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or contradiction among them. They draw from the same
source and resort to one faith. Since this is the case, then
is the difference among them neither in religion nor faith
but in the entanglements of passion rising from the
depths of ignorance; may God protect us from its
atrocities.
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salvation of Adam and his descen lants. His divinity was
never distinct from his humanity, neither pain nor its
symptoms affected the essence of the divinity. He was
never separated from humanity when divinity dwelt in it,
and when he was raised from the grave after three days,
and during his stay on earth for forty days after his
resurrection, and afterward his ascension into the Heaven
of his glory and his holy place, and the descent of the
Holy Spirit upon the pure disciples in the upper room in
Zion, and the spread of the pure disciples into the world
among all the nations, just as our Lord, Christ had
commanded them, and their proclamation without fear or
worry, without coercion or sword, to the faith in the
Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, unto deserting the
world and asking for another [heavenly] home.

v

Again, I saw them in unity on the celebration of the
Christian festivals. Moreover, they are in agreement
with regard to the Eucharist that it is the body of Christ
and his blood. All are consented to the Creed of Faith,
which was commanded by the three hundred and
‘eighteen fathers who convened in Nicene, and which is
recited by all on the holy services. Additionally, all are
in agreement as to the authenticity of the priesthood, its
orders: the patriarchate, the episcopate, prespaterate and
the diaconate, and on the completion of the baptism.

Al the son of Daud said: When I realized the agreement
of these three sects on what I have explained and their
faith delineated just as I have clarified, and that every
sect honors this faith and embraces these ideas without
additions or remissions, I knew that there is no difference
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Moreover, among the book of Acts, and the Catholic
Letters, which are written by the disciples of our Lord
Christ, I did not find any additions or remissions of any
book [possessed by these sects]. All of them are in
concordance as to their truth and confirm their
authenticity.

Given that the Gospel is the basis of the [Christian]
religion, as is demonstrated by Paul’s letters and
supported by the book of Acts, and given that I did not
find among them any material difference or divergence
of opinion, then therefore, their accord, unanimity and
faith are authenticated concerming the basis of the
religion, its demonstration and witness.

11l
Again, I found them equally unanimous concerning faith
in the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit; one God, three
hypostases equal in all aspects, one Essence, one nature,
one Will, one power. And Christ our Lord is the Word
of God, incarnate by the virgin Mary through partaking
of her pure flesh and holy blood--perfect and complete
humanity, which became one with God’s Word without
separation from the Father and the Holy Spirit, without
transmuting the supreme divinity. He was conceived,
carried in the womb for nine months and born to the
Virgin Mary without copulation. He was subjected to a
human upbringing in accordance with the Law of the
Torah. He was baptized in the Jordan river. He
developed perfectly in his divinity and humanity,
manifested by the miracles worked through his divine
power, his willing acceptance of suffering, and through a
voluntary and intentional crucifixion and death for the

58



Nestorians, the Melkites and the Jacobites. All who are
not of these three communities per se, stem from one of
these, such as the Maronites, the Isaacites, the Paulanites
and other Christian groups.

And among these three sects, I saw an ignorant group of
contentious and troublesome people, denouncing
everybody who differed with them as infidels, and
excommunicating them from the faith.

When 1 contemplated in it earnest, and examined it
carefully, I could not find among them any difference
that necessitates division as regards religion and doctrine.
Neither do I find a faith that contradicts the faith of
anyone’s fellows, nor a dogma that abrogates the dogma
of another.

il

All of them draw their faith and source of their
proclamation from the truthful Gospel of God, which was
transmitted to them by the primary guides, the pure
Apostles, namely, the disciples of our Lord Christ.
When I examined the Gospel that existed among these
three sects, I did not find any difference [in the Gospel]
among any of them, with neither additions nor
remissions.

Following the holy Gospels, there are fourteen letters of
Paul, the Apostle of our Lord Jesus Christ as a proof of
the Gospels. When I examined the letters, I did not find
any differences among any of the them, again no
additions or remissions among the sects.
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The Book of Unanimity of Faith and the
Principal Element of Religion and the Pride of
the Glorious Orthodoxy

“Ali ibn Dawud al-Arfadi, prosperous by God and
servant to His submission, said:

I

When I contemplated the magnificence of the Christian
religion, I saw it shining with the truth of faith in God, its
majesty and power, pure by its duties of worship to the
Creator of heaven and earth, and all that is upon it. It
[the Christian religion] is adorned with loving
pronouncements contained in the guiding law that is
prescribed by the rich and merciful Creator, proclaimed
to the furthest ends of the earth, east and west, far and
near, manifesting and propagating itself among the
nations and the peoples who are dispersed throughout the
furthest countries and regions. Every nation rejoices and
prides itself on what it has relative to the Christian
religion, bowing unanimously to the true Gospel which is
the basis of religion, the branch of faith, and the light of
truth.

Then I saw that some of these nations had fallen into the
trap of the accursed Devil, a situation that led to
misunderstanding, were petitioning for mindless causes.
As a result, divisiveness among the nations was rife, but
in spite of its multiplicity, divergence of opinions and
differentiated desires, all belong to one of three sects
which resort to three denominations. These three are as
trunks of trees, each with many branches, i.e. the
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to his book “Kitab fi Sihat al-Ingil,” which others did not
quote. Even his church affiliation is not clear enough,
which might be any of the sects that he mentioned. His
elaborate style on the tenets of the “Jacobite” sect could
be because of his affiliation to his sect. He is certainly a
Syriac Christian from Arfad, a locality situated north of
Aleppo, in the neighborhood of Azaz.!

The framework of The Commonality of Faith
(Kitab Igtima al-Amana) is clear, and it follows itself
systematically. Al-Arfadi stresses the fact that the
diversity among Christian sects is by no means the
divisions, although divisive individuals within each sect
there is “an ignorant group of contentious and
troublesome people, denouncing everybody who differed
with them as infidels, and excommunicating them from
the faith.” Then, al-Arfadi shows that they are
nevertheless united in the same Scriptures, the same
creed of faith, the same festivals and the same
sacraments. Furthermore, he discussed the “fundamental
doctrine” of Christians such as the unity of the divinity
and humanity of Christ, the name of the mother of God,
the sign of the cross and many rites and rituals. His
constant conclusion was “I could not find among them
any difference that necessitates division as regards
religion and doctrine. Neither do I find a faith that
contradicts the faith of anyone’s fellows, nor a dogma
that abrogates the dogma of another.”

" Yaqut al-Hamawi, Mu 'qam al-Buldan li Shihab al-Din Abi Abd
Allah Yaqut ibn Abd Allah al-Hamawi al-Rumi al-Baghdadi
(Beyrouth: Dar Sadir, 1955) 153.
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theologians and apologists expressed true Christian
sentiment towards the diversity of the Syriac church
traditions. For example, in the ninth century, of the West
Syriac tradition, Moshe bar Kepha,” Patriarch Keryakus
of the West Syriac tradition,’, and Ammar al-Basri of
the East Syriac tradition,” all expressed their conviction
that the differences among Christian traditions were
insubstantial in terms of the validity of the religion, and
they agreed on all essential doctrines.

As many before him, Ali ben Dawd al-Arfadi, the
ninth century writer, has been variously identified. Ibn
al-Assal, who quoted this writing, attributed it to “Elie,
Metropolitan of Jerusalem, who is called Ali Ibn
Dawud.”® Elie Ibn Ubayd is known as a bishop from the
Church of the East. On July 15, 893, Elie was named
Metropolitan of Damascus by the Catholicos John IV.”
This Elie is the author of a spiritual book entitled “Kitab
fi tsliyat al-ahzan.”™® However, these two named are not
clearly identical. According to our text, al-Arfadi refers

5 Abdul-Massih Saadi, Moshe bar Kepha's Commentary on Luke: A
Christian Apology (Diss. Chicago: 1999).

® W. Wright, Catalogue of Syriac Manuscripts in the Brithish
Museum Acquired Since the Year 1838 (Vol. 1, London: 1878) Add.
17145,

7 S. Griffith, “* Ammar al-Basri’s Kitab al-Burhan: Christian Kalam
in the First Abbasid Century,” Le Museon 96 (1983) 145-181; M. al-
Hayak, Ammar al-Basri: Apologie et Controverses (Beyrouth:
Librairie Orientale, 1986).

8 G. Graf, Geschichte der christlichen arabischen Literatur (Vol. 2;
Citta del Vaticano: Biblioteca apostolica Vaticana, 1944-53) 407-
414.

® G. Graf, I1 132-135.

' G. Levi, Mélanges Eugéne Tisserant (Citta del Vaticano:
Biblioteca apostolica Vaticana, 1964) 354-397.
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terms of theology, christology and ecclesiology.’ This
diversity, however, was by no means expressed in
divisiveness. Rather, the diverse communities were
united in proclaiming Christ’s message in practical ways.

It is not a surprise to encounter in the Syriac
literature such an openness and harmony towards the
diversity of Christian teachings. It is all the more
expected when a common adversary challenges their
common faith. The exchanged warm and loving literature
among the diverse Syriac Christians flourished as the
tenth Caliph, al-Mutawakkel (847-861), escalated the
pressures against them. As the policies of al-
Mutawakkel were implemented, his Turkish military
units gradually seized control of the state from the
Abbasid caliphs, and reinvigorated the Sunni version of
1slam oppressively against the Mu'tazilite, Christians and
other religious groups. The Christians in particular
suffered econotmically, socially, physically,
psychologically and religiously® In response, several

3 Abdul-Massih Saadi, “Christological contention and Tolerance in
the Syriac Church Tradition: A Case for Ecumenism,” Journal of
Assyrian Academic Studies xii.1 (1998) 47-56.

* Mari Saliba, the 13™ East Syriac Historian bitterly complained from
Al-Mutawakkel’s polices, saying: “He had subjugated the scholars
and the writers of his time, and diminished their honor, and made the
science and its seekers his enemy. Moreover, he killed many authors
and confiscated their properties and destroyed their homes. Thus,
the people of Dhimmi (the Christians) suffered a great deal of
afflictions, harms, and humiliation through forcing them to change
their cloths, and through destruction of their churches and
cemeteries, leveling it with the earth... Furthermore, in all places, he
ordered to humiliate the Nasareh (Christians), and to let them wear
the blue robe. See Maris Amri et Slibae, De Patriachis
Nestorianorum Commentaria (ed. H. Gismondi; Rome: Excudebat
de Luigi, 1896) 71.
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The Essential Unity in Christian Diversity:
Arfadi’s “The Unanimity of Faith”

I

By:
Abdul-Massih Saadi, Ph.D.

The tolerant attitude towards religious diversity
has been the main characteristic of Syriac Christianity.
Although Syriac Christianity was not spared acrimonious
dogmatic dispute, there is significant theological
literature that stresses the unanimity of faith among all
Christians. Removed from Greek culture, early Syriac
Christianity integrated the Christian message in the light
of its Semitic context to which the Old and most of the
New Testament belong. It is widely recognized by
modemn scholars that unlike Greek Christianity, which
developed an ontological [theology about the nature of
God’s being] interpretation of God and Christ, Syriac
Christianity =~ was  unconcerned with  dogmatic
argumentation. Syriac Christianity conceived of its faith
not as an intellectual exercise but rather as a Way, a way
of daily life, acts and continual mission.' Historically
speaking, like the rest of the Christians in world of pre-
fifth century, including the communities of the New
Testament,” Syriac Christianity was also very diverse, in

' G. Quispel, "The Discussion on Judaic Christianity," Vigiliae
Christianae 22 (1968) 81-93, esp. 81-2; J. Neusner, Aphrahat and
Judaism: The Christian-Jewish Argument in Fourth-Century Iran

2 David Rhoads, The Challenge of Diversity: the Witness of Paul and
the Gospels (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996) esp. the introduction.
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known among his people as “the trustworthy” because of
the good qualities which God had implanted in him.

51



prophethood between his shoulders in the very place
described in his book.

| When he had finished he went to his uncle Abu
Talib and asked him what relation this boy was to him,
and when he told him he was his son, he said that he was
not, for it could not be that the father of this boy was
alive. “He is my nephew,” he said, and when he asked
what had become of his father he told him that he had
died before that child was born. “You have told the
truth,” said Bahria. “Take your nephew back to his
county and guard him carefully against the Jews, for by
Allah! If they see him and know about him what I know,
they will do him evil; a great future lies before this
nephew of yours, so take him home quickly.

So his uncle took him off quickly and brought
him back to Mecca when he had finished his trading in
Syria. People allege that Zurayr and Tamman and Daris,
who were people of the scriptures, had noticed in the
apostle of God what Bahira had seen during that journey
which he took with his uncle, and they tried to get at him.
But Bahira kept them away and reminded them of God
and the mention of the description of him, which they
would find in the sacred books, and that if they tried to
get at him they would not succeed. He gave them no
peace until they recognized the truth of what he said and
left him and went away. The apostle of God grew up,
God protecting him and keeping him from the vileness of
heathenism because he wished to honor him with
apostleship, until he grew up to be the finest of his
people in manliness, the best in character, most noble in
lineage, the best neighbor, the most kind, truthful,
reliable, the furthest removed from filthiness and corrupt
morals, through loftiness and nobility, so that he was
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answered, “you are right in what you say, but you are
guests and I wish to honor you and give you food so that
you may eat.” So they gathered together with him,
leaving the apostle of God behind with the baggage
under the tree, on account of his extreme youth. When
Bahira looked at the people he did not see the mark,
which he knew and found in his books, so he said, “do
not let one of you remain behind and not come to my
feast.” They told him that no one who ought to come had
remained behind except a boy who was the youngest of
them and had stayed with their baggage. Thereupon he
told them to invite him to come to the meal with them.
One of the men of Quraysh said, “by al-Lat and al-"Uzza,
we are to blame for leaving behind the son of *Abdullah
ibn " Abdul-Muttalib."

Then he got up and embraced him and made him
sit with the people. When Bahira saw him he stared at
him closely, looking at his body and finding traces of his
description. When the people had finished eating and
gone away, Bahira got up and said to him, “boy, I ask by
al-Lat and al-'Uzza to answer my question.” Now
Bahria said this only because he had heard his people
swearing by these gods. They allege that the apostle of
God said to him, “do not ask me by al-Lat and al-'Uzza,
for by Allah nothing is more hateful to me than these
two.” Bahira answered, “then by Allah, tell me what I
ask.” He replied, “ask me what you like.” Then he
began to ask him about what happened in him in his
waking and in his sleep, and his habits, and his affairs
generally, and what the apostle of God told him
coincided with what Bahira knew of his description.
Then he looked at his back and saw the seal of
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The Story of Bahira
According to Ibn Hisham

Abu Talib had planned to go in a merchant
caravan to Syria, and when all preparations had been
made for the journey. The apostle of God, so they allege,
attached himself closely to him so that he took pity on
him and said that he would take him with him, and that
the two of them should never part; or words to that
effect. 'When the caravan reached Busra in Syria, there
was a monk there in his cell by the name of Bahira, who
was well versed in the knowledge of Christians. A monk
had always occupied that cell. There he gained his
knowledge from a book that was in the cell, so they
allege, handed on from generation to generation. They
had often passed by him in the past and he never spoke to
them or took any notice of them until this year, and when
they stopped near his cell he made a great feast for them.
It is alleged that that was because of something he saw
while in his cell.

They allege that while he was in his cell he saw
the apostle of God in the caravan when they approached,
with a cloud overshadowing him among the people.
Then they came and stopped in the shadow of a tree near
the monk. He looked at the cloud when it overshadowed
the tree and itS branches were bending and drooping over
the apostle of God until he was in the shadow beneath it.
When Bahira saw that, he came out of his cell and sent
word to them, “I have prepared food for you, O men of
Quraysh, and I would like you all to come both great and
small, bound and free.” One of them said to him, “By
God, Bahira! Something extraordinary has happened
today, you used not to treat us so, and we have often
passed by you. What has befallen you today?” He
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gathered together, and they embalmed him and buried
him. They placed him in a certain house with great
honor, sealing the door after him, so that they may see
what would happen to him. But no one was able to enter
that house because of the odor emancipates from
Muhammad’s corpse. It is not necessary for anyone to
investigate what happened to it. And .when Kalb the
scribe died, he was buried like an ass because his.
prophecy was not fulfilled, and because he was revealed
as a lyer and deceiver. But the people, intentionally,
abandoned the words of Rabban Sargis-Bahira, which
were the truth, and they embraced this tradltlon which
Kaleb the scribe handed to them. And up to this day,
they say that the Paraclete is Muhammad
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A man had killed his brother, and the murderer said, the
servant of the victim had killed him. He took refuge at
the bones of Sargis. By the effectiveness of God, and
through the intercession of Sargis, it became known who
had killed him. For after little while, the right hand of
the murderer withered, thus, he himself confessed
publicly.

After the death of Sargis, another man, called Kalb the
scribe, rose up.47 He was from the descendent of
Abraham, born in adultery among the Jews, and lived
there. And he was a scribe. This scribe, Kalb, became
their instructor after Sargis. He became a false prophet
and taught lies and proclaimed falsehoods. He changed
that which Sargis had written and taught, saying to them
that what Issa [Jesus], the son of Mary, had said,
“behold, I go and I will send you the Paraclete,” is in
fact, Muhammad. There will be a sign for you, when
Muhammad will die, he will ascend unto heaven just like
Issa [Jesus], the son of Mary, and he will rise again after

three days. But when Muhammad died, his people

“7 Kalb is to be identified with ka'b al-Ahbar, a Yemenite Jewish
convert around 638 A.D. Ka'b is considered the oldest authority on
Judaeo-Islamic traditions. Al-Ahbar from the Hebrew word,
signifies a scholarly title immediately below Rabbi current among
Babylonian Jewish scholars. Such a title is presumed to be

equivalent to the Arabic “alim or ‘allama (Z..o‘)l.c Fl |.JL:.). See

Encyclopedia of Islam (ed. E. Van Donzel; Vol. 1; Beiden: Brill,
1978) 316-317; M. Perlmann, “A Legendary Story of Ka'b al-
Ahbar’s Conversion to Islam,” Joshua Starr Memorial Volume (New
York, 1954) 85-99. Probably, the Christian author had pejoratively
altered his name to kalb which signifies “dog.”

“8 Cf. John 15:26.
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trapped me in order to kill me. When I heard this, T left
Senaar and came to this wilderness of the sons of
Ishmael, where no one hurts me.

[16] All these, Rabban Sargis-Bahira narrated to
Yeshu'Yhab: concerning the coming the Sargis toward
the sons of Ishmael, to the wilderness of Yathrib. When
I entered here, among the sons of Ishmael, they were
curds and simples, living a bad life, nourishing
themselves meagerly and poorly. They worshipped
idols, stones and stars of heaven; and everyone
worshipped the thing that he loved. They were behaving
like animals, without understanding or knowledge. Thus,
when I realized that they are in such situation, stiffed-
necked, I foretold to them about all the issues that
concern them, and I instructed them. I announced it to
them, saying that you will rule over the whole earth for
ten weeks of years. Now, when they heard this from me,
they all rose together and built me a cell in their midst,
- and they dug for me a well of water. Thus, I dwelt with
them in peace and rest — far from persecutors. In this
way, I, Yeshu'Yhab, I stayed with Bahira for seven days,
and I learned from him everything, Finally, Sargis-
Bahira fall sick and died.

[17] Bahira had disciplined the sons of Ishmael,
becoming their chief because he had prophesied to them
that they loved. Moreover, he wrote and delivered to
them this book which they called Quran. When this
Rabban Sargis died, they embalmed him in myrrh and
aloe in addition to many other fragrances. They placed
his body n a vauit and buried him. Over his grave, and
by means of his bones, a great miracle took place.
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break your rod before him and tell him: for thus your
kingdom will be broken, and not as you think that you
will give as inheritance to your sons after you.* I went
and did just as the angel commanded me. The King was
not angry with me, nor did he respond to me in any evil
way; but he just said, let God’s will be done. When one
of the chiefs of the army, called Phoka, the wicked, heard
that [ was sent by God, he raised a rebellion against the
King and killed him.** Thus, it [the prophecy] was
fulfilled in him by this very act. Then I went to the land
of the Persians, to Chosrau, king of Persians. Before
him, T broke half of my rod, and I said to him, thus your
kingdom will be broken by the sons of Ishmael.
Likewise, Chosrau was not angered with me, nor
wrathful. Chosrau asked me, saying, how did you
entered before Maurice, the king of the Romans? What
did you say to him? What is this revelation and from
where did you receive it? I responded and said to him, I
saw wild asses coming up against you, and they took the
crown off you head, threw it to the ground and trod it
under their foot. When Chosrau heard this, he did not
answer me any bad word, but he said, go in peace
wherever you want.

[15] I left the land of the Persians and came to the land of
the Romans, preaching that people should worship only
one cross and not many because Christ was crucified
upon one cross, and thus only one cross should be placed
in the church. When the bishops and the governors of
church of the Romans heard, they persecuted me and

% Maurice is a Byzantine emperor from 584 to 602.
% Phoka assassinated Emperor Maurice and succeeded him in 602
A.D.
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nine degrees. I saw the Spirit of God descending and
hovering down from heaven, and the ancient of days who
1s celebrated, he is Christ, God, the savior of the world,
the Son of God* I saw the world dissolved and
disappeared, and the heaven rolled up as a scroll and
disappearing. 1 saw everything disappearing and
vanishing, even the earth dissolving and becoming fou#
and bouh (disparate and chaotic). Everything became as
if there were nothing. I saw the Judge sitting and
awarding everybody according to his/ her deeds. I saw
the righteous people entering the Paradise. I saw Adam
and Eve, Enoch and Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses,
Elijah, Aaron the priest, the group of prophets, the
company of apostles, the twelve seats of he apostles, the
host of martyrs and confessors. 1 saw David singing and
saying, Hallelujah. I saw the tree of life and the tree of
good and evil, the spring that flows in the midst of
Paradise, becoming four rivers—T'igris, Euphrates,
Pishon and Gihon, which give like to all creation. Then
Seraph said to me, look and examine carefully the deep,
which is Gehenna. I saw an unquenchable fire, an
immortal worm, eternal punishment. Moreover, I saw
numerous people sighing and gnashing their teeth,
howling, lamenting and groaning, but no one listened to
them, nor who can care and comfort them from the
everlasting punishment. At that moment, I sighed and
said, what would benefit a person if he gained the whole
world, but he lost his soul.*

[14] These I saw in the spirit not in the body. Then the
angel said to me, go to Maurice, king of the Romans, and

¥ Cf. Revelation 16:20: 7:12-17.
Y Cf, Mk 8:36.
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[9] Again, I saw a man wearing a yellow cloth coming
from the East. 1 said to the angel, what is this, lord? He
answered, this is the last kingdom of the sons of Hagar
and Ishmael, with which their end and destruction will
occeur,

[10] Again, I saw a chariot, decorated with every beauty.
I said to the angel, what is this, lord? He said to me, this
is the kingdom of the Romans, who will rule at the end of
the all of the kingdoms of the earth.

[11] Again, I saw a great serpent, creeping and
swallowing everything before it without pity. I said to
the angel, what is this, lord? He said, this is the son of
perdition, the false Christ, who will come at the end of
the world. And I saw the Satan falling as a flash of
lightening from heaven, filled with envy and hatred
toward the whole race of the human beings.

[12] Again, I saw a man coming through the East wind
wearing splendid honor and glory. 1 said to the angel,
who is this, lord? This is Elijah, the prophet who will
come at the end of the world, who is the messenger
before Christ.

[13] Again, I saw three angels wearing white and clothed
the flame. I said to the angel, who are these, lord? He
said, these are Gabriel, Michael and Sarafael. One of the
angels approached me, saying, follow me. 1 followed
him with great delight and fear. I ascended with him into
heaven-- by spirit not by body. And I saw the heaven
and the heavens of the heavens, which demonstrates a
great unspeakable light, and the ranks of the angels of
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what is this, Lord? He said to me: this is like that of the
people of Hisham, the son of Muhammad.

[5] Again, T saw a bull coming calmly and with great
humbleness, and through the South wind. Upon his head
there were five horns of gold, two of silver and one of
iron. He went to the four directions and resided in
Assyria. Thus, I said to the angel, what is this bull? He
answered me, it is the kingdom of Mahdi, the son of
Fatmeh. And just as the bull is calm, humble and
peaceful, so it is his kingdom calm and peaceful more so
that all the Tayyaye [Arab] kingdoms.

[6] Again, I saw a lamb wearing wolf’s cloth coming
through the West wind. 1 said to the angel, what is this,
lord? He said, this is the kingdom of the sons of Sorfin,
which will crush all the kingdoms of the sons of Ishmael
by sword, and it will pursue them unto the mountain of
Yathrib.

[7] Again, I saw a goat coming from the West. I said to
the angel, what is this, lord? He answered me, this is the
seed of Yoqtan, who are the Qatranaye.

[8] Again, I saw a lion coming from the South,
destroying everything, eating everything and treading
down everything with great force. And there were
nothing that could resist him. 1 said to the angel, what is
this, lord? He said, his name is Great Might the one
brought by Mahdi, the son of Aisha. In whose days,
there will be an unprecedented, great crisis, since the
time Nebuchadnezzar and Beltshasar his son.
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he may be worthy of a certain revelation from heaven.
He who 1s from the East may be sent to the West, and he
who is from the West may be sent to the East. Then,
when the monks finished the Psalms of David and the
evening prayer, they came down from the upper altar to
the monastery. Afterwards, the guards surrounded the
upper alter in order to guard it so that no one may go and
abide there on the top of the mountain. For they do not
permit anybody to go up and sleep there. But I greeted
them and ate food with them, I, Sargis, secretly rose and
went on the top of the mountain of Sinai. There, I prayed
and was blessed by it; thus, a certain glorious vision was
reveled to me from God.

[3H saw an indescribable light, and thousands, but
unnumbered angles. And I saw one great cross that
lights up the whole earth, seven times the light of the sun.
I drew near to one of the angels, greeted him, bowing
down to him. He said to me: take heart, Sargis! do not be
afraid. I looked and saw the four winds in the heavens
struggling with each other. I saw a white beast coming
upon the South wind. It went to the East, the West, the
North and the South and rested in the West. On the head
of the beast, there were twelve horns. I said to the angel,
what is this, Lord? He responded and said to me: this is
the kingdom of the people of Ishmael.

[4] Again, I saw a black beast coming upon the North
wind. It came and went to the East and the West, the
North and the South and rested in the land of Babylon.
Upon its head, there were seven horns of iron, one of
gold, two of silver and copper. And I said to the Angel,
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There, I saw this Rabban Sargis among them. He was
from the Holy Land, from a village called Tshrn.*’In his
[hierarchical] rank, he was an elder. He was intelligent
and trained in the reading of the Scriptures. And he
called by [the people of] Hagar Bahira and a prophet
because he had prophesied to them about their kingdom
and about the twenty two kings, who will rule over their
posterity. And Rabban Sargis had advanced in age.

[2] 1, Yeshu'Yhab, the solitary, and nominally a monk,
went to Rabban Sargis, into his cell. I greeted him and
was blessed by him. As soon as Rabban Sargis saw me,
he sighed and bitterly wept, saying: “I have been in this
wilderness for forty years, but I have never seen a single
Christian, except you alone this day. But now, I realized
that the end of my life has approached.” I, Yeshu Yhab,
begin to speak to him and asked him, how was it his
coming to the wilderness and for what reason? He
responded to him and said: when I was in the monastery
of the solitaries, where I had lived for a long time, it
dawned on me to go to Jerusalem to pray and be blessed
by its holy sites. Thus, I left the monastery to fulfill my
intention. I went to and was blessed by the holy
sepulchre, by Golgatha and the rest of the holy sites.
After all these, T went up to the mount Sinai, to the site
where the prophet Moses had received the holy
revelation. At that same site, there was a monastery
mhabited by many monks and brothers serving it. I
stayed there for many days. I heard from some of the
brothers, who live there, saying that every one who
lodges or sleep over night on the top of this mount Sinai,

* Another Syriac version named his village as Garmai, which makes
Sargis possibly identical with Sargis of Garmai; see footnote 1.
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places, No'man with his entire city, Arabia, received the
seal of baptism on the hands of Mar SaberYeshu', the
Catholicus of the East. For earlier, they used to
worship the Star "Uzzi, which is Aphrodite Zahra.*
Even now, when they swear, they say: “No, by al-'Uzzi.
And I said to them, who is this by whom you wear?
They answered me that God is strong. But they are still
holding to that first tradition.

After, I, Yeshu'Yahb, the monk, had traveled among
mountains, plans and caverns, where the solitaries lived,
I went up to the holy mountain of Sinai, and entered
Egypt and the wilderness of Scete. I reached even the
inner wilderness, and went up Thebais. From there I
went in to the wilderness of Yathrib and to the
wilderness of the people of Hagar, the Egyptian one.
The Ishmaelites were simple, common and ignorant.
They were like the wild asses of the wilderness, without
order or law. [They were] wild like untamed horses, and
they were worshiping an stature of Aukbar,” who is
devil.

¥ On the baptizing of No'man by SaberYehsu', see Bar Hebraeus,
Chronicon Ecclesiasticum (Vol. II; ed. J. Abbeloos and T. Lamy;
Lovanii: Excudebat Car, 1872) 106.

“* Even the accounts of Bahira by Ibn Hisham and Ibn Saad recorded
the oath by “Allat and al-'Uzza.” Ibn Hisham, 80, Ibn Saad, 83.

* John of Damascus argued that the god Aphrodite was called
Khubar, which in the Arabic language means “great.” (xou ™
Agpobitn, nv o xa1 XaPap 1 Eavtov

ENWYOLACAY YAWOOT), ONEP OTUaLVEL ueyain.) J. Sahas, John of
Damascus on Islam: The 'Heresy of the Ishmaelites’ (Leiden: Brill,
1972) 132. Some modern scholars have argued that it is "ukbar
(+a0av), an image of a mouse.
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Soon, he acquired love and intimacy through the
reputation of SaberYeshu',’® the Solitary father, who
performed great, many miracles. [It was at the time
when] King No'man,” the ruler of the Tayyaye [Arabs]
brought him because of a sickness, No'man himself was
sick. He was tortured by a bad demon of the devil, just
as Saul in the days of the prophet David. This No 'man
used to reside at the first city of the Ishmaelites, its name
was Arabia.’® It was theirs at the days of Chosrau, the
king of Persians.”’ And through the guidance of Mar
SaberYeshu', the Catholicus of the East and the Mar
Yeshu'Zcha,*® the Solitary, to their true flocks of the
rational sheep of Christ, No'man was relieved from the
spirit of the bad devil, which was bitterly torturing and
tormenting him. Since at that time, the monks were few,
and were not found but in few locations and separate

* He is the early seventh century Catholicus of the Church of the
East. For details of SaberYeshu'’s accounts in connection with king
No'man see M. Tamcke, Der Katholikos-Patriarch Sabriso™ I (596-
604) und das Ménchtwm (Europiische Hochschulschriften. Reihe
XXI11I, Theologie Bd. 302; Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1988) esp. 22, 83.
33 The seventh century king of al-Hira of Lakhmid tribes.

3 No'man and his tribes were not in Arabia.

37 Chosroes Parwez [I, upon the assassination of the Byzantine
Emperor Maurice, his father-in-law in 602, invaded Syria, Palestine
and Egypt. It was not until 630 when the Persian troops began to
withdraw under Heraclious’ pressure.

% The solitary Mar Yeshu'Zcha is attached to the Catholicus
SaberYeshu'; see M. Tamcke, Der Katholikos-Patriarch Sabriso’ I
(596-604) und das Monchtwm (Frankfurt: 1988) esp. 22, 83. See
also Bar Hebraeus, Chronicon Ecclesiasticum (Vol. 11; ed. J.
Abbeloos and T. Lamy; Lovanii: Excudebat Car, 1872) 107, W.
Right, A Short History of Syriac Literature (2" edition; Amsterdam:
Philo, 1966) 133.
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of the sons of Hagar,”' and about the conversation which
Sargis had with Muhammad, the prophet of the
Saracens,’” and about the questions and answers, which
Muhammad had with Sargis, and about the entrance of
Rabban Sargis to the wilderness of Yathrib among the
sons of Ishmael, and how he was persecuted by his
contemporary bishops, and how they claimed that
because he hated of the cross, he was persecuted by the
church. In fact, because he said that only one cross
should be placed in the church, and to only one cross, we
should worship because even Christ was crucified on one
cross, not on many crosses.”> Additionally, he said that
we should not worship to a cross made of stone, nor of
silver, nor of gold, nor of copper, nor of such kind, but
only of wood, so that such kind may not be resembled
the idols which the idolatrous people do, the worshipers
of idols. After he had been persecuted by the bishops
and the elders because of these words, Rabban Sargis-
Bahira left for the wilderness of Yathrib, towards the
Ishmaelites. There, he lived in peace and calmness.

3! The term “sons of Hagar” in reference to the Arabs stemmed from
the Bible; likewise the “sons of Ishmael.”

32 One of the explanations concerning why the Arabs were called
“Saracens” is because Hagar had been sent away from Sarah empty
(in Greek) Sarra-kene (Z&ppag nevovg). The Syriac form of
Sargaye l.s:m is an adaptation to the Greek appellation.

33 The alleged Yeshu' Yhab (probably in the mind of the author he is
the disciple of Sargis) defends the tenets of Sargis in the context of
the eighth and ninth century Iconoclastic controversy. To be sure,
in Syria, there was dissension: within the Christian communities over
the appropriate public veneration to be paid to the cross and icon.
See S. Griffith, “Theodore Abu Qurrah’s Arabic Tract on the
Christian Practice of Venerating Images,” Journal of the American
Oriental Society 105 (1985) 53-73.
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Translation of the Syriac Text

Again, relying on the power of God, our Lord Jesus
Christ, my hope, we write the story of our Rabban Sargis,
who is called in the Saracenian language Bahira, and in
the Syriac [as well.] He is also called the heater of the
cross. He is the Solitary who dwelt in the mount Sinai,
and how did he discipline Muhammad. Amen.

[1] My beloved, this same Rabban Sargis® had narrated
to me—I, Yeshu'Yhab,”® the monk, concerning his
illness, his travels to the holy mount Sinai, and
concerning the kingdom of the Ishamelites, one thing
after another until the end--for it [the kingdom] appeared
to Sargis in the likeness of twelve beasts, which are
different from each other-- especially about the religion

*® There was a historical figure in the seventh century by the name of
Rabban Sargis of Garmai who had a disciple called Yeshu'Yahb.
While there were various versions of Bahira as a monk from Antioch
or Palestine, one version made him a native to Beth Garmai.
According to the historian Thoma of Marga, Sargis was reputed to
always side with the poor and powerless people not with the
powerful persons of the church. Thoma of Marga attributed to him a
book entitled “The Destroyer of the Mighty Ones.” See Toma al-
Margi, Kitab al-Ruwsaa [Arabic] (tr. A. Abuna; 2™ edition;
Baghdad: Dyana, 1990) 59; The book of governors: the Historia
monastica of Thomas, bishop of Marga, A. D, 840, edited from
Syriac manuscripts in the British museum and other libraries (ed.
and tr. E. A. Wallis Budge; Vol. 1 &2; London: Tribner, 1893).

% In addition to Yeshu'Yhab, the disciple of Sargis of Garmai, there
were three other contemporary prominent persons by the same
name: Yeshu Yhab I of Arzon (d. 595), Yeshu' Yhab II of Gadyla,
Yeshu' Yhab of Hadyab, and Yeshu' Yhab, the Itinerant monk. All
of these belong to the seventh century.
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concerned, the oral tradition of Sargis-Bahira in the
Christian tradition precedes the Muslim oral tradition,
but only the first part of Bahira in its earliest form.

‘Up to the ninth century, the story of Bahira in the
Christian tradition, which comprised only the first part,
was totally independent of that in the Islamic tradition. It
was only during the ninth century and in response to the
Islamic version of Bahira that the story of monk Bahira
(former Sargis) was developed. Thus, the second part of
the story of Bahira in the Christian tradition corresponds
line for line to Bahira in the Islamic tradition, but with
emphasis on Sargis-Bahira’s role of imstruction. To
provide a cohesive conclusion, the third part continued
the style of the first part, on which, along with the second
one, we will continue our study.
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The written text of the story of Bahira in both
Christian sources and Muslim sources appeared in the
ninth century although its oral tradition preceded the
text.”® It is certain that its oral tradition was well
distributed among and well received by all Christian
communities owing to the fact that it is referenced by
various Christian groups and is focused in various
editions. As a result, many versions of the story have
traces of the peculiarity of each Christian denomination.
Additionally, it is evident that the story was developed
and augmented to accommodate its apologetic purpose.
What applies to the story of Bahira in Christian sources
also applies to the same story in Islamic sources.

While the written text is evident in the ninth
century for both traditions, the question still arises as to
which tradition precedes which, the Christian tradition or
the Muslim? Christian sources demonstrate several
references of the Story which precede any reference in
Muslim sources. As a matter of fact, Muslim sources are
silent on this story before the ninth century. The silence
in the Muslim sources, however, does not eliminate the
possibility of its oral circulation among Muslim
communities prior to the ninth century. It should be
expected, at least, that a certain reaction from the
Muslims would arise as they hear the story from their
Christian subjects. Whatever the case, there is no
reference either in Muslim sources nor in Christian that
Muslims relate their own version of story prior to the
ninth century. Thus, as far as the documentation is

28 8. Griffith argued for the ninth century date as he discussed the
argument of many other scholars. See S. Griffith, “Muhammand and
the Monk Bahira: Reflections on a Syriac and Arabic Text from
Early Abbasid Times,” Oriens Chritianus (79 (1995) 146-174.
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our wickedness.””® Thus, Bar Penkaye related the events
of the Arab/ Muslim conquests as part of a divine plan,
prophesied by Daniel. Likewise, elements in the first
part of Bahira in the Syriac sources were mostly
employed and circulated in various forms as reflections
on the events: apocalypse, hagiography, homily and
reflection on history. Thus, the story of Bahira fits the
literary context as an apocalyptic and hagiographic story
of monk Sargis proper, who will later become Sargis-
Bahira and Sarigis-Bahira-Nestur.”’

The Date and the authorship of the Story

26 A. Mingana, Sources Syriaques. MSIHA-ZKHA & BAR-
PENKAYE, Texte et Traduction (Leipzig: Harrassowitz, 1908) 30*.
s du oy hordizms 1 wAa 1) mawy dm M
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To consult about John’s treatment of the events see A. Mingana,
Sources Syriaques. MSIHA-ZKHA & BAR-PENKAYE, Texte et
Traduction (Leipzig: Harrassowitz, 1908), chapter 15, see sep. 145-
146 (text), 176-178 (tr.). For further instances, see E. Macler,
“L’apocalypse arabe de Daniel,” Revue de [ 'histoire des religions 49
(1904) 293ff; J. Gottheil, “An Arabic Version of the Revelation of
Ezra,” Hebraica 4 (1887-1888) 14-117.
27 In Islamic sources, the additional name Nastur for Bahira appeared
in the ninth century historian Ibn Saad, 83. Likewise, the Christian
polemical Letter (Risala) of al-Kindi, adds the name Nastur to

Bahir4, reasoning that “Sergis was such a zealous Nestorian that

even he changed his name to Nestur; see al-Kindi, Correspondence
Between al-Hashimi and al-Kindi [Arabic] (Villach: Light of Life,
1991) 79. Since both sources were nearly contemporary to the ninth
century, it demonstrates how new elements continued to be added to
the original text as a result of constant discussion and argument.
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and applied them on the early history of Muslims.** The
story of Bahira is no exception.

The earliest part of the Christian story comprises
an -apocalyptic vision as an attempt to interpret the
historical events of the Arab conquests and their
domination in a biblical genre. This part has totally
different outlines from that of Bahira in the Muslim
tradition. Interpreting history in an apocalyptic way is
deeply rooted in the Syriac tradition as far back as the
writings of Aphrahaat (d. 364) and Ephrem (d. 373) and
even before.” During the Islamic era, many Syriac
writers related the history of the Arab conquests and their
domination in correlation with the prophecy of Daniel in
apocalyptic imagery. John Penkaye, for example, a
contemporary of the Arab conquests and its repercussion,
clearly stated the purpose of his writings as: “not to
entangle ourselves with complicated narratives, the result
of which may trouble our selves and forget our
purpose—in our book which we entitled “The Principles
of Words,” (Resh Melle). This is our purpose: to
demonstrate what God has done for us in His goodness,
and what we have dared to do in opposition to Him in

24T, Fahd, “Problémes de typologie dans la Sira d’Ibn Ishaq,” La vie
du Prophéte Mahomet. Collogue de Strasbourg, October 1980
(Paris: 1983) 66ff. ‘

2% Confer the arguments of H. J. Drijvers, “The Gospel of the Twelve
Apostles: A Syriac Apocalypse from the Early Islamic Period,” The
Byzantine and Early Islamic Near East (eds. A. Cameron and L.
Conrad; Princeton: 1992) 189-213; J Reinink, “Ps.-Methodius: A
Concept of History in Response to the Rise of Islam,” The Byzantine
and Early Islamic Near East (eds. A. Cameron and L. Conrad;
Princeton: 1992) 149-187.
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By mid-ninth century, the tension between
Christian and Muslims in power intensified. It was in
such an environment that certain Christian polemicist or
polemicists recast the story of Sargis-Bahira from
conventional hagiographic and apocalyptic story into a
an apologetic and polemical one,

The Religious Context

It is common among many religions that the
newest religion claims that the older religion testifies to
the truth of the new. Eastern Christians, for instance,
developed the episode of “Simon the Elder” mentioned
in Luke 2:25-35, as a way of having a significant figure
from the older religion (Judaism) miraculously testify to
the new religion.” In reaction to this and other Christian
interpretations, the Jews composed polemical writings,
among them a book known as Toledoth Yeshu (The
History of Jesus) with the portrayal of a sharply anti-
Christian version of the life of Jesus.”’ Similar stories of
testimonies were circulated concerning Buddha and
Zoroaster, which lie outside of the scope of this article.
In a similar way, later Muslim writers articulated many
religious types already circulated among other religions

2 Moshe bar Kepha (d. 903) and Dionysius bar Salibi (d. 1171)
related seven different versions of the story of Simon in the Syriac
tradition beginning from the fourth century. Despite their
differences, all drew the same conclusion. For further details, see J.
Koakley, “The Old Man Simeon (Luke 2.25) in Syriac Tradition
Orientalia Christiana Periodica 47 (1981) 189-212,

2 Toledoth Yeshu is preserved in several recensions, Aramaic and
Hebrew. For a summary introduction on this subject, see E.
Bammel, “Christian Origins in Jewish Tradition,” New Testament
Studies 13 (1966-67) 317-335.
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and in some of its aspects is akin to atheism.”"® Al-Jahiz
distinguished between his contemporary Christians and
those mentioned in the Quran. He contended that the
Christians concerning whom the Quran says “the nearest
in loving friendship to those who believe™® were not the
present Christians, and that “God did not mean these
Christians nor their like, i.c., the Melkites and the
Jacobites. Rather God meant the likes of Bahira and the
monks who were at the service of Salman.”*!

% J, Finkel, (ed.) Three Essays of Abu Othman Amr Ibn Bahr al-

Jahiz (d. 869) (Cairo: 1926) 17, he wrote:
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0 a-Maidah, 5:82, it reads:
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21 See J. Finkel, (ed.) Three Essays of Abu Othman Amr fbn Bahr al-Jahiz
(d. 869) (Cairo: al-Salfieh, 1963) 14, he wrote:
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Salman, like Bahira, being a Christian, recognized Muhammad
prophethood through the marks. Salman is a reference to Salman al-
Farisi, a companion of the Prophet and one of the most popular
figures of Muslim legend. According to one tradition, Salman was
an enthusiastic Christian, who left his father’s house to follow a
Christian monk. Having perused his education by many Christian
teachers, he learned about the coming prophet. Finally, when he was
in Yathrib, he met Muhammad and recognized him from the marks
of the prophet which the monks had described to him. Cf. The
Encyclopaedia of Islam: A Dictionary of the Geography, .
Ethnography and Biography of the Muhammadan Peoples (eds. H.
Houstsma and A. Wensinck; Vol. 4; London: Luzac, 1934) 116-117.
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Muhammad were recorded in the tract of The Monk of
Bet-Haleh along with the Emir of the (Mhagraye.)” The
Monk of Beth-Haleh relates to his Muslim interlocutor
that “Muhammad received the doctrine’ of monotheism
from Sargis-Bahira.”*

In the ninth century, the story was even more
widely spread and used as a means of apology and
polemics by both Christians and Muslims. The
polemical Letter (Risala) 6f al-Kindi in response to an
alleged Muslim attacker, al-Hashimi, referred to Bahira
as a heterodox monk, who left for Arabia and won
Muhammad away from idolatry, thus making him his
disciple.”” Corresponding to the version of Ibn Saad,
who named the monk Nastur, al-Kindi incorporated this
name, saying that the monk’s name was Sargis-Bahira,
but he changed his name to Nastur because he followed
Nastur’s teaching.”“ On the other side, the Mu tazilite
author, al-Jahiz (d. 869), reported to the. tenth Abbasid
Caliph, al-Muttawakel (d. 861) that “the Christian faith—
may God have mercy on you—resembles Manichaeism

Eastern Christian writers, “Arian” did not necessarily mean the
follower of Arius (d. 336), but it indicated every heterodox person.
13 8. Griffith, “Disputes with Muslims in Syriac Christian Texts,” B.
Lewis and F. Niewdhner (eds.), Religionsgesprdche im Mittelalter
(Wolfenbiitteler Mittelalter-Studien, 4, Wiesbaden: Otto
Harrassowitz, 1992) 259-261.

16 §. Griffith, “Disputing with Islam in Syriac: The Case of the Monk
of Bet-Hale and a Muslim Emir,” presented at the Syriac
S;rmposium III: The Aramaic Heritage of Syria. Forthcoming.

17 G. Tartar, Diglogue islamochrétien sous le calife al-Ma’mun (813-
834). Les épitres d’al-Hasimi et d’al-Kindi (Paris: Etudes
Coraniques, 1985) 231; see also al-Kindi, Correspondence Between
al-Hashimi and al-Kindi [ Arabic] (Villach: Light of Life, 1991) 79.
18 Correspondence, 79. :
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Busra,'' they encountered monk Bahira, who “looked on
his back and saw the seal of prophecy between his
shoulders, in a very place described in his book.” '* Thus,
Bahria warned his uncle to guard the child from the Jews,
who wanted to harm him."> Bahira also confirmed to his
uncle that “a great future lies before this nephew of
yours.”

The Polemical Context of Bahira

It is not easy to determine which religious
tradition first related the story of Bahira. The nuclear
story of Bahira according to the Christian version was
implicitly and/ or explicitly referred to by many Christian
authors beginning from the early eighth century. John of
Damascus (d. 749), writing in the early eighth century,
pointed out that Muhammad was exposed to the Old and
New Testament and was in dialogue with a certain Arian
monk." In a more explicit way, the names Bahira and

nine and of age thirteen, but he preferred the later; al-Diyarbakri,
257

'! Al-Halabi placed the events in Kfw, or in Myf h in the district of
Balqa, p. 194; al-Diyarbakri designates the village as Kft, six miles
from Busra, p. 257.

2 Unlike Tbn Hisham, Ibn Saad refers to a “redness in his eyes” as
the sign of Muhammad’s prophecy; Ibn Saad, 83.

¥ According to al-Tabari, Bahira warned of the Byzantines not Jews.
See al-Tabari, 1126. On the other hand, this warning is a biblical
motit of the protection of the holy child, Jesus, from Herod, and his
flight to Egypt (Matthew 2:13-15). For additional examples of
typology with Jesus in the Life of Muhammad, see T. Fahd,
“Problémes de typologie dans la Sira d’Ibn Ishaq,” La vie du
Prophéte Mahomet. Collogue de Strasbourg, October 1980 (Paris:
1983) 664%.

" . Sahas, John of Damascus on Islam: The 'Heresy of the
Ishmaelites’ (Leiden: Brill, 1972) 132. As in many instances of the
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The third part departs from the dialectical style of
the second part to follow, as in the first part, the
apocalyptic genre. Here, the story relates several
additional apocalyptic visions regarding the reign of the
“ten weeks” of the dynasties of “the sons of Ishmael” and
their final fall.

The Islamic version of Bahira,’ likewise, was
related by various traditions.® The most familiar of all is
the version of Ibn Hisham.” The story conveys that when
Muhammad was twelve years old, he was accompanied by
his uncle Abu Talib on a journey to Belad al-Sham.'® In

7 Ibn Saad (d. 845) named the monk Nastur not Bahiri; see Thn

Saad, Biographie Muhammeds bis sur Flucht [ Arabic] (Ed. Eugen
Mittwoch; Vol. 1; Leiden: Brill, 1905) 83. Al-Diyarbakri mentioned
that some people called Sargis, see Husayn Ibn Muhammad al-
Diyarbakn, Tarikh al-Khamis fi ahwal anfos nafis [ Arabic] (Vol. 1;
Byrouth: Shaban, 1970) 257. The later (late 9" or 10" century)
Christian polemic tract of Risala al-Kindi, added the name Nastur to
name Sargis- Bahir4, saying that Bahir4 changed his name to Nastur
because he adopted Nastur’s teachings; see G. Tartar, Dialogue
islamochrétien sous le calife al-Ma'mun (813-834). Les épitres d’al-
Hasimi et d’al-Kindi (Paris: Etudes Coraniques, 1985) 231; see also
al-Kindi, Correspondence Between al-Hashimi and al-Kindi
gArabic] (Villach: Light of Life, 1991) 79.

In addition to the tradition of Ibn Hisham, 79-82, there are Ibn
Saad, 82-84; al-Tabari, 1123; al-Halabi, 194; al-Diyarbakri, 257-259.
? A. Guillaume, The Life of Muhammad: A Translation of Ishaq’s
Sirat Rasul Allah (Lahore: Oxford University Press, 1970) 79-82;
Ibn Hisham, al-Sirah al-Mabawiyah [Arabic] (ed. M. al-Saga; 2™
edition; Cairo: al-Halabi, 1955) 182-183.

' Bar Hebracus (d. 1286) quoted an Islamic source referring to his
age as nine; Bar Hebraeus, Taikh Mukhtasar al-Duwal [Arabic]
{Bayrouth: Catholic, 1958) 94; Al-Tabari, makes his age nine; al-
Tabari, 1125. Al-Diyarbakri mentioned both traditions, that of age
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happened] because he said that only one cross should be
placed in the church, and only one cross, should be
worshipped since even Christ was crucified on one cross,
not on many crosses.” Consequently, Bahira withdrew to
the wilderness of Yathrib, where he encountered “the
Sons of Ishamel,” and he prophesied to them about their
future.. “The Sons of Ishmael” liked and honored him,
and they buiit a cell and dug a well for him, thus among
them he dwelt in peace and tranquility. The sons of
Ishmael used to visit him and were instructed by him. At
the end, “Bahira wrote and delivered to them the book,
which they called Quran.”” This section ends with two
notes. First, it relates that even after the death of Bahira,
the sons of Ishmael were resorting to his grave, over
which “a great miracle took place.” Second, after
Babhira’s death, a Jewish scribe has falsified the teaching
and the writing of Bahira, teaching them that
“Mubhammad is the Paraclete,” about which Jesus had
promised to send.®

The outline of the second part of the story

corresponds to the Islamic version of Bahira. It contains

how Babhira first encountered Muhammand, recognizing
him among the rest of the nomads, predicting that “he is
the one in whom his prophecy will be fulfilled.”
Afterwards, the story relates many encounters between
Muhammad and Bahira, and a string of questions and
answers between the two.

* This sentence is the last sentence of part one. It could just be an
addition to the original text. All the other elements of the first part
of the text can be found in earlier apocalyptic writings conceming
various events.

® Cf. John 15:26.
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Bahira in the Christian sources remains the same in all
textual traditions although with many variations. There
are shorter and longer recensions. Moreover, the
Christian Bahira was preserved in both the Syriac and
Arabic languages. Much evidence in the texts point to
the Syriac version as the earliest. It is evident that
throughout the centuries, copyists have changed and
interpolated various elements to enhance their apologetic
position at the time. While the story of Bahira in Islamic
sources consists of one part, in the Christian sources, it
consists of three parts. The three parts belong to
different periods, but are loosely tied together to form its
own tradition after the ninth century. According to this
written tradition, an itinerant monk, YeshuYahb, whose
long journey led him to monk Bahira, tells the whole
story. YeshuYahb encountered Bahira for eight days
after which he died. Then Yeshu Yahb relates the story
as he had heard it from Bahira himself,

In the first part, Bahira speaks about his journey
to Jerusalem and the holy Mount Sinai. On Mount Sinai,
he was captured, in spirit not in body, into heaven to
watch a vision which relates the religious and historical
future of the region. In that vision, Bahira was
commanded to warn both the Byzantine and Persian
emperors that their kingdoms will be vanquished at the
hands of “the Sons of Ishamel.” And “the Sons of
Ishamel” will dominate and rule up to “twenty four
kings,” and “within ten weeks.” Bahira obeyed the
command of the angel, according to the vision, and
informed both emperors, who caused him no harm. The
harm, however, came from the hierarchy of the church,
accusing him being “hatred of the cross.” “In fact, [this

* The numbers of “weeks"” and/or “kings” are biblical motifs.
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future.” Equally, lay Muslim readers are less acquainted
with Babhira in the Christian sources.

There are two versions of Bahira in the Christian
sources, one Syriac and another Arabic. Both versions
are filled with historical, ecclesiastical and doctrinal
elements, which are traced back to the seventh century.
Additionally, the story on its own right is an apocalyptic,
hagiographic and apologetic literature. Thus, it would be
insufficient to treat all these elements in one article,
especially for the lay reader. A comprehensive study and
critical edition of the story might be separately published
soon. The purpose of this article, however, is to
introduce the written story of both Christian and Muslim
versions, then to treat the issue of date and authorship.
As the article continues, the important historical events
embedded in the story, and its religious motifs will be
highlighted. Throughout the story, the reader will be
guided to look at the text within its own historical and
apologetic context. The focus will be on the Syriac text,
the Arabic text will also be published, and a new
translation based on the Syriac version will be added
when there is a gap between the two versions. The
Islamic version of Bahria is quoted from Ibn Hisham.

The Text
As 1t is the case in the Islamic tradition of the
story of Bahira, the essential outline of the story of

3 Both quotation are taken from Ibn Hisham; A. Guillaume, 7%e Life
of Muhammad: A Translation of Ishaq's Sirat Rasul Allah (Lahore:
Oxford University Press, 1970) 80-81; Ibn Hisham, al-Sirah al-
Mabawiyah [Arabic] (ed. M. al-Saqa; 2™ edition; Cairo: al-Halabi,
1955) 182.
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The Story of Monk Sargis-Bahiri:
Early Christian-Muslim Encounters

By
Abduil-Massih Saadi, Ph.D.

Introduction

The Syriac communities have been orally
circulating the story of the monk Sargis-Bahira' since the
eighth century. Although its oral tradition is widely
spread, the written story is not well studied and
publicized. Moreover, the oral story (or stories) has been
embellished and/ or distorted and ends with varying
conclusions. At a later period, the Christian version of
Bahira was translated into Armenian and Latin where it
gained more popularity, as a means of apology.” Less
known among lay Christian readers is an Islamic version
of Bahira’s story, in which Bahira testified to
Muhammad having “the seal of prophecy” and “a great

! Among its various meanings, the name Bahira (Viman) is a Syniac

monastic honorific title meaning “the tested one” or “the tried one”
? J. Bignani-Odier and G. Levi Della Vida, “Une version latine de
I’apocalypse arabe de Serge-Bahira,” Mélanges d archéologie et
d’histoire, 62 (1950} 125ff: R. Thomson, “Armenian Variations on
the Bahira Legend,” 1. Sevcenko and F. Sysyn (eds.) Eucharisterion:
Essays Presented to Omelijian Pritsake (Harvard Ukrainian Studies;
Vols. 3-4; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1979-1980) 884-
895, also R. Thomson, “Muhammad and the Origin of Islam in the
Armenian Literary Tradition,” D. Kouymjian {ed.) Armenian
Studies: Etudes Arméniennes in Memorian Haig Berbérian (Lisbon:
Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, 1986) 829-858.
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were able to convince the Christians that (notwithstanding
their current state of political subjugation) theirs was the true
religion. There were many such stories, and they must be
studied alongside the more abstract treatises of theology if we
are to understand the full diversity of the eastern Christian
response to Islam.
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What then of the provenance of this text? It would
appear that it was composed in the ninth or tenth centuries.
Although preserved today only in ancient Georgian, its
original language of composition was very likely Arabic. If
not in fact composed in the Melkite monasteries of Palestine,
it must have early on been circulating among them. And it
was from them that the text passed to the Georgian monks of
Palestine and thence to the Georgians of Georgia. This much
can be surmised as to the provenance of the Life of John of
Edessa.

CONCLUSIONS

The Muslims conquered the Near East in the early seventh
century and left in their wake a mass of dazed Christians. The
Muslims made claims, which, if true, meant that Christianity
was false. Christians responded to the theological challenges
of early Islam in many different ways. One option is quite
familiar to modern scholars. It was to compose abstract
theological treatises that laid bare the errors of the Muslims
and confirmed the truth of Christianity. Such treatises were
conceptually sophisticated and have accordingly received
much attention from modern scholars. One wonders,
however, whether this attention is not disproportionate to the
importance of these treatises when they were first written.
These were works composed largely by the intellectual elite
for other members of the intellectual elite. They would
accordingly have been accessible and understandable to only
a very small percentage of the Christians. But there were
other ways to respond fo the challenge of Islam. One way: to
tell stories, stories which confirmed the Christians in their
own sense of superiority, stories which could more easily
circulate in popular contexts (even if they are today preserved
only in the writings of the intellectual elite), stories which
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988, the floruit of Modrekili. How much earlier, then, did it
appear? While certainty escapes us, we can surmise that it
may have been quite earlier, for Modrekili’s manuscript
stands at a number of removes from the original. His version
of John’s service was copied from an earlier exemplar and
this earlier exemplar made use of the Georgian version of the
Life. Moreover, the Georgian version of the Life was derived,
it seems, from an Arabic original. We can only guess how
long it might have taken for the text to pass through these
three stages, before ending up in Modrekili’s manuscript—
maybe 25 years, maybe 125. Please note, however—whatever
estimate is offered, it is certain that less than two hundred
years separate the Life from the events it purports to
describe.

Where was ‘the text composed? We know not. There
are, however, good reasons to associate it with the Melkite
Christians of Palestine. The Georgian manuscript which
preserves it was a paterikon of (largely) Palestinian saints
copied in Jerusalem at the Monastery of the Cross. Given the
close connection between the Monastery of the Cross and the
Monastery of Mar Sabas, it is perhaps not surprising that
another colophon in that manuscript specifies that at least one
of its works was translated into Georgian at the Monastery of

Mar Sabas.lg Furthermore, as we have seen, a copy of the
text in Arabic was once preserved among the monks of St.
Catherine’s, a monastery whose religious life in the Middle
Ages was closely linked to the monasteries of Palestine.

9

: This colophon is found at fol. 305r
(KeKelidze, art: €it., 1089; Wardrop, op. ©it.,
404) where a marginal comment reads: “The life of
the holy fathers [Stephen and Nicon) was
translated in the laura of ocur holy father
Sabas.”
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Anton Baumstark assigned it on paleographic grounds to the

tenth century.” Although this manuscript was destroyed, a
very small portion (corresponding to §14 ofthe Georgian
text) was edited by Paul Peeters in 1930. Judging from this
excerpt, it is a question of a recension similar to that found in
the Georgian version of the text, not infrequently agreeing
even as to the order of words.

Yet another copy of the text must have existed at one
time at the Monastery of St. Catherine (Mount Sinai). This
can be inferred from an Arabic fragment preserved in the

18
Mingana collection.  Manuscript 248 of that collection

consists of two leaves containing the table of contents for a
manuscript now lost (or so it would seem). Among the works
mentioned is “The Story of the Bishop of Edessa with a Jew
and the caliph Harun ar-Rashid.” It is almost certain that this
was another copy of the Life of John of Edessa.

When, therefore, was the Life of John of Edessa
written? Because the text mentions Harun al-Rashid, it must
have appeared after the years of his reign (786-809), let us
say, after ca. 800 A.D. At the same time, it must predate 978-

The Life of John of Edessa occupied ff. 116r-122r
of this manuscript.
17Note, however, Peeters’ conclusion {(art.
cit., 86 n. 4): “I1 parait bien difficile
d’ admettre que ce volume remonte au Xe siecle.”
18

A. Mingana, Catalogue of the Mingana
Collection of Manuscripts, vol. 3 {Cambridge,
1939), 52. The ms. is undated, though Mingana
assigned it to ca. 1400 A.D. That it came
originally from St. Catherine’s is clear from a
note on fol. 2v, which calls down curses on
anyone who would remove the manuscript from that
monastery.
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but of a Semitic original. Kekelidze was right on this point.
Its Semitic origins are also suggested by its sometimes very
un-Georgian syntax, in particular the occasional use of
resumptive pronouns after relatives, a construction typical of

both Syriac and A-rabic.14 The one clear Semitic loan in the
text (at §12—waylak or “woe unto you”) is unfortunately not
only good Syriac, but good Arabic as well. That said, I would
tend toward Arabic rather than Syriac as its language of
composition, and this, for the following reason: while no
version of. the text is currently known to be extant in

Arabic, o it is certain that such a version was once extant, and
in more than one copy.

Among the manuscripts once preserved in the
University of Louvain was one which contained a copy of the
text in Arabic. This manuscript did not survive the Second

16 . |
World War. It must, however, have been rather old, for

Life of John of Edessa and the Passion of Michael
the Sabaite.

14 .
For example, romel mis mier (8§11},

literally “who from him,” but meaning “from
whom. ”

15
As this article was in press, a

substantial fragment of the Arabic version of the
Life of John of Edessa turned up in the Sinai
collection. A study of it (with an edition and
translation) is being prepared by myself and Mr.
Cyrille Khairallah.

16
The manuscript was described by Anton

Baumstark in Karl W. Hiersemann, Katalog 500:
Orientalische Manuskripte: Arabische, syrische,
griechische, armenische, persische Handschriften
des 7.-18. Jahrhunderts (Leipzig, 1922), 10-12.

17



the Life must already have existed by that date. How much
earlier is uncertain. AH that can be said is that Michael himself
was not the author of the service in question. He-was merely
transcribing an earlier copy of the service, as is clear from the

occasional scribal errors in his text, not the sort of thing one

10
would find in an autograph.

To push the date back still further: the Georgian
version of the Life was itself not originally composed in
Georgian. It was a translation from a still earlier version of
the text. There has been some debate as to what its original
language might have been. Korneli Kekelidze suggested a
Semitic original, either Syriac or Arabic, but probably

.1 . ;
Syriac.  He based his conclusion on the forms of the names.

.. 12
Paul Peeters, to the contrary, suggested a Greek original,

He mentioned this as an aside while discussing other matters
and did not provide the reasons for his conclusion, noting that
he would treat the subject at greater length elsewhere—
something he apparently did not do before his death. I cannot
think what evidence could be mustered to support a Greek

T : -
original. The names are indeed reminiscent not of a Greek,

10
It should alsoc be noted that this

service was not a translation but an original
composition in Georgian: this can be included
from the fact that it is an acrostic.

Kekelidze, art. cit., 109-10.

12
"lLa passion de S. Michel le Sabaite,"

Analecta bollandiana 48 (1930): 86,

13
Peeters’ wview (ibid., 85-91) may have

been based on his thesis (untenable, I think)
that there was a genetic relationship between the

16



restored) by Gregory Prochore between 1030 and 1050 ’ It
can therefore be concluded that the scribe must have copled_
his manuscript between those dates. On yet another occasion
in the manuscript the scribe invoked God’s blessings on the
Byzantine emperor Michael. He did not spec1fy which
Michael he meant. We can surmise, however, that it is here a
question of either Michael IV or Michael V, who reigned -
1034-41 and 1041-42 respectively. The scribe must therefore
have copied his manuscript between 1034 and 1042. And
accordingly, the Life of John of Edessa must have appeared
before that date.

It is possible to be even more precise. There 1s extant
in Georgian a service in honor of John of Edessa, one whose

i ; : —
main source was the Georgian version of the Life. The
manuscript in which this service is preserved is in the hand of

9
the famous Georgian hymnographer, Michael Modrekili.” As
it is known that Modrekili flourished between 978 and 988,

7
On the monastery and its founding, see R.

Janin, “Les géorgiens a Jérusalem,” Echos de
orient 16 (1913): 32-38, 211-19; as well as
Gregery Peradze, "An Account of the Georgian

Monks and Monasteries in Palestine," Georgica 4/5
(1937): 220-22,

8
This service has been edited and

translated into Russian by Kekelidze, art. cit.,
1Z8-35.

5-425 of the Institute of Manuscripts in
Tbilisi. On Michael and his hymnographic labors,
see Michel van Esbroeck, “L'hymnaire de Michel
Modrekili et son sanctoral (Xe siecle),” Bedi

Kartlisa 38 (1980): 113-30, with the extensive
bibliography there cited.
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arguments in what follows, the reader may find it helpful to
refer to the synopsis presented in Figure One.) The text of the
Life is currently preserved in a single Georgian manuscript,

4
British Library add. 11281. Acquired by that Library in 1827
in Alexandria from an Armenian priest, this manuscript is a
paterikon and contains accounts of a number of (mostly)

..o ; . : :
Palestinian saints. The scribe of this manuscript, a certain
John the Black, provides in his manuscript a number of

colophons that shed light on when and where he li*ved.6 From
these it is clear that the scribe was a monk in the Palestinian
Monastery of the Cross and that he was writing while the
founder of that monastery (Gregory) was still alive, indeed,
while he was still in the process of building the monastery.
The Monastery of the Cross was founded (more properly,

introduction to Kekelidze’'s edition and
translation. The discussion which follows draws
heavily on the work of Kekelidze, though (as will
be seen} I differ from him on a number of points.

4 .
On this manuscript, see the detailed

description in J. O. Wardrop’'s appendix on the
Georgian manuscripts of the British Library in F.
C. Conybeare, A& Catalogue of the Armenian
Manuscripts in the British Museum (London, 1913),
397-405.

5
Among these: Sabas, Chariton, Theodosius,

John the Chozibite, and others.

6
The relevant colophons have been

reproduced by Kekelidze, art. cit., 108-9; they
can also be found in Wardrop’s catalogque.
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without change, that you are perpetual, that
you are able to revive whomsoever you wish
and kill whomsoever you wish,

Immediately, the caliph’s daughter arose, restored to her
former state, and the angels brought back her soul from Sheol
and placed it again in her body. Not surprisingly, Harun was
seized by great fear and wonder (§18), with the result that he
ordered that there be a cessation of hostility with the
Byzantines, that the Christians be allowed to celebrate their
faith openly, that they be relieved of their taxes, and that
churches be built throughout his kingdom.

As for Phineas, John led him to the city of Raqqah, to
- the waters of the Euphrates. There he baptized him and gave
him the Eucharist (§19). While he was being baptized, water
rose up to the top of Phineas' head and there formed the sign
of the cross, while the river itself stopped flowing and rose up
like a wall. The anonymous narrator of the Life concluded by
noting that Phineas received baptism on the seventh of April,
as did his whole household, a total of 240 people, and that
still others were baptized that day (so many that their number
is beyond counting).

PROVENANCE

For all its glory, for all its banality, this is the story told by the
Life of John of Edessa. What of its provenance? Who was its
author? The text itself never says. Although we do not know
who wrote the text, we can know when it was written, or at

3
least approximately so. (In order better to follow the

3
The only detailed treatment of this

text’s provenance seems to be that found in the

13



Phineas called to mind yet another Gospel promise
(§15). Does it not say in the Gospel that not a hair on the
head of a Christian can be harmed or destroyed? He then
asked John whether it would be permitted to cut off half his
beard and throw it into the fire in order to see if it would
burn. John consented, but forbade the Jew to do the cutting.
Phineas, however, disobeyed and immediately he touched
John’s beard his hand withered. Fortunately, there is one
other Gospel promise and Phineas reminded John of it (§16).
Does it did not say in the Gospel that Christians can cure
those who are ill? Accordingly, stretching out his hand, John
cured Phineas’ withered hand.
| It so happened that the daughter of the caliph had
died exactly forty-seven days before the debate and
thaumaturgic contest (§17).

The Commander of the Faithful remembered
this and said to those reclining there and to
those of his household: “How sad I am on
account of my daughter. I have not seen one
more beautiful than her and more good.
Perhaps Abba John will be able to raise her up
by the will of his Lord [and restore her] to her
former state.”

Taking John and Phineas aside, he led them into his garden,
to the spot where the girl was buried. When asked to raise
her from the dead, John ordered that the grave be opened. He
then raised his hands to heaven and prayerfully reminded God
how he had raised up Lazarus, adding:

. my Lord and my God, I ask and beseech

you to make it clear to these people that you
are without beginning and end, that you are

12



John, not surprisingly, successfully cast the demon out. And
all present were amazed, excepting Phineas, who proclaimed
that magicians as well can do exactly the same thing, and this,
without any difficulty.

[Now beginning to get upset, to this John
replied]: “Phineas, if I didn’t know that you
will convert, 1 would order the demons to take
up their abode in you and thusin a moment
bring you to eternal destruction.” When John
had said this, Phineas saw the demons drawing
themselves up around him in a circle. They
looked like little sparks of fire. At this the Jew
began to tremble in fear, so much so that he
lost the ability to speak. He motioned for
paper and on it wrote: “Abba John, why are
you angry at me? I am only testing you so
that, when I leave my own religion (in which I
have no doubts) and enter another, I might be
able to explain this to others.”

Relenting a bit, John made the sign of the cross over Phineas,
who once again was able to speak. And again, the caliph and
everyone present wondered at this.

Again Phineas reminded John of the words of the
Gospel (§14). Does it not say that the Christian can drink
poison without being harmed? Being a skillful physician, he
just happened to have a very deadly poison near at hand. And
to show just how lethal the poison was, he testeditona
dog—one drop and the dog’s flesh pulled off its bones. Into a
cup Phineas then poured enough to kill fifty dogs. Without
fear John drank and with a radiant face sat down. When
nothing happened, the caliph and all present wondered at this.

11



As it seems to me, [he proclaimed], the
prophets testify to the truth of what the
[Christians] say. As does the Pentateuch.
Moreover, the Prophet David believed as they
believe,

The caliph continued by offering additional evidence in
support of John’s earlier arguments that a human being is
tripartite. If one of the three parts in a person is gone, that
person dies. Even so, the three are all different from one
another, notwithstanding that they share a common nature
and are inseparable in will and counsel. In effect, the caliph
had consented to the truth of John’s arguments and gone on
to strengthen them.

ACT THREE—A THAUMATURGIC CONTEST

Sensing that he was at aloss to triumph rationally, Phineas
decided to try a different strategy (§13). Does it not say in the
Gospel, he asked, that you shall cast out demadns in the name
of Christ? Indeed it does, John replied. With the caliph’s
permission, Phineas had a demoniac brought (“one of'the

2
sons of Heshumi, who eats his own flesh™). Bound hand and
foot, when the demoniac saw the saint, he cried out, in words
echoing Legion in the Gospel:

What is there between we and you, disciple of
Christ? We are many in one man. Where do
you propose to send us?

2
That is, one of the Banu Hashim, the

tribe of both Muhammad and the Abbasids.

10



sense things. Even as man is three in one, so also God is three
in one. -
Should Phineas still doubt that God is three, John
expanded his argument, adducing additional scriptural
testimony (§10). The book of Genesis (1.2), in describing the
process of creation, had stated that in the beginning God
made the heavens and the earth and that at that time the Spirit
tarried upon the waters. Here also, John concluded, is a
reference to the Trinity. God the Father is obvious, as is the
Spirit. And when God spoke (“let there be light”), there is the
third of three. John then brought forward additional
testimony from the prophets and from Moses (§11). David
had said (Ps 33.6):

By the Word of God the heavens were
confirmed and by the Spirit of his face each of
their powers.

This too, without doubt, was a reference to the Trinity: God,
Word, and Spirit. So also, Moses had said: |

I am the God of Abraham, and the God of
Isaac, and the God of Jacob.

He did not say “I am the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.”
Why repeat the word “God” three time, if not to show that he
was a trinity of persons? In the end, John concluded, it is
necessary to think of God as three and one, even as the sun,
its light, and its heat are three and one.

At this point something remarkable happened (§12).
The caliph turned to Phineas and chastised him for being
harsh to the Christians.



This is the crown of Phineas . . . whom God is
turning from error to the truth. He will have
knowledge of the holy Gospel. He will believe
in the advent of God, Jesus Christ. This will
take place through John, the good shepherd
who is set as ruler over the city of Edessa.

Notwithstanding the dream, Phineas declared that he would
never accept a scripture other than the books of Moses and
the prophets, that he would never abandon the rites of
Judaism, and that he would confess only that to which God
has borne witness in the books of the prophets.

ACT TWO—A THEOLOGICAL CONTEST

The next day, the caliph summoned John and Phineas in order
that they might discuss matters of theology (§8). After being
commanded to use civil words, the Jew and the Christian
kissed one another and the debate opened. When Phineas
declared that he stood on the prophets, John responded that
he should therefore believe him to whom the prophets testify,
the Christ, that he is come and that he is God. Phineas
naturally demanded that proof texts from the prophets be
offered into evidence. In particular, he wanted proof that the
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are one God and one nature
(§9). John responded with words from the book of Genesis:
“Let us make man in our own image and likeness” (Gen
1.26). In what respect, John asked, can a2 man be said to
resemble God? Is it the beard? the feet? Surely not. A man’s
likeness to God consists in his being himself tripartite. He is
mind, that which governs, and word, that which expresses
mind, and breath, that which makes it possible to live and



Christ—an image which was given by your
hand to Abgar the king to fortify his belief,
and this, on account of his upright mind.

John then bade his disciples not to open the doors of the
church until eighty days had passed (§3). For seven days John
prayed in the room with the image of Christ. It was then that
God sent the angel Gabriel to promise him that he would take
vengeance on the Jew. Leaving the church, John summoned
all the faithful of the city of Edessa and reported to them
what he had been told (§4). He then took all the bishops
under his charge and proceeded to the city of Raqqah (capital
of the jund of Palestine) in order to meet with Harun,

As John was drawing near, the caliph saw a dream. It
bade him go and meet the disciple of Christ, promising that if
he received the saint well he would prosper, but that if he
treated him with disrespect his power would falter (§5). The
dream also informed him that:

God has given the Jew into the hands of the
disciple of Christ, Abba John; if he wishes, he
will kill the Jew; if he wishes, he will give him
life.

With the whole of his army, the caliph left the city (§6). And
when they reached the mountain overlocking Raqqah, the
caliph saw John and his entourage. He also noticed that they
were miraculously overshadowed by a bright cloud and that
they were being preceded by a fragrance sweeter than any
perfume. Needless to say, the caliph received John with
honor.

When the Jew heard of John’s honorable reception he
was greatly disturbed (§7) That night he too had a dream. In
it a crown descended from heaven and a voice proclaimed:



accessible today only in ancient Georgian and modern
L1
Russan.

ACT ONE—SETTING THE STAGE

The Life of John of Edessa begins with a description of
Phineas the Jew (§1). It explains how he was among the most
learned Jews of his day, how he conceived a great hatred for
the Christians, how through his slanders he caused Harun al-
Rashid to hate the Christians, and how this resulted in all the
Christians being dismissed from “their positions as scribes and
courtiers.” When news of this reached John, the bishop of
Edessa, he was understandably disturbed (§2). He blamed the
current ignominy of the Christians on their sins and made the
following oath to God:

I swear by your name that I shall enter your
holy temple and shall not leave it at all. Either
I die or you help me and give me your power
to be victorious over this Jew and confound
him. I shall not eat any food, but I shall stand
before you, venerating your holy place in
which is your image, our Lord God, Jesus

1
An edition and Russian translation were

prepared by Korneli Kekelidze and published in
the journal Xristianskij Vostok 2.3 (1914): 301-
348, under the title “Zitie i podvigi Iocanna
Katolikoca Urhajskogo” (“The Life and Exploits of
John the Catholicus of Edessa”). The same was
reprinted {with a number of additional footnotes)
in Kekelidze’s Et’iudebi jveli kartuli

lit*erdt "uris ist’oriidan, vol, 7 (Tbilisi,
1961), 102-135, It is the latter that I have used
in this study.



JOHN OF EDESSA AND PHINEAS THE JEW
AT THE COURT OF HARUN AL-RASHID

BY
John C. Lamoreaux, Ph.D.
Southern Methodist University, Dallas

“My beloved, I wish to tell you a story. It concerns events
which transpired in the days of Harun al-Rashid, the
Commander of the Faithful” Thus begins the Life of John of
Edessa, the subject of this communication. Notwithstanding
its title, this text does not recount the life of its hero: his birth,
education, miracles, and pious death. Details such as these are
lacking. What this text offers, instead, is a detailed account of
just one event in its hero’s life, his debate with Phineas the
Jew in the presence of the caliph Harun al-Rashid (r. 786-
809). This text is interesting not for its historicity, for it has
none. It is a work of fiction; the events it recounts never took
place. This text is interesting, instead, because it is a fine
example of how the telling of stories can function polemically
and apologetlcally, to refute the faith of one’s opponents and
defend one’s own,

The Life of John of Edessa is, asit were, a play in
three 'acts. Act One sets the stage, introducing the main
characters and bringing them together in a state of conflict.
Act Two has them engage in repartee on the nature of God:
that he is a trinity of persons and that Christ is fully God. Act
Three s a thaumaturgic contest between John (ie.,
Christianity) and Phineas (i.e., Judaism), all under the
watchful eye of Harun al-Rashid (i.e., Islam). Before turning
to the question of this text's provenance, perhaps it will not
be out of place to discuss its content briefly, especially as it is



century, this wave of “openness™ —so to speak- is
represented by great scholars from the Syriac churches
such as Moshe bar Kepha, Keryacus, and Ammar al-
Basir. This wave demonstrates the response of Syriac
Christianity to the challenges of its weakness; a response
that sustained its body to continue its existence and
witness to its message.

In the anthology section, our resident poet Saad Saadi
has composed an epic poem in a “Mesopotamian” Arabic
dialect (of Mardin). In this story, Saad attempts to shed
light on the social aspects of this people and their tedious
struggle for better life in the “Mesopotamia” (Jazireh) of
Syria, after being evicted from their homes and lands in
southern Turkey following World War I. His second
work is the first in a series to be continued in following
editions. It is an exhaustive study of the early translation
of the Bible into the many Syriac dialects over a period
of six centuries, from original sources in Aramaic,
Hebrew and Greek.

In conclusion, we hope that you will enjoy these 3™ and
4™ issues of Karmo, and as we always do, we pray
wholeheartedly that its educational message will
continue to advance and enrich our readers. As the 3"
millenium of Qur Lord begins, we hope that the turning
of the tide of time ushers in the rebirth of our Syriac
heritage, not only for ourselves, but for the good and
prosperity of the world community.

A very merry Christmas and Happy New Year to
everyone!



of Edessa, and Phinegs the Jew in the presence of the
caliph Harun al-Rashid (r. 786-809). It concludes with
the victory of John of Edessa; Phineas is baptized, and
the daughter of the Caliph rises from the dead. Professor
John affirms that the story is fictitious. Its significance
lies rather in the cultural means of telling stories, stories
which affirm the Christians’ sense of credibility, stories
which could more easily circulate popularly, stories
which were able to convince the Christians that
(notwithstanding their current state of political
subjugation) theirs was the true religion.

Dr. Abdul-Massih Saadi, Professor at the Lutheran
School of Theology at Chicago, and the Director of the
Institute of Syriac Manuscript Studies, presents a study
of the traditional story of monk Sargis-Bahira in the
Syriac and Arabic manuscripts, as well as in the Islamic
sources. This study deals with the story in its own
historical context, and from its various literary aspects:
apologetic, hagiographic, apocalyptic and  historical.
Abdul-Massih explores the motivations of the editors of
the story, and he demonstrates the Syriac Christian
understanding of history as God’s ordination and
domination.,

In the second article, Abdul-Massih presents the writing
of the ninth century author, al-Arfadi, presenting him as
one among several who represents a clear understanding
of the essential unity of Christians in Christ, despite their
diversity of expression. Al-Arfadi excuses the diversity
among Christians “as one may say that the fire is hot,
another may say it is scorching, another it is flaming; this
is no difference in meaning but in wording.” In the ninth



Motivated by the power of faith and intellect in the lives
of individuals and nations, the editorial board assumed
responsibility to contribute to intellectual life by issuing
a Syriac academic journal, unique in its quality in terms
- of its content and languages: Syriac, Arabic and English.
It is well known that in every society, even in the most
advanced ones, readers of academic journals are few.
Such readers are even fewer in societies which struggle
to overcome the burden of illiteracy. These few readers,
however, are like the yeast that raises the whole dough.
Moreover, KARMO’s primary concern is the lay reader,
but not at the expense of scholarly integrity. Thus,
KARMO asks the publishers to simplify its language and
increase clarifications and footnotes. To enhance the
connection with the reader, KARMO has specified a
space for the readers’ comments, complaints and
suggestions.

This issue contains a study which surveys the response of
the Syriac intellect to three challenges in the ninth
century. First, it is a challenge of becoming weakened
and divided sects despite the unity of religion. Second,
the challenge of Caliph al-Mutawakkel, who oppressed
the Muslim intellectuals in the name of religion, and
suppressed the Christians through further restrictions,
calling them “Umar’s Conditions.” The third is the
challenge of the Jews who strove to win the trust of the
Muslim Caliph at the expense of the Christians.

Dr. John Lamoreaux, Professor at Southern Methodist
University, studied a manuscript in the Georgian
language, originally translated from Syriac or Arabic.
The story illustrates a debate between John, the Bishop



EDITORIAL

When KARMO (The Vine) was still a seedling in our
minds, it grew and climbed in our imagination, and its
fruit like clusters of stars spread around, illuminating and
praising the Lord. That idea has produced the third
product as, the third millenium approaches; thus, it is
worthy to rejoice in the present and strengthen our hope
for the future.

The idea of KARMO is simple and clear. Life begins as
an idea, and each significant idea transforms aspects of
our life. And the deeper one thinks and contemplates,
the deeper he/she is rooted in the universe because the
universe itself is love, the highest idea. Thus the idea is
an articulator as the Vine articulates and unites its
branches, and thus KARMO unites all intellectuals as a
virtual University.

Robust thought leads to a prosperous life. Talented
intellectuals, therefore, have a responsibility to invest
their talents in seeking the truth. Thus, the more one
seeks the truth, the more one becomes truthful; and the
more one overcomes ignorance, he/she becomes free;
“and you will know the truth, and the truth will liberate
you.” The intellect, which fervently searches for truth, is
proof of the truth. Any principle, even a holy doctrine,
which can be shaken by the slightest intellectual wind, is
not worthy to be a tent pole, much less a pillar of our life.
When intellect prospers in the lives of individuals or
nations, they prosper, giving forth fruits and enjoying
abundance. But when intellect withers, fruth stagnates
and life becomes death-like.
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