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A MUSLIM-CATHOLIC
MARIOLOGY III': MARYAM UMM EISA

(MARY, MOTHER OF JESUS)

R.T. Oliveros

ABSTRACT

The Virgin Birth in Islam is not about Maryam but she was chosen by
Allah for something bigger than herself. Maryam was 'made pure’ by Allah
(3.42) to be the perfect receptacle of the Word' who is Jesus the Christ (Eisa al-
Masih). Her being immaculate (pure and sinless) is not to draw attention to
herselfbut it is about the child—Eisa (Jesus), central to Allah s divine plan.

Muslim-Catholic Mariology I & II are published in LANDAS, LST Theological Journal,
Ateneo de Manila University.
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Growing up in a Muslim-Catholic household, I have my own story of
interfaith devotion to the Nuestra Seiora del Pilar (Our Lady of the Pillar).
It was in the mid-1960s when my Muslim mother Rahma Rasul Taib
brought me to Zamboanga City to join the procession held every October
12th in honor of Mary on her feast as Zamboanga’s patroness the Nuestra
Senora del Pilar. 1 witnessed Muslim women pray at the western wall of the
17" Century Jesuit-built Fort where a bas-relief image of the Nuestra Seiora
(Our Lady) is raised on a pillar. The Moro women wore a hijab, while the
Catholic lay women wore a belo (veil). Like the Catholics, Muslims also lit
candles as they offered prayers to Maryam—that they be safe every time they
cross the treacherous Sulu sea on their way home to Lupah-Sug (Land of the
Taosug) which is Jolo, Sulu.

Despite a past marred by violence in the Sulu zone, Muslims and
Christians managed to find a way to live in harmony. For the Christian
Zamboangueno and the Muslim Moro, the legacy of peace is shared in
their common spiritual heritage in Mary enshrined in the wall of Fort
Pilar and in Baclaran Church’s Mother of Perpetual Help. Both icons are
not statues nor on a pillar, but paintings and embossed images on a wall

for all to gaze and pray.

Nuestra Seriora del Pilar and Mother of Perpetual Help

Although devotions are popular to Filipino Catholic spirituality, they
have not been fully understood and have been considered suspect by
theologians because of the observed exaggerations and superstitions that
abound in their practice. However, if the goal of any theological endeavor is
to bring people to prayer, then popular devotions have succeeded in doing so
and, in fact, enrich Filipino Catholic spirituality. Devotions are easily
accessible to most Filipinos given its simplicity and emphasis on prayer. In a
developing country like the Philippines where the majority are poor, they are

easily attracted to devotions when they have no one else to turn to in
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desperate situations. What enriches these devotions and sustains their
popularity are stories of miracles and answered prayers.

Devotion to Sitti Maryam (Lady Mary) by Moro tribes' developed
because they lived near the shoreline exposed to natural calamities. They
claim that on 21 Sept 1897 and 16 August 1976, they saw Sitti Maryam on
mid-air over Basilan Strait, raised her right hand to stop the tsunami caused
by two powerful earthquakes. Both miracles are part of Samal and Badjau
oral tradition passed on from one generation to the next. These, and other
daily miracles, have cemented a Moro ‘devotion’ to Maryam despite the
labeling of haram (prohibited) by Wahhabi influenced Muslims amongst
them. Religious expressions of joining processions to honor the Blessed
Virgin Mary of Nuestra Senora del Pilar by Samal and Badjaos is criticized as
bida (innovation) and haram (prohibited) by some Taosug who have been
strongly influenced by Saudi Wahabbism in the late 20" century.

The ‘Mother of the Perpetual Help,” undisputedly, is the most popular
Marian devotion in the Philippines. ‘Mama Mary’ is a name of endearment
for Filipino Catholics when they address the Blessed Virgin Mary, as
popularized by the icon of ‘Our Mother’, the mother of Jesus who is their
mother too. It is a devotion to which Muslims can relate to given the
depiction of the intimate relationship between the mother and her son.
Filipino Catholics not in Zamboanga can relate as well to the icon of Nuestra
Sernora because of their devotion to the Mother of Perpetual Help, enshrined
in many Filipino-Catholics home, being the most popular Marian devotion
in the Philippines. Like the icon of the Nuestra Seniora, the Perpetual Help
icon depicts the Mother carrying her child Jesus. The icon of Nuestra Senora
in Zamboanga depicts a similar image. Yet any literature about the Nuestra
Senora of Zamboanga is mainly on Mary. Rarely is there any theological
discourse on the child that she carries in her arms. An exhaustive Islamic nor
Catholic Mariology that do not point and end in her son Jesus the Christ
(Eisa al-Masib) is incomplete and unfulfilled.

1. Samal, Badjau, Taosug, and Yakan.
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Eisa ibn Maryam (Jesus, Son of Mary)

The earliest reference to Jesus in the Qur’an is in Surah Maryam Q.
19:16-33 where Eisa (Jesus) is identified through his mother Maryam.
Likewise, the Gospel according to Mark, the earliest recorded NT Gospel,2
mentions in Mark 6:3 that Jesus’ townsfolk say, “Is not this the carpenter the
son of Mary?” This is the only instance in Mark that Mary is mentioned by
her by name, although he mentioned Jesus’ mother twice without naming
her in Mk 3:31 and Mk. 3:32. However, Qur’anic revelation is not about
‘Maryam’ but about the child. Islam and the Qur’an recognize the importance
of Injil as sacred scripture as stipulated in their credo or beliefs. The Qur'an
mentions that Jesus, like Moses and Muhammad, received a book of revelation
called Injil (Gospel). Unbeknownst to Muslim commentators, the Injil
(Gospel) is not a kitab (written book) like the Qur’an, but is Eisa himself zbe
Word (al-Kalam or Logos) onified in the flesh incarnate.

The Mary-and-Jesus kinship is defined by the expression Eisa ibn
Maryam (Jesus, son of Mary) mentioned twenty-three times’ in the Qur’an.
Classical Muslim exegetes regard Eisa ibn Maryam as an honorific title of
Jesus because of the high status that the Qur'an ascribes to Mary.* “We
caused Jesus, son of Mary, to follow, and gave him the Gospel, and placed
compassion and mercy in the hearts of those who followed him,” (Q.57:27).
Unbeknownst, however, to Muslim theologians, for Christians Jesus” himself
is the Injil or the Good News. Eisa did not receive a Book for he himself is
the Book as the Word who became flesh (John 1:14). As the Word of God,
Jesus was not a book, but a person revealed fully not only to the children of
Israel but to all humanity. As such, Jesus was not just preaching the Gospel,
he was living the Gospel, for he is the Gospel-personified. The Gospels of
Matthew, Mark, and Luke and John are simply witness accounts of the life of

2. The Gospel according to Mark is the first of four canonical Gospels that mentions the
names Jesus and Mary. Christian tradition dates Mark’s Gospel to circa 66-70 C.E.
3. Encyclopedia of the Qnr'an, ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe, “JESUS,” Neal Robinson

(contributor), p. 11, Leiden, the Netherlands, 2001.
4. Ibid.
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Jesus. The Gospel according to Mark (c. AD 66-70) is the first of four
canonical Gospels that mentions the names of Jesus and Mary. Muslims learn
about Maryam and Eisa, who lived about 600 years before the prophet
Muhammad (c. 570 CE — 8 June 632 CE), based on revelations that the

prophet received which is written in the Qur’an.

Allah’s Divine Plan

If one looks into God’s unique intervention in human history, the
question one might ask should be—why did God choose Mary and for what
purpose? Why would Allah choose Maryam and make her pure or without
sin? It was not purity for purity’s sake. The virgin birth changed the life of a
lowly maiden named Mary. It was not just that she was chosen by Allah, but
that she was chosen for something bigger than herself. Her being chosen,
made pure, and her exemplary submission to Allah’s will were not just to
draw attention to herself. Mary was ‘made pure’ by Allah (3.42) to be the
perfect receptacle of the “Word” who is Jesus, the Christ (3.42). It implies
that as part of Allah’s divine plan the mother must be sinless and immaculate
because she will be the mother of the child that the Qur’an refers to as
kalimat-ullah—a Word (kalima) from Allah” and his (Allah’s) Word (3:45,
4:171).” The Qur'an mentions that her virgin birth is to be the mother of the
WORD, it does not explain, however, God’s plan as initially executed in
Maryam giving birth to Eisa (Jesus c—=).

The angel Gabriel announced that Mary shall be the Mother of Eisa
(Jesus —=), the Word and the Messiah (Q. 3:45, Q. 19:19), which is
consistent with the Christian tradition of the Annunciation of Gabriel to
Mary the Gospel according to Luke (Lk 1: 26-38). That was the singular
purpose and meaning of her call. Her immaculateness and fulness of grace have
made her will perfectly aligned with the will of God. So shouldn’t it be that the
honored status of Mary was because she was chosen by Allah to be the mother

of Eiss—and not the other way around as some Muslim commentators would

5. Shorter Encyclopedia of Islam, Gibb and Kramers, E.J. Brill, Leiden, 1991, p. 173,
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like to put it. Tabarsi® argues that that God chose her for the honor of giving
birth to Christ’ as she was chosen by Allih to be the mother of Eisz (Jesus).
The question remains for Muslims, who then is Eisa (Jesus) that his mother is
given such a high privilege? The written Qur’an being recited and studied by
Muslim is not clear and does not explain the meaning and the mission of Jesus.

Muslim commentators note that Maryam was chosen for a divine plan.
However, they did not specify what is this divine plan? The tendency of
classical Muslim exegetes was to ‘praise’ Maryam and stopping there while
remaining silent about the mission of Eisa that would explain Allah’s divine
plan. Afterall, Allah’s plan was dramatically inaugurated in the virgin birth and
the subsequent entry of Eisa (Jesus) into human history. Yet there is not much
in the Quran that elaborates what happened to the child who became an
adult, and realized Allah’s divine plan. Who is this child and what will
eventually be the mission of the son according to the divine plan? The Gospels
answers this in revealing Jesus as the son of God incarnated of the Virgin Mary.
For humanity’s sake he was crucified, died, and was buried, and on the
third day rose from the dead. However, most Muslims reject the crucifixion
of Jesus. My late professor Mahmoud Ayoub believed in the historicity of a
Jesus from Nazareth who was crucified and died on the cross.”

The Hail Mary: a Mariological Framework

Muslims and Christians may disagree with the identity of Eisa (Jesus) but
they fully agree that Allah chose Maryam, above all women from all nations
and generations, to be his mother—Maryam umm Eisa (Mary, mother of
Jesus). The prayer ‘Hail Mary, full of grace, and ‘Blessed are you among women’
reverberates on the walls of Fort Pilar, being the most popular Catholic prayer
second only to the ‘Our Father,” also known as “The Lord’s Prayer’ (Matthew
6:9-13, Luke 11:2-4).

6. Abu ‘Ali al-Fadl b. al-Hasan al-Tabarsi. Majma’ al Bayan fir Tafsir al-Qur’an. 6 volumes. Beirut,
1961.
7. Mahmoud Ayoub, House of Imran, State University of New York, 1992, p. 128.

8. Hans Kung, Christianity and the World Religions, Doubleday & Co., New York, 1986, p. 111.
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The first half of the ‘Hail Mary’ is a concise Islamic Mariology. It is
based on the greeting of the angel Gabriel: “Hail Mary, full of grace (Lk 1.28),
Blessed are you among women,” while being blessed among all women is sang
by Mary in her Magnificat: “For behold, from now on all generations will call me
blessed,” (Lk. 1:48b). Six centuries later, it is revealed once again to the Arabs in
the Qur'an. It mirrors the Qur’anic revelation when angels greeted Maryam:
“Yaa-Maryamu ‘innal-laahastafaaki wa tahharaki wastafaaki ‘alaa nisaaa-'il-
aalamiin® (O Mary, God has chosen you, made you pure and chosen you above
all women of all nations) (Q.3:42). This Quranic revelation is a summary of
Catholic Mariology where Maryam is identified as the mother of Jesus of the
virgin birth, Maryam as immaculately conceived, and chosen amongst all

women. The first half of the ‘Hail Mary’ is the concise Islamic Mariology.

Conclusion

The ‘task’ in developing a Mariology in Islam is not to point to her but
to point to her son— Eisa (Jesus <) The Qur'an has defined the Mary
and Jesus kinship by the expression Eisa ibn Maryam (Jesus son of Mary)
which is mentioned twenty-three times.'® The ‘Hail Mary’ prayer in
Catholicism expresses this with the line “And blessed is the fruit of your womb
Jesus.” Over 187 times, directly and indirectly, the relationship of Jesus, being
the son of Mary, is mentioned in the Qur’an. The same kinship is mentioned
in the New Testament, in Mark 6:3, where Jesus’ townsfolk say, “Is not this
the carpenter the son of Mary?” This is the only instance that the Gospel of
Mark mentions her by name, and Mark names Jesus’ mother twice without
naming her in Mk 3:31 and Mk. 3:32.

The Nuestra Seriora icon is consistent with the Qur’anic depiction of
Maryam as inseparably identified with her son, thus the title Eisa ibn Maryam.
In the iconic image of Mary and Eisa, a theological discourse on the child is

9. NRSV (1991), ancient authorities add this.

10. Brill Encyclopaedia of the Qur'an, Vol. 3, p. 11. Cited in the Qur’an of Eisa as Son of Mary or
Tbn Maryam (23 times): 2:87, 2:253, 3:45, 4:157, 4:171, 5:17, 5:46, 5:72, 5:75, 5:78, 5:110,
5:112, 5:114, 5:116, 9:31, 19:34, 23:50, 33:7, 43:57, 57:27, 61:6, 61:14;
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formed by defocusing on Mary and shifting instead to her child, Jesus. As
Mary said in the Gospel of John 2:5, “Do whatever he (Jesus) tells you.” Even in
the Qur'an, when Maryam went home to her people carrying her newborn, she
was confronted by the elders who accused her of being unchaste. Her response
was “... she pointed to him (the child). They replied: How should we speak to one
who is a child in the cradle?” (Q. 19: 27-28) And so the infant Eisa miraculously
spoke with authority to answer the allegations and accusers of His mother and
to their amazement put them all to shame.

Both Muslims and Christians look up to Mary as their model (mathal)
of modesty, chastity and purity. They encourage their women to be modest
like Mary. In Catholicism, both men and women in religious life emulate her
in their vow of chastity. Islam further emphasizes not just purity but, more
importantly, her submission to Allah’s will despite the risk of being judged as
an adulteress punishable by stoning.

Mary is the bridge to bring Christians and Muslims to Eisa ibn Maryam.
Catholics are reminded that the devotion to the Blessed Virgin Mary must lead
to Christ (@/-Masih). Adapting the Catholic dictum ‘to Jesus through Mary’,
Muslims and Catholics will eventually converge in Eisa (Jesus «—=) who is
the Christ (a/-Masib).
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