How to Read the Qur an

Introduction
The Problem of Reading the Qur an

Obstacles to Reading the Qur an

The genesis of this book comes from a simple question: how should non-Muslims
read the Qur’an? On one level, this would seem to be a relatively straightforward
issue. The Qur an is a sacred text, comparable to the Bible and the scriptures of
other religious traditions, which are often read and studied in academic and
literary contexts. From that point of view, the questions might seem to be
primarily technical—how is the text organized, what are its primary features, and
what is its audience and principal interpretive traditions? Surely the Qur'an
should be approached like any other text.

But with the Qur’an the situation is different. The Qur an is the source of
enormous anxiety in Europe and America, for both religious conservatives, who
are alarmed about a competitive postbiblical revelation, and secularists, who view
[slam with deep suspicion as an irrational force in the post-Enlightenment world.
Neither of those worldviews takes the Qur’an very seriously as a text; according
to these views, it is instead a very dangerous problem. It is even the case that a
number of attempts have been made to outlaw the sale and distribution of the
Qur’an completely, as a text that promotes violence, an argument made by
fundamentalist Hindus in India during the 1980s and more recently by a right-
wing anti-immigration party in the Netherlands. In 2002, outside religious groups
sued the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill for violating the freedom of
religion, when (at my suggestion) it assigned a translation of selections from the

Qur’an as its summer reading program for all incoming students that year.L In



2010, an obscure Christian pastor in Florida drew worldwide attention when he
threatened to burn copies of the Qur’an, claiming that it was the cause of the
terrorist attacks against American targets in September 2001. These are only a
few manifestations of contemporary nervousness about reading the Qur’an. I
would argue that such an attitude of suspicion is hardly conducive to a fair-
minded understanding of the text.

Hostile readers of the Qur’an use a literary approach that is the equivalent of a
blunt instrument. They make no attempt to understand the text as a whole;
instead, they take individual verses out of context, give them the most extreme
interpretation possible, and implicitly claim that over 1 billion Muslims around
the world robotically adhere to these extremist views without exception. This is,
in effect, a conspiracy theory that has virally multiplied in significant sectors of
modern Euro-American society. It is irrational, it is paranoid, and it is out of
touch with the realities of the lives of most Muslims around the world today. It
ignores the existence of multiple traditions of interpreting the Qur’an in very
different fashions (see chapter 1). Unfortunately, a small minority of extremists,
who quote the Qur an in support of terrorist violence, have been magnified by the
media into a specter that is now haunting Europe (and the United States) more

intensely than Marxism ever did.2 In part because of these contemporary
anxieties, it is difficult for most Europeans and Americans to read the Qur an.
What is the Qur’an, actually? The historical evidence regarding the origin of
the Quran is discussed in greater detail in chapter 1, but a brief summary is
offered here for those who are unfamiliar with the text. The Qur an (the title
literally means “recitation”—the older spelling “Koran” is no longer used by
scholars) can be described as a book in the Arabic language that is divided into
114 chapters known as suras; these suras in turn are divided into numbered verses
(ayas), of which there are nearly 6,000 in all. While there is debate over exactly
how the Qur’an was transmitted and collected, there is widespread agreement
among both Muslim authorities and modern Euro-American scholars that the
basic text emerged in sections during the lifetime of the Prophet Muhammad over

a period of some twenty-three years (roughly 610-32 CE). Then, by a process that
is still quite unclear, these portions were assembled into the present form over the

next few decades.2 The text features numerous indications of oral composition
techniques, such as repetition, argumentative (“agonistic”) style, building blocks,
symmetry, and formulaic utterances, which are often difficult for modern readers

to appreciate.? In terms of chronological sequence, the most significant division
of the suras of the Qur’an is marked by the emigration (hijra) of the Prophet
Muhammad in 622 CE, when he left the unfriendly environment of pagan Mecca
and took leadership over the town of Medina; this was roughly halfway through
his prophetic career. The Meccan and Medinan suras show quite different
qualities. The short and rhythmically powerful Meccan suras sustained the
worship services of a small community of believers under pressure from a hostile
pagan establishment. In contrast, the lengthy and prosaic Medinan suras debated
scriptural and legal issues with Jews and Christians, at a time when Muhammad’s
followers were striving to survive as a community during a difficult struggle with
opposing military forces and political treachery. The differing characteristics of
the Meccan and Medinan suras will be crucial for understanding the changes in
the way the Qur’an unfolded over time.

The other basic point to be made about the Qur an is that it has a central
importance in Islamic religious practice. Muslims (who number well over 1
billion souls today) consider the Qur'an to be the word of God, transmitted
through the Prophet Muhammad. Although over 80 percent of Muslims
worldwide are not native speakers of Arabic, all observant Muslims need to know
at least portions of the Qur’an by heart in the original language, to recite in their
daily prayers. Recitation of the Arabic text of the Qur'an is a demanding art; at
the highest level, virtuoso Qur an reciters demonstrate vocal skills comparable to
those of an opera singer. Handwritten copies of the Qur’an, often in lavish and
lovingly created calligraphic styles, represent one of the most revered forms of
[slamic art. The Qur’an is a major source of Islamic religious ethics and law, and



it has had a pervasive impact on the literatures of Arabic, Persian, Turkish, Urdu,
and many other languages spoken by Muslims.

In comparison with the Bible, the Qur’an exhibits much greater textual
stability, and the variant readings found in different manuscripts are largely trivial
differences in pronunciation or vocabulary. A number of theories have been
advanced in recent years by European writers, questioning the traditional account
of its composition. Some have proposed that the Qur’an was actually assembled
as long as two centuries after the time of the Prophet Muhammad. This
hypothetical argument has not gained much traction, because of a lack of
supporting evidence. Other more bizarre theories have been advanced, claiming
that the Qur an is really based on a Christian text, or that it is not written in
Arabic at all, but in a form of Syriac that is badly understood (see chapter 1).
Scholars of biblical studies (and readers of The Da Vinci Code) are certainly
familiar with breathless exposés that claim to overturn all of the history of
Christianity. This kind of radical revisionism probably gets more of a hearing
when it concerns Islam, in part because most people are less familiar with the
subject, but also because of fantasy expectations about debunking the Qur an;

otherwise it is hard to understand why such eccentric publications would be

featured on the front page of the New York Times.>

While the Qur an overlaps with the Bible on certain subjects, it is unfamiliar
enough in its distinctive narratives and in its stylistic peculiarities that many first-
time readers have pronounced it to be impenetrable. The strangeness of the
Qur’an for the Jewish or Christian reader lies in the fact that it does not repeat
earlier biblical texts but instead makes brief allusions to them while providing a
new and original synthesis that departs from familiar ways of reading the Old and
New Testaments. Though the Bible, especially in the King James Version, has had
centuries of powerful impact on the development of English prose, the Qur’an
remains an unknown cipher for most English speakers, despite its tremendous
influence on the literatures and languages of the Middle East, Africa, and Asia.

Given the blank slate of sheer unfamiliarity with the Qur’an among Americans

and Europeans, it is perhaps inevitable that certain cultural habits have become
obstacles to an understanding of it. In the mood of anxiety and fear of the post-
9/11 era, it is perhaps understandable that one of these habits would be the
temptation to find quick answers in this ancient text, to provide simple solutions
to an urgent modern political problem. Unfortunately, nervous haste all too
readily leads to serious problems of misrepresentation, as isolated phrases are
made to stand in for a whole text, a single text is made to stand for an entire
religion, and extremist individuals magnified by the media are taken to be
representative of hundreds of millions of people in dozens of different countries.
These are not trivial mistakes; weighty and unfortunate consequences flow from
any distorted prejudice that substitutes for real knowledge.

At this point, I would like to draw attention to several ways in which it has
been common to approach a text like the Qur’an superficially. One is what
Professor Peter Wright of Colorado College calls “religious tourism,” which he
defines as “the presumption shared by many people that learning about religion
consists in hearing various dogmas and then arguing about whether or not one

finds those dogmas compelling.”® Put another way, religion is thought of as a
marketplace in which the commodities are “beliefs,” which supposedly can be
determined and evaluated by a quick look at a few lines, regardless of their
meaning in context. Obviously, one does not need to actually read much, or take
any classes, in order to decide what one likes or does not like; advertising and the
media typically fill in the blanks for consumers of religion, just as they do for
buyers of other commodities.

But it turns out that texts like the Qur’an, which come from far away and which
have been held in reverence by many people over centuries, have multiple
meanings. There are major groups of believers who accept the Qur an (or the
Bible) as an authority but who have radically different understandings of what it
1s all about. To imagine that one can pick up a complicated text like this, read a
few lines, and know what it “says” on any given topic is unrealistic, to say the
least. As one early Muslim leader observed, the Qur an does not speak, but it does



require an interpreter (see chapter 1). One of the key points of this book is that the
focus of the Qur an underwent significant changes during the twenty-three years
when it was being delivered. If in fact the Qur an altered its expression and
emphasis for changing audiences and circumstances on its first appearance, how
could one decide what the Qur'an says on any given subject for all times?
Another major conclusion of this book is that the central messages of the Qur’an
are embedded in its structure, in the way that its component parts are put together,
so pulling a random verse out of context is as likely as not to produce
misinformation. The good news is that, with a little more effort, one can come to
understand both the structures by which the Qur’an is composed and the changing
literary and historical situations within which it had meaning for its audiences.

Another questionable assumption is the idea that if one understands the Qur’an,
one understands the entire Islamic faith, and therefore one understands all
Muslims. This breathtakingly simple concept, a by-product of Protestant views of
scripture, is no doubt convenient; it means that in order to understand Muslims
one does not really have to take seriously things like hundreds of years of history
and politics, social and economic conditions, the cultures of different regions, and
so on. It would be easy if, from a few lines in a sacred text, one could predict
everything about the behavior of hundreds of millions of people in widely
separated countries, as if they were programmed from a central computer. A
simple thought experiment should indicate otherwise. What does the New
Testament tell us about modern American Christian attitudes on issues like
abortion, homosexuality, and environmentalism? Since Christians fall on all sides
of these issues (let alone the debate about which groups count as Christian), many
additional factors would have to be introduced to provide convincing explanations
of these questions. Likewise, the Qur’an by itself is far from explaining the
history of Muslim majority societies. Even in a relatively specialized subject like
classical Islamic law and ethics, the Qur'an is only one of several sources of
authority. Those who wish to understand Muslims today will need to look at a
great many other subjects besides the Qur’an.

Another obstacle that needs to be addressed is the assumption that the Qur’an,
unlike the Bible or the Greek and Latin classics, is an exotic oriental text that is
foreign to the traditions of “the West.” Elsewhere I have attempted to point out
that [slam plays a significant role in both European and American history, and

that it would be a mistake to pretend otherwise.” More important, recent research
is making it possible to understand how closely the Qur’an is related to other
ancient texts, both biblical and later in origin. The intertextual relationship
between the Qur’'an and other writings of “Western civilization” is a controversial
subject only in theology. That is, for Christian theologians, and later for post-
Enlightenment European scholars, the Qur’an was viewed as an inferior
derivative work, a travesty of the Bible. Conversely, for Muslim scholars,
divergences between the Qur an and biblical texts were proof of the distortions of
the Bible. For neither of these groups has it been considered worthwhile to
investigate the way that the Qur an engages with earlier texts, as part of a shared
civilization. If one sets aside such theological competition, however, once this
barrier is removed it becomes wonderfully apparent that the Qur’an was aimed at
an audience that was quite aware of a wide range of ancient religious literature
that is also claimed by the West. Moreover, like other prophetic writings, the
Qur’an engages in critical rewriting of those previous texts as a way of
establishing its own voice. While we are far from having a comprehensive view
of this intertextual relationship, one of the aims of this book is to acquaint readers
with examples of the ways in which the Qur an references and grapples with
earlier sacred writings. Seeing the text in this way makes it clear that the Qur'an
is in fact a part of the same tradition as the Bible.

The problem of reading the Qur'an is compounded by the fact that the
scholarship surrounding this text is one of the most forbidding and technical fields
of what used to be called Oriental studies. Much of the modern scholarship on the
subject is published in German and French, and even the English-language
materials are located mostly in specialized journals or in hard-to-find collections
of articles. Moreover, Qur anic studies as an academic field has been pursued by a



relatively small number of researchers, so that it can scarcely compare with the
vast number of publications that have been produced in biblical studies over the
past century or so. Still, there have been significant advances made in Qur anic
scholarship in recent years, which include the first specialized academic journal

devoted to the subject, plus a number of excellent academic syntheses and

reference works, including the extremely valuable Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an.8

But it is still difficult for the average interested reader to get access to the most
important available scholarship on the Qur’an. The media and popular writings
about Islam are much more interested in oddball attempts at discrediting the
Qur’an than in the more challenging task of reading the text seriously. Internet
sites operated by religious organizations (whether attacking Islam or defending it)
shed more heat than light upon the subject. What is needed at this point is a clear
and straightforward presentation of the main issues and debates in modern
scholarship concerning the structure and characteristics of the Qur’an, which will
enable readers to come to a significant understanding of this complicated text, its
relationship to other scriptures, and its historical context. That rather urgent need
is the pretext for this guide to reading the Qur’an.

Aims of This Book

This book is aimed at several overlapping groups of readers. The first audience I
have in mind is college and university students taking a course on Islam, the
Qur’an, Abrahamic religions, world religions, or comparative literature; this
includes secondary school students who have the opportunity to take courses on
some of these topics. Along with my students, several times I have worked
through many of the problems explored in this book in my own course on the
Qur’an as literature. An audience of students can be presumed to be intelligent
and curious, though not necessarily as having any particular background on the
subject. For them, my goal is to provide historical and literary access to the text,

so that students can not only come to an understanding of significant parts of the
Qur’an but can also develop the skills to read it (and other challenging texts) on
their own. In accordance with the principles of the academic study of religion,
this is presented in a nontheological fashion. It is not assumed that students or
readers share any particular religious orthodoxy, and no judgment is made about
whether or not the Qur an is a divine revelation or the word of God. What is
undeniable is the fact that the Qur’an is a very important text that has been taken
seriously by hundreds of millions of people for well over a thousand years, and
that it is related to a number of earlier scriptural texts. On that historical and
literary basis, it is not only feasible but also important to pursue an understanding
of how the Qur an works. There are also quite a few general readers outside of the
university who are genuinely curious about what kind of book the Qur’an is and
how to understand it, and this literary and historical introduction is designed for
them as well.

[ am aware that there are other audiences, both religious and nonreligious, for
this guide to reading the Qur’an who have interests that go beyond academic
inquiry. For them too, I believe that a historical and literary approach will be of
great importance. Although my approach is nontheological, I will return to the
question of the theological implications of the literary study of the Qur’an in the
conclusion of this book. Increasingly, members of other religious faiths are
realizing that the study of the Qur’an can be relevant to their own traditions. Thus,
students in Christian or Jewish theological seminaries and divinity schools (and
religiously minded readers in general) will find that many of the intellectual tools
developed in this book have an interesting relevance to their own religious
investigations. For them, the question of the relationship of the Qur an to biblical
texts can have considerable significance when it is carried out in a nonpartisan
fashion without predetermined agendas.

Finally, there will undoubtedly be Muslim readers who are curious about what
non-Muslim scholars make of the Qur an, whether these readers are concerned to
defend their own faith or to ask questions about it. Having always had Muslim



students in my classes and among my graduate students, [ want to underline the
fact that this historical and literary approach is impartial and respectful, and that it
seeks the understanding that is the basis for real communication. From that
perspective, I hope this book will be useful to Muslim readers as well, even
though it does not reproduce the authoritative views of the Qur an that would be
found in Muslim religious institutions.

This guide to reading the Qur’an by its very nature assumes a literary approach
to the text, which is a method that has already been well developed for the study
of the Bible as literature. By referring to the Qur’an as literature, I have
something very specific in mind: the Qur’an as a text is formulated with a
language and style that may be understood in terms of its literary forms and
contents. Like other sacred texts, the Qur'an may be studied through its use of
literary features, such as hyperbole, metaphor, allegory, symbolism,

personification, irony, wordplay, and poetry.2 Regardless of whether or not one
considers the Qur an to be a divine communication, the fact remains that it is a
text expressed in human language and aimed at human audiences and that it
appeared in a particular historical context. It is therefore possible for any reader to
ask questions about its form and content and to come to a better understanding
about how it would have been received at the time of its delivery. The related
issues of how the Qur an connects to literary traditions in the languages of the
Mediterranean and western Asia and how the Qur an has been interpreted by
Muslim scholars over the centuries are separate questions (and immense subjects)
that are outside the scope of this book. The great advantage of this literary
approach is that it can appeal to nonspecialists, and it does not require readers to
declare any particular religious allegiance in advance. No doubt, a literary and
historical approach carries with it a series of assumptions about the nature of
texts, and those assumptions may be debated. Nevertheless, this method has the
advantage of offering a relatively open space for discussion that is not dominated
by confessional or ideological concerns.

How does this book differ from other introductions to the Qur'an? Simply

claiming to use a literary and historical approach is not enough, since literary and
historical frameworks also characterize the hostile and condescending studies of
European Orientalists, who have seen the Qur’an as both foreign (“Oriental,” that
is, not Western) and the product of an inferior colonized civilization. Instead, I am
working from the perspective of a post-Orientalist and cosmopolitan approach to
the study of Islam (chapter 1). What this boils down to is that the Qur an, like
many other influential and important works of the past, is part of a global heritage
that is relevant to any educated person, regardless of his or her religious
persuasion—or lack of it. By starting out with that assumption, I am stating that
the Qur'an is a work that is worth studying, on its own terms and in its own
context, without the negative preconceptions that are all too commonly applied to
it. In this way, the Qur’an can be seen in terms of broad humanistic and social-
scientific issues, so it can be integrated into the curriculum of knowledge rather
than isolated as an exotic item.

By looking at the Qur an as a literary work that exists in history, I am also
taking it out of the context of scriptural authority. What is striking about most
recent general publications on the Qur’an is the way they treat it mainly as an
authoritative text that has a certain number of particular themes and messages that
can be discovered and defined. That is, they consider the Qur’'an from a
postcanonical perspective, which means that it is a finished work to be seen
primarily as an unchallenged source of teachings and commandments for the
community that accepts it as a sacred text. Thus the majority of presentations of
the Qur an, by proposing to explain how Muslims understand the Qur’an, end up
deferring to the historic interpretations of it that are found in the dominant
traditions of Islamic thought. Although that is certainly a legitimate project, such
a subject-oriented approach is open to the objection that it assumes that all of the
Qur’an is to be treated as equally authoritative and consistent, and it tends to
accept uncritically the interpretive conclusions of current forms of Sunni (and, to
a much lesser extent, Shi‘i) orthodoxy. Aside from the conspiracy theorists who
wish to debunk and deconstruct the Qur’an, nearly all general treatments of the



Qur’an (whether written by Muslims or by non-Muslims) adopt some notion of
traditional Islamic scholarship as the baseline for interpretation. This observation
is true of the anti-Islamic activists who wish to ban the Qur’an as a dangerous
incitement to violence, and it is also applicable to fundamentalist Muslim
engineers who think of the Qur an as an instruction manual, which they distribute
on numerous look-alike websites. All of these sources purport to tell the reader
what the Qur’an “says.”

What is missing from nearly all these approaches is any sense of the exciting
scholarship that has been done on the Qur’an as a text that has developed over
time and which unfolded in interaction and dialogue with a contemporary

audience.1Y Instead of offering the reader selections from the Qur’an organized
around topical themes, I present a chronological reading of the Qur anic text,
following and building on the best research of modern scholarship. The historical
approach to the unfolding of the Qur’an was initially proposed by Theodor
Noldeke a century and a half ago, and it has proven to be a sturdy method that
continues to be fruitful, especially as developed more recently by scholars such as
Angelika Neuwirth. This approach to the Qur an offers an attractive alternative to
the usual method of reading the text. This is because the official edition of the
Qur’an arranges the 114 suras more or less in decreasing order of size, and it turns
out that the parts of the Qur’an that were the last to be delivered are found at the
beginning, since they are the longest. The result is that if one reads the Qur'an in
its official order, it is extremely difficult for the new reader to understand what is
going on; it is the equivalent of starting a novel by reading the last chapter first.
But if one approaches the text chronologically, beginning with the short suras
toward the end, which were the first to be delivered, a very different reading
experience results that arguably makes a great deal more sense to new readers.
This chronological approach also recapitulates the sequence of the Qur’an that
was experienced by its first audience. That, in short, is the method adopted in this
guide to reading the Qur an. It is, of course, quite different from the ritual study
of the Qur’an as a divine liturgy, as practiced in Muslim communities. There,

accurate pronunciation and recitation of the richly poetic Arabic text according to
complex rules provides an experience quite different from silently reading a
prosaic English translation. But such a gap is to be expected in a literary and

historical study that does not claim to duplicate the reading of an insider.1

There are four basic elements of the chronological and literary approach to the
Qur’an used in this book: development, structure, intertextuality, and historical
context. These four elements can be briefly explained as follows.

First, establishing the chronological sequence of the suras of the Qur’an, even
in a rough fashion, permits an appreciation of the development of the text over
time. This means that one can pursue the question of how the first sections of the
Qur’an were received by its audience, prior to the formulation of the Qur’an as a
completed book; this may be considered the precanonical understanding the
Qur’an. To give one simple example, the very word Qur an (“recitation”), when it
first occurred in the earliest Meccan suras, would not have signified to listeners
the completed text “between two covers” that we know today, since only a portion
of the text had come into existence at that time. By comparing the different
meanings that such a term undergoes chronologically, or by looking at the
distinctive styles, structures, and vocabularies of different periods, one can build
up a sense of the way that Qur anic discourse developed in relation to its
audience. In addition, there is the very important phenomenon of later insertions
in early suras, which in many cases can be explained as the result of questions
that listeners asked about passages that needed clarification or comment.
Detecting these phases in the composition and construction of Qur anic passages
allows the reader to understand why the text took on its current form.

Second, appreciation of the internal structure and organization of the Qur’'an is
extremely helpful for grasping its overall message, and it offers ways to
comprehend the relation of one passage to another. Within the chronological
framework, the primary unit of analysis is the sura, which needs to be understood
as a literary whole rather than a random assortment of unrelated verses. And the
sura, which to the new reader may indeed look like a random composition, must



be broken down into sections that illustrate the way meaning is expressed.
Stylistic analysis, for example, has demonstrated that many suras of the Qur’'an
exhibit a tripartite structure, in which the opening and closing sections affirm
revelation, while the central section often relates a scriptural narrative concerning
prophecy and its reception. Having a sense of this kind of structure helps readers
to understand the dynamics within a given sura. This threefold organization,
especially in the Meccan suras, follows established models, evoking not only the
performance of a monotheistic worship service but also the odes of the pre-
[slamic Arabic poets (chapter 3). There are also many instances of distinctive
literary forms and genres, such as oaths, end-times or apocalyptic, signs of God in
nature, and debate (explored in chapter 1), that are helpful to understanding
different expressions in the Qur'an. Especially noteworthy is the strong presence
of symmetrical organization or ring composition in many sections of the Qur an
(discussed at length in reference to Medinan suras in chapter 4). This structural
feature, in which central messages are surrounded by contrasting frame sections,
is very helpful for determining the most important points of emphasis in the

Qur an; ring composition indicates that the central points have priority and
furnish principles of interpretation that govern the apparently conflicting
statements that are typically found in adjacent verses.

Third, intertextuality is the relationship of one literary text to another, which
can range from outright quotation to the subtlest of echoes. The Qur an contains
extensive reflections on earlier religious texts, mainly the Bible and to a lesser
extent other writings. Theological concerns over the possible corruption of earlier
scriptures have led later Muslim commentators to discount these connections, in
order to preserve the purity of the Qur anic revelation. Hostile readers of the
Qur’an have often overemphasized what they saw as the dependence of the
Qur’an on biblical sources, which allowed them to depict the Qur'an as an
inferior and derivative work. Leaving these agendas aside, it turns out to be
surprisingly useful to examine the way that the Qur’an alludes to and revises
earlier scriptures, presenting itself as their fulfillment. This is not a new

technique. The New Testament takes much the same approach with the Old

Testament; and within the Hebrew Bible, later prophets revise earlier ones.12 This
literary relationship by way of allusion also clarifies the way in which the Qur’an
forms part of a long tradition of scriptural reflection.

Fourth, historical context is extremely important in providing clues for the
interpretation of particular passages. A great deal can be done with rhetorical
analysis of internal elements of the text, such as formulas of address, and implied
audiences, to provide convincing explanations of the significance of Qur’anic
language. External sources need to be used with some caution, however, since
some parts of the interpretive and historical traditions of early Islam seem to have
been constructed precisely in order to fill in gaps and clarify unclear aspects of

the Qur an. Biographies of the Prophet Muhammad, for example, tend to be much

more historically useful for the Medinan suras than for the Meccan suras.12

Nevertheless, it is useful to consider information about historical context to
provide interpretive frameworks for understanding the Qur’an.

When these elements of literary and historical analysis are applied in a careful
reading of the Qur an, new perspectives emerge on fundamental issues.
Regarding the initial audience of the Qur 'an in Mecca, archeological evidence of
the widespread extent of tombs in the Arabian Peninsula (chapter 2), combined
with analysis of debate passages from the middle and late Meccan suras (chapter
3), suggests that the “pagans” of Mecca were far more knowledgeable about
prophetic religious themes than is commonly acknowledged. The existence of
later insertions in early Meccan suras (chapter 2) indicates that the Qur’an was
revised in dialogue with its first audience, who recited these suras frequently in
worship services and asked questions about difficult passages. Application of this
principle to sura 53 (“The Star”) leads to the conclusion that the so-called Satanic
verses in all likelihood never existed as part of the Qur an (chapter 2). The
intensive liturgical use of early Qur anic texts is demonstrated by the many
references that sura 15 (al-Hijr) makes to early Meccan texts, particularly the



ritually important sura 1 (chapter 3). Sura 18 (“The Cave”) draws upon mythical,
folkloric, and epic narratives (the Seven Sleepers, al-Khidr, the romance of
Alexander) from Christian and other Near Eastern sources and reframes them to
provide a distinctive new interpretation. A close study of debates in selected
Medinan suras (chapter 4) indicates that the sharp demarcations of religious
identity that we assume today were not nearly as clear for listeners presupposed
by the Qur an. In fact, the evidence supports the notion that the “believers” in
Medina who accepted the authority of Muhammad included Jews and Christians
along with converted pagans. Rhetorical analysis in terms of symmetrical “ring
composition” makes it possible to locate the central points of emphasis in the
lengthy and complicated Medinan suras, revealing the Qur'an’s firm articulation

of the principle of religious pluralism, despite circumstances of historical conflict.

The presence in the Medinan suras of revised versions of key liturgical texts from
the Bible (including Psalms and New Testament canticles) illustrates a typical
prophetic rewriting of previous revelations. These are examples of the
conclusions resulting from the literary and historical analysis offered here.

In summary, the overall approach of this book is to provide the interested
reader access to a scholarly approach to the Qur’an based upon recent research,
but without the jargon and overly technical language typical of specialized
research in this field. This is what the French call un livre de diffusion, an
accessible book that presents and clarifies some of the best academic work on the
Qur’an, laying out the debates and what is at stake, in a way that empowers the

reader to do more reading independently.1? In pursuing this task, I have drawn
selectively upon what seem to me the most compelling examples of modern
scholarship, pushing their conclusions further with new applications and
synthesizing their insights in a way that has not been done before. I use notes to
indicate the sources that I bring to the table for this discussion, and also for a few
detailed comments that will be of interest primarily to specialists. But the main
argument of the book has been designed for the motivated general reader with no
particular background. This task is approached not by a complete translation of

the Qur an but by a “reading” of selected suras of the Qur’an in chronological
order, including a liberal amount of translation, examining internal textual
structure and relationships with textual predecessors as well as with other portions
of the Qur’an. I hope that this book can be used as a model, both in classes and by
motivated individual readers, to set up reading strategies for exploring portions of
the Qur’an that I do not directly discuss (some suggestions for course instructors
and for individual readers are provided in appendix C). Since this is an
introductory work, it aims to illustrate a particular literary approach to the Qur'an
without attempting to be exhaustive, with the added intention of encouraging
other scholars to carry out further investigations of those parts of the Qur’an that
are not covered here.

The purpose of this literary reading is understanding rather than the taking of
theological sides. The title of this book, How to Read the Qur an, indicates both
the problem outlined in this chapter and the method demonstrated in the
remainder of the book. I use the term “reading” deliberately, to indicate that a
literary engagement with the Qur an is necessarily an act of interpretation. This is,
after all, only one reading of the Qur’an as literature, and others will surely
produce different readings that either complement or challenge the conclusions
offered here.

Style and Organization of This Book

My translations of passages from the Qur’an have several different formats,
depending upon the focus of the argument at hand. Sometimes each verse is
placed on a separate numbered line, especially in the case of the early suras with
very short lines. Translations are also presented with short verses clustered in
paragraphs, occasionally separated by slashes. For certain more complex and
longer suras, each verse begins a new line, but successive phrases (the amount
that can be easily recited in a single breath) start a new line that is indented
beyond the first line. These different presentations are meant to clarify the



structure of the sura. Because the voice of the implied speaker shifts frequently
throughout the Qur an, pronouns clearly referring to God and titles for revelation
(“the Book,” “the Reminder”) are capitalized in translations from the Qur an, in
order to avoid confusion for readers.

Reference to the Qur an follows the verse divisions of the standard Egyptian
edition: thus, 5:3 indicates sura 5, verse 3. Occasionally, for longer verses,
decimal points are used to indicate sections within a verse; 5:3.1 would be the
beginning of that verse, 5:3.5 is the middle, and 5:3.9 designates the end. All
translations of the Qur’an are mine unless otherwise indicated (the sura titles in
chart 1.1 are A. J. Arberry’s translations, by way of comparison). Translations of
the Bible are from the New International Version. Dates are given according to
the Gregorian calendar or Common Era (CE).

The style of translation is generally plain and strives to be idiomatic in modern
American English. This often means departing from the ponderous and archaic
style, reminiscent of the King James Bible, which many translators often
implicitly accept as the norm for English translations of sacred texts. For
problematic terms and passages, I find it very useful to reflect on the etymologies

and classical usages found in specialized dictionaries.!2 Translations of the
Qur’an into other languages are also helpful. At times, I may resort to unusual
translation strategies for the sake of making a particular point or illustrating an
issue under discussion. Occasionally, I employ informal, blunt, and contemporary
usage, which works well to convey the direct emotional power of the Qur’an’s
language. The stilted tone and formal affect of many English Qur an translations
fail to deliver the urgency and commanding presence that, to my ear at least, are
such strong characteristics of its style in Arabic. At times, I deliberately depart
from “word for word” equivalence and translate the same Arabic word differently,
depending on context and effect. Sometimes, translation will highlight one
particular semantic field associated with an Arabic word, which may not show up
in other translations. All this is part of the normal challenge that faces the
translator of a text that can be read in multiple fashions. None of these

translations is proposed here as a “final” or definitive version, since questions will
continue to be asked that require new approaches to translating this text. Serious
readers are generally advised, in any case, to have more than one English
translation of the Qur an at hand while reading this book to get a sense of the

possibilities and the gaps between the different versions.1® In that sense, all
translation is provisional and subject to revision; my aim is to produce versions of
the Qur anic text that are alive and directly accessible to a modern literary
sensibility.

The organization of this book is largely focused on questions of the structure
and style of the Qur’anic text. In this respect, my approach differs from subject-
oriented doctrinal presentations of the Qur an, which in effect assume a single
homogeneous viewpoint that can be decoded by comparing selected passages.
The subject-oriented approach is also characteristic of legal interpretation of the
Qur’an, which looks to this text as the primary source of authoritative Islamic
teachings on religious norms and ethics. These legal interpreters have evolved
elaborate interpretive strategies to flatten out the apparent inconsistencies
between different Qur’anic passages, relying in particular on the notion of
abrogation, discussed in chapter 1. That kind of harmonizing approach
acknowledges a chronological dimension to the unfolding of the Qur’an, as is
evident from the traditional labeling of suras as belonging to the earlier Meccan
period or the later Medinan period. Abrogation also conveniently erases apparent
inconsistencies by proclaiming the later text authoritative, leaving the significance
of “abrogated” earlier verses unclear. Nevertheless, the commitment to finding
authoritative rulings in the Qur’an is resistant to the notion of any development of
Qur anic style and message in dialogue with its audience. The rhetorical
affirmation of scriptural authority, which is such a frequent message in practically
every sura of the Qur’an, reinforces the expectation that the Qur an, as the
manifestation of the primordial heavenly book, should take on through time a
form that had been decreed from all eternity.

The perspective offered in this book does not assume that canonical authority is



the implicit and dominant characteristic of the Qur anic text. Rather, it seeks to
explore the initial reception of the text and the creative ongoing revision of
prophetic messages as part of a dialogical process, which can be extrapolated
from the internal evidence of the text itself. In other words, this book approaches
the Qur an not as it is constituted by its authoritative reception in later
commentary and legal interpretation but in a pre-exegetical and precanonical
sense, prior to the development of firm traditions of interpretation, and as a text
that emerged in a particular historical context. Such a nontheological reading is
not meant to be an antireligious rejection of the divine status of the Qur'an as
accepted by Muslims. Rather, it brackets out the question of religious authority as
something outside of the scope of the present inquiry. The literary understanding
of the style and structure of the Qur’an is a question that any educated reader may
explore, without having to make a theological commitment either for or against
its sacred authority. In this sense, the study of the Qur’an should be no different
than the study of the Hebrew Bible or the New Testament—in universities, these
texts are not studied today primarily through the authoritative interpretations
found in Midrashic commentaries or the writings of the Church Fathers, but as
literary texts that emerged in particular historical contexts. In the same way, there
is no reason why contemporary study of the Qur’anic text should privilege any
particular later commentary tradition, if the aim is to understand how the text

came together and was first received.1Z

The outline of the book follows the implications of the presuppositions just
discussed. To begin, chapter 1 frames the Qur’an in its historical context and
offers literary perspectives on its structure and chronological unfolding. This
includes an overview of the literary forms present in the suras as the basic units
into which the Qur an is divided, and the chapter also surveys the different ways
in which the Qur’an may be read, from both religious and literary perspectives.
This survey is followed by three separate chapters that offer a chronological
reading of the Qur’an according to the conclusions of modern scholarship.
Chapter 2 addresses the early Meccan suras, chapter 3 covers the middle and later

Meccan suras (which are treated together, because of their relative similarity), and
chapter 4 is concerned with the Medinan suras. In each case, representative suras
are presented in translation with accompanying analysis, to bring out significant
literary and structural aspects of their composition. These examples include both
relatively typical suras and some that are quite distinctive, in form or in content.
In addition, while this literary approach steers away from the subject-oriented
analysis that is characteristic of legal and authoritative interpretation of the

Qur an, in each chapter, one or more topical questions is explored, affording the
opportunity for interrogating the way that the Qur’an relates to its environment
and its audience. These questions include the implications of the apocalyptic
“punishment stories,” the rhetoric of debate in relation to the implied audience of
the Qur’an, and the development of religious identity and conflict in the Medinan
suras. The book ends with a concluding chapter briefly addressing the
implications of a literary reading of the Qur an that situates it in its historical
environment.

Although it is not possible to provide a detailed commentary on every sura of
the Qur an within the scope of this book, the method of reading that is
demonstrated here can be replicated by readers who are interested in exploring
more broadly the texts of the Qur'an. Appendix A, “Reading the Structure of the
Meccan Suras,” presents outlines of all the Meccan suras of the Qur’an in such a
way that the reader can break them down into manageable units for interpretation
and in this way pursue a more complete chronological reading of the text. The
Medinan suras have not yet been analyzed to the same degree, but it is to be
hoped that the methods proposed here will still prove applicable, particularly
when it comes to strong compositional features of the Qur an, such as symmetry
or ring composition within the sura. Detailed outlines of some proposed solutions
to the structures of two Medinan suras are provided in appendix B. Additional
interpretive exercises, suitable for an individual or for reading groups or classes,
are suggested in appendix C. These tools are designed for those who wish to read
actively and ask questions about how this important text has been organized. It is



all too evident that a mere passive reading of the Qur an in its normal and
canonical order is both frustrating and unsatisfactory to the reader who
approaches it for the first time.

The outlines and structural analyses of the suras as described here may strike
some readers as arbitrary modern impositions, which lack the credibility of
traditional interpretations. For those who are only willing to understand the
Qur’an according to certain recognized authorities (never mind the fact that there
are numerous conflicting traditions of interpretation), this purely literary study
may be irrelevant and even useless. But the fact remains that the Qur’an is a text
that appeared in a particular time and place, which a particular audience heard and
responded to. This book seeks to understand to some extent how that happened,
and it proposes a method to interpret the way that the Qur an functioned as a
literary document. This is not the only possible interpretation, but I hope it
provides fresh ideas that readers can bring to the text. Those who may find
unconvincing the particular analyses of the Qur’anic text offered here should take
up the challenge of offering alternative explanations.

Finally, some readers may be surprised at the presence of a number of
illustrations in this book, given that the Qur an is itself not illustrated. These
visual images are intended to indicate the connections that the Qur’an has with
other cultural traditions, ranging from the monuments of Nabatean cities to
portraits of Alexander the Great and memorials to the Seven Sleepers of Ephesus.
The justification for the inclusion of these pictures is the presence of their
subjects within the Qur’an. This in itself is another indication of the important
links that tie the Qur’an to the legacy of a shared civilization.

1
The History and Form of the Qur an and
the Practices of Reading

Situating the Qur an in History
The Problem of the Historical Understanding of the Qur an

The Qur’an is most frequently approached as a religious text that makes
authoritative claims, which are to be either rejected or accepted. Certainly there
are religious contexts where such an approach makes sense, whether it be in
Muslim circles where reinforcement of Islamic religious teachings is the aim or in
non-Muslim religious groups where the message of the Qur an is fiercely
opposed. Yet there are other ways of approaching the Qur’an as a literary text
embodied in concrete historical situations; it is the argument of this book that
situating the Qur an in history with literary analysis is the most appropriate
method both for the modern university and for the emerging global sphere of
public culture.

The historical approach to religion as developed in modern universities,
particularly in North America, is a way of addressing religious pluralism without
either establishing or rejecting any particular form of religion. The university
constitutes a public space in which everyone may take part, and the discussion of
religion can be carried out by anyone without having to pay the price of a
precommitment to any particular religious persuasion. In the academy, it is no
longer acceptable (outside of explicitly religious schools) to quote one particular



scriptural position as authoritative and beyond question. The proliferation of
multiple religious views in modern society makes such an imposition impractical
at best—at worst it is a tyrannical dream. Similarly, in the wider public arena,
despite the existence of groups intent on imposing their own sectarian dogmas on
society, it is increasingly possible for people to come to a positive appreciation of
the religious views of others. Such a positive appreciation differs from the
grudging acceptance known as tolerance, which only puts up with hated and
distrusted others out of necessity. This is not to prejudge the outcome of a
historical and literary reading of the Qur an, but it is my observation that many
people today have a genuine curiosity to understand the well-springs of the
religious beliefs of others. A historical and literary approach at least offers the
prospect of a fair-minded and reasonable approach to other people’s religions,
which is why such a method seems both attractive and necessary today.

[t might be argued that the Qur an does not envision the possibility of a
nonbeliever understanding the scripture of Islam. Indeed, being a rejecter of
God’s message is in effect the definition of disbelief. Qur anic rhetoric treats the
divine revelation as so transparently true that only willful disobedience could
inspire its rejection. In a frequently repeated image, recalling the biblical
language of God “hardening the heart” of Pharaoh, the Qur an refers to God
“putting a seal” on the hearts of unbelievers. “As for the unbelievers, it is the
same for them if you warned them or you did not warn them; they do not believe.
God has sealed their hearts and their hearing, and upon their sight there is a
darkening; theirs is a great punishment” (2:7). At the same time, however, the
Qur’an alludes to the possibility of non-Muslims—in this case, Christian monks
—being deeply moved by the recitation of the text: “When they hear what was
sent down to the messenger, you will see their eyes overflow with tears from that
part of the truth that they recognize” (5:83). Admittedly, the Qur an also envisions
these monks proclaiming their faith and their status as witnesses of the revelation,
so this ends up being a more or less triumphalist statement about the truth of the
Qur’an. But the academic study of religion is necessarily something that stands

apart from the endorsement of any particular religious message. What
characterizes the academic approach is the application of humanistic and social
scientific methodologies to the subject at hand; the scholarly analysis and
reframing of a topic is different from the mere replication of its claims to
authority.

Yet in another sense the Qur’an does offer a warrant for non-Muslims needing
to understand the revelation. In a very profound sense, the Qur an carries with it a
recognition of the inevitable pluralism and multiplicity of humankind. “For
everyone we have established a law, and a way. If God had wished, He would
have made you a single community, but this was so He might test you regarding
what He sent you. So try to be first in doing what is best” (5:48). If the existence
of multiple religious groups is, as it were, part of the divine plan from a Muslim
perspective, what conclusions may be drawn? Either non-Muslims must commit
to endless (and ultimately insoluble) conflict with Muslims, or some kind of
overlapping consensus or mutual recognition has to be worked out. Like it or not,
non-Muslims will have their own perspectives on the Qur’an and the Islamic
tradition, and the Qur’an does not appear to admit the possibility of the Islamic
equivalent of evangelizing all humanity. It seems to me that an academic
approach based on history and literature offers an important nontheological
alternative to the implacable hostility and prejudice against Islam, which is such a
prominent characteristic of the current climate of opinion in America and Europe.

There is, of course, a long history of more or less hostile academic study of
[slam by non-Muslims, beginning with medieval theological polemics and
transitioning to the modern academic enterprise known as Orientalism. Beginning
with the first Latin translation of the Qur’an, completed in 1143 by Robert of
Ketton, European Christian scholars embarked on a project of studying the
Qur an in order to refute it. The first successful translation of the Qur’an into
English, done by George Sale in 1734, was in turn based on a more extensive
Latin translation by an Italian Catholic priest named Louis Maracci (1698), which
systematically attempted to disprove the Islamic scripture. While Maracci,



ironically, viewed Islam as nearly as bad as Lutheran Protestantism, Sale (a
Protestant) was content to dismiss Muhammad with faint praise as a minor
lawgiver.

Most European intellectuals, even in the age of the Enlightenment, took it for
granted that Muhammad was an impostor and that the Qur an was a fabrication.
Thomas Carlyle, who strikingly presented a rare positive portrayal of Muhammad
in his book On Heroes, Hero Worship, and the Heroic in History (1841), gave the
following frequently quoted negative review of Sale’s translation of the Qur’an:
“I must say, it is as toilsome reading as I ever undertook. A wearisome confused
jumble, crude, incondite; endless iterations, long-windedness, entanglement. . . .

Nothing but a sense of duty could carry any European through the Koran.”! It
may be asked in passing whether any of Carlyle’s distaste for the Qur 'an was due
to the English style of George Sale’s translation, though that would perhaps be
unfair. In any case, Carlyle’s jarringly negative verdict on Qur’an is fairly typical
of what even the most open-minded European readers had to say on the subject.
What Carlyle objected to was the organization and style of the Qur’an, which was
believed to have been compiled in a haphazard fashion after the death of
Muhammad. To his mind, it was not really a book at all. Still, it is noteworthy that
Carlyle was aware that the chapters of the Qur’'an were organized roughly by size
(with the longest going first), in such a way that the first sections of the text were
actually the last to be revealed. “The real beginning of it, in that way, lies almost
at the end: for the earliest portions were the shortest. Read in its historical

sequence it perhaps would not be so bad.”2 We shall return later to the topic of a
chronological reading of the Qur’an.

In any case, there was a long tradition of religious animosity against the Qur'an
in Christian Europe. This was followed by the disdain of enlightened intellectuals
who viewed the Qur'an as at best a derivative work, definitely inferior to the
Bible and to the classics of Greek and Roman antiquity. While there were
undoubtedly impressive scholarly contributions in the early European study of

Qur’an, it should nevertheless be taken into account that much of that scholarship

on the Qur’an was negative in its approach.2 In a rather different style defined by
the Enlightenment, later Orientalist scholarship on the Qur’an would be marked to

a considerable extent by the ambivalent projection of the Islamic “other,” who

was defined in every way as being the opposite of the European.?

Nevertheless, new investigations of the historical and literary character of the
Qur’an began to appear in Europe by the middle of the nineteenth century. The
single most important contribution came from the German scholar Theodor
Noldeke, in his Geschichte des Qorans (History of the Qur’an), first published in
1860. Noldeke, a distinguished scholar of Arabic and Persian, built upon
suggestions proposed two decades earlier by Gustav Weil to produce a
reassessment of the Qur’an’s traditional chronology, in order to refine with more
detail the notion of the Meccan and Medinan phases of the Prophet Muhammad’s
career. Noldeke employed considerations of not only content but also linguistic
style and form to divide the Meccan period into three separate phases. Noldeke’s
work was reissued in an expanded form in 1909, supplemented by an additional
volume by Friedrich Schwally (1919) on the collection of the Qur anic text and a
concluding third volume (1938) by G. Bergstrasser and O. Pretzl on the variant
readings of the Qur’an. This fundamental work of European scholarship, which

will be discussed further below, is the basis for all modern academic study of the

Qur’an.2

In many respects, this historical and literary investigation of the Qur'an was
carried out alongside similar critical researches that European scholars were
undertaking in the study of biblical texts. Julius Wellhausen’s historical-critical
analysis of the Old Testament (1883) brought to fruition a movement that
questioned the traditional notion that Moses was the author of the first five books
of the Bible; he proposed instead the “documentary hypothesis,” according to
which these books were actually compiled by different authors many centuries
later and retroactively attributed to Moses. Similar revisionist approaches had



been proposed for the study of the New Testament and the life of Jesus,
culminating notably in Albert Schweitzer’s Quest of the Historical Jesus (1906),
which argued that modern authors inevitably projected their own understanding of
Jesus in a way that had little to do with the actual historical context of Jesus. It
must be acknowledged that such critical studies of the Bible caused dismay and
controversy in some religious circles, leading for example to the Catholic
Church’s 1907 condemnation of modernism as a heresy. Likewise the birth of
Protestant fundamentalism, articulated in the 1910 publication of The
Fundamentals, was in good part a reaction against the German school of biblical
criticism (along with Darwinian evolution). It is therefore not surprising that
Orientalist scholarship on the Qur’an has been received with similar suspicion
and resistance in some Muslim circles, where it has been seen as an attack on the
basis of religion. In view of the long history of antagonistic Christian writings on
the Qur an, this negative reaction by Muslims to European scholarship is
understandable. Moreover, despite the claims of European scholars regarding
their own scientific objectivity, it was quite common until recently for them to
make derogatory remarks about the inferior style of the Qur an compared with

European literatures.2 A similar condescending attitude was typical of European

attitudes toward classical Arabic poetry as well.Z And, as we shall see, there are a
number of new “revisionist” theories proposed in recent years, which attempt to
cast major doubts on the authenticity of the Qur anic text.

Despite the presence of theological prejudice and negativity in earlier European
studies of the Qur an, nevertheless, the approach of historical and literary
scholarship still has much to offer, nor is it intrinsically anti-religious. After all, if
we are not able to make judgments based on rationality and historical evidence,
we will be left with appeals to authority, and this is hardly a solution, given the
multiple authorities available today. If we are to have a serious academic
discussion of this topic, the standard of debate must be characterized by analysis
of evidence and argument and by the clarification of the consequences that are at

stake. Special pleading on behalf of particular theological positions may be
satisfying on one level, but what does genuine faith have to fear from history?
Scholarly study should not be held hostage to the charge of deviation from

anyone’s religious orthodoxy.

Although there certainly are serious problems with the legacy of Orientalist
scholarship, of which readers should be aware, the shortcomings of earlier
scholars do not in themselves invalidate the principles of historical research.
Recent years have seen development of a post-Orientalist form of Islamic studies,
in which both Muslim and non-Muslim scholars have joined in applying the
methods of the humanities and social sciences to the study of Muslim societies
and cultures, without accepting the old colonial antitheses that oppose Europe and

America to an imagined “Islamic world.”2 Rather than perpetuate “false
dichotomies and unnecessary dilemmas,” the new approaches to Islamic studies
acknowledge the cosmopolitanism that goes beyond the fixed identities of

multiculturalism.12 It is in this spirit that the present approach to the historical and
literary study of the Qur’an is conceived.

A useful analogy for this project is the study of the Bible as literature or from a
historical perspective, which is a subject firmly ensconced in the curricula of
North American colleges and universities. Literary critics like Northrop Frye, Eric
Auerbach, and Harold Bloom have brought critical questions to bear on the
structure and function of biblical texts, as well as on their immense impact on

later European literatures..l Bart Ehrman has produced a rigorously historical
introduction to the New Testament that is the undisputed standard in its field,

despite its complete avoidance of theological issues.12 He and many other
scholars of biblical studies for years have faced the gap between academic
biblical studies and the Sunday school interpretations of the Bible that many
students bring with them to college. The political and legal stance that governs
American education distinguishes the academic “teaching about religion” from
the authoritative “teaching of religion” that takes place in faith communities.



Thus, while the teachings that students have received are interesting and worthy
of study in their own right, the academic study of religion does not permit
authoritarian claims to privilege one perspective over another. While perhaps
difficult to implement in practice, the principle that governs this approach to
religious studies in no way differs, whether one is speaking of the Bible or of the
Qur an.

History of the Qur anic Text

The traditional history of the compilation of the Qur’an is fairly well known from
early Arabic sources, and it may be summarized as follows. The prophetic career
of the Prophet Muhammad took place roughly over the course of twenty-three
years, from around 610 up to the time of his death in the year 632 CE. During that
time, revelations that he received were delivered orally and were then written
down as they appeared on materials of different types, including bone, wood, and
leather. Members of the early Muslim community also memorized this material.
Muhammad’s oral recitation (which is the meaning of the Arabic word Qur 'an)
seems not to have been collected into a single book during his lifetime. After his
death, his companion and successor Abu Bakr (d. 634) is said to have ordered a
collection of the written revelations, fearing for the preservation of the text
because of the deaths of a number of those who had memorized it. He entrusted
the compilation of the text to Zayd ibn Thabit (d. 655), who had formerly served
the Prophet as a scribe. But variations began to emerge in the copies of the Qur’'an
preserved in different centers of the empire of the caliphate, and dissension
resulted. Therefore, the third caliph, ‘Uthman (d. 656), called for a
standardization of the text, which was again supervised by Zayd ibn Thabit.
Copies were distributed to the main centers of the empire, and alternate versions
were suppressed. This ‘Uthmanic version is regarded as the authoritative text of

the Qur’an.12 While the outlines of this account of the collection of the Qur’an
are widely accepted in traditional sources, there are enough different versions of

this story and enough references to variations in the text of the Qur’an to prompt
questions and alternative theories, as we shall see.

When one turns to the nature of the assembled Qur’anic text, the first point to
be addressed is the character of the Arabic language and script in which it is
couched. Arabic is considered a West Semitic language, and it belongs to the
family of languages with alphabetic scripts (such as Hebrew, Aramaic, and
Ethiopic), which all ultimately descend from ancient Phoenician. Old written
forms of the Arabic language are found in rock

Figure 1.1. Page from early Qur an (9:31-32), ca. 900. Doris Duke Foundation for Islamic Art,
Shangri La #11.25; photograph © 2002 Shuzo Uemoto.

inscriptions throughout the Arabian Peninsula, which employ several different
scripts ultimately derived from South Arabia. Arabic speakers also used the
Nabatean script from the second century BCE, notably in the city of Petra (in
modern Jordan), and that became the basis for the distinctive Arabic script that
emerged in Syria and northwest Arabia in the sixth century CE, sometimes in

multilingual inscriptions that included Greek or Syriac.1# One of the distinctive
characteristics of Arabic and other Semitic languages is the formation of words on
the basis of consonantal roots. In written form, until the invention of diacritical
signs (which came considerably later), the Arabic alphabet depicted only
consonants and long vowels; indeed, older manuscripts sometimes fail to
distinguish between several different consonants that can be denoted by the same
letter, and they can be quite difficult for modern readers to decipher (see figure



1.1). The result is that there are many written words that can be read in more than
one way, depending on which short vowels are supplied (and early Arabic script
is also inconsistent in the representation of long vowels). In practice, this does not
create as much confusion as one might imagine, since experienced readers can
generally determine the desired meaning from the context. But there is a sense in
which early Arabic script was primarily a memory aid for readers who already
knew the contents of the text. In many ways, the written text of the Qur'an was
inseparable from, and indeed relied upon, the authority of oral transmission. Over
a period of several centuries, a system of diacritical signs gradually developed, to
permit a clear distinction not only between consonants represented by the same
letter shape but also between short vowels. In this way, non-Arabs who began to
study the text of the Qur’an (as well as secular literature and official documents in
Arabic) would be able to decipher and pronounce the words of the text more or
less correctly.

As has been mentioned, there were a number of varying copies of the Qur’'an
that were preserved by companions of the Prophet Muhammad, which differed
from the version established by ‘Uthman. Chief among these was the copy
belonging to Ibn Mas ud (d. 652-53), an eminent and widely respected early
Muslim scholar who was very close to the Prophet and who had heard much of
the Qur an directly from his lips. As an illustration of some of the differences that
existed in the pre-‘Uthmanic copies of the Qur’an, the case of Ibn Mas‘ud is
important, because later Qur’'anic commentary literature records dozens of
variations preserved in his text, differing from what later became the standard
version. Commentators evidently found these alternative versions useful in
explaining difficult passages, particularly where they offered synonyms for
unusual words. Many of these variants were simply based on different vowels
read into the same consonantal script, without much consequence in terms of
widely differing meaning, although there are a number of entirely different words
in Ibn Mas‘ud’s version.

In addition, there are reports that Ibn Mas‘ud’s copy had a slightly different

order of suras and that it even omitted the first and the last two suras altogether,
evidently on the grounds that he considered them to be prayers rather than part of
the Qur’an itself. The notion that some early copies of the Qur'an had a slightly
different order of suras seems to be borne out by the evidence of a cache of
manuscripts discovered in a mosque in San‘a, Yemen, in the early 1970s,
although these manuscripts do not otherwise offer any major variations from the

accepted text.12 While some early Shi‘i scholars maintained that Qur’anic
revelations concerning the Prophet’s cousin and son-in-law “Ali ibn Abi Talib and
the family of the Prophet were eliminated and suppressed, this remained an
argument from silence, since there is no evidence of any surviving material that
could prove this assertion. Shi‘i authorities now uniformly accept the standard

text as canonical. 12 Over the years, however, the “Uthmanic version assumed
primacy as the standard text of the Qur’an, and by the tenth century the minor
variant readings were preserved as acceptable alternatives, initially in a system of
seven “readings” (gira’at), eventually expanded to fourteen. In practice today, a
single reading (that of Hafs via ‘Asim) is predominant, because of the widespread
acceptance of the 1924 printing of the Qur'an by the Egyptian government using
that standard, though the other readings are occasionally available in print or

audio recordings.1” In general, it is widely assumed that the text of the Qur’an has

remained remarkably stable and that it has been more or less free from scribal

insertions of the kind that crept into the manuscripts of the New Testament.18

The existence of variations in a sacred scripture such as the Qur’an will,
nevertheless, raise questions in the minds of some readers about what the text of
the Qur’an actually is. It is well known among scholars that, despite the efforts of
scholars in the early twentieth century, no one has yet produced a critical edition
of the Arabic text of the Qur’an according to the standards of European
scholarship. Comparison of manuscripts should theoretically provide the means
for weeding out any scribal errors that do exist and restoring the most likely

original text, a task that traditional Muslim scholarship has also addressed.12 That



this has not yet occurred is partly because many reputedly ancient copies of the
Qur’an are preserved in collections that are difficult to access. Indeed, the
custodians of libraries in majority Muslim countries may be justifiably reluctant
to make their treasures available to outsiders, given the history of negative
European scholarship on Islam. There are many intrinsic difficulties in carrying
out this project, so the 1924 Egyptian edition is certainly an impressive
achievement, even if it does not adhere to the norms of European scholarship. It
would be a mistake, however, to imagine that the existence of minor variations in
the oldest manuscripts is likely to produce stunning new revelations that would
overturn the entire edifice of the Islamic faith.

In the 1930s, two of Theodor Noldeke’s successors (Bergstrasser and Pretzl) in
fact proposed an effort to collect microfilms of early manuscripts of the Qur'an to
use as the basis for a critical edition. The collection of microfilms that they began
was widely thought to have been destroyed by Allied bombing of Berlin during
World War II, but recently it has become known that the collection of 450 rolls of
film was actually preserved by another German scholar, Anton Spitaler, who died
in 2003 at an advanced age. Journalistic accounts of this Qur anic archive
immediately took the sensational approach that has characterized the fitful interest
in Islam and the short attention span that is so typical of the news/entertainment
media today. A Wall Street Journal reporter published a lurid front-page account,
strongly hinting that all the German scholars had been Nazis and suggesting that
scholarly study of the Qur’'an would provide shocking challenges to the Muslim

faith in the authenticity of the Qur’an.22 In response, Michael Marx, director of
the Corpus Coranicum Research Centre (which is now undertaking a new project
for editing manuscripts of the Qur’an), wrote a scathing reply, poking fun at the
newspaper article. Marx argued that this article was an example of the modern
tendency to believe in vast conspiracy theories like that in The Da Vinci Code,
imagining fanciful scenarios of romantic historical research (a la Indiana Jones)
that would call into question the entire history of a major religion, and which have
certainly produced entire industries of publishing, film, and tourism. More

seriously, Marx challenged the notion that all the German scholars were Nazis
and also questioned the tendency of journalists to focus only on revisionist

theories of the origins of Islam.2! In truth, the Corpus Coranicum project has
received reasonably positive responses in major Muslim academic circles, and it
promises to make real advances toward what Marx calls “a vision of history in
which Christian, Jewish and Muslim traditions refer to a shared Middle Eastern
heritage.”

What are the most recent scholarly perspectives on the history of the Qur’anic
text and its origins? As mentioned previously, one of the objectives of Noldeke’s
approach had been to refine on the basis of literary and historical criticism the
chronological sequence of the 114 suras into which the Qur’an is divided. More
radical proposals emerged at the hands of other European scholars, some of whom
further revised the periodization of the Qur an, such as H. Hirschfeld, who
proposed five different Meccan periods, or William Muir, who considered several
suras to have been composed before Muhammad’s prophetic call. Richard Bell
went even further. Noting that traditional Muslim scholarship identified quite a
few verses from the Medinan period that occurred in suras that were otherwise
Meccan (and vice versa), he argued that the leaves of the Qur’anic text had been
hopelessly mixed up. The highly complex and idiosyncratic reordering of the

sequence that Bell proposed to solve this problem has not proven to be

persuasive,.22

But the most revolutionary approach to the Qur’an in recent scholarship came
in the work of John Wansbrough, a literary specialist, who argued that the text of
the Qur’an could not have been compiled in its present form, as the traditional
account has it, shortly after the death of the Prophet Muhammad. He proposed
that the oral sayings on which the Qur’an is based were in circulation for as much
as a couple of centuries before they were assembled as a book. The codification
of the Qur’an, in his view, was part of a larger historical process in which an
originally Jewish-Christian religious movement outside of Arabia eventually



turned into an Arab-Islamic polity, which then retrospectively created a fictional

account of its origins in Arabia.22 Wansbrough’s revisionist work (presented in
two major publications of the late 1970s, Qur anic Studies and The Sectarian
Milieu) was an extremely learned and complicated argument that was,
nevertheless, quite hypothetical, based on comparisons, and unsupported by direct
external historical evidence. Parallel revisionist studies also emerged at the same
time in the area of early Islamic history, in which Patricia Crone and Michael
Cook argued that Muslim sources were completely unreliable and that therefore

one can only reconstruct the early history of Islam through foreign sources.2* A
couple of even more radical studies then appeared, which maintained that the text
of the Qur’'an was originally a Christian work later revised along Islamic lines (G.
Liiling) or that it was originally written in Syriac and then completely
misunderstood as an Arabic text (“Christoph Luxenberg,” a pseudonym). Both of
these authors took the bold (and highly questionable) step of making significant
alterations in the Arabic text of the Qur’an in order to make it fit their arguments.
In literary terms, these last efforts overstate their case, by calling for the rejection
of over a millennium of textual history and proposing completely new
explanations previously unsuspected by anyone else. From a quite different
perspective, John Burton also challenged the traditional account of the collection
of the Qur’an, arguing that it was fully completed during the life of the Prophet.
[t is remarkable that all these revisionist theories of the origins and history of
the Qur an share a strong confidence in overturning centuries of Islamic tradition
yet offer dramatically different conclusions that clearly are in conflict among
themselves. Although the questions raised by these studies have been seen as both
infuriating and stimulating, the hypothetical character of these arguments means
that they are essentially both unprovable and unfalsifiable. As Marco Scholler
observes, they “negate the historicity of much of the traditional material on
Islamic origins and thus constitute variants of conspiracy theories. . . . The
general, somewhat paradoxical, effect upon many readers of their studies appears

to be that much of what Burton and Wansbrough present in order to reach their
respective conclusions is admitted by most to be sound and important for the

course of future scholarship, yet their conclusions are not.”22 The preponderance
of research over the past thirty years has not sustained revisionist hypotheses, and
in fact it has tended to support an early date for the collection of the text. As one
historian puts it, “What we can say is that the Qur an text is demonstrably

early.”2® Leaving aside the conspiracy theorists (who are chiefly supported by a

handful of anti-Islamic activists),2Z the majority of scholars of Islamic studies
today regard the traditional account of the historical context of the Qur’an,
centered on the Prophet Muhammad in the Arabian Peninsula, to be the
indispensable starting point for all research. Many scholars accept the idea that
the Qur’an took on its present form by around 650 CE, and even comparative
skeptics now assume that the text of the Qur 'an was codified by the end of the
seventh century.

History and Prophetic Biography in the Qur an

To argue for a historical approach to the Qur’an raises the question of how the
Qur an itself testifies to history. To put it another way, what does the Qur an say
about events contemporaneous with its own composition? This also raises the
question of how the Qur an describes events in the life of the Prophet
Muhammad, who is so intimately associated with the appearance of the Qur an in
history. Neither one of these questions admits of an easy or straightforward
answer. In general, the style of the Qur’an is elliptical and allusive, and it seems
to assume that its audience is already familiar with the characters and narratives
to which it refers.

The Qur’an certainly has what may be called a historical perspective, looking
back as it does on narratives dealing primarily with prophets, going all the way
back to Adam. The complicated problem of the relationship of the Qur'an to
earlier historical sources, including but not limited to biblical texts, can only be



hinted at for the moment.28 It may suffice for now to say that the Qur’an overlaps
in many important respects with biblical accounts of the Israelites and their
prophets, particularly Abraham, Moses, Noah, and Joseph, while according
important roles to Jesus and John the Baptist as well. At the same time, this
picture is integrated with narratives of Arabian prophets (Hud, Salih), who are
unknown to the Bible (although some biblical prophets can be described as

Arabian).22 All these prophetic accounts share the characteristic of demonstrating
what the Qur an sees as the fundamental drama of human history, the appearance

of prophets sent by God with divine warnings, which are invariably rejected, with

disastrous u:n:unsequaf_-m:nes,ﬂ

The Quran is spare in providing historical detail, mentioning only a handful of
geographical locations, including Mecca, Yathrib (identified with present-day
Medina), and several other towns that are commonly located in the Arabian
Peninsula. Some passages of the Qur’'an may plausibly be connected to locations
and incidents that would have taken place in Arabia during the century preceding

the career of Muhammad.2! The description of the flooding of the gardens of
Sheba (34:15-17) most likely concerns the destruction of the Marib dam in
Yemen, which sustained extensive irrigation and agriculture for over a
millennium until it was abandoned in the middle of the sixth century; its ruins
may still be observed today. The “people of the ditch,” described (85:4-7) as
perishing in fire, have been frequently identified with the Christian martyrs of
Najran in South Arabia, put to death around 523 CE by the Jewish king Dhu
Nuwas. Still, numerous other identifications of that episode have been found in
commentaries (including the fiery punishment threatened by Nebuchadnezzar in
Daniel 3:15). Another possible historical incident occurs in the sura of the
Elephant (105:1-5), which appears to describe the frustration of a military
invasion by miraculous divine intervention. Despite the absence of any names in
this short sura, it is usually understood as describing an attack on Mecca (most

likely dated between 540 and 547 CE) by the Ethiopian governor of Yemen.22

These examples indicate how frequently it is necessary to go outside the text of
the Qur an to provide any kind of historical identification.

The Qur’an makes only a handful of references to contemporary individuals,
though we read (106:1-3) of the Quraysh, the tribe to which Muhammad
belonged, who are urged to “worship the Lord of this house,” an apparent
reference to the shrine of the Ka‘ba in Mecca. An opponent of the Prophet is
described with the nickname “father of flame” (Abu Lahab, 111:1), and there is a
reference to the Prophet marrying the divorced wife of his adopted son Zayd
(33:37). Yet these brief allusions, which presume an audience that is fully familiar
with the individuals concerned, are far from providing a detailed historical
context for the modern reader. That task was left to commentary and exegetical
literature, which responded so enthusiastically to the need to identify each and
every character hinted at in the Qur'an that modern scholars are often suspicious
of attempts to “historicize” the text. As an example, one can take the detailed
commentaries on the Companions of the Cave, whose story (18:9-26) bears close
similarities with the Christian tale of the Seven Sleepers of Ephesus. In the
Qur anic version (discussed in detail in chapter 3), the heroes miraculously sleep
in a cave for many years, with their dog at their feet, and when they awaken they
find that they are saved from the persecutions of a tyrant. While there is much that
may be said about this powerfully symbolic story, the fact that some
commentators find it necessary to tell us the name of the dog (Qitmir, according
to some) raises questions about the degree to which such details have been
invented to fill the gaps in the narrative.

Much more consequential is the relationship of the Qur’an to the life of the
Prophet Muhammad, since most modern scholarship explicitly accepts a
correlation between the unfolding of the Qur’anic text and his prophetic career.
Despite the existence of a chronological framework of Meccan and Medinan
periods based on formal and stylistic considerations, there are relatively few
internal markers where the Qur’an provides clear links to historical events. Suras
from the Meccan period (traditionally regarded as covering the period from about



610 to 622 cE) highlight the first revelations and warnings that Muhammad
transmitted to his people, and they allude to the opposition and persecution that he
suffered, but with hardly any circumstantial detail. The Medinan suras (extending
from the hijra, or immigration, to Medina in 622 to the Prophet’s death in 632 CE)
make fairly clear reference to a good dozen separate events marking the formation

of the early Muslim community. These identifiable events include conflicts with

the Jewish communities of Medina and battles with the pagans of Mecca.22

The Qur an itself has much to say about the Prophet Muhammad, but mostly on
a sublime plane that is unconcerned with the details of ordinary life. Within the
text of the Qur'an, Muhammad is addressed three times by name (3:144, 33:40,
48:29), and he is clearly identified in those passages as the messenger of God.
The dialogic form of address is present throughout the Qur’an, with numerous
passages addressed to “you” in the singular; in most cases this form of discourse
can be supposed to be aimed at Muhammad. There are over 300 passages that
begin with the command, “Say!”; these messages unquestionably frame the
warnings and exhortations that form the substance of the Qur anic revelation. But
the information that the Qur’an provides about Muhammad is primarily
theological. It describes the nature of the prophetic communication that
constitutes revelation and the mission of the Prophet to warn his people, in
exactly the same manner as previous prophets have done. The Qur an describes
the Prophet’s relation to his immediate community as well as to humanity at
large, ranging from his role as a model for behavior to his exceptional apocalyptic
importance. The most circumstantial references to Muhammad’s life are a couple
of stipulations about division of the spoils of war, plus a number of passages
concerning the wives of the Prophet and how the believers should relate to them.
Beyond that, there are extensive discussions of the resistance of unbelievers
(whether pagan idolaters or monotheistic Jews and Christians), who mocked his
message, persecuted him in Mecca, and debated him in Medina. The Qur an

frequently consoles Muhammad and defends him against his opponents.24

For any kind of detail on social or historical context or identification of
individuals playing a part in the story, it is necessary to go outside of the Qur an
and consult other types of supplementary literature. The most directly relevant
external source commenting upon the historical context of the Qur an is the
literature known as “occasions of revelation” (asbab al-nuzul). Texts on this topic
typically contain short accounts from associates and followers of Muhammad,
offering explanations of particular Qur’anic passages as responses to events
occurring within the community. The “occasions of revelation” provided brief
commentary on the meaning of the Qur’anic text, and they related who was
present at the time or what it was that prompted a particular pronouncement. Thus
we find a verse that strongly condemns drunkenness (4:43): “Do not approach
prayer while you are intoxicated.” The story is indeed told in the “occasions of
revelation” that a particular companion of the Prophet had too much wine at
dinner and was consequently unable to recite the Qur an correctly at evening

prayer, so therefore this verse was revealed that prohibited wine.22 Attractive as
this mode of explanation may have been, it had limited application, since the
chief writings of this kind typically did not come close to discussing every verse
in any sura, nor indeed all of the suras in the Qur’an, so it was a very selective
and limited historical resource. Moreovetr, it is not at all clear how these reports
were collected or what their historical value is. In this respect, they fall close to
the category of the vast and uneven hadith literature, that is, the reports on the
sayings and deeds of the Prophet Muhammad accumulated through oral tradition.
This type of explanatory literature should be regarded with caution, although
widely circulated reports are worth considering.

A much more extensive framework for the life of the Prophet Muhammad is
found in the early Islamic biographical literature devoted to his life. This is
usually referred to in Arabic by the word sira, also applied to some early political
biographies but chiefly used in the sense of the exemplary life of the Prophet as a
religious leader. The sira literature came into existence gradually, beginning with
oral accounts that were elaborated into literary form over the course of a century



or two. The two great surviving examples of this biographical phenomenon are
The Life of Muhammad by Ibn Ishaq (d. 767) and The Great Book of Generations

by Ibn Sa‘d (d. 845).28 The storytellers who first began to relate the Prophet’s life
were men like Wahb ibn Munabbih (d. 728), a Yemeni who was familiar with
many biblical and pre-Islamic traditions and who was not at all reluctant to
include miraculous stories and poetic digressions. Ibn Ishaq’s work, which relied
upon these early storytellers, has a strong narrative emphasis. It was quite
different in style from the increasingly precise collections of prophetic hadith,
which used extensively documented chains of transmission to support legal
conclusions. This biography came about when the Caliph al-Mansur, of the newly
installed ‘Abbasid dynasty, asked Ibn Ishaq to write a universal history from the
creation up to the present day. The resulting composition was divided into three
parts: the first part treated the beginning of history and the careers of the prophets
up to Jesus; part two described the mission of the Prophet Muhammad in the
Meccan period; and part three was devoted to the expeditions and battles of the
Medinan period. The first part is largely lost, except for portions preserved by the
historian al-Tabari (d. 923). The second and third parts are most easily available

in the version edited by Ibn Hisham (d. ca. 830), who evidently purged it of

material that he considered theologically offensive.2Z

What might have been the problems with this earliest surviving biography of
Muhammad? While Ibn Ishaq was suspected of Shi‘i inclinations, the more likely
issue was the frequent and unself-conscious reliance on biblical and pre-Islamic
narratives that was typical of the early storytellers. Comparison indicates that
earlier sira compositions frequently include biblical references and Arabic poetry,
which in later versions were replaced by Qur anic quotations that were felt to be
more suitable. This transition indicates the formation of a theological barrier
defining Islam as separate from Judaism and Christianity. These biographies also
had an increasing tendency to historicize Qur’anic passages, functioning as a
commentary that explained, paraphrased, and filled in the blanks. They also

displayed a propensity to use Qur anic language and quotations in order to impart
a pious tone to the narrative. In short, the biographical tradition concerning
Muhammad took shape in a milieu in which an emerging theological discourse
played a dominant role. As one scholar summarizes it, “The sira as a whole is a

vehicle of salvation history rather than scientific history.”28 While the religious
function of this biographical literature is not surprising, it underlines the extent to
which the historical traditions surrounding the Qur’'an cannot be separated from
the formation of early Islamic religious thought. Both with the “occasions of
revelation” and with the biographies of the Prophet, there is a certain circularity
involved in using these materials to situate the Qur’an historically. Since these
texts function exegetically to interpret the religious meaning of the Qur’an, how
can they at the same time stand as independent witnesses to the historical context
of the Qur'an? This question cannot be resolved in a simple fashion. A historical
understanding of the Qur’an will have to rely upon some external materials, but
those materials themselves need to be analyzed for the perspectives and agendas

that they bring to the subject.22 Although it cannot be said that the biographical
tradition is historically certain, I am taking the position here that the outlines of
the Prophet Muhammad’s biography, in terms of the Mecca-Medina paradigm,
still provide a more compelling framework for understanding the Qur'an than any
alternative yet proposed.

Form and Structure of the Qur an
Form, Style, and Structure

The formal and stylistic features of the Qur an are complicated and at first sight
not easy for the reader to grasp. Fortunately, modern scholars have done much to
advance the literary analysis of these aspects of the Qur’'an. Following in the steps
of Theodor Noldeke, Angelika Neuwirth has carried out extensive investigations
of the formal structure of the Qur’an, focusing particularly on the early Meccan



suras. Her research has yielded important new insights into the way that the

Qur anic text unfolded as a communication orally performed for a community,

which eventually took on a canonical literary form.22

The most obvious formal feature of the Qur an is its division into 114 suras of
unequal length, arranged roughly but unmistakably in descending order of size
(although the first sura is quite short and although there are exceptions to the rule
of declining length, the pattern is quite obvious). While this arrangement might
seem at first an unusual formalistic approach, it is worth noting that biblical and
para-biblical literature furnishes examples of texts organized according to length.
The Pauline letters and the chapters of the Mishnah are arranged beginning with

the longest and proceeding to the shortest.*1 The word sura, of unclear origin,
occurs several times in the Qur’an, with the meaning of a section or portion of the
revelation, and it has acquired a fixed meaning to denote the chapters or books
into which the Qur’an is divided. Manuscript and printed copies of the Qur'an
invariably include the word sura, followed by the distinctive Arabic name of the
particular sura, in headings marking off the beginning of each of these units.
During the earliest phases of the unfolding of the Qur’an, the first short suras
appear to have been shaped for recitation in community. Others have extended to
greater length, at times with insertions or additions over time, while some
(particularly those longer suras dating from the Medinan period) seem to be
composed of a number of discrete sections, to judge by the shifts of subject or
style. Although these sections are not formally indicated in the text, some
translators point to their existence by using paragraph divisions, subject headings,
and other devices. The suras and their contents appear to have been fixed at a very
early date, but the process by which they took the form we know today cannot
presently be recovered from historical sources. That is, no one really knows how
or why the fixed arrangement of suras took shape in this way.

Each of the suras has a characteristic name (in some cases, more than one
name), by which Muslim readers identify them (see chart 1.1). The names of the

suras typically are prominent words or phrases that occur early on in the sura,
although occasionally the title comes from a later passage. Thus the names of the
suras do not imitate the naming of the books of the Bible by describing the
contents or transmitters of revelation. A sura’s title may in fact be an oath formula
or a brief reference that is not repeated or expanded upon. English translations of
the Qur’an typically translate the names of the suras, but since there is no
uniformity among different translations, there is no standard English
nomenclature for the suras. While some authors use the Arabic names of the suras
(for example, al-Bagara), others will cite it by an English translation (“The Cow”)
or simply use the number (sura 2). English translations of the Qur an usually have
an index listing the Arabic titles of suras.

Suras as chapters are further broken down into individual units of expression,

Chart 1.1. Numbers, Names, and Initial Letters of Suras of the Qur'an with Mumbering in Chronologies of Méldeke and the Egyptian Edition

Mumber Arabic Name of Sura Mame in Arberry”s Translation [nitial Letters Moldeke Chronology Egyptian Chronology
1 al-Fatiha The Opening MN4B E5
2 al-Bagara The Cow ALM NSl E&T
3 Al “Tmran The House of Imran ALM N97 E8S
4 al-Misa Women M100 E52
5 al-Ma'ida The Table Mil4 Ell2
il al-An am Cattle MNES ES5S
) al-A'raf The Battlements ALMS MNET E39
g al-Anfal The Spails MO5 E8E
G al-Bara a‘al-Tawba Repentance M113 E113
Ly unus Jomah ALR MEd ESl
L1 Hud Hood ALR M75 ES2
12 Yusuf Jozeph ALR NFT E53
13 al-Ra'd Thundear ALME M0 Ei
L4 [brahim Abraham ALR M 76 Ef2
15 al-Hijr El-Hijr ALR MG&F E5d
L al-Mahl The Bee M73 E7D
) Bani lsra‘il‘al-1sra The Night Joumey MNET ES{
18 al-Kahf The Cave MG EG9
15 Maryam Mary EHY'S MEE Ed4
20 TaHa TaHa TH M55 Ed5
2] al-Anbiva The Prophets MBS E73
22 al-Hajj The Pilgrimage M107 ElD3
3 al-Mu minun The Believers NG E74
24 al-Mur Light M105 ElQ2
25 al-Furgan Salvation MGG E42
26 al-Shu'ara’ The Poets T5M MEE E47
27 al-Maml The Ant TS NGB E4df
i al-Clasas The Story TSEM N74 E4%
25 al-" Ankabut The Spider ALM MNEL Ef%
30 al-Fum The Greaks ALM M7d Efd
31 Lugman Lokman ALM MEZ E57
12 al-5ajda Prostration ALM NFO ET5
13 al-Ahzab The Confederates ML03 ES{
34 al-5aba Sheba MBS ESE



Fatir/al-Mala ika
¥a Sin
al-Saffat
al-Ahzabal-Sad
al-Zumar
al-Mlu’ min'Ghafir
Ha Mim/Fussilat
al-Shura
al-Zukhruf
al-Dukhan
al-Jathiva
al-Ahqat
Muhammad
al-Fath
al-Hujurat
Qaf
al-Dhhariy yat
al-Tur
al-Majm
al-Clamar
al-Bahman
al-Wagi'a
al-Hadid
al-Mujadala
al-Hashr
al-bumtahana
al-5aff
al-Jumu'a
al-Munafiqun
al-Taghabun
al-Talag
al-Tahrim
al-Bulk
al-Clalam
al-Hagga
al-ka’ arij
Muh

al-Jimn
al-Bluzammil
al-Mudaththir
al-Clivama
al-Dahr'al-Insan
al-bursalat
al-Maha’
al-Mazi'at
‘Ahbasa
al-Takwir
al-Infitar
al-Mutaffifin
al-Inshigag
al-Buj
al-Tarig
al-A'la
al-Ghashiya
al-Fajr
al-Balad
al-Shams
al-Layl
al-Duha
al-Inshirah'A-lam nashrah
al-Tin

al-" Alag
al-Oadr
al-Bayyina

The Angels

a 5in

The Rangers
Sad

The Companies
The Believer
Distinguishead
Counsel
Omaments
Smoke
Hobhling

The Sand-Dunes
Muhammad
Victory

A partments
Caf

The Scatterers
The Mouni
The Star

The Moon

The All-Merciful
The Terror

[ron

The Disputer
The Mustering

The Woman Tested

The Ranks
Congregation
Hypocrites
Muiual Fraud
Divorce

The Forbidding
The Kingdom
The Pen

The Indubitable
The Stairways
MNoah

The Jinn
Enwrapped
Shroudad

The Resurrection
Man

The Loosad Ones
The Tiding

The Pluckers
He Frowned
The Darkening
The Splitting
The Stinters
The Rending
The Constellations
The Might-Star
The Muost High
The Enveloper
The Dawn

The Land

The Sun

The Night

The Forenoon
The Earthquake
The Fig

The Blood-Clot
Power

The Clear Sign

Y5

HM
HM
HM 'S0
HM
HM
HM
HM

NEG
NED
NED
MEG
NED
N7B
N71
NE3
NGl
MG3
N72
NEE
NGOG
N108
N112
MEd
N3%
NAD
NZE
N4G
N43
M4l
NG9S
N106
N102
N110
NGB
M4
N1
N93
N101
N105
NGE3
M1E
N3B
N42
NGl
NGE2
NZ3
M2
N3G
NG2
N32
N33
N3l
M17
NZF
NG
N3T
[ s
Nx2
M1G
N1%
N34
N3G
N1l
N1G
M1D
N13
N12
N0
N1
N14
Mo2

Elll
El¥

E&T
E7G
EX3
E37
EST

ESd
El05
ElQ1
ESl
E10G
El1d
ElQd
E1 04
ES9
El07
E7T

ETE
ETS
E71

E1D
E35
EXG
ES
ED
Ell
EX8
El
EXS
E 1

Page 39

L el
Livl
L0
103
Lt
LG
L e
L7
L et
L0
110
111
112
113
114

al-Zilzal/al-Zalzala
al-" Audiyat
al-Oari’a
al-Takathur

al-" Asr
al-Humaza

al-Fil

Curaysh

al-bla un
al-Kawthar
al-Kafirun

al-Masr
al-Lahab/al-Masad
al-lIkhla=

al-Falag

al-Mas

The Earthquake
The Charpers
The Clatterer
Rivalry

A fternoon

The Backhbiter
The Elephant
Booraish

Charity
Abundance

The Unbelievers
Help

Perish

Sincere Religion
Diayhreak

Men

M5
M0
M4
ME
MNZ1
MG
MG
M4
N7
MG
M45
M111
M3
M4
M6
M7

ES3
El4

ElG
El3

El9
EXG
EL7
El%
El&
Ell4

X7
E-h
E*]

or verses, commonly known by the Arabic term aya (plural ayat). The earliest
instances of this term carry a generic sense of the signs of God’s power manifest
in nature, although one early Meccan sura (83:13) speaks of these signs being
recited. Later the aya is referred to as part of the structure of revelation that has
been expressed in a clear form. Ultimately the aya, endowed with the authority of
divine communication, is synonymous with the numbered verses that constitute a
sura. The characteristics of the aya or verse vary considerably from the earliest
Meccan suras to the Medinan period. A sura may contain as few as three verses
(suras 108 and 110) or as many as 286 (sura 2). Verses range from the short and
simple hymnic lines of the early Meccan period to complex multipart arguments
and descriptions in later suras. Thus the formal terms describing the units that
make up the Qur 'an cover materials that display a good deal of variety. For
purposes of reference, the 286th verse of the sura entitled al-Baqgara (“The Cow™)
is commonly cited as Qur’an 2:286. Almost all modern scholarship uses the verse
numbering found in the 1924 Egyptian printed edition, which has become for all

practical purposes the standard reference for the Qur’an.22 There were, however,
alternative verse divisions preserved in the different canonical readings of the
Qur’an, which have allowed modern scholars to offer proposals for different verse

divisions based on stylistic considerations, especially rhyme.42
Every sura of the Qur’an except one (sura 9) begins with a phrase that invokes

the name and merciful characteristics of God: “In the name of God, the Merciful,



the Compassionate” (bismillah al-rahman al-rahim).** This phrase of mercy,
referred to as the basmala, is not normally counted as a verse except in sura 1,
“The Opening,” where it is the first aya. It is clear that this phrase invoking divine
qualities took on the character of a respectful salutation and prayer in the early
Muslim community; in practice, it is the most frequently recited Muslim religious
formula, commonly repeated to initiate any new important affair. A similar ritual
importance attaches to the whole of sura 1, “The Opening,” which evidently was
used as a communal prayer before it was formally included as a sura of the

Qur an.

The details of Qur anic style and the variations that it displays are in fact the
basis for the historical reconstruction of the chronology of the Qur’'an. One of the
salient characteristics of many Qur’anic passages is the use of rhyming prose—
that is, the final syllables of a series of verses preserve the same end rhyme.
While this feature bears an unmistakable resemblance to the rhyming found in
poetry, the Qur'an as a text stands apart from the literary structure of pre-Islamic
Arabic poetry, which deploys quantitative meters for verses of fixed length
containing end rhymes that may be repeated for dozens of lines, or even over 100
lines in the longer odes. Although some of the shorter suras of the Qur’an do
indeed preserve the same end rhyme throughout, the length of the lines is not
fixed by regular meter as in poetry. More important, as soon as one moves past
the shortest suras, it becomes clear that there are many cases where the rhyme
shifts every few lines, sometimes obviously marking changes of subject. In
addition, the emphatic use of rhyme is much more frequent in the earliest suras.
The early Meccan suras feature at least eighty different kinds of rhyme, the
middle Meccan suras display seventeen end rhymes, and the late Meccan feature
only five. The Medinan suras, which include much longer descriptive, legal, and
polemical passages, tend to a much more prosaic style, with lengthy verses
featuring simple end rhymes based on the regular form of plural nouns and verbs
and concluding formulaic phrases often consisting of a pair of divine attributes
(for example, 4:148, “for God was the Hearer, the Knower”). Therefore the

historical development of the sura shows striking changes, from an initial
emphasis on oral recitation (Qur an) to the canonization of a written text (kitab,
or book).

The mention of poetry raises an important question about the way at least some
of the listeners of the Qur’an understood it. At several points, Muhammad must
have been accused of being a poet, a soothsayer, and a madman, since the Qur'an
adamantly refutes these accusations on more than one occasion. This means that
at least some audiences observed significant similarities between the rhyming
utterances of the Qur’an and the odes of the Arabian poets. It is also well known
that the Arab soothsayer (kahin, similar to the Hebrew word for priest, kohen),
like the poet, was typically inspired by a familiar spirit and would often utter
strange oaths and obscure predictions of the future in a language composed of
balanced rhyming phrases. The Qur’an (69:40-41, 52:29) is at pains, however, to
deny any real similarity between its own form and inspiration and that of the
tribal poets or spirit-channelers of Arabia. Indeed, the poet and the soothsayer
were considered to be on the level of the madman (majnun), who was literally
possessed by the spirits or genies known as the jinn. Given the theological
consequences of aligning the Qur’an with those forms of writing, it is
understandable that the Qur’an itself, and Muslim tradition in general, rejects any
identification with the literature of poetry or soothsaying. And in terms of content,
it is worth pointing out that the Qur’an’s

Chart 1.2. Noldeke's Cur anic Chronology in Canonical Order

This chart follows the chronology of Theodor MNoldeke in dividing the 114 suras of the Qur'an into the first Meccan, second Maccan, third Meccan, and
Medinan periods. Within each period, the suras are arranged in the standard canonical order as indicated by the numbers in the first column, while the numbers in
the second column (preceded by the letter N} give the position of each sura in the chronology of Naldeke.

43 Suras of the First Meccan Period (N 1-M48)

l MR gl MN27 a7 M14
51 N3G 82 MN26 59 M25
52 MNAD 83 M37 Lo 30
53 M2E B4 MG 11 24
55 MAZ 85 22 102 MNE
i M4l B M15 103 M21
L M1B &r N1G L0 MG
i) MN3E a8 34 105 NG
7 M4 85 M35 1 (e N4
73 M3 S M1l L0 N7
74 M2 91 MN16 L0 MG



7o M6 52 M0 L0 A5

i M2 53 M3 111 M3

Th N33 - £ M2 112 M4
) M3l 95 M0 113 P46
&0 M17 i) Ml 114 M47

21 Suras of the Second Meccan Period (N49-NG9)

15 ME57 15 MEE 44 ME3
17 MGE7 i) ME6 =1 P54
F] MES 27 MEE 2 45
) M5SE 6] MaD T A3
20 MGG 37 M0 7l MG
21 MES £ D 72 Ma2
3 MEd 43 e fli] M2

21 Suras of the Third Meccan Period (N70-N90)

L] MED L] M73 35 MEG

7 MBF 28 79 35 MED
Ly MEB4 25 MEL A MN7B
11 M5 L] 74 41 M7l
12 M7F 31 ME2 42 MES
13 NS0 32 70 45 72
L4 M76 3 MBS A MEE

24 Suras of the Medinan Period (N31-MN114)

2z N9l 33 W10 fl OB
3 M7 47 MN96 a2 {94
4 MN100 48 W10B 63 10
5 M114 45 M112 il O3
] MA5 57 MoOD i M0l
9 M113 of M 106 i M09
2! M107 59 W10z 548 92
24 MN105 )] M110 110 W11l

pronouncements refer to the apocalyptic events of Judgment Day and the
resurrection rather than predicting mundane events; from a purely formal
perspective, the horizon of reference in the Qur’an is transcendental. Moreover, it
may be said that Qur anic passages have more in common with Christian hymns

or biblical psalms than with pre-Islamic Arabic poetry.®2 So despite its overt
similarities to the pronouncements of poets and soothsayers in certain respects,
there seem to be a number of reasons why the Arabic text of the Qur’an, in both
distinctive style and scale, deserves to be treated on its own terms rather than as a
subset of poetry or soothsaying.

To return to the question of the chronology of Qur’anic suras, it has already
been mentioned that summations of traditional Muslim scholarship divide suras
into two categories corresponding to the two major phases of the Prophet

Muhammad'’s life, the Meccan (ca. 610-22 CE) and the Medinan (622-32 CE).
Noldeke’s analysis further subdivides the Meccan period into early, middle, and
late phases (see chart 1.2). In either case, it is assumed that one can trace a more
or less clear chronological sequence of suras spanning the prophetic career from
beginning to end, although the traditional Muslim and modern European systems
have significant differences. The chronology of the 1924 Egyptian edition counts
eighty-eight Meccan suras and twenty-six Medinan suras, while Noldeke’s
chronology offers forty-eight suras in the first Meccan period, twenty-one in the
second Meccan period, twenty-one in the third Meccan period (making ninety
Meccan suras in all) plus twenty-four Medinan suras. Complicating this picture is
the recognition (well established in Muslim scholarship) that there are a number
of cases where a Meccan sura contains one or more verses that are Medinan, and
likewise there are Meccan insertions in Medinan suras. Noldeke also argues that
there are later Meccan additions to earlier Meccan suras. No early manuscripts
containing alternate versions of suras have survived, which could shed light on
the editorial process by which this final result came about. Textual variations
recorded in commentaries and preserved in a few older manuscripts (notably
those found recently in Yemen) occasionally include slight variations in the
sequence of suras, but within suras the textual differences are restricted to the
level of spelling and occasional substitution of alternate words or phrasing, rather
than being major structural changes. In other words, while it is widely accepted
that there is a general chronological trend that may be applied to the suras of the
Qur an, there are passages that will need to be read against the grain, so to speak,
of the suras where they occur.

A notable example of the phenomenon of apparent textual addition is the early
Meccan sura 74, al-Mudaththir (“Wrapped in a Cloak™), which Noldeke considers
to be the second sura in the chronological sequence; it is number four in the
Egyptian chronology. While lengthy for a Meccan sura (containing fifty-six
verses), this text displays an unmistakable pattern of short verses generally
consisting of no more than four or five words, with a strong emphasis on rhyme



that shifts several times into a different pattern. This sura takes the form of a
consolation address to the Prophet, whose message has been scornfully rejected
by the pagans of Mecca. Halfway through the sura (74:26-29), attention shifts to
the painful doom of hellfire that awaits the rejecters of revelation, and this
depiction of hell is surrounded in typical style with an aura of mystery that
enhances the dreadfulness of the scene:

[ shall cast him into the burning.

And how do you know what the burning is?

It does not save or leave anything,

Consuming the man.
The next verse (74:30) adds an enigmatic comment: “And over it are nineteen.”

Countless explanations have been provided for this statement, generally

(following hints in the next verse, 74:31) identifying the nineteen as angelic
powers. It is easy to imagine that this verse raised questions among listeners
concerning the nature and purpose of these mysterious nineteen. Indeed, one can
suppose that verse 31 was added later on, precisely as an explanation and auto-
commentary on a passage that was admittedly obscure. Here is the complete text
of 74:31:

We have only set angels as guardians of the fire, and we only set their
number as a trial for those who reject, so that those who have received
the Book may seek certainty, and those who believe will be increased in
faith, and those who have received the Book and the believers will not
question, and those who have sickness in their hearts and the rejecters
will say, “What does God mean by this parable?” Thus God misleads
whom He wills and guides whom He wills; none knows the armies of
your Lord but He—and this is nothing but a reminder for humanity.
This long paragraph is then followed by twenty-five more brief rhyming verses.
In the midst of the short, powerful rhymes of sura 74, this lengthy and
explanatory passage in verse 31 stands out in remarkably high contrast. Here, the

language of 74:31 echoes language from several later suras, in passages that

discuss number symbolism and the objections of unbelievers.22 This verse also
seems to presuppose a mixed audience of People of the Book (that is, Jews and
Christians) as well as the new Muslim community, which is more easily
envisaged in Medina than in Mecca. The closing phrase in this verse (“this is
nothing but a reminder for humanity”), while technically following the rhyme, is
repeated frequently in the Qur’an. It could be argued that insistence on
remembrance would be unexpected in a sura occurring at the very beginning of
the Prophet’s career, before the audience has become familiar with the matter of
revelation. In short, there is good reason to think that 74:31 is a Medinan addition
to an early Meccan sura. So whether due to stylistic considerations, as in the case
just mentioned, or because of other data recorded in traditional sources, the suras
considered in chronological perspective should also be examined for verses that
may plausibly belong to a different time period.

While there is agreement that the Qur’anic text has a chronological aspect, the
question of the precise order of the appearance of the suras of the Qur'an is the

subject of debate.#2 On the one hand, the 1924 Egyptian printed edition of the
Qur’an canonizes a particular chronological sequence of the Meccan and Medinan
suras that is widely accepted today among Muslims (although early Muslim

sources in fact contain a number of different chronologies).22 On the other hand,
European scholars established a rather different chronology of the order of the
suras and indeed of individual verses. Or rather, one may say that there is a

scholarly debate about this chronology that takes Noldeke as a starting point. 42
The main outlines of Noldeke’s chronology in terms of three Meccan periods and
one Medinan period are widely accepted, though we do not have a convincing
demonstration of an exact sequence of individual suras within those main
divisions. While it is essential to discuss the problems in the European
scholarship on Qur anic chronology, from Noldeke to Bell, one should note the
comment of Neal Robinson: “I am bound to conclude that for all its faults, the



Noldeke-Schwally sura classification, occasionally modified in the light of Bell’s
insights, is a better working hypothesis than the standard Egyptian chronology.”2!
[ take this not as an authoritative conclusion but as a good indication that there is
evidence and argument in the Noldeke-Schwally hypothesis that can be debated.
This chronological principle should be employed in reading selections from the
Qur’an, just as if one were attempting to read the entire text sequentially (for
suggestions on a chronological approach to reading selections from the Qur an,
see appendix C). Certainly such a selective reading cannot be exhaustive (and let
us admit that it is not likely that all readers will finish the entire text of the
Qur’an), but one can nevertheless track particular circumscribed topics according

to both the Noldeke and the Egyptian chronologies, by using subject indexes and

chronological charts, to demonstrate the consequences of both hypotheses.2L Such
a developmental approach can be an agenda for scholarly research, as in the
example of the maidens of paradise (the hur or houris). According to Noldeke’s
chronology, these maidens are gradually transformed into purified spouses in
Medinan suras, suggesting a shift of emphasis to address a more mature
community. This particular case offers support for the explanatory value of
Noldeke’s system, since the Egyptian chronology does not demonstrate any such

obvious historical development.22 Another example is the prominent genre of the
punishment stories, widely represented in Meccan suras but almost entirely absent
from Medinan suras. These narratives of the destruction of unbelieving peoples,
aimed at encouraging the faithful in the difficult situation of Mecca, are replaced
in Medinan suras with the much more immediate problem of battles with the
Meccan pagans (see chapter 4). There is no reason that this developmental
method cannot also be followed by individual readers to track other topics.
While the sura is in effect the most obvious structure in the Qur an, in practice
over the centuries it has been more common to consider the verses individually,
rather than as elements that combine together to create a sura as a harmonious
whole. The approach that highlights individual verses is displayed in the most

famous commentaries on the Qur'an, such as the great hadith-based commentary
of al-Tabari (d. 923), which proceeds to explain one verse at a time without

pausing to reflect on interpretation of the sura as a whole.22 It was not until the
twentieth century that Muslim modernists and reformists like Rashid Rida’ (d.
1935) and Sayyid Qutb (d. 1966) began to employ a form of commentary in their
Arabic writings that stressed the notion of the sura as a literary unit focused on a
particular central point or pivot. This approach received a parallel and more
extensive development at the hands of two South Asian scholars, Hamid al-Din
Farahi (d. 1930) and his student Amin Ahsan Islahi (d. 1997), who elaborated a
theory of suras as complementary pairs, further dividing suras into seven groups

dealing with major themes.2? While it is undeniable that many suras exhibit a
composite structure, including passages from different periods in the same sura, it
is nevertheless attractive to consider each sura as a literary whole, especially since
the structure of the suras seems to be unchanged throughout the history of the
Qur’anic text. It is particularly noteworthy to see the promising results from the
symmetrical or ring structure exhibited in some suras, where the beginning and
ending of a sura, and sometimes intermediate sections as well, reflect each other.
This inverse parallelism or symmetry, also known as chiasmus, is well attested in

the Hebrew Bible and other ancient Near Eastern texts.22 In the Qur’an,
symmetrical structure occurs notably in the story of Joseph in sura 12, but recent
research has revealed that ring structure is much more pervasive, in both the

Meccan and the Medinan suras, than had previously been noticed.2® This
particular feature of Qur anic style will be explored in more detail for the
Medinan suras, in chapter 4.

Another major and distinctive feature of the Qur an is the fundamental question
of the voice of the speaker. In a text commonly regarded as being the speech of
God, it is not surprising that there are many passages where the speaker is “I,” in
the first-person singular. As one scholar has observed, when the speaker is “I,”
this usage strikes a note of intimacy when God relates narratives of sacred history



or describes the end-times.2Z On the other hand, it is surprising and even
disconcerting to see how frequently the principal speaker is expressed in the first-
person plural as “We” or in the third-person singular as “He.” Some scholars have
even suggested that the use of “We” implies a plurality of speakers, that is, the
angels alongside of God, but on closer examination this proves to be a weak
argument loosely based on biblical analogies. The Qur an does not provide any

example of angelic participation in the creation.2? Instead of overlaying such a
simplistic theological interpretation onto the text, a literary approach will take
seriously the different contexts and forms of expression of the different voices
and personas found throughout the Qur’an. The shift from “I” to “We” for the
principal speaker is very characteristic of Qur’anic discourse, and the use of the
plural is widely accepted as an example of the “plural of majesty” or the “royal

we,” where the plural is used for respect.?? Likewise, the Qur’an displays
frequent shifts of voice or person, without any announcement, which first-time
readers may experience as abrupt and even confusing.

Arabic literary scholars refer to this sudden change of voice by the term iltifat,
meaning literally “turning to one side,” as one does when shifting attention from
one person in the conversation to another. This phenomenon can be summarized

as “dynamic style.”® Such a shift of voice is well known in Near Eastern
literatures, such as in the opening lines of the Song of Songs: “Let him kiss me
with the kisses of his mouth, for your love is sweeter than wine.” This rhetorical

shift of person is also common in biblical texts.2L The shift from “him” to “you”
1s a dramatic device that brings the reader into the conversation abruptly and even
with a sense of shock. In a sense, dynamic style overlaps with the strongly
dialogical aspect of the Qur’an contained in the very frequent addresses to an
implied audience in the second-person singular. Usually this “you” in the singular
1s assumed to be the Prophet Muhammad, and some translators insert his name
into the text in parentheses, or add an identification in a footnote, to underline this
point, since modern English does not distinguish between the singular and plural

“you.” The point is that in all these cases the reader of the Qur’an internalizes an
intensely conversational dialogue, echoing its reverberations in every recitation.
There are literally hundreds of such cases of shifts of dynamic style to be found in
the Qur an, including changes in person, number, and other grammatical features.
Arabic literary critics see this device as a way of conveying emphasis and
dramatic effect by making unexpected moves. Unfortunately, while this type of
dynamic style is highly admired in Arabic literature, it loses much of its force in
translation, since foreign readers have not formed the conventional expectations
needed for this experience of pleasurable surprise. As a result, the first-time
reader can experience many dramatic passages in the Qur an almost as though
reading a Shakespeare play that has been deprived of the stage directions
containing the names of the characters—and that can be a baffling experience.
Translators need to resort to various devices, such as prefaces, parenthetical
remarks, and footnotes, in order to keep the reader from going too far astray.
James Morris has provided an instructive example of plotting the voices of the
story of Joseph in sura 12 into four columns identified as different voices: the
frame narrator, the divine “We,” various actors, and inner asides. The result is a

sensitive portrayal of the dynamic potential of the Qur anic text, with a

multiplicity of voices that recalls the Greek chorus.22

Literary Genres of the Qur 'an

Scholars have broken down the types of material that appear within the suras into
“building blocks” of various types, which could be considered the basic literary

genres or forms of composition within the Qur’an.®2 It is helpful to have an
overview of these elements before undertaking closer readings. It is also worth
keeping in mind that the Qur an exhibits definite changes in the kinds of building
blocks employed as one moves from the early Meccan suras to the Medinan
period. In addition, some early Meccan suras strike a single note, while others
demonstrate a twofold or threefold structure containing exhortation, debate with



opponents, and affirmation of the Qur'an, with significant reference to the holy
places of Mecca. Later Meccan suras evoke forms of worship, including Qur anic
scripture, but Mecca is replaced by the land of the earlier prophets, including
Jerusalem. The Medinan suras do not so obviously have the three-part scheme.
Some of these later suras are rhetorical sermons to the people, which also address
the Prophet either alone or together with God. Their structure is very difficult to

decode.%

Many suras, particularly the early Meccan ones, begin with emphatic formulas
of assertion in the form of oaths, which call to witness various extraordinary
entities, both natural and supernatural, to underline the truth of the revelation. The
beings called upon in these oaths include the daybreak (89:1), the fig and olive
trees (95:1), the star that sets (53:1), and others, even including God. Sometimes
the oath begins with the simple word “By . .. ,” and other times it starts with the
formal assertion, “I swear by. . ..” A number of these, called “rider oaths” (found
in 51:1-4, 77:1-6, 79:1-4, and 100:1-5), invoke the powers of nature as partially
personified entities, in grammatical forms that are obviously plural. They have the
characteristics of galloping riders, winds, or angels, expressed in short, terse lines

with strong metrical emphasis, with rich, yet elusive language.22 These beings are
called upon, in effect, to testify to the reality of revelation, particularly the
afterlife. To take one example (77:1-7), which evokes the sense of raging winds,
with a touch of horse imagery:

By the sent ones, tightly maned,

By the stormers in storm,

By the scatterers of scattering,

By the dividers of division,

By the casters of reminder,

In excuse and in warning—

The very thing you are promised [i.e, Judgment Day] is surely

happening!

Here the language is partially abstract and impersonal, an effect that is heightened
by three consecutive verses, each repeating a single linguistic root first as subject
and then as modifier (77:2—4). Yet these examples of oath clusters with rider
imagery also create the impression of a violent desert raid, giving a gripping sense

of impending doom to the promised judgment in the afterlife.%2 In this way, these
Qur’anic oaths draw vividly on the social reality of pre-Islamic Arabia, even as
they shift from heroic battle imagery to the ethical consciousness responding to
the reminder of revelation.

These earliest suras of the Qur’an convey the definite sense of introducing new
and powerful ideas to the audience, using words that are clearly novel. One
characteristic formula, repeated a dozen times, is a teaching question that
theatrically demands of the listener, “How do you know of (wa-ma adraka min) . .
.7” The question has an ironic tone; it might be more literally translated as, “What
has made you know . . .?” Like the partial personification found in oath formulas,
these question formulas create an aura of mystery, which is intensified by the
intimacy of the first-person singular dialogue form. On several occasions the
question is repeated for emphasis, as in this example (82:17-19) leading up to the
partial disclosure of an awe-inspiring feature of the end-time:

And what do you know of the Day of Judgment?

Then, what do you know of the Day of Judgment?

It is a day when no soul controls anything for another, for that day

the command belongs to God!
By framing these intimations of the afterlife in unfamiliar terms, the Qur’an
heightens the feeling of mystery and conveys a sense of being given glimpses of a

transcendental realm.%Z

Another prominent building block or genre in the Qur’an is the depiction of the
end-times—the Judgment Day and the afterlife of the soul in heaven or hell—in
vivid and dramatic portraits. This kind of eschatology, which shares important
themes with ancient Iranian and biblical literature, takes on a particular stylistic



form in the Qur’an. The language is factored by time, with a series of verses
introduced by “when . . .” or “on the day when . . .”; the powerful images
displayed in these clauses build up to a climax of revelation, when one realizes
that judgment is inevitable. One example is 82:1-5:

When heaven splits

And when the planets are scattered

And when the oceans are poured out

And when the tombs are overturned—

A soul shall know what it has prepared for and what it has

neglected.
These end-time depictions share with the oath formulas the rhythmic and poetic
form of rhyming prose. Frequently, they are presented in the form of double
portraits that balance heaven and hell, the garden and the fire, or the righteous and
the damned. Scholars call these double portraits “diptychs,” since these verbal
descriptions recall the double panels of that name that were commonly used to
illustrate heaven and hell in medieval Christian art. Some of the judgment scenes
accentuate the sense of pathos by showing the virtuous and the sinner reflecting
aloud on the good or evil deeds that brought them to this final moment, and the
sinner may lament his unfortunate situation, although it is too late to change it.

One of the most typical forms of Qur anic expression is the description of the

“signs” of God (ayat, also used for the verses of the Qur’an), which are manifest
both in nature and in human history. Although depiction of nature was a
prominent feature in pre-Islamic Arabic poetry, it served as a theater for heroic
action, and it presented a dialectic between transitory human culture and the

permanence of nature.22 In the Qur’an, nature is treated as the abundantly
manifest display of divine blessing through the gifts of water, plants, animals, and
abodes ideally designed for human habitation. Recognition of God’s signs in
nature brings forth the appropriate response of gratitude and obedience to the
divine will. Thus God’s creation of the natural universe is itself a form of
revelation, and God’s creative power is therefore a proof of God’s ability to

resurrect the dead on Judgment Day. An example of this treatment of nature is
found in 50:6-11:
Have they not looked to the sky above them, how We adorned its
construction, with no rifts in it?
And the earth that We spread out, when We cast mountains upon it,
and We planted on it every delightful variety—
It is an insight and a reminder for every trusting worshiper.
And We send them blessed water from heaven, by which We grew
gardens and crops,
And tall date palms layered in fruit,
Sustenance for worshipers; by it We bring life to a dead land— the
resurrection will be like that.
Many readers familiar with biblical texts will see in such verses a similarity with
the hymns of praise found in the Psalms.

For the Qur an, human history is also the stage for the display of God’s signs.
Divine power manifested in history is illustrated in numerous accounts focusing
on the prophets. The earliest suras in the Qur’ an include short narrations relating
to the Arabian Peninsula (particularly the stories of the people of *‘Ad and
Thamud) as well as the prophets Abraham, Moses, and Noah. Some of these take
on the form of “punishment stories,” in which divinely appointed messengers
deliver revelation and warning, only to be rejected and harassed, leading to God’s
punishment or annihilation of the offending parties. The existence of abandoned
ancient cities like al-Hijr (a Nabatean center known today as Mada’in Salih in the
north of Saudi Arabia, dating from the first century CE) was taken to be clear
evidence of the punishment of the people of Thamud for their rejection of the
prophet Salih, as described in sura 15 (entitled al-Hijr). The pre-Islamic Arabic
odes often began with a focus on the traces of abandoned habitations but
generally served as a springboard for reminiscences of adventures or romantic
encounters. Reflection on ancient ruins takes on a greater urgency in these
Qur’anic accounts, going beyond the ephemeral quality of human life to stress the



disastrous consequences of opposing the omnipotent God.%? In any case, the basic
outline of the punishment story (archetypally demonstrated in sura 36, Ya Sin,
without any names or location) serves as another important building block of

Qur anic composition. In a briefer fashion, the Qur’an also contains parables
(mathal) illustrating the consequences of obedience or disobedience to God,
through images like the grateful and ungrateful gardeners (18:28—44).

The existence of significant narratives in the Qur an that overlap with accounts
of biblical figures creates a complicated literary problem. In the past, the
overriding tendency has been to view this connection between the Qur an and the
Bible from a position of theological one-upmanship. Christian and Jewish writers
have often viewed the Qur’anic stories as derivative from and dependent on the
canonical source in the Bible; thus any variance from biblical accounts was proof
of the defective character of Islamic revelation. In turn, later Muslim writers took
the position that the Christian and Jewish scriptures have been corrupted and are
no longer reliable, a position that relieved them of the responsibility to know the
earlier texts. Although early Muslim scholars were eager to draw upon pre-
[slamic narrative materials (the so-called Isra’iliyyat) to flesh out details of stories
sketchily told in the Qur an, it soon became common to discard them as tainted
sources that might contaminate the true revelation. The theological wall erected
between these different interpretative communities has not been helpful for the
understanding of the relationship between the Qur’an and earlier traditions such
as the biblical texts. Recent studies suggest that the Qur an assumes as an
audience listeners who were quite familiar with texts from the Hebrew Bible,

New Testament, and even the Talmud and the Mishnah.Z The “full knowing
reader” may detect direct allusions and subtler echoes of earlier texts, not as
simple sources that are pillaged in an uncomprehending fashion, but as an
ongoing colloquy and intertextual debate within the larger Irano-Semitic
prophetic tradition. A full-scale investigation of connections between the Qur'an
and the Bible is beyond the scope of this book, but it is important to realize that

this is a literary problem that can be tackled.”L

To return to the immediate task, one can take a literary approach that does not
depend upon these theological exercises of exclusion. The narratives of biblical
prophets, beginning in the second Meccan period, take on the character of
scriptural texts that can be recited orally during a worship service, as was indeed
common in the monotheistic communities of Jews and Christians. In sura 19,
which is devoted to the story of Mary, the text repeatedly and explicitly instructs
the listener to “remember [or mention] in the book™ the figures of Mary,
Abraham, Moses, Ishmael, and Idris (the latter is often identified with Enoch). A
process of canonization is taking place here, in which the oral revelation is calling
upon the notion of a previous sacred text while it itself becomes the new sacred
text. This was obviously a complicated phenomenon, and we can only reconstruct
it by extrapolating the persona of the implied audience from the structure
communicated in the text. But by the time of the later Meccan and Medinan suras,
it is evident that the stories of prophets are well enough known that they can be
evoked by brief references that listeners are expected to understand thoroughly.

One of the most prominent forms of expression in the Qur’an is debate, which
occurs in numerous passages that imply a strong resistance to the prophetic
message. Muhammad’s proclamation of judgment and resurrection seems to have
been met with incredulity, ridicule, and disdain. In direct address to disbelieving
listeners, the Qur’an observes their bewilderment and their laughter. Doom is
predicted for the naysayers and the sinners who scoff at the thought that they will
be held to account. Earlier passages are content with arguing against the
disbelievers, but later passages include the adversaries’ replies, so that the
dialogue performs a debate, perhaps as a model for the strategies recommended to
the beleaguered believers and, indeed, to the Prophet. Thus, when the Prophet’s
opponents challenged him to produce a revelation, the Qur’an advises him to
counsel patience without trying to predict the future (10:20): “And they will say,
‘If only a sign had descended to him from his Lord!” You say, ‘The hidden
[future] only belongs to God. So wait, for I am one of those who waits with



you.”” Some debate statements argue the privileged status of the Qur'an as
revelation, consoling the Prophet and the believers and urging them to be
steadfast. It is noteworthy that many suras begin with prominent assertions of the
authority of revelation, particularly in the later suras that manifest more
completely the process of canonization.

There is another phenomenon that one finds as a feature of Qur’anic texts,
which defies easy categorization. Twenty-nine suras in the Qur’an open with
isolated or detached letters of the Arabic alphabet, occasionally with a single
letter (suras 38, 50, 68) but generally with a combination of anywhere from two to
five letters (see chart 1.1). Some suras are entitled by the letters they begin with
(suras 20, 36, 38, 41, 50). Countless solutions have been proposed for these
“mysterious letters,” with many adventures in cabalism and numerology, but it is
difficult to resolve the issue. Some traditional commentators have suggested that
the letters are abbreviations for persons or subjects discussed in the Qur anic
texts, but it is difficult to find a way to apply the abbreviations consistently.
European scholars have suggested several documentary hypotheses, according to
which individual letters stand for scribes entrusted with the preservation of

particular sections of the Qur’an.Z2 Attempts have also been made to link the

letters to the ordering of the suras according to size.”2 Given the fact that many of
the suras that begin with the isolated letters also immediately declare the
authenticity of the revelation, it is tempting to accord the letters the status of
revelation, as the primal elements that compose the language of divine
communication. Nevertheless, this remains an elusive question, which is perhaps
essentially insoluble.

While it has been frequently observed that legislation forms a relatively small
portion of the Qur’anic corpus, it nevertheless remains true that there is a

significant amount of regulation that takes place in the text.Z4 Much of this
pertains to ritual, particularly the performance of prayer, fasting, alms, and
pilgrimage, but there are also lengthy prosaic sections pertaining to property,

marriage, inheritance, and criminal law, which seem to have been inserted into
certain suras without strong connections to the surrounding content. These
prescriptions are particularly prominent in the Medinan suras, which is not
surprising in view of the role of arbitration that the Prophet undertook there. The
regulations for Muslims occupied a position comparable to that of the legal
authority of the Torah or the Gospel for Jews and Christians, despite the rejection
of the law in certain portions of the New Testament. Indeed, the document known
as the “Constitution of Medina” clearly makes the analogy between the law of the
Jews and the law of the Arab submitters (muslimun), both of which were accepted

within the city for their respective communities.”2 This insistence on ethical
norms clearly formed an essential portion of the Qur’anic message. The
elaboration of legal passages from the Qur’an into the system of Islamic law is a
later development that lies outside of this discussion, but readers will definitely
notice the presence of legal material in the Qur anic text.

Finally, it is important to observe the presence of certain Qur’anic references to
contemporary events of significance to the early Muslim community. These
contemporary references are almost entirely missing from the early Meccan suras,
which elliptically avoid referring to individuals and events for the most part (the
doom pronounced on an early opponent of the Prophet in sura 111 only uses an
epithet, “father of flame,” to refer to him). In that respect, the Meccan suras retain
a focus on the cosmic and universal aspects of the revelation, with little detail on
current history. Notable events of the Medinan period noticed in the Qur an
include the battles of Badr (624 cE) and Uhud (625 CE), the struggle against the
Banu Nadir tribe (625 CE), the events leading up to the treaty with the Meccans at
Hudaybiyya (628 CE), the military expedition to Tabuk (630 CE), and the farewell
sermon of the Prophet at the time of the pilgrimage of 631 CE. Although these
historical references are still brief and require elaboration from external sources
whose use needs to be justified, it is clear that these later portions of the Qur’an
plausibly contain a fair amount of material relating to important events of those
times.



Ways of Reading the Qur an
Ritual Reading of the Qur 'an

The Arabic word Qur an, as we have seen, means both to read and to recite aloud.

For most Muslims, it is not helpful to separate these two meanings of the term,
since reading the Qur’an is generally an activity carried out aloud. In this respect,
reading the Qur an resembles the way that most reading has been done until
relatively recently. In Roman times, it was considered remarkable that Julius
Caesar read a letter silently in public, when he was reluctant to reveal its contents
to bystanders. Likewise, St. Augustine was struck by the way that St. Ambrose
would read the Bible silently without moving his lips. In Christian monasteries, it
was normally assumed that the reading of the Bible and other texts would be done
aloud as a matter of course. There is a considerable literature on the role of orality
in connection with reading in European culture as well as in comparative

contexts.Z9 And the reading of biblical passages aloud continues to play a
significant role in both Christian and Jewish worship. Yet modern practices of
reading scripture, at least in largely Protestant circles, tend to focus on the private,
individual, and silent reading of the text for purposes of understanding and
spiritual insight. This view of reading often assumes a context of criticism of both
legal interpretation and ritual performance of the text, which are condemned as

the reprehensible habits of Pharisees and Catholics.ZZ Such habits of silent
reading (which are not limited to Protestants) may get in the way of
understanding the extent to which the vast majority of readers of the Qur’an (that
1s, Muslims) normally engage with the text, in what may be called a ritual
fashion. Although the aim of this book is to offer a nontheological model for
literary study of the Qur anic text, it will be useful to offer a brief overview of
ritual aspects of reading the Qur’an, if only to sharpen the notion of a
nontheological approach by way of contrast with these other readings.

The definition of ritual is notoriously slippery, but anthropologists usually

consider it to consist of the performance of more or less fixed actions, often
repeated at particular times. To be qualified as religious, ritual needs to center on
reverence for the divine. One scholar divides Islamic rituals into seven categories:
rites of communication; rites of passage and life cycle; calendrical rituals; rites of
exchange and communion; rites of affliction; rites of feasting, fasting, and

festivals; and political rituals.Z8 In nearly all of these rituals, the Qur’an is recited.
Another theorist has in a more detailed fashion described ten kinds of ritual in
which the Quran plays a significant role: transformative rituals; rituals of
purification; rituals fulfilling an obligation; rites of passage; rituals required in the
Qur’an; rituals of abstinence; rituals of sustenance; protective rituals; rituals

inflicting harm; and rituals of social cohesion and solidarity.”2 Although these
two approaches to Islamic ritual differ in their conceptual arrangement, both
emphasize the extent to which reciting the Qur’'an plays a leading role in many
important aspects of Islamic religious life. Just in terms of rites of passage, it is
important to note the crucial role of Qur’an recitation throughout life, beginning
with birth rituals and extending to circumcision, marriage, and funerals.

Perhaps the most notable way in which the Qur’an functions in Muslim
religious life is in the five required daily ritual prayers. Since each of the five
daily prayers consists of a different number of cycles or units of prostration (two
at dawn, four at noon, four in the afternoon, three at sunset, and four in the
evening), there are in all seventeen daily cycles of prayer, and in each of them one
must recite the first sura of the Qur’an (al-Fatiha, “The Opening”) and other
Qur anic verses. This requirement applies to all Muslims, whether or not they are
native speakers of Arabic. Since fewer than 20 percent of Muslims are Arabic
speakers, this means that the vast majority of Muslims learn these required
Qur anic passages as a sacred liturgy to be memorized, rather than as an ordinary
text to be read, studied, and understood in a particular fashion. As a form of
expression, Muslim ritual prayer is structured along the lines of major Qur anic
themes relating to magnification, recollection, praise, glorification, and



supplication of God.8? Thus the recitation of the Qur’an is essentially a method of
communicating with God. This is intensified in numerous particular instances,
such as the month of Ramadan, when Qur anic recitation throughout the day
plays an extraordinary role in many Muslim-majority countries. As another sign
of ritual engagement, passages in the Qur’an that contain the command to
prostrate are generally marked in the margins, and the reader/reciter at that point
is expected to perform the same prostration required in ritual prayer.

[t may make more sense to understand the profound importance of reciting the
Qur’an if one highlights the definition of the Qur’an as the word of God, in terms
both of listening and recitation. More than one author has observed that recitation

of the Qur an is comparable to the Christian ritual of the Eucharist, as a process of

internalizing the word of God.2L Yet it is essential that this word should not only
be heard but also recited. A common Muslim understanding of the process of
revelation is that the angel Gabriel was the medium for divine communication
between God and the Prophet. What is normally viewed as the very first portion
of the Qur an revealed to the Prophet (sura 96) begins with the command,
“recite!” (igra’), held to be Gabriel’s direction to the Prophet. Shocked by this
unexpected experience, Muhammad is said to have responded three times with
incomprehension, “What shall I recite?” It then dawned on him that he first
needed to listen to the divine word conveyed to him by the angel and then repeat
it himself. This understanding is enlarged upon in another early sura (75:18),
where it is said, “And when we recite it, follow our recitation.” That is, after
hearing the revelation, the Prophet would recite the text itself, making the
recitation an integral part of the revelatory process. The Prophet himself is
reported to have said that if a reciter is to experience the Qur an as if it had been
revealed directly, it is necessary to be aware of the fact that one is listening to the

recitation of God’s speech.22 In a similar fashion, early Muslim mystics
emphasized that one could listen to the Qur an on different levels of intensity:
“The first kind of listening is to hear the Qur an as though the Prophet is reciting

it to you. Then you go beyond that, and it is as though you hear it from Gabriel. . .

. Then you go beyond that and it is as though you hear it from God.”82 So it will
be helpful to take seriously the sacredness with which the word of God is invested
in Islamic religious practice. Reading or reciting the Quran is a direct
engagement with the divine speech, not to be confused with ordinary acts of
reading, nor to be dismissed as a meaningless repetition. This means that one can
understand Muslim memorization and recitation of the Qur’an outside of the
polemical framework of the Protestant critique of “mechanical” Catholic rituals.
Thus it should not be surprising to find that Muslim religious practice treats the
Qur’an, as a physical object, with great reverence and respect. To pick up and
handle the Qur an requires that one should be in a state of ritual purity, that is, one
should have performed the same washing by ablutions required for ritual prayer.
Many pious Muslims express their respect by kissing the Qur’an, and it is
customary to keep it in an elevated position, above other books, and certainly
never touching the ground. The sanctity of the Qur’an as a religious object may
be compared to other religious traditions, such as the reverential treatment of the
Torah in Orthodox Judaism. Popular religious practice preserves doctrines, dating
from times when literacy was rare, ascribing extraordinary virtues to particular
passages from the Qur an. Major hadith collections generally contain a section on
“the virtues of the Qur'an” enumerating the benefits that may accrue from
repeating a particular sura or passage a fixed number of times. And there are
many other magical and talismanic uses of the Qur’an that are historically
widespread, including healing practices using vessels containing Qur’anic

inscriptions.24 While some of these practices have become controversial in recent
reformist critique, they nonetheless attest to a broad range of ritualistic reading
practices beyond what is usually understood by reading today.

One of the most typical examples of the ritual structuring of the reading of the
Qur’an is the division of the text into equal parts to facilitate recitation. It is very
common to find manuscripts and printed editions of the Qur an that have been



bound in thirty equal portions (juz’) for daily recitation during the course of a
month. Since this division into thirty portions obviously will not coincide with the
literary units of the 114 suras, it is clear that the point is to have recited the entire
Qur an aloud in a deliberate ritual fashion in the course of a month rather than to
have pondered particular issues that are discussed in the text. This emphasis on
recitation of the Qur’an as a sacred practice has led to the elaboration of a
complex and demanding discipline of correctly pronouncing and embellishing the

text, sometimes with considerable musical effect.22 It is very common for
Muslims from all classes of society to devote considerable effort to learning the
art of Qur’anic recitation, which involves a high degree of memorization. Famous
reciters of the Qur’an are celebrities in their own right, and since the 1960s the
spread of cassette recordings of the Qur’an and, later, digital recordings available
on the Internet have made these high-quality recitations available for countless
listeners to appreciate and imitate.

Interpretation of the Qur’an

It is commonplace to hear Muslim authors assert that the Qur’an is the literal
word of God. This statement should probably be taken as an assertion that the
words of God as revealed to Muhammad are indeed the words of God. That is, the
Arabic text of the Qur’an is regarded as divine speech. From here, it would seem
a short step to assume that Muslims inevitably interpret the Qur’an literally, but
that would be far from the truth. Such a judgment employs language that overlaps
with the notion of biblical literalism, which is associated with conservative
Christian groups such as evangelicals and fundamentalists. Reference to literal
interpretation often carries with it the pejorative overtones that customarily
accompany journalistic discussions of fundamentalism. This negative aura is
enhanced in discussions of Islam, since Qur anic literalism is associated with
terrorist violence, which many Americans assume is both a natural and a typical
product of reading the Qur an. The atmosphere of anxiety about the Qur an that

has dominated public discussion since 2001 obscures the significant and wide-
ranging debates about the interpretation of the Qur an that have characterized
Muslim religious thinking for over 1,000 years.

There is a considerable gap between the deep suspicion of many non-Muslims
toward the Qur’'an and the emotional impact that the text actually has on believers
who engage with it. Just to give one example, how do most readers of the Qur'an
experience its overall tone, the voice of its expression? Despite its numerous
warnings of the perils of hellfire, the mood of the Qur an is not experienced by
most listeners as primarily one of anger or wrath. As one sensitive observer has
pointed out,

Qur anic reciters and commentators characterize the tone of the

Qur’ anic recitation as one of sadness (huzn). Indeed, the sadness is at its
most telling in those passages in which the world’s mystery and
splendor are evoked. Yet there is a sense that somehow the splendor and
mystery are too great for the human to encompass—or that the human
heart has somehow forgotten it actually has the capacity to encompass
splendor and mystery. At this moment of reminder, the text expresses

not fear but the sadness that comes with a personal realization of a loss

that is part of the human condition.86

This is a thoughtful comment that highlights Muslim scholars’ reports about what
it feels like to recite the Qur an, though it may surprise those who are new to the
text. The distance that separates an insider’s experience from alarming
journalistic reports of outsiders is a good indication that the phenomenon is more
complex than commonly assumed. In any case, it is useful to recognize here the
predominant emotional depiction of the tone of the Qur’an.

To return to the question of interpretation, a crucial observation was made on
this topic by the fourth caliph, ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib (d. 661), who is regarded as one
of the most astute members of the early Muslim community: “The Qur’an is only

lines inscribed between two covers; it does not speak; people only utter it.”8Z In



another version of this saying, he says, “This Qur an is only lines inscribed
between two covers; it does not speak with the tongue, but it certainly needs an

interpreter (tarjuman), for people only speak about it.”88 This remark has been
rightly called “a classic statement of the need for the interpretation of

Scripture.”82 The point here is one that would easily be acknowledged by anyone
who has attempted to wrestle with the difficulties of the text of the Qur an: it is
not simple, and in order to make sense of it one inevitably has to bring to it an
apparatus for interpretation based on considerations outside of the text itself, such
as history, comparison, or the characteristics of the Arabic language. Of course,
theology is another resource one can draw upon to interpret the Qur an, although
we are specifically bracketing that out from the present enterprise.

Nevertheless, the history of Islamic religious thought is marked by a number of

quite diverse yet compelling strands of interpretation of the Qur’anic revelation.2?

Several of the associates of the Prophet Muhammad, in addition to ‘Ali, were
regarded as authoritative sources for the interpretation of the Qur an (for example,
Ibn Mas‘ud and Ibn ‘Abbas), although their opinions are only known from later
sources. The enterprise of interpreting the Qur'an was known under two
somewhat overlapping Arabic terms, tafsir and ta’wil (the latter generally
implying a more esoteric form of interpretation). Early interpretations of the
Qur’an took the form of paraphrase, focusing on the aspects of words with
multiple meanings, and narrative explanation that filled in the gaps in stories by
referring to biblical and other Near Eastern sources (Isra’iliyyat). Some of this
early material has been questioned in terms of later theological consensus
positions. Early commentators also used topical approaches that lent themselves
to legal issues, by organizing material under the headings of questions such as
prayer, fasting, and so on. Attention was paid to issues of Arabic vocabulary and
grammar, which became highly developed disciplines in connection with the
understanding of the Qur an. The commentary of al-Tabari (d. 923) is a milestone
in the detailed explanation of the Qur an in terms of the sayings of the Prophet

Muhammad.2! Another important early interpreter is al-Tha‘labi (d. 1035), whose
(still unpublished) commentary has drawn recent attention as a masterful

achievement of intellectual synthesis.?2 Other major commentaries were
produced by theologians such as al-Razi (d. 1210), from a Sunni perspective, and

al-Tabarsi (d. 1153), from a Shi‘i point of view.22 An important esoteric
commentary from the perspective of the Isma‘ili school of Shi‘ism by the eminent

theologian al-Shahrastani (d. 1153) has recently been translated.2# Sufi mystics
such as al-Sulami (d. 1021) compiled spiritual insights into the mysteries of the

Qur’an.22 Philosophers since the time of Ibn Sina (d. 1037) also offered their

reflections on the possible meanings of Qur’anic verses.2® In recent years, a
number of important commentaries have been translated into English; translations
are available on websites, so that one can compare different interpretations of a

particular verse.?” Reading an entire commentary by one of these authors might
be an intimidating task, but there are some useful publications that include a wide
range of different commentators on a particular verse, in this way making it easy

to compare different perspectives on understanding a given Qur’anic text.22 Like
any other text with a global impact, the Qur an has appealed to readers in

different times and places for different reasons, which has given rise to distinctive

modes of interpretation.22

In modern times, in part under the impact of European colonial conquest, new

trends have developed in the interpretation of the Qur’an.122 Some of these have
a defensive character, as nineteenth-century Muslim intellectuals grappled with
the seeming superiority of European civilization, with its claim to mastery of
science and technology. This challenge inspired figures such as Indian scholar Sir
Sayyid Ahmad Khan (d. 1898), who founded the Aligarh Muslim University, and
Egyptian reformist Muhammad ‘Abduh (d. 1905). To varying degrees, both of
these commentators relied upon rationalistic interpretations to highlight the
harmony between the Qur’an and the laws of science. They were succeeded by
interpreters who developed a full-fledged “scientific” exegesis of the Qur’an,



which argues that the Qur’an anticipated the discoveries of modern science, a
miraculous achievement that offers proof of its divine inspiration; proponents of
this approach seem not to be bothered by the way in which it subordinates divine
revelation to the authority of contemporary science. Another modern emphasis
was the development of literary studies of the Qur’an in its historical context,
particularly among Egyptian scholars in the school of Amin al-Khuli (d. 1967).
Some of these scholars have encountered stiff opposition and even outright

persecution, as in the case of Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd.1Y Especially noteworthy is
the approach of Algerian scholar Mohammed Arkoun, who has developed an
anthropological and semiotic interpretation of the Qur’an, with a strongly

antiauthoritarian emphasis.1?2 A quite different and much more conservative
direction was taken by activist scholars such as Sayyid Qutb (d. 1966), a leader of

the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, and Abul ‘Ala Maudoodi (d. 1979), founder of

the Jama“at-i Islami in Pakistan,122 who saw the Qur’an as the source of divine

instructions about the system or method that must be followed strictly by
humanity today, just as in the time of the Prophet. Thus there is a considerable

diversity still to be found today in the approaches that Muslim thinkers take to

understanding the Qur’an. 1%

Serious readers of any major scripture sooner or later run into the problem of
how to deal with apparent inconsistencies in the text. From both theoretical and
practical points of view, it is hard to resist the challenge of reconciling different
passages that evidently are in conflict with each other. The Qur an is certainly no
exception to this situation. Interpreters gravitated to the notion of abrogation
(naskh), a word which in different forms is repeated four times in the Qur-an, as a
way to solve this problem. The development of the doctrine of abrogation is
complicated and even confusing, but it is generally understood as the replacement

of one authoritative text by another.122 The larger analogy recognized by Muslim
scholars was the replacement of the Jewish and Christian scriptures with the
Qur’an as the recognized divine message. Although that particular substitution

may not have caused Muslims any concern, the doctrine of abrogation as applied
to the Qur an itself inevitably raised questions, such as why God would change
his mind about anything, if indeed he is omniscient. Some theologians resisted the
notion of abrogation, pointing out that one passage in which it is mentioned
(2:106) offered variant readings that undercut the theory to some extent, and there
is a significant debate about the extent to which there are passages from the
Qur’an that abrogate others. Perhaps the most influential version of the theory of
abrogation was proposed by legal scholar al-Shafi‘i, in close connection with his
doctrine that the example (sunna) of the Prophet was the second-most-
authoritative source of law after the Qur'an. By linking the Qur’anic text to the
biography of the Prophet Muhammad (as detailed, for instance, in the “occasions
of revelation” literature), one could in theory establish which were the later
revelations that would have the authority to abrogate any earlier ones with which
they were in conflict.

Instances of abrogation were held to include, first, the overruling of the legal
force of an earlier text by a later one, while the earlier text continues to exist in
letter only. Examples of this would include the change of nighttime vigil from an
obligatory practice to an optional one, in sura 73. It was also held that certain
verses of the Qur’an had been revealed to the Prophet but subsequently
withdrawn by God, in the process disappearing without leaving any trace of their
existence (although several cases are cited). A third form of abrogation was also
recognized, in which a phrase or verse of revelation has disappeared from the
final text of the Qur’an but its legal ruling continues to apply. Thus it was
believed by many that the Prophet had received a revelation concerning the
punishment of adultery by stoning, which was also thought to be decreed in the
Torah. A number of legal scholars appealed to this alleged revelation to overrule
the punishment by lashing, which is prescribed in the Qur an. This was done
despite the fact that the so-called stoning verse does not actually occur in the
Qur’an. In all these cases, what we see is an interpretive mechanism developed by
legal scholars and scriptural interpreters in an effort to iron out inconsistencies in



the text. From a literary point of view, the somewhat artificial character of this

exercise is indicated by the fact that it not only makes certain actual portions of

the text irrelevant but even supposes the authority of verses that do not exist.
The most notorious example of abrogation in the Qur’'an concerns verses on

warfare, particularly the so-called sword verse (9:5).12¢ It is well known that the
Qur’an contains a wide range of positions on how Muslims should respond to
opponents, ranging from avoiding confrontation to restricted conflict to outright
war. By using the model of abrogation offered by legal scholars, one could
suppose that the early verses counseling quietism and moderation were suited to
the weak condition of the early Muslim community in Mecca. Likewise, the
increasingly belligerent tone of later verses could be seen as a reflection of the
growing strength of the movement in Medina. Enthusiastic legal scholars have
applied the theory of abrogation to argue that the sword verse effectively
abrogates over one hundred earlier verses containing peace treaties or counsels of

tolerance.1Z There are several problems with this interpretation, beyond the fact
that it makes a significant number of Qur anic passages irrelevant. As pointed out
earlier, relying on the biography of the Prophet and the supposed “occasions of
revelation” to provide the interpretive context for the Qur an is ultimately a
circular exercise. This is because the standard narrative of the biography of the
Prophet Muhammad has been constructed in part in order to solve the problems of
Qur’anic chronology. It is circular because the biography is used to frame the
Qur’anic text, but then the Qur anic text is cited as the basis of the biography. As
one alternative explanation, it is quite possible that the conflicting verses on
warfare reflect the palpable disagreement that existed within the early Muslim
community on the question of conflict and that this disagreement was

unresolved.128 Another possible interpretation is provided by ring composition,
according to which conflict verses are generally external frames for central
affirmations of religious pluralism. According to this view (see chapter 4 for
examples), the general principles of the central points have lasting implications,

in contrast to the more limited historical circumstances of conflict in the framing
Verses.

The emergence of a dominant interpretation of jihad stressing militancy took
place in the ninth century, in an atmosphere of imperial expansion defined by the
empire of the caliphate, where the ethical struggle of jihad was redefined as world
conquest. From the long view of history, we know that other interpretations have
been offered for the notion of jihad, including the defensive theories proposed by
Muslim thinkers and anticolonial leaders of the nineteenth and twentieth

centuries.1?2 An intriguing example is the theory of the controversial Sudanese
thinker Mahmud Muhammad Taha (executed in 1985), who viewed the Meccan
suras as having a universal validity that trumped the particular political
significance of the Medinan suras. He thus, in effect, turned the classical theory of
abrogation upside down, by arguing that the earlier portions of the Qur’an were

more authoritative than the later ones. 112 In any case, abrogation stands as a
prominent example of an external interpretive model that is brought to bear upon
the text of the Qur’an in order to achieve certain results.

In any consideration of interpretation of a sacred text, another of the major

questions concerns its translation into other languages.111 It is often asserted that,
unlike the Bible, the Qur an is untranslatable. On the face of it, such an assertion
may be hard to understand, given that there are today hundreds if not thousands of
translations of the Qur’an into many different languages. The notion that the
Qur’an really exists only in its Arabic form has several aspects. One may be
considered the ritual perspective, since most schools of law regard the recitation
of the accepted Arabic text of the Qur’an as a requirement for a valid ritual
prayer. There is a notable exception, however, in the Hanafi school of law going
back to its founder, Abu Hanifah (d. 765), who approved the recitation of
translations of the Qur’an and ritual prayer in local languages such as Persian, for
the sake of comprehension. But it is largely the case that only the recitation of the
Arabic Qur an counts as a religious act, regardless of whether the reciter



understands the text or not.
A second aspect of the concept of untranslatability relates to the doctrine that
the Qur’an is inimitable (i‘jaz) and that it demonstrates an eloquence that is

beyond human power.112 This argument arises from passages where the Qur’an
challenges those who reject Muhammad’s prophecy, demanding that they try to
compose something equal to the Qur an (with the strong implication that this is
impossible). This was originally a theological position, in which the revelation of
the Qur an was proved to be a miracle (and, according to some, the only miracle
performed by Muhammad). Later on, scholars defined the nature of this miracle
as aesthetic, something that could be confirmed by anyone capable of recognizing

its beauty.112 Thus a special power was attached to the word of God as revealed
in the original Arabic. Even though in practice it may have been common for
preachers to explain the meaning of Qur’anic passages in local languages, there is
a tendency to consider this as “explanation” or “commentary” (tafsir), as opposed
to a translation that could replace the original text. As early as the tenth century,
the massive Arabic Qur’an commentary of al-Tabari was translated into Persian,
and then into Turkish, necessarily including the verbal translation of the Qur anic
text into those languages. Countless manuscripts of the Qur’an include interlinear
glosses, expressing the meaning of the text in a word-by-word fashion, in Persian
and Turkish. Although those early interlinear versions technically did not
constitute independent translations, they certainly indicate that the act of
translation was taking place (see figure 1.2). This ambivalence about the concept
of Qur anic translation was demonstrated by the title of the 1930 English
translation by Muhammad Marmaduke Pickthall, which he entitled The Meaning
of the Glorious Qur an, carefully referring to it in the subtitle as “an explanatory

translation.”114 The point of this title was that this English “translation” only
explained the meanings of the text, without actually replacing the Arabic original.
Nevertheless, today there are easily available
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Figure 1.2. Qur an leaf with interlinear Persian translation. Ackland Art Museum, University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill; gift of the Ackland Associates.

translations of the Qur’an into all major European languages as well as the
languages of Africa and Asia, and their dissemination has been considerably
speeded by print technology and now the Internet.

The concept of the untranslatable Quran is clearly theological, although the
argument is often made in terms of the distinctive linguistic and literary properties

of the text.112 From a strictly literary perspective, however, there does not seem to
be any good reason why the Qur'an should be privileged among all other texts in
the world as being only accessible in the original language. From a hyper-
literalistic position, one could make the same argument about the Greek epics of
Homer, or the Chinese writings of Confucius—each of these has unique



characteristics that cannot be duplicated in another language. Translation is,
moreover, a constantly shifting target—in each generation, skillful literary
scholars have created new translations suitable in style and mood to their own
age. In this way, the seventeenth century saw Chapman’s English version of
Homer as a great achievement of Elizabethan style, while the rhyming couplets of
Alexander Pope’s Iliad satisfied the taste of the eighteenth century, and so on. In
terms of style, it may be said that ambivalence about the validity of translating the
Qur’an has not been conducive to the achievement of notable literary success.
Many English translations clearly agonize over dictionary-style word-for-word
renderings, and frequently they make the unwise choice of emulating the archaic
style of the King James Bible, complete with “thee” and “thou.” The results of
these translations are all too often scarcely readable productions that contribute to
the general impression that the Qur’an is an impenetrable work.

The issue of translating the Qur'an into European languages is also
complicated by the long history of hostile use of these translations in anti-Islamic

arguments.l2 As mentioned previously, from the time of the first major Latin
translation of the Qur'an in 1143 by Robert of Ketton until fairly modern times,
nearly all translations of the Qur’an into European languages had the aim of
refuting and casting doubt upon the credibility of the Islamic revelation, from an
explicitly Christian perspective. It was common for many Christian intellectuals
to write not only treatises against [slam and the Prophet Muhammad but also in
particular attacks on the Qur an. These attacks were generally carried out with the
clear presumption that translating the Qur’an would expose its manifest errors and
falsity for all to see. An example is the remark of Martin Luther on the usefulness
of translating the Qur’an for this polemical purpose:

It has struck me that one is able to do nothing more grievous to
Mohammad or the Turks, nor more to bring them to harm (more than
with all weaponry) than to bring their Koran to Christians in the light of
day, that they may see therein, how entirely cursed, abominable, and

desperate a book it is, full of lies, fables and all abominations that the
Turks conceal and gloss over. They are reluctant to see the Koran

translated into other languages, for they probably feel that it would

bring about apostasy in all sensible hearts. 1

[ronically, European critics of the Qur’an often relied on translations that were
quite faulty, so that their criticism of the alleged incoherence of the Qur’an was
itself the result of a flawed process of translation. Given this hostile approach to
Qur’anic translation by European Christians, one can understand why some
modern Muslim reformist thinkers like Rashid Rida’ (d. 1935) opposed
translation and encouraged non-Arab Muslims to read the text in the original
Arabic, in order to preserve religious unity against the onslaught of

colonialism.118 More recently, the missionary attack on the Qur’an has been
joined by nominally secularist critics, who see the Qur’an as the inspiration for
terrorism and the source of an irreconcilable divide between Muslims and
European culture. As I have pointed out elsewhere, these opponents of Islam are
themselves wedded to a fundamentalist-style notion of literal interpretation,
which seizes upon the most extreme interpretation and identifies that as being
“true” Islam; any Muslims who engage in broader mainstream interpretive

strategies can then be safely dismissed as not being real Muslims.12 Ironically,
these anti-Muslim ideologues place themselves in the position of being the
ultimate judges of who is qualified to interpret the Qur’an.

The modern era has seen extensive dissemination of the Qur an on an
unprecedented scale, both as an Arabic text and in translation, thanks to new
technologies of communication. Although print technology had an impact on
Christianity by the end of the fifteenth century through printed editions of the
Bible, the printing of the Qur’'an by Muslim authorities did not take place on a
large scale until the mid-nineteenth century, initially in Persia and India. Before
printing, manuscripts of the Qur 'an were expensive and hard to come by, and
literacy was not widespread. Muslim jurists also had concerns about whether the



printing process would violate rules of purity or treat the Qur’'an with disrespect.
In the Ottoman realms, printing of the Qur an was at first prohibited, but
eventually it was embraced by the state as a way of consolidating its authority.
The translation of the Qur'an into Turkish in the early 1900s was a state project
opposed by traditional religious scholars, who correctly saw that their own
authority would be undermined by the wide availability of the Qur'an among the

population.12? The official Egyptian printed edition of the Qur’an published in
1924 was a landmark that until today has served as the standard. Nowadays, in
every country with majority Muslim population, it is easy to obtain printed copies
of the Qur an.

A new chapter has opened up with the availability of the Qur’an on the
Internet, both in digitized recordings of oral recitation and in hypertext markup

versions of the Arabic text.12L There is even a dispute about whether it is
appropriate to create ring tones from Qur an recitation for use on cell phones.
Beginning in the 1980s, Muslim college students in American universities began
to put Islamic texts online, creating new questions about how one approaches the
text. Any reservations about the issue of translation were left aside as new digital
resources were created. These websites devoted to the Qur an often feature
numerous translations into European and Asian languages, sometimes including
multiple English versions side-by-side as well as commentaries. Although it is
certainly significant to see the widespread availability of these texts on the
Internet, it has also been remarked that the textual sensibility underlining these
websites is basically that of an engineer toward an instruction manual, which can
only be understood in one way. That is, the people responsible for creating these
websites are not trained in the humanities nor in the traditional Islamic religious
disciplines, so their concept of textual interpretation tends to be one-dimensional

and authoritarian.122 That being said, it is hard to deny that the creation of “cyber-
[slamic environments” has introduced a new era in the study of texts like the
Qur an.

Toward a Chronological Reading: The Qur an as an Unfolding
Text

The problem addressed by this book is the impasse created by rival theological
and ideological readings of the Qur’an. Although these interpretations certainly
serve the interests of those already committed to such positions, they are
surprisingly ineffective and irrelevant for those who are simply interested in an
open-minded and fair reading of the text—and not interested in embracing or
rejecting it as a matter of faith. For those readers who seek a humanistic
understanding of the Qur’an as a literary work, which is not a negligible goal, a
chronological reading recommends itself as a productive strategy.

This kind of historical approach to the Qur’an as a literary text has not been
undertaken often. Nevertheless, according to a tradition preserved by the Egyptian
scholar al-Suyuti (d. 1505), no less a person than “Ali had in his possession a
copy of the Qur’an with the suras organized in chronological order of

revelation.122 A few modern translators have actually published their versions by
putting the suras in some kind of chronological order different from the canonical
sequence. A Christian clergyman named J. M. Rodwell adopted this strategy in
his 1861 translation, which drew upon the first edition of Theodor Noldeke’s
study of the Qur an. Yet the sequence that he presented was idiosyncratic, due to
decisions he made on a thematic basis, and reference was difficult because he

numbered only every tenth line.12* Nevertheless, this translation received new
popularity in its 1909 reprint in Everyman’s Library and is still available today,
though it has been criticized for its theological bias. The scholarly French
translator Régis Blachéere used Noldeke’s chronological arrangement of suras in
the 1947 edition of his widely admired French version, but in subsequent editions
he returned to the standard order because of its convenience for locating particular

verses.122 [ikewise, N. J. Dawood in his 1956 English translation of the Qur'an
for Penguin Classics offered an idiosyncratic, partly chronological sequence



chosen for aesthetic appeal, but subsequent editions returned to the traditional

order, again for largely practical reasons.122 From these less than successful
experiments, it appears that printing the suras of the Qur’an according to a
chronological order is not likely to be welcomed by readers. What is proposed
here instead is a strategy for reading the suras in a sequence that approximates the
historical chronology, as far as scholarship can determine it. Everyone can still
use their favorite Qur an translations, but if they follow the recommended
strategy, they will not be simply starting with page one.

As far as reading practice is concerned, the standard order of the 114 suras of
the Qur an may be considered as the ritual order of the recitation of the text. The
late Medinan suras so prominent at the beginning of the Qur’an (that is, suras 2, 3,
4, 5, 8, and 9) were revealed to a predominantly Muslim society, unlike the
Meccan suras, which were revealed earlier in a largely non-Muslim context.
Therefore it may be said that the canonical sequence of suras is indeed aimed at a

Muslim readership.12Z There is consequently no apparent necessity for reading
the text of the Qur’an according to the traditional order in an academic context,
unless one has in mind its ritual performance or its theological reception by a
Muslim community. Thus in principle it is attractive to propose a reading of the
Qur’an that follows its presumed historical sequence. If the academic study of the
Qur’an does not aim to imitate the theological approach of the madrasa, I see no
reason not to use the Noldeke sequence as a baseline. The principle I appeal to
here is that the academic study of religion does not simply replicate the views of
any particular group of believers, though it certainly takes those views into
account as an important consideration. Nevertheless, what distinguishes the
academic study of religion is the impartial use of theoretical approaches, without
privileging one theological position over another.

To reiterate, the method proposed here for reading the Qur’an is both literary
and historical, and it pays special attention to the rhetorical structure of the text
itself. Rhetoricians have pointed out how one can distinguish the implied

audience, or “second persona,” which is addressed in any given text; at the same
time, one can extrapolate unspoken contexts that are not mentioned, or are
implicitly negated, which constitute a “third persona” that stands in the

background of the text.128 In addition, there are all the features of literary genre,
form, and structure that have been sketched out above. By applying such tools to
the understanding of the Qur’an as an unfolding text, one can interrogate the
sequence of delivery and its introduction of new terms and topics, and one can see
how the text addressed intended audiences and implicitly commented on its own
context. One does not have to take a theological position in order to understand
that the structure of the Qur'an implies a sender and an audience, by the very
choice of the pronouns and verbs that are used. In this way, the reader has the
opportunity to understand the Quran as a literary problem (understanding the
word “problem” in its primary sense of a question that is raised for inquiry and
solution rather than as a difficulty or source of distress). This is an enormous
opportunity for readers. After all, if the Qur’'an remains a mystery, it is insoluble
and inscrutable, and not much more can be said. But if it is a problem, that is, a
question to which we seek a solution, we may indeed ask how it is constructed, to
whom it is addressed, and how it unfolds over the period of its articulation. In
short, we may approach the Qur’an as a fascinating literary text, which presents
rich challenges—and, one hopes, rich rewards—for its readers. Of course, no
single reading carried out in such a spirit will be final. What is offered here as a
demonstration is simply one example of how one may read the Qur an, using the
modern scholarly equipment that has been created with so much labor and
ingenuity. This approach has as its aim understanding, rather than preaching or
refutation. And the test of such a method will have to be judged from the results
that follow. I invite the reader to join me in this reading of selected suras of the
Qur’an, pursued in a fair-minded manner with the tools of literary and historical
scholarship.



2
Early Meccan Suras

Our literary investigation of the early Meccan suras begins with an overview of
the structural composition and principal themes of these texts. This includes close
analysis of several suras that are translated in full and broken down into their
components or building blocks. Then follows a critical survey of a particularly
important literary form that is prominent from the first stage of the Qur'an’s
unfoldment: apocalyptic or end-times scenarios. It will then be possible to
consider the question of later additions to the early Meccan suras, with a detailed
focus on sura 53, “The Star,” in relation to the notorious question of the “Satanic
Verses.”

Structures and Themes

From a stylistic perspective, the early Meccan suras demonstrate considerable
variety. Not only do they employ a far greater number of different rhymes than
later sections of the Qur’an, but they also display a remarkable range of structural
composition. There are five very short suras consisting of five verses or less (97,
103, 105, 108, 111), and another ten suras that are relatively short, with small
clusters of verse groups (93, 94, 95, 99, 100, 101, 102, 104, 106, 107). On the
level of somewhat greater complexity, one can distinguish suras in which the
verses are organized primarily in clusters of two (81, 91), three (82, 84, 86, 90,
92), or four (85, 89) verses. There are several suras, traditionally considered to be
the earliest, which exhibit a tightly structured organization (73, 74, 87, 96). Two
suras (55, 77) contain what appear undeniably to be refrains that are repeated

periodically throughout the sura. Several of the longer suras(51, 53, 68, 79, 80)
seem to be rather neatly divided into three symmetrical sections, while other

longer suras (52, 56, 69, 70, 75, 78, 83, 88) show no such obvious {:urg.anizatiu::rn.l
So the notion of the sura as a literary structure is quite flexible, from the very
beginning of its development.

The structure and thematic organization of these early Qur’anic suras are in
reality inseparable, since the sections that may be detected within a sura are most
clearly evident when marked by both separate stylistic features (such as change of

rhyme) and shifts of subject.2 For that reason, it is crucial to the understanding of
any sura to be able to divide it into its natural constituent parts, as a guide to
understanding its meaning. The major themes of the early suras are strongly
delineated and well known, and they may be summarized as follows: their cosmic
significance is underlined by the use of many oath formulas invoking the powers
of nature. God is declared to be the Creator of heaven and earth, and the Qur'an
emphasizes gratitude as the appropriate response of humanity to the gift of life
and existence. The Qur an presents numerous examples of God’s generosity in
the abundant signs of nature, including the bounty of water and the life displayed
in growing things and animals. So complete is the genuine acknowledgment of
God’s creation that men and women should never harbor the fantasy that they
themselves are independent and self-sufficient. The regrettable human habit of
hoarding wealth comes under special condemnation in many passages, and the
duty to share one’s good fortune with the poor and the stranger is stressed again
and again. Humanity’s forgetfulness, or deliberate heedlessness, of its
fundamental debt to God is the pretext for God to communicate a message that
reminds humanity of its duty and the consequences of neglecting it. That message
—that Reminder, to give scripture one of its Qur anic names—is prophecy.

It is in such a cosmic context that the Qur an takes on its distinctive tone. At
this point, regardless of one’s attitude toward the status of the Qur’an as a divine
revelation, it cannot be denied that the Qur’an is in large part a discourse about



divine revelation. Most of the narratives of the Qur’an revolve around a single
storyline, which with few variations is played out in the careers of the prophets.
Each prophet addresses his people, warning them of the dire punishments
awaiting the unfaithful in hellfire, while at the same time promising the rewards
that the virtuous will experience in paradise. God’s power to resurrect the dead
cannot be doubted if one realizes that it is God who gives life to all beings in
creation. Numerous passages juxtapose these dual outcomes of Judgment Day as
contrastive double portraits of the fire and the garden. Unfortunately, in spite of
the manifest truth of the message that the prophet delivers, in this scenario the
people nearly always respond with mockery and insults, rejecting the revelation
altogether (the one exception is the people of Jonah, who repent). Refusal to heed
the warning of punishment in the afterlife ironically leads to destruction in this
life. Proud and arrogant leaders, like Pharaoh, who cast aside the admonitions of
prophets like Moses, are doomed to a catastrophic end. The evidence for these
punishment stories, which will be discussed in further detail below, is on display
in the ruins of past civilizations scattered across the Near Eastern landscape.

The interweaving of structure and theme can be seen from an examination of
several of the most symmetrically structured longer suras from the early Meccan
period (51, 68, 79, 80). For example, sura 51, “The Scatterers,” consists of sixty
verses that can be divided into three major parts (consisting of 23 + 23 + 14
verses). The first part (twenty-three verses) devotes nine verses to rhyming oaths
sworn by the forces of nature, promising the truth of judgment in spite of doubts
(51:1-9); then follow fourteen verses (51:10-23) providing double portraits of
doom and reward in the afterlife, signs of nature, and a closing oath. The second
part (also twenty-three verses) relates stories of grace and punishment, mirroring
the 14 + 9 verse division of the first part by devoting the first fourteen verses to
Abraham (51:24-37) and then nine verses to four other prophets (51:38-46). The
third part (fourteen verses) concludes with an enumeration of the consequences of
the second part, with the first seven verses devoted to signs, monotheism, and
previous prophets (51:47-53). The last seven verses console Muhammad, prove

the Creator, and promise doom to opponents (51:54-60).2

To illustrate the symmetrical deployment of structure and theme more
concretely, one may consider the case of sura 79, which at first glance does not
display such a neat structure. The symmetry of this sura becomes clear when one
reconsiders it by removing a later addition (79:33) and dividing two verses
(79:40-41) into three, based on the internal rhyme. This reconsideration reveals a

tight original symmetrical verse structure, as indicated below.? The following
translation is organized in paragraphs, with numbered headings added in italics
indicating the original articulation of the sura into three symmetrical parts (I: 5 +
9 verses; II: 6 + 6 + 6 verses; III: 9 + 5 verses):

I. Rider oaths (5 verses) and end-times (9 verses)

(1-5) By the pullers to the limit, yanking on ropes, plunging in,
rushing ahead, running a situation—2

(5—14) On the day when the quaking quakes, and the next one
follows it—On that day hearts will be throbbing, their glances humble;
they will say, “Shall we be restored to our first state, when we have
become rotten bones?” They will say, “This would be a lost effort,

then!” But it only takes a single shout, and they will be awakened.

I1. Punishment story of Moses’ call (6 verses), Pharaoh’s rejection (6
verses), and God’s power (6 verses)

(15-20) Has the story of Moses reached you? When his Lord called
him to the sacred valley of Tuwa: “Go to Pharaoh, who has rebelled!
And say, ‘Do you wish to become pure? So I will guide you to your
Lord, and you will fear.”” Then he showed him the greatest sign.

(21-26) But he [Pharaoh] called it a lie and disobeyed. Then he
turned back quickly, till he summoned and called, saying, “I am your
highest lord!” So God took him, as an example in the next world and
the last; so there is a warning in this for those who fear.

m



(27-33) Are you harder to create, or is the heaven that He made? He
raised its roof and righted it, darkening its night and bringing out its
morning light, and after that He spread the earth, bringing out from it
water and pasture, and fixing the hills, as a sustenance for you and your

herds.2

I11. End-times with double portraits (9 verses) and consolation
regarding an unknown hour (5 verses)

(34-41) But when the greatest calamity comes, on the day when man
recalls what he has attempted, and hell will be displayed to one who
sees—then, the one who rebelled, and took the earthly life, will have
hell for his abode! But one who fears standing before his Lord, and

denies the soul its desire, will have the garden for his abode.”
(42—46) They will ask you about the hour: “When is its arrival?”

What do you recall of it? Your Lord is its goal. You are only a warner to

one who fears. On that day when they see it, it will be as though they

only lingered an afternoon, or its morning.
Seen in the light of this striking symmetry, this sura looks to be a balanced and
deliberate composition, quite similar in structure to other early Meccan suras.

Another example of a tightly structured early Meccan sura is sura 80, “He

Frowned.” This sura is noteworthy for evidently criticizing the Prophet
Muhammad (in the third person in 80:1-2, shifting to the second person in 80:3—
4) for treating a blind man with indifference. Once again, this sura may be divided
into three sections containing 16 + 16 + 10 verses. Sura 80 has numerous verbal

echoes of another early Meccan text, sura 74, “Wrapped in a Cloak.”® It neatly
demonstrates the typical feature of dynamic style (iltifat), not only in the shift
from third to second person in the opening (80:1-4), but also in the dramatic shift
to “We” in 80:25.

I. Encounter with a blind man, the arrogance of the wealthy, and

confirmation of Revelation (16 verses)

(1-4) He frowned and turned back, because the blind man came to
him.—And how do you know? Perhaps he purifies himself, or is
reminded and the Reminder benefits him.

(5-10) But the one who thinks himself rich—you pay attention to
him, though it’s nothing to you that he fails to purify himself. But the
one who came hurrying to you, who is humble, him you have neglected.

(11-16) No! It is a Reminder; let him who wishes remember it. It is
on honored pages, sublime, purified, by the hands of scribes noble and
virtuous.

I1. Doom of the ungrateful (16 verses)

(17-23) The man is cursed; how ungrateful he is! From what did He
create him? From a drop He created him, and measured him, making
the way easy for him. Then He caused him to die, and buried him.
Then, when He wished, He raised him up. No—he does not perform
what He ordered.

(24-32) Let the man look on his food: We made the rain fall, then We
split the earth in cracks, so We made the seed sprout in it, and grapes
and plants, olives and palms, dense gardens, fruit and grass, sustenance
for you and your herds.

I11. End-times scene and double portrait (10 verses in two equal parts)
(33-37) But when the crack of doom comes, on the day when a man
flees from his brother, his mother, father, wife, and children, on that day
every man will have business to occupy him!
(38—42) There are faces that will shine that day, laughing and joyful;
and there are faces with dust on them that day, covered in dirt. They are
the vicious unbelievers.

The balance and order of this sura demonstrate the rhythms of measured delivery



with which the earliest audience of the Qur'an must have become familiar
through frequent repetition. The original symmetry of the sura demonstrates the
balanced structures of oral composition. Opposites complement each other, from
the juxtaposition of the blind man and the willful rich man to the shining faces
and the dirty faces of the blest and the damned. The principal theme of revelation
is clarified in terms of the awesome power of divine creativity and generosity. All
of this is presented in a structure of harmonious proportion that facilitates the
reception of the message.

One final example will suffice to demonstrate the propensity for balanced
composition in the early Meccan suras. This is sura 68, “The Pen,” which also
displays, at greater length, the familiar tripartite organization seen in other early
Meccan suras. The oath that opens this sura invokes one of the Arabic letters and
the apparatus of writing, as images of revelation. What follows is noteworthy for
its extended address in second-person singular, evidently to the Prophet,
encouraging him to remain steadfast in spite of opposition. There is considerable
evidence here of the kind of language used by the rejecters of the revelation, who
dismiss it as madness and fable. This sura also makes an explicit connection
between its punishment story and the retribution of Judgment Day (68:33). In a
debate sequence marked by heavy irony, it is also evident that the assumed
detractors (who are addressed in the plural) must be quite familiar with the
concept of a written revelation (68:37).

I. Address to Prophet: oath and consolation (7 verses) and debate with
critics (9 verses)

(1-7) N, by the pen, and what they write! By God’s bounty, you are
not mad, and yours will be a well-earned reward. You are indeed of
great character; so you shall see, and they will see, which of you is
derailed. Your Lord is the one who knows best who has strayed from
His path, and He knows best who is guided rightly.

(8-16) So do not obey the deniers, who would love you to be slick,

so they could be slick. And do not obey everyone who is an oath-
breaker, slanderer, spreader of lies, obstacle of good, transgressor,
criminal, brute, and on top of that an upstart, just because he has money
and children. When Our signs were recited to him, he said, “Fairy tales
of the ancients!” We shall brand him on the snout!

I1. Punishment story of garden, with end-time conclusion (18 verses in
two equal parts)

(17-25) We tried them as We tried the owners of the garden, when
they swore they would reap it in the morning, though they reserved
nothing (for the poor). But a visitation from your Lord came round to it
while they were sleeping, and when morning came it was like a field
stripped bare. Yet they cried out to each other that morning, “Hurry to
the field, if you are one of the reapers!” So they headed off, whispering
to each other, “No poor gleaner will enter it today, to your loss!” So
they hurried off, prepared for their resolve.

(26-34) When they saw it, they said, “We're lost! No, we’re
destitute!” The more moderate of them said, “Didn’t I say to you, “Why
don’t you praise God?’” They said, “Glory be to our Lord! We were
really sinners.” Then some of them approached others, blaming each
other. They said, “It’s too bad for us that we were arrogant. Perhaps our
Lord will replace it for us with something better; we are begging our
Lord!” Their punishment was like that, and the punishment of the next
world is greater, if you only knew. Truly the God-conscious will have
gardens of bliss.

I11. Revelation debate (18 verses in two equal parts, with asides on end-
times and Jonah)

(35—43) Shall We treat those who submit (al-muslimin) like
criminals? What’s wrong with you? How can you judge?—Or do you



have a book, from which you deduce that you will find there whatever
you think best?—Or do you have promises from Us, reaching to the day
of resurrection, that you will have whatever you decide? Ask them
which of them can guarantee that!—Or do they have (divine) partners?
Let them bring their partners, if they’re telling the truth. On the day
when things become serious, they will be called to bow down, but they
will be incapable—their eyes cast down, overcome by humility. For
they had been called to bow down while they were safe and sound.
(44-52) So leave to Me those who call this story a lie. We shall lead
them on, from where they will not know. But I give them a reprieve,
since my stratagem is firm.—Or do you ask them for a fee, so they are
weighed down with debt?—Or does the unseen belong to them, so they
can write about it? So be patient with the command of your Lord, and
don’t be like the man in the fish (Jonah), who cried out while he was
confined. If it were not that he was reached by favor from his Lord, he
would have been thrown in the wasteland as one condemned. But his
Lord chose him and made him one of the virtuous. Even if the
disbelievers nearly make you stumble with their stares, when they hear
the Reminder, and they say, “He is crazy”—it is nothing but a Reminder
for the creation.
Even a moderately long sura like this one exhibits a variety of themes, and the
often abrupt and dramatic shifts of point of view can prove confusing at first
glance unless there is some framework to break up the text and provide
entryways. That interpretive framework is provided by comparison with other
early Meccan suras that exhibit the same kind of structure as this one. Although
this particular kind of symmetry only describes a portion of the early Meccan
suras, it nonetheless demonstrates that structure is present in these texts, a
structure that is reinforced by the frequent use of rhyme change to designate new
subjects.

Apocalypse and Meditation on the Ruined
Cities

One may point to a number of important thematic emphases that take the form of
discrete building blocks in the Qur'an. Notable are the hymns of praise, whether
they focus on God himself, apart from human dependence and gratitude, or
whether they hint at divine power and deeds as a warning against human self-
centeredness. There are also frequent passages of consolation to the Prophet
during his trials. There are numerous confrontations with opponents through
debate and denunciation, ranging from outright curses to rebukes of human folly
and threats against the ungrateful and arrogant, particularly those who reject the

Qur’an and its revelation.? But perhaps the most prominent theme in the early
Qur’anic suras is the description of the end-times.

The afterlife, the resurrection of the dead, and Judgment Day are topics of great
importance throughout the Qur’an, and they received memorable treatment,
particularly in the early Meccan suras. How were these scenarios understood by
those who were first exposed to the Qur anic revelation? One of the perplexing
issues concerning the implied audience for the Qur'an is the question of belief in
the afterlife among pre-Islamic Arabs. It is often asserted that Arab paganism was
a superficial form of polytheism, which authorized a hedonistic and devil-may-
care attitude toward life, with no thought for tomorrow. This impression seems to
be primarily gained from a reading of pre-Islamic bardic poetry, with its heroic
boasting over love affairs and battles, seeing it as a comprehensive portrait of the
religious lives of Arabs before the rise of Islam. Such was the opinion expressed a
century ago by British Orientalist R. A. Nicholson:

Religion had so little influence on the lives of the Pre-Islamic Arabs
that we cannot expect to find much trace of it in their poetry. They
believed vaguely in the supreme God, Allah, and more definitely in his



three daughters—al-Lat, Manat, and al-‘Uzza—who were venerated all
over Arabia and whose intercession was graciously accepted by Allah.
There were also numerous idols enjoying high favor while they
continue to bring good luck to their worshipers. Of real piety the
ordinary Bedouin knew nothing. He felt no call to pray to his gods,
although he often found them convenient to swear by. He might invoke
Allah in the hour of need, as a drowning man will clutch at a straw; but
his faith in superstitious ceremonies was stronger. He did not take his

religion too seriously.1%
Similar views are widely repeated in later literature. The emphatic tone of the
Qur’an, moreover, paints a picture of arrogant Meccan pagans who seem to
demonstrate an almost Epicurean rejection of the notion of resurrection and
Judgment Day. Yet at the same time, the Qur 'an’s references to biblical and other
Near Eastern prophetic traditions are so frequent and so allusive that they
presuppose an audience in Mecca that was quite familiar with those religious
narratives. Is it likely that Arabia was largely populated by religiously well-
informed skeptics?

There is an unspoken context or third persona that deserves some consideration
here, namely, the evidence of archaeology regarding belief in the afterlife in the
Arabian regions. Unfortunately, archaeological research is still relatively
undeveloped in the territories of Saudi Arabia, because of political and religious
sensitivities. A highly conservative religious establishment sees no reason why
the traces of Judaism and Christianity should be celebrated in the homeland of
[slam, and it views digging up and displaying pagan idols as even more
repugnant. Nevertheless, there are significant indications that burial in elaborate
tombs was practiced on a surprisingly large scale throughout Arabia and adjoining
regions. Just in the island of Bahrain, there are thought to have been over 80,000
ancient mounded tombs (of which about 6,000 remain intact), making up the
largest single funerary complex of the ancient world. Some of these (in A’ali and
Sar) are impressive royal mausoleums recalling the funerary constructions of

Mesopotamia and Egypt.1l In Saudi Arabia itself, recent explorations have been
proceeding discreetly, in spite of contrary sentiments, and discoveries in the
regions of Harrat Khaybar and al-Hayit include what appear to be thousands of
tombs, along with low-walled structures creating gigantic kite shapes visible from

satellite photographs.12 In al-Ula, excavations of Nabatean and Dedanian sites
have drawn attention to tombs comparable to the majestic Nabatean sites of
Mada’in Salih (in northwestern Arabia) and Petra (in Jordan), incidentally

yielding mummies from 2,000 years ago.12 All of this suggests that the afterlife
was in fact a major obsession of the ancient Arabians. It can be added that,
despite the Qur'an’s devastating critique of the iniquitous cities that were
subjected to divine punishment, the advent of Islam did not by any means put a
stop to either the creation of cities or the building and visitation of tombs in

Arabia, especially tombs of the prophets.1# It seems that one must probe further
into the significance of the Qur'an’s emphasis on the rejection of the afterlife by
Muhammad’s critics, beyond the superficial assertion that the pagan Arabs did
not believe in an afterlife.

One possible clue lies in the inscriptions found in the tombs of the Nabateans in
Mada’in Salih (figure 2.1). The eighty monumental burial sites there provide
considerable evidence of the respect paid to the royal dead and the practice of
ritual meals and drinking parties in the tombs. To some degree, these burial
practices of the Nabateans have much in common with the customs of the
Mesopotamians, the Syrians, the Aramaeans, and the Israelites. What is
distinctive about the tomb inscriptions from a religious perspective is a focus on
the particular deities of the Nabateans (the supreme god Dushara, plus the
goddesses al-Lat, al-‘Uzza, and Manat and the gods Qaysha and Hubal). But from
a social point of view, it is also informative to observe the aristocratic and
exclusive tone of the inscriptions, something not surprising in monuments that
were primarily constructed by a wealthy elite. Thus, not only do the tombs feature
the customary Near Eastern curses for anyone who disturbs the dead, but the



inscriptions repeatedly condemn the burial in the tomb of anyone who is not

related to the builders.12 This rejection of strangers and unapproved relatives
from

Figure 2.1. Twin Nabatean tombs at Mada'in Salih. © Jane Taylor (www.janetaylorphotos.com).

the precincts of the sacred dead certainly confers a sense of exclusion and
privilege on this ancient necropolis. While these tombs predate the rise of Islam
by over 500 years, the identification of Mada’in Salih with the city of al-Hijr
(known as Hegra to the Romans) clearly links this Arabian site with the prophetic
history of the Qur’ an—al-Hijr is, after all, the title and a principal subject of sura
15. The drama of the prophet Salih and the punishment of the unbelieving people
of Thamud in that very location form one of the standard narratives in the

Qur’anic repertoire, though it exists in a fragmentary form.1° It is entirely

plausible to assume that the Nabatean deification of kings, with the aristocratic
monopoly on monuments and rituals of immortality, was one of the provocations
underlying the Qur an’s harsh critique of the vanity of earthly wealth. From a
more positive perspective, one can also imagine that the portrayal of the delights
of paradise in the Qur an draws upon the imagination of the afterlife as practiced
in the ritual feasts carried out in the tombs of the Nabateans.

The prominence of tombs among ancient monuments meant that ruins of
ancient cities could serve as symbolic reminders of the wrath of God, which was
delivered to unjust peoples when they rejected the calls of their prophets.
Presumably it would be easy to make a historical connection between these
narratives and observable sites like Mada’in Salih or Petra, which had indeed
suffered periodic earthquakes that echoed in collective memory, though
impressive monuments had survived (figure 2.2). But from the early Meccan
period onward, this symbolism of the ruined cities of Arabia was also extended to
include biblical narratives of the mythic past, in the complex of narratives
commonly known as punishment stories. Biblical characters could be juxtaposed
effortlessly with figures of Arabian lore, as in this brief comment: “Has the story
reached you of the armies of Pharaoh, and Thamud? Rather, those who reject are
in denial” (85:17-18). Another example adds the tribe of ‘Ad, believed to have
created a city in Yemen called Iram: “Have you seen how your Lord acted with
‘Ad, with Iram of the many pillars, the like of which was not created in the lands?
And Thamud, who hollowed out the rocks in the valley, and mighty Pharaoh, who
rebelled in the lands and increased corruption in it—your Lord poured upon them
the portion of punishment” (89:6—13). The lists of prophets whose opponents
were destroyed went on to include more detailed accounts of Abraham and Moses
(51:24-56). But historical specificity is not the hallmark of the Qur anic
punishment stories. Even at the earliest appearance of this motif, the generic
narrative of prophecy, rejection,
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Figure 2.2. Nabatean monument at Petra (usually called “the monastery™ [al-Dayr]). © Jane Taylor

(www.janetaylorphotos.com).

and punishment is told repeatedly without any particular name or location (77:16—
28, 83:29-36, 85:1-6, 88:21-26). These punishment stories take on even greater
importance in the second Meccan and late Meccan periods, only to vanish from
the Qur'an in the Medinan period. The reason for that shift of emphasis will be
discussed later.

Readers familiar with other forms of religious literature of the Near East will
notice the overlap between these punishment stories and the genre of apocalyptic
literature, the revelation of things to come. Apocalyptic literature, in turn, can be
considered as a literary subset of eschatology, the doctrine of last things, whether
for an individual in the afterlife or for the cosmos at the end of time. But the sight
of abandoned ancient cities does not necessarily lead every observer to the
conclusion that God has punished those people for their rejection of prophecy.
Such a moralizing conclusion requires an already established belief in the power
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of God to transform the nature of the world in a drastic fashion. The Qur anic
punishment stories presuppose, on a more limited scale, the vision of the end-
times, including scenarios of resurrection and judgment of the dead, which have
played out in many of the cultures of the ancient Near East and the
Mediterranean. There is something irresistible about extrapolating from the finite
lifetime of a human being to the birth and death of the cosmos, yet of course no
one has ever experienced the beginning or the end of the world. Philosopher of
history Eric Voegelin referred to this complex of expressions, in the context of the
[sraelite prophets, as “metastatic vision,” by which he meant “the vision of a
world that will change its nature without ceasing to be the world in which we live

concretely.”1Z Such a cosmic transformation, although it lies outside of the realm
of living human experience, exerts a powerful pull over the imagination. This was
what Paul invoked when he wrote, “We will be changed, in a moment, in the
twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet” (1 Corinthians 15:51-52). This vision of
transformation is even echoed in the secular apocalypse of Karl Marx and
Friedrich Engels: “All that is solid melts into air.” The early Meccan suras use
such a vision to masterfully display not only a transforming vision of divine
punishment of the iniquitous cities of the past but also the pure vision of reward
and punishment in the events at the end of time.

The images in which the Qur’an describes the end of the world are powerful
and picturesque. Although they occur in a more or less consistent fashion in many
different passages, it has been a challenge for later commentators to formulate a

systematic scenario that would include all of the dramatic sequences clearly.18
One scholar has nicely summarized the impact of the Qur’anic end-times
descriptions:

The earth begins to move violently. It staggers, quakes and is crushed
and flattened. It brings forth what is inside of it and empties itself. Like
a mirage the mountains assume variable forms. They collapse, are like
teased wool and disintegrate into sand and dust. Heaven will be like



molten metal and be rent asunder, split open and full of gaping holes.
The sun will be coiled up. The moon will darken. The sun and moon
will be brought together. The stars will go out and tumble down (or
become dull), etc. It would be pointless to try to patch together a
coherent and comprehensive account of the events on the last day from
the different statements. The individual suras must be taken separately,
just as they originally were recited. Indeed, the images of the events on
the last day are not intended to, as it were, depict objective reality or to
foretell the future exactly in all its details. They have been designed and
formulated with the intention to shock the audience, to foreshadow the

terror that, at some time in the future, on the last day, will seize all of

creation.12

Some of the details of the Qur anic apocalyptic descriptions would be familiar to
readers of biblical and other Near Eastern texts, such as the depiction of the
heavens being rolled up like a scroll, an image found in the Hebrew Bible (Isaiah

34:4) and the New Testament (Revelation 6:14) and possibly even in Plato.22
Other images, like the pregnant camels that are neglected at the hour of the
apocalypse (81:4), are distinctive to the Arabian ecology of the Qur an.
Nevertheless, the overlap in apocalyptic concepts across the eastern
Mediterranean is so significant that it clearly indicates the widespread presence of
the same type of visionary literature.

The structure of end-times accounts in the early Meccan suras exhibits clear
characteristics. As Angelika Neuwirth points out, depictions of the end-times,
whether expressed by a few verses in short suras or in more substantial blocks in
the longer suras, can be divided into three separate groups: the scenery of
judgment; the actual process; and a description of the fates of the judged, usually
in dual portraits of heaven and hell. More than half the suras of the early Meccan
period display these three divisions, and even when all three groups do not occur

together, their recurrence is otherwise unmistakable.21

To take these three aspects of end-times stories in sequence, first of all, the
scenery of judgment is typically introduced in the language of time, with the
expressions “on the day when . ..” (yawma) or simply “when . ..” (idha).
Examples include the following:

On the day when people will be like scattered moths, and the
mountains will be like teased wool. (101:4-5)
On the day when the quaking quakes, and the next one follows it.
(79:6-7)
On the day when the heavens will shake, and the mountains will
shift. (52:9-10)
When the earth is shaken with her tremor, and the earth expels her
burdens, and men say, “What’s wrong with her?” (99:1-3)
When heaven splits, and listens to her Lord and submits, and when
the earth is spread, and casts out what was In her, and is empty, and
listens to her Lord and submits. (84:1-5)
What is distinctive about this formula is the way in which it relates a series of
extraordinary and shocking events that no one has ever experienced, while at the
same time it makes them seem recognizable, inevitable, and present by the simple
use of time-factored expression. This is not put into a conditional formula, using
the language of “if.” Instead, the confident “when” is followed by verbs that are
technically in the past tense, but in terms of narrative logic they have to be
translated in a present or future tense, in this way dramatically enhancing the
vividness of the scene.

Next, accounts of the actual process of judgment often follow an account of the
scenery of judgment and are introduced by the more specific temporal phrase “on
that day . . .” (yawma’idhan). Thus, in sura 99, the sequel to the three verses
quoted above is: “On that day, she (the earth) will relate her news. . . . On that
day, people will go forth in groups to see their deeds” (99:4, 99:6). Likewise, the
continuation of sura 79 is: “On that day, hearts will be throbbing” (79:8). In other
cases, an untranslatable particle of emphasis (inna) introduces this account of the



process: “Their Lord, on that day, will truly know them” (100:11). Occasionally,
the process of judgment has no verbal introduction: “A soul knows what she has
prepared” (81:14).

Finally, the fate of the judged in the afterlife has been mentioned several times
already. The double portraits of the blest and the damned use a balanced antithesis
to contrast rewards and punishments as sharply as possible. This contrast can be
achieved by a simple alternation: “Then one whose weighed good deeds are
heavy will be in a pleasing life, but one whose weighed good deeds are light—his
mother is devastated!” (101:6-9). Likewise, the judgment is depicted as the
presentation of the “book” containing the register of one’s deeds, in ways that
symbolically indicate reward or punishment: “Then one who is given his book in
his right hand will reckon with an easy account, and he will return happily to his
family. But one who is given his book behind his back will cry out his ruin”
(84:7-12). At other times, the contrast pivots around a single feature, like the
face: “There are faces that will shine that day, laughing and joyful; and there are
faces with dust on them that day, covered in dirt. They are the vicious
unbelievers” (80:38—42). The double portraits of reward and punishment, which
can be encountered at every turn, are complemented by dramatic flashbacks, in
which the description of the afterlife turns back to contemplate earthly life, either
to single out opponents of the Prophet or to provide descriptions of reprehensible
or exemplary behavior. Thus the description of a malefactor is converted into a
warning: “For he did not trust, nor did he pray, but he rejected and turned away.
Then he went arrogantly to his family. It is closer to you, and closer! Again, it is
closer to you, and closer!” (85:31-35). The moral calculus of the Qur’an clearly
revolves around these prominent deployments of narratives of the afterlife and
end-times.

Later Insertions in Early Meccan Suras

The forty-eight suras of the first Meccan period are nearly all clustered in the

latter half of the Qur’an. It is noteworthy that, from a ritual perspective, the
majority of these early Meccan suras (thirty-five out of forty-eight) occur within

the last thirtieth portion (juz’) of the Qur’an.22 And within this final thirtieth
section, which contains thirty-seven relatively short suras, all are from the first
Meccan period except for two (98 and 110), which are Medinan. Thus the earliest
Meccan suras predominate in the final ritual portion of the Qur’'an, and they
constitute the most commonly memorized and recited passages of the sacred book

in Muslim religious practice.22 The prominent role of the early Meccan suras in
the religious practice of the early Muslim community is indeed one of the chief
characteristics of this portion of the Qur'an, and their repeated use in worship
service also had distinctive effects that are visible in the later insertions to these
suras.

The use of the early Meccan suras in liturgy or worship service is evident from
a number of specific references to ritual practice occurring in these passages,
frequently placed prominently at the beginning or end of the sura. The most
typical examples of such ritual actions are remembering and praising God,
prostrating in prayer, and keeping awake to meditate on God during the night. At
the end of sura 93, following injunctions to avoid mistreating orphans or turning
away beggars, the Qur an instructs the listener to relate the blessings of his Lord
(93:11), that is, to recite the specific gifts of God. Likewise, the listener is told,
“Praise the name of your highest Lord” (87:1), and the same sura goes on to tell
the listener to remind others of God’s blessings, adding that one who remembers
also prays (87:9, 87:15). A more overt reference to religious practice is found at
the end of sura 96, which instructs the Prophet to prostrate himself before God
and draw near (96:19). Other early Meccan passages conclude with the instruction
to prostrate before God as part of a nighttime vigil at which the praises of God are
also recited (76:26), or else passages simply call for praising God at night and
when the stars set (52:49). These examples are generally framed as orders to a
single individual, presumably the Prophet Muhammad, but by extension these



acts of prostration and worship become religious duties for the entire community.
(As previously indicated, certain Qur anic passages, some fourteen in all, contain
the command to prostrate in worship; these are marked in the margins of copies of

the Qur’an as requiring prostration when recited.)2* This communal application
of worship commands is explicit in the closing line of sura 53, which instructs
members of the community in the plural to prostrate themselves before God and
serve him (53:62). These commands for communal prostration in worship
proliferate in the second Meccan period (17:61, 18:50, 20:116, 25:60), a likely
indication of the increasingly firm establishment of worship services among the
early Muslim community. Paradoxically, the importance of the early Meccan
suras to religious practice is also evident from the fact that the first sura and the
last two suras have occasionally been considered as not being a part of the Qur’an
at all, primarily because of their prominent role as often-repeated prayers. All this
indicates that the texts of the early Meccan suras were repeatedly recited in both
individual and communal worship, so it is not surprising that difficult words or
passages could easily have become the occasions for questions and discussions
leading to subsequent clarifications, in the form of Qur anic revelations inserted
into the sura at a later date. It is widely acknowledged in traditional Muslim
scholarship that there are many suras of the Qur’'an that contain passages from
both the Meccan and the Medinan periods. What is distinctive about the literary
and historical interpretation of the Qur’an is the appeal to reader-oriented
explanations of unusual stylistic features that suggest later additions.

The text of the Qur an clearly indicates expectation of the need to explain new
and unusual phrases. This is evident from a dozen early Meccan passages that

introduce mysterious terms, often in the context of the afterlife.22 In each of these
cases, the novel word is followed by a rhetorical challenge, asking how the
addressee could possibly know the meaning of the term: “And how do you know
what X is?” The effect of this formula highlights the unknown character of the
new term; even though a dramatic explanation immediately follows with the

answer, the question itself accentuates the mysterious and transcendental quality
of the events of revelation. One example has already been mentioned, which
contains the term “burning” (sagar, 74:26-29):

[ shall cast him into the burning.

And how do you know what the burning is?

It does not save or leave anything,

Consuming the man.
Once the term has been introduced and explained, it can be assumed that readers
will become familiar with it. Thus, later in the same sura, the term “burning” is
used again: “In gardens, they ask of the sinners, “What brought you to the
burning?’” (74:40-42).

The same tension-inducing question, “And how do you know what X is,”
introduces other new terms that later become normalized in Qur anic usage.
These unusual terms include “the calamity” (gari‘a, 101:1-3, repeated at 13:31
and 69:4), “the day of separation” (yawm al-fasl, 77:14, repeated at 37:21, 44:40,
and 78:17), and the very common expression “the day of judgment” (yawm al-
din, 82:17-18, where the introductory question is repeated for emphasis). On the
other hand, certain new terms introduced by this formula occur nowhere else in
the Qur an, and so they retain an air of particular mystery. These include “the
smasher” (hutama, 104:4), “the happening” (hagqa, 69:1-3), “the night of power’
(laylat al-gadr, 97:2), “the night visitor” (tariq, 86:2), “devastated” (hawiya,
101:10), and “the mountain pass” ( ‘agaba, 90:12). In the case of the two new
terms of sura 83, sijjin (83:8) and ‘illiyin (83:18), which denote the “inscribed
books” that record the deeds of the wicked and the virtuous, many translators
leave these unique words untranslated, as a sign of their enigmatic character. In
any case, these examples of difficult new words, which are framed by questions
and explanations, establish the principle that the Qur’an can explicate its own
more difficult passages. From this point it is not difficult to imagine that questions
arising from the first reception of certain Qur anic verses could lead to
explanations being inserted later on into some of the earlier revelations.

¥



How can one detect a later insertion into the early Meccan suras? The most
obvious indication is the occurrence of a long prose section that appears out of
place in a series of very short rhyming verses. This was the case in the verse
concerning the nineteen angels (74:31), discussed in chapter 1. In addition, the
need to provide exceptions to a general statement or rule can plausibly be seen as
the occasion for a later addition to a Qur anic text. Such additions are particularly
likely in the form of passages beginning “except for. . . .” There are also passages
in which an extended debate appears to be added on to a previously symmetrical
composition or in which a moralizing conclusion is inserted to draw a lesson.

One example of later insertion by way of exception is the case of the night
vigil, mentioned in the short opening verses of sura 73, which suggest a regular
practice of lengthy nighttime meditations: “You, wrapped in a cloak! Stand by
night, except a little; half of it, or reduce it by a little; or add to it, and set forth the
recitation (Qur 'an) in order” (73:1-4). Here Muhammad, as exemplar for the
community, is evidently required to spend much of the night in prayer and
meditation. The first nineteen short verses of this sura are all characterized by a
strong end rhyme, but they are followed by a lengthy and prosaic twentieth verse
(nearly ten times as long as any preceding verse) that relates how this kind of
demanding nighttime exercise may be relaxed for the community. This verse
(73:20) has all the appearances of a later Medinan addition, placed here as an
explanatory legal appendix. It clarifies that the rigorous practice of night vigil can
be reduced for certain classes of people, including the sick, travelers, and fighters.
In a similar fashion, the final section of sura 84, in short and strongly rhymed
lines, paints a gloomy portrait of the fate that awaits those who reject the Qur’an,
with this conclusion: “So give them the news of a painful doom” (84:24). It
appears that the next line (84:25), which makes an exception for the believers,
was added as a prose postscript to clarify that this is not universal: “Except for
those who have faith and perform good works—theirs is a reward rightly earned.”
The exact duplicate of that verse has also been inserted as an exception in 95:6,
where it stands out against a series of short rhyming verses. It may even be said

that the very short sura 103, consisting of only three verses, was expanded by the
addition of the third verse with a similar exception: “By the afternoon! Truly
humanity is in a crisis—except for those who have faith, and perform good deeds,
counseling one another with truth and counseling one another with patience”
(103:1-3).

Other passages have been proposed as later insertions on the grounds that they
appear to be moralizing comments added to an original composition that could
stand on its own. In the opening hymnic lines of sura 55, “The Merciful,” two
moralizing verses (marked below in bold) appear to be inserted as a commentary
in the midst of a poetic celebration of signs of God in heaven and on earth:

And heaven He has lifted up, and He has placed the balance—

so that you don’t exceed the balance,

but set the measure with justice, and do not stint on the

balance—

And the earth, He has placed it for creatures . . . (55:7-10)
In the midst of a sura celebrated for its poetic enumeration of the bounties of God,
these two verses (55:8-9) have an oddly prosaic explanatory effect. Later in the
same sura, an unusually long verse (55:33) inserts a challenge to humans and jinn,
challenging them to penetrate the mysteries of creation. This also is placed

somewhat inconsistently in the short rhyming lines of this sura.2® Another
example of a moralizing addition is 52:21 (marked in bold), which interrupts a
beautiful description of the blessed in paradise:
Those who are God-conscious are in gardens and in bliss,
Cheerful with what their Lord has brought them, for their Lord has
protected them from the punishment of hellfire.
“Eat and drink the good stuff, for what you have done!”
They are reclining on seats in rows, and we have wedded them to
the ones with beautiful eyes.
And those who have faith, and whose offspring follow them in
faith, We have joined their offspring to them, and We have not



shorted them at all for their work. Every man is a pledge for

what he has acquired.

And We supply them with fruit and meat as they desire.

There they pass around a cup which holds no nonsense or

temptation.

Encircling them are the youths that belong to them, as though they

were hidden pearls. (52:17-24)
The rhapsodic quality of this depiction of heaven is interrupted by the intrusion of
a seemingly unrelated moral reflection (the ending is a partial repetition of 74:38),
which is considerably longer than the surrounding verses. When read without
verse 21, this passage exhibits much tighter unity. In fact, the last twenty-one
verses of this sura (52:29-49) shift away from a cosmic portrait to a debate with

opponents, laden with irony, which exhibits phrases more commonly found in

later suras. This last section of sura 52 may thus be a later addition.2Z

A similar observation may be made about the composite character of sura 56,
“The Event,” which is noteworthy for its depiction of the judged as divided into
three groups: the front-runners, the companions of the right, and the companions
of the left. After an opening end-time scene (56:1-6) and the initial mention of
these three categories, the sura carefully describes the destiny of each group in the
afterlife: the front-runners (56:10-26), the companions of the right (56:27-40),
and the companions of the left (56:41-56). This group of three is an interesting
variation on the usual double portrait; while the companions of the right and left
are clearly the inhabitants of paradise and hell, the front-runners appear to be an

especially favored group of the blessed.22 Then follows a description of the signs
of God that demonstrate the truth of revelation (56:57-73), concluding with a
verse commanding the receiver of the message (presumably Muhammad) to
praise the name of his Lord (56:74). That ritual conclusion, so common as the
beginning or the ending of a sura, might lead the reader to suppose that the sura
has come to an end. Surprisingly, the sura resumes with a new topic, undertaking

a lengthy defense of the revelation (56:75-95), marked by strongly argumentative
rhetoric. At that point, the sura closes with a command to ritual praise (56:96),
which is identical with the first apparent ending of the sura (56:74). Given the

different subject of this last section and the repetition of an apparent closing

verse, it seems likely that in this sura as well there has been a later addition.22

Obviously the notion that the Qur’an has gone through stages of revision raises
questions about how, and under whose authority, later additions could be made to
the text. Admittedly, this observation is speculative, since it is based entirely on
internal stylistic evidence rather than on any external proof; there are no
manuscripts that contain any earlier versions of these Qur’anic texts. The two
factors that make this hypothesis attractive are, first, the dialogical character of
the text, which displays a clear recognition of the audience’s questions about
mysterious terms and sweeping statements; and, second, the strong presence of
symmetrical composition throughout the Qur’an, which highlights by contrast any
unusual departures from the style and structure that a particular passage displays.
From this perspective, it is plausible to assume that the process of revision could
indeed have taken place with the explicit involvement of the Prophet Muhammad.
Insertions of lengthy explanatory passages, or exceptions to broad statements, or
moralizing commentary, could well have taken place as natural extensions of the
communication process that is embodied in the Qur’an. Just as many suras of
greater length seem to have been delivered in sections, so too it is possible that
individual verses may have been introduced to previously recited suras, to guide
the audience to the appropriate understanding of the text in question. Indeed, it
would be far more likely for this revision process to have taken place under the
supervision of the Prophet Muhammad than at some later time, if it is correct to
link the chronology of the Qur'an’s unfolding to his career in Mecca and Medina.
Any interruption of the symmetry of the Qur’'an’s composition would have been
justified, for at least some portion of its audience had failed to grasp the intended
message from the earlier version. Since there is no external evidence that clearly
supports the notion of revision of the Qur’an after the death of Muhammad, I see



no reason not to suppose that any insertion of later passages was done by the
Prophet himself, as part of the ongoing process of the delivery of revelation. On
top of these general considerations, a recent analysis of one of the Yemen
manuscripts, which carbon-dating techniques identify as from the mid- to late
seventh century, provides support for the contention that “the sequences of verses
and sentences were fixed already in the Prophetic prototype,” that is, during the

lifetime and presumably with the approval of the Prophet Muhammad.22

Sura 53 and the “Satanic Verses”

One of the most challenging problems in interpreting the early Meccan suras
revolves around the text of sura 53, “The Star,” or to be more precise, it revolves
around both the existing text and certain nonexistent verses that allegedly once
formed part of the text. In terms of the development of Islamic religious thought,
the opening lines of this sura (53:1-18) are extremely important as being the main
location for describing the ascension (mi‘raj) of the Prophet into paradise and his
encounter with God. In later Muslim tradition, this event is celebrated as an
important devotional holiday, observed on 27 Rajab in the Muslim lunar calendar.
It has been the subject of lavishly illustrated manuscripts produced in the artistic

workshops of central Asia, Iran, and the Ottoman regions.2 There are numerous

elaborations of the ascension story in hadith and biographical literature as well.22

Yet in a sense, this remarkable narrative apparatus rests primarily on these verses
from sura 53, which are also juxtaposed with a couple of other passages that
solidify the context of the ascension (17:1, interpreted as describing the isra’ or
night journey to Jerusalem prior to the heavenly ascension, and 81:19-25, a brief
account of the messenger’s encounter with God). The question of a prophetic
ascension is primarily related to the development of the interpretation of the
Qur’an, and this portion of sura 53 does not involve any issues of later insertions
in the text.

The other extratextual issue in sura 53 is the notorious question of the so-called
“Satanic verses,” a topic that was sensationalized if not clarified by Salman
Rushdie’s controversial 1988 novel by that name. To summarize briefly, this
refers to a report concerning the Meccan career of the Prophet, usually dated by
commentators to the fifth year of his mission, when Muhammad was in a weak
position and a number of his followers had fled to Ethiopia to avoid persecution
in Mecca. According to the story, he was so keen to soften the opposition of the
hostile Meccans that in the midst of reciting the revelation of sura 53, when he
reached a section denouncing the goddesses worshiped by the pagan Arabs, he
inadvertently succumbed to an insinuation coming from Satan, in the form of two
verses approving the adoration and the intercession of the goddesses. The two
verses in question are said to have read as follows: “These are the lofty cranes;
indeed, their intercession is to be hoped for.” For this reason, Muslim tradition
refers to this incident as “the story of the cranes,” since that term for elegant birds
(or possibly maidens) was used to designate the goddesses al-Lat, al-‘Uzza, and
Manat. Then, according to tradition, at a later date the Prophet was warned by
God that intrusion had taken place, and the questionable verses were replaced
with what is now the text of 53:21-22.

Many questions have been raised about the story. Is it conceivable that the
Prophet Muhammad, who devoted his career to establishing monotheism, would
embrace polytheistic worship for the sake of momentary political gain? Is it
possible that such a flagrant reconciliation with idolatry would occur in the same
sura with the most sublime account of the Prophet’s spiritual encounter with God?
Much of the debate centers on issues outside the text of the Qur’an itself.
Evidently the vast majority of early commentators on the Qur'an and biographers

of the Prophet until relatively recent times accepted the authenticity of the story.22
It seems likely that, with the confidence of an emerging religious community in a
period of expansive empire-building, these early Muslim interpreters never
considered the story of the cranes as casting any blemish on the prophetic
credentials of Muhammad. On the contrary, the story was appreciated as a



dramatic example of how God could rescue his followers and his Prophet even
from the wiles of the devil. Later on, however, Muslim scholars gravitated toward
the view that genuine prophets would be protected by God from any error, and
such a notion of infallibility gradually led to the complete rejection of the story of
the cranes as an impossible fiction.

To make things more complicated, European Orientalists almost without
exception considered the story of the “Satanic verses” to be true, on the grounds
that it was so damaging to Muhammad’s reputation that it could not conceivably
have been fabricated; in other words, they embraced it because it confirmed their
worst suspicions about Islam. This hostile reading was hardly a recommendation,
as far as Muslims were concerned. In such a situation, it is not surprising to find
that contemporary Muslim scholars universally condemn the story of the “Satanic
verses” as false.

What can a structural literary analysis tell us about the nature of sura 53 in
relation to these extra-Qur anic discussions? First, it is evident that this sura of
sixty-two verses consists primarily of short rhyming lines typical of the first
Meccan period. The exceptions are eight verses (53:23, 53:26—-32) that consist of
lengthy and prosaic debates with opponents and consolation of the messenger.

Modern scholarship identifies these eight verses as later additions.2? Not counting
those additional verses, sura 53 exhibits a markedly symmetrical composition of
fifty-four verses, in three groups consisting of 24 + 24 + 6 verses, with several
subgroupings. It therefore falls into a recognizable pattern familiar in the early
Meccan suras. In the following translation, where the verses are separated by
slashes, those verses identified as later additions are bracketed and marked in
bold, while the two verses that supposedly replaced the “Satanic verses” are
underlined.

I. Oath (1 verse) and affirmation of revelation (4.5 verses), two visions
(6.5 + 6 verses), debate over goddesses (6 verses), [and additional

debates (1 + 7 verses)]32

(1-6.5) By the star, when it sets! / Your companion is not mistaken or
astray, / nor does he speak from desire. / This is nothing but inspired
revelation, / which the All-powerful taught him, / the Mighty one.

(6.5-12) And He stood erect, / while on the highest horizon. / Then
He drew near and descended, / so He was two bows’ lengths distant, or
nearer, / and He revealed to His slave what He revealed. / The heart did
not lie about what it saw. / Will you then cast doubt on him about his
vision?

(13-18) And he saw Him on another descent, / by the lotus tree of the
end, / near which is the garden of refuge, / when the lotus tree was
enshrouded. / The eye did not flinch or swagger; / he saw one of the
greatest signs of his Lord.

(19-25) Have you thought about al-Lat, al-*Uzza, / and Manat, the
third one? / Do you have the males, while He has the females? / This
would be an unfair division! / [They are only names invented by you
and your fathers; God revealed no proof about them. They (you
and your fathers) only follow conjecture, and what they themselves
desire, but now guidance has come to them from their God!] / Or
shall man have whatever he wishes? / But the next life and this one
belong to God!

(26-32) [How many angels are there in the heavens whose
intercession does not suffice at all, except after their Lord permits
those whom He wishes and is pleased with? / Those who do not
have faith in the afterlife have called the angels by female names. /
They have no knowledge of it; they only follow conjecture. And
conjecture avails nothing against the truth. / So avoid whoever
turns away from Our Reminder and desires only the life of this
world. / That is what their knowledge amounts to. Truly your Lord
knows best those who stray from His path, and He knows best those
who are guided. / To God belongs whatever is in the heavens and



the earth, so He may reward those who do evil with what they have
done, and reward those who do good with goodness. / Those who
turn away from major sins and outrages, except for misdemeanors,
—your Lord is enormously forgiving. He knows you best, since He
created you from embryos in your mothers’ wombs. So don’t claim
that you are pure; He knows best who is God-conscious.]

II. Debate over revelation: misers ignorant of scripture (5 verses), the
economy of judgment (5 verses), God’s creation (7 verses), punishment
stories (5 verses), and affirmation of Qur an (2 verses)

(33—37) Have you thought about the one who turned away, / and gave
a little, but was stingy? / Does he have knowledge of the hidden, so he
can see it? / Or hasn’t he been told what is in the books of Moses / and
Abraham, who paid his dues: /

(38—42) that no one bears the burden of another; / and that a man
only owns what he strives for; / and that his effort will be seen, / and
then he will receive full payment; / and that your destiny is toward your
Lord;

(43—49) and that He is the one who brings laughter and tears; / and
that He is the one who gives life and death; / and that He creates mates
male and female, / from the seed when it is poured forth; / and that the
next creation is up to Him; / and that He is the one who brings wealth
and contentment: / and that He is the Lord of Sirius:;

(50-54) and that He destroyed the ‘Ad of old, / nor did He leave
Thamud, / and Noah’s people before them, for they were truly more
unjust and extreme, / and He smashed the overturned cities (of Lot) / so
they were enshrouded.

(55-56) So which of the signs of your Lord will you cast doubt

upn:nn?'E / This one (Muhammad) is one of the warners of old!

I11. End-times (2 verses) and debate with opponents (3 verses),
concluding with ritual command (1 verse)
(57-58) That which is drawing near is approaching. / There is no one
except God who can reveal it.
(59-61) So are you amazed at this account? / You laugh and weep, /
since you are carefree.
(62) So all of you bow down to God and worship Him.
Viewed in its entirety, this early Meccan sura, when divided into its original
structure, shows clearly the relationship between the initial composition and the
later additions.

The relationship between the opening visions of sura 53 and the debate about
the goddesses in the first section revolves around a powerful affirmation of
prophecy and a rejection of alternative theology. The Qur’an places special
emphasis on the truth of Muhammad’s inspiration by linking it with two
extraordinary visionary experiences. The rejection of the goddesses, apart from
the eight later verses, 1s a terse and heavily ironic argument. The two verses
(53:21-22) allegedly taking the place of the “Satanic verses” actually fit very well
here; they repeat an ironic remark appealing to the patriarchal sensibility of the
Arabs, ridiculing the notion that the Arabs would be honored with sons while God
would have only daughters. Similar statements appear throughout the early,
middle, and late Meccan suras (16:57-58, 37:149-53, 43:16, 52:39). The prosaic
later additions to sura 53, which are stylistically out of sync with the sura as a
whole, develop the debate in line with the theological articulations that appeared
in the later unfolding of the Qur'an. They offer a critique of other gods or
goddesses as mere names, presenting an explanation of goddess worship as a
mistaken adoration of angels. The closing consolation in these additions to the
first section conveys the sense of resignation common to other Meccan suras, in
which the messenger is advised to trust in God and ignore those who reject the
revelation.

Section II of sura 53 continues to emphasize the theme of revelation, starting



out by condemning the miser for his ignorance of the scriptures given to Moses
and Abraham. There follows a series of topics that are revealed in those
scriptures, as a kind of catechism or list of beliefs, constituting a theodicy or
affirmation of divine justice. The opponent is taunted for his lack of knowledge of
the nature of moral responsibility, God’s creative power, and punishment stories.
The section ends with another ringing affirmation of the prophetic authority of
Muhammad. The six verses of section III form a fitting coda to conclude the sura.
The end-times description in 53:57-58 has obvious stylistic similarities with the
opening sections of five other early Meccan suras (51:5-6, 52:7-8, 56:1-3, 70:1-
3, 77:7). Overall, the last half of the sura demonstrates a carefully crafted series of

verbal echoes of ten key terms from the first half of the sura.2Z When the
community of listeners is commanded to ritual prostration in the final line, this
puts an effective closure to a composition marked by strong thematic and stylistic
unity.

Seen from this internal stylistic perspective, the story of the cranes does not
seem at all likely as part of the composition history of sura 53. Because of the
rarity and extraordinary character of the visions at the beginning of sura 53, which
portrayed the Prophet in intimate direct contact with God, it might even be said
that this is the least likely place in the Qur’an for the intrusion of a polytheistic

concession to the Meccan pagans.28 Everything about the sura is focused on the
authenticity of the revelation from the one true God, and it is difficult to conceive
how the two “Satanic verses” could have been accepted even momentarily by the
audience of the Qur an. The circumstances of the commentators’ account of the
revocation of the “Satanic verses” is also suspicious. God is said to have revealed
the passage that describes the possibility of Satanic temptation of the prophets
(22:52-54) in order to show Muhammad that he had to recant the verses about the
cranes. Since that passage is from a Medinan sura, the story presupposes that the
two “Satanic verses” were in circulation in the accepted Qur an for a number of
years, a possibility that seems incredible. It is also noteworthy that all of the

accounts of the story of the cranes come from commentary literature and
biography, but there are no examples of this story in the principal collections of
prophetic hadith, so its historical connection appears weak. In other words, this is
essentially a matter of narrative, and it is well known that early Muslim Qur an
commentators and biographers were especially prone to fall back on creative
fictions to fill in the gaps in sacred texts or to provide examples for general
principles. Popular storytellers were noted for their tendency to embroider and

fabricate exciting tales that would keep their audiences on tenterhooks.22 It has
even been suggested that the “Satanic verses” incident was fabricated by scholars
seeking to provide a plausible example of the doctrine of abrogation—for if ever
a passage of the Qur an deserved to be abrogated, it would surely be in the case of

a Satanic insinuation.?Y In this respect, the story of the cranes resembles the so-
called stoning verse, discussed above. In both cases, the alleged text is not found
in the Qur an at all, yet it has taken on a life of its own, for reasons that lie outside
the sacred book itself.

o ok
The readings of the early suras of the Qur an presented so far describe a repertoire
of rhetorical gestures clearly preserved in literary structures. The major forms of
exposition contained in end-times accounts and other literary forms crystallized
into the flexible multipart divisions found in many of these suras. The later
insertions to these texts—and there are other passages, believed to be later
additions, that have not been explored here—offer the reader the opportunity to

consider the sura as a literary unit, both before and after its revision.*! The
increasing insertion of theological argument and explication into the dense poetic
structure of the earliest versions provides an important key to the urgent questions
that governed the later development of the Qur’'an. That development during the
middle and late Meccan periods is the subject of the next chapter.



3
Middle and Later Meccan Suras

Structural and Stylistic Approaches

The forty-eight suras of the early Meccan period are followed by the twenty-one
suras of the middle Meccan period and the twenty-one additional suras of the late
Meccan period. What is the stylistic or literary basis for distinguishing these
groups? To be sure, there are overlaps and continuities, but certain trends
unmistakably appear. Comparison strongly suggests a shift away from short and
powerful oath formulations of the early Meccan suras to lengthier affirmations of

revelation.! The terse and distinctively memorable rhyming structures of the early
suras yield to the simplified and repetitive use of formulas with plural nouns and
verbs at the ends of verses, creating simple and predictable rhymes with long
vowels ending in -in and -un. On average, suras of the middle Meccan period are
over six times as long as early Meccan suras; in turn, suras of the later Meccan

period are nearly 50 percent longer than the middle Meccan suras.? Debates
become more pronounced and are featured more prominently, particularly in the
middle Meccan suras. Scripture itself becomes a notable theme in the later
Meccan suras, typically in the mode of self-affirmation, and prophetic narratives
(both biblical and extrabiblical) take on increasing importance as they are
narrated in greater detail. The basic unit of the sura, the verse, becomes longer
and more complex, so that the verse itself needs to be broken down into its
components; sometimes verses demonstrate complex reference and demanding
grammatical connections to surrounding verses. What is perhaps the most notable
structural feature is a clear emergence of the tripartite division, already present

among some early Meccan suras but now becoming the norm for most of the
middle and later Meccan suras.

This triple structure calls for some comparative analysis. There are two notable
precedents for the tripartite organization of the Qur’anic sura in bodies of
literature characterized by ritual practice and oral performance. One is the pre-
[slamic Arabic ode, and the other is the worship service of monotheistic

communities of the Near East.2 The pre-Islamic Arabic poem is famous for its
threefold structure: first, the opening description of an abandoned campsite and
memories of a romantic encounter there; second, the poet’s journey and encounter
with nature; and third, a closing boast, which might also become a satire of
opponents or, in later times, praise of a ruler, in either case affirming heroic tribal
values. This well-established structure can be understood in terms of ritual and

rites of passage.? It is the poet who stands at the center of this structure, using the
conventions of verse and the story of his life to comment on the limits that frame
human existence. Likewise, the middle and later Meccan suras generally have
three parts. Many exhibit a ring structure, beginning and ending with parallel
sections that praise God, list virtues and vices, debate unbelievers, and affirm the
revelation; the third section normally concludes with a flourish, containing a

powerful affirmation of revelation.2 The second part, in the middle of the sura, is
typically a narrative of prophecy and struggle that highlights the crucial choices
facing the messenger’s audience. Like the poet in the journey section of the
Arabic ode, the Prophet is (implicitly or explicitly) both the main character in the
narrative and at the same time the storyteller.

This connection between poetry and prophecy is demonstrated by carryover of
key terms from the pre-Islamic period into a new world of religious meaning. One
example of this transformation would be the ode of Labid, in which the poet
describes “a clan whose fathers set for them their law (sunna)—/ For each tribe

has its leader (imam) and its law (sunna).”® Needless to say, the Islamic concepts
of religious leadership and law differed considerably from tribal ways. In the



Muslim cosmos, the terms imam and sunna take on new meanings relating to
ritual (imam as prayer leader) and ethics (sunna as prophetic norms). This
comparison of the structural roles of poet and prophet does not by any means
erase the Qur anic critique of tribal morality and the role of the poet as its
exemplar and spokesperson. Nevertheless, Suzanne Pinckney Stetkevych points
out that “the role of the Qur'an in Islamic times was perceived as equatable with

that of poetry, and . . . the Qur’an played, as it were, the ‘New Testament’ to the

pre-Islamic poetic ‘Old Testament,” at once abrogating and fulfilling it.””

There is another dimension to the comparison of the structures of the Qur’anic
sura and the pre-Islamic poem. It was stereotypical for pre-Islamic odes to begin
with the evocation of a ruined habitation, the meaning of which might or might
not be interrogated successfully. Consider again the case of Labid, from the
beginning section of his famous Mu‘allaga ode:

The torrents have exposed the ruins,

as if they were

Writings whose texts pens have

inscribed anew

Or like the tattooer sprinkling lampblack

again and yet again

Over hands on which

tattoos appear.

Then I stopped and questioned them,

but how do we question

Mute immortals whose speech

is indistinct?®
For this pre-Islamic poet, the message conveyed by these half-effaced vestiges of
the past is primarily that nature endures permanently, while human culture cannot
last. The Qur anic punishment stories, in contrast, read these ruins as testimony to
God’s wrathful punishment of fatal human error. So the mood of the pre-Islamic

poem in its opening sections is lyric, nostalgic, and melancholic in its

confrontation with the traces of vanished civilization. In the Qur anic punishment

story, however, the scene of ruined cities has become the sign of a moral tragedy.2

To return to the threefold structure of the sura, its other ritual precedent is the
worship service, whose features would have been observable in Jewish and
Christian religious practice in Arabia. The threefold formula of an introductory
section, a reading of the scriptures, and a closing section offers a tantalizing
similarity to the tripartite Qur anic sura of the middle and later Meccan periods.
The majority of these suras (twenty-seven out of forty-two) contain strong

narratives occupying the second of the three sections.1? These narratives are often
framed by announcement formulas reminiscent of the words used to mark the
reading of scripture (as in the Christian formula, “This is the word of the Lord”).
So the middle section of sura 20 announces, “Has the story (hadith) of Moses
reached you?” (20:9). And it concludes this narration by saying, “In this way We
tell you the story of news of what has gone before, and we have brought you a
Reminder from Us” (20:99). The use of terms like “story” and “Reminder”
selfconsciously highlights and sets apart a sacred narrative as the center of the
sura. The threefold structure of the middle and later Meccan suras in this way
furnishes evidence of increasing liturgical use in worship service as a formal
principle behind the composition of the suras.

The question of Qur’anic appropriation of biblical narratives deserves further
comment. As previously indicated, this issue has been largely framed around
competing arguments concerning authenticity, in which religious loyalties have
constructed walls to prevent open-minded consideration of the literary
connections between Qur anic texts and biblical texts. Christian and Jewish
authors have tended to dismiss Qur’ anic narratives as derivative borrowings,
while Muslim authors have resolutely rejected biblical accounts as corrupted by
human error. The dogmatic concept of a fixed and unchanging scriptural text, so
prominent in modern fundamentalist interpretations, plays an important role in



supporting the contention that one or the other scripture is a timeless revelation
that is impervious to change, and indeed, to analysis. Yet the historical and
literary approach to the Qur’an proposed here has already demonstrated
significant evidence of internal revision of the text of the Qur’an over time, very
likely in response to reader reactions. Leaving aside the theological debates in
defense of particular holy books, how can one understand the notion of literary
adaptation of earlier texts as part of a process of revelation?

In reality, the reinterpretation and reframing of previous revelations has always
been the hallmark of prophecy. The most prominent example of this phenomenon
is the wholesale adoption of Hebrew biblical texts in early Christianity, but with a
radically new theological interpretation, renaming the former scriptures as the
“Old Testament.” This terminology simultaneously sanctifies the Hebrew Bible as
the word of God, while relegating it to a secondary and inferior position in
relation to the New Testament. As is well known, numerous Hebrew biblical texts
received specific new interpretations relating to Christian theology, such as the
identification of the “suffering servant” mentioned by the prophet Isaiah, now
seen as a clear reference to the career of Jesus Christ. This interpretation is so
powerfully developed in Christian thought that to its exponents it seems entirely
natural and inevitable, although from Jewish perspectives it appears to be a high-
handed intrusion of a foreign idea. Muslim interpreters have gone one step further
by seeing a prophecy of Muhammad in the text of Isaiah, alongside that of

Jesus.L It is worth pointing out that one of the chief mechanisms for this kind of
reinterpretation of previous scriptures is to regard them retroactively as
predictions of the future. That is one reason why prophecy, which literally means
being a “spokesperson,” the one who “speaks for” God, has so often been
understood as foretelling a particular future.

The idea that future events can be decoded from an ancient biblical text (or
from a divinatory source like Nostradamus or the Mayan calendar) exerts an
enormous and undeniable attraction over the human imagination, despite the
mutually incompatible applications of the same prophetic texts to a practically

endless series of different events over the centuries.2 If, however, one does not
wish to engage in scriptural futurology, prophecy can be much more clearly
understood as a movement in the reverse direction of time. That is, prophecy
always looks back toward earlier manifestations of prophecy, yet it does so by
making a rhetorical claim to be the true meaning of earlier proclamations. Thus,
the claim to be the “fulfillment of prophecy” is in reality a literary move to
reinterpret an earlier text in a new way. This is one of the most characteristic
features of the history of religion, that by introducing new interpretations of texts
from a previous age, one keeps them relevant to changing situations. The revision
of earlier scriptures by the rhetoric of fulfillment ironically reinforces the
authority of the past by claiming it as a witness for a new stage of prophecy or
interpretation (as in the allegorical readings of the Song of Songs as a depiction of
the Church and Christ rather than as a Near Eastern love song). Yet the net effect
of new prophetic readings is that they inevitably transform older texts in ways
that were never conceived by previous readers. Seen in this light, the Qur anic
appropriation of biblical and other pre-Islamic narratives, oftentimes with new
emphases and differing conclusions, is a logical extension of the same literary
processes of prophecy that have been practiced over the centuries. And the
ongoing revision of earlier Qur anic suras through intensive ritual readings is
simply a subset of the same prophetic activity of literary reframing.

Apart from the larger question of the threefold structure of the sura, on a more
detailed level the verse itself requires further explanation. Simple verses with a
single clause, so typical of the early Meccan suras, in later texts are accompanied
and replaced by verses with two or three individual phrases or clauses, extending
over several lines, amounting almost to a paragraph. The contrast can be vividly
illustrated by juxtaposing a short passage of six verses from an early Meccan sura
alongside a single long verse from the later Meccan period; these two passages
are comparable insofar as both are essentially lists. The first of these (53:50-55)
1s a sequence listing punishment stories:

50 and that He destroyed the ‘Ad of old,



51 nor did He leave Thamud,

52 and Noah’s people before them,

for they were truly more unjust and extreme,

53 and He smashed the overturned cities (of Lot)

54 so they were enshrouded.

55 So which of the signs of your Lord will you cast doubt upon?
The second passage (6:84) is a single verse containing a list of Abrahamic
prophets sent by God, which can be subdivided into half a dozen simple phrases:

We gave him Isaac and Jacob, guiding them all,

and Noah We guided before,

and from his seed there were David and Solomon,

and Job and Joseph,

and Moses and Aaron;

in this way We reward the virtuous.
The increasing complexity of Qur’anic style is evident from the fact that the
individual clauses of this long single verse are more or less equivalent in length to
the six separate verses of the earlier sura. While these six verses from sura 53 may
be said to constitute a building block within the second section of this sura (see
the complete translation of the sura in chapter 1), the lengthier verse, 6:84, itself

plays a comparable role as a building block composed of separate parts.12 This
comparison—and many other examples can be supplied—illustrates the extent to
which the notion and function of the Qur’anic verse has undergone transformation
between the early and middle Meccan periods.

Internal Qur anic Reference in the Middle

Meccan Suras:
The Case of Sura 15 (al-Hijr)

(] J_J_l

Periodization of the Qur'an’s chronology has already been demonstrated through

the phenomenon of later insertion, for which there are a number of clear instances
in the early Meccan suras. Interestingly, the middle Meccan period is less touched
by this particular type of textual development, and later insertions are rare among

these suras.1 There is, however, another type of temporal textual relationship
created through the phenomenon of reference or allusion, in which a later passage
refers to and presupposes familiarity with an earlier one. An outstanding example
of this kind of referentiality is provided by sura 15, al-Hijr, which contains
numerous echoes of earlier suras. These would have been immediately obvious to
those members of the community exposed to frequent repetitions of these verses
in worship service. It is instructive to see how many references sura 15 makes to
the resonant language found just in the first sura of the Qur'an, “The Opening.”
This can be illustrated by laying out the verses of sura 1, with the echoing lines
from sura 15 indicated within parentheses, highlighting the echoing phrases with
underlining:
1 In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate.
2 Praise be to God, the Lord of creation,
(“Glorify the praise of your Lord,” 15:98)
3 The Merciful, the Compassionate,
(“Announce to My servants that I am the Forgiving, the Merciful,”
15:49)
4 The Master of the Day of Judgment.
(“The curse is upon you until the Day of Judgment,” 15:35)
5 It 1s You who we worship, and You whose aid we seek.
(“And worship vour Lord until the sure [victory] comes to you,”
15:99)12
6 Guide us on the straight path,
(“This is a path that is straight for Me,” 15:41)
7 The path of those who receive Your grace, not those who




have angered You nor those who go astray.
(“Who despairs of his Lord’s mercy except those who go astray?”
15:56)
This series of echoes neatly demonstrates how sura 15 at multiple stages invokes
key phrases and vocabulary terms that have been established in the early Meccan
suras, particularly in this most important Opening.

The further reliance of sura 15 on other early Meccan surasi® can be seen in the
context of a full translation of al-Hijr, again laying out the echo passages within
parentheses, highlighting the similar phrases with underlining:

[.A. Introduction (3 verses) and debate on revelation (12 verses)
1 A.L.R. These are the signs of the Book, and of a clear
Recitation (Qur an).
(“Itis a glorious Recitation on a preserved tablet,” 85:21-22; "It is
truly a noble Recitation in a hidden Book,” 56:77-78).
2 Perhaps those who have rejected wish that they had been
submitters.
(“Doomed are those who have rejected,” 51:60; “Give a respite to
those who have rejected,” 86:17; “We only found one house there
of submitters,” 51:36)
3 Let them eat and enjoy, and their hope will distract them—
but they will know!
(“So let them be, until they encounter their Day, when they will be
struck by lightning,” 52:45; “So let them chat and play, until they
encounter their Day, which they are promised,” 70:42; “Eat and
enjoy a little, you criminals!” 77:46)
4 We only have destroyed a town when it had a known
decree.
(“We have destroved your comrades,” 54:51)
5 No people outstrips its destiny, nor can they delay it.
6 They said, “You, to whom the Reminder is revealed! You

are crazy!
(“And your companion is not crazy,” 81:22; "When they hear the
Reminder, and they say, ‘He is crazy,”” 68:51)
7 “Why don’t you bring us some angels, if you are one of the
sincere?”
(“Your Lord comes, and the angels are file upon file,” 89:22)
8 We only send down angels on the [Day of] Truth; these

people will not be considered then.1/
(“And the angels will be on the rim of [heaven], eight of them
carrying your Lord’s throne above them on that day,” 69:17)
9 It is We who send down the Reminder, and it is We who
guard 1t.
10 Any messenger who came to them, they mocked.
11 We sent messengers before you to the factions of the
ancients,
12 That is how We send it [revelation] to the hearts of
criminals.
13 They do not believe in it, even though the law of the
ancients has passed away.

14 And even if we opened up for them a gate from heaven,
and they kept ascending through it,
15 They would have said, “Our vision has just been
intoxicated, or else we are people under a spell.”

(“This is nothing but magic handed down,” 74:24)

B. Signs of God in creation (10 verses)

16 We have placed fortresses [constellations] in the heavens
and adorned them for the beholders,

(“By heaven, which holds the fortresses [constellations]!” 85:1)
17 Protecting them from every accursed demon,

(“Nor is he [inspired] with the word of an accursed demon,” 81:25)




18 Except for one who sneaks and eavesdrops—but an
obvious shooting star chases him.
19 We spread out the earth and placed mountaintops upon her,
and We grew upon her everything in due proportion.
(“We spread out the earth and placed mountaintops upon her,”
50:7)
20 We have given to you livelihoods upon her, and to those
whom you do not support.
21 We have the treasures of everything, and We only send it
down in a deliberate amount.
22 And We send the humid winds, so We bring down water
from heaven, then We give it to you to drink; you are not the
ones who store it!
(“And We bring down from the rain clouds torrents of water,”
78:14)
23 It is We who give life and death, and it is We who inherit.
(“It is We who give life and death, and the destination is Ours,”
50:43)
24 And We know which of you will precede [in their doom],
and We know those who will come later.
25 Your Lord is the one who assembles them: He is the Wise,
the Knowing.

C. Story of Iblis (23 verses)

26 We created humanity from raw clay, from smoothed mud.
27 And the jinn we created from the fire of hot wind.
(“He created humanity from raw clay, like the potter, and created
the jinn from a mixture of fire,” 55:14-15)
28 And when your Lord said to the angels, “I'm creating a
human from raw clay, from smoothed mud,
29 “So when I have formed him and breathed into him from
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My spirit, then you fall down, prostrating before him!”
30 And the angels prostrated, all of them together,
31 Except Iblis; he refused to be with those who prostrated.
32 [God] said, “Iblis! What’s wrong with you, that you won’t
be with those who prostrated?”
33 He replied, “I'm not one to prostrate to a human You
created from raw clay, from smoothed mud.”
34 He said, “Then get out of here! You are accursed!
35 “The curse is upon you until the Day of Judgment.”
36 He replied, “My Lord, give me a respite until the day they
are raised up.”
(“Don’t they think that they will be raised up on a mighty day?”
83:4-5)
37 He said, “You are one of those given a respite,
38 “Until the day of the predicted time.”
39 He replied, “My Lord! By the fact that You misled me! I'll
glamorize things on earth, and I'll mislead them all,
40 “Except for Your sincere servants.”
41 He said, “This is a path that is straight for Me:
42 “You have no authority over My servants, except for those
misguided ones who follow you.
43 “Hell is the destination for them all.”
44 1t has seven gates, each of which has an assigned portion.
45 And those who are God-conscious are in gardens and
springs,
(“And those who are God-conscious are in gardens and springs,”
51:15)
46 [Being told,] “Enter it in peace and safety!”
47 We remove the bitterness from their breasts; they are as
brothers, facing one another on couches.



48 No hardship affects them there, nor will they be exiled
from it.

II. Punishment stories (36 verses) Abraham

Lot

49 [Muhammad], tell My servants that I am the Forgiving, the
Compassionate,
50 And that My punishment is the painful punishment,

(“So God will punish him with the greatest punishment,” 88:24)

51 And tell them of the guests of Abraham,

52 When they entered his house and said, “Peace!” He
replied, “We are afraid of you!”

53 They said, “Don’t be afraid! We give good news of a wise
son.”

54 He said, “Do you bring me good news, though I've
reached old age? So what are you giving me good news of?”
55 They said, “We bring good news in truth, so don’t be one
of those who despair!”

56 He said, “Who despairs of his Lord’s mercy except those
who go astray?”

57 He said, “So what is your concern, messengers?”

58 They said, “We were sent to a criminal people,

59 “Except for the family of Lot; we shall save them all
together,

60 “Except for his wife; we have decreed that she is one of

those left behind.”

61 And when the messengers came to the family of Lot,

62 He said, “You people are strangers.”

63 They said, “No; we came to you with [the warning] that
they doubted,

64 “And we bring you the truth, for we are sincere.
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65 “So travel with your people in a section of the night, and
follow behind them; but let none of them turn around, and go
where you are ordered.”

66 And We decided that matter for him, that the last of them
should be cut off in the morning.

67 And the people of the city came, rejoicing.

68 He [Lot] said, “These are my guests, so don’t disgrace me,
69 “Be wary of God, and don’t humiliate me!”

70 They said, “Did we not forbid you [to give hospitality to]
anyone?”

71 He said, “These are my daughters, if you do [what I ask].”
72 —By your life, [Muhammad]'! They were blinded in their
intoxication!

73 But the Shout seized them at dawn,

74 We turned the city upside down, and rained down upon
them stones of hot clay.

(“And He smashed the overturned cities [of Lot],” 53:53;
“Throwing at them stones of hot clay,” 105:4; “That We may send
upon them stones of clay,” 51:33)

75 In that there are signs for those who read the signs,
76 And they are in an established path,
77 And in that there is a sign for those who believe.

The People of the Woods

al-Hijr

78 The people of the woods were unjust,
79 So We took vengeance on them. Both of them [Lot and the
Woods] are a clear model.

80 And the people of al-Hijr called the messengers liars.
81 And We gave them Our signs, but they turned away from
them.



82 They used to carve out houses from the mountains to be
secure.

83 But the Shout seized them at dawn,

84 And that which they acquired was no use to them.

(“His wealth is of no use to him, nor what he acquired,” 111:2)
III. Revelation and consolation (15 verses)

85 We only created the heavens and the earth, and what lies
between them, in Truth; and the Hour is coming, so forgive
graciously.

86 Your Lord is the Creator, the Knower.

87 We have given you seven of the repeated [verses], and the
great Recitation.

88 Don’t cast your eyes towards what We have allowed some
couples to enjoy, and don’t be sad for them, but spread your
wings over the believers.

89 Say, “I am the clear warner!”

(“Lam a clear warner to you from Him!” 51:50, 51:51)

90 But We did not send it down to those who would divide

[the revelation] among themselves, 18

91 Who treat the Recitation as lies.

92 By your Lord! We will question them all together,

93 About what they used to do.

94 So proclaim what you are commanded, and turn away
from the idolaters.

95 We are guard enough for you against the scoffers,

96 Who put another god alongside God. But they shall know!
97 We know that you are depressed [“your breast is
constricted”] by what they say.

(“Did We not bring you relief [ ‘expand your breast’]?” 94:1)

98 So glorify the praise of your Lord, and be one of those
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who prostrate,
(“Glorify the name of your highest Lord,” 87:1; “Prostrate and
draw near,” 96:19; “When the Recitation is recited to them, they
do not prostrate,” 84:21)
99 And worship your Lord until the sure [victory] comes to
you.
(“So let them worship the Lord of this house,” 106:3)
The level of intertextual reference in this sura is remarkable. In the samples
quoted above, over one-quarter of the verses (twenty-seven of ninety-nine) echo
words, phrases, or whole verses of earlier suras; in all, there are references to at
least forty earlier passages cited in sura 15. The evocation of other Qur’anic
passages is deliberate reference rather than mechanical repetition, even in the
cases of the quotation of entire verses. Listeners are called upon to recognize the
obvious references to earlier texts, to be “those who read the signs” (15:75), by
discerning references to the biblical story of Lot (53:53) and to the local Arabian
tale of the Ethiopian invasion, found in the sura of the Elephant (105:4). This list
of correspondences could be expanded further by taking a more exhaustive
approach to the echoes of vocabulary in the Qur an.

The intricate composition of sura 15 is further enhanced by ring structure. A
number of passages from the beginning and ending sections play upon the same
vocabulary and themes, in a way that brings the reader back full circle. The
temporary enjoyment of the unbelievers (15:3) is balanced by the enjoyment of
couples who have offspring (15:88). The unbelievers will come to know on
Judgment Day not only the vanity of their pleasures (15:3) but also the falseness
of their idolatry (15:96). The mocking accusation that the Prophet is crazy (15:6)
is outweighed by the consolation offered for these insults (15:97). The prostration
of the angels before Adam, except for Iblis (15:29-33), finds its counterpart in the
prostration of God’s worshipers (15:98).

What does the complex internal and external referentiality of sura 15 say about
the development of the Qur’an at the time of this sura’s delivery? A key may be



provided by two crucial terms that appear repeatedly in the course of this sura,
namely, oral recitation (Qur 'an) and written book (kitab). These terms admittedly
have a flexible range of application. In the early Meccan suras, the word Qur an
often has a very generic sense of “recitation,” rather than describing a fixed body
of materials (Arkoun’s “closed official corpus”). In 15:4 above, the phrase kitab
ma ‘lum is translated as “a known decree,” to reflect another aspect of the subject
field of “the book,” the widespread ancient notion of the destinies of humanity as
written in the heavenly scrolls. But the two terms converge in the opening verse
of sura 15: “These are the signs of the Book (kitab), and of a clear Recitation
(Qur’an).” Parallel early Meccan verses that link recitation with writing still
highlight the book as a mysterious cosmic archetype rather than as a physical text
(“Itis a glorious Recitation on a preserved tablet,” 85:21-22; “It is truly a noble
Recitation in a hidden Book,” 56:77-78). Sura 15 seems to mark an important
stage in the canonization process of the Qur’an, that is, the process by which a
series of oral recitations gradually became concretized as a separate scripture. In
the historical and chronological perspective, at the time when sura 15 was
delivered this process was obviously only partially complete. On the three
occasions where sura 15 mentions the word Qur an (15:1, 15:87, 15:91), the word
does not signify the completed canonical text of the Qur an as it is known today,
“between two covers,” since the unfolding of revelation would continue for a
number of years after this middle Meccan sura. Nevertheless, there is reason to
think that sura 15 illustrates a self-conscious notion of scriptural authority by the
way it references earlier Meccan suras as authoritative texts employed in divine
Service.

If indeed the middle Meccan suras parallel the worship services of
monotheistic communities in their tripartite organization, this would seem to be
confirmed by dialogical address to the messenger, who is consoled in the opening
and closing sections of the sura (15:6-11, 15:85-96) for the humiliations inflicted
upon him by his hostile opponents. Such a dialogue, responding even to the
messenger’s thoughts, parallels the interaction between religious leader and

community in worship service. Even more important as an index of the ritual
importance of early Qur anic texts is the frequent reference to the first sura, “The
Opening,” as indicated above. Most authorities indeed identify sura 1 with the
seven repeated verses (alsab® al-mathani) mentioned in parallel with “the great
Recitation” as a divine gift (15:87). It is also likely that the text of sura 1, “The
Opening,” is what is meant by “the praise of your Lord,” enjoined in 15:98, since
sura 1 begins with the phrase “Praise be to God” (1:1). The same formula,
“glorify the praise of your Lord,” has also been announced in early Meccan
(52:48) and middle Meccan texts (50:39), probably as an instruction to recite sura
1. The placement of this phrase toward the end of those suras suggests the
employment of “The Opening” as a key text in worship service, so that its
recitation may have immediately followed upon that instruction. In this way, sura
15 clearly builds upon the ritual sanctity of earlier Qur’anic texts as it moves
further toward scripturalization.

Finally, sura 15 also demonstrates the development of the audience of the
Qur’an’s listeners into a community defined by both earlier prophetic narratives
and the primordial myth of the satanic figure known as Iblis. This communal
dimension is a significant expansion of the explicit audience of the Qur anic
message. Here in sura 15, the phrases “Your servants” (addressed to God by Iblis,
15:40) and “My servants” (addressed by God to the messenger, 15:49) create the
notion of a transhistorical community of worshippers/servants linked by loyalty to
God and enmity from demonic forces.

Up until this point in the Qur an’s chronology, the dialogical format of
communication has stressed the intimate relationship between the messenger and
his divine interlocutor; the phrase “your Lord,” clearly addressed in Arabic to a
singular “you,” has been the dominant characterization of Muhammad as the
direct recipient of revelation (and it continues to be used here in sura 15 as well).
The nascent community of believers has been an implied third person rather than
the direct addressee. Now, for the first time in the chronological sequence of the
Qur’an, there is an emphatic definition of the servants/slaves/devotees (‘ibad) of



God as a religious community.12 It is noteworthy that this new self-conscious
notion of community is articulated in the context of a creation story, in which
Iblis plays the role of the recalcitrant opponent and the model both for the
resistance to the prophets of old and for the opponents of the Prophet Muhammad.
Thus the faithful recipients of the Qur’an are in solidarity of monotheistic worship
along with the obedient angels and the bearers of revelation in earlier ages. The
cosmic character of this struggle is underlined by a description of the fortresses
(buruj) of the heavenly constellations as a line of defense against demonic spies.
[ronically, the opponents of Muhammad have attempted to cast him as the
recipient of devilish inspiration, since the insult they continually hurl at him is
that he is crazy or insane, literally, “possessed by the jinn™ (majnun). But in an
interesting recapitulation of well-known Near Eastern creation motifs, the Qur’an
depicts God creating humanity like clay pots thrown on a potter’s wheel, while
the jinn (spirits intermediate between humanity and the angels) are simply another
subordinate race created from a different elemental construction, fire. This
narrative ties up theological loose ends while simultaneously creating a space for
the listening audience. So as a distinct expression of the middle Meccan period,
sura 15 plays an important role in the increasing literary canonization of Qur anic
texts, in their ritual deployment in worship service, and in the articulation of a
communal religious identity.

External Narratives and Literary Structures in
Sura 18 (“The Cave”)

Sura 18, “The Cave,” has been called the most mythical section of the Qur’an.22

[t contains three brief and enigmatic tales that later interpreters have connected to
pre-Islamic legends: the Seven Sleepers of Ephesus, the encounter of Moses and
the enigmatic figure known as al-Khidr, and the deeds of Alexander the Great.
There may be no better example than sura 18 of the Qur’an’s ability to capture
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and reinterpret compelling narrative traditions of the ancient world in the context
of a new form of revelation. It is also noteworthy that, despite the presence of
Moses in one of the stories, none of these appears to relate directly to biblical
sources. Yet, as indicated above, the central section of the middle Meccan suras
typically plays a decisive role, both as a narrative of prophetic struggle analogous
to the journey section of the pre-Islamic ode and as a formal recital comparable to
the scriptural reading of a monotheistic worship service. Thus a key question will
be how sura 18 reinterprets and reframes the narratives it invokes, in terms of the
ongoing process of prophecy. Because of its length and complexity, in the
remarks that follow, sura 18 is addressed one section at a time to clarify its
literary structure. At the same time, because of the strong referentiality of this
sura to earlier texts, in this particular case reference will regularly be made to the
pre-Islamic writings that were evidently addressed by the Qur’anic revelation.

Building upon the analysis already established, it is apparent that sura 18
exhibits an overall tripartite structure, with an introduction and conclusion
symmetrically balancing each other, with eight verses each. The middle section,
consisting of stories and parables, constitutes the bulk of the sura, containing four
major sections of comparable length distributed over ninety-six verses. In
addition to the three pre-Islamic narratives just mentioned, it also includes a
couple of generic moral parables as a second section, immediately following the
story of the Seven Sleepers. The rhetorical delivery of this sura has a strongly
dialogical element; there are seven verses addressed to “you” in the singular
(18:9, 18:17-18, 18:23-24, 18:57, 18:83), and one can count seven more passages
(18:24, 18:26, 18:29, 18:83, 18:103-4, 18:109, 18:110) that contain a directive
commanding the Prophet Muhammad to deliver a message, using the word “Say”
(qui).

From a structural perspective, the symmetry between the opening and closing
sections is a strong example of ring composition. The sura begins (18:1-2) with
an assertion of the revelation as written scripture or book (kitab) that is straight
without any crookedness, just as it closes (18:109) with a dramatic description of



revelation exhausting even a sea of ink, another implicit book image. At both the
beginning and the end, it brings a warning to unbelievers (18:2, 18:103-6) and
then promises eternal bliss in paradise to the faithful (18:2-3, 18:107-8). Most
noteworthy is the debate section, which specifically rejects the Christian notion of
incarnation (18:4-5), even as it insists that the Prophet Muhammad is only a
mortal human who is inspired by God (18:110). The deceitful word of ancestral
tradition (18:5) is contrasted with the limitless words of God’s revelation
(18:109). The consolation to the messenger who is disregarded by his people
(18:6) is balanced by the declaration that he is indeed inspired (18:110). The signs
of God also receive emphasis, in the beauty of the earth that is a test for humanity
(18:8) and as the object of the disbelief of the misguided (18:105).
This consistent parallelism of sura 18 may be seen more easily by a

juxtaposition of the introductory and closing sections:
I. Introduction and praise (8 verses)

1 Praise to the God Who revealed to His servant the Book

that He made, not crooked,

2 But straight, so He warns of a terrible disaster,

coming from Him;

but He gives good news to the faithful—who do what is right—

that they have a great reward.

They will linger there forever.

4 Then He warns those who say God has taken a son.

5 Of this they and their fathers lack any knowledge,

and it is a monstrous word coming from their mouths—

they only speak lies!

6 Perhaps you [Muhammad] are hard on yourself

because of what will befall them,

since they did not have faith in this narration (hadith), to your

SOITOW.

7 We made everything upon the earth as its adornment,

to test which of them acts best;
8 And We will make everything upon it into a wasteland.
1. Closing (8 verses)
103 Say, “Shall We tell you whose actions are most
useless?
104 “Those whose effort goes wrong in this life,
while they think they have done something beautiful!”
105 They are the ones who reject the signs of their Lord
and the meeting with Him,
so their deeds go wrong.
And We won'’t give them any weight on Resurrection Day.
106 That will be their reward—Hell!
Since they disbelieved, and they treated Our signs and Our
messengers with contempt.
107 Those who have faith and do what is right
have a lodging in Gardens of Paradise.
108 They are there forever, having no desire to leave.
109 Say, “If the ocean was ink for the words of my Lord,
the ocean would be used up long before my Lord’s words,
even if we brought another like it to use.”
110 Say, “I am only a man like you,
to whom has been revealed that your God is One God.
And he who hopes for the meeting with his Lord—
let him do what is right, and not give anyone a share of the
worship of his Lord.”
The ritual opening with a hymn of praise shifts at the end of the introduction to a
formula of announcement of a sacred narrative (hadith, 18:6), which will form the
substance of the central section.
The first story in section II concerns the Companions of the Cave, commonly
identified with the Christian heroes of the story of the Seven Sleepers of Ephesus,



who according to tradition hid in a cave to escape the persecutions of the Roman
emperor Decius (reigned 249-51 CE). Like Rip Van Winkle, they went to sleep in
a cave for many years, accompanied by their dog, and a monument was built over
them. When they awoke and cautiously emerged centuries later, in a world in
which Christianity was triumphant, they cautiously sent one of their number into
town, where his long-out-of-date coin was the first clue to the many years that
had passed. This is an extremely popular story. There are numerous Christian and
Muslim shrines dedicated to the Seven Sleepers, in Europe, the Middle East, and
Central Asia, and these figures are still celebrated in the Orthodox and Catholic
calendars. Miniature paintings depicting the Companions of the Cave are

common (figure 3.1), and they also play an important role in Shi‘ism.2! Recently
a twelve-part film on the Companions of the Cave, aimed at a Shi‘i audience, was

produced in Iran, which is available in several language versions.22 Following the
work of Louis Massignon on this topic, some recent thinkers have highlighted the

Companions of the Cave as an important theme for examining commonalities

between Christians and Muslims.22

Be that as it may, the pre-exegetical significance of the Companions of the
Cave is to be sought in the way that the Qur’an recasts the narrative, which has a
fairly strong tradition in the Christian East, particularly in Syriac texts. Following
upon a debate passage that rejects the notion of incarnation, the telling of the
story emphasizes repeatedly that its Christian heroes do not commit the sin of
associating or sharing anyone but God in their worship—that is, they are not
committing polytheism, along the lines of accepting Jesus as the Son of God. So
in terms of prophetic rereading, sura 18 offers a strong corrective to the theology
of the Christian narrative, adapting it to the familiar Qur’anic pattern of prophetic
witnesses who withstand the lures of idolatry. The awakening of the Sleepers is
also an implicit proof of the resurrection of the dead. As usual, the Qur’an does
not provide a fully detailed version of the story, assuming instead that listeners are
familiar with it; but when it is read alongside the fuller Syriac versions, those

older versions help to explain details of the Qur’anic account that would

otherwise be unclear, like the epitaph or inscribed tablet left outside the cave.2?

The Qur’an addresses several questions regarding the number of the Sleepers and
how many years they slept, which seem to have been topics that were debated in
the milieu of the Qur'an’s listeners, but the answers to these questions remain
somewhat mysterious. The story concludes with consolation to the Prophet and a
double portrait of hell and paradise.
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Figure 3.1. The Seven Sleepers, from the Jami® al-tawarikh of Rashid al-Din. Edinburgh University
Library, Special Collections Department, Ms Or 20 {.23r.

I1. Narratives and Parables

A. The Companions of the Cave (24 verses)
9 Now have you realized that the young men of the Cave and the
epitaph
were one of Our astonishing signs?

10 When the young men sheltered in the Cave,
then they said, “Lord, give us mercy from You,
provide some guidance for us here!”

11 So We sealed up their ears in the Cave
for years of a certain number.

12 Then We raised them up,



to find out which party counted better
how much time they stayed.
13 We shall tell their story truly:

They were young men believing in their Lord

and We increased their guidance.

14 And We bound to us their hearts when they rose up,

so they said, “Our Lord is heaven and earth’s Lord,;

we shall call on no other god besides Him—

then we would have said something wrong.

15 “These our people have taken other gods besides Him,
though no clear proof has come before them.

Who is worse than one who gives the lie to God with deception?”
16 Since you went apart from them and the other gods they
worship,

so shelter in the Cave,

and your Lord will unfold over you His mercy,

making you a resting place from your fate.

17 And you would see the sun, when it rises,

wander past their cave to the right.

When it sets, it inclines over them from the left,

and they are in its opening.

That is one of the clearest of God’s signs.

The one God guides is on the true path,

but one He sends astray—

you won'’t find him with friend or teacher.

18 You would figure them awake though they are sleeping.

We make them turn over, to the right and left.

Their dog is stretching out his forelegs on the threshold.

Had you encountered them, you would have turned and fled,

and you would have been filled with fear of them.

19 So in this way We raised them up, so they could ask each
other.
One among them spoke: “How long have you stayed here?”
They answered, “We have stayed a day, or part of one.”
They said, “Your Lord knows best how long you stayed.
Send one of your number with these coins of yours to the city,
and let him see which food is purest.
Let him bring you some of that to eat.
Let him act nicely, and he will not alert anyone about you.
20 “If they become aware of you, they will stone you,
or force you back to their creed, and you will never be safe.”
21 Thus We revealed them, so the people would know God’s
promise is true
and there 1s no doubt about the Hour.
When the people disagreed over their fate,
some said, “Build over them a structure; their Lord knows them
best.”
Those who won the argument about them said,
“Let us make this a place of worship for them.”
22 Some will say, “They are three, and their dog is the
fourth.”
Others say, “There are five, and their dog is the sixth,”
guessing about the unseen.
Yet others say, “They are seven, and their dog is the eighth.”
Say, “My Lord knows best their number.”
Just a few know them!
So don’t argue about them, except on their appearance,
and don’t ask anyone’s opinion about them.
23 And don’t ever say of anything, “I’'m doing that
tomorrow,”



24 Unless God wills.
Remember your Lord if you forget, and say,
“Perhaps my Lord may lead me with a closer guidance.”

25 And they stayed in their Cave for three hundred years, plus

nine.

26 Say, “God knows best how long they stayed.”
The unseen part of the heavens and the earth belongs to Him.
See it, and hear! They have no other friend besides Him,
and no one shares in His wisdom.

27 Read out what He revealed to you in your Lord’s book.

There is none who makes changes in His words
and you will find besides Him no other refuge.
28 Make yourself be patient,
with those who call their Lord morning and evening,
seeking His face, and don’t turn your eyes from Him,
seeking the beauty of the life of this world;
and don’t obey one whose heart We made forgetful of Our
memory,
who follows his desire, outstripping all bounds.
29 And say, “The Truth is with my Lord.”
Let him who wishes believe, and let him who wishes reject it.
We have readied a Fire for the unjust;
its pavilions surround them,
and if they want rain,
they will be drenched with a water like molten copper scalding
their faces.
Terrible is the drink, and evil the resting-place.
30 As for those who have faith and act right—
We shall not omit reward for one who is virtuous in action.
31 They are the ones who hold the gardens of Eden

beneath which rivers flow

where they halt, wearing gold bracelets,

dressed in garments of green, of embroidered silk,

lying on divans beside the rivers.

Fortunate is the reward, and beautiful the resting-place!
In this way, the Qur’an has adapted the Christian tale to its own revelatory
perspective.

The second and longest part in the narrative section of sura 18 begins with two
parables that drive home the dependence of humanity on its Creator and the
catastrophe that results from ignoring that relationship. Revelation is affirmed,
though here the concept of the heavenly book as the repository of deeds makes an
appearance in the context of the Day of Judgment. The focus then turns to Iblis,
the only individual named in this portion, recalling the cosmic tale of sura 15 that
inextricably linked opposition to prophecy with the Satanic party of Iblis. This
passage then winds up with a robust debate section.

B. Parables and debate (28 verses)
1. Parable of the two gardens
32 Strike for them a parable of two men,
to one of whom We gave two vineyards,
and We surrounded them with palm trees and placed a field
between them.
33 One of the gardens produced, lacking nothing,
and We made a channel between them for a river.
34 It had fruit; so one told the other while they were
conversing,
“I’ve got more than you in wealth and more power in men.”
35 He went into his garden while they were conversing;
injustice was in his soul.
He said, “I don’t think this will ever pass away,
36 “And I don’t think the Hour is rising.



And even if I were turned back to my Lord,
surely I'd find something better than this in return.”
37 His friend told him while they were conversing,
“Do you reject the One who made you from dust,
then from a sperm-drop, then turned you to a man?
38 “Here’s what I say: God’s my Lord,
and I'll never give anyone a share of the worship of my Lord.
39 “Why didn’t you say, entering the garden,
‘It’s what God wished! Only God has power!”
Even though you see me with less money and children,
40 “Maybe my Lord will give me something better than your
garden,
but He’ll send thunder over yours from heaven
so it becomes slick wasteland;
41 “Or its water may sink so that you can’t find it,
42 “And its fruit is destroyed.”
He wrings his hands over what he spent on it,
and its roofs are fallen down.
He says, “I wish that I had never given anyone a share of the
worship of my Lord!”
43 But he has no gang who can help him,
other than God, so he is not triumphant.
44 Here is the dominion of God, the Truth.
He is the best for reward and the best for result.
2. Parable of life in this world
45 Strike for them the parable of life in this world,
like water that We made to fall from heaven,
from mixing with the earth’s plants;
then it turns dry, so the winds blow it.
It is God who is able to do anything.

46 Money and children are the beauty of this world,

but lasting deeds of virtue are the best with your Lord for reward

and the best for hope.

47 On that day, We will make the mountains move,
and you’ll see the earth laid bare;

We have raised them up, and We have left no one out.

48 They will be drawn up before your Lord in ranks.
“You have come to Us as We created you the first time,
but you claimed that We wouldn’t keep this date with you.”

49 The Book is set down, and you see the guilty
fearing what is in it, and they say,

“It’s disaster for us, what this Book holds,
leaving no deed, great or small, uncounted!”
They will find their deeds before them,

but your Lord does wrong to no one.

50 When We told the angels, “Bow down to Adam!,”
They bowed down, all except for Iblis, who was of the jinn.
So he turned away from his Lord’s command.

Will you take him and his offspring as friends in place of Me?
They are your enemy; that is a bad deal for criminals.

51 I did not let them see heaven’s and earth’s creation,
nor their own creation,
nor was | getting support from the deceivers.

52 And on that Day, He will say,

“Call upon My partners that you claim exist!™
And they will call on them, but they will not answer.
We have cast upon them a catastrophe.

53 And the guilty see the fire, so they think they are falling

into it,
nor do they find a way to return.



54 We have coined in this Recitation every kind of parable for
the people,

but humanity is the most quarrelsome of things.

55 Nothing stops people from believing,

when the guidance comes to them,

or from seeking their Lord’s forgiveness,

except if the ancients’ tradition intervenes,

or if punishment comes on them directly.

56 We only send messengers as bearers of good news and
warnings.

Those who reject it argue with vanity, to refute the Truth.

They take My signs, and what they are warned about, as a joke.
57 And who is more unjust than one who is reminded of the
signs of his Lord,

but who turns away from them,

and forgets what his hands have done?

We have placed upon their hearts coverings,

so they don’t understand,

and a weight on their ears;

should you call them to guidance,

they will not ever be guided.

58 Your Lord is so forgiving, having mercy;

if He blamed them for what they have accomplished,

He would speed their punishment.

But they have an appointment,

from which they will not find release without Him.

59 These are the cities that We destroyed, when they were
Oppressors,
and for their destruction We made an appointment.

This conclusion is very much in tune with the theme of punishment stories.

The next section of narrative is one of the most famous stories in the Qur an.
The spectacle of a mysterious “servant of God” instructing the incredulous Moses
on the basis of special divine knowledge is a dramatic twist on the standard notion
of prophetic authority. Some elusive details in this recounting call to mind other
ancient Near Eastern narratives, such as Gilgamesh and his quest for immortality,
a theme that also has echoes in the Alexander story that comes immediately after
this. Moses’ interlocutor is usually identified as al-Khidr (“the Green One,” also
spelled Khadir or Khizr), the deathless prophet in whose footprints green plants
are said to spring up. In the section below, he in italics refers to Khidr. His
appearance is heralded by Moses” arrival at the enigmatic “Meeting of the
Oceans,” where his servant (the “young man” of 18:60) cooks a fish, but the
water miraculously brings it back to life so that it swims away. When they
unaccountably forget this incident and move on, Moses deduces from the fish’s
revival that this must be the miraculous place he was seeking. When Moses
attempts to follow him, this mysterious figure commits three seemingly irrational
acts that Moses objects to. Before parting, Khidr reveals the secret reasons for his
actions, based on the special knowledge that he received from God. Sufi
interpreters view this story as the basis for mystical experience, in contrast to the
limitations of knowledge based on legalistic externals.

C. The story of Moses and al-Khidr (24 verses)
60 Then Moses said to the young man, “I won’t stop till 1
reach
the Meeting of the Oceans, or I’ll go a long time.”
61 But when they reached the Meeting between the two,
they forgot about their fish.
It found its way to the ocean, tunneling.
62 And when they moved on, he said to the young man,
“Bring our food; we find this journey of ours tiring.”
63 He answered, “Did you see, when we stopped at the rock,
that I forgot the fish?



It was only Satan who made me to forget it.
So it found its way to the ocean, as a wonder.”
64 Moses said, “That’s what we were looking for.”
S0 they turned back on their tracks.
65 Then they found one of Our servants,
whom We offered Our mercy,
teaching him Our knowledge.
66 Moses said to him, “Can I follow you, so you can teach me
the guidance that you were taught?”
67 He said, “You won’t have patience to bear with me.
68 “How could you be patient with knowledge you don’t
comprehend?”
69 Moses said, “You'll find me to be patient, God willing,
nor will I disobey a command of yours.”
70 He said, “If you follow me, you can’t ask anything,
till I discuss with you something about it.”
71 So the two of them went,
but as they rode upon a ship, he broke a hole in it.
Moses said, “Did you break it to destroy these people?
You have done something stupid!”
72 But he said, “Didn’t I tell you? You won’t have patience to
bear with me.”
73 Moses said, “Don’t blame my forgetfulness, or ask
something difficult.”
74 So the two of them went,
but as they met a youth, he killed him.
Moses said, “Have you killed a pure soul,
who hadn’t killed another?
You've done something horrible!”
75 And he said, “Didn’t I tell you? You won’t have patience

to bear with me.”
76 Moses said, “If I ask you anything after this, let me go;
you have my forgiveness.”
77 So the two of them went,
but as they met the people of a village,
they begged them for food,
but the people refused to host them.
And they found there a wall that was falling down,
but he fixed it.
Moses said, “You could have been paid, if you wanted, for doing
this!”
78 He replied, “This is the parting between us.
I’ll tell you the interpretation of the things you couldn’t bear.
79 “Now the ship belonged to some poor folk who work on
the ocean.
[ wanted to damage it,
since they have a king ruling over them
who is seizing all the ships by force.
80 “Now the youth had two pious parents
but we were afraid he’d assault them defiantly, with unbelief.
81 “So we wanted their Lord to replace him with one of
greater purity,
one of greater kindness.
82 “Now the wall belonged to a pair of orphan youths in the
city.
Beneath it was a treasure that was theirs,
and their father was an upright man.
Your Lord wanted them to reach their maturity,
and excavate their treasure as a mercy from your Lord.
All that I did I was ordered.



That’s the interpretation of the things you couldn’t bear.”
Modern scholars have pointed out that this story has undeniable similarities with a
widespread folktale. In terms of the classical repertory of folklore, the Aarne-
Thompson Motif-Index of Folk-Literature, the story of Moses and Khidr has all
the characteristics of tale type 759, “God’s Justice Vindicated,” also known as
“the angel and the hermit.” Some scholars use this functional relationship as a
way to play up the literary dependency of the Qur’'an on outside sources, which is
the standard Orientalist exercise in one-upmanship. Taking a different tack,
classical scholar and psychoanalytic theorist Norman O. Brown has found the
story to be a powerful example of the apocalyptic strain of the Qur’an. Rather
than seeing its folklore origin as a lack of originality, he observes that “the Koran,
with characteristic monumentality, reduces the folktale to its archetypal essence
and makes evident its folktale form, alerting thereby the intelligence to the

problem of interpretation.”22 Although Brown was more concerned with the later
impact of the Moses-Khidr story on the development of Islamic esotericism, he
rightly emphasized the role of this tale in creating a sense of mystery and an
awareness of the need for interpretation of these narrative sections of the Qur an.
The fourth narrative section of sura 18 has a protagonist who is called simply
“the Two-Horned One” (dhu al-garnayn). This figure is commonly understood to
be Alexander, both the historical Alexander the Great and the mythical hero of the
same name, who is sometimes identified in Christian and Muslim sources as a
prophet. For convenience he is referred to as “Alexander” in the translation
below. The name “Two-Horned” is usually explained by the ram’s horns of the
Egyptian god Ammon, an equivalent of Zeus, with whom Alexander was
identified, as seen in Hellenistic coins depicting Alexander with horns (figure
3.2). Here, too, a Syriac narrative, the Legend of Alexander, helps to clarify
obscure parts of the story that are only hinted at in the Qur’anic version.22

Alexander is the archetypal world ruler, to whom God has given “power on earth”
(18:84). He has a supernatural ability to travel from one end of the earth to the

other by celestial “pathways” (18:84, 18:85, 18:89, 18:92), reminiscent of the

wormbholes of modern science fiction.2Z Alexander first journeys to the west,
where he finds a “muddy spring” (18:86) corresponding to a poisonous sea
mentioned in the Syriac version, which Alexander tests by sending in condemned
prisoners. Their death reveals that the sea is a deadly and impassable barrier that
will require him to resort to celestial pathways again. The Qur anic version, in a
characteristic shift, treats the punishment of criminals as a generic administration
of justice rather than the use of human guinea pigs. When Alexander then travels
to the east, he meets a people who, as the Syriac story explains, have to hide from
the extreme heat of the sun, from which they have no protection. On his third
journey, Alexander reaches a mountain pass beyond which live people with the
barbarian characteristic of speaking an incomprehensible language. This is clearly
a depiction of the perennial threat of nomadic Central Asian invaders as viewed
from the civilized Near East. The local people beg Alexander to protect them
against these hordes of Gog and Magog—these names preserve a well-established
Near Eastern and biblical portrayal of Central Asian barbarians in apocalyptic
terms. Alexander agrees to build a wall of iron and brass in the mountain pass in
order to hold off the invaders, but he concludes by predicting the collapse of the
wall as an apocalyptic sign of Judgment Day. Later miniature

Figure 3.2. Hellenistic coin representing Alexander with ram’s horn (symbol of Zeus/Ammon).
Harvard Art Museums/Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Loan from the Trustees of the Arthur Stone Dewing
Greek Numismatic Foundation, 1.1965.1350.

paintings depicting Alexander’s construction of the wall portray Gog and Magog



as naked savages (figure 3.3) or even as demons.
D. The Story of Two-Horned Alexander (20 verses)
83 They will ask you of Two-Horned Alexander.
Say, “I will tell you a story about him.”
84 We gave him power on earth,
giving him a (celestial) pathway to all things.
85 So he followed on a pathway.
86 But as he reached the setting of the sun,
he found it setting in a muddy spring,
and he found there a people.
We told him, “Alexander! You can either punish them, or treat

them well.”
87 He said, “I will punish anyone who has committed crime.
Then he will be rendered up to his Lord,
so He will punish him terribly.
88 “But one who has faith and who does what is right gets a
beautiful reward.
We will command him something easy.”
89 Then he followed on another pathway.

Board, 1.0. Islamic 387, f.442v.

90 But as he reached the rising of the sun, 91 So it was, and We understood all that he knew.
he found it rising on a people 92 Then he followed on another pathway.
whom We did not give any other cover. 93 But as he reached the place between two mountains,

he found beyond them a people;
they barely could understand a word.
94 [Others] said, “Alexander! Gog and Magog are causing
havoc on the earth!
Shall we pay your expense?
You can make a barrier between us and them.”
95 He said, “The power that my Lord has given me is better.
Help me with your strength,



and I'll raise up a wall between you and them.
96 “Bring me iron bars.”
And when they filled the gaps, he said, “Blow on it!”
And when they fired the iron, he said, “Bring me melted bronze, so
I can pour it over.”
97 Gog and Magog could not get over it,
nor could they make a hole in it.
98 He said, “This wall is a mercy from my Lord.
When my Lord’s Promise comes,
He will pulverize it. The Promise of my Lord is true.”
99 And that day We shall leave some of them surging over
others,
when the Trumpet shall be blown, and We gather all of them.
100 We will draw up Hell on display that Day for
unbelievers.
101 They are the ones whose eyes were veiled from My
Reminder, and who could not hear.
102 So do the unbelievers think they can take My slaves
as allies, not Me?
We have made Hell into a lodging for the unbelievers.
By its placement as the concluding story, the Alexander narrative is made to fit
into a sequence of pre-Islamic stories that buttress the moral perspective of the
Qur’an and its depiction of judgment, which is asserted through the divine voice
in the closing lines of the section.

The central role of these three pre-Islamic legends in sura 18 indicates the
breadth of the Qur’anic appropriation of previous scriptural revelations. That is, it
draws upon not only Christian narratives of saintly persons (the Seven Sleepers)
but also religiously charged versions of folklore (Khidr) and epic (Alexander).
The theological framework of sura 18 raises an additional question about the
chronological dating of the text. That is, does the prominent critique of Christian

doctrine (18:4) and the engagement with a well-known Christian legend, the
Seven Sleepers, fit with the dating of this sura to the middle Meccan period?
While modern scholarship generally regards sura 18 as stylistically part of the
middle Meccan period, it is worth noting that there have always been hints that
connect it to the Medinan period. Traditional commentators have suggested a sort
of preliminary Medinan connection for sura 18, by claiming that its narratives
were the answers to questions posed by the Jewish scholars of Medina to the

Prophet Mohammed while he was still in Mecca.28 Although the interest of
Jewish authorities in Christian narratives is somewhat hard to imagine, this
explanation may have been proposed on the assumption that Mecca itself did not
have a population of Christians (or Jews) that would furnish the pretext for such a
theological debate. And while it is true that some major passages rejecting the
Christian notion of incarnation are clearly later, from the Medinan period (2:116,
4:171), still there are plenty of early and middle Meccan passages refuting the
notion that God could have taken a son (10:68, 17:11, 19:35, 21:26, 23:91, 25:2,
39:4, 43:81, 72:2). One of these passages (19:88-93) makes a highly exaggerated
caricature of the idea that God could have a son:

They say, “The Merciful One has taken a son.” You have done

something monstrous! The heavens are nearly torn apart, the earth split,

and the mountains fallen in ruin, because you claim that the Merciful

One has a son! But it is not appropriate that the Merciful One has a son.

All in heaven and the earth approach the Merciful One as a worshiper.
Here is another case where extrapolation from what is known of the prophetic
biography does not help to situate the context of sura 18 with any clarity. Without
imposing the sharp religious boundaries that characterize modern notions of
religious identity, it may be the case that notions of divine sonship were in the air,
as it were, in the Arabian environment of the Qur an.

Yet there is one external piece of evidence indicating that at least one portion of

sura 18, namely the Alexander legend, came into the text at a very late date in the



Prophet’s career. The Qur anic version of this story corresponds very closely with
the Legend of Alexander, but only up to a point. The Syriac version of the story
continues with a detailed after-the-fact prophecy that can be dated to the years
628-29 CE. In this passage, Alexander prophesies that the kingdom of the
Romans will annihilate the Persians in an apocalyptic and messianic triumph.
Scholars have made a persuasive case for seeing this prophecy as propaganda for
the attempt of the Eastern Roman (Byzantine) emperor Heraclius to rally support
among the Syriac-speaking Christian communities of the East, during his decisive
counterinvasion of Persia in those years. The Qur an indeed shows elsewhere
(30:1-5, late Meccan) a keen interest in the fortunes of the Eastern Roman empire
and its battles with the Persians. Sura 30 is in fact named “The Romans.”
According to this hypothesis, the Syriac Legend of Alexander, with its richly
apocalyptic prophecy, would have been perceived in Medina as part of the
complex of Near Eastern prophecy, since Christian sources in late antiquity had
attempted to tame the alarming world-emperor Alexander by transforming him
into a prophet of Christian triumph. Its incorporation in the largely Meccan sura
18—minus the prophecy of Heraclius’s victory, which did not really fit the
Qur’anic context—would have been a natural supplement to a dossier already

containing a response to another Syriac Christian legend (the Seven Sleepers). Yet

it still may be said that the literary unity of sura 18 remains strong, a sign of the
successful application of the prophetic voice to the ongoing revision of the

Qur anic text. More important, the narrative complexity of sura 18 demonstrates
the remarkable engagement of the Qur an with the full range of ancient
civilization. A tale of Christian martyrs, a wisdom anecdote of Moses that links
back to early Mesopotamian themes, and a moralizing story about the
Macedonian world emperor—all indicate the extent to which the Qur’an demands

to play a role in the understanding of the full range of culture in the ancient world.

The Rhetoric of Debate and the Implied

Audience of Mecca

The middle and later Meccan suras evidently were delivered over a number of
years, during which time the Qur’an’s audience developed a complex range of
responses to the revelation. What can one tell about the nature of that audience
from indications within the text of the Qur’an itself? Obviously the most
distinctive addressee is the Prophet himself, addressed as “you” in the singular.
There is in addition a community of worshippers, addressed in the plural, who
accept the authority of revelation and are reassured by the depictions of their
cosmic role and destiny; the emergence of this community has been discussed
above in regard to the example of sura 15. Yet there is another disparate audience
for the Qur'an that is characterized by a hostile and critical response to its
message; these voices are frequently referred to more impersonally, in the third-
person plural “they.” A survey of some of the major issues of contention in
debates between the Qur’'an and its unreceptive auditors brings out the
assumptions and conceptions that the Meccans brought to the understanding of
revelation. They had well-developed ideas about miracles, magic, poetry, myth,
prophecy, and angels, which they typically deployed with sarcasm and mockery.
They resisted the new message on the basis of clan privilege and patriarchal
tradition. The Qur’an frequently reflects on the perverse and argumentative
character of its opponents, and it considers the mystery of how God moves a soul
to accept revelation or reject it. The late Meccan suras demonstrate an increasing
emphasis on the notion of the Qur'an as a scripture that fulfills previous
revelations. All this suggests a climate of relatively sophisticated awareness of a
range of religious topics among the Meccans, who were far from being the
ignorant barbarians they are sometimes depicted as.

One of the most typical audience responses described in the middle Meccan
suras consists of a combination of outright rejection of the Qur’'an’s message and
a demand for miracles as evidence that would ostensibly cause the Meccans to



believe. Thus, in the concluding section of sura 17, “The Night Journey,” a
section confirming the revelation concludes by pointing out the unreceptive
character of its audience: “We have expressed to the people in various ways in the
Qur’an every sort of parable, but most of the people reject anything except
unbelief” (17:89). This categorical description is followed by a response,
presumably depicting the obstinate Meccans, demanding a whole series of
colorful miracles:

They said, “We will not believe you until you let flow a spring from the

earth, or you have a garden of date palms and grapes in which you

cause rivers to flow forth, or you make heaven fall in pieces, as you

claimed, or you bring God and the angels before us, or you have a

house made of gold, or you ascend up to heaven; and we will not

believe in your ascension until you bring down a book for us to read.”

Say, “Glory to my Lord! Am I anything but a human messenger?” But

nothing prevented people from believing, when guidance came to them,

except that they said, “Has God sent a human messenger?” (17:90-94)
The complex associations in this passage between prophecy and miracles embrace
a range of disparate phenomena. Some of the events they demand are paradisiacal
enhancements of nature, such as the flowing spring and rivers in the garden, while
others, like the house of gold or shattering heaven, are extraordinary wonders.
Surprisingly, the pagans of Mecca demand that the Prophet should produce God
and the angels before them, clearly indicating that they had at least some sense of
the theological basis of the prophetic message. It is hard to imagine, however, that
the Prophet Muhammad would have made any such promises. When the Meccans
describe him as claiming to make heaven fall, it seems likely that they were
distorting the description of God’s unleashing of Judgment Day, by attributing it
to Muhammad. Yet there is evidence that Muhammad did claim to have made a
heavenly ascension, and indeed the opening verse of this very sura (17:1) is
typically understood as referring to such an experience. The clinching argument

that seals this series of demands is the simple observation that the messenger is
only a human being and not an angel. This point is reinforced both as a “Say”
verse that the Prophet is commanded to recite and as a disappointed complaint of
the pagan audience. In this way, the key Qur anic doctrine of the messenger’s
human status becomes (for his opponents) a cause for rejecting its message
altogether. In addition, the piecemeal delivery of Qur’anic revelations during the
early Meccan years apparently did not yet strike these people as constituting a
book, a sign of the still-unrealized process of canonization.

There is a certain slippage and ambiguity about the relationship between
miracle and revelation, both in the outrageous list of wonders in the pagans’
demands and in the Qur’'an’s own view of the revelatory process. That is, the very
term used to denote a Qur’anic verse, aya, also means a sign of divine power,
whether in the ordinary phenomena of nature or in extraordinary events decreed
by God. Time and again, the opponents of the Qur'an call for a sign—or are they
asking for a verse of revelation? Meanwhile, the Qur an continually asserts the
existence of signs that demonstrate the omnipotence of God. But there is
something ultimately frustrating about this whole series of exchanges, since the
rejecters of revelation would never be satisfied, even if all their fantasies were
fulfilled. At the end of sura 20, right after a passage of consolation to the Prophet
and a celebration of communal worship, the focus turns to those who resist
revelation:

They said, “Let him bring a sign/verse (aya) from his Lord.” But did
they not receive the clarification of what is in the prior scriptures? And
if We had destroyed them with punishment before then, they would
have said, “Our Lord! If only You had sent us a messenger so we could
follow Your signs/verses before we were humiliated and shamed!”
(20:133-34)
Now this may be a generic diagnosis of opposition to prophecy as a constant
theme in sacred history. But it is noteworthy that the Qur’an portrays the rejecters



of revelation as being quite familiar with the category of revelation and with the
notion of the fulfillment of previous prophecies, although they willfully reject the
Qur’anic revelation and disingenuously fail to recognize it as an example of the
category. Opponents of the Qur’an are even seen requesting revisions and
alterations in the message. The Qur an clearly distinguishes between the authority
of inspiration and willful tampering with the text. “And when Our clear signs are
read to them, those who do not hope for the meeting with Us say, ‘Bring a
different recitation (Qur ‘an) than this, or change it!” Say, ‘It is not for me to
change it by myself; I only follow that by which I am inspired’” (10:15). It is
worth pointing out that this verse does not exclude the possibility of revision that
1s undertaken by divine inspiration. At the same time, this verse points out that
skeptics were willing to debate the contents of the Qur’an and even accept its
revelatory format, subject to their own objections.

There are times, in fact, when the Qur an satirizes the expectation of miracles
involving the provision of wealth; houses with roofs and furnishings of silver and
gold are dismissed as “enjoyment of life in this world” (43:35). Yet Pharaoh
assumes that worldly wealth goes along with heavenly attributes, when he says,
regarding Moses, “Am I not better than this one who is contemptible, and who
can scarcely communicate? So why have gold bracelets not been placed upon
him, or angels come alongside him as companions?” (43:52-53). The Meccans’
desire to have it both ways—to have both miraculous wealth and heavenly
inspiration—seems to have been a continuing theme that frustrated the Prophet
throughout his Meccan career, to judge from a consolation verse from the later
Meccan period: “It’s possible that you may give up what you've been inspired
with, and become depressed as a result, because they say, “Why hasn’t a treasure
been sent down to him, or an angel accompanied him?’ You are only a warner,
and God is in charge of all things” (11:12).

Increasingly, over the course of the Meccan periods, the Qur’an focuses on
both the detailed nature of the demands for miracles and the insincerity of those
demands. Sura 6, “Cattle,” contains several reflections on this problem,

diagnosing it as a misguided attempt to produce the apocalypse on demand.

If We had sent down to you a book on papyrus, and they touched it with
their hands, the disbelievers would have said, “This is only obvious
magic.” And they said, “Why hasn’t an angel been sent down to him?”
If We had sent an angel, the command [for Judgment Day] would be
executed; then they would have no respite. (6:7-8)
Ultimately, the greedy focus on miracles misses the point of the inspiration of
prophecy.

Say, “I don’t tell you I have the treasures of God, I don’t know the

hidden, and I don’t tell you that I am an angel. I only follow what [ have

been inspired with.” Say, “Is the blind one equivalent to the one who

sees? So won’t you consider it?” (6:50)
The skeptical Meccans seem to have frequently invoked the assumption that
revelation must be delivered by immortal angels rather than human beings. But at
the same time, the Qur’an sweeps away this criticism by insisting that all
messengers are human:

Those who are unjust say, “Is this one [that is, Muhammad] anything

but a human like you?” . . . But before you, We only sent men whom

We inspired, so ask the people of the Reminder [that is, the recipients of

earlier revelation], if you don’t know. We only provided them bodies

that consume food, for they were not immortals.” (21:3, 7-8)
It is perhaps surprising that, although the Meccan skeptics rejected the prophetic
status of Muhammad, there seems to have been at least some recognition of the
concept of prophecy among the Arabs. How else can one understand the objection
of those who say, “You are not a prophet” (13:43)?

Despite their apparently exaggerated expectations of the miraculous

accompaniments of revelation, the Meccans also possessed a sharp sense of the



category of magic as an inherently deceptive phenomenon, and they used this
term as a way to discredit the Qur anic revelation. While the term magic (sihr) as
a negative term for the revelation occurs occasionally in early Meccan contexts
(52:15, 74:24), it is a much more frequent accusation in the middle and later
Meccan suras. “Magic” is a highly charged term, which in modern scholarship
has been exceedingly difficult to disentangle from the category of religion.
Frequently these two terms are defined as excluding each other, yet the
boundaries between the two are often described in very different terms, and

overlaps are common.22 The Qur’an does not necessarily exclude magic from the
domain of prophecy. The magical contests between Moses and the magicians of
Pharaoh, as well as the prodigious abilities of Solomon, indicate that prophets
could practice magic with equanimity. Yet the Meccans denounced the Qur an as
“obvious magic” (sihr mubin) so frequently that they must have felt that they
knew it when they saw it. The implications of this charge are not so much that the
opponents of the Qur’an detected something supernatural about the manner of its
production—indeed, that was far from the case. Rather, the root meaning of sihr
has the connotation of turning something from its proper nature into something
else, in the manner of enchantment, seduction, or deception. In a positive sense,
persuasive rhetorical eloquence is often known as “lawful magic” in Muslim

tradition.2 There may be a grudging recognition here that the Qur’an exerts a
powerful rhetorical pull, which the skeptics acknowledged even as they rejected
It.

The Meccans also dismissed the Qur an on rhetorical grounds when they
condemned it as poetry. The charge of poetry did have religious overtones, insofar
as it was associated with soothsaying and possession by the demonic spirits
known as jinn. So it was when the Meccans were confronted with the message of
monotheism: “They became arrogant when it was said to them, “There is no god
but God,” and they said, ‘Shall we abandon our gods for a possessed poet?’”
(37:35-36). More often than not, poetry as a dismissive term is simply one among

many, often disparate, ways in which the Meccans cast scorn upon the Qur’anic
revelation as a fake invention; consistency was not the main point of these
accusations. “*No,’ they said, “it’s garbled dreams! No, he made it up! No, he’s a
poet! Let him bring us a sign, such as the ancients were sent!’” (21:5). But the
accusation of poetry was serious enough that the Qur’an takes pains to reject it on
more than one occasion, asserting an absolute distinction between poetry and
revelation. “Nor did We teach him poetry, which is not appropriate for him. This
is only a Reminder and a clear Recitation” (36:69). Surely what is offensive about
the accusation of poetry is the assumption that it involves fabrication by the poet,
who literally makes the text up. In contrast, the Qur’an presents itself as the report
of a divine message in which no human has had a part. In one of the famous
“challenge verses,” which claim an unmatchable scriptural status for the Qur'an’s
verses, it is precisely this accusation of fabrication that causes the problem: “Or
they say, ‘“He made it up!” So bring ten made-up suras like it!” (11:13). To be
sure, part of the Meccans’ objection lay in their skepticism regarding the afterlife
and the resurrection: “And they said, ‘“This is only our life in the world; we die
and live, and only time destroys us.’... And when it was said, ‘And God’s promise
i1s true, and there is no doubt about the Hour,” you said, “We don’t know what “the
Hour” is. We think it’s only an opinion, and we’re not convinced’” (45:24, 45:32).
So the description of the Qur’an as poetry is just part of an overall rejection of it,
both in style and in substance.

In tune with these techniques for dismissing the contents of the Qur anic
revelation, the Meccans also employed the strategy of labeling them as flimsy
legends from the past, with the same kind of counterfactual implication that is
today carried by the word “myth.” The phrase that is used (repeated nine times,
all but one in Meccan suras) has been translated as “fairytales of the ancients.”
The etymology of this phrase is disputed; the word translated as “fairytales,”
which is only used in the plural, is asatir, with a probable singular form ustura.
This word has been variously derived from an Aramaic-Syriac term for
manuscripts, or else from the Greek word historia, in the sense of “story,



narrative.”2L In modern Arabic and cognate languages, ustura is indeed the
normal term for “myth.” What older narratives or written traditions may have
been implicated by this dismissive term? Who were the “ancients” (al-awwalun)
whose tradition is invoked? It is difficult to say in the absence of other internal
evidence, but nevertheless there seems to be a category for threadbare legends of
the past, here providing another pretext for rejecting the Qur’anic revelation as
untrustworthy.

The Meccan opponents also found it convenient to suppose that Muhammad
had a confederate who supplied him with these revelations. This critique boils
down to a charge of plagiarism, or questionable authorship. Interlocutors who
seem to recognize literary similarity accused the Prophet of having borrowed
things that he had read elsewhere: “Thus do We express the signs in different

ways, and so they say, ‘You have studied’” (6:105).22 They also maintain that his
source speaks a foreign language, though the Qur’an itself is in Arabic: “And We
know that they say, ‘It is only a man who teaches him.” The tongue of the one
they hint at is foreign, but this is a clear Arabic tongue” (16:103). There is a
certain inconsistency in the way in which the critics say that Muhammad has
made up the Qur’an, while at the same time they claim that he has borrowed it
from others: “Those who disbelieve said, “This is only a lie that he made up, and
some other people helped him™”
throwing together any accusations that the skeptics think will stick. “And they
turned away from him, and they said, ‘He’s been taught, he’s possessed’” (44:14).

Discussion of the Meccans’ debates against the Qur’an has focused so far on

(25:4). Ultimately, this seems like a case of

the concepts implicit in their critique of the revelation, but the Qur an also has
provided commentary, diagnosing and assigning motives to these skeptical
responses. One of the characteristic descriptions that the Qur an provides for its
rejecters is mockery, a charge that is applied dozens of times throughout the
Qur’an. Mockery may be seen as a kind of insult that attempts to humiliate an
opponent, and it casts aside the sincerity and respect that is the basis for any

genuine sense of community. The Prophet Muhammad receives consolation when
he is treated with such derision: “And when those who disbelieve see you, they
only treat you with mockery, [saying,] ‘Is this the one who mentions your gods?’
While they are the ones who reject the mention of the Merciful One!” (21:36).
The portrayal of rejection as mockery becomes a repeated formula, since mockery
1s indeed the way in which all disbelieving communities have treated their
prophets: “Messengers before you were mocked, but that which they ridiculed
shall befall the scoffers among them” (21:41). Needless to say, such mockery is
presented as an offense that will receive due punishment in the afterlife.

The Qur’an also detects among its opponents hostile motivations based on class
prejudice and the conservatism of an entrenched elite. They criticize Muhammad
for putting himself forward: “And the leaders of his people, who were
disbelievers, said, ‘This is only a human like you, who wants to think of himself
as better than you™”
an unimportant person: “And they said, “Why was this Recitation not sent down
upon a great man of the two cities?’” (43:31). There is even an indication of some
jealousy, or perhaps just a conceited sense that the Meccan aristocrats would have
been the first to discover anything of value: “And those who disbelieve say about

the believers, ‘If this was anything good, they would not have gotten to it before

I!.U

(23:24). They sneer that this new revelation has been given to

we did
of maintaining the tradition of their forefathers, without any question. In turn, the
Qur’an pours scorn upon the social pressure that compels agreement to a doomed
course: “And if it is said to them, ‘Follow what God has revealed,’ they replied,
‘No! We follow what we discovered from our fathers.” Really? Even though the
devil invites them into the punishment of blazing fire?” (31:21). But there are
suggestions that the memory of the ancestral forebears of Mecca is not restricted
to paganism or epicurean rejection of the afterlife. Sura 23, “The Believers,”
paints a portrait of the opposition to Noah that brings together many of the themes
of rejection, which also seem to be applicable in the case of Mecca.

(46:11). On one level, the rejecters of the Qur'an opposed it in the name



And the leaders of these people, who disbelieve, and called the

encounter of the afterlife a lie, whom We exalted in the life of this

world—they said, “This is only a human like you, who eats what you

eat and drinks what you drink. And if you obey a human like

yourselves, you will lose everything. Does he promise you that when

you die, and you are dust and bones, you will be drawn forth? Beware,

beware what you were promised! This is only our life in the world; we

die and we live, and we are not resurrected. He is only a man who has

made up a lie about God, and we don’t have faith in him!” (23:33-38)
What is interesting about this middle Meccan passage is that, although the
opponents of Noah stick to their rejection of the afterlife, the end section of the
same sura echoes it in an ambiguous fashion. Now the Meccans argue the
opposite case, namely, that their ancestors were promised the fiction of the
afterlife and rejected it. “No, they said something just like what the ancients said.
They said, “When we die and we become dust and bones, shall we be resurrected?
We were promised this before, we and our fathers. This is only fairytales of the
ancients!”” (23:81-83). It seems that tradition can cut both ways. The brashness
of the Meccans’ skeptical rejection of the afterlife seems to conceal an uneasy
memory of older debates among their forebears.

The Qur’an frequently sees its opponents as insincere, perverse, and willfully
argumentative. Sometimes the pagans disingenuously claim that their worship of
multiple deities is compatible with monotheism. “Those who take as friends other
than Him say, “We only worship them to become closer in station to God’ (39:3).
Or are they just pagans? The following verse (39:4) rejects the notion that God
could have a son, which could reflect Christian beliefs. In any case, there are
frequent passages alluding to the difficulty of reaching this hostile audience. “It is
the same for them, whether you warn them or you don’t warn them; they do not
believe. You only warn the one who follows the Reminder and fears the Merciful
One deeply; so give him good news of forgiveness and a generous reward”
(36:10-11). And in a slight variation, mostly addressed in the plural “you” to the

community of worshippers, “And if you [all] call them to guidance, they do not
follow you; it is the same for you, whether you call them or if you are silent. . . .
And if you call them to guidance, they do not listen, and you [Muhammad] will
see them gazing at you, but they do not see” (7:193, 7:198). Quite ironically, the
Meccans will even claim that their idolatry has been ordained by God: “Those
who are idolaters will say, ‘If God wished, we would not have been idolaters, nor
" (6:148). Indeed, in this late Meccan sura, the Qur’an in part accepts
that logic, counseling Muhammad to leave the pagans alone, since they refuse to
listen anyway.

our fathers

And if God had wished, they would not have been idolaters. We have

not made you a guard over them, nor are you in charge of them. So

don’t insult those who call upon [beings] other than God, lest they

unwittingly insult God. . . . And even if We had sent angels down to

them, and the dead had spoken to them, and We had resurrected

everything before them, they would not have believed, except if God

wished; but most of them are ignorant. And thus We made for every

prophet an enemy—demons of the human and the jinn; they inspire one

another with fancy words in deception. But if your Lord had wished,

they would not have done that. So leave them alone, and whatever they

have made up, so that the hearts of those who do not believe in the

afterlife may incline toward that, so they will be pleased with it, so they

may gain what they gain. (6:107-8, 6:111-13)
Sura 6 exhibits an attitude toward the Meccans that is not so much conciliatory as
it is frustrated. The passage just quoted is almost fatalistic in its acceptance of the
divinely sanctioned role of a demonic opposition, members of which are
consigned to their own fancies. Their opposition is an argumentative disposition
that is practically incurable. “Those who dispute the signs of God without any
authorization granted them—this is completely hateful to God, and to those who
believe. Thus does God seal every arrogant and brutal heart™ (40:35).



So stubborn was the problem of opposition among the pagan Meccans that the
later Meccan suras treat it as resulting from the divine plan, to the degree that God
has made the unbelievers blind and deaf to the truth of revelation. Many passages
combine a resignation to God’s will with a fierce critique of the opposition,
creating thorny problems of the conflict of free will and predestination for later
theologians. As sura 6 reflects, “And among them there are those who listen to
you, but We have placed veils upon their hearts, and deafness on their ears, lest
they should understand. And if they saw every sign, they would not believe in it,
so that when they come to you, they dispute with you; those who disbelieve say,
‘“This is only fairytales of the ancients!’” (6:25). This deafness is an enduring
problem. “And there are some of them who listen to you, but can you make the
deaf hear, if they do not comprehend?” (10:42). The recurrent passages that
address this resistance to revelation do in fact serve as consolation to the
messenger. “For you do not make the dead hear, nor do you make the deaf hear
the call, when they turn their backs. And you are no guide to the blind, from their
error; it is only those who believe in Our signs whom you can make hear, for they
are the submitters (muslimun)” (30:52-53). So strong is this sense of a divinely
induced blindness and deafness that the unbelievers are made to acknowledge this
themselves. “And they said, ‘Our hearts are veiled from your call to us, and in our
ears is deafness; there is a curtain between us and you’” (41:5). Ultimately, the
mystery of the deafness and blindness of the rejecters of revelation is insoluble by
ordinary means. “And if your Lord had wished, everyone on earth would have
believed, all of them together. So would you compel people to become believers?
It does not belong to any soul that it should believe, except with God’s
permission” (10:99-100).

Along with revealing the pervasive problem of hardened opposition to the
Qur’anic revelation, the later Meccan suras provide suggestions that the
community of believers is also subject to weakness and distraction. On several
occasions, the Qur an describes the situation of those who, in time of danger, cry
out to God for help but soon forget him once they have escaped their troubles.

He is the one who makes you go on land and sea, so that when you are

in the ships, and they sail with their passengers with a fair wind, and

they are happy, a storm then comes to them, and the wave comes to

them from every side; they imagine that they will sink. They cry to

God, making their faith pure for him: “If you save us from this, we shall

be thankful!” But when He saves them, then they exploit the earth

wrongfully. People! You are only exploiting yourselves. (10:22-23)
This could be taken for a generic observation on the frailty of human conviction.
But there are signs that the Qur’an needed to address simplistic
misunderstandings of the role of suffering in the divine economy. There is first of
all the question of the faithful who assume that they will be spared any suffering
because of their belief. Sura 29, “The Spider,” begins by correcting that
misapprehension. “Do the people calculate that they will be left in peace, because
they say, “We believe,” and that they won’t be chastised? But We chastised those
who came before you. . . . And among the people are those who say, “We believe
in God.” But when he suffers for God, he treats chastisement by the people as if it
were punishment by God. And if the victory comes from your Lord, he says, “We
were with you!” But is not God aware of what is in the breasts of creatures?”
(29:2-3, 29:10). The temptation to read every success or misfortune as a sign of
God’s favor or displeasure too quickly assumes that the calculus of life’s fortunes
1s transparently comprehensible by humanity.

While modern readers may find Qur anic punishment stories to be disturbing
and even morbid, one should not underestimate the extent to which they are
connected to the function of consolation. These are tales that call on the
imagination to portray the restoration of justice and the downfall of arrogant
pretenders. But their dramatic import plays a special role in a situation where the
divine message is continually being rejected. Thus one of the many functions of
the narratives of prophets, and the stories of the punishment of the unbelieving
communities, is to console and reassure the messenger in a time of difficulty.
“And all that We tell you of reports of the prophets We do to make your heart



firm. Through this the Truth comes to you and an admonition, and a Reminder for
the believers” (11:120). In this respect, opposition by stubborn skeptics is simply
part of the pattern of true prophecy. “And if they call you a liar, those who came
before them have done the same. Their messengers came to them with clear
proofs, Psalms, and the luminous Book” (35:25). Opposition, in effect, provides
confirmation to the messenger.

While the middle Meccan suras offer some allusions to the question of
fulfillment of earlier prophecy, the subject takes on a more central importance in
the later Meccan suras. The Qur anic revelation is depicted as having a strong
family resemblance to prior scriptures. “Those to whom We gave the Book
recognize it [the Qur anic revelation] as they recognize their own sons” (6:20).
With a slight variation, the possessors of previous monotheistic traditions are
optimistically said to embrace the new dispensation: “Those to whom We gave
the Book previously believe in it” (28:52). And readers of the Qur an are
encouraged to seek clarification of its difficult passages in previous scriptures:
“And if you are in doubt about what We have revealed to you, then ask those who
recite the Books that precede you” (10:94). But the relationship between these
different revelations becomes complicated and contentious, at least when it comes
to conversation between the different recipients. “Say, “Who revealed the Book
that Moses brought as a light and guidance for the people, which you put on
papyrus that you display, though you hide much?’” (6:91). That particular
exchange suggests a controversy over the contents of a scripture that is claimed
by different groups, even as it underlines their common acceptance of what a
scripture is. One can also see passages indicating that not all adherents of
previous revelations will enthusiastically embrace the Qur'an. “Those to whom
We gave the Book rejoice in what has been revealed to you, though there are
factions who reject part of it. . . . So it is that We revealed it as an Arabic decree”
(13:36-37). The late Meccan suras indeed contain comments that acknowledge
the growth of divisions between the followers of previous prophets, which may
mean erroneous interpretations of scripture. “He has instituted for you as law

what He entrusted to Noah—and with which We inspired you, then entrusted to
Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. [ We said,] ‘Establish law, and don’t divide it.” . . .
And they were only divided after knowledge came to them, out of jealousy for
one another. . . . And those who inherited the Book after them were in anxious
doubt” (42:13-14). While the growth of religious divisions may explain some
debates, the main problem in the Qur an circles back to the deep-seated disbelief
that opposes all revelation.

In any case, the relation between the Qur an and previous revelations provided
an absorbing problem for consideration. Sura 28, “The Story,” presents a stark
juxtaposition of the Prophet Muhammad with Moses at the peak of the latter’s
prophetic experience. This passage occurs in the beginning of the central
scriptural section of this late Meccan sura, invoking the sites (the valley of the
burning bush, Midian, and Mt. Sinai) most often associated with the revelations
that Moses received. This portrait underlines the extent to which Moses plays the
part of the archetypal prophet, at the same time emphasizing the parallel between
the Book he was given and the revelation afforded to Muhammad. While the
Qur’an acknowledges the distance that separates the two figures, this passage
nevertheless insists upon their essential parallelism.

And We gave Moses the Book, after We destroyed the prior
generations, as proofs for the people, a guidance, and mercy, so that
perhaps they may reflect. But you were not on the western side [of the
valley of the burning bush] when We decreed the commandment to
Moses, nor were you among the witnesses. And We produced
generations, and their lives were prolonged. But you were not dwelling
with the people of Midian, reciting Our verses to them, though We were
sending messengers. Nor were you beside Mt. Sinal when We called [to
Moses], but [the revelation you receive] is a mercy from your Lord, so
that you may warn a people to whom We sent no warner before you;
perhaps they may reflect. (28:43—46)



The skeptical Meccans continue to wriggle out of the situation, however, rejecting
both revelations, prompting the Qur’an to issue another challenge, daring them to
produce their own scripture.

Otherwise, if a disaster befalls them, because of what they have done

before, then they will say, “Our Lord! Why didn’t You send us a

messenger, so we could follow your verses, and we would be

believers?” But when the Truth came to them from Us, they said, “Why

was he not given something like what Moses was given?” But didn’t

they reject what Moses was given before? They said, “These

[revelations] are two kinds of magic that support each other,” and they

said, “We reject them both!” Say, “Then bring a Book from God that is

a better guidance than these two, and I will follow it if you are telling

the truth!” (28:47-49)
The shifting and insincere demand of the Meccans for a proper revelation like that
of Moses indicates that, despite their ultimate rejection of it, they are quite
familiar with the concept of a revealed scripture. The Qur’an concludes this
particular passage with an optimistic description of the unswerving belief of those
who previously received the Book (28: 52-54).

The assumption of harmony between different revelations remains strong
throughout the Qur’an. These late Meccan passages allude to the possibility of
debate with members of the monotheistic communities, but they imply that it is
only the unjust or unbelieving among them who will fail to recognize the
continuity between scriptures.

Only dispute with the people of the Book in the best manner, except for
those of them who are unjust. And say, “We believe in that which was
revealed to us and was revealed to you, and our God and your God are
one, and we submit to Him.” In this way We reveal to you the Book,
and those to whom We sent the Book believe in it, and some of these

[Meccans] believe in it. Only the unbelievers refuse Our signs. And you

did not read from any book before, nor did you write it with your right

hand; then the speakers of vanity would have doubted. (29:46-48)
Remarkably, the notion of scripture is separated from the acts of studying and
writing, which belong to the vocabulary of the skeptics, who object to what they
call forged and made-up revelations.

It seems also to have been during the late Meccan period that the issue of the
language of the Qur’anic revelation came to the fore. Passages have already been
mentioned (13:37, 16:103) in which the Qur’an rejects the notion that revelation
comes from a foreign language, asserting that it is presented rather in Arabic. This
discussion continues in other verses, which still locate it as part of the repertoire
of arguments that the Meccans employ in their unceasing debate. Perhaps the
notion of a revelation in a foreign language was considered to carry with it an
exotic authority, but this argument quickly falls. “If we had made it a Recitation
in foreign language, they would have said, “Why were its verses not explained?
What! Foreign speech, and [we are] Arab?’” (41:44). The Meccans show no
interest in canonical sources in other languages like Syriac and Hebrew, and
neither does the Qur’an. Its continuity with past scriptures is entirely internal and
self-sufficient. “And before it there was the Book of Moses, an example, and a
mercy. And this is a Book that verifies, in an Arabic tongue, so it may warn those
who are unjust and give good news to the virtuous” (46:12). This confirmatory
role of the Qur’an is even vouched for by the jinn, later on in sura 46, when they
hear it recited. “And when We turned a group of the jinn toward you, they wished
to hear the Recitation. And when they were present for it, they said, “‘Hush!” And
when it was done, they turned back to their people, warning them. They said,
‘Our people! We have heard a Book, which was revealed after Moses, verifying
that which was before it, guiding to the Truth, and to a straight road’” (46:29-30).
Although it seems like an extraordinary effort to bring in the jinn as witnesses to
the confirming power of the Qur an, this kind of hyperbole may have been seen
as an appropriate response to the insensitivity of the Meccans. After all, even the



jinn recognize the Qur an!

In light of all of these debate passages from the middle and later Meccan suras,
what conclusions may be drawn about the implied audience of these texts?
Despite the constant objections offered to the Quranic revelation, it is hard to
deny that the Meccans seem to have been well aware of much of the theological
apparatus of prophecy and scripture. Their mocking demands for the production
of miracles, their sarcastic description of the Qur’an as magic or poetry, and their
insistence that angels appear, all testify to a reasonably complete acquaintance
with the implications of scripture as a genre for communicating revelation. While
there may well have been political and psychological issues behind this resistance
to the Qur an, those do not alter the fact that the terms of debate included the
recognition of scripture and prophecy. This recognition existed despite the fact
that the Arabs were not considered to have received scripture previously. As the
Qur’an puts it, “We have not given them any Books that they study, nor have We
sent them any warner before you” (34:44).

Part of the problem in attempting to characterize the religious parameters of
this debate is that modern readers are continuously tempted to read back
contemporary religious identities and issues into the text of this seventh-century
document. To do so is to make the contingent historical outcomes of recent
history into the essential implications of the book, which are then considered to be
permanently inscribed into the religion of Islam. This kind of teleological
approach assumes that current categories naturally unfold from the inevitable
latency of the text. Thus, the current notion that there are clearly defined religions
known as Christianity, Judaism, and Islam is often accepted at face value,
although indeed it remains problematic. Debates about the nature of Jesus have
taken place in circles far removed from the authoritative circles of early orthodox
Christianity. Consider the example of Mani and the Manichaean tradition, and
various other Gnostic groups of late antiquity, many of which engaged in serious
debate over themes that others consider to be the rightful property of Christians.
There is also the matter of groups that defy easy classification, such as the Jewish

Christians, who accepted Jesus of Nazareth as the Messiah but retained Jewish
law. And in modern times, serious readers of the New Testament have included
non-Christians such as Gandhi. So it will not be easy to apply current religious
labels with any confidence, particularly since it is clear that scriptural issues and
religious personalities were not copyrighted or under the control of any one
particular group, much as they may have wished that were the case. The most that
can be said is that there is a considerable amount of evidence for awareness of
prophetic and scriptural themes among the Meccan audience that received and
responded, often critically, to the Qur anic revelations announced by Muhammad.
[t is obvious that the dramatic power of these twinned authorities—the book of
divine revelation and the person who bears it to a community—was recognized by
the community of Mecca, even as they disputed its authenticity and rejected its
moral claims upon them.



4
Medinan Suras

[t is widely acknowledged that the Medinan suras present much greater
difficulties for the interpreter than the Meccan suras, in good part because a
number of them are quite long, making the determination of their structure a more
difficult task. In addition, they demonstrate a range of different styles in terms of
their openings and the identity of the audience. This has led a number of scholars
to argue that there is a lack of coherence in the Medinan suras in comparison with

the much tighter structure observed in the Meccan suras.! Indeed, it would be fair
to say that many readers of the Qur an have despaired of finding a literary
structure in these often long and complicated compositions.

Such a defeatist reaction may not be justified, however, to judge from a number
of recent researches on the longer Medinan suras. While these texts do present a
greater level of difficulty, literary approaches based on ring composition and
intertextual relationships with other writings offer convincing insights and
promising new approaches to interpreting these texts. Certainly much remains to
be done, but some encouraging results of recent scholarly analysis can be
summarized and taken further here, as a useful demonstration of reading
techniques and as an example for further investigation.

Before considering these new approaches, however, it would be useful to take a
quick look at the Medinan suras as a whole. These are twenty-four suras, which
make up about 40 percent of the totality of the Qur an; six of these (suras 2, 3, 4,
5, 8, and 9) are among the very longest suras of the Qur’an. The composition of
the Medinan suras has been described in terms of six principal registers (roughly
corresponding to literary genres), which have been identified in the Meccan suras

and persisted in the Medinan period, although with significant changes. The new
emphases of the Medinan suras may be summarized as follows: (1)
communication with the prophetic recipient (that is, Muhammad) is marked not
only by the customary address to “you” in the singular but also by passages that
specifically address him as “Prophet” or “Messenger,” titles that did not occur in
the Meccan suras; (2) debate against the pagan Arabs becomes much less visible
—and in fact the punishment stories that were so prominent in the Meccan suras
have almost disappeared—>but there is now extensive debate in the Medinan suras
directed toward Jews and Christians, collectively known as the People of the
Book; (3) narratives now focus on the Israelites and their prophets, along with
Jesus; (4) end-times material is considerably reduced; and the same is true of (5)

the affirmation of revelation and (6) description of the signs of God in nature.2 In
addition, one may point to the prominence of legislation and references to
external events in the life of the new community and the family life of the Prophet
Muhammad as distinctive elements of the Medinan suras. This is one reason why
many scholars advocate linking Medinan texts with the biography of the Prophet
Muhammad during this period. Despite the problem of circularity that has been
previously noted for the Meccan suras, in the Medinan materials more historical
contexts can be either teased out of the Qur’anic text itself or taken with greater
confidence from biographical sources.

So while there is considerable continuity in some ways between the Meccan
and Medinan suras, there are major changes of emphasis as well as new
developments, which reflect the very different audience of the new situation. This
new audience has been typically viewed as the nucleus of what came to be known
as the community of Muslims (“submitters”), though the lines between religious
groups in Medina seem not to have been as firm initially as they later became.
Fred Donner has recently argued that the language of the Qur’an indicates that the
formation of a distinct Islamic religious identity among Muhammad’s followers

was a process that had not yet taken place in Medina.2 The Qur’an in the Medinan



suras overwhelmingly refers to its primary audience mainly as “you who believe”
or “the believers” (al-mu’minun, which has nearly 1,000 occurrences). Much less
frequently it refers to “the submitters,” or as we would say today, Muslims (al-
muslimun, which occurs about seventy-five times). As religious identity began to
crystallize in the late seventh century, post-Qur anic interpretations referred to
believers and submitters as equivalent, so that in effect all of these addressees of
the Qur’an were presumed to be members of a separate Muslim community. But
there are clear indications within the Qur an that there was a distinction between
those who believed and those who merely submitted, since submission was on the
level of external conformity that did not rise to the level of ethical commitment

demanded by faith.? In investigating this “community of Believers,” Donner
marshals evidence to argue that “there is no reason to think that the Believers
viewed themselves as constituting a new or separate religious confession. . . . Or,
to put it the other way around, some of the early Believers were Christians or

Jews.”2 This explanation, which draws chiefly on late Medinan suras as well as
early Islamic historical sources, would make sense of the passages of the Qur’an
that refer to the need for Jews and Christians to follow their own religious law,
while the former pagans who had embraced monotheism would follow Qur’anic
precepts. Such a conclusion also helps to make sense of passages from the
Medinan suras—many of them marked as central principles by their pivotal
position in ring compositions—that recognize religious pluralism as an
undeniable fact of life. Although the later tradition that is defined as Islam has
embraced these origins and made exclusive claims concerning these believers, if
these sections of the Qur’an are read without presuppositions, it is easy to see
how the community of Muhammad’s followers could have been composed of
diverse religious communities.

This chapter will present analyses of three major suras of the Medinan period
(2, 3, and 5), with occasional attention to a couple of smaller suras from the same
time (60 and 110). Although some readers may be particularly interested in sura

4, “The Women,” for its focus on gender issues, or in suras 8 and 9 because of
their attention to warfare, those questions would be most relevant for a subject-
oriented approach to the Qur’an as an authoritative source of law, which is not the
main concern of this book, though it is to be hoped that others will address those

suras.2 The Medinan suras that have been chosen for analysis here are particularly
appropriate because of the way they demonstrate coherent structures of meaning
and intertextual connections with biblical texts, with major implications for
understanding the audience addressed in Medina.

Structure and Ring Composition in Sura 2
(“The Cow”) and Sura 60 (“The Questioned
Woman”)

The scale of the problem of the Medinan suras, and the range of different
approaches to them, is evident from a consideration of sura 2, “The Cow.”
Containing a total of 286 verses, sura 2 is half again as long as any other sura in
the Qur an, and many of its verses are lengthy and complex. In my experience
teaching an upper-level university course on the Qur’an, I have found that even
advanced students regularly find it difficult to make their way through a
translation of sura 2 over the course of a week. It is simply too unwieldy for most
readers to make sense of by itself (this is, incidentally, a good reason not to start
reading the Qur’an on page 1!). What are the clues to its organization?
Translations of the Qur’an that simply run the numbered verses together without
any break dodge the question. But some translators implicitly mark divisions in
the text by offering paragraph breaks to relieve the weight of an uninterrupted
block text. Such is the case, for example, with the translation of Abdel Haleem,
which adopts the paragraph division, partly as a way to answer the aesthetic
expectations of readers of English, though it also aims “to clarify the meaning and



structure of thoughts.”” This particular division seems to call on thematic as well
as formal elements in its organization. Following the opening verse, which
consists of three isolated letters, A L. M, Abdel Haleem divides the text into
seventy-four paragraphs, averaging between three and four verses per paragraph.
Many of the breaks occur at formal transitions where there is a direct address of
an audience, such as “people” or the singular “you,” which presumably addresses
the Prophet Muhammad. Other principal addressees are the Children of Israel and
the Prophet’s followers, known as “believers.” The repeated formula “remember
when” occurs at verses 53, 58, 60, 67, 83, 93, and 122. Yet the suggestion of
structure provided even by this articulation into paragraphs does not permit the
reader to envisage an overall structure of argument or sequence that would
explain why the text is as it is.

Robinson has offered a more ambitious interpretation of sura 2, which, he

argues, does indeed have a coherent structure.8 He begins by suggesting that the
title of the sura, “The Cow,” is incidental, taken from a mention of the Israelites’
sacrifice of a cow in 2:67-71, and that it has no further bearing on the sura.
Instead, he points out a crucial phrase, the hopeful description of the community
of believers as “a middle people,” which appropriately occurs in the mathematical
center of the sura, in 2:143. This particular verse refers to the shift of the prayer
direction from Jerusalem, toward which the community of believers faced in
prayer, to Mecca, which subsequently became the religious center that set
Muslims apart from Christians and Jews. According to most biographical
accounts, this would have taken place early in the Medinan period, in the second
half of 623 CE or the first half of 624 CE. Theodor Noldeke listed sura 2 as ninety-
first of the 114 suras and first of the Medinan suras.

Sura 2 evidently appeared during a time of considerable tension between
Muhammad’s followers and the other People of the Book in Medina. The sura
calls upon Jews and Christians to join with the new dispensation, which is
depicted as the true faith of Abraham, and it provides a number of legal rulings

affecting religious and social practice, as a way of defining this community.
Robinson divides the sura into six sections, as follows:

1. Prologue (2:1-39), on revelation, belief and unbelief, and the

story of Adam

2. Criticism of the Children of Israel (2:40-121) for disobeying

Moses and falling prey to Satan

3. The Abrahamic Legacy (2:122-52), calling on Jews to

recognize that Muhammad was simply presenting Abraham’s

devotion to God

4. Legislation for the New Nation (2:153-242)

5. The Struggle to Liberate the Ka'ba (2:243-83), preparing the

believers to struggle with the pagans of Mecca for control of the

sanctuary

6. Epilogue (2:284-86)
This summary is a useful and accurate indication of major themes in the
unfolding of sura 2. Yet the reader who follows this analysis is still faced with
two sections that are eighty or ninety verses each in length, an amount that is still
rather difficult to digest. With all these complex topics to evaluate, it will be hard
to state with confidence what should be considered the principal point of the sura.
Subsequently, other scholars have attempted to take this analysis further, paying
attention to keywords, forms of address, and transitions, resulting in greater

refinement of the outline of the sura.2 The most comprehensive approach to sura

2 has been taken by Raymond Farrin, whose systematic application of the concept

of ring structure to this text will be examined below.1!

While the concept of ring composition has come up repeatedly in discussion of
some of the Meccan suras, it may be useful to pause briefly to review some of the
scholarship on this approach. It turns out that ring composition is widely found in
many literatures of the ancient world, as anthropologist and biblical scholar Mary

Douglas has recently shown.1l As far as biblical texts are concerned, symmetrical



composition has been well known since the eighteenth century under the name of
chiasmus (literally, “making an X,” from the shape of the Greek letter chi or X,
indicating a reversal of sequence in the form AB/B’'A’). A simple example would
be a short biblical passage from Numbers 14:2, the complaint of the wandering
[sraelites:

A If only we had died
B in the land of Egypt.
B’ Or in this wilderness

A’ if only we had died.12
Important pioneering work on this kind of symmetrical composition in the New

Testament was done by Nils Lund in 1942.13

Various explanations have been proposed for the popularity of such
symmetrical literary forms. One view is that this kind of parallel rhetorical
structure was common in preliterate societies as an aid to memory. Another
theory looks to ancient “finger rhymes,” games in which one would use “the five
fingers of one hand to make the statement in five steps, and the fingers of the
other hand for elaborating or balancing it, and bringing the two hands together at

the end.”1? Some argue that ring structure is related to reading practices
associated with the physical form of the scroll, the predominant portable medium
for the dissemination of writing before the introduction of the bound book or
codex. “When fully unrolled, a scroll creates a symmetrical perception of the

overall content and leads to a focus on the content in its center.”12 It has also been
pointed out that writers in ancient languages, lacking modern conventions like

punctuation and capitalization, had to organize their works internally by framing

and concentric parallelism to focus the reader’s attention on the core message.1®

Whatever its origin, ring structure is a widespread literary form that is not easily
apprehended by modern readers accustomed to linear forms of composition.
Some have thought that ring composition was peculiar to the Middle East, but

that assumption seems to be a product of biblical scholars’ preoccupation with
texts in Hebrew and other ancient Near Eastern languages. Beyond such biblical
examples as the Book of Numbers, ring structure has been found thoroughly
displayed in Homer’s Iliad, in Chinese literature, and in the Avesta of the Iranian
prophet Zoroaster. Other examples of ring structure include the great medieval

mathnawi epics of the Persian poets Nizami and Rumi.1Z An even more
complicated geometrical ring-based symmetry has been found in a Sufi romance

composed in eastern Hindi in the sixteenth century, Manjhan’s Madhumalati. 18
What is surprising about ring composition is not only its ubiquity in earlier
literatures but also the extent to which modern readers consistently fail to
recognize it. As a result, it has been commonplace to dismiss many texts as
confusing and disorganized, when in reality they have contained a deeper
structure of coherence. As Douglas puts it, “Writings that used to baffle and
dismay unprepared readers, when read correctly, turn out to be marvelously
controlled and complex compositions. Learning how they were constructed is like
a revelation, with something of the excitement of hidden treasure. Now is a good

moment for the effort of rereading.”12 This advice is particularly applicable to the
study of the Qur an.

What are the characteristics of ring composition? There are several forms of
symmetry that can be found in literary texts. These include parallel construction,
when related texts appear in the same sequential order (ABC/A'B'C"), and mirror
construction, which extends the pattern of chiasmus (ABC/C'B'A’). In longer
compositions, an especially significant form is concentric construction, where
textual units are arranged symmetrically, as in mirror composition, around a
central element (ABCD/X/D'C'B'A"). In this type of sequence, which involves
taking a series of steps and then retracing them, “the effect is to give special

emphasis to the pivotal central point.”2Y Drawing upon a number of examples of
long ring compositions, Douglas has summarized the conventions or rules of this
kind of structure as follows:



1. There is often an introductory section or prologue that sets the
stage and anticipates the turning point.

2. The composition is split into two halves, one outgoing and the
other returning, that circle around the center.

3. Parallel sections match on either side of the composition,
although sometimes in surprising ways.

4. Individual sections are marked off by keywords, repeated
formulas, alternations, and other devices.

5. The central point is often emphasized by keywords from the
prologue, which may also be found in the ending.

6. Longer compositions often feature rings within rings.

7. Closure is achieved in the ending by repeating notable keywords

from the prologue and clarifying the overall theme.2L

Douglas adds that sometimes there will be a double closure, featuring a second
ending or “latch.” In this case, the first ending refers back to the beginning in

basic terms, while the second ending provides a larger explanatory context.22

In recent scholarship, the most substantial contribution to Qur anic studies in
terms of ring composition has been the work of Belgian scholar Michel Cuypers,
a member of a Catholic religious community who has resided in Iran and now
Egypt for many years. He has contributed a long series of studies of ring
composition in the Meccan suras, complemented by a major study of sura 5, the

title of which he translates as “The Banquet.”22 His remarkable conclusions
regarding this late Medinan sura will be analyzed in greater detail later in this
chapter, but for the moment it is important to consider his methodology as an
extension of the study of ring composition. His efforts build upon the
contributions of Roland Meynet to the rhetorical analysis of biblical texts,

although these scholars unfortunately refer to this phenomenon as “Semitic

rhetoric,” despite the recognizably global extent of ring composition.2

The specific contribution of Cuypers to the study of written composition of the

Qur’an lies in the way that he adroitly brings out the tensions between the turning
point of the text and the parallel sections that frame it. He argues that the central
portion of any ring composition in the Qur’an has a crucial importance on the
level of universal principles or ethical teachings. In contrast, surrounding
materials may often reflect temporal contingencies and conflicting situations that
have a limited application. This approach does not by any means remove the
tension between apparently inconsistent expressions within the same text. In this
respect, rhetorical analysis differs from the doctrine of abrogation, which Muslim
scholars used to iron out apparently inconsistent statements in the Qur’an. That
theological method, often employed by legal scholars searching for a definitive
formulation, ostensibly uses chronology to favor later Qur anic pronouncements
over earlier ones (although one wonders how often a chronology has been
proposed for abrogation in order to achieve a desired interpretive result). In
practice, this method tends to privilege the specific over the general. Thus, as
previously mentioned, the so-called sword verse (9:5), which commands warfare
against unbelievers, is held by some commentators to abrogate dozens of

Qur anic verses that proclaim patience and forgiveness for the People of the
Book. They advocate this generalization of the command of warfare, despite the
fact that context makes it clear that it refers only to the pagans of Mecca. These
consequences of the doctrine of abrogation, from a literary perspective, are
unsatisfactory. A number of apparently significant abrogated verses remain in the
text, but their meaning is considered to be irrelevant, according to this standard.
From a theological point of view, extensive use of abrogation also gives the
unfortunate impression that God changes his mind frequently.

Cuypers’s approach has the advantage of accounting for the location of central
universal and ethical messages as well as conflicting historical sections in the
external frames of ring compositions. In this respect, biblical intertextuality
allows him to draw upon comparable examples from earlier texts. He observes
that, in Near Eastern texts, “statements are often categorical, with no appeal,
while they contradict others or are followed by a rider which relativizes them.”



This “absence of nuance” is evident in the New Testament, where at one point
Jesus calls upon true disciples to hate their family members (Luke 14:26), while a
little later on he demands that they honor their fathers and mothers (Luke 18:20).
Although these statements seem to contradict each other, they can be put into
perspective if one sees that familial love, while positive, is to be put in a

secondary position relative to discipleship.22 What is attractive about this tactic of
rhetorical analysis is that it offers a comprehensive explanation of the relationship
between complex and contradictory features within the text, instead of dismissing
entire verses as irrelevant.

Before returning to consider the ring structure of sura 2, it would be useful to
examine a shorter sura from the Medinan period, to consider how this literary
approach can offer alternative readings. A good example is sura 60, “The
Questioned Woman,” which exhibits a number of the typical features of Medinan
suras in a relatively compact thirteen verses. This sura, which takes its title from a
phrase in the tenth verse, has generally been considered to be late; Noldeke placed
it at the end of the Medinan period, numbering it as 110 out of 114. Predictably,
most European scholars have viewed this as a fragmentary and contradictory text.
Régis Blachére regards it as being formed of two different sets of revelations
mixed together, with some verses relating to the forbidding of relationships with
polytheists and others emerging from the Treaty of Hudaybiyya (dating from 628
CE, between Muhammad’s followers and the pagans of Mecca), concerning the

treatment of pagan and believing women refugees.22 Richard Bell, for his part,

refers to the “broken structure” of the initial verses and then trails off with vague

speculative comments on the possible contexts of the remainder of the sura.2Z

From these remarks, one would not expect to find anything coherent in this
particular sura.

A reading of sura 60 in terms of ring composition yields a very different
picture, however. In the translation below, headings have been inserted to divide
the text into two symmetrical halves, each composed of three sections, revolving

around a central point. The first and last verses (A, A") closely mirror each other,
with the same opening address to the believers and the specific directive not to
treat God’s enemies as allies. This is a political reference to the inappropriateness
of alliance with enemy forces during a period of military conflict. Although some
translators render the term awliya’ as “friends” rather than “allies,” these framing
verses address an unmistakably political context, and the central turning point of
the sura specifically envisages the possibility of personal relationships with

enemies.2% On the next level, the sura begins (B) by stating that it is impossible to
maintain family relationships with relatives who are unbelievers. The matching
section (B') deals with specific applications of that principle, involving believing
women who seek refuge with the Medinan polity, including compensation to their
former husbands, and the form of the oath of allegiance they should make to the
Prophet. At the third level, the sura invokes the example of Abraham and his
followers, who had to break from idolatrous family members (C). The repeated
use here of the phrase “a beautiful model” recalls the application of the same
words to Muhammad in another Medinan sura (33:21), where it is stressed that
obedience to Muhammad is the same as loyalty to all the other prophets. The
matching section (C') states that conditions of war make it impossible to have
friendly or just relations with enemies. Finally, and most importantly, 60:7
emerges as the clear center of this composition (D), presenting an overarching
principle that God can make it possible for affection to occur between those who
are enemies.

A. Call to believers not to be allies with God’s enemies

(1) You who believe! Do not choose My enemy and your enemy as allies whom
you treat with affection, when they have rejected the truth that came to them,
expelling the messenger and you because you believe in God, your Lord. If you
have gone forth in struggle (jihad) on my path, seeking my satisfaction, do you
secretly give them affection, when I know best what you have hidden and what
you have revealed? Whichever of you has done this has deviated beyond the path.



B. Renouncing idolatrous relatives

(2) If they gain mastery over you, they will be enemies for you, and
they will stretch out to you their hands and tongues evilly, longing for
you to be unbelievers.

(3) Your blood ties and children will do you no good on the day of
resurrection. He will decide between you, for God is seeing what you
do.

C. Following the model of Abraham

(4) There was a beautiful model for you in Abraham and those who
were with him, when they said, “We are not responsible for you and that
which you worship which is other than God. We have rejected you!
Enmity and hatred has appeared between you and us forever, until you
believe in God alone, except for what Abraham said to his father: ‘T ask
forgiveness for you, but I have nothing from God for you.” Our Lord! In
You is our trust, towards You we return, and towards You is the journey.
(5) “Our Lord! Don’t make for us a temptation from those who
disbelieve, and forgive us, our Lord! You are the glorious, the wise.”

(6) Indeed there was a beautiful model for you in them, for one who
hopes for God and the Last Day.

D. Possibility of affection for enemies

(7) It may be that God will place affection between you and those
among them who are your enemies; for God is the mighty one, and God
is forgiving, merciful.

C'. Religious warfare prevents good relationships

(8) God does not forbid that you should be kind or just to those who
have not fought you over divine service (din), and who did not expel
you from your houses; for God loves those who are just.

(9) God only forbids that you should make allies of those who fight you

over divine service, and expel you from their homes, and help to exile
you. Those who make allies of them are indeed the unjust.

B'. Reclaiming refugee women
(10) You who believe! When the believing women come to you as
refugees, question them. God knows best about their faith. If you know
they are believers, don’t send them back to the unbelievers. They are
not lawful for the unbelievers, nor are the unbelievers lawful for them,
but compensate the unbelievers. And it is no sin for you to marry the
women whom you have given their dowries. But don’t hold on to ties
with unbelieving women, and ask for compensation, and let the
unbelievers ask for compensation. That is the judgment of God, who
judges between you. For God is knowing, wise.
(11) And if any of your wives have departed you for the unbelievers,
and you have seized their goods, then compensate accordingly those
whose wives have gone, and be conscious of God, in whom you have
faith.
(12) Prophet! When the believing women come to you, swearing the
oath to you that they will not ascribe partners to God, nor steal, nor
commit adultery, nor kill their children, nor produce any slander that
they had made up by themselves, nor disobey you in anything that is
right—then take their oath, and ask God for their forgiveness; God is
forgiving, merciful.
A'. Call to believers not to be allies of God’s enemies
(13) You who believe! Do not form an alliance with a people with whom God is
angry, who have despaired of the afterlife as the unbelievers despair of the
inhabitants of the grave.

From this review of sura 60, two conclusions emerge. First, it is not an incoherent
combination of unrelated material—rather, it hangs together neatly once the ring



composition is detected. One may even see an internal ring in 60:4-6, where the
repeated references to the “beautiful model” frame a central prayer not to be
tempted by those family members who are unbelievers. Second, despite the
prevalence of conditions of war and distrust, to the extent of severing family
relations, this sura preserves at its heart a sublime hope that God may make it
possible for affection to exist between enemies. The structural centrality of that
general principle makes it the master theme of this sura, to which the surrounding
observations are subordinate. This kind of structural reading provides a contextual
insight into the relationship between general ethical principles and contingent
historic situations in the Qur an.

To return to the ring composition of sura 2, Raymond Farrin proposes a reading
that distinguishes two halves composed of four sections each, organized around a
central point section (ABCD/E/D'C'B'A’"), so that there are nine sections in all. He
observes that “All sections but the introduction, middle, and conclusion—A, E,
and A'—begin with formulas of address (i.e., ‘O you people,” ‘O Children of
Israel,” or ‘O you who believe’); and that all sections end with clinching
statements, either relating to faith, disbelief, their respective consequences, or to
God’s capacity to punish. All are structurally discrete within the comprehensive
ring, and indeed all sections, save the introduction which contains two small

rings, constitute whole rings themselves.” Farrin has organized its structure and

summarized its consequent themes as follows:22

A. 1-20. Faith vs. unbelief
B. 21-39. God’s creation; His encompassing knowledge (here
regarding Adam and Eve’s sins)
C. 40-103. Moses delivers law to Children of Israel
D. 104-41. Abraham was tested, the Ka’ba is built by Abraham
and Ishmael; responses to People of the Book
E. 142-52. The Ka’ba is the new qibla; this is a test of faith;
compete in doing good
D'. 153-77. Muslims will be tested; the Ka'ba and Meccan

pilgrimage sites; responses to polytheists
C'. 178-253. Prophet delivers law to Muslims
B'. 254-84. God’s creation; His encompassing knowledge
(regarding charity and financial dealings)
A'. 285-86. Faith vs. unbelief

All of the details of Farrin’s analysis cannot be repeated here in full, but it may be
observed that he makes a good case for a concentric mirror composition on the
basis of the formal literary characteristics of sura 2, including the presence of
internal rings and two prominent latches (see appendix B for further details). One
of the interesting results of his argument is that the reference to the cow sacrifice
(2:67-71), which provides the title for this sura, turns out to be central for the ring
of the third section (C), so it is not so arbitrary a name after all.

What does the establishment of the ring structure tell us about the significance
of sura 2? For the moment, only a brief observation will suffice. In its historical
context, it is clear that this lengthy text addresses the situation of the Muslim
community a couple of years into the Medinan period, and that it reflects tensions
with the existing monotheistic communities that did not fully welcome the
prophetic message of Muhammad. Sura 2 undertakes a lengthy critique of the
Jews, in much the same tone and manner as one sees in New Testament writings,
but it also rejects the Christians for their doctrine of incarnation, which is seen as
a blatant transgression of the divine unity. The change of direction from
Jerusalem to Mecca underscores the increasing differentiation of the proto-
Muslim community from Jews and Christians, even as it is couched in terms of
returning to the primordial faith of Abraham. There is also an important section
(2:243-53, the latch in section C') preparing Muhammad’s community for
military attack on the sanctuary of Mecca, to take control of it from its pagan
masters.

Amid all these conflictive reports, Farrin agrees with Robinson that a key point
in sura 2 is the identification of Muhammad’s followers in 2:143 as “a middle



nation” (or perhaps “a central community” or “people™) standing “between the
formalism of Judaism . . . and the doctrinal extravagance of Christianity. Islam is

positioned as the golden mean.”22 Here is how the Qur’an addresses the shift in
prayer direction from Jerusalem to Mecca in this crucial section (2:142—44):

Fools among the people will say, “What turned them from the prayer
direction that was formerly theirs?” Say, “The East and the West belong
to God, who guides whom He wishes to a right path.”

Thus We made you a central community, so that you may be
witnesses to the people, and so that the messenger may be a witness to
you. We only made the prayer direction that was formerly yours so that
We should know those of you who follow the messenger from those
who turn upon their heels. It was a problem except for those whom God
guided. God was not about to make your (earlier) faith be in vain, for
God is kind and merciful to the people.

We may see your face upturned to heaven;2L then let Us turn you to a
prayer direction you will be satisfied with. So turn your face toward the
sacred place of worship [i.e., Mecca]. And wherever you all are, turn
your faces towards it. Those who have been given the Book will know
that this is the truth from their Lord, and God is not unaware of what
they do.

This shift of prayer direction is no doubt a momentous event. But structural
analysis indicates that the true pivot of the central section (E) lies in the following
two verses: “The Truth is from your Lord, so don’t be among the doubtful. And
each one has a direction towards which he turns, so strive to be first in good
works. Wherever you are, God brings you together; God is powerful over
everything” (2:147-48). The verses indicating the change of prayer direction
(2:143—-44) certainly emphasize the divine authority of truth indicated by the
change in prayer direction. But the central verses (2:147—48) in effect recognize
both the reality of religious diversity (“each one has a direction towards which he

turns”) and the emptiness of religious claims that are not put into ethical practice.
Sura 2 is not alone in containing such universal messages in the rhetorically
central position, as will be seen from an examination of sura 5. The surrounding
themes in this sura will need to be considered in the light of this central precept.
At this point, given the striking conclusions that emerge from this approach, it
may be asked why patterns such as ring structure do not seem to play a major role
in current Muslim interpretation of the Qur an. Interest in the structural
composition of the Qur’'an can be found in traditional scholarship on the Qur an

and Arabic literature, although it cannot be said to be a major emphasis.22 So if
commentators paid relatively infrequent attention to symmetrical composition in
the Qur an, might this not be another case of the willful application of arbitrary
theories by arrogant outsiders? It is indeed legitimate to raise this question, for if
ring structure was not apparent to early readers, how is it possible that it is only
recognized today? As a matter of fact, the same question has been raised about
the application of ring structure to Homer’s Iliad and the Hebrew Bible, among
other early texts. In response, scholars have pointed out that early critics such as
Cicero and other Roman commentators were quite aware of the inverted
parallelism of the Iliad, but this awareness seems to have been gradually lost,

only to be rediscovered in relatively recent times.22 Likewise, while chiasmus and
other forms of symmetrical composition in the Bible have only been recognized
since the eighteenth century, progress in this area has led one scholar to assert that
“Biblical works must be read chiastically [that is, in terms of symmetrical

composition] if they are to reveal the primary message the author wanted to

convey.”34

Moreover, ring composition was remarkably widespread throughout the
literatures of the Semitic languages of the ancient Near East, which are the

historical predecessors of Arabic.22 Thus there is not only comparative but also
historical evidence for considering symmetrical composition as a feature of the
most prominent of early Arabic texts, the Qur an. It is especially important to take



this historical evidence into account, in light of the tendency of modern critics to
announce that Arabic poetry (and by extension, Persian, Turkish, and Urdu
poetry) was basically atomistic, with completely independent lines combined
together without any overall structural coherence—"Orient pearls at random
strung,” in the memorable phrase of Sir William Jones, describing the Persian
poetry of Hafiz. Could that be one more instance of modern readers failing to
recognize literary structure and contenting themselves with denouncing the text as
formless and incoherent? Indeed, in a major new examination of literary structure
of classical Arabic poetry, Raymond Farrin has proposed that the major structural
pattern of Arabic poetry is most likely that of ring composition, which provides

important keys to interpreting its meaning.2% Against the observation that early
Arabic literary critics were concerned only with the individual line of poetry and
not the whole, Farrin argues that premodern Arabic literary criticism was
primarily focused on moral judgment and selection of exemplars for edification or
condemnation; in contrast, modern literary criticism since Coleridge has had a
quite different focus on how the component parts of the poem harmonize to make
a whole. If one turns away from those early critics to consider the poetry itself, as
Aristotle does in his Poetics, it shows “a high degree of structural and thematic
unity.”37

Ring composition was thus a widespread manner of composing texts, so from
this perspective it should not be surprising to find it in the Qur’an.28 Like early
Arabic literary criticism, specialized commentaries on the Qur'an were primarily
addressed to extracting particular legal and theological doctrines from the text
rather than engaging with it from the perspective of literary coherence. This
inevitably meant a focus on line-by-line interpretation of the text and a search for
authoritative rulings rather than a concern with its overall structure. The later
application of aesthetic categories to the Qur'an was mainly concerned with
arguing its inimitability (i‘jaz) as a manifestation of divine creativity, which was
another form of theological interpretation. So the comparative lack of attention to

overall literary structure in Qur’'an commentaries is quite understandable as a
function of the interpretive aims of those commentaries, which actually parallel
the normative interests of Arabic literary criticism.

Thus the modern approach to Qur anic literary structure in terms of ring
structure can be justified on a number of comparative and historical grounds, and
its apparent novelty is really a function of changing sensibilities around the world.
Like it or not, the culture of modernity has increasingly taken on new forms of
aesthetic perception that make it hard for contemporary readers to recognize the
kind of cultural production typical of Homer, the Bible, and the Qur’an. The fact
that a new interpretive tool like ring structure makes a great deal of sense is
reason enough to consider it seriously. Current research even indicates the
possibility that the apparently arbitrary organization of the suras into the current

canonical order may be based upon a comprehensive symmetrical structure that

makes the early Meccan suras 50-56 the central section of the entire Qur’an.22

Surely it is worth exploring such promising literary approaches, which may
clarify problems that up to now have eluded solution.

Intertextuality and Religious Identity in Sura 3
(“The Family of ‘Imran”)

Turning to the next major sura of the Medinan period, sura 3, “The Family of
‘Imran,” it is immediately evident that this sura is closely related to sura 2, which
it follows chronologically. It is number 97 in Noldeke’s sequence, placing it
squarely in the middle of the early Medinan period. Consisting of 200 verses, this
sura includes a complex range of topics, being equally focused on previous
prophets (particularly Abraham and Jesus) and on the pressure faced by the
community of believers in Medina. Historically, sura 3 is located not only after
the successful battle of Badr in 624 CE, in which the followers of Muhammad
routed the Meccans (as mentioned in 3:13), but also after the devastating defeat of



the Muslims at Uhud in 625 CE (3:121-23). Robinson argues that sura 3
“constitutes a single multi-faceted response to the threat of apostasy that menaced

the Muslim community after the debacle at Uhud.”#Y This sura was composed,
then, at a precarious moment for Muhammad and his followers, and its
composition clearly reflects serious tensions and debates with both Jewish and
Christian interlocutors, who seem to have challenged Muhammad’s claims to
prophetic authority.

Scholars are divided in their understanding of the precise structure of this sura,
but many would agree with Angelika Neuwirth that it “does not seem to be a
unity, but consists instead of diverse layers belonging to different periods of
origin.”*L In her view, the sura can be divided into several major sections:*2
Prologue on scriptures and prophets (3:1-3)

Commentary on female creativity, scriptural interpretation, and
divine and prophetic authority, in the context of Medina’s political
crisis (3:4-32)—this is a later insertion

Narratives of Mary and Jesus (3:33-62)

Reflections on the legacy of Abraham (3:63-99)

Encouragement of the believers after defeat (3:100-200)
While this outline suggests different layers of composition, this does not
necessarily mean that the sura lacks overall unity. Although the narrative portion
of the introductory section may have been formulated prior to the battle of Uhud,
the later commentary could have been successfully integrated into the earlier
sections of the sura, providing an immediate political reflection on the critical
situation of Muhammad and his followers in the early Medinan years.

More work needs to be done to establish the rhetorical structure of sura 3, but

there is an indication of an overall compositional unity in its opening and closing

prayers. Both of these prayers are introduced by the formula “Our Lord,” repeated

twice at the beginning and four times at the end. The opening prayer seeks

guidance and mercy from the God who will gather all humanity together at
Judgment Day (3:8-9), setting up a context of apocalypse and end-times. The
closing prayer seeks salvation from the fire of hell, forgiveness of sins, and
fulfillment of promises made by the prophets (3:191-94). This frame, which
would belong to the final stage of composition, suggests, on the one hand, a
severe intensification of the struggle of Muhammad’s community, explicitly
treating the triumphal battle of Badr as an apocalyptic sign: “There was a sign for
you in the two bands that met, one band fighting in the path of God, and another
unbelieving. . . . In that is an admonition for those with vision” (3:13). The
apocalyptic overtone is evident from the carefully balanced “Say” passages on
hell and paradise (3:12, 3:15) arranged on either side of the mention of the battle.
On the other hand, just as in sura 2, this expression of conflict is lightened by a
proclamation of universal reward and punishment in the final lines of sura 3,
where God also rewards those People of the Book who are believers, even as the
believers are encouraged to be patient and be saved (3:199-200). This outer layer
provides another interpretive perspective on the narrative history of the prophets.
Just as sura 2 at its core acknowledged the fact of religious pluralism in the midst
of conflict, sura 3 will raise the question of multiple interpretations of scripture at
the same time that it fiercely condemns the deliberate misuse of revelations.

The oldest portion of sura 3 may well have been the narrative of Mary and
Jesus. The integrity of this section jumps out at the reader, especially if it is
compared with the structure of sura 12, “Joseph.” Once the early non-narrative
section of sura 3 (3:4-32) is removed, the story of Mary and Jesus has a structure
virtually identical to the story of Joseph. This similarity can hardly be accidental.
From this comparison of the two suras, it is possible to go further and to propose

that the following tripartite structure was the original nucleus of sura 3, as

follows:23

[. Prologue on scriptures and prophets (1-3, 35-34)

II. Narratives of Mary and Jesus (35-43, 45-57)
I1I. Conclusion, affirmation of revelation (44, 58-62)



There are verbal echoes of the Joseph story in sura 3 as well. Both narratives are
summarized by the same concluding formula of mystery, pointing out that the
story is a revelation, not the product of the messenger’s experience: “That belongs
to the tidings of the hidden, with which We have inspired you, though you were
not with them . . .” (3:44, 12:102). A similar formula had been used as a tale
ending in another late Meccan sura that detailed the story of Noah (11:49). The
story of Mary and Jesus ends emphatically with the assertion, “This is indeed the
true story” (3:62). That mention of the word “story” (gasas) would surely have
reminded the Qur'an’s audience of the concluding verse on Joseph: “In their
story, there is an admonition for those who understand” (12:111). With all these
signals, listeners would have been aware that sura 3 presents an important story;
its divergence from the earlier account of Mary and Jesus in Meccan texts can be
considered in terms of its direct contemporary significance in the Medinan period.
Accordingly, articulating the structure of sura 3 begins with this story, in relation
to the commentary section that is inserted in the midst of it.

In the prologue to the narrative of Mary and Jesus, sura 3 emphatically
juxtaposes the revelation entrusted to Muhammad with the Torah and the Gospel:
“He revealed to you the scripture with truth, confirming that which preceded it,
and He revealed the Torah and the Gospel” (3:3). This explicit reference to earlier
scriptures would alert readers both to the earlier writings and to their decisive
reinterpretation that would emerge in the Qur’an; confirmation or fulfillment of
previous scriptures generally means rewriting them. The last verses of the
prologue to the narrative then proceed to invoke four key prophetic figures
presented as a single genealogy. “God elected Adam, Noah, the family of
Abraham, and the family of ‘Imran over all humanity, descendants of one another
—and God is hearing, knowing” (3:33—34). This selection of the prophetic elite of
humanity marks four separate eras: the creation, the flood, monotheistic prophecy,
and Mary and Jesus. At the same time, these verses distinguish two prophetic
families—that of Abraham on the one hand and that of the holy family of Mary
and Jesus on the other. The latter are identified as the family of ‘Imran (biblical

Amram, equivalent here to Mary’s father Joachim), the name given in the Qur an
to the father of Mary. All this signals a preoccupation with the Jewish model of
prophet (nabi), which emerges in the Medinan period as the more dominant term
in relation to the generic notion of messenger (rasul) found in Meccan suras.
Unlike the genealogy provided for Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew, David has no
place here, since in the Qur an there is no question of the Messiah reviving the

[sraelite monarchy.*4

If the verses that intervene in the midst of the prologue to the narrative (3:4-32)
were a later addition, it would make sense to see them as a commentary on the
basic narrative that enhances its significance, particularly with reference to the
political situation in Medina. Indeed, that commentary section begins with an
amplification of the opening lines on the revealed scriptures, cautioning that the
unbelievers will face a heavy punishment, for nothing is hidden from God (3:4-
5). These statements are familiar, but new topics are introduced in 3:6-7 that will
dramatically shift the way that both prophecy and scripture are understood. In this
crucial passage, the Qur an introduces a remarkable stress on gender in the form
of female creativity, which will link up with the characters of Mary and her
mother. As Neuwirth points out, “The story’s predominantly ‘female discourse,’
centered around female purity and the sacredness of procreation, spills over into
the introductory section of the sura which is primarily concerned with patriarchal

prophetic discourse, centered around revelation.”*2 The discussion of clear and
ambiguous verses of the Qur'an in 3:7 has certainly drawn much attention from
commentators, but its relationship with the gendered language that begins in 3:6
has generally been ignored. Here are the verses in question:
It is He who has formed you in wombs, as He wishes; there is no God
but He, the glorious, the wise. (3:6)
It is He who revealed to you the scripture, part of which is definite
verses; these are the mother of the book. Other (verses) are ambiguous.
Those with deviation in their hearts are the ones who follow the



ambiguous part of it, desiring seduction and desiring its interpretation.

But none knows its interpretation except God. And those who are

rooted in knowledge say, “We believe in it, all is from our Lord.” But

only those who understand take notice. (3:7)
The parallelism of these two verses is evident from the repeated opening phrase
(“It is He who . . .”) that introduces God, first as creator and then as revealer of
scripture. The gendered language that begins with the mention of “wombs”
continues with the feminine invocation of scripture as “mother of the book,” a
phrase that might recall the divine feminine wisdom portrayed in parabiblical
texts like the Wisdom of Solomon. The repeated reference to “desire” (ibtigha’)
recalls the linguistically related term “whore” (baghi), an insult that was aimed at
the unmarried mother Mary in 19:28. This vocabulary will also reverberate in the
reproach of those monotheists who are opposed to each other “out of jealousy
(baghyan) among themselves” (3:19). Likewise, the term seduction or temptation
(fitna) commonly has negative gender connotations in Arabic.

Why would this gendered language be employed in verses relating to the
interpretation of scripture? One solution is to connect this surprising symbolism
with the nonpatriarchal narrative centering around Mary, which will be crucial for
establishing a lineage of prophecy that can challenge the Israelite claim to be the
exclusive heir of Abraham. At the same time, this argument can legitimately draw
upon gendered language regarding religious loyalty (the believers adhere to the
mother text rather than seductive interpretations of ambiguous verses). Likewise,

authorized reading practices are associated with the Hebrew phrase for readings

that have “a mother in scripture itself,” that is to say, a legitimate interpretation.22

This language in the Qur’'an may have developed in discussion with Jewish
circles in Medina, in which debaters raised the topic of multiple meanings
(ambiguous verses) in scriptural texts, perhaps in a combative fashion. It has also
been suggested that there is a parallel to the clear/ambiguous text problem in the
issue of an unborn child, whose gender is not yet clear but remains ambiguous—
this becomes relevant to Mary, who before she was born was consecrated to the

temple, and later lived there, like a male child (3:36—37). The birth of Jesus to an
unwed virgin is also an ambiguous affair. In this way, it may be said that

Christology, a highly controversial topic in the Qur an, furnishes a context for the

discussion of multiple interpretations of the sacred text.*Z

However unwelcome the subtle arguments of Jewish scripture interpreters may
have been, their effect upon the Qur’an in 3:7 is dramatic. Previously, the
hallmark of Quranic self-description has been clarity, as in 12:1, where it is said,
“These are the signs of the clear revelation”; there are numerous similar examples
to be found in the Meccan suras. Now, however, it appears that there are two
different kinds of verses in scripture, the definite (muhkam) and the ambiguous
(mutashabih). The latter were sometimes identified with the mysterious isolated
letters at the beginning of certain suras, which have indeed been resistant to
analysis. Although the Qur’an here identifies the definite verses with the
legitimate, the “mother of the book,” and it casts the interpretation (ta’wil) of the
ambiguous verses in a suspicious light, this formulation inevitably lays out the
possibility of multiple meanings, some of which are only accessible to God.

Careful readers of 3:7 could not have failed to notice the implicit hierarchies of
knowledge among human interpreters, signaled by phrases like “those who are
rooted in knowledge” and “those who understand,” which point to the existence
of people with superior knowledge and insight in scriptural matters. It was also
apparent that the text of 3:7 could be read grammatically in more than one way.
The key section on interpretation is usually read in this fashion: “But none knows
its interpretation except God. And those who are rooted in knowledge say, “We
believe in it, all is from our Lord.’” Since there is no modern punctuation in the
Qur anic text, however, it is also possible to read it in a quite different sense: “But
none knows its interpretation except God and those who are rooted in knowledge.
They say, “We believe in it, all is from our Lord.”” According to this reading,
which was accepted by early commentators such as Mujahid ibn Jabr (d. 722),
there is in fact a class of individuals who know the interpretation of the



ambiguous verses.?2 Understood in this sense, 3:7 became the justification for

esoteric and allegorical interpretation in philosophical, Sufi, and Shi‘i circles.42
Passages immediately following in sura 3 appear to acknowledge a deeper level
of interpretation, as key points are recognized by those who have vision (3:13) or
attested by those who have knowledge (3:18).

After this startling juxtaposition of gender with scriptural interpretation, the
remainder of this commentary section may be understood as outlining a series of
dialectical oppositions. These conflicts include primarily the contrast between
selfish acquisition of wealth and spending one’s wealth and life for God, as well
as the opposition between surrender to God’s revelation and revolt against the
prophets by misusing scripture. The section begins with the prayer addressed to
God (“Our Lord,” 3:8-9), which functions as the opening half of the frame for the
entire sura, as mentioned above. The structure of the section is also marked by
prominent “Say” verses addressed to the messenger (marked below in bold). It
may be outlined as two small ring compositions that in turn revolve around a
central pivot, which can be summarized as follows:

Ring one:
8—17 Opening prayet, double portrait of heaven and hell, sign of
Badr
18-19.5 Testimony to God’s unity and surrender to Him as service
19.5-25 Punishment of unbelieving People of the Book Pivot:
26-27 Say, praise of God’s omnipotence (“Magnificat”)
Ring two:
28 Believers should not take unbelievers as allies over believers
29-30 Say, God knows what is in your hearts, which will be revealed
on that day
31 Say, love God and follow me, God will love you and forgive you
32 Say, obey God and the messenger
32.5 “If they turn away, God does not love the unbelievers.”

As already seen in the discussion of ring structure in sura 2, each of the small
rings in this commentary section contains a central point of universal appeal that
is hedged by external remarks on conflict and apocalyptic. In addition, the two
rings themselves are centered on an even more important pivot that will be
discussed below, what may be called the Magnificat, or praise of God’s
omnipotence.

Furthermore, the first section following the opening prayer (3:8—17) falls into a
symmetry that is sequential rather than concentric, which is also marked by “Say”
verses in this summary:

8-9 Our Lord (twice), guide us with mercy, gatherer of humanity
10-11 Riches and progeny will not suffice, as the people of
Pharaoh found
12 Say, you will go to hell
13 Apocalyptic sign of the battle of Badr, an admonition for those with vision
14 People love worldly comforts and wealth
15-17 Say, paradise is better, as the believers and spenders
recognize, seeking forgiveness
This is an intricate structure, in which a single section (3:8—17) has a sequential
symmetry, opens a small ring composition, and frames the sura as a whole. Both
the external frames and the central points of these compositions call for further
explanation.

At this point, it is appropriate to return briefly to the topic of punishment
stories, which were a dominant element in narratives associated with the middle
and late Meccan suras. In these tales, the standard narrative of prophecy was
recounted, in which messengers are rejected by their people, who then suffer
divine punishment. It is at first sight surprising that these punishment stories
nearly disappear from the Medinan suras. At most, these stories are evoked in
Medinan suras only by a brief line or two (for example, 3:10—-11, where Pharaoh
and his people are mentioned), or else their spirit is recalled by the injunction to
“travel in the land and see how was the ending of the disbelievers” (3:137), where



the punishment is implicit and not described. Listeners already familiar with the
Meccan suras would easily have understood the reference to destroyed cities of
Iniquity.

Scholars have put forward various interpretations of the significance and
psychological implications of these punishment stories.2? On the one hand, it is
assumed that these tales were meant to frighten the unbelieving pagans of Mecca
into accepting revelation. On the other hand, the Qur an explicitly announces that
its intention is to encourage its audience: “And all that We tell you of reports of
the prophets We do to make your heart firm. Through this the Truth comes to you,
and an admonition, and a Reminder for the believers” (11:120). There is a
problem with the view that punishment stories were intended to terrify, however.
The Meccan suras repeatedly indicate that most people rejected the warnings of
the Prophet, and most of them remained unbelievers. It is hard to imagine that
Meccan suras continued to place so much emphasis on the punishment of
unbelieving peoples as a scare tactic, if it produced no results. But punishment
stories unquestionably served as encouragement and consolation to the believers,
by a dramatic portrayal of the downfall of their opponents in a promised future
scenario.

In Medina, however, the punishment story has been replaced by accounts of
actual battles, which bear apocalyptic significance. Thus the successful battle of
Badr now takes the place of punishment stories as an admonition for those who
have vision (3:13). And at the unsuccessful battle of Uhud, the Qur an discusses
the promise made of thousands of angels sent down to assist the believers (3:124-
25). The struggle for survival faced by the Medinan believers was intensified by
the presence of people of doubtful loyalty; these included insincere supposed
followers of Muhammad, known as hypocrites, as well as People of the Book,
some of whom either openly or secretly rejected the authority of Muhammad.
Under these circumstances, the Qur'an urgently focused on the need for complete
devotion to God and his revelation and total commitment to the prophet
Muhammad, even at the cost of one’s possessions and one’s life. It is under these

circumstances that the near-disappearance of the punishment stories makes sense,
since a more immediate form of encouragement was needed. Nonetheless, the
encouraging sign of a successful battle is placed in the context of the ultimate
reward and punishment, in parallel “Say” verses:
Say to those who reject, “You shall be defeated and assembled in
hell, an evil resting place!” (3:12)
Say, “Shall I tell you of something better than that? For those who are
pious, there are gardens with their Lord, beneath which flow rivers,
where they are forever; and pure spouses, and satisfaction from God.
And God is seeing His servants, (3:15)
“Those who say, ‘Our Lord, we believe, so forgive us our sins, and
protect us from the punishment of the fire,” (3:16)
“The patient, the truthful, the devoted, the givers, who seek
forgiveness in the early mornings!” (3:17)
Giving and spending one’s life and wealth is on par with the other virtues of those
destined for paradise.

The central point of this first small ring composition is an important statement
of the fundamental doctrine of divine unity, linked with the key term,
“submitting” (islam), that recognizes that divine authority: “God, the angels, and
those who have knowledge testify that, ‘He! There is no God but He’—He is
standing in justice; there is no God but He, the glorious, the wise. Devotion (din),
with God, is submitting (islam)” (3:18-19). It is crucial to recognize the way in
which the Qur’an deliberately employs these terms and how great a distance
separates them from their modern usages. Unlike many modern translators, I do
not translate the last phrase as “Religion, with God, is Islam.” In the Qur an, the
term “submitting”—islam—is not yet used as the name of one “religion” as
opposed to others, nor can the modern concept of religion be found in the Arabic
word din, despite its common use today as a synonym for religion. Those
transformations of ideological identification would only be carried out during the
last two centuries, when the European concept of “religion” was successfully



applied around the world in the context of colonial conquests. In the process, new
concepts of identity took shape, including a concept of Islam that was

selfconsciously opposed to colonial domination.2L Leaving that modern notion
aside, in the immediately following verse, an idiom using a verbal form of the
same word (aslama) reveals a much more personal and less abstract character of
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“submitting one’s face” or “devoting oneself completely,” “surrendering”: “And

if they argue, say: ‘I have submitted (aslamtu) my face to God’” (3:20).22 This
phrase is equivalent to saying, “I have given my life to God,” as indicated by

parallel passages from early Islamic literature.22 Likewise, din in Arabic conveys
a primary sense of devotion, obedience, service, debt, and duty, with a secondary
meaning of accepted custom or usage; in Islamic contexts, it increasingly means a

devoted life contrasted with the life of this world (dunya).2 In the context of this
small ring composition, the central point bears witness to committed monotheism
and devotion to God. Its contrasting external frames indicate the conditions of
conflict that are in tension with that central creed.

The closing frame portion of the first ring composition (3:19.5-25) mirrors the
opening depiction of the crisis of Badr; it illustrates the debate with the People of
the Book in Medina, who are accused of rejecting the prophet who has
surrendered to God (3:20); and they both reject God’s revelations and kill his
messengers (3:21). In this respect, the Qur 'an echoes New Testament rhetoric
about the killing of prophets: “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets

and stone those sent to you!” (Matthew 23:37).22 From this account of the
situation of Medina after the battle of Uhud, it appears that some Jews debated the
Qur’anic revelations and rejected them, holding themselves exempt from criticism
and indeed from eternal punishment, presumably because of their physical
descent from the Prophet Abraham (3:23-24). In this context, the opposite of
submitting is turning away (verbal form tawalla) from God:
And say to those who have been given the Book, and to the
unlettered, “Have you submitted?” If they surrender, then they are

guided, but if they turn away, it is only your duty to announce it. (3:20)
Have you seen those who have been given a portion of the Book,
calling on the Book so it may judge between them, and then a group of
them turns away in aversion? (3:23)
Submitting and turning away are decisive actions. Later in the sura, it becomes
more explicit that these acts define the boundary between those who accept
Muhammad’s authority and those who reject it.

In the central turning point of the entire commentary section (3:26-27), the
Qur’an calls upon Muhammad to recite a prayer that begins as follows: “Say,
‘God, Master of the kingdom, You give kingship to whom You wish, and You
take away kingship from whom You wish. You empower whom You wish, and
You humble whom You wish. In your hand is the good, and you have power over
everything’” (3:26). This prayer has been described as “shorthand” for, or even a
direct quotation of, the famous prayer of Mary in Luke 1:46-55, the song or
canticle known in the Catholic tradition (from its Latin opening) as the

Magnificat.2® Indeed, the Qur anic prayer comes very close to the core verses of
Mary’s prayer of praise in the New Testament, pronounced when she met
Zachariah’s wife Elizabeth: “He has performed mighty deeds with his arm; he has
scattered those who are proud in their inmost thoughts. He has brought down
rulers from their thrones but has lifted up the humble. He has filled the hungry
with good things but has sent the rich away empty” (Luke 1:51-53). Noticeably
absent from the Qur’an is the particularistic conclusion of Mary’s prayer, asking
God to be merciful “to Abraham and his descendants forever, even as he said to
our fathers” (Luke 1:55). Instead, it segues (3:27) into praise of God’s creative
power over nature and the resurrection before returning to his sustenance of those
whom he chooses.

The commentary section closes with a second ring composition (3:28-32) that
also contrasts an external frame of conflict with a central message of exhortation
aimed at the wavering Medinan population. The two external frames warn the
believers against taking as allies (awliya’) those who turn away (tawallu), using



two opposite senses of the same verbal root W-L-Y as verbal echoes that tie this
ring together.
The believers should not take the unbelievers as allies (awliya’)
instead of believers—one who does that does not belong to God in
anything—except when you protect yourselves from them in fear. God
warns you to be wary of Him, for the journey is to God. (3:28)
But if they turn away (tawallu)—God does not love the un believers.
(3:32.5)
The center of this second small ring composition (3:29-32) consists of a series of
four verses with three “Say” commands addressed to Muhammad, calling on all
listeners to commit themselves sincerely to God.
Say, “Whether you hide what is in your hearts or display it, God
knows, and He knows what is in the heavens and the earth, for God is
powerful over all things. (3:29)
“On the day when every soul finds itself summoned before the good
that it has done and the evil that it has done, it will wish there was a
great distance between it and them. God warns you to be wary of Him,
and God is kind to his worshipers.” (3:30)
Say, “If you love God, then follow me; God will love you and forgive
you your sins, for God is forgiving, merciful.” (3:31)
Say, “Obey God and the messenger.” (3:32)
This is a powerful message, which focuses attention on the love of God as
intimately connected with following and obeying the Prophet, an expression that
resonates with Christian themes of love and salvation even as it revises their
focus.
Considered as a whole, then, the commentary section of sura 3 (4-32) contains
a number of topics of major importance, which reflect the situation of political
crisis, in which Muhammad’s Jewish and Christian allies were wavering in their
loyalty or even opposing him. The opening references to female creativity and
multiple interpretations of scripture acknowledge the intensity of the debate in

Medina, while setting up Mary and Jesus as prophetic models that will challenge
the Israelite monopoly on Abraham. Although this commentary section is framed
in terms of conflict with the People of the Book, it contains three central passages
that (according to the principles of ring composition) state principles aiming at
universal significance:

1. Bearing witness to divine unity, and submitting to God (3:18—

19.5)

2. Praising God’s omnipotence (3:26-27), a revision of the

Magnificat

3. Proclaiming God’s knowledge, loving God, and obeying the

messenger (3:29-32)
This symmetrically framed series of statements on divine and prophetic authority
sets the stage for the narrative of Mary and Jesus that will immediately follow.
What is at stake is the unity of God (against Christian incarnation), the
universality of divine intervention (against Israelite particularism), and the
acceptance of the prophecy of Muhammad.

Now the story of Mary and Jesus had already been told several years earlier in
19:16-40, in the sura named after Mary (Maryam), from the second Meccan
period. Why would it be necessary to revisit this narrative in a quite different
fashion later on? As usual, the Qur an does not replicate biblical texts when it
engages with them, and the first account of Mary and Jesus from sura 19 contains
elements that will be both familiar and unfamiliar to readers of the New
Testament. The Qur’an says nothing here about Bethlehem, the Roman census,
Mary’s husband Joseph, shepherds, or the manger. Sura 19 begins with an
account of Zachariah praying to God for a son, who will be known as John the
Baptist. Attention then shifts to Mary, who is abruptly introduced as being in
seclusion, where she receives the annunciation of the birth of Jesus from an angel
in human form; her virginity is no bar to this divine intervention. She withdraws
to a remote location, where a palm tree and a stream provide her sustenance. She
then returns to her people with a child, and their suspicious accusations are



refuted by the infant Jesus, who miraculously speaks in her defense, while
describing himself as a servant of God and a prophet. The Qur an rejects the
notion that God could have a child, always pointedly referring to “Jesus son of
Mary.” This argument does not seem to be directed here against an official
Christian doctrine of the “son of God” but rather against the generic pagan notion
of divine children. The account concludes with a description of divine creativity,
using the same formula for the birth of Jesus as for the creation of Adam: “When
He decrees something, He only says, ‘Be,’ and it is” (19:35), followed by
affirmations of revelation.

The second version of the story of Mary and Jesus in sura 3 revises the earlier
version in both structure and emphasis, in a way that will shift the genealogical
understanding of Abrahamic prophecy. Although Mary is the daughter of ‘Imran
(Joachim), her father makes no appearance when she is born, and it is her mother
who performs the symbolically important activity of naming her (3:36). Gendered
terminology—womb, giving birth, female, male—is prominent in this account.
This Qur anic version has strong echoes of the life of Mary as told in the
apocryphal Infancy Gospel of James, which is not surprising. Although such
apocryphal texts are largely forgotten today, the Infancy Gospel of James was by
far the most popular source for the life of Mary, and it was widely illustrated in
Catholic and Byzantine church art (see figure 4.1 for a Byzantine portrayal of

Mary in the Temple).2Z Unlike sura 19, where the stories of Zachariah and Mary
are separate, sura 3 weaves them together, much as in the Gospel of Luke.
Although Zachariah is supposed to be Mary’s guardian, in the temple it is God
who miraculously supplies her with food (3:37), so it appears that men are
unnecessary to this chiefly feminine narrative. After a brief digression on
Zachariah’s astonishment at the prospect of a son (3:38—41), the Qur’an returns to
Mary and the annunciation, this time carried out by angels, in the plural (3:42-
43). Zachariah is chosen by lot as Mary’s guardian (3:44), just as Joseph was
chosen as Mary’s husband in the Infancy Gospel, but the Qur’an minimizes or
excludes male characters from this account of prophecy.

In its portrayal of Mary, sura 3 stresses her election by God and her rank above
all other women, much like the Gospel of Luke. The possibility that the Qur an is
quoting the song of Mary would be an indication of familiarity with important
parts of Christian liturgy; we shall see later in this chapter a similar case of
reference to another New Testament song in sura 5. But the Qur’an is noticeably
critical of the extreme adoration of Mary as “mother of God” in the Eastern
Church.

Jesus is introduced in sura 3 as the annunciation proceeds, offering a prediction
of his career in response to Mary’s question about the possibility of virgin birth.
This will be a supernatural creation, as with Adam, and Jesus will be taught all
the scriptures (3:48). He will perform not only the miracle of bringing clay birds
to life, but also the miracles of healing, raising the dead, and providing sustenance
(3:49)—which are very nurturing kinds of miracles, arguably feminine in
character. He will confirm the Torah and also lift some of the restrictions of the
law (3:50). The proclamation of Jesus repeats his earlier declarations (19:36 and
43:64): “God is my Lord and your Lord, so worship Him. This is a straight path”
(3:51). The predictions about Jesus in the annunciation shift into narrative at this
point, as he experiences the typical prophetic crisis of an unbelieving people, so
that he says, “Who are my helpers with God?” (3:52). The term Jesus uses for
“helpers” (ansar) is the very term used for Muhammad’s followers from Medina,
setting up a clear parallel between the two prophets; when Jesus is answered
enthusiastically by his disciples, Muhammad’s audience must have felt called
upon to do the same. God then predicts the ascension of
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Jesus and the triumph of his followers, without making any reference to the
crucifixion or resurrection, both of which are irrelevant here: “Then God said,
‘Jesus! I am taking you to Myself, and raising you up to Me, and I am purifying
you from the rejecters, and placing those who follow you above the rejecters, till
the day of resurrection’” (3:55). After describing the reward of believers and the
punishment of unbelievers, God explicitly compares the creation of Jesus to the
creation of Adam: “The likeness of Adam, with God, is as the likeness of Jesus.
He created him from dust, then said to him, ‘Be!” And he was” (3:59). The
conclusion of this segment (3:62) ends with exactly the same divine attributes as
the beginning (“for God is the glorious, the wise,” 3:6), which would lend support
to the idea that this portion of sura 3 was originally an independent unit.

The elevation of the family of ‘Imran in sura 3 in effect counterbalances the
family of Abraham in terms of prophetic leadership. In a nonpatriarchal gesture,
the family of ‘Imran is presented largely through female characters plus the

submissive prophet Jesus. The authority of Abraham remains intact and will be
claimed in a different way, later on in sura 3, as the source of Islamic legitimacy.
Yet for the moment, this alternate mode of prophecy serves to undermine
exclusive Jewish claims on the prophetic heritage, though this “feminizing” move
will be eclipsed by later Qur’anic assertions of Abrahamic patriarchal authority.
[ronically, this shift of meaning shown in the elevation of the family of ‘Imran
was accomplished by engaging with techniques of arguing multiple
interpretations of scripture, a method developed by the Jewish heirs of Abraham.
With the conclusion of the story of Mary and Jesus, sura 3 shifts into a new
section with a direct address to the “People of the Book,” a phrase that is repeated
twice at the beginning of this section (3:64—65), twice more a little farther on
(3:70-71), and twice more at the end (3:98-99). The thrust of this new argument
1s to reject any authority besides God, along with Jewish and Christian claims to
be the exclusive heirs of Abraham:
And if they turn away, God is the one who knows who are the
malefactors. (3:63)
Say, “People of the Book! Come to a common word between us and
you, that we shall not worship anyone but God, and we shall not give
Him partners at all, nor shall we take one another as lords in place of
God.” And if they turn away, then (all of you) say, “Bear witness that
we are submitting!” (3:64)
“People of the Book! Why do you argue about Abraham, when the
Torah and the Gospel were not revealed until after him? Don’t you
understand?” (3:65)
This turning point introduces an extended debate (3:63-99) with the scriptural
monotheists, at least some of whom reject the Qur’an, twist around its revelations,
and see no obligation to honor agreements with the new religious community.
None of this is new territory. At least twenty passages in these thirty-five verses
are distinct echoes and parallels of lines from sura 2, which must have been fresh
in the minds of the Qur'an’s audience at the time. These deliberate reminders



focus on several key issues that would have been obvious points of debate:

Abraham’s religious identity, prophets and angels, dietary regulations, and the

Abrahamic sanctuary in Mecca.28

In this section, while it is difficult to detect a clear ring structure, there is an
alternation of topics between externally framed conflict and debate passages and
central statements of belief and allegiance. As usual, there are frequent changes of
voice in which the audience shifts from the People of the Book to the believers or
the messenger. The debate passages show a keen sensitivity to the different
reactions among the People of the Book. Instead of painting them all with the
same brush, this section is at some pains to point out that a party of the People of
the Book wishes to mislead the believers (3:69, 3:72), and a faction of them turns
away from or distorts the scriptures (3:78, also 3:23), but there is no blanket
condemnation of the People of the Book as such. The Qur’an is careful to note
that there are both trustworthy and untrustworthy members of the People of the
Book (3:75), and its condemnation is reserved for those who are explicitly guilty
of certain offenses. The central statements in this section concern Abraham as
being neither a Jew nor a Christian (3:67-68), divine guidance bestowed on
whomever God wishes (3:73.5-74), God’s covenant with the prophets and
prediction of Muhammad as the messenger of submission (3:81-85), the need to
spend what one loves (3:92), and the teaching of Abraham, the founder of the
Meccan sanctuary (3:95-97). Like the central proclamations of the commentary
section of sura 3, the central statements from the Abraham section emphasize the
acceptance of divine and prophetic authority in a universal context that goes
beyond the Israelite genealogy.

In commenting on the topics of debate in the Abraham section, Robinson has
convincingly traced relevant biblical and para-biblical texts on these issues that
may have been known to the Jews and Christians of Arabia, to which the Qur’an
in turn responded. One of the typical Qur’anic critiques here revolves around the
excessive adoration of human prophets or angels, some of whom have been
adored as “lords,” or divine beings (3:64, 3:80). Such was the case with the

apocryphal Apocalypse of Abraham, an early Jewish text that describes Abraham
ascending to heaven with an angel, on the backs of two sacrificed birds, and

witnessing the adoration of a human Messiah.22 It is likely that Christians read
this apocalyptic text in terms of the statement of Jesus (John 8:58), “Before
Abraham was, I am.” The Qur an (3:79) rejects the notion that Jesus could have
claimed to be a divinity or that Abraham had received a vision of Jesus’ advent as
Messiah. Likewise, the Qur an rejects the assertion of Paul (Galatians 3) that
God’s promise to Abraham refers to Christ. Instead, the Qur’an proclaims (3:81)
that God made a covenant with all the prophets, in which he prophesied a
messenger who would confirm their scriptures, and whom they swore to suppotrt.
That proclamation is then the basis for condemning anyone who turns away
(tawalla, 3:82) from Muhammad’s prophetic authority. And it is the believers and
the followers of Muhammad (continuing the play on words derived from the root
W-L-Y) who are the true heirs of Abraham: “Those of humanity who are closest
(awla) to Abraham are those who followed him, and this prophet, and those who
believe, for God is the ally (wali) of the believers” (3:68). In making these claims
on the Abrahamic legacy, the Qur'an adopts very much the same kind of logic
employed in Christian writings. The culmination of this process is undoubtedly
the association of Abraham and Ishmael with the construction of the Ka‘ba as a
divine sanctuary and pilgrimage site in Mecca (3:96-97), a tradition that appears
to have been current in Arabia in pre-Islamic times.

The final section of sura 3 is the last half (3:100-200), a lengthy sequence that
is essentially a consolation and encouragement of the community of believers
after a significant defeat. It begins and is repeatedly punctuated by a direct
address to “You who believe” (3:100, 3:102, 3:118, 3:130, 3:156, 3:200). There
are also repeated proclamations of God’s sovereignty over the heavens and the
earth (3:109, 3:129, 3:189). The ethical counterpart to that concept is the
uselessness of worldly riches (3:116-17) and the condemnation of charging
interest (3:130) or being stingy like the unbelievers (3:180-84, 3:187-88). From a
historical perspective, this section contains extensive and detailed references to



the defeat of the believers by the Meccan pagans at the battle of Uhud, punishment. (3:105)

accompanied by promises of future victory (3:121-28, 3:152-55). Such disasters

are to be understood as tribulations that test the believers (3:140-44, 3:165-66). This message is interrupted by verses (3:106-9) describing a double afterlife
portrait of those whose countenances are blackened by sin or whitened by virtue

and an affirmation of revelation and divine sovereignty. Since the lines preceding
this depiction of the afterlife were expressed in the form of a hope, it seems
appropriate to translate the succeeding verses in a subjunctive mood, articulating
the hoped-for outcome:

You would be the best people brought forth from humanity,
commanding the right and forbidding the wrong, for you believe in
God. And if the People of the Book had believed, it would have been
better for them. Some of them are believers, though most of them are
malefactors. (3:110)

They will not injure you except by insult, and if they fight you, they
will turn their backs, and then they will not be helped. (3:111)

They will be humbled wherever they are encountered, except (if they
hold) a rope from God and a rope from humanity. They have incurred
anger from God, and they are impoverished; that is because they were
rejecting the signs of God, and they killed the prophets unjustly. That is
because they rebelled and were aggressive. (3:112)

They are not all the same. Among the People of the Book is a people
who are upright, who recite the verses of God during the night while

And, as already indicated, there is an overall frame structure for the entire sura,
based on the prayers at the beginning and end (3:8-9, 3:191-94), intensifying the
struggle with the Meccans in apocalyptic terms, even while proclaiming a
universal reward and punishment for all religious groups.

Without attempting to unravel in detail the entire structure of this last half of
sura 3, it is nevertheless possible to highlight a key passage at the beginning of
the section, which seems to sum up the principal themes of this sura. This passage
(3:102-5, 3:110-15) addresses the crucial meaning of a community held together
by the bond or rope of God (habl, 3:103, 3:112), a metaphor for the commitment
that arises from a divinely sanctioned loyalty. It offers the promise of becoming
an ideal people (umma, 3:104, 3:110, 3:113) as a moral exemplar to humanity. It
warns against the divisiveness caused by rejecting clear revelations. It concludes
on the same note as the closing lines of the sura, strongly emphasizing that God
dispenses reward and punishment justly to the people of all faiths.

You who believe! Be conscious of God as awe demands, and only die
when you are submitters. (3:102)

And hold fast to the rope of God together, and don’t separate, but
remember God’s favor to you, when you were enemies, and He
reconciled your hearts, so that by His grace you became brothers; you
were on the brink of a pit of fire, and He rescued you from it. In this they are prostrate. (3:113)
way God makes His signs clear to you. Perhaps you will be guided, They believe in God and the last day, commanding the right and
(3:103) forbidding the wrong, and they try to be first in good deeds—they are of

So that a people will come forth from you who call to the good, and the righteous. (3:114)

who command the right and forbid the wrong—they are the successful They will not be denied the good that they do. God knows who is
ones; (3:104) conscious of Him. (3:115)
And so that you will not be like those who were divided and

_ o _ Like sura 2, sura 3 expresses a strong tension between submitting to God’s
disagreed, after the clarifications came to them—there is a great



authority—and the Prophet’s—on the one hand, and the pragmatic struggle for
political survival on the other. In the midst of this struggle, the Qur an still retains
a powerful emphasis on recognizing the moral uprightness even of those who are
not fully reconciled to a single bond of community.

Rewriting the Covenant in Sura 5 (“The
Banquet”)

Clearly all of the Medinan suras are marked by the intensity of the political and
military conflict between the Medinan community of believers and their pagan
antagonists in Mecca. They are also colored by the religious debates between
Muhammad’s followers and the People of the Book. The previous examples of
suras 2, 3, and 60 have shown how valuable it is to be able to analyze these texts
in terms of their structure and composition. Formal characteristics of the suras,
ranging from parallel and mirror composition to shift of audience and repetition
of formulas, make it possible to grasp the organization of a sura, and ring
composition helps clarify its central points of emphasis. Zahniser has taken this
kind of approach further in a systematic study of sura 4, “The Women,”
highlighting in particular the address to the Christians as the central theme of the

sura, according to its structure.2Y More work needs to be done in this area; still
lacking are any systematic studies of suras 8 and 9 from this point of view.
Fortunately, Michel Cuypers’s full-length study of sura 5, “The Banquet,” offers,
for the first time, a comprehensive demonstration of its mirror structure. The
implications of this argument are significant, since (as seen previously in sura 2)
centrally located universal proclamations outweigh framing statements of
conflict, and Qur anic revisions of earlier biblical passages provide strong
statements of the new perspective of revelation.

Sura 5 is of particular importance from a chronological perspective—according
to Noldeke’s sequence, sura 5 is the very last of the 114 suras to be delivered,

while sura 9 is second to last, number 113. It interesting that Noldeke here
reverses the relationship of priority that parts of Islamic tradition have assigned
these two suras, since the Egyptian edition places sura 5 as number 112 and sura 9
as number 113. That arrangement has the effect of placing sura 9 in the position
of abrogating previous texts. If, to the contrary, sura 5 is the final revelation of the
Qur’an, that raises questions about the way in which priority may be assigned to
some verses over others within the abrogation scheme. It is worth noting that
there is widespread agreement among traditional Muslim scholars that one
important verse from the sura, 5:3, which concerns the perfection of religious
service (din) and submission (islam), was the very last verse of the Qur an to be
revealed, supposedly on the occasion of the Prophet’s farewell pilgrimage. It is
Cuypers’s contention that sura 5 demonstrates such unity of composition that, if
indeed 5:3 was pronounced at the climactic finale of the Prophet’s career, the

same applies to the rest of the sura, at least in literary terms.2L In short, there is
good reason to regard sura 5 as the final word of the Qur’an.

Sura 5 is lengthy, with 120 verses, many of which are themselves long and
complex. It covers a bewildering range of topics, starting abruptly with dietary
regulations connected to the pilgrimage and then transitioning to extensive
debates with the People of the Book. The title of the sura, “The Banquet,” refers
to a passage at the end (5:112—15), which briefly describes the Passover dinner of
Jesus and his apostles as a miraculous event. The address of the audience shifts
from the people to the messenger, most frequently calling upon the community of
believers. Both traditional interpreters and modern European scholars have seen it

as containing layers from different historical periods.22 Cuypers, in contrast,
views it as a unitary composition, and he lays out its structure as follows:
Al, A2. Entering the Covenant (5:1-26)

B1, B2. On justice in the Muslim city (5:27-50)

C. Status of Muslims and the People of the Book (5:51-71)

C'. Call to Christians to convert (5:72-806)



B'. A legislative code for the community of believers (5:87-108)

A, Jesus’ and his apostles’ profession of monotheistic faith (5:109-20)%3

[t would be pointless to try to replicate here all of the extensive analysis that

Cuypers carries out in a book that is over 500 pages long (although a digest of this

can be seen below in appendix B). To a certain extent, [ would like to take as
given the ring structure that has been demonstrated through this detailed
illustration of parallel vocabulary and formulas of address. Instead of
summarizing all of that, it will be helpful instead to take up the main topics and
arguments that emerge from the interpretation of the sura as a unified structure.
These key topics include the completion of religious devotion in submission to
God (islam), criticism of the Israelite failure to keep the covenant, and rejection
of the Christian doctrine of incarnation. Reflection on intertextual references to
biblical passages and the central proclamations of ring compositions will permit a
balanced appreciation of how the Qur’anic acceptance of pluralism relates to its
powerful call for conversion.

The most impressive point made in sura 5 occurs in the center of the first
section (A1, 5:1-11), in the words commonly thought to be the final statement in
the Qur'an: “Today, the unbelievers despair of your devotion (din). So don’t fear
them; fear Me! Today, I have perfected your devotion for you, and I have
completed My blessing to you, and I am pleased with submission (islam) for you
as devotion” (5:3). This declaration clearly resonates with a central point
highlighted earlier in sura 3: “Devotion (din), with God, is submitting” (3:19).
Submitting (islam) means obedience to God and the Prophet and rejection of the
worship of anything except God. Devotion or service (din) is not purely
psychological but also constitutes the obligations collectively accepted as given

by God; at times it is equivalent to obedience, or law.24 This is not yet religion in
the modern sense of a system of beliefs defining competing groups in relation to

political power.22 Nevertheless, there is a sense in which this proclamation
articulates a sense of community that is evident in the address to a plural “you,”

consisting of those who accept obedience to God and the Prophet. Whether or not
one connects this announcement to the historical event of the Prophet’s farewell
pilgrimage, it has a powerful sense of finality.

Strangely enough, at least to some observers, this important passage sits in the
middle of a quite different set of verses (the subsection 5:1-4) that primarily
concern rituals of the pilgrimage, ablutions (washing oneself) for prayer, and
other matters of permitted and prohibited activities. The lack of apparent
connection between this pronouncement (which is only the last half of 5:3) and
the surrounding material has led some scholars to suggest that it is out of place.
But according to the logic of ring composition, one begins with a framing theme,
then the center introduces a new idea, after which the previous theme of the frame
is resumed. The contrast caused by the introduction of the new idea creates
surprise in the reader, who thereby is able to grasp that a point of major

importance has been made.%® The shift to the central point, far from being a sign
of incoherence, causes that central point to linger in the mind as a contrast with
the framing theme. The perfection of religious devotion therefore seems to be
momentous and of lasting significance, in comparison with the historic but less
weighty details of regulations for slaughtering animals (5:3.1) or training falcons
(5:4).

The tendency to historicize the Qur’an has led many commentators to seize on
the prominent mention of “today,” repeated twice during the course of 5:3 and
again in 5:5. They have identified this as referring to a particular date during the
Prophet’s farewell pilgrimage: 9 Dhu al-Hijja in the tenth year of the emigration
(hijra) to Medina (July 3, 632). But comparison with similar language in the
Book of Deuteronomy suggests a different interpretation that is not linked to
ordinary time. There, in remarks attributed to Moses in his final testament, the
frequently repeated word “today” is not so much a historical date as it is “rather
the day of God’s decisive intervention as he prepares to introduce his people onto

the land he has given them.”®Z Consider the prominent repetitions of “today” and



“this day” in the following passage from Deuteronomy (29:12-15, emphasis
mine):

All of you are standing today in the presence of the Lord your God—
your leaders and chief men, your elders and officials, and all the other
men of Israel, together with your children and your wives, and the
aliens living in your camps who chop your wood and carry your water.
You are standing here in order to enter into a covenant with the Lord
your God, a covenant the Lord is making with you this day and sealing
with an oath, to confirm you this day as his people, that he may be your
God as he promised you and as he swore to your fathers, Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob. I am making this covenant, with its oath, not only with
you who are standing here with us today in the presence of the Lord our
God but also with those who are not here today.
The parallels with the Qur’anic situation are plain. In both cases, the message is
presented as the final communication of the Prophet, whether Moses or
Muhammad. Similarly, the conditions of this timeless day include commitment to
a covenant, the completion of legislation for the community, victory over others,

and establishment of a new people.22 The fact that the word “day” occurs another
half dozen times in sura 5 with the meaning of Judgment Day (5:14, 5:36, 5:64,
5:69, 5:109, 5:119) reinforces the sense that with such expressions it is evoking a
time beyond the normal calculations of calendars.

The allusion to Deuteronomy in sura 5 does more than simply compare the
roles of Muhammad and Moses as prophets. It sets in motion a strong revision of
the biblical text that puts Muhammad’s followers into the role of fulfilling
prophecy, while criticizing the Jews for failing to follow the covenant. The image
of the Promised Land becomes significant, as a gift that God offers to the
[sraelites as long as they keep the covenant. Although not specifically mentioned
by name in the Qur’an, the Promised Land and the central shrine of Jerusalem
stand in the background as an analogy for the holy place of worship (that is,

Mecca), which has been denied to the believers by the Meccan pagans (5:2, 5:11).
The difference is that Muhammad, unlike Moses, will enter the sacred land he has
been promised, and so his followers are the true heirs to the Israelites; they too are
entering the holy land after defeating enemies and receiving the laws that

complete their devotion.®? In rereading the symbolism of entry into the Promised
Land, the Qur’an follows the precedent of the New Testament, where the Epistle
to the Hebrews (3—-5:10) portrays Jesus as fulfilling “the promise of entering his
rest” (Hebrews 4:1), which in turn has picked up on God’s anger with the
wandering Israelites in Psalm 95:11, “So I declare an oath in my anger, “They
The Qur’an also makes a parallel between the
metaphorical entry into the holy land and Psalm 95:6, where the worshipers are

1

shall never enter my rest.

invited to enter the Jerusalem Temple and prostrate themselves before God.Z2
This is another example where the Qur'an takes the same approach to the Old
Testament as the New Testament does, and in fact both texts claim to fulfill nearly
the same biblical prophecies.

It is noteworthy that in the middle of this opening passage on the covenant
(5:4-5) the Qur’an pauses to authorize as lawful good things, like hunting
animals, as well as the food of the People of the Book. It is also permitted for the
male believers to marry virtuous women, whether they are believers or the People
of the Book. Although legal commentators will later on narrow down the
acceptability of the food of Christians and Jews to make it subject to the
prohibitions of Islamic law, this Qur anic verse places no restriction on the
sharing of food with monotheistic communities. While Deuteronomy forbade any
intermarriage of Israelites with either male or female foreigners, the Quran is less
restrictive, though later Islamic law will forbid Muslim women from marrying
Jewish and Christian men. As with Deuteronomy, the concern here is to prevent
people from turning away from the faith; the presumption is that children will be
raised according to the father’s community.

Just as it criticizes the Jews, sura 5 offers a strong correction to the deviations



of the Christians as well. In the second part of the opening sequence (5:12-26),
both Jews and Christians are charged with breaking their covenant and forgetting
the revelations they received. The biographical tradition concerning Muhammad
picks up the reference to the twelve tribal leaders of Israel (5:12), linking that to
the twelve disciples of Jesus and again to the twelve principal helpers of
Muhammad, making it clear that Muhammad both follows and fulfills the roles of

previous messengers.ZL Muhammad will explain to the Jews and Christians the
parts of their scripture that they had concealed (5:16)—a succinct summation of
the function of prophecy as rewriting earlier revelation by bringing out its
(hidden) implications. The Christian doctrine of incarnation, which has indeed
been the cause of much debate among Christians (5:14), is decisively rejected
(5:17), since Jesus like any other human is a created being whose life God can
take. The Qur an equally dismisses (5:18) the special privileges that Jews and
Christians claim as God’s favored ones.

The closing frame of this sequence (5:20—26) returns to the reproach against
the Israelites who fail to enter the Promised Land, this time for fear of giants. But
it singles out two men who were blessed by God, who continued to urge the
[sraelites, “Enter upon them by the gate; when you have entered it, you will be the
victors” (5:23). These two men who fear God are clearly Joshua and Caleb,
mentioned in biblical accounts (Numbers 14:5-9) as the only two Israelites who
advocated obeying God and proceeding with the invasion of the Promised Land.
These two would be the only ones to enter the land (Numbers 14:30, 38). These
exceptional individuals among the Israelites, by entering the Promised Land,
prefigure the entry into devotion and submission that is the defining feature of the
community of believers; entry into the Promised Land, which has its physical
counterpart in the return to Mecca (5:2), amounts to entry into Islam. The same
language of “entering” occurs in the very late Medinan sura 110, which Noldeke
accepts as number 111 chronologically, despite its brevity (only three verses):

When God’s aid arrives, and the victory,
And you have seen the people entering in God’s service (din) in

droves,
Then glorify the praise of your Lord, and seek forgiveness, for He
1s most relenting. (110:1-3, emphasis mine)
The Qur’an is explicit here in affirming that the new community of faith
supersedes its predecessors, and the metaphor of entering the faith provides a

sharp contrast with the failure of most Israelites to enter the Promised Land.Z2
As far as correcting the Christians is concerned, the Qur’an focuses on Jesus
and offers forceful interpretations of his role. While there is clearly a parallel
between the roles of Muhammad and Jesus and their respective disciples, key
differences appear in the brief reference to the banquet table that gives the sura its
name (5:112-15).
When the apostles said, “Jesus son of Mary! Is God able to send
down to us a banquet table from heaven?” He said, “Be conscious of
God, if you are believers!”
They said, “We want to eat from it, so our hearts will be pacified, and
we shall know that you have been truthful to us; then we shall be among
Its witnesses.”
Jesus and Mary said, “God, our Lord! Send down to us a banquet
table from heaven, which will be a feast for us, for the first of us and the
last of us, and a sign from You. Provide for us, for You are the best of
providers.”
God said, “I am sending it down to you. Any of you who disbelieve
after this I will punish with a punishment I have not inflicted on any
creature.”

This account, typical of the Qur'an’s oblique hints at biblical references, is
remarkably bare of detail, and its apparent incompleteness has led later
commentators to fill in the narrative with plausible imaginative additions. Did the
meal actually take place? What did it consist of? None of these details is provided
in the text itself.



But the text of the banquet account offers suggestive indications that are rich
with meaning relating to biblical texts. The verb “to send down” (anzala),
normally used to describe the “sending down” of the Qur’anic revelation, is
repeated here three times in different forms with reference to the heavenly
banquet table. The banquet or banquet table (ma’ida) therefore symbolically
stands for the Book that the Medinans demanded that Muhammad should
produce: “The People of the Book ask that you send down to them a Book from
heaven” (4:153). Simultaneously, this banquet recalls a passage from the Gospel
of John (John 6:26-34), where Jesus speaks of the “food that endures to eternal
life, which the Son of Man will give you” (John 6:27); it is the “bread from
heaven” that sustained the Israelites in the desert (Exodus 16:4), which Jesus
directly refers to (John 6:31-32), even as he claims to be the “bread of life” (John
6:35).

While the Qur’anic account eliminates any suggestion of Jesus’ divinity, it
accomplishes in this brief passage a many-layered intertextual reference to
multiple biblical themes. The banquet table simultaneously evokes the Last
Supper of Jesus and his apostles, the Jewish Passover feast, and the manna that
fed the Israelites in the desert. The Qur an describes this feast as a celebration for
all times, “for the first of us and the last of us” (5:114), reflecting the biblical
proclamation that the Passover feast is “for the generations to come” (Exodus
12:14). Even the doubting question of the apostles to Jesus, “Is God able to send
down to us a banquet table from heaven?” (5:113), contains a clear echo of the
Psalms, where the skeptical Israelites ask, “Can God spread a table in the desert?”
(Psalm 78:19). Surprisingly, the Qur’an refers to the same Old Testament books
but cites different verses from those that are quoted by the Gospel of John (John
6:31 quotes Psalm 78:24-25, while Qur'an 5:113 quotes both John 6:26-34 and
Psalm 78:19). In other words, the Qur 'an demonstrates detailed knowledge of the
way that the Gospels reinterpret earlier biblical texts, but it takes an independent

position in reevaluating the Old and New Testaments and its relation to both.”2
Ultimately, repeating the anti-incarnation argument of 5:72-78, the conclusion

of this sura (5:116-17) argues strongly that the divinization of Jesus is a mistake:
And when God said, “Jesus son of Mary! Have you said to the

people, “Take me and my mother as gods apart from God’?” He said,

“Glory be to You! It is not for me to say what is not true for me. If I

sald it, You would have known it; You know what is in me, but I do not

know what is in You. You are the knower of hidden things.

“I only said to them what You ordered me: *“Worship God, my Lord

and your Lord!” And I was a witness for them while I was among them.

And when You took me to Yourself, You were the watcher over them,

for You are a witness to everything.”
This interrogation of Jesus by God forms a dramatic parallel with the
interrogations of Jesus by his opponents in the New Testament, where he is asked
to declare whether he is “the Christ, the son of God” (Matthew 26:63) or “the
king of the Jews” (John 18:33). In this case, Jesus firmly denies making any claim
of divinity for himself or his mother Mary. While this charge does not precisely
state Christian theological positions, since Mary is not technically considered
divine, it does represent the logical consequences for monotheism of calling her
“Mother of God,” as was common in the Eastern Church. Moreover, Jesus also
refuses to claim to have any divine knowledge, saying, “You know what is in me,
but I do not know what is in You” (5:116). He presents his teaching as the pure
monotheism commanded by God, to which he is a witness for humanity (5:117).
This declaration comes close to echoing the response of Jesus to Pontius Pilate,
that he “came into the world, to testify to the truth” (John 18:37).

So there is a very strong sense that, in terms of audience, sura 5 is aimed
primarily at Christians, who are to be persuaded by the powerful argument that
only the one God is to be worshiped. The criticism of the Jews is mainly to be
understood within the rewriting of previous scriptures, the true meaning of which
is now proclaimed. The contemporary political environment is one in which some
of the Jews of Medina and the pagans of Mecca have taken on a position of
unremitting hostility against the Prophet Muhammad (this is clearly a historical



observation rather than an essential characteristic). In contrast, the Christians here
are said to include priests and monks who are close in affection to the believers
and profoundly receptive to the inspiration of the Qur’an (5:82—-83). Indeed, the
criticism of the sinners among the Jews in sura 5 follows models from the New
Testament. Just as Jesus condemns the “brood of vipers” in Jerusalem who will
slaughter and crucify the prophets (Matthew 23:33-37), in the same way the

Qur’an condemns those who fight against God and the messenger (5:33).22

The completion of religious devotion (din) in submission to God (islam) was
announced in a central opening passage (5:3), and it does indeed function as a key
theme for this sura. If one circles back from the incomplete account of the
banquet table at the end of the sura to contemplate its beginning, a powerful effect
of ring composition becomes visible: the fulfillment of the annual feast
proclaimed by Jesus takes place in the hajj pilgrimage ritual. It is no accident that
sura 5 begins with an account of the foods that are lawful for the hajj pilgrims. So
the food of a sacred feast ties the end of the sura back to its beginning. It is surely
in this sense that the apostles of Jesus say, “We believe, and we bear witness that
we are submitting (muslimun)” (5:111). That is, as portrayed in sura 5, Jesus and
the apostles demonstrate that true religious devotion is submission to God, which
entails submission to all the prophets, including Muhammad. This completion and
perfection of religious devotion takes place not on any particular day of the

calendar, but on the divine “today” of the resurrection (5:109, 5:119).22 While this
message no doubt amounts to an invitation to accept the prophecy of Muhammad,
its location in the timeless realm of judgment makes it more than simply an effort

to recruit converts among contemporary Christians. It is a profoundly transformed

“Qur’ anic version of the Christian Eucharistic feast.”Z8

It is worthwhile to underline several additional examples of intertextuality in
sura 5, where the Qur’'an makes deliberate reference to earlier scriptures, both
endorsing and transforming the previous revelations. One of these passages is
5:32, where the prohibition of murder follows on the story of Cain and Abel, just

as it does Genesis 4: “Therefore We decreed to the Children of Israel that
whoever kills a soul—not [as punishment] for [killing] another soul or
committing corruption in the earth—it is as though he had killed all humanity;
and whoever gives it life, it is as though he had given life to all humanity.” The
phrase “We decreed” (or “We wrote,” katabna) is used in the Qur’an to signal a
direct quotation of earlier scriptures. In this case the quotation is not from the
Bible itself but from a post-biblical text in the Talmud, Mishnah Sanhedrin 4.5:
“For this reason was man created alone, to teach thee that whosoever destroys a
single soul of Israel, Scripture imputes [guilt] to him as though he had destroyed a
complete world; and whosoever preserves a single soul of Israel, Scripture

ascribes [merit] to him as though he had preserved a complete world.”ZZ The
specific similarity of language between these passages is so close that the
relationship is unmistakable. Even the restrictive phrase “of Israel” is only found

in some versions of the Talmudic text.2 In both cases, the prohibition of murder
is given cosmic significance—the life or death of a single soul is equivalent to
that of all humanity. A parallel example is the description of the law of retaliation
in 5:45: “And We decreed for them in it [the Torah]: the life for the life, the eye
for the eye, the nose for the nose, the ear for the ear, and retaliation for wounds.
And whoever would waive his claims for this, it will be an atonement for him.”
While this verse clearly refers to the biblical law of retaliation in Exodus 21:23—
25, like Qur’an 5:32 it balances a negative decree with a positive
recommendation. In this way it both approves the previous scriptural decree and

signals a higher moral and legal alternative.”2

Another provocative scriptural echo occurs in 5:15-17, where the description
of the Prophet Muhammad draws heavily on the end of the song or canticle of
Zachariah from Luke 1:76-79. This song, also known as the Benedictus from its
opening word in Latin, is one of ten hymns from the Bible (not counting the
Psalms), which have long been incorporated into daily Christian worship services

in both the Orthodox and the Catholic tradition.82 Another of these canticles, the



Magnificat or song of Mary (Luke 1:46-55), has already been discussed in
relation to sura 3. The Benedictus follows directly after the Magnificat and is
closely related to it. Reflections of these important texts in the Qur’an seem to
indicate acquaintance with ritual performance among Eastern Christian
communities. The song of Zachariah praises the God of Israel and prophesies the
coming of a savior from the house of David, certainly a prediction of Jesus. In the
closing lines, Zachariah turns to the predicted prophet and addresses him as
follows:
76 And you, my child, will be called a prophet of the Most
High;
for you will go on before the Lord to prepare the way for him,
77 to give his people the knowledge of salvation
through the forgiveness of their sins,
78 because of the tender mercy of our God,
by which the rising sun will come to us from heaven
79 to shine on those living in darkness
and in the shadow of death,
to guide our feet into the path of peace.
Consider the echoes of this biblical passage in the following Qur anic verses:
People of the Book! Our messenger has come to you; he makes clear
for you much of the book that you have hidden, and he overlooks much
[of what you have done]. Now light has come to you from God, and a
clear book. (5:15)
By this, God guides those who follow His approval on the paths of
peace. He brings them out of darkness into light, with His permission,
and He guides them to a right way. (5:16)

The parallels here are strong. Both prophetic figures provide knowledge of
revelation—ijust as Jesus is “to give his people the knowledge of salvation,” so
Muhammad “makes clear for you much of the book that you have hidden.”

Likewise, the mercy of God, which Zachariah describes as a rising sun from
heaven “to shine on those living in darkness,” has its counterpart in the Qur anic
light that has come from God, by which he “brings them out of darkness into
light.” There is close agreement between the two texts in describing God’s
guidance to the path, or paths, of peace.

Yet the Qur 'an’s uncompromising insistence on monotheism requires a major
qualification of this passage from the New Testament:

Those who say that God is the Messiah, the son of Mary, are indeed

unbelievers. Say, “Who rules God in anything, if He wished to make

perish the Messiah, the son of Mary, and his mother, and all who are on

earth?” To God belongs the rule of the heavens and the earth, and what

is between them. He creates what He wishes, and God is powerful over

everything. (5:17)
This is a breathtakingly clear rejection of the doctrine of incarnation. The Qur an
takes very seriously the biblical texts that it invokes, and it preserves the honorary
title “Messiah” (masih) for Jesus. Nevertheless, by presenting Jesus and Mary as
ordinary mortals who eat food (5:75) and are subject to the divine will, it makes
very clear that the power of God is not compromised by anything. At the same
time, the Qur an shifts the principal prophetic role directly onto Muhammad.

In view of the lengthy and complicated debates with Jews and Christians in
sura 5, what can be concluded about the overall implications of this Qur’anic text
for interreligious relations? This question is not amenable to a simple answet,
which is an indication of its importance. There are, after all, strong
acknowledgments of religious pluralism alongside statements about conflict with
different religious groups, and these statements are not easily reconciled. The
confident proclamation of the completion and perfection of devotion in
submission (5:3), while not quite being an affirmation of religion in the modern
sense, still manages to convey firmly that alternative religious views are far from
perfect, and that outsiders are invited to join. Yet even though the majority of



Israelites are condemned for their failure to keep the covenant, the unnamed
Joshua and Caleb are praised for rightly inviting their community to salvation
(5:23), implicitly acknowledging the legitimacy of at least some of the People of
the Book. Likewise, while the Qur’an emphatically insists on rejecting the
doctrine of incarnation, Jesus’ proclamation of the Passover feast is said to be “for
the first of us and the last of us,” that is, for all generations. Does this not assume
that the community of Jesus will continue to coexist with the followers of
Muhammad? The fact that the food of the People of the Book is lawful for the

believers (5:5) assumes that both groups are acknowledged as legitimate.81

It is true that the believers are prohibited from taking Jews and Christians as
political allies (awliya’, 5:51; compare 60:1, 60:9). This exclusion is focused on
the contemporary political situation rather than personal friendship or affection,
which continues to be a possibility (5:82, 60:7). But such statements on historical
conflict must be taken along with other declarations that unmistakably propose a
vision of religious pluralism as part of God’s plan. It is at this point that ring
composition and central statements provide the key to understanding the
implications of the text. It will be recalled that Cuypers divided the sura into six
main sections (ABC / C'B'A"), in which the first two sections each contain two
sequences (A1, A2, B1, B2, C/C', B', A"). In most cases, each of the resulting
divisions contains subdivisions that are themselves concentrically arranged; there

are even rings within these rings.22 Frequently, broad statements of universal
significance can be observed, which are prominently located at the center of a
larger sequence or of a smaller sequence that serves as an opening or finale.
Several of these have already been singled out for discussion, which have
implications either for the relations between religious groups or for broad ethical
considerations:

5:3 The perfection and completion of devotion as submission to

God

5:23 The call to enter the gate of the holy land

5:32 The prohibition of murder
5:45 The law of retaliation and the possibility of atonement
5:114 Jesus’ proclamation of the Passover feast
5:117 Jesus’ confession of monotheistic faith
Only one of the major sections, the highly fraught call to the Christians to convert

(C', 5:72-86), appears to lack such a universal declaration, probably because of

the sharp tone of debate in this section.82

There are three remaining universal statements in sura 5 that call for further
explanation, due to their remarkable emphasis on the acceptance of religious
pluralism. The first of these occurs toward the end of section B2, in the last half
of a verse that begins by insisting on judgment by the scriptures. It continues,
“For everyone We have established a law, and a way. If God had wished, He
would have made you a single community, but this was so He might test you
regarding what He sent you. So strive to be first in good deeds” (5:48). This is a
remarkable statement of recognition that humanity does not form “a single
community” (umma wahida), and that different religious groups should meet on
the field of ethical behavior. It repeats the key phrase from the central verse of
sura 2, “strive to be first in good deeds” (2:148), underlying the way in which
ethics functions as the linchpin for both these suras.

Likewise, there is another passage that occurs at the center of a highly critical
address to the People of the Book (5:65-71), right at the finale of section C and
therefore at the pivot of the ring structure of the entire sura: “Those who believe,
and those who are Jewish, and the Sabians, and the Christians—whoever believes
in God and the last day, and does good—there is no fear upon them, nor do they
sorrow” (5:69). The central position of this verse indicates its priority over the
surrounding criticisms of the past failings of the monotheistic peoples. In
principle, any of them (even including the mysterious Sabians, possibly a
monotheistic baptizing sect) is still capable of gaining salvation by sincere belief
and good actions. Moreover, they are designated by a phrase of blessing (“there is
no fear upon them, nor do they sorrow”) used repeatedly, especially in the



Medinan period, for those who are guided by God or are his allies. Finally, in the
opening subsection of B', at the center of a lengthy passage (5:87-96) on legal
prescriptions and prohibitions, there is an extraordinary statement that
emphatically considers dietary infractions to be unimportant for those who
believe and do good: “There is no fault for those who believe and do good deeds,
regarding what they have eaten, as long as they are conscious of God, believe,
and do good deeds, then again are conscious of God and believe, then again are
conscious of God and are virtuous. For God loves those who are virtuous” (5:93).
Contrary to the expectations of the later development of Islamic law, this verse

repeatedly relegates dietary rules to a secondary position of much less

significance than faith and ethical behavior.2%

These three universal passages on religion and ethics are in tension with the
more specific observations found in surrounding sections of this sura. They stand
in sublime contrast with the criticisms of Jews and Christians, who elsewhere are
accused of failing to adhere to their covenant and of concealing portions of their
scriptures. The majority of the People of the Book are condemned for their
shortcomings and urged to join the new dispensation. Yet there is a nuance that is
allowed by admitting exceptions, even when it is grudgingly admitted that there
may be a moderate group among them that would constitute a saved remnant
(5:66). This observation is in harmony with the calm declaration that religious
pluralism is a fact of human existence; this is a theological position that appears
in the late articulation of the Qur’'an and is attested in several late Meccan
passages (11:118, 16:93, 42:8), as well as in this Medinan context. Some Muslim
commentators have struggled with these passages, given the preponderant feeling
that conversion to Islam should be a condition for salvation—frequently it is said
that only those Jews and Christians who lived before the time of Muhammad had
the possibility of salvation. Still, some Muslim thinkers have indeed accepted the
straightforward meaning of these texts, that non-Muslims may achieve

salvation.82 If the principles of ring composition are accepted as relevant in this

case, the meaning of these passages would be sought in the structure of the

Qur anic text itself rather than by seeking to eliminate their apparent
inconsistency with other verses by the device of abrogation. From this
perspective, the Qur’an patently affirms the general principle that ethics and faith
are the most important criteria for all humanity, regardless of religious allegiance.
At the same time, in other places it insists on rejecting theological and moral
errors, and it urgently calls on believers to come to the defense of their
community when it is under attack. The structural centrality of the universal
proclamations suggests, however, that “they seem to be principles by which all

the more circumstantial verses around them are to be interpreted.”8® This creative
tension between the universal and the particular or historical is characteristic of
the Qur’an’s approach to major issues, and it should not be ignored by
Interpreters.



Conclusion
Toward a Literary Reading of the Qur an

This book began by raising the question of how non-Muslims should read the
Qur’an, followed by an account of the obstacles that make it difficult for non-
Muslims to read the Qur’an at all. Most of these impediments arise from a nearly
complete lack of acquaintance with the text itself, except via media-inflated
claims of the contemporary relation between religion and violence. There are
other cultural barriers, such as the notion that one can evaluate religious beliefs by
a quick look at a text that is assumed to have only one simple meaning, or the idea
that everything that people do is determined by a religious scripture from
hundreds of years ago. It is also a difficulty if readers assume that the Qur'an is a
foreign text that has no relation to anything familiar. Plus there is the problem that
the official arrangement of the Qur’an puts the latest portions of it at the front,
making it all but impossible for newcomers to read the text by following the
standard sequence.

As a way around these obstacles, I have proposed to read the Qur'an in a
literary and historical fashion, which means treating it as a text that can be
understood through its style and structure, its reference to earlier literary
productions, and its historical context, including its initial audience. This also
means shifting the Qur’an out of the framework of theological authority, leaving
aside for the moment the question of its status as a divine communication. The
chronological approach to understanding the unfolding of the Qur’an offers
instead an opportunity to grasp the way that it was received by its first listeners,
as a fresh oral composition. In this way, modern readers can see how the Qur’an
builds up a vocabulary and repertoire of themes and styles in dialogical

communication with its audience. As a result, it becomes possible to grasp the
development of the Qur an over time, the literary structure and organization of the
sura as a literary unit, and the intertextual approach of the Qur an in its
engagement with biblical and other early sources, with cautious use of external
historical sources to provide a context for the explanation of particular sections of
the Qur an.

The reading of the Qur’an that has been carried out over the course of the book
has followed the chronological sequence that Theodor Noldeke initially proposed
150 years ago and which has been developed further in modern scholarship. The
division of the delivery of the Qur’an into three Meccan periods (early, middle,
and later) followed by the Medinan period presents a plausible case for the
stylistic changes that took place in the formation of the text during the course of
the prophetic career of the Prophet Muhammad. The sequential reading of the text
reveals a fascinating story that is rich in implications for both religious studies
and the literary history of a shared civilization (far surpassing Carlyle’s dismal
prediction that “it perhaps would not be so bad”!). It reveals the development of
the Qur an through liturgies of worship, which are revised in dialogue with its
listeners, as it takes on the character of a canonical text. This chronological
approach differs from the typical subject-oriented presentation of the Qur’an,
which assumes a uniform content of the text in its canonical form and accepts
later established interpretations of authoritative edicts as the norm. This literary
perspective, particularly through rhetorical devices such as ring composition,
permits the reader to understand different emphases within the text of the Qur’'an
as tensions that are mediated by its internal structure; it is no longer necessary to
treat them as mere inconsistencies that need to be ironed out by a device such as
the doctrine of abrogation. I hope that this book provides the tools that readers
can use to continue reading the Qur’an on their own, as an enterprise that
resonates with the humanistic study of religion and culture in other contexts.

Nevertheless, there are a number of questions raised by this book that call for
further consideration. Some of these questions are methodological. One obvious



question about the approach to the Qur’an proposed here is why the chronology
proposed by modern European scholars should be considered more accurate than
the sequence of suras that is accepted in traditional Muslim scholarship, or why
ring composition should be considered in the Qur’an if it is not a major emphasis
of traditional commentaries. In response, it is important to point out the very
different kinds of questions that have been raised in these two enterprises.
Traditional Qur anic scholarship by its very nature is conservative, enshrining the
views of authoritative figures and also drawing upon elaborate interpretive
strategies that have been developed over many centuries. Modernist Muslim
scholarship has introduced new approaches, such as “scientific” interpretation,
which seeks to confirm the Qur anic revelation by finding in it anticipations of
modern scientific discoveries. While it is novel, this form of inquiry still aims to
reinforce the authority of the text as the source of knowledge of God and his
commandments. European scholarship introduced critical literary and historical
approaches that raised a different set of questions, revolving around meaning,
structure, and style, following the methods of classical Greek and Latin
scholarship, Romantic approaches to literature, and the modern historical-critical
study of the Bible. It is true that the work of European scholars has at times been
marred by a condescending Orientalism, the assumption that the Qur’an is an
inferior work that is foreign to the West, and by the conviction that only outsiders
have the ability to understand this text correctly. The recent proliferation of
bizarre conspiracy theories about the Qur’an has not helped the situation. There
1s, nevertheless, a noticeable convergence between modern Muslim and European
approaches to the sura as a literary unit. All in all, the post-Orientalist approach to
the Qur an, which sees it as a significant part of humanity’s global heritage, has
much to offer. While the chronological reading takes the text apart, the rhetorical
interpretation of structure puts it together again as a meaningful whole. This is not
to say that Noldeke’s chronology is an unchallengeable fact. Rather, it is an
example of an investigative procedure that proposes to try out hypotheses that can
be tested and argued on the basis of comparison and theory. It can be best judged

by the results emerging from analyses like the ones attempted in this book; if
alternative proposals can provide more compelling conclusions, so much the
better.

Another question concerns the relationship of the Qur’an to earlier scriptures. If
this intertextuality is so important, why is it that Muslim scholars have typically
1ignored these biblical sources? The early Muslim tradition was actually much
more receptive to exegetical material of pre-Islamic Near Eastern origin, which
was collectively known as the Isra’iliyyat. Certain Qur anic commentaries, such
as that of al-Wahidi (d. 1075), incorporated considerable amounts of this material
into their explanations, although much of it was taken from legendary and
inconsistent sources with an emphasis on popular narrative rather than direct
reference to scriptural texts. This material has fallen out of favor, and much of
later Muslim tradition regards biblical texts as suspicious and liable to

u:n:u'ru]j_:-tin::rn.l So it is the rare Qur'anic commentator, such as Burhan al-Din al-
Biga’i in the fifteenth century, who has made much of an effort to study biblical

texts as a way of understanding the Qur’an.? Ultimately speaking, it was a
theological decision by Muslim scholars to ignore biblical texts; asserting that
these scriptures had become corrupted provided a blanket excuse not to have to be
familiar with them. Later on, when European Orientalists described the Qur'an’s
relation to the Bible pejoratively in terms of borrowing and plagiarism, their
observations were hardly viewed with favor in Muslim circles.

If, however, there is good reason to see numerous engagements with biblical
material in the Qur an, without prejudice regarding issues of theological priority,
why should readers ignore such opportunities for enriching their understanding of
the text and how it operates? Defensiveness is not an effective way for Muslim
scholars to respond to these comparisons, but external critics need to drop inane
arguments about biblical “influence” on the Qur’an. The trite category of
“influence” does not really contribute anything useful to our understanding, in

any case.2 A good argument can be made for the history of all scripture as the



successive rewriting of earlier sacred writings. As Michel Cuypers remarks,
“From Genesis to Revelation, the Bible can be read as a series of repetitions and

re-readings of earlier writings.”* Among these revisions, Deuteronomy (“the
second law” ascribed to Moses) is a major example, as is the recapitulation of
prophecy in Deutero-Isaiah, a separate prophet who is considered literally a
second Isaiah. And of course the New Testament embodies a complete rereading
of the Old Testament. So there is nothing remarkable in seeing this phenomenon
of rewriting earlier scripture in the Qur an.

Essentially, these methodological questions concern the appropriateness of
modern scholarly analysis that does not replicate the conclusions of religious
tradition. The reality is that there is always a gap between outside academic study
and particular internal orthodoxies. The growth of knowledge through the vast
comparative enterprises of modern scholarship makes it possible to produce new
interpretations that are appropriate for today. It is interesting that Muslim scholars
like Qutb and Islahi in the twentieth century for the first time began to discuss the
sura as a literary unit and the relationships between suras. The emergence of such
new interpretations in modern times should be a cause for celebration rather than
anxiety. Indeed, while the chronological assumptions based upon the prophetic
biography may still be debatable for purely historical reasons, it seems to me that
no responsible reader of the Qur’an can afford to ignore the implications of ring
structure and intertextual allusion. These approaches offer us the best chance of
understanding how the Qur an was perceived by its first audience.

Another set of questions emerges relating to the historical implications of this
book’s analysis. Who, indeed, are the various audiences presupposed by the text
of the Qur'an? The issue of their religious definition is far from simple, and even
in the case of the “pagans” of Mecca, it seems clear that they knew a great deal
more about prophecy and revelation than has often been supposed. Another key
question relates to the identity of the people who are addressed in the Medinan
suras as the believers. As already indicated, there is good reason to think that this
community of believers may well have included Jews and Christians, along with

former pagan Arabs. While it is undeniable that a distinct Islamic religious
identity emerged later, the prospect that the Qur an in part addressed sympathetic
listeners from different religious backgrounds is intriguing, to say the least.
Another issue of historical audience relates to the identities concealed behind
the designation “People of the Book.” A study of the Medinan suras yields
information that is at some variance with the biographical tradition on the life of
Muhammad. While the biographies inform us in considerable detail about the
conflicts between Muhammad and the Jewish tribes of Medina, the names of
these tribes are conspicuously absent from the Qur’an, and it is not easy to see
how their story fits into the Qur’an without making fairly large assumptions.
Christians, on the other hand, do not appear to be present in Medina, according to
biographical accounts, though they are said to have lived in the north Arabian
town of Tabuk after 630 CE. But overwhelming evidence from the Medinan suras
(particularly 3, 4, and 5) indicates that Christians were often more important as
interlocutors than Jews. It is particularly striking that the Qur’'an demonstrates
detailed acquaintance with the ritual performance of Christian worship service, in
the form of the Magnificat and Benedictus biblical songs that are quoted and
revised in suras 3 and 5. The gap between the Qur’an and the biographical
tradition thus poses a problem that cannot be easily solved here. Perhaps the
biographical tradition has for some reason failed to mention the presence of
Christians in Medina, or else the composition of the Medinan suras underwent a

longer process of revision than is commonly thought.2 Alternatively, it is possible
that we are dealing with Jewish Christians (Christians who adhere to Jewish law),
or some other monotheistic group that does not fit neatly with current textbook
definitions of religion. In any case, the complexity of these issues should be a
warning against imposing current religious identities backward in time upon the
text of the Qur’'an, which seems to illustrate a more fluid situation than we are
accustomed to today.

Finally, while I have attempted to exclude theology from the analytical
perspective, it remains in the background as an unavoidable presence. That is,



there are many religious people, of different allegiances, for whom reading the
Qur’an can have theological consequences. What are the religious implications
for them of a literary and historical reading of the text?

First of all, there is a possibility of an affirmative reading of the Qur’an by
members of other religious faiths. Cuypers, who is after all a member of a
Catholic religious order, employs a partly theological perspective, proposing to
use the tools of rhetorical analysis while at the same time investigating the
intertextual connections of the Qur an to biblical literature. He says of his
scholarly approach that “it suppresses nothing of the sacred nature of the text
itself,” and in his conclusion, he remarks that his work “is in no way an enemy of

Qur’anic faith, but rather, purifying it, raising it to the level of universal ethics.”®
This may strike some as a bold approach, or even foolhardy, insofar as it seems to
offer a “Christian” reading of the Qur’anic text that in a certain sense claims to
improve upon traditional Muslim interpretations. Muslims are all too familiar
with condescending Christian missionaries who propose to tell them what the
Qur’an should actually mean. While it is always important to draw attention to the
pre-commitments of scholars in the study of religion, at the same time one should
be wary of dismissing Cuypers’s contribution as one more Orientalist attempt to
remake Islam in a Christian image. He received a Book of the Year award from
the Iranian Ministry of Culture, in honor of The Banquet. Perhaps his most
provocative suggestion is that intertextuality between the Qur’an and the Bible
really goes both ways; in other words, “the more recent text can also shed light on

the originality of the source-text.”” So whether one likes it or not, it seems that
one must take seriously the phenomenon of a theological reading of the Qur’'an by

non-Muslims.2 And if one accepts the notion of the intertextuality of the Qur’an
and the Bible, this means that Christians and Jews cannot afford to ignore the
Qur an as irrelevant.

Second, Muslims will continue to face the problem of how to respond to
interpretation of the Qur’an by outsiders. For a long time, it has been fairly easy

for Muslim authorities to dismiss the writings of Orientalists on the Qur’an as part
of a colonial conspiracy aimed at undermining Islam. But despite all the
criticisms that may be made regarding the limitations of Orientalist scholarship,
there is so much serious and honest scholarship on the Qur'an being produced by
non-Muslims that it would be absurd and paranoid to dismiss it altogether as a
flawed enterprise. In the world of scholarship, honest arguments deserve honest
responses. As “Ali ibn Abi Talib advised, “Don’t consider who it is who speaks,
but consider what they say.” Although the tradition of Muslim scholarship will
undoubtedly continue to be a major resource for authoritative interpretation, it
must be recognized that Muslim readers of the Qur an are also very interested in
contemporary approaches that do not rely on medieval sources. This is as true of
the fundamentalist Qur an interpretations of ‘Allama Mawdudi and Sayyid Qutb
as it is for the popular liberal readings of the Qur’an offered by the Syrian

engineer Muhammad Shahrur.2 And some modernist Muslim thinkers, such as the
[ranian reformist politician (and first prime minister of the Islamic Republic of
Iran) Mahdi Bazargan, have seriously tackled European chronological
interpretations of the Qur’an in the attempt to understand the unfolding of the text

over time.12 It is also remarkable to see that empirical survey research has
demonstrated that most readers of the Qur an, whether in Arabic or English
translation, understand Qur anic verses on women'’s inheritance and gender
equality quite differently from the readings found in traditional Muslim legal

scholarship.ll So there are evidently reasons for Muslim readers of the Qur’an to
look for fresh perspectives that offer alternatives to entrenched authorities. If
Muslim readers acknowledge the intertextuality of the Qur’an and the Bible, they
too cannot afford to dismiss biblical texts without having given them a serious
reading.12

In the end, reading the Qur’an from a literary and historical perspective is a
humanistic exploration of the text that treats it like any other writing. This may be
a cause of discomfort for Muslims who wish to regard the Qur’an as the eternal



word of God, and therefore as an incomparable text that cannot be placed
alongside any other book. But there needs to be a way for non-Muslims to read
the Qur’an in a fair-minded way without being required to either accept or reject
its authority as a divine message. The appearance of the Qur’an in a historical
situation, using language and literary forms that were intelligible to its audience,
is sufficient reason to approach it using the tools of scholarship. The payoff of this
approach is that it promises to allow us to understand a particular voice in the
Qur’an that may have been obscured by layers of tendentious readings.
Interpreters, whether defensive or hostile, have either enshrined particular Islamic
institutions with authority or extrapolated descriptions of historical conflict into
eternal antagonisms. But if the readings offered in this book are valid, it means
we need to recognize the significance of the broad statements on the fact of
religious pluralism, which, as we have seen, literally hold central places in the
final Medinan suras of the Qur'an. Remarkably, it is difficult to think of many
analogies for these proclamations in the biblical texts to which the Qur'an so
often refers. After all, the aim of the humanistic study of religious texts, as
proposed here, is to increase communication between people of different
backgrounds. If, as a result, people of different faiths could better understand the
notion of meeting together on the field of ethics, that would be a good outcome.

Appendix A
Reading the Structure of the Meccan Suras

The following notes are designed to provide readers of the Qur’an with access to
a chronological reading of the Meccan suras using the tools of literary analysis,
from a precanonical and pre-exegetical perspective. This is a brief summary of
the extensive and meticulous analysis provided by Angelika Neuwirth in Studien
zur Komposition der mekkanischen Suren (most of which is available online at
books.google.com). Readers interested in the details and justifications for these
readings should consult that path-breaking work. Meccan suras are grouped
below into three periods (early, middle, and late) and are listed by the canonical
numerical order within each of those divisions. No attempt has been made to
perform the same summation for the Medinan suras, since scholarly research has
not yet advanced to that point.
The notations given below describe the structure of each sura according to
Neuwirth’s literary analysis. The first line of each entry provides the following
information:
* The number and the Arabic name of each sura are given in bold.
* An outline of the sura is provided in parentheses, broken down
into sections indicated by Roman numerals (except for very short
suras lacking strong section divisions).
* The Roman numeral for each section is followed by a comma
and then by the verses that are included within that section,
numbered according to the Egyptian edition of the Qur an.
» Sections are marked off by a semicolon.

Thus, sura 51 is listed as follows:



51. al-Dhariyyat (I, 1-23; 11, 24-46; 111, 47-60)
This means that, in the canonical text of the Qur an as we have it, sura 51 is
divided into three sections, in which section I consists of the verses numbered 1—
23 (that is, 51:1-23), section II consists of verses 24—46 (51:24-46), and section
[IT contains verses 47-60 (51:47-60). In some short suras where there is not a
strong division into sections, just the number of verses is indicated, occasionally
broken down less formally by verse groups connected by a plus sign; for example,
the eight verses of sura 99 may be divided into informal clusters marked 3 + 2 +
3.

Each sura may contain two additional lines of information, “Notes” and
“Structure.” “Notes” are provided for suras where special features may be

observed, including later additions, different verse divisions ! different verse
order, textual emendations, repeated refrains, reference to other Qur’anic
passages, and chiasmus or symmetrical composition. The “Structure” notation
suggests, for every sura except for the very simplest ones, the probable earliest
subdivisions of the sura. Sections in this way are further broken down by style
and meaning into constituent units, to permit an easier reading of the complex
changes of subject that may be found within a single section. The proposed
structure is shown by the total number of verses in each subsection, which helps
to clarify symmeirical features of the organization of each sura. For sura 51, we
have the following:

Structure: 9+ 14, 14 +9, 7 + 7
This means that the 23 verses of section I are divided further into 9 + 14 verses,
the 23 verses of section II are divided into 14 + 9 verses, and the 14 verses of
section III are divided into 7 + 7 verses. From this breakdown, one can see that
sections I and II mirror each other (9 + 14, 14 + 9), while section III consists of
two equal parts. The prevalence of this kind of proportionality throughout the
Qur’an is worth considering as part of its structural composition.

Readers may use this guide as a way to examine the internal structural unity
and composition of the Meccan suras. One can begin by reading a series of early

Meccan suras, preferably in more than one translation. Typically, the beginning
and ending sections of tripartite suras consist of an affirmation of revelation, a
debate, or a hymn of divine praise, at times combined with another motif. The
suras often demonstrate a ring structure, in which the first and last sections are
related not only in terms of their major themes but also by vocabulary and
formulas. Central sections of the middle and later Meccan suras often feature
extensive narratives.

Readers will find it helpful to outline suras by major section divisions and
subsections containing shifts of topic; this can be done by comparing the
proposed verse divisions in the “Structure” section of the notes with the actual
verses in the accepted canonical text. It is especially interesting to consider cases
where verses have been inserted later on, or where a different verse division may
have previously existed. In such cases, the total number of verses proposed as the
original structure of a sura will differ from the verse numbering of the standard
Egyptian edition. Comparing the reconstructed earlier version with the accepted
text of a sura permits the reader to develop a better understanding of the way the
Qur anic text developed over time. As an example, several verses from sura 53
have been identified as later insertions (53:23, 26-32). One can then try reading
this sura without those verses, to see how it makes sense with a proposed original
structure divided into three symmetrical groups of 24, 24, and 6 verses. Then one
can consider what difference it makes to read the sura with the later insertions,
and how that might have addressed a different audience.

If one then proceeds to read the middle and later Meccan suras in sequence,
one can build up a sense of the developing conceptual apparatus, key topics, and
essential terminology of these Qur anic texts. By examining the textual notes,
particularly those relating to later insertions in the text, one can also grasp the
ongoing development and revision of the text in dialogue with its audiences.
Early Meccan Suras

1. al-Fatiha (1-7)
51. al-Dhariyyat (I, 1-23; I, 24-46; 111, 47-60)



Structure: 9+ 14, 14 +9, 7+ 7

52. al-Tur (I, 1-8; I, 9-28; 111, 29-47; 1V, 48-49)

Notes: Counting as two verses 52:43 (after allah, “God”)
Structure: 8, 20, 20, 2

53. al-Najm (I, 1-32; 11, 33-56; I1I, 57-62)

Notes: Not counting 53:23, 53:26-32, later insertions
Structure: 24, 24, 6

55. al-Rahman (I, 1-13; II, 14-36; III, 37-78)

Notes: 55:8-9, 55:33, possible later insertions (Noldeke)
Structure (not counting 31 repetitions of refrain): 12, 14, 21 +
1

56. al-Wagqi‘a (I, 1-56; I, 57-74; 111, 75-96)

Notes: Not counting 56:8 and 56:9, as duplicates of 56:27 and
56:41; counting as two verses 56:10 (after wal-sabiqun, “and
the forerunners”), 56:27 (after al-yamin, “of the right”), 56:41
(after al-shimal, “of the left”); 56:25-26 probably go after
56:40

Structure: 7+ 16 + 17+ 17,18, 21 + 1

68. al-Qalam (I, 1-16; II, 17-34; III, 35-52)

Structure: 16, 18, 18

69. al-Haqqa (I, 1-12; I1, 13-37; III, 38-52)

Notes: Counting as two verses 69:7 (after thamaniya,
“eight”), 69:17 (after arja’iha, “around it”), 69:19 (after bi-
yaminihi, “in his right (hand)”), 69:25 (after bi-shimalihi, “in
his left (hand)”)

Structure: 13, 7+ 7+ 14, 14 + 1

70. al-Ma‘“arij (I, 1-7; II, 8-35; 111, 36-44)

Notes: Not counting 70:4, a later addition

Structure: 6, 7+7+7+7,9

73. al-Muzammil (I, 1-9; II, 10-18; III, 19-20)

Structure: 9, 9, 2
74. al-Mudaththir (I, 1-10; II, 11-48; III, 49-56)

Notes: Not counting 74:31, a Medinan addition; 74:39 and

74:56, later additions
Structure: 10, 36, 7

75. al-Qiyama (I, 1-6; II, 7-25; III, 26-35; 1V, 36-40)

Notes: Counting 75:11-12 as a single verse
Structure: 6,6 +6+6,5+5, 5

77. al-Mursalat (I, 1-15; II, 16-45; 11, 46-60)
Notes: Refrain repeated 9 times after 77:15
Structure: 15, 14 + 17,5

78. al-Naba’ (I, 1-16; II, 17-40)

Structure: 16, 24

79. al-Nazi‘at (I, 1-14; 11, 15-33; III, 34-46)
Notes: Not counting 79:33, a duplication of 80:32
Structure: 5+9,6 +6+6,9+5

80. “‘Abasa (I, 1-16; II, 17-32; III, 33-42)
Structure: 16, 16, 10

81. al-Takwir (I, 1-14; II, 15-29)

Notes: Not counting 81:29, a later addition
Structure: 14, 14

82. al-Infitar (I, 1-8; II, 9-19)

Notes: 82:13 = 83:22; 82:14 quotes 83:7 and 83:16
Structure: 8, 11

83. al-Mutaffifin (I, 1-6; II, 7-28; 111, 29-36)
Structure: 6, 11 + 11, 8

84. al-Inshiqaq (I, 1-15; II, 16-25)

Notes: Not counting 84:25, a later addition
Structure: 6+ 9, 9

85. al-Buruj (1-6, 7-11, 12-16, 17-22)



Notes: 85:7-11 are longer and interrupt a harmonious
composition, a likely later addition

Structure: 6, 5, 5, 6 (minus later additions, reconstructed as 3,
4,4, 4,2)

86. al-Tariq (1-4, 4-10, 11-17)

Structure: 4, 6, 6

87. al-A‘la (I, 1-8; II, 9-15; 111, 16-19)

Notes: Chiasmus within section II (67:10 and 15, 87:11 and
14); references to sura 96

Structure: 7, 7, 4

88. al-Ghashiya (I, 1-16; II, 17-20; I11, 21-26)

Structure: 6+ 9, 4, 6

89. al-Fajr (I, 1-5; 11, 6-20; III, 21-30)

Notes: Not counting 89:15-16, 89:23-24, and 89:27-30, later
additions

Structure: Minus later additions, reconstructed as 5, 9, 4, 4
90. al-Balad (1-4, 5-10, 11-16, 17-20)

Structure: 4, 6, 6, 4

91. al-Shams (I, 1-10; II, 11-15)

Structure: 10, 5

92. al-Layl (I, 1-13; II, 14-21)

Structure: 13, 8

93. al-Duha (1-11)

94. A-lam nashrah (1-8)

Structure: 4, 4

95. al-Tin (1-8)

Notes: Not counting 95:6, a later insertion

96. al-‘Alaq (1-5, 6-8, 9-18, 19)

97. al-Qadr (1-5)

Notes: Similarity to 44:1-7 (middle Meccan) suggests later

composition
99. al-Zilzal/al-Zalzala (3 + 2 + 3)
100. al-‘Adiyat (5 + 3 + 3)
101. al-Qari‘a (3 +2 +4 + 2)
102. al-Takathur (2 + 2 + 2 + 2)
103. al-‘Asr (1-3)
Notes: 103:3 a later addition
104. al-Humaza (4 + 1 + 4)
Notes: Syntax calls for 104:3 to begin with an interrogative
particle (a) as an emendation, making it into a question
105. al-Fil (1 +3 + 1)
106. Quraysh (2 + 2)
107. al-Ma‘un (1-7)
Notes: Counting 107:6-7 as a single verse
Structure: 3 + 3
108. al-Kawthar (1-3)
109. al-Kafirun (1-6)
111. al-Lahab/al-Masad (2 + 3)
112. al-Ikhlas (1-4)
113. al-Falaq (1-5)
114. al-Nas (1-6)

Middle Meccan Suras

15. al-Hijr (I, 1-48; I, 49-84; 111, 85-99)

Notes: Emend 15:90 as wa-ma anzalna, “and We did not send
down,” instead of ka-ma anzalna, “as We sent down.”
Structure: 3 + 12 + 10 + 23, 36, 15

17. Bani Isra’il/al-Isra’ (I, 1-21; II, 22-81; III, 82-111)
Structure: 1 + 20, 18 + 21 + 21, 30

18. al-Kahf (I, 1-8; 11, 9-102; 111, 103-10)



Notes: Counting as two verses 18:28 (after dunya, “world”)
and 18:77 (after ahlaha, “its people”)

Structure: 8, 24 + 28 + 24 + 20, 8

19. Maryam (I, 1-65; II, 66-98)

Notes: Not counting letter verse 19:1; counting as two verses
19:75 (after maddan, “lifespan”), and counting 19:88-89 and
19:91-92 as each a single verse

Structure: 14 + 25+ 25,9 + 21

20. Ta Ha (I, 1-8; II, 9-99; I1I, 100-135)

Notes: Not counting letter verse 20:1; counting 20:78-79 and
20:92-93 as one verse and 20:86 as two verses (after asifan,
“saddened”)

Structure: 7 + 90 + 36

21. al-Anbiya’ (I, 1-47; 11, 48-96; III, 97-112)

Notes: Counting as two verses 21:28 (after yashfa ‘una,
“[they] intercede™), and 21:66-67 as a single verse

Structure: 30 + 18, 24 + 16, 16

23. al-Muw’minun (I, 1-11; II, 12-77; III, 78-118)

Notes: Counting as two verses 23:109 (after yaquluna, “[they]
say”)

Structure: 11, 11 + 31 + 24, 42

25. al-Furgan (I, 1-34; 11, 35-60; 111, 61-77)

Notes: Not counting 25:51-52, later additions in the midst of
creation hymn, or 25:70, a later doublet of 25:71; 25:60 goes
after 25:55.

Structure: 2 + 8 + 24, 10 + 14, 16

26. al-Shu‘ara’ (I, 1-9; II, 10-191; III, 192-227)

Notes: Not counting letter verse 26:1; counting as two verses
26:49 (after ya‘maluna, “you will know”); refrain repeated 7
times

Structure: 8,60 + 36 + 18 + 18 + 19 + 16 + 16, 18 + 18
27. al-Naml (I, 1-6; II, 7-58; 111, 59-93)

Structure: 6,8 +2 +30+9, 21 + 14

36. Ya Sin (I, 1-12; II, 13-68; I1I, 69-83)

Notes: Not counting letter verse 36:1; 36:5 is a late insertion
in a passage on sending prophets; 36:46 goes after 36:30.
Structure: 10,21 + 14+ 7+ 14,8 +7

37. al-Saffat (I, 1-74; 11, 75-148; 111, 149-82)

Notes: 37:82 goes after 37:77; 37:112—13 are late additions;
37:178-79 are doublets of 37:174-75

Structure: 10 + 64,8 +16 + 13 +9+ 10 + 6 + 10, 32

38. al-Ahzab/al-Sad (I, 1-11; II, 12-64; III, 65-88)
Notes: 38:27-29 go after 38:64

Structure: 2+9,5+10+ 20+ 15,5+ 21

43. al-Zukhruf (I, 1-25; II, 26-65; III, 66-89)

Notes: Not counting letter verse 43:1

Structure: 3 + 21, 20 + 20, 18 + 6

44. al-Dukhan (I, 1-8; II, 9-33; III, 34-59)

Notes: Not counting letter verse 44:1

Structure: 7,8 + 17,5+ 20

50. Qaf (I, 1-5; II, 6-35; 111, 36-45)

Structure: 5,9 + 21, 10

54. al-Qamar (I, 1-8; 11, 9-42; 111, 43-55)

Notes: Counting as two verses 54:9 (after Nuh, “Noah”)
Structure: 8, 10+5+10+8 + 2, 13

67. al-Mulk (I, 1-4; II, 5-22; 111, 23-29)

Notes: 67:29 and 67:30 should be transposed

Structure: 4, 8 + 10, 8

71. Nuh (I, 1-4; II, 5-20; III, 21-28)

Structure: 4, 16, 8



72. al-Jinn (I, 1-3; 11, 4-19; I1I, 20-28) they equal”); 16:106-28 are Medinan additions

Structure: 3, 16, 9 Structure: 16 + 24, 20 + 28,8 + 8

76. al-Dahr/al-Insan (I, 1-3; II, 4-22; III, 23-31) 28. al-Qasas (I, 1-42; 11, 43-84; 111, 85-88)

Notes: Counting 76:12-13 as a single verse Structure: 3, 18, 9 Notes: Not counting letter verse 28:1; counting as two verses

Later Meccan Suras 28:23 (after yasquna, “watering”)
6. al-An‘am (I, 1-73; II, 74-153; III, 154-65) Structure: 28 + 14, 14 + 14 + 14, 4

Notes: Counting 6:66—-67 as a single verse
Structure: 3 + 42 + 27,17 + 27 + 18 + 18, 12

7. al-A‘raf (I, 1-58; II, 59-174; 111, 175-206)

Notes: Not counting letter verse 7:1; counting 7:14-15 as a
single verse

Structure: 8 + 24 + 24, 44 + 54 + 18, 12 + 20

10. Yunus (I, 1-60; II, 61-93; 111, 94-109)

Notes: Counting 10:63—-64 as a single verse

Structure: 6 + 18 + 12 + 24,9 + 23, 16

11. Hud (I, 1-24; 11, 25-108; 111, 109-23)

Structure: 4 + 20, 84, 15

12. Yusuf (I, 1-3; I, 4-102; III, 103-11)

Structure: 3, 54 + 45, 9

13. al-Ra‘d (I, 1-4; 11, 5-29; 111, 30-43)

Notes: Counting as two verses 13:5 (after khalqin jadidin, “a
new creation”), 13:16 (after nur, “light™), 13:18 (after hisab,
“reckoning”)

Structure: 4, 12 + 16, 14

14. Ibrahim (I, 1-4; II, 5-41; 111, 42-52)

Notes: Counting 14:19-20 as a single verse; counting as two
verses 14:44 (after ‘adhab, “punishment”)

Structure: 4, 13+ 5+ 18, 12

16. al-Nahl (I, 1-42; 11, 43-89; 111, 90-128)

Notes: Counting as two verses 16:75 (after yastawuna, “are

29. al-‘Ankabut (I, 1-13; 11, 14-43; 111, 44-69)

Notes: Not counting letter verse 29:1; counting as two verses
29:65 (after al-din, “religion/service”)

Structure: 12, 30, 16 + 11

30. al-Rum (I, 1-29; I, 30-51; III, 52-60)

Notes: Not counting letter verse 30:1; counting as a single
verse 30:48-49

Structure: 5+ 12+ 11,13 +8, 9

31. Lugman (I, 1-11; IT, 12-19; III, 20-34)

Notes: Not counting letter verse 31:1; counting as two verses
31:32 (after al-din, “religion/service”)

Structure: 4 + 6, 8,8 + 8

32. al-Sajda (I, 1-9; II, 10-22; III, 23-30)

Notes: Not counting letter verse 32:1

Structure: 2 + 6, 13, 8

34. al-Saba’ (I, 1-9; 11, 10-27; 111, 28-54)

Structure: 9, 18, 18 + 9

35. Fatir/al-Mala’ika (I, 1-2; II, 3-30; III, 31-45)

Notes: Counting as one verse 35:16-17, 35:19-21, 35:22-23
Structure: 2,6 +6+8+4,8+8

39. al-Zumar (I, 1-22; II, 23-40; 111, 41-75)

Notes: Counting as one verse 39:14-15

Structure: 7 + 14, 18, 21 + 14

40. al-Mu’min/Ghafir (I, 1-22; II, 23-76; 111, 77-85)



Structure: 3+ 18,30+ 3+ 21,9

41. Ha Mim/Fussilat (I, 1-8; II, 9-40; III, 41-54)
Notes: Not counting letter verse 41:1

Structure: 7, 32, 14

42, al-Shura (I, 1-8; 11, 9-47; 111, 48-53)

Notes: Not counting letter verses 42:1-2; counting as two
verses 42:15 (after kitab, “book”)

Structure: 6,8 + 8+ 12+ 12,6

45. al-Jathiya (I, 1-11; II, 12-35; III, 36-37)
Notes: Not counting letter verse 45:1

Structure: 5 + 5, 24, 2

46. al-Ahgaf (I, 1-14; 11, 15-28; III, 29-35)
Notes: Not counting letter verse 46:1

Structure: 2 + 11,6 + 8, 7

Appendix B
Ring Structure in Sura 2 and Sura 5

Sura 2

The chart below outlines the symmetrical or ring composition of sura 2, “The Cow,” as proposed by
Raymond Farrin, “Surat al-Bagara: A Structural Analysis,” Muslim World 100, no. 1 (2010): 17-32. For a
discussion of ring composition, see chapter 4. Parallel passages are indented equally on the page. Principal
sections and subsections of the sura (including internal rings and latches, or emphatic second endings) are
indicated in bold, symmetrical correspondences between parallel sections are marked in italics, and the
central lines of ring sections are underlined; verse numbering follows the standard Egyptian edition of the
Qur an. Subdivisions of some longer verses are occasionally indicated by decimal points (for example, 286.5
is halfway through verse 286, and 286.9 is toward the end).
« A, 1-20. Faith vs. unbelief
» A.l. Internal ring on belief
« 1-2 Qur an’s guidance
» 3—4 Those who believe
» 5 They follow guidance

+ A.2 Internal ring on unbelief
» 67 God has made unbelievers unperceptive
» 8-14 Hypocrites pretend to believe
» 15-20 Unbelievers are like the deaf and blind
« B. 21-39. God’s creation and knowledge
» 21-24 Worship the Lord, challenge to produce sura, beware the Fire

« 25-26.5 Gardens of paradise, presence of spouses
« 26.5-29 How can unbelievers reject faith in the Creator?

« 30-38 Adam and wife expelled, repent, do not grieve
» 39 Unbelievers will be in the Fire
« C. 40-103. Moses delivers law to Children of Israel
« 40-46 Belief and good deeds
« 47-66 Calf
« 6782 Cow
« 83-96 Calf
« 97-103 Most Israelites do not believe (a small internal ring):



test for believers

« 97 Prophet confirms Scriptures
» 14446 Prophet, turn towards the Sacred Mosque

» 98 God opposed to those who reject faith
« 14748 Multiple praver directions,

» 99 The perverse refuse to believe
competition in virtue
» 149-50 Prophet and believers, turn towards the

« 100 Israelites reject faith
« 101 Solomon confirmed previous scriptures and was opposed
Sacred Mosgue

« 102-3 Solomon and his opponents (latch)
» 151-52 Believers have been sent their own messenger,

« D. 104-41. Ka’ba built by Abraham and Ishmael; People of the Book
« D.1. Internal ring on Jews and Christians should keep faith
« 10410 Believers should not question Prophet as Moses was « D'. 153-77. Muslims will be tested; Meccan pilgrimage sites; Polytheists
questioned » 153-58 Believers seek divine help in adversity
» 111-13 Jews and Christians think only they go to heaven « 159-60 Jews and Christians who concealed guidance are
« 114-15 Pagans prevent worship at Ka‘ba cursed
« 11617 Christians say God has a son » 161-73 Unbelievers will remain in the Fire
« 118-19 Pagans ask for signs that will be punished » 174-76 Jews and Christians who hide scripture will be
» 120 Jews and Christians want to convert the believers punished
« 121 Recipients of Scripture believe in it « 177 Those who pray in adversity are good
« D.2. Internal ring on Abrahamic foundation of Mecca « C'.178-253. Prophet delivers law to Muslims
« 122-23 Children of Israel should remember God’s favor and beware » 17882 Justice, wills
Judgment « 18389 Fasting, superstition
» 124 God appoints Abraham as religious leader » 190-94 Battle
« 125 God commands Abraham and Ishmael to purify « 195-207 Spending, pilgrimage
Mecca « 208-14 Believers are wholehearted. guided,
« 126 Abraham asked God to make Mecca a city of tested by God
peace « 215 Spending charity
« 127 Abraham and Ishmael build the Ka‘ba = 216-18 Battle
» 128-29 Abraham asked God to send a messenger » 219 Wine, gambling
« 130-33 Not abandoning religion of Abraham, God'’s choice of this « 22042 Orphans, marriage and divorce, widows
religion » 243-53 (latch): Jihad, David and Goliath, Muhammad and God’s plan
« D.3. Internal ring responding to Jews and Christians « B'. 254-84. God’s creation and knowledge
» 134 The prophets and the Israelites will all receive what they deserve « 254 Generosity for believers
» 135 People of the Book want others to become Jews and » 25560 God's power and knowledge
Christians « 261-84 Charity and usury
» 136-38 Belief in God and the prophets without « A, 285-86. Faith vs. unbelief
distinction » 285 Believers
« 13940 How can Jews and Christians argue when our Lord is « 285 Forgiveness
the same? » 286 God gives no soul a burden greater than it can bear
« 286.5 Forgiveness

» 141 The prophets and the Israelites will all receive what they deserve

« E.142-52. New prayer direction, faith; compete in doing » 286.9 Unbelievers

good
« 142-43 Prophet is a witness, change of direction is a



C. 51-71. Status of Muslims and People of the Book

51-58 Mo alliance with the People of the Bookt
« 59-64 Condemnation of the majority of the Jews

Sura 5

The following chart provides an outline of the structure of sura 5, “The Banquet,” according to the analysis
of Michel Cuypers, The Banqguet: A Reading of the Fifth Surah of the Qur ‘an (Miami: Convivium Press,
2009), 61, 127, 191, 223, 267, 329, 359, 397, 451. He describes this as a mirror composition consisting of six
sections, of which the first two have two separate sequences:
* (Al, A2): Entering the Covenant (5:1-26)
« (B1, B2): On justice in the Muslim city (5:27-50)
« (C): Status of Muslims and the People of the Book (5:51-71)
« (C"): Call to Christians to convert (5:72-86)
« (B"): A legislative code for the community of believers (5:87-108)

65—71 Possible salvation for Jews and Christians who believe (5:69)
C'. 72-86. Call to Christians to convert
« 72-77 Denunciation of Christians’ errors of belief

« 78-86 Condemnation of the Jews, praise of Christian converts
« B'. 87-108. A legislative code for the community of believers
« 87-96 Legal proscriptions and expectations, no sin for virtuous believers (5:93)

« 97-105 Lasting divine institutions, obsolete pagan practices
» 106-8 Procedures for witnessing wills
) . o « A'. 109-20. Jesus’ and his apostles’ profession of monotheistic faith
» (A'): Jesus' and his apostles’ profession of monotheistic faith (5:109-20) + 109-11 The apostles’ profession of faith
» 112-15 The sending down of the banquet table, the feast of Christianity (5:114)

« 116-20 Jesus’ monotheistic preaching, the creed of Jesus (5:117)

Since the alphabetical order and terminology that Cuypers uses in his book to lay out this ring structure (A1,
A2, A3, A4, A5/B1, B2, B3) is different from the alphabetical order employed by other scholars like Farrin
and Douglas (ABC/C'B'A’), it has been changed here to conform to that usage; the graphic layout, in any

case, indicates the mirror structure in the very same fashion by parallel indentation. Likewise, the central
statements of ring sections have been underlined to highlight the universal proclamations pointed out by
Cuypers (The Banguet, 465). While Cuypers provides a far greater level of detail in his book, including a
number of smaller rings and progressions, the general organization can be seen as indicated below:

» Al. 1-11. The completion of the covenant in Islam
1-2 Rules of what is lawful in pilgrimage

» 3 The perfection of submitting to God (islam)
4 Good things are lawful
5 Sharing food and intermarrying with the People of the Book is lawful

« 6 Rituals of ablution for prayer

7—11 Reminders of covenant and its moral demands
A2. 12-26. Jews and Christians refuse to enter the covenant

12—14 Jews and Christians unfaithful to their covenant
» 15-19 The Prophet is sent to the People of the Book
20-26 The people of Moses refuse to enter the promised land, but two tell them to enter (5:23)
« Bl. 27-40. The punishment of the rebel children of Israel
» 27-31 The murder of Cain
« 32 Murder is outlawed

« 32.5-40 Crimes and punishments
« B2. 41-50. The Prophet’s jurisdiction over the Jews and Christians
» 41-43 Muhammad'’s jurisdiction is refused by the Jews
» 44-47 The law of retaliation is in the scriptures but there is atonement (5:45)

« 4850 Muhammad is to judge according to the scriptures, but all should compete in good works
(5.48)




Appendix C
Suggested Interpretive EXxercises

Engaged readers, whether on their own, in a class, or in a reading or discussion
group, may wish to undertake some interpretive exercises to advance their
understanding of the Qur’an as a text. Appendix A offers a detailed outline of the
structure of the Meccan suras according to Neuwirth’s analysis, with suggestions
for reading the structure of these suras in terms of the chronological unfolding of
the Qur an. Appendix B presents summaries of the ring structures present in suras
2 and 5. It is always recommended that more than one translation be used and that
outlines of each sura be made while reading, noting repeated terms and formulas
as a guide to the structure of the text. Some additional suggestions for activities
are provided below.

Adopting a Sura

In a course or in a discussion group, participants can adopt or become the
guardian of one or more suras of the Qur'an. This means the participant takes
responsibility for understanding the text of a particular sura, its literary and
historical context, and perhaps something about its interpretive tradition. To make
this more interesting, in a follow-up exercise, a participant may decide to adopt
one Meccan sura and one Medinan sura and then be responsible for comparing
and contrasting the two. Out of fairness, instructors or discussion leaders who
adopt this activity will probably want to assign suras randomly, excluding the
shortest and longest suras to make sure that everyone has a text of at least 10 or
12 verses but not over 100 (thanks to Bruce Lawrence for this suggestion).

Using Concordances

As with biblical study, study of the Qur an can also benefit from examination of
the multiple instances of use of any particular word in the Qur an. This is a well-
established method for enlarging one’s understanding, by examining the way in
which a word has been employed in different contexts. It is not necessary to know
Arabic to use a concordance. An excellent English-language version is available,
A Concordance of the Qur ‘an, by Hanna Kassis (University of California Press,
1983), a massive compilation of nearly 1,500 pages based on the English
translation by A. J. Arberry. It is also available to subscribers of Oxford Islamic
Studies Online, http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/Public/book acg.html
(accessed February 12, 2011), and occasionally elsewhere on the Internet. Since
the main body of the concordance is organized around the roots of Arabic words,

those who do not speak Arabic will need to look up the English terms of their
choice in the index and then consult the appropriate Arabic words spelled in
Roman transliteration; numerous examples can then be found, quoted in full
context. For those who read German, Rudi Paret’s Der Koran: Kommentar und
Konkordanz (Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1977) is extremely useful.

Those who wish to examine the history of a particular term or concept over the
course of the involvement of the Qur an, after looking up a term in the
concordance, can simply divide up the different quotations according to the
particular period in which each verse belongs (early Meccan, middle Meccan, late
Meccan, Medinan). Reflection on the different implications of particular terms in
different contexts can shed light on the way in which these meanings have
evolved.

Online resources are not always of high quality, but some users have had good
results with YaQuB: Yet Another Qur’an Browser, http://www.quranbrowser.com/
(accessed February 12, 2011), which allows the option of tracking words in a
number of different English translations.



Reading Selections Chronologically

Those who would like to read the entire Qur’an according to the chronological
sequence established by modern scholarship are advised to use chart 1.2. If taking
on the whole text, it is probably simplest and most efficient to read within each
period (early Meccan, middle Meccan, late Meccan, and Medinan) according to
the canonical order.

For those who would like to read substantial selections of the Qur an but
perhaps not the entire text, it is certainly practical to consider choosing selections
that will take one through the different periods of the text’s unfolding.

Over a twelve-week semester course, or for a substantial selection on one’s
own, the following sequence could be used (about two-thirds of the total text),
which yields a roughly equivalent amount of material for each session:

1. Suras 96, 74, 111, 108, 107, 102, 105, 92, 94, 93, 97, 80, 68, 95,
103, 73, 101, 99, 53, 84 (first Meccan period)
2. Suras 100, 88, 89, 83, 51, 52, 56, 55, 112, 109, 113, 114, 1, 54
(first Meccan period)
3. Suras 36, 50, 20, 26, 15, 19 (second Meccan period)
4. Suras 23, 21, 25 (second Meccan period)
5. Suras 17, 18 (second Meccan period), 32, 30, 11 (third Meccan
period)
6. Suras 14, 12, 18, 40 (third Meccan period)
7. Suras 29, 31, 42, 34, 35 (third Meccan period)
8. Suras 46, 6 (third Meccan period)
9. Sura 2 (Medinan period)
10. Suras 47, 61, 57, 4 (Medinan period)
11. Suras 63, 24, 58, 22 (Medinan period)
12. Suras 9, 5 (Medinan period)
For a short course, or for a course on comparative scripture, a briefer sequence

could be used:
1. Suras 100, 88, 89, 83, 51, 52, 56, 55, 112, 109, 113, 114, 1, 54
(first Meccan period)
2. Suras 36, 50, 20, 26, 15, 19 (second Meccan period)
3. Suras 14, 12, 18, 40 (third Meccan period)
4. Suras 47, 60, 57, 5 (Medinan period)

Rendering the Qur an into Verse

[t is an interesting exercise to rewrite an existing English translation of the Qur’an
in English verse. This is a way to experiment with the relation between sound and
meaning in rendering a sacred text, and it is a thought-provoking way to interact
with existing translations of the Qur an and to try to see the invisible original text
behind existing translations. This is most easily done with the short suras from the
last portion of the Qur an, roughly from sura 85 onward.

A variation on this exercise would be to focus on the “rider oaths” (found in
51:1-4, 77:1-6, 79:1-4, and 100:1-5) in an attempt to rewrite one or more of
these highly poetic sections in verse, after paying attention to two or more
different translations. It will be necessary to choose whether to interpret these
verses in terms of galloping riders, winds, angels, or something else altogether,
but in any case, one will need to choose a consistent literary language.

For an excellent example of thinking through the element of rhyme in different
translations, see Bruce B. Lawrence, “Approximating saj‘ in English Renditions
of the Qur'an: A Close Reading of Sura 93 (al-Duha) and the basmala,” Journal
of Qur anic Studies 7, no. 1 (2005): 64-80.

Outlining Suras

An effective approach to grasping the structure of any particular sura is the



exercise of outlining the text. Probably the best way to do that is to make detailed
notes on each verse within a sura, following the standard numbering of verses.
These notes can then be organized empirically into obviously related clusters,
based on shifts of voice, formulas of address, changes of topic, and so on. For
Meccan suras, readers can apply the general outline divisions of suras proposed
by Angelika Neuwirth, summarized in appendix A. It is also possible to outline
longer suras by copying and pasting translations available on the Internet and then
editing them in a word processing file. One can then add appropriate subject
headings and major divisions to organize the text according to its perceived
structure.

Another exercise for a class is to divide up a longer Medinan sura (2 or 5)
according to the outline of ring structure presented in appendix B. Individual
students can then take responsibility for investigating the structure and meaning
of the passage that they have been assigned.

Examining Later Insertions

This is an exercise that can be done most effectively with a class or reading
group. Choose an early Meccan sura (for example, 73 or 74) that features short
rhyming lines, with the single exception of a long prosaic later insertion (73:20,
74:31). Participants should read the entire sura aloud in sequence, with one verse
per person, until it is concluded. The shift of voices with every verse makes it
dramatically clear that the extra long verses function quite differently from the
other verses, quite likely as a later explanation of a difficult or ambiguous
passage. This exercise provides an excellent occasion for discussion of how the
long verses relate to the rest of the sura. What does this imply about the
interaction of the Qur’'an with its listeners?

Likewise, one can introduce a discussion of other insertions (52:21, 55:8-9) by
reading the relevant section of the sura without including the verses in question.
What difference does it make to the content of the sura without the later

insertions, and how do they change the earlier context? On a more extended scale,
one can read sura 53 without its later insertions (53:23, 53:26—32) and ask the
same questions (see also appendix A for considerations of symmetry once
insertions are removed). Another exercise would be to read sura 53 but to
substitute the “Satanic verses” for 53:21-22. How likely would it appear that
these verses continued to be recited in this sura for several years until the early
Medinan period?
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