6. SEBEOS, THE JEWS AND THE RISE OF ISLAM

ROBERT HOYLAND

The Armenian chronicler Sebeos, writing in the 660s, relates the exploits of a number of
| Jewish refugees of the Byzantine-Persian war (602-28), who had sought asylum in
Edessa. When they saw that the Persian army had withdrawn and left the town in peace,
they closed the gates and barricaded themselves in. But soon, besieged by order of the
| Byzantine emperor Heraclius and realizing they could not win, they surrendered and were
told to return to their own homes.

They set out into the desert and came to Arabia, among the children of Ishmael; they
sought their help and explained that they were kinsmen according to the Bible.
Although they (the Arabs) were willing to accept this close kinship, they (the Jews)
nevertheless could not convince the mass of the people because their cults were different.
At this time there was an Ishmaelite called Mahmet, a merchant; he presented himself
to them as though at God’s command, as a preacher, as the way of truth, and taught
them to know the God of Abraham, for he was very well informed and very well
acquainted with the story of Moses. As the command came from on high, they all
united under the authority of a single man, under a single law and, abandoning vain
cults, returned to the living God who had revealed himself to their father Abraham . . .
Then they all gathered together from Havila unto Shur and before Egypt; they came out
of the desert of Pharan divided into twelve tribes according to the lineages of their
patriarchs. They distributed among their tribes the twelve thousand Israelites, a
thousand per tribe, to guide them into the land of Israel . . . All that remained of the
peoples of the children of Istael came to join them, and they constituted a mighty

1
army.

This account of Sebeos amounts to a theory of the origins of Islam and forms the crux
of Crone and Cook’s argument for what they call “Judzo-Hagarism”, that is, Arab-Jewish
involvement in the conquest of their birthright of the Holy Land, united by- comriron
descent from Abraham and motivated by Judaic messianism.” Other scholars, however,
are generally dismissive. Gil simply says that “one need not ascribe any historical
significance to this kind of story”; Wansborough declares that this topos of Jewish
complicity “‘belongs to the standard ingredients of historia ecclesiastica’ and so “‘does not
teally admit of historical conclusions’; and for Griffith the account “fairly seethes with
anti-Jewishness” and “is not a trustworthy historical statement”.® Their supposition
would seem to be that if a Christian asserts Jewish influence on or connection with some
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object, he must be intending to discredit that object, and so his testimony is to be
disregarded. Even accepting the first conclusion to be true, it does not follow that there is
no historical basis to the assertion; distortion rather than fabrication is the more common
form of polemic. Greater care may be required when handling such material, but it still
merits our consideration. This essay will attempt to give the above report a fair hearing
and to probe what, if anything, lies behind it.

Syriac chroniclers narrate two incidents involving Jews at Edessa. The first took place in
628 when Heradlius’ brother Theodore “‘was going round the cities of Mesopotamia,
informing the Persian garrisons of their duty to return to their country”’. The Persians in
Edessa refused to comply, saying “we do not know Shiroi and we will not surrender the
city to the Romans”. The Jews resident in Edessa threw in their lot with the Persians, and
began to insult the Byzantines and taunt Theodore. The latter was provoked to attack the
city, subjecting it to a volley of rocks from his catapults. The Persians acknowledged defeat
and agreed to leave, whereupon Theodore entered and began to kill the Jews and plunder
their houses. Having anticipated such a reprisal, a Jew named Joseph had escaped to
Heraclius and obtained his pardon for the Jews and a letter “by which he forbade his
brother to harm them™. Though it is not stated, one assumes that the Jewish community
in Edessa was saved.” The second episode follows upon the decree of compulsory baptism
of Jews issued in 632, and, for all its brevity, constitutes almost our only notice on the
effects of this decree in the east:

At this time the emperor Heraclius ordered that all the Jews in the lands of the Roman .
empire become Christian. For this reason the Jews fled the lands of the Romans, First .
they came to Edessa; when they were oppressed again there, they took refuge in Persia.’

The Jews in Sebeos’ account are not native Edessans and so should belong to the second
incident, but the Persians have now been gone four years or more. Probably Sebeos has
conflated or confused the two events, but in any case there is some reality behind his
description of Jews flecing from Edessa.

Of Jewish participation in the Arab armies there is also some confirmation. The }
Doctrina Jacobi, a Greek anti-Jewish tract composed at the time of Heraclius’ forcible §
conversion of Jews in 632, has the newly-baptised Jacob question Justus, whom Jacob has
just won over to Christianity, saying: “If your brother or the Jews who mix with the
Saracens tuen you from the faith, what will you do?” In response Justus avers that “even
if the Jews and Saracens take hold of me and cut me into lictle pieces, I will not deny the
Christ the son of God”.® No more than one or two years later the theologian Maximus
the Confessor (d. 662) was writing a letter to Peter, governor of Numidia, in which he
briefly complained of the Arab predations and then ranted at length against “the Jewish
people” for their part in “‘the evils which today afflict the world”’. In particular, he says, |
there can be nothing more terrible than “‘to see a cruel and alien nation authorised to raise
its hand against the divine inheritance”.” His vituperative rhetoric is no doubt due to his
prejudice against Jews, but his anger must have had some goad and this was evidently that :
Jews were joining the Arab armies in appreciable numbers. Such cooperation had




SEBEOS, THE JEWS AND THE RISE OF ISLAM 91

happened before during the Persian occupation of Palestine (614-28), when “Hebrews
and Saracens” had roamed the Judaean desert, terrifying the monks resident in the
monasteries there.® Possibly these were the Jews of Noara and Livias, two “bases of
aggression”” (ormeteprar) of theirs near Jericho.” It is also worth noting that later Jewish
sources attest the presence of Jews among the invading Arabs:

It was God’s will to have us find favour before the Ishmaelite kingdom at the time of
its conquest of the Holy Land from the hands of Edom. When they (the Arabs) came
to Jerusalem, there were with them men from among the children of Israel who showed
them the place of the Temple . . .'°

Such reports may, however, be influenced by Muslim traditions about the role of the
Jewish scribe Ka’b b. al-Ahbar in helping ‘Umar establish his mosque on the Temple
mount. "

Of course, most Jews would not have risen up in support of the invading Arabs. In the
city of Manuf in Egypt, for example, all the Jews gathered together and fled to Alexandria,
“owing to their fear of the Muslims, the cruelties of (the general) ‘Amr and the seizure of
their possessions”.'” And we hear of Jews being killed and taken prisoner along with
everyone else.'®> But as Byzantine intolerance towards the Jews increased in the early

| seventh century and the Persian-Byzantine conflict escalated into all-out war, ever more
Jews took advantage of the disorder:

When at Prolemais the Christians fled on account of the arrival of the Persians, the Jews
took the chance to burn the churches of the Christians and to plunder their houses, and
they molested and killed many Christians. "

When the Persians marched on Jerusalem itself, thousands of Jews flocked to them in the
hope of being allowed to restore the Temple. An apocalyptic poem written by Eliezer ben
Qalir ¢. 630 bears witness to these expectations and their subsequent frustration:

The holy people will have a short respite, for Assur (the Persians) will permit them to
found the holy shrine and they will build the altar and offer up the sacrifices. But they
will not have time to establish the sanctuary . . . After three months the commander-
in-chief will recurn and come against him (the Messiah son of Joseph) and will kill him
in the litcle temple, and his blood will congeal upon the rock. And the land shall mourn,
every family apart (Zacharia 12.12)."

This is confirmed by a second more well known apocalyptic work, the Book of Zorobabel,
which mentions all the above ingredients and portrays the Persian ruler Shiroi as an
anti-Christ for his complicity in the slaying of the Messiah son of Joseph.'®

These and other apocalyptic writings make clear that it was not just the prevailing chaos
that spurred many Jews into action. The events of the time evidently made many think
that these were the “‘travails of the Messiah’’, which heralded his imminent advent.
Historical reality, indeed, seemed to come very close to eschatological reality in the early
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seventh century. The Persian-Byzantine clash was on the scale of the expected war of Gog
and Magog, and it concluded with Roman dominance “over the whole world" for a short
time which, it was said in the Talmud, was required before the Son of David would
come.'” When the emperor Heraclius decreed compulsory baptism of Jews, it was patent
that the final showdown between the enemies of God’s kingdom and the nation of Israel
was at hand.'® So whereas Christians regarded the invading Arabs as God's rod for their
chastisement, a number of Jews saw them rather as God's instrument for their salvation.
For was it not said that “‘the end of Esau’s (the Romans’) reign will form the beginning of
Jacob’s (the Messiah’s) kingdom"?'? Again, these sentiments are captured in a contem-
porary apocalypse, which was attributed to the second-century rabbi Simon ben Yohay:

When he (Simon) saw the kingdom of Ishmael that was coming, he began to say: ‘Was
it not enough whar the wicked kingdom of Edom has done to us, but we (must have)
the kingdom of Ishmael to0’? At once Metatron, the prince of the countenance,
answered and said: ‘Do not fear, son of man, for the Almighty only brings the kingdom
of Ishmael in order to deliver you from this wicked one (Edom). He raises up over them
(Ishmaelites) a prophet according to His will and will conquer the land for them. They
will come and restore it (to you) in greatness and there will be a great terror between
them and the sons of Esau’.?°

Such a positive attitude towards the Arab invasions receives some confirmation from the
comment in the Doctrina Jacobi that the Jews rejoiced when they heard of the killing of
a Byzantine officer by the Arabs, and remains fossilized in the frequent depiction of Arab
rule by Jews as “‘the little horn”’, which in Danicl 7.8~9 immediately precedes the Day of
Judgement and Salvation.?! One might argue that, as after the unsuccessful Bar Kochba
uprising, there would have been a period of passivity following the failure of the collusion
with the Persians. But throughout the seventh and early eighth century cataclysmic events
plausibly heralding the end of days spawned messianic pretenders, and in each case they
were able to attract a considerable following. Particularly influential were Abg Tsa
al-Isfahani, who appeared during the second Arab civil war (683-92), and a certain
Severus, who appeared just after the Arab siege of Constantinople (715~17) at the time
of Leo III's forcible baptising of Jews (721). Abu ‘Isa preached a syncretic message and
portrayed himself as the last such prophetic messenger, sent to prepare for the advent of
the Messiah;*? Severus claimed to be Moses, “‘sent again for the salvation of Israel and to
lead you into the desert in order to introduce you then to the inheritance of the Promised
Land which you will possess as before” 2>

It is apparent, then, that Sebeos had at his disposal two reports, one of Jews fleeing from
Edessa and another of Jewish participation in the Arab conquests, both having some
substance to them. He directs not one word of abuse at the Jews and his tone s very
matter-of-fact. His decision to connect the two reports should therefore be regarded as an
attempt to make sense of his material rather than as a ploy to vilify Islam. But was Sebeos /
justified in making this association? Did Jews only muse at a distance on the possibility of
the Arabs ousting the Byzantines and occasionally take advantage of the mayhem to loot
and harass Christians, or did some of them have real involvernent with Muslims?
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- Arabic sources allow us to take the Arab-Jewish intimacy postulated by Sebeos back
into Muhammad’s Hijaz. We know from inscriptions that Jews settled in north-western
Arabia at least as early as the commencement of the Christian era. A certain Shubayt, who
installed a family tomb in Mada’in Salih in 42 AD, expressly designates himself as “‘a
ew” (Yehadayz). The name of Menasse son of Nathan appears inscribed on a sundial
found in al-Hijr, and at al-Ula in 307 AD one Yahya bar Shim‘tn erected a tombstone
for his father.>* A few graffiti comprise Jewish names such as Isaac and Samuel, and this
epigraphic evidence can be supplemented with Talmudic references.?” For the fifth and
sixth centuries we have only the testimony of the Arabic tradition.”® But the allusions in
poetry, prosopographical data such as Muhammead al-Habib’s enumeration of Qurashis
who were the sons of Jewish women, and the wealth of narrative material may at least be
taken as evidence of a continuing Jewish presence in the Hijaz.?” For example, the Talmud
 records one Simeon of Taima, a contemporary of Rabbi Akiba (early second century), as
 an authority, and the early seventh-century poet Shammam intimates that Taima was still
a Jewish centre in his time, comparing a ruined dwelling with the writing of a rabbi of
Taima.”®

We come now to a document which matks the foundation of Muhammad’s polity and
is known most commonly as the ‘Constitution of Medina’. It exists in two recensions, one
of Ibn Hisham (d. 833) from Ibn Ishaq (d. 767), the other of Aba ‘Ubayd (d. 838) from
al-Zuhri (d. 742).?° The differences between them, however, consist only of minor scribal
' additions, omissions and changes, and the document is generally considered to have been
faithfully transmitted and to be what it says it is:

This is a writing from the prophet Muhammad between the believers and the Muslims
of Quraysh and Yathrib, and those who follow them, join with them and fight alongside
them.*°

The principles it seeks to lay down are that those who adhere to this document are “‘a
single community (#mma wahida) to the exclusion of the (other) people” (§1) and that for
them “‘the inner part (jzwf ) of Yathrib is sacred”” (§ 39). Each clan is still responsible for
its own affairs, but ““they help one another against whoever fights the people of this sheet”
(§ 37), and God and Muhammad are the arbiters for all parties (§§ 23, 42).

Among its adherents are the Jews who are specifically catered for in a number of
clauses:

§ 16: Any Jews who follow us shall have support and parity, without being wronged
and without anyone supporting another against them.

§§ 24, 38: The Jews shall contribute to expenses along with the Muslims while they are
at war.

§§ 25-35, 46: The Jews of Bana ‘Awf ... and of Banu ‘I-Najjar, B. al-Harith, B.
Sa’ida, B. Jusham, B. al-Aws, B. Tha’laba and their clients, B. Shutayba, and close
associates of the Jews . . . ate a community (#mma) with the believers. To the Jews their
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§ 45 (Abua ‘Ubayd): If the Jews call for a beace treaty with an ally of theirs, they (the
believers) shall make peace with him.

A reading of the document alone leaves one with the impression thar j¢ was meant as g
blueprint for 3 politico-religious community, uniting Muslims and Jews under the
protection of God (dbhimmar Allab) so thar they might fight “in the way of God”’ (§ 17).
Most Islamicists, however, approach the text taking for granted the antipathy towards the
Jews found in the Qur’an and Muhammad’s biography G7r2),* and are led to belittle the
part of both the Jews and of religion.

Since the most prominent Jewish tribes jn the s7v4 are Nadir, Qurayza, and Qaynuqa’,
Wellhausen and Wensinck thought thar they must be intended here. Byt Muhammad
subsequently fought and expelled these 8orups, and so these scholars were led to postulate
perfidy on the part of the Prophet and to assert that the document did not represent an
agreement with the Jews, 2 Watt suggests that the clauses concerning Nadir, Qurayza and
Qaynuqa’ might have been removed once they became inoperative, but since much of the

“c

exclusively political unity” that
likewise seems to 80 against the text.?® The very first line
stresses that the believers and those who follow them are 3 single community” (zmmg
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wahida), a phrase which occurs nine times in the Qur’an to denote a people who were, are
or could have been one community under God.*® Moreover, this “‘single community’” is
- expected to “fight in the way of God” and to refer its disputes to God and Muhammad.
One should also remark the statement of al-Zuhri, the transmitter of Aba ‘Ubayd’s
recension, that the Jews received the same booty as the Muslims when they raided
together.*' The reason for the downgrading stems from the belief that the presence of the
two religious groups excludes any one religious goal. Thus Gil argues that the document
reflects Muhammad’s anti-Jewish policy and “‘had in view the expulsion of the Jews even
at the moment of its writing”’. Wellhausen spoke of the document’s *‘distrust of the Jews”’
and Denny holds that the Jews are treated as a ““‘sub-zmma’.*

Rubin endeavours to pay attention to what the text itself says, and he argues that the
Constitution sets Jews on a par with Muslims, both “sharing the same religious
orientation’’. The evidence he adduces is the reading of Abi ‘Ubayd (§ 25): ““the Jews . . .
are a community of believers (umma min al-mu'minin)” as opposed to the reading of Ibn
Ishaq: “‘the Jews . . . are a community with the believers (umma ma‘a al-mu’'minin)”’. He
concludes that:

within the #mma wahida which separated all monotheistic groups of Medina from other
people, the Jews were given the position of ‘#mma of believers’, thus being distinguished
from all other monotheistic (Muslim) members of the umma wahida. Their recognition
as believers provided them with the privilege to stick to their own Jewish dzz while
enjoying complete protection./’?’

But these privileges applied to both groups: “‘the Jews have their religion and the
Muslims have their religion”’, and “‘the believers protect each other to the exclusion of the
(other) people” (§ 15). Moreover, the term “‘believer” is used throughout (32 times),
seemingly referring to all parties; Muslim (3 times) and Jew (6 times, excluding the term
“Jews of Bana ..."”) are only used when a distinction needs to be made. One should
perhaps, then, regard the term as including the Jews among, rather than distinguishing
them from, all other monotheists, “‘believers” being the general appellation and Muslim
and Jew specific cases thereof. The min in umma min al-mu’minin would then be partative
(i-'I-tab‘1d) rather than explicative (/i-'/-tabyin), to be read “‘the Jews. . .are a community
forming patt of the believers”. And the opening clause might be understood: ““This is a
writing of Muhammad . . . between the believers, (namely) the Muslims of Quraysh and
Yathrib and those who follow them . ..".

The possibility of different religious denominations subscribing to a single formula is
suggested in the Qur’an:

Say, O people of the Book, come to an agreement between us and you, that we shall
worship none but God and ascribe no partner to him (3.64).

Say: I believe in whatever book God has sent down . . . God is our Lord and your Lord.
We have our works (#‘maluna) and you have your works. There is no dispute between
us and you (42.15).




96 ROBERT HOYLAND
And it is also known to have happened in practice:

The ‘Isawiyya among the Jews and a part of the Sharakaniyya recognise that there is no
god bur God, that Muhammad is His messenger and that his religion is true, but
despite all that they do nor belong to the Muslim community, because they believe that
they are not bound by the prescriptions of Islam,**

What this compromise formula was is hinted at in the Constitution where a believer is
defined as “he who has affirmed what is in this sheet and believes in God and the Last
Day” (§ 22). This also receives support from certain early sayings which give the basic
duties of a believer as professing that there is no god but God and paying one’s dues.*’

For our purposes it is sufficient to note — whether it provides for a single umma with
two separate religious compartments or for two zmmas acting in unison — that the
Constitution bears witness to Arab-Jewish involvement and a certain coincidence of aims.
A far more difficult matter is whether the Jews had any ideological *® input into the nascent
Muslim community. There are an enormous number of studies devoted to demonstrating
and eliciting the Jewish ingredients that went into Islam,”” but these could have made
their entry at any point during the six or more centuries of cohabitation in pre-islamic
Arabia and for some time after Islam’s appearance in the Near East.*® The question is did
the Jews have any influence upon Muhammad’s teaching, did they provide the spark, as
implied by Sebeos, that kindled the Arab conquests?

Common descent from Abraham was the message of the Jews to the Arabs in the
account of Sebeos. The fifth-century Church historian Sozomen, a native of Gaza, tells a
remarkably similar story regarding the Arabs, how they had lapsed in their Abrahamic
monotheism, but had heard once more of their true origin from the Jews and returned to
the observance of Jewish laws and customs “up until the present day”.* Thus this
genealogical lesson had cultic ramifications;’® and it also had, according to Sebeos,
territorial implications:

Muhammad preached, saying: “God has promised this land to Abraham and his
posterity after him forever . . . Now you, you are the sons of Abraham and God fulfils
in you the promise made to Abraham and his posterity. Only love the God of Abraham,
go and take possession of your country which God gave to your father Abraham, and
none will be able to resist you in the struggle, for God is with you.”!

A similar report is found in the chronicle of the Jacobite patriarch Dionysius of Telmahre
(817-42), where again some link is made with the ]ews:52

This Muhammad, while in the age and stature of youth, began to go up and down from
his town of Yathrib to Palestine for the business of buying and selling. While engaged
with the Jews, he learnt from them the belief in one God, and seeing that his tribesmen
worshipped stones and wood and every created thing, he adhered to the belief of the _
Jews, which was pleasing to him.>®> When he went back down to his tribesmen, he set
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this belief before them, and he convinced a few and they became his followers. In
addition, he would extol the bountifulness of this land of Palestine, saying: ‘Because of
the belief in one God, the like of this good and fertile land was given to them’. And he
would add: ‘If you listen to me, abandon these vain gods and confess the one God, then
to you too will God give a land flowing with milk and honey’. To corroborate his word,
he led a band of them who were obedient to him and began to go up to the land of
Palestine plundering, enslaving and pillaging. He returned laden (with booty) and
unharmed, and thus he had not fallen short of his promise to them.

That religion and conquest went hand in hand in Muhammad’s preaching is clear from
many passages in the Qur'an which command: “fight those who do not believe in God
and the Last Day . .. until they pay tribute” (9.29) and the like. But there is also an
indication that the lands which they were about to conquer were their inheritance: ‘‘He
made you heirs to their land (of the ‘people of the Book’) and their dwellings and to a land
which you have not yet trodden (33.27).°" And Arab generals are heard to justify their
invasion to their Byzantine and Persian counterparts by saying that the lands were
promised to them by God (maw'ad Allah).>” It is easy to sce how the Muslims might
portray their conquests as the taking of what was rightfully theirs, but it is less obvious
why Christian sources would do so. The Bible has Ishmael father many offspring who are
to become a great nation (Genesis 17.20, 21.13), but there is no mention of an
inheritance.

The evidence, if not conclusive, is suggestive. Unfortunately, not enough work has yet
been done on these and other non-Muslim sources to allow assessment of their value for
historical reconstruction. The issue here is, as Wansborough succinctly put it:

Can a vocabulary of motives be freely extrapolated from a discrete collection of literary
stereotypes composed by alien and mostly hostile observers, and thereupon employed to
describe, even interpret, not merely the overt behaviour but also the intellectual and
spiritual development of helpless and mostly innocent actors?>®

Thus the references to Muhammad as “‘proclaiming the advent of the anointed one who
is to come””>” and to Arabs as Israel’s redemption might reflect only the preoccupations of
Jews, among whom messianic expectations seem heightened at this time.”® Then Sebeos’
description of the Jews’ flight into the desert and gathering together under Muhammad’s
banner would signal only the enactment of a well-worn Jewish messianic fantasy.”® And
the fracas that takes place between Jews and Muslims over building plans on the Temple
Mount in Jerusalem might be construed as a conflict between the Jews’ wish to implement
their messianic programme and the Muslims™ practical needs.®® There is, however, a
plethora of apocalyptic material present in the Qur’an and Muslim tradition, which might
suggest that the matter was not so one-sided.®’

More research would need to be done on this and other issues touched upon in this essay
before a final verdict could be given on Sebeos’ theory of the rise of Islam. The foregoing
has, I hope, shown that such investigation would be fruitful and that Sebeos’ account
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should not be dismissed as unworthy of consideration, for even if his own conclusions are
suspect, the evidence from which they are derived may be of interest. The scarcity of
sources for this period precludes any too profligate an approach for its historians.
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