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The Chapter of Mary 79

the Qur’anic texts on Mary's chastity (“guarding her shame”) as the chastity of
a married woman who only has sexual intercourse with her husband, while
the twentieth-century Pakistani exegete Ghulam Ahmed Parwez argues that
lack of Qur’anic detail on Mary’s marriage and the identity of Jesus’s father is
doctrinally insignificant in that such details are also missing in the Qur’anic
histories of other Qur’anic prophets; he adds that the words of the angels’
annunciation to Mary (3:47) are identical to those given to Zacharia concern-
ing John (3:40), while John was clearly created in the ordinary way, from a
father and a mother. Jesus, then, is here perceived as the legitimate son of Joseph
and Mary, and the Qur’an-recorded slander of the Jews concerning Jesus’s birth
is understood as the unfounded Jewish accusation that Jesus was an illegiti-
mate child.'%¢ Islamic consensus, however, has upheld the tenet of the virgin
birth.'%?

Obedience

The Qur’an proclaims Mary as among the devoutly obedient (ganitin) of God's
servants (66:12). In this context, Mary’s questioning of the angel on how she
could have a child “while no human has touched me” (19:20), and her outcry
at the onset of childbirth, “if only I had died before this and were completely
forgotten” (19:23), have attracted exegetic attention in that both could poten-
tially be perceived as rebellious. Exegesis has uniformly upheld the tenet of
Mary’s obedience. Her words to the angel are seen as the mark of chastity,
not doubt in God’s omnipotence.!® Concerning Mary’s (more problematic)
wish for annihilation, the interpreters emphasize that the very pious are given
to such expressions of their unworthiness in situations of distress.!® Mary
neither rejected God'’s verdict nor did she lose faith in her innocence. Her words
of anguish had to do with anxiety about her reputation in that the shame of
returning to society with a son would destroy her fame as ascetic servant in
the house of worship. Else, she unselfishly worried that her people would fall
into sin by doubting the veracity of her story.!'® Some interpreters, however,
add that for ordinary human beings and under ordinary circumstances, such
behavior would be reprehensible, since “it is a sin to wish for death because of
sickness or poverty.”'!!

Chosen . .. Chosen Above the Women of the Worlds

In 3:42, the angels inform Mary that God has chosen her, purified her, and
chosen her above the women of the worlds. Exegesis interprets the “first choos-
ing” as God’s acceptance of Mary for His service, her maintenace in the temple
with sustenance from paradise that freed her from all labor, and her miracu-
lous ability to hear the angels’ words. The “second choosing” is said to have
consisted in God’s gift of Jesus without a father, the child’s words in Mary’s
defense from the cradle, Mary’s and Jesus’s status as a sign (aya) for the world,
and God’s guidance of Mary.!'2 This leaves the question of Mary’s status “above
the women of the worlds,” and here the exegetic debate is remarkable both
for its intensity and also the lack of consensus. At stake is Mary’s ranking among
Qur’anic women figures but also, and more importantly, in relation to the elite
women of Islam, especially the Prophet’'s wives Khadija and A’isha and the
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80 Women in Sacred History

Prophet’s daughter Fatima. The problem is addressed by questioning whether
Mary’s preeminence is absolute (over all other women and for all times) or
relative (over the women of her time). The larger number of traditions recorded
in Tafsir and gisas al-anbiya’ literature establish, on the authority of the Prophet,
that Mary and Fatima, Khadija and Asya (the Pharaoh’s wife) are the best
women of the world and also the ruling females in heaven; traditions on A’isha’s
inclusion in this group are fewer in number. While Asya’s and Mary’s merit is
established on the basis of the Qur'an (66:11-12), Khadija’s merit is seen in
her great service to the Prophet’s mission, and that of A’isha in her status as
Muhammad'’s most beloved wife and a prominent authority on his legacy after
his death.!!3 Popular piety has, in some fashion, settled the question of Mary
and Asya, Khadija and A’isha by making all four Muhammad’s wifely con-
sorts in paradise. Indeed, it is said that Khadija's heavenly mansion will be
between the houses of Mary and Asya.!!

This leaves the question of Mary’s ranking in relation to Muhammad’s
daughter Fatima. In Muslim piety, and here especially Shi’i piety, the connec-
tion of Mary to Fatima is such that the two figures at times appear collapsed
into one. Mary was one of four miraculous midwives who assisted Khadija in
Fatima’s birth,'"> and Mary also appeared to Fatima to console her during her
last illness.!'® Both were visited by angels, received miraculous sustenance dur-
ing childhood and also during the isolation preceding the birth of their chil-
dren, and both are believed to have shared the same miraculous qualities of
freedom from menstruation and bleeding at childbirth.''” What most deeply
binds Mary and Fatima together is the joint image of mistress of sorrows. In
Sunni tradition, Fatima’s suffering is mainly linked with the Prophet’s death,
whom of all of his children she alone survived. In Shi'i piety, she is also, and
primarily, the grieving mother whose short and hard life was made bitter by
the foreknowledge of the future martyrdom of her son Husayn, an event of
divine redemption and cosmic significance.''® Although, according to the
Qur’an, Jesus was persecuted and rejected by his people but not slain, Shi’i
hagiography has recognized strong affinities between Jesus and Husayn!!? as,
also, between their holy mothers. Mary and Fatima, holy figures of solace and
hope, are at times revered simultaneously.'?® While some traditions reported
on the authority of the Prophet award Mary and Fatima equal rank as the two
reigning females in the celestial realm hereafter, most Shi’i authorities rank
Fatima above Mary; indeed, Fatima is sometimes referred to as Maryam al-Kubra,
“Mary the Greater.”!?!

Creaturedom

Muslim exegetes have consistently seen the affirmation of God’s Oneness as
central issue and purpose of all of the revelations on Mary. Mary, God’s
handmaiden, and Jesus, God'’s slave and prophet, are not “gods” (5:78; cf. 5:19).
The refutation of the notion of “three” (trinity) (4:171) is interpreted as divine
correction of blasphemous Christian association of Mary “the female consort”
and Jesus “the son” with God in a “family setting.”!2? It is likened to the Qur’anic
refutation of equally blasphemous pagan Arabian allegations that the angels
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The Chapter of Mary 81

are God’s “daughters” whom God begat with the jinn (in interpretation of
37:149-159; cf. 43:19-20), or that pagan deities were God’s “daughters”
(53:19-23).

Mary and Eve

In clarifying that the nature of Jesus is fully human, the Qur’an likens Jesus to
Adam in that both are God’s creations, brought forth by the might of divine
speech and decree. The Hadith has expanded this equation into a creatural
tetragram where Mary parallels Adam and Jesus, Eve. “Just as Eve was created
from Adam without a woman, so was Jesus created from Mary without a
man.”'?? The Qur’an-based Islamic doctrine that Adam’s and Eve’s disobedi-
ence was but a “slip” (or, “error”), repented and forgiven (essentially in the divine
gift of prophethood) precludes linkage of Eve and Mary in any other way within
the Islamic context.'?*

Mary as Model for Emulation by the Righteous

The Qur’an acclaims Mary “an example for the righteous” (66:12). Exegesis
has, of course, affirmed her obedience to God, devoutness in His service, and
truthful testimony to His revelations as exemplary qualities that the Muslim
woman is called upon to emulate. However, given that the Hadith teaches that
“marriage is one-half of the believer’s faith,” important aspects of Mary’s nature
and history remain beyond what the Muslim woman can, or should, strive to
equal. Exegesis, then, has used some parts of the Qur’anic narrative to draw
moral lessons and omitted others. The Qur’anic dictum that, prior to the
annunciation, Mary had withdrawn to a place of isolation (19:16—17) has been
interpreted as Mary’s desire for gender-based segregation at the onset of
puberty, and here she is also said to have donned the face-veil (means as well
as symbol of Muslim female morality in that it hides the beauty of its wearer).'?>
Mary’s words to the angel who appeared to her in the form of a young man
while she was alone have served as exemplar of female selfprotective virtue at
its best.'?® Mary’s Qur’an-proclaimed qualities of chastity and obedience have
also occasioned exegetic emphasis on the duty of women to come to their
husband’s bed as virgins, to maintain marital fidelity, and to realize obedience
to God through obedience to their husbands in whose charge they are placed
by God.'??

But Mary’s importance to Muslims, especially Muslim women, is far dif-
ferent and far greater than what these scholarly formulations might suggest.
Recitation of “her Sura” (Sura 19) is a favorite especially with women circles
throughout the Muslim world, believed to confer special blessings on reciter
and listeners alike. Many women in Syria are said to pray through Mary (and
Fatima) in moments of anguish,'?® as women elsewhere pray through (other)
female saints. And sightings of Mary, such as were witnessed by throngs of
Copts and Muslims in Old Cairo in May 1968 when many reported miracu-
lous healings,'?® further attest to the high status and lasting importance of Mary
in Muslim piety.

Stowasser, Barbara Freyer. Women In the Qur'an, Traditions, and Interpretation.
E-book, New York: Oxford University Press, 1994, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb.04754.
Downloaded on behalf of University of Notre Dame



82 Women in Sacred History

Conclusion

The preceding has discovered a multiplicity of meanings for the Qur’anic
women of the sacred past, both in scripture and also interpretation. From the
beginning, the women figures signify themselves and also something else.
Actors in Qur'anic history, they function as images, or metaphorical exten-
sions, of that historical reality which God revealed to His Prophet. Thus their
stories are specifically Qur'anic, in the casting of the individual tale and also
its larger message. Muslim interpretation extended the images’ symbolic range
to accommodate a variety of later readings that often changed their first,
Qur’anic, didactic import. Though differing among themselves, the later for-
mulations share in the fact that they were, and are, culturally determined. In
different moldings, the images of the Qur’an’s women have thus acted as signs
of, and for, cultural self-understanding.

Both the concept of Qur’anic history as “real,” that is, “factual,” history,
and also the place of the female actors within that history represent religious
“symbols” in the Geertzian sense. Within this shared worldview, Muslims past
and present have developed a number of “paradigms,”!3° that is, specific models
that structure perception and also serve as agenda for the future. From Eve to
Mary, the interpretations presented above show some measure of internal con-
sistency as to paradigms and paradigmatic shifts on questions of doctrine and
ethics. With the modern period, the latter dimension rose to prominence,
especially as relating to sociopolitical change in the Islamic world. Like their
Qur’anic blueprint, the women of sacred history are still models of guidance
and warning, but in a number of new ways. As those of the past, their modern
images are occasioned by the need of each generation of Muslims to make
sense of the world in light of God’s revelation.

Stowasser, Barbara Freyer. Women In the Qur'an, Traditions, and Interpretation.
E-book, New York: Oxford University Press, 1994, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb.04754.
Downloaded on behalf of University of Notre Dame



