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The present collection is the Actes de colloque for the eighth conference of the Association for the Study of the Middle East and Africa (ASMEA) from October, 2015. The resulting book is short but dense. It represents the full spectrum of scholarly opinion on Jewish-Christian elements in early Islam, an idea which owes its origin to John Toland's Nazarenus (1718) but has seen a major revival in the modern period of the "revisionist" school of early Islamic studies. Most of the contributors are familiar names in revisionist scholarship, including Guillaume Dye (Figures bibliques en islam The seven contributions are arranged in alphabetical order. Guillaume Dye's opening essay, "Jewish Christianity, the Qur'an, and Early Islam: Some Methodological Caveats" sounds a skeptical tone which reverberates throughout the volume. He notes, first of all, the fundamental ambiguity of the term "Jewish Christianity," which is used in contradictory ways (it can refer, for example, to the earliest believers in Jesus but also to later "heretical" groups). His point is well-taken that modern Christians might hold Docetic, Arian, or Jewish-Christian viewpoints, but that this does not signify the survival of such groups. One wonders how future generations might interpret the Jefferson Bible, Seventh-Day Adventism, or medical circumcision, to say nothing of "Jews for Jesus."

Robert Hoyland, in "The Jewish and/or Christian Audience of the Qur'an and the Arabic Bible," is also skeptical of Jewish-Christian influence. He makes the striking claim that the Qur'an's biblical materials could have been mediated through Syriac Christianity alone without recourse to Jews, much less Jewish-Christians. He also calls into question the assumption of Sidney Griffith (The Bible in Arabic) and Emran el-Badawy (The Qur'an and the Aramaic Gospel Traditions) that an Arabic Bible did not exist in pre-Islamic times, pointing to the Arabophone Christian community in both Syria and the Yemen. In light of these arguments, his leading example, the summary of 4 Baruch in Q 2:259, is strange, since 1) it is not a biblical story (but it was transmitted orally by pilgrims such as Theodosius, c. 530) and 2) it is extant in neither Syriac nor Arabic (but a related work, the History of the Babylonian Captivity, exists in Garshuni). He also conflates "biblical narratives" with a "monotheist vocabulary," even though polytheists also venerate biblical prophets (see, for example, Sozomen, Ecclesiastical History II.4). This may have been the case with the audience of the Qur'an.

Following a path established by Guy Stroumsa, Simon C. Mimouni revisits the question of the relationship of the Pseudo-Clementine Romance to Islamic (and, briefly, Manichaean) prophetology in "Du Verus Propheta Chrétien (Ebionite?) au Sceau des Prophètes musulman." He rightly notes that Manichaean sources do not attribute the title "Seal of the Prophets" to Mani. This descriptor for Mani only appears in Muslim accounts of the Manichaean religion. He maintains the possibility that the Clementine "True Prophet" might be an anticipation of the Quranic "Seal of the Prophets" (Q 33:40). I concede this possibility, especially since the Clementine "pillars" (Adam, Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses) are all figures of some importance in the Qur'an, but the same cannot be said of Mani's predecessors (Adam, Seth, Enosh, Enoch, and Shem-but also Zoroaster, Buddha, and Paul). Mimouni does not mention the "Light of Muhammad" tradition, in which a primordial light is transmitted from prophet to prophet until it reaches Muhammad. This seems like a relevant avenue for further research (see Uri Rubin, "Pre-Existence and Light-Aspects of the Concept of Nūr Muḥammad," Israel Oriental Studies 5, 1975, 62-119).

Francisco del Rio's contribution, "Jewish Christianity and Islamic Origins: The Transformation of a Peripheral Religious Movement?", discusses in part the Jewish heritage of Syriac and Ethiopic Christianities which may have filtered into Islam. For instance, he states that the Jewish influence on Syriac Christianity is "a fact commonly accepted" (p. 83). But this is a scholarly cliché, not a fact. It is based, in part, on the misdating of Jewish sources For example, Tryggve Kronholm's Motifs from Genesis 1-11 in the Genuine Hymns of Ephrem the Syrian concludes that Pirqe de-Rabbi Eliezer and Targum Pseudo-Jonathan are the Jewish works that have the most in common with Ephrem. This is true, but both sources (which allude to Islam) were written centuries after the death of Ephrem. As for Ethiopic Christianity, its reception of 1 Enoch and observance of certain Mosaic laws are not evidence of Jewish influence. Tertullian, no friend of the Jews, believed the book of Enoch was canonical and observed some purity laws (as discussed by Zellentin,. Furthermore, we do not know when these distinctive characteristics of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church came into being. Debates about Sabbath observance rocked Ethiopia-in the fourteenth century. By the rise of Islam, some of the books in the Ethiopian greater canon had not even been written, such as the Zëna Ayhud (the Ethiopic translation of the tenth-century Sefer Yosippon) and the Qälëmentos, which contains anti-Islamic polemic. Carlos A. Segovia, "The Jews and Christians of Pre-Islamic Yemen (Himyar) and the Elusive Matrix of the Qur'an's Christology" focuses almost exclusively on a single South Arabian inscription where Jesus is identified as "Christ" rather than "Son." Similarly, the Qur'an strongly rejects the Sonship of Jesus yet does not hesitate to call him "Messiah." This is an interesting observation, but it is very thin evidence to support a Jewish-Christian origin for the Qur'anic portrait of Jesus. It is not exactly controversial to identify Jesus as "Christ."

Stephen Shoemaker, in "Jewish Christianity, Non-Trinitarianism, and the Beginning of Islam," completely rejects Jewish Christianity as a scholarly category and, consequently, rejects Jewish Christian influence on the Qur'an. To account for the Qur'an's Christology, he endorses the model of Fred Donner (Muhammad and the Believers: At the Origins of Islam), who posits that Muhammad organized a federation of diverse "believers" under one banner. Shoemaker acknowledges that it would be difficult to explain the presence of Trinitarian Christians in such a community, given the Qur'an's anti-Trinitarian polemics. I would suggest that Donner's hypothesis requires compromises on all sides: Pagans give up their idols, Christians give up the Trinity, and Jews accept Jesus as Messiah.

Shoemaker also criticizes Holger Zellentin's concept of Judeo-Christian legal culture as applicable to only two documents (the Pseudo-Clementine Romance and the Didascalia Apostolorum) that were not widely disseminated (p. 108-109). Holger responds to these claims in his own contribution, "Judaeo-Christian Legal Culture and the Qur'an: The Case of Ritual Slaughter and the Consumption of Animal Blood." He shows that Mosaic Laws pertaining to the consumption of blood and ritual purity were still in effect in different pockets of orthodox Christianity, particularly in the East. His research shows that Christian communities could retain elements of the Mosaic Law without being Jewish-Christian.

The volume points in two general directions. First, the Jewish-Christian hypothesis is unnecessary to account for the emergence of Islam. The Qur'an recognizes Jews and Christians as separate groups. It is clearly indebted to both religions. Is there really any need to describe the Qur'an as anything other than a synthesis of these two traditions, especially when the evidence of a separate Jewish-Christian sect is completely lacking? However, the Pseudo-Clementine Romance reads like a veritable Praeparatio Coranica (to borrow a phrase from Stroumsa). In addition to an ambiguously divine Jesus (he is certainly not part of a Trinity), the Clementine writings display antipathy for Paul, introduce the concept of the falsification of scriptures, retain aspects of the Mosaic Law, favor the title "Prophet" for Jesus (infrequent in the Gospels), and employ the Greek equivalent of the Shahada (as noted by Dye, via Stroumsa, p. 20). It must be noted that many of these are religious concepts which reached their full flowering in early Islam outside the Qur'an. Still, the Pseudo-Clementine anticipation of Islam is a mystery that endures.
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  Robert Hoyland (Seeing Islam as Others Saw It), Carlos A. Segovia (The Quranic Noah and the Making of the Islamic Prophet), Stephen Shoemaker (The Death of a Prophet: The End of Muhammad's Life and the Beginnings of Islam), and Holger Zellentin (The Qur'an's Legal Culture: The Didascalia Apostolorum as a Point of Departure). Francophones are most apt to recognize the name of Simon Claude Mimouni, a specialist of Jewish-Christianity. The editor, Francisco del Rio Sanchez, has worked extensively on Syriac and Arabic manuscripts and inscriptions. Other major voices in the debate about early Islam, including Patricia Crone, Fred Donner, Shlomo Pines, Christian Robin, and Guy Stroumsa are well-represented in the footnotes and bibliography.