna sana thumma umītuka mītat al-ḥayy.)72


   In a similar vein, al-Bayḍāwī studiously avoids the sense of irreversible death for innī mutawaffīka:

   I will complete your lifetime and let you live until your appointed time, protecting you from their [i.e., the Jews’] killing; or taking you from the earth – as you say: – I took my money; or I am taking you sleeping, because it was said that he was raised sleeping; or I am killing you (to remove) your desires which impede the ascension to the world of the kingdom (of God). And it was said that God killed him for seven hours and then raised him to heaven. This is the belief of the Christians. (ay mustawfī ajalika wa muʾakhkhiruka ilā ajalika al-musammā ʿāṣiman iyyāka min qatlihim aw qābiḍuka min al-arḍ min tawaffaytu mālī aw mutawaffīka nāʾiman idh ruwiya annahu rufiʿa nāʾiman aw mumītuka ʿan al-shahawāt al-ʿāʾiqa ʿan al-ʿurūj ilā ʿālam al-malakūt wa qīla amātahu Allah sabʿa sāʿāt thumma rafaʿahu ilā al-samāʾ wa ilayhi dhahaba al-naṣārā.)73


   It is, however, noteworthy that in his commentary on lammā tawaffaytanī in Qurʾān 5:122, al-Bayḍāwī is more receptive to the sense of death and says that tawaffī is “taking a thing when it is full and death is one type of such taking (wa al-tawaffī akhdh al-shayʾ wāfiyan wa al-mawt nawʿun minhu).74 On the other hand, al-Ṭabarī also quotes the view of Ibn ʿAbbās who maintained that mutawaffīka means “I cause you to die” (mumītuka) without specifying the time for this.75 Al-Zamakhsharī also includes this meaning in his commentary, though the thrust of his explanation is that Jesus will die only after completing his apocalyptic role.76

   Qurʾān 43:61 is another verse in which the commentators have found an indication of Jesus’ role at the end of times: “It is knowledge of the Hour, doubt not concerning it and follow me. This is the straight path” (innahu la-ʿilmun) (or ʿalamun) li-’l-sāʿa fa-lā tamturunna bihā fa-’ttabiʿūnī hādhā ṣirāṭun mustaqīm). The commentators needed much ingenuity to arrive at this interpretation. Jesus is mentioned in Qurʾān 43:57 and 43: 59 as “a sign for the Children of Israel” which has no apocalyptic significance. There are two readings of the letters ʿ l m in the verse, and the traditionists quoted by al-Ṭabarī are all in agreement that the verse means – in all its readings – that the descent of Jesus is the “knowledge” (ʿilm) or the “sign” (ʿalam) of the approaching Day of Judgment.77 Al-Bayḍāwī quotes in his commentary the famous ḥadīth on the apocalyptic exploits of Jesus after his descent, adding that he will also “destroy the churches and the synagogues and kill the Christians except those who believe in him” (yukharribu al-biyaʿ wa al-kanāʾis wa yaqtul al-naṣārā illā man āmana bihi).78

   Qurʾān 4:158 comes after the verse denying the crucifixion of Jesus and this context makes it clear that the verse speaks about Jesus: “There is not one of the People of the Book but will assuredly believe in him before his death and on the Day of Resurrection he will be a witness against them.” The commentators are not of one opinion on this verse. Some say that “his death” refers to the death of Jesus and explain that all People of the Book will believe in Jesus before he dies. From this they draw the conclusion that Jesus is alive with God who raised him to Himself, will descend before the Day of Judgment and will die only after killing the dajjāl. Since Jesus is expected to be a Muslim at his second coming, this means that all Jews and Christians will embrace Islam at that time. Other commentators assert that “his death” refers to the death of a scriptuary; if this is the case, the verse does not support the idea that Jesus is alive and will descend before the Day of Judgment. And the reading “before their death” (qabla mawtihim) – which is attributed to Ubayy b. Kaʿb – completely precludes the interpretation according to which the scriptuaries will believe in Jesus before the death of Jesus; they will believe in him before their own death.79

   The Sunnī commentators make a valiant effort to find in the Qurʾān support for the ḥadīth material about the apocalyptic role of Jesus – mutatis mutandis, like the Shīʿīs who look for verses which can be explained as predicting the coming of the mahdī. Yet the apocalyptic descent of Jesus raises also problems for Muslim traditionists. First of all, they had to affirm that he will not descend as a prophet and will not bring a new sharīʿa – different from that of Muḥammad – because this would contradict the idea that Muḥammad was the last prophet. Al-Qurṭubī mentions even traditionists who maintain that the obligation to observe the religious law will lapse with the descent of Jesus (bi-nuzūl ʿĪsā yartafiʿ al-taklīf), so that he cannot be a messenger who will issue commandments and prohibitions to the people of that time. Al-Qurṭubī rejects this idea, but he does maintain that when Jesus descends, he will be a Muslim and a follower of Muḥammad. He will be an ordinary Muslim rather than a prophet, and is therefore made to decline the offer to lead the Muslims in prayer after his descent and is made to pray behind the Muslim imām. Furthermore, some traditionists ask why it was necessary to include Jesus in the apocalyptic drama at all. They opine that this was necessary because the Jews always insisted that they had killed him – contrary to the Qurʾānic account.80 God therefore afflicted them with humiliation,81 deprived them of power (quwwa, shawka) and sovereignty (sulṭān) in any part of the world and will keep them in this humble condition until the Day of Judgment. Then He will send Jesus who will defeat them together with their leader the dajjāl, eliminate those of them who refuse to embrace Islam and cleanse the earth of all infidels.82

   Jesus performs these tasks as a Muslim. Some traditions say so explicitly, stating that he will come “believing in Muḥammad, adhering to his religion” (muṣaddiqan bi-Muḥammad … wa ʿalā millatihi).83 In other traditions, Jesus’ affiliation with Islam can be inferred from the fact that immediately following his descent, he prays under the leadership of a Muslim imām; and when he dies, Muslims pray at his funeral. This may come as a surprise to some readers; however, describing Jesus in this manner is easily understandable within the Islamic world view according to which Islam (indicating the absolute and exclusive submission to Allah)84 is not only the name of the religion and the civilization founded by the Prophet Muḥammad at the beginning of the seventh century CE, but also the name of the primordial monotheistic belief which existed since the creation of mankind. The most celebrated case in which a pre-Islamic personality is perceived as Muslim is that of Abraham about whom the Qurʾān says that he was “neither a Jew nor a Christian but a ḥanīf Muslim and was not one of the idolaters”.85 While the Qurʾān does not explicitly describe Jesus in the same manner, it is certainly not surprising to find Jesus and other prophets perceived as Muslim in the Islamic tradition. A very clear case of such an approach can be found in the works of Ibn Taymiyya who asserts that “the religion of all the prophets, from Noah to Jesus, was Islam” (… anna al-anbiyāʾ kullahum kāna dīnuhum al-islām, min Nūḥ ilā al-Masīḥ).86 Jesus is a prophet like all the others and if he had been a Muslim during his initial mission, it would only be natural if he retained his erstwhile religious affiliation during the second coming.

   
V Jesus and the mahdī in historical times

   We now need to discuss additional traditions about Jesus. These traditions are not included in all the canonical books of ḥadīth and some Muslim scholars have therefore declared them as spurious. We need to discuss these traditions because of two considerations. First, from our point of view, non-canonical traditions reflect trends which may have been important in medieval Muslim thought, but were excluded from the canon for some reason. This exclusion does not diminish their importance from a historian’s point of view. Second, these traditions were widely used in modern polemics about the apocalyptic role of Jesus which will be discussed in Chapter 5.

   The first tradition relates to the life of Jesus from his second coming to his death. It reads:

   The messenger of God … said: “Jesus the son of Mary will descend to earth, will marry and beget children. He will live for forty-five years. Then he will die and will be buried with me in my grave. I and Jesus will rise [from the dead] from the same grave, between [the graves of] Abū Bakr and ʿUmar.” (qāla rasūl Allah … yanzilu ʿĪsā b. Maryam ilā al-arḍ fa-yatazawwaju wa yūladu lahu wa yamkuthu khamsan wa arbaʿīna sana thumma yamūtu wa yudfanu maʿī fī qabrī fa-aqūmu anā wa ʿĪsā b. Maryam min qabrin wāḥid bayna Abī Bakr wa ʿUmar.)87


   This tradition significantly differs from the “canonical” view of the activities of Jesus during his second coming. It completely disregards the classical descriptions in which Jesus actively participates in the apocalyptic wars and creates the impression that Jesus descended to earth only in order to lead a normal life of a married man, to die as any mortal, to be buried in the Prophet’s grave and to rise from the dead in his company. It is another expression of the special, very intimate relationship between the Prophet Muḥammad and Jesus, based on the traditional statement of the Prophet that “there was no prophet between myself and Jesus”.88 No special apocalyptic role is assigned to Jesus in this ḥadīth and the second coming is not related to the end of days at all.89 Some traditions combine this tradition with an apocalyptic one and maintain that after killing the dajjāl Jesus will perform the pilgrimage, will go to visit the Prophet’s grave in Medina, will die there and will be buried in his grave.90 Another tradition – also unrelated to the end of days – tells us that the Prophet saw both Jesus and the dajjāl performing ṭawāf around the Kaʿba. The compilers of this ḥadīth do not perceive any oddity in the scene in which the dajjāl, the arch-enemy of Jesus, and Jesus himself are seen performing a Muslim ritual together.91

   An additional tradition seems to indicate that Jesus will indeed come at the end of days, but the mahdī will appear in the “middle” of history and the world will not come to an end after his appearance. The tradition reads:

   A community in which I am at the beginning, Jesus at the end and the mahdī in the middle will not perish. (lan tahlika ummatun anā fī awwalihā wa ʿĪsā fī ākhirihā wa al-mahdī fī wasaṭihā.)


   Several late authors have attributed this tradition to works as early as the Musnad of Ibn Ḥanbal and the Sunan of al-Nasāʾī, but I have not been able to locate it in either of them.92 Since mainstream Muslim eschatology considers Jesus and the mahdī as actors in the same apocalyptic drama, the tradition describing them as coming at different times did not gain entrance into the canonical literature; however, it has become a godsend proof-text for messianic thinkers who desired to transform the mahdī into a historical leader, expected to change the world for the better without waiting for the eschaton.93 The tradition can easily be interpreted as indicating that Muslim history will continue after the coming of the mahdī and facilitates conferral of the title of mahdī to historical leaders. Ella Landau-Tasseron has shown comparable ideas in Zaydī thought where she identified a tendency for the mahdī and the imām to be used for one and the same person, a historical leader and restorer of religion.94

   
VI The mahdī


   Despite the central role which Jesus is expected to play in the drama to be enacted at the end of days, his identification with the mahdī lost its primacy. Instead, Jesus was “demoted” to a figure merely paving the way for the mahdī’s appearance.95 As we have shown, this downgrading should be understood as a part of the process through which Islam has gradually dissociated itself from Judaism and Christianity and assumed a distinct character of its own.96 As for the mahdī himself, he was now expected to be a descendant of the Prophet, bearing his name and genealogy. The mahdī’s genealogy is sometimes described in terms which could be used in support of various messianic claimants. The tradition according to which “the mahdī will be from my descendants, from the sons of Fāṭima” (al-mahdī min ʿitratī, min wuld Fāṭima)97 could be used in support of Shīʿī messianism, while the ʿAbbāsī claim to legitimacy found endorsement in the identification of the mahdī as “a descendant of my uncle al-ʿAbbās”.98 Evidently enough, all these utterances bestow upon the mahdī an unquestionably Muslim character and mitigate the embarrassment of having Jesus performing such a decisive role during the eschatological cataclysm.

   The mahdī’s actions are described in a less detailed fashion than those of Jesus. He is expected to reign five, seven, or nine years to establish justice and create unlimited wealth on the face of the earth. Sometimes he has only one day to accomplish this task before the Day of Judgment comes.99 In view of the classical idea according to which agriculture and animal husbandry are likely to interfere with jihād, the mahdī will deprive Muslims of landed property so that the necessity to tend to their crops and flocks does not impede their participation in the eschatological wars.100 The mahdī is also expected to usher in a period in which supply of money is unlimited: he will give away any amount for the asking.101 His basic task is described as follows:

   …The Prophet said: If only one day remained of this world, … God would prolong that day … until he sends a man related to me – [or: a man] from my household whose name will correspond to mine and whose father’s name will correspond to that of my father … He will fill the earth with equity and justice, even as it had been replete with wrong and iniquity. (law lam yabqa min al-dunyā illā yawmun … la-ṭawwala Allāh dhālika al-yawm … ḥattā yabʿatha fīhi rajulan minnī, - aw - min ahli baytī - yuwāṭiʾu ’smuhu ’smī wa ’smu abīhi ’sma abī yamlaʾu al-arḍ qisṭan wa ʿadlan kamā muliʾat ẓulman wa jawran.)102


   In this and in similar traditions the mahdī’s appearance is part of the eschatological drama. If we merge the activities of the mahdī and of Jesus, we can understand the nature of the early Muslim community’s messianic expectations. Jesus is portrayed as a pugnacious figure, engaged in the establishment of religious uniformity through the violent destruction of Judaism and Christianity and the consequent transformation of Islam into the sole religion. In contradistinction to Muslim history, Muslim tradition recognizes only wars caused by reasons of religion; it is therefore only natural that religious uniformity, though achieved by violent means, is expected to result in universal peace. Once peace is established by Jesus, the mahdī will transform the messianic period into one of unprecedented prosperity and justice.

   
VII The mahdī in Muslim creeds

   The fact that the mahdī is mentioned neither in the Qurʾān nor in the celebrated collections of prophetic traditions by al-Bukhārī (d. 870) and Muslim b. al-Ḥajjāj (d. 875) created different trends in the study of the messianic idea in Sunnī Islam. For the historian of religious ideas, the absence of the idea from the Qurʾān is important because it indicates that the Prophet Muḥammad did not consider it central to his religious message, though eschatology as such stood at its core. On the other hand, the absence of the idea from al-Bukhārī and Muslim is not very significant for the historian, because the idea appears in other collections of prophetic tradition from the late ninth century; this is a sufficient indication of the fact that at some point between the seventh and the ninth centuries the messianic idea acquired considerable importance in Sunnī Muslim religious thought. The reasons for this development need further investigation, but the inclusion of the mahdī theme in the ḥadīth is undeniable. Suffice it to say that the Sunan of Abū Dāwūd (d. 889), Ibn Māja (d. 886), al-Tirmidhī (d. 892), as well as the Musnad of Ibn Ḥanbal (d. 855), which are certainly part of the canonical tradition, include copious material about the mahdī. Furthermore, traditions about the mahdī do appear in al-Mustadrak ʿalā al-Ṣaḥīhayn by al-Naysābūrī (d. 1014) – a collection of traditions which have a sound isnād in the view of al-Naysābūrī, but were nevertheless not included in the Ṣaḥīḥs of al-Bukhārī and Muslim b. Ḥajjāj.103 This indicates that the exclusion of the mahdī idea from the Ṣaḥīḥs of al-Bukhārī and Muslim was not acceptable to all scholars of ḥadīth.

   The absence of the idea from the Qurʾān and from the two “authentic” (ṣaḥīḥ) collections gave rise to the notion that the idea did not originate with the Prophet and therefore does not belong to the core of Muslim religious thought. David Cook correctly asserted that “there are virtually no Qurʾānic citations to be found in the [Sunnī] cycles about the mahdī”.104 The situation in Shīʿī tradition is different. This work does not focus on Shīʿī scholarship, but the Shīʿī attempts to find in the Qurʾān hints at the mahdī’s appearance are significant for us because they are used to substantiate the argument that the mahdī idea is not a sectarian Shīʿī one, but belongs to the whole of Islam, including its Sunnī variety. For the Shīʿī scholars, the expectation of the mahdī, frequently referred to as qāʾim al-zamān or ṣāḥib al-amr, became a cardinal article of faith. The absence of an explicit reference to the mahdī in the Qurʾān brought about Shīʿī attempts to interpret certain Qurʾānic expressions as hinting at his future appearance. These attempts can be found in the earliest Shīʿī sources which perceive hints to the mahdī in numerous Qurʾānic verses. In many cases, these interpretations need much exegetical ingenuity and imagination. A few examples are in order. Qurʾān 2:3 speaks of “those who believe in the Unseen” (alladhīna yuʾminūna bi-’l-ghayb); this is taken to refer to the rising of the mahdī.105 The “unseen” (ghayb) is understood as a hint at the mahdī‘s occultation (ghayba). Another verse used in a similar way is Qurʾān 2:148 where the divine promise “to bring you all together” (yaʾtī bikum Allah jamīʿan) is understood to hint at the mahdī and his entourage.106 In Qurʾān 3:200, the expression “endure, be steadfast and persevere” (iṣbirū wa ṣābirū wa rābiṭū), which is usually interpreted as enjoining perseverance in jihād, is understood by a Shīʿī author as meaning “tie yourselves to the Imām mahdī – peace be upon him – and tie your spirits to him” (shuddū anfusakum bi-’l-imām al-mahdī ʿalayhi al-salām wa ’rbuṭū arwāḥakum bihi …).107 Al-Ṭūsī explains the downtrodden of earth whom God will make into “imāms and inheritors” (Qurʾān 28:5) by saying that they are “the family of Muḥammad whose mahdī Allah will send and will honour them after their tribulations and will humiliate their enemy” (hum āl Muḥammad yabʿathu Allah mahdiyyahum baʿda juhdihim fa-yuʿizzuhum wa yudhillu ʿaduwwahum.)108 Al-Majlisī’s Biḥār al-anwār includes a whole chapter dealing with Qurʾānic verses which are to be interpreted as hinting at the coming of the mahdī.109 Al-Majlisī’s compilation includes an interpretation of Qurʾān 9:34110 – which is usually interpreted as relating to the mission of the Prophet Muḥammad – as if it related to the appearance of the mahdī. This is indicative of the length to which the Shīʿī tradition is willing to go in order to find a Qurʾānic basis for the eschatological return of the hidden imām, the mahdī.111 This approach is alive also in modern times. As part of the attempts to narrow the gap between the Shīʿa and the Sunna, numerous books have been written in recent decades, in order to prove that the belief in the mahdī is Qurʾānic and therefore should be regarded as common to all Muslims rather than as a sectarian Shīʿī one. These books list dozens of Qurʾānic verses which were interpreted in classical Shīʿī commentaries as relating to the mahdī or predicting his reappearance.112

   The Shīʿīs substantiate the idea that the mahdī idea is common to all Muslims also by the fact that many Sunnī ḥadīth collections include the mahdī idea. This method of proof is easier than the previous one, because the mahdī idea is common in Sunnī ḥadīth and has explicit support among Sunnī scholars. Those who support the idea of rapprochement between the Sunna and the Shīʿa also use the existence of the mahdī idea in both traditions in order to promote their goal. A good example of their approach can be seen in al-Nāṣirī’s “The imām mahdī in traditions common to the Sunna and the Shīʿa” (al-Imām al-mahdī fī al-aḥādīth al-mushtaraka bayna al-sunna wa al-shīʿa). The suitability of the mahdī idea for promoting the Sunnī–Shīʿī rapprochement is explicitly stated in the preface and the book’s structure is also relevant: Sunnī and Shīʿī traditions concerning the mahdī are quoted after each other.113 A similar approach is taken by the editors of the “Mahdī Encyclopaedia” (mawsūʿat al-mahdī) who include in the introduction to this multi-volume work a list of fifty Sunnī writers who mentioned the mahdī idea in their works.114 It is evident also in Fāźil Lakhnawī’s “The last crown holder of the imāma” which mentions, among others, Ibn al-ʿArabī, Sibṭ b. al-Jawzī and ʿAbd al-Wahhāb al-Shaʿrānī as Sunnī scholars who adduced traditions about the expected coming of the mahdī.115

   In Sunnī theological literature the situation is different. In the early Muslim creeds attributed to Abū Ḥanīfa, the mahdī is not mentioned even in places where other participants in the eschatological drama, such as the dajjāl, Jesus and Gog and Magog, do appear.116 The same is true for a substantial number of other creeds, including that of Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal.117 The Ḥanbalī theologians al-Barbahārī (d. 941) and Ibn Baṭṭa (d. 997) mention in the eschatological chapter of their creed the descent of Jesus and the appearance of the dajjāl, but do not mention the mahdī.118 The Shāfiʿī scholar al-Lālakāʾī (d. 1027)119 mentions, in a passage describing the beliefs of Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal, the dajjāl and his killing by Jesus, but leaves the mahdī unmentioned.120 Al-Nasafī (d. 1142), his commentator al-Taftāzānī121 and the Ḥanbalī jurist Ibn Qudāma al-Maqdisī (d. 1223)122 follow suit.

   Nevertheless, Ibn Ḥanbal’s attitude to the mahdī idea is not necessarily negative. Al-Suyūṭī quotes Ibn Ḥanbal as saying that “three books are baseless: [those on] the military expeditions [of the Prophet], on eschatology and on exegesis” (thalāth [sic] kutub lā aṣla lahā: al-maghāzī, al-malāḥim wa al-tafsīr). The reason for this rather surprising judgment is said to be the weak chains of transmission characteristic of material on these topics. Goldziher seems to have taken its attribution to Ibn Ḥanbal at face value,123 but the sentence quoted is not found in Ibn Ḥanbal’s Musnad. Conversely, the Musnad does include references both to the miraculous events preceding the Day of Judgment (malāḥim) and to the mahdī specifically.124 It is therefore not possible to conclude that Ibn Ḥanbal viewed the idea of the mahdī with suspicion or deemed it unworthy of inclusion in his main compilation. It seems that in Ibn Ḥanbal’s view the mahdī tradition was not worthy of inclusion in the formal creeds, but was acceptable in ḥadīth literature.

   In later Sunnī creeds the situation changed and the mahdī idea has gradually found its way into some Sunnī credal statements. Al-Qāriʾ al-Harawī (d. 1607) included the mahdī idea in his commentary on al-Fiqh al-akbar (II), though the idea is absent from al-Fiqh al-akbar itself.125 The Shāfiʿī scholar Ibn Ḥajar al-Haytamī (d. 1567) adduces at the beginning of his work on the mahdī the tradition according to which “whoever denies the dajjāl is an unbeliever and whoever denies the mahdī is an unbeliever” (man kadhdhaba bi-’l-dajjāl fa-qad kafara wa man kadhdhaba bi-’l-mahdī fa-qad kafara).126 In another work of his, he also supports the mahdī idea and extensively quotes the pertinent classical traditions. At the same time, he scathingly denounces “a group who claims that a man who died forty years ago was the mahdī whose appearance was promised at the end of times and that whoever denies that he was the mahdī is an infidel”.127 Al-Haytamī died in 1567 CE and it stands to reason that the mahdī who died “forty years ago” is Sayyid Muḥammad Jawnpūrī (d. 1505).128

   Tḥe Ḥanbalī scholar al-Saffārīnī (c. 1702–1774)129 devoted a substantial part of his theological treatises Lawāʾiḥ al-anwār130 and al-Buḥūr al-zākhira to eschatology and included in them many classical traditions on the mahdī, the dajjāl and the second coming of Jesus. He also included the mahdī concept in his versified ʿaqīda and commented on it extensively. The description of the deeds of the mahdī makes it clear that the mahdī is for al-Saffārīnī a central figure in the apocalyptic drama. He is expected to take hold of the whole world (like Alexander and Solomon), to fight on behalf of the sunna, remove blameworthy innovations (bidaʿ) and restore cohesion to the Muslim community. The symbolic actions of breaking the cross and killing the swine, which were to be performed by Jesus according to the classical accounts, are now attributed to the mahdī though they are also retained in the list of deeds to be performed by Jesus.131 It is also interesting to observe that al-Saffārīnī rejects the idea that the mahdī is identical with Jesus, asserting that he is a different figure who will appear before the descent of Jesus. He maintains that the traditions concerning the mahdī have such copious chains of transmission they must be considered substantively unassailable (tawātur maʿnawī), and they became an article of faith for Muslims. Like al-Haytamī before him, he quotes approvingly the ḥadīth according to which denial of the dajjāl or the mahdī amounts to infidelity. Summing up, he says that “the belief in the coming of the mahdī is obligatory, as has been decided by the scholars” (fa-’l-īmān bi-khurūj al-mahdī wājib kamā huwa muqarrar ʿinda ahl al-ʿilm).132 The nineteenth-century scholar al-Qundūzī expresses similar opinions.133

   When Goldziher said that “in Sunnī Islam the pious awaiting of the mahdī never took the fixed form of dogma”, he was right only in the sense that the mahdī idea was not included as an article of faith in the early Sunnī creeds. However, this does not diminish the importance of the idea in the rest of the Sunnī tradition. First, as we have seen, the mahdī idea did find its way into late medieval Sunnī creeds; second, a distinct Sunnī literary genre dealing with the idea of the mahdī came into being. Mention should be made of Nuʿaym b. Ḥammād (d. 844) whose Kitāb al-fitan includes abundant material on the mahdī and its importance was highlighted in the works of David Cook. This Kitāb al-fitan did not gain entrance into the canonical literature, but it does reflect the views of a significant segment of Muslim opinion in the first half of the ninth century. It was followed by a substantial number of works by scholars such as al-Qurṭubī (d. 1273), al-Sulamī (d. 1286), Ibn Kathīr (d. 1373), al-Suyūṭī (d. 1505), al-Haytamī (d. 1567), al-Barzanjī (d. 1764), al-Saffārīnī (d. 1774), Ḥusayn al-ʿAdawī al-Ḥamzāwī (d. 1886) and Ṣiddīq Ḥasan Khān (d.1890).134 All of them make extensive use of Nuʿaym b. Ḥammād’s work. The aforementioned books are of course in addition to numerous other works which include chapters relevant to our theme.

   In contradistinction to the trend which reflects the increasing importance of the mahdī in late medieval Muslim thinking, we need to mention Ibn Khaldūn who entertained grave doubts about the mahdī idea. This is understandable. Ibn Khaldūn was not part of the theological tradition; on the contrary, he is going against its grain. Though he did not explicitly express his own view on the mahdī idea, the tone of his discourse and the material adduced by him leave little doubt that he did not support it. He adduced numerous pertinent traditions from the ḥadīth collections, analysed their chains of transmission and found that many of them included transmitters who are considered unreliable.135 He rejected the centrality of the mahdī idea as expressed in a ḥadīth which says that “he who denies the mahdī is an infidel and he who denies the dajjāl is a liar” (man kadhdhaba bi-’l-mahdī fa-qad kafara wa man kadhdhaba bi-’l-dajjāl fa-qad kadhaba) by asserting that the ḥadīth includes a ḥadīth-forger in its chain of transmission and is “extremist” (wa ḥasbuka hādhā ghuluwwan) in content.136 Later in the survey, Ibn Khaldūn says: “These are all the traditions concerning the mahdī and his coming at the end of days, included by the religious scholars [in their compilations]. As you have seen, only very few of them are above criticism” (fa-hādhihi jumlat al-aḥādīth allatī kharrajahā al-aʾimma fī shaʾn al-mahdī wa khurūjihi ākhira’l-zamān wa hiya kamā raʾayta lam yakhluṣ minhā min al-naqd illā al-qalīl wa al-aqall minhu).137 He also attributes the mahdī idea to “the common, stupid multitude, those who have no recourse in this to guiding intelligence” (mā taddaʿīhi al-ʿāmma wa al-aghmār min al-dahmāʾ mimman lā yarjiʿu fī dhālika ilā ʿaqlin yahdīhi).138 Ibn Khaldūn uses traditional methods of ḥadīth criticism in order to debunk the idea of the mahdī,139 but it is reasonably clear that he would have been critical of the mahdī idea even if the isnāds of the relevant traditions had been unassailable. As we shall see later in this chapter as well as in Chapter 5, Ibn Khaldūn’s ideas were taken up by several modern Muslim critics of the mahdī idea.

   
VIII Mahdīs in history

   In parallel with the eschatological conception of the mahdī, a trend which conferred this title on historical personalities came into being. There were also very early traditions which harmonized the two and envisaged “historical” mahdīs in addition to eschatological ones:

   The mahdīs are three: the mahdī of goodness (mahdī al-khayr) who is ʿUmar b. ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz; the mahdī of blood (mahdī al-dam) in whose times blood will stop flowing, and the mahdī of religion (mahdī al-dīn), Jesus the son of Mary, during whose times his community will embrace Islam.140


   By necessity, the trend which disconnected the mahdī from its eschatological content transformed the term into an honorific title used to extol rulers or enhance the legitimacy of political pretenders. This trend emerged very early in Muslim history, probably even before the development of the eschatological dogma. If the mahdī is a historical figure, a mortal who lives and dies, it is only natural that human history will continue after his death in the same way as before him. There will be nothing “messianic” in the period following the mahdī’s death, and the internecine struggles in the Muslim community will go on without much interruption.141

   The separation of the mahdī idea from the eschaton has been extensively studied by several leading scholars. Madelung maintains that this use of the term started with the Prophet himself who was called mahdī by the poet Ḥassān b. Thābit,142 but this may be an exaggerated conclusion from a single verse in Ḥassān b. Thābit’s poetry. Furthermore, the verse can easily be interpreted as saying that Muḥammad was guided by Allah, without any eschatological connotation. More massive evidence for this trend is provided by Crone and Hinds who have shown that both Umayyad and ʿAbbāsī caliphs were honoured by this title, mainly in poetry.143 Similar material was collected by ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz al-Dūrī, though in some of his examples the term mahdī could be interpreted in a non-technical sense.144 Further evidence in the same direction can be found in the early ḥadīth collections. In a difficult passage included in Ibn Abī Shayba’s Muṣannaf, Ibrāhīm b. Maysara is quoted as saying to Ṭāwūs:

   [Was] ʿUmar b. ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz the mahdī? He said: “He was rightly guided, but he was not the mahdī.”145 When the mahdī comes, the generous will increase in their generosity and the wrongdoers will be forgiven for their wrongdoing. He will spend money and be tough with the governors and merciful to the needy. (ʿUmar b. ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz al-mahdī? qāla: kāna mahdiyyan wa laysa bihi inna al-mahdī idhā kāna zīda al-muḥsin fī iḥsānihi wa tība ʿan al-musīʾi min isāʾatihi wa yabdhulu al-māl wa yashtaddu ʿalā al-ʿummāl wa yarḥamu al-masākīn.)146


   This passage seems to be hesitant about the standing of ʿUmar b. ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz, but there are traditions in which he is designated as mahdī without any hesitation (ʿUmar b. ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz huwa al-mahdī ḥaqqan).147 And when the Umayyad caliph Sulaymān [b. ʿAbd al-Malik] (r. 715–717) “manifested what he manifested”, Abū Yaḥyā was asked: “Is this the mahdī who is mentioned [in the traditions]?” He responded: “No, he is not even similar [to him]” (lammā qāma Sulaymān fa-aẓhara mā aẓhara, qultu li-Abī Yaḥyā: hādhā al-mahdī alladhī yudhkar? qāla: lā wa lā al-mutashabbih).148 David Cook and Amikam Elad have analysed the way in which claims of being a mahdī were made for Muḥammad b. ʿAbd Allah al-nafs al-zakiyya, and there is a tendency to surmise that the tradition, according to which the name of the mahdī will be identical with the name of the Prophet, was initially coined for Muḥammad b. ʿAbd Allah al-nafs al-zakiyya.149 D. S. Attema and Wilferd Madelung analysed a tradition with messianic overtones which was circulated in support of the so-called “anti-caliph” ʿAbd Allāh b. al-Zubayr who rebelled against the Umayyad rule in the 680s.150 Madelung also analysed several traditions in which the ʿAbbāsī revolution was promoted as having messianic characteristics. One of them reads:

   ʿMuḥammad b. Yaḥyā and Aḥmad b. Yūsuf told us … on the authority of Thawbān who said: “The Prophet … said: Three persons will fight for your treasure. Each one of them will be son of a khalīfa, but none will take over [the treasure, i.e., the reign]. Then the black flags will appear from the East151 and slaughter you an unprecedented slaughter.” Then he said something which I do not remember. Then he said: “When you see him [their leader?], pledge allegiance to him even if crawling on the snow, because he is the caliph of God, the mahdī.” (ḥaddathanā Muḥammad b. Yaḥyā wa Aḥmad b. Yūsuf qālā: … ʿan Thawbān qāla: qāla rasūl Allah … yaqtatilu ʿinda kanzikum thalātha. kulluhum ibn khalīfa thumma lā yaṣīru ilā wāḥidin minhum thumma taṭlaʿ al-rāyāt al-sūd min qibal al-mashriq fa-yaqtulūnakum qatlan lam yuqtalhu qawm. thumma dhakara shayʾan lā aḥfaẓuhu. fa-idhā raʾaytumūhu fa-bāyiʿūhu wa law ḥabwan ʿalā al-thalj fa-innahu khalīfat Allah al-mahdī.)152


   It seems that the title of mahdī was conferred on people quite easily and according to one tradition “any virtuous person was called mahdī” (idhā kāna al-rajul ṣāliḥan qīla lahu al-mahdī).153

   In his Tadhkira, the Andalusī scholar al-Qurṭubī (1214–1273 CE) includes passages in which traditions about the apocalyptic appearance of the mahdī are mixed – in a rather incoherent manner – with veiled references to events in the Maghrib and al-Andalus since the Arab conquest until al-Qurṭubī’s times. The gradual reconquista of Spain seems to have aroused messianic expectations among the Muslims of al-Andalus and in some traditions the mahdī appears in direct response to the military successes of the Christians.154

   The Prophet is said to have predicted both the Muslim conquest of al-Andalus and the Muslim defeat at the hands of the infidels.155 In an allusion to the Almohad mahdī Ibn Tūmart (d. 1130) – combined with elements from the classical traditions about the mahdī – al-Qurṭubī says that a person will emerge in the “farthest Maghrib” (aqṣā al-maghrib), in a coastal town called Māsa. Following his emergence, some people from al-Andalus will cross to al-Maghrib and ask the mahdī to help al-Andalus which is being taken over by the infidels. The mahdī obliges, crosses the sea and reaches Seville where he delivers an eloquent sermon and subsequently conquers seventy Christian cities.156

   According to another tradition – related on the authority of Abū Saʿīd al-Khudrī – the mahdī will emerge in 599 AH/1202–1203 CE when the Muslims will be in disarray, will cross to al-Andalus, rule it for nine years and also conquer seventy Christian cities.157 His white and yellow flags will be inscribed with “the greatest name of God” (ism Allah al-aʿẓam) and he will never be defeated. He will first receive the oath of allegiance in the Maghrib and then, unwillingly, a second time in Mecca. Following this second oath, he will set out from Mecca to Syria in order to fight ʿUrwa b. Muḥammad al-Sufyānī and his Kalbī associates. He will seize ʿUrwa “on the highest tree at the Lake of Tiberias”.158

   Al-Qurṭubī plays here a double role as an apocalypticist and a historian. As an apocalypticist, he expects resounding victories for the mahdī who will roll back the Christian reconquista; as a historian, he has a gloomy outlook for the Muslims of Spain. He mentions two important battles which took place slightly before his birth. In the Battle of Alarcos (al-Arak) which took place in 1195, the Muslims won a resounding victory, took much booty and lived well until the Battle of ʿUqāb (known as Las Navas de Tolosa in Spanish history) in 1212.159 In the latter battle their fortunes took a turn for the worse, and since their defeat in it

   they are in retreat. The enemy dominates them because of internecine struggles. Details would take [too] long. Only little remains of al-Andalus now. We seek refuge in God from the internecine struggles, defeat and conflict … (wa lam yazal al-muslimūn min tilka al-waqʿa bi-’l-Andalus yarjiʿūna al-qahqarā ilā an istawlā ʿalayhim al-ʿaduww wa ghalabahum bi-’l-fitan al-wāqiʿa baynahum wa al-tafṣīl yaṭūl wa lam yabqa al-ān min al-Andalus illā al-yasīr fa-naʿūdhu bi-’llāh min al-fitan wa al-khidhlān wa al-mukhālafa …)160


   An approach which integrates eschatological events with actual history can also be found in the works of the fourteenth-century Syrian scholar Ibn Kathīr. In his rather incoherent introduction to his Kitāb al-fitan wa al-malāḥim, he promises to deal with the “Portents of the Hour” which were predicted by the Prophet, but immediately moves to describe the murder of ʿUmar b. al-Khaṭṭāb, ʿUthmān b. ʿAffān and ʿAlī b. Abī Ṭālib.161 Ibn Kathīr does not explain this abrupt transition from the apocalypse to the deplorable events of early Muslim history, but it is clear that he implicitly continues the trend initiated by Nuʿaym b. Ḥammād who saw in the death of the Prophet the first of the “tribulations”.162

   
IX Contemporary trends

   In recent times there has been a new surge of interest in the apocalyptic drama in contemporary Muslim literature. Dozens of books, large and small, were published during the twentieth century and beyond, indicating the extent to which apocalyptics continue to exercise the hearts and minds of contemporary Muslims. Many of these books are only collections of material from the Qurʾān and the ḥadīth. The relevant works can be divided into several genres. Some of them deal with the theological question of the nature of apocalypse in Islam without trying to relate it to contemporary struggles and situations. In contradistinction to these, we have also works written by various radical Muslim thinkers who usually embrace the classical apocalyptic vision in which Islam is transformed at the end of days into the only religion, while Judaism and Christianity are destroyed. In a substantial part of this literature, the actors in the apocalyptic drama are identified with modern political or social powers. On the other hand, there is also a genre which is ecumenical in purpose, striving to provide a religious substrate for improving the relationship between Islam and Christianity. In this genre, Jesus is the main protagonist. He is described as one of God’s messengers, has a positive image as a model of Ṣūfī asceticism and sometimes as an outright Muslim. Naturally enough for this type of literature, the apocalyptic role of Jesus as a destroyer of Christianity (and Judaism) is ignored or explained away.

   One author who deals with the mahdī question on its own merits, refraining completely from ascribing to it any contemporary significance, is Aḥmad b. Muḥammad b. al-Ṣiddīq (d.1960),163 who published in 1928 a book-length monograph entitled “Exposition of the error hidden in the words of Ibn Khaldūn” (Ibrāz al-wahm al-maknūn min kalām Ibn Khaldūn) and dedicated to the refutation of Ibn Khaldūn’s criticism of the mahdī idea.164 Ibn al-Ṣiddīq’s book makes an attempt to validate the mahdī idea by using the traditional method of discussing the reliability or otherwise of the ḥadīth transmitters (al-jarḥ wa al-taʿdīl). In a way, it is a mirror image of the work of Ibn Khaldūn who used the same method in order to debunk the same idea. Ibn al-Ṣiddīq begins his book with a lengthy list of reputable scholars who supported the appearance of the mahdī.165 He attacks Ibn Khaldūn for not being competent in the sciences of ḥadīth and sets out to refute his views.166 One of his arguments is that if the Muslim umma accepts a weak ḥadīth, one must follow it.167 In his view, ijmāʿ should prevail over other considerations. Similarly, sound traditions related by people with “deviant” ideas – some of which were rejected by Ibn Khaldūn – may be accepted. Al-Bukhārī and Muslim included in their collections traditions by Murjiʾīs, Qadarīs and Khawārij who were fervent believers. If the traditions of such transmitters are rejected, a tremendous number of valuable traditions would be lost.168

   A scholar who wrote extensively on the mahdī question and belongs essentially to the same trend as Ibn al-Ṣiddīq is Muḥammad Aḥmad Ismāʿīl al-Muqaddam (1952–). A surgeon and psychiatrist by profession, he is said to have established the salafī daʿwa in Alexandria, Egypt.169 His first book on the mahdī question was published in the wake of the 1979 takeover of the Meccan sanctuary by Juhaymān al-ʿUtaybī.170 In 2002 he published a greatly expanded version (running to 814 pages and hundreds of footnotes) under the title al-Mahdī wa fiqh ashrāṭ al-sāʿa (“The mahdī and the jurisprudence of the Portents of the Hour”). The preparation of this work evidently required an enormous effort and a great investment of time. The main purpose of the book is to validate the belief in the eschatological appearance of the mahdī and, at the same time, to deny the claims of all mahdī pretenders who appeared in Muslim history. Another important purpose of al-Muqaddam is to make sure that the expectation of the mahdī, who will change the situation of Islam and Muslims for the better, will not cause lethargy and inaction in the Muslim community.171 The book includes an extensive list of traditions supporting the mahdī idea, a list of scholars who wrote books on the subject, as well as a list of those who considered the mahdī traditions as undoubtedly authentic (mutawātir). There is even an attempt to find Qurʾānic verses hinting at the eschatological appearance of the mahdī.172 While the belief in the eschatological appearance of the mahdī is unquestionably valid in the eyes of the author, a substantial part of his book is dedicated to the debunking of mahdī pretenders throughout history. Naturally enough, al-Muqaddam debunks the mahdīs who appeared in the various Shīʿī denominations and considers the twelfth imām of the Twelver Shiʿa as “the mahdī of superstition” (mahdī al-khurāfa).173 He adopted a similar attitude to several Sunnī pretenders. The North African mahdī Ibn Tūmart (d. 1130) receives considerable attention. He is said to have pursued earthly power rather than salvation in the hereafter, he is denounced for unjustly rebelling against the ruling Almoravid dynasty, for shedding blood without sharʿī justification and for falsely accusing his rivals of various doctrinal deviations. His pretensions to have attained infallibility (ʿiṣma) are influenced by the Shīʿa. He cannot be considered a mahdī or even a reformist because of the corrupt nature of his movement.174 In a similar way, al-Muqaddam denounced the Indian mahdī Sayyid Muḥammad Jawnpūrī (d. 1505).175

   Al-Muqaddam’s criticism of the Sudanese mahdī Muḥammad Aḥmad (d. 1885)176 is much more nuanced. He is supportive of this mahdī ’s struggle against the British, maintains that Muḥammad Aḥmad led the most important Islamic revolt in the nineteenth century, and is appreciative of his jihādī ideology, his praise of martyrdom, his upright character and his conception of an Islamic state. However, he makes a sharp distinction between these positive traits in Muḥammad Aḥmad’s thought and his claim to be the mahdī. He attributes this claim to the influence of Ibn al-ʿArabī, and speaks derisively about the mahdī’s claims to have experienced “presences” (ḥaḍarāt) in which the Prophet and other grandees of Islamic history made an appearance. The abolition of the madhāhib by Muḥammad Aḥmad is also criticized and attributed to Ibn al-ʿArabī’s influence.177

   A wide-ranging debate by important thinkers in modern Islam on the second coming of Jesus was prompted in 1942 by a question addressed to al-Azhar by a certain ʿAbd al-Karīm Khān from the “General Command of Middle Eastern Armies”. Judging by his name and the historical situation in the early 1940s, he must have been a Muslim – possibly an Aḥmadī – officer in the Indian units serving the Allies in the Middle East and North Africa. He asked:

   Is Jesus is alive or dead according to the Noble Qurʾān and the Pure sunna? What is the ruling concerning a Muslim who denies that he is alive? What is the ruling concerning someone who will not believe in him if we assume that he returned to earth for the second time?178


   Al-Azhar forwarded the question to the major Egyptian religious scholar Maḥmūd Shaltūt (1893–1963) who later served as the shaykh al-Azhar (between 1958 and 1963).179 Shaltūt responded in a series of articles in al-Risāla, asserting that there is no proof from the Qurʾān or the sunna that Jesus is alive, that his ascension was spiritual rather than bodily and meant only increase in rank; this is the usage in Qurʾān 94:4.180 The traditions about the descent of Jesus are shaky (muḍṭariba). Furthermore, they were related by Wahb b. Munabbih and Kaʿb al-Aḥbār who were converted scriptuaries who cannot be relied upon. Furthermore, these are traditions related by individual transmitters (ḥadīth āḥād) and as such cannot be used to establish an article of faith (lā tufīdu ʿaqīda). Therefore, a Muslim who denies that Jesus is alive or denies the idea of his future descent cannot be denounced as an infidel.181

   Muḥammad Shaltūt’s articles did not remain unanswered. Muḥammad Zāhid Kawtharī (1879–1952), an Ottoman ʿālim who left Turkey after the Kemalist revolution and settled in Egypt,182 launched a scathing attack on Shaltūt, asserting that “religion is not something that can be changed every day” (wa laysa al-dīn mimmā yubaddalu kulla yawmin) and accusing him of being influenced by the Aḥmadīs. He also attacked al-Azhar for not dissociating itself from Shaltūt’s views.183 One of his arguments is that the preposition ilā in the phrase “God raised him to Himself” precludes the possibility that the phrase means increase in rank as Shaltūt suggested.184 He also adduces material which indicates that traditions of individual transmitters (ḥadīth al-āḥād) do establish certain knowledge and necessitate action.185 In addition, Kawtharī repeats the classical arguments in favour of the interpretation that Jesus is alive and will descend to earth again.186

   The literature which interprets the apocalyptic traditions as relating to modern powers and political situations is much more extensive and is related to the radical trends in contemporary Islam. Numerous apocalyptic treatises have been written in recent decades describing the purported Jewish control of the United States, of the entire world, and Jewish conspiracies against Muslims. These treatises revive the classical traditions about the “Jewish connection” of the dajjāl, predict the mahdī’s arrival, his global conquests, his establishment of the caliphate and his destruction of America and Israel. One of the more interesting authors belonging to this genre is Muḥammad Munīr Idlibī187 who devoted a whole book to a modern interpretation of the apocalyptic drama, concentrating on the dajjāl. His main point is that the dajjāl is not one person but rather a group of people. Their activity started in the seventeenth century – about one thousand years after the emergence of Islam – when the British started their presence in India. The British and the West in general are the dajjāl and act on behalf of the Jews and the State of Israel.188 The literary genre to which Idlibī’s work belongs has been extensively surveyed and analysed by David Cook.189 It has also been studied by Filiu whose work successfully brings out the ubiquitous nature of the apocalyptic ideas in the contemporary Muslim world.190

   Let us now address the ecumenical trend in the Muslim perceptions of Jesus. A leading thinker here is Tarif Khalidi. In The Muslim Jesus, he goes as far as calling the material about Jesus in Muslim literature as “the Muslim gospel”. He considers it relevant for “historical and theological reconciliation” between Christianity and Islam.191 He mentions that Jesus has an eschatological task in the Muslim tradition, but says nothing about its violent and anti-Christian nature.192 Another scholar in this group is Sulaymān ʿAlī Murād. In the introduction to his edition of Ibn ʿAsākir’s chapter on Jesus, Murād says that Jesus has a standing in Islamic religious jurisprudence (al-tashrīʿ al-dīnī al-islāmī) which is matched only by that of the Prophet.193 This is a gross exaggeration – especially if one speaks of “religious jurisprudence” – but it is characteristic of scholars whose purpose is to use the personality of Jesus in order to build an infrastructure for improving the relationship between Islam and Christianity. He adduces a ḥadīth in which Jesus is introduced into the shahāda and traditions about the intimate relationship between Jesus and the Prophet.194 Murād mentions the apocalyptic role of Jesus in destroying Christianity and attributes it to the fact that Ibn ʿAsākir lived in the Crusaders’ period; this position is totally untenable because these traditions appear in sources which are much earlier than the Crusaders and Ibn ʿAsākir only collected them from the classical sources of ḥadīth.195

   Ata’ur-Rahim and Thomson note that Islam will be established throughout the world in the wake of Jesus’ destruction of the dajjāl, but refrain from explicitly mentioning his destruction of Judaism and Christianity.196 Since the unitarian Christianity of Jesus was corrupted into Trinitarianism, they are willing to go as far as to say that “the only way to follow Jesus today is by following Muḥammad”.197 It should be noted, however, that it is very difficult to find in the Islamic tradition support for the ecumenical tendencies close to the hearts of these well-meaning modern authors.

   
X Summing up

   It is now time to make sense of the plethora of traditions and interpretations surveyed in this chapter. The issue of the apocalyptic drama is intriguing for the traditional scholars because they have to contend with a complex situation in their sacred literature. The mahdī does not appear in the Qurʾān or in the ninth-century ḥadīth collections of al-Bukhārí and Muslim, but he does appear in other collections of ḥadīth from the same period and in countless books by Sunnī and Shīʿī scholars with unassailable classical credentials. Not all the Sunnī scholars who wrote about the eschatological appearance of the mahdī expressed an opinion on the various mahdī pretenders who appeared in historical times, but those who did systematically denounced these claimants and accused them of imposture. As for Jesus, ʿĪsā b. Maryam, he appears in the Qurʾān many times, but as a prophet who had been sent to the Children of Israel in the past, rather than as a messianic figure expected to emerge at the end of days. In the ḥadīth he appears in his Qurʾānic role, but also as an eschatological figure who descends from heaven in order to play an active role in the apocalyptic drama. There is of course an intimate connection between ḥadīth and Qurʾānic exegesis and the classical commentators of the Qurʾān who did their best to vindicate the views of the ḥadīth compilers and to provide support for the idea that Jesus is alive in heaven and will descend to earth before the Day of Judgment; they did so by stretching the meaning of the relevant Qurʾānic verses to the best of their ability, especially by explaining away the meaning of death in the verb tawaffā.

   Modern scholars are not of one mind discussing the issue. Some take up the classical idea of the eschatological cataclysm in which Islam will triumphantly emerge as the sole religion without relating it to specific events or actors in modern history. Many others try to find the fulfilment of classical prophecies in specific contemporary events and cultivate the hope that the triumph of Islam over its adversaries is imminent. The material analysed in this chapter makes it clear that the mahdī idea in its various ramifications is not restricted to the Shīʿa, but is rather a vibrant part of the Sunnī tradition as well. The following chapters will deal with Sunnī thinkers and leaders who took up the idea of the mahdī and initiated political and religious movements inspired by it.
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