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ABSTRACT 

 The Annunciations to Maryam in the Qur’ān:  

Jewish-Christian Subtexts, Milieu, and Typology 

Kendra Fiddler 

 

Master of Arts  

with major in 

Abrahamic Studies, 

Dallas International University, April 2021 

Supervising Professor: Mark Harlan 

The annunciation narratives to Maryam in the Qur’ān about the birth of ‘Isā show 

profound familiarity with the Jewish and Christian texts, traditions, and debates of Late 

Antiquity. This paper analyzes the literary artistry, intertextualities, subtexts, and 

typologies of Q3 (al-‘Imran) and Q19 (Maryam). Jewish-Christian and intra-Christian 

conflict over Mary’s virtue and status, as well as Jesus’ birth, shed light on several 

qur’ānic passages about the two. For Judaism and Christianity leading up to the seventh 

century, Mariology depends on Christology; the Qur’ān’s treatment is likely the same. In 

light of the Qur’ān’s awareness of Jewish-Christian Christological and Mariological 

conflicts, traditional Islamic understandings of the nature and work of ‘Isā are challenged: 

Q5:116 may be refuting a Christian tritheism in popular piety that was not official 

doctrine; Q5:75 and ‘Isā’s birth narratives may be anti-Docetist; Q4:157 may repudiate 

Talmudic claims about why and how Jesus died, not that he died. 
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Introduction 

 The qur’ānic Maryam is a uniquely honored figure. Maryam is the only woman 

mentioned by name in the Qur’ān, and furthermore, she has a sūrah named after her—an 

honor not even given to all the prophets.1 She is named thirty-four times in the Qur’ān, 

more times than in the New Testament (nineteen).2 She is revered as chosen of God, pure, 

and strong but also submissive to the will of God. As in Christianity, her purity and her 

virginal motherhood of ‘Isā are her most important traits. Among the titles for ‘Isā in the 

Qur’ān—son of Maryam, al-masīḥ (the messiah), word of God, messenger of God, 

servant of God, mercy from God, sign from God, spirit from God—“son of Mary” is used 

most frequently, appearing more than twenty times.3 So great is Muslim reverence for 

Maryam, legends passed down relate that when Muḥammad entered the Ka’ba and 

smashed the idols he found there, he spared only the images of Maryam and ‘Isā.4 

The figure of Mary/Miriam/Maryam5 is of great interest to the three major 

Abrahamic faiths. For the pre-Islamic Jewish and Christian traditions both, Mariology 

 
1 The prophets who have sūrahs named after them are Yūnus (10), Yūsuf (12), Ibrahīm (14), Muḥammad 

(47), and Nūh (71).  
2 Bahar Davary, “Mary in Islam: ‘No Man Could Have Been Like This Woman,’” New Theology Review 

23, no. 3 (August 2010): 27. 
3 Q2:87, 253; 3:45; 4:157, 171; 5:17, 46, 72, 75, 78, 110, 112, 114, 116; 9:31; 19:34; 21:91; 23:50; 33:7; 

43:57; 57:27; 61:6, 14. All these titles for Jesus were commonly used by the Christians of the sixth century; 

for instance, they all appear in Ephrem the Syrian’s “Hymns on the Nativity”: Ephraim, “Hymns on the 

Nativity,” Church Fathers: New Advent, accessed March 10, 2021, 

https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/3703.htm. 
4 Mustafa Akyol, The Islamic Jesus: How the King of the Jews Became a Prophet of the Muslims (New 

York: St. Martin’s Press, 2017), Chapter 5. The famed Hagia Sophia in Istanbul, despite being re-converted 

to a mosque in 2020, also maintains its mosaic of the Madonna and Child over the entrance. 
5 Throughout this thesis, I use Maryam when speaking of the Qur’ān’s figure, Miriam for the Jewish figure, 

and Mary for the Christian figure; when referencing multiple faith traditions, the English Christian names 

https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/3703.htm
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was inextricable from Christology. While Christianity told of Mary’s conception of Jesus 

in the “annunciation” genre of the Hebrew Scriptures,6 Jewish interlocutors flipped their 

own genre on its head and created stories to revile Mary because they did not accept 

Jesus as messiah. The varying degrees of immorality in the different stories reflect the 

varying degrees of hostility harbored between the communities in different times and 

locations. For many Eastern Christians, Mary was to be venerated as Theotokos, the 

mother of God, though there was heated debate surrounding this within Christianity as 

well. The Qur’ān’s approach to Maryam refutes the Jews for libel, but also has 

corrections to make to the Christian community. It condemns the Cult of the Virgin on 

the one hand and the denigration of Mary as a loose woman on the other.7 

This study of the annunciation to Maryam in the Qur’ān takes as its basis the 

approaches proffered by Gabriel Reynolds and Angelika Neuwirth; viz., the Qur’ān’s 

richly Abrahamic milieu8 and engagement in dialogue and debate with the Jewish and 

Christian scriptures and parascriptures. One of Reynolds’ central arguments in his book 

The Qur’ān and Its Biblical Subtext is that the Qur’ān is written in a style similar to the 

homilies of Syriac Christian preachers of Late Antiquity. They share the elements of form 

(rhymed prose), order (non-sequential), wandering topical style (“seemingly arbitrary 

 
are used. The same is true for ‘Isā/Yeshua/Jesus, Zakariyya/Zechariah, Yaḥyā/John, and others. Though 

this may be slightly more difficult to follow, it is an attempt to respect the various faith traditions and their 

texts by not “Christianizing” the characters’ names as they are treated. I trust the intelligence of my readers 

to be able to follow this. 
6 Raymond E. Brown, The Birth of the Messiah: A Commentary on the Infancy Narratives in the Gospels of 

Matthew and Luke, new updated ed., The Anchor Bible Reference Library (New York: Doubleday, 1993), 
156-7. The births of Ishmael, Isaac, Samson, and John the Baptist follow the elements of the genre. 
7 Akyol, The Islamic Jesus, Chapter 5. 
8 Gabriel Said Reynolds, The Emergence of Islam: Classical Traditions in Contemporary Perspective, 

(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2012). 
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sense of organization”), content and themes, and means of exhortation (eschatology).9 

The works presume their audience’s familiarity with Judeo-Christian stories, use 

allusions, omit details, and develop their own messages and themes in their creative 

retellings.10 Reynolds calls the Qur’ān “a parallel body of religious literature” to Syriac 

homilies.11 Neuwirth also supports this approach, noting the “strongly pronounced and 

continuous biblical intertextuality of the Qur’ān” that show its proclaimer’s extensive 

encounters with learned members of the Jewish and Christian communities.12 She, 

significantly, also emphasizes the lively culture of religious debate extant at the time of 

the Qur’ān’s appearance, and its display of the “drama of argumentation” between 

representatives of the Abrahamic traditions.13  

 The intent and approach of this study is not to relegate the Qur’ān to “epigonality,” 

as Neuwirth puts it,14 nor to consign it to inferior status as apocryphal-type literature 

since it takes as canonical episodes that previously only appear in extracanonical Judeo-

Christian texts. The hope is to approach the Qur’ān respectfully and seriously, with the 

understanding that since it engages with the exegetical traditions of rabbinic, patristic, 

and liturgical literature, as well as Arabic poetry,15 comprehension of it requires 

knowledge of these sources as well. With respect to so-called “apocrypha,” it must be 

 
9 Gabriel Said Reynolds, The Qur’ān and Its Biblical Subtext, Studies in the Qur’an (London: Routledge, 

2010), 249-251. 
10 Ibid., 36, 235; Michael Pregill, The Golden Calf between Bible and Qur’an: Scripture, Polemic, and 

Exegesis from Late Antiquity to Islam (New York: Oxford University Press, 2020), 32. Another support for 

this can be found within the Qur’ān itself: it refers to itself as a “reminder” (see Q3:58 and 38:1). 
11 Reynolds, Subtext, 253. 
12 Angelika Neuwirth, The Qur’an and Late Antiquity: A Shared Heritage, Oxford Studies in Late 

Antiquity (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019), 5. 
13 Ibid., 4, 10, 14, 30. Even the pagans of Arabia are said to be “a people fond of dispute” (Q43:58). 
14 Ibid., 8-15.  
15 Ibid., 16.  
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understood that the modern conception of the canonical/noncanonical divide is 

anachronistic when endeavoring to study the world Late Antiquity.16 The Christian canon 

was fluid for centuries, and even after it coalesced, the “other” texts maintained 

widespread use in liturgy, preaching, art, and pious reading—aside from the fact that 

what was “canon” differed from one Christian confessional community to another.17 It 

must be stressed that a Christian group’s use of a (now) extracanonical text did not 

indicate it as heretical or unorthodox in the seventh century or before.  

Pregill avers, “The model of biblical tradition that we should prioritize, in contrast, 

is that of a vast body of permeable textual corpora with varying and shifting degrees of 

authority that circulated among diverse communities in a number of settings.” It is 

necessary, therefore, to consider these paracanonical texts with more gravity, as the sixth- 

and seventh-century world did. As an interlocutor with these traditions, the Qur’ān is a 

rich part of the history of reception and interpretation of the Bible,18 as well as being the 

founding composition for a nascent religious community. It entered the world of Judeo-

Christian and intra-Christian debate, mounting its own arguments to establish community 

identity and validity, and influenced religious conversation within the other faiths as well 

as being influenced by them. Religious exchange, shaping, and evolution happened in 

both directions.19  

 
16 Pregill, The Golden Calf, 21, 24-6 
17 Annette Yoshiko Reed, “The Afterlives of New Testament Apocrypha,” Journal of Biblical Literature, 

134, no. 2 (2015): 422-4; Philip Jenkins, The Many Faces of Christ: The Thousand-Year Story of the 

Survival and Influence of the Lost Gospels (New York: Basic Books, 2015): 21. 
18 Neuwirth: “The Qur’an itself is a part of the history of post-biblical exegesis and presents reworkings of 

allegorical and typological interpretations of earlier writings,” The Qur’an and Late Antiquity, 23. See also 

Pregill, The Golden Calf, 20-1. 
19 Pregill, The Golden Calf, 21, 36. 
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 Bearing this in mind, we approach first Sūrat Maryam, the Qur’ān’s nineteenth 

sūrah. It tells Maryam’s story and is not much interested in the nature of ‘Isā.20 In poetic 

form, it narrates the related stories of Zakariyya, Maryam, and Ibrāhīm, who all are 

favored by God but experience implicit or explicit opposition from their communities. 

Zakariyya’s and Maryam’s narratives almost belong to the genre of mythology, with 

ambiguous settings, angelic annunciations, archetypal motherhood and fertility images, 

and repeated story elements. Divine mercy reveals itself as the controlling theme of the 

passage, most exemplified in God’s gifts of progeny, while speech and silence are also 

dominant ideas. This sūrah shares much in common with Luke’s nativity account, which 

weaves Zechariah and Mary together through the annunciations and births of their sons. It 

also features God’s mercy as a central theme, along with joy and the work of God’s Spirit, 

while Jesus’ prophetic lineage, including descent from David and Abraham, are treated in 

his genealogy. Both Sūrah 19 and Luke’s infancy narrative show a certain universality: in 

Sūrah 19 through the mythic style and setting, and in Luke through Jesus’ genealogy 

going back to Adam, “son of God.” Finally, the unusual palm tree that appears in Sūrah 

19 is analyzed as a feature common to fertility imagery, mythology stories, and certain 

paracanonical Christian traditions of Jesus’ birth and flight to Egypt. 

 Chapter 2 examines Sūrat al-‘Imran, the later qur’ānic telling of Maryam and her 

annunciation. This narrative mainly reflects the version of events as told in the 

Protoevangelium of James (PJ), except that it includes Zakariyya’s story, which the PJ 

neglects. After a prologue of extensive references to the Hebrew Scriptures, it focuses on 

 
20 Neuwirth, The Qur’an and Late Antiquity, 303. 
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the genealogical line of the prophets, culminating in Maryam and ‘Isā, with a focus also 

on Maryam’s purity and devoutness. Its triangle of interwoven protagonists features the 

wife of ‘Imran (Maryam’s mother), Zakariyya, and Maryam. Intertextualities between Q3 

and the PJ are addressed, as well as Maryam’s status in Islam, as some early and 

medieval exegetes discussed whether she might have been a prophetess. The 

controversial phrase “sister of Hārūn” (Q19:28) may shed light on this inquiry.  

 As Jewish-Christian debate over Mary and Jesus is a clear contextual setting of 

the Qur’ān—which indicts the Jews for their “accusation of Maryam of a great scandal” 

or “monstrous slander” (Q4:156)—Chapter 3 steps backward to follow this conversation 

from the first through early seventh centuries. Moving chronologically, the arguments 

and narratives presented in Justin Martyr’s Dialogue with Trypho, Origen’s Contra 

Celsum, the Yerushalmi, the Toledot Yeshu, and the Sefer Zerubabel are summarized and 

examined. We find Miriam portrayed in the assorted figures of an adulteress seduced by a 

Roman soldier, prostitute of the carpenters’ guild, murderous mother of a disappearing 

messiah, a poor and easily fooled woman, mother of the antichrist “son of Satan,” and a 

military powerful protrectress. Meanwhile, her son performs miracles via Egyptian magic 

or the illicit use of the Name of God. Several points of convergence with this history of 

polemic are found to be in play in the Qur’ān’s statements about Maryam and ‘Isā. One 

of these is Q5:110, which repeats “by God’s permission” likely to emphasize that ‘Isā’s 

miracles were not accomplished by forbidden magic, as the Jews claim. Q4:157 is also 

considered: as it features in a passage refuting Jews (not Christians) and nearly quotes the 

Talmud’s claims about how Yeshua died, it is unlikely to be denying the historicity of 
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Jesus’ death. It may be, instead, denying the reason for Jesus’ death—he did not die the 

death of a blasphemer or idolator, as the Jews said—or the ultimate cause behind it (who 

was responsible). Scholars who interpret this passage as having Docetist leanings perhaps 

overlook the reality that Docetists claimed Jesus never died because, in their view, he was 

not human nor was he born. On these two points, the Qur’ān is quite clear: ‘Isā was 

human, and he was born of the Virgin Maryam. 

The origins of Christianity are much less unified than is often imagined in modern 

times, and Chapter 4 investigates the Christian intrareligious debates encompassing Mary 

in Late Antiquity. As in the conversation with the Jewish community, here also the 

Mariology of the Church Fathers depends on which aspects of Christology they desire to 

protect or emphasize. The councils set out to define the nature(s) of Jesus and condemn 

heretics, with peace in the empire hanging in the balance. Additional points of dispute in 

the following centuries included Mary’s immaculate conception, her sinlessness or 

purification by God, and her perpetual virginity. Titles and terminology featured 

prominently as the powers at hand defined the theology of Christendom in hair-splitting 

detail: Mary was established as Theotokos, which came into Latin as mater dei, “Mother 

of God.” Mary’s role began to merge with that of her son in tradition and piety, also 

receiving some traits from maternal pagan goddesses. Traces of these controversies and 

characteristics, too, can be found in the Qur’ān’s presentation of Maryam and her son. 

Q5:116 may be rebuking a practice in popular Christian piety to venerate Mary to the 

point of divinity, and may be participating in Christian discussions of consubstantiality 

with regard to Jesus. The favorite epithet “son of Mary” of qur’ānic passages was used by 
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Christians, along with Jesus’ genealogies, to disprove Docetist and Gnostic claims that 

Jesus was not human. In light of this, the repeated declarations of ‘Isā’s humanity in the 

Qur’ān may not be denying his divinity but establishing his corporeality, especially when 

considered with his title “Word from God.” This was a term for Jesus’ preexistent divine 

nature in Late Antique Christianity, and it is transmitted by the Qur’ān. 

Chapter 5 explores the typology surrounding Maryam and ‘Isā in the Qur’ān that 

is also seen in the Christian tradition. Maryam is connected with the great prophetic 

tradition of Israel via the characters and stories associated with her, including Miriam, 

Aaron, and Moses, Adam and Eve, Abraham and Sarah, and Samuel, while Jesus, 

relatedly, is identified with Moses, Adam, Isaac, and David. In the Islamic tradition, 

Maryam’s position as matriarch becomes a sort of model for the rise of Hājar post-

qur’ānically. Typology, as a favorite exegetical approach of Christian hermeneutics, was 

transmitted in creative ways in the Qur’ān while maintaining the specific Christian 

comparisons. This suggests intimate knowledge of Christian prayer services and a 

favorable disposition towards Christian theology, helping the deep connectedness of the 

two faiths steps out of the shadows.  

Several scholars describe the relationship between seventh-century Christians and 

the early Muslim community as having “permeable borders,”21 while conversation with 

the Judaism of Late Antiquity is also evident in the Qur’ān. This study examines the 

evidence of said permeability contained in the texts, aiming to offer insights and new 

 
21 Cornelia B. Horn, “Mary between Bible and Qur’an: Soundings into the Transmission and Reception 

History of the Protoevangelium of James on the Basis of Selected Literary Sources in Coptic and Copto-

Arabic and of Art-Historical Evidence Pertaining to Egypt,” Islam and Christian–Muslim Relations 18, no. 

4 (October 2007): 529. See also Jonathan M. Reck, “The Annunciation to Mary: A Christian Echo in the 

Qur’ān,” Vigiliae Christianae 68, no. 4 (November 2014): 356. 
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possible interpretations of qur’ānic verses in light of the subtext of both interreligious and 

intrareligious debate. For both the Jewish and Christian communities, Mariology was 

determined by Christology. The Qur’ān shows a subversively reverent Mariology; given 

its familiarity with Christian liturgy and homily, scriptural and parascriptural narrative, 

and exegetical forms like typology, it may present a correspondingly high Christology. 
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1. Sūrat Maryam and Luke’s Infancy Narrative 

The Qur’ān relates the story of Maryam in two major passages, along with other 

shorter mentions elsewhere. The lengthier narrations are Sūrat Maryam (19), a middle 

Meccan text, and Sūrat al-‘Imran (3), a Medinan passage.22 The former presents 

Maryam’s journey into motherhood, the latter her journey into sacred space.23 In the New 

Testament, likewise, two stories are given of the birth of Jesus, one with more detail than 

the other, and these are found in the gospels of Matthew and Luke. However, as the 

qur’ānic accounts primarily transmit the tradition recorded in the Protoevangelium of 

James and the Lukan account, these will be examined in concert with the Qur’ān’s 

narratives. Literary analysis will be applied to uncover some of the more subtle nuances 

in and connections between the texts, exploring theme, contrast, repetition, and more. 

Finally, the question of Maryam’s prophethood must be addressed, as it is a key concern 

for early Islamic exegetes. According to the traditional method of dating the sūrahs of the 

Qur’ān, Maryam was revealed first,24 so it will be examined first here. 

According to Abboud, Sūrat Maryam is the oldest sūrah that gives the stories of 

biblical characters and lists of prophets.25 A close analysis of these sūrahs, in particular a 

literary analysis of the brilliant poetic style of Sūrat Maryam, yields a startling view of 

the mother of the messiah. The narrative is manifestly that of Maryam, not of her son 

 
22 Neuwirth, The Qur’an and Late Antiquity, 291.  
23 Hosn Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an: A Literary Reading, Routledge Studies in the Quran (London: 

Routledge/Taylor & Francis Group, 2014), 10. 
24 Suleiman Mourad, “On the Qur’anic Stories about Mary and Jesus,” Bulletin of the Royal Institute for 

Inter-Faith Studies 1, no. 2 (Autumn 1999): 15. 
25 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 36. 
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‘Isā:26 she is the main character—even grammatically, as she is the subject of the 

majority of verbs in the passage (seventeen).27 She is “known for her own person,”28 

named in a Book that names no other women but by epithet. The three-part structure29 of 

the sūrah addresses Zakariyya first, then Maryam, then Ibrāhīm, placing her as the 

centerpiece and focal point in a story abundant in praise of both nature fertility and 

female fertility. She is elevated as an example for Muḥammad, as she is shown to be 

pious as well as powerful, pure as well as independent: she is accepted by God to grow 

up in the temple, is outspoken when approached by men and angels, makes a journey into 

the desert by herself, shakes a palm to break free its dates, and returns from the 

wilderness triumphant in motherhood and vindicated from the accusations leveled against 

her. Her voice is heard, and she is paralleled with honored male prophets.30  

Maryam in this passage is the consummate mother/fertility archetype, and this 

telling is nearly mythical in its abstraction: no place names are used, Maryam has no 

significant interaction with other humans, and her story is replete with miracles.31 The 

 
26 Both Neuwirth and Abboud note that, per textual criticism, ‘Isā’s name does not even appear in the 

narrative section, but only in the polemic section (vv. 34-40), which was added later. Neuwirth, The Qur’an 

and Late Antiquity, 293; Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 52. 
27 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 42.  
28 Ibid., 51.  
29 Some argue for a bipartite structure; see Shawkat M. Toorawa, “Surat Maryam (Q. 19): Lexicon, Lexical 

Echoes, English Translation,” Journal of Qur’anic Studies 13, no. 1 (2011), 27. The present author finds 

Abboud’s presentation of the literary structure more convincing. Furthermore, Jacobi’s analysis of the 

history of the panegyrical ode demonstrates that tripartite structure was the norm in this pre-Islamic ode 

form, while transition to bipartite form occurs sometime in the first half of the 7th century; Renate Jacobi, 

“The Camel-Section of the Panegyrical Ode,” Journal of Arabic Literature, 13 (1982), 13, 21. If the 

structure is tripartite, it argues for earlier composition of the sūrah. 
30 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 36, 38, 40, 42, 49, 51.  
31 Ibid., xvi, 63; Neuwirth, The Qur’an and Late Antiquity, 291, 296. Kearns finds this cosmological view 

of Mary in Proclus’ sermons on her in the fifth century; Cleo McNelly Kearns, The Virgin Mary, 

Monotheism, and Sacrifice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 248. Proclus’ homilies on 

Mary will be discussed further in Chapter 4.  
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salient parts to Maryam’s narrative appear in Q19:1-58 in Appendix A with notes;32 the 

sūrah continues until verse 98, but these are the most relevant sections. 

1.1. Analysis of Sūrat Maryam 

 The Qur’ān, usually studied as a religious text, is also a great work of (originally 

oral) literature and deserves examination in this light as well. Often in works of truly 

excellent literature the principle of literary analysis “form follows function”33 is at work, 

where decisions of artistry determine, or at the very least influence, the content that is 

presented. In exegesis of the qur’ānic text, Mustansir Mir comments: 

…the cause for concern is not simply that the literary aspect of the Qur’an is 

being overlooked in favor of its theological aspect, but that, in a great religious 

work like the Qur’an, the two aspects are so intimately related that it is doubtful 

whether the theology of the text can be fully comprehended in disregard of its 

literary dimension.34 

 

Fortunately, some scholars are giving the narratives of Maryam in the Qur’ān the 

necessary literary treatment, including Shawkat Toorawa, Hosn Abboud, and Loren 

Lybarger.35  

Hosn Abboud analyzes the passage according to form, literary devices, and 

themes. Sūrat Maryam follows a tripartite structure,36 focusing primarily on the stories of 

Zakariyya, Maryam, and Ibrāhīm, and the form of the whole sūrah follows closely that of 

 
32 Qur’ān text quoted in this paper is from the translation by Talal Itani unless otherwise noted. 
33 Wendy Glenn, “Form Follows Function: The Relationship Between Structure and Content in Three of 

Karen Hesse’s Novels,” The ALAN Review 31, no. 2 (Winter 2004): 27. 
34 Mustansir Mir, “Irony in the Qur’an: A Study of the Story of Joseph”; cited in Toorawa, “Lexicon,” 68-

69.  
35 Toorawa, “Lexicon”; Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an; Loren D. Lybarger, “Gender and Prophetic Authority 

in the Qur’anic Story of Maryam: A Literary Approach,” Journal of Religion 80, no. 2 (April 2000): 240. 
36 Neuwirth argues for a different perspective on the tripartite structure: a typical monotheistic prayer 

service would have a reading (taking up two-thirds of the space) and a sermon following (one-third). The 

narrative (first two-thirds) and “sermon” (last third) of this sūrah follow this structure. The Qur’an and 

Late Antiquity, 193, 291-2. Sūrah 19 easily fits within both Neuwirth’s and Abboud’s frameworks. 
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a type of pre-Islamic Arabic poetry known as a panegyrical ode (qaṣīdat al-madīḥ).37 

These poems were usually around 100 verses and had three main sections: an amatory 

introduction (nasīb), a disengagement presented as a camel journey (raḥīl or takhalluṣ), 

and a conclusion expressing the motive of the poem. Furthermore, they sometimes 

structured the poem as a narrative.38 The nasīb section often begins with arrival at a 

deserted camp, where the poet bewails the anguish of separation from his beloved. He 

then transitions using a desert journey motif, which entails extravagant praise of the 

character’s riding animal—his female camel—and often bears the most literarily 

impressive lines of the ode. Abboud notes that the she-camel was highly valued and 

honored by the Arabs, invaluable to those journeying through the desert. She was “patient, 

fearless in difficult times, and swift in her movement,”39 but also may be “reduced to 

leanness”40 and be said to complain of fatigue. The poet, meanwhile, though courageous, 

may be lonely in his isolation,41 fearful of grave danger, sorrowful, and longing for the 

end of his suffering—caused by separation from his beloved or by the desert’s 

harshness.42 The poem usually ends with self-aggrandizement of the poet or his tribe and 

expressions of pride in the community.  

This jāhiliyyan form is adapted slightly to fit the Qur’ān’s purposes in Sūrah 19. 

With 98 verses, it begins with Zakariyya alone in a deserted place (the Temple). Yet it is 

 
37 Perhaps here the Qur’ān found inspiration in Ephrem the Syrian, who used traditional Syriac genres in 

his Mariology. He “set the Annunciation as an ancient Mesopotamian dispute poem” since it was an 

exchange between Gabriel and Mary. Miri Rubin, Mother of God: A History of the Virgin Mary (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 39.  
38 Jacobi, “The Camel-Section,” 7. 
39 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 28. 
40 Jacobi, “The Camel-Section,” 3, 10.  
41 Separation from both the community and the beloved is a motif in panegyrical odes. Ibid., 6. 
42 Ibid., 5.  
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not his beloved he longs for; rather, he earnestly desires progeny—a child not yet 

conceived. Maryam is both the noble poet and the praised she-camel, embarking on an 

isolated desert journey. She is strong, courageous, fearful of reprisal from her community 

for her husband-less pregnancy, and she longs for her suffering of labor pains to be over. 

In contrast to the camel that may grow lean, mangy, or emaciated,43 Maryam is 

miraculously fed by a date-palm and a fresh spring. The Arab poet al-Ḥārith ibn Ḥilliza 

(d. 580) writes of “a strong, silent she-camel, like a stallion, never showing fatigue.” 

A’shā Maimūn, whose life dates correspond almost exactly to those of Muḥammad, per 

tradition (570-629), praises his “fleet she-camel, like a rock standing in shallow water… 

strong as a male…” Al-Ḥuṭai’a (d. 660) in his poem identifies the destination of his 

journey as ‘Umar, “so that you might defend me against calumnies.”44 The presentation 

of Maryam in Sūrah 19 corresponds with all of these: she is strong (shaking the date palm) 

and silent (at ‘Isā’s instruction); water appears in the Qur’ān’s recitation of her narrative 

(water as well as a rock in the Christian tradition); she is given honorary male status; and 

she is defended against calumny. As is typical of pre-Islamic raḥīl passages, her 

destination is not mentioned.45 Note that only the final of these three odes is certainly 

written after the composition of the Qur’ān. 

In the final section corresponding to the panegyrical ode, Ibrāhīm’s story focuses 

on monotheism, one of the main themes of the sūrah. Rather than expressing praise 

towards its listening community, the Qur’ān instead extols the righteous and pious 

 
43 Ibid., 17.  
44 Cited in ibid., 7, 12, and 11, respectively. 
45 Ibid., 5. 
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members of prophetic history—another modification of the genre by Muḥammad.46 As is 

typical in Semitic storytelling and poetry, this center position in the poetic work is the 

focal point, placing Maryam of utmost importance rather than the male figures who 

surround her.47 By retelling a Christian story with a new focus and in an Arab style, 

though it maintains thematic elements from the Gospel narratives, the Qur’ān 

contextualizes its content perfectly for its listeners. Neuwirth comments that here the 

Qur’ān reflects Jewish and Christian religious services of the time, which included 

thematic prayers, rhymed homilies, and poetic liturgy.48  

 In addition to this literary form, the dominant poetic devices of Sūrat Maryam are 

rhyme and sound, repetition, symmetry, and contrast. Most of the verses of this sūrah end 

with the sound –iyyā (58 verses) and –ayyā (9), feminine suffixes in Arabic, with some 

ending in –ūn (4) and –dā (21), the latter also a feminine sound.49 This highly unusual 

rhyme scheme can be found in no other qur’ānic passage50 and functions as another mode 

of demonstrating the story’s focus on Maryam and the feminine. The verses also have 

 
46 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 27. 
47 Ibid., 29. For the center as the focal point in Semitic literature, see Kenneth Bailey, Jesus through Middle 

Eastern Eyes: Cultural Studies in the Gospels (Downers Grover, IL: IVP Academic, 2008). 
48 Neuwirth, “Some Remarks on the Special Linguistic and Literary Character of the Qur’an”; cited in 

Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 29. Michael Sells also calls early Meccan material “hymnic” by nature and 

references the importance of “aural intertextuality”; see Sells, “A Literary Approach to the Hymnic Sūras 

of the Qur’ān: Spirit, Gender, and Aural Intertextuality”; and Sells, “Sound, Spirit, and Gender in Sūrat al-

Qadr”; both cited in Toorawa, “Lexicon,” 69.  
49 There are also a few other endings; see Toorawa, “Lexicon,” 52. Neuwirth comments that the -ūn/-īn 

endings (found in the polemic section, vv. 34-40) are “the simple rhyme of later suras”; these verses also 

use “Allah” instead of “al-Raḥman.” This section is a later addition that arose with continuous liturgical use 

of the sūrah. Neuwirth, The Qur’an and Late Antiquity, 292.  
50 Ash (Aisha) Geissinger, “Mary in the Qur’an: Rereading Subversive Births,” in Sacred Tropes: Tanakh, 

New Testament, and Qur’an as Literature and Culture, ed. R. Alan Culpepper and Ellen van Wolde, 

Biblical Interpretation Series 98 (Boston: Brill, 2009), 383. The rhyme scheme may have been chosen to 

emphasize again the comparison with the female camel of the panegyrical ode, or as a form choice for ease 

of rhyming with Zakariyya’s name. 
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internal assonance and rhyme as well, in part by the doubling shadda,51 which is easily 

noticed in oral recitation. Where the entire Qur’ān consists of 85% saj’ rhyme, Sūrat 

Maryam comprises 99% of this poetic rhythm.52 Of the 98 verse-endings, 54 of them are 

repeats of each other; nabiyyā, “prophecy/prophethood,” makes up 7 of these. Such 

repetition in end rhyme ensures the listener that prophecy is a major idea in the passage.  

Repetition is a key feature in oral literature, and this passage is no exception. The 

phrase “And remember [X] in the Book” or “mention [X] in the Scripture” is repeated 

seven times, appearing first at the introduction of Maryam and with six prophets 

following her. Madigan identifies this formulaic phrase as having “emerged from a ritual 

context that was a reprise of Christian and Jewish liturgies of the Word.”53 Seven 

prophets are mentioned in addition to Maryam, utilizing the classic qur’ānic storytelling 

device of narrating many stories to make one point: here, the righteousness of the chosen 

ones of God.54 The word rabb (“Lord”) is used twenty-two times, the root ‘a-b-d 

(“servant,” “worshipper”) twelve, and the root w-l-d (“son”) nine times, all serving the 

central theme of monotheism, including the denial of God having a son.55 There is 

obvious repetition in Ibrāhīm’s appeals to his father as he says four times, “O my father,” 

invoking compassion and emphasizing his pleas for his father to worship only the Most 

Merciful. The angel says to both Zakariyya and Maryam that creation is an easy thing for 

God—whether from an old man or a virgin girl. Seclusion or isolation is a repeated 

 
51 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 31-32. 
52 Toorawa, “Lexicon,” 51. Toorawa has endeavored to translate Sūrat Maryam in a manner consistent with 

this literary principle; see ibid., 64-68.  
53 Daniel A. Madigan, The Qur’an’s Self-Image; cited in Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 20. 
54 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 50. 
55 Muḥammad Al-Ḥasnāwī, Dirāsa jamāliyya bayāniyya fi arba’ suwar: al-Isrā’, al-Kahf, Maryam, Ṭāhā; 

cited in Toorawa, “Lexicon,” 32. 
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idea,56 though different words are used: Zakariyya prays “in secret” (khafiyyā, v. 3); 

Maryam “withdrew” (ntabadhat, v.16) and “screened herself away” (fa-ttakhadhat min 

dūnihim ḥijāban, v. 17) and “secluded herself in a remote place” (makānan qaṣiyyā, v. 

22); Ibrāhīm tells his people he will “withdraw” from them (a‘tazilukum, v. 48), and then 

the narration confirms that he does (‘tazalahum, v. 49). The descriptions of Yaḥyā and 

‘Isā are very similar, with verses 15 and 33 using nearly the same words but third person 

rather than first person narration, respectively. But as Toorawa well notes, sometimes the 

repetition in form is utilized to show a contrast in content.57  

Contrast is another predominant poetic device employed to deliver this sūrah’s 

message. In the Yaḥyā/’Isā parallel, Yaḥyā is “made godly” and given “wisdom” (or 

“judgment”) in his youth, “tenderness,”58 and “purity” (zakātan); ‘Isā is “made a prophet” 

and given “the book.” Yaḥyā is made “obedient to his parents,” while ‘Isā is ordered to 

obey his mother. Yaḥyā is “not proud59 or disobedient” or “not a disobedient tyrant 

(‘aṣiyyā)” but ‘Isā is “not proud and unblessed” or “not a disobedient rebel (shaqiyyā).”60 

Where Yaḥyā is commanded to “hold onto the Scripture firmly,” ‘Isā is commanded to 

pray and pay the poor tax (zakāti) as long as he lives. Finally, in the proclamation of 

peace upon each, a narrator declares it for Yaḥyā, but ‘Isā speaks his own blessing. 

 
56 This is likely related to the choice of a panegyrical ode as the form structure of the poem as well as the 

qur’ānic trope of the isolation of the chosen ones (prophets) of God (see above). Here, as in many cases, the 

Qur’an has a dual purpose in mind. 
57 Toorawa, “Lexicon,” 32, 57. 
58 This may be a cross-linguistic play on words: ḥanan (tenderness) is related to Yaḥyā’s “original name,” 

Yoḥanan, and also functions as a paraphrase of the word “mercy” or “compassion” that is repeated 

throughout the sūrah. Neuwirth, The Qur’an and Late Antiquity, 294. 
59 This word, repeated for both men, is jabbār, which may also be translated “overbearing, overweening, or 

domineering”; Toorawa, “Lexicon,” 32. 
60 This phrasing may draw from Ephrem the Syrian, who wrote, “Adam changed the truth for 

unrighteousness as being a rebel; the Good One had mercy on him…” Ephraim, “Hymns on the Nativity,” 

Hymn 4. 
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According to Abboud, this shows that ‘Isā has higher status than Yaḥyā, since the words 

come from his own mouth—and since ‘Isā is an infant at the time.61  

In the case of honoring their parents, the point is obvious: the contrast emphasizes 

‘Isā’s miraculous birth without a father. The word “purity” applied to Yaḥyā may be 

paralleled in ‘Isā’s paying of the poor tax, since the words are linguistically related. 

Alternatively, these words may be transmitting Christian stories about each of the men: 

John is known for his asceticism, while Jesus says the greatest of the two commandments 

are to love God and love one’s neighbor, which might be creatively referenced in prayer 

and giving alms, respectively.62 Likely, the injunction to Yaḥyā to hold fast to the 

Scriptures while ‘Isā is “given a book” simply points out that Yaḥyā is not one of the 

prophets who was granted Scriptures. However, other parts of the contrast are not as clear: 

surely both men were godly, wise, and prayerful, and it is unclear what, if any, semantic 

difference is intended between ‘aṣiyyā and shaqiyyā. Perhaps overlooked in this 

discussion is that the New Testament’s extended discussion of these two prophets born at 

almost the same time likewise includes similar-but-different language for them:  

Of John: “So the child grew and became strong in spirit, and was in the deserts till 

the day of his manifestation to Israel.” (Luke 1:80) 

Of Jesus: “And the Child grew and became strong in spirit, filled with wisdom; 

and the grace of God was upon Him.” (Luke 2:40) 

 

This will be discussed in further detail in the section immediately following. 

In other notable contrasts, the repetition of the word waliyyā involves a distinction 

between positive and negative associations: Zakariyya wants a son to be a “helper” (v. 5), 

 
61 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 39.  
62 Neuwirth, The Qur’an and Late Antiquity, 300. See also Matt 3:4. 
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while Ibrāhīm is fearful that his father will be Shaytan’s “helper” (v. 45).63 Additionally, 

there is juxtaposition inherent in placing narratives side by side: Zakariyya is an old man 

who desires children but is biologically unable to produce any, while Maryam, a chaste 

single woman, is biologically capable of procreation but would not desire it while 

unmarried. Zechariah receives joyful news that removes shame from his family, while 

Mary receives difficult news that brings shame to her and her family.64 When the 

pregnant Maryam journeys to the wilderness, she is “full” in a place that should be 

deserted, providing a stark contrast to Zakariyya, who is in the place of fullness—the 

Temple of God—but is reproductively empty. The pious prophets are contrasted with the 

disbelievers in their response to the signs of God (vv. 58-59); those who go astray are 

distinguished from those who are guided (vv. 75-76); and the promises of God are set 

opposite His threats of judgment (vv. 83-86).65 ‘Isā is first identified as a sign of God’s 

mercy (v. 21), but later becomes an object of dispute (v. 34).66 Even the lexical choice 

throughout the sūrah exhibits contrast: in complement to the extensive repetition of 

words noted above, it also contains a startling number of hapax legomena.67 Thus by 

rhyme, repetition, and contrast, the sūrah advances its story with literary beauty.  

 The dominant image employed in Sūrah 19 is that of the fruitful palm tree and the 

 
63 Toorawa, “Lexicon,” 58. 
64 Geissinger, “Subversive Births,” 384-385. 
65 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 31. Abboud further notes that all the imperative verbs in this narrative are 

ones of consolation, not of threat; ibid., 61.  
66 Neuwirth, The Qur’an and Late Antiquity, 301. 
67 Toorawa gives a full breakdown of “strict hapaxes” (words that occur only once in the Qur’ān, with no 

known cognate in another Semitic language), “form hapaxes” (words that appear in that morphological 

form only once in the Qur’ān), “isolates” (a word or form that occurs in only one sūrah or stylistic sūrah 

cluster), and “rarities” (a root only occurring two to four times in the Qur’ān). The numbers are staggering. 

Toorawa, “Lexicon,” 33-51, 55-60. He also comments that the hapaxes are utilized to draw the listener’s 

attention when a major point is being made, particularly about something “wondrous or dreadful.” Ibid., 56. 
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spring of water alongside the woman, Maryam. These elements appearing together 

provide a universal feminine fertility image, common to nearly all cultures, as identified 

by Northrop Frye and others.68 In terms of qur’ānic motifs, this palm tree functions as 

Maryam’s miraculous helper, in a similar way as Sulayman’s hoopoe, Mūsā’s rod, and 

‘Isā’s table.69 Life versus death is another major motif. In this birth scene, the classical 

commentators get sidetracked on whether Maryam is expressing insubordination to God 

with her wish to die70—entirely missing the point of the excruciating pain of childbirth, 

as only men could—while the narrative is focusing on the power of fertility and of life 

over death, particularly God’s miraculous power in life-giving. Zakariyya is concerned 

with his nearness to death without having an heir to live on after him; his wife is barren, 

and his family’s future is in jeopardy. Peace is pronounced upon Yaḥyā (and ‘Isā) on the 

days of their birth, death, and resurrection. Maryam journeys by herself into the desert, a 

place of emptiness and death, yet finds abundant life there—in the fruit of the tree and the 

fruit of her womb. In fact, for Maryam the wilderness is so fruitful, it is like Paradise 

itself: God promises the believers “gardens of heavens with rivers flowing from 

underneath” in the afterlife.71 After her narrative, Ibrāhīm is also given Isḥāq. Though 

 
68 Northrop Frye, Words with Power: Being a Second Study of The Bible and Literature; cited in Abboud, 

Mary in the Qur’an, 56. Benko says, “What those usually called ‘fertility goddesses’ represented was the 

same in every age and every place,” and later, “it may be said that a fertility goddess is the conqueror of 

aridity and dryness, i.e., conditions that would impede the generation of life”; Stephen Benko, The Virgin 

Goddess: Studies in the Pagan and Christian Roots of Mariology, Studies in the History of Religions 59 

(Leiden: Brill, 2004), 13, 80. 
69 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 57. 
70 “…it is a sin to wish for death because of sickness or poverty,” but Maryam does not wish for death on 

account of either of these things. Muḥammad al-Sayyid Tantawi, Tafsir Surat Maryam; cited in Barbara 

Freyer Stowasser, Women in the Qur’an, Traditions, and Interpretation (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1994), 79. 
71 See Q9:72. This exact same phrase appears in 49 verses of 29 different sūrahs, both Meccan and 

Medinan. Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 63.  
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this story is not presented in full here, other sūrahs supply that this, too, is just as much a 

miracle of God’s life-giving power (an old man with a barren wife).72 The concern for the 

fertility of the earth is seen to be closely tied to the concern for the fertility of the woman, 

both primal anxieties present in the community.73 The palm tree and rivulet are the 

central image around which these themes move in orbit. The use of such fertility imagery 

recalls a time, Abboud comments, when women were worshipped for their fertility and 

for the sacred power of motherhood.74 Maryam is also seen to be powerful in her words 

and actions. The confluence of power, divinity, and the feminine is also seen in the 

foremost theme of the sūrah: mercy.  

 Sūrah 19 presents multiple themes, but the most prominent among them are the 

mercy of God, monotheism, and the “word.” This root r-ḥ-m (“mercy”) is mentioned 

twenty-one times in the sūrah, sixteen times in the narrative and five times in the 

concluding argument.75 It shares a root with the word womb, raḥm, tying in the mercy of 

God with the gift of progeny and the fertility of women.76 Zakariyya, Maryam, and 

Ibrāhīm are given children as mercy from God,77 and Mūsā has his brother Hārūn as a 

gift of God’s mercy. Furthermore, God’s name is often rendered Al-Raḥmān in the sūrah: 

 
72 Q11:69-73. Cf. Rom 4:19, where Paul says Abraham was “as good as dead, since he was already a 

hundred years old—and the deadness of Sarah’s womb.” 
73 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 63. 
74 Ibid., 64. 
75 Ibid., 33. Cf. Ephrem’s “Hymns on the Nativity,” which feature “mercy” 25 times and “peace” 16 times; 

Ephraim, “Hymns on the Nativity.” 
76 In addition to Abboud, see also Rusmir Mahmutćehajić, The Praised and the Virgin, Philosophy of 

Religion: World Religions (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 76: “In the broader sense it [the root r-ḥ-m] represents the 

importance of relations and blood ties.” 
77 Perhaps an important distinction to make is that while the other children are merciful gifts from God, ‘Isā 

is, himself, “a mercy” from God (v. 21). 
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the Merciful.78 This name for God is understood to be equivalent to Allah, in particular 

since it was used in pre-Islamic times by both Jewish and Christian communities.79 This 

introduces the theme of monotheism,80 which continues in a comment against God taking 

a son in the context of ‘Isā’s identity (vv. 35-36), Ibrāhīm’s condemnation of his father’s 

idols (vv. 41-50), and the concluding argument’s proscription against worshipping gods 

beside Allah (v. 81) and against saying that God has chosen a son in the presumed 

context of polytheism (vv. 88-92).81 Life and death—including resurrection—are also 

thematic elements, clearly seen to be within God’s power and control. In addition to the 

previously mentioned aspects of God giving the gift of progeny and Maryam wishing for 

death, Ibrāhīm is threatened with stoning by his father (v. 46), and the day of resurrection 

is referenced (v. 95). If the giving of life through the mercy of children is God’s 

intervention in the human sphere, these children are central to His plan in the world. The 

genealogical line of the prophets, then, is also an important theme.  

Perhaps the most paramount theme, as proposed by Toorawa, is speech and 

silence.82 There is evident contrast between the two when Zakariyya speaks with the 

angel but is unable to speak to his people, the latter as a sign, and when Maryam 

dialogues with the angel and Spirit of God but is told to fast from speaking when 

 
78 Abboud identifies this as a common feature of Meccan sūrahs. See Mary in the Qur’an, 33-34. 
79 Cf. Q17:110. Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 34. 
80 Ibid., 27. 
81 The sūrah is employing a dual polemic against polytheists and at least some groups of Christians. 
82 The following comes primarily from Toorawa, “Lexicon,” 61-62, with some additions of my own. 

“Silence” also appears in Ephrem’s “Hymns on the Nativity” 34 times; although, interestingly, Jesus is 

more often described there as silent—either at his birth or his trial—than is Mary.  
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confronted by her accusers.83 Both of them have others who speak in their place.84 ‘Isā, in 

other sūrahs directly identified as “a word from God,” is called “a saying of truth” (v. 34), 

and he speaks twice miraculously, once in utero and once as a newborn (vv. 24-26, 30-

33). Ibrāhīm does not understand why his father worships something that cannot hear—

and by extension, cannot speak (v. 42)—and is given progeny who have “truthful speech” 

(v. 50). Mūsā is called by God (v. 52), and those familiar with his story know him to be 

“slow of speech” (cf. Exod 4:10:-16);85 Ismā’īl is called “true to his word” (v. 54). God 

creates whatever He wills with His word (v. 35), and righteous believers prostrate 

weeping when they hear the words of God recited (v. 58). Their reward includes “no idle 

speech,” but instead, the word of “peace” as greeting (v. 62). Those who speak 

blasphemy will find that no intercession will help them (v. 87-88). Finally, the sūrah 

concludes with an encouragement to Muḥammad to speak good news to the godly and 

warnings to the contentious. Previous generations, God says, cannot be heard anymore, 

not even a whisper or murmur from them (vv. 97-8). This thematic thread serves to show 

the efficacy of the words of God, whether spoken directly by Him or through His servants, 

and the inadequacy of the speech of disbelievers.  

 Abboud’s analysis of Sūrat Maryam reveals that the literary topoi, images, and 

styles used therein are not individually innovative, but when combined, produce a 

 
83 “This move is brilliant. For who in a patriarchal society would have believed the protestations of a 

woman, much less a girl accused of harlotry? In the miracle of an infant’s speech, the woman is vindicated 

and the authority of the male prophet established.” Lybarger, “Gender and Prophetic Authority,” 249.  
84 Neuwirth, The Qur’an and Late Antiquity, 294. 
85 Perhaps this theme is why Mūsā is said to be given a brother, not a son, as a mercy from God (v. 53). See 

Exod 4:15-16, where God gives Aaron to Moses as a spokesperson: “Now you shall speak to him and put 

the words in his mouth. And I will be with your mouth and with his mouth, and I will teach you what you 

shall do. So he shall be your spokesman to the people. He himself shall be as a mouth for you…” 
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creative composite. On the topoi or motifs, she relates: 

…the three old motifs of “the angelic annunciation to the virgin and the 

miraculous birth of a male child”, “the image of fertility or associating the female 

with the fruitful palm tree and water of gardens”, and “the removal of some stain 

from the virgin to defend her against her slanderers” are not new motifs. They 

exist in Near Eastern culture in artistic (Egyptian and Byzantine) and narrative 

forms, from the Old Testament, the New Testament (especially the Gospel 

according to Luke), and the linguistically diverse Infancy Gospels 

(Protevangelium of James and Pseudo-Matthew).86 

 

The Qur’ān has combined such motifs from multiple ethnic and religious cultures, a 

storyline from Christian tradition, and a literary style from Arab poetry of the jāhiliyya to 

present the story of Maryam. She is the archetypal mother, the exemplar par excellence 

of the mother who deserves high honor and gratitude as expressed throughout the 

Qur’ān.87 She is a strong woman who journeys into the desert alone, and like the prophets, 

she comes back victorious and is vindicated via miracles from God. On the other hand, 

she models submission to God—true islam—as well as the purity and chastity of a 

righteous woman. She feels her own weakness when labor comes upon her, yet her 

strength is seen as she shakes the palm tree for its fruit. She is the dialogue partner of an 

angel and God’s Spirit, but she remains meekly silent in the face of her accusers,88 

obedient to the instructions of her infant son. Her story is unique—conceiving a child 

without the seed of a man—and simultaneously universal, as she struggles with intense 

labor pains on her journey into motherhood. Maryam in her title sūrah is a unity of 

opposites and an ideal to venerate, and reflects a Christian character re-presented with the 

concerns and fears of the nascent Islamic Arab community. 

 
86 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 60. 
87 See Q46:15, 17:23-4.  
88 One is reminded of Isaiah 53:7, applied to Jesus in Acts 8:32-35. 
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1.2. Intertextuality with Luke 1 

 Those familiar with the Christian texts will immediately see many parallels as 

well as a number of divergences between this story and the narrative as it is presented in 

the gospel of Luke. See Appendix B for the story told in Luke 1.89 After the events told in 

the appendix, Mary praises God in her Magnificat, John is born and named, Zechariah 

prophesies similarly to Mary, Joseph and Mary travel to Bethlehem, Jesus is born, 

shepherds are visited by angels and told to go see the infant Jesus, and Jesus is brought to 

the Temple for the sacrifice of animals in place of the firstborn son.  

Upon even casual observation, clear commonalities emerge between Luke’s 

account and Sūrah 19, as shown in the following chart.  

Sūrah 19 (Maryam) Luke 1 

Zechariah “in seclusion” Zechariah serving alone in the temple  

Zechariah’s prayer about having no child  Narrative about Zechariah having no child  

Zechariah prays for son to be “pleasing” “you will have joy and gladness” 

Son announced to Zechariah by 

God/angels90 

Son announced to Zechariah by Gabriel 

“we give you good news” “I… was sent to bring you this good 

news”91 

John’s name is given; it is unique John’s name is given; it is unique 

Zechariah’s protest of impossibility:  

he is old and his wife is barren 

Zechariah’s protest of impossibility:  

he is old and so is his wife 

Confirmation: creation is easy for God Confirmation: Gabriel stands before God 

Sign: Zechariah’s silence (3 days);  

he communicates by gestures 

Sign: Zechariah’s silence (9 months);92  

he communicates by gestures 

Zechariah comes out to his people Zechariah comes out to his people 

Description from God of the kind of man 

John will be: pure, tender, godly, wise, 

Description from angel of the kind of 

prophet John will be: great, pure (Nazirite), 

 
89 Biblical passages are quoted from the NKJV unless otherwise noted.  
90 While unidentified by a specific name in Q19, because of the plural “We” speaking to Zechariah, this is 

either multiple angels or God Himself. When God speaks throughout the Qur’ān, the royal plural is used. 

However, Q3 says angels spoke to Zechariah.  
91 Lk 1:19, ESV. 
92 In Luke this inability to speak is presented as a punishment: Zechariah is mute because he did not believe 

the words of the angel. In the Qur’ān, it is simply given as a sign that the prophecy will come to pass. 
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obedient to his parents, not proud or 

disobedient.  

filled with God’s Spirit; he will turn people 

to God, “turn the hearts of the fathers to the 

children,” and turn the disobedient toward 

wisdom93 

 Elizabeth conceives and praises God 

Angel visits Mary; Mary speaks first Angel visits Mary; angel speaks first 

Son announced to Mary by Spirit of God Son announced to Mary by Gabriel 

 Jesus’ name given 

Mary reacts with fear94 Mary reacts with fear 

Mary’s chaste question: “How can I have a 

boy when no man has ever touched me?” 

Mary’s chaste question: “How can this be, 

when I do not know a man?” 

“It is easy for Me” “With God nothing will be impossible” 

Mary submits to the will of God Mary submits to the will of God 

Mary secludes herself Mary leaves her town and travels to stay 

with Zechariah and Elizabeth, her relative 

Description from infant Jesus of the kind of 

man he will be: servant of God, prophet, 

honoring of his mother; he is given a book, 

blessed; he prays and pays the poor-tax; he 

is not proud or a rebel 

Description from angel of titles Jesus will 

be given: he will be great, ruling on 

David’s throne, have an everlasting 

kingdom, and be called the Son of the 

Highest 

Peace is proclaimed upon Jesus Peace is proclaimed to the earth (2:14) 

Mary gives birth to Jesus alone in the 

desert under a palm tree and remains silent 

when accused by her people; the infant 

Jesus declares her innocence 

Mary gives birth to Jesus in Bethlehem, 

with Joseph present, and places Jesus in an 

animal feeding-trough (2:1-7) 

 

While some of these elements come in a slightly different order from one account to the 

other, the content of the stories overlaps significantly, and any extraneous material in the 

qur’ānic account is drawn from Christian paracanonical texts and others that will be 

 
93 Perhaps here the differences between Q19:12-15 and 19:30-33 begin to become more apparent. John’s 

purity is emphasized in Luke’s account in his proclaimed destiny to be a Nazirite—abstaining from alcohol. 

In Zechariah’s prophecy at the end of the chapter, he proclaims that John will “give knowledge of salvation 

to his people… through the tender mercy of our God” (1:77-8); cf. John being given “tenderness” (Q19:13) 

and “wisdom” (one translation of al-ḥukma). He will further “give light to those who sit in the darkness and 

shadow of death” (Lk 1:79; cf. mention of his death when he is born in Q19:15), and “guide our feet into 

the way of peace” (1:80; cf. “peace be upon him” in Q19:15). It is this writer’s opinion that the Qur’ān’s 

presentation of John as “obedient to his parents” is related to Luke’s prophecy of John “turning the hearts 

of the fathers to the children,” which he is said to do “in the spirit and power of Elijah”; cf. “Yaḥyā, take 

the book with power.” He is “not disobedient” and given “judgment” or “wisdom” in the Qur’ān because in 

Luke he will “turn the disobedient to the wisdom of the just” in Luke. 
94 Possibly because she has already withdrawn away from her family and is now alone in the presence of a 

strange man. Geissinger, “Subversive Births,” 384-385.  



27 
 

 
 

examined in further detail below. 

 Just as the stories of Yaḥyā and ‘Isā in Sūrat Maryam are told with intertwining 

and repeated elements, so they are in Luke. In order: Zechariah’s backstory and 

annunciation are given, followed by Mary’s; there is a visit (travel narrative) which exalts 

the in-utero Jesus; Mary sings a prophetic song exalting God for the things Jesus will do; 

the birth and circumcision of John are narrated; Zechariah sings a prophetic song exalting 

God for the things John will do; the childhood growth of John is mentioned; the birth and 

circumcision of Jesus are narrated, but in between those two events there is a visit (travel 

narrative) which exalts the newly-born Jesus; Jesus is presented in the Temple; the 

childhood growth of Jesus is mentioned. The balance and symmetry of the text is poetic, 

just as in Sūrah 19. The qur’ānic text also has the prophetic “refrains” foretelling the acts 

of Yaḥyā and ‘Isā, and in its narrative Maryam takes both journeys—out into the desert 

and back—whereas in Luke Mary takes the first journey but shepherds take the second. 

 Thematically, the passages also show similar concerns, including the mercy or 

blessing of God and the genealogical line of the prophets. Luke, like Sūrah 19, repeats the 

word “mercy” in the context of the miraculous births of prophetic children (1:50, 54, 58, 

72, 78). It also includes a refrain of “blessing” (root form eulogeō)95 which can be 

considered a kind of mercy from God. Mary is blessed by the angel (1:28) and by 

Zechariah’s wife Elizabeth (1:42). When Zechariah’s imposed silence is over, he blesses 

God for John’s birth (1:64). Simeon, a devout man, blesses God and the Holy Family for 

the birth of Jesus the Messiah (2:28, 34). The shepherds who visit the newborn Jesus 

 
95 Note that this word combines the Greek roots “good” (eu) and “word” (logos)—a blessing from God is a 

“good word” from him, connecting with the theme of speech and Jesus as the kalimat Allah in the Qur’ān. 
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“glorify” and “praise” God (2:20), and the prophetess Anna “thanks” God (2:38)—all 

synonyms for “blessing.” Angels praise and glorify God (2:13-4), and Mary later 

“magnifies” God (1:46), saying that all generations will call her “blessed” (1:48). One 

might see all this blessing of God as parallel to the monotheistic theme of Sūrah 19. 

In both passages also, the importance of connection to a prophetic lineage is 

emphasized: in Sūrat Maryam, God gives prophets children who are also prophets as a 

reward and as His way of working in the world. Maryam is called “sister of Hārūn,” and 

her community is shocked at her presumed sin because of the righteousness of her parents. 

In Luke, Jesus’ connection to David is belabored, and God’s covenant to Abraham is 

mentioned by both Mary and Zechariah: Joseph is “of the house of David” (1:27); Jesus 

will be given “the throne of his father David” (1:34) and is born in the “city of David” 

(2:4, 11); and Zechariah praises God for raising up “a horn of salvation in the house of 

[God’s] servant David” (1:69).96 Mary recalls God’s promise of mercy “to Abraham and 

his seed forever” (1:55), and Zechariah echoes her, saying that God is now going “to 

perform the mercy promised to our fathers and to remember His holy covenant, the oath 

which He swore to our father Abraham” (1:73). In case that was insufficient, a full 

genealogy of Jesus is given, notably passing through David and Abraham, and finally 

connecting Jesus back to the very beginning—Adam (3:23-38). Zechariah seems to 

proclaim prophethood on those going back to Adam with his statement, “He spoke by the 

mouth of His holy prophets, who have been since the world began” (1:70). 

 
96 Although there is no mention of David in direct connection with Maryam in the Qur’an, “the classical 

Muslim scholars unanimously accept that she was from the line of the prophet David”; Aliah Schleifer, 

Mary the Blessed Virgin of Islam (Louisville, KY: Fons Vitae, 1998), 22.  
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 Like Sūrat Maryam, Luke also uses repetition of words to show its emphases, one 

of which is “joy.” Zechariah will have “joy” (chara) and “gladness” (agalliasis) because 

of the birth of John, and many others will “rejoice” (charēsontai) as well (1:14). The 

angel greets Mary with “Rejoice!” (chaire), and the phrase contains poetic repetition of 

sound: chaire kecharitōmenē ho kurios (1:28). Elizabeth’s neighbors and relatives 

“rejoice with” her (sunechairon) at the birth of John (1:58). In Mary’s Magnificat, the 

different word she chooses for “rejoicing” (root form agalliaō; 1:47) connects back with 

the “gladness” John brings to Zechariah in 1:14. Though morphologically unrelated, the 

giving of good news (euangelisasthai; 1:19) to Zechariah shares consonance with the 

term “gladness” and thus contributes to literary artistry. In parallel with Sūrah 19, where 

“womb” is connected by semantic root to the “mercy” of God, the “wombs” (five times 

koilia and once gastēr) of Elizabeth and Mary are mentioned many times in Luke (1:15, 

31, 41, 42, 44; 2:21), though in Greek the two ideas are not linguistically related as they 

are in both Arabic and Hebrew. A final repeated element is the role of the Holy Spirit in 

all these miraculous happenings. Of course, as in the Qur’ān, Mary becomes pregnant by 

the Spirit of God (1:35). The text emphasizes John being filled with the Holy Spirit (1:15), 

and when Elizabeth meets the pregnant Mary, she too is filled with the Spirit (1:41). 

Zechariah is inspired by the Holy Spirit when he prophesies about John (1:67), and 

Simeon has the Holy Spirit “upon him” perpetually, it seems (2:25). Perhaps this last 

thematic element is why Jesus in the Qur’ān is uniquely helped by the Spirit of God.97  

 The most glaring absences in this comparison are the Qur’ān’s excision of Jesus 

 
97 See Q2:87, 253; 5:110. 
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being called “the son of God” or “son of the Highest” and the gospel account’s lack of 

proclamation of monotheism. The latter is easily explained: in the Jewish context of 

Judaea, monotheism was presupposed among the Jews. It did not need to be emphasized. 

In Muḥammad’s context—according to the traditional narrative—polytheists needed to 

be corrected, as well as erring groups of Christians. The Qur’ān’s denial of Jesus as son 

of God is related to a shift in Christian understanding as it transformed from a Jewish sect 

into a Gentile religion.98 

 As is perhaps apparent, though, the Qur’ān feels free to creatively sprinkle the 

details of Mary’s and Jesus’s story in various passages rather than reporting Luke exactly 

in Sūrah 19 or Christian parascriptures precisely in Sūrah 3. In Luke Simeon also says 

that Jesus will be a sign (Lk 2:34) and that because of him, “the thoughts of many hearts 

will be revealed” (2:35); Q19:20 includes the identification of Jesus as a sign, but this is 

also repeated in Q23:50 and 21:91. Meanwhile, Q3:49 has ‘Isā saying “I tell you what 

you eat and what you store in your houses,” which may be parallel to the hidden things 

Simeon refers to. Luke contains the glorification of Mary, “Rejoice, highly favored one, 

 
98 David, Solomon, angels, and other figures are known as “son of God” in the Hebrew Scriptures, and 

enthroned kings are called such in the Dead Sea Scrolls. In the Jewish mind, “son of God” was a royal 

Davidic title associated with the expected messiah; it was unrelated to actual divinity. In Psalm 2:7, God 

says to David, “You are my Son—today I have begotten you.” It is a coronation psalm, and God “begot” 

David that day because David ascended the throne that day. When the title is used of Jesus, it is paralleled 

with “king of Israel” or “messiah”; see Matt 26:63, Jn 1:49. Bateman comments that Heb 1:5-13 presents 

the Son of God as Divine Wisdom and Davidic king/messiah; Herbert W. Bateman, “Two First-Century 

Messianic Uses of The OT: Heb 1:5-13 and 4QFLOR 1.1-19,” JETS 38, no. 1 (March 1995), 27. Evidence 

of the non-biological implications of the title “son of God” can be seen in the fact that in the early centuries, 

Christians debated whether Jesus became son of God at his ascension, resurrection, or baptism; birth was 

not a consideration. See Brown, The Birth of the Messiah, 136-143; Joseph Cumming, “The Meaning of the 

Expression ‘Son of God,’” last modified 2004, accessed March 29, 2021, 

http://www.josephcumming.com/pdf/son_of_god-arabic-english.pdf. It seems that Gentile Christians, 

divorced from Jewish culture and surrounded by Greco-Roman religion, lost the early (Jewish) meaning 

and began associating “son of God” with Jesus’ birth, thus leading to the vehement rejection of the term in 

the Qur’ān. Verses such as Q6:100-101 or 19:35 reject a pagan understanding of a Jewish term—though 

this misunderstanding may well have begun with theologically uninformed Christians. 

http://www.josephcumming.com/pdf/son_of_god-arabic-english.pdf
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the Lord is with you; blessed are you among women! …you have found favor with God” 

(vv. 28, 30); this repetition and accentuation of her favor is picked up on in Sūrah 3 with 

the famous “chosen” verse: “O Maryam, Allah has chosen you, and has purified you. He 

has chosen you over all the women of the world” (v. 42). In addition, the pairing of 

annunciations to Zechariah and Mary does not appear in Matthew or the Protoevangelium 

of James. Appearing no less than three times in the Qur’ān,99 this parallelism is taken, in 

every instance, from only one source: the canonical gospel of Luke.  

1.3. The Palm Tree 

One major narrative element in these discussions of the qur’ānic Maryam stories 

that has drawn much discussion from scholarship is the palm tree story in Q19. The text 

relates the following:  

The labor-pains came upon her, by the trunk of a palm-tree. She said, “I wish I 

had died before this, and been completely forgotten.” Whereupon he [Jesus] 

called her from beneath her: “Do not worry; your Lord has placed a stream 

beneath you. And shake the trunk of the palm tree towards you, and it will drop 

ripe dates by you” (vv. 23-25). 

 

With the palm tree narrative, qur’ānic narrative departs from both the Gospel of Luke and 

the PJ. As cited above, the image of the palm tree (or other fruit-bearing tree) and stream 

is common to many cultures as a metaphor for fertility. On account of this, some scholars 

believe it is unimportant to track down the exact source of the qur’ānic image,100 while 

 
99 In addition to Sūrahs 3 and 19, it appears in Q21:89-91. 
100 Including Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 56; Stephen Shoemaker, “Christmas in the Qur’ān: The 

Qur’ānic Account of Jesus’s Nativity and Palestinian Local Tradition,” Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and 

Islam (2003), 11-39. 
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others go to great lengths to trace its etymology.101 Curiously, though, it is spoken of as a 

known referent in the Qur’ān: it appears with a definite article, which, per Neuwirth, 

means it is known to the listeners.102 

A later apocryphal gospel, the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew (GPsM) is the only 

Christian hagiographic text that relates this story, and it is a significantly later text than 

the PJ. Scholars disagree over whether it originated in the sixth, seventh, or eighth 

century,103 and it was first written in the Latin West, not in the East.104 Most of its content 

comes from the PJ, so it is reasonable to believe its stories were circulating earlier orally. 

Shoemaker posits that the story about Mary and the date palm may have been circulating 

as early as the third century, and at the latest by the early fifth century, with the earliest 

extant copies being found in texts of the Virgin Mary’s Dormition and Assumption.105 In 

addition to the GPsM, the palm tree story is mentioned in a 560-570 C.E. chronicle by a 

traveler known as “the Piacenza Pilgrim,” which will be discussed more below. 

The qur’ānic text draws from the GPsM but also departs from it in several details. 

The GPsM recounts Mary and Joseph together under a palm tree on their flight to Egypt 

(later in Jesus’ childhood), rather than Mary giving birth under a palm tree alone: 

Mary was fatigued by the excessive heat of the sun in the desert; and 

seeing a palm tree, she said to Joseph: Let me rest a little under the shade of this 

tree. …And as the blessed Mary was sitting there, she looked up to the foliage of 

the palm, and saw it full of fruit, and said to Joseph: I wish it were possible to get 

 
101 Suleiman Mourad, “From Hellenism to Christianity and Islam: The Origin of the Palm Tree Story 

Concerning Mary and Jesus in the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew and the Qur’ān,” Oriens Christianus 86 

(2002): 206-216. 
102 Neuwirth, The Qur’an and Late Antiquity, 296. 
103 Mourad, “Hellenism,” 207. 
104 Jenkins, Many Faces, 35, 105. He identifies the GPsM as most likely dating from the seventh century. 

See also Shoemaker, “Christmas in the Qur’an,” 19.  
105 Ibid., 19. 
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some of the fruit of this palm… 

Then the child Jesus, with a joyful countenance, reposing in the bosom of 

his mother, said to the palm: O tree, bend thy branches, and refresh my mother 

with thy fruit. And immediately at these words the palm bent its top down to the 

very feet of the blessed Mary, and they gathered from it fruit, with which they 

were all refreshed… 

Then Jesus said to it: Raise thyself, O palm tree… and open from thy roots 

a vein of water which has been hid in the earth, and let the waters flow, so that we 

may be satisfied from thee. And it rose up immediately, and at its root there began 

to come forth a spring of water exceedingly clear and cool and sparkling.106 

 

Akyol notes that this story shares with the Qur’ān several salient features: Mary’s 

discomfort, sitting down under a palm tree that feeds her with dates, and her being 

hydrated by a miraculous spring of water.107 To these the present writer would add that 

both texts give the direct voice of both Mary and Jesus.  

Mourad, thinking in terms of literary etymology, traces the origin of the palm tree 

narrative to several ancient stories. In a Greek myth,108 Leto, pregnant with Zeus’s child 

and attempting to elude the jealous Hera, flees to the island of Delos. There, alone, she 

gives birth to Apollo under a palm tree near the Inopus River. This myth is retold several 

times, with minor details shifting each time. None of the accounts, however, include the 

tree bending down to the mother. Mourad finds this detail in the birth story of Buddha:  

Buddha was also born by a tree—in his case, a sal tree, more holy in India than 

the palm. Mahamaya [his mother] longs to hold a nice branch of it and, as she 

expresses her wish, the branch bends down. As soon as she touches its leaves, she 

delivers Buddha.109  

 

Nevertheless, more of the details reflect the Greek myth. Mourad summarizes these 

parallels as follows: “It is about a distressed woman (Leto/Mary) who seeks an isolated 

 
106 The Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew; cited in Akyol, The Islamic Jesus, 115. 
107 Ibid. 
108 Mourad, “Hellenism,” 209-211. 
109 Ibid., 213. 
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place (Delos/a remote spot), sits by the trunk (Greek πρεμνον, Arabic jiz’) of a palm tree 

next to a river (Inopus/stream), and delivers a holy child (Apollo/Jesus).”110 In addition, 

Leto is fleeing a jealous wife, while Mary in Luke’s account is fleeing a jealous ruler. 

Mourad suggests the story may have been adapted by a formerly pagan group who 

converted to Christianity, reworking their stories rather than discarding all of their 

cultural narratives as beliefs shifted. One candidate group is the Christians of Najrān 

(Yemen), who worshipped a palm tree prior to their Christian conversion.111 

At whatever point the palm tree story entered Christianity, the Qur’ān’s portrayal 

of it in connection with Jesus’s birth rather than on the Holy Family’s journey to Egypt 

has only one known precedent to date: a recently uncovered fifth-century church in 

Palestine.112 Discovered by archaeologists in 1997, the Kathisma of the Theotokos (“Seat 

of the God-Bearer”) lies on the road halfway between Jerusalem and Bethlehem. 

According to tradition, Mary rested on this rock during the flight to Egypt, and a spring 

of water came from the rock. The Piacenza Pilgrim records that the water from this rock 

is “indescribably sweet to drink” and that people report when Mary stopped there, “this 

water immediately flowed.”113 This record also reports a church built on the site but does 

not mention a date palm. Shoemaker suggests this is because the GPsM and early 

 
110 Ibid., 213-214. The parallel with Apollo is especially striking in light of the fact that Jesus’s birthday 

came to be officially celebrated on what had been the holiday for Apollo’s birthday: the Birthday of the 

Invincible Sun (Sol Invictus), December 25th. This association with Apollo, god of the sun, is responsible 

for the haloes that came to be painted behind Christ’s head—and eventually all saints—as well as the 

facing of churches toward the east and the moving of sabbath day from Saturday (dies Saturni) to Sunday 

(dies Solis). There is even a “Christus-Helios mosaic” under the Vatican, depicting Jesus driving the sun-

chariot of Roman mythology, pulled by four white horses. See Joseph M. Stallings, Rediscovering 

Passover: A Complete Guide for Christians (San Jose, CA: Resource Publications, 1994), 322-323. 
111 Akyol, The Islamic Jesus, 214-215. 
112 Shoemaker, “Christmas in the Qur’an,” 22. According to Shoemaker, the date was confirmed by fourth-

century pottery found in the church’s foundation, along with a coin from the reign of Anastasias (491-518). 
113 Akyol, The Islamic Jesus, 116-117. 
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Dormition accounts relate that Jesus rewarded the palm for its service by transferring it to 

Paradise.114 The present author finds it more likely that such traditions arose as a result of 

the tree itself eventually dying and therefore no longer being there.  

Today, the Kathisma’s ruins include many geometric mosaics but only a single 

pictorial one: a large date palm with two smaller palms on each side.115 Fascinatingly, the 

Dome of the Rock (built 691-692), long considered to be utterly unique in its architecture 

and mosaic decoration, seems to have been modeled on this Kathisma church: one 

octagon surrounding a central rock of great importance, surrounded by two larger, 

concentric octagons of the exact same proportion as those in the Kathisma.116 In addition, 

the Kathisma’s distinctive geometric mosaic floors have their “only known parallel” in 

the walls of the Dome of the Rock, while the palm tree mosaic of the Kathisma is 

identical to one inside the Dome of the Rock.117 The two holy places are roughly the 

same size and only an hour’s walk from each other. Finally, while the Kathisma was 

undoubtedly constructed first—the fifth century—the palm and other floor mosaics date 

from the beginning of the eighth century, after the church had been converted to a 

mosque.118 This shows the remarkable influence this story had on Islam: the early Islamic 

empire modeled one of its most elegant mosques on a Christian church that was built to 

celebrate the story of Mary and Jesus. When the conquerors converted that church to a 

mosque, they created their own mosaic to honor Maryam and ‘Isā and duplicated them in 

 
114 Shoemaker, “Christmas in the Qur’an,” 28. 
115 Ibid., 22.  
116 Shoemaker reports that many other churches of the period were built in concentric octagonal shapes, but 

only these two share distinct standard ratios. Ibid., 37. 
117 Ibid. 
118 Again, coinage helps in the dating: coins from the early Islamic period were found underneath the 

uppermost layer of the floor. Ibid., 34. 
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both mosques, rather than creating decorative art that was distinctly Islamic.119 

The PJ may bridge the gap between the palm tree story being at Jesus’ birth 

versus on the flight to Egypt: it narrates the birth of Christ in a cave “in the middle of the 

road” between Jerusalem and Bethlehem—right where the Kathisma church lies. The 

Qur’ān, then, is still transmitting Christian tradition, even in its departure from certain 

other traditions. Shoemaker posits that the location of the Kathisma was originally 

connected with the birthplace of Jesus, but once Bethlehem was more firmly established 

as his birthplace,120 tradition evolved and reinterpreted the Kathisma as a stopping point 

on the way to Egypt.121 The Kathisma Church is also evidence of the Christian traditions’ 

engagement in typological exegesis: water flowing from a rock and the water being sweet 

when a woman named Mary visits it easily recall Exodus narrations of God producing 

water from a rock and the bitter waters of Mara turning sweet, with Miriam a present 

character (Exodus 17:1-7; 15:22-25). This will be discussed in more detail later. 

While this author agrees that the date palm story most likely finds its roots in the 

Kathisma Church, which in turn probably draws on the Greek myth as well as universal 

feminine imagery for source stories, it is also possible this particular story was considered 

prime for appropriation from pagan legend due to its connection to the Christian tree of 

 
119 Shoemaker has his own purposes behind these identifications, one of which is revisionist history. He 

proposes that since these two stories are only found to overlap at the Kathisma location and the Arab 

conquest did not reach Palestine until after Muḥammad’s death, Sūrah 19 must be a later addition to the 

Qur’ān (“Christmas in the Qur’an,” 38-39). This discussion is beyond the scope of the current paper, but it 

must be remembered that traditions and narratives were also circulating in oral tradition, and Muḥammad 

was known to be a traveling merchant before he began receiving revelation. If he did not make it to the site 

himself, the stories certainly could have come to him.  
120 “Aside from a handful of later witnesses, all of which stand under the Protevangelium’s direct influence, 

the early Christian tradition unanimously proclaims the birth of Christ in Bethlehem, in fulfillment of 

prophecy.” Ibid., 17. 
121 Ibid., 27. 
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life motif. In the Genesis story of the Garden of Eden, it narrates, “The tree of life was 

also in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Now a 

river went out of Eden to water the garden…”122 This account features two trees—as do 

many versions of the Leto/Apollo myth—and a river mentioned in the very next breath. 

As seen earlier, Abboud identifies Maryam’s place of giving birth as “almost like 

paradise” because of the river and tree, which is also a qur’ānic image for Paradise 

(“heavenly gardens… with flowing rivers underneath” in Q3:15 and elsewhere). The 

book of Revelation concludes with this same image:  

Then the angel showed me a river of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing 

from the throne of God… On either side of the river was the tree of life, bearing 

twelve kinds of fruits, yielding its fruit each month; the leaves of the tree were for 

the healing of the nations.123  

 

The Bible begins and ends with this image of trees and rivers in paradise, and in between 

Jesus’ death is called “hanging on a tree.”124 Furthermore, Jewish liturgy from the Second 

Temple Period (530 B.C.E.-70 C.E.) includes an association between the Torah (the word 

of God)125 and the tree of life: “[God] gave us the Torah of truth and planted it as eternal 

life in our midst.”126 In some services, as the Torah is put away, the congregation sings, 

 
122 Gen 2:9-10. 
123 Rev 22:1-2, TLV. 
124 Cf. Acts 5:30, 10:39; Gal 3:13; and others. Startlingly, in the Qur’ān Moses (!) says to the Egyptian 

magicians, “I will crucify you on palm trees” (Q20:71). This is anachronism—crucifixion was an invention 

of the Persians around the fourth century BC, some 1,000 years after the time of Moses, and later perfected 

and made infamous by the Romans—but it is significant that a palm tree appears in the birth story of Jesus 

and is referenced later in connection with crucifixion, as it associates Jesus with crucifixion in the Qur’ān. 
125 Note that Jesus is called the Word of God in both Christian and Muslim texts and traditions. 
126 Observed by this author in Shabbat service at Bat Zion Messianic Congregation in Dallas, Texas, but 

also cited by David Flusser, Judaism in the Second Temple Period: Sages and Literature (Grand Rapids, 

Mich.: William B. Eerdmans, 2009), 204.  
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“It is a tree of life to those who hold fast to it, and all of its supporters are happy.”127 

From these associations between the Word of God and the tree of life in both Judaism in 

Christianity, it seems reasonable that Christians converted from paganism would find the 

story of Leto and Apollo, or pervasive feminine fertility imagery, exceptionally easy to 

adapt to biblical imagery and modify into their devotional literature.  

In light of this evidence, Mourad’s suggestion of the Buddha story is less than 

convincing. It is much more likely that Christian tradition adopted feminine fertility 

imagery, perhaps drew from Greek mythology, and combined its own stories over time 

into a composite narrative. As scholars have noted, what happens in worship and tradition 

“reflects the real belief and doctrine of a religious community,” regardless of official 

creeds, theologies, or even texts.128 The Qur’ān story weaves together Jewish references 

and Christian paracanonical narratives, familiar with them due to their widespread 

circulation through oral tradition and visual art in the ancient Near East. 

1.4. Conclusion 

Sūrah 19 interlaces Christian traditions amid its Arab literary context and 

polemical interests against both polytheists and certain Christians, concentrating on the 

mercy of God, the genealogical line of the prophets, and the power of God over life and 

death—including fertility and resurrection. The stories of the solitary prophetic figures of 

Zakariyya, Maryam, and Ibrāhīm, are poetically rehearsed to encourage and uplift the 

embattled Prophet Muḥammad, with Maryam as the paragon of one chosen, favored, and 

 
127 Quoted from Prov 3:18. Daniel Kohn, “The Torah Service,” My Jewish Learning, accessed December 7, 

2018, https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/the-torah-service/.  
128 Jenkins, Many Faces, 12. 
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vindicated by God. The purpose of telling their stories is to encourage the proclaimer of 

the Qur’ān: divine favor is often accompanied by resistance from the chosen one’s 

community, but God vindicates them in the end.  

Luke, as one of the texts in dialogue with this sūrah, intertwines the dramas of 

Zechariah and Mary. Likewise, it juxtaposes the lives and works of John and Jesus. This 

gospel account orients itself around the mercy and blessing of God, the good news of the 

coming of God’s messiah, and the genealogical qualifications of Jesus for his role. Its 

purpose is to declare the arrival of God’s mercy in the form of the messiah: God has not 

forgotten His chosen people but has vindicated their suffering by sending the one He 

promised. 

The palm tree image in Sūrah 19 draws on a rich literary background, with many 

similar images in the ancient world and Late Antiquity. While surveying these narratives, 

the salient point is that the Qur’ān, like the Jewish and Christian Scriptures before it, 

draws on the literary resources of its time and creatively engages them to bring a message 

that is not alien to its hearers. As a work of great literary beauty, employing artistic 

devices in plenitude, it deserves examination as a literary work as well as a religious one. 
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2. Sūrat al-‘Imran and the Protoevangelium of James 

Sūrah 3’s narrative of the annunciation to Maryam begins earlier in chronology, 

with Maryam’s mother—the unnamed wife of ‘Imran. It follows the Protoevangelium’s 

story of Maryam’s birth, but leaves many details unexplained, depending on its 

audience’s familiarity with the text. As a prosaic sūrah, it does not require as extensive a 

form analysis as Sūrat Maryam; rather, content is the focus, including themes, allusions 

to prior Scriptures, and polemics. As in Sūrah 19, Maryam’s story is told in parataxis 

with Zakariyya’s. The question of Maryam’s prophethood—a contentious debate among 

the early exegetes—is then addressed, taking the phrase “sister of Hārūn” and its possible 

implications into consideration. Maryam qualifies for the role according to all the 

traditional requirements for prophethood, with the exception of her gender—a 

prerequisite not stipulated by the Qur’ān but created by later tradition. 

2.1. Analysis of Sūrat al-‘Imran 

The Qur’ān’s Sūrat al-‘Imran (3) is a prosaic early Medinan sūrah with a focus 

on the People of the Book,129 the power of God as seen in procreation and revelation, the 

genealogical line of the prophets, and holiness. Its polemic is primarily aimed against the 

Jews who oppose Muḥammad and his movement,130 but its assertions are often double-

edged against Jewish and Christian groups alike; polytheists are also condemned. Where 

in Sūrah 19 the three main stories were that of Zakariyya, Maryam, and Ibrāhīm, in this 

 
129 Or “the People of Revelation.” 
130 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 71, 96. 
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chapter the prominent stories are those of the wife of ‘Imran (Maryam’s mother), 

Zakariyya, and Maryam, and the narratives are more interwoven rather than successive. 

Speech-making is an important means of communication, as the wife of ‘Imran gives a 

speech to God (vv. 35-36), ‘Isā gives a speech to the children of Israel (vv. 49-51), and 

God gives a speech to ‘Isā (v. 55).131 Structurally, the attributes of God are used as 

refrains at the end of verse-groups, occurring 25 times in the sūrah.132  

Al-‘Imran begins with extensive references to the prior Books as well as 

foreshadowing for the narrative it is introducing. It opens, “In the name of Allah, the 

Gracious, the Merciful. Alif, lam, meem. Allah, there is no god but He, the Living, the 

Eternal.” This and verse 18—“Allah bears witness that there is no god but He, as do the 

angels, and those endowed with knowledge, upholding justice. There is no god but He, 

the Mighty, the Wise”—seem to echo the Shema, which proclaims, “Hear, O Israel, the 

Lord is our God; the Lord is one. Blessed is His Name whose glorious kingdom is forever 

and ever.”133 In verse 3, God is said to have revealed the book to Muḥammad “in truth, 

confirming what is in his possession, and he sent down [revealed] the Tawrah and the 

Injil beforehand as guidance to people, and he revealed the criterion.”134 On the heels of 

this explicit reference to the prior books is an allusion to Psalm 139: “Nothing on earth or 

in heaven is hidden from Allah,” followed by the assertion that God “forms you in the 

womb as he wills” (Q3:5-6; cf. Ps 139:11-16). This serves both to nod backwards to the 

 
131 Ibid., 94.  
132 Ibid. For the full text of the annunciation, see Appendix C. 
133 Derived, in part, from Deut 6:4. 
134 Translation from The Reference Qur’an Council, The Arabic-English Reference Qur’an: The First 

Translation of the Qur’an from the Original Arabic into Modern English with References to the Tawrah, 

Zabur, and Injil (Independently published, 2014). The word “criterion” may mean the ten commandments, 

since it is said to be revealed to Mūsā in 2:53 and to both Mūsā and Hārūn in 21:48. Ibid., 55, footnote 406.  
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Zabūr and to foreshadow God’s gifts of Maryam, ‘Isā, and Yaḥyā to their parents, which 

soon follow. Allusions to Psalm 139 extend throughout the sūrah, as the guidance of the 

believers is mentioned (Q3:8; cf. Ps 139:10), along with God’s punishment of the 

disbelievers (Q3:9-12; Ps 139:19-22), His power over the night and the day (Q3:27; Ps 

139:11-12), and His knowledge of humans’ innermost thoughts (Q3:29; Ps 139:2-4). 

Another psalm may also be in view: Psalm 103:12—“as far as the east is from the west, 

so far He has removed our transgressions from us”—may be alluded to with the statement 

“As for the evil he has done, he will wish that there were a great distance between 

himself and it” (Q3:30).135  

In addition to these references from the Hebrew Scriptures, the New Testament 

resounds in Sūrat al-‘Imran as well. The text mentions “a lesson for those who have eyes 

to see” (Q3:13; cf. Matt 13:13-19) and gives two allusions to the Lord’s Prayer of Matt 

6:9-13 in Q3:16 and 31, the former of which reads, “[Allah’s servants] who say, ‘Our 

Lord, we have believed, so forgive us our sins and protect us from the torment of 

hellfire.’”136 The sūrah also transmits Jesus’ indictment against the Jews of his day: “Tell 

those who disbelieve in Allah’s signs [cf. Jn 6:26-30],137 who wrongfully murder 

prophets [cf. Lk 11:47-51, Matt 23:37], and murder those who command justice, that they 

will have painful torment. Their works have failed both in this world and in the hereafter, 

 
135 These many references to the Hebrew Scriptures as a prelude to Maryam’s story in Sūrat al-‘Imran may 

reflect the Protoevangelium’s preoccupation with Jewish concerns; on this, see the following section. 
136 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 75. 
137 The people witness a sign but immediately ask for another one. See also Matt 16:1-4.  
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and they will have no savior” (Q3:21-22).138 “Allah can do anything” is a repeated refrain 

(v. 29),139 reminiscent of “with God nothing will be impossible” in Luke 1:37 and Q19:21. 

Immediately after this, Sūrah 3 praises God for “provid[ing] bountifully for those you 

will without reckoning” (v. 27), an exact rendering of the words later spoken by Maryam 

but for God being addressed in the third person rather than second (v. 37). Maryam’s 

desert experience is implicit in verse 15, which mentions as reward for the godly ones 

“heavenly gardens… with flowing rivers underneath” and “purified kinds” or 

“spouses.”140 Muḥammad’s community, already being familiar with the story of Maryam, 

the palm tree, and the flowing stream from the prior revelation of Sūrah 19, would have 

followed this allusion, especially in combination with the word “purified,” which is also 

applied to her.141 Maryam is specially given, it seems, a sort of Paradise on earth. Yaḥyā 

is said to come “confirming a word from Allah” (Q3:39), while ‘Isā is “a word from 

Allah” (v. 45), following all four of the NT gospels, where John comes to “prepare the 

way” for Jesus and confirms his ministry.142 

One aspect of the Christian story that initially appears to be missing from the 

qur’ānic account is the Magnificat, Mary’s song of praise to God for her supernatural 

pregnancy (Lk 1:46-55). One of the more beautiful parts of the gospels, the song 

 
138 This last statement is clearly leveled at the Jews, who emphasized the role of works in salvation more 

than Christians (Akyol, The Islamic Jesus, 85) and were still waiting for their savior/messiah. Translation 

from The Arabic-English Reference Qur’an. 
139 The idea that God can do anything He wills is repeated many times in different ways: Q3:13, 27, 37, 40, 

47, etc. 
140 “This word is often used in the context of gardens. 20:53, 131; 22:5; 26:7; 36:36; 38:58; 43:12; and 50:7 

show that the meaning is probably kinds [of fruit or other plants]. The adjective ‘purified’ refers to 

inanimate objects, not people. Other translations use ‘mates,’ but this fits neither the context of gardens nor 

the inanimate adjectives.” The Arabic-English Reference Qur’an, 57, footnote 434. Neuwirth argues the 

opposite; The Qur’an and Late Antiquity, 52. 
141 The Arabic root is the same, applied in verbal form to Maryam in 3:42. 
142 Matt 3:1-17; Mk 1:2-11; Lk 3:2-22; Jn 1:6-15, 19-36. 
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expresses God’s ability to reverse power structures (“He has put down the mighty from 

their thrones and exalted the lowly”) and connects Maryam to the prophetess songs of the 

Old Testament (those of Miriam, Hannah, and Deborah). However, a markedly similar 

passages occurs in the Qur’ān shortly before the story of Maryam begins in Sūrat al-

‘Imran (3:26):  

Say, “Allah, Owner of the kingdom, you give the kingdom to whom you will; you 

take the kingdom from whom you will; you exalt whom you will, and you abase 

whom you will. Goodness is in your hand. You can do anything.”143 

 

Angelika Neuwirth comments that the Qur’ān takes the great words of Maryam and puts 

them in the mouth of Muḥammad.144 Nevertheless, they appear immediately before 

Maryam’s story, connecting the two. Here the glorious Magnificat of Luke 1:46-55 acts 

as a prelude to Maryam’s story instead of concluding her response to the miraculous 

work of God, and the Qur’ān condenses it into one verse that God commands 

Muḥammad to recite. After this extended prelude that identifies both Peoples of 

Revelation as its audience, Sūrat al-‘Imran launches into the story of Maryam, which is 

once again told in tandem with the story of Zakariyya. The narrative then turns to the 

disciples of Jesus, as well as further polemical discourse.  

 In this narrative of Maryam’s life, as in Sūrah 19, there is a subversive focus on 

the feminine. Maryam’s story begins by saying that God chose ‘Imran’s family on an 

equal level with that of Ibrāhīm, but ‘Imran’s family is then introduced to us by a 

woman—his wife. While her name is not given in the Qur’ān and she is known only as 

 
143 The Arabic-English Reference Qur’an. For this observation, see Reck, “Annunciation to Mary,” 366. 
144 Cited in ibid. Neuwirth also notes that the Magnificat is absent in the PJ. Since Sūrah 3 engages 

primarily with that account, this may account for the omission; The Qur’an and Late Antiquity, 297. 
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“the wife of ‘Imran,” ironically, her husband himself never appears.145 Jardim notes that 

“the independence of this woman is rather extraordinary” because although, like the 

mothers of Samson and Samuel before her, she dedicates the child in her womb to God, 

in the Qur’ān’s narrative there is no extraordinary annunciation or miracle associated 

with the birth of this child.146 The dedication is made of her own volition, and she names 

the daughter herself, then pronounces another dedication over Mary and her children after 

her. This, Jardim writes, “testifies… to a sense of righteousness not connected to her 

status as the wife of a righteous husband.”147 Her dedication of the unborn child, 

meanwhile, carries an assumption that it would be male. This word “dedication” is the 

Arabic nadhara, cognate with the Hebrew nazar, and is related to the vows of the 

Nazirites, who dedicated themselves purely to God.148 The preference for a male in 

service to God is manifested in both the wife of ‘Imran’s surprise and the narrative 

comment, “The male is not like the female.” Abboud comments that the girl’s gender “is 

at the centre of the controversy of Maryam’s entrance” into sacred space, because her 

mother “knew well that the female was not permitted to serve in the Temple.”149 

Nevertheless, Maryam is an exception, and God accepts the girl “favorably.”150  

The text expresses an explicit gender consciousness and makes the point that 

 
145 The Qur’ān does not specifically say that Maryam was conceived miraculously, with no father involved, 

but the absence of ‘Imran and the account’s dependence on the Protoevangelium, which portrays Anna 

conceiving while ‘Imran is in the desert, suggests it may uphold this tradition. 
146 Georgina L. Jardim, “‘She Who Disputes’: A Qur’anic Precedent for Sacral Interlocution” (PhD diss., 

University of Gloucestershire, 2008), 185. 
147 Ibid. 
148 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 104-5. This will be discussed more below with the PJ. As an aside, the 

fact that the wife of ‘Imran makes a vow and her husband does not annul it is further focus on the power 

residing with the women in this story; cf. Num 30:3-15. A Nazirite vow could be a lifelong commitment, as 

Samson’s was intended to be, or a short-term one (cf. Acts 18:18, 21:23-4). 
149 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 101. 
150 The Arabic-English Reference Qur’an. 
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Divine blessing is not reserved for males, or retracted when female subjectivity 

converges with Divine vocation. Rather, the narrated excerpt, as part of the larger 

surah, illustrates the actions of a woman that precedes those of the Divine: A 

mother requests blessing upon her child and the request is Divinely honoured.151 

 

Maryam then grows up in the Temple, where she is given miraculous food.152 In response 

to Zakariyya’s inquiry about where the food comes from, it seems to be Maryam’s 

statement “Allah provides bountifully for whomever he wills” that then inspires the priest 

to ask God for a son; God’s gifts to her embolden Zakariyya to ask for favor as well.153 

Not only does the listener hear Maryam’s voice in the narrative, but we even hear her 

voice as a child (v. 37)—the one who is usually the lowest of the low in society is here 

exalted.154 Some scholars comment that Maryam is shown to have more faith than 

Zakariyya, because when he receives the annunciation of Yaḥyā’s birth, he asks for a sign, 

while she needs no sign to believe the word of the angels.155 All of these elements are 

subversive to the patriarchal slant familiar in many qur’ānic texts.  

Several further points on Sūrat al-‘Imran will be examined where they are 

relevant in the following chapters. For the remaining analysis of the sūrah here, we shall 

examine its intertextuality with the Protoevangelium of James. In it, as in Sūrat al-‘Imran, 

Maryam’s holiness and the emphasis on the feminine are presented as central thematic 

 
151 Jardim, She Who Disputes, 185-6. 
152 In the PJ, Mary is presented as such a supernatural child that although Zechariah is named as her 

guardian, the Qur’ān makes it clear that his guardianship is merely a formality. Reck comments, “Q3:37 

presents Zechariah as the one chosen to be Mary’s caretaker, yet it seems that the Qur’ān is purposefully 

telling the story of Mary’s childhood in a way that subtly makes Zechariah’s role as caretaker 

unnecessary. …each time he entered her Temple residency he found her nurtured by divinely provided 

sustenance.” Reck, “Annunciation to Mary,” 370. 
153 Johanna Marie Buisson, “Subversive Maryam or a Qur’anic View on Women’s Empowerment,” Cross 

Currents 66, no. 4 (December 2016), 456. Perhaps without Maryam’s example, Yaḥyā might never have 

been born. Cf. Luke 1, wherein Mary’s prophetic song of praise to God is echoed by Zechariah’s. 
154 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 84.  
155 Ibid., 85. See also Schleifer, Mary the Blessed Virgin of Islam, 27. 
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elements, and Jewish concerns are addressed.  

2.2. Intertextuality with the Protoevangelium of James 

The primary Christian apocryphal book the Qur’ān draws from regarding Maryam 

is the encomiastic Protoevangelium of James (PJ). The story it transmits draws from both 

Matthew and Luke, but the PJ omits and adds elements at will while presupposing the 

gospels’ tellings.156 The PJ was composed in Greek, primarily in the second half of the 

second century C.E.,157 and circulated widely across the Mediterranean and ancient Near 

East. It was banned in the West by Pope Gelasius in the fifth century, but was too wildly 

popular to go away quietly;158 it was “one of the best-known and most esteemed Christian 

literary works—in different times and places, more so than most books of the canonical 

New Testament.”159 The stories contained therein traversed the ancient Near East for 

centuries, permeating cultures through oral tradition, art, and especially liturgy, being a 

particular favorite for liturgical use in the Syriac church.160 It is unsurprising, then, that 

while one qur’ānic story of ‘Isā’s annunciation and birth to Maryam follows the story of a 

canonical gospel, the other corresponds to the PJ’s narration of the events. 

The Protevangelium of James is a lengthier document, too long to quote here in 

its entirety, so a summary must suffice. Mary’s barren mother, Anna, prays for a child 

while her husband—here named Joachim—is off in the desert. An angel appears and 

 
156 Mark Goodacre, “The Protoevangelium of James and the Creative Rewriting of Matthew and Luke,” in 

Connecting Gospels: Beyond the Canonical/Non-Canonical Divide, eds. Francis Watson and Sarah 

Parkhouse (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018), 60, 67. 
157 Neuwirth posits 160; Jenkins gives 170. Neuwirth, The Qur’an and Late Antiquity, 297; Jenkins, Many 

Faces, 13. 
158 Jenkins, Many Faces, 13, 35; Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 200. 150 manuscripts of the PJ have survived 

in at least nine languages, ranging from Greek to Syriac to Irish; Reck, “Annunciation to Mary,” 358-361. 
159 Jenkins, Many Faces, 13.  
160 Reck, “Annunciation to Mary,” 362; Horn, “Mary between Bible and Qur’an,” 516, 523-526.  
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announces that she will have a child; in response, Anna dedicates the child to be an 

offering to God all the days of its life, whether it is male or female.161 Mary grows up 

first in a “sanctuary” Anna makes in her bedroom, and then in the Temple after the age of 

three. She “receive[s] food from the hand of an angel” (8:1-2), and when she turns twelve 

the priests worry that her pubescence will defile the temple. An angel appears to 

Zechariah in this story not to announce the birth of John but to instruct him in how to go 

about choosing a guardian for Mary: there will be an ordeal with staffs and God will 

decide, as in the days of Aaron and Moses. Joseph—an elderly widower with sons from a 

prior marriage—is chosen not as husband but as guardian. Mary is chosen as one of the 

girls “from the tribe of David”162 to weave the Temple curtain. Zechariah falls silent, 

although the reason for his silence is not given. Next, the angel (also called the Angel of 

the Lord) announces the birth of Jesus to Mary and indicates her high status: “Rejoice, 

blessed one. The Lord is with you. You are blessed among women… You will conceive 

from His [God’s] word” (11:5). Mary questions how this is possible, then submits to 

God’s will: “See, I am the servant of the Lord before Him. Let it happen to me according 

to what you say” (11:9). The PJ then narrates Joseph’s reaction to the news, the water 

ritual used for those accused of adultery, the journey to Bethlehem and birth story of 

 
161 Note, however, that in the Judeo-Christian annunciation or dedication type scenes, the child announced 

or dedicated is always male (Ishmael, Isaac, Samson, Samuel, John the Baptist, and Jesus). See Brown, The 

Birth of the Messiah, 156. Perhaps this is reflected in the surprise of Maryam’s mother in Q3. 
162 This is another point on the list given below of scholars’ objections to the accuracy of the PJ: there is no 

tribe of David. However, mention of David is understandable for purposes of both Temple and messianic 

associations. Many people belonged to the tribe of Judah; only descendants of David qualified for 

messianic rule. Nutzman believes this may be the PJ’s author’s spin on Luke 2:4, “from the house and 

lineage of David”; Megan Nutzman, “Mary in the Protoevangelium of James: A Jewish Woman in the 

Temple?,” Greek, Roman, and Byzantine Studies 53, no. 3 (2013), 565. Also of note is that Joseph is 

nowhere identified as being of Davidic descent in the PJ, whereas both gospel accounts seem to trace Jesus’ 

Davidic genealogy through him. The PJ transfers Jesus’ Davidic lineage to Mary, probably a result of 

Jewish accusations against Mary and Jesus. Goodacre, “Creative Rewriting,” 63. 
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Jesus on the way there, the visit of the wise men, and the death of Zechariah, none of 

which are followed in al-‘Imran.  

The PJ itself is primarily focused on purity, but more so Jewish ritual purity 

associated with the Temple and sacrifices than chastity-type purity, at least in the first 

half of the story.163 This emphasis does not appear in the canonical gospels; Luke only 

mentions in passing the “time of purification” for Mary and Jesus “according to the laws 

of Moses” (Lk 2:22). Not only is Joachim, Mary’s father, absent for the conception of 

Mary—perhaps suggesting Mary might have been born, like Jesus, of immaculate 

conception164—Mary’s mother Anna does not even breastfeed the child until her days of 

purification are completed, a requirement never stipulated by Levitical law.165 Vuong 

comments that this exercise in extremes presented by the PJ was likely invented to mount 

a defense for Mary’s holiness, for a postpartum mother “cannot touch any holy thing… 

until the days of her purification are fulfilled.”166  

Furthermore, throughout her childhood, Mary is described with the language of a 

sacrificial offering. Anna promises the child in utero as a gift (dōron) to God (PJ 4:2),167 

 
163 The following insights are from Lily C. Vuong, “Purity, Piety, and the Purposes of the Protoevangelium 

of James,” in “Non-Canonical” Religious Texts in Early Judaism and Early Christianity, eds. James H. 

Charlesworth and Lee M. McDonald, Jewish and Christian Texts 14 (New York: T&T Clark, 2012), 205-

221.  
164 Tannous notes that manuscripts vary on this account: some have the angel announce to Anna that “you 

will conceive,” and others, “you have conceived.” The text is, therefore, ambiguous on this point. Rami 

Tannous, “Negotiating the Nativity in Late Antiquity: The Qur’ān’s Rereading of Mary’s Preparation for 

the Conception of Jesus” (PhD diss., University of Toronto, 2019), 173. 
165 Cf. Lev 12:5-7. Since the family is clearly wealthy, seen in the PJ by the large quantity of sacrifices 

Joachim brings to the temple, they likely would have hired a wet nurse.  
166 Lev 12:4. Vuong, “Purity, Piety, and the Purposes,” 212. 
167 Vuong compares this to the mothers of Samuel and Samson, who both make Nazirite vows on behalf of 

their sons before the latter are born; Vuong, “Purity, Piety, and the Purposes,” 212. This is an interesting 

connection to the family of Jesus, since Jesus’s brother James is said to have been a Nazirite; Akyol, The 

Islamic Jesus, 33-34. Nutzman confirms that the pseudo-authorship ascribed to James confirms that 

Nazirites were intended as part of the PJ’s subtext; “Mary in the Protoevangelium,” 557. 
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the same word used of the offerings her husband prepares to give in the Temple (1:2, 5:1). 

Mary is later placed on the steps of the altar, a place reserved for priests performing 

sacrifices.168 Anna prevents Mary from setting foot on common ground and does not let 

anything “common” (koinos) or “impure” (akathartos) into the sanctuary she makes of 

Mary’s bedroom. Both of these terms are associated with ritual purity in Levitical law.169 

Mary and her virginal female companions are described as “undefiled,” which may 

indicate not only their virginity but their ritual purity—i.e., these girls could only be 

Mary’s companions when they were not menstruating. This interpretation is likely, 

considering Anna’s unwillingness to nurse Mary while in her postpartum bleeding period 

and in light of the reason Mary is asked to leave the Temple when she approaches 

puberty: “lest she defile the sanctuary of the Lord our God” (PJ 8:3-4).170 Even the 

imagery describing Mary associates her with offerings: she was “fed, like a dove, from 

the hand of an angel” (PJ 8:2). In Luke, two doves are the sacrifice made for Jesus as the 

firstborn son in his family (Lk 2:23-24).171 All of this sets Mary up to be an 

“unblemished”172 offering to God, and tradition drew typological connections between 

her and Isaac, another child offered to God, both without fatal sacrifice.173 Mary’s 

chastity is twice publicly tested and she is twice proved virtuous, proclaimed to be a 

virgin even after giving birth. She is so pure as to be exempt from the postpartum 

 
168 Nutzman, “Mary in the Protoevangelium,” 554. 
169 Cf. Acts 10:14, for instance. Vuong states that akathartos is used over 100 times in the LXX and OT 

apocrypha, always in the context of ritual purity. Vuong, “Purity, Piety, and the Purposes,” 213. 
170 Ibid., 215; Nutzman, “Mary in the Protoevangelium,” 568.  
171 Note that doves are also associated in the NT with innocence (Matt 10:16)—a type of purity—and the 

descent of the Holy Spirit (Mk 1:10). Vuong, “Purity, Piety, and the Purposes,” 218. 
172 Ibid., 216. 
173 Ibid., 217. This will be discussed further in Chapters 4 and 5. 
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purification period herself after the birth of Jesus,174 leading to popular speculation that 

she never had normal menstruation throughout her life.175 The Mary of the PJ is “a 

human creature totally enclosed in sacred space.”176 

For the most part, scholars find the Protoevangelium to be a narrative of pious 

imagination with little historical accuracy. They malign the text as ignorant of actual 

Jewish practices and comment that this is likely due to its composition long after the 

Temple was destroyed (perhaps exactly one century later). However, the work’s 

knowledge of Jewish purity laws and particulars of Mishnaic interpretation betray at least 

some familiarity with Judaism. In addition to the concern for ritual purity mentioned 

above, the PJ has Mary entering the Temple at the age of three; Joachim is concerned that 

they must not wait longer or “the Lord will be angry” and their “gift will be unacceptable.” 

According to the Mishnah, three is the age at which girls become vulnerable to sexual 

defilement because after this age, their hymen can no longer regenerate.177 If Mary’s 

virginal purity was to be definitively guaranteed, she could not enter the Temple beyond 

that age. In addition, Nutzman comments that in Second Temple Judaism, there were 

special roles in the temple for three categories of women: those accused of adultery, girls 

who wove the temple curtain, and female Nazirites.178 The PJ presents all three of these 

as possibilities for Mary.  

 
174 Ibid., 220. Note that this detail is contrary to Luke’s account. 
175 Some hadīth, following Judeo-Christian tradition, place more emphasis on Eve than Adam for the first 

sin. These relate that menstruation is a result of Eve’s sin, giving even more significance to this tradition 

that Mary never menstruated. Jane Smith and Yvonne Haddad, “The Virgin Mary in Islamic Tradition and 

Commentary,” in The Muslim World 79 (1989): 182. Abboud, Mary in the Qurʼan, 136-8. 
176 Peter Brown, The Body and Society: Men, Women, and Sexual Renunciation in the Early Christianity; 

cited in Vuong, “Purity, Piety, and the Purposes,” 206. 
177 Vuong, “Purity, Piety, and the Purposes,” 215. See also Nutzman, “Mary in the Protoevangelium,” 557. 
178 Nutzman, “Mary in the Protoevangelium,” 552. According to Luke 2:36-37, at least one widow was 

living in the Temple too—Anna the prophetess. 
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The primary objection remaining, then, to the historicity of the text is the claim 

that Mary was “brought up in the Holy of Holies” (13:7, 15:11), which is an utter 

impossibility.179 To this, Nutzman responds that this phrase is used formulaically. It is 

employed only after Mary is accused of sexual deviance and is repeated verbatim the two 

times it is used: “Did you forget the Lord your God, you who were raised in the Holy of 

Holies and received from the hand of an angel?” The sense of this phrase may be 

reflected in the community’s statements about Maryam’s parents in the Qur’ān (Q19:28); 

i.e., associating Mary with a place or person impeccably holy to accentuate the 

monstrosity of her perceived sin. Additionally, the formulaic nature of the repetition 

suggests it may be a later interpolation, originating in Byzantine hymnography. Tradition 

loved to compare Jesus dwelling in Mary’s womb to Mary dwelling in the Holy of 

Holies—note, once more, the perception of Mary as utterly pure and holy—and it is 

possible that this typology created a doctrine that was later edited back into earlier texts, 

historically inaccurate though it was.180 In any case, whether the PJ is showing 

knowledge or ignorance of Jewish custom, nothing dampened its popularity in the 

Church.  

One of the key features of these infancy narratives is the shift from male focus 

toward a female focus. Matthew, the earliest infancy narrative, tells the story from 

Joseph’s perspective, while Luke show more of Mary’s experience; the Protoevangelium, 

followed by the Qur’ān, emphasize the female characters entirely. In the Gospel of 

Matthew, rather than narrating the annunciation to Mary and her special role or 

 
179 Only the high priest was allowed to enter, and he only once a year, on Yom Kippur: see Lev 16. 
180 Nutzman, “Mary in the Protoevangelium,” 554-555. 
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chosenness, it simply relates that “she was found with child of the Holy Spirit” (Matt 

1:18). Joseph is told to name the child, and then he does so (1:21, 25). Matthew does, 

however, include some feminine-focused moments: he lists five women in his genealogy 

of Jesus,181 and curiously has the wise men enter the house to find “the young child with 

Mary his mother” (2:11), with Joseph absent from this scene. Luke, though, focuses 

much more on female characters: as seen earlier, Mary dialogues with the angel and is 

“highly favored” and “blessed among women” (Lk 1:28); she visits her relative Elizabeth, 

wife of Zechariah, who blesses her; and she sings a prophetic song in praise to God. Here 

it is not Zechariah but Elizabeth who names John (1:59-63), while the story does not 

specify who names Jesus (“his name was called Jesus,” 2:21). Zechariah also speaks 

prophetically but it is in echo of Mary’s words; Simeon praises God for the birth of Jesus, 

with a reverberation from Anna, “a prophetess” (2:36).  

The PJ chooses to tell the prehistory of Mary—a strong swing toward feminine 

focus—but in the beginning the scenes shift back and forth between Joachim and 

Anna,182 almost in a combination of the styles of Matthew and Luke but applied to 

Mary’s parents rather than Mary and Joseph. Where the Torah requires an ordeal of bitter 

water to be undergone by a woman accused of immorality (Num 5:12-28), the PJ has 

both Joseph and Mary drink the water (PJ 16:3-8).183 A clear comparison is made in the 

 
181 Tannous argues that Sūrah 3 places Maryam at the end of its genealogy, since it does not mention ‘Isā’s 

birth but skips from his annunciation to his miracles and teaching. In this sense, the genealogy leads to 

Maryam, not ‘Isā, as the protagonist history was awaiting. Tannous, Negotiating the Nativity, 154-5. This 

aligns with Q19’s presentation, as well as with Christian tradition of Late Antiquity, which venerated Mary 

and conflated her role with Jesus’. For further discussion on this, see Chapter 4 of this thesis.  
182 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 119. 
183 Notably, this departure from the exact prescriptions of the Torah is also found in the Mishnah. See 

Nutzman, “Mary in the Protoevangelium,” 562.  
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PJ between Mary and Nazirite males consecrated to God in the Hebrew Scriptures, and 

Samuel in particular. Nazirite vows could be taken by women and men alike, as well as 

rich and poor: they acted as an equalizer. Mary is allowed to wave her own offering 

before God, a privilege usually reserved for men, though exceptions were given to 

women accused of adultery and those completing the term of their Nazirite vow.184 Anna 

makes such a vow on behalf of her unborn child, and undertakes the naming of Mary. 

These details of the PJ both shift the focus of the narrative to the women—Anna and 

Mary—and transfer the locus of power. Not only are the women on center stage; they are 

active agents in the outcome of their stories. 

With these details analyzed, the common narrative events found between the 

narrative of the PJ and that of al-‘Imran can be summarized as follows.185 

Sūrah 3 (al-‘Imran) Protoevangelium of James 

Wife of ‘Imran prays for a child (3:35) Anna prays for a child (2:9, 3:1-8) 

Emphasis on delivering a female child 

(3:36) 

Emphasis on delivering a female child (5:5-

8) 

Mary grows up in sanctuary/temple under 

the guardianship of Zechariah (3:37) 

Mary grows up in sanctuary/temple under 

the guardianship of Zechariah  

(6:4, 7:4-9, 8:1-7) 

Mary receives food from an angel (3:37) Mary receives food from an angel (8:2) 

Annunciation to Zechariah (3:38-41)  

Zechariah is unable to speak (3:41) Zechariah is unable to speak (10:9) 

Decision over guardian of Mary (3:44) Decision over guardian of Mary (8:6-9:12) 

Annunciation to Mary, including 

recognition of her favored status and Jesus 

as the Word from God (3:42-43, 45) 

Annunciation to Mary, including 

recognition of her favored status and Jesus 

as the Word from God (11:1-9) 

Mary questions how birth is possible for 

her (3:47) 

Mary questions how birth is possible for her 

(11:6) 

 

Mourad comments that the only major difference between the accounts is the complete 

 
184 Ibid., 572, 576. Again, this exception is present in the Mishnah. 
185 Some of these observations taken from Mourad, “Qur’anic Stories,” 15-18. Many of them are my own.  
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absence of Joseph’s name from Q3. This variation, though, does not indicate 

contradiction: “The Qur’ān admits the two-stage guardianship: first, by Zechariah at the 

temple (Q3:37) and, second, by an unspecified person ‘when they cast lots as to who will 

be her guardian’ (3:44).”186 Mourad theorizes that this reticence to mention Joseph is part 

of the Qur’ān’s polemic against Jews; i.e., Mary had to be far removed from male 

characters “to avoid giving rise to suspicions that Jesus might have had a human 

father.”187 Thus the Qur’ān’s silence regarding Joseph should not be looked on as a 

departure from the Christian tradition, but as a tactic of argumentation.  

 The deep intertextualities between Sūrah 3 and the Protoevangelium of James, 

and Sūrah 19 and the Gospel of Luke, indicate a rich environment of religious exchange 

and discussion in Late Antiquity. In Judeo-Christian dialogue, nothing was more 

contentious than the identity and virtue of Mary and her son. The Qur’ān’s composition 

reveals its participation in this debate, with extensive knowledge of Christian narratives 

both scriptural and parascriptural. However, Islamic tradition was far from done with the 

status of Maryam.  

2.3. The Question of Prophethood 

In the early centuries of Islam, the mufassirūn discussed the possibility of 

Maryam being a prophetess based on Sūrahs 3 and 19. A prophet in Islam, nabī, may be 

defined as a giver of a message from God, typically without a revealed Book.188 From 

detailed analysis, Abboud comments that this term is usually used of a biblical figure in 

 
186 Mourad, “Qur’anic Stories,”19. 
187 Ibid. See also Reck, “Annunciation to Mary,” 364. This will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 3.  
188 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 143.  
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the lineage of Ibrāhīm, such as Yaḥyā and ‘Isā. Meanwhile, rasūl can be defined as God’s 

messenger, usually with a revealed law and Book, sent to a certain community to warn 

them of imminent disaster.189 Only a few prophets were given a Book (kitāb): Mūsā, 

Dāwūd, ‘Isā, and Muḥammad. While they are fully human—eating, sleeping, and some 

marrying and having children—some prophets are also able to perform miracles or 

signs.190 Majority Sunnī opinion closed the conversation by denying that any woman 

could be a prophet in Islam. Among the mufassirūn, several chose to focus on minor 

details of the text, such as identifying the angel who visited Maryam, debating how the 

spirit entered her to conceive Jesus, or questioning her faith due to her statements during 

labor pains. A few modern scholars, however, have returned to the debate of Maryam’s 

prophethood, with some new insights emerging. 

Smith and Haddad, as well as Hosn Abboud, have helpfully given concise 

overviews of the exegetes’ arguments on this topic.191 Muḥammad b. al-Ḥasan al-Ṭūsī 

(995-1067 CE) avers that if any prophethood is indicated by the miracles in Maryam’s 

story, it is the prophethood of ‘Isā, not of Maryam. As to Mary’s own status,  

Maryam spoke as an infant and was never breastfed, and her sustenance used to 

come to her from paradise; and this from God the exalted is a takrima [favor] to 

her. And this is possible for the saints (al-awliyā’) and the righteous (al-ṣāliḥīn) 

even if they were not prophets.192 

 

Such splitting of hairs over terminology is common in this discussion: the miracles in 

 
189 Ibid. Some scholars do not distinguish between “prophet” and “messenger”; M. Zakyi Ibrahim, “Ibn 

Ḥazm’s Theory of Prophecy of Women: Literalism, Logic, and Perfection,” Intellectual Discourse 23, no. 1 

(2015): 84-5. 
190 “Prophecy and Revelation in Islam,” Walid A. Saleh, British Library, last modified September 23, 2019, 

accessed February 27, 2021, https://www.bl.uk/sacred-texts/articles/prophecy-and-revelation-in-islam#. 
191 Smith and Haddad, “Virgin Mary in Islamic Tradition,” 161-187; Abboud, Mary in the Qurʼan, 136-8.  
192 al-Ṭūsī. al-Tibyān fī tafsīr al-Qur’ān; cited in Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 135.  

https://www.bl.uk/sacred-texts/articles/prophecy-and-revelation-in-islam
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Maryam’s story are takrimāt (favors), not mu’jizāt (miracles) or āyāt (signs); ibn Kathīr 

(1301-1373) ascribes to Maryam the status of ṣiddīqa (saint), not nabiyyā (prophetess). 

Zamakhsharī (1075-1144) does not directly state an opinion on Maryam’s prophethood, 

but he identifies the supernatural events in her story as karāma—a marvel indicative of 

sainthood, rather than a mu’jiza of prophethood.193 On the difference between karāma 

and mu’jiza, Abboud cites Gardet:  

While the miracle is a public act, preceded by a “proclamation” (da‘wa) and a 

“challenge” (ta ḥaddi), by means of which the prophet demonstrates 

incontrovertibly the “impotence” (‘ajz) of his hearers to reproduce likewise the 

miracle thus brought about, the karāma is a simple, personal favour. It should be 

kept secret, and is in no way the sign of a prophetic mission.194  

 

While it may be true that Maryam’s growing up in the temple was a “personal favor” to 

her, the birth of ‘Isā can hardly be considered such, since his prophethood—and thereby 

his significance to his entire community, and indeed to the whole world—is not in 

question. Furthermore, if karāma should be kept secret and these extraordinary aspects of 

Maryam’s story are karāma, then God is the one who “broke the rules” because He wrote 

it in the Heavenly Book and revealed it to Muḥammad to share with the community. 

Zamakhsharī further describes God’s “choosing” of Maryam as His granting her the 

honor of growing up in the temple and choosing her for the miraculous birth of ‘Isā 

without a human father;195 it is not, he declares, chosenness for prophethood, despite the 

same exact word being used within the same sūrah to describe God’s “choosing” (root 

ف-ط-ص ) of ‘Ādam, Nūḥ, Ibrāhīm’s family, and ‘Imran’s family. Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī 

 
193 Ibid., 137. 
194 “Karāma” in EI2, 4:615; cited in ibid., 137.  
195 Robinson states that hadīth engage in “relativizing its [the Qur’ān’s] extravagant statement about God’s 

choice of Mary above all the women of the worlds”; Neal Robinson, “Jesus and Mary in the Qur’ān: Some 

Neglected Affinities,” Religion 20, no. 2 (1990), 162. 
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(1149-1210) adds that Maryam being spoken to by God does not make her a prophetess 

because such elevated status is manifestly reserved for men; meanwhile, Haqqī (d. 1137) 

asserts that Maryam’s revelation was merely a foretelling of ‘Isā’s prophethood, not a 

signifier of her own. Along similar lines, al-Rāzī propounds that the annunciation to 

Maryam was a sign to ‘Isā and reports that the Mu’tazilites viewed it as a sign to 

Zakariyya.196 The former makes little sense: why would God send a sign for someone 

who did not yet exist? Furthermore, the arguments about events in Maryam’s story being 

for the sake one of the male characters rather than for her discount the form of Sūrah 19 

itself: as Abboud demonstrates, Maryam occupies the central place in the sūrah named 

after her, and literary analysis reveals that it is indeed her story, not ‘Isā’s. 

Most of these exegetes who deny Maryam prophethood reference a few qur’ānic 

verses to support their claims. One is Q12:109, which both Al-Ṭūsī and al-Rāzī cite as 

proof positive against the prophethood of women: “We did not send before you [as 

apostles] except men, whom We inspired, from the people of the towns.” Q16:43 and 

21:7 are similar. The asbāb al-nuzūl, though, defy this interpretation, elucidating that 

these verses were revealed when disbelievers doubted the prophethood of Muḥammad 

and claimed that if God had wanted to send a messenger, he would have sent an angel.197 

Several early mufassirūn offer this as a possibility, but most suggest the two 

interpretations simultaneously, such as al-Ṭabarī: “We did not send before you, 

 
196 Cited in Robert C. Gregg, Shared Stories, Rival Tellings: Early Encounters of Jews, Christians, and 

Muslims (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 575. 
197 Ibrahim, “Ibn Ḥazm’s Theory,” 82-3. Ibn Ḥazm states that these verses are about messengers, not 

prophets, which he distinguishes between, so his argument for Maryam’s prophethood stands. 
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Muḥammad, to inspire except men, i.e., neither women nor angels.”198 Al- Rāzī says, 

“All messengers were human beings,” but in the same breath, “God… never sent a 

messenger from among women.”199 Al-Qurṭubī interprets the verses as a condemnation 

against people who asked Muḥammad to request God to send an angel as proof of the 

truth of his message.200 He further reports that religious scholars of his time believed 

prophets had to be human, male, and urban.201  

The most well-known dissenting voice in this discussion is that of ibn Ḥazm of 

Cordoba (994-1064). He states unapologetically that the sending of the angel to Maryam 

indicates “this is a true prophethood with a true revelation and message from God.”202 Ibn 

Ḥazm defines a prophet as “any person whom God informs about what is to happen 

before it does, or to whom He reveals information regarding anything,”203 and rests his 

case on the fact that other women have also received revelations from God. These include 

the mother of Mūsā, who was “inspired” by God to put her baby in the water (Q28:7), 

and Isḥāq’s mother, who was given an annunciation about her son.204 Ibn Ḥazm even 

comments that the act of faith by Mūsā’s mother, throwing her child into the river, is 

equivalent to that of Ibrāhīm when God commanded him to sacrifice his son.205 He makes 

this argument for feminine participation in the prophetic in part by distinguishing 

between prophethood and messengerhood, stating that although no women were sent with 

 
198 Cited in Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 142. 
199 Cited in ibid. 
200 For this accusation, see Q6:8-9, 111, 158; 14:9-11; 15:6-8; and others. 
201 Cited in Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 142. 
202 Smith and Haddad, “Virgin Mary in Islamic Tradition,” 178. 
203 Cited in Ibrahim, “Ibn Ḥazm’s Theory,” 86. 
204 In Q11:69-74, the annunciation is clearly given to Ibrahīm’s wife, not to him. 
205 Cited in Smith and Haddad, “Virgin Mary in Islamic Tradition,” 178.  



60 
 

 
 

Books, these women did receive authentic revelation.206 Against those who argue that 

Maryam’s epithet ṣiddīqa (“the eminently veracious,” “one who always confirms the 

truth”)207 identifies her as not a prophet, ibn Ḥazm refers to Yūsuf, who is identified as a 

ṣiddīq but is also clearly a prophet in Islam.208 Al-Qurṭubī (1214-1273) follows ibn Ḥazm 

in ascribing prophethood to Maryam but focuses on the methodology of revelation: she is 

a prophetess because God revealed things to her by the same means He revealed things to 

the other prophets.209 He concludes from the “chosen” verse, Q3:42: “It is evident from 

the Qur’ān and the Hadīth that Mary is the best among the women of the world from Eve 

to the last woman up to the coming of the hour [of resurrection].”210 Many hadīth support 

this, though some list Maryam, Fāṭima, and Asiya, wife of Pharaoh, as equals at the 

pinnacle of female virtue in Islam.211  

Abboud ascribes prophethood to Maryam on the basis of three key points from 

her excellent literary exegesis: (1) Maryam is a key link in what is presented as a 

biologically determined prophetic line; (2) her story is reported in the qur’ānic motif of 

the prophet struggling against their community, and in this context she is lifted up as an 

example to Muḥammad; (3) and she shares so much in common with Muḥammad that if 

he is a prophet, she must be also. To the first of these assertions, Sūrat al-‘Imran declares 

 
206 Cited in Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 143. 
207 Ibid., 142. 
208 Cited in ibid., 143. 
209 Cited in Smith and Haddad, “Virgin Mary in Islamic Tradition,” 178.  
210 Cited in ibid., 178-9. 
211 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 140. Stowasser notes that the debate over who is the most virtuous woman 

of Islam is “remarkable both for its intensity and also the lack of consensus”; Stowasser, Women in the 

Qur’an, 79-80. The question is whether Mary is simply preeminent over the women of her time, or over all 

the women of all time. To the present author, the plural form of “worlds” in Q3:42 solves the difficulty: 

Maryam is chosen above not only the women of this world, but over all women in any possible worlds, 

which would seem to include women of any era.  
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that the “chosen” ones mentioned—‘Ādam, Nūḥ, the family of Ibrāhīm, and the family of 

‘Imran—are “offspring one of the other” (Q3:33-34). According to the Islamic mind, 

prophecy is determined, at least in part, by lineage.212 Maryam, then, is a key link in this 

prophetic line: in order for her son to be a prophet, she must be also, since ‘Isā has no 

father. Abboud also states that one of the functions of ‘Isā’s matrilineal epithet “‘Isā, son 

of Maryam” suggests this:  

Although this lineage is certainly given to the fatherless ‘Isā to emphasize his 

human nature and to avoid attributing any paternity to God, ‘Isā’s matrilineal 

name does, if Qur’ānic tradition is to be adhered to, suggest the prophethood of 

both mother and son.213 

 

Finally, though Abboud does not mention this verse, Sūrah 19 concludes its recounting of 

the stories of the chosen ones (of Zakariyya, Maryam, and Ibrāhīm; and in shorter form, 

those of Mūsā, Ismā’īl, and ‘Idrīs) by saying, “These are the prophets whom Allah 

blessed, from the seed of ‘Ādam, from those we carried with Nūḥ, from the seed of 

Ibrāhīm and Israel, and from those we guided and chose” (Q19:58).214 This identifies as 

“prophets” all those whose stories are told in the sūrah, emphasizes their lineage in the 

same family, and mentions their “chosenness,” which is an aspect of Maryam that is 

repeated for emphasis in Q3.  

In Sūrat Maryam, additionally, the purpose of the sūrah is to present the stories of 

the prophets who have gone before, who were isolated and faced opposition from their 

people yet emerged triumphant, in order to encourage Muḥammad in his Meccan 

 
212 This is why it was very important that Muḥammad died without a son who lived into adulthood: the 

Muslim belief that he was the last of the prophets required this confirmation. See Reza Aslan, No God but 

God: The Origins, Evolution, and Future of Islam (New York: Random House, 2005), 116-7.  
213 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 134. 
214 Ibn Ḥazm also notes this; Ibrahim, “Ibn Ḥazm’s Theory,” 91. 
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struggle.215 Muḥammad in Mecca is a preacher “in the trenches” who awaits God’s 

intervention and vindication. Sūrah 19 presents Zakariyya alone in the temple, then 

confronting his people and being unable to explain himself due to the silence imposed on 

him; here the conflict is more implicit than explicit, and the vindication will come only 

after Yaḥyā is born. Maryam, a solitary figure in her holiness, is accused by her people of 

defiling her purity, and the infant ‘Isā speaks miraculously in defense of her honor. 

Ibrāhīm, the lone monotheist, is threatened with stoning by his idol-worshipping father,216 

but eventually is able to pray to God in peace and is given the annunciation of the coming 

of Isḥāq and Ya’qūb.217 Maryam’s narrative, as the centerpiece of these narratives, must 

not be intended to be the story of someone less than a prophet. Abboud comments:  

Thus, Muḥammad’s identifying his own struggle with Maryam’s struggle makes 

Maryam a model for Muḥammad just like other male prophets. What is unusual 

about Maryam’s becoming a model for the prophet Muḥammad is Muḥammad’s 

identifying with Maryam and not with ‘Isā, for ‘Isā does not feature in a story 

during the entire Meccan period. That is, Muḥammad identifies more with a 

Christian female/mother figure than with ‘Isā Christ, who was God’s messenger 

and his Word (Q 3:45).218 

 

This elevation of an extraordinary woman is indeed an honor in a patriarchal society.  

Finally, Abboud draws many parallels between Maryam and Muḥammad: they 

were both given a divine message by an angelic being; they were both vessels who 

carried the Word of God; they were abandoned and slandered by their communities in 

 
215 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 1, 27, 144, 146-7, 157. 
216 This is another interesting parallel to Maryam: If accused of adultery and “proven” impure, she could 

have been stoned as well (see Deut 22:23-24). She faced as much of a life-threatening situation as any of 

the other prophets. One wonders if Mary’s plight may have influenced Jesus’s mercy toward the woman in 

John 8:1-11.  
217 Dye finds this verse, Q19:49, to show intertextuality with Hebrews 11:8-9. Guillaume Dye, “The Qur’an 

and Its Hypertextuality in Light of Redaction Criticism,” Early Islamic Studies Seminar (Early Islam: The 

Sectarian Milieu of Late Antiquity?, Milan, June 2015), 22, 

www.academia.edu/12358270/The_Quran_and_its_Hypertextuality_in_Light_of_Redaction_Criticism.  
218 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 146. 
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response to God’s favor toward them; in this rejection, they encountered fear, hunger, 

thirst, and insecurity; according to tradition, they were both orphaned and cared for by an 

older male relative (Zakariyya and Muḥammad’s uncle Abū Ṭālib, respectively); they 

both worshipped and prayed in an isolated place, Maryam in the miḥrāb and Muḥammad 

in the cave; Maryam’s virginity and Muḥammad’s illiteracy (per tradition) are paralleled, 

as neither one of them could have produced the “Word” God gave them of their own 

effort; and their initial responses to the angel are similar: “How can I have a child when 

no man has touched me and I have never been unchaste?” compared with “I am not one 

who recites!”219 In this passage, then, Muḥammad identifies with Maryam in her struggle 

to bring forth ‘Isā during his struggle to bring forth the message God gave him: they are 

both “in charge of processing [the word from God] so that it becomes a deliverable 

message to mankind.”220 The Prophet finds Maryam, not ‘Isā, his model and exemplar; as 

such, it follows that Maryam is a prophetess.221 

One modern scholar, R. J. McCarthy, posits that Maryam was chosen as the 

prophets were chosen, but she was not a messenger because she was not sent to a specific 

people with a specific message, as the classic qur’ānic motif has the messengers do. In 

other words, he differentiates between nabiyyā and rasūla as does al-Qurṭubī. However, 

Abdulla Galadari has argued that ‘Isā in the Qur’ān is both a messenger and the message 

itself—in part extrapolated from his title as kalimat Allah, Word of God—just as he is 

 
219 Ibid., 145-146.  
220 Buisson, “Subversive Maryam,” 457.  
221 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 146. For more parallels between the two, see Robinson, “Jesus and Mary 

in the Qur’ān,” 169-171. 
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given signs to show his people but also is a sign himself (Q23:50).222 In this sense, 

Maryam was indeed given a specific message to deliver to her people: ‘Isā. Furthermore, 

Stowasser reports that the exegetes considered ‘isma (the purity/sinlessness ascribed to 

prophets)223 impossible for Maryam because “in orthodox definition, purity includes 

(constant) physical purity, a state unattainable to women because of menstruation.”224 

However, the same principle of purity (ṭahāra) that governs menstruation also governs 

sexual intercourse:225 if Maryam is disqualified from the status of prophet for her 

menstruation, every so-called “prophet” of Islam must also be disqualified for having 

relations with their wives—Muḥammad included. The only exceptions would be the 

celibate few, such as Yaḥyā and ‘Isā. Even at that, some scholars argued that God’s 

“purifying” of Maryam (Q3:42) included freedom from menstruation, following Christian 

tradition on the topic.226  

One further point that must be considered is the Qur’ān’s identification of 

Maryam as “sister of Hārūn” in Q19:28. While early non-Muslim scholars identified this 

as an egregious error in the Qur’ān—a seeming conflation of Maryam with the figure of 

the same name who lived some 1500 years before her—the mufassirūn as well as modern 

scholars have asserted a typological connection.227 This discussion, while fruitful, has 

 
222 Abdulla Galadari, Qur’anic Hermeneutics: Between Science, History, and the Bible (London: 

Bloomsbury Academic, 2018), 132. See also Akyol, The Islamic Jesus, Chapter 7: “…unlike the Prophet 

Muḥammad, who was a normal human being who just occasionally received God’s revelation, Jesus 

becomes the revelation itself.” 
223 Gregg, Shared Stories, 571-2. 
224 Stowasser, Women in the Qur’an, 77. 
225 “Ṭahāra,” Encyclopedia Britannica, last modified October 27, 2016, accessed March 28, 2021, 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/tahara-Islam.  
226 Stowasser, Women in the Qur’an, 78. However, other mufassirūn report that Maryam did menstruate; 

ibid., 74.  
227 Reynolds, Subtext, 146-7. For more on this, see Chapter 5 of the present thesis.  

https://www.britannica.com/topic/tahara-Islam
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overlooked the first mention of the earlier Miriam’s name in the Hebrew Scriptures, 

where she is referred to by the exact same epithet but with one additional word: “Miriam 

the prophetess, sister of Aaron” (Hebrew miryam hanabiya, akht aharon).228 She is the 

first woman given the title of prophetess in the Hebrew Scriptures,229 and the context of 

the passage is the triumphant escape from slavery in Egypt, where she leads the people in 

song.230 Like Sūrat Maryam, it is a story of the chosen prophets of God emerging 

victorious from opposition. When such a strong allusion or quote is used, it is necessary 

for interpretation to take note of what is missing. Earlier it was noted that in the Q19’s 

allusions to Luke’s descriptions of John and Jesus, “son of God” was notably absent; 

there, the Qur’ān excised that detail in its transmission because it thoroughly disagrees 

with its understanding of the term, as it states clearly in many places.  

In many cases, however, such an obvious passing over is a clue to those familiar 

with the original text or tradition231 as to what they should take from the story. To the 

well-acquainted, the silence is deafening. This is especially true in a story that focuses on 

prophethood—note the seven-times repeated end-rhyme of “nabiyyā” in the same 

sūrah—and goes out of its way to praise Maryam and present her qualifications for the 

office. Perhaps Muḥammad was aware that his patriarchal society would not accept an 

outright declaration of a woman as a prophetess, as the classical exegetes’ discussions 

evince. His allusion to the Exodus text and its glaring omission is a way of “saying 

 
228 Exod 15:20.  
229 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 59.  
230 The use of this phrase may also allude to Mary’s Magnificat. Significantly, immediately after this verse 

in Exodus comes the narrative of the Israelites in the wilderness with no water, coming upon the bitter 

waters of Mara, into which Moses casts a tree to make them sweet (Exod 15:22-27). The palm tree and 

sweet water in Maryam’s story in the Qur’ān may also be related to this narrative.  
231 As Reynolds has argued, the Qur’ān is highly allusive in style; Subtext, 3-36. 
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without saying” that Maryam stands among the prophets. This interpretation of the 

epithet does not, however, preclude the typological understanding, as the Qur’ān often 

makes multiple points with the same statement. 

Incidentally, if the main signifiers of prophethood are taken into account, Maryam 

deserves the title more than some of the male prophets of the Qur’ān. According to 

Islamic tradition, prophets (1) are inspired or given a verbal revelation by God or an 

angel; (2) are given signs or miracles; (3) may be given a book; (4) all of these are to be 

shared with their community; (5) they are granted sinlessness by God; (6) should have 

prophetic lineage; (7) may have miraculous birth stories (only a few).232 They need not be 

directly named as “prophet” in the qur’ānic text. Furthermore, all the individuals whose 

names are given to sūrahs are prophets.233 Maryam is given a verbal revelation by an 

angel, has many miracles appear in her narrative, has a sūrah that bears her name, and is 

given the Word of God, to be given to her community.234 In fact, she may have more 

miracles than most of the prophets: her conception is inspired and perhaps without the 

seed of a man, she is accepted by God to serve in the temple despite males being given 

preference for this role in her society, she is fed by God235 in the temple, God intervenes 

to signify who her guardian will be, and even ‘Isā’s miraculous speech as a newborn may 

be attributed as a sign to Maryam because he speaks in defense of her honor in a narrative 

 
232 Aslan, No God but God, 18-20. Lybarger adds that “their messages divide communities into believers 

and rejecters”; “Gender and Prophetic Authority,” 246. If ‘Isā is the “word” that is Maryam’s message, this 

is certainly true of her as well; see Q19:34.  
233 Luqman (Q31) is sometimes called a sage, and sometimes a prophet. See Aslan, No God but God, 43.  
234 “…she gave birth to a child who was articulate and wise from birth. Symbolically, this means that God’s 

Word became audible to mankind through her.” Buisson, “Subversive Maryam,” 457.  
235 Tradition says this is by the hand of angels, following the PJ tradition (cf PJ 8:2), but the Qur’ān has her 

say, “It is from Allah” (Q3:37). 
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that is clearly hers, not his. Indeed, the exegetes—most of whom, ironically, deny 

Maryam’s prophethood—insist on multiplying the miracles in her narrative: her words to 

Zakariyya in Q3:37 are miraculous as she is a newborn infant;236 the food in the Temple 

is either winter fruits in summer season or summer fruits in winter season,237 or is simply 

the food of Paradise and nothing earthly at all;238 perhaps Maryam had no need of food 

altogether;239 her pregnancy of ‘Isā lasted anywhere from one hour to six to eight 

months;240 the date palm was a dried-up tree that sprouted spontaneously for her, or it 

was a living tree that had no fruit because it was out of season.241 Furthermore, the 

tradition claims these miracles as proof of Maryam’s sinlessness—a status ascribed only 

to prophets.242 Maryam’s birth story—unnecessary if the only point of her story is her 

bearing of ‘Isā—is given, a privilege only accorded to a few other revered prophetic 

figures in the Qur’ān: ‘Ādam, Isḥāq, Mūsā, and ‘Isā.  

By way of comparison, ‘Ādam is referred to as a prophet in Islamic tradition, 

though the Qur’ān never directly calls him such, and all that is revealed to him is the 

 
236 The Qur’ān does not specify how old she was when she spoke, but this is reported as far back as early 

ḥadīth; cited in Lybarger, “Gender and Prophetic Authority,” 245. 
237 Stowasser, Women in the Qur’an, 73. According to Stowasser, Maryam gives some of these fruits to 

Zakariyya, which contributes to his wife’s conception of Yaḥyā. Here the Muslim exegetes, like Christian 

exegetes, may be engaging in typological midrash: Zakariyya “prayed to God, provider of ‘fruit out of 

season,’ to give him ‘a son out of season.’” Ibid., citing al-Ṭabarī, Tafsir, vol. 6. On this interpretation, cf. 

Gen 30:14-17, where fruit is involved in the conception stories of Jacob’s sons. 
238 Reynolds reports that “all of the traditions which identify Mary’s sustenance with fruit imply that she 

was fed from the Garden of paradise.” Zamakhsharī comments, “Her sustenance came from the heavenly 

Garden, for she never once suckled.” Cited in Reynolds, Subtext, 136.  
239 Abd al-Jalil, cited in Smith and Haddad, “Virgin Mary in Islamic Tradition,” 165. 
240 Schleifer, Mary the Blessed Virgin of Islam, 33.  
241 Stowasser, Women in the Qur’an, 75.  
242 Ibid. She continues, “It is, perhaps, because of Mary’s holiness (rather than physical purity) that some 

interpreters have even considered Mary a man, ‘because of the perfection apportioned to her,’ (since) 

‘among women are some who are perfect and knowledgeable and who attain the standard of men—they are 

in a real sense men.’” Ibid., 78, citing Muḥammad Jamal al-Din al-Qasimi, Tafsīr al-Qasimi. Note also that 

Maryam is commanded to “prostrate [in prayer] with those who prostrate,” with the latter referent being a 

masculine form: Maryam is allowed to pray with the men; Buisson, “Subversive Maryam,” 454.  
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names of the animals—not a message intended for humans. Zakariyya is identified as a 

prophet, but although he receives a revelation from an angel, it is personal—about the 

birth of his son—not for the community. If a prophet is defined as being given a 

revelation from God to be passed on to their community, ‘Ādam and Zakariyya would 

not qualify.243 Yaḥyā is a named prophet and is extolled for his virtue, but there are no 

stories of him performing signs or miracles.244 Muḥammad is given a verbal revelation 

transmitted by an angel for his community, but he has no miracles associated with him in 

the Qur’ān. Later tradition, of course, uncomfortable with this situation, either refers to 

the Qur’ān itself as his miracle or fabricates stories of a miraculous birth245 or 

Muḥammad splitting the moon, etc., to rectify this “error.”246 If prophets are revered for 

their righteousness or sinlessness, Maryam is the purest of the pure and is one of only two 

people not “touched by Satan” at birth (the other being her son, ‘Isā);247 if they are 

admired for their faith, she has the faith of Ibrāhīm;248 if they are given their distinction 

 
243 al-Ṭabāṭabāī’, al-Mizān; cited in Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 140. 
244 Just as he is also not said to do miracles in the New Testament. Sūrat al-Anbiya (“The Prophets”) lists 

and gives short narrations of some of the great prophets and their signs or attributes. Included are Ibrahīm, 

Lūṭ, Isḥāq, Ya’qūb, Nūḥ, Dāwūd, Sulayman, Ayyūb (Job), Ismā’īl, ‘Idrīs (Enoch), Dhu-al-Kifl (Ezekiel?), 

Dhu-al-Nun (Jonah), and, at the end of this list, Zakariyya and Maryam, appearing together once again. 

Here, also, Maryam is included in a list of prophets. On the identification of Dhu-al-Khfl, see The Arabic-

English Reference Qur’an, 373.  
245 Aslan, No God but God, 19-21.  
246 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 144.  
247 See Q19:20, and her acceptance into the temple, where only the purest could go. If that were not enough, 

Q3:42 says that God Himself has purified her. On the sinlessness of the prophets, see Gregg, Shared Stories, 

571-572. 
248 “Her willingness to submit absolutely to God’s will [was] seen as the equivalent of Abraham’s 

willingness to sacrifice his son as the ultimate act of compliance”; Smith and Haddad, “Virgin Mary in 

Islamic Tradition,” 168, 178; citing ibn Ḥazm. See Gen 15:6, Rom 4:3. Al-Qurṭubī comments: “Maryam 

believed God’s words and did not ask for a sign when she was given the annunciation, the way Zakariyya 

asked for a sign (may peace be upon him), and accordingly, God named her in His revelation ‘she who 

believed in God’s words,’ al-ṣiddīqa”; cited in Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 133. Christian tradition tends 

to elevate those who believe God without asking for “signs” over those who do. Included among those who 

ask for signs are Gideon (Jdg 6:36-40), the opponents of Jesus (Matt 16:1-4), and Thomas (Jn 20:24-29). 
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because they are chosen of God, Maryam is thrice chosen;249 if a proper pedigree is 

necessary, Maryam has it in spades, being descended from ‘Imran, Ibrāhīm, Nūḥ, and 

‘Ādam.250 It seems, then, if the qur’ānic narratives about Maryam are considered without 

a presupposed exclusion of women from prophethood, Maryam is not only a prophetess 

but one par excellence. Abboud concludes her study by commenting that admitting 

Maryam to the category of prophetess would serve to validate women’s spiritual 

experience and include them as equals in the religious realm.251 

2.4. Conclusion 

The traditions of Late Antiquity were all in conversation with one another, 

weaving in their own concerns, polemics, and cultures as they refashioned the story of 

Mary and Jesus for their own purposes. Sūrah 3 begins the story earlier than Sūrah 19, 

drawing from the paracanonical tradition to begin its story with Maryam’s mother and 

her desire for a child she could consecrate to God. After establishing its familiarity with 

Judeo-Christian concepts through extensive allusion, it tells the story of the purified 

Maryam, then delivers its polemic against those who murder the prophets and reject the 

signs of God (Jews) and those who say God could have a son (Christians and polytheists). 

Like Sūrahs 3 and 19, the Protoevangelium of James is Mary’s story, not Jesus’. It 

focuses on Mary’s ritual and virginal purity when she was born and raised in the Temple, 

and during and after her pregnancy with Jesus. It presents her as so pure she can be an 

 
249 Q3:42. 
250 Q19:58. 
251 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 147.  
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offering to God, against the attempted libel from the Jewish community. To this Jewish-

Christian debate over the honor of Mary, we now turn. 
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3. Jewish and Christian Legends of Mary in Dialogue 

Commonly in the ancient world, “nothing pleased adherents of one religion more 

than to level charges of sexual misbehavior and aberration against another cult.”252 

Jewish-Christian relations were no exception: one of the Qur’ān’s most well-known 

statements about Maryam is that the Jews “disbelieved in Allah and accused Maryam of a 

great scandal”—also translated “monstrous slander” and “tremendous calumny” (Arabic 

buhtānan ‘aẓīman).253 These accusations regarding Jesus’ unusual conception have a long 

and ignominious history. As Lybarger notes, this Arabic term buhtān has a Syriac 

cognate also meaning “shame” or “disgrace,” which had connotations of sexual deviance 

and was used in Christian counter-polemics against Jewish allegations regarding Mary.254 

The Qur’ān places this “slander” as beginning from the time of Jesus’ birth itself 

(Q19:27-8), likely surmising this from the religious debates of its day. 

3.1. It’s Complicated 

Early “Christianity” and Judaism had a complex beginning. One of the points of 

division in early Christianity was what attitude toward Judaism and the Hebrew 

Scriptures was appropriate.255 Of course, Yeshua was Jewish, fulfilled Torah, and taught 

his followers to do likewise. For quite some time, these followers were considered a sect 

of Judaism; they attended Temple and synagogue, and later prayed for the restoration of 

 
252 Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 51. 
253 Q4:156; translations from The Arabic-English Reference Qur’an, Talal Itani, and Pickthall, respectively. 
254 Lybarger, “Gender and Prophetic Authority,” 253-4. 
255 Jenkins, Many Faces, 29. 
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the Temple.256 But evident already in the New Testament are the tensions between Jewish 

and Gentile believers in Yeshua, the latter of whom were averse to the Torah’s dietary 

laws and circumcision.257 Gentile conversion notwithstanding, Jewish believers in 

Yeshua were still a large community by the time of Jerome (d. 420), who had great 

distaste for this group: “Since they want to be both Jews and Christians, they are neither 

Jews nor Christians.”258 Although these Jewish Christians found unity and continuity in 

their faith tradition, great conflict arose between those who considered themselves only 

Jewish or only Christian.  

Paul’s writings evidence this conflict, defining how good of a pre-Yeshua-

believing Jew he had been in part by how much zeal he had shown in persecuting 

Christians.259 Christian interpretation and, indeed, appropriation of Jewish texts infuriated 

the Jewish religious leaders, particularly when the former insisted that if Jews did not 

interpret their own Scriptures in the way Christians did, they were not believers in the 

books at all.260 The seeds of this can be found in Paul, who stated that the Jews were not 

 
256 Stallings notes, “Of all the branches and divisions of Judaism, only the Pharisees and Christians 

survived” the Jewish War of 66-70. Christians only ceased to see a theological need for the Temple after 

the leveling of Jerusalem during the Bar Kochba revolt in 135 C.E. “Rediscovering Passover,” 295-7. 
257 See Galatians, and also how Paul goes first to the synagogue to preach in each city until he is kicked out; 

Acts 13:14-52, 17:2-5. 
258 Cited in Akyol, The Islamic Jesus, Chapter 2. Much more could be said on the Jewish Christian 

community, but this is beyond the scope of the present thesis. 
259 Gal 1:13-14, Phil 3:5-6; for this observation I am indebted to eds. Graham Stanton and Guy Stroumsa, 

Tolerance and Intolerance in Early Judaism and Christianity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1998),100.  
260 Cf. Athansius, “All Scripture teems with disproof of Jewish unbelief”; “On the Incarnation” (2010), 39. 

Justin Martyr: “You have been instructed by teachers who are ignorant of the meaning of the scriptures”; 

Dialogue with Trypho, cited in Gregg, Shared Stories, 506. Gregg also states that Theoteknos, an early 

seventh-century preacher, said the Jews had not understood or believed their own scriptures. Jenkins 

comments, “[This] approach potentially relegates every word of the Old Testament to Christian prehistory. 

At its worst, it delegitimizes Judaism”; Many Faces, 244-5.  
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understanding the Scriptures correctly,261 and in Stephen’s sermon in Acts 7, where he 

says his Jewish audience does not keep the Torah.262 However, it must be noted that both 

Paul and Stephen were critical of the Jews as insiders to the community, akin to the 

prophets of the Hebrew Scriptures: both men still considered themselves Jews after 

having believed in Jesus.  

Christian preaching used the Jewish Scriptures as foundation for their belief in 

Yeshua as messiah,263 and militant argumentation such as that seen above resulted in 

adversarial moves from the Jewish community. Ephrem the Syrian (c. 306-373) wrote, 

“Put to shame is the people [the Jews] that holds the prophets to be true, for if our Savior 

had not come, their words would have become lies.” On this, Gregg comments: 

The sharp conflict between Jews and Christians over what certain scriptures must 

mean is revealed once more in Ephrem’s bristling and caustic last verse, which 

can be rephrased: without fulfillment of your biblical prophecies in the revelation 

of Christ, they would be empty and false.”264 

 

Isaiah 7:14, the famous “a virgin/young woman shall conceive and bear a son” verse, 

Christians used as a prophecy of Mary’s virginal conception of Jesus, claiming that the 

verse demanded a supernatural virgin birth.265 Jews, in response, retranslated the 

Septuagint to correct this mistranslation, they asserted, of the Hebrew. If Jesus’ miracles 

were, for the Christians, part of the proof of Jesus’ messiahship, the Jewish community 

accused him of being a magician and deceiver. Indeed, magic, idolatry, and heresy were 

 
261 2 Cor 3:14-16. 
262 Acts 7:51-53. 
263 Beginning in the NT itself: cf. Lk 24:13-27, Acts 13:14-41. 
264 Gregg, Shared Stories, 538. 
265 Beginning in the canon: see Matt 1:22-23. 
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common Jewish allegations against Yeshua and his followers.266 The anti-Judaism of 

Gentile Early Church Fathers has long been recognized, and Jewish responses—

especially after they became a persecuted minority in a Christian empire—are entirely 

understandable.267 It is not this author’s intention to condone or condemn either side, but 

to discuss the narratives the conflict produced.268 

These clashes resulted in escalating polemics, often deployed in narrative and 

counter-narrative about Mary and Jesus.269 Paul, the writer of the earliest Christian texts, 

has nothing to say about the virgin birth,270 while Mark, the first gospel, simply calls 

Jesus “son of Mary.”271 This must have caused a stir of defamatory remarks where it 

circulated, because the next gospel, Matthew, includes the virgin birth story and lists four 

 
266 Christians combatted this by stating that Jesus destroyed idols and demonic powers. Cf. Athanasius’ 

“On the Incarnation,” which speaks of magic as being rendered powerless by the cross, and idols being 

destroyed and displaced by Jesus’ salvific work; 34, 37-8. Both Christian and Muslim tradition relate that 

the idols of Egypt were destroyed at Jesus’ advent. See Is 19:1; Athanasius, “On the Incarnation of the 

Word,” Church Fathers, New Advent, accessed February 25, 2021, 

https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/2802.htm. “Idols turned over on their heads at the birth of ‘Isa”; ibn al-

Athīr, cited in Schleifer, Mary the Blessed Virgin of Islam, 127.  
267 Boyarin writes, “At the very least, the modern scholar suggests, the Rabbis were just as bad as the 

doctors of the church; just as the latter libeled Jews and Judaism, so too the talmudic Rabbis vis-à-vis 

Christians.” Daniel Boyarin, “Nostalgia for Christianity: Getting Medieval Again,” Religion & Literature 

42, no. 1–2 (Spring-Summer 2010), 69. 
268 Biale notes that counter-history “can function as a literature of protest,” especially when it is the voice 

of an oppressed minority. Such narratives “mean something different in the hands of a minority as opposed 

to those of the majority.” David Biale, “Counter-History and Jewish Polemics against Christianity: The 

Sefer Toldot Yeshu and the Sefer Zerubavel,” Jewish Social Studies 6, no. 1 (1999), 137.  
269 David Biale gives a quite specific definition of “counter-history” or “counter-narrative,” requiring exact 

reversals or inversions, and differentiates these from substitutions and subversions; “Counter-History,” 132, 

136. For the purposes of this thesis, a looser definition will be adopted, encompassing all of the above.  
270 The only statement Paul makes about Jesus’ birth is that he was “born of a woman” (Gal 4:4-5), which 

in context is explaining how God became man, not denying claims of human paternity. 
271 Mk 6:3. Mark’s account does not tell Jesus’ origins or birth story at all. Scholars debate whether “son of 

Mary” is a slur against Jesus that the gospel chose to incorporate, or whether it was not as unusual to be 

identified by one’s mother as might be supposed. Brown states that in Samaritan and Mandaean use, “A 

man is illegitimate when he is called by his mother’s name, for a bastard has no father”; yet, he comments, 

there is no proof this principle was at play in Jesus’ time. Brown also posits that Jesus may have been 

known as “son of Mary” if Joseph had passed away and Mary was well known to the villagers. Brown, The 

Birth of the Messiah, 537-540; see also Lybarger, “Gender and Prophetic Authority,” 255. Certainly the 

Qur’ān, at least, by use of the same epithet, intends no scorn. 

https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/2802.htm
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sexually deviant women in his genealogy of Jesus. This seems to be almost an apology: 

lest the Jews argue against Mary’s virtue, let them remember how many disreputable 

women lie in David’s genealogy and yet did not hinder God’s plans.272 Luke elaborates 

on the miraculous birth theme with further details and more in-depth characterization of 

Mary. By the writing of John’s Gospel, the author places the words “We are not 

illegitimate children”273 in the mouths of Jews debating with Jesus, with the implication 

that Jesus, on the other hand, is. Later, in response to Christians’ claims about the virgin 

birth, their Jewish interlocutors began telling alternative stories about Miriam and Yeshua: 

Miriam was an adulteress and Yeshua the son of a Roman soldier; she was the prostitute 

for the entire carpenters’ guild;274 she conceived Yeshua while in her monthly impurity 

(against the laws of Torah); Miriam was a poor woman, a weaver; she was so simple-

minded as to be easily deceived by a licentious neighbor who, in the dark, claimed to be 

her fiancé or husband; or, in the end, Miriam was impregnated by Satan himself. The 

second-century work Acts of Pilate gives some of the earliest of this libel: 

The elders of the Jews answered and said to Jesus, “What should we see? First, 

that you were born of fornication; second, that your birth meant the death of the 

children in Bethlehem; third, that your father Joseph and your mother Mary fled 

into Egypt because they counted for nothing among the people.”275 

 

 
272 Antti Laato, “Celsus, Toledot Yeshu, and Early Traces of Apology for the Virgin Birth of Jesus,” Scripta 

Instituti Donneriani Aboensis 27 (2016), 71-74. Tamar, Rahab, Ruth the Moabitess (whose very people 

sprang from the incestuous line of Lot), and “the wife of Uriah” all have sexual deviance, or at least 

suspicion thereof, as well as righteous acts to their name. See also Brown, The Birth of the Messiah, 143; 

Ruth Kara-Ivanov Kaniel, “The Myth of the Messianic Mother in Jewish and Christian Traditions: 

Psychoanalytic and Gender Perspectives,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 83, no. 1 (March 

2015): 72–119. 
273 John 8:41. 
274 Tertullian reports accusations that Jesus was the son of a prostitute in 197 C.E.; Brown, The Birth of the 

Messiah, 535. 
275 Cited in ibid. Brown notes that though the earliest extant copy is from the fourth century, fragments date 

from the second. 
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Christians, by turn, wrote of a Mary so pure that she was raised in the Holy of Holies and 

was “unblemished” enough to be an offering; Mary was taught Torah by Zechariah the 

priest, and her parents were so wealthy they offered double the necessary sacrifices; she 

did weave, but only the precious red and purple threads of the Temple veil, which was an 

honor;276 she never menstruated at all; she was not only a virgin before the conception of 

Jesus, but remained a virgin her entire life;277 Joseph was not her husband but an elderly 

widower assigned to be Mary’s guardian, while Jesus’ “brothers” were Joseph’s sons 

from a prior marriage.278 “Anti-Jewish harangue”279 was a common feature in Marian 

piety, and Jewish people featured particularly negatively in homilies for Marian feast-

days and the traditions of her Dormition.280 

And thus went the storytelling war. In Christian and Jewish writings alike, the 

communities were producing ethnography: they were creating and preserving their 

cultural identities through literature.281 It seems the Christian community produced 

apocrypha as much to be polemical weapons as pious fictions (if not more so), much like 

it wrote and ratified creeds less as comprehensive statements of faith than as definitions 

 
276 Nutzman, “Mary in the Protoevangelium,” 565. Many of these details are found in the PJ, discussed in 

Chapter 2. 
277 Augustine writes, “Concipiens virgo, pariens virgo, virgo gravida, virgo feta, virgo perpetua” (cited in 

Kaniel, “The Myth of the Messianic Mother,” 10-11): “Conceiving as a virgin, giving birth as a virgin; 

carrying virgin, pregnant virgin, perpetual virgin” (translation mine). 
278 Jenkins notes that the Protoevangelium of James seems to have been written in large part in response to 

Jewish polemics; Many Faces, 102-3. 
279 Stephen J. Shoemaker, “The (Re?)Discovery of the Kathisma Church and the Cult of the Virgin in Late 

Antique Palestine,” Maria: A Journal of Marian Studies 1, no. 2 (February 2001), 53. 
280 Rubin, Mother of God, 56; A. Edward Siecienski, “Mariology in Antioch: Mary in the Writings of 

Chrysostom, Theodoret of Cyrus, and Nestorius,” St Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 56, no. 2 (2012), 

138-9. 
281 Galit Hasan-Rokem, “Narratives in Dialogue: A Folk Literary Perspective on Interreligious Contacts in 

the Holy Land in Rabbinic Literature of Late Antiquity,” in Sharing the Sacred: Religious Contacts and 

Conflicts in the Holy Land: First-Fifteenth Centuries CE, ed. Guy G. Stroumsa and Arieh Kofsky 

(Jerusalem: Yad Izhak Ben Zvi, 1998), 109-110. 
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of the boundaries of orthodoxy, tools to be used to condemn heretics.282 One might say 

that the Church wrote apocrypha for interreligious polemic and creeds to address 

intrareligious polemic. Diving into this Jewish-Christian conflict can help the reader 

understand the Qur’ān’s viewpoint on Maryam and ‘Isā. Before turning to these 

apologetic narratives, two works of more outright debate must first be inspected. 

3.2. Justin’s Dialogue with Trypho and Celsus’ On True Doctrine 

Around 155-160 C.E., the Church Father Justin Martyr wrote a work summarizing 

a debate he had had years earlier: his Dialogue with Trypho the Jew. The major 

contention between Justin and Trypho is, of course, whether Jesus is the messiah or a 

magician, human or divine, but central to this are arguments about the virgin birth. 

Trypho objects to Christian interpretation of Isaiah 7:14, asserting that the Greek text 

should render not “parthenos” (virgin) but rather “neanis” (young woman). He claims 

that the original Hebrew almah is closer to the latter, and that the entire passage in 

question was fulfilled by King Hezekiah.283 Justin counters by stating that the Septuagint 

was translated by Trypho’s own Jewish predecessors; the LXX is the authoritative 

translation, and if Trypho abandons it, he is leaving behind his own tradition. Justin also 

complains of this new translation’s omission of certain phrases in the prophets and 

psalms that the Christian community was using in debates against Jews.284 Trypho, 

 
282 N.T. Wright, How God Became King: The Forgotten Story of the Gospels (New York: HarperOne, 

2016). 
283 Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho; cited in Gregg, Shared Stories, 506-8.  
284 Gregg, Shared Stories, 506-8. According to Origen, no less than three new translations were circulating 

by the second century CE, indicating the extent of Jewish work in this regard; ibid. One wonders if this 

Jewish penchant for re-translating the words in polemical reaction was still in play in the seventh century, 

and if so, whether Q2:75-6, 79 refer to it (on writing Scripture with their own hands, then saying “This is 

from Allah,” for their own gain). 



78 
 

 
 

meanwhile, calls Christian professions of the virgin birth the stuff of myth: 

In Greek mythology there is a story of how Perseus was born of Danae, while she 

was a virgin, when the one whom they call Zeus descended upon her in the form 

of a golden shower. You Christians should be ashamed of yourselves, therefore, 

to repeat the same kind of stories as these men.285  

 

This accusation of pagan sources for Christian doctrine continued for centuries, as the 

Jewish community viewed Trinitarian theology as thinly veiled polytheism. However, 

despite Trypho’s negative reaction to the idea of a virgin birth and finding support for it 

in the prophet Isaiah, he has nothing derogatory to say about Mary herself. Jesus was 

simply a heretic who deserved to be stoned and cursed286 for performing magic and 

deceiving the people. 

 Celsus’ work On True Doctrine (c. 170-180 C.E.) is extant only as quoted in 

Origen’s refutation of it, Contra Celsum. While Celsus himself was Greek, not Jewish, 

his counter-history of Jesus accords with many Jewish traditions that were in circulation, 

and he puts his arguments into the mouth of a fictional Jewish contemporary of Yeshua. 

This work presents both logical arguments and narrative polemic. In Celsus’ writings, 

Yeshua learned magic in his time in Egypt (which he brought back in a cut in the skin of 

his thigh), while Miriam was a poor rural woman who survived by spinning or weaving. 

If she had had as noble an ancestry as the Christians claim for her,287 surely she would 

 
285 Justin, Dialogue with Trypho; cited in Gregg, Shared Stories, 507. Tertullian contrasts Jesus’ birth with 

that of the pagan gods since there was no incest or adultery involved, as in typical mythology; cited in 

Rubin, Mother of God, 14. 
286 Evidently a “malediction on heretics” was appended to Jewish synagogue prayer, first approved at 

Jamnia under Gamaliel II in the first century. While it cursed all heretics, Christians were “prominently in 

view at the time of the benediction’s approval”; William Horbury, Jews and Christians; cited in Gregg, 

Shared Stories, 510. 
287 Gregg says this refers to Luke’s genealogy, which Celsus presumed to be Mary’s. Gregg, Shared Stories, 

514. 
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have known it and been well-known. Regarding paternity, Yeshua was the child of a 

Roman soldier named Panthera; Miriam was convicted of adultery and subsequently 

turned out by her husband Joseph, whereafter she gave birth in secret, “while she was 

wandering about in a disgraceful way.”288 This is a significant advancement beyond the 

accusations in Trypho, as Miriam is now an object of shame and Yeshua cannot be the 

messiah not only because he is illegitimate but because he is half-Roman. “Panthera,” in 

addition to being a well-attested Roman name common among soldiers, has been 

suggested to be derived from and be a mockery of the word “parthenos”—virgin.289 

Against the idea of Yeshua being the son of God, Celsus’ Jew sneers, 

Then was the mother of Jesus beautiful? And because she was beautiful did God 

have sexual intercourse with her, although by nature He cannot love a corruptible 

body? It is not likely that God would have fallen in love with her since she was 

neither wealthy nor of royal birth, for nobody knew her, not even her neighbors… 

When she was hated by the carpenter and turned out, neither divine power nor the 

gift of persuasion saved her.290 

 

Here Celsus, a Greek, interprets “son of God” as a biological term, implying a sexual 

relationship between God and Miriam, just as the Qur’ān later did. He finds this idea 

absurd and illogical—even in the dubious morals of Greek mythology, the gods helped 

their lovers and demigod children when they were in trouble. But this idea of divine 

sonship is not what earliest Christians intended by the title. They themselves would have 

been horrified by the suggestion that God engaged in sexual activity with Mary. 

 
288 Origen, Contra Celsum; cited in Gregg, Shared Stories, 515. Note that this “wandering” seems to reflect 

Mary’s giving birth alone in the wilderness, seen in the Kathisma tradition and the Qur’ān, though there it 

is not disgraceful. 
289 Panthera, Pantera, or Pandera is also attested to as the name of Jesus’ father in the texts of the 

Babylonian Talmud. Gregg, Shared Stories, 515; Brown, The Birth of the Messiah, 537. 
290 Origen, Contra Celsum; cited in Gregg, Shared Stories, 514.  
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  In Justin’s Dialogue with Trypho and Origen’s Contra Celsum, we have the oldest 

surviving works of anti-Christian Jewish polemic. Charges were primarily leveled at 

Yeshua’s paternity (and thus at his mother) because if Yeshua did not have the right 

ancestry, he could not be the messiah—whether he was half-Roman, not a descendant of 

David, or simply the child of an illicit union. All other claims about Yeshua, such as his 

use of Egyptian magic to perform miracles, would be superfluous if his pedigree could be 

established as improper.  

3.3. The Yerushalmi’s Mother of the Messiah 

 The Yerushalmi or Jerusalem Talmud, completed around 350 C.E., does not 

directly attack Yeshua and his mother. This was likely due to the location of its writing, 

which was surrounded by Christians recently risen to power; the Babylonian Talmud, 

farther removed geographically, was able to launch more direct onslaughts.291 The 

Yerushalmi, however, does give a parody of Yeshua’s birth story with a murderous 

mother of an untimely messiah.292 

Written in Aramaic and attributed to Jewish scholars of the first half of the fourth 

century C.E., this narrative runs as follows: a Jewish man is plowing his field when his 

cow begins lowing, and a passing Arab interprets the cow’s messages. The first message 

 
291 Hasan-Rokem, “Narratives in Dialogue,” 128.  
292 Himmelfarb notes that the mother of the messiah is a rare figure in Jewish literature; she appears only in 

the Yerushalmi and Sefer Zerubbabel and the texts dependent on them. Martha Himmelfarb, Jewish 

Messiahs in a Christian Empire: A History of the Book of Zerubbabel (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 2017), 39. Kaniel, by contrast, argues that the messianic mother is a Jewish idea 

Christianity adopted, but her stance is less convincing due to several assumptions and errors. She identifies 

Tamar as a descendant of Lot, while Scripture never describes her origins, and refers to the children of Lot 

as messianic; “The Myth of the Messianic Mother,” 13-4. While the women she mentions are celebrated 

mothers in the midrash, they are not “mothers of the messiah.” The few figures messianic expectation 

surrounded—Judah, David, and Hezekiah—are not the sons of any of these women (the daughters of Lot, 

Tamar, Ruth, Bathsheba). 
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is to stop plowing and unharness the cow because the temple has been destroyed; the 

second message is to begin work again on account of the birth of the messiah, who is said 

to be named Menahem, son of Hezekiah, born in Bethlehem. The Jew sells his cow and 

begins to peddle baby clothes so that he may travel and meet the messiah, but he wanders 

“from city to city” before arriving to Bethlehem. When he arrives, Menahem’s mother 

does not want to buy clothes for her baby because she “would like to strangle him… for 

on the day he was born, the temple was destroyed.”293 She also states she has no money. 

Upon hearing this, the peddler offers that she can buy clothes anyway and he will come 

back after some time to collect the money. When he returns to the city later, he asks her 

about the baby. She responds, “After you saw me, winds and whirlwinds294 came and 

snatched him out of my hands.”295  

While other scholars such as Hasan-Rokem note positive parallels between this 

story and the New Testament accounts of Jesus’ birth, Himmelfarb finds parody the more 

likely relationship between them. Rather than magi directed by a star or shepherds alerted 

by angels, here a Jewish farmer is told of the birth of the messiah by a cow and “its Arab 

interpreter.” Jesus in the gospels tells his disciples to “go into all the world and preach the 

gospel” (Mk 16:15), where here the proper response to the messiah’s advent is to carry on 

as before because the event has not changed anything.296 The magi and the shepherds 

both follow the instructions directly to Bethlehem, while our peddler-hero curiously 

 
293 Later texts modified this phrase. Himmelfarb suggests the murderous mother provoked profound 

discomfort with readers, leading later transmitters to attempt to soften the meaning. Himmelfarb, Jewish 

Messiahs, 42-6. 
294 The use of this word “whirlwinds” suggests a connection with Elijah’s ascension. Ibid., 43. 
295 I have summarized this from the text in Himmelfarb. Ibid., 40. 
296 Ibid., 43. 
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ignores the announcement of the messiah’s birthplace, “a location the significance of 

which a Jew should certainly be expected to understand,” only eventually wending his 

way there. In place of gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh, the only gifts for this 

messiah are swaddling clothes. Significant, also, is the contrast of the babies’ encounters 

with danger: while Jesus’ family is warned by an angel and escapes to safety in Egypt, 

Menahem “disappears before he has outgrown his swaddling clothes.”297 Himmelfarb 

also notes that the reader of the Yerushalmi’s story wonders if the mother can be 

believed—has a whirlwind truly taken her son, or did she act upon her wish to strangle 

him?298  

Himmelfarb states that this story may also be a rabbinic retort to Jewish messianic 

expectations, including a popular nativity story, rather than a statement against Christian 

claims; it may serve a dual purpose, though, as do many of the Qur’ān’s polemics. To 

both audiences, this story proclaims that it makes no difference whether the messiah has 

been born or not, since his mission—the restoration of Israel—has not been achieved.299 

Both groups are awaiting the advent of the messiah, whether his first or his second. 

Perhaps, even, this narrative appropriates the Christian idea of the second coming and 

combines it with an already-attested Jewish motif of the hidden messiah, awaiting the 

right time for his mission.300 Finally, Himmelfarb notes, the birth of the messiah as 

 
297 Ibid., 45. 
298 Ibid., 42. See also Peter Schäfer, The Jewish Jesus: How Judaism and Christianity Shaped Each Other 

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2012), 228. 
299 Himmelfarb, Jewish Messiahs, 46-7. 
300 Ibid., 43. For the earlier idea of the hidden messiah, see 4 Ezra (first or second century). Revelation 

12:1-6 may also contribute to this trope. There, the great woman “clothed with the sun, with the moon 

under her feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars” gives birth to a son who is to rule all nations. A 
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compensation for the Temple’s destruction may be a reversal of Christian claims that the 

Temple was destroyed as punishment for the Jews’ killing of Jesus.301  

In the Yerushalmi’s reframing of Miriam, she is not the mild mother of the 

gospels nor the adulteress of Celsus but a murderous, angry woman with a complete 

absence of maternal feeling. If a parallel with the Revelation 12 passage is in play, she is 

both the mother of the child and the dragon who desires to kill it. Such “splitting” of 

Mary’s figure into two roles will come into play again with Sefer Zerubbabel, which will 

be examined below. The messiah, meanwhile, does not appear in the story of his own 

birth, reminiscent of Abboud’s analysis of the Qur’ān’s Sūrah 19. 

3.4. Toledot Yeshu 

Toledot Yeshu (TY), a sixth-century Jewish text,302 is another counter-narrative to 

the Christian gospel story. In this alternate telling of the “Life303 of Jesus,” Miriam is 

engaged to Yoḥanan, a devout man of the royal line of David. Joseph Pandera, a 

lascivious neighbor, comes to Miriam at night pretending to be Yoḥanan; she is shocked 

at his impropriety and submits to his advances only under duress. When Yoḥanan finds 

out about “the crime of Joseph Pandera and the terrible mistake on the part of Miriam,” 

he goes to the rabban, who is unable to punish Pandera because of the lack of witnesses. 

Yoḥanan, distraught at his misfortune, leaves for Babylonia. Miriam gives birth and 

 
dragon is there waiting to “devour” her child, but before he has the chance, the boy is “snatched away to 

God and to His throne.”  
301 Ibid., 47. See also Jenkins, Many Faces, 81. 
302 Biale gives a range of “late Talmudic or geonic” (c. 500-800 C.E.); “Counter-History,” 133. Rubin 

states some layers may be as early as the 4th century; Mother of God, 57-8. Jenkins argues for a later date 

on the basis of Christian customs referenced therein that were not yet practiced in the 6th century; Many 

Faces, 213. The exact date is not of great concern to this author, as TY is a compilation of many Jewish 

folk stories about Jesus which survive in many versions, and the later Christian customs mentioned could 

easily have been late additions to the growing body of work. 
303 Or “origins,” “generations.” 



84 
 

 
 

names the child after her brother Yehoshua (Yeshu is a “deterioration” of this name), and 

when he is old enough, she takes him to be taught the Torah.304  

This narrative posits Yeshua’s conception as a case of mistaken identity rather 

than one of intentional adultery, and Miriam as an easily duped comic figure. Miriam is 

not a straying wife but a devout Jewish woman who is a bit dim-witted; still, at least she 

means well. The seduction scene, Gregg has noted, is one “worthy of a comic play.”305 

Nevertheless, “being exposed as no God-visited virgin, but the victim of a rapist”306 is a 

far cry from the Christian praise of Mary’s unbesmirchable purity. Furthermore, there is 

definite sarcasm in the identification of Yoḥanan—the would-be husband but not the 

actual father of Jesus—as being “of the royal house of David.” Yeshua came very close 

to having the necessary ancestry for messiahship, and the author carefully delineates the 

genealogical line of this man who was not his father.307 The existence of a brother of 

Miriam counters the Protoevangelium’s tale about her miraculous birth to barren parents, 

while Yeshua’s name is an inferior form of its original version. Later in the story, Yeshua 

is said to be not only illegitimate but “the son of a niddah”—that is, conceived while 

Miriam was menstruating.308 This also undermines the concern for Jewish ritual purity 

expressed in the PJ in the facts of Mary’s mother not nursing her while in her own time of 

impurity, the virginal companions only being able to visit Mary while not menstruating, 

 
304 This summary is mine, taken from the story as given in Gregg, Shared Stories, 518. 
305 Ibid., 519. 
306 Ibid., 520. 
307 Ibid., 518. 
308 While TY is a later text, the accusation of Yeshua being the son of a niddah (and thus non-Torah-

compliant) must have been an early polemic from the Jewish side, since menstruation is such a strong 

concern in the PJ. That Yeshua is an “abomination (bastard) and the son of a menstruating woman” is in the 

early Yemenite text, one of the earliest versions of the TY tradition. Laato, “Celsus, Toledot Yeshu, and 

Early Traces of Apology,” 66. 
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and Mary being sent out of the Temple when she reaches puberty.  

Yeshua’s birth story, meanwhile, only functions in the TY as an explanation for 

his disrespectful behavior, inclination toward wickedness, and villainous behavior 

throughout his life. Where other rabbinic sources accuse Yeshua of practicing magic that 

he learned in Egypt, the TY says he learned “the secret of the Name” (the 

Tetragrammaton, written on the foundation stone of the Temple), which enabled him to 

work miracles.309 He heals a lame man, cures a leper, and makes clay birds animate by 

speaking the Name over them.310 Several times, he is caught and brought before the 

authority (here Queen Helene) by the Jewish religious leaders. In the final confrontation, 

Yeshua says he will ascend into heaven and begins to fly. Judah Iskarioto—never a 

follower of Jesus in this story—is equipped with knowledge of the Sacred Name to 

engage in midair combat with Yeshua. Neither one can defeat the other as they have the 

same source of power, until Judah “defiles”311 Yeshua, resulting in both of them “falling 

from heaven.”312 Yeshua makes all the trees take an oath not to hang him, but he is 

 
309 In both cases, he is said to have inscribed the secrets in a cut in his thigh. Biale, “Counter-History,” 133; 

Brown, The Birth of the Messiah, 536-7. The present author believes this to be an interaction with 

Revelation 19:12-16: “He had a name written that none knew except himself… And he has on his robe and 

on his thigh a name written: ‘King of Kings and Lord of Lords.’” 
310 The last two of these appear in the Qur’ān and the Infancy Gospel of Thomas: see Q5:110, among others. 

In this passage, it says, “…the disbelievers among them said, ‘This is just magic.’” The Qur’ān is well 

aware of the Jewish tradition of portraying Jesus’ miracles as illicit magical feats. 
311 Some versions of the story indicate that Judah urinated on Yeshua, but that would not be defiling 

according to Levitical purity laws. The most likely understanding, according to multiple sources, is that 

Judah ejaculated on Yeshua—another moment of crude comic theater. See Gregg, Shared Stories, 523; 

Biale, “Counter-History,” 134.  
312 Note that here is a perfect reversal of the NT: Judah Iskarioto is the hero and Yeshua is the villain; Biale, 

“Counter-History,” 134. Biale notes that other elements of the story are not perfect reversals, like the 30 

pieces of silver, which show up when the Jewish sages buy Yeshua’s body for that amount from “Judah the 

Gardener.” This author believes exact reversals are not necessary for the point, which is satirizing the 

Christian story: the fact that 30 pieces of silver make any appearance in this story is proof enough that 

rabbinic tradition was intimately familiar with the details of Jesus’ story in the NT and chose to present an 

alternative version.  
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successfully stoned and then hanged from a cabbage-stalk, in mockery of the 

crucifixion.313 His corpse is then stolen from its tomb and dragged to the queen “tied to 

the tail of a horse,” upon which event Helene declares him a false prophet.314  

Toledot Yeshu, then, presents a much more Jewish-centered narrative than earlier 

counter-narratives of Yeshua. The story is purged of Romans:315 there is no Roman 

soldier for Yeshua’s paternity and no Pilate for his trial. Yeshua the anti-hero works 

wonders not by foreign (Egyptian) magic but by use of a Jewish, if forbidden, power—

the secret Name of God. He falls from heaven (a possible allusion to Lucifer in Isaiah 

14:12?316) because of an action that violates Jewish purity laws, and he is stoned and 

hung (a Jewish method of execution for blasphemers and idolaters), not crucified (a 

Roman form of execution). His body being dragged behind a horse is a direct inversion of 

the triumphal entry of the NT, where he rides on a donkey into the city.  

This text does not deny Yeshua or his story their Jewishness; indeed, perhaps it 

even exaggerates this aspect in order to expose him as a false prophet. Interestingly, it 

also does not challenge the facts of Yeshua’s miracles: they are not tricks or illusions, 

they are simply accomplished with unauthorized (but real) power.317 This, Gregg notes, 

shows more openness to Yeshua than some of the more openly savage polemics. He is 

part of the in-group, “one of us” who went bad, and his story is “an episode in the 

 
313 Talmud, Sanhedrin 43a; cited in Biale, “Counter-History,” 135. 
314 Gregg, Shared Stories, 524-6.  
315 Biale, “Counter-History,” 135. 
316 Biale states that “The Sefer toldot yeshu does not turn the son of God into the son of Satan,” though if I 

am correct about this allusion, it may turn him into Satan himself. “Counter-Narrative,” 136. 
317 Gregg, Shared Stories, 527-8. Gregg notes that the facts of Jesus’ life in the NT are almost entirely 

upheld: he was born outside of a normal marital situation, he performed miracles, he was killed because of 

conflict with religious leaders, and his followers claimed he resurrected. The Jewish community 

reinterpreted, but did not deny, these events. 
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communal narrative which the TY understands to be its own.”318 This is Israel’s “great 

misfortune,”319 not a foreign one. Here Miriam receives better treatment than she does in 

other counter-narratives: she is devout and dutiful, takes pains that her son is circumcised 

and taught Torah, and is an unwilling participant in the illegitimate conception of her son. 

Her story is told as a preface to her son’s in an attempt to explain genetically Yeshua’s 

desire for power and illicit means of gaining it:320 these traits come from his father, 

Joseph Pandera.  

3.5. Sefer Zerubbabel’s Two Mothers 

Sefer Zerubbabel (SZ) is an early seventh-century messianic and apocalyptic 

Jewish text. It dates to around 628 C.E.,321 but Himmelfarb notes that this is just one 

version; there is evidence that many versions were in circulation, and it was a story 

passed around in rabbinic tradition before arriving at the form found in this document.322 

The date is determined based on the historical figures with which the story is and is not 

familiar: the main human enemy is Persia, not the Arab Empire, so the text comes from 

before the Arab conquest; Shiroi (Sheroe), Persia’s king in SZ, ruled only briefly in the 

year 628. In addition, Armilos the “son of Satan” is believed to represent Heraclius, the 

 
318 Ibid., 528. Boyarin seems to share this view in his interpretation of a Talmudic story about Rabbi Eliezer: 

“What there is… is a recognition that Christian teachings and teachers, disciples of Jesus, are so similar to 

‘us’ that their teaching can easily pull us in.” He further opines, “The rabbis… accused Christianity of 

being a Jewish heresy, the unfortunate defalcation of our sons and disciples.” “Nostalgia for Christianity,” 

63-4. 
319 The opening line of the TY; cited in Gregg, Shared Stories, 518. 
320 Ibid., 531. 
321 Himmelfarb dates it between 629-636 C.E., while Biale and Rubin give 628-630 C.E. Himmelfarb, 

Jewish Messiahs, 28-9; Biale, “Counter-History,” 137; Rubin, Mother of God, 62.  
322 Himmelfarb, Jewish Messiahs, 2. 
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Byzantine emperor from 610-641.323 As for the narrative style, rather than alleging to tell 

the story of Miriam and Yeshua, SZ adopts some of their characteristics and applies them 

to its own apocalyptic story. SZ serves both as a Jewish apocalypse and as a satire on 

Christian faith.324 The plot features two messiahs (son of David and son of Joseph) and 

two mother figures, the mother of a messiah and the mother of Satan’s son, Armilos. 

Both the “Mary” and “Jesus” figures—the mothers and their sons—are, in a sense, split 

in half in this telling, with multiple characters bearing their traits.325 This will become 

clearer with analysis of the story.  

The Sefer Zerubbabel account opens with Zerubbabel, postexilic governor of 

Judah, in prayer, asking about the form of the “eternal house” (Temple). Like other 

apocalyptic visions, God shows the title figure things that are to come. Zerubbabel goes 

to a “house of disgrace”326—that is, a church—and meets the “messiah son of David,” 

whom he does not recognize because he is “despised, severely wounded, and in pain.” 

This messiah says he is imprisoned in Rome (Constantinople)327 until “the time of the 

end.” An angel, perhaps Michael or Metatron (the text is unclear), explains that this 

 
323 Gregg, Shared Stories, 532; Biale, “Counter-History,” 141. Heraclius was particularly hated for passing 

laws to forcibly baptize Jews (Rubin, Mother of God, 63), reminiscent of the forced Torah violations in the 

days of the Maccabees. It is well known that, at least according to the writings of the Christian historians 

whose works have survived, the Jewish community was quite happy when Persia defeated Byzantium in 

Jerusalem due to the Christian persecution of Jews; Gregg, Shared Stories, 533. 
324 Biale, “Counter-History,” 133. 
325 Ibid., 138. 
326 Here and below, Gregg translates “house of disgrace and merrymaking,” while Himmelfarb renders it 

“house of disgrace and scorn”; Gregg, Shared Stories, 534; Himmelfarb, Jewish Messiahs, 152. Biale 

provides commentary that the term is “a variant on rabbinic terms that mean either a ‘house of idolatry’ or a 

vagina: the sexual double entendre may in fact be relevant here,” considering the association of idolatry 

with prostitution extant in the Hebrew Scriptures; “Counter-History,” 139. In any of these meanings, the 

scorn for Christian churches is clear. The irony is sharpened by this church being the place of imprisonment 

for the suffering messiah. 
327 Constantinople was, of course, “Eastern Rome”; the text has “Nineveh, Rome the Great.” It is the evil 

city, much like Revelation calls Rome “Babylon the Great,” the wicked city of its own day; cf. Rev 17:5. 
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messiah is Menahem b. Ammiel, son of Hezekiah; he was born at the time of David, king 

of Israel, but a wind lifted him and hid him in this place until the appointed time.328 God 

will give to Menahem’s mother, Hephzibah, the almond-wood staff of Aaron,329 which 

she will use to kill two kings. This will take place at the end of 990 years from the 

destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans, but first the city and the Temple will be 

destroyed another time. Hephzibah and a second messiah, Nehemiah b. Hushiel 

(“messiah son of Joseph”), will gather all Israel together, and they will go up to battle 

against Shiroi king of Persia, who is the ninth out of ten kings who must be defeated.  

The angel then shows Zerubbabel another “house of disgrace and merrymaking” 

wherein stands a beautiful statue of a virgin. Satan will come and have intercourse with 

this statue, and she will give birth to a son, Armilos, who is the tenth king. He will be the 

enemy of God’s people, and he will kill the messiah son of Joseph. Israel will be exiled, 

but Hephzibah will stand guard at the east gate of the city of Jerusalem so Armilos cannot 

enter. The nations will follow Armilos, who will make them worship idols (ba’alim), 

sacred posts (‘asherot), and the statue of his mother, offering to her incense and libations. 

She is so beautiful, no one can look fully upon her face. Then Menahem will join Elijah 

the prophet to raise Nehemiah from the dead at the gates of Jerusalem.330 Hephzibah will 

give Nehemiah the staff of Aaron, and Menahem will kill Armilos by the breath of his 

 
328 Note the wind-snatching overlap with the Yerushalmi’s story. 
329 Identified in the text as the staff handed down from Adam to Moses, Aaron, Joshua, and King David. 

Jewish midrashic tradition held that this staff would be given to the messiah. Himmelfarb, Jewish Messiahs, 

37. 
330 Biale makes the fascinating point that Nehemiah is “undoubtedly” a later version of the son of Joseph 

messiah in rabbinic writings who wages eschatological wars but dies before the messiah son of David 

arrives. SZ’s innovation is that the son of Joseph resurrects—an element never before surfacing in Jewish 

messianism. It seems to be an idea Judaism found in Christianity. Biale, “Counter-History,” 140. 
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mouth. There will be earthquakes, and God will descend on the Mount of Olives, 

bringing to earth a heavenly temple and accepting the people’s offerings.331 

Fascinating in this Jewish apocalyptic story is the engagement with, and not mere 

rejection of, Christian salvation motifs. Where previous Jewish texts opted to discredit or 

avoid details from the former prophets that Christians applied to Jesus, or give an exact 

inversion of Mary’s characterization in Christianity, SZ is not as skittish. Continuities 

with Christian representations of Jesus are seen in the wounded and suffering Davidic 

messiah of Isaiah 53 and his hiddenness in Revelation 12.332 This messiah also slays the 

son of Satan with the breath of his mouth.333 But attributes of Jesus are also bestowed 

upon the messiah son of Joseph: he dies and is resurrected, and is given the staff of 

salvation to do battle and rule.334 Meanwhile, the son of the virgin in this story is not the 

christ but the antichrist335 and the enemy of God’s chosen people; the son of Satan 

himself, he is the product of sexual relations, not miraculous conception. In these ways, 

SZ divides Christian assertions about Jesus among three figures—two of which align 

with Christian representations, and one of which is a mockery of him. 

The virgin in this story is a statue, an insult to Byzantium’s icons as well as an 

inversion of the co-redemptrix of Christian tradition: this virgin is inanimate. Here, the 

supernatural force that caused a virgin to conceive and bear a son is an evil power, not a 

 
331 Summary mine; for full text, see Himmelfarb, Jewish Messiahs, 148-157. 
332 Is 52:13-53:12; cf. Rev 12:1-5. 
333 Cf. Is 11:4, 2 Thess 2:8, Rev 19:15. 
334 Cf. Rev 12:5, 19:15. 
335 Biale comments that “Armilus is the Antichrist not only in a general sense but in the precise sense 

developed in Christian theology since the first century”; “Counter-History,” 137. Furthermore, Christian 

tradition held that the antichrist would rebuild the Temple, which Jews believed the messiah would do; it 

could be said that Christian antichrist traditions, then, were themselves a counter-narrative to Jewish 

messianism. “In the Sefer zerubavel, the Jews counterattack by making the very figure that the Christians 

would call the Antichrist into the real Messiah”; ibid., 138. 



91 
 

 
 

godly one. The statue of the now-deflowered maiden becomes an object of global 

worship—at the command of her son—and is given offerings, but people must be careful 

in looking upon her alluring aspect:  

From all over the nations will come to worship that stone, offer incense, and pour 

libations to it. No one will be able to look upon its face because of its beauty. 

Anyone who does not bow down to it will die, suffering like an animal.336  

 

The mother of the messiah in SZ has become an idol, possessive of a bewitching beauty. 

The angel tells Zerubbabel regarding the statue, “It will be the chief of all idolatry.”337 

This reflects a proper Jewish attitude toward the excessive elevation of Mary in seventh-

century Constantinople: in the eyes of the Jews, these Marian Christians were idolaters. 

Himmelfarb states that the statue as it appears in SZ is “not a subtle manipulation of 

Byzantine anxieties about once-pagan statues but an assertion of the continuity of 

Christianity and idolatry”338—a fair assessment, considering some Christians themselves 

later came to agree, as seen in the iconoclast controversies of the eighth and ninth 

centuries. The connection between idolatry and illicit sexuality is as old as the prophets 

of the Hebrew Scriptures,339 explaining the seductive character of this mother statue. 

The other half of Sefer Zerubbabel’s portrayal of mothers is Hephzibah, the 

powerful mother of the messiah son of David. She is battle-ready and less than maternal, 

to put it mildly. Himmelfarb notes that Hephzibah is never shown acting motherly toward 

her son; rather, “Her primary activity is warfare, about as masculine a pursuit as 

 
336 Sefer Zerubbabel, translated in Himmelfarb, Jewish Messiahs, 157. 
337 Ibid., 57. 
338 Ibid. 
339 Boyarin, “Nostalgia for Christianity,” 61. See Ezek 6:9, Hos 4:12, and many others. It is even hinted at 

as early as Deut 32:16. 
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possible.”340 Instead of being a passive party to the action, like the statue, she wields the 

rod of the forefathers and shares glory for the victory with her son the messiah—a co-

savior, one might say, like Mary in seventh-century Christendom.341 She guards the east 

gate of the holy city with Amazon-like power. While Jesus’ traits are divided among 

three figures, the traditions of Mary are cast onto two figures. In each case, one side of 

the split is an acceptance of Christian tradition, while the other is a mockery of it.  

When considered purely from the Jewish tradition, the militarily powerful mother 

figure of Hephzibah is quite a surprise, but becomes more familiar with knowledge of the 

Byzantine Mary. The closest Jewish text to have a woman warrior is Judges, where 

Deborah “goes up to battle” with Barak, but no specific mention is made of her fighting; 

the text seems to indicate she went as an advisor only, not as a warrior.342 It is in the same 

story in the Hebrew Scriptures where Jael, a woman, kills the enemy general by driving a 

tent-stake through his head.343 Later messianic texts are even less similar: no surviving 

Second Temple messianic writings have a mother for the messiah, and Himmelfarb notes 

that though the mother of the messiah features in a few other Jewish messianic texts, SZ 

is the only one in which she appears as warrior.344 Here Jewish tradition seems to have 

been inspired by its Byzantine milieu and crafted a mother of messiah figure remarkably 

 
340 Himmelfarb, “The Mother of the Messiah in the Talmud Yerushalmi and Sefer Zerubbabel,” cited in 

Gregg, Shared Stories, 538. Cf. Mary in the Qur’ān, given honorary male status, as noted in Chapters 1-2. 
341 This will be examined further in the following chapter. 
342 Interestingly, Himmelfarb also makes a connection to Deborah on the grounds that “the stars swerve 

from their paths” before Hephzibah in SZ, and in Jdg 5:20 “The stars fought from heaven, from their 

courses they fought against Sisera” (Himmelfarb, Jewish Messiahs, 37). The passage in SZ also brings to 

mind the now-familiar passage in Revelation: “And a great sign appeared in heaven: a woman clothed with 

the sun, with the moon under her feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars. She was pregnant and was 

crying out in birth pains and the agony of giving birth” (Rev 12:1-2). Here we have another Jewish mother 

figure with stars that are presumably “out of their paths,” since they are encircling her head. 
343 See Jdg 4:1-22. 
344 Himmelfarb, Jewish Messiahs, 6, 35. 



93 
 

 
 

similar to that of contemporary Christendom. The mother of the messiah in Christian 

Constantinople, as will be discussed in Chapter 4, was depicted as a warrior and protector 

of the holy city under siege—Constantinople. In SZ she also appears as a warrior and 

protector of a besieged holy city, but this time the city in question is Jerusalem.  

Like Mary, Hephzibah is also well-connected to the figures of salvation history: 

the name ascribed to her is that of the wife of Hezekiah, who was a favorite in Jewish 

messianic interpretation.345 She wields the staff of Adam, Moses, Aaron, Joshua, and 

King David. SZ repeatedly calls Hephzibah the “wife of Nathan,” presumably the son of 

David.346 Somewhat confusingly, SZ also states that her husband’s name is Ammiel, 

which Himmelfarb connects with the family of David as being an anagram of Eliam, 

Bathsheba’s father.347 Hephzibah’s son is named Menahem, which means “comforter” 

and is one of the names suggested for the messiah in the Yerushalmi. As seen in Chapters 

1 and 5 of this thesis, the Qur’ān’s text does similar things, connecting Maryam to the 

most significant figures of prophetic tradition. Furthermore, “Hephzibah” is also used in 

the Old Testament to refer to Jerusalem, understood as corporate Israel (Isa 62:4);348 

similarly in the Christian text, the pregnant woman of Revelation 12 is interpreted by 

some scholars as Mary, mother of the messiah, and by other scholars as corporate 

 
345 Hezekiah, it was argued, was the fulfillment of the Isaiah 7 prophecy about the royal child to be born to 

the almah. According to the Bavli, God had intended to make Hezekiah the messiah but changed his mind 

when Hezekiah did not offer sufficient thanks for the miracles God performed for him (see 2 Chron 32:24-

6); Himmelfarb, Jewish Messiahs, 48-9. 
346 Note that Jesus’ genealogy is traced through this son in Luke’s gospel; Lk 3:31. The staff or rod is also 

associated with Mary in the PJ and the Qur’ān; see Chapter 5 of this thesis.  
347 Himmelfarb, Jewish Messiahs, 50. 
348 Ibid., 49. 
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Israel.349 Since SZ was written in the same era as the Qur’ān’s was being composed, it is 

certainly understandable that both would appeal to the Abrahamic prophets to link the 

mother of the messiah to the history of God’s work in the world.  

Finally, the rod of Aaron must be discussed in more detail in terms of its intrinsic 

importance and its alignment with Christian tradition. In addition to being associated with 

the giants of prophetic history, the rabbis believed this staff would be passed down to the 

messiah to become his scepter.350 Its appearance in the hand of the mother of the messiah 

is unprecedented in Jewish messianism, and likely stems from the text’s Byzantine 

context. Mary had been associated with the staff of Aaron since the Protoevangelium of 

James, when Joseph’s rod produced a dove in a similar narrative to Aaron’s staff 

blossoming with almonds in Numbers 17. The church fathers, however, took this image 

further, positing that the blooming of the rod prefigured the fruit of the virgin’s womb. 

The Syriac Church Father Ephrem writes, “The staff of Aaron, it budded, and the dry 

wood yielded fruit! Its mystery is cleared up today, for the virgin womb a Child has 

borne!”351 Byzantine hymnography also calls Mary the “rod of Aaron.”352 This feature 

appearing in SZ, then, indicates additional adoption of Christian motifs. 

The mothers and sons of Sefer Zerubbabel portray direct engagement of Jewish 

thought with Constantinople’s views of Mary and Jesus. The Jewish minority in the 

Byzantine Empire was well aware of developments in Christian tradition and, over time, 

embraced some aspects of it. The Jewish tradition also reacts against the Christian 

 
349 Jenkins, Many Faces, 101; Benko, The Virgin Goddess 130-33.  
350 Biale, “Counter-History,” 139. 
351 Ephraim, “Hymns on the Nativity,” Hymn 1; Himmelfarb, Jewish Messiahs, 53. 
352 C. Clark Carlton, “‘The Temple That Held God’: Byzantine Marian Hymnography and the Christ of 

Nestorius,” St Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 50, no. 1–2 (2006), 109. 
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narrative, especially as seen in the virgin statue mother of Armilos. She delivers the son 

of Satan, great enemy of the messiah and God’s people, and symbolic representation of 

the Christian emperor. The statue is a mockery of the Virgin Mary’s purity and role: she 

is a woman who gets pregnant not by the will of God but by the will of Satan, a passive 

element in the story. Sefer Zerubbabel shows the early seventh century to be a time of 

rich interaction across the boundary lines of the Abrahamic faiths, with the mingling of 

ideas resulting in moments of agreement as well as flashes of sharp criticism. 

3.6. Conclusion 

This survey of Jewish counter-narratives to the Christian stories of Mary and 

Jesus is most helpful for understanding the Qur’ān’s own presentation of them. One 

curiosity about the qur’ānic text, for instance, is its different focus from the Christian 

gospels, apocryphal or otherwise. While the canonical gospels spend most of their time 

on Jesus’ ministry (including miracles) and death, the Qur’ān focuses almost the entirety 

of its treatment of Maryam’s and ‘Isā’s narrative on their births. Polemical statements are 

put in ‘Isā’s mouth to correct perceived theological errors among his followers,353 and his 

miracles are mentioned in a verse here or there, but the narrative focus, the storytelling, 

predominantly dwells on the nature and circumstances of his birth. This makes perfect 

sense given the Qur’ān’s context: Jesus’ conception was one of the main arguments in the 

storytelling war of the Jews and Christians.  

The Judeo-Christian debates of late antiquity explain the Qur’ān’s treatment of 

 
353 See Q5:116, for instance. This tactic is found in Talmudic Judaism: in the Early Oriental B version of 

Toledot Yeshu, Yeshua says, “I am a Jew, and also a bastard… the name of my father was Pandera, and he 

was a foreigner in Israel.” Cited in Laato, “Celsus, Toledot Yeshu, and Early Traces of Apology,” 69. 
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‘Isā. The Jews,354 Jesus,355 Christians,356 and the Qur’ān357 agree on the principle that the 

character of a person’s parents influences or perhaps determines the destiny of the 

child—in other words, pedigree is of grave importance. This is why the Qur’ān, which 

presents ‘Isā as the messiah, one of the greatest prophets and messengers, must defend his 

birth and that of his mother as proper, if irregular. The Qur’ān safeguards ‘Isā against 

accusations of magic or sorcery by the Jews,358 manifestly familiar with the latter’s 

counter-narrative of Yeshua’s miracles. It stresses that ‘Isā performs miracles by God’s 

permission,359 so that its audience would know ‘Isā was not using unlawful powers, 

whether of Egypt or of the Tetragrammaton.  

When the Qur’ān speaks of ‘Isā’s death, it specifically refutes what the Jews say 

about it: “…because of their [the Jews’] saying, ‘We killed the Messiah, ‘Isā son of 

Maryam, Allah’s messenger,’ though they did not kill him nor crucify him, but it seemed 

so to them.”360 Many scholars (including majority Islamic tradition) read this as being in 

line with Docetism: ‘Isā only seemed to die. However, Docetists’ basis for that belief was 

that Jesus was not human, and as such, he was not born, nor did he die. Since the Qur’ān 

supports the reality of ‘Isā’s birth, it is unlikely to be agreeing with this perspective. 

Moreover, the verse presents itself as correcting Jewish claims, not Christian assertions; 

 
354 Seen in their arguments of Yeshua being a son of adultery, son of a niddah, son of a Roman, or son of 

Satan. 
355 Jn 8:39.  
356 See the PJ’s stress on the righteousness and purity of not only Mary but also her parents. 
357 The importance of lineage in the prophets is seen in both Q3 and Q19, discussed in Chapters 1-2. 
358 Q5:110, 61:6. 
359 In Q5:110, the phrase “by My [Allah’s] permission” is used four times to emphasize this point. 
360 4:157; translation from The Arabic-English Reference Qur’an. Another most curious aspect of this verse 

is that in it the Jews call ‘Isā the messiah, which was the main claim of Christians they disputed.  

This author was first led toward the following discussion of this text by a comment from A.J. Ataie at 

the conference “Reading the Gospels in Islamic Context,” September 2020. 
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in context, this verse is almost certainly not saying that ‘Isā did not die, since, as noted 

above, the Jews accepted Yeshua’s death as fact.361 Indeed, the Talmudic material argues 

that Jesus was stoned and then hanged.362 The Bavli reads: “And a herald went forth 

before him 40 days (heralding): Jesus the Nazarene is going forth to be stoned because he 

practiced sorcery and instigated and seduced Israel (to idolatry).”363 This is further 

elucidated in rabbinic law: 

All who are stoned are also hanged [afterwards] [on a tree]: (these are) the words 

of R. Eliezer. However the Sages said: only the blasphemer and the idolater are 

hanged… How do they hang him? They drive a post into the ground, and a beam 

juts from it, and one ties together his two hands one upon the other, and thus does 

one hang him.364 

 

The Qur’ān has a vested interest in refuting this version of events because ‘Isā, in its view, 

is a prophet to be revered. The Jews cannot be right that they killed and hung him 

because they only execute blasphemers and idolaters that way, of which ‘Isā was neither, 

states the Qur’ān.365 Schäfer also comments that the Jews were not asserting to write 

history with this tale, but were engaged in “deliberate misreading” of the story to make a 

polemical point: Yeshua was a blasphemer, and he died like one.366 In context of this 

contentious milieu, the Qur’ān’s assertion in 4:157 is more likely to mean that Jesus did 

 
361 See above discussion of Toledot Yeshu; Gregg, Shared Stories, 527-8. Cf. Q3:54-55: “And they [the 

Jews] were crafty, and Allah was crafty, and Allah was the craftiest: Allah said, ‘‘Isa, I will make you die 

and raise you up to me, and purify you from the disbelievers, and make your followers higher than the 

disbelievers until the day of resurrection…’” Here, it seems that God is the one ultimately responsible for 

‘Isā’s death, which comports with Q4:157’s statement that the Jews did not kill him.  
362 Such hanging, Schäfer notes, was “a postmortem hanging of the person stoned to death, a form of 

publication that a capital sentence has been executed”; Peter Schäfer, Jesus in the Talmud (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 2007), 63-4.  
363 Ibid., 64. 
364 Ibid., 66. Note that although the text refers to this as “hanging,” the method seems rather like crucifixion. 
365 Q5:116. 
366 Schäfer, Jesus in the Talmud, 71-72. 
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not die the death of a blasphemer-idolater, as the Jews claimed, but died in accordance 

with God’s plan. After all, how could the “word of truth”367 himself blaspheme?368 

But all arguments about ‘Isā began with his conception: he could not be a heretic, 

according to the Qur’ān, because his mother was a pure woman who submitted to God. 

Thus the Qur’ān’s approach to the figures of Maryam and ‘Isā, defined by its reaction to 

the claims of the Jewish and Christian communities, focuses on ‘Isā’s birth. Knowledge 

of the cultural contacts between Talmudic Judaism and early Christianity is essential to 

grasping the qur’ānic narratives of Maryam and ‘Isā. When the Qur’ān presents Maryam 

as a powerful, independent figure, it is drawing on strains of Byzantine Mariology and 

perhaps has knowledge of Sefer Zerubbabel’s warrior-mother: it makes Maryam a strong 

figure, though not a militant one. This Maryam is not passive enough to be fooled by a 

neighbor in the dark, nor is she the victim of a rapist: she chooses to submit to God’s will. 

Yet she is also meek and obedient when given instructions by her son the prophet, 

nothing like the murderous mother of the Yerushalmi.  

When the Qur’ān connects Maryam to the lineage of the prophets, it is 

simultaneously affirming ‘Isā’s ancestry and messiahship as well as refuting Jewish 

defamation of the family. In associating Maryam with the Temple, the qur’ānic narrative 

agrees with Christian notions of her purity and rejects any Jewish allegations of 

 
367 Q19:34. 
368 Further questions arise to the traditional interpretation: If the Qur’ān intended to refute ‘Isā’s death, why 

put it in a passage addressed against the Jews, not the Christians? If this was a grievous error in Christianity, 

why does only one verse out of 6346 total verses address it? If ‘Isā was not crucified, why did the early 

Islamic Empire feature both the name “MḤMD” and a cross on its coins? On this last point, see Markus 

Gross, “Early Islam: An Alternative Scenario of Its Emergence,” in Routledge Handbook on Early Islam, 

ed. Herbert Berg (London: Routledge/Taylor & Francis Group, 2018), 319. 
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whoredom. This Maryam even directly states, “I have never been a prostitute.”369 And 

just when the listener thinks the Qur’ān has firmly taken the Christian side, it concludes 

its account of ‘Isā with “Allah would not take a son”370 and tries to ensure that his 

followers do not worship Maryam as a goddess. While it has these stray points to correct, 

with regard to ‘Isā’s birth and Maryam’s purity, it is in full agreement with Christianity. 

The Qur’ān, then, is entering into a centuries-old Abrahamic dialogue—perhaps 

considering itself an insider to the conversation, as did Paul and Stephen—when it tells of 

the miraculous conception of ‘Isā by the righteous Maryam. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
369 Q19:20, The Arabic-English Reference Qur’an. 
370 Q19:35. 
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4. Tracing Mariology: From Pure Maiden to Mother of God 

The development of Mariology in the first seven centuries of Christianity is 

primarily dependent on its interrelatedness with Christology, with significant influence 

also from the faith’s interactions with Judaism, paganism, and power. We have seen 

already the Jewish allegations against Mary and the Protoevangelium of James’s 

presentation of Mary in reaction: Mary became a high-born woman of intense sexual and 

ritual purity, free from all pollution. Mary’s rise from peasant woman to wealthy elite in 

tradition may also have been a response to pagan cultures, which were familiar with gods 

being born from human mothers, but these demigods came from rich, well-connected 

families. The canonical gospels presented a Mary too humble and lowly to birth a god,371 

but for the growing ascetic community and upper-class women who desired autonomy, 

this Mary provided a model of disciplined renunciation and pure chastity.372  

Theologians, poets, and preachers debated the titles appropriate for Mary, among 

them Theotokos (God-bearer), Anthropotokos (man-bearer), or a compromise, 

Christotokos (messiah-bearer).373 Proponents of the designation Theotokos often had no 

limits to their praise of the Virgin; see, for instance, Proclus’s celebration of her in the 

year 428: 

Untarnished vessel of virginity, the spiritual paradise of the second Adam, the 

workshop of the union of natures, the market-place of the contract of salvation, 

 
371 Rubin, Mother of God, 14. 
372 Ibid., 23; Mary B. Cunningham, “‘All-Holy Infant’: Byzantine and Western Views on the Conception of 

the Virgin Mary,” St Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 50, no. 1–2 (2006), 133. 
373 “The Christological controversies of the fifth century were prompted to a great extent by the question of 

what titles could be ascribed to the Virgin Mary”; Carlton, “The Temple that Held God,” 99. 
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the bridal chamber in which the word took the flesh of marriage, the living bush 

of human nature which the fire of a divine birth-pang did not consume, the 

veritable swift cloud who carried in her body the one who rides upon the 

cherubim… handmaid and mother, virgin and heaven, the only bridge for God to 

mankind…374 

 

Those in Proclus’s camp were quick to call “heretic” on any who were not in favor of the 

term Theotokos, while others, like Theodoret of Cyrrhus, urged readers to remember why 

Mary was praised: “He who was born of her is not worshipped on her account, but she is 

honoured with the highest titles on account of Him who was born from her.”375 While the 

titles were given to Mary, in reality they were statements about Jesus, for his mother 

stood at the center of the mystery of the incarnation.376 For those like Theodoret, the 

humanity of Mary ensured the humanity of Jesus, which was necessary for the doctrine of 

salvation.377 Others, meanwhile, held that Mary had to be something like divine, the only 

way she could have contained God and not died.378 Theologians, bishops, and preachers 

disputed, all trying to protect some aspect of their Christology through their Mariology. 

Ultimately, all views of Mary rest, in one way or another, on views of Jesus.  

It is important to note that much of this conversation takes place before the New 

Testament canon is fully established, and long before “orthodoxy” is a settled concept—

 
374 Cited in Andrew Louth, “Pseudonymity and Secret Tradition in Early Christianity: Some Reflections on 

the Development of Mariology,” St Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 60, no. 4 (2016), 442. Kearns 

comments that “lyrical intensity” and panegyric odes were hallmarks of Marian devotion; compare with the 

discussion of Arabian poetry in Chapter 1 of this thesis; Virgin Mary, Monotheism, and Sacrifice, 247.  
375 Cited in Siecienski, “Mariology in Antioch,” 154. 
376 Cunningham, “All-Holy Infant,” 127. 
377 This was one of the points on which Cyril of Alexandria agreed with Theodoret. Benko, The Virgin 

Goddess, 2; Rubin, Mother of God, 20; Siecienski, “Mariology in Antioch,” 163. Athanasius also argued 

that Mary has to be “one of us” in order for Jesus to be human—and if Jesus is not human, like Adam, we 

are not saved. See “On the Incarnation.” 
378 This relates to the typological connection between Mary and the burning bush. William Toma, 

“Typology of Mary in the Writings of East Syriac Fathers,” accessed November 30, 2018, 

https://www.academia.edu/24027049/Typology_of_Mary_in_the_Writings_of_East_Syriac_Fathers, 9.  

https://www.academia.edu/24027049/Typology_of_Mary_in_the_Writings_of_East_Syriac_Fathers
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though that does not dissuade many from labeling others heretics. For instance, the PJ, 

which first shows interest in Mary’s perpetual virginity, was written by at least the year 

170, while the word “canonized” is first used in reference to scriptural books by 

Athanasius in 367.379 The canon was settled by the end of the fourth century, but 

parascriptural texts remained in widespread use even then.380 Marian piety was a 

powerful force in popular religious expression, independent of what was received as 

“official” by the gatekeeping authorities. 

4.1. The Councils, Christology, and Mariology 

Christianity’s earliest centuries were marked by a multitude of perspectives on 

who Jesus was. Both Irenaeus (c. 130-202 C.E.)381 and Epiphanius (c. 310-403)382 wrote 

extensively against so-called heretics who were primarily condemned for their views on 

Jesus. These views, in turn, directly influenced how various groups thought about his 

mother—or if they did.383 Arius, who taught that Jesus was a created being and thus 

subordinate to God, had no need of a semi-divine Mary. Docetists claimed that Jesus only 

“seemed” to be human; he was, in fact, a phantom who could not have been born, 

suffered, or died because God cannot do any of these things.384 They had no need of a 

 
379 Jenkins, Many Faces, 30; Reed, “The Afterlives of New Testament Apocrypha,” 408-9. Reed comments, 

“Not only did he [Athanasius] depict ‘apocrypha’ and ‘heresy’ as coterminous, but he generalized this 

assessment into a taxonomic principle within a system of textual categorization wherein ‘canonized’ 

Scriptures became elevated as unique sources of ‘orthodoxy,’” similar to the modern conception; ibid.  
380 Pregill, The Golden Calf, 25; “Scripture | Meaning, Religions, & Facts,” Encyclopedia Britannica, last 

modified October 21, 2020, accessed March 21, 2021, https://www.britannica.com/topic/scripture.  
381 De Haeresibus. 
382 The Panarion documents eighty different heresies, some egregious, others minor. Rubin, Mother of God, 

21. 
383 Ibid., xxiii. Rubin comments that Nicea’s mention of Jesus’ virgin birth “secured a space for Mary in all 

future debates on Christ’s nature”; ibid., 18.  
384 Ibid., 13. Faustus, a Manichaean with similar beliefs, wrote in 400 C.E., “Do I believe the gospel? 

Certainly. Do I therefore believe that Christ was born? Certainly not”; Jenkins, Many Faces, 30. 
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mother for Jesus at all. One subgroup of the Docetists, Cerdonians, stated: “Christ was 

not born of Mary, and has not appeared in the flesh.”385 In reaction, the most common 

strategy for refuting Docetism was asserting Jesus’ humanness, especially through 

teaching his genealogy. Meanwhile, Antidicomarians received Epiphanius’s ire merely 

for saying that Mary did not remain a virgin after giving birth to Jesus, but that she had 

relations with her husband, Joseph.386 Such a seemingly mild statement made the list of 

heresies to a proponent of the “Ever-Virgin” doctrine such as the Panarion’s author.  

After Christianity was legalized in the year 313, multiple church councils were 

convened to define correct belief and condemn heresies. Emperors frequently presided 

over these councils, as orthodoxy was a matter of concern in state policy, particularly 

when fighting erupted in the streets of the empire over it.387 Doctrine was not left to 

develop on its own, but fell prey to power and was shaped in the courts of the men and 

women who dictated policy in Byzantium. Mary’s image transformed, sometimes as 

deliberate part of imperial strategy and sometimes in response to bribery. 

Constantine assembled the very first of the orthodoxy meetings, the Council of 

Nicea, for the express purpose of declaring Arius a heretic.388 The council was held in 

325389 and, as intended, primarily discussed the nature and works of Jesus. It affirmed 

Jesus’ virgin birth from “Mary the Mother of God,”390 in part in repudiation of Docetism. 

The official creed called Jesus “of one substance (homoousia) with the Father,” 

 
385 Rubin, Mother of God, 21. 
386 Ibid., 22. 
387 Ibid., 17, 44-46. 
388 Ibid., 18. 
389 This and the following dates all gathered from “The Ecumenical Councils and Their Chief Doctrines,” 

Catholic Online, accessed December 3, 2018, https://www.catholic.org/prayers/councils.php. 
390 Cited in Rubin, Mother of God, 18-19. 



104 
 

 
 

successfully denouncing Arius and including specific statements against him at its 

conclusion:  

But those who say: “There was a time when he was not”; and “He was not before 

he was made”; and “He was made out of nothing,” or “He is of another substance” 

or “essence,” or “The Son of God is created,” or “changeable,” or “alterable”—

they are condemned by the holy catholic and apostolic Church.391 

 

The creed, Rubin notes, affirmed the dual nature of Christ—human and divine—but “left 

open and relaxed the details of that union.”392 This topic was to be much debated in the 

century that followed. Believers and potential converts alike wanted to know, did Jesus 

have one or two natures—one (a mixture of human and divine: monophysitism or 

miaphysitism) or two (one human, one divine: dyophysitism). Or, perhaps, the human 

nature was “absorbed” by the divine nature, as Eutychian believers claimed. 

After the Emperor Theodosius issued the Edict of Thessalonica proclaiming 

Christianity to be the official religion of the empire in 380 C.E., another council met: the 

First Council of Constantinople (381). The declarations of this council upheld the 

condemnation of Arianism and added Macedonianism—a group that denied the godhood 

of the Holy Spirit—to the ever-growing list of heresies. The council also expanded upon 

the original Nicene Creed: Jesus was not just “begotten of the Father” but “the only-

begotten son of God,” with this begetting having happened “before all the worlds.”  

 In concert with this, the title Theotokos developed as a popular honorific for Mary, 

first used in the letter that circulated with the original Nicene Creed in 325. Literally 

“God-bearer” in the Greek, it was translated into Latin as mater dei, “mother of God.” 

 
391 Philip Schaff, Creeds of Christendom, with a History and Critical Notes, Volume I: The History of 

Creeds, Christian Classics Ethereal Library, accessed March 24, 2021, 

https://www.ccel.org/ccel/schaff/creeds1.iv.iii.html. 
392 Rubin, Mother of God, 19. 

https://www.ccel.org/ccel/schaff/creeds1.iv.iii.html
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Debates soon surrounded these designations, particularly in the writings of the key 

figures Theodore of Mopsuestia (c. 350-428 C.E.), Proclus of Constantinople (d. 446), 

and Nestorius of Antioch (386-450). These arguments, too, had to do with the interplay 

of Mariology with Christology. Supporters of the designation, such as Athanasius (297-

373), Basil of Caesarea (330-379), Gregory of Nazianzus (329-390), and Gregory of 

Nyssa (335-395), found Theotokos an important underpinning to the consubstantiality of 

Jesus and God,393 while Theodore and others were concerned for the purity of the divine 

Logos:  

…the one born of the Virgin is not God… In no way has God the Word been born 

of Mary! The one who is from the seed of David is the one born of Mary. In no 

way is God the Word born of a woman!394 

 

At first blush, or taken out of context, it seems as though Theodore is here denying the 

divinity of Christ. Rather, he is distinguishing between the divine nature of Jesus, the 

Word, which is co-eternal with God, and the human nature of Jesus, which was born of 

Mary. To this end, Theodoret of Cyrrhus (c. 393-458) proposed the title Anthropotokos to 

be used in addition to Theotokos: Mary should be identified as “mother of God” and 

“mother of man” since Jesus is called both man and God in the Scriptures, he writes.395 

Nevertheless, he staunchly believed that an orthodox Christology “demanded” the title 

Theotokos for Mary.396 Such high Mariology was also held by Proclus of Constantinople. 

For Proclus, Mary was not only in a place “higher than all women”397 but was the 

 
393 Cunningham, “All-Holy Infant,” 133. 
394 Cited in Siecienski, “Mariology in Antioch,” 149. Notably, the Qur’ān disagrees, since the annunciation 

to Maryam before ‘Isā’s conception includes the identification of him as the Word; see Q3:45. 
395 Cited in Siecienski, “Mariology in Antioch,” 154.  
396 Ibid., 155. 
397 A quote from John Chrysostom; cited in ibid., 143. 
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greatest miracle of creation in its entirety: 

Traverse all creation, O man, and try to see if there is anything greater or even 

equal to the Holy Virgin Theotokos. Circle the whole world, explore the oceans, 

survey the air, question the skies, consider the unseen powers and see if there 

exists any other similar wonder in the whole creation… Marvel at the victory of 

the Virgin…398  

 

This veneration of the Theotokos was in vogue in Constantinople at the time, particularly 

in the courts and the palace, and Proclus had many powerful people on his side. Any who 

challenged him did so at their own peril.  

One such was Nestorius, who believed that this adoration of Mary had 

degenerated into pagan-like goddess worship. He was not alone, but he is the most 

infamous. For him, “Theotokos was a divine title since only God could bring forth 

God,”399 and he proposed Christotokos as a theologically sound compromise—although 

Theotokos could be correct, he believed, if properly understood.400 Long before him, Paul 

of Samosata, bishop of Antioch 260-261, wrote similarly: “Mary did not give birth to the 

Word since she is not before all ages. Mary received the Word.”401 He, too, thought that 

if formulations identified Mary as birthing a divine element, it implied her divinity. 

Anastasius, a friend of Nestorius, preached in 428,402 “Let no one call Mary Theotokos. 

For Mary was human and it is impossible for God to be born of a human.”403 The 

discomfort of these and others with the title’s implications is quite understandable. Yet as 

 
398 Cited in ibid., 159. 
399 One sees his point when hymns from 4th-5th century Jerusalem refer to Mary not only as “mother of God” 

but also “caregiver of God” and “nurturer of God”; Stephen J. Shoemaker, “The (Pseudo?-)Maximus Life 

of the Virgin and the Byzantine Marian Tradition,” The Journal of Theological Studies 67, no. 1 (April 

2016), 134.  
400 Cited in Siecienski, “Mariology in Antioch,” 163-4.  
401 Cited in Rubin, Mother of God, 36. 
402 “Nestorius | Biography, Beliefs, Heresy, & Facts,” Encyclopedia Britannica, last modified July 31, 2019, 

accessed March 23, 2021, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Nestorius.  
403 Cited in Rubin, Mother of God, 44. 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Nestorius
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Nestorius insisted that Mary remain on the “creature” side of the creature-creator 

divide,404 he became known to the public as “one who had dishonored the Virgin.”405 

Though he was merely concerned with ensuring the virgin did not encroach on the 

divinity of God by rising to the ranks of goddess,406 the politics of Constantinople, 

already at work, relegated him to the ranks of the heretics. In 431 the Council of Ephesus 

was held; Cyril and the Alexandrians debated against Nestorius and the Antiochenes. 

After being slapped by one member for allegedly denying “the full divinity of the person 

born of Mary,” Nestorius was ruled against, deposed, exiled, and, in 451, finally 

excommunicated.407 Nestorius, in trying to ensure Mary did not become deity, was 

accused of not believing in Jesus’ deity. Both the devil and the divinity, evidently, were 

in the details. 

 This Council at Ephesus, in addition to making “Theotokos” orthodoxy and 

condemning Nestorius, also condemned the teachings of Pelagius (354-418). Pelagius 

rejected Augustine’s (354-430) doctrine of original sin, stating instead that humans were 

able to fully adhere to the laws of God without the need of divine grace.408 Original sin, 

as Augustine defined it, involved some loss of free will—humans being more prone to sin 

than they might desire to be—and Pelagius was known for being a strong proponent of 

free will. The latter also saw the idea of original sin as an insult to God’s honor, since He 

 
404 Siecienski, “Mariology in Antioch,” 158. 
405 John McGuckin, cited in ibid., 161. According to Siecienski, Cyril of Alexandria was responsible for 

this “painting” of Nestorius as “an enemy of the Virgin”; ibid., 165. 
406 “If anyone among you or among others is of simpler mind, rejoice at this word Theotokos; with me there 

is no dissention [sic] over the word—only let him not make the Virgin into a goddess.” Cited in ibid.,164. 
407 Rubin, Mother of God, 46. 
408 Some recent scholarship contests this view. It may be that Pelagius was framed for ideas he did not, in 

fact, teach; see Ali Bonner, The Myth of Pelagianism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018). 
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created each human at conception: far be it from God to create something sinful.409 As 

Augustine applied his doctrine to Jesus and Mary, it had some exception: Mary was 

conceived in sin, like all humans, but the stain on her was removed at the moment of her 

“ensoulment.”410 Jesus, meanwhile, was “never touched by sin”411—a formulation also 

present in Muslim hadīth about Jesus and Mary. Ephrem the Syrian related this doctrine 

to Mary being the antithesis of Eve: as one who came to undo the curse of her mother 

Eve, she could not have been under the curse herself.  

If Mary was blessed of women, she would have been exempt from the curse from 

the beginning, and from the bearing of children in birthpangs and curses. It would 

be impossible therefore to call one who gave birth with these birthpangs 

blessed.412 

 

Interestingly, the Sūrat Maryam account clearly depicts Mary reeling with labor pains,413 

yet she is also protected from Satan (Q3:36). This will be discussed further below. 

A later council, the Council of Chalcedon in 451, resulted in a split between the 

farther Eastern (Syrian) and “Western” churches (Constantinople and Rome). The 

declarations handed down by this meeting refuted monophysitism, the leading 

Christological doctrine held by the Syriac churches. Instead, they asserted the hypostatic 

 
409 Augustine, “On the Grace of Christ, and on Original Sin,” Church Fathers: New Advent, accessed 

March 23, 2021, https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/1506.htm. 
410 Ibid., 31. This was another debate in early Christianity: did Mary become sinless at the moment of her 

own conception or birth, the annunciation of Jesus, or Jesus’ conception? Cunningham, “All-Holy Infant,” 

134. 
411 Rubin, Mother of God, 32. 
412 Italics original; cited in ibid., 38. This issue of labor pain is much discussed; Nestorius, like Ephrem, 

states that Mary was exempt from labor pain because it was a result of Eve’s sin; Siecienski, “Mariology in 

Antioch,” 165. The Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew emphasizes that Mary shed no blood and had “no pain in 

bringing him forth”; cited in Gregg, Shared Stories, 480.  
413 It is interesting to note that the GPsM is the only Christian text to include the palm tree in Jesus’ birth—

which the Qur’ān does include—but refutes labor pains, which stance the Qur’ān does not uphold. 
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union of the two natures of Christ in the Chalcedonian Creed.414 The council also branded 

the Protoevangelium of James apocrypha. The bishops of the East refused to ratify the 

conclusions of the council, and thereafter the Syriac Church developed even further a life 

of its own. A century later, the Second Council of Constantinople finalized the process 

that had begun with the pious fiction of the Protoevangelium: Mary was named 

Aeiparthenos, Ever-Virgin. 

4.2. Imperial Involvement 

After the Council of Ephesus in 431, Cyril of Alexandria worked to ensure that 

the title Theotokos would remain orthodoxy. He sent a letter to his contacts in the 

imperial court in Constantinople, along with an enormous bribe (carpets, tapestries, 

cushions, throne covers, and over 77,000 gold pieces).415 Their acceptance of this gift and 

subsequent maneuvers at court secured an enduring connection between adoration of 

Mary and the empire’s core. Pulcheria (398-453), Emperor Theodosius II’s older sister, 

took a vow of virginity and identified strongly with the Virgin Mother.416 Earlier, 

Ambrose of Milan (340-397) had nurtured the connection between Mary and the imperial 

women in his writing by situating the beginning of the “Christian” empire not with 

Constantine but with his mother, Empress Helena. She had visited the Holy Land, intent 

on finding the places and relics most holy to Christian tradition; much of Christian 

Jerusalem pilgrimage culture can be credited to her.417 Ambrose wrote, “Mary was visited 

 
414 Showing how interconnected are Mariology and Christology, and how volatile were opinions 

surrounding them, a mob gathered in protest at a shrine to Mary in the Valley of Jehoshaphat when Juvenal, 

Patriarch of Jerusalem, returned and announced this decision. Shoemaker, “The Kathisma Church,” 39. 
415 Rubin, Mother of God, 47. 
416 Ibid. 
417 Ibid., 28. 
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so that Eve be liberated; Helena was visited so that the Emperors be redeemed.”418 His 

writings placed Mary as a paragon for mothers, virgins, and in particular the women of 

nobility and royalty. But in their eagerness to present Mary as a relatable role model, the 

church fathers also portrayed her as an inspiration to monastics, who, in their vows of 

celibacy, desired both male and female exemplars. Because of the Mother of God, 

virginity became one of Christianity’s highest values.419 

With both monastics’ dedication and upper-class women’s desire for freedom, a 

new sort of asceticism arose, a “cult of virginity” in the empire.420 In addition to 

Pulcheria, many high-born women were taking to celibacy, whether out of devotion to 

God and the Virgin or a desire to be liberated from familial demands.421 Other Church 

leaders and writers argued against the perpetual virginity of Mary,422 both out of personal 

belief regarding the historicity of the claim and because of the disturbance to the usual 

social order such widespread celibacy was causing. Helvidius (fourth century) felt the 

need to emphasize that there was no shame in marriage and bearing children, while a 

monk named Jovinian (d. 405) asserted that baptism made all Christians holy, whether 

virginal or not. If marriage was less holy than celibacy, he argued, then the patriarchs of 

old could hardly be considered models of godly living.423  

This, however, resulted in backlash from others, and Jerome (345-420) in 

 
418 Cited in ibid. 
419 Gregg, Shared Stories, 487. Per Tertullian, “Carnality, ‘the filthy concupiscences of the flesh,’ averts the 

Holy Spirit”; cited in Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 147. 
420 The Montanists, a Christian sect in central Asia Minor c. 156 C.E. through the sixth or possibly ninth 

century, were particularly known for their asceticism, including strict fasting and the renunciation of 

marital sex. Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 146. 
421 Rubin, Mother of God, 29. 
422 This debate began in the fourth century, according to Gregg (Shared Stories, 501); since it appears in the 

Protoevangelium, it may have been transmitted less controversially earlier on. 
423 Rubin, Mother of God, 29. 
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particular.424 Having settled in Bethlehem with a group of female followers, he followed 

the Protoevangelium’s storyline that Joseph had been Mary’s guardian. Mary was a 

perpetual virgin, and virginity was unequivocally superior to the alternative.425 Mary, 

Joseph, and Jesus were all models of this kind of ascetic devotion to God.426 Augustine, 

for his part, imagined Joseph and Mary in a sexless marriage that served only to protect 

Mary through the guardianship of a “husband.” Somehow, this was also an ideal version 

of life to aspire to. This movement is likely one of the reasons the Jewish community 

found Christians too austere and, one might anachronistically say, puritanical about 

sex.427 Islam likewise rejected this vision. 

But Mary had many other functions in the realms of power in the Byzantine 

Empire. Her position and influence served as “an unexpected intrusion upon the stage of 

male world power.”428 Pulcheria, like the object of her adoration, became a woman of 

great influence: she controlled much of Constantinople’s liturgy, and, by association, its 

theology. This, too, had political motives, as she hoped a united religious scene would 

bring the eastern and western reaches of the empire together.429 As part of this, traditions 

about Mary were relocated from the provenance of Jerusalem and Bethlehem toward 

Constantinople: her relics (such as robe and girdle)430 were stolen away to Constantinople, 

and a story circulated that Mary moved to Ephesus with John the disciple, so the place of 

 
424 One wonders if the leaders found perpetual virginity a necessary result of their typological connection 

with Ezekiel 44:1-3. If Mary was the “gate through which the Lord entered,” “no man [could] enter by it.” 
425 Cf. Athanasius, who spoke of Mary as a “spotless, stainless virgin… untainted by intercourse with man”; 

“On the Incarnation.” Readers would see the obvious implication that intercourse was “tainting” and 

unholy.  
426 Rubin, Mother of God, 30.  
427 Boyarin, “Nostalgia for Christianity,” 70.  
428 Rubin, Mother of God, 48.  
429 Ibid., 49. 
430 Cunningham, “All-Holy Infant,” 128. 
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her death was closer to the capital rather than in Judea.431  

Artists, for their part, contextualized Mary for the royalty and aristocracy of the 

empire: “Finely dressed, frontal, central, and sometimes surrounded by angels and saints 

as attendants; in Rome she emerged as Maria Regina, a queenly figure bedecked in royal 

costume.”432 By the sixth century, she was usually depicted enthroned and with angels, 

“dressed in the robes of a Byzantine princess.”433 Egyptian artists imagined the Madonna 

as Isis, the mother in their mythology’s holy family. Isis was usually painted as a mother 

suckling her infant son Horus, Isis lactans, and this tradition strongly influenced Egyptian 

portrayals of Mary and Jesus.434 This Egyptian goddess was also associated with healing, 

salvation, and mediation; had coalesced with local Jewish ideas of Wisdom and the Logos; 

and was popularly known as soteria (savior) and Mother of God.435 In 5th- and 6th-century 

Constantinople, miracle tales spread through the city of healings occurring at shrines 

dedicated to Mary, while she too was addressed as “mediatrix” and “effector of salvation.” 

A poem composed for the coronation of Justin II in the year 565 included the following 

prayer:  

Most holy virgin, mother of the creator of the world,  

Queen of high heaven, at once and uniquely, 

true parent and ever-virgin, without a father’s seed, 

whom God chose for his mother, and who believed in his Word 

and conceived it, and having become pregnant gave birth to our Salvation!436  

  

Thus Mary became mother of the Creator (akin to the Wisdom of Proverbs) and Queen of 

 
431 Rubin, Mother of God, 46, 62. 
432 Ibid., 63. 
433 Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 216. 
434 Rubin, Mother of God, 40-2, 49, 64-5.  
435 Ibid., 41-2. 
436 Cited in ibid., 67. 
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Heaven—a title relatable to Byzantine royalty but also identical to that of pagan 

goddesses. In one of the earliest surviving prayers to the Theotokos in Constantinople, 

“Queen of Heaven” is the dominant imagery.437 

4.3. Absorbing Roles of Power 

As Mary rose in power and position, her functions began to merge with those of 

her son. She was entreated as intercessor, mediator, savior, redeemer, and protector. 

Mary’s starring role in God’s plan of salvation, in contrast to Eve, was first cast by Justin 

Martyr (c. 100-165), who stated that Eve, in her virginity, brought forth disobedience, 

while Mary, in her virginity, was obedient.438 Tertullian (c. 160-240) added the idea that 

both women “conceived” by words.439 Irenaeus, also in the second century, followed suit, 

but with more emphasis on Mary as the “cause of salvation”: “…thus also it was that the 

knot of Eve’s disobedience was loosed by the obedience of Mary.”440 Thus Mary was the 

denouement of the problem Eve introduced. Where Paul preached that through one man 

all died and thus through one man all will be made alive (1 Cor 15:22), for Irenaeus sin 

and the curse entered the world through a woman’s conceiving of a word, and they would 

be removed by another woman’s conceiving of the Word. Mary was “the ‘Second Eve’ 

 
437 Nicholas E. Denysenko, “The Soteriological Significance of the Feast of Mary’s Birth,” Theological 

Studies 68, no. 4 (December 2007), 745.  
438 Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 236. Though Justin notes Mary’s role, in his writings Jesus is still the one 

who defeats the powers of evil. 
439 Ibid., 240. 
440 Quoted in ibid. See also Denysenko, “The Feast of Mary’s Birth,” 741; Jenkins, Many Faces, 101. 

Benko points out that Irenaeus was only concerned with Mary’s virginity before bearing Jesus: “Adam was 

made from earth without a father, and Jesus Christ, conceived without father, was born from Mary ‘as yet 

virgin.’ In this text, Irenaeus already thought of Mary as representing earth. He was careful to emphasize 

her virginity at the time of conception because only so is the parallelism perfect… Later, Ambrose spelled 

it out: ex terra virgine Adam, Christus ex virgine”; Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 211. 
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whose divine motherhood is responsible for mankind’s rebirth.”441 As the centuries wore 

on, Mary took center stage more and more. Cyril also emphasizes Mary as the matrix of 

divine victory in salvation history, stating, “Mother and Virgin, through you… the fallen 

creation is brought back to paradise.”442 Ephrem the Syrian writes, “Let women praise 

her, the pure Mary—that as in Eve their mother—great was their reproach—lo! In Mary 

their sister—greatly magnified was their honor… The foot of Mary has trod him down, 

who bruised Eve with his heel.”443 A hymn in a 4th-5th century Jerusalem collection 

intones, “Mary stood at the tomb, she was weeping; by her tears she purified Eve’s 

transgression.”444 Romanos the Melodist (c. 490-556) in several hymns credits Mary with 

erasing the stain on humanity, and fixates on Mary’s birth as the event that redeems us all: 

“By your holy birth, O pure one, Joachim and Anna were freed from the curse of 

barrenness, and Adam and Eve from the corruption of death.”445  

Where for earlier theologians Jesus is the place where human and divine meet, 

tradition retrofitted this locus of holiness and mediation onto Mary, who increasingly 

took on the role of her son. Benko comments, “Faith in the perpetual virginity of Mary 

and her divine motherhood led directly to the development of faith in her immaculate 

conception, total sinlessness, and fullness of grace, i.e., her gradual assimilation into the 

 
441 Ibid., 5. 
442 “Mariology in Antioch,” 166; see also Denysenko, “The Feast of Mary’s Birth,” 745. 
443 Ephraim, “Hymns on the Nativity,” Hymn 15. This is a reinterpretation of Genesis 3:15, in which the 

seed of the woman—not the woman herself—crushes the serpent. This may have been related to Jerome’s 

Vulgate, which mistranslated the verse “she shall bruise your head…,” whereas the Hebrew and all modern 

versions have “he shall bruise your head.” Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 224. 
444 Cited in Shoemaker, “The (Pseudo?-)Maximus Life of the Virgin,” 134. 
445 Denysenko, “The Feast of Mary’s Birth,” 745-7. 
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divine nature.”446 As Jesus was prefigured in the Law and the Prophets, so was Mary;447 

sometimes they even shared the same symbolic referents, as with Isaac, the sacrificial 

child.448 Mary was prayed to as early as the third century, in a sort of “cult of the 

Virgin.”449 Jenkins notes that this process of fusion was already at work in the Marian 

Gospels, such as the Protevangelium, the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, and the Questions 

of Bartholomew: “…the pseudo-gospels of the Virgin presented a complete cycle that 

took virtually everything attributed to Christ and transferred it to this mighty and godly 

woman.”450 Words perceived to be spoken against Mary or her honor were tantamount to 

blasphemy, as Nestorius discovered.451 

But Mary’s role was not only spiritual salvation: the faithful appealed to her 

during the plague of Justinian’s reign (541-549) and emperors and soldiers sought her 

strength in battle at home and abroad. Emperor Heraclius took icons of the Virgin into 

battle in a naval campaign in 610,452 and scholars are in agreement that Mary was touted 

as the protectress of Constantinople, noting in particular the Avar siege of 626, in which 

icons of Mary were hung from the city’s western gates to deter the onslaught of the 

invaders.453 These images were accompanied by prayers directed to Mary, poetic stanzas 

chanted by monks through the night.454  

The Virgin was alleged to have defended the city in person: “And this is what the 

 
446 Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 204. 
447 Seen in Byzantine hymnography; Carlton, “The Temple That Held God,” 109. 
448 On Mary and Jesus both prefigured by Isaac, see Chapter 5 of this thesis. 
449 Jenkins, Many Faces, 101. 
450 Ibid. A text too late for our consideration, two centuries after the Qur’ān, presents Mary on a journey 

through heaven and hell; Rubin, Mother of God, 82. 
451 Ibid., 68-9. 
452 Himmelfarb, Jewish Messiahs, 38. 
453 Ibid., 38. N.B. in Sefer Zerubbabel, the mother of messiah protects the eastern gate of Jerusalem.  
454 Rubin, Mother of God, 71. 
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godless Chagan said at the moment of the battle: ‘I see a woman in stately dress rushing 

about on the wall all alone.’”455 The famous Akathistos Hymn is likely based on this 

event, hallowing Mary as the military defender of the city: “To you, Mother of God, 

champion and leader, I, your city, delivered from sufferings, ascribe the prize of victory 

and my thanks. And may you, in your invincible power, free me from all kinds of 

dangers…”456 The end of this prayer is reminiscent of the Lord’s Prayer: “and deliver us 

from evil/the evil one.”457 Romanos was also happy to refer to Mary as teichos (wall) and 

stērigma (support),458 possibly also linked with the popular connection of the Virgin with 

the “gate through which God enters” of Ezekiel.459 Here is found the Byzantine precedent 

for the militant mother of messiah found in the Jewish Sefer Zerubbabel—composed, 

notably, in or near Constantinople. Hephzibah, like Mary, was a warrior mother active in 

protecting the holy city.460 Himmelfarb states that by the dawn of the seventh century, 

Mary had functionally taken over as the patron goddess (tykhe) of the city. 

These warrior features of the Virgin are almost certainly adopted from the Greek 

goddess Athena. Pentcheva comments that connections were being made between the two 

in the seventh century,461 for the primary shared features of virginity and motherly 

sacrifice. Athena is known from the Greek myths to be a virgin warrior goddess—indeed, 

 
455 Chronicon Paschale, cited in Cunningham, “All-Holy Infant,” 136. 
456 Cited in ibid., 135.  
457 Matt 6:9-13. 
458 Cunningham, “All-Holy Infant,” 135. 
459 Ezek 44:1-4; Carlton, “The Temple That Held God,” 108. 
460 Himmelfarb does note a perhaps significant juxtaposition between Mary’s role in Byzantine wars and 

Hephzibah’s in SZ: Mary’s icons typically were placed alongside those of Christ, or she was asked to 

intercede with Christ for Constantinople. The two “worked together,” in a sense. By contrast, Hephzibah 

and her son operate independently. Himmelfarb, Jewish Messiahs, 38-9. 
461 Liz James, review of Icons and Power: The Mother of God in Byzantium, by Bissera V. Pentcheva, Art 

Bulletin 89, no. 2 (2007), 367, https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=a9h&AN= 

25166380&site=ehost-live&scope=site. 

https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=a9h&AN=25166380&site=ehost-live&scope=site
https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=a9h&AN=25166380&site=ehost-live&scope=site
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her temple in Athens, the great Parthenon, is named for her virginity (Greek parthena, 

“virgin”)—but she is also worshipped as a “mother” by the men to whom she gives 

guidance. In Euripedes, she is addressed by a chorus of men as “Mother, Mistress, and 

Protectress” (The Heracleidae462). As late as 1167, the Byzantines were still struggling to 

shake the Athena image off of Mary, as in this description of a triumph:  

“Chnoiates… says that ‘the axle did not creak loudly,’ a clear allusion to Iliad 

5.838, where Athena steps onto Diomedes’ chariot, ‘for it did not carry the 

dreadful goddess, the pseudo-Virgin Athena, but the true Virgin, who, beyond 

human logos bore the Logos through the logos.’”463  

 

One may also note that the two women share glorification in poetic form: Athena in the 

Iliad, and Mary in the Akathistos hymn and many others.464  

Shared with the pagan cults, too, was the idea of the power resident in virginity. 

Athena’s virginity contributed to her success as a warrior, and in cults like that of Cybele, 

virgins were capable of ecstatic union with the gods, specifically union resulting in 

prophetic utterances. Montanism, the Christian heretical sect that grew up in the heart of 

Cybele’s territory (Asia Minor), considered purity a “precondition for ecstatic 

experience.”465 In Mary’s story, as early as the PJ, Salome’s disbelief in Mary’s 

postpartum virginity inflicted her with a hand “consumed by fire.”466 Mary’s virginal 

state was not a doctrine to be trifled with. 

 
462 Karl Kerenyi, “Athena – Mother, Mistress, and Protectress,” excerpted from Athena, Virgin and Mother 

in Greek Religion (Zurich: Spring Publications, 1952), last modified 1999, accessed April 2019, 

http://www.goddess-athena.org/Athenaeum/Psychology/Athena/Mother_Mistress_and_Protectress.htm. 
463 Anthony Kaldellis, “The Military Use of the Icon of the Theotokos and Its Moral Logic in the Historians 

of the Ninth-Twelfth Centuries,” Estudios bizantinos 1 (2013), 71.  
464 Himmelfarb, Jewish Messiahs, 38. 
465 Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 147. 
466 PJ 19:19-29:4; Gregg, Shared Stories, 490, 495. There is a clear allusion to the punishments of those 

who touched the Ark of the Covenant in the Hebrew Scriptures; Kearns, Virgin Mary, Monotheism, and 

Sacrifice, 242. 

http://www.goddess-athena.org/Athenaeum/Psychology/Athena/Mother_Mistress_and_Protectress.htm
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While Mary shared traits with the Virgin Goddess, her central trait is her 

motherhood; she would be religiously unimportant if she had not given birth to Jesus.467 

Benko highlights Cybele, along with Caelestis and Isis, among others, as mother-goddess 

cults in contact with early Christianity that lent their multifaceted worship of the divine 

feminine to the development of the complex phenomenon of Mariology.468 Cybele was a 

mother goddess in Asia Minor who, in the stories, mourned the death of her young 

companion, Attis, who was resurrected after three days and deified.469 She was chaste, 

and her worship included a sacramental meal as well as baptism in the blood of a bull. 

When initiates emerged from the tomb-like chasm of baptism, they were “reborn for 

eternity.”470 Montanists in Asia Minor, closest geographically to Cybele worship, were 

accused by a Syrian bishop of “call[ing] the blessed Mary divine” and saying that “an 

archōn united himself with her and so was the Son of God born of her.”471 Meanwhile, 

Caelestis, originally Juno caelestis (heavenly Juno), came to be “queen of heaven” in her 

own right in Carthage and Rome. In 399 C.E., her temple in Carthage was commandeered 

and converted into a Christian church.472 Egyptian representation of Mary, as noted above, 

drew from imagery of Isis. In mythology, Isis resurrects her murdered husband Osiris,473 

saves her child, and possesses powerful magic. It is not difficult to see the overlap of 

 
467 Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 15. 
468 Ibid., 18, 29, 52. 
469 Mary’s sorrow at the cross has not been much addressed in this thesis because it appears nowhere in the 

Qur’ān, but it was also a large feature of Christian Marian piety. 
470 Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 70-5. 
471 Bishop Mārūthā of Maiperqaṭ, d. 420, though this may not accurately reflect their beliefs. He also 

accused the sect of falsifying the Scriptures, another allegation familiar to the Qur’ān. Benko, The Virgin 

Goddess, 162-3. 
472 Notably for Chapter 1 of this study, her symbols included the palm tree, dove, fish, and crescent moon. 

Ibid., 24, 40. 
473 Before she does so, she wanders through the land alone, weeping. Perhaps here we also find precedent 

for the lone Mary in the desert of Sūrat Maryam. Ibid., 44-5. 
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dying and resurrecting god in connection with a female savior in the traditions of 

Constantinople. As noted in discussions of the palm tree motif in Chapter 1, mother 

goddess cults shared most of their features in common, so it is not necessary—even if it 

were possible—to try to isolate which of them Christianity most absorbed. 

In Arabia, one noteworthy group, the Kollyridians,474 were an exclusively female 

sect that made sacrifices of bread to Mary. They are named for these offerings: “collyris” 

was a kind of small cake.475 This group is identified as early as Epiphanius in his 

Panarion (written 374-377) as one of the panoply of heresies circulating. In his chapter 

on the Kollyridians, Epiphanius writes, “Yes, let Mary be honored, but let the Father, Son, 

and Holy Spirit be worshipped; let no one worship Mary! …even if Mary may be the 

most beautiful, holy, and has been honored, still she must not be worshipped.”476 Benko 

cogently shows how this group’s cake-offering practices have pagan roots in the cults of 

Demeter, Minerva, and Juno, in which the “divine bread” was believed to have healing 

and restorative powers: “…by virtue of having been placed on the altar of a god, [it] had 

undergone some mystical transubstantiation.” This strikes closer to home at Christian 

“orthodoxy,” as stories were told of the healing and life-giving power of the Eucharist.477 

Like both Jesus and the goddesses, Mary was also given feast days to celebrate 

her. The first mention of a feast to commemorate the Virgin is in fifth-century 

 
474 This was a derogatory exonym; they most likely referred to themselves as Christians. Justin Martyr 

protests that it is difficult to make distinctions between mainstream and fringe Christian groups because “all 

are called Christian”; cited in ibid., 174.  
475 Note that Jeremiah records a similar practice by the women of Jerusalem, who illicitly worshipped a 

goddess both at home and in exile in Egypt: “…the women who knead their dough, to make cakes for the 

queen of heaven,” Jer 7:18, 44:15-25.  
476 Epiphanius, cited in Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 172. 
477 Ibid., 182-3.  
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Palestine,478 called “the Memory of Mary,” though it focused mostly on her role in giving 

birth to Jesus.479 The early feast days for Mary celebrated her birth to Joachim and Anna 

(Nativity), her Presentation to the temple, the Annunciation, and her death and ascension 

(Dormition and Assumption).480 All of these were celebrated by at least the sixth 

century,481 and many of the great hymns praising Mary quoted above were composed for 

the annual feasts. Shoemaker comments that the early textual witnesses to these feasts 

celebrate primarily Mary’s maternity and virginity, by now unsurprising.482 Interestingly, 

the Qur’ān focuses its narratives of Maryam and ‘Isā on the events their feast days 

celebrate, leaving out the ones it perhaps finds theologically irrelevant. It tells of 

Maryam’s mother’s prayer (nearly the annunciation of Maryam’s birth), Maryam’s 

nativity, her entrance into the temple, and the annunciation to her of ‘Isā’s birth. Notably, 

‘Isā pronounces peace upon himself the day of his birth, the day of his death, and the day 

of his resurrection or ascension—depending on how the words ub‘athu ḥayyān are 

understood.483 The Qur’ān is unconcerned with his baptism and Maryam’s death, which 

 
478 Denysenko, “The Feast of Mary’s Birth,” 744; Shoemaker gives a date between 420-440 C.E.; “The 

Kathisma Church,” 34. 
479 The liturgical readings for the feast, extant in the 5th-century Armenian Lectionary, were the contentious 

almah passage in Is 7:10-16, redemption by the son of God “born of a woman” in Gal 3:29-4:7, and the 

birth narrative of Lk 2:1-7; Shoemaker, “The Kathisma Church,” 52-3. Dye reports that by the first decades 

of the 7th century, the lectionary readings included Is 7:10-17, Heb 9:1-10, Lk 11:27-32. Two days later, the 

readings were Prov 31:29 (note the unparalleled excellence of the woman), Job 28:5-11, Ezek 44:1-3, Gal 

3:24-4:7, and Lk 1:39-56. Dye, “Hypertextuality,” 11. 
480 Cunningham, “All-Holy Infant,” 137. Many traditions sprang up around Mary’s death and/or 

assumption. The Qur’ān chose not to relate these, so this paper will not address them. 
481 Rubin, Mother of God, 72; Shoemaker, “The Kathisma Church,” 51-2. 
482 Shoemaker, “The Kathisma Church,” 52. 
483 Q19:33. Either way, both the resurrection and annunciation were celebrated days in Christianity. As 

noted in Chapter 1, this verse parallels a verse about Yaḥyā (Q19:15). John the Baptist’s birth was 

celebrated from at least the beginning of the sixth century, and the feast of his beheading was one of the 

first feasts instituted to honor a martyr. The liturgy and modes of celebration are said to have borne much 

resemblance to the feast of Christmas in Late Antiquity, perhaps contributing to the Qur’ān’s paralleling of 
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were also popular feasts in the Christian communities.484 Perhaps this disinterest is their 

lack of controversy between Christians and Jews, or it may reflect the lesser importance 

of these events in terms of soteriology, Christology, and theology.485  

Mary merged with goddess figures around the Byzantine Empire of the 5th 

through 7th centuries, whether through the maternal nature of Isis or the warlike power of 

Athena. Her apotheosis had rich precedent in the Jewish tradition; like Adam, Enoch, and 

Moses in the midrash,486 she was described as cosmically-sized and given other divine 

features: “She who had become wider than the heavens and higher than the cherubim… 

had received God and was made like God.”487 Rubin comments, “Mary was central to the 

Christian identity fostered by the Empire; theological effort and political will made her 

the protector of the capital and the touchstone of orthodoxy.”488 

4.4. The Qur’ān in Conversation with Christianity 

 It was into this environment of religious debate that Muḥammad was born in 570, 

according to Islamic tradition, and began his prophetic career in 610.489 As Reynolds has 

established, the Qur’ān presupposes and even requires knowledge of Late Antique 

Christianity for full understanding, and El-Badawi asserts that its audience was extremely 

 
them. “St. John the Baptist,” Catholic Encyclopedia, New Advent, accessed March 9, 2021, 

https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/08486b.htm. 
484 Shoemaker dates the Book of Mary’s Repose to the third century, indicating early interest in Mary’s 

death and/or assumption; “The (Pseudo?-)Maximus Life of the Virgin,” 134. Perhaps the Qur’ān omits 

‘‘Isā’s baptism story because in each gospel it is paired with the declaration of Jesus as “son of God.”  
485 The two are probably related: since they are less theologically charged, there was less controversy about 

them. 
486 Enoch is even known as “the lesser YHWH”; Crispin H. T. Fletcher-Louis, All the Glory of Adam: 

Liturgical Anthropology in the Dead Sea Scrolls (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 91, 103; citing The Life of Adam and 

Eve, 2 Enoch, the Sibylline Oracles, and the Greek version of 3 Baruch. One wonders if this, in addition to 

Christian saint-veneration, is the impulse behind Q9:31. 
487 Theoteknos, early seventh century; cited in Gregg, Shared Stories, 486, 488. 
488 Rubin, Mother of God, 57. 
489 Neuwirth, The Qur’an and Late Antiquity, 20. 

https://www.newadvent.org/cathen/08486b.htm
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familiar with the Christological debates in Christianity.490 With this in mind, the Qur’ān’s 

Mariology must be understood to be engaging with intra-Christian and Christian-Jewish 

conversations, and to be highly dependent upon its Christology.  

Christian theology was incredibly intricate and complex by the seventh century, 

requiring great subtlety; if the Qur’ān is participating in such conversations, its 

interpretation requires the same care. As a result, qur’ānic verses about ‘Isā and Maryam 

may mean something other than their usual interpretation by Islamic tradition. When the 

Qur’ān’s infancy narrative identifies Maryam as “chosen, purified,” and another time 

“chosen” (Q3:42), might it be commenting on the Christian debate of when Mary 

received the immaculateness she was believed to have?491 It also seems to reflect 

Christian tradition’s conflation of Jesus’ and Mary’s roles when it calls them, together, 

one “sign” (Q21:91, 23:50) and when it gives Maryam a Paradise-like encounter on 

earth492 and says that ‘Isā will be “well-esteemed in this world and the next” (Q3:45): 

they both experience some of their afterlife reward before death. And it is no wonder that 

the text excises Joseph entirely from its story. This way, it removes any suspicion that 

‘Isā had a human father and avoids the Christian debates over whether Maryam remained 

virginal after ‘Isā’s birth.493 

In a fascinating transmission of Christian tradition, the wife of ‘Imran says in 

 
490 Reynolds, Subtext; Emran El-Badawi, The Qur’an and the Aramaic Gospel Traditions, cited in Pregill, 

The Golden Calf, 40. 
491 While the Qur’ān does not comment on when this happened (though at the time of ‘Isā’s annunciation, it 

is past tense), the hadīth identifies it happening at her birth, as noted earlier. 
492 Noted in Chapter 2 of this thesis, the description of Paradise in Q3:15 and elsewhere also describes the 

place Maryam gives birth to ‘Isā (Q19:23-26). 
493 Stowasser notes that Maryam’s virginity after the birth of ‘Isā is a nonissue in Islam; Women in the 

Qur’an, 78. 
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Q3:36, “I seek refuge in you [God] from damned Satan for her [Maryam] and her 

seed.”494 A ḥadīth on this verse famously relates that Muḥammad said, “Whenever 

children are born Satan stings them, and they raise their voice screaming from the sting of 

Satan, except for Mary and her son.”495 This seems to be related to the Catholic doctrine 

of the immaculate conception, which states that Mary “was preserved free from the 

effects of the sin of Adam (usually referred to as ‘original sin’) from the first instant of 

her conception.”496 As noted above, some ascetic-leaning strands of early Christian 

tradition held that sexual intercourse was sinful or contaminating, even within 

marriage.497 Therefore, in order for Mary to be born free of original sin, she had to be 

conceived without sexual intercourse, which may be why the PJ has Joachim away in the 

wilderness when Anna conceives, and why Maryam’s father never appears in the 

Qur’ān’s telling of her birth. Of course, this exalted status of Mary in the Christian 

tradition hangs on the exalted status of Jesus: Mary had to be perfectly pure in order to 

carry God within her and not be consumed, like the burning bush of Exodus or the 

Temple itself.498 Thus, although Islam claims not to espouse the doctrine of original sin499 

and does not venerate Jesus as God, this verse-and-ḥadīth pair seem to be inadvertently 

interpreting these ideas from Christianity by stating that every human is born 

contaminated except for these special two, ‘Isā ibn Maryam and his mother. 

 
494 The Arabic-English Reference Qur’an. 
495 Zamakhsharī, 1:356-7, on Q3.33-7; cited in Reynolds, Subtext, 139. 
496 “Immaculate Conception,” Encyclopedia Britannica, last modified November 29, 2019, accessed March 

14, 2021. https://www.britannica.com/topic/Immaculate-Conception-Roman-Catholicism.  
497 Mary was held up as an ascetic model, since she—again, according to apocryphal tradition, not 

according to canonized Scripture—remained a virgin her entire life. Jenkins, Many Faces, 104. 
498 Carlton, “The Temple that Held God,” 101, 107. 
499 Gregg, Shared Stories, 571; Akyol, The Islamic Jesus, 75.  



124 
 

 
 

Similarly, the statement in Q5:116 is no longer surprising, given the titles for 

Mary of Theotokos, mother of God, and Queen of Heaven: 

“Allah will say, ‘O Jesus, son of Mary, did you say to the people, “Take me and 

my mother as gods rather than500 Allah?”’ He will say, ‘Glory be to You! It is not 

for me to say what I have no right to…’”  

 

This verse may have been repudiating a group like the Kollyridians, but given the 

Mariology of the sixth and seventh centuries, it may have been addressing the Christian 

“orthodoxy” of the time, if such a thing can even be identified. Rightly so, the Qur’ān 

condemns excessive veneration of Maryam as error and an offense to the oneness of God. 

Meanwhile, Jesus being a god “rather than” or “lesser than” God may be seen as 

participating in the homoousia debate. Among Christians who believed Jesus is God—

and there were some who did not—there was not perfect unity on whether Jesus was 

consubstantial with God. If this verse is commenting on this debate, it sides with what 

became Christian orthodoxy that Jesus should not be considered a separate god, thus 

maintaining tawḥīd. The Qur’ān also states repeatedly that God would not have a son 

(walad)501 because it came to the same conclusion Tertullian did: the presence of a Father 

and a son requires the presence of a mother.502 Like Nestorius and Cyril, the Qur’ān here 

is in dispute over what terminology is acceptable on the grounds of its theological 

commitments: God is above carnal reproduction.503 It does not deny the true meaning of 

 
500 “Rather than” may also be rendered “in addition to” or “less than.” 
501 See Q6:101, among many others.  
502 Tertullian, though, placed the Church in this “mother” role. Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 232.  
503 For thorough treatment of Muslim-Christian terminological debates regarding the oneness and triunity 

of God, see Sara Leila Husseini, Early Christian-Muslim Debate on the Unity of God: Three Christian 

Scholars and Their Engagement with Islamic Thought (9th Century C.E.), History of Christian-Muslim 

Relations 21 (Leiden: Brill, 2014); Joseph L. Cumming, “God, Word and Spirit: The Doctrine of the 

Trinity in the Qur’an and Islamic Interpretation” (PhD diss., Yale University, December 2020). 
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the term “son of God”—which according to Christianity’s Jewish roots is “messiah”—

since it affirms that Jesus is the messiah in 3:45, 4:157, 5:75, and 9:31.504 

 Comparable nuance may be present in the Qur’ān’s titles for ‘Isā and its 

comments on his humanity. The title “ibn Maryam,” noted in Chapter 2, does not carry 

the slur intended by Jewish use of it; rather, it simultaneously denies an earthly father for 

‘Isā and avoids the term “son of God,” forging a path between Jewish and Christian 

assertions. These titles for Jesus, along with “servant of God” and “Word of God”—three 

titles the Qur’ān employs—were commonly used by the Christians of Muḥammad’s 

day.505 The Qur’ān affirms the humanity of ‘Isā and his mother in 5:75 by stating that 

“they both used to eat food,” and includes a similar statement about all messengers in 

21:8. Several verses are translated according to tradition to say ‘Isā is “only a messenger 

of God” (4:171, 5:75),506 but this Arabic word usually has a positive meaning in the 

Qur’ān and is an emphasizing, not negating, particle; it would be better translated 

“truly.”507 Q4:171 also says in the same breath that ‘Isā is God’s “Word that He conveyed 

 
504 Galadari notes that while the Qur’ān repeatedly says God does not have a walad (biological son), it 

never denies ‘Isā as ibn of God (which can be understood metaphorically). See Qur’anic Hermeneutics, 

Chapter 6. Furthermore, though Q9:30 says, “The Jews say that Ezra is the ‘ibn’ of God, and the Christians 

say that the Messiah is the ‘ibn of God,’” Galadari suggests that this ibn not be understood as “son.” 

Notably, no Jewish sect has ever said that Ezra was the son of God, but they did honor him for reorganizing 

the Sanhedrin and restoring the Torah after it was forgotten (ibid., 86-7). The Semitic root of ibn, b-n-y, can 

mean stone, building, builder, or son. Using intertextual polysemy, Galadari suggests an understanding of 

ibn as building or builder (“building of God” = Temple), as the term is used this way in the beginning of 

the book of Ezra (1:2-3), as well as in Gen 49:24-5, Josh 24:26-7, and elsewhere. In the famous story of 

Jacob’s ladder dream, “the place where the stone (ibin) is erected is called Bethel (the House of God)”; 

ibid., 88. This understanding accords with NT statements about Jesus; see Jn 2:19-21 (Jesus as temple); 

Acts 4:11, 1 Pet 2:5-7, and Eph 2:19-22 (Jesus as stone); Heb 3:1-6 (Jesus as builder of the house of God). 
505 See, for instance, Ephraim, “Hymns on the Nativity.”  
506 It is worthy of note that this word “only” can also be translated “indeed”; Mansour Leghaei, “Jesus, the 

Messenger of Allah,” Al-Islam, last modified December 15, 2017, accessed March 24, 2021, 

https://www.al-islam.org/ancient-prophets-modern-world-true-story-jesus-p-shaykh-mansour-leghaei/jesus-

messenger-allah. Notably, this source is Muslim. 
507 The Arabic-English Reference Qur’an, 118, footnote 858.  

https://www.al-islam.org/ancient-prophets-modern-world-true-story-jesus-p-shaykh-mansour-leghaei/jesus-messenger-allah
https://www.al-islam.org/ancient-prophets-modern-world-true-story-jesus-p-shaykh-mansour-leghaei/jesus-messenger-allah
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to Mary, and a Spirit from Him.” These statements would be perfectly at home in early 

Christian refutation of the Gnostics; Ignatius of Antioch combatted their teaching, 

especially Docetism, by relating Jesus’ birth from a woman and emphasizing his human 

experiences.508 Benko notes that Ignatius “often referred to Mary as the mother of Jesus 

as proof of the reality of his flesh and humanity,”509 which may be yet another purpose 

for the Qur’ān’s frequent use of the epithet “son of Mary.”510 Similarly, pointing to Jesus’ 

genealogy was a favorite way Christians disproved Docetist claims—for a man with a 

genealogy is clearly human511—and the Qur’ān also sketches ‘Isā’s prophetic lineage in 

Sūrat al-‘Imran. Perhaps this genealogy and epithet, then, are not intended to deny ‘Isā’s 

divinity, but to refute his incorporeality.  

Meanwhile, the title “Word of God” for ‘Isā used in Q4:171 and 3:45 was a 

favorite term in early Christianity for Jesus’ divinity, not his humanity (Logos). The exact 

phrase “God the Word,” meaning Jesus or his divine nature, was employed by Theodore 

of Mopsuestia, Nestorius, Cyril of Alexandria, Hippolytus (d. 235), Athanasius,512 and 

others; outside of use in that precise phrase, Jesus as “Word” is used to refer to his 

divinity by Clement of Alexandria, Tertullian, and the official declaration of Pope Martin 

 
508 Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 248. This also may explain the Qur’ān’s addition of birth pangs to 

Maryam’s narrative in contradiction of much Christian speculation; it is emphasizing her humanity. 
509 Ibid. 
510 This author is aware that some scholars see “son of Mary” as operating in polemic opposition to “son of 

God”; see Neuwirth, The Qur’an and Late Antiquity, 290. This is merely a suggestion that it may be read 

other ways. 
511 Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 248; see also Brown, The Birth of the Messiah, 29, 518. In the latter: “The 

expansion of the old creeds through a combined reference to birth from the Virgin Mary and death under 

Pontius Pilate was, at least in part, to counter a heresy that questioned the reality of Jesus’ humanity. That 

humanity was affirmed by historical references to his birth and death. ‘Born of the Virgin Mary’ echoes the 

Pauline formula “born of a woman, born under the Law” (Gal 4:4) and is designed to underline the 

historicity of Jesus…” (italics original). 
512 In Athanasius’s “On the Incarnation,” the epithet “God the Word” is used no less than ten times, while 

other iterations of “the Word” are used of Jesus some 180 times. 
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I handed down in the Lateran Council of 469.513 Considering the extensive familiarity the 

Qur’ān shows with the minutiae of Christian narratives and theological conflicts, it can 

hardly have been ignorant of this meaning when it chose to use the term.  

 Benko notes that when “the Bible speaks of God and his word, or God and his 

spirit,” it means “the primary creative forces.”514 The association of Jesus with the Word 

of God is as old as the logos of John’s gospel, which Galadari has shown the Qur’ān to be 

interacting with.515 Jesus is associated with the Spirit of God in Luke’s infancy narrative 

and in all the gospel narratives,516 but he is not called the spirit of God; the Qur’ān 

rectifies this in 4:171. Interestingly, “Spirit of God” was a favorite epithet for ‘Isā in later 

Islamic tradition.517 In Christian theology, additionally, “the conception and birth of Jesus 

is a cosmic event,”518 which is shown most clearly in the Adam/Jesus parallel, according 

to which Jesus initiates new creation. The Qur’ān may be seen to uphold this view in its 

statement, “The likeness of Jesus in Allah’s sight is that of Adam: He created him from 

dust, then said to him, ‘Be!’ and he was.”519 It may also subtly implicate ‘Isā’s birth as 

being of cosmic significance when it places his birthplace in a place with a tree, fruit, and 

a stream—just like Paradise. In both cases, the Bible and the Qur’ān agree that God 

“creates not with his body but with the agency of his word.”520 The association of the 

Word and Spirit with primal creation paint Jesus as a pre-existent being that was not 

 
513 Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 203, 231, 233, 240, 254-9. 
514 Ibid., 81. 
515 Galadari, Qur’anic Hermeneutics.  
516 The Qur’ān also shows ‘Isā being uniquely aided by the Spirit of God: 2:87, 253; 5:110. 
517 Ed. Tarif Khalidi, The Muslim Jesus: Sayings and Stories in Islamic Literature (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 2003), 37, 61, 71, 75, 96, 123. 
518 Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 12. 
519 Q3:59. 
520 Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 7. 
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created but incarnated when Mary conceived. The Qur’ān, presuming its audience’s 

acquaintance with the prior Abrahamic scriptures, may have expected listeners to come to 

a conclusion of more cosmic significance to ‘Isā’s birth than Islamic tradition later did 

through its comparison with ‘Ādam and use of the title “Word from God.”  

4.5. Conclusion 

An overview of Christological debate in the first six centuries of Christianity 

reveals the elaborate nuance employed by preachers and theologians. The incarnation of 

the divine was without precedent in monotheism and had to be carefully articulated so as 

to avoid identification with pagan mythologies. In the attempts of the church fathers to 

define the undefinable, one observes a pendulum swing back and forth as they “corrected” 

one another’s excesses. Perhaps one lesson that might be taken from this history is that 

the faithful should avoid exaggerating, overemphasizing, or “going to excess” in their 

religion, as Q4:171 instructs. Some corrections may overcorrect, and/or result in 

misunderstandings from various quarters.  

Mariology, never independent from Christology, saw holiness extend backwards 

from Jesus to envelop Mary and her parents—or at least her conception. The Virgin 

became spotless but also eminently relatable, ascetic like the desert monastics as well as 

powerful like the royalty of Constantinople and the mother goddesses of pagan converts. 

Marian piety grew into feasts, homilies, and typologies wherein her role began to merge 

with her son’s. The Christian feast days for John, Jesus, and Mary were noted as the days 

of most importance in the Qur’ān’s annunciation narratives, and its treatment of the latter 

two mirrored the points of central importance to Christology and Mariology in 
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Christianity: Mary was dedicated to God before birth and entered into the Temple as a 

pure virgin, while Jesus was announced by an angel, conceived by God’s Spirit, and born 

of the Virgin Mary. 
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5. Transmitting Typology 

One way in which the Qur’ān shows its remarkable familiarity with Christian 

tradition is its transmission of Christian typology, especially as seen in the stories of 

Maryam and ‘Isā. The working definition of typology as used in this paper is a method of 

interpreting Scripture according to which certain stories, characters, or events, in addition 

to being important in their own right,521 prefigure or foreshadow later happenings, 

revealing thematic elements that may significantly influence the interpretation of either or 

both stories. Stories do not have to match in every minute detail in order to be considered 

typological connections. The Jewish and Christian Scriptures are full of such 

typologically stacked stories,522 such as prophets whose narratives are intertwined (as 

seen earlier with Yaḥyā and ‘Isā) or whose legitimacy or authority is related to a prophet 

of earlier times. Dye remarks that typology “is one of the most widespread exegetical 

devices in Christianity,”523 and Neuwirth adds that it is “crucial in the Qur’an.”524 The 

Qur’ān is so well acquainted with Christian typological references, it preserves them with 

its own creative artistry. Its familiarity with the typology of the Christian tradition 

suggests Muḥammad had more than a passing conversation with an average person of 

 
521 It is important to note that in appreciating a later text’s typology, one should take care not to invalidate 

the earlier text: the first one has a life of its own that is significant beyond its typological intertextualities 

with the second. 
522 In addition to the many found in the New Testament and some discussed in this chapter, see the Epistle 

of Barnabas, c. 70-132 C.E., for the early trend of typological exegesis in Christianity. “Epistle of 

Barnabas,” Church Fathers: New Advent, accessed April 4, 2021, 

https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0124.htm. 
523 Guillaume Dye, cited in Akyol, The Islamic Jesus, Chapter 5. 
524 Neuwirth, The Qur’an and Late Antiquity, 29. 

https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0124.htm
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faith; he had ongoing, extensive exposure to the Christian ideas of his day, possibly 

through liturgy. 

5.1. Maryam/Miriam and ’Isā/Mūsā 

The first and most obvious of the character connections of Maryam’s story in 

Sūrahs 3 and 19 is the association of Miriam525 and Mary, and of Moses and Jesus. The 

Qur’ān names Maryam the daughter of ‘Imran (Heb. ‘Amran), who is the father of 

Miriam, Aaron, and Moses in Exodus. The Qur’ān also calls Maryam “sister of Hārūn” in 

Q19:28. As noted in the above discussion of Maryam’s prophethood, this would present a 

significant problem with the timeline of the biblical tradition if understood to be literal: 

Miriam and Aaron lived perhaps as much as 1500 years before the time of Jesus, while 

the father of Mary—at least as named in the Protoevangelium of James and other 

Christian tradition—is named Joachim. Gabriel Reynolds provides an excellent 

discussion of this issue and how the mufassirūn addressed it,526 among them theories that 

(1) perhaps Maryam is called “sister of Hārūn” because she is one of his descendants,527 

(2) “sister of Hārūn” is an epithet the Israelites used for virtuous women in general, or 

that (3) the Israelites had a practice of calling righteous people by the names of the saints 

of old. Reynolds and Mourad528 believe that this is not a historical error but a literary 

 
525 Throughout this chapter, “Miriam” will refer exclusively to the figure in Exodus. 
526 Ibid., 132-134.  
527 The Bible mentions Mary as a relative of Elizabeth, and Elizabeth is named among the “daughters 

[descendants] of Aaron” and is married to a priest, who must have been of the tribe of Levi: the same tribe 

as Moses, Aaron, and Miriam (Lk 1:5). However, Christian tradition usually associated Mary with the tribe 

of Judah so that Jesus would be a biological descendant of David. Complicating matters further, Aaron the 

priest (a Levite) married a Judahite in Exodus 6:23, so the two tribes were also mixed. 
528 Suleiman A. Mourad, “Mary in the Qur’an: A Reexamination of Her Presentation,” in The Qur’ān in Its 

Historical Context, ed. Gabriel Said Reynolds (New York: Routledge, 2008), 164-166; Reynolds, Subtext, 

145-7. Reynolds argues that overall, the Qur’ān is unconcerned with narrative and chronology, using 
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typology; i.e., the Qur’ān is not stating that Maryam is the biological daughter of ‘Imran 

or sister of Hārūn, but rather is associating her with the place of worship529 as well as 

with the holy, priestly, and prophetic lineage of Miriam, Aaron, and Moses.530 This 

transmits the concerns of the PJ: Mary’s inviolable ritual and virginal purity, and her 

association with the Temple. Indeed, if the main point were simply a general association 

of Maryam with a righteous prophet, Mūsā would have been the ideal choice, as he is the 

highest-revered prophet in Judaism and the most-mentioned one in the Qur’ān.531 But 

Hārūn, as the first high priest, was responsible for ritual purity for himself and the whole 

community. Furthermore, as previously noted, the Qur’ān may be making a statement in 

favor of Maryam’s prophethood with this epithet, via allusion to the Hebrew Scriptures. 

Additionally, Dye’s research suggests that this mention of Hārūn may show the 

Qur’ān’s deep knowledge of Christian liturgy and lectionaries. The Lection of Jeremiah, 

a text used at the Feast of the Memory of Mary and likely composed in the first decades 

of the seventh century, refers to Aaron as “the priest Aaron, the brother of Mary.” Dye 

demonstrates that this document speaks only of Mary, not of Miriam, and that the 

reference is clearly not an error but a typological association.532 Furthermore, the 

commemoration of Aaron was celebrated on August 12th, the day before the Feast of the 

Memory of Mary. Mary is also associated with all three siblings—Moses, Aaron, and 

 
instead an allusive, thematic style. He remarks, “…any dispute as to the Qur’ān’s historical accuracy begs 

the question of whether the Qur’ān is attempting to present history in the first place”; ibid., 146.  
529 At the time of Moses, the Tabernacle was the place of worship. According to qur’ānic tradition and the 

PJ, Mary grew up in the Temple—the place of worship in her time.  
530 This seems to be the function of a similar phrase in Luke, where Elizabeth, Mary’s relative, is called “a 

daughter of Aaron” (1:36). 
531 And since Aaron proved less than righteous in the golden calf incident, but the Qur’ān is more 

ambiguous about his role in its retelling of the story; cf. Q7:142-151. 
532 Dye, “Hypertextuality,” 14. 
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Miriam—through experiencing a Dormition, which all three of them did, per Jewish 

tradition, and through association of her with the Ark of the Covenant. The Qur’ān’s 

identification of Maryam with the “family of ‘Imran” therefore betrays deep familiarity 

with Christian liturgical feasts near Jerusalem.533  

There is also a connection between Maryam and Mūsā through intralinguistic 

analysis of the Qur’ān itself. Q3:42’s statement to Maryam, “O Maryam, indeed Allah 

has chosen you, and has purified you. He has chosen you over all the women of the 

world,” may be echoed in Q7:144: “O Musa, indeed I have chosen you over all people [or 

men] for My messages and for My Words. So take what I have given you, and be one of 

the thankful.” Maryam is chosen over all women (ṣaṭifik ‘ala nisā’), and Mūsā is chosen 

over all men (ṣaṭifītuk ‘ala an-nās). She is given a message (the annunciation) and a word 

(‘Isā) from God, as he is given God’s “messages and words.” The order of revelation of 

the sūrahs is debated by scholars, so it is not exactly clear which of these passages is 

recalling the other, but the parallel diction seems intentional. Reynolds believes there is 

also a possible reference to Mūsā in Q3 in the phrase “family of ‘Imran” (v. 33). Perhaps 

it intends to include both Mūsā and ‘Isā—the former as ‘Imran’s biological descendant 

and the latter as his spiritual one, both recipients of a covenant from God.534 In favor of 

his argument is that other than these two allusions, Mūsā is strangely absent from a sūrah 

that discusses the greatest among the prophets and which is, in great part, addressed to 

the Jewish community.  

An additional connection between the two families is the question of Jesus’ name 

 
533 Ibid., 14-16. 
534 Reynolds, Subtext, 145-6. 
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in the Qur’ān. The name ‘Isā was not the original Arabic form of the name, as Arabic-

speaking Christians call Jesus “Yasua,” a form much closer to the Hebrew “Yeshua.”535 

The name used for Jesus in the Qur’ān, ‘Isā, seems to have been shaped in order to rhyme 

it with Mūsā.536 The two characters appear frequently enough together that the Qur’ān, in 

an effort to maintain its complex rhyming structure, altered Jesus’ name. In all other 

Semitic languages, Jesus’ name has the guttural ‘ayn (Arabic ع) sound at the end, not at 

the beginning, as the qur’ānic form has it.  

One final noteworthy connection between Maryam and the family of Mūsā and 

Hārūn is the ordeal of the rods. In the PJ, the man who would become the guardian of 

Mary was chosen by a sign involving the staffs, or rods, of men from the community. An 

angel tells Zechariah, “Gather the widowers of the people and let each one carry a staff. 

And the one whom the Lord God points out with a sign, she will be his wife” (8:7-8). 

When Joseph’s rod is presented before the priest, a dove miraculously springs out of the 

rod and rests on Joseph’s head, indicating him as the chosen one (9:6). There is only one 

place a similar story occurs in the Judeo-Christian tradition: Numbers 17. In this narrative, 

the Israelites are rebelling against the leadership of Moses and Aaron, and God tells 

Moses to gather staffs from the men, one from each tribe of Israel. Aaron’s rod blossoms, 

producing ripe almonds and affirming his leadership. The primary difference between the 

accounts is the dove rather than the blossom, which is a Christian symbol associated with 

God’s Spirit and the baptism of Jesus.537 Reynolds affirms that the Qur’ān is alluding to 

 
535 Reynolds, Subtext, 146. 
536 Reck, “Annunciation to Mary,” 379, footnote 77. Reynolds, Subtext, 146.  
537 Cf. Lk 3:21-22, “And the Holy Spirit descended in bodily form like a dove upon him [Jesus]…” 
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this passage in the PJ when it says, “You were not there when they cast their aqlam538 to 

see which of them would become the guardian of Maryam” (Q3:44). He contends, “It 

emerges that with the term aqlam (sing. qalam) the Qur’ān does not intend pens, but 

rather ‘rods.’ This, in fact, matches the primary meaning of qalam, a word derived from 

Greek κάλαμος (‘reed’).”539 The story with the rods given in the PJ’s narrative of Mary 

connects her with Aaron and is upheld and transmitted in the qur’ānic rendition.  

The Moses–Jesus typology is one that is frequently used in the Christian tradition. 

The Gospel of Matthew goes to great lengths to introduce Jesus as the new Moses. In his 

story of Jesus’ infancy, an evil ruler is in place who orders the “massacre of the innocents” 

in an effort to keep his kingdom, for the magi have told him that “the King of the Jews” 

has been born. As a result of Herod’s decree, Mary and Joseph flee with their baby to 

Egypt, seeking refuge. Moses, for his part, is born in Egypt under the reign of an evil 

ruler who, in an effort to maintain his power, orders all baby Israelite boys killed: Moses’ 

mother also has to hide her child from infanticide.540 God rescues Moses and the people 

from Egypt, and Jesus returns from Egypt; Matthew comments, “that it might be fulfilled 

which was spoken by the Lord through the prophet, saying, “Out of Egypt I called my 

son.”541  

In one of the most famous stories of the Torah, Moses leads his people through 

the Sea of Reeds. Jesus passes through the waters of baptism to begin his ministry (Matt. 

 
538 Usually translated “lots” or “pens.” 
539 Reynolds, Subtext, 143.  
540 Geissinger comments that this also connects Moses and Jesus as being “illegitimate” births: Jesus 

because Mary was unmarried (a birth forbidden by law and custom), and Moses because his birth was 

forbidden by decree. “Subversive Births,” 389. 
541 All of these details about Jesus appear in Matthew 2. God refers to collective Israel as his “son” or 

“firstborn son” a number of times in the Hebrew Scriptures: see Exod 4:22-3, Jer 31:9, among others.  



136 
 

 
 

4:13-17).542 After this, Moses wandered in the wilderness with the Israelites for 40 years; 

Jesus entered into the wilderness543 for 40 days. Moses received the Law from God on a 

mountain, and when Jesus comes back from his wilderness experience, Matthew portrays 

him ascending a mountain544 to teach—a sermon in which he reinterprets the Law of 

Moses. All of his teachings in Matthew 5 start with “You have heard that it was said…,” 

followed by a statement from the Torah. He then interprets the laws in a new way for the 

people: “But I say to you…” Through this, Matthew is setting Jesus up as the new Moses. 

Like Moses, Jesus has a special relationship with God, performs miracles, gives new 

teachings, mediates a new covenant, and delivers his people from oppression.  

But it is not only Matthew who makes this connection. John the apostle, writing 

of Jesus’ birth, said “The Word [Jesus] became flesh and tabernacled among us. And we 

looked upon his glory…”545 In Exodus, Moses famously asks God, “Show me your 

glory!” and immediately afterwards, God begins giving him the blueprints for how to 

build the Tabernacle—in which God would dwell among His people. John continues, 

“For the law was given through Moses, but grace and truth through Jesus Christ.”546 Later, 

Jesus compares himself to the miraculous bread that God provided to Moses and the 

Israelites in the wilderness: “Most assuredly, I say to you, Moses did not give you the 

bread from heaven, but My Father gives you the true bread from heaven. …I am the 

 
542 1 Cor 10:1-2 refers to Moses and the Israelites passing through the sea as “baptism,” making the 

connection even clearer. 
543 Very likely the same wilderness, at least for part of the Israelites’ wandering time. The New Testament 

names the place John was baptizing as “near Bethany,” which was just east of Jericho. The first city Joshua 

and the Israelites came to upon entering the Promised Land was Jericho. It is quite possible that where they 

crossed the Jordan River is the exact place where Jesus would later be baptized. 
544 Matthew renders this teaching on a mountain, where Luke narrates it “on a level place” (Lk 6:17). 

Matthew here seems to be setting the scene intentionally to connect with Moses. 
545 Jn 1:14, TLV. 
546 Jn 1:17. 
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bread of life.”547 According to Jesus, manna foreshadows the Eucharist.548 In addition, all 

four gospels present the death of Jesus as occurring at Passover, the feast famously 

instituted at the exodus. Typologically, Jesus, “the lamb of God,”549 is a compound image 

of the lamb who is slain to redeem the firstborns, the firstborn550 who is slain, and the 

prophet who leads his people into freedom—all imagery from Moses’ era.  

Moving beyond the biographies of Jesus, the author of Hebrews meditates 

extensively on Jesus and Moses, and proclaims Jesus as the greater of the two: “Christ 

Jesus, who was faithful to Him who appointed him, as Moses also was faithful in all His 

house. For this One has been counted worth of more glory than Moses…” (3:2-3). In fact, 

much of the Epistle of Hebrews reflects this theme. Jesus is the “minister of the sanctuary 

of the true tabernacle which the Lord erected, not man”551 and “mediator of a better 

covenant, which was established on better promises” (8:1-7). In the great Christ-hymn in 

Philippians, the comparison can also be found:  

…Messiah Yeshua [Jesus], who, though existing in the form of God, did not 

consider being equal to God a thing to be grasped. But he emptied himself—

taking on the form of a slave, becoming the likeness of men and being found in 

appearance as a man.552  

 

Moses was raised in the palace of Pharaoh as a prince, and pharaohs were viewed by 

Egyptians as one of the gods of Egypt. Yet Moses chose to set aside his royalty—and his 

impending appointment as “god” to the Egyptians—to identify with the slaves and live as 

one of them.  

 
547 Jn 6:32, 35.  
548 Cf. Lk 22:19. 
549 Jn 1:29, 36. 
550 Col 1:15. 
551 Cf. Exod 33:7-11. 
552 Phil 2:5-7, TLV.  
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Closer to the composition of the Qur’ān, the Syriac father Ephrem also preaches 

the typological connection between Jesus and Moses in some of his homilies and hymns 

that have survived from the fourth century. Reck quotes his hymn Mary and Eve as the 

World’s Two Eyes:  

“The brightness which Moses put on was wrapped on him from without, the river 

in which Christ was baptized put on Light from within, [Mary’s] body, in which 

He resided, was made gleaming from within. Just as Moses gleamed with the 

[divine] glory because he saw the splendor briefly, how much more should the 

boy wherein [Christ] resided gleam, and the river in which He was baptized?”553  

 

Such typological exegesis was a favorite pastime in the Syriac Christian preaching of 

Late Antiquity. 

With the identification of Jesus with Moses naturally comes the identification of 

Mary with Miriam. They share the same name in Hebrew, but more than that, both of 

them protected the great prophets in their infancy. Without Miriam, Moses has no one 

watching over him as he floats on the Nile, and no one suggests Moses’ mother to 

Pharaoh’s daughter as a wet nurse (i.e., Moses has no protection or sustenance). Without 

Mary’s submission to God and extravagant self-sacrifice in bearing Jesus, he never 

comes into the world at all. Mary sings a prophetic song of praise to God for exchanging 

the destinies of the lowly with those the mighty, those of the rich and the poor.554 Miriam 

the prophetess before her sings a song and leads the Israelite women in a praise-dance to 

God for overthrowing the mighty and bringing them low—to the depths of the sea. In 

extracanonical tradition, as mentioned earlier, the Kathisma Church between Jerusalem 

 
553 “Annunciation to Mary,” Reck, 380. Note that this comparison features as part of an encomium of Mary. 
554 Along with Miriam (Ex 15:20-21), this places Mary in a line of prophetesses and faithful women such as 

Deborah (Jdg 5:1-31) and Hannah (1 Sam 2:1-10). Deborah even says, “Village life ceased, it ceased in 

Israel, until I, Deborah, arose: arose a mother in Israel.” Mary arises as a new mother to Israel. 
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and Bethlehem carried a story that Mary rested there, and sweet water came out of a rock 

to quench her thirst. This may have been another instance of typological storytelling: like 

Miriam and the Exodus generation, God provided water from a rock for Mary and Jesus 

when they, too, were thirsty in the wilderness. As with the bitter (mara) water which God 

made sweet at the time of Moses and Aaron, God made this water sweet as well. As 

traditions developed about Mary’s death, so too Miriam in Jewish tradition: she is said to 

have died in the wilderness like Moses and Aaron because she was a leader of the people 

just as they were—she was a woman who “occupied a place as high as that of her 

brothers.”555 Mary, too, was given a place on equal footing with men in Christian 

tradition and the Qur’ān. 

Early Church Fathers made another typological connection to this story: Mary is 

foreshadowed in the burning bush and the Tabernacle. Gregory of Nyssa (335-395 C.E.), 

a Cappadocian father, wrote:  

What was prefigured at that time in the flame of the bush was openly manifested 

in the mystery of the Virgin, once an interval of time had passed. Just as on the 

mountain the bush burned but was not consumed, so also the Virgin gave birth to 

the light and was not corrupted. Nor should you consider the comparison to the 

bush to be embarrassing, for it prefigures the God-bearing body of the Virgin.556  

 

Notably, the fire of God in the Exodus story was associated with His glory and presence 

appearing, so this statement about Mary is mostly a statement about Jesus. Moreover, 

Mary is connected with the Tabernacle because of linguistic intertextuality: the same 

Greek word used for the cloud “resting” on the Tabernacle and it filling with the glory of 

 
555 Ginzberg, cited in Gregg, Shared Stories, 542. 
556 Gregory of Nyssa, “On the Birth of Christ,” cited in Curtis J. Mitch, “The Burning Bush: Theotókos in 

the Old Testament,” St. Paul Center, January 1, 2019, accessed March 15, 2021, 

https://stpaulcenter.com/the-burning-bush-theotokos-in-the-old-testament/. 

https://stpaulcenter.com/the-burning-bush-theotokos-in-the-old-testament/
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God is used by Luke to convey how the Spirit of God will “overshadow” Mary (episkiazō) 

to conceive Jesus.557 Such imagery was widespread, especially in the hymnography and 

liturgy of Late Antiquity. Mary was also referred to as “the Temple that held God,” 

Jacob’s ladder, the “bedewed fleece” of Gideon, and other images from the Hebrew 

Scriptures that refer to God being present.558 

5.2. Maryam/Ḥawwā (Eve) and ‘Isā/‘Ādam 

Another type the Qur’ān continues from the New Testament and Christian 

tradition is the connection of Jesus with Adam, and thereby of Mary with Eve. One of the 

features of the Qur’ān is formulaic descriptions, and one such stock phrase is used 

multiple times of the virgin conception of ‘Isā: “Whenever He [God] decrees a thing, He 

says to it ‘Be!’ and it becomes.” This phrase appears in exact form three times regarding 

Jesus (Q2:117, Q3:47, Q19:35): “wa-idha qada amran fa-innama yaqulu lahu kun 

fayakunu.”559 In Q3, as noted above, it is stated in the context of ‘Isā’s birth. In Q2 and 

Q19, the phrase is used to argue that God would not take a son, the latter also in the midst 

of ‘Isā’s nativity story. The phrase features in Q6:73 and Q36:82 as well, where it speaks 

of God’s creation of the world. This brings ‘Ādam to mind, but the Qur’ān makes the 

connection explicit when it uses a variant of the same formula in Q3:59: “The likeness of 

Jesus in Allah’s sight is that of Adam: He created him from dust, then said to him, ‘Be!’ 

and he was.” Reck comments, “Both Adam and Jesus share key features unique to them 

only in the Qur’ān: both have no human father and were created beings, brought about by 

 
557 Exod 40:35 LXX, Lk 1:35. Carlton, “‘The Temple That Held God,’” 108.  
558 Carlton, “‘The Temple That Held God,’” 101. 
559 Reck, “Annunciation to Mary,” 374. 
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divine fiat (‘Be!’).”560 By using this same language, the Qur’ān puts ‘Ādam and ‘Isā 

together as both being brought to life by the direct word of God.  

Qur’ānic exegesis, though, also flips the connection, making Maryam like ‘Ādam 

and ‘Isā like Ḥawwā. ‘Ādam and Maryam are the only living substances into which God 

breathes His Spirit in order to create life. This Spirit awakens ‘Ādam to life from clay, 

while ‘Isā is awakened to life in Maryam’s womb.561 On this, ibn Kathīr comments:  

…the birth of Jesus completes the four types of possible creation: (1) Adam—

created without either a woman or a man; (2) Eve—created without a woman; (3) 

Jesus—created without a man; (4) everyone else—created through natural sexual 

intercourse.562  

 

In this sense, Adam, Jesus, and Eve are all bound together in being the only 

supernaturally born humans in all of history. Lybarger has observed that the fruit and 

stream of water in Maryam’s story hearken back to “the primeval garden and the series of 

events that lead [sic] to banishment and the first human experience of labor and birth,” an 

intertextuality made explicit by descriptions of Paradise in Q2:35 and Q56.563 According 

to Lybarger, this presentation of the emergence of a prophet alongside images of primal 

creation intimates that his arrival “heralds a new order”564—one might even say, a new 

creation. Some scholars confirm that the virgin birth’s parallel with ‘Ādam’s creation in 

the Qur’ān denotes that ‘Isā’s birth is of cosmic significance.565  

In the biblical tradition, Adam and Christ are also connected by typology. Two 

 
560 Ibid. 
561 Stowasser, Women in the Qur’an, 76. See Q21:91, 66:12. 
562 Ibn Kathīr, cited in Lybarger, “Gender and Prophetic Authority,” 262. Cf. Ambrose of Milan, who 

writes that childbirth for the Virgin Mary “established a new method of generating”; cited in Rubin, Mother 

of God, 27. 
563 Lybarger, “Gender and Prophetic Authority,” 266. 
564 Ibid., 269. 
565 Brian Arthur Brown, cited in Jusuf Salih, “Mary as a Paradigm of Muslim Piety,” 446. 
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genealogies are given for Jesus in the gospels: Matthew emphasizes Jesus’ Jewish roots 

by tracing his lineage to David and then Abraham, but Luke focuses on Jesus’ importance 

for all people by ending his genealogy “…the son of Seth, the son of Adam, the son of 

God.”566 The most prominent typology, though, is made by Paul: 

Nevertheless death reigned from Adam to Moses, even over those who had not 

sinned according to the likeness of the transgression of Adam, who is a type of 

Him who was to come [Jesus]… as through one man’s offense judgment came to 

all men, resulting in condemnation, even so through one Man’s righteous act the 

free gift came to all men, resulting in justification of life. For as by one man’s 

disobedience many were made sinners, so also by one man’s obedience many will 

be made righteous.567 

 

The same idea surfaces in 1 Corinthians: “For as in Adam all die, even so in Christ all 

shall be made alive.” And again: “So it is written, ‘The first man Adam became a living 

being.’ The last Adam [Jesus] became a life-giving spirit… The first man was made of 

the earth, made of dust; the second Man is the Lord from heaven.”568  

  Noncanonical material continues this parallel between Adam and Jesus. Ephrem 

is fond of drawing the comparison: 

The virgin earth, she bare that Adam that was head over the earth! The Virgin 

bare today the Adam that was Head over the Heavens. (1) 

All these are the changes of raiment, which Mercy put off and put on—when He 

strove to put on Adam, the glory which he had put off.—He was wrapped in 

swaddling-clothes as Adam with leaves; and clad in garments instead of skins.—

He was baptized for Adam’s sin, and buried for Adam’s death:—He rose and 

raised Adam into Glory.569 (16) 

 

Jenkins references the pre-Islamic texts the Jewish Testament of Adam, which was 

 
566 Lk 3:38. Note that Adam is here referred to as the “son of God,” not meaning biological sonship or 

divinity, but a sense of rulership. The Qur’ān carries this same idea when it names ‘Ādam khalifa 

(viceregent). See Q2:30. 
567 Rom 5:14-19. 
568 1 Cor 15:22, 45-49. 
569 Ephraim, “Hymns on the Nativity,” Hymns 1 and 16. Note that here Jesus is referred to as “Mercy,” 

which the Qur’ān supports when it calls ‘Isā “a mercy from Allah” (Q19:21). 
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appropriated by Christians, and the Book of the Cave of Treasures, as particularly 

enthusiastic traditions on this point.570 In the latter, Golgotha is named “the place of the 

skull” because Adam is buried there; i.e., it is the place of Adam’s skull. Jesus’ blood is 

said to have run down and covered Adam at the time of the crucifixion, a redeeming 

baptism.571 Reynolds cites both the Life of Adam and Eve—a text likely composed 

between 20 and 70 C.E.—and the Gospel of Bartholomew, dating anywhere from the 

second to sixth centuries C.E., as presenting Adam an “ante-type” of Jesus.572 In these 

pre-Islamic stories, God commands the angels to bow to Adam when He creates him, and 

all the angels obey except for Satan. In addition, the Garden of Eden was not on earth, but 

rather in some quasi-heavenly realm from which Adam and Eve were cast down when 

they sinned, which the qur’ānic presentation accords with. Taking these stories into 

account, both Jesus and Adam originated from heavenly realms and were sent down to 

earth, and both of them have angels and/or people bowing to them.  

The Epistle to the Hebrews seems to have seized this tradition of the prostration 

before Adam and applied it to Jesus: “And again, when He [God] brings the firstborn573 

into the world, He says, ‘Let all the angels of God worship Him.’”574 Philippians 2:9-10 

 
570 The Jewish Testament of Adam was adapted by Syriac tradition in the third century; The Cave of 

Treasures dates between the fourth and sixth centuries. Jenkins, Many Faces, 143-6. 
571 Ibid., 147-9. 
572 Reynolds, Subtext, 48-49. The original of the Life of Adam and Eve is likely Jewish, but it, like the 

Jewish Testament of Adam, was adapted for Christian use.  
573 The Greek prōtotokon may also be translated “the first one brought forth”; “birth” is just one possible 

translation. As such, this may be in line with the Jewish idea of seven things created before the foundation 

of the world: the Torah, repentance, the Garden of Eden, Gehenna, the Throne of Glory, the Temple, and 

the name of the messiah. Rav Yitzchak Levi, “Shiur #10: The History of the Resting of the Shekhina [sic] 

(Part 1) – The Creation of the World and the Mikdash,” The Israel Koschitzky Virtual Beit Midrash of 

Yeshivat Har Etzion, last modified February 8, 2016, accessed October 10, 2020, 

https://www.etzion.org.il/en/shiur-10-history-resting-shekhinapart-i-creation-world-and-mikdash. 
574 Hebrews 1:6. For a more extensive study on this topic, see Galadari, Qur’anic Hermeneutics, Chapter 7.  

https://www.etzion.org.il/en/shiur-10-history-resting-shekhinapart-i-creation-world-and-mikdash
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also bolsters this idea:  

…God has highly exalted him [Jesus] and given him the name which is above 

every other name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of those in 

heaven, and of those on earth, and of those under the earth.  

 

In concert with the story of the prostration of the angels, this sets Jesus up as the greater-

than-Adam: while Adam had angels bow before him, Jesus has angels, humans, and 

whatever creatures may be under the earth bowing to him. Reynolds comments that in the 

Cave of Treasures575 “the angels do not bow to Adam when they see his glorious 

appearance, but only when they hear the authority that God has given him.”576 This idea 

may make the Muslim reader less uncomfortable with the idea of prostrating before a 

human being: the prostration is due to the authority God has given to Adam and Jesus 

rather than something inherent about them. On the other hand, Reynolds adds, “the 

Qur’ān never refers to ‘Ādam as a prophet (nabī) or a messenger (rasūl). This may be 

purely accidental, or it may be an indication that ‘Ādam is something other than a prophet, 

something more than a prophet.”577 He proffers that the Qur’ān’s comparison of ‘Ādam 

and ‘Isā may be the climax of its veneration of the latter. If Reynolds is correct in this 

conjecture, it would fit with the Christian typology of Adam and Christ.  

If Adam is connected to Jesus, Eve is, by association, connected to Mary, a much-

beloved contrast in Christian preaching and hymnography. This connection was first 

made as early as the PJ, at the moment Joachim learns of his wife’s pregnancy: “Has not 

the story of Adam been repeated with me? For while Adam was glorifying God, the 

 
575 A Christian apocryphal book written in approximately the sixth century. 
576 Reynolds, Subtext, 51. 
577 Ibid., 51-52. 



145 
 

 
 

serpent came and found Eve alone and deceived her and defiled her; so it has also 

happened to me.”578 As noted in Chapter 3, the Eve/Mary contrast in theology was 

developed by Justin Martyr,579 Irenaeus, Epiphanius,580 Ephrem,581 and Jerome,582 among 

many others. The paracanonical Gospel of Bartholomew reportedly has Peter say to Mary, 

“You made good the transgression of Eve, changing her shame into joy.”583 This idea 

may be drawn from the events of Genesis 3, including the curse God pronounces on the 

serpent (associated with Satan), which states “I will put enmity between you and the 

woman, and between your seed and her seed;584 He shall bruise your head, and you shall 

bruise his heel” (3:15). This has long been identified in the Christian tradition as the first 

prophecy of Jesus.  

A summary of the early theologians’ juxtaposition of the two women is as follows: 

Eve was the mother of all mankind, but Mary was the mother of he who brought eternal 

life to all mankind. Eve’s name means “life,” but through her disobedience to God she 

brought death into the world; Mary’s name means “bitter,” but through her obedience to 

 
578 PJ 13:5. 
579 “He became man by the Virgin, in order that the disobedience which proceeded from the serpent might 

receive its destruction in the same manner in which it derived its origin. For Eve, who was a virgin and 

undefiled, having conceived the word of the serpent, brought forth disobedience and death. But the Virgin 

Mary received faith and joy…”; Dialogue with Trypho, 80. 
580 “As Eve was the cause of death, so Mary became the cause of life”; Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 240. 
581 “A man (Adam) who himself knew no birth, bore Eve the mother: How much more should Eve’s 

daughter (Mary) be believed to have given birth without the aid of man”; Toma, “Typology of Mary,” 3.  
582 “Death through Eve, life through Mary,” Jerome, Epistle 22. Cited in Brother André Marie, “The 

Second Eve,” Catholicism.org, last modified September 12, 2005, accessed March 21, 2021, 

https://catholicism.org/second-eve.html.  
583 Smith and Haddad, “Virgin Mary in Islamic Tradition,” 182. The Gospel of Bartholomew may date 

from the fourth century; Jenkins, Many Faces, 105. 
584 It is interesting that the promised hero is identified specifically as the woman’s seed, not the man’s. Is 

this simply because women are the ones who carry and bear children? Does it reflect the early matriarchal 

society (cf. Gen 2:24; Gen 31)? Or is it a premonition of the Virgin birth? This warrants more inquiry.  

https://catholicism.org/second-eve.html
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God she brought the One who conquers death and brings life into the world.585 Eve 

believed the word of the serpent, resulting in a curse; Mary believed the word of the 

angel, bringing forth the One who broke the curse. For this reason, many Christian 

theologians hypothesized that the Spirit of God entered Mary through her ear when she 

conceived.586 Following are poetic reflections by Ephrem on some of these themes:587  

Eve lifted up her eyes from Sheol and rejoiced in that day, because the Son of her 

daughter as a medicine of life came down to raise up the mother of His mother. 

Blessed Babe, that bruised the head of the Serpent that smote her! (8) 

Mary gave us the bread of rest 

instead of the bread of fatigue that Eve gave. (6)588 

 

As is clear, the Church fathers brought much artistic license into their hymnography. The 

typologies helped express their Christology, were easy for congregants to remember, and 

engaged in a fresh way for their time associations that the Scripture had already put forth. 

5.3. Mary/Samuel and Jesus/David 

Both the Qur’ān and the Christian traditions also portray a connection between the 

prophet Samuel and Mary. While the Qur’ān does not mention Samuel by name and does 

not relate his birth story, he is referenced in more nuanced ways.589 The Protoevangelium 

of James and the Qur’ān, as seen in Chapter 1 of this thesis, both tell the story of a barren 

 
585 For these observations on their name meanings, I am indebted to my classmate Maaike Vandermeer. 

Ephrem also comments on the death/life connection: “Eve brought to the world the murdering Cain; Mary 

brought forth the Life giver. One brought into the world him who spilled the blood of his brother (cf. Gen 

4:1-16); the other, him whose blood was poured out for the sake of his brothers”; cited in Toma, “Typology 

of Mary,” 5.  
586 One of the first to describe this was Zeno, bishop of Verona (300-371 C.E.). See Benko, The Virgin 

Goddess, 234. 
587 See 1 Cor 15:25-26. 
588 Ephraim, “Hymns on the Nativity,” Hymn 8; Hymn on the Unleavened Bread 6, in Ephrem, Ephrem the 

Syrian’s Hymns on the Unleavened Bread, trans. J. Edward Walters, Texts from Christian Late Antiquity 

30 (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2012). Note that the second quotation also plays with the connection of 

Mary to the Exodus, since in the Passover Seder the unleavened bread is first called “the bread of affliction,” 

and later, “the bread of freedom.” 
589 Samuel appears in the Qur’ān only as “the prophet” in Q2:246-8, where he anoints Saul king.  
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woman mocked by her community who prays fervently for a child, whom she then 

dedicates to God before its birth. The child is raised in the sanctuary or temple by a priest. 

This story is familiar to readers of the Hebrew Scriptures: Hannah (conspicuously similar 

to the PJ’s name for Mary’s mother, Anna) in 1 Samuel is barren and mocked by her 

husband’s second wife. She is so distraught and prays so intensely in the place of worship 

that the high priest thinks she is drunk. 1 Samuel 1:11 narrates, 

Then she made a vow and said, “O Lord of hosts, if You will indeed look on the 

affliction of your maidservant and remember me, and not forget Your maidservant, 

but will give Your maidservant a male child, then I will give him to the Lord all 

the days of his life, and no razor shall come upon his head.” 

 

Hannah subsequently conceives, gives birth to Samuel, and praises the Lord in a prayer 

strikingly similar to Mary’s Magnificat in Luke 1.590 Both worship God for the reversal 

of the strong and the weak and His strength to perform the impossible. Hannah gives 

Samuel to the service of God at the Tabernacle, where he is raised by the priest, Eli, and 

later becomes a great prophet in Israel. Anna dedicates Mary to the service of God at the 

Temple, where she is under the guardianship of the priest, Zechariah, and later gives birth 

to a great prophet in Israel. 

In addition to similarities noted earlier, such as the Nazirite vow of Hannah and 

the word nadhara appearing in Q3:35, the texts have more intertextualities. In Q3:35, 

Maryam’s mother concludes her dedication of her child, “You are the Hearer and 

Knower.” Hannah names her son Samuel “because I have asked for him from the Lord” 

 
590 The PJ puts the Magnificat in the mouth of Mary’s mother: “‘My soul exalts this day’” (5:8). 
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and was answered.591 Both Hannah and the wife of ‘Imran, then, identify God as one who 

hears them. Between the three texts, there is also, in each case, a concern for the gender 

of the desired child: Hannah prays for a boy, Anna says she will dedicate the child as an 

offering to God “whether I give birth to either a male or a female child” (PJ 4:2), and the 

wife of ‘Imran registers surprise after delivery: “‘My Lord, I have delivered a female,’ 

and Allah was well aware of what she has delivered, and the male is not like the female” 

(Q3:36). Reynolds notes that “The Qur’ān here implies that ‘Imran’s wife was not only 

surprised to discover that her child was a girl, she was also disappointed.”592 Her shock is 

understandable in light of her vow to dedicate the child to God, since there was a clear 

preference for male children in service to God, especially in the Temple. The exegete 

Zamakhsharī suggests that, after initial disappointment, Anna accepted God’s wisdom 

and believed that perhaps this girl would be better than a boy.593 It is remarkable that the 

Qur’ān—a text with no named women other than Maryam herself—both preserves the 

willingness of a mother to receive either a girl or a boy from God and associates not ‘Isā 

but Maryam with one of the greatest prophets of the Old Testament.  

As one final observation, Samuel is the prophet who anoints David king, ushering 

in the golden age of Israel’s kingdom, while in Christian teaching Mary ushers in the 

prophesied “son of David,” the messiah. The Qur’ān associates Dāwūd with ‘Isā in Q5:78: 

 
591 The root of Samuel’s name is almost, but not quite, the same as Ishmael’s name (meaning “God hears”). 

It may mean “heard of God,” “placed by God,” or “his name is El [God].” See “H8050 - šᵊmû'ēl – Strong’s 

Hebrew Lexicon (NKJV),” Blue Letter Bible, accessed February 23, 2021, 

https://www.blueletterbible.org//lang/lexicon/lexicon.cfm?Strongs=H8050&t=NKJV.  
592 Reynolds, Subtext, 131. Cf. Michael B. Schub, “The background of this is that Mary’s mother had sworn 

an oath to God to have her yet-to-be-born son dedicate his life to the service of God. A daughter was 

assumed not to be as worthy for this”; Michael Schub, “‘The Male is Not Like the Female’ (Qur’ān 3:36 – 

An Eponymous Passage in the Qur’ān,” Zeitschrift für Arabische Linguistik, No. 23 (1991), 102. 
593 Reynolds, Subtext, 134. Cf. Ruth 4:15, wherein the title character is “better than seven sons.” 

https://www.blueletterbible.org/lang/lexicon/lexicon.cfm?Strongs=H8050&t=NKJV


149 
 

 
 

“Cursed were those who disbelieved from among the Children of Israel by the tongue of 

David and Jesus son of Mary.” It also affirms that God gave Dāwūd a book (Zabur, the 

Psalms), while Mūsā and ‘Isā are the only other people to whom God gave a book, tying 

the three together as special messengers—not just prophets—of God. Al-Baqara, Sūrah 2, 

moves straight from the story of Dāwūd and Jālūt (Goliath) to speaking of ‘Isā’s miracles, 

with a comment about the messengers between them (vv. 250-253). However, this is the 

extent of qur’ānic connection between the two figures, most likely because David 

symbolized the zenith of Israel’s strength, whereas the Qur’ān preferred to go back 

further—to Mūsā and especially Ibrāhīm—since tradition holds that the Quraysh descend 

from Ismā’īl. Otherwise, following Christian typology, one would expect the references 

to be much more numerous. 

David is the foremost figure associated with the messiah in Jewish and Christian 

Scriptures and tradition because of the promise God gave to him in 2 Samuel 7:12-17. 

God here promises that for David’s son, He will “establish the throne of his kingdom 

forever,” and says, “I will be his father, and he shall be my son.” In combination with 

Genesis 49:8-12, this determined that the coming messiah must be of the line of David in 

the tribe of Judah.594 This is why the New Testament uses “son of David” as a messianic 

title595 and applies it to Jesus.596 Two versions of Jesus’ genealogy are given, both 

notably passing through Abraham, Judah, and David, before diverging—one through the 

line of Solomon, and one through the line of Nathan, another son of David. Scholars have 

 
594 See Isa 11:10, Jer 23:5-6, and Mk 12:35, for instance. 
595 Matt 12:23, 21:9. 
596 Matt 9:27, 15:22, 20:30-1; Mk 10:47-8; Acts 13:22-23. Brown avers that “son of David” is the most 

important title applied to Jesus in his ministry in Matthew; The Birth of the Messiah, 134. 



150 
 

 
 

noted that Matthew’s genealogical arrangement emphasizes the Davidic lineage of Jesus 

by his schema of fourteens: fourteen generations from Abraham to David, fourteen 

generations from David to the captivity, and fourteen generations from the captivity to 

Jesus. Using the Hebrew gematria system, the name “David” has a numeric value of 

fourteen; Matthew’s genealogy, then, consists of three “Davidic” cycles between 

Abraham and Jesus.597  

The genealogy in Luke follows an Enochic organization of the world according to 

groups of seven: he lists precisely seventy-seven generations, and at each sabbath 

(seventh) generation is a key person or event.598 Luke’s selection of names follows most 

closely the genealogy in the Jewish Book of Jubilees rather than those in Genesis, but 

even this he departs from slightly, adding one extra generation such that the fifth group of 

seven ends with David—a Davidic focus—rather than with Solomon, which would have 

given more focus to the Temple. More such connections exist in both canonical and 

extracanonical works, but since the Qur’ān does not focus much energy on the ‘Isā-

Dāwūd connection, neither shall we.  

5.4. Maryam/Ibrāhīm and Sārah, ‘Isā/Isḥāq 

 
597 John Mark Jones, “Subverting the Textuality of Davidic Messianism,”: Matthew’s Presentation of the 

Genealogy and the Davidic Title,” The Catholic Biblical Quarterly 56, no. 2 (1994), 266. Matthew omits 

several names in order to accomplish this schematic; Johnson notes that genealogies in ancient Israel were 

primarily used to prove a person fit for office, not to simply record history. They were a genre of 

“midrashic exegesis”; Marshall D. Johnson, The Purposes of the Biblical Genealogies: With Special 

Reference to the Setting of the Genealogies of Jesus (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2002), 79-81. See also 

Brown: “…an individual can be accorded two or more different genealogies according to the purpose for 

which they were drawn up. Only rather rarely and to a limited depth do ancient Semitic genealogies afford 

us a list of strictly biological ancestry…”; The Birth of the Messiah, 65. Brown notes further that Joseph’s 

acceptance of Jesus as his child is what made him his father; it is a legal paternity; ibid., 64. Islamic 

scholarship, having a different view of adoption, accepts Mary as being of the lineage of David; Kearns, 

Virgin Mary, Monotheism, and Sacrifice, 254.  
598 Richard Bauckham, The Jewish World Around the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 

2010), 151-160. 
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The twin annunciations to Maryam and Zakariyya in the Qur’ān have a “triplet” 

narrative: the accounts of annunciation to Ibrāhīm and Sārah. In Q11:71 the annunciation 

of Isḥāq is given to the wife of Ibrāhīm: “We gave her good news of Isḥāq”; she responds, 

“Alas for me. Shall I give birth, when I am an old woman, and this, my husband, is an old 

man? This is truly a strange thing” (v. 72). In the version in Q15:53-54, the annunciation 

is given to Ibrāhīm: “‘We bring you good news of a knowledgeable boy.’ He said, ‘Have 

you brought me good news despite my old age?’” In these verses the formula “We bring 

you good news of [a son]” echoes the annunciations to Zakariyya (Q3:39, 19:7) and to 

Maryam (Q3:45). In the biblical account, God also appears to Abraham and Sarah 

multiple times to announce the birth of their son. Both of them laugh (Gen 17:17, 

18:12)599 and tell God that they are much too old to have children, the same objection 

Zechariah has (Lk 1:18; Q3:40, 19:8). God says to Sarah, “Is anything too hard for the 

Lord?” (Gen 18:14) much like Gabriel says to Mary, “For with God nothing will be 

impossible” (Lk 1:37) and the similar declarations in the Qur’ān.600  

There is much more in the Christian tradition on Jesus and Isaac being connected 

typologically, beginning with the gospels themselves.601 When God commands Abraham 

to offer up Isaac, the LXX of the passage reads “labe ton huion sou ton agapēton hon 

 
599 Note that in the Qur’ān’s version, Sārah laughs before the annunciation (Q11:71). Exegetes unfamiliar 

with the Genesis story are confused, in particular because the name Isḥāq does not share a root with the 

word “laughter” in Arabic as it does in Hebrew. 
600 “Allah does whatever he wills,” Jibrīl says to Zakariyya in Q3:40. 
601 Interestingly, the PJ presents Mary, not Jesus, as the one who is like Isaac. She is born to “righteous” 

elderly parents who are barren, described as an offering, and mention is made of a “great feast” for her 

weaning. For these and other parallels, see Vuong, “Purity, Piety, and the Purposes,” 217. This seems to be 

another instance of Christian tradition conflating the roles of Mary and Jesus, as seen in Chapter 4.  
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ēgapēsas ton Isaak”—take your beloved son, the one you love, Isaac.602 At the baptism 

of Jesus, God uses the same phrase in the first half of His declaration: “houtos estin ho 

huios mou agapētos en hos eudokēsa: This is my beloved son, in whom I am well 

pleased.”603 The Epistle of Hebrews calls Isaac Abraham’s monogenē son (11:17), the 

word usually translated “only begotten” famously used of Jesus.604 Paul also refers to 

Isaac when he writes of God “who did not spare His own son (hos ge tou idiou huiou ouk 

epheisato), but delivered him up for us all,” echoing again the Septuagint’s rendering of 

Genesis 22: “…because you have done this thing, and have not withheld your son, your 

only son” (kai ouk epheisō tou huiou sou tou agapētou di eme).605  

These intertextualities were not lost on the Church Fathers. Tertullian compared 

Isaac’s carrying of the wood for the offering to Jesus’ carrying of the wood of his cross; 

Clement and Origen also drew parallels.606 In the Syriac Christian tradition, Ephrem 

connected Sarah and Mary typologically on the basis of Sarah’s laughter: “Sarah did not 

laugh because of Isaac, but because of the One who is born of Mary.”607 Here he has 

reinterpreted Sarah’s laugh of disbelief into a laugh of joy. Never one to shy away from 

the joy of interpretive typology, he also writes: 

In the twenty-fifth year, let Isaac praise the Son, for by His goodness he was 

 
602 Gen 22:2. See its echo, also, in Gen 22:16: “your son, your beloved son” in LXX, while in both verses 

the Hebrew gives “your only son.” This word, yachiyd, can also be translated “unique” or, “by implication, 

beloved”; “H3173 - yāḥîḏ - Strong’s Hebrew Lexicon (KJV),” Blue Letter Bible, accessed February 23, 

2021, https://www.blueletterbible.org//lang/lexicon/lexicon.cfm?Strongs=H3173&t=KJV. 
603 Matt 3:17. 
604 See Jn 1:14, 18; 3:16, 18. However, a better translation might be “unique son of God” or even “become 

of God”; Galadari, Qur’anic Hermeneutics, 104.  
605 Gen 22:16, Rom 8:32.  
606 Robin M. Jensen, “The Binding or Sacrifice of Isaac: How Jews and Christians See Differently,” 

Biblical Archaeological Society, last modified September 7, 2018, accessed March 7, 2021, 

https://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/biblical-topics/bible-interpretation/binding-sacrifice-isaac/.  
607 Cited in Reck, “Annunciation to Mary,” 378. 

https://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/biblical-topics/bible-interpretation/binding-sacrifice-isaac/
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rescued upon the Mount from the knife, and in his stead there was the victim, the 

type of the Lamb for the slaughter. The mortal escaped, and He that quickens all 

died. Blessed be His offering!608 

 

Here the preacher shows his familiarity with historical tradition. In his hymn, each stanza 

starts with the number of a year in the life of Jesus. Ephrem has chosen Jesus’ twenty-

fifth year of life to relate with Isaac likely because of a Jewish tradition Josephus 

transmitted in which Isaac was twenty-five at the time of the akedah.609 Shoemaker notes 

that traditions about Isaac’s birth reported in the Book of Jubilees seem to be the basis for 

early determinations of Jesus’s birthdate and its celebratory feast.610 Thus the qur’ānic 

text references the stacked stories of biblical tradition and interpretation, transmitting the 

concepts of the sister Abrahamic faiths in its diction across various passages and 

comparing Mary with Abraham and Sarah, and Jesus with Isaac.  

5.4. Maryam and Hājar 

Hājar in Islamic tradition rose to become a much greater figure in the faith than 

the Scripture allotted to her, much like Mary in Christian tradition. Hājar’s story is not 

told at all in the qur’ānic text, and when “the wife of Ibrāhīm” is mentioned, it clearly 

refers to Sārah.611 The closest the Qur’ān comes to narrating Hājar is in Q14:37: 

Our Lord, I have settled some of my offspring in a valley of no vegetation, by 

Your Sacred House, our Lord, so that they may perform the prayers. So make the 

hearts of some people incline towards them, and provide them with fruits, that 

they may be thankful. 

 

Tradition fills in the rest:612 Hājar is a pharaoh’s daughter, given to Ibrāhīm as a gift by 

 
608 Ephraim, “Hymns on the Nativity,” Hymn 13. 
609 Jensen, “The Binding.”  
610 Shoemaker, “Christmas in the Qur’ān,” 27.  
611 Q11:69-76, 51:24-30. 
612 The following is summarized from Gregg, Shared Stories, 196-203. 
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the pharaoh who desired Sārah but was unable to touch her. It is Sārah’s decision to 

marry Hājar to Ibrāhīm when he is worried about who will carry the mantle of prophecy 

after him, since he has no sons. There is some unspecified conflict between Sārah and 

Hājar, and God instructs Ibrāhīm to build the Ka’ba and leave Hājar and Ismā’īl there. At 

this point, the woman’s voice is heard: 

As he was leaving, Hagar called out to him, “O Abraham, I ask you three times, 

who commanded you to set me down in a land without grain, without cows’ 

udders, without people, without water, and without provisions?” He said, “My 

Lord commanded me.” She said, “Verily, He will never lead us astray.” 

 

Here, the matriarch takes shape as an outspoken woman—questioning the prophet, 

similar to Maryam with the angel—and as one who devoutly submits to the guidance of 

God, also like Maryam. Hājar, without water and without help, despairs of life; she 

abandons her son (perhaps near a bush)613 and runs back and forth between the hills of 

Ṣafā and Marwa in search of water. She hears a faint voice, and a stream miraculously 

appears, either from the heel of the angel Jibrīl or that of Ismā’īl—the latter as an infant, 

still nursing, or a young boy, according to variant accounts—digging into the ground. 

Hājar’s running leads to the second qur’ānic verse understood to reference her story: 

“Safa and Marwa are Allah’s ceremonies. It is not wrong for anyone who does a hajj or 

visits the sanctuary to walk around them.”614 Notably, the hajj rituals of Islam 

commemorate this part of Hājar’s story to this day. Abboud has noted that the pilgrimage 

rituals, then, are gender-equalizing, since they reenact Ibrāhīm’s actions (circling the 

 
613 See Gen 21:15-16. 
614 Q2:158a, quoted from The Arabic-English Reference Qur’an.  
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Ka’ba) as well as Hājar’s (running between the hills).615  

Hājar’s story as it develops in Muslim tradition and Maryam’s narrative in 

Christian imagination bear marked similarities. These women journey into the wilderness 

unprotected, with in-utero, newborn, or young boys; both stories have multiple tellings 

with different ages for their sons. They lack provision, but God miraculously provides—

perhaps, in both cases, through the actions and words of their prophet-sons. The 

sustenance provided is a stream of water, which appears next to a tree or bush. Jibrīl is 

possibly involved in both stories. Hājar, much maligned in Judeo-Christian tradition,616 is 

instead honored. Maryam, libeled among Jewish religious authorities, is greatly 

acclaimed. Both women’s stories become a way for former religious practices or beliefs 

to be displaced and reformed by the new religions: pre-Islamic Arab practice included 

pilgrimage and running between the peaks of two hills that had idols on top,617 while pre-

Christian Byzantines carried images of gods and goddesses into battle and many pagan 

societies associated palm trees and springs with female fertility.618 With the incorporation 

of these existing practices, the two women become the renowned matriarchs of their 

respective faith communities, with stories all their own.619  

 
615 Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 111. Neuwirth also notes the connection between Hājar and Maryam; The 

Qur’an and Late Antiquity, 297. 
616 The rabbis give many possible ways and reasons for Hagar “gloating over” Sarah in her pregnancy and 

emphasize that Genesis identifies Hagar no less than three times as being Sarah’s inferior. In the New 

Testament, Paul’s exegesis places Sarah and Isaac on the positive side of a typological comparison over 

against Hagar and Ishmael on the negative side; see Gal 4:21-31; Rom 4:11-12, 18-21; 9:2-13. Gregg, 

Shared Stories, 132, 135, 158, 164-5.  
617 Ibid., 193. 
618 Himmelfarb, Jewish Messiahs, 38.  
619 A positive typological connection between Mary and Hagar is unknown to this author in pre-Islamic 

Christian tradition; this seems to be a creative contribution of Islamic tradition. 
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5.5. Conclusion 

As in Chapters 4 and 5, Maryam’s treatment is inextricable from that of ‘Isā in 

typology. She is honored because he is praised; she is a “truthful one” because he is one 

of the greatest of the prophets. Following Christian tradition, Maryam is paralleled in the 

Qur’ān and Islamic tradition with Miriam the prophetess, sister of Hārūn and Mūsā; with 

Ḥawwā, the first woman; and with Sārah and Hājar, the wives of Ibrāhīm. Yet by the use 

of the specific word “chosen” ( ف-ط -ص ), repeated twice of Maryam in Sūrah 3, the 

Qur’ān connects her to the prophets themselves and not their wives only. This same word 

is used of Mūsā in Q7:144 and of Ibrāhīm, Isḥāq, and Yaqūb (they are “among the 

chosen”) in Q38:45-47.  

This is the most startling aspect of the Qur’ān’s typological presentation of 

Maryam: it compares her not only to the great women of Judeo-Christian tradition but 

also to the men. She is given “honorary male” status; she is like Mūsā as well as like 

Miriam; like ‘Ādam and like Ḥawwā, like Ibrāhīm as well as his wives, like the prophet 

Samuel and his mother. By the narrative structure of Sūrat Maryam, she is seen to be 

equals with Zakariyya and Ibrāhīm, and by the purpose of that narrative, she is lifted up 

as an exemplar for Muḥammad to emulate.  

The second surprising observation from this journey through qur’ānic typology 

surrounding Maryam and ‘Isā is how Islam stacks the same stories as the Christian texts 

and traditions. This study reveals an author of the Qur’ān who is deeply entrenched in 

Judeo-Christian learning and liturgy, with more than passing contact with its sister faiths. 

Not only does the Qur’ān transmit Christian poetic and thematic connections; it engages 
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them in its own artistic way and presents them in beautiful Arabic620 words and 

intertextualities, rather than a mere copying of prior presentations of the prophets and 

heroes of Abrahamic faith. As the text itself insists, it brings no new information; it 

serves as a reminder.621 But its language and literary creativity are new. The Qur’ān 

offers the Maryam narrative to its listeners with literary flourishes, weaving together 

tradition and ingenuity to honor the mother of ‘Isā.  

 
620 Cf. Q12:2.  
621 Q15:6 and many others. 
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Conclusion 

The religious world of Late Antiquity was a complex web of mutual influence. 

Having examined the various Jewish and Christian debates surrounding Mary and Jesus, 

we are able to view the Qur’ān’s presentation with more insight. Maryam, as seen in the 

qur’ānic annunciation narratives of ‘Isā’s birth, is the consummate exemplar of pure 

maidenhood as well as attentive motherhood, submission to God and strength in adversity. 

The Qur’ān does not offer consideration to the Jewish assertion that ‘Isā was not the 

messiah (Q3:45), or that, relatedly, he was born of a shameful conception such as 

adultery or conceived during his mother’s ritual impurity. He was not a magician (Q5:110) 

but worked miracles with God’s authorization (Q3:49); his mother was not a whore, nor 

was she ever unchaste (Q19:20). In later Islamic tradition, some commentators became 

quite adamant over the virginity of Maryam at ‘Isā’s conception:  

He who denies the birth of Jesus from Mary while a virgin is on the same level as 

an apostate; his faith is of no use to him, nor will his religion or Islam vouchsafe 

for him. . . .whoever [questions Mary’s honor] deserves the suffering of hell.622 

 

If the Qur’ān is participating in interreligious polemic in these narratives, it falls securely 

on the Christian side.623 If, however, it is engaging intrareligiously, the results are more 

ambiguous—and more intriguing. 

It may be true, as some church leaders claimed, that Arabia was a “breeding 

 
622 Muḥammad Majdī Mirjān, cited in Smith and Hadad, “Virgin Mary in Islamic Tradition,” 175.  
623 See Q3:55, 61:14 on the followers of ‘Isā being elevated above the disbelievers. In many areas of 

religious practice, of course, the Qur’ān followed Judaism, such as in certain dietary laws, ritual purity 

instructions, and the prescription of prayer three times a day facing Jerusalem.  
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ground of heresies,”624 located at the hinterlands of larger empires. It may be truer that 

“orthodoxy” and “heresy” were slippery, dynamic categories with elusive and ever-

changing borders in Late Antiquity; indeed, many of the church fathers referenced in this 

study were proclaimed heretics, whether during their lifetimes or posthumously. The 

terminology used in the Qur’ān does not clarify which group it is addressing when it 

makes doctrinal corrections, for in its sūrahs as in the second century, “all are called 

Christian.”625 It is certain that the Qur’ān rejects the Cult of the Virgin and excessive 

Marian devotion (Q5:116). Likewise, it refutes the idea that ‘Isā’s birth was an illusion—

he was, indeed, human, not only a spirit from God, although he was that too (Q4:171). 

Maryam’s and Isa’s humanity are evidenced in that they both ate food (Q5:75). ‘Isā as the 

walad of God is repudiated, but this biological term is not the original meaning of the 

Jewish term “son of God” nor its meaning as applied to Jesus in the NT (messiah). 

Meanwhile, ‘Isā’s divine title, the Word, is used positively in the Qur’ān. As noted earlier, 

we cannot presume Muḥammad’s ignorance of the significance of this term, considering 

how thorough is his familiarity with Christian Scripture, hymnography, liturgy, and 

exegesis: he creatively reproduced the parataxical structure, themes, images, motifs, and 

other literary artistry present in the Christian tellings and traditions of Mary and Jesus. 

The Qur’ān also insists on tawḥīd, the unity of God against certain views of 

Maryam and ‘Isā, such as those seen in Q4:171, 5:73, and 5:116:  

4:171: O People of the Scripture, do not go to excess in your religion, and do not 

say about God anything but the truth. Yet Christ Jesus, the son of Mary, was the 

Messenger of God and and his Word which he cast into Mary and a Spirit from 

 
624 Comment by a fifth-century preacher; cited in Jenkins, Many Faces, 195.  
625 Justin Martyr, cited in Benko, The Virgin Goddess, 174. 
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him. So believe in God and in His messengers and do not say “Three.” Cease! It is 

better for you. God is one God. 

5:73: They are unbelievers who say, “God is the third of three.” There is no god 

but one God. If they do not cease from what they say, then a painful torment will 

strike the unbelievers among them.  

5:116: Since God said, “O Jesus, son of Mary, did you tell the people, ‘Take me 

and my mother as two gods apart from God?’” He said, “Glory be to you! It is not 

for me to say what is not mine by right.” 626 

 

Joseph Cumming, in his recently published dissertation, comments that these three verses 

are seen as interrelated by mainstream Muslim commentators. Moreover, they cannot 

refer to majority Christian theology, because the Qur’ān elsewhere affirms that Christians 

(denomination unspecified) are good monotheists (see Q29:46, 42:15b).627 Cumming 

suggests that these verses address variant Christian beliefs not preached by the leadership 

of any particular denomination but ascribed to by some lay groups’ piety. Some of these 

were found in Egypt: in 591 C.E., invocations of the divine name began to appear at the 

top of all official papyri. At first these were prescribed by the emperor and read, for 

instance, “In the Name of the holy and consubstantial Trinity—Father and Son and Holy 

Spirit.” During times of disturbance in the empire, though, when control was less 

centralized, different formulae arose: “In the Name of the Holy and consubstantial Trinity 

and of Our Lady the Holy Theotokos,” or “In the Name of the Lord and Master Jesus 

Christ, Our God and Savior, and of Our Lady the holy and Ever-Virgin Mary and of all 

the saints.” These reflect local piety (the conflation of Mary with Isis was discussed 

earlier), not official imperial creeds, and make Mary sound like part of the Godhead.628  

Cumming also finds these variant Christian doctrines addressed by the 4th-5th-

 
626 Translation by Joseph Cumming, in God, Word and Spirit, 7. Cumming comments that “two gods apart 

from God” could also be understood as “two gods less than God”; ibid., 62.  
627 Ibid., 8, 35-6. 
628 Ibid., 41-43.  
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century Syriac Bishop Mārūthā of Maiperqaṭ, who was considered the expert on the 

Council of Nicea by his contemporaries. Mārūthā reports a group at Nicea that “call[ed] 

the Blessed Mary a goddess,” likely Montanists, who were purported to believe that Jesus 

was a kind of demi-god arising from sexual relations between a divine Mary and a 

Gnostic archōn. Mārūthā discusses Arian beliefs in the just sentence prior to this: 

So in two consecutive sentence Mārūthā discusses a sect (Arians) who allegedly 

see Jesus as a god apart from God (or lesser than God) and another sect 

(Montanists) who allegedly see Mary as a goddess apart from God (or lesser than 

God) and see Jesus as semi-divine offspring of a carnal union between Mary and a 

Gnostic archōn.629 

 

These beliefs, to Syrian Christians and the Qur’ān alike, are a monstrosity of theology. 

The Qur’ān rejects this popular piety among some Christians not because they believe in 

the Trinity, but because their articulation of their theology was, quite simply, polytheism. 

Mainstream Christian belief in the Triunity of God is, according to Cumming, not 

addressed by these three qur’ānic passages,630 while the intricacies of the Trinity have 

always been a struggle to define or explain, as both Cumming and Husseini document.631 

Discussions of hypostases, attributes, persons, substances, etc. require a great deal of 

subtlety. 

The qur’ānic passages discussed near the conclusions of Chapters 3 and 4 

likewise reveal possible alternative interpretations. Q4:157, speaking against the Jews, 

may be a repudiation of the Talmudic assertions about ‘Isā’s death, not of his death itself. 

‘Isā was not a blasphemer or idolater, the Qur’ān affirms, in the face of the Jewish 

 
629 Ibid., 54-56, 66. 
630 Ibid., 71. 
631 Cumming, in God, Word and Spirit; Husseini, Early Christian-Muslim Debate on the Unity of God. 
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community claims that he died a heretic’s death at their hands. Sūrah 3 may frame its 

story specifically to take a stance on Christian conversations about Mary’s sinlessness 

(immaculateness), to avoid the conversation of perpetual virginity, and to assert the full 

humanity of Mary and Jesus against Docetism. The Qur’ān presents a Mary and Jesus 

both of cosmic importance: Maryam the archetypal mother, and ‘Isā on par with ‘Ādam, 

perhaps the initiator of a new creation. One of the most Christologically significant 

intertextualities of Surat Maryam with Luke 1 is its transmission of mercy as a key theme 

to the annunciation and birth of Jesus. The typological connections in the Maryam/’Isā 

narratives reflect in artistically fresh ways the typology of Christian scripture, 

parascripture, liturgy, and homily. Maryam and ‘Isā are uniquely honored in the Qur’ān. 

Discussion of the Qur’ān’s Christology is pertinent to its Maryam narratives 

because for Christianity, Mariology and Christology are irrevocably intertwined. 

Christian communities that cherished a high Christology likewise venerated Mary, while 

groups with lower Christologies had less interest in her. For Judaism, too, views of 

Miriam arose from assessments of her son. Mary featured prominently in Christian 

councils and theological debates as a collateral consequence of the need of scholars and 

emperors to define Christology: if Jesus was God, Mary was the Mother of God; if her 

son was the king of heaven, she was the queen mother; if she was not human, neither was 

her son. The Qur’ān exhibits a high Mariology; should we not, then, wonder whether it 

may nourish a high Christology also? In asking these questions and positing these 

readings of qur’ānic passages, I do not propose that this is the way these verses must be 

read, but that, in light of pre-Islamic Jewish-Christian debates and intra-Christian 
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controversies, it should be considered as a way they may be read. An honest examination 

of the historical and textual evidence advocates at least consideration of this reading.632 

This thesis, in addition to proffering these readings, aims to invite further scholarship into 

the Jewish and Christian dialogical milieu of the Qur’ān, with particular interest in the 

Talmud and Syriac church fathers like Ephrem.  

Whatever the ensuing Christology, the qur’ānic Maryam narratives are subversive 

on their own. In a communal society, she is a woman alone; in a tripartite narrative, she, 

not the men, occupies the central place; in a composition of nameless women, she is 

named, and her son is known by association with her. Maryam is deemed worthy of 

revelation and is honored by being, along with ‘Ādam, the only human into whom God 

breathes His Spirit. It is not her father but her mother who dedicates and names her, and 

God accepts her as a server in the Temple in a society where men were preferred, or even 

required, for such a task. Like Hājar before her, God listens to the desperate cry of a 

woman alone in the desert and provides miraculously for her needs. Muḥammad finds his 

model of strength and patience for God’s vindication not in ‘Isā but in Maryam. Maryam 

is a woman of exceptional strength, purity, and devotion, and her position in the Qur’ān is 

one without peer.  

 
632 Various readings are possible; in such situations it is helpful to bear in mind that all reading is 

interpretation, as evidenced by the fact that some qur’ānic passages were read more inclusively in the first 

centuries of Islam, and began to be understood more polemically against Christians only in later centuries. 
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Appendix A: Q19:1-58 

In the name of Allah, the Gracious, the Merciful. 

1 Kaf, Ha, Ya, Ayn, Saad. 
2 A mention of the mercy of your Lord towards His servant Zechariah. 
3 When he called on his Lord, a call in seclusion. 
4 He said, “My Lord, my bones have become feeble, and my hair is aflame 

with gray, and never, Lord, have I been disappointed in my prayer to you. 
5 “And I fear for my dependents after me, and my wife is barren. So grant 

me, from Yourself, an heir 
6 to inherit me, and inherit from the House of Jacob, and make him, my 

Lord, pleasing.” 
7 “O Zechariah, We give you good news of a son, whose name is John, a 

name We have never given before.”633 
8 He said, “My Lord, how can I have a son when my wife is barren, and I 

have become decrepit with old age?” 
9 He said, “It will be so. Your Lord says, ‘it is easy for me, and I created 

you before, when you were nothing.’” 
10 He said, “My Lord, give me a sign.” He said, “Your sign is that you will 

not speak to the people for three nights straight.” 
11 And he came out to his people, from the sanctuary, and signaled to them 

to praise morning and evening.634 
12 “O John, hold on to the Scripture firmly,” and We gave him wisdom in 

his youth,  
13 and tenderness from Us, and innocence. He was devout, 
14 and kind to his parents; and he was not a disobedient tyrant. 
15 And peace be upon him the day he was born, and the day he dies, and 

the Day he is raised alive. 
16 And mention in the Scripture Mary, when she withdrew from her people 

to an eastern location.635 

 
633 Cf. Luke 1:59-63, “There is no one among your relatives who is called by this name.” 
634 Neuwirth: “This praise of God occupies the place of the hymn, which according to Lk 1:67– 79 is 

spoken by Zacharias himself and which is in ecclesiastical liturgy part of the morning praise of the 

Benedictus. It has its equivalent in Luke’s Mary hymn, the Magnificat (Lk 1:46– 56), which is recited in 

the evening. The Qur’anic insistence on both liturgical times ‘mornings and evenings’ for the recitation of 

the praise of God may possibly reflect an already existing Christian tradition.” The Qur’an and Late 

Antiquity, 294. 
635 Neuwirth identifies this narrative detail as a “de-allegorizing of a Christian tradition, related to the 

symbolic interpretation of Mary as the temple.” The eastern gate of the temple would be closed until the 

messiah opened it, per Ezek 44:1-3 (part of the readings during the Feast of Memory of Mary, as noted 

earlier). As the metaphor went, Christ passed through the “closed doors of the virgin womb,” she who 

became the temple. Ibid., 295. Perhaps, in light of the Qur’ān’s extensive knowledge of Christian tradition, 
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17 She screened636 herself away from them, and We sent to her Our spirit, 

and He appeared to her as an immaculate human.637 
18 She said, “I take refuge from you in the Most Merciful, should you be 

righteous.” 
19 He said, “I am only the messenger of your Lord, to give you the gift of a 

pure638 son.” 
20 She said, “How can I have a son, when no man has touched me, and I 

was never unchaste?”639 
21 He said, “Thus said your Lord, ‘It is easy for Me, and We will make 

him a sign for humanity, and a mercy from Us. It is a matter already 

decided.’” 
22 So she carried him, and secluded herself with him in a remote place. 
23 The labor-pains came upon her, by the trunk of a palm-tree. She said, “I 

wish I had died before this, and been completely forgotten.”640 
24 Whereupon he called her from beneath641 her: “Do not worry; your Lord 

has placed a stream beneath you. 
25 And shake the trunk of the palm tree towards you,642 and it will drop 

ripe dates by you. 
26 “So eat, and drink, and be consoled. And if you see any human, say, ‘I 

 
it is not ignorant of the allegory but aware of the significance of the east in Judeo-Christian interpretive 

history; on this point, see Tannous, Negotiating the Nativity, 222-231. 
636 This most probably reflects the Protoevangelium’s description of Mary weaving part of the temple 

veil/curtain. The Qur’ān may expect its readers to know this detail, since it is familiar with the PJ, or may 

be transmitting the narrative detail without comment on its significance, like the “eastern location.” This 

symbol is significant in the Christian tradition, as it came to stand for the incarnation: the boundary 

between God and man. Mary was said to be “weaving” the flesh of Jesus in her womb as she wove the 

cloth of the temple veil. Kearns, The Virgin Mary, Monotheism, and Sacrifice, 240-1. 
637 Some translations say something like “a perfect man.” This is an interesting interpretation, since the 

Holy Spirit (the agent of her conception in the NT) is feminine in Hebrew and Aramaic, and neuter in 

Greek. However, the angel who appeared to her was Gabriel, who is referred to with masculine pronouns. 
638 “sinless,” in The Arabic-English Reference Qur’an. 
639 Lit. “I am not a whore.” Geissinger, “Subversive Births,” 382. Some exegetes have wondered whether 

this response from Maryam indicates disobedience to or doubt in God, but the majority find her words to 

the angel to be a mark of her chastity, not doubt in God’s power; Stowasser, Women in the Qur’an, 79.  
640 Lit. “I wish I were a thing completely forgotten.” The word al-nasī was used by the Arabs for sticks, 

cups, or other “trivialities” that they would leave behind when they left an encampment. “Here Maryam is 

wishing to be something unworthy for remembrance,” Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 46. This wish is ironic 

because her story begins with “Remember Maryam in the book”: God considers her worthy of 

remembrance, though she, in a moment of extreme pain, wishes not to be. 
641 Or “within.” Scholars debate whether the “he” speaking is an angel or the infant ‘Isā. This preposition, 

however, may be understood as “within her”; if so, it must be ‘Isā. Abboud relates, “Given that it is not 

unheard of in old Egyptian for a fetus king to speak from within his mother before birth, this verse may 

well indicate that ‘Isā is the speaker, not the Angel. Abboud, Mary in the Qur’an, 58. 
642 Some have noted that Maryam is involved in her own miracle here, with God acting “more as a teacher 

than as direct provider.” Johanna Marie Buisson, “Subversive Maryam,” 452. Cf. the way Jesus often 

healed people by having them be active agents in the healing—sending a blind man to wash his eyes (Jn 

9:1-7), sending lepers to the priest who are healed not before but as they go (Lk 17:12-14), and telling a 

lame man to pick up his mat and walk (Jn 5:2-9). 
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have vowed a fast to the Most Gracious, so I will not speak to any human 

today.’”643 
27 Then she came to her people, carrying him. They said, “O Mary, you 

have done something terrible. 
28 O sister of Aaron, your father was not an evil man, and your mother was 

not a whore.”644 
29 So she pointed to him. They said, “How can we speak to an infant in the 

crib?”645 
30 He said, “I am the servant of Allah. He has given me the Scripture, and 

made me a prophet. 
31 And has made me blessed wherever I may be; and has enjoined on me 

prayer and charity, so long as I live, 
32 and kind[ness] to my mother, and He did not make me a disobedient 

rebel. 
33 So Peace is upon me the day I was born, and the day I die, and the Day I 

get resurrected alive.”646 
34 That is Jesus son of Mary—the Word of truth about which they doubt. 
35 It is not for Allah to have a child—glory be to Him. To have anything 

done, He says to it, “Be,” and it becomes. 
36 “Allah is my Lord and your Lord, so worship Him. That is a straight 

path.”  
37 But the various factions differed among themselves. So woe to those 

who disbelieve from the scene of a tremendous Day.647 
38 Listen to them and watch for them the Day they come to Us. But the 

wrongdoers today are completely lost.  
39 And warn them of the Day of Regret, when the matter will be concluded. 

Yet they are heedless, and they do not believe.  
40 It is We who will inherit the earth and everyone on it, and to Us they 

will be returned.  
41 And mention in the Scripture Abraham. He was a man of truth, a 

prophet.  

 
643 Maryam’s vow of silence does not have precedent in the canonical Scriptures, but seems to occur in 

tradition; cf. Ephrem: “For my pure conception of You wicked men have slandered me. Be, O You Holy 

One, a Speaker for Your Mother. Show a miracle that they may be persuaded, from Whom it is that I 

conceived You!” “Hymns on the Nativity,” Hymn 4. This collection warrants further examination as an 

interlocutor with the Qur’ān, as there are many overlaps in the titles used for Jesus. 
644 The public scandal present in this passage denotes its source as the PJ. Matthew mentions Joseph 

wanting to divorce Mary quietly in order to avoid a great scandal, but no scandal is ever reported on this 

point in the canonical texts. For this observation, I am indebted to Tannous, Negotiating the Nativity, 219. 
645 ‘Isā speaking as an infant is emphasized in the Qur’ān, appearing here as well as in 3:45-6 and 5:110. 

Akyol reports that the only Christian text that has Jesus speak in the cradle is the Arabic Infancy Gospel, 

also known as the Syriac Infancy Gospel; The Islamic Jesus, Chapter 5. 
646 Dye finds intertextuality between this verse and Hebrews 5:7, which he interprets as Jesus praying 

regarding “his resurrection out of the realm of death.” Dye, “Hypertextuality,” 22. 
647 Or “a Great Day,” most likely a reference to Judgment Day. See the translation by Muhsin Khan. 
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42 He said to his father, “O my father, why do you worship what can 

neither hear, nor see, nor benefit you in any way?  
43 O my father, there has come to me knowledge that never came to you. 

So follow me, and I will guide you along a straight way. 
44 O my father, do not worship the devil. The devil is disobedient to the 

Most Gracious.  
45 O my father, I fear that a punishment from the Most Gracious will 

afflict you, and you become an ally of the devil.”  
46 He said, “Are you renouncing my gods, O Abraham? If you do not 

desist, I will stone you. So leave me alone for a while.” 
47 He said, “Peace be upon you. I will ask my Lord to forgive you; He has 

been Kind to me. 
48 And I will withdraw from you, and from what you pray to instead of 

Allah. And I will pray to my Lord, and I hope I will not be disappointed in 

my prayer to my Lord.”  
49 When he withdrew from them, and from what they worship besides 

Allah, We granted him Isaac and Jacob. And each We made a prophet.  
50 And We gave them freely of Our mercy, and gave them a noble 

reputation of truth.  
51 And mention in the Scripture Moses. He was dedicated. He was a 

messenger and a prophet.  
52 And We called him from the right side of the Mount, and brought him 

near in communion.  
53 And We granted him, out of Our mercy, his brother Aaron, a prophet. 
54 And mention in the Scripture Ishmael. He was true to his promise, and 

was a messenger, a prophet.  
55 And he used to enjoin on his people prayer and charity, and he was 

pleasing to his Lord.  
56 And mention in the Scripture Enoch. He was a man of truth, a prophet.  
57 And We raised him to a high position.  
58 These are some of the prophets Allah has blessed, from the 

descendants648 of Adam, and from those We carried with Noah, and from 

the descendants of Abraham and Israel, and from those We guided and 

selected.649 Whenever the revelations of the Most Gracious are recited to 

them, they would fall down, prostrating and weeping. 

 

 

 
648 Or “seed,” in both instances in this verse. See The Arabic-English Reference Qur’an. 
649 Or “chose.”  
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Appendix B: Luke 1:5-40 

5 There was in the days of Herod, the king of Judea, a certain priest named 

Zacharias, of the division of Abijah. His wife was of the daughters of 

Aaron,650 and her name was Elizabeth. 
6 And they were both righteous before God, walking in all the 

commandments and ordinances of the Lord, blameless. 
7 But they had no child, because Elizabeth was barren, and they were both 

well advanced in years. 
8 So it was, that while he was serving as priest before God in the order of 

his division, 
9 according to the custom of the priesthood, his lot fell to burn incense 

when he went into the temple of the Lord. 
10 And the whole multitude of the people was praying outside at the hour 

of incense. 
11 Then an angel of the Lord appeared to him, standing on the right side of 

the altar of incense. 
12 And when Zacharias saw him, he was troubled, and fear fell upon him. 
13 But the angel said to him, “Do not be afraid, Zacharias, for your prayer 

is heard; and your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you shall call 

his name John. 
14 “And you will have joy and gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth. 
15 “For he will be great in the sight of the Lord, and shall drink neither 

wine nor strong drink. He will also be filled with the Holy Spirit, even 

from his mother’s womb. 
16 “And he will turn many of the children of Israel to the Lord their God.  
17 “He will also go before Him in the spirit and power of Elijah, ‘to turn 

the hearts of the fathers to the children,’ and the disobedient to the 

wisdom of the just, to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.” 
18 And Zacharias said to the angel, “How shall I know this? For I am an 

old man, and my wife is well advanced in years.” 
19 And the angel answered and said to him, “I am Gabriel, who stands in 

the presence of God, and was sent to speak to you and bring you these 

glad tidings. 
20 “But behold, you will be mute and not able to speak until the day these 

things take place, because you did not believe my words which will be 

fulfilled in their own time.” 
21 And the people waited for Zacharias, and marveled that he lingered so 

long in the temple. 

 
650 I.e., of the tribe of Levi; a descendant of Aaron. 
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22 But when he came out, he could not speak to them; and they perceived 

that he had seen a vision in the temple, for he beckoned to them and 

remained speechless. 
23 So it was, as soon as the days of his service were completed, that he 

departed to his own house. 
24 Now after those days his wife Elizabeth conceived; and she hid herself 

five months, saying, 
25 “Thus the Lord has dealt with me, in the days when He looked on me, to 

take away my reproach among people.” 
26 Now in the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent by God to a city of 

Galilee named Nazareth, 
27 to a virgin betrothed to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of 

David. The virgin’s name was Mary. 
28 And having come in, the angel said to her, “Rejoice, highly favored one, 

the Lord is with you; blessed are you among women!” 
29 But when she saw him, she was troubled at his saying, and considered 

what manner of greeting this was. 
30 Then the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found 

favor with God. 
31 “And behold, you will conceive in your womb and bring forth a Son, 

and shall call His name Jesus, 
32 “He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Highest; and the 

Lord God will give Him the throne of His father David. 
33 “And He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of His kingdom 

there will be no end.” 
34 Then Mary said to the angel, “How can this be, since I do not know a 

man?” 
35 And the angel answered and said to her, “The Holy Spirit will come 

upon you, and the power of the Highest will overshadow you; therefore, 

also, that Holy One who is to be born will be called the Son of God. 
36 “Now indeed, Elizabeth your relative has also conceived a son in her old 

age; and this is now the sixth month for her who was called barren. 
37 “For with God nothing will be impossible.” 
38 Then Mary said, “Behold, the maidservant of the Lord! Let it be to me 

according to your word.” And the angel departed from her. 
39 Now Mary arose in those days and went into the hill country with haste, 

to a city of Judah, 
40 and entered the house of Zacharias and greeted Elizabeth. 
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Appendix C: Q3:33-51 

33 Allah chose Adam, and Noah, and the family of Abraham, and the family of 

Imran, over all mankind. 
34 Offspring one of the other.651 Allah is Hearer and Knower. 
35 The wife of Imran said, “My Lord, I have vowed to You what is in my womb, 

dedicated,652 so accept from me; You are the Hearer and Knower.”  
36 And when she delivered her, she said, “My Lord, I have delivered a female,” 

and Allah was well aware of what she has delivered, “and the male is not like the 

female, and I have named her Maryam, and have commended her and her 

descendants to Your protection, from Satan the outcast.”653 
37 Her Lord accepted her with a gracious reception, and brought her a beautiful 

upbringing, and entrusted her to the care of Zechariah. Whenever Zechariah 

entered upon her in the sanctuary,654 he found her with provision. He said, “O 

Maryam, where did you get this from?” She said, “It is from Allah; Allah 

provides to whom He wills without reckoning.” 
38 Thereupon Zechariah prayed to his Lord; he said, “My Lord, bestow on me 

good offspring from Your presence; You are the Hearer of Prayers.” 
39 Then the angels called out to him, as he stood praying in the sanctuary: “Allah 

gives you good news of John; confirming a Word from Allah, and honorable, and 

moral [chaste], and a prophet; one of the upright.” 
40 He said, “My Lord, how will I have a son, when old age has overtaken me, and 

my wife is barren?”655 He said, “Even so, Allah does whatever He wills.” 
41 He said, “My Lord, give me a sign.” He said, “Your sign is that you shall not 

speak to the people for three days, except by gestures. And remember your Lord 

 
651 Or “in one line of descent.” See the translation by Abdul Haleem. 
652 Pickthall’s translation makes a more explicit connection to the Protoevangelium of James: “I have 

vowed unto Thee what is in my womb as a consecrated (offering).”  
653 “Satan the outcast” is also translated “damned Satan” or “accursed Satan.” This is a prominent epithet of 

Satan in the Arabic Infancy Gospel, a text from c. 600. “The Arabic Gospel of the Infancy of the Saviour,” 

Church Fathers: New Advent, accessed March 24, 2021, https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0806.htm. 
654 Al-Ṭabarī reports that the mufassirūn were “deeply divided” over the meaning of this word, miḥrāb. It 

has been interpreted as synagogue; an important place in mosques, prayer halls, or courts; an enclosure; or 

simply Zakariyya’s house. Miḥrāb has a shared root with the word ḥaram—forbidden, set apart, 

sanctified—indicating “an area where impure activities and people are forbidden.” Between this etymology 

and the Qur’ān’s dependence on the PJ for this story, Reynolds suggests it refers to the Temple (Subtext, 

135, 142-3). Abboud relates, apparently with somewhat less research on the subject, “The miḥrāb is always 

described in Islamic exegesis as the Holy of Holies of the Jewish temple” (Mary in the Qur’an, 79).  
655 Both here and in Sūrah 19, scholars note that the text is ambiguous concerning whether the problem is 

Zakariyya’s sexual incapacity or his wife’s, “thus raising the possibility that Zakariyya’s body is the true 

object of divine initiative. With Zakariyya, the male can appear as the site acted upon in the divine 

reproductive event, thereby coming into parallel with the mothers of the prophets”; Lybarger, “Gender and 

Prophetic Authority,” 263. This also serves to balance the male/female elements in both sūrahs’ narratives. 

https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0806.htm
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much, and praise in the evening and the morning.” 
42 The angels said, “O Maryam, Allah has chosen you, and has purified you. He 

has chosen you over all the women of the world.656  
43 “O Maryam, be devoted to your Lord, and bow down, and kneel with those who 

kneel.” 
44 These are accounts from the Unseen, which We reveal to you. You were not 

with them when they cast their lots657 as to which of them would take charge of 

Maryam; nor were you with them as they quarreled. 
45 The Angels said, “O Maryam, Allah gives you good news of a Word from Him. 

His name is the Messiah, Jesus, son of Maryam, well-esteemed in this world and 

the next, and one of the nearest [to Allah]. 
46 He will speak to the people from the crib, and in adulthood, and will be one of 

the righteous.” 
47 She said, “My Lord, how can I have a child, when no man has touched me?” He 

said, “It will be so. Allah creates whatever He wills. To have anything done, He 

only says to it, ‘Be,’ and it is.” 
48 And He will teach him the Scripture and wisdom, and the Torah and the Gospel. 
49 A messenger to the Children of Israel: “I have come to you with a sign from 

your Lord. I make for you out of clay the figure of a bird; then I breathe into it, 

and it becomes a bird by Allah’s leave.658 And I heal the blind and the leprous, 

and I revive the dead, by Allah’s leave. And I inform you concerning what you 

eat, and what you store in your homes. In that is a sign for you, if you are 

believers.” 
50 “And verifying what lies before me of the Torah, and to make lawful for you 

some of what was forbidden to you. I have come to you with a sign from your 

Lord; so fear Allah, and obey me.” 
51 “Allah is my Lord and your Lord, so worship Him. That is a straight path.” 

 
656 Maryam’s purity is also emphasized in Q66:12. 
657 Or “casting their pens” (Mufti Taqi Usmani), “casting quills” (Dr. Ghali), “cast lots with their pens” 

(Muhsin Khan), “cast lots with arrows” (Yūsuf Ali). This is discussed in more detail in Chapter 5. 
658 This miracle of ‘Isā’s, while unknown in the canonical gospels, is familiar from the Christian Infancy 

Gospel of Thomas; Jenkins, Many Faces, 197-8. Interestingly, though, the Qur’ān makes ‘Isā’s creation 

more like God’s: where in the Christian story Jesus “fashions” and then gives life to (twelve) birds by 

clapping his hands and saying, “Go!”, in the Qur’ān he “creates” the birds (khalaqa, used almost 

exclusively of God’s creative work), uses clay (tin, the same substance from which God creates ‘Ādam), 

and “breathes” into the clay (nafakha, the same word used when God breathes into ‘Ādam and Maryam). 

Like his speaking in the cradle, it is told more than once: see Q5:110. For these observations, I am indebted 

to Akyol, The Islamic Jesus, Chapter 6. 
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