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– Abstract – 

 
Beside the midrashic purpose, the illusory staining of Bathenosh’s and 

Sarai’s feminine innocence in the Dead Sea Scrolls opened new ground for 
captatio benevolentiae, as it revisited the archaic history with a new feeling of 
drama, tragedy and redemption. In On the Origin of the World, the scene which 
includes the rape of the earthly likeness of Eve by the archons reveals the high 
intensity of the divine-cosmic-human drama implied by the Gnostic Myth of 
Light and Darkness, by ontological and Gnostic continuities which permeate the 
narrative concerning Eve of Zoe or Eve of Life and her earthly likeness with the 
tragedy of redemptive knowledge, of redemption through gnosis at the core of 
Gnostic cosmology and anthropology. The tragic blend of light-soul and 
darkness-body in the structure of human being is thus enframed in the 
explanation of the origin of evil in the universe, offered by the Gnostic system of 
thinking. The portrayal of Mary in the Christian Gospel or the Muslim “Gospel” 
and in the Toledot Yeshu as a Jewish anti-Gospel, as well as the portrayal of 
Aisha bint Abi Bakr in the Quran and in the defamatory writings authored by 
the Rafidah, indicate the staining of feminine innocence as a focal topic during 
the polemical-theological encounters of the Abrahamic religions through 
counter-history and counter-narratives. From the hermeneutic perspective of 
counter-history, some of the alpha female characters of the Abrahamic sacred 
texts may be scape-goated at the crossroads of the Abrahamic religious realms, 
with the purpose of being identified by various human powers as symbolic 
lightning-rods of inter-religious hate and revenge, as a consequence of 
intensifying religious and political conflicts or confrontations opposing the 
Abrahamic religious communities. 
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*** 

As a text included in the re-written Bible genre
1
 and in the Library of 

Khirbet Qumran
2
, the Genesis Apocryphon (1QapGen) describes on column II the 

suspicion of an adultery committed with the angels which hovers over the patriarch 

Lamech’s wife, Bathenosh, who is pregnant with Noah: “Behold, I thought then 

within my heart that conception was (due) to the Watchers and the Holy Ones […] 

and to the Giants […] and my heart was troubled within me because of this child. 

Then I, Lamech, approached Bathenosh [my] wife in haste and said to her, ‘[…] by 

the Most High, the Great Lord, the King of all the worlds and Ruler of the Sons of 

Heaven, until you tell me all things truthfully, if […] Tell me [this truthfully] and 

not falsely […] by the King of all the worlds until you tell me truthfully and not 

falsely.’
3
” Against the textual background of Genesis, 5:18-32 (the dynasty of 

Enoch-Methuselah-Lamech-Noah) and Genesis, 6:1-4 (the falling of the angels or 

benei ha-Elohyim into sexual sinfulness), the anonymous scribe from Qumran 

indited one of the first theocratical melodrama in universal literature. Bathenosh 

exculpates herself from the sin of angelic adultery and repels the staining of her 

innocence by emphatically claiming the birth of Noah as a result of the legitimate 

pleasures of marriage, experienced with Lamech: “‘O my lord, O my [brother, 

remember] my pleasure! I swear to you by the Holy Great One, the King of [the 

heavens]… that this seed is yours and that [this] conception is from you. This fruit 

was planted by you… and by no stranger or Watcher or Son of Heaven… [Why] is 

your countenance thus changed and dismayed, and why is your spirit thus 

distressed… I speak to you truthfully
4
.’” Unconvinced by his wife’s pleading, 

Lamech seeks help and counsel from his father and grandfather, he attempts to solve 

his marital enigma through the proto-messianic knowledge of Methuselah and the 

angelic-paradisiacal omniscience embodied in Enoch: “Then I, Lamech, ran to 

Methuselah my father, and [I told] him all these things. [And I asked him to go to 

Enoch] his father for he would surely learn all things from him. For he was beloved, 

                                                           
1
 Cf. Philip S. Alexander, “Retelling the Old Testament”, in: Scripture Citing Scripture, 

London, Carson & Williamson, 1990, pp. 99-118. 
2
 Cf. Hartmut Stegemann, The Library of Qumran. On the Essenes, Qumran, John the 

Baptist, and Jesus, Grand Rapids, Michigan / Cambridge, U. K., William B. Eerdmans 

Publishing Company and Leiden / New York / Köln, Brill Academic Publishers, 1998, p. 98. 
3
 Cf. Geza Vermes (trans.), The Dead Sea Scrolls in English, London – New York, Penguin 

Books, 1990, p. 252. As Geza Vermes noted, 1QapGen is a partially preserved manuscript 

which was found in cave no. 1 from Qumran, it consists of twenty-two columns of Aramaic 

text and its dating is circumscribed by a time span which extends from the late I
st
 century B. 

C. to the first half of the 1
st
 century A. D.. 

4
 Ibidem, p. 253. 
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and he shared the lot [of the angels], who taught him all things. And when 

Methuselah heard [my words… he went to] Enoch his father to learn all things 

truthfully from him… his will. He went at once to Parwain and he found him 

there… [and] he said to Enoch his father: ‘O my father, O my lord, to whom I… 

And I say to you, lest you be angry with me because I come here…
5
.’” The 

following lacuna in the text makes impossible the knowledge of narrative’s end. 

On columns XIX-XXII of 1QapGen, the scribe from Qumran re-wrote 

Genesis, 12-15 (the divine call received by Abraham; Abraham and Sarai in Egypt 

and Canaan; the involvement of Abraham and Lot in the war waged between the 

kings of Mesopotamia). In Genesis, 12:10-20, Abraham conceives the stratagem to 

introduce Sarai as his sister to Pharaoh and the Egyptian aristocracy, so that Sarai’s 

beauty may not inspire any Egyptian prince or even Pharaoh to kill Abraham with 

the purpose of marrying Sarai, therefore Sarai is exonerated of any sexual 

misconduct, as long as she obeys her husband’s command in order to save her 

husband’s life: “And it came to pass, when he was come near to enter into Egypt, 

that he said unto Sarai his wife, Behold now, I know that thou art a fine woman to 

look upon. Therefore it shall come to pass, when the Egyptians shall see thee, that 

they shall say, This is his wife. And they will kill me, but they will save thee alive. 

Say, I pray thee, thou art my sister, that it may be well with me for thy sake. And my 

soul shall live because of thee.” 

The re-writing of this scene, included in 1QapGen, columns XIX-XX, 

interpolates in the Biblical narrative Abraham’s foreboding dream about the cedar 

tree and the palm tree, as well as a description of Sarai’s beauty. The potential 

traumatic vulnerabilities of Abraham and Sarai’s marriage are expressed 

allegorically in the oneirocritical parable featuring the cedar tree and the palm tree: 

“And on the night of our entry into Egypt, I, Abram, dreamt a dream; [and behold], I 

saw in my dream a cedar tree and a palm tree… men came and they sought to cut 

down the cedar tree and to pull up its roots, leaving the palm tree (standing) alone. 

But the palm tree cried out saying, ‘Do not cut down this cedar tree, for cursed be he 

who shall fell [it].’ And the cedar tree was spared because of the palm tree and [was 

not] felled. And during the night I woke from my dream, and I said to Sarai my wife, 

‘I have dreamt a dream… [and I am] fearful [because of] this dream.’ She said to 

me, ‘Tell me your dream that I may know it.’ So I began to tell her this dream… [the 

interpretation] of the dream…’ … that they will seek to kill me, but will spare you… 

[Say to them] of me, he is my brother, and because of you I shall live, and because 

                                                           
5
 Ibidem, p. 253. 
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of you my life shall be saved…
6
.’” According to the re-written version in 1QapGen, 

the borrowed identity of Sarai as “sister” of Abraham preserves the principle of the 

androcentric willingness to face and solve the Egyptian marital crisis. 

The potential staining of Sarai’s conjugal innocence reaches a dangerous 

limit when “three men from among the princes of Egypt [came at the command] of 

Pharaoh of Zoan to inquire after [my] business and after my wife and they gave… 

goodness, wisdom, and truth
7
.” According to the re-writing in 1QapGen, column 

XX, Harkenosh and the two other Egyptian princes bring to the Pharaoh of Zoan the 

tidings of an extraordinarily beautiful woman, they describe Sarai in words 

reminiscent of the Song of Songs: “‘… and beautiful is her face! How… fine are the 

hairs of her head! How lovely are her eyes! How desirable her nose and all the 

radiance of her countenance… How fair are her breasts and how beautiful all her 

whiteness! How pleasing are her arms and how perfect her hands, and how 

[desirable] all the appearance of her hands! How fair are her palms and how long 

and slender are her fingers! How comely are her feet, how perfect her thighs! No 

virgin or bride led into the marriage chamber is more beautiful than she; she is fairer 

than all other woman. Truly, her beauty is greater than theirs. Yet together with all 

this grace she possesses abundant wisdom, so that whatever she does is perfect
8
.’” 

Like in the Biblical narrative, in 1QapGen, column XX, Abraham and 

Sarai’s conjugal sexuality becomes a space of confrontation between the theocracy 

of Elohyim and the monarchical-political power of Pharaoh. The staining of Sarai’s 

feminine innocence occurs only in an illusory manner, as long as Pharaoh is 

impeded by a theocratic decree to approach her for two years: “And during that 

night the Most High God sent a spirit to scourge him, an evil spirit to all his 

household; and it scourged him and all his household. And he was unable to 

approach her, and although he was with her for two years, he knew her not
9
.” The 

theocratic preservation of Sarai’s conjugal innocence was a sine qua non condition 

for the birth of Isaac and his Israelite descendants. Compelled by the scourge of 

Elohyim, Pharaoh acknowledged Sarai as wife of Abraham, and allowed them to 

leave for the land of Canaan, together with Lot and all their possessions, as long as 

                                                           
6
 Ibidem, pp. 253-254. Concerning the narrative-symbolical relationship between trees and 

human beings, an Akkadian textual parallel may be invoked here: Robert H. Pfeiffer (trans.), 

“Dispute Between the Date Palm and the Tamarisk”, in: James B. Pritchard (ed.), Ancient 

Near-Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 

1969, pp. 410-411. 
7
 Cf. Vermes, The Dead Sea Scrolls in English, p. 254. 

8
 Ibidem, p. 254. 

9
 Ibidem, p. 255. 
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Sarai’s conjugal innocence was brought into broad relief: “When Harkenosh had 

heard the words of Lot, he went to the king and said, ‘All these scourges and 

afflictions with which my lord the king is scourged and afflicted are because of Sarai 

the wife of Abram. Let Sarai be restored to Abram her husband, and this scourge 

and the spirit of festering shall vanish from you.’ And he called me and said, ‘What 

have you done to me with regard to [Sarai]? You said to me, She is my sister, 

whereas she is your wife; and I took her to be my wife. Behold your wife, who is 

with me; depart and go hence from all the land of Egypt! And now pray for me and 

my house that this evil spirit may be expelled from it
10

.’” 

According to On the Origin of the World
11

 , a text included in the Nag 

Hammadi Library, Eve of Zoe or Eve of Life was created as an androgynous human 

being by Pistis Sophia or Faith Wisdom, the primeval light, a likeness of heaven, 

through the act of letting fall a droplet of water which flew into the water and 

molded a human form: “When Sophia let fall a droplet of light, it flowed onto the 

water, and immediately a human being appeared, being androgynous. That droplet 

she molded first as a female body. Afterwards, using the body she molded it in the 

likeness of the mother which had appeared. […] An androgynous human being was 

produced, whom the Greeks call Hermaphrodites; and whose mother the Hebrews 

call Eve of Life (Eve of Zoe), namely, the female instructor of life. Her offspring is 

the creature that is lord.
12

” 

As a celestial archetype, foretold by the “light” who appeared in a “human 

likeness” (“Adam of Light”) and foretelling the endowment of the earthly Adam with 

a divine soul, Eve recites the Gnostic psalm of the “first virgin” who “without a 

husband bore her first offspring”, a Gnostic Eveology rewriting the Christian 

Mariology. In a paradoxical yet perfectly logical Gnostic phrasing, it is Eve’s 

“husband” (“the likeness of Pistis Sophia”, revealed in the primordial waters; “an 

immortal man of light”; “the luminous man of blood”; “Adam of Light”) who bore 

him / her, “the female instructor of life”: “It is I who am the part of my mother; And 

it is I who am the mother; It is I who am the wife; It is I who am the virgin; It is I 

who am pregnant; It is I who am the midwife; It is I who am the one that comforts 

                                                           
10

 Ibidem, p. 255. 
11

 A Gnostic text from the Nag Hammadi Codex, dated in the early 4
th

 century and probably 

indited in Alexandria. It blends harmoniously Jewish, Manichaean and Christian religious 

ideas with Greek philosophical concepts, Greek-Hellenistic mythology, Egyptian-Greek 

magic and astrology. 
12

 Cf. Hans-Gebhard Bethge; Bentley Layton (trans.), On the Origin of the World (II, 5 and 

XIII, 2), in: James M. Robinson (ed.), The Nag Hammadi Library in English, Leiden – New 

York, E. J. Brill, 1988, pp. 180-181. 
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pains of travail; It is my husband who bore me; And it is I who am his mother, And 

it is he who is my father and my lord. It is he who is my force; What he desires, he 

says with reason. I am in the process of becoming. Yet I have borne a man as 

lord.
13

” 

Troubled by the fulgurating revelation of the Eve of Life, Yaldabaoth, the 

Evil Demiurge, and his seven archons violated the humanly unformed earth, in order 

to affirm emphatically their absolutist reign over the inanimate earthly Adam and to 

prevent the descent of the Adam of Light into the earthly Adam through the 

redemptive knowledge and action of the Eve of Zoe: “And at that time, the prime 

parent then rendered an opinion concerning man to those who were with him. Then 

each of them cast his sperm into the midst of the navel of the earth. Since that day, 

the seven rulers have fashioned man with his body resembling their body, but his 

likeness resembling the man that had appeared to them.
14

” 

Under the cosmic reign of the “chief ruler” Yaldabaoth, the earthly Adam is 

nothing but an “inanimate vessel” or soul-less modelled form. For forty days it lied 

motionless at the archons’ mercy, but on the fortieth day: “Sophia Zoe sent her 

breath into Adam, who had no soul. He began to move upon the ground. And he 

could not stand up
15

.” The Gnostic re-writing understands Genesis, 2:7
16

 in 

connection to Genesis, 3:20
17

, in the broad perspective of the reversal of the good-

evil proportions of the Biblical narrative and the revelation of the paradisiacal sin as 

a revolt of the divine light of the Pleroma against the tyranny of Yaldabaoth and his 

archons. In the soul-endowed Adam, the archons recognize the enlightening 

breathing presence of the Eve of Zoe, a hypostasis of Pistis Sophia, the infinite and 

creative divine power of the universe destined to overthrow the archons’ dominion 

before the apocalyptical end of creation. The ontological encounter of Eve of Zoe 

and the earthly Adam in Paradise unveils the Gnostic explanation for the light and 

shade anthropology of Adam’s descendants, souls of divine light imprisoned in the 

earthly modelled forms ruled by the archons: “After the day of rest Sophia sent her 

daughter Zoe, being called Eve, as an instructor in order that she might make Adam, 

who had no soul, arise so that those whom he should engender might become 

containers of light. When Eve saw her male counterpart prostrate she had pity upon 

                                                           
13

 Ibidem, pp. 175-181. 
14

 Ibidem, p. 181. 
15

 Ibidem, p. 182. 
16

 Genesis, 2:7: “And the Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into 

his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul.” 
17

 Genesis, 3:20: “And Adam called his wife’s name Eve; because she was the mother of all 

living.” 
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him, and she said, ‘Adam! Become alive! Arise upon the earth!’ Immediately her 

word became accomplished fact. For Adam, having arisen, suddenly opened his 

eyes. When he saw her he said, ‘You shall be called Mother of the Living. For it is 

you who have given me life.
18

’” 

With the aims of their anthropogony baffled by the “luminous woman”, the 

archons conceived the plan to darken her through their sperm, as they have darkened 

previously the navel of the earth, in order to interrupt the channels of divine light 

permeating human ontology. Foreknowing their actions, Eve of Zoe found refuge 

into the “tree of acquaintance (gnosis)”, she actually became the “tree of 

acquaintance (gnosis)” while duplicating herself into an earthly likeness of Eve. 

According to On the Origin of the World, it is this earthly likeness of Eve that the 

archons violated “in foul ways”, in order to defile the “seal of her voice”, so that all 

the human beings susceptible to be born through Adam’s logos may be defiled 

during the eschatological history: “When they saw Eve talking to him they said to 

one another, ‘What sort of thing is this luminous woman? For she resembles that 

likeness which appeared to us in the light. Now come, let us lay hold of her and cast 

our seed into her, so that when she becomes soiled she may not be able to ascend 

into her light. […] Then Eve, being a force, laughed at their decision. She put mist 

into their eyes and secretly left her likeness with Adam. She entered the tree of 

acquaintance and remained there. And they pursued her, and she revealed to them 

that she had gone into the tree and become a tree. […] Afterwards, when they had 

recovered from the daze, they came [to Adam]; and seeing the likeness of this 

woman with him, they were greatly disturbed, thinking it was she that was the true 

Eve. And they acted rashly; they came up to her and seized her and cast their seed 

upon her. They did so wickedly, defiling not only in natural ways but also in foul 

ways, defiling first the seal of her voice […] intending to defile those who might say 

at the consummation [of the age] that they had been born of the true man through 

verbal expression. And they erred, not knowing that it was their own body that they 

had defiled: it was the likeness that the authorities and their angels defiled in every 

way. […] A prearranged plan came into effect regarding Eve, so that the modelled 

forms of the authorities might become enclosures of the light, whereupon it [the 

light] would condemn them through their modelled forms
19

.” 

                                                           
18

 Ibidem, p. 182. 
19

 Ibidem, pp. 182-183. 
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According to the narrative logic of counter-history
20

, in the counter-Gospel 

entitled Toledot Yeshu or the Life Story of Jesus, Mary, a “lovely and chaste 

daughter named Miriam”, betrothed to Yohanan, is accused of having conceived 

Yehoshua-Yeshu during a niddah, an act of sexual impurity committed with Joseph 

Pandera, a man “attractive and like a warrior in appearance”
21

. Smelik
22

 dated the 

provenance of the original Aramaic Toledot Yeshu in Jewish Palestine – Jewish 

Babylonia, towards the middle of the I
st
 millennium C. E., while Sokoloff

23
 

restricted the provenance of the Aramaic Toledot Yeshu to Jewish Babylonia, 

towards the middle of the 1
st
 millennium C. E. The re-writing of a sacred text 

inspired by the strategy of counter-history aims to deconstruct the fundamentals of 

the religious realm funded on that particular sacred text from the perspective of a 

rival religious realm: Toledot Yeshu as a counter-Gospel deconstructs the 

fundamentals of the Christian religious realm from the theological-polemical 

perspective of Late Antiquity – Medieval Judaism by asserting that Yeshu is neither 

the Son of God, nor the Messiah, that his miracles were due to an unrighteous 

appropriation of the power of the Ineffable Name of God (Shem ha-mephorash), and 

that his disciples or a gardener stole his body from the tomb and thus generated the 

claim that he had resurrected from the dead. Several manuscripts which contain 

abridged or long versions of Toledot Yeshu in Aramaic, Hebrew and Latin, and have 

Babylonia, Palestine and Europe during Late Antiquity – Middle Ages as place and 

time of their provenance have been discovered, edited and exegetically analyzed 

during the 19
th
 – 21

st
 centuries

24
. 

According to Schäfer’s analysis, not only the earliest recension, but the first 

recension of Toledot Yeshu is the Aramaic Vorlage used by Bishop Agobard (life ca. 

769-840; episcopacy 816-840) of Lyons in his Latin re-writing included in De 

Judaicis superstitionibus or On the Jewish Superstitions (Jean Migne, ed., 

                                                           
20

 Cf. Amos Funkenstein, “History, Counterhistory, and Narrative”, in: Saul Friedländer 

(ed.), Probing the Limits of Representation, Cambridge, Massachusetts, Harvard University 

Press, 1992, pp. 66-81. 
21

 Cf. Morris Goldstein, Jesus in the Jewish Tradition, New York, Macmillan, 1950, pp. 148-

154. 
22

 Cf. Willem F. Smelik, “The Aramaic Dialect(s) of the Toldot Yeshu Fragments”, in: 

Aramaic Studies, No. 7 / 2009, pp. 39-73. 
23

 Cf. Michael Sokoloff, “The Date and Provenance of the Aramaic Toledot Yeshu on the 

Basis of Aramaic Dialectology”, in: Peter Schäfer, Michael Meerson, Yaacov Deutsch (ed.), 

Toledot Yeshu (“The Life Story of Jesus”) Revisited. A Princeton Conference, Tübingen, 

Mohr Siebeck, 2011, pp. 13-26. 
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Patrologia Latina, 104: 77-100), authored together with two of his colleagues, 

Bishop Bernard of Vienne (life 778-842; episcopacy 810-842) and Bishop Faof of 

Chalon-sur-Saône (episcopacy ca. 813-838), an epistle addressed to King Louis the 

Pious (life 778-840; reign 813/814-840), and also by Bishop Amulo (episcopacy 

841-852) of Lyons in his Latin re-writing included in Liber contra Iudaeos or 

Treatise Against the Jews (Jean Migne, ed., Patrologia Latina, 116: 141-184). 

Schäfer asserts that Agobard’s and Amulo’s Aramaic Vorlage of Toledot Yeshu, 

dated ca. 7
th
 – 9

th
 centuries, is verisimilar to the fragmentary version preserved in the 

Cairo Genizah. In his opinion, Yeshu’s family background (Miriam, Pandera, 

Pappos) belongs to this Aramaic Vorlage
25

, while the narrative concerning Miriam’s 

conception of a child during a niddah act committed with Pandera was interpolated 

in the later Hebrew versions
26

. Notwithstanding the fact that at the first level of 

hermeneutical investigation on Toledot Yeshu it was considered that the conception-

birth narrative is missing in the Aramaic “Pilate group” of texts (including 

Agobard’s Vorlage), while it is attested in the Hebrew “Helen group” of texts 

(including the Strasbourg Manuscript 3974)
27

, Horbury asserted that the conception-

birth narrative should rather be envisaged as a common denominator for the “Pilate” 

textual family and the “Helen” textual family in the 9
th
 century, among different re-

writings and additions, with the origin of both textual traditions to be traced back to 

ca. 4
th
 – 5

th
 centuries

28
. According to its counter-historical, polemical and satirical 

narrative logic, the Strasbourg Manuscript 3974, indited in an 18
th
 century Galician 

Karaite milieu, in the city of Halicz, by a hazzan named Moses (died 1793), opens 

with a midrashic retort to the Nicene Creed: tehillat beriyyato shel Yeshu or “the 

beginning of the creation of Yeshu” versus credo in […] Christum […] genitum non 

factum or “I believe in […] Christ […] begotten not made”
 29

. Considering the sum 

of Eastern and Western Toledot Yeshu versions, the anti-Marian sentiment reached 

its climax in the “Herod group” of Huldreich Manuscripts, an 15
th
 – 16

th
 centuries 

re-writing of archaic Aramaic-Hebrew fragments blended with high medieval, early 

                                                                                                                                                      
24

 Cf. Michael Meerson, Peter Schäfer (ed., trans.), Toledot Yeshu: “The Life Story of Jesus”, 

vol. I – “Introduction and Translation”, vol. II – “Critical Edition”, Tübingen, Mohr Siebeck, 

2014. 
25

 On the textual foundation of Talmud Bavli, Shabbat, 104b and Sanhedrin, 67a. 
26

 Cf. Peter Schäfer, “Agobard’s and Amulo’s Toledot Yeshu”, in: Schäfer, Meerson, Deutsch 

(ed.), Toledot Yeshu Revisited. A Princeton Conference, pp. 27-48. 
27

 Cf. Riccardo Di Segni, “La tradizione testuale delle Toledòth Jéshu: Manoscritti, edizioni a 

stampa, classificazione”, in: La Rassegna mensile di Israel, 50 (1984), p. 83-100. 
28

 Cf. William Horbury, “The Strasbourg Text of the Toledot”, in: Schäfer, Meerson, Deutsch 

(ed.), Toledot Yeshu Revisited. A Princeton Conference, pp. 58-59. 
29

 Ibidem, p. 53. According to Meerson, Schäfer, Toledot Yeshu, II, p. 82. 
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modern and late Slavic traditions in a unique and exegetically complex textual 

form
30

. At the historical and narrative fault lines of Judaism and Christianity, the 

denial of the Mariology of the “immaculate conception” has as its goal the utter 

theological deconstruction of Nicene Christology. 

Alexander explored the hypothesis according to which the Toledot Yeshu 

should be exegetically envisaged at the crossroads of the Abrahamic religions, as a 

statement of the creed and theological tenets of Judaism against the creed and 

theological tenets of Islam, with the polemical-theological encounter between 

Judaism and Christianity as a historical background. If a resurgence of sectarian 

Jewish or Judaizing Christianity occurred during the first centuries of Islam (7
th

 – 

10
th
 centuries), then the Toledot Yeshu could be approached as an undertake of 

Rabbinic authorities situated in the lands of Islam in order to discourage and 

deconstruct any Jewish-Christian syncretism, to reminisce the firm and immemorial 

boundaries between the Abrahamic religions, and to revivify the intense 

consciousness of the trialectic Abrahamic identities as Abrahamic alterities. As a 

Jewish anti-Gospel, the Toledot Yeshu stands in sharp contrast with the Muslim 

“Gospel” and the quranic Christology: the first denies Jesus’ virgin birth and true 

prophethood, while stating in bold relief the reality of death through crucifixion, 

without resurrection and ascension to heaven; the second asserts Jesus’ virgin birth 

and true prophethood, denies Jesus’s status as Son of God and the reality of his 

death and burial, while emphasizing Jesus’s direct ascension to heaven. In the 

context of the early Islamic period, Alexander underlines the fact that during the 

Middle Ages the polemic waged between Judaism and Islam “mirrored the debates 

between Judaism and Christianity, and Christianity and Islam”: “Jewish Christianity 

scuffs the borderlines, and it may have engendered polemic from the establishments 

on both sides aimed at re-affirming the differences. The Toledot Yeshu would have 

had an obvious function in a context where some Jews were drawn to Christianity, 

not in an orthodox but in a Jewish form that did not hold to a high Christology. A 

Jewish anti-Gospel could have served the purpose of deterring potential converts, an 

anti-Gospel which does not directly take issue with the supposed divinity of Jesus, 

but rather focuses on denying his claim to prophethood […]
31

.” The staining of 

Mary’s innocence and virginity is referred to in Quran, S. IV, v. 155 as well, a text 

                                                           
30

 Cf. Adina M. Yoffie, “Observations on the Huldreich Manuscripts of the Toledot Yeshu”, 

in: Schäfer, Meerson, Deutsch (ed.), Toledot Yeshu Revisited. A Princeton Conference, pp. 

61-77. 
31

 Cf. Philip Alexander, “The Toledot Yeshu in the Context of Jewish-Muslim Debate”, in: 

Schäfer, Meerson, Deutsch (ed.), Toledot Yeshu Revisited. A Princeton Conference, pp. 136-

158. 
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which may echo knowledge of an ancient version of the Toledot Yeshu by the 

quranic scribes or may be situated in a textual and historical relationship with the 

Judeo-Arabic versions of the Toledot Yeshu found in the Cairo Genizah
32

: “[…] and 

for their unbelief, and their uttering against Mary a mighty calumny […]”
33

. 

Nine hadith collectors
34

 and nineteen Companions
35

 interpreted Quran, S. 

XXIV, v. 11-21, as a divinely revealed message sent to Muslims in order to preserve 

the innocence of Aisha bint Abi Bakr (ca. 614-678), the favorite wife of the Prophet 

Muhammad and the daughter of the first Caliph, Abu Bakr, the “Father of the 

Virgin” (life ca. 573-634; reign 632-634). According to Spellberg
36

 and Delong-

Bas
37

, the staining of Aisha’s innocence ensued from the “battle of the camel”
38

 in 

the religious milieu of the Shiites. As Ali ibn Abi Talib’s fate was sealed after the 

battle of Siffin
39

, the Shiites scapegoated Aisha for her stern opposition to the 
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 Cf. Natana J. Delong-Bas, Wahhabi Islam: From Revival and Reform to Global Jihad, 

Oxford – New York, Oxford University Press, 2004, p. 309, n. 258: Abd al-Razzaq, Ahmad 
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Abbad bin Abd Allah Ibn al-Zubayr, Maqsam Mawli Ibn Abbas. 
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Bakr, New York, Columbia University Press, 1994, pp. 61-100. 
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 Cf. Delong-Bas, Wahhabi Islam, pp. 88-89. 
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 The “battle of the camel” was fought in 656 near Basra between the army of the IV
th

 

Caliph, Ali ibn Abi Talib (life 601-661; reign 656-661) and a military alliance led by Aisha, 

Talha and al-Zubayr. Talha and al-Zubayr died in battle, and in the aftermath of Ali’s victory 

Aisha renounced her involvement in the politics of succession. 
39

 The battle of Siffin was fought in 657 near al-Raqqa, during the first fitna or civil war, 

between the army of Ali ibn Abi Talib and the Syrian army of Muawiyah ibn Abi Sufyan. 

The battle was not concluded by military means, instead on the verge of losing the battle, 

Muawiyah’s soldiers raised pages of the Quran on their spearheads, with the implicit 

message that Allah disapproves the fratricide killing between Muslims. This pathetic gesture 

impeded Ali from winning the battle and securing his caliphate. The martial dénouement was 

replaced by an arbitration to be enacted by the elders of the Arab tribes. From this point on, 

the primordial Muslim community or ummah had been divided into the rival communities of 

Sunnis, Shiites and Kharijites, Ali’s power eroded continuously until the moment of his 

assassination in the mosque of Kufa by the Kharijite Ibn Muljam, and Muawiyah ibn Abi 
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caliphate of Prophet Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law. In writings authored by 

Shiites, Rafidah or “rejectors” of the three Rashidun Caliphs (Abu Bakr, Umar ibn 

al-Khattab, Uthman ibn Affan), Aisha was accused of adultery and whoredom 

according to the narrative describing the “affair of the necklace”. Aisha seemingly 

lost her necklace during a caravan trip led by the Prophet Muhammad. When the 

caravan left a caravanserai, Aisha was left behind, as she was searching for the 

missing necklace. When the caravan covered part of the way, Aisha’s absence was 

noticed, some of the travelers went backward, in order to search for her, already 

accusing her of a sinful engagement in an illicit love affair with the owner of the 

caravanserai. Although Aisha was found alone, wrapped in her cloak and uttering 

words susceptible to unveil her innocence, the members of the caravan and 

Muhammad himself were persuaded of the staining of her feminine purity. 

Kalamu-Allah, the Word of God expressed in the text of the Quran, S. 

XXIV, v. 11-21, proclaimed Aisha’s innocence for the present historical time and 

for the centuries to come: “Those who come with the slander are a band of you; do 

not reckon it evil for you; rather it is good for you. Every man of them shall have the 

sin that he has earned charged to him; and whosoever of them took upon himself the 

greater part of it, him there awaits a mighty chastisement. Why, when you heard it, 

did the believing man and women not of their own account think good thoughts, and 

say, ‘This is a manifest calumny’? Why did they not bring four witnesses against it? 

[…] When you received it on your tongues, and were speaking with your mouths 

that whereof you had no knowledge, and reckoned it a light thing, and with God it 

was a mighty thing – and why, when you heard it, did you not say, ‘It is not for us to 

speak about this; glory be to Thee! This is a mighty calumny’? […] But for God’s 

bounty to you and His mercy and that God is All-gentile, All-compassionate – O 

believers, follow not the steps of Satan; for whosoever follows the steps of Satan, 

assuredly he bids to indecency and dishonor. But for God’s bounty to you and His 

mercy not one of you would have been pure ever; but God purifies whom He will; 

and God is All-hearing, All-knowing
40

.” 

Muhammad Ibn Abd al-Wahhab (1702/1703 – 1791/1792), the founder of 

the Wahhabi School of theological, juridical and political thinking, used the symbol 

of “Aisha the innocent” as a moral paradigm concerning the treatment of women in 

the Muslim community. The truth about a Muslim woman’s chastity is one of the 

                                                                                                                                                      

Sufyan became Muawiyah I
st
 (live 602-680; reign 661-680), the founder of the dynasty of the 

Umayyads, Banu Umayya or Umayyad Caliphate (661-750). Cf. Julius Wellhausen, The 

Arab Kingdom and Its Fall, Calcutta, University of Calcutta, 1927, pp. 77-104. 
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pillars of the ummah because it unveils itself as a manifestation of Allah’s will and 

omnipotence. The false accusations of the Rafidah against Aisha must be understood 

as an insane human effort to disparage the status of Muhammad as the “seal of the 

prophets” and the uniqueness of Allah as monotheist divinity, an ignorant offense 

against the principle of tawhid. In al-Wahhab’s opinion, the effort to preserve 

Aisha’s innocence as an ideal of God-given feminine innocence and quranic rights 

may go as far as jihad against their accusers, human beings guilty of kufr (unbelief) 

and irtidad (apostasy): “Anyone who lies about God has committed kufr (unbelief) 

and anyone who falsely accuses her [of fornication] with allegations that she was not 

his wife or left behind her purity for prostitution, therefore we say: If it has been 

proven definitively that she was innocent by these verses then persisting in her 

defamation is what proceeds from evil. As for the occurrence of her defamation, 

how is it possible for God Most High to lie in His revelation about her innocence 

unless one is speaking calumny in it? Some of the investigators said plainly: ‘As for 

her defamation now, it is kufr (unbelief) and irtidad (apostasy). Do not believe in it 

steadfastly because it is a lie addressed by seventeen verses from the Book of 

God
41

.” 

It may be presumed that the Biblical re-writings concerning Bathenosh and 

Sarai, included in 1QapGen, stand as narrative extrapolations which aim to develop 

and explain the Biblical Text. Beside the midrashic purpose, the illusory staining of 

Bathenosh’s and Sarai’s feminine innocence opened new ground for captatio 

benevolentiae, as it revisited the archaic history with a new feeling of drama, 

tragedy and redemption. In On the Origin of the World, the scene which includes the 

rape of the earthly likeness of Eve by the archons reveals the high intensity of the 

divine-cosmic-human drama implied by the Gnostic Myth of Light and Darkness, by 

ontological and Gnostic continuities which permeate the narrative concerning Eve of 

Zoe or Eve of Life and her earthly likeness with the tragedy of redemptive 

knowledge, of redemption through gnosis at the core of Gnostic cosmology and 

anthropology. The tragic blend of light-soul and darkness-body in the structure of 

human being is thus enframed in the explanation of the origin of evil in the universe, 

offered by the Gnostic system of thinking. The portrayal of Mary in the Christian 

Gospel or the Muslim “Gospel” and in the Toledot Yeshu as a Jewish anti-Gospel, as 

well as the portrayal of Aisha bint Abi Bakr in the Quran and in the defamatory 

writings authored by the Rafidah, indicate the staining of feminine innocence as a 
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focal topic during the polemical-theological encounters of the Abrahamic religions 

through counter-history and counter-narratives. From the hermeneutic perspective of 

counter-history, some of the alpha female characters of the Abrahamic sacred texts 

may be scape-goated at the crossroads of the Abrahamic religious realms, with the 

purpose of being identified by various human powers as symbolic lightning-rods of 

inter-religious hate and revenge, as a consequence of intensifying religious and 

political conflicts or confrontations opposing the Abrahamic religious communities. 

 

 


