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Abstract
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Degree: Master of Arts

This thesis seeks to analyse several traditions found in the fafSir works of Ibn
Kathir and al-Tabari that relate to Ka‘b al-Ahbar and the isra 7/iyyat. The purpose of
the study is to examine how Ka‘b al-Ahbar, an early Jewish convert to Islam, was
viewed by his contemporaries, most significantly the Companions of the Prophet
Muhammad, while considering the complex relationship that exists between Ka‘b, the
isra’tliyyat and those Companions most famous for narrating them. By examining the
relationship between Ka‘b and the Companions, including those who were not known to
narrate isra iliyyat, this study will also serve to establish a guideline of what can
possibly be attributed to the former regarding his character, sincerity and
trustworthiness from his contemporaries, thereby providing a sounder basis for
accepting or rejecting critical traits or descriptors that were subsequently ascribed to
him by later scholars, especially during the 20" century. Finally, this thesis aims to
demonstrate the various factors that need to be taken into account when analyzing those
traditions involving Ka‘b and/or his sayings as found in the fafSirtexts, factors that
should equally be considered when approaching such traditions as found in other genres

of Islamic literature.
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Cette these a pour objet d’analyser un certain nombre de traditions reli¢es a Ka‘b
al-Ahbar et aux 7sra 7liyyat que 1’on retrouve dans les ouvrages de tafSir d’Ibn Kathir et
d’al-Tabari. Le but de cette étude est d’examiner comment Ka‘b al-Ahbar, un des
premiers juifs convertis a 1’islam, était per¢u par ses contemporains notamment les
Compagnons du Prophete Muhammad, tout en considérant la relation complexe existant
entre Ka‘b, les israiliyyat et les Compagnons les mieux connus pour avoir relaté ces
traditions. En examinant la relation entre Ka‘b et les Compagnons, incluant ceux qui
n’étaient pas connus pour avoir relaté des isra iliyyat, cette étude servira aussi
d’indication de ce que I’on peut dire de Ka‘b relatif a son caractere, sa sincérité et son
honnéteté par I’intermédiaire de ces contemporains. Ce travail fournira aux chercheurs
une base plus solide permettant d’accepter ou de rejeter des descriptions ou des traits
critiques lui ayant été attribués par des savants plus récents, surtout durant le 20° siecle.
Enfin, cette these cherche a démontrer les divers facteurs qui doivent étre pris en compte
dans I’analyse des traditions ayant trait a Ka‘b et/ou ses dires qui se trouvent dans les
textes de tafsir, facteurs devant également étre considérés lorsque I’on aborde de telles

traditions dans d’autres genres littéraires islamiques.
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Note on Translations
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the language in a more modernized form. However, for the verse numbering, I have
opted to use that of the Qur’anic text (the Hafs reading) printed by the King Fahd Holy
Qur’an Printing Complex in al-Madinah al-Munawwarah. As for any other Arabic to
English translations done throughout the work, all of them are my own unless otherwise

indicated.
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Ka‘b al-Ahbar and the Isra7liyyat in the Tafsir Literature

Introduction

Over the past century, there has been an upsurge in the amount of material
produced dealing with a particular genre of narrations that are found within Islamic
literature, namely, the isra’iliyyat. The term isra’iliyyat generally refers to stories or
traditions related to the Children of Israel that have their origins in Jewish source texts.'
In modern times, the isra’iliyyat have become one of the more contentious issues
amongst Muslim scholars. Much of the recent scholarship on the subject focuses on the
place which they occupy within other various genres of Islamic literature, such as the
texts of Qur’anic exegesis (afsir) or the stories of the Prophets (gisas al-anbiya’). One
of the themes that is conspicuous in these writings is the exploration of the relationship
between the traditions of Islam and those of the other Abrahamic faiths, especially
Judaism. However, a more particular aspect of some of the modern writings on the
isra’tliyyat that is not found in previous works is their focus on the character and
reliability of certain transmitters of such narrations, and more specifically those who
happen to be of a Jewish background. One such narrator is named Ka‘b al-Ahbar.

A Yemenite Jew who converted to Islam less than 10 years after the death of the
Prophet Muhammad, Ka‘b al-Ahbar was known to have had a vast knowledge of past
scriptures and Jewish traditions, including the Torah and other genres of Jewish
literature, as well as the traditions of southern Arabia. Coupled with his reported

wisdom and personal charisma, Ka‘b’s status as a Biblical scholar of the first Islamic

" A more specific definition of the term isra 7/iyyat will be given below in the appropriate section.
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century became legendary in the centuries that followed. > How, then, has Ka‘b been
viewed by medieval and modern Muslim scholars with respect to his reliability as a
transmitter of traditions within Islamic literature? Has his relation to the isra 7liyyat
affected his credibility in the eyes of these scholars? If so, in what ways? What do the
scholars have to say about the sincerity and personal character of Ka‘b as a Jewish
convert, from the first generation of Muslims, who narrated isra 7liyyat? Answering
these questions has caused a certain amount of controversy within Muslim scholarship,
especially in modern times due to the politicization of the issue of the isra 7/iyyat as a
result of Zionism and the matter of Palestine.

Indeed, how Ka‘b has been treated by Muslim scholars over time has ranged
widely, generally being considered as a trustworthy narrator by the vast majority, yet
criticized by a few for being known to transmit 7sra 7liyyat, thereby introducing
elements of Jewish origin into the Islamic tradition. Such criticisms began to surface in
the medieval period from scholars like Ibn Taymiyyah (d. 728/1328) and Ibn Kathir (d.
774/1373). Most recently though, certain Egyptian Muslim scholars, like Rashid Rida
(d. 1935) and his disciple Mahmud Abu Rayyah, have gone so far as to lay charges of
hypocrisy on Ka‘b, reproving him, and other Jewish converts into Islam, for seeking to
conspire against and undermine the Islamic religion by introducing foreign elements into
the mainstream tradition. Abu Rayyah’s incrimination of Ka‘b as being the first Zionist
clearly shows a modern political agenda in dealing with the isra iliyyat and their

transmitters.

2 M. Schmitz, "Ka‘b al-Ahbar," in Encyclopaedia of Islam (Leiden: Brill, 2004). This short entry provides
a concise and descriptive summary of Ka‘b, but offers very limited information on the nature of the
traditions and stories he transmitted.



The focus of the current study, however, is not to understand the process by
which the isra’iliyyat, and specifically Ka‘b al-Ahbar, were politicized in the context of
events that occurred in the 20" century, but rather to analyze the traditions that
involved Ka‘b al-Ahbar and his relationship to the isra 7liyyat before their politicization.
The idea behind this study is to critically analyse as many narrations as possible that
could conceivably contain some indicators as to Ka‘b’s credibility and trustworthiness
as an individual narrator® within the genres of literature in which he is most commonly
found.* However, since an exhaustive analysis of all Muslim literature on Ka‘b is
beyond the scope of this paper, the following study is intended to provide an example of
such an analysis within one particular genre, focusing on the narrations of Ka‘b as found
in the tafsirliterature, especially those of al-Tabari and Ibn Kathir who have differing
approaches to such narrations.” The method of analysis will consist of comparing and
contrasting several relevant narrations dealing with Ka‘b as found in the zafsirtexts of
al-Tabari and Ibn Kathir to see what commonalities and discrepancies exist between
them and what indications they contain with respect to Ka‘b’s character and
trustworthiness as a narrator and source of Islamic knowledge. In this regard, the vast

majority of the traditions I will examine involve Ka‘b’s relationship to his

3 In this regard, there exist several possibilities as to how Ka‘b could be related to a narration. For
example, one is that he is found in the 7snad, or chain of transmitters, of a particular tradition, the content
of which can either be of the isra 7/iyyat or not. Another possibility is that the text of the tradition (mmatn)
involves Ka‘b himself, whether as an exchange between him and one of his contemporaries or his
contemporaries making a reference to one of his sayings. Analysing all such narrations can provide
insights into who he was as a narrator and how his companions viewed him (i.e. had a good opinion of
him, were suspicious of him, etc.)

* These genres of literature would include the texts of Qur’anic exegesis (faf3ir), the stories of the
Prophets (gisas al-anbiya’), and the collections of Prophetic traditions (4adith, pl. ahadith).

> A further advantage to using the fafsirtexts of al-Tabari and Ibn Kathir for this analysis is that both
scholars have composed comprehensive world-history texts which also contain some narrations dealing
with Ka‘b al-Ahbar in one respect or another and, hence, can be used as a complementary text to each of
the respective authors’ tafsir works.



contemporaries, namely, the Companions of the Prophet, and their interactions with
him.

When considering the traditions that relate to Ka‘b, the Companions and the
isra’fliyyat, inevitably the question of sources will arise: from where did these
traditions originate and who took them from whom? By comparing and contrasting the
various traditions, the purpose in conducting the following analysis is two-fold. The
first aim is to help elucidate part of the complex relationship that exists between Ka‘b,
the isra’iliyyat and those Companions most famous for narrating them. At the same
time, by examining the relationship between Ka‘b and the Companions, including those
who were not known to narrate 7sra 7liyyat, this will serve to establish a guideline of
what can possibly be attributed to him by his contemporaries regarding his character,
sincerity and trustworthiness, thereby providing a sounder basis for accepting or
rejecting critical traits or descriptors that were subsequently ascribed to him by later
scholars, especially during the 20" century. The second aim is to demonstrate the
various factors that need to be taken into account when analyzing those traditions
involving Ka‘b and his sayings as found in the fafsirtexts, factors that should equally be
considered when approaching such traditions as found in other genres of Islamic
literature, such as the gisas al-anbiya’.

In examining and analyzing such narrations, the approach I intend to take is
multi-faceted. For some of these traditions, I will examine their content and meaning
along with their implications regarding the character and trustworthiness of Ka‘b. For
other traditions, however, I will consider their authenticity by examining their isnad (pl.

asanid) and matn while taking into consideration what Ibn Kathir or other scholars have



said regarding the relative strength or weakness of these particular traditions.® This will
involve examining similar or related traditions that may be found outside of the rafsir
texts of al-Tabari and Ibn Kathir. Hence, when applicable, I will use supplementary
material from other sources including both respective scholars’ historical chronicles,
other tafSir bi-’I-ma’thurtexts, and even texts of hadith compilations and their
commentaries.

In order to provide the appropriate context for this study, I will review some of
the current literature that has been written on the isra7liyyat in general, including the
definition and use of the term within Islamic texts, as well as how they are related to
Ka‘b al-Ahbar. Then, I will mention a few points regarding the methodologies of al-
Tabari and Ibn Kathir in their respective exegesis texts as well as their approach to the
isra’iliyyat. Before proceeding, however, I will begin with a brief biographical sketch of

Ka‘b al-Ahbar.

% Within the majority of Muslim literature, traditions that are narrated (especially Prophetic traditions)
usually consist of two fundamental parts: the isnad, or chain of transmitters, which lists the names of
those individuals who transmitted the particular narration from generation to generation and the matn, or
text of the narration itself, which is usually in the form of a quoted saying or the witnessing of an action
or event that took place.



The Life of Ka‘b al-Ahbar

Abu Ishaq Ka‘b ibn Mati¢” al-Himyari came from a Jewish tribe in Himyar,
Yemen.® The title al-Ahbar, which is the plural of the Arabic Aibr, is a designation that
indicates he was ranked among the scholars.” Although he lived during the time of the
Prophet Muhammad, he never actually met him. He came to Madinah from Yemen and
became a Muslim during the caliphate of ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab, although some sources
state that it was before then, during Abu Bakr’s rule. There are also various narrations
indicating how Ka‘b became a Muslim. One tradition has Ibn ‘Abbas asking Ka‘b,
“What prevented you from becoming Muslim during the lifetime of the Prophet, God
bless him and grant him peace, or during the time of Abu Bakr and that it was not until
now that you accepted Islam during the era of ‘Umar, God be pleased with him?” He
responded:

My father wrote for me something from the Torah and gave it to me stating,

“Act according to this,” while sealing the rest of his book. He then took an oath

from me by the right of a father over his son that I would not break the seal.

When the present time came and [ witnessed the advent of Islam, I did not see

anything wrong with it, so I said to myself, “Perchance my father hid some

[important] knowledge from me, thus, I should read it.” I then broke the seal and

read [what was hidden from me] only to find the description of Muhammad, God

bless him and grant him peace, and his nation, hence, I came at this time to you
as a Muslim. '’

7 For his full lineage, Ibn ‘Asakir lists several different possibilities in his 7arikh madinat Dimashgq. See
‘Ali ibn al-Hasan ibn ‘Asakir, Tarikh madinat Dimashg, ed. °Ali Shiri, 80 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1995),
v. 50, 151.

¥ Most of the biographical information regarding Ka‘b al-Ahbar can be found in the various biographical
dictionaries, or the tabagat literature. There are editorial notes in Ibn ‘Asakir’s work, as well as in Ibn
‘Abd al-Barr’s al-Istidhkar, that compile where such information can be found in many of the fabaqgat
reference works. The editorial note in Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr’s work also summarizes what these sources state
about Ka‘b, and it is from this source that most of the following information has been adopted, unless
otherwise indicated. See Ibn ‘Asakir, 7arikh madinat Dimashg, v. 50, 151, n. 4; Yusuf ibn ‘Abd Allah ibn
‘Abd al-Barr, al-Tamhid lima 7 ’I-Muwatta’ min al-ma‘ani wa ’l-masanid, ed. Muhammad ‘ Abd al-Qadir
‘Aza, 11 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyyah, 1999), v. 5, 90-92, esp. n. 5. Also see Isracl Ben-Zeev,
Ka‘b al-Ahbar (al-Quds: Matba‘at al-Sharq al-Ta‘awuniyyah, 1976), 21, n. 1.

’ Haim Z'ew Hirschberg, "Ka‘b al-Ahbar," in Encyclopaedia Judaica(New York: Macmillan, 1971-1972),
v. 10, 488. He is also referred to as Ka‘b al-Hibr, but less frequently.

" Ybn “Asakir, Tarikh madinat Dimashg, v. 50, 159. Another version of Ka‘b’s conversion involving
‘Umar will be mentioned below in its appropriate context.
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Some of these stories of Ka‘b’s conversion have become legendary and were
subsequently embellished within the gisas, or story-telling, genre of literature.""
Concerning his trustworthiness and his elaborate knowledge of Jewish traditions,
Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr states that Ka‘b was “among the greatest of the Followers (min kibar
al-tabi in) and was one of their scholars and trustworthy people” and that “he was of the
most knowledgable of people in regards to the narrations of the Torah, a A7br from the
ahbar of the Jews.”'? In his Siyar a‘lam al-nubala’, al-Dhahabi also refers to Ka‘b as
“the very learned (al- ‘allamah), the hibr’ and states how he used to relate to the
Companions about the 7sra 7/iyyah books and memorize the most wondrous of stories.
He goes on to say that Ka‘b “practiced his Islam well, was firm in his religion, and was
from among the most outstanding of scholars.”'* Finally, al-Dhahabi relates how Ka‘b
was “well-versed in the texts of the Jews” and that “he had a sense in knowing their
truth from their falsehood on the whole.”"
Ka‘b used to sit often in the company of the Companions, relating to them from

his texts while listening to their narrations from the Prophet. He would also accompany

them on various expeditions, such as the conquest of Jerusalem with the Caliph ‘Umar.

" Moshe Perlmann has written two articles dealing with a couple of these stories as found in various
manuscript leaves located in the British Museum. See Moshe Perlmann, "A Legendary Story of Ka‘b al-
Ahbar’s Conversion to Islam," in The Joshua Starr Memorial Volume: Studies in History and Philology,
Jewish Social Studies Publications No. 5 (New York: Conference on Jewish Relations (U.S.), 1953); idem,
"Another Ka‘b al-Ahbar Story," Jewish Quarterly Review, New Ser. 45, no. 1 (July 1954).

" Ibn Abd al-Barr, al-Istidhkar, v. 5, 91.

" The Arabic reads: f2 kana yuhaddithuhum ‘an al-kutub al- isra’iliyyah wa yahfazu ‘aja’ib. See Shams
al-Din Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Dhahabi, Siyar a ‘lam al-nubala’, ed. Shu‘ayb al-Arna’ut, 4th ed., 23
vols. (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Risalah, 1987), v. 3, 489.

' The Arabic reads: wa kana hasana ’l-islam, matin al-diyanah, min nubala’ al- ‘ulama’. Tbid., 489-490.

' The Arabic reads: wa kana khabiran bi-kutubi “I-yuhud, lahu dhawqun 7 ma‘rifati sahihiha min batiliha
17 ’I-jumliah. 1bid., 490.



Towards the end of his life, he moved to Syria and lived in Damascus and then Homs

where he passed away in the year 32 or 34 AH at around 104 years of age.'®

' There is a difference of opinion as to the exact time of his death as well as his burial place. Ibn Sa‘d
states that he died during the caliphate of ‘Uthman in 32 AH in Homs whereas others state that it was in
the year 34 AH, one year before the assassination of ‘Uthman towards the end of 35 AH. Ibn Battuta
states that his tomb is in Damascus, while others say that he is buried in Madinah, even Egypt. See Jamal
al-Din Abi al-Hajjaj Yusuf al-Mizzi, Tahdhib al-kamil fi asma’ al-rijal, ed. Bashshar ‘Awwad Ma‘ruf, 4th
ed., 35 vols. (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Risalah, 1980-1992), v. 24, 190-193; Schmitz, "Ka‘b al-Ahbar";
Ahmad ibn ‘Ali ibn Hajar al-*Asqalani, al-Isabah fi tamyiz al-sahabah, ed. ‘ Ali Muhammad al-Bajawi, 8
vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Jil, 1992), v. 5, 651.



The Isra’iliyyat: Definition and Literature Review

The term isra’iliyyat (sing. isra’iliyyah) has been used by various Muslim
scholars to denote foreign material, more specifically of Jewish and Christian origin,
that has found its way into several genres of Islamic literature, including Qur’anic
exegesis.'” Some of this material was transmitted in the form of stories dealing with
the origins of the universe or past prophets and their nations from as early as the first
generation of Muslims after the death of the Prophet. As the origin of these narratives
is from the texts of Bani Isra’il, or the Children of Israel, they came to be known as
isra’iliyyat. In the same regard, any narration having to do with Bani Isra’il, and by
extension the People of the Book, also came to be known by term. However, according
to other scholars, every foreign element in exegesis is called isra 7liyyat and this denotes
the widest sense of the term. '

As for the origin of the term isra’iliyyat and its usage within Muslim literature,
Robert Tottoli has written an elaborate article on the subject, where he deals with the
occurrence of the word itself as found in Muslim texts rather than the origin of the
stories or narrations contained therein.'” In another of his works, Tottoli discusses the
means by which such stories spread within Muslim literature, including the role of the

Jewish converts such as Ka‘b al-Ahbar, as well as how such narrations were dealt with

' Ismail Albayrak, "Isra’iliyyat and Classical Exegetes’ Comments on the Calf with a Hollow Sound
Q.20: 83-98/ 7: 147-155 with Special Reference to Ibn ‘Atiyya," Journal of Semitic Studies 47, no. i
(2002): 39.

' For a good summary of the notion of isra 7liyyat, see Ismail Albayrak, “Qur’anic Narrative and
Isra’iliyyat in Western Scholarship and in Classical Exegesis” (Ph.D diss., University of Leeds, 2000),
114-116. Albayrak’s discussion on the isra 7/iyyat has also been published in a separate article. See
Ismail Albayrak, "Re-Evaluating the Notion of Isra’iliyyat," /lahiyat Fakultesi Dergisi (Dokuz Eylul
Universitesi), no. 14 (2001).

' Roberto Tottoli, "Origin and Use of the Term Isra’iliyyat in Muslim Literature," Arabica 46, no. ii
(1999).



by various scholars, from the time of Ibn Taymiyyah down to the 20" century.*
Gordon Newby explores the “Islamicization” of the isra iliyyat traditions as well as
their impact on scriptural commentary in early Islam in his article.”’ He discusses how
the scholars among the mawali, or non-Arab Muslims, in the generation of the Followers
are disproportionately represented within the asanid of the isra’iliyyat traditions found
in the early zafsir collections. Finally, Jane Dammen McAuliffe provides a
comprehensive summary of what works have been written on the isra 7/iyyat by Western
and Muslim scholars alike in the 20" century, including the Arabic works by Ramzi
Na‘na‘ah and Muhammad Husayn al-Dhahabi written exclusively on the isra 7liyyat in
the tafsirliterature.”> She also summarizes what some of the more classical scholars
have written regarding the isra 7/iyyat, namely Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn Kathir, upon
whose works the modern writings are grounded and includes an example of how a
particular isra 7liyyah cited by Ibn Taymiyyah is dealt with in the tafSirtexts, leading up
to the emergence of an “hermeneutic of suspicion” surrounding the isra iliyyat.
Regarding the narration of the isra 7liyyat and their narrators, several articles
have been written by various authors. M. J. Kister produced a detailed study on the
Prophetic tradition “Narrate concerning the Children of Israel and there is nothing
objectionable in that” which focuses on “whether it was lawful to turn to Jewish and

Christian sources for guidance, to study Jewish and Christian compilations and to

2% Roberto Tottoli, Biblical Prophets in the Qur’an and Muslim Literature (Richmond: Curzon, 2002), 89-
92,171-183.

*! Gordon D. Newby, "Tafsir Isra’iliyat: The Development of Qur’an Commentary in Early Islam in its
Relationship to Judaeo-Christian Traditions of Scriptural Commentary," Journal of the American
Academy of Religion Thematic Studies: Studies in Qur’an and Tafsir47, no. 4S (December 1979).

*? Jane Dammen McAuliffe, "Assessing the Isra’iliyyat: An Exegetical Conundrum," in Story-Telling in
the Framework of Non-Fictional Arabic Literature, ed. Stefan Leder (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1998).
Also see Ramzi Na‘na‘ah, al-Isra’iliyyat wa atharuha 11 kutub al-tafsir(Damascus: Dar al-Qalam, 1970);
Muhammad Husayn al-Dhahabi, a/-Isra’iliyyat fi ’I-tafsir wa ’[-hadith, Silsilat al-Buhuth al-Islamiyyah,
vol. 37 (Cairo: Majma‘ al-Buhuth al-Islamiyyah, 1971).
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incorporate certain aspects from them in the Muslim cultural tradition and belief.”* He
includes many narrations attributed to Ka‘b al-Ahbar and Wahb ibn Munabbih** that
indicate the various themes of the isra 7liyyat narrations. Similarly, in his discussion on
the isra’iliyyat, G. H. A. Juynboll focuses on the transmitters of the isra’iliyyat,
especially Wahb and Ka‘b. However, unlike Kister, he does not place an emphasis on
the themes of their narrations, but rather concentrates on the modern debate surrounding
the reliability of such transmitters, with a special consideration of Ka‘b.”> He
succinctly summarizes the arguments of those scholars who attacked Ka‘b in their
works, such as Rashid Rida and Mahmud Abu Rayyah, while indicating the various
rebuttals written by other scholars, such as ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Jamjumuni and
Muhammad al-Samahi, in defence of Ka‘b.?

In another article on a related note, Ronald Nettler discusses the role that the
isra’iliyyat played in the early literature of Islam where they were essentially
assimilated and accepted by the majority of the early Sunni scholars. He contrasts this

to the attitudes toward such narrations in the 20" century, where they are viewed as

» M. J. Kister, "Haddithu ‘an Bani Isra’ila wa-la haraja: A Study of an Early Tradition," Israel Oriental
Studies2 (1972): 215.

** Wahb ibn Munabbih is another narrator of isra iliyyat who came from a Jewish background and was
very well-versed in the scriptures of the People of the Book. For more information on him and his
narrations, see M. J. Kister, "On the Papyrus of Wahb b. Munabbih," Bulletin of the School of Oriental
and African Studies, no. 37 (1974); idem, "On the Papyrus of Wahb b. Munabbih: An Addendum,"
Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, no. 40 (1977); Nabia Abbott, "Wahb b. Munabbih:
A Review Atrticle," Journal of Near Fastern Studies, no. 36 (1977).

» G. H. A. Juynboll, "The Discussion on the Isra’iliyat," in The Authenticity of the Tradition Literature:
Discussions in Modern Egypt (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1969).

%6 As for the authors who attacked Ka‘b, Rashid Rida made several comments severely criticizing the
isra’fliyyat and their transmitters in his 7TafSir al-Manar as well as in the Egyptian periodical edited by
him called a/-Manar, which also published al-Jamjumuni’s responses to Rida’s allegations against Ka‘b.
Similarly, Mahmud Abu Rayyah wrote an article published in another periodical that charged Ka‘b with
being the first Zionist, allegations which he reiterated in his book that was subsequently published where
he also attacked Abu Hurayrah for his narrating of isra 7liyyat and his relationship to Ka‘b. See Mahmud
Abu Rayyah, "Ka‘b al-Ahbar, huwa ’l-sahyuni ’l-awwal," al-Risalah 14 (1946); idem, Adwa’ ‘ala ’l-sunna
’I-Muhammadiyyah (Cairo: 1958).
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“extraneous” material that pose certain problems.”’ Here, Nettler also mentions the
politicized views of Rida and Abu Rayyah against the transmitters of the isra iliyyat,
namely Ka‘b and Wahb, who are viewed as the earliest Zionists determined to
undermine the Islamic tradition. In this regard, the isra’iliyyat should be totally rejected
and purged from Islamic literature in pursuit of a “pure Islam” free from foreign,
specifically Jewish, influences. Nettler’s basic premise overall is that “this new
spotlight on the 7sra’iliyyat, which are now implicated in the decline and ills of Muslim
intellectual life and societies, should be seen as part of the broader endeavour to
reconsider and reconstruct Islamic thought in the modern context” and that “negative
interest in the isra 7liyyat...does not stem first and foremost from a concern with Jewish
matters specifically, but rather from the challenge of internal Islamic reform.”*®

One last source that is dedicated specifically to Ka‘b al-Ahbar is a monograph
written by Israel Ben-Zeev.”> This work provides some details concerning his life, his
relationship to some of his contemporaries as well as the place of his narrations,

isra’iliyyat or otherwise, within other genres of Islamic literature, such as poetry, the

stories of the Prophets, and the stories of Islamic or Arabian folklore. However, the

" Ronald L. Nettler, "Early Islam, Modern Islam and Judaism: The Zsra 7/iyyat in Modern Islamic
Thought," in Muslim-Jewish Encounters: Intellectual Traditions and Modern Politics, ed. Ronald L.
Nettler and Suha Taji-Farouki, (Amsterdam: Harwood Academic Publishers, 1998). Nettler also wrote
another article that explores a single scholar’s views on the role that the isra7/iyyat played in the
“Judaisation” of Islam where the legal tradition became a focus in Islam’s subsequent development, as
opposed to its ethical and merciful principles that were so essential to the mission of the Prophet
Muhammad. See Ronald L. Nettler, "A Post-Colonial Encounter of Traditions: Muhammad Sa‘id Al-

‘ Ashmawi on Islam and Judaism," in Medieval and Modern Perspectives on Muslim-Jewish Relations, ed.
Ronald L. Nettler (Luxembourg: Harwood Academic Publishers in cooperation with the Oxford Centre for
Postgraduate Hebrew Studies, 1995).

% Ronald L. Nettler and Suha Taji-Farouki, eds., Muslim-Jewish Encounters. Intellectual Traditions and
Modern Politics, Studies in Muslim-Jewish relations, vol. 4 (Amsterdam: Harwood Academic Publishers,
1998), xiii.

** The original work was done as a PhD thesis under the last name Wolfensohn in German whereas the
edition used in this study is the author’s Arabic rendition published under the alternate name of Ben-Zeev,
which has been cited above on p. 6, n. 8. The reference for the original German work is Israel
Wolfensohn, “Ka‘b al-Ahbar und seine Stellung im Hadith und in der Islamischen Legendenliteratur”
(F.W. Kalbfleisch, 1933).
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work does not delve into a detailed analysis of such traditions as found in any of the
genres, as this study will do in regards to the fafsirtexts of al-Tabari and Ibn Kathir. At
this point, I will turn to discussing the methodologies of al-Tabari and Ibn Kathir in

their respective tafsirtexts before moving on to my analysis of the traditions involving

Ka‘b al-Ahbar.
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The Methodology of al-Tabari and Ibn Kathir in their 7afsir Texts

In order to analyse the various traditions related to Ka‘b as found within the
works of al-Tabari and Ibn Kathir, it is essential to lay out the structure and
methodology of their respective fafsirtexts , note some of the commonalities and
differences between the two, as well as examine each author’s approach to narrations
that would be deemed as isra 7liyyat in the widest sense of the term.

Without a doubt, the fafsir of Abu Ja‘far Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari (d.
310/922) is one of the most important works within the genre of Qur’anic exegesis due
to its prolific and comprehensive nature. His work, Jami‘ al-bayan fi ta’wil ay al-Qur’an
(The Comprehensive Exposition of the Interpretation of the Verses of the Qur’an) has
been described as one of the definitive texts responsible for standardizing the form of
exegesis writing from the classical period on in terms of its structure, systematic
compilation and arrangement of nearly the entire corpus of exegetical traditions,> up
until his time.*" Al- Tabari’s faf$ir contains approximately 38,400 traditions, making it

one of the foremost fafsir bi-’I-ma’thir (exegesis by tradition)’*commentaries ever

%% The structure of exegetical ahadith is similar to Prophetic ahadith in the sense that they both consist of
an isnad (chain of authority or transmission) and a matn (text of tradition), however, the latter is limited
to those dealing with the Prophet himself whereas the former can include a saying of a Companion or a
Follower that does not necessarily involve the Prophet. In the context of Qur’anic exegesis, both types of
traditions are cited if they are relevant to a particular verse being explicated. However, the isnad of such
traditions is not always cited in other zafSirtexts, which has posed certain problems for scholars in terms
of determining their authenticity.

3! Jane Dammen McAuliffe, "Quranic Hermeneutics: The Views of al-Tabari and Ibn Kathir," in
Approaches to the History of the Interpretation of the Qur'an, ed. Andrew Rippin (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1988), 48.

32 Also referred to as al-tafsir al-nagli (exegesis by transmission). Traditionally, the mufassirun, or
exegetes, use this term to refer to the category of fafsirtexts that are based primarily upon the authority
of transmitted exegetical traditions, or mathur, as opposed to exegesis derived from a scholar’s personal
interpretation or opinion, that is, tafsir bi-’I-ra’y. The former category is generally looked upon as being
superior and more praiseworthy than the latter due to the negative connotations associated with the term
ra‘yin the context of Qur’anic exegesis as found in classical zafsirtexts. In fact, al-Tabari himself has a
short section in the introduction to his zaf$ir which narrates several Prophetic traditions that prohibit
interpreting the Qur’an according to personal opinion. Hence, for al-Tabari, the proper interpretation of
the Qur’an cannot be attained except through a very limited number of means that only lead to certainty
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composed. This vast number of traditions reflects the critical level of importance placed
on hadith narration and compilation, both oral and written, that were prevalent during
the early 4™ century.

Several noteworthy points can be made regarding al-Tabari’s methodology in his
tafsir. Although his interpretive enterprise is not limited simply to the narration of
exegetical ahadith, it is this aspect of his zafsirthat will be of most relevance for this
particular study. > First of all, al-Tabari himself clearly sets out his intent and method
in the introduction to his fafsir when he states:

As for us, in setting forth its interpretation and clarifying its meanings and

significations, we shall, God willing, compose a comprehensive book, which will

incorporate everything which people need to know about this Book, and which
will surpass all other books on this subject. In all of this we shall state whatever
consensus has come down to us where there has been agreement concerning the

Book of God, as well as disagreement where this has occurred, establishing the

reasoning of each of the schools of thought®* among them, and finally indicating

in the most succinct and brief manner possible that which seems to us to be
correct.”

or true knowledge, one of which is an authoritative text, or nass, that has been transmitted from the
Prophet himself. See Abu Ja‘far Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari, Jami‘ al-bayan 17 ta’wil ay al-Qur’an, ed.
Mahmud Muhammad Shakir and Ahmad Muhammad Shakir, 24 vols. (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Risalah,
2000), v. 1, 77-79; idem, The Commentary on the Qur’an, ed. Wilferd Madelung and Alan Jones, trans.
John Cooper (London; New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), 34-35 and 50, n. 53. For more on the
categorization of tafsirtexts and their definitions, see Andrew Rippin, "Tafsir," in Encyclopaedia of Islam
(Leiden: Brill, 2004); Muhammad Husayn al-Dhahabi, a/-TafSir wa ’I-mufassirun, 3 vols. (Cairo:
Maktabat Wahbah, 1995), 163-167;, Muhammad Abu Shahbah, a/-Isra’iliyyat wa I-mawdu‘at 1 kutub al-
tafsir, 4th ed. (Cairo: Maktabat al-Sunnah, 1987/1408), 43-44.

3 Peter Heath has an excellent article in which he delineates some of the similarities and differences
found in al-Tabari’s method between his zafsir and history texts. He makes mention of al-Tabari’s
philological approach to Qur’anic exegesis and how he concentrates on establishing the meaning of the
text through grammatical, semantic, and historical analysis, whereas his history text focuses more on
temporal narrative. Regardless, the most significant point to be made here is al-Tabari’s persistent use of
isnad'to indicate the sources of every tradition he cites, which Heath says “serves a rhetorical function” as
“it imbues the project with an air of scientific objectivity and veracity.” See Peter Heath, "Creative
Hermeneutics: A Comparative Analysis of Three Islamic Approaches," Arabica36 (1989): 184-187.

** The term he uses here for “schools of thought” is madhhab (pl. madhahib), which includes referring to
differences among the Companions, Followers and those who have transmitted from them as opposed to
the common usage of the term to refer to the schools of jurisprudence. See al-Tabari, Commentary, 48, n.
10.

¥ Ibid., 9.
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As indicated above, al-Tabari aimed to produce a text that was more comprehensive,
hence, he did not look to reduce the amount of material in his fafSir through the
application of “some trenchant critical method,” nor did he collect everything he could
find on the subject. Rather, he collected only that which he felt was reliably transmitted
to him from Sunni authorities, thereby excluding any Shi‘i or Sufi traditions of
interpret ation.*®

It was through his extensive travels throughout the major cities of Iraq, Syria
and Egypt that he was able to accumulate such a large collection of traditions.
Whenever he would reach a particular place, he would seek out those who narrated
ahadith and take from them various traditions narrated by the Prophet, his Companions
and the Followers, especially those who were known to narrate exegetical traditions.
Along with these traditions, he would meticulously record their continuous chains of
transmission, thereby seeking permission from those narrating to transmit the traditions
himself. The use of the 7isnad would not only imbue whatever traditions he collected
and narrated with a sense of authority continuous with the past; it would also guarantee
the correctness of the text being transmitted. Hence, whenever he narrates a tradition in
his zaf$irbeginning with the formula “so-and-so has reported to us” (haddathana,
akhbarana), this means that it has been authentically transmitted to himself and he is
now authorized to transmit it further, thereby making himself another link in its isnad.*’

Similarly in the preface to his tarikh, he states how he has restricted himself “to
transmitting facts as they have been reported” to him.*® The authority to transmit,

however, does not necessarily entail that the traditions themselves are all of sound

%% Al-Tabari, Commentary, xii and Albayrak, “Qur’anic Narrative”, 262.

37 Al-Tabari, Commentary, ix-x.

*¥ G. N. Khaki, "Muslim Historiography - A Study of Al-Tabari's Methodology," /s/am and the Modern
Age33,no. 2 (2002): 16.
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authenticity and this is what has occupied the interest of hadith and tafsir scholars alike
when engaging his work.*® In fact, many such scholars have been quick to point out
that his fafSir and tarikh contain several weak and even fabricated traditions and some
have severely criticized him for not being more scrupulous in his analysis of such
traditions.* This is especially true for the isra 7liyyat traditions which he includes a
large number of in both of his major works.

The approach of al-Tabari to exegesis is certainly not unique to his time period
as many other mufassirun likewise transmitted traditions that were not necessarily
authentic. The key to such exegesis, however, was the citation of the full isnad as later
scholars would indicate in coming to the defense of al-Tabari and his ilk. In other
words, the inclusion of full chains of transmission was enough to exonerate him (and
others) of any criticism, since during his time the knowledge of isnads was so
widespread that scholars would have known the relative strengths or weaknesses of any
particular isnad, hence, the lack of any need to specify this directly in the text.
Furthermore, for those who lacked this knowledge, if they desired to know the
reliability of a particular tradition and its 7snad, the onus was upon them to critically
analyse it themselves. Thus, al-Tabari’s mere reference to the full isnad of any tradition
he collected absolved him of the responsibility to determine the veracity of its
contents.*' It was subsequent Aadith scholars such as Ibn Kathir who would take on this

responsibility as evidenced in his well-known exegesis on the Qur’an.

% Al-Tabari, Commentary, Xix.

* Na‘na‘ah, al-Isra Tliyyat wa atharuha, 180-181.

*I 1t often occurs in his fafsirthat he may list several divergent traditions on the same verse without
necessarily trying to resolve any apparent contradictions. Although he sometimes may attempt to
harmonize between such traditions or offer his support towards the opinion or tradition that he prefers,
the reasons he gives for his preferences are not systematic. Gatje states that al-Tabari also “openly
expresses reservations concerning the validity of certain material and does not spare the pupils of Ibn
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Next to the tafsirwork of al-Tabari, Ibn Kathir’s 7Tafsir al-Qur’an al-‘Azim is
regarded by many as “one of the soundest of tafasir bi’l-ma’thur, if not absolutely the
soundest.”* Like al-Tabari, Ibn Kathir relies a great deal on exegetical traditions for
explicating verses of the Qur’an. His method of exegesis, as laid out in his introduction,
involves several stages. The first stage consists of using the Qur’an to explain itself
(tafsir al-Qur’an bi-‘I-Qur’an) whereas the second looks towards Prophetic traditions,
collectively referred to as the Sunnah, for explanations of particular verses. If no
indication of meaning is found in either, the next stage is to go to the sayings of the
Prophet’s Companions who are distinguished as being “eye witnesses [sic] to the
circumstances and situations with which they were particularly involved,” followed by
the last resort of going to the traditions of the generation of Followers.* Unlike al-
Tabari, what is common in Ibn Kathir’s work is his criticism of traditions through
examination of its isnad or matn. Through such criticism, Ibn Kathir often seeks to
reduce the multivalent readings of the text into a single, monovalent one, whereas al-
Tabari is perfectly content to list several divergent interpretations regarding a Qur’anic

verse, giving each of them the equal possibility of being correct.** One of the

‘Abbas.” See Na‘na‘ah, al-Isra’iliyyat wa atharuha, 236; Khaki, “Muslim Historiography,” 16; al-Tabari,
Commentary, 12-14; Helmut Gatje, The Qur’an and its Exegesis, trans. Alford T. Welch (London:
Routledge and Kegan Paul Ltd., 1971), 34.

2 McAuliffe, “Quranic Hermeneutics,” 56.

* Ibid., 57. From amongst the Companions of the Prophet, Ibn Kathir makes explicit mention of those
whose traditions are the most authoritative in this regard, including the first four Caliphs, Ibn ‘Abbas and
Ibn Mas‘ud.

* al-Tabari, Commentary, xii-xiii and Norman Calder, " T'af5ir from Tabari to Ibn Kathir: Problems in the
Description of a Genre, Illustrated with Reference to the Story of Abraham," in Approaches to the Qur’an,
ed. G. R. Hawting and Abdul-Kader A. Shareef (London; New York: Routledge, 1993), 126. Norman
Calder is especially critical of Ibn Kathir’s method which he sees as “a reduction of complexity, of detail,
of ikhtilafin favour of a relatively ‘simple’ dogmatic agenda — not an achievement of but an aspiration
towards a monovalent reading of the Qur’an.” Calder states that Ibn Kathir’s “primary aim was to
juxtapose revelation [Qur’an] and revelation [Aadith]” which “was perhaps an expansion of revelation but
it was accompanied, less commendably, by an intellectual and imaginative narrowness quite foreign to the
tafsirtradition as a whole.” Similarly, Andrew Rippin states how the method of Ibn Kathir and his
mentor, [bn Taymiyyah is “fundamentally antagonistic to intellectual speculation of all types, whether
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advantages of studying Ibn Kathir’s zafsir alongside al-Tabari’s is the fact that Ibn
Kathir very often quotes the same exegetical traditions directly from al-Tabari. This
allows one to see how each respective author deals with identical traditions, whether it
is through silence, as is often the case with al-Tabari, or through the sometimes lengthy
and often critical commentary of Ibn Kathir. Finally, due to Ibn Kathir’s method of
meticulously criticizing weak or fabricated traditions, the implication behind this is that
if he is silent regarding a particular tradition, then it would be considered, at best,
rigorously authenticated (sahih) or, at the very least, acceptable (magbul) according to
his personal judgement.*

Regarding the isra’iliyyat, each scholar has a different approach to such
narrations. Since the notion of what defined an isra 7/iyyat tradition as such was not
very refined in the time of al-Tabari, it only makes sense that he would have very little
to say regarding them, per se. Although he does criticize certain of these traditions by
either questioning their authenticity through their 7isnad or simply dismissing them as

lacking any benefit, he is silent on many, if not the vast majority, of such narrations.*®

legal or exegetical” as both scholars “stand in contrast to the general tendency in tafsirto allow for
diversity” and Ibn Kathir specifically “champions dogmatism in his attempt to juxtapose and reconcile the
Kur’an and the sunna, both understood as revealed books.” See Calder, “ Tafsir from Tabari to Ibn
Kathir,” 131 and Rippin, “Tafsir.” Regarding the development of the idea of the Qur’an and Sunnah as
revelations, along with the relationship between revelatory and prophetic authority, see William Albert
Graham, Divine Word and Prophetic Word in Early Islam: A Reconsideration of the Sources with Special
Reference to the Divine Saying or Hadith Qudsi, Religion and Society 7 (The Hague: Mouton and Co.,
1977).

* T am indebted to Sh. Khalid Bagqar for his indicating this to me in my personal correspondence with
him.

* Na‘na‘ah offers several instances of al-Tabari’s criticism of such narrations. For example, regarding
verse 12:20 (which refers to the “paltry price” that Yusuf was sold for), al-Tabari states how the exact
amount in number or weight is not specified in the Qur’an, nor is it indicated from a narration of the
Prophet and that “there is no benefit derived in the din from knowing this amount, nor is its ignorance a
source of harm, and that belief in the outward purport of what has been revealed is what is obliged and
whatever goes beyond this, we regard knowledge of it as unnecessary.” For this and other examples, see
Na‘na‘ah, al-Isra’iliyyat wa atharuha, 237-243.
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By the time of Ibn Kathir, however, the situation is rather different. The term
isra’tliyyat has developed into a much more technical sense as is demonstrated by Ibn
Kathir’s systematic use of it in his zaf57.*’ In dealing with such narrations within the
tafsir and hadith literature, he follows closely in the footsteps of his mentor, Ibn
Taymiyyah.” In contrast to al-Tabari, Ibn Kathir articulates very clearly in several
places of his zafsir a well-defined and laid out strategy for assessing the use and
authenticity of the isra’iliyyat. For example, in the introduction to his zafsir, after
mentioning the Prophetic tradition sanctioning the transmission of the stories of the
Children of Israel,*”” he qualifies this by stating that “these al-ahadith al- isra Tliyya...are
quoted for supplementary attestation (/il-istishhad), not for full support (/a /il-
i‘tidad).”*® He then goes on to state how these narrations fall into one of three
categories: i) those narrations which are known to be true and correct through the
revelatory sources (i.e. the Qur’an and the authentic Prophetic ahadith); ii) those
narrations which are known to be false through the same sources; iii) those narrations
which the revelatory sources are silent about, falling into neither of the first two
categories and, hence, can neither be affirmed nor denied. He concludes by stating that,

“they are permissible to narrate for reasons already stated, however, the majority of such

*" Tottoli, “Origin”, 207-208.

* In fact, what Ibn Kathir says in the introduction to his fafsirregarding his method of zafsirand his
approach to the isra7liyyat has been taken virtually verbatim from Ibn Taymiyyah’s Mugaddimah fi usul
al-tafsir. Cf. Abu ’1-Fida’ Isma‘il ibn Kathir, 7Tafsir al-Qur’an al-‘azim, ed. Sami ibn Muhammad
Salamabh, 8 vols. (Riyadh: Dar Taybah li ’1-Nashr wa ’I-Tawzi‘, 1999/1420), v. 1, 8-9; Taqi al-Din Ahmad
ibn Taymiyyah, Mugaddimah fi usul al-tafsir, ed. ‘Adnan Zarzur (Kuwait: Dar al-Qur’an al-Karim, 1971),
93-102.

* This is the same tradition mentioned above on pp. 10-11, n. 22.

% Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, v. 1,9. See McAuliffe, “Quranic Hermeneutics,” 57 for the translation as quoted
above.
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narrations carry no benefit in them regarding any matters of the religion” implying that
exegetical disagreements over such issues will profit no one in the end.”’

Throughout his text, Ibn Kathir does not hesitate to mention deficiencies found
in the 7isnad and/or matn of any hadith he cites, and this is especially true for the
isra’tliyyat traditions, most of which he deems bereft of any substantial benefit. His
stance towards the israiliyyat is related in several places in his zafsir where he deems it
necessary to make a point or take a strong stance. For example, in the commentary on
Q21:51, after relating what several exegetes have recorded regarding the story of
Abraham’s early life, calling them all “tales of the Bani Isra”il” (ahadith Bani Isra’il),
Ibn Kathir goes on to state:

Of this material, whatever is compatible with the truth as we have it from the
sinless [prophet Muhammad], we accept it, because it matches what is true. But
whatever is opposed to any detail [of this truth] we reject it. Whatever displays
neither agreement nor disagreement, we neither declare it true nor false; we
suspend judgement. Many of the sa/athave declared a dispensation with regard
to transmitting material of this type. Much of it however is of no use or value in
practical matters of religion (/a fa’ida fihi wa-la hasil lahu mimma yantafi‘u 1i’[-
din): if it did have a use accruing to God’s servants (mukallaf) in their religion,
then this perfect and comprehensive shari‘a would have explained it. The
method we follow in this zafsiris to abandon many of the Isra’iliyyat because
they constitute a waste of time (/ima fiha min tadyi‘ al-zaman), and because
many of them contain lies imposed upon [the Bani Isra’il] owing to their lack of
distinction between true and false. This has been explained by the authorities of
our community, those who preserve [its bases] and have achieved certainty.

! bn Kathir, 7Tafsir, v. 1,9 and McAuliffe, “Quranic Hermeneutics,” 57.

52 Ibn Kathir, TafSir, v. 5, 347-348. See Calder, “ T'afsir from Tabari to Ibn Kathir,” 120 for this
translation. The above statement happens to be one of the more critical ones of Ibn Kathir regarding the
isra’fliyyat. Similar statements regarding how many of the isra’7liyyat passed down by the Companions
and various mufassirun can neither be affirmed nor denied can be found in his zafsirof Q2:67 (v. 1, 298),
Q12:58 (v. 4,397), Q31:16 (v. 6, 338) and Q31:27 (v. 6, 348). In his comments on Q18:50 (v. 5, 168-169),
Ibn Kathir states how numerous 7sra 7/iyyat narrations regarding a group of jinn of Paradise were
transmitted by the sa/af” whereas the Qur’an is free of any need of them, and any other such reports of the
past, as they are taken from sources that, unlike the texts of Islam, did not have meticulous scholars who
sorted through them to distinguish between what was true and false. Thus, the general attitude that he
displays throughout his tafsiris for a complete and total reliance on those sources or traditions which he
deems as definitively true, and anytime he cites a tradition that could be otherwise, he usually, but not
always, includes critical statements to indicate the useless nature of their content. On the contrary, such
statements are seldom found in al-Tabari’s zafSir, most likely due to the fact that al-Tabari aimed more for
comprehensiveness in his text rather than authenticity.
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Again, what is interesting to note from this statement is that he does not rule the
transmission of these narrations and the exegetical discussions surrounding them as off
limits, but rather, sees that the “proper course of action is to take into account the
various views expressed, ratify the sound, reject the false and then let the matter drop”
so as not to fall into useless discord and debate thereby occupying oneself with
insignificant matters to the exclusion of more important ones.” Regardless, what Ibn
Kathir has consciously decided to include in his text of the isra 7liyyat, with or without
critical commentary, is of significance for analyzing the traditions as they are related to

Ka‘b al-Ahbar.

3 McAuliffe, “Quranic Hermeneutics,” 57.
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Analysis of Traditions Related to Ka‘b al-Ahbar

There exist several types of narrations within the zafsir works of al-Tabari and
Ibn Kathir that are associated with Ka‘b in one way or another. Some traditions
mention the interaction of Ka‘b with his contemporaries or their comments and views
regarding him, whether in praise or criticism. Of these traditions, many of them deal
with his relationship to those Companions who were known to transmit isra 7liyyat,
most significantly Ibn ‘Abbas, Abu Hurayra, and ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Amr ibn al-‘As.™
Other narrations are in the form of sayings attributed directly to Ka‘b that interpret
certain Qur’anic verses. Finally, there are those narrations which Ibn Kathir speculates
as possibly originating from Ka‘b, although nothing definitive can be said about them.
In this regard, it is only in Ibn Kathir’s fafSirthat direct and explicit comments that link
Ka‘b to the isra’iliyyat are found. Such comments also contain some of Ibn Kathir’s
personal opinions regarding those who have transmitted the 7sra 7/iyyat from the People
of the Book who converted to Islam, including Ka‘b al-Ahbar and Wahb ibn Munabbih,
which are of significance for this study and will be mentioned in their appropriate
contexts.

To begin, I will focus on those traditions regarding Ka‘b and his relationship to
those Companions who are not known to have transmitted any isra 7liyyat, specifically,
‘Umar ibn al-Khattab and Mu‘awiyah ibn Abi Sufyan. I have decided to proceed with
them first due to the fact that the discussion regarding their relationship to Ka‘b is not
as complicated as those Companions who did narrate isra 7/iyyat, where a consideration

of the possible sources of such Companions’ isra 7/iyyat narrations is necessary.

> Na‘na‘ah mentions that going through the tafSir bi-I-ma’thur works, it will be noticed that the majority
of what is narrated of the 7sra 7liyyat from the Companions comes from five of them: ‘Abd Allah ibn
‘Abbas, Abu Hurayra, ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Amr ibn al-As, ‘Abd Allah ibn Salam and Tamim al-Dari. See
Na‘na‘ah, al-Isra’iliyyat wa atharuha, 123.
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Ka‘b al-Ahbar and ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab

The first encounter between Ka‘b al-Ahbar and ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab occurred
during the latter’s caliphate, shortly before the former’s conversion to Islam. This
incident is related in both of the fafsirtexts of al-Tabari and Ibn Kathir in the
commentary on Q4:47 regarding the command of God to the People of the Book to
believe in what has been revealed to the Prophet and it reads as follows:

Ka‘b embraced Islam in the time of ‘Umar; he set out on a journey towards
Jerusalem and passed through Madinah where ‘Umar went out to him and said:
“O Ka‘b! Accept Islam.” He replied, “Did you not read in your Book, {The
likeness of those who have been loaded with the Torah, then they have not
carried it, is as the likeness of an ass carrying books}>> and I have carried the
Torah!” So ‘Umar left him alone. Then Ka‘b carried on his journey until he
reached Homs where he heard a native of the town in a saddened state saying,
{O You who have been given the Book , believe in what We have sent down,
confirming what is with you, before We obliterate faces, and turn them upon
their backs} > to the end of the verse. Ka‘b then proclaimed, “O Lord! I have
submitted (as/amtu)!” out of fear that he would be stricken by this verse. He
then returned to his family in Yemen and came back with them [to Madinah] as
Muslims.>’

What is interesting about this tradition is the dismissive manner in which Ka‘b
disregarded ‘Umar’s invitation to accept Islam and that ‘Umar simply left him alone
even after his snapping remark towards the Caliph. Nevertheless, after the conversion,
various sources from the tabagat literature make note of the close and intimate

relationship that developed between Ka‘b and ‘Umar.”® Hence, it would not be unusual

3 Q62:5

6Q4:47

7 al-Tabari, Jami‘ al-bayan, v. 8, 446 and Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, v. 2, 325. As already indicated, this is only
one of many versions of the story of Ka‘b becoming Muslim. For other versions, see above, pp. 6-7 and
also Ibn ‘Asakir, Tarikh madinat Dimashg, v. 50, 159-163; Perlmann, "A Legendary Story of Ka‘b al-
Ahbar’s Conversion to Islam"; idem, "Another Ka‘b al-Ahbar Story."

¥ In al-Nawawi’s 7ahdhib al-asma’it is mentioned how Ka‘b “took the companionship of ‘Umar and
related much from him (sahiba ‘Umar wa akthara ‘I-riwayah ‘anhu),” whereas in al-Mizzi’s Tahdhib al-
Kamil and Tbn Hajar’s al-Isabah, a tradition relates how ‘Abd Allah ibn Salam found Ka‘b in the company
of ‘Umar and asked him to define who the scholars were [emphasis added]. In Ibn ‘Asakir’s Tarikh
madinat Dimashq, Ka‘b himself relates how when he went to ‘Umar, told him his story about hearing the
verse and became a Muslim, the Caliph “took me as a close companion and I loved the Muslims and they
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for ‘Umar to be found consulting Ka‘b on various matters, especially those involving
past scriptures or the People of the Book. This did not always mean that ‘Umar would
accept any and all pieces of advice given to him by Ka‘b, but rather, he would discern
what was acceptable within the confines of Islam and would act accordingly, as was the
case during the entrance of ‘Umar into Jerusalem.

In his tafsirof Q17:1, Ibn Kathir relates an exchange between Ka‘b and ‘Umar
that takes place when ‘Umar first steps onto the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. As it was
the Caliph’s first time in the Sacred City, he asked for Ka‘b’s advice as to where the
place of prayer should be established to which he responded, “If you ask me, I would
place it behind the Rock as the entire city of Jerusalem is before you.” ‘Umar replied,
“You are imitating the Jewish religion (dahayta ‘I-yahudiyyah)! Rather, I will pray
where the Messenger of God (God bless him and grant him peace) prayed.” > Then the
tradition describes how ‘Umar began to clean off the refuse that had accumulated on the
Rock from the Christians. Ibn Kathir adds his own commentary regarding this as
follows:

Hence, he [‘Umar] did not venerate the Rock by praying behind it so as to be

loved me (aslamtu wa qarrabani, wa ahbabtu ’[-muslimin wa ahabbuni). In another tradition, it relates
how Ka‘b once distanced himself from sitting close to ‘Umar in one of his gatherings and ‘Umar
explicitly disapproved of this action to which Ka‘b replied, “O Commander of the Faithful! Verily, in one
of Lugman’s wisdoms and advices to his son, he states, ‘O son! If you sit in the presence of a Sultan and
there is not an empty space for one to sit between the two of you, it may happen that one who is more
honourable in his sight than you may come and [not finding a space to sit by the Sultan] remain distant
from him; this would prove as a deficiency on your part.” The implication in this last tradition is that
‘Umar preferred to have Ka‘b sit near him, but Ka‘b, out of humility before the Caliph chose to sit with
space between them, lest someone more worthy in Umar’s estimation should enter who would have more
right to a position near the Caliph. See Muhyi al-Din ibn Sharaf al-Nawawi, Tahdhib al-asma’ wa ’I-
lughat, 4 pts. in 2 vols. (Cairo: Idarat al-Tiba‘ah al-Muniriyyah, 1927), v. 1, pt. 2, 69; al-Mizzi, Tahdhib
al-kamil fi asma’ al-rijal, v. 24, 192; Ibn Hajar al-* Asqalani, al-Isabah, v. 5, 651; Tbn ‘ Asakir, Tarikh
madinat Dimashg, v. 50, 162 and 167.

%% The Rock refers to the one that presently exists beneath the Dome of the Rock that Muslims
traditionally believe was the point from which the Prophet began his nocturnal ascent to the heavens
(mi‘raj). Ka‘b’s advice to ‘Umar was to make the place of prayer north of the Rock so as to include it in
the giblah when praying south towards Makkah. ‘Umar refused and made the mosque south of the Rock
such that one’s back would be towards it when facing Makkah.
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facing it as was indicated to him by Ka‘b al-Ahbar who comes from a people that

venerate the Rock to the point where they made it their direction of prayer

(giblah); rather, God had blessed him with Islam and guided him to the truth,

and for this reason, when he made his suggestion, the Commander of the Faithful

“Umar responded: “You are imitating the Jewish religion!” He [Umar] did not

debase the Rock as the Christians did, who made it into a refuse dump because it

was the giblah of the Jews, but rather, he removed the filth from it with his

garment.60
Focusing upon the actions of ‘Umar (as opposed to Ka‘b’s), Ibn Kathir wants to indicate
the balanced, middle course of Islam as exemplified by ‘Umar, who did not go the way
of extreme veneration of the Rock like the Jews, nor of the extreme debasement of the
Rock like the Christians. Regarding ‘Umar’s statement towards Ka‘b, what Ibn Kathir
emphasizes here is the Caliph’s attitude of caution towards allowing any foreign
(Jewish) influence to penetrate into the practices of Islam rather than making a direct
criticism of Ka‘b, per se.®!

That ‘Umar had a certain level of approval towards Ka‘b is expressed in other
traditions found outside of the fafsir works in the collections of Aadith. For example,
Malik records in his a/-Muwatta’the following tradition:

Ka‘b al-Ahbar was once coming back from Syria with a group of riders, and at a

certain point along the road they found some game-meat and Ka‘b said they

could eat it. When they got back to Madinah they went to ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab
and told him about that, and he said, “Who told you you could do that?”, and

% Tbn Kathir, Tafiir, v. 5, 32.

8! Similarly, in his a/-Bidayah wa ’I-nihayah, Tbn Kathir only makes mention of ‘Umar’s statement in
passing without mentioning any direct criticism against Ka‘b. In al-Tabari’s 7arikh, an interesting
addition is made to ‘Umar’s statement to Ka‘b as he said, “Take care of your own affairs (idhhab ilayk);
we were not commanded to venerate the Rock, but we were commanded to venerate the Ka‘bah.”
Although the statement “/dhhab ilayk” seems more critical of Ka‘b, the emphasis clearly goes back to the
matter of Jewish tendencies towards the Rock that Islam does not approve of. See Abu ’I-Fida’ Isma‘“il
ibn Kathir, a/-Bidayah wa ’I-nihayah, 10 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyyah, 1988), v. 7, 57; Abu
Ja‘far Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari, 7arikh al-Tabari: tarikh al-rusul wa ’[-muliuk, ed. Muhammad Abu
’1-Fadl Ibrahim, 11 vols. (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1979), v. 3, 611; idem, The Battle of al-Qadisiyyah and
the Conquest of Syria and Palestine, trans. Yohanan Friedmann, The History of al-Tabari, vol. 12
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1985), 194-195.
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they said, “Ka‘b.” He said, “He was indeed the one I made amir [commander]
over you until you should return.”®

Here, ‘Umar explicitly states his appointment of Ka‘b to a leadership position among a
group of riders and approves of Ka‘b’s ruling on a specific matter of jurisprudence.
However, there also exists another tradition related by Ibn Kathir in his a/-
Bidayah wa ’I-nihayah that is not found in his zafsirin which ‘Umar threatens Ka‘b if he
does not stop relating his narrations. It is related alongside a similar statement of ‘Umar
made to Abu Hurayrah, both of which are as follows:
Sa’ib ibn Yazid said: I heard ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab say to Abu Hurayrah,
“Refrain from transmitting from the Messenger of God (God bless him and grant
him peace) or else I will send you back to the land of Daws!” and he said to Ka‘b
al-Ahbar, “Refrain from transmitting from the past or else I will send you back
to the land of monkeys [Yemen]!”®
Taken at face value, this tradition appears as a clear reproach of Ka‘b and Abu Hurayrah
for their narrative activities. However, immediately after quoting these two statements
of “‘Umar, Ibn Kathir offers the context for them as a means of exonerating the two,
especially Abu Hurayrah. He states:
This [refrain] was borne by ‘Umar out of his fear that the narrations would be
placed in an improper context by people and that they would narrate only what is
in them of dispensations; as well, if a person begins to narrate too much, he may
perchance fall into some error and commit mistakes in his narrations and people
would subsequently continue to transmit these errors on his behalf, and so forth;

furthermore, it is related that ‘Umar subsequently allowed him [Abu Hurayrah]
to narrate.**

62 Malik ibn Anas bin Malik, a/-Muwatta’, Jam‘u jawami‘ ’1-ahadith wa ’l-asanid wa maknaz al-sahah wa
’l-sunan wa ’l-masanid, vol. 9 (Vaduz: Thesaurus Islamicus Foundation (Jam‘iyyah al-Maknaz al-
Islamiyyah), 2000), 126, no. 787. The English translation has been adopted with slight modifications
from Malik ibn Anas bin Malik, a/-Muwatta, trans. ‘A’isha ‘Abdarahman (Bewley) and Ya‘qub Johnson
(Norwich: Diwan Press, 1982), 168, no. 83.

% Ibn Kathir, al-Bidayah wa ’I-nihayah, v. 8, 110. The Arabic reads: ‘an al-Sa’ib ibn Yazid gal: sami‘tu
‘Umar ibn al-Khattab yaqul Ii Abi Hurayrah: la-tatrukanna al-hadith ‘an Rasulillah sallallahu ‘alayhi wa
sallam wa la-ulhiqannaka bi ard daws, wa qala li-Ka ‘b al-Ahbar: la-tatrukanna al-hadith ‘an al-awwal aw
la-ulhigannaka bi-ard al-qiradah.

* Ibid.
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Regarding Ka‘b specifically in this context, Ramzi Na‘na‘ah offers a similar conclusion
stating, “As for the secret behind ‘Umar’s prohibiting Ka‘b from narrating and his
threatening him with exile... it is out of his fear for the people in general when they hear
Ka‘b’s narrations that they will not differentiate in them between what is true and what
is false which will subsequently cast doubts into their beliefs, and that he sees the study
of Qur’an and hadith as more important than these isra 7liyyat that Ka‘b narrates.”®
One of the most, if not zhe most, critical statements of ‘Umar towards Ka‘b can
be found in Sibt ibn al-Jawzi’s (d. 666/1267) Mir’at al-zaman where the author states,
“‘Umar ibn al-Khattab (God be pleased with him) used to strike him [Ka‘b] with a whip
saying, ‘Spare us from your Judaism (da ‘na min yahudiyyatika)!” and even thus, he
permitted some of his narrations if they were not narrated from the Prophet (God bless
him and grant him peace) because he became Muslim at the hands of ‘Umar... %
Interestingly enough, even with such a strong statement against Ka‘b (according to al-
Jawzi’s quotation of ‘Umar, if it is authentic as it is cited without an 7snad), some of his
narrations were still permitted by the Caliph to be transmitted. Overall then, it seems

that ‘Umar’s objection to Ka‘b concerned either the issue of allowing Jewish influence

into the practices of Islam (as was the case with the exchange between himself and Ka‘b

% Na‘na‘ah, al-Isra’iliyyat wa atharuha, 96. Also see al-Dhahabi, al-Isra Tliyyat fi *I-tafsir wa ’I-hadith,
128-129.

5 yusuf ibn Qizughli Sibt ibn al-Jawzi, Mir’at al-zaman f7 tarikh al-a‘yan, ed. Thsan ‘ Abbas, vol. 1
(Beirut: Dar al-Shuruq, 1985), 77. As for ‘Umar’s hitting Ka‘b, other than the incident cited above, there
is another reference to this in al-Ghazali’s /hya’ ‘ulum al-din where ‘Umar asked Ka‘b about the idea of
taking one’s self to account during life before being taken to account after one’s death as found in the
Book of God (i.e. the Torah in this context) to which Ka‘b responded, “Woe to the requiter of the earth
from the Requiter of heaven.” ‘Umar immediately struck him with his whip (fa- ‘a/ahu bi- ‘I-durrah) and
said, “Except for the one who takes himself to account!” to which Ka‘b responded, “O Commander of the
faithful! What you said, in fact, immediately follows what I was saying in the Torah without a single
letter in between the two, ‘Except for the one who takes himself to account!”” Again, there is no way to
verify this incident for the lack of an isnad, however, Ben-Zeev believes that this incident is fabricated,
not only because of its absence in earlier sources, but also because it seems unreasonable for the Caliph to
strike an old man, particularly a scholar whom he respected, asked for advice, and kept him close in his
gatherings. See Abu Hamid Muhammad al-Ghazali, /aya’ ‘ulum al-din, ed. Abu Hafs Sayyid ibn Ibrahim,
5 vols. (Cairo: Dar al-Hadith, 1992/1412), v. 4, 607; Ben-Zeev, Ka ‘b al-Ahbar, 32 and 34.
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in Jerusalem on the Temple Mount, as narrated above) or it concerned the falsehood
contained in some of Ka‘b’s narrations that he transmitted from corrupted Jewish
sources, as would be indicated by ‘Umar’s censure above. However, if Ka‘b was
narrating from his sources something that did not contradict the Qur’an, this was what
‘Umar deemed acceptable, albeit with a certain level of prudence.

Ibn Kathir even offers the possibility of ‘Umar’s allowing Ka‘b to transmit
narrations from his sources. In his commentary on Q37:107 addressing the question of
the intended sacrifice of Abraham and whether it was Ishmael or Isaac, Ibn Kathir
contends that all of those Companions, including ‘Umar, who maintained that it was
Isaac based their opinion on Ka‘b’s traditions as he states:

The account that it was Isaac came from Ka‘b al-Ahbar....All of these

statements, and God knows best, are taken from Ka‘b al-Ahbar. Now when he

converted to Islam during the caliphate of ‘Umar, he began to report traditions to

‘Umar on the authority of his ancient books. Perhaps ‘Umar listened to him and

permitted people to listen to his sources and to transmit what he had on his

[Ka‘b’s] authority, [both] the corrupt ones and the good ones. Now this Islamic

nation (ummah) has no need, and God knows best, for one letter of [those

traditions] he possessed.®’

Although it may be argued that ‘Umar’s prohibition of Ka‘b’s narrating from his sources

occurred after his initial consent as related in Ibn Kathir’s surmise above®, the point to

57 Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, v. 7, 32-33. The translation of this statement has been adopted with slight
modifications from Reuven Firestone, Journeys in Holy Lands: The Evolution of the Abraham-Ishmael
Legends in Islamic Exegesis (Albany, N.Y.: State University of New York Press, 1990), 139.

6 An elaboration of ‘Umar’s reason for this consent can be found in Ibn Kathir’s a/-Bidayah wa “I-nihayah
(v. 2, 123) where he states: “This is Ka‘b al-Ahbar who is from amongst the better of those who transmit
from them [the People of the Book]; he became Muslim in the time of ‘Umar and would transmit some
traditions from the People of the Book; ‘Umar (God be pleased with him) would approve of some of what
he transmitted for its correspondence to the truth and for conciliation of his [Ka‘b’s] heart (¢a /ifan Ii-
qalbihi), hence, many people began taking much from what he possessed and he also exaggerated in his
transmission of those traditions, many of which demonstrated the extent of his knowledge. Of these
traditions are those that are false without a doubt, while others are true by the attestation of the truth that
we have before us [through revelation].” In this statement, Ibn Kathir concedes that Ka‘b is among the
best of those who transmit from the People of the Book while at the same time, indicates how ‘Umar had
a good opinion of him and in fact wanted to make his heart firmer in his Islam by allowing him to
transmit his narrations as expressed by the Arabic “tafifan li-qalbihi” Thus, according to Ibn Kathir’s
view, it is only when Ka‘b’s traditions do not correspond to the truth (i.e. contravene the Qur’an and
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be made here is that in no instance did ‘Umar direct any criticism towards Ka‘b himself,
but rather was more concerned with the impact his narrations, which contained both
“the lean and the fat (a/-ghath wa ’I-samin)”, would have on the common people. A
final note to be made regarding the above statement is that it contains one of Ibn
Kathir’s most critical comments regarding Ka‘b, namely that “this Islamic nation
(ummah) has no need for one letter (harf)” of his traditions. Again, the overlying theme
here is that the Muslims possess authentic texts, namely the Qur’an and the Prophetic
traditions, that make them free of any need to go to any other revelatory source for the
attainment of the truth, especially if such sources have been corrupted. Thus, Ibn Kathir
is not criticizing Ka‘b, but rather the traditions he possesses, questioning their veracity
and usefulness for the teachings of Islam.® This fact becomes much clearer when
examining his comments on the tradition of Mu‘awiyah regarding Ka‘b which will be

analysed in more detail at this point.

authentic Prophetic traditions) that criticism is warranted against the traditions themselves, rather than
against Ka‘b. This is further supported by a similar statement of Ibn Kathir in the same work (v. 1, 15)
where he states, “When Ka‘b al-Ahbar became Muslim in the time of ‘Umar, he used to narrate in the
presence of ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab (God be pleased with him) from the knowledge of the People of the
Book and ‘Umar used to listen to him out of conciliation and out of astonishment for what he possessed
[of knowledge] much of which was in accordance with the truth mentioned by the immaculate Sacred
Law, hence, many people allowed the transmission of what Ka‘b al-Ahbar narrated, along with what was
made permissible to narrate of the stories of the Children of Israel [through a Prophetic tradition],
however, much of what he mentioned also falls into grave error and numerous mistakes.” For other
traditions and further references regarding ‘Umar’s relationship with Ka‘b, see Nabia Abbott, Studies in
Arabic Literary Papyri: Qur’anic Commentary and Tradition, 3 vols., vol. 2 (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1957), 8, esp. n. 33.

% One indication that Ibn Kathir had a good opinion of Ka‘b is that there is at least one occurance in his
tatsir where he invokes the mercy of God upon Ka‘b (rahamatuliah ‘alayhi) after the mention of his name,
something that is usually said after mentioning pious and learned Muslims who have died. See his
commentary on Q35:10 (v. 6, 537). Although it does not occur in this particular edition, in other editions
of his tafsir, the invocation occurs again after Ka‘b’s name and this can be found in Ibn Kathir’s
commentary on Q35:32.
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The Saying of Mu‘awiyah Regarding Ka‘b and the Meaning of “kadhib’

Ibn Kathir records a tradition in his commentary on Q29:46 where Mu‘awiyah
was speaking to a group of people from Quraysh in Madinah when the name of Ka‘b al-
Ahbar was mentioned. Hearing his name, Mu‘awiyah stated, “He [Ka‘b] was one of the
most truthful of those who narrated from the People of the Book, even though we found
that some of what he said might be lies.””® In commenting on this tradition, Ibn Kathir
states:

This means that some of what he said could be classified as lies in a linguistic

sense [i.e. falsehoods],”" lacking willful intent, because he was narrating from

manuscripts which he thought were good; however, they contained fabricated
and false material, because they [the Jews and Christians] did not have in their

religion scholars who were meticulous preservers [of their scriptures] as this
: 2
great nation has. ..’

" This hadith is also found in the collection of Sahih al-Bukhari (Kitab al-i‘tisam bi-’I-kitab, Bab gawl al-
Nabi la tas’alu ahl al-kitab ‘an shay’) and the statement of Mu‘awiyah reads in Arabic as follows: in kana
min asdaqi ha’ula’i ’I-muhaddithina ’I-ladhina yuhaddithuna ‘an ahli °I-kitabi wa in kunna ma‘a dhalika
la-nablu ‘alayhi ’I-kadhib. The above translation has been adopted with some modifications from Abu ’1-
Fida’ Isma‘il ibn Kathir, 7afsir Ibn Kathir (Abridged), trans. Safi-ur-Rahman al-Mubarakpuri, 10 vols.
(Riyadh: Darussalam, 2003), v. 7, 497. Another translation of the same tradition by Muhammad Muhsin
Khan offers a slightly different interpretation of Mu‘awiyah’s statement, especially the last part, and
reads as follows: “He was one of the most truthful of those who used to talk about the people of the
Book, yet we used to detect certain faults in his information” (emphasis added). G.H.A Juynboll
translates the last part of the saying as “but in spite of this, we used to test him for falsehood.” What is
noticeable in these two translations is the absence of any direct or explicit implication that Ka‘b was a
liar, but rather, they appear geared towards the impression that what he narrated contained some falsities.
See Muhammad ibn Isma‘il al-Bukhari, Sahih al-Bukhari, Jam‘u jawami‘ ’l-ahadith wa ’l-asanid wa
maknaz al-sahah wa ’l-sunan wa ’I-masanid, vol. 3 in 3 pts. (Vaduz: Thesaurus Islamicus Foundation
(Jam‘iyyah al-Maknaz al-Islamiyyah), 2000), pt. 3, 1485, no. 7448; idem, Translation of the Meanings of
Sahih al-Bukhari: Arabic-English, trans. Muhammad Muhsin Khan, 3rd revised ed., 9 vols. (Chicago: Kazi
Publications, 1979), v. 9, 338; Juynboll, "The Discussion on the Isra’iliyat," 123.

"' The linguistic definition of kadhib is “to report concerning something whose reality is otherwise (a/-
kadhib huwa ikhbaruhu ‘an al-shay’ khilaf ma huwa ‘alayhi).” Tbn al-Muflih al-Maqdisi has an
informative section in his work entitled a/-Adab al-shar ‘iyyah wa ’I-minah al-mar ‘Tyyah on the various
types of lying, what constitutes acceptable forms of lying in Islam and what does not. The section
includes numerous traditions taken from the hadith literature on the subject along with their context and
meanings. [ am gratefully indebted to Dr. Fahad Alhomoudi for directing me to this source. See Shams
al-Din Abi ‘Abd Allah Muhammad ibn Muflih al-Maqdisi, al-Adab al-shar‘iyyah wa ’I-minah al-

mar ‘fyyah, ed. Abu Mu‘adh Ayman ibn Arif al-Dimashqi, 3 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyyah,
1996), v.1, 19-34. For the linguistic definition of kadhib as cited above, see ibid., 29.

"2 Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, v. 6, 285. Tbn Kathir also mentions the lack of willful intent on the part of Ka‘b
regarding this same tradition in his a/-Bidayah wa ’I-nihayah, v. 2, 123.
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That Ibn Kathir views Ka‘b as lacking willful intent in transmitting what is false is
made even clearer in another encounter he relates between Mu‘awiyah and Ka‘b in the
commentary on Q18:83-84. Ibn Kathir states:
Mu‘awiyah ibn Abi Sufyan said to Ka‘b: “You say that Dhu ’1-Qarnayn used to
tether his horse to [the constellation] Pleiades?!” So Ka‘b responded to him, “If T
said such, then God Himself states [about Dhu ’I-Qarnayn] {And We gave him a
means to everything}.””> And that which Mu‘awiyah (God be pleased with him)
censured from Ka‘b al-Ahbar is correct, and the truth is with Mu‘awiyah in his
censure, for verily Mu‘awiyah used to say regarding Ka‘b, “Even though we
found that some of what he said might be lies” meaning in what he transmits,
and not that he would intentionally transmit what is not in his books (suhuf).
However, the matter regarding his books is that they are of the isra 7/iyyat, the
majority of which are altered, distorted, corrupted and fabricated, and we have
absolutely no need for any of them whatsoever in place of the reports of God and
the Messenger of God (God bless him and grant him peace) for there has come
from them [the isra 7liyyat] to the people much harm and widespread
corruption.
Ibn Kathir goes on to state how Ka‘b’s personal interpretation of this verse as rendered
from his texts is incorrect and offers what he views to be the proper meaning of the
verse regarding Dhu ’1-Qarnayn. His annoyance towards the isra 7/iyyat narrations as
found in the suhufof Ka‘b is quite clear in his comments, yet, he clearly and deliberately
directs his rebuke away from Ka‘b by focusing on what was contained in his sources
while confirming that Ka‘b would not intentionally fabricate something of his own and
subsequently narrate it as if it was derived from his suhuf
Various other scholars have interpreted the saying of Mu‘awiyah regarding Ka‘b
in a similar fashion. In his monumental commentary on al-Bukhari’s collection of

Prophetic traditions, Ibn Hajar al-° Asqalani mentions several such interpretations of

Mu‘awiyah’s statement, all of them coming to the defense of Ka‘b in one way or

?(Q18:84.
" 1bn Kathir, 7afsir, v. 5, 190.
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another. Concerning the part of the tradition “/a-nablu ‘alayhi ’I-kadhib”, Ibn Hajar
states:
That is, some of what he reports to us about falls contrary to what he himself
actually says;” Ibn al-Tin states that, “This is similar to what Ibn ‘Abbas said
with respect to Ka‘b: “What was before him [of sources] was altered, so he fell
into [narrating] falsehood.’”...Ibn Hibban states in his Kitab al-thiqat,
“Mu‘awiyah meant that he [Ka‘b] made mistakes regarding what he reported and
he did not mean that he was a liar.”’®
Ibn Hajar then mentions how, alternatively, some scholars state that the pronoun suffix
in Mu‘awiyah’s words  ‘alayhi ’I-kadhib” refers to al-kitab and not to Ka‘b and that
what occurs in the books of the People of the Book is what contains the lies. According
to Qadi ‘Iyad, the pronoun may go back to either the book or to Ka‘b and his narrations,
however, without the implication of Ka‘b willfully intending to lie. Furthermore, Qadi
‘Iyad clarifies that it is not a condition that the word kadhib include willful intent in its
meaning, but rather it simply means to narrate regarding something whose reality is
otherwise. He concludes by stating that “this [saying] does not contain disparagement
of Ka‘b by claiming him as a liar.””” Summarizing with a final quote, Ibn Hajar cites Ibn
al-Jawzi who asserts that, “The meaning [of Mu‘awiyah’s statement] is that some of

what Ka‘b narrated from the People of the Book was false, and not that he himself was

intentionally lying for Ka‘b was among the best of the scholars (akhyar al-ahbar).”™

> This part of the passage reads in Arabic: ay yaga‘a ba‘d ma yukhbiruna ‘anhu bi-khilaf ma yukhbiruna
bihi.

® Ahmad ibn ‘Ali ibn Hajar al-Asqalani, Fath al-Bari bi-sharh Sahih al-Bukhari, ed. Muhibb al-Din al-
Khatib and Muhammad Fu’ad ‘Abd al-Baqi, 13 vols. (Cairo: al-Maktabah al-Salafiyyah, 1986/1407), v.
13, 346.

77 Tbid.

" Ibid. Na‘na‘ah mentions how Ibn al-Jawzi was of the most critical scholars of jarh and ta‘dil who
“waged war against the fabricators of hadith, hence, had he thought of Ka‘b to be of the fabricators or
conspirators, he would not have held back any criticism of him and he would not have interpreted
Mu‘awiyah’s saying regarding Ka‘b in such a positive manner.” See Na‘na‘ah, al-Israiliyyat wa atharuha,
174.
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With all of the above being said, it would be very difficult for anyone to draw
the conclusion that Mu‘awiyah’s statement regarding Ka‘b was disparaging of him in
any way.” In addition, the various comments mentioned by Ibn Kathir and Ibn Hajar
provide some possible contextualization for the meaning of the word kadhib or its root
derivatives whenever such words occur in traditions involving Ka‘b. For example, there
exist several traditions where certain Companions, after hearing a particular narration of
Ka‘b, deny it by stating “kadhaba ka‘b” or “Ka‘b has lied.” The point of their
statement, according to the context mentioned above, would be to deny the truth of
what Ka‘b was narrating as opposed to accusing him of being a liar. However, in some
cases, this utterance of certain Companions regarding Ka‘b’s narrations is followed by a
criticism of the “Jewishness” that he retained even after becoming a Muslim. My focus
will now turn to examining an example of such a tradition that is found in the tafsir

texts of both al-Tabari and Ibn Kathir.

™ To the contrary, that Mu‘awiyah clearly had a high level of respect for Ka‘b and the knowledge which
he possessed is expressed in another one of his statements as quoted by Ibn Hajar in his a/-Isabah as well
as in his Tahdhib al-tahdhib, where Mu‘awiyah says, “Verily Ka‘b is one of the scholars who possesses
knowledge like the seas (or like abundant fruit), even though we were neglectful of him,” that is,
neglectful of taking advantage of Ka‘b’s knowledge. The Arabic reads: a-/a inna Ka‘b al-Ahbar ahad al-
‘ulama’ in kana ‘indahu la-‘ilm ka-’I-bihar (aw ka-’I-thimar) wa in kunna fihi la-mufarritin). See Ibn
Hajar al-*Asqalani, al-Isabah, v. 5, 649-650 and idem, Tahdhib al-tahdhib, 12 vols. (Haydarabad al-
Dakkan: Matba‘at Majlis Da’irat al-Ma“arif al-Nizamiyyah, 1907/1325), v. 8, 439.
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Kadhaba Ka‘b: As the Heavens Turn on the Shoulder of an Angel

In their commentary on Q35:41, al-Tabari and Ibn Kathir relate an interesting
tradition traced back to Ka‘b al-Ahbar regarding the heavens and its axis of rotation.
What is of particular interest here is not the added commentary offered by either tafsir
scholar on this tradition, which, in fact, is virtually absent in this case, but rather that of
the Companions who heard this tradition from Ka‘b. Al-Tabari relates the tradition as
follows:

Abu Wa’il said: “A man came to ‘Abd Allah who said, “From where have you

come?” to which the man replied, “From al-Sham.” ‘Abd Allah said, “Who did

you meet there?” and the man said, “I met Ka‘b.” ‘Abd Allah said, “What did he

narrate to you?” and the man replied, “He narrated to me that the heavens
revolve on the shoulder of an angel.”*® Abd Allah said, “So did you believe him
or deny him?” and the man said, “I neither believed nor denied him.” ‘Abd Allah
stated, “I wished that you had saved yourself from your journey to him by
sacrificing your riding-camel and its saddle, Ka‘b has lied! Verily, God says

{God holds the heavens and the earth, lest they remove [from their place]; did

they remove, none would hold them after Him}.”™
In another version, al-Tabari relates that it was a man by the name of Jundab al-Bajali
who had made the journey to Ka‘b and when ‘Abd Allah asked him to relate what Ka‘b
had narrated, Jundab replied, “He told me that the heavens are on an axis like the axis of
amill and that this axis is a pillar on the shoulder of an angel.”* <Abd Allah replied, “I
wish that you had sacrificed your journey with the likes of your riding-camel” and

added, “Jewishness does not speckle the heart of a servant except that it almost never

leaves it.”® Then he recited the verse and said, “Its revolving is sufficient as a

% This particular statement within the tradition reads in Arabic: haddathani anna ’I-samawat tadur ‘ala
mankib malak.

8! al-Tabari, Jami ‘al-bayan, v. 20, 481-482. The general meaning of the verse is that only God has the
power to keep the heavens fixed in their proper place and that they remain under His control at all times.
See Ibn Kathir, 7afsir, v. 6, 557

%2 In Arabic, this statement reads: haddathani anna ’I-sama’ i qutb ka-qutb al-raha wa ’I-qutb ‘amud ‘ala
mankib malak.

%3 The Arabic of this part reads: ma tantakit al-yahudiyyah fi qalb ‘abd fa-kadat an tufarigahu. A slight
variation of this statement is recorded by Abu Hayyan in his zafsir where Ibn Mas‘ud states, “ ma
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1.”% The second version lacks the words “kadhaba Ka‘b’ but contains the added

remova
comment on Jewishness speckling the heart. Ibn Kathir only cites the first version
found in al-Tabari and mentions the name of Jundab as being found in the other version,
but excludes the comment on Jewishness, for whatever reason.” He does, however,
clarify that the ““Abd Allah” in the dialogue is Ibn Mas‘ud and affirms that the isnad of
the tradition is sound as going back to Ka‘b and Ibn Mas‘ud.*

The point of Ibn Mas‘ud’s statement “kadhaba Ka‘b’ is merely to indicate the false
nature of Ka‘b’s narration and that no moral implication against him is meant
whatsoever when it is mentioned that he has “lied.” This is made clear by Ibn Mas‘ud’s
statement that to revolve is sufficient to indicate a moving away of the heavens from
their fixed position, or zawal of sorts, something that the Qur’anic verse denies
according to his interpretation. As well, this is further indicated by Ibn Kathir’s
subsequent citation of another tradition from Malik who asserts that the heavens do not
revolve while using this verse and another sound Prophetic Aadith as evidence.
Regarding the statement on Jewishness, there exist several variants of this tradition in
other tafsirtexts that not only contain a different statement about Ka‘b and his
tendency to interpret scripture in light of Jewish sources, but it is uttered by Ibn Abbas
as well. In the fafsir of al-Qurtubi, two versions are cited, one attributed to Ibn Mas‘ud
and another to Ibn ‘Abbas. In the version of Ibn Mas‘ud, the tradition states that a man
from his companions went to Ka‘b to gain knowledge from him, and upon his return, Ibn

Mas‘ud asked what he had acquired. After hearing Ka‘b’s statement, Ibn Mas‘ud

tamakkanat al-yahudiyyah fi galb wa-kadat an tutarigahu.” See Muhammad ibn Yusuf Abu Hayyan, Bahr
al-muhit 17 tafSir al-Qur’an, 8 vols. (Riyadh: Maktabah wa Matabi* al-Nagr al-Hadithah, 198-), v. 7, 318.

¥ In Arabic: kafa biha zawalan an tadur. See al-Tabari, Jami* al-bayan, v. 20, 482.

% One can only speculate as to why Ibn Kathir did not cite the statement on Jewishness found in al-
Tabari, even though he clearly alluded to the second variant naming Jundab that contained the statement.
% Ibn Kathir, Tafiir, v. 6, 558.
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replied, “Ka‘b has lied! He hasn’t left his Jewishness behind!”® Then after reading the
verse, he stated, “Verily the heavens do not revolve, for had they revolved they would
have removed.”® The variant attributed to Ibn Abbas has him asking a man coming
from al-Sham about whom he met with and, finding out it was Ka‘b, enquired as to
what he had heard from him. The man replied simply, “I heard him say that the heavens

revolve on the shoulder of an angel” to which Ibn  Abbas responded, “Ka‘b has lied! Has

9”89 90

he not left his Jewishness behind yet and then he recited the verse.
What is peculiar about the two traditions as reported in the zaf3ir of al-Qurtubi is
the similarity between them in their description of the incident with both Ibn Mas‘ud

and Ibn ‘Abbas, as well as their response to the man coming back from al-Sham and

their comment on Ka‘b’s Jewish background.”’ How, then, is their statement regarding

¥7 The Arabic reads: kadhaba Ka‘b! ma taraka yahudiyyatahu!

% Abu ‘Abd Allah Muhammad al-Ansari al-Qurtubi, a/-/ami* li-ahkam al-Qur’an, 20 vols. (Cairo: Dar al-
Katib al-‘Arabi, 1967), v. 13, 357. This is further evidence that Ibn Mas‘ud was negating Ka‘b’s claim of
the heavens revolving, and nothing more, with his statement “Ka‘b has lied!” Even the notion of the
heavens’ movement occurring “on the shoulder of an angel” is not what is at issue here. For this, there
exist two variants of this tradition that involve yet a third Companion, Hudhayfah ibn al-Yaman, found in
Ibn Hajar’s al-Isabah and al-Suyuti’s a/-Durr al-manthur. In these versions, neither statements of Ka‘b
that reached Hudhayfah contain any mention of an angel, but rather, Ka‘b is quoted as stating, “Verily,
the heaven revolves on an axis like a mill (inna ’I-sama’ tadur ‘ala qutb ka-’l-raha)” or “Verily, the heaven
revolves on a pole like the pole of a mill (inna ’I-sama’ tadur ‘ala nasab mithia nasab al-raha)” after which
Hudhayfah stated, “Ka‘b has lied!” and recited the verse. There is no statement regarding Ka‘b’s
“Jewishness” from Hudhayfah in either tradition. See Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani, al-Isabahv. 5, 650; Ibn
‘Asakir, Tarikh madinat Dimashg, v. 50, 172; Jalal al-Din ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Abi Bakr al-Suyuti, a/-
Durr al-manthur 7 ’I-tafSir al-ma’thur, 6 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyyah, 1990), v. 5, 479.

% The Arabic reads: kadhaba Ka‘b! a-ma taraka yahudiyyatahu ba‘d?

% al-Qurtubi, al-Jami* li-ahkam al-Qur’an, v. 13, 357.

1 A possible explanation for the similarity between the two traditions is that the incident initially
occurred with Ibn Mas‘ud and then was subsequently attributed to Ibn ‘Abbas by later scholars. There are
several indications that allude to this possibility. First of all, in the narrations cited by al-Tabari above,
the traditions only specify that a man came to ‘Abd Allah (ja’a rajul ila ‘Abdillah) without specifiying
whether it was Ibn Mas‘ud or Ibn ‘Abbas. It is not uncommon to find in the Prophetic Ahadith literature
traditions whose isnad, when referring to Ibn Mas‘ud, contain simply the name ‘Abd Allah, whereas when
making reference to Ibn ‘Abbas, contain either his full name, ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abbas, or simply Ibn
‘Abbas. Hence, when Ibn Kathir subsequently cites the above mentioned tradition from al-Tabari, he
explicitly specifies that the ‘Abd Allah in the narration is indeed Ibn Mas‘ud. Another indication that the
tradition originally occurred with Ibn Mas‘ud can be gleamed from the fact that in the second narration
cited by al-Tabari and referenced by Ibn Kathir, the man with whom ‘Abd Allah spoke with is identified
as Jundab al-Bajali whose place of residence was in Kufa where Ibn Mas‘ud lived and taught as opposed
to Makkah, where Ibn ‘Abbas was. Finally, in the versions that contain the dialogue involving Ibn ‘Abbas

37



Ka‘b to be interpreted and contextualized? From the perspective of these two
Companions, some points can be noted. In the tradition of Ibn Mas‘ud cited by both al-
Tabari and Ibn Kathir, he asked the man whether he believed what Ka‘b had related to
him or not and the man replied neither. This is consistent with Ibn Mas‘ud’s approach
concerning the People of the Book and acquiring knowledge from them. Both al-Tabari
and Ibn Kathir quote Ibn Mas‘ud as stating:
Do not ask the People of the Book regarding anything for they cannot guide you
as they have gone astray themselves, for then you may deny a truth or believe in
a falsehood; there is no one from the People of the Book except that he has in his
heart an inclination that beckons him to his religion like an inclination to
wealth.”?
An equally strong, if not stronger statement is found coming from Ibn ‘Abbas on
another occasion as well when he said:
How can you ask the People of the Book about anything while your Book that
has been revealed to the Messenger of God (God bless him and grant him peace)
is most recent? You read it pure and undistorted whereas God has informed you
that the People of the Book changed their scripture and distorted it, and wrote

the scripture with their own hands and said, “It is from God,” to sell it for little
gain. Does not the knowledge which has come to you prevent you from asking

cited by al-Qurtubi and al-Zamakhshari, neither of them has an isnad, making it difficult to verify the
relative strength or weakness of the narrations; whereas the versions cited by al-Tabari and Ibn Kathir
referring to Ibn Mas‘ud both have an isnad, making the traditions verifiable. Taking these points into
consideration, it is possible that some scholars interpreted the initial traditions cited in al-Tabari
mentioning only the name ‘Abd Allah as referring to Ibn ‘Abbas rather than Ibn Mas‘ud, thereby allowing
a tradition of similar content under the names of both Companions to be subsequently reported in later
tafsirworks. For the version containing Ibn ‘Abbas in the fafsir of al-Zamakhshari, see Mahmud ibn
‘Umar al-Zamakhshari, A/-Kashshat ‘an haqa’iq al-tanzil wa ‘uyun al-agawil fi wujuh al-ta’wil, ed. < Adil
Ahmad ‘Abd al-Mawjud and ‘Ali Muhammad Mu‘awwad, 6 vols. (Riyadh: Maktabat al-‘Ubaykan, 1998),
v. 5, 162, esp. n. 1249.

%2 See al-Tabari, Jami‘ al-bayan, v. 20, 49 and Ibn Kathir, TafSir, v. 6, 284. This approach has been taken
clearly from two Prophetic traditions, also quoted by Ibn Kathir in his commentary on the same verse
(Q29:46). The first one is related by Abu Hurayrah who said that the people of the Book used to read the
Torah in Hebrew and then explain it in Arabic to the Muslims, to which the Prophet stated: “Do not
believe the People of the Book, nor deny them, but say ‘“We believe in what has been sent down to us and
what has been sent down to you...”” The second tradition states, “If the People of the Book narrate to
you, do not believe them nor deny them, but say we believe in God, His Books and His Messengers for if
it is true, you will not deny them and if it is false, you will not believe them.” See ibid.
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them about anything? No, by God, we have never seen any man from them
asking you regarding what has been revealed to you!”*”

Hence, both Companions took issue with acquiring knowledge from the People
of the Book. This begs another question: would this approach apply to the situation of
Ka‘b who, although Muslim, was still of the most knowledgeable of the People of the
Book regarding their scriptures? That is, would it be considered valid to ask Ka‘b, a
Muslim, for specific knowledge knowing that his answer would most likely be
influenced by his Jewish background? Clearly, when Ka‘b accepted Islam, he also
accepted a new identity while simultaneously giving up his old, Jewish one.”* However,
he nonetheless still retained the vast cultural and intellectual heritage that he inherited
from his Jewish upbringing. In this regard, the criticisms of Ibn Mas‘ud and Ibn ‘Abbas
as reflected in their comments on the retention of Jewishness by Ka‘b occur in light of a
situation where his Jewish background negatively influenced his understanding of a
particular matter of Islam. Hence, Ibn Mas‘ud’s comment on Jewishness speckling the
heart was probably meant to demonstrate how, even though Ka‘b was a Muslim and no
longer a Jew in terms of his religion, his knowledge was still affected by his Jewish past,
which is enough of a reason to exercise caution whenever hearing from his narrations.
With Ibn ‘Abbas, in spite of his comments, there occur several instances in which he
approached Ka‘b to ask him regarding the interpretation of several Qur’anic verses, a
matter that will be dealt with in greater detail below in the appropriate section. In
neither case, however, are the comments meant to question the sincerity or character of

Ka‘b as a Muslim, nor question his reliability or trustworthiness, but instead, they

% This translation has been adopted with some modifications from al-Bukhari, 7rans/ation of the
Meanings of Sahih al-Bukhari: Arabic-English, v. 9, 339.

% In qualifying this statement, an important distinction to be made here is that he no longer could be
considered as a Jew in the sense of a follower of the Jewish religion, nevertheless, he would naturally still
retain his tribal identity, that is, as coming from the Jewish people of Yemen.
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merely reflect the indication that some, if not much, of the knowledge he possessed
remained somewhat problematic from an Islamic perspective for its lack of verifiability
at the very least, or its outright falsity at the most. In the latter case, this would be the
context of the Companions’ statement whenever they declared, “Ka‘b has lied” upon
hearing such narrations.

Up until this point in the analysis, the focus has been mainly upon considering
those traditions that give some indication of the relationship that existed between Ka‘b
and those Companions who were not known to have been narrators of isra 7liyyat.
However, when considering the traditions that involve those Companions who were
known to narrate 7sra 7/iyyat and their relationship to Ka‘b, the matter becomes much
more complicated. In attempting to extricate the complex relationship between Ka‘b,
the Companions, and the 7sra 7liyyat, one of the challenges is determining the primary
source of an 7sra 7liyyat narration transmitted by a Companion as this raises more
questions than it provides answers. For example, how many isra 7liyyat narrations
transmitted by certain Companions can, in fact, be originally attributed to Ka‘b? What
is the basis for such an attribution? What other possible sources did these Companions
have for such narrations? Another issue that needs further examination when
attempting to address the above questions is to determine the extent that these
Companions associated with Ka‘b and even approached him for the purpose of attaining
a fuller understanding of Islamic scripture.

As for those Companions who were known to narrate 7sra 7liyyat, Gordon Newby
asserts that the bulk of these traditions and their introduction into various genres of
Muslim literature, including the fafSirtexts, can be traced back to three primary
transmitters, none of whom was a Jewish convert. When examining the chains of
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transmission of the majority of these traditions, the three names that occur most often
as the initial narrator are ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Amr ibn al-‘As, Abu Hurayrah, and Ibn
‘Abbas, whom Newby points out is “the ultimate authority cited for a number of

isra Tliyyat traditions.”” For my analysis, I will only be dealing with the narrations
involving Abu Hurayrah and Ibn ‘Abbas due to the fact that there are numerous
traditions available within the fafsirtexts of Ibn Kathir and al-Tabari which indicate the
existence of some type of relationship between the two and Ka‘b, whereas this is not the
case with ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Amr ibn al-‘As, even though he transmitted several

isra fliyyat traditions.”® Finally, whereas Ibn ‘Abbas has the largest number of Qur’anic
exegetical traditions attributed to him, Abu Hurayrah is, conversely, known to be the

most prolific narrator of Prophetic ahadith. Hence, by focusing specifically on Abu

% Newby, “Tafsir Isra’iliyat,” 687-688.

% For the study of the isra 7liyyat, ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Amr ibn al-*As is an important figure for several
reasons. First, he is one of the Companions who narrated the Prophetic tradition that gave sanction to
transmit the stories of Bani Isra’il without objection (Sahih al-Bukhari, pt. 2, 683, no. 3499).
Furthermore, his prominent role in transmitting isra 7liyyat was noted by Ibn Taymiyyah in his
Muqgaddimah fi usul al-tafsir and Tbn Kathir in the introduction to his zafsir, both of whom mention how
‘Abd Allah came into possession of two camel-loads of books from the People of the Book on the day of
Yarmuk and how he used to narrate from them traditions he felt were narratable (that is, not outright
false) in accordance with the Prophetic tradition he related. However, Ibn Kathir mentions in his a/-
Bidayah wa ’I-nihayah (v. 1, 20) how he would narrate many things of the isra 7liyyat from them, ranging
from “the accepted, the well-known, the objectionable, and the rejected.” <Abd Allah was capable of
reading Syriac and, according to Newby, had an “extensive knowledge of the Talmud.” Other traditions
relate that he also read from the Torah itself. In fact, al-Bukhari records a tradition in which ‘Abd Allah
was once asked by ‘Ata’ ibn Yasar to give the description of the Prophet as mentioned in the Torah
(Sahih al-Bukhari, pt. 1,396, no. 2166). One interesting variant of this tradition found in the Musnad of
Ahmad ibn Hanbal and related by Ibn Kathir in his commentary on Q2:119 contains an additional
statement of ‘Ata’ who states, “I then met Ka‘b al-Ahbar and asked him the same question whose
response did not differ [from ‘Abd Allah’s] in one letter...” This is one of the very few traditions that
actually makes some sort of connection between ‘Abd Allah and Ka‘b by relating their virtually identical
description of the Prophet as found in the Torah. However, this cannot be used as a sufficient proof to
conclude that one took the tradition from the other, for both ‘Abd Allah and Ka‘b could read the Torah
and had access to similar works from the People of the Book, as indicated by the former’s ability to read
Syriac along with his practice of narrating from the two camel-loads of books he came into possession of
on the day of Yarmuk. Hence, it is equally plausible that they each arrived at the same description of the
Prophet from the Torah independently. For this tradition, see Ibn Kathir, 7afsir, v. 1, 401-402. For
commentary on this tradition, as well as the context of ‘Abd Allah’s narration of 7sra 7/iyyat and what
possible, but limited, relationship he had with Ka‘b, see Na‘na‘ah, a/-Isra’iliyyat wa atharuha, 144-159.
For the role of ‘Abd Allah in narrating isra’7liyyat, see Ibn Taymiyyah, Mugaddimah, 98-9, especially n. 4
and Newby, “Tafsir Isra’iliyat,” 687.
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Hurayrah and Ibn ‘Abbas, this analysis will encompass examples of traditions involving
the two Companions who, arguably, play the most prominent role of narration within
each of the two genres of Muslim literature, namely, that of Prophetic ahadith and that
of Qur’anic exegetical traditions respectively. I will start with examining the traditions

involving Abu Hurayrah and Ka‘b al-Ahbar.
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Ka‘b al-Ahbar, Abu Hurayrah and the Jsra 7liyyat

Many of the entries on Ka‘b al-Ahbar within the biographical dictionaries clearly
indicate that both Abu Hurayrah and Ibn ‘Abbas narrated from Ka‘b al-Ahbar."”
However, what is sometimes difficult to determine, as will be demonstrated below, is
how authentic such narrations are in their attribution to Ka‘b whenever they are quoted
within the fafsirtexts, especially when the traditions are potentially of the isra 7liyyat.
In examining the relationship that exists between Abu Hurayrah and Ka‘b, I will use
various examples of traditions found in Ibn Kathir’s fafsir along with his commentary
on them. What I intend to make clear is the following: although it is well-known and
accepted that Abu Hurayrah and Ka‘b conversed with one another on several occasions,
demonstrating, in my view, the amicable relationship that existed between the two,”®
what is at issue here is not the reliability (or lack thereof) of Ka‘b per se in his
transmission of narrations to the Companions, but rather the verifiability of the
narrations’ contents and/or attribution as well as their ultimate origin. A further point
of interest I will note is how some of these various traditions are treated by Ibn Kathir
and other Aadith scholars in regards to their ambivalence about the israiliyyat. The

aforementioned points will become even more pronounced when dealing with the

exegetical traditions of Ibn ‘Abbas and his relationship with Ka‘b and the isra 7/iyyat.

7 For example, see Nawawi, 7ahdhib al-asma’,v. 1, p. 2, 68; Ibn Hajar al-*Asqalani, Tahdhib al-tahdhib,
v. 8, 438; Ibn ‘Asakir, Tarikh madinat Dimashg, v. 50, 151; al-Dhahabi, Siyar a‘lam al-nubala’, v. 3, 490.
% Within all of the traditions I researched, I found none whatsoever that recorded any type of critical
exchange between the two during their conversations, making it very difficult to deduce that Abu
Hurayrah was ever suspicious of Ka‘b in terms of his character, reliability and trustworthiness. In fact,
there exist traditions that indicate quite the opposite. For example, it is related (although with a weak
chain of transmission according to Shu‘ayb al-Arna’ut) that Abu Hurayrah once met Ka‘b, and after
conversing with him and asking him questions, Ka‘b remarked, “I have not seen anyone more
knowledgeable of the Torah without having read it than Abu Hurayrah.” See Ibn ‘Asakir, Tarikh madinat
Dimashq, v. 67,343, al-Dhahabi, Siyar a‘lam al-nubala’, v. 2, 600, esp. n. 1; idem, Kitab tadhkirat al-
huftaz, 4 vols. (Hyderabad-Deccan: Osmania Oriental Publications Bureau, 1955), v. 1, 36.
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To begin with, in analyzing those traditions that involve Abu Hurayrah, Ka‘b
and the israiliyyat, it will be useful to examine some of Ibn Kathir’s comments on
certain Prophetic traditions narrated by Abu Hurayrah that Ibn Kathir suspects are
either of the isra7liyyat or are the words of Ka‘b. In such cases, Ibn Kathir makes
conjectures about the possible origin of the tradition, but he nonetheless clearly objects
to having such words attributed to the Prophet himself and feels that an error occurred
during the transmission of the particular tradition.

For example, in the commentary on Q2:255 and Q35:40, Ibn Kathir relates a
tradition from various sources narrated by Abu Hurayrah that he heard the Prophet once
state while speaking about a question that once occurred to Moses: Does God sleep?
The tradition goes on to state how God, in response to Moses’ question, sent an angel
with two glass vessels and the command to Moses to carry these two vessels, one in
each hand, and to preserve them without letting them drop. Every time Moses would
nearly fall asleep, the vessels would almost slip from his hands and he would awaken,
until eventually, he fell asleep and they fell from his grasp breaking on the ground.
What God did was to cast an analogy for Moses—had God ever fallen asleep, likewise
the heavens and the earth would not be upheld and would come crashing down. After
narrating the tradition, Ibn Kathir states how “this tradition is extremely strange, and is

most likely an isra 7/i that is not traceable (to the Prophet)” * and adds in another place

% Ibn Kathir, 7afsir, v. 1, 679. The Arabic reads: wa hadha hadith gharib jiddan wa ‘l-azhar annahu isra’ili
la marfu‘. This same tradition is narrated in al-Tabari’s tafSir as well although he adds no commentary to
it; however, in the edition of Shakir and Shakir, there is a note mentioning what various scholars have
said about the narrators found in the isnad of this hadith, some of whom were found to narrate
objectionable (munkar) traditions, quoting the example of this tradition in particular. Ibn Hajar’s view of
this tradition is that it is objectionable (hence, not attributable to the Prophet) and that Moses could not
have asked such a question, but rather, what exists is a narration where the Children of Israel asked Moses
this question instead. See al-Tabari, Jami* al-bayan, v. 5,394, esp. n. 1.
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> 100 1hbn Kathir also mentions how it is

that it is “from the objectionable isra iliyyat.’
very unlikely Moses could ever have asked such a question knowing the true nature of
God."" Interestingly, unlike for other traditions, Ibn Kathir does not consider the
possibility that Abu Hurayrah may have procured this narration from Ka‘b. Instead, he
goes on to refer to another tradition of Ibn ‘Abbas who related that the Children of
Israel once asked Moses, “Does God sleep?” to which he replied, “Fear God (ittaqu
’I-lah)!” after which God beckoned Moses, gave him two glass vessels to hold and
preserve, and the rest of the story goes as narrated above.'”

In another hadith related by Ibn Kathir in his commentary on Q18:94-97,'" Abu
Hurayrah narrated from the Prophet a saying concerning Gog and Magog (juj wa ma juyj)
and their digging through a barrier which they are trapped behind. Everyday they dig to
a point where a ray of sunlight penetrates through the barrier, signifying that they have
almost broken through, when their leader commands them to stop digging and to return
to the barrier on the morrow to complete their dig and breakout. When they do so, they
find the barrier in its original state, even stronger than before, as if they had not dug

anything at all and they begin to dig again. This cycle continues until their leader states

that they will return to the barrier the next day to complete their dig from where they

1% Ybn Kathir, 7afsir, v. 6, 558. Similary, the Arabic here reads: inna hadha ’I-hadith laysa bi-marfu* bal
min al-isra’iliyyat al-munkarah.

" Tbid.

12 Ibid., v. 1, 679. Ibn Kathir gives this tradition as one of the reasons Q2:255 (the verse of the Throne)
was revealed to the Prophet in which it states, “Neither slumber nor sleep overtakes Him.”

19 The content of these verses gives the context for Ibn Kathir’s commentary on them, hence, I will quote
them in full here with the verse number indicated in brackets after each verse. According to Arberry’s
translation (with slight modifications), they read as follows: {They said, “O Dhu ’l-Qarnayn, behold, Gog
and Magog are doing corruption in the earth; so shall we assign to you a tribute, against your setting up a
barrier between us and between them?”(94) He said, “That wherein my Lord has established me is better;
so aid me forcefully, and I will set up a rampart between you and between them. (95) Bring me ingots of
iron!” Until, when he had made all level between the two cliffs, he said, “Blow!” Until, when he had made
it a fire, he said, “Bring me, that [ may pour molten brass on it.” (96) So they were unable either to scale it
or pierce it. (97)}
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left off “God-willing (insha’ Allah)” at which they find the barrier as it was left by them
the previous day and they finally breakout of the barrier and come upon the inhabitants
of the earth causing widespread turmoil.

After narrating other transmissions of this tradition, Ibn Kathir remarks, “[The
tradition’s] chain of transmission (Zsnad) is strong (gawiy), however, there is objection

194 The reason Ibn Kathir

in attributing this to the Prophet due to its contents (matn).
objects to this tradition as being a Prophetic saying is that it clearly goes against the
outward purport of the Qur’anic verses which state that the people of Gog and Magog
will not be able to penetrate the barrier due to its solid, firm and sturdy construction.'®’
He then goes on to quote a tradition attributed to Ka‘b al-Ahbar (without mentioning an
isnad for it) that similarly relates how they would go to the barrier everyday and devour
it (yalhasunahu, instead of yahfurunahu) until very little of it remained, after which they
would stop and return the next day only to find it in its original state. This continues
until, one day, one of them is inspired to say, “Let us return to it tomorrow and then we
will open it, God-willing” and they return to find it as they had left it on the previous
day allowing them to finally break through. At this point, Ibn Kathir offers the
following conjecture:

Perhaps Abu Hurayrah obtained this from Ka‘b for he used to sit and converse

with him very often, and then Abu Hurayrah narrated it, after which some of

those narrators who took from him presumed it to be a saying of the Prophet and

attributed it to him, and God knows best. '

Ibn Kathir’s comment towards this particular tradition is not unique for there are

several other instances where, due to a tradition’s contents, he suspects that its origin is

foreign (i.e. of the isra’iliyyat) and not Islamic. In the case of traditions narrated by

19 Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, v. 5, 197-8.
105 See above, p. 45, n. 103, verse 97.
19 Ibn Kathir, 7afsir, v. 5, 198.
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Abu Hurayrah that Ibn Kathir regards as suspicious, the most reasonable explanation he
usually provides of the tradition’s origin is that is was taken from Ka‘b al-Ahbar.'”’ If
such a tradition is narrated by Abu Hurayrah on behalf of the Prophet, then a mistake
occurred in the transmission of the tradition affer Abu Hurayrah’s narration of it (and
not by Abu Hurayrah himself.) This is made even clearer in Ibn Kathir’s comments in
his al-Bidayah wa ’I-nihayah where he quotes the following statement of Bishr ibn
Sa‘id:

Fear God and take heed of preserving the hadith for, by God, you have seen how
we sit with Abu Hurayrah and he narrates from the Messenger of God (God bless

"7 This is one explanation Ibn Kathir provides when involving a Companion, like Abu Hurayrah, who
was known to have had a relationship with Ka‘b al-Ahbar. In a similar example involving another
Companion, ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Umar (who was also known to narrate, albeit not as often, from Ka‘b), in his
commentary on Q2:102, Ibn Kathir cites a lengthy Prophetic tradition narrated by Ibn ‘Umar found in the
Mousnad of Ahmad on the angels of Harut and Marut who were chosen by the other angels to be tested by
God on earth and ended up disobeying Him and falling into sin. After narrating various versions with
their respective asanid, Ton Kathir expresses his doubts as to their strange contents and states, “It is more
plausible that this is from the narration of Ibn ‘Umar from Ka‘b al-Ahbar, not from the Prophet.” For this
he offers proof by citing two similar traditions quoted by al-Tabari in his zafsirthat go back to Ka‘b in
which he narrates the exact same story regarding the two angels and then concludes by saying, “By God,
they [Harut and Marut] did not reach the evening on the day of their descent to earth except that they
committed all that they were prohibited from.” In the edition of al-Tabari edited by Shakir and Shakir,
the editor makes a note of Ibn ‘Umar’s Prophetic tradition (no. 1688) as having a weak chain of
transmission and refers to Ibn Kathir’s comments (that the tradition is from Ka‘b) as being sounder due to
the two traditions narrated by al-Tabari (nos. 1684 and 1685) that are from Ibn ‘Umar from Ka‘b. In Ibn
Kathir’s al-Bidayah wa ’I-nihayah, he also states: “Many traditions have been narrated regarding their
[Harut and Marut] story, most of which are of the isra 7liyyat.” Regarding the tradition found in the
Musnad of Ahmad, Ibn Kathir makes several similar remarks indicating that it is clearly a fabrication
from the isra’iliyyin and that the stronger chains of transmission relate it back to Ka‘b, from whom
others of the salaftook the tradition and subsequently related it as from the stories of the Children of
Israel. Again, what is noticeable is that no criticism is made against Ka‘b whatsoever in any of the texts,
whether Ibn Kathir’s or otherwise, for narrating it. Hence, the implication is that he was not the one who
fabricated the tradition, nor did he relate it with ill intent. For Ibn Kathir’s comments from his exegesis,
see his Tafsir, v. 1,353-355. For his comments from his history, see a/-Bidayah wa ’I-nihayah, v. 1, 33
and 43. For the traditions as found in al-Tabari’s tafsir, as well as the editor’s comments, see al-Tabari,
Jami‘ al-bayan, v. 2, 429-430 and 432, esp. n. 9. For the translation of two of the traditions on the angels
Harut and Marut as found in al-Tabari’s fafsir, see al-Tabari, Commentary, 484-485. As for instances in
which a suspicious narration is attributed to the Prophet from a Companion who was not known to have
had a relationship with Ka‘b, other alternative explanations are given. For example, with the case of ‘Abd
Allah ibn ‘Amr ibn al-‘As (see above, p. 41, n.96), there are several instances in which Ibn Kathir puts
forth his view that the narration cited does not go back to the Prophet, but rather, is a mawqufnarration
that does not go beyond ‘Abd Allah who, in turn, obtained the questionable narration from the two camel-
loads of books he came into possession of on the day of Yarmuk. For specific examples in this regard, see
Ibn Kathir’s commentary in his 7afSiron Q3:96 (v. 2, 78), Q6:158 (v. 3, 375), Q7:78 (v. 3, 443), Q18:86
(v.5,192) and Q51:41 (v. 7, 423) as well as his al-Bidayah wa ’[-nihayah, v. 1, 129-30, 178, v. 2, 98, and
v. 8, 345.
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him and grant him peace) and he narrates to us from Ka‘b, then leaves, after

which I hear some of those who were present attribute the Aadith of God’s

Messenger to Ka‘b and the hadith of Ka‘b to God’s Messenger.'®

Ibn Kathir also makes a clear point of exonerating Abu Hurayrah from falsely
narrating on behalf of the Prophet, even by mistake. Following the above quotation, Ibn
Kathir cites a statement of Shu‘bah who said, “Abu Hurayrah used to commit tad/is”'*
meaning that he would “narrate what he heard from Ka‘b and what he heard from the
Messenger of God (God bless him and grant him peace) without distinguishing between
the two.” Ibn Kathir clearly rejected this possibility by citing various other scholars,
including Ibn ‘Asakir, and their defense of Abu Hurayrah’s impeccable qualities as a
Companion and narrator, stating that those who made such statements were only a small

group that went against the great majority of scholars.''’

108 Ibn Kathir, al-Bidayah wa ’I-nihayah, v. 8, 112. This tradition also offers another possible context as
to why ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab prohibited Abu Hurayrah and Ka‘b from narrating their narrations. See
above, p. 27 and al-Dhahabi, al-Isra’iliyyat fi *I-tafsir wa ’[-hadith, 129.

199 1n Arabic: Abu Hurayrah kana yudallis. This usage of the verb yudallis, hence the noun tadlis used in
the translation above, is very specific in sadith terminology and has various meanings. In Lane’s lexicon,
it mentions the meaning of tad/is “in the ascription of a tradition to its relater or relaters” as various
possibilities. They include, “One’s relating a tradition as from the earliest sheykh [sic] when perhaps he
has not seen him, but only heard it from one inferior to him, or from one who had heard it from him, and
the like;” or “when he has seen him, but has heard what he ascribes to him from another, inferior to him;”
and finally “one’s not mentioning, in his tradition, him from whom he heard it, but mentioning the highest
authority, inducing the opinion that he had heard it from him.” See Edward William Lane, Arabic-
English Lexicon, Rev. ed., 2 vols. (Cambridge, Eng.: Islamic Texts Society, 1984), v. 1, 903. Eerik
Dickinson translates the word fad/is as “misrepresentation.” See ibn al-Salah al-Shahrazuri, An
Introduction to the Science of the Hadith: Kitab ma‘rifat anwa“ ‘ilm al-hadith, ed. Muneer Fareed, trans.
Eerik Dickinson (Reading: Garnet Publishing Limited, 2005), 55-56.

"% Ton Kathir, a/-Bidayah wa ’l-nihayah, v. 8, 112-113. There are a number of works in which a group of
modern Muslim scholars attacked Abu Hurayrah and his credibility for various reasons. Such works
produced a number of responses from other Muslim scholars who subsequently provided thorough
rebuttals of the criticisms put forth against Abu Hurayrah. Although an entire thesis could be composed
on this subject alone, that is, tracing the origins of such attacks which go back centuries (as do their
rebuttals, which go back just as far), it is beyond the scope of the present paper to expand upon this topic.
Hence, it will suffice to make reference to Ramzi Na‘na‘ah’s book which lists the scholars and works
(both classical and modern) that either spoke or wrote something against Abu Hurayrah followed by a list
of works rebutting the modern (and classical) statements. See Na‘na‘ah, al-Isra’iliyyat wa atharuha, 134-
5, esp. nn. 3 and 4. Some of the fabaqat literature also refer to this matter in a similar fashion as Ibn
Kathir. For example, Ibn ‘Asakir lists many other variants of the traditions Ibn Kathir cites that are
apparently against the accepting of some of Abu Hurayrah’s narrations, however, he follows them up with
his own comments and rebuttal listing other traditions that unequivocally show the reliability and
credibility of Abu Hurayrah in regards to his character and narrations. See his 7arikh madinat Dimashq,
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Another example of a hadith that was purportedly taken from Ka‘b by Abu
Hurayrah, and not from the Prophet (at least according to Ibn Kathir), is cited by both
al-Tabari and Ibn Kathir in their respective tafsir works in several places. Although
there exists very slight variations, the tradition reads as follows:

Abu Hurayrah reported that God's Messenger (God bless him and grant him

peace) took hold of my hands and said: God, the Exalted and Glorious, created

the dust [of the earth] on Saturday and He created the mountains on Sunday and

He created the trees on Monday and He created the things entailing labour on

Tuesday and created light on Wednesday and He caused the animals to spread on

Thursday and created Adam (peace be upon him) after ‘Asr on Friday; the last

creation at the last hour of the hours of Friday, i.e. between afternoon and

night.'"!
This tradition is interesting in particular because it is narrated in the authentic
collection of Sahih Muslim and there are various scholarly opinions regarding it. Ibn
Kathir makes several comments on this Aadith that are noteworthy. In his commentary
on Q2:29, he expresses his doubts concerning the narration by stating:

This tradition is one of the oddities (ghara’ib) of Sahih Muslim; Tbn al-Madini

and al-Bukhari, among others of the masters of hadith (huftaz), have commented

upon it stating that it is from the words of Ka‘b and that Abu Hurayrah heard
this [tradition] from the words of Ka‘b al-Ahbar and that it was unclear to some

narrators who then [mistakenly] attributed it to the Prophet. 12

In another place, Ibn Kathir states the reason why the various scholars he cited
were suspicious of this tradition’s being an authentic saying of the Prophet, namely, that

it covers the creation of the earth over seven days, whereas the Qur’an clearly states that

it was over six.'”> He quotes al-Bukhari as stating in his Kitab tarikh al-kabirthat,

v. 67, 358-362. For al-Dhahabi’s interpretation on the tradition of zadlis, along with other comments
coming to the defense of Abu Hurayrah, see his Siyar a‘lam al-nubala’, v. 2, 608-9.

"1 This translation has been adopted with slight modifications from Muslim ibn al-Hajjaj al-Qushayri,
Sahih Muslim: Being Traditions of the Sayings and Doings of the Prophet Muhammad as Narrated by his
Companions and Compiled Under the Title al-Jami‘-us-Sahih, trans. ‘ Abdul Hamid Siddiqi, 20 fasc. in 4
vols. (Lahore: Sh. Muhammad Ashraf, 1971), fasc. 19, 1462.

"2 Tbn Kathir, Tafsir, v. 1, 215.

' Ibid., v. 3, 426.
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“Some [scholars] have said [this tradition] is from Abu Hurayrah from Ka‘b al-Ahbar,

» 114

and this is more correct. In his al-Bidayah wa ’[-nihayah, after quoting al-Bukhari as

above, Ibn Kathir adds:

...meaning that this Aadith is from those which Abu Hurayrah heard and
procured from Ka‘b al-Ahbar for they both used to keep the company of one
another and meet for conversation, so one [Ka‘b] would narrate from his books
(suhufihi) while the other [Abu Hurayrah] would narrate from the truth he took
from the Prophet (God bless him and grant him peace); hence, this Aadithis one
of those that Abu Hurayrah procured from Ka‘b from his books, while some of
the narrators [thereafter] made some presumptions [regarding it] and attributed
it to the Prophet (God bless him and grant him peace); its attribution [to the
Prophet] is confirmed by the words “The Messenger of God took me by the
hands...” but then there occurs in its contents extreme peculiarities (gharabatan
shadidah), among which is no mention of the creation of the heavens whatsoever
and [mention of] the creation of the earth and what it contains in seven days.115

Although al-Tabari also cites this tradition in his zafsirtext, he adds very little
commentary to it and mentions nothing in respect of its authenticity as a saying of the

Prophet. '

However, in his tarikh text, he mentions this narration and provides a
lengthy discourse on the differences of opinion regarding some of the contents of the
hadith, and in particular, the first day on which the creation began, an important point
to consider when analyzing this tradition, as will be shown below. At this point, it will
be relevant to note how some scholars have dealt with this tradition, citing what has
(and has not) been said regarding its contents and authenticity as a Prophetic saying.

In terms of the soundness of this tradition, several scholars have either affirmed

it as being rigorously authenticated (safih), or have simply not mentioned anything

"4 Ibid., v. 6,359 and v. 7, 168. Also see Muhammad ibn Isma‘il al-Bukhari, Kitab al-tarikh al-kabir, 8
pts. in 4 vols. (Haydarabad al-Dakkan: Matba‘at Majlis Da’irat al-Ma‘arif al-‘Uthmaniyyah, 1941), v. 1,
pt. 1,413-414.

"3 Tbn Kathir, al-Bidayah wa ’I-nihayah, v. 1, 14-15.

" For the tradition from al-Tabari’s Jami‘ al-bayan, see his commentary on Q11:7 (v. 15, 244) and
Q41:8-9 (v. 21, 433-434). In the edition of Shakir, an editor’s note states that this tradition is indeed
authentic and that there are some authors who “desire to falsify the likes of this tradition by opinion (b7-
’I-ra’y)...while attacking the great Companion Abu Hurayrah” through means that would be deemed
unacceptable to the scholarly tradition, means which have no foundation to build upon. See ibid., v. 15,
244, esp. n. 1.
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regarding it, thereby providing some indication that the particular scholar did not view
anything unsound about the tradition’s authenticity. For example, the well-known
hadith scholar, Ibn al-Jawzi,'" alludes to this tradition in his Kitab al-mawdi‘at as
being sahih, while using it as evidence to contradict another tradition that he labels as
fabricated.''® Furthermore, the great jurist and Aadith master Muhyi ’1-Din al-Nawawi
mentions absolutely nothing regarding the authenticity (or lack thereof) of this tradition
in his famous and monumental commentary on Sahih Muslim,""® nor does Jalal al-Din
al-Suyufi in his a/-Dibaj ‘ala Sahih Muslim ibn al-Hajjaj '*° and considering the
widespread acceptance of the collection of Muslim within the scholarly circles of Aadith
literature, the implication is that the tradition remains as Muslim categorized it—
sahip. 2!

Other scholars, besides Ibn Kathir, have also expressed their opinions that this
tradition ultimately goes back to Ka‘b al-Ahbar, rather than the Prophet, and that it was
narrated from him by Abu Hurayrah. For example, Ibn al-Qayyim al-Jawziyyah in his
Naqd al-manqul wa ’[-mihakk al-mumayyiz bayna ’I-mardud wa ’I-maqgbul has a section

55122

with the heading “The Occurrence of an Error in Sahih Muslim” *~ where he states the

following regarding this tradition:

17 See p. 33, n. 78 above for Na‘na‘ah’s comments on Ibn al-Jawzi.

"8 Abu ’I-Faraj ‘ Abdul-Rahman ibn ‘Ali ibn al-Jawzi, Kitab al-mawdu‘at, ed. Tawfiq Hamdan, 2 vols.
(Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyyah, 1995/1410), v. 2, 114.

" Muhyi al-Din ibn Sharaf al-Nawawi, Sharh Sahih Muslim, ed. Khalil Mays, vol. 18 v. in 9 (Beirut: Dar
al-Qalam, 1987), v. 17, 139-140.

120 Jalal al-Din ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Abi Bakr al-Suyuti, a/-Dibaj ‘ala Sahih Muslim ibn al-Hajjaj, ed.
Muhammad Zakariyya al-Kandihlawi, 6 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Arqam ibn Abi ’1-Arqam, 1999), v. 6, 218-
219.

12! For a defense of the authenticity of this tradition from a modern scholar using classical sources,
including responses to the scholarly opinions that regard this tradition as problematic, see Muhammad
Nagir al-Din al-Albani, Silsilat al-ahadith al-sahihah, part 1, 7 vols. (Riyadh: Maktabat al-Ma‘arif 1i-’1-
Nashr wa ’1-Tawzi‘, 1995/1415), v. 4, 449-450, no. 1833.

122 1n Arabic: fasl: ghalat waqa‘a i Sahih Muslim
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This resembles an error that has occurred concerning the tradition of Abu

Hurayrah: “God created the dust [of the earth] on Saturday...” etc., that is in

Sahih Muslim. The error that occurred is in its attribution to the Prophet, for

verily it is from the sayings of Ka‘b al-Ahbar. The 7/mam of the people of hadith,

Muhammad ibn Isma‘il al-Bukhari stated likewise in his 7arikh al-kabir as have

other scholars amongst the Muslims, and it is as they have said, for verily God

has informed us that He created the heavens and the earth and what is between
them in six days, while this tradition indicates the period of creation as being
seven days, and God knows best.'**

What is most relevant about the differences of scholarly opinion regarding this
tradition and its relation to Ka‘b is the first day on which the creation of the heavens
and the earth took place, rather than the number of days. In his farikh text, al-Tabari
discusses the divergent opinions on the first day of creation as being on either Saturday
or Sunday while listing the various proofs put forth by each group of scholars. Although
al-Tabari sides with those who stated it was Sunday while providing his rationale, he
nonetheless lists those traditions stating otherwise, including the one above as found in
Sahih Muslim, without however mentioning the possibility that this tradition could
have come from Ka‘b.'** Significantly, those who were cited as supporting the first day
of creation on Sunday were, in fact, the Jewish converts, including ‘Abd Allah ibn
Salam and Ka‘b al-Ahbar. One tradition has Ka‘b al-Ahbar stating unequivocally that,
2125

“God began with the creation of the heavens and the earth on Sunday and Monday.

Furthermore, al-Tabari records a statement of ‘Abd Allah ibn Salam to Abu Hurayrah

12 Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn Abi Bakr ibn al-Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, Nagd al-manqul wa ’I-mihakk al-
mumayyiz bayna ’l-mardud wa ’[-maqgbul, ed. Hassan al-Samahi Suwaydan (Beirut: Dar al-Qadiri, 1990),
78. The editor has added a note (n. 1) here that also acknowledges how al-Nawawi does not state
anything against this tradition in his commentary on Sahih Muslim. In addition, in the tafSir of al-
Qurtubi, the author quotes Abu Hasan al-Bayhaqi’s opinion regarding this tradition as found in his Kitab
al-asma’ wa ’[-sifat where an alternative isnad to the hadithis cited by ‘Ali al-Madini, an isnad'that has
weakness in it. What is noteworthy, however, is that no mention of the possibility of this tradition being
taken by Abu Hurayrah from Ka‘b is made here. See al-Qurtubi, a/~Jami‘ li-ahkam al-Qur’an, v. 6, 384-5.
12 For the relevant sections on the first day of creation as well as the various interpretations on the
meaning of a day, its possible length and the creation of the days of the week, see Abu Ja‘far Muhammad
ibn Jarir al-Tabari, The History of al-Tabari: General Introduction and From the Creation to the Flood,
g;cms. Franz Rosenthal, vol. 1 (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989), 187-193 and 208-218.
Ibid., 211.
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regarding the hour in which Adam was created that begins with “God began the creation

126 The fact that Sunday was the more likely

of the heavens and earth on Sunday.
choice of Jews for being the first day of creation is supported by the notion of the
Sabbath, that is, that God created the heavens and earth in six days and then “rested” on
the seventh, namely, Saturday.'?’ Hence, if anything, the above traditions, among
others, would clearly indicate that Ka‘b would have preferred the opinion that Sunday
was the first day of creation and this clearly goes against the outward purport of the
Prophetic tradition narrated by Abu Hurayrah which begins with Saturday. Coupled
with the fact that Abu Hurayrah may have also heard from ‘Abd Allah ibn Salam a
narration indicating that the first day of creation was on Sunday, the view that Abu
Hurayrah got his narration from Ka‘b al-Ahbar, or any other Jewish source for that

matter, and that this narration was subsequently attributed to the Prophet becomes less

plausible.'*®

2% Tbid., 190.

127 The notion of God’s “resting” on the seventh day after creation is something that the Qur’an explicitly
refutes, as it rather speaks of God’s istiwa’, or establishment, upon the Throne which lacks any
connotation of fatigue resulting from His act of creation. That being said, it would not be unreasonable to
believe that any of the Jewish converts to Islam, while forgoing this idea of “resting” itself, would retain
the opinion that it was on the seventh day (i.e. Saturday) where no further act of creation took place,
making the first day of creation on Sunday and the last on Friday. This would also be in accordance with
the story of creation as laid out in the Torah. As already indicated, the opinion that it was Sunday was
upheld by both Jewish converts ‘Abd Allah ibn Salam and Ka‘b al-Ahbar, as mentioned by al-Khazin and
Abu Hayyan in their respective commentaries on the Qur’an, and it was subscribed to by other exegetical
scholars as well, including al-Dahhak, al-Mujahid and al-Tabari. Abu Hayyan also adds to his list the
people of the Torah and al-Tabari cites a tradition of Muhammad ibn Ishaq who states, “The people of the
Torah say: God began the creation on Sunday.” For more discussion on the differences of opinion
regarding the first day of creation, including comments on the tradition of Abu Hurayrah and its
authenticity, see Shihab al-Din Mahmud ibn ‘Abd Allah al-Alusi, Ruh al-ma‘ani fi tafsir al-Qur’an al-
‘azim wa ’[-sab‘ al-mathani, 30v. in 15 vols. (Beirut: Dar lhya’ al-Turath al-‘Arabi, 198-), v. 24, 106; ‘Ali
ibn Muhammad al-Khazin al-Baghdadi, 7afSir al-Khazin al-musamma lubab al-ta’wil fi ma ‘ani ’I-tanzil, 4
vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyyah, 2004), v. 2, 206-207; Abu Hayyan, Bahr al-muhit 17 tafSir al-
Qur’an, v. 4,307. For the tradition of Muhammad ibn Ishaq, see al-Tabari, The History of al-Tabari:
General Introduction and From the Creation to the Flood, 211.

28 In his book al-Anwar al-kashifah, ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Yahya al-Mu‘allimi does a thorough and
detailed analysis of this tradition, including what al-Bukhari and Ibn Kathir have stated regarding it, and
comes to the conclusion that there does not necessarily exist a contradiction between this tradition and
the Qur’anic text as there is a way to reconcile the two, whereas the mistake in this case lies in a
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One final example of a tradition which, interestingly, Ibn Kathir finds sound
while other, albeit very few, scholars believe it to be of Ka‘b’s words rather than the
Prophet’s is found twice in the tafsir of Ibn Kathir. In the first instance, the tradition
occurs in the commentary on Q2:37 and is cited in a partial format as found in the
collection of Muslim,'* as well as other Aadith compilations,'*® whereas in the second
instance found in the commentary on Q21:37, Ibn Kathir cites a slightly longer version
of the tradition according to Ibn Abi Hatim which reads as follows:

Abu Hurayrah reported that God’s Messenger said: The best day on which the

sun has risen is Friday; on it, Adam was created and on it he was made to enter

Paradise and on it he was made to descend from it; on it the Last Hour [i.e.

Doomsday] will take place and on it there is a time at which no believer in

prayer...would ask God for what is good except that He would give it to him."!
In neither instance does Ibn Kathir make any comments that would question the
authenticity of this particular tradition, nor does he relate it to Ka‘b in any way.

However, there exists a lengthier version of the tradition in a/-Muwatta’ of
Malik which provides a more complete context for the tradition while demonstrating the
relationship that existed between its narrator, Abu Hurayrah, and Ka‘b al-Ahbar. For

this reason, the entire narration will be cited here as found in Malik’s collection and it

reads as follows:

particular narrator who attributed the words of the Prophet to Ka‘b and not vice-versa. Hence, according
to the author, the narration is, in fact, authentic as coming from Abu Hurayrah from the Prophet. See *
Abd al-Rahman ibn Yahya al-Mu‘allimi, al-Anwar al-kashifah li-ma i kitab adwa’ ‘ala ’I-sunnah min al-
zilal wa ’I-tadlil wa ’[-mujazafah (Beirut: al-Maktabah al-Islami, 1985), 185-190.

12 See Ibn Kathir, Tafsir v. 1,237-238. For the versions as narrated by Muslim, see Muslim ibn al-Hajjaj
al-Qushayri, Sahih Muslim, Jam‘u jawami* ’l-ahadith wa ’l-asanid wa maknaz al-sahah wa ’l-sunan wa ’I-
masanid, vol. 4 in 2 pts. (Vaduz: Thesaurus Islamicus Foundation (Jam‘iyyah al-Maknaz al-Islamiyyah),
2000), pt. 1, 335, nos. 2013 and 2014.

130 For a reference list of source texts and hadith compilations that contain the various versions of this
tradition, see ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, al-Tamhid lima fi ’I-Muwatta’ min al-ma ‘ani wa ’[-masanid, v. 9, 336 esp.
n. 1.

1 Tbn Kathir, 7afsir, v. 5, 342-343. This translation has been adopted from two separate traditions with
some modifications as found in ‘Abdul Hamid Siddiqi’s translation of Sahih Muslim, facs. 6, 404-5,
tradition nos. 1850 and 1857.
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Abu Salamah ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn ‘Awf related that Abu Hurayrah said, “I
went out to al-Tur [Mount Sinai] and met Ka‘b al-Ahbar and sat with him. He
related to me things from the Torah and I related to him things from the
Messenger of God, may God bless him and grant him peace. Among the things I
related to him was that the Messenger of God, may God bless him and grant him
peace, said, ‘The best of days on which the sun rises is the day of Friday

(jum ‘ah). On it Adam was created, and on it he fell from the Garden. On it he
was forgiven, and on it he died. On it the Hour occurs, and every moving thing
listens from morning till sunset in apprehension of the Hour except jinn and men.
During it there is a time when God gives to a Muslim slave standing in prayer
whatever he asks for.” Ka‘b said, ‘That is one day in every year.’ I said, ‘No,
every Friday.” Then Ka‘b recited the Torah and said, ‘The Messenger of God has
spoken the truth.””... Abu Hurayra continued, “Then I met ‘Abd Allah ibn Salam
and I told him that I had sat with Ka‘b al-Ahbar, and I mentioned what I had
related to him about the day of Friday, and told him that Ka‘b had said, ‘That is
one day in every year.” ‘Abd Allah ibn Salam said, ‘Ka‘b lied,”"** and I added,
‘Ka‘b then recited the Torah and said, “No, it is every Friday.”” ‘Abd Allah ibn
Salam said, ‘Ka‘b spoke the truth.” Then ‘Abd Allah ibn Salam said, ‘I know
what time that is.”” Abu Hurayrah continued, “I said to him, ‘Let me know it —
don’t keep it from me.” ‘Abd Allah ibn Salam said, ‘It is the last period of time
in the day of Friday.”” Abu Hurayrah continued, “I said, ‘How can it be the last
period of time in the day of Friday, when the Messenger of God, may God bless
him and grant him peace, said, “...a Muslim standing in prayer,” and that is a
time when there is no prayer?’ ‘Abd Allah ibn Salam replied, ‘Did not the
Messenger of God, may God bless him and grant him peace, say, “Whoever sits
waiting for the prayer is in prayer until he prays?”’ Abu Hurayrah added, “I said,
‘Of course.” He said, ‘Then it is that.””'**

In terms of the authenticity of this tradition, the vast majority of scholars, both
classical and modern, consider it, as well as its various other versions,** as sahih.

Besides occurring in the collections of Malik and Muslim which are generally considered

12 For the meaning of the statement, “Ka‘b lied” see the relevant section above on pp. 35-40. In the
particular context of this tradition, Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr states that, “The meaning of his [Ibn Salam’s]
statement ‘Ka‘b lied’ is ‘Ka‘b erred’ (ghalita Ka‘b). Likewise, this is how its meaning is known to the
Arabs in their poetry and speech” and then he gives an example of a saying of Abu Talib using the word
kadhabtum and states, “Is it not obvious that the meaning of kadhib here is not as the opposite of truth
(sidg), but rather, it is to be seen from the perspective of human error in one’s opinion, hence, it is as if to
say ‘your opinion has mislead you’ (kadhabakum zannukum)?” See Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, al-Istidhkar, v. 5, 99.
133 For the Arabic tradition, see Malik, al-Muwatta’, 36-7, no. 240. The above translation has been
adopted with slight modifications from ‘A’isha Bewley’s translation of Malik, a/-Muwatta’,43-44, no. 17.
1% For a single source that has compiled a good number of the various versions of this tradition as well as
their original sources, see al-Musnad al-jami‘, ed. Bashshar ‘Awwad Ma‘ruf et al. (Beirut: Dar al-Jil,
1993/1413), v. 16, 755-757, nos. 13085 and 13086, and 764-766, no. 13099. In addition, al-Tabari has
recorded in his 7arikh some of the shorter versions of this tradition along with other traditions of different
wording that contain similar information regarding the creation of Adam on Friday, etc. See al-Tabari,
Tarikh, v. 1, 113-115. For the English translation of these traditions, see al-Tabari, The History of al-
Tabari: General Introduction and From the Creation to the Flood, 282-286.
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to contain the soundest ahadith, most of the reputable classical scholars of Aadith,
including al-Nawawi, al-Suyuti, Ibn Hajar al-* Asqalani and Ibn Kathir—to name those
who commented on this tradition as found in either collection—do not say anything
against it, thereby affirming its authenticity as classified by Muslim.'*> In the
collection of al-Tirmidhi, after narrating one version of the tradition that does not
include the mention of Ka‘b (but includes Abu Hurayrah’s converstion with ‘Abd Allah
ibn Salam) the author states, “This tradition is hasan sahil’'*® and al-Hakim in his a/-
Mustadrak, after narrating a version similar to the one in al-Muwatta’states, “This
tradition is rigorously authenticated according to the conditions of the two Shaykhs [al-
Bukhari and Muslim].”137 He also narrates a shorter form of the tradition similar to the
one in Muslim although it begins, “The master of days is the day of Friday, etc.” after
which al-Hakim indicates that the tradition is sahih according to the conditions of
Muslim."*® From amongst the modern Aadith scholars, Nasir al-Din al-Albani considers
the tradition and its isnad as related by Malik as sahih. 139

Among the scholars that mention the possibility of a portion of this tradition

coming from the words of Ka‘b and not the Prophet is Ibn Khuzaymah. After narrating

133 For each scholar’s comments on this tradition as found in Muslim, see al-Nawawi, Sharh Sahih
Muslim, v. 6,390-2, al-Suyuti, al-Dibaj ‘ala Sahihi Muslim ibn al-Hajjaj, v. 2, 389 and Ibn Hajar al-
‘Asqalani, Fath al-Bari bi sharh Sahilh al-Bukhart, v. 2,489 and v. 8, 121. For Ibn Kathir’s comments as
found in his 7afsir, see p. 54, notes 129 and 131 above.

1 This categorization of Aasan sahih is one which al-Tirmidhi uses that would indicate it as being
between the grade of good (Aasan) and rigorously authenticated (sahif). Although it is a slightly nuanced
difference in terminology, the tradition is regardless considered to be authentic according to al-Tirmidhi.
He also cites a shorter tradition similar to the one found in Muslim’s collection and also classifies it as
hasan sahih. See Muhammad ibn ‘Isa al-Tirmidhi, Sunan al-Tirmidhi, Jam‘u jawami‘ ’1-ahadith wa ’1-
asanid wa maknaz al-sahah wa ’l-sunan wa ’l-masanid, vol. 8 in 2pts. (Vaduz: Thesaurus Islamicus
Foundation (Jam‘iyyah al-Maknaz al-Islamiyyah), 2000), pt. ,142-141 ,1nos. 490 and 493.

B7In Arabic: hadha hadith sahih ‘ala shart al-shaykhayn. See Muhammad ibn ‘Abd Allah al-Hakim, a/-
Mustadrak ‘ala ’I-sahihayn 7 °I-hadith, 4 vols. (Riyadh: Maktabah wa Matabi‘ al-Nasr al-Hadithah, 1968),
v. 1,278-279.

B8 1bid., v. 1, 277. The beginning of the tradition in Arabic reads: sayyidu ’I-ayyam yawmu ’I-jum ‘ah.

1 See Muhammad ibn ‘Abd Allah al-Khatib al-Tabrizi, Mishkat al-Masabih, ed. Muhammad Nasir al-Din
al-Albani, 3 vols. (Beirut: al-Maktabah al-Islami, 1985), v. 1, 428-429, no. 1359, esp. n. 1 on 429.
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the tradition similar to Ibn Abi Hatim’s version as related by Ibn Kathir'* up until the
words, “and on it the Last Hour will take place...,” he states:

They [the scholars] differed regarding this saying over the words “on it Adam
was created” to “and on it the Last Hour will take place” — is it from Abu
Hurayrah from the Prophet (God bless him and grant him peace) or from Abu
Hurayrah from Ka‘b al-Ahbar? It has been mentioned in Kitab al-kabirthose
who have made this narration from Abu Hurayrah from the Prophet (God bless
him and grant him peace) and those who have made it from Abu Hurayrah from
Ka‘b al-Ahbar; and the heart is more inclined towards the opinion of those who
made these words from Abu Hurayrah from Ka‘b for Muhammad ibn Yahya
narrated to me and said: Muhammad ibn Yusuf narrated to me that al-Awza“i
narrated to me from Yahya [ibn Abi Kathir] from Abu Salamah from Abu
Hurayrah who said: The best day on which the sun has risen is Friday... and on it
the Last Hour will take place. Abu Salamah stated: I said to him, “Is this
something you heard from the Messenger of God (God bless him and grant him
peace)‘{:"]He [Abu Hurayrah] replied, “No, this is something narrated to me by
Ka‘b.”

He then goes on to state that what the scholars differed over were whether the words
from “on it Adam was created” to “and on it the Last Hour will take place” came from
the Prophet or from Ka‘b, yet there is no doubt that the first part of the tradition which
states, “The best day on which the sun has risen is Friday” is definitively from the words

of the Prophet.'*

This difference of opinion regarding the tradition is mentioned as
well in al-Bayhaqi’s Kitab al-sunan al-kubra where Ibn Khuzaymah’s view is cited as

above, although no attempt is made to resolve the difference.'*

140 See the narration above on p. 54.
! Muhammad ibn Ishaq ibn Khuzaymah, Sahih Ibn Khuzaymah, ed. Muhammad Mustafa al-A‘zami, 4
Xgls. (Beirut: al-Maktab al-Islami, 1992/1412), v. 3, 115-116, no. 1729.

Ibid.
' Abu Bakr Ahmad ibn al-Husayn al-Bayhaqji, Kitab al-sunan al-kubra, 10 vols. (Haydarabad al-Dakkan:
Matba‘at Majlis Da’irat al-Ma“arif al-‘Uthmaniyyah, 1925), v. 3, 250-251. In the edition of Sahih Ibn
Khuzaymah, the editor, Muhammad Mustafa al-A‘zami, makes a note after citing the Aadith that the
tradition in its entirety is “rigourously authenticated to the Prophet without a doubt (a/-hadith kulluhu
sahih marfu‘an bila rayb)” and it is sufficient that the narration has been related by Muslim in his work, as
well as by others, through different chains of transmission. The editor goes on to state that the error in
this matter is perhaps coming from Yahya ibn Abi Kathir as he is one who is known to commit zad/7s. See
Ibn Khuzaymah, Sahih Ibn Khuzaymah, v. 3, 116, n. 1.
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Similarly, Ibn Rajab al-Hanbali’s assessment of the Aadith is that the first part
listing the virtues of Friday is more likely narrated by Abu Hurayrah from Ka‘b. He
contextualizes his support of this view in a larger discussion of the time in which one’s
prayer is answered by God on Friday, as in the final part of the Aadith in Malik’s
narration above where Abu Hurayrah discussed this matter with ‘Abd Allah ibn

- 144
Salam.

Here, Ibn Rajab lists various narrations where the exact specification of this
time is related by ‘Abd Allah (and not the Prophet) to Abu Hurayrah (or to Abu
Salamabh) as being during the last hour of the day (between the time of ‘Asr and sunset).
Citing similar and identical chains of transmission as Ibn Khuzaymah,'* Ibn Rajab then
lists several narrations that relate the words on the virtues of Friday as ultimately going
back to Ka‘b. After citing one scholar, Muhammad ibn Kathir, who attributes the
narration in question to the Prophet through al-‘Awza‘i, Ibn Rajab states that its
attribution to the Prophet is incorrect (wa raf*uhu khata’)."*® He then offers another
narration that further supports his view where, according to the narrator, only the part of
the tradition that acknowledges the existence of a time on Friday when prayers are
answered is authentically attributed to the Prophet, whereas the rest of the tradition,

which includes the time’s specification, as well as the virtues of Friday and its special

characteristics, are all from the saying of Ka‘b. To this Ibn Rajab adds, “And perchance

' For the entire discussion regarding the specific time on Friday when prayers are answered, see Zayn al-
Din Abu ’1-Faraj ibn Rajab al-Hanbali, Fath al-Bari sharh Sahih al-Bukhari, ed. Mahmud ibn Sha‘ban ibn
‘Abd al-Magsud et al., 10 vols. (al-Madinah al-Munawwarah: Maktabat al-Ghuraba’ al-Athariyyah,
1996/1417), v. 8, 286-308, no. 935.

145 What is common between all of the asanid cited by Ibn Rajab is the following chain of transmitters:
Yahya ibn Abi Kathir from Abu Salamah from Abu Hurayrah from Ka‘b. The only difference that occurs
between the chains is the transmitter that comes before Yahya, and here Ibn Rajab lists the first narrator
as either al-‘Awza‘i (as in Ibn Khuzaymah’s isnad), Husayn al-Mu‘allim, or Mu‘awiyah ibn Salam (whose
narration does not go as far back to Ka‘b, but stops at Abu Hurayrah). See ibid., v. 8,290-291.

14 According to Ibn Rajab, its attribution to the Prophet is incorrect because of the existence of al-
Awza‘i’s narration as cited above by Ibn Khuzaymah (p. 57), which clearly indicates how Abu Hurayrah
heard this particular narration from Ka‘b. Ibn Rajab also alludes to this tradition, although with a slightly
different wording. See ibid., v. 8, 291.
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this is the more likely.”'*’ Finally, Ibn Rajab cites a narration related by al-Bazzar

where ‘Abd Allah ibn Salam stated to Abu Salamah:
God created Adam on Friday; and made him to dwell in Paradise on Friday; and
made him to descend to the earth on Friday; and made him to die on Friday; and
it is the day on which the Hour will take place, during the final hour on
Friday...'*

Then Ibn Rajab states:

This narration, as well, indicates that what is mentioned regarding the virtues of

Friday and its special characteristics is from the narration of Abu Salamah from

‘Abd Allah ibn Salam and the narration of al-Awza‘i and others indicate that

Abu Hurayrah used to narrate this part [of the narration] from Ka‘b. It has been

narrated through a number of transmissions by Abu Hurayrah from the Prophet

(God bless him and grant him peace): “The best day on which the sun has risen

is Friday” also mentioning what it has of special characteristics, however, it [the

narration] has deficiencies by what we have mentioned, hence, for this reason, al-

Bukhari did not relate any part of it [in his collection] whatsoever.'*’

After listing those scholars who narrated the tradition from Abu Hurayrah from the
Prophet, Ibn Rajab concludes from his remarks that what is being attributed to the
Prophet from Abu Hurayrah in these traditions is on/y the part that indicates the
existence of a time on Friday when prayers are answered by God, without specifiying
the exact time.

Some peculiarities can be noted when considering the above opinions of Ibn
Khuzaymah and Ibn Rajab in light of the various narrations of the tradition, especially
the one as related by Malik in his a/-Muwatta’. The first point of significance is that it
is Abu Hurayrah who is recorded as stating to Ka‘b from the Prophet that “The best of

b

days on which the sun rises is the day of Friday, etc.,” rather than the words occurring as
a statement from Ka‘b to Abu Hurayrah. Interestingly, with the traditions narrated by

Abu Hurayrah that Ibn Kathir suspected to be from Ka‘b and not the Prophet, there is

47 1bid. The Arabic reads: wa la‘alla hadha huwa ’I-ashbah.
8 1bid., v. 8, 292.
9 1bid.
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no context within the traditions themselves that explicitly specifies a meeting or
conversation taking place between Abu Hurayrah and Ka‘b, which is unlike the above
hadith as narrated by Malik. Furthermore, those traditions that Ibn Kathir, and other
scholars, considered to be most likely from Ka‘b had content in one form or another that
aroused suspicion. That is, both traditions discussed previously regarding Gog and
Magog and the creation of the earth beginning on Saturday over seven days outwardly
contradicted Qur’anic verses, thereby providing the impetus for considering them as
possibly of the isra7liyyat, while rejecting them as Prophetic sayings and rendering
them as narrations of Ka‘b al-Ahbar from Abu Hurayrah. Whereas with the narrations
discussing Friday as being the best of days along with its virtues, Ibn Khuzaymah does
not provide any reason from their contents that would, in and of themselves, render
them suspicious as Prophetic sayings or possibly of the isra 7/iyyat. Although Ibn Rajab
uses conflicting narrations regarding the specificity of the special time on Friday when
prayers are answered to support his view, it would not be difficult for scholars to
combine the meanings of the apparently conflicting traditions to resolve any
contradiction between them. Ultimately then, it would be perfectly acceptable to have
the Prophet describe what is special about Friday as articulated in the various narrations
for they contain nothing that purportedly goes against any Islamic teaching as found in
the Qur’an or other Prophetic traditions. In addition, the existence of other authentic
traditions containing similar content only serves to strengthen the above narrations as

being from the Prophet through Abu Hurayrah rather than from Ka‘b."*® Hence, it is no

13 One example of such a tradition is found in Ibn Kathir’s commentary on Q33:56 where he cites a

Prophetic tradition on the virtues of increasing the amount of blessings one says on the Prophet on the day
of Friday. The tradition reads as follows: “Aws ibn Aws al-Thaqafi narrated: The Prophet (God bless him
and grant him peace) said: Among the most excellent of your days is Friday; on it Adam was created, on it
he died, on it the last trumpet will be blown, and on it the shout will be made, so invoke more blessings on
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surprise that very few scholars considered these narrations as anything other than
authentic.

Regarding the relationship that existed between Abu Hurayrah and Ka‘b al-
Ahbar, several observations can be made from the above traditions and the commentary
made upon them. First of all, the tradition from Malik’s a/-Muwatta’ clearly
demonstrates that Abu Hurayrah did not have any problem meeting up with Ka‘b and
having a discussion, where the former would narrate Prophetic traditions while the latter
would narrate from his sources, including the Torah. This is also mentioned by Ibn
Kathir on more than one occasion in his works. Second, when Ka‘b had made a claim
that the day on which God gave whatever good a Muslim asked for only occurred once
every year, Abu Hurayrah did not accept it from him and in fact corrected him,
prompting Ka‘b to re-check his sources only to affirm Abu Hurayrah’s interpretation of
its occurring every Friday, which was again reaffirmed by ‘Abd Allah ibn Salam as
being the intended meaning of the Prophet’s words. This goes to show that Abu
Hurayrah, in his conversations with Ka‘b, would not necessarily accept everything that
was said to him, but instead would be critical and would not hesitate to correct any
mistaken understanding that might be coming from Ka‘b on a particular matter.
Finally, none of the traditions or the comments made by various scholars indicates any
instance where Abu Hurayrah said anything that was critical of Ka‘b’s sincerity and

character as a Muslim or reliability as a narrator. To the contrary, one can only find

me that day, for your blessings will be submitted to me. The people asked: Apostle of God, how can it be
that our blessings will be submitted to you while your body is decayed? He replied: God, the Exalted, has
prohibited the earth from consuming the bodies of Prophets.” After listing the compilers who related this
tradition in their collections, Ibn Kathir mentions those scholars who declared it as safif, including Ibn
Hibban, al-Nawawi, al-Daraqutni and, interestingly enough, Ibn Khuzaymah. See Ibn Kathir, 7afsir; v. 6,
473. The translation of the tradition was adopted with slight modifications from Abu Dawud Sulayman
bin al-Ash‘ath al-Sijistani, Sunan Abu Dawud, trans. Ahmad Hasan, 3 vols. (Lahore: Sh. Muhammad
Ashraf, 1988), v. 1, 269, no. 1042.
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indications of an amicable relationship existing between the two when combing through
the various traditions and commentaries made upon them.

In conclusion, the above analysis of traditions cited from the works of Ibn Kathir
has offered examples of three different possibilities regarding Prophetic traditions
narrated by Abu Hurayrah and their relation to the isra 7liyyat or to Ka‘b. Concerning
the first tradition involving the question of Moses about God, Ibn Kathir labeled it as
from among the isra 7liyyat although he did not suspect it as being taken by Abu
Hurayrah from the narrations of Ka‘b al-Ahbar. The second and third traditions
involving Gog and Magog and the creation of the heavens and earth, respectively, are of
those narrations that Ibn Kathir suspected of being taken by Abu Hurayrah from Ka‘b
and then subsequently attributed to the Prophet. With these narrations, although Ibn
Kathir does not explicitly label them as of the isra 7/iyyat, the implication is present
since they consist of traditions that contradict Qur’anic verses and are ultimately of
foreign origin according to him. The final tradition on the virtues of Friday consists of a
Prophetic narration from Abu Hurayrah that Ibn Kathir regarded as authentic, whereas
other scholars deemed part of it to be taken by Abu Hurayrah from the sayings of Ka‘b.
What the above examples demonstrate is that when examining Prophetic traditions
narrated by Abu Hurayrah that potentially involve Ka‘b al-Ahbar, the classical scholarly
discourse surrounding them is one of verifying the particular narration’s content and
original attribution rather than being a discourse questioning the character, sincerity and
reliability of Ka‘b, an issue that is totally absent in the classical Islamic source texts
examined above. As well, they also demonstrate that when dealing with traditions of
the Companions, specifically Abu Hurayrah, which could be classified as of the
isra’fliyyat, their ultimate origin is not a matter that is always clearly defined for in
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none of the cases above could it be claimed with any degree of certainty that the
narration came from Ka‘b al-Ahbar through Abu Hurayrah. In fact, for the last tradition
examined above on the virtues of Friday, the scholars more easily arrived at the
conclusion that it was indeed an authentic narration of the Prophet rather than one of
Ka‘b. In this regard, it is the matter of authenticity that occupied certain of the classical
scholars of hadith, specifically Ibn Kathir in his works, when dealing with potential
isra’iliyyat traditions narrated by Abu Hurayrah that could have been obtained from
Ka‘b.

A different scenario emerges, however, when examining the traditions that
involve Ka‘b al-Ahbar and another Companion known for narrating isra 7/iyyat, namely,
‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abbas. My focus will now turn to analysing such traditions as found in

the tafsirtexts of al-Tabari and Ibn Kathir.
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Ka‘b al-Ahbar, ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abbas and the Isra7liyyat

‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Abbas, the paternal cousin of the Prophet, was born in Makkah
three years prior to the Aijrah and was only 13 years of age when the Prophet passed
away. His profound intelligence was recognized by the elder Companions from early on
and he later became one of the most knowledgable of the Companions, especially in
regards to the Qur’an. For this reason, several epithets were conferred upon him,
including al-bahr (the ocean), hibror rabbani *l-ummah,"' and more
significantly,farjuman al-Qur’an, or interpreter of the Qur’an, a title given to him by
‘Abd Allah ibn Mas‘ud who himself was another great Qur’anic scholar amongst the
Companions.'> He established his own school of fafs7rin Makkah and is considered by
many as the shaykh al-mufassirin. Ibn Taymiyyah stated in his Mugaddimah, ““As for
tafsir, the most knowledgeable of people are the people of Makkah because they are the
Companions of Ibn ‘Abbas, like Mujahid, ‘Ata’, ‘Ikrimah, etc...”">® Hence, Ibn ‘Abbas
is often regarded as the single most cited authority in the works of many subseqent
exegetes, as is the case with the fafsir of al-Tabari.'>* However, before engaging the

exegetical traditions of Ibn ‘Abbas as related to Ka‘b al-Ahbar and the isra 7liyyat, it is

! The two terms Aibrand rabbani have similar connotations of a learned, righteous man. The former is
usually used for very knowledgable Jewish scholars, as is the case with Ka‘b al-Ahbar, however, here it is
used to refer to Ibn ‘Abbas who is regarded as the equivalent for the Muslim community, hence, the title
hibr al-ummah. According to Lane’s lexicon, the latter term rabbani more specifically connotes a devout
worshipper of God who possesses a great knowledge of Him, as well as a learned one who practices what
he knows and teaches others. In the Qur’an (5:44 and 5:63), the two terms occur in a single verse in plural
form as al-rabbaniyyuna and al-ahbar, although the translation of the terms will vary from one translation
to another. For the various meanings of the two terms, see Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, v.1, 498 and
1006-1007. Interestingly, there is a narration cited by Ibn Sa‘d where the title rabbani ’I-ummah is given
to Ibn ‘Abbas by Ka‘b himself. See Muhammad ibn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat al-kubra, ed. Thsan ‘ Abbas, 8 vols.
(Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1968), v. 2, 370.

2 1bn Sa‘d, al-Tabaqat al-kubra, v. 2, 366.

'3 Na‘na‘ah, al-Isra Tliyyat wa atharuha, 124.

13% al-Tabari, Commentary, xvi.
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critical to consider Ibn ‘Abbas’ approach to the People of the Book in general, their
traditions and the acquisition of knowledge from them.
In the hadith collection of al-Bukhari, Ibn ‘Abbas is cited as cautioning from
taking knowledge from the People of the Book. Although his statement was already
quoted above, it will be repeated as it is relates to the current discussion and it reads as
follows:
How can you ask the People of the Book about anything while your Book that
has been revealed to the Messenger of God (God bless him and grant him peace)
is most recent? You read it pure and undistorted whereas God has informed you
that the People of the Book changed their scripture and distorted it, and wrote
the scripture with their own hands and said, “It is from God,” to sell it for little
gain. Does not the knowledge which has come to you prevent you from asking
them about anything? No, by God, we have never seen any man from them
asking you regarding what has been revealed to you!”'>

There are various ways in which this tradition is interpreted. In the commentary of Ibn

Battal on Sahih al-Bukhari, it is linked with the Prophetic saying, “Do not ask the

>% where the prohibitive statement is referring

People of the Book regarding anything™'
to matters of Divine legislation (shara’i‘). That is, “Do not ask them regarding their
Divine Laws what is not clarified by our [Islamic] Laws so as to act according to them,
for our shari ‘ah is sufficient, and whatever is not explicitly stated within our primary
texts, then it is through discernment and deduction [based on Islamic sources] that our

Laws are derived.”"”” However, when it comes to inquiring about stories of past nations

and the likes from them, there is no objection. Regardless, the above prohibition would

133 This tradition occurs three times in al-Bukhari’s collection, each narration having a different isnad
with slight variances in the matn. See al-Bukhari, Sahih al-Bukhari, v. 1, 510, no. 2726, v. 3, 1486, no.
7450 and 1523, no. 7617. Also see above, pp. 38-39, n. 93.

' In his collection, al-Bukhari himself links Ibn ‘Abbas’ saying with the above Prophetic tradition as he
places Ibn ‘Abbas’ narration in a section with the heading: Bab gawl al-Nabi Ia tas’alu ahl al-kitab ‘an
shay’. See al-Bukhari, Sahih al-Bukhari, v. 3, 1485.

137 < ATi ibn Khalaf ibn Battal, Sharh Sahih al-Bukhari, ed. Abu Tamim Yasir ibn Ibrahim, 10 vols.
(Riyadh: Maktabat al-Rushd, 2000/1420), v.10, 391.
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not apply to those of the People of the Book who had embraced Islam, like Ka‘b al-
Ahbar and ‘Abd Allah ibn Salam. This opinion was cited by Ibn ‘Abbas himself and
others in connection to the interpretation of Q10:94 which alludes to asking those who
recite the Book before you, where the verse is referring to such people who had already
accepted Islam and were no longer Jews or Christians.'>® In a similar vein, Badr al-Din
al-‘Ayni, who also wrote a commentary on Sahih al-Bukhari, states regarding the
transmission of the stories of Bani Isra’il that the prohibition of questioning the People
of the Book “is applicable to those people who had not embraced Islam.”"*’

Another way in which Ibn ‘Abbas’ statement can be understood is as a warning
to the general populace, who possess little or no knowledge, not to ask the People of the
Book about anything out of fear that it may cause confusion or corruption in their
beliefs.'® However, the prohibition of asking would not apply to the likes of Ibn
‘Abbas and others who are firmly grounded in Islamic knowledge so as to be able to
discriminate between what is true and false in the sayings of the People of the Book. In
fact, according to Ibn Kathir, Ibn ‘Abbas had learnt the knowledge of the isra 7liyyat,
something that in essence could only be done by approaching the People of the Book in

one regard or another.'"'

A final possible way of viewing the tradition is that it was
stated during the early, formative period of Islam and that such a prohibition was
subsequently abrogated after Islam had been firmly established, a context similar to the

Prophetic statement allowing the narration of the stories of the Children of Israel.'®

From this perspective, the asking of the People of the Book and the transmission of

¥ bid., v. 10, 391-2.

13 Albayrak, “Qur’anic Narrative,” 119.

10 Na‘na‘ah, al-Isra’iliyyat wa atharuha, 126.

' This is what has been mentioned by Jamal al-Din al-Qasimi in his lengthy comment on the 7sra 7/iyyat.
See Albayrak, “Qur’anic Narrative,” 120.

192 See above, p. 41, n. 96 for the reference to this Prophetic tradition.
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isra’tliyyat could no longer do any harm and some Muslim scholars believe this is one of

the means by which the isra 7liyyat found their way into the fafsirliterature.'®
Regarding Ibn ‘Abbas’ going to the People of the Book, scholars have taken

various positions on the matter, of which I will mention only those that directly relate to

Ka‘b al-Ahbar for the purpose of this analysis.'®*

The first is that Ibn ‘Abbas used to go
often to the People of the Book, especially the converts such as Ka‘b, whenever he had
doubts about certain issues as he felt that they had knowledge in such affairs. This
position is articulated by Ignaz Goldziher in his text Die Richtungen der Islamischen
Koranauslegung as well as by Israel Ben-Zeev (Wolfensohn) in his monograph on
Ka‘b.'® The impression given by Goldziher and Ben-Zeev is that Ibn ‘Abbas would do
this frequently enough so as to regard them as a preferred source of knowledge and that
he would do so not only for isra 7liyyat narrations or information about past scriptures,
but even for obtaining the context or meaning of certain Qur’anic verses or Arabic
words therein. This is due to a number of traditions found in the zafSirtexts, especially
that of al-Tabari, that would indicate such.

Other scholars, such as Ramzi Na‘na‘ah, state that this position is exaggerated
and that it would be inconceivable for Ibn ‘Abbas, as tarjuman al-Qur’an for whom the
Prophet himself supplicated to God to give him wisdom and understanding of Islam and

166

the Qur’an,  to have the need to resort to such people for the sake of knowledge,

19 Albayrak, “Qur’anic Narrative,” 118-121. The above two interpretations are similar to the context of
‘Umar’s statement to Ka‘b and Abu Hurayrah and his prohibiting them of narrating their traditions. See
above, pp. 27-28.

' Doing a complete analysis of all of the traditions related to Ibn ‘Abbas, the People of the Book
(including the converts, or those Muslims well-versed in the Jewish scriptures) and the isra7liyyat is a
subject that could serve as its own topic of research in a separate work and is, hence, beyond the scope of
this thesis.

1 Tgnaz Goldziher, Madhahib al-tafSir al-Islami, trans. <Abd al-Halim al-Najjar (Beirut: Dar Iqra’, 1983),
85-89; Ben-Zeev, Ka‘b al-Ahbar, 62-63.

1% For the traditions that contain these supplications, see Ibn Sa‘d, a/-Tabagat al-kubra, v. 2, 365.
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particularly in light of his statement above discouraging others from doing so.'®’
Furthermore, Na‘na‘ah states that none of the Companions had an understanding of the
Qur’an as Ibn ‘Abbas did and that they were the ones who used to go to him for the
interpretation of verses. Thus, it seems far-fetched to consider him going to the People
of the Book frequently for explanations of the text, especially to ask about the meaning
of Arabic words, for he was a pure Arab and possessed a greater knowledge of the
language than Ka‘b and his likes. Rather, Ibn ‘Abbas would go to the People of the
Book only within set limits, in order to seek what is in concord between the Qur’an and
Biblical texts with the specific purpose of confirming the contents of the former.
Whatever went against the Qur’an, in creedal tenets or otherwise, Ibn ‘Abbas would not
agree with nor would he accept it from them.'®®
In addition, regarding the traditions specifically related to Ka‘b, Na‘na‘ah states:
In spite of what has come in the fafsir of al-Tabari of narrations which, on the
outward, purport that Ibn ‘Abbas used to direct many of his questions to Ka‘b al-
Ahbar, I cannot surrender to the correctness of all of such narrations, and I
believe that most of them are falsely attributed to him, for it is well known to all
scholars that in his tafsir, Ibn Jarir does not hold to the truth of all that he

narrates, so why is it unreasonable to consider that some of what has been
attributed to Ibn ‘Abbas from his narrations of Ka‘b or others be false?'®

17 See above, p. 65.

18 Na‘na‘ah, al-Isra Tliyyat wa atharuha, 126-127. Muhammad Husayn al-Dhahabi makes similar
statements regarding Ibn ‘Abbas’ limits in his approach to the People of the Book and disagrees with
Goldziher’s assertion as well. He states that, “The truth is that [Goldziher’s] charge [regarding Ibn
‘Abbas] is the absolute furthest from the truth and what is correct (ba 7d kull al-bu‘d ‘an al-hagq wa ’I-
sawab) for verily, [when] Ibn ‘Abbas, and others amongst the Companions...used to ask the Jewish
scholars who accepted Islam, their questions would not be on matters related to creedal beliefs,
foundations of the religion, or [its] branches, but rather, they would be regarding details of some stories or
past narrations; they would not accept everything that would be stated to them as totally correct and not
succeptible to doubt, but rather, they would judge [what they heard] according to their religion and
intellects; whatever they found in concord with the religion and the intellect, they believed, and what
differed from them, they rejected.” See al-Dhahabi, al-Israiliyyat fi *I-tafSir wa ’I-hadith, 100-107.

19 Na‘na‘ah, al-Isra’iliyyat wa atharuha, 128. Interestingly, Noeldeke Schwally expresses doubts that Ibn
‘Abbas ever had direct contact with Ka‘b, however, this opinion has nothing to substantiate it as will be
shown by the following analysis of traditions in al-Tabari’s text. For the opinion of Schwally, see Ben-
Zeev, Ka‘b al-Ahbar, 62.
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The author then goes on to emphasize the importance of examining the chains of
transmission of each saying of Ibn ‘Abbas within the fafSirliterature to determine
whether or not something was actually narrated from him. The reason is that the books
of tafsir contain several contradictory narrations attributed to him which have no means
of being reconciled.'”® However, regarding the traditions involving Ibn Abbas
approaching Ka‘b, Na‘na‘ah draws his conclusion of false attribution above without
actually analyzing the chains of transmission himself. Hence, what I intend to do
through my analysis below is to confirm some of Na‘na‘ah’s conclusions while
simultaneously demonstrating the inaccuracies within both of the positions of Goldziher
and Na‘na‘ah. In doing so, I will propose a more accurate conclusion concerning the
relationship between Ibn ‘Abbas and Ka‘b al-Ahbar, in particular. In addition, I will also
consider the matter of authenticity regarding certain 7sra 7liyyat traditions narrated by
Ibn ‘Abbas as per the comments of Ibn Kathir and Na‘na“ah.

The first significant matter to be noted about the traditions of ‘Abd Allah ibn
‘Abbas and the isra 7liyyat, as well as those related to him and Ka‘b al-Ahbar, is that
they generally are not from the genre of Prophetic ahadith, but rather, are predominantly
from the genre of Qur’anic exegetical traditions.!”' The main difference between the

traditions within each of the two genres is that the former cite a word or deed of the

70 Na‘na‘ah, al-Isra’iliyyat wa atharuha, 131-132.

"I There are, of course, exceptions to this where a Prophetic tradition is suspected as being of the
isra’iliyyat narrated by Ibn ‘Abbas. One example is cited by Ibn Kathir in his commentary on Q78:38
regarding the ruh (spirit) that is referred to in the verse, where Ibn ‘Abbas relates a Prophetic saying that
describes an angel so tremendous that if commanded to swallow up the seven heavens and the earth in a
single bite, it would do so. Ibn Kathir comments on this tradition stating, “This tradition is extremely
odd and its attribution to the Prophet requires consideration [as being false]; rather, it is more likely a
narration that stops at Ibn ‘Abbas [in its isnad] and is from what he obtained of the isra7liyyat, and God
knows best.” Another example of this occurring can be found in his comments on Q20:39 where Ibn
Kathir states regarding a different tradition that “[This tradition] stops at Ibn ‘Abbas and very little of it
is attributable to the Prophet; rather, it seems that it is from what Ibn Abbas has obtained from that
which is permissible to narrate of the isra 7liyyat from Ka‘b al-Ahbar, or others...” See Ibn Kathir, 7af3ir,
v. 8,310 and v. 5, 293 for the first and second examples, respectively.
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Prophet himself, whereas the latter do not go back to the Prophet directly. Hence, most
of the narrations I will be dealing with here go back only to Ibn ‘Abbas.

Throughout the zafSirtext of al-Tabari, there can be found a number of traditions
where Ibn ‘Abbas goes to Ka‘b al-Ahbar and asks him questions regarding the meaning
of either specific words or the general content of several Qur’anic verses. The reason for
Ibn ‘Abbas’ action can be interpreted in one of at least three ways: first, as a means for
gaining knowledge regarding a matter that he previously did not know of; second, as a
means for enquiring how the People of the Book interpreted such matters in order to
compare with the Islamic understanding of the Qur’anic text; or third, to simply check
on the correctness of Ka‘b’s Islamic knowledge regarding a matter and ensure that he
has the proper understanding of it. As already indicated, Goldziher and Ben-Zeev would
incline towards the first reason whereas Na‘na‘ah towards the second while qualifying
his position with the suspicion that many such narrations, merely due to their prolifity
in al-Tabari’s tafsir, are inauthentic. However, when examining these traditions more
thoroughly, several significant points can be made.

First of all, regarding their number, there are approximately fourteen such
traditions which explicitly state that Ibn Abbas approached Ka‘b to enquire about a
Qur’anic verse.'”> Interestingly, of the fourteen traditions, many of them possess the
exact same chain of transmission and structure in their content. What is significant

about this is that the traditions can be reduced into different groups based on their

172 Although this number may not be exhaustive within al-Tabari’s tafsir; I am confident that through my
numerous electronic searches within the text that I have located the majority, if not all, of such traditions.
For the tafsirtext online, see Abu Ja‘far Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari, 7afsir al-Tabariaccessed 2006);
available from www.altafsir.com. Many other tafSirtexts can also be found on this excellent and very
comprehensive website on Qur’anic exegesis, which also contains a feature allowing one to search
through all of the texts. The texts are also available in the software program al-Maktabah al-Shamilah
Ver. 2.04.
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chains of transmission and structure. This observation has not been discussed by

previous scholars, hence, the approach to analyzing these traditions here, in light of their

common Jsnad and structure, is a novel and more holistic one. The importance of this

fact can be realized only through citing all of the traditions in their respective isnad

groups, and they are as follows:

Group A:

No. 1:

No. 2:

No. 3:

Yunus ibn ‘Abd al-A‘la narrated that [*Abd Allah] Ibn Wahb [ibn
Muslim] stated: Jarir ibn Hazim related to me from Sulayman al-A‘mash
from Shimr ibn ‘Atiyyah from Hilal ibn Yasaf who said:

We were sitting with Ka‘b, myself and Rabi‘ ibn Khaytham and Khalid
ibn ‘Ur‘urah along with a group of our companions, when Ibn ‘Abbas
entered; he sat beside Ka‘b and said: “O Ka‘b! Tell me about sijjin!” So
he replied, “As for sijjin, it is the lowest level of the seven earths, and in
it is the souls of the unbelievers...”'"”

Ibn ‘Abbas asked Ka‘b while I was present regarding al/- ‘i//iyyin so Ka‘b
said, “It is the seventh heaven, and in it is the souls of the believers.”'”*

Ibn ‘Abbas asked Ka‘b while I was present, “What is the saying of God
Almighty regarding Idris {And We raised him to a high place}?”'” So
Ka‘b replied, “As for Idris, God revealed to him, ‘I will raise up for you
everyday an amount of good deeds equal to all of the good deeds of the
children of Adam’; Idris desired an increase in the amount of deeds raised
up for himself, so he told a friend of his from amongst the angels how
God had revealed such and such to him and asked if the angel could speak
to the Angel of Death so as to extend his life in order to gain an increase
in his deeds; the angel then carried Idris between his wings and ascended
into the sky; when they reached the fourth heaven they met the Angel of
Death as he was descending, so the angel spoke to him regarding Idris’
request to which he replied, “And where is Idris now?” The angel
answered, “He is on my back.” The Angel of Death said, “How
astonishing! I was just told to take the soul of Idris in the fourth heaven
and I questioned myself saying, ‘How can I take his soul in the fourth
heaven while he is on earth?”” So he took the soul of Idris then and there
and this is the meaning of God’s saying, {And We raised him to a high
place}.”!"

173 al-Tabari, Jami* al-bayan, v. 24, 282.

174 Ibid., 291.
175.19:56.

176

al-Tabari, Jami‘ al-bayan, v. 18, 212.
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No. 4: Ibn ‘Abbas asked Ka‘b regarding the Lotus tree of the utmost limit
(sidrat al-muntaha) while I was present, so Ka‘b replied, “It is a lotus tree
that is upon the heads of the angels who carry the Throne [of God]; the
knowledge of all created beings terminates at it, with no single creature
possessing knowledge of what is beyond it, and for this reason, it is
named the Lotus tree of the utmost limit, for the cessation of knowledge
[that occurs] at it.!”’

Group B: [‘Abd al-Hamid] Ibn Humayd [ibn Nasr] narrated that Ya‘qub [ibn ‘Abd
Allah ibn Sa‘d] al-Qummi narrated from Hafs ibn Humayd from Shimr
[ibn ‘Atiyyah] who said:

No. 5: Ibn Abbas came to Ka‘b al-Ahbar and said to him, “Tell me about the
words of God, {No indeed; the book of the libertines is in sijjin...}"""
So Ka‘b replied, “Verily, the soul of the libertine is taken up into the
heavens, but the heavens refuse to accept it and it is brought back down
to the earth, which also refuses to accept it; it then descends beneath
seven earths until it reaches sijjin, and it is the boundary of Iblis [Satan];
there a parchment is brought out [for the soul] and it is numbered and
sealed, after which it is returned beneath the boundary of Iblis, in the
knowledge of its [i.e. the soul’s] destruction until the Day of
Judgement.'”

No. 6: Ibn ‘Abbas came to Ka‘b al-Ahbar and asked him, saying, “Tell me about
the words of God, {No indeed; the book of the pious is in /iyyin...} """
So Ka‘b replied, “Verily the soul of the believer, when it is taken, it is
ascended with to the heavens, to which the doors of heaven open up and
the angels meet it with glad tidings; they continue to ascend with it until
it reaches the Throne [of God], from which a parchment is brought out
which is numbered and sealed, in the knowledge of its [i.e. the soul’s]
salvation from the reckoning on the Day of Judgement..."*!

No. 7: Ibn ‘Abbas came to Ka‘b al-Ahbar and said to him, “Tell me about the
words of God, Glorified and Exalted, {God is the Light of the heavens
and the earth...}”'® So Ka‘b replied, “God is the Light of the heavens
and the earth, {the likeness of His Light} [refers to] the likeness of
Muhamlrggad, God bless him and grant him peace, which is like a
niche.”

7 1bid., v. 22, 514.

178 083:7.

179 al-Tabari, Jami* al-bayan, v. 24, 283-284.

180.)83:18.

180 al-Tabari, Jami‘ al-bayan, v.24, 291-292.

182 )24:35.

'8 al-Tabari, Jami* al-bayan, v. 19, 179. The construct here of God’s Light as referring to Muhammad is
similar to the construct of God’s House being the Ka‘ba. That is, it is a possessive construct that signifies
praise and honour to what is being connected to God, as opposed to having any anthropomorphic
implications such as God’s House being the one the He resides in, etc. So in this instance, Muhammad is
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No. 8:

No. 9:

Group C:

No. 10:

No. 11:

Ibn ‘Abbas came to Ka‘b al-Ahbar and said to him, “Tell me about the
words of God, {The likeness of His Light is as a niche}.”"®* He replied,
“God has cast an analogy with the niche, which is an aperture, to
Muhammad, God bless him and grant him peace; the niche {wherein is a
lamp, the lamp} which is his heart is, {in a glass, the glass} which is his
chest {as it were a glittering star}; He has likened the chest of the
Prophet, God bless him and grant him peace, to a glittering star, then the
lamp as referring to his heart; so He said {[the light] is kindled from a
Blessed Tree, an olive that is neither of the East nor of the West}
[meaning] that neither the [rising] sun of the East nor the [setting] sun of
the West touches it, {whose oil wellnigh would shine, even if no fire
touched it} [meaning that] Muhammad would wellnigh appear [brilliant
and illuminated] to people on his own, even if he were not to state to
them that he is a Prophet, just as that oil wellnigh would shine...'®

Ibn ‘Abbas came to Ka‘b al-Ahbar and said to him, “Tell me about the
words of God, {At the Lotus tree of the utmost limit, nigh which is the
Garden of Refuge}.”'® So Ka‘b replied, “Verily, it is a lotus tree at the
foundation of the Throne at which the knowledge of every scholar, high-
ranking angel, and sent Prophet ceases; whatever lies beyond it is of the
unseen realm; no one knows about it except God.'®’

Ya‘qub ibn Ibrahim narrated to me that [Isma‘il] Ibn ‘Ulayyah narrated
that Humayd [ibn Abi Humayd al-Tawil] related from Ishaq ibn ‘Abd
Allah ibn al-Harith from his father that:

Ibn ‘Abbas asked Ka‘b regarding His words {Glorifying Him by night
and in the daytime and never failing} '® and {[They] glorify Him by
night and day, and grow not weary} '™ so he [Ka‘b] said, “Does your
blinking burden you? Does your breathing burden you?” He said, “No.”
He [Ka‘b] replied, “Verily, they instinctively glorify God as you
instinctively blink and breathe.”'

Ibn ‘Abbas asked Ka‘b regarding His words {Then We bequeathed the
Book on those of Our servants We chose} "' until His words {By the

not seen as being a part of God in any way or form, but rather is honoured as being God’s Light that He
guides others with.

184 024:35.
al-Tabari, Jami*‘ al-bayan, v.19, 180.
18 Q53:14-15.

185

'87 al-Tabari, Jami* al-bayan, v. 22, 513-514.

188 921:20.
189.Q41:38.

190 al-Tabari, Jami* al-bayan, v. 18, 423.

1 Q35:32.
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leave of God}; he [Ka‘b] said, “Their shoulders came together, 192 by the
Lord of the Ka‘bah, then they were given the merit by their deeds.”"®”

The remaining two traditions are unique in their isnad and matn and are as follows:

No. 12: Al-Husayn [Sunayd ibn Dawud] narrated that Mu‘tamir ibn Sulayman
narrated from his father from Sayyar'®* from Ibn ‘Abbas that he asked
Ka‘b regarding the Mother of the Book (umm al-kitab) so he replied, “It
is the knowledge of God of what He has created and of what His creation
will do,l 9850 He said to His knowledge, ‘Become a Book’ so it became a
Book.”

No. 13: Ahmad ibn Abi Surayj al-Razi narrated to me saying, Zakariyya ibn ‘Adi
narrated that ‘Ubayd Allah ibn ‘Amr narrated from Zayd ibn Abi
Unaysah from Yazid ibn Abi Ziyad from ‘Abd Allah ibn al-Harith that
Ibn ‘Abbas asked Ka‘b regarding the Garden of Eden so he replied, “It is
vineyards and grapes in Syriac.”'*®

Before considering the specific contents of the above traditions, it is essential to
examine their chains of transmission in terms of their authenticity. For the first two
groups of traditions, Groups A and B, most of the individuals in the two chains are
considered at best trustworthy and reliable (¢Aigat) according to the scholars who
specialize in the science of narrators ( 7/m al-rijal), or are at the very least acceptable

197

(i.e. are not considered weak). " An example of the latter would be Sulayman al-

12 The initial part of the statement, famasat manakibuhum, should be interpreted metaphorically here as
their supporting one another until they became equal or on the same level.

193 al-Tabari, Jami* al-bayan, v. 20, 466.

%% In some versions of Ibn Kathir’s zafsiron Q13:39, he has the name Yasar instead of Sayyar, but the rest
of the isnadremains the same. However, because there is no person named Yasar who is known to narrate
from Sulayman, the father of Mu‘tamir, then it is likely a mistake in Ibn Kathir’s text. The edition used
for this study confirms this and has the name Sayyar. See Ibn Kathir, 7afsir, v. 4, 471.

193 al-Tabari, Jami* al-bayan, v. 16, 491 and v. 18, 681.

1% Ibid., v. 14, 352. The fourteenth tradition involves Ibn ‘Abbas asking K‘ab about the meaning of a
word in a Qur’anic verse for no other reason than to confirm his own reading of the verse, as opposed to
another Companion’s reading. This tradition will be dealt with in more detail below.

"7 For examining the rank of any individual within any Zsnad in this research paper, I have used a software
program produced by Harf entitled Hadith Encyclopedia (version 2.1) that contains over 62,000 Prophetic
traditions with their full chains of transmission. This program allows the user to choose any narrator
within any 7snad and view a brief biography, as well as, more importantly, their rank which is determined
by what several of the major classical Aadith scholars specialized in the science of narrators have stated
about a particular narrator. However, the use of this program as a tool for determining the authenticity of
anarration has its limitations for there is much more to the authenticity of a tradition than its isnad. In
this regard, my analysis of the above traditions is limited and will not be in accordance with the highest
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A‘mash who, although the majority of scholars attest to his reliability, one scholar, Ibn
Hibban, states that he was reliable and trustworthy, except that he used to commit
tadfis."”® What is most noteworthy regarding the two chains of transmission is that they
both contain a common narrator, Shimr ibn ‘Atiyyah. In Group A, he is the second-last
narrator before the narration of Ibn ‘Abbas’ meeting Ka‘b, whereas in Group B, he is the
one directly narrating the tradition of Ibn ‘Abbas. The latter point is significant because
Shimr did not live early enough to have met any of the Companions, including Ibn
‘Abbas, hence, all of the traditions that he narrates without an intervening narrator (such
as Hilal ibn Yasaf, who did live during the time of the Companions) are considered
interrupted (mungati‘)."” Although many scholars would consider such narrations as
automatically weak in regards to their authenticity due to the interrupted isnad, this is
not always the case. Here, for example, Shimr is considered to be a reliable and
trustworthy narrator (thigah or sadug) with no difference of opinion amongst the %7/m al-

rijal scholars concerning him. Now when examining the contents of the traditions in

and most rigourous standards of Aadith scholarship. That is, what has been related regarding any of the
above traditions’ authenticity based on its isnad'is not by any means a definitive judgment on the
narration, but rather, my intent is only to offer various possibilities or points to ponder regarding their
authenticity. Performing a more thorough analysis of such traditions would necessitate having the
requisite knowledge involved in the various sciences of Aadith and hadith criticism. Furthermore, for any
isnadthat would contain any sort of deficiencies, such as having a reliable and trustworthy narrator who
commits fad/is or an interrupted chain of transmission, a more thorough analysis would also entail going
through the entire corpus of exegetical traditions (that have asanid) from a variety of sources to see
whether or not other narrations with a similar 7snad or matn exist that would offer support to the
respective deficiency in the tradition, thereby strengthening its authenticity. In light of the above
considerations, including my own limited scholarly capacities regarding the sciences of Aadith, such an
analysis is beyond the scope of this thesis. I am indebted to Shaykh ‘Adil Yusuf, a hadith and tafsir
specialist, for directing my attention to this matter. For the software program, see Hadith Encyclopedia
(Mawsu‘at al-hadith al-sharif) Ver. 2.1 (Riyadh: Harf Information Technology).

1% See above, p. 48, n. 109 for the meaning of tad/s.

1 One way in which the term mungati*is used in hadith terminology is to classify a tradition where the
name of the narrator who is a Follower (i.e. one who met the Companions) immediately preceding the
tradition of a Companion is missing, hence, causing an interruption in the chain of transmitters. This
results in an 7snad like the one above in Group B where Shimr, who did not meet the Companions, is
relating something that Ibn ‘Abbas did. When the same occurs with a Follower narrating a Prophetic
tradition, the hadith is called mursal, a term which can also be used to refer to a mungati“tradition as
narrated above. See Ibn al-Salah al-Shahrazuri, An Introduction to the Science of the Hadith, 44.
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Groups A and B, many of them are devoted to similar topics such as sijjin (nos. 1 and 5),
‘illiyyin (nos. 2 and 6) and the Lotus tree (nos. 4 and 9). Hence, due to the existence of
other traditions that have an uninterrupted chain of narrators (as in Group A) that
contain similar contents, this could be viewed as strengthening those traditions with an
interrupted isnad ending with the narrator that is common between the two traditions.
In this case, as Shimr, who is a trustworthy and reliable narrator, is the common narrator
between the two sets of traditions, one possibility is that Shimr would have obtained his
knowledge regarding Ibn ‘Abbas’ approaching and questioning of Ka‘b from Hilal ibn
Yasaf, who was actually present when the event occurred, thereby strengthening those
traditions whose interrupted isnad ends in Shimr. This has further implications as will
be mentioned below.

The significance of the traditions in each of the respective Groups A and B
having the same isnad and structure is that this offers the very likely possibility that a//
of the questions asked by Ibn ‘Abbas to Ka‘b in each of the traditions, in fact, occurred

200

in one single sitting, as opposed to representing several separate occasions.” For

example, in Group A, the beginning of every tradition contains Hilal ibn Yasaf, the

290 1t s not uncommon for a single hadith composed of multiple parts or several statements to be narrated
as separate traditions with a similar, if not identical, 7snad. An example of this occurring within thezafsir
literature can be found regarding the commentary on Q24:35, where tradition no. 8 in Group B above, as
found in the zafsir of al-Tabari, is broken down into several separate traditions in the zaf3ir of Tbn Abi
Hatim. The latter work contains seven separate traditions, all narrated by Shimr, describing Ibn ‘Abbas
approaching Ka‘b and asking about the meanings of certain parts of the verse (i.e. {wherein is a lamp},
{in a glass}, {the glass, as it were a glittering star}, etc.) Each of the traditions in Ibn Abi Hatim’s tafSir
has the identical isnad as follows: Muhammad ibn Yahya narrated to us that Yazid ibn ‘Abd al-°Aziz
related that Ya‘qub ibn ‘Abd Allah [al-Qummi] narrated from Ja‘far ibn Abi Mughirah from Shimr ibn
‘Atiyyah. Although most of the narrators in this chain are reliable at best, and acceptable at worst, the
fact that it represents a different chain of transmission than the one in al-Tabari’s text that, nevertheless,
still goes back to Shimr only goes to strengthen the traditions in each of the tafSirtexts as they
complement one another. The structure of each tradition is also the same as that found in al-Tabari with
Shimr stating, “Ibn ‘Abbas came to Ka‘b al-Ahbar and said to him, ‘Tell me about the words of God...””
For the separate narrations, see tradition nos. 14571, 14577, 14580, 14583, 14593, 14614 and 14618
respectively in ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Muhammad ibn Abi Hatim, 7af$ir al-Qur’an al- ‘azim, ed. As‘ad
Muhammad al-Tayyib, 14 vols. (Makkah: Maktabat Nizar Mustafa al-Baz, 1999/1419), v. 8, 2596-2603.

76



narrator, stating, “...while I was present” when Ibn ‘Abbas asked Ka‘b regarding such

201
and such a verse.?’

The exception is the first tradition (no. 1) which provides the actual
context of when Ibn ‘Abbas asked Ka‘b his questions on the various Qur’anic verses in
the presence of Hilal and company.

In the second group, the same phenomenon occurs with Shimr’s using the exact
same wording of Ibn ‘Abbas’ comingto Ka‘b and saying to him, “Tell me about the

words of God.. .etc.”*”

Furthermore, as already mentioned above, the contents of many
of the traditions in Groups A and B are devoted to similar topics. This allows for an
even further possibility that, regarding the traditions of Group B, Shimr was relating in
his own words other details that he had heard from Hilal which were stated during the
latter’s gathering when he observed Ibn ‘Abbas’ approaching Ka‘b and questioning him.
Hence, the number of times that Ibn ‘Abbas actually went to Ka‘b according to the
above traditions in al-Tabari’s fafsir could be reduced from thirteen to only four if all of
the traditions in Groups A and B occurred in a single gathering, as well as if the two
traditions in Group C occurred at one time, again, based on their identical isnad. 203

As for the traditions in Group C and tradition no. 12, the chains of transmission

contain no interruptions and none of the individuals in the respective asanid s

considered weak, except for al-Husayn ibn Dawud who is considered weak by some

2 The Arabic of these traditions reads: sa’ala Ibn ‘Abbas Ka‘ban wa ana hadir.

292 The Arabic of these traditions reads: ja’a Ibn ‘Abbas ila Ka‘b al-Ahbar fa qala lahu haddithni “an
gawli-llah. .. There also exists in the Kitab al-zuhd of Ibn al-Mubarak a single narration with a slightly
different 7snadleading to Shimr that records a// of the above questions of Ibn ‘Abbas to Ka‘b regarding
the exact same verses as the five traditions in Group B. In each instance, the answer of Ka‘b is nearly
identical in Ibn al-Mubarak’s tradition to those found in Group B. See ‘Abd Allah ibn al-Mubarak, Kitab
al-zuhd, ed. Habib al-Rahman al-A‘zami, 3 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyyah, n.d.), v. 2, 434, no.
1223.

2% Even if the traditions in Group C are considered as occurring at separate times, this would still reduce
the number of times Ibn ‘ Abbas approached Ka‘b to six (i.e. Group A as one event, Group B as one, Group
C as two and then the final two traditions as two) which is still less than half of the number of times if
one were to consider each of the thirteen traditions as separate events.
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scholars. As well, the only exception from amongst the narrators in tradition no. 13 is
Yazid ibn Abi Ziyad who is also deemed as a weak narrator whereas the rest are
considered trustworthy.

Regarding the contents of the above traditions as being of the isra 7liyyat
according to Ibn Kathir, only five out of the thirteen are cited in his zafsir, of which he
comments only on the one about the Prophet Idris.”** He calls this particular tradition
“strange and odd” (ghariban ‘ajiban) and after citing it states, “This is from the
isra’tliyyat stories of Ka‘b al-Ahbar; part of it contains ignorance, and God knows
best.”*® His silence on the other four traditions suggests that he deems them, at the
very least, acceptable.

Thus far, none of the thirteen traditions cited above clearly indicate w#y Ibn
‘Abbas approached Ka‘b and asked him about the various Qur’anic verses. It is clear
from the above traditions that this was something that actually did occur and on more
than one occasion, however, it may not have occurred as often as the number of
traditions would indicate. In this regard, the conclusion of Na‘na‘ah that most of the
traditions found in al-Tabari are falsely attributed to Ibn ‘Abbas merely due to their
abundance does not hold up. In addition, after examining the chains of transmission of
each tradition and finding them at best rigourously authenticated, and at worst
acceptable, it is all the more difficult to deny that Ibn ‘Abbas did indeed approach Ka‘b
to ask him questions. The above traditions also go to show that Ibn ‘Abbas did not have

any problems or concerns in doing so, and none of them indicate that he suspected the

2% The traditions that Ibn Kathir cites from al-Tabari’s text in full are nos. 2, 3, 11 while only parts of
nos. 1 and 8 are cited. See Ibn Kathir, 7afsir, v. 8, 352 for nos. 1 and 2, v. 5, 240-241 for no. 3, v. 6, 60-61
for no. 8, and v. 6, 549 for no. 11.

% Ibid., v. 5, 240-241. The Arabic reads: hadha min akhbar Ka‘b al-Ahbar al-israTliyyat, wa fi ba‘dihi
nakarah, wa-llahu a ‘lam.
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character or sincerity of Ka‘b in any way, or that he held anything against him, due to
his Jewish background.

Regarding why Ibn ‘ Abbas would approach Ka‘b in the first place, given Ibn
‘Abbas’ firm knowledge of the Qur’an and its interpretation, I would propose that it was
not for the sake of gaining knowledge of a previously unknown matter to Ibn ‘Abbas in
the vast majority of cases, as Goldziher or Ben-Zeev would tend to indicate. One way
in which this can be demonstrated is through examining the traditions and opinions of
Ibn ‘Abbas in regards to a particular verse where he approached Ka‘b to enquire about
and compare his opinion with Ka‘b’s answer. If they differ, then either Ibn Abbas
would not have agreed with Ka‘b, even though it may not have been explicitly denied in

the traditions where he approached Ka‘b,?*

or at the very least, he had a different
perspective on the matter. For example, there are instances where a different tradition
is narrated from Ibn ‘Abbas that contradicts what Ka‘b states in his answer to Ibn
‘Abbas. In tradition no. 3 above on the Prophet Idris, Ka‘b mentioned that Idris’ soul
was raised up to the fourth heaven where it was taken out of his body. After citing this
tradition, Ibn Kathir records another tradition of Ibn ‘Abbas where he states that Idris
was “raised up to the sixth heaven and died therein.”**” What subsequently needs to be
verified in this instance, as well as in any other, is the authenticity of Ibn ‘Abbas’

statement, which is an entirely different matter on its own.””

2% As would be in the instances where some Companions did deny the authenticity of what Ka‘b was
saying through their statement “Ka‘b has lied,” as already mentioned in the relevant section above.

27 Ibn Kathir, v. 5, 241. In his al-Bidayah wa ’I-nihayah, Ton Kathir mentions how the more correct
opinion is that Idris is in the fourth heaven, as indicated in an authentic Prophetic hadith. See Ibn Kathir,
al-Bidayah wa ’I-nihayah, v. 1, 93.

2% There are many instances within Ibn Kathir’s tafsirthat state two differing opinions of Ka‘b and Ibn
‘Abbas, such as in the commentary on Q48:16 (v. 7, 338) regarding a “people given to vehement war”
(gqawm ’uli ba’sin shadid) as to who they represent. Many exegetes differed regarding this matter, with it
being narrated from Ibn ‘Abbas that they were the Persians, while Ka‘b stated that they were the Romans.
To do an exhaustive analysis, the major task at hand would be to comb through the zafsirtext of, say, Ibn
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A final tradition found in al-Tabari’s tafsir clearly indicates the reason for Ibn
‘Abbas’ approaching Ka‘b to enquire about the meaning of a word in a Qur’anic verse,
and that is to confirm his own opinion of a matter when he differed with other
Companions. In this tradition, Ibn ‘Abbas differed with Mu‘awiyah and ‘Amr ibn al-‘As
regarding the reading of a word in Q18:86 indicating where the sun sets. Whereas
Mu‘awiyah and ‘Amr read the verse as #7 ‘aynin hamiyatin (in a fiery spring), Ibn
‘Abbas insisted it be read as #7 ‘aynin hami’atin (in a muddy spring). When they
decided to ask Ka‘b to help resolve the matter by telling them where the sun set
according to the Torah, he stated, “You are more knowledgable of the Qur’an than I,
however, I find in the Book [i.e. the Torah] that it sets in black mud.”*” What is
noteworthy here is that more than one Companion agreed to go to Ka‘b and allowed him
to help resolve their difference of opinion. This is something that would not occur had
any of them been suspicious of Ka‘b in any way and also goes to show further that the
Companions trusted Ka‘b enough to provide them with an answer that would help them

. . 210
resolve their discrepancy.

Kathir and locate all of the verses where there exist the opinions of both Ibn ‘Abbas and Ka‘b and
compare the two, as well as check the authenticity, if possible, of their narrations. This would also
involve much sorting out as to those narrations that have to do with 7sra 7/iyyat and those that don’t.
Doing the above would serve the purpose of determining which narrations or opinions Ibn ‘Abbas could
have obtained from Ka‘b and those that he could not have.

299 al-Tabari, Jami‘ al-bayan, v. 18, 96. Tbn Kathir records a variant narration where Ka‘b replies to Ibn
‘Abbas, “Ask the people of the Arabic language (ah/ al- ‘arabiyyah), for they are more knowledgeable than
I regarding this, but as for myself, I find the sun sets in the Torah in water and mud.” In this tradition,
Ka‘b’s initial statement indicates how he is not a person with a firm background or knowledge in Arabic,
ruling out the possibility that Ibn ‘Abbas, a master of Arabic, would ever approach Ka‘b in order to ask
about the meaning of an Arabic word which he was ignorant of. Ibn Kathir also records another tradition
where Ka‘b states, “By the One who holds Ka‘b’s life between His hands, I did not hear anyone read it as
it was revealed in the Torah other than Ibn ‘Abbas, for we find it [the sun] in the Torah setting in a clod of
black mud.” See Ibn Kathir, 7afsir, v. 5, 192-193.

19 According to Na‘na‘ah, “it was by way of these answers that many isra 7liyyat circulated amongst the
Muslims.” In fact, most of what was narrated by the Muslims from the People of the Book was by this
way, that is, by answering the questions of Muslims regarding the details of events, characters and
Qur’anic questions, some of which would come in detail, others in brief, and that the Muslims used to
respect their answers for what they knew of previous scriptures. This is also what Ibn Khaldun states in
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To reemphasize, upon reflecting on the contents of all of the traditions above, it
becomes clear that Ibn ‘Abbas did not have any sort of problem with Ka‘b al-Ahbar in
regards to his character, sincerity or trustworthiness. Instead, what appears to be the
primary issue when dealing with Ibn ‘Abbas and his narration of isra 7/iyyat is the
authenticity of such narrations as going back to Ibn ‘Abbas as well as the veracity of
their content, moreso than his relationship to Ka‘b al-Ahbar. This point is reaffirmed
several times in the fafsir of Ibn Kathir where he expresses his doubts regarding certain
narrations of Ibn ‘Abbas as going back to him and at times offers a conjecture as to the
source of Ibn ‘Abbas’ narration, which sometimes would include Ka‘b, among other
possible sources. For example, in his commentary on Q15:28, which refers to the
episode of God creating the human being and then commanding the angels to prostrate
to His new creation, Ibn Kathir relates a narration of Ibn ‘Abbas (also mentioned by al-
Tabari in his zafsir) that states how a group of angels refused to follow the command of
God to prostrate. God then destroyed them and created another group of angels who did
the same and then God destroyed them as well. This occurred several times until the
last group of angels finally obeyed the command of God and prostrated. After citing the
tradition, Ibn Kathir states, “There is remoteness in establishing the certainty of this
narration from him [Ibn ‘Abbas], but rather, the outward purport is that it is an isra 7/7

tradition, and God knows best.”*"!

his Tarikhregarding the infiltration and spread of the isra 7liyyat, the acceptable and rejected, into the
tafsirtexts. He adds that due to the early Arabs not being a people of “books or knowledge,” they were
simple and unlettered. Hence, if they desired to know the details regarding the “beginning of creation and
the secrets of existence,” they would seek out such details from the People of the Book who possessed the
scriptures that came before them, being the people of the Torah from the Jews, like Ka‘b al-Ahbar, Wahb
ibn Munabbih and ‘Abd Allah ibn Salam, and those who followed them from the Christians. See
Na‘na‘ah, al-Isra’iliyyat wa atharuha, 110 and Abd al-Rahman ibn Khaldun, Tarikh Ibn Khaldun, 8 vols.
(Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyyah, 2003), v. 1, 470.

2 1bn Kathir, 7afSir, v. 4, 534 and al-Tabari, Jami* al-bayan, v. 17, 101.
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Another example is found in the commentary on Q27:41-44 regarding the story
of Bilgis, the Queen of Sheba and Sulayman. Here, Ibn Kathir cites a lengthy tradition
that contains clear anomalies and aberrations. Towards the end of the narration it
states, as mentioned in the Qur’an, how Sulayman’s palace floor was made of a thin
layer of glass beneath which was water. The narration goes on:

Sulayman said to the Queen, “Enter into the palace.” When she saw the palace
floor, she reckoned it was wet and raised her gown, exposing her shins which
were hairy. On seeing this, Sulayman stated, “This is ugly! What will remove
this?” They [the devils] replied, “A straight razor will.” Sulayman said, “The
markings left behind by a straight razor are ugly.” The devils then made a
depilatory agent,?'> hence, Sulayman was the first person for which a depilatory
agent was made.”’

Ibn Kathir then comments that this tradition is “detestable and extremely odd (munkar
gharib jiddan)” and that “perhaps it is from the delusions of ‘Ata’ ibn al-Sa’ib that he
[falsely] attributed to Ibn ‘Abbas.”*'* He then adds:

What is the more probable in the likes of these contexts is that they are of those
[stories] taken from the People of the Book and of what is found in their texts,
such as the narrations of Ka‘b and Wahb, may God Almighty forgive them both
for what they transmitted to this ummah from the stories of the Children of
Israel of unusual, strange things and oddities, of what occurred and what did not
occur, of that which was corrupted, altered and abrogated; God, Glorifed be He,
has made us sufficient of such [things] by providing us with what is more
correct, beneficial, clearer and more eloquent and to God is all praise and

215
grace.

Again, Ibn Kathir’s overlying concern here has to do with the veracity of the narrations’
contents and laments such corrupt sources’ being transmitted in the first place.

However, his comments towards those who transmitted such stories, namely, the

12 In Arabic, the term used is nawrah which consists of a mixture of quick lime with arsenic, or orpiment,
among other ingredients that is made into a paste when mixed with water; after its application, it loosens
the hairs in about two minutes and then it is immediately washed off. See Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon,
v.2,2866.

*" Ibn Kathir, Taf3ir, v. 6, 195-197.

> Ibid., 197.

*1 Ibid.
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Muslims who possessed knowledge of previous scriptures such as Ka‘b and Wahb, is not
one of harshness. Rather, he asks for God’s forgivness towards them as an indication
that he feels they were committing a mistake by transmitting their problematic
narrations, and not that they were attempting to undermine the tradition of Islam in any
way by corrupting the truth with falsehood.

One final example that demonstrates the complexities involved in Ibn ‘Abbas’
isra’iliyyat narrations within the zafsirliterature, including the difficulty in attributing
his narrations to a particular primary source, has to do, once again, with a story
involving the Prophet Sulayman and his ring. In the commentary on Q38:34, many
tafsirtexts, including Ibn Kathir’s and al-Tabari’s, cite an outrageous tradition that goes
against several tenets of Islamic creed regarding prophets. Although there exist many
variants of this narration, I will cite the one found in Ibn Kathir’s text which has a
strong isnadto Ibn ‘Abbas, and it reads as follows:

Regarding the words of God Almighty {And We cast upon his [Sulayman’s]
throne a mere body; then he repented} he said: Sulayman, upon him be blessings
and peace, wanted to enter the lavatory, so he gave his ring to Jaradah, who was
his most beloved wife; then, the Devil came in the form of Sulayman to Jaradah
and said to her, “Give me my ring” and she did so. When the Devil put on the
ring, all humans, jinn and devils became subjugated to him. When Sulayman,
upon him be peace, exited the lavatory, he said to her, “Give me my ring” to
which she replied, “I gave it to Sulayman.” He then said, “I am Sulayman!” and
she responded, “You have lied! You are not Sulayman!” Thereafter, there would
not be anyone that he would approach and tell them that he is Sulayman except
that they would deny him, to the extent that young boys would throw stones at
him. When Sulayman saw this, he realized that he was being tested by God
Almighty. Meanwhile, the Devil ruled over the people in place of Sulayman, and
when God desired to return Sulayman’s kingdom to him, he placed within the
peoples’ hearts feelings of rejection towards that Devil. They then sent a group
to Sulayman’s wives and asked them, “Do you disapprove of anything from
Sulayman’s actions?” They responded, “Yes! Verily, he approaches us while we
are in our menses, and he never used to do so!” When the Devil saw that people
were starting to become aware of who he really was, he thought that his affair
would soon be over, so he had some [devils] write a book containing magic and
disbelief and they then buried the book underneath Sulayman’s throne. They
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then caused an arousal surrounding the book and read it out to the people saying,

“By this Sulayman appeared upon the people and over-powered them!” So the

people disbelieved in Sulayman, upon him be blessings and peace, and they

remained doing so... *'°
The story goes on to state how the Devil then threw the ring into the sea, which was
subsequently swallowed up by a fish and that Sulayman, who began working for some
fisherman, eventually received the particular fish containing his ring as his wage. As he
cleaned the fish, he opened up its stomach only to find his ring, and after putting it back
on, his entire kingdom and his power over it returned to him.

Needless to say, the scholars who commented on this tradition, both classical
and modern, condemned it as of the false israiliyyat, especially the parts of the tradition
that state how the Devil took the form of Sulayman, and how he also was able to have
intimacy with his wives, two matters that according to Islamic belief God would never
allow to happen for a prophet. They also question why no mention of such a ring was

made in the Qur’an or hadith if it contained so much power.”

What is more important
for the purpose of this analysis are the comments of the scholars regarding the source of
this tradition: would Ibn ‘Abbas actually narrate such a tradition and if so, where did he
get it from and why would he narrate it? After citing the narration, Ibn Kathir states:
Its isnad'to Ibn ‘Abbas, God be pleased with them both, is strong, however, it
appears that he acquired this tradition, if it can authentically be attributed to
him, from the People of the Book, amongst whom are a group who do not believe
in the prophethood of Sulayman, upon him be blessings and peace, and made up
lies concerning him...*"®

What is noticeable in Ibn Kathir’s statement regarding the narration’s isnadbeing

strong to Ibn ‘Abbas is his qualification “if it can authentically be attributed to him” (in

*1° Ibn Kathir, 7afSir, v. 7, 68-69.

27 For criticisms regarding this tradition from both classical and modern scholars, see Na‘na‘ah, a/-
Isra’iliyyat wa atharuha, 246-247 and Abu Shahbah, a/-Isra’iliyyat wa I-mawdu‘at, 270-275.

218 1bn Kathir, 7afSir, v. 7, 69.
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sahha ‘anhu), which indicates the difficulty in being able to ascribe it to him with any
certainty. In this regard, Na‘na‘ah expresses his doubts that this story’s narration can be
authentically attributed to Ibn ‘Abbas at all, in spite of its strong 7isnadto him.

Na‘na‘ah also states that even if it was authenticated back to him, he was narrating it to
show its falsity, and not his support for it in any way. He further asserts that its strong

isnad, as indicated by Ibn Kathir and other scholars, does not necessitate its soundness

219

in terms of its marn.”~ Ibn Kathir goes on to mention how longer versions of this story

were narrated by others of the sa/af; all of whom took it from the People of the Book.**’

However, the most interesting and telling tradition for this analysis regarding
this story as narrated by Ibn ‘Abbas and its connection to Ka‘b al-Ahbar can be found in
the tafsir of *Abd al-Razzaq al-San‘ani (d. 211/827) which contains the following:

‘Abd al-Razzaq narrated from Isra’il [ibn Yunus ibn Abi Ishaq] from Furat al-
Qazzaz from Sa‘id ibn Jubayr from Ibn ‘Abbas who said: Four verses from the
Book of God, I did not know of their interpretation until I had asked Ka‘b al-
Ahbar about them; [first] the people of Tubba‘ in the Qur’an which does not
mention Tubba‘...and I also asked him regarding the words of God {And We
cast upon his [Sulayman’s] throne a mere body; then he repented} and he [Ka‘b]
replied: The Devil that took the ring of Sulayman which has power over his
kingdom; he [the Devil] threw the ring into the sea and it was eaten by a fish;
as Sulayman was wandering about, he was given that same fish in charity, so he
purchased it**' and ate it, at which point he came upon his ring inside it and then
his kingdom was returned to him.***

The narrators in the isnad of this tradition are all considered reliable and trustworthy at

the highest levels, rendering the tradition, at the very least, acceptable if not rigourously

219 Na‘na‘ah, al-Isra’iliyyat wa atharuha, 247, n. 1.

** Tbn Kathir, Taf3ir, v. 7, 69.

22! According to the Islamic creed, one of the signs of prophethood is that they will accept a gift, but not
charity, hence, even though the fish was given to him as charity, Sulayman could not have accepted it as
such and would have purchased it. However, this tradition with the identical 7snadis also cited in Ibn
‘Asakir’s Tarikh madinat Dimashq as well as in al-Suyuti’s fafsir(citing it from Abd al-Razzaq, but
without a full isnad), both of which state that he roasted the fish (ishtawaha) instead of purchasing it
(ishtaraha). See Ibn ‘Asakir, Tarikh madinat Dimashq, v. 11, 9; al-Suyuti, al-Durr al-manthur, v. 5, 581.
222 < Abd al-Razzaq ibn Hammam al-San‘ani, 7afSir al-Qur’an, ed. Mustafa Muslim Muhammad, 3 vols.
(Riyadh: Maktabat al-Rushd, 1989/1410), v.2, 165-166. The other two verses of the four that Ibn ‘Abbas
enquired about are not mentioned in the tradition.
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authenticated. If this is the case, it offers the most conclusive evidence that Ibn ‘Abbas
indeed obtained the story on the ring of Sulayman from Ka‘b, although the version
narrated in the fafsirtexts from Ibn ‘Abbas is lengthier and more detailed. Moreover, it
also provides further evidence against Goldziher’s assertion that Ibn ‘Abbas would
approach the People of the Book often to enquire about things he did not have
knowledge of in regards to the Qur’an or the meaning of its words as there were only
“four verses” he “did not know of their interpretation,” which according to ‘Abd al-
Razzaq’s tradition, are related to the stories of past nations or prophets, stories that
would be spoken about in the scriptures of the People of the Book. What is surprising is
that neither al-Tabari nor Ibn Kathir make mention of this tradition in their fafSirtexts,
even though ‘Abd al-Razzaq was a very early scholar from whom both authors cite
traditions in their works.

Taking into consideration all of the above traditions and their analysis, [ would
consider Ibn ‘Abbas’ approach to Ka‘b for the purpose of comparing what previous
scriptures of the People of the Book have to say in regards to certain Qur’anic verses for
the sake of confirming what is correct in the previous scriptures. In addition, if Ibn
‘Abbas’ questions towards Ka‘b were in regards to matters that might not be explicated
in previous scriptures, such as the Lotus tree, sijjin and “illiyyin, then it was either for
the sake of assessing the accuracy of Ka‘b’s knowledge in Islamic matters or for
confirming Ibn ‘Abbas’ own position on a particular issue, as opposed to enquiring for
the sake of learning something previously not known to Ibn ‘Abbas, a situation which
occurred seldomly. As Ka‘b’s answers would usually conform with what can be found
in sound Prophetic traditions, then there would be no need to deny what he stated,
especially if a particular matter had more than one interpretation to it. In such a case,
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this is where instances of Ibn ‘Abbas’ opinion differing from Ka‘b’s would occur.
Nevertheless, it would be of paramount importance in all cases to confirm whether or
not a particular narration or opinion indeed can be attributed to Ibn ‘Abbas, which is not
an easy task in and of itself.”> Finally, I would consider that Ibn ‘Abbas had an
amicable relationship with Ka‘b al-Ahbar, and showed towards him much respect due to
his vast knowledge, while never suspecting him of being insincere or undermining of the
Islamic tradition.

The above analysis was done using only those traditions found primarily in al-
Tabari’s tafsir. In order to complete a more thorough analysis regarding Ibn ‘Abbas, the
isra’tliyyat and Ka‘b, a similar analysis would have to be done using those traditions
found in other genres of literature as well, such as the stories of the prophets, or the
chronicles of history. One of the benefits in doing so is that it would allow more
accurate conclusions to be drawn than those put forward in some of the scholarship that
has already been written on the matter, as was the case above with the writings of
Goldziher, Ben-Zeev, and to a lesser extent Na‘na‘ah. To conclude this analysis, I will
consider one final example of a tradition found in al-Tabari’s historical chronicle, which
Gordon Newby and David Halperin have written on, which will highlight some of the
above issues when dealing with the traditions that involve Ibn ‘Abbas, Ka‘b al-Ahbar

and potential 7srailiyyat narrations.

33 As for the number of traditions that can be attributed to Ibn ‘ Abbas within the fafsir literature with
absolute certainty, this is an extremely small number compared to the countless number of traditions that
have been ascribed to him. In his al-/tgan, Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti cites a quotation from Imam al-Shafi‘i
who said, “There has not been established in the fafsirliterature [narrations] from Ibn ‘Abbas except for
approximately one hundred traditions (/am yuthbit ‘an Ibn ‘Abbas 7 ’I-tafSir illa shabih bi-mi’at hadith).”
In this specific regard, Herbert Berg has also done an analysis on the authenticity of Ibn ‘Abbas’
exegetical narrations in al-Tabari’s zafsirtext. See Jalal al-Din ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Abi Bakr al-Suyuti,
al-Itgan fi ‘ulum al-Qur’an, ed. Mustafa Dib al-Bugha, 2 vols. (Damascus: Dar Ibn Kathir, 1993/1414),
v.2, 1233; Herbert Berg, The Development of Exegesis in Early Islam: The Authenticity of Muslim
Literature fiom the Formative Period, ed. Andrew Rippin, Curzon Studies in the Qur’an (Richmond:
Curzon Press, 2000), 112-218.
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The Sun and the Moon as thawran ‘agiran in the Fire

Al-Tabari cites in his 7arikh the following tradition from ‘Ikrimah, the
servant of Ibn ‘Abbas:

Ibn ‘Abbas was seated one day, when a man came to him and said: “O Ibn
‘Abbas, I have heard the most amazing thing from Ka‘b al-Habr, concerning the
sun and the moon!” [Ibn ‘Abbas,] who had been reclining, sat upright. “What is
that?” he said. “He asserted (za ‘ama) that the sun and the moon will be brought
on Resurrection Day as if they were two castrated bulls (?thawran ‘agiran),”*
and thrown into Hell!” Said ‘Ikrima: One of Ibn ‘Abbas’s lips few upward in
anger, and the other fell. “Ka‘b has lied! Ka‘b has lied! Ka‘b has lied!” he said,
three times. “This is Judaism, which he wants to bring into Islam! God is too
mighty and too gracious to give punishment for obedience. Have you not heard
God’s utterance, He pressed the sun and the moon into service to you, tireless
(Surah 14:33) —meaning their tirelessness in obedience to Him? How shall He
punish two slaves whom He praises as tireless in obedience to Him? God fight
that Aabrand befoul his habriyyal How bold he makes with God! How he
slanders these two slaves obedient to God!”**

At this point, Ibn ‘Abbas repeats the phrase “To God we belong and to Him is our

226 several times, takes up a stick and scratches the ground with it for a while.

return”
He then lifts his head, tosses the stick and says, “Shall I not inform you of what I heard
from the Messenger of God (God bless him and give him peace) concerning the sun and
the moon, their original creation and their ultimate fate?” Then a very lengthy and
detailed exposition follows, all of which is in the form of a conversation between the

Prophet Muhammad and several of his Companions.”?’ Towards the end of the

tradition, ‘Ikrimah, the original narrator, concludes:

% As the translation of this tradition is taken verbatim from Newby’s article, I have left his translation of
the phrase thawran ‘aqiran as “two castrated bulls” as is, even though I do not agree with it and will
discuss my reasons in more detail below.

¥ D. J. Halperin and G. D. Newby, "Two Castrated Bulls: A Study in the Haggadah of Ka‘b al-Ahbar,"
Journal of the American Oriental Society, no. 102 (1982): 631-632.

26 The phrase inna lillah wa inna ilayhi raji ‘un is a Qur’anic one (Q2:156) that is said whenver a
misfortune or a calamity befalls.

227 For the full tradition in Arabic, see al-Tabari, Tarikh, v. 1, 65-75. For the full translation of the
tradition, see al-Tabari, The History of al-Tabari: General Introduction and From the Creation to the
Flood, 232-244.
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I arose, with the party of men who had been given this report (huddithu bihi) and
we went to see Ka‘b. We told him how upset Ibn ‘Abbas had been at his report
(hadith), and what he had reported from the Apostle of God. Ka‘b went with us
back to Ibn ‘Abbas, and said: “I have heard how upset you were at my report,
and I beg pardon of God and repent. My report was drawn from a daris-book
(kitab daris) that was in circulation***—I did not realize how much Jewish
innovation (tabdil al-yahud) it contained—while your report is drawn from a new
book (? kitab jadid), the report of the covenant (hadith al-‘ahd) with the
Merciful,”” and from the lord and the best of the prophets. I should like you to
teach me the report, that I may commit it to memory; when I have been taught
it, it will take the place of my previous report.”**°

In their article, Halperin and Newby attempt to show the Judaic origins of this
idea of the eschatological punishment of the sun and moon based upon the attribution of
the above tradition to Ka‘b al-Ahbar, as well as Ibn ‘Abbas’ labeling of the notion as
“Judaism which he [Ka‘b] wants to bring into Islam.” Although the authors suspect that
this tradition is “a literary composition, designed as a framework for the cosmological
material that follows” and that “it is natural to suspect that it [the punishment of the
sun and moon] is in fact a development in Muslim eschatogical lore, [which is] at some
point repudiated, denounced as ‘Judaism,” and put in the mouth of the famous Jewish

scholar Ka‘b,” they nevertheless assert its connection to the Judaism of Ka‘b.>*' After

2% The authors have left this particular word daris intentionally untranslated in the tradition as they
subsequently make a separate note about it. As the tradition “emphatically asserts that the prediction of
the final punishment of the sun and moon is characteristically Jewish (yahudiyya)” the authors feel that
they are “surely justified in translating [ kitab-daris] as ‘midrash-book’.” They do so by connecting the
term daris, which lexically means “worn-out,” to its verbal roots that imply reading and studying, or
“midrash.” However, as the word daris connotes something not only ancient and dilapidated, but also
effaced, erased and obliterated, another possible meaning of the term that I would see as more befitting in
this context is a book that is no longer fully in tact in its original form, due to the passage of time and its
being passed from hand to hand (kitab daris tanawalathu ’[-aydi) as well as the amount of “Jewish
innovation it contained.” Franz Rosenthal translates the phrase kitab daris tanawalathu I-aydi as “a well-
worn book that has passed through many hands.” For the authors comments on this point, see Halperin
and Newby, “Two Castrated Bulls,” 632-633, esp. n. 12. For Rosenthal’s translation, see al-Tabari, The
History of al-Tabari: General Introduction and From the Creation to the Flood, 243.

229 The authors admit their difficulty in translating the phrase kitab jadid hadith al-‘ahd bi ’I-rahman and
think that it might be a textual corruption, however, Rosenthal’s rendering of the phrase as “a new book
recently revealed by the Merciful One” conveys its meaning quite well and accurately. See al-Tabari, The
History of al-Tabari: General Introduction and From the Creation to the Flood, 244.

% Halperin and Newby, “Two Castrated Bulls,” 632-633.

#!'Ibid., 631, n. 3 and 633.
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their analysis, they conclude by declaring that they “have verified Ibn ‘Abbas’
identification of Ka‘b’s claim as ‘Judaism’.” However, such a Judaism is “not rabbinic
Judaism, but some more archaic form akin, if not identical, to that which produced the
Enoch literature” and that Ka‘b is to be associated with “a related variety of Judaism
more inclined to apocalypticism” that existed alongside a rabbinic form in seventh-
century Arabia which “decisively influenced Muhammad’s new religion.”***

One of the main concerns arising from the authors’ method and conclusions in
their paper is that they base their analysis upon the assumption that there indeed exists a
connection between the idea of the sun and moon being thrown into Hell as a
punishment and the Judaism of Ka‘b, even though they suspect that the tradition was
likely not said by Ka‘b, but was rather “put in [his] mouth™ at a later time. The problem
that exists here is they did not perform a thorough analysis of the tradition from within
Islamic literature to determine two things, both of which would obviously affect their
conclusions: first, the authenticity of its connection to Ka‘b and Ibn ‘Abbas’ rejection
of the idea as Judaism; and second whether or not the idea itself has a verifiable basis
within Islamic cosmology and eschatology based on the primary texts of Islam. Thus,
what I intend to elucidate below is that the tradition as cited in al-Tabari has not only
been deemed weak, but fabricated, and that when examining the other traditions that
contain the same idea of the sun and moon as being thawran ‘agiran and thrown into
Hell, there is no basis to connect the tradition with either Ibn ‘Abbas, Ka‘b al-Ahbar or
Judaism. Finally, I will also cite Prophetic traditions that have been deemed rigourously

authenticated and which express the idea of the sun and moon being thrown into Hell, as

well as a statement of Ibn Abbas stating something similar, and their connection to a

22 1bid., 638.
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Qur’anic verse in order to demonstrate that the idea does exist within the primary texts
of Islam.

In the text of al-Tabari’s Tarikh, the editor, Muhammad Abu ’I-Fadl Ibrahim,
notes what Ibn al-Athir and al-Suyuti have to say regarding this tradition and some of
its variants.” In his a/-Kamil, Ibn al-Athir summarizes this tradition without
mentioning its details and then he states, “I turned away from this tradition for its
contradicting of reason; had its 7isnadbeen authentic, then I would have mentioned it
and spoken according to it; however, the tradition is not authentic and something of
such importance should not be accepted into the books if the 7isnadis so weak, as it is

with this [tradition].”***

Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti also relates several variants of this
tradition in his work al-A/a’ al-masnu‘ah £ ’I-ahadith al-mawdi‘ah, the first of which
includes a similar episode of a man coming to Ibn ‘Abbas, Hudhayfah and ‘Ali ibn Abi
Talib and telling them that he heard the most amazing thing from a man, although it

does not specify the man as Ka‘b. **°

The tradition goes on to state how all three
Companions said that the man who narrated about the sun and moon as thawran ‘aqgiran
in Hell lied, however, without mentioning anything about the idea being “Judaism
which he wants to bring into Islam.” In addition, Ibn ‘Abbas did not lose his composure
according to this version. After the narration of the entire tradition, again, which has

some variations within it when compared to the one cited by al-Tabari, al-Suyuti states

that the tradition is fabricated as its 7snad contains many unknown and weak

233 al-Tabari, Tarikh, v. 1, 75, . 3.

4 Ibid. Also see al-Tabari, The History of al-Tabari: General Introduction and From the Creation to the
Flood, 232, n. 436.

3 Jalal al-Din ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Abi Bakr al-Suyuti, al-A/a’ al-masni‘ah f7 *l-ahadith al-mawdi‘ah, 2
vols. (Egypt: al-Maktabah al-Tijariyyah al-Kubra, n.d.), v.1, 45-47.
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narrators.*® Another well-known Aadith scholar, Ibn al-Jawzi, also confirms this in his
work Kitab al-mawdu ‘at where he states, “This tradition is without a doubt fabricated

37 The grandson of Ibn al-

and in its 7snadis a group of weak and unknown narrators.
Jawzi, Sibt ibn al-Jawzi, makes a further comment in his work Mir’at al-zaman fi tarikh
al-a‘yan stating:

As for the tradition narrated by Ibn Jarir al-Tabari from Ibn ‘Abbas, it is amazing

how Ibn Jarir, with his knowledge of ahadith, cites the likes of this from the

Messenger of God, God bless him and grant him peace, and that his endeavours

with his traditions and narrations, along with his aim of expanding his book, do

not deter him from the mentioning of such utterances from which sound

intellects flee and from which skins shudder; anyone who becomes acquainted

with this tradition from his zarikh will understand what I have said.>*®
Commenting on the other variant mentioned by al-Suyuti that does not mention the
name of Ka‘b, Sibt ibn al-Jawzi states that it is also a fabrication and that it would have
been more appropriate had the likes of all such narrations narrated from Ibn ‘Abbas
stopped at him rather than being attributed to the Prophet himself, whose honourable
rank is far above such that these types of words would be spoken by him.**

Although the main concern the above scholars have with the very lengthy
narration on the sun and moon is its attribution to the Prophet, the fact that the tradition
has been labeled as a fabrication entails that even the episode between Ibn ‘Abbas and
Ka‘b at the very beginning and end of the tradition is also fabricated.*** This is

supported by the fact that within the other variations that exist, none of them mentions

Ka‘b or his recanting in Ibn ‘Abbas’ presence at the end of the tradition, and none of

> Ibid., 55.

57 1bn al-Jawzi, Kitab al-mawdu‘at,v. 1, 92.

238 Sibt ibn al-Tawzi, Mir’at al-zaman, 146.

> Ibid., 146-147.

9 Ben-Zeev draws this conclusion by inference, stating that this episode contradicts many other
traditions which show the amicable relationship between the two, in light of which it seems unreasonable
that Ibn ‘Abbas would behave with Ka‘b as such. See Ben-Zeev, Ka ‘b al-Ahbar, 33.
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them mentions anything about the connection between Jewish thought and the ideas
about the sun and moon expressed at the beginning of the tradition. In fact, the
statement about the sun and moon as thawran ‘aqgiran being thrown into Hell exists in
separate ahadith attributed to the Prophet himself that have no connection to Ka‘b or
Ibn ‘Abbas whatsoever, either in their isnad or matn. At this point, it will be fruitful to
examine these Prophetic traditions, as well as what scholars have said regarding their
meaning and authenticity.
The first Prophetic tradition contains the exact phrase attributed to Ka‘b in al-
Tabari’s citation and is recorded in Ibn al-Jawzi’s Kitab al-mawdu‘at as follows:
Al-Qattan said that ‘Amr narrated from Yazid al-Yasari who said that Durust ibn
Ziyad narrated from Yazid ibn al-Raqqashi from Anas from the Prophet, God
bless him and grant him peace, who said: “The sun and the moon are thawran
‘agiran in the Fire.”*"!
This particular narration is not authentic according to Ibn al-Jawzi and Sibt ibn al-Jawzi
because it has a weak chain of transmission due to it containing Durust and Yazid ibn

242

al-Raqqashi, both of whom are weak narrators.”~ The tradition is also found in al-

Tahawi’s Sharh mushkil al-athar with the same isnad from Durust onwards.**
A slight variant of this tradition is recorded in al-Tahawi’s work as an exchange
between Hasan al-Basri and Abu Salamah which reads as follows:
‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Mukhtar narrated from ‘Abd Allah al-Danaj who said: “I saw

Abu Salamah ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman sit in a mosque during the time of Khalid ibn
‘Abd Allah ibn Khalid ibn Asid when Hasan came; so he sat by him and they

! The Arabic reads: al-shams wa ’I-gamar thawran ‘agiran fi "l-nar. See Ibn al-Jawzi, Kitab al-
mawdu‘at,v. 1,92-93.

2 1bid., 93 and Sibt ibn al-Jawzi, Mir’at al-zaman, 144 and 146.

¥ The editor of one edition of al-Tahawi’s work, Shu‘ayb al-Arna’ut, who is a well-known contemporary
hadith scholar, makes a note that the isnad of this tradition is weak due to the weakness of Durust and
Yazid ibn al-Raqqashi. However, the tradition is somewhat strengthened by another slightly variant
hadith narrated by Abu Hurayrah which is sah7h and which will be discussed in more detail below. See
Abu Ja‘far Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Tahawi, Sharh mushkil al-athar, ed. Shu‘ayb al-Arna’ut, 16 vols.
(Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Risalah, 2006), v.1, 172, n.1. Regarding the weakness of Durust, see Ibn Hajar al-
‘Asqalani, Tahdhib al-tahdhib, v. 3, 209-210.
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began to converse. Abu Salamah said, ‘Abu Hurayrah narrated from the Prophet,
upon him be peace, who said: The sun and the moon are two bulls rolled-up on
the Day of Resurrection.’*** Hasan said, ‘What is their sin?’ He replied, ‘1
narrate to you from the Messenger of God, God bless him and grant him peace’
so Hasan remained silent.”**

The editor of al-Tahawi’s work, Shu‘ayb al-Arna’ut, affirms that this hadith is sahih
according to the conditions of al-Bukhari and Muslim, and relates that al-Bukhari

himself has a similar narration in his collection with the wording, “The sun and the

99246

moon are rolled-up on the Day of Resurrection. The implication by Hasan’s

question towards Abu Salamah in the above tradition is that they will be thrown into
the Fire. This is confirmed by al-Tahawi’s chapter heading for this section which
records the Prophetic tradition as above, except with the added words #7 “/-nar (in the
Fire) after thawran mukawwaran.**’ Al-Tahawi’s subsequent commentary on the
tradition also makes this point very clear as he states:

What came from Hasan in this tradition was out of objection to Abu Salamabh,
and his objection—and God knows best—was due to what occurred in his
[Hasan’s] heart that they would be thrown into the Fire as a punishment,
whereas Abu Salamah did not have any answer to him in this regard. Our answer
to this on behalf of Abu Salamabh is that it [their being thrown into the Fire] will
not be as a punishment to them, but rather, as a means for punishing those who
are in the Fire, just as the angels that God has placed therein are for punishing its
inhabitants. Do you not consider His words, Most High {O you who believe!
Guard yourselves and your families against a Fire whose fuel is people and
stones, and over which are harsh, terrible angels who disobey not God in what
He commands them} that is, of punishing the inhabitants of the Fire {And [the
angels] do what they are commaned}.?*® Likewise, the sun and the moon are in
it [the Fire] in this regard, as a punishment for the inhabitants of the Fire for
their sins, not for the sake of being punished, for they [the sun and moon] have
no sins.**

" The Arabic reads: al-shams wa ’l-gamar thawran mukawwaran yawm al-qiyamah.

5 al-Tahawi, Sharh mushkil al-athar,v. 1, 171.

8 Ibid., 170, n. 1. The Arabic reads: al-shams wa ’I-gamar mukawwaran yawm al-qiyamah. Another

edition of the same work, but with a different editor, also affirms the tradition’s authenticity. See Abu
Ja‘far Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Tahawi, Tulifat al-akhyar bi-tartib sharh mushkil al-athar, ed. Abi al-

Husayn Khalid Mahmud al-Ribat, 10 vols. (Riyadh: Dar Balansiyyah, 1999), v. 9, 423.

27 al-Tahawi, Sharh mushkil al-athar, v. 1, 170.

8 This refers to the verse found at Q66:6.

29 al-Tahawi, Sharh mushkil al-athar, v. 1, 170-171.
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Similarly, in Ibn Hajar’s commentary on al-Bukhari’s version of the Aadith, he
cites several opinions that unequivocally state how the final destination of the sun and
moon is indeed Hell, albeit for various possible reasons, none of which are for being
punished. He states:

As for His saying mukawwaran, the narration of al-Bazzar and others adds “in
the Fire”...Ibn Wahb stated in his Kitab al-ahwal from ‘Ata’ ibn Yasar regarding
His words {And the sun and moon are brought together}**° who said: “They
will be brought together on the Day of Resurrection, then they will be thrown
into the Fire.” Ibn Abi Hatim relates something similar from Ibn ‘Abbas as well.
Al-Khattabi stated: “Their being in the Fire is not meant as a punishment for
them, but rather, as a reproach towards those people who used to worship them
in this world, in order for them to know that their worshipping of them [the sun
and moon] was false.” It was also said that they were created from the Fire,
hence, they will return to it.”>' Al-Isma‘ifi stated: “Their being placed in the
Fire does not necessitate their being punished, for verily, God has placed in the
Fire angels and stones and other things as a means of punishment for the
inhabitants of the Fire, as an instrument from the instruments of
punishment...which are not themselves punished.”*

Finally, Nasir al-Din al-Albani also records in his work Si/silat al-ahadith al-sahihah the
tradition with the wording, “The sun and the moon are two bulls rolled-up in the Fire on
the Day of Resurrection” and also confirms that it is sahih according to the conditions

of al-Bukhari.?*?

%0.(375:9 which reads in Arabic: wa jumi‘a I-shams wa ’I-gamar.

21 This idea was articulated by Ibn Qutaybah in his book Kitab ta’wil mukhtalif al-hadith. Commenting
on the tradition that is narrated in the exchange between Abu Salamah and Hasan al-Basri, he states: “The
sun and the moon are not punished in the Fire when they enter it such that it could be said, “What is their
sin?”, but rather, since they were created from it, they will return to it.” He goes on to say that, “Those
things which are created in subjugation and are restricted to one purpose, like fire, or celestial bodies
subjected to orbiting, or the flowing seas, etc. are not subject to punishment nor do they acquire good
deeds (hasanat).” This would be like the one who would say in regards to God’s words {Fear the Fire
whose fuel is people and stones}[Q2:24], “What is the sin of the stones?” See ‘Abd Allah ibn Muslim ibn
Qutaybah, Kitab ta’wil mukhtalif al-hadith, ed. Mahmud Shukri al-Alusi and Muhammad Jamal al-Din al-
Qasimi (Cairo: Matba‘ah Kurdistan al-‘Ilmiyyah, 1908/1326), 122-123.

2 Ibn Hajar al-Asqalani, Fath al-Bari bi sharh Sahih al-Bukhari, v. 6, 346.

253 al-Albani cites where this tradition, along with its variants, can be found in other texts. He adds some
commentary on these traditions similar to the ones found in Ibn Hajar’s Fath al-Bari quoted above. See
al-Albani, Silsilat al-ahadith al-sahihah, v. 1, 242-245, no. 124.
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Concerning the idea of the sun and the moon’s being rolled-up (mukawwaran)
and thrown into the Fire, it is linked with the first Qur’anic verse in Surat al-Takwir

%% In his tafSiron this Surah, Ibn

which states {When the sun shall be wound up}.
Kathir makes mention of the Aadith of Durust while acknowledging its weakness and he
also cites the hadith narrated by Abu Hurayrah that was related in the exchange between
Abu Salamah and Hasan al-Basri.”> Of more significance, Ibn Kathir cites two
narrations that connect this verse with the notion of the sun and moon being lit on fire
or placed into Hell. The first is a tradition attributed to Ibn ‘Abbas who states regarding
the verse, “God will roll-up the sun, the moon and the stars in the sea on the Day of
Resurrection, and then He will send a westerly wind*° igniting them all on fire.”*’ The
second narration cited is a Prophetic tradition, along with its full 7isnad, where the
Prophet said in commenting on the verse {When the sun shall be wound up}, “Wound
up in Hell.”>* As Ibn Kathir makes no comments about the authenticity of either
tradition, he would consider them at the very least acceptable to relate with little or no
weakness in them.

Finally, in regards to the meaning of ‘ agiran as an adjective of thawran (two

bulls) in the tradition of Durust, al-Tahawi provides an adequate explanation of what it

refers to as follows:

24 Q81:1. The Arabic verse reads: idha ’I-shams kuwwirat. There are several meanings of the word
kuwwirat in this context, but the general idea is that it would be wound round like a turban, or folded up,
and be darkened as its light would be taken away. The translation of this verse is my own. See Lane,
Arabic-English Lexicon, v.2,2637.

33 1bn Kathir, Tafsir, v. 8, 329.

6 The westerly wind (z7h dabur) carries negative connotations for it is described as being the “worst of
winds” which is violent and does not make trees fecund, nor raise clouds. It also blows only in the hot
season and is “very thirsty.” According to a tradition, it is the wind that destroyed the tribe of ‘Ad as
well. See Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, v. 1, 847.

37 The Arabic reads: yukawwiru-"llah al-shams wa ’I-gamar wa ’l-nujum yawm al-giyamat £i "I-bahr, wa
yab ‘athu-’llah rihan daburan fa-tadrimuha naran. See lbn Kathir, Tafsir, v. 8, 329.

¥ The Arabic reads: kuwwirat fi jahannam. Tbid.
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As for the meaning of a/- ‘agrthat is mentioned regarding the two [the sun and
moon] in this tradition according to the scholars of language, the word is not
meant in terms of a punishment for the two, as this sense could not be applied to
them; this is due to the fact that they were of the servants of God in this world as
mentioned in His Book by His words {Have you not seen how to God prostrate
all who are in the heavens and all who are in the earth, the sun and the moon...}
up until His words {and many of humankind? And many merit the chastise-
ment}.> So He informed us that His punishment is deserved only by other than
those who prostrate to Him in this world. However, both used to swim in their
orbits in this world, just as He has said {It behooves not the sun to overtake the
moon, [neither does the night outstrip the day, each swimming in a sky]}.260 He
then caused them to return on the Day of Resurrection commissioned to the Fire,
as others, like the angels, are commissioned to it. So He cut them off from their
swimming in their orbits in this world and rendered them, by their being cut off,
as two who are wounded or hamstrung, unable to move. Hence, they are termed
as ‘agiranin a metaphorical sense, not that they are literally in a state of ‘agr
(unable to move due to being wounded).'

Thus, the idea of the sun and moon as being “castrated” has very little basis,
linguistically or otherwise, according to the above context.?*

To summarize, it becomes clear from the above traditions and commentaries that
the idea of the sun and moon being thrown into Hell has a firm root in Islamic
cosmology and eschatology based on a Qur’anic verse and sound Prophetic traditions.
The authentic Prophetic traditions confirm the sun and the moon being described as
thawran (two bulls), mukawwaran (rolled-up), and #7 ‘/-nar or jahannam (in the Fire or
Hell). In addition, the weak Prophetic tradition that describes them as thawran ‘aqgiran
has no connection whatsoever to either Ka‘b al-Ahbar or Ibn ‘Abbas in their isnad. The
only tradition that links the idea with Ka‘b and has Ibn ‘Abbas clearly rejecting it as

Judaism, is the fabricated one cited by al-Tabari that is used by Newby and Halperin in

their article. In fact, there are at least two narrations alluded to by Ibn Hajar and Ibn

29.()22:18.

20 )36:40.

61 al-Tahawi, Sharh mushkil al-athar, v. 1, 172.

%62 Rosenthal’s translation of them as “two hamstrung oxen” is more accurate and sensical. See al-Tabari,
The History of al-Tabari: General Introduction and From the Creation to the Flood, 233.
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Kathir where Ibn ‘Abbas himself is quoted as saying that the sun and moon will be lit on
fire or thrown into Hell, contrary to his stance of severe objection in al-Tabari’s version
of the tradition. Hence, there is no firm basis from within the Islamic texts to associate
this idea with Judaism or as a narration of Ka‘b al-Ahbar to begin with, such that any
further analysis could be done to determine the type of Judaism that Ka‘b, or the idea, is
affiliated with. Finally, in terms of labeling the idea as of the isra 7/iyyat, there is no
mention made by any of the above scholars regarding this possibility, especially in light
of the sound Prophetic traditions. If anything, what could be labeled as of the
isra’iliyyat would be the lengthy and fabricated traditions attributed to the Prophet from
Ibn ‘Abbas rather than the idea of the sun and moon as two bulls being thrown into the

Fire.
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Conclusion

The above study has clearly demonstrated a number of points in regards to Ka‘b
al-Ahbar and his narrations of 7sra 7liyyat. First of all, concerning the sincerity and
trustworthy character of Ka‘b, there does not occur a single instance where any of his
contemporaries, most notably the Companions of the Prophet, expressed any doubts in
terms of his sincere belief and practice of the Islamic tradition. The traditions that
describe his relationship to the Companions demonstrate that they held him in high
esteem and regard due to his vast knowledge and sound character. The only criticisms
they directed towards him were in regards to some of his narrations that contained
falsities or wondrous stories that contradicted certain elements within the Islamic creed.
Such criticisms were definitively against the contents of his narrations that he truthfully
transmitted from previous corrupted sources, and were never against Ka‘b, per se. Even
so, not all of his narrations were criticized as such for many of them were in accordance
with Islamic beliefs and were based upon sound interpretations of the Qur’an and/or
Prophetic traditions.

Second, in terms of the Companions taking such narrations from Ka‘b al-Ahbar
and narrating them themselves, the analysis above shows that although they would
listen to his narrations on various occasions, they would not necessarily accept
everything he had to say. In other words, the Companions would not hesitate to correct
him if they knew what he was saying was not accurate or not in accordance with the
tradition of Islam and would openly express their objections to any foreign (i.e. Jewish)
influence not compatible with Islamic practices and beliefs. However, the very fact that
they would listen to Ka‘b in the first place only goes to show that they respected what
he possessed in terms of his knowledge, but were not uncritical of it.
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Third, the scholars of Islam who wrote about him thereafter never articulated
anything disparaging of Ka‘b as being of Jewish background and the likes, that is, up
until the 20"™ century. He was considered as a reliable narrator who never intentionally
lied in his transmissions. The problem would always go back to what he was narrating
of the isra’iliyyat, which is what contained the falsehood. Hence, the scholars, like Ibn
Kathir, would be more concerned with the authenticity of his narrations’ contents rather
than with his character, and this applies to any and all of the narrators of the isra’iliyyat.

Finally, a further challenge for the scholars in dealing with such traditions is
determining the authenticity of a particular narration’s attribution to ensure that a
tradition was actually narrated from the original narrator. In fact, Shu‘ayb al-Arna’ut
states specifically about Ka‘b that, “Not everything attributed to him is necessarily
authentic as being from him, for there were many liars who came after his time and who
attributed many narrations to him that he never stated.”** This only goes to show the
exalted reputation that Ka‘b had amongst the Muslims, such that even attaching his

name to a tradition would grant it some level of authority.?**

The same would apply to
those like Ibn ‘Abbas to an even greater extent, whose status is much grander than
Ka‘b’s and whose abundant traditions in the fafSir works pose an even greater challenge
to scholars.

The issue of authenticity opens up several other possibilities for further research.

For example, as the above study referred primarily to the exegetical work of Ibn Kathir,

a hadith scholar concerned with the historicity of various narrations, it would be

263 al-Dhahabi, Siyar a‘lam al-nubala’,v. 3, 389-390, n. 3.

26% One also has to bear in mind the grandeur of his status that is associated with Islamic and Jewish
folklore amongst the story-tellers who appealed to the common masses by using his name, even if falsely.
This status is due to some of his fantastic isra 7liyyat stories and narrations that he related from his
sources.
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interesting to examine how other zafsir scholars who had more philosophical
orientations treated Ka‘b and how they used his narrations. More specifically, such a
study would entail contextualizing Ka‘b and his narrations within the zafsirtexts that
represent the differing epistemological foundations and methodologies of the aA/ al-
hadith scholars versus the ahl al-ra’y scholars. Another line of enquiry would be to
examine Ka‘b’s treatment throughout the historical development of the genre of
classical tafsir, a study consisting of a comparative survey of various exegetes and their
works from several historical periods.*®

Ultimately, then, any study involving Ka‘b al-Ahbar and the 7sra 7liyyat as found
within any of the genres of Islamic literature would have to take into consideration all of
the above points. As for those who charged Ka‘b with anything other than what has
been set out and made clear in the above study, then the words of Muhammad Husayn
al-Dhahabi succinctly sum up an appropriate response: “O God! Verily Ka‘b has been
wronged by his accusers, and I cannot say anything regarding him other than that he is
trustworthy and reliable, a scholar whose name was exploited and had many narrations
attributed to him, most of which were fables and falsehoods, only to be circulated
amongst the common masses and accepted by the aged from amongst the

uneducated.”**

2% In this regard, the works of contemporary scholars who deal with exegetes that have not been studied
in depth or with classical fafSirtexts that have not been used widely, or even hitherto remain in
unpublished manuscript form, would be of immense contribution to such a study. An excellent example
of such a work would be Walid Saleh’s recent publication on the formation of the classical fafSirtradition
that discusses the exegesis of al-Tha‘labi, an scholar of the 5"/11™ century who lived during the time
period between al-Tabari and Ibn Kathir and was an essential contributor to the development of the genre
of tafsir. See Walid A. Saleh, The Formation of the Classical Tafsir Tradition: The Qur’an Commentary
of al-Tha‘labri, ed. Gerhard Bowering and Jane Dammen McAuliffe, Texts and Studies on the Qur’an
(Leiden: Brill, 2004).

%66 al-Dhahabi, al-Isra’liyyat fi *I-tafSir wa “I-hadith, 139-140.
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