Envisioning Islam



DIVINATIONS: REREADING LATE ANCIENT RELIGION
Series Editors: Daniel Boyarin, Virginia Burrus, Derek Krueger

A complete list of books in the series is available from the publisher.



ENVISIONING ISLAM

Syriac Christians and the Early Muslim World

Michael Philip Penn

PENN

UNIVERSITY OF PENNSYLVANIA PRESS

PHILADELPHIA



Copyright © 2015 University of Pennsylvania Press

All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations used for
purposes of review or scholarly citation, none of this book
may be reproduced in any form by any means without written

permission from the publisher.

Published by
University of Pennsylvania Press
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 19104-4112

www.upenn.edu/pennpress

Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper
13579108642

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
ISBN 978-0-8122-4722-0


www.upenn.edu/pennpress

Contents

Introduction 1

Chapter 1. When Good Things Happened
to Other People: Syriac Memories of the Islamic Conquests 15

Chapter 2. A Different Type of Difference-Making: Syriac
Narratives of Religious Identity = ¢3

Chapter 3. Using Muslims to Think With: Narratives
of Islamic Rulers 102

Chapter 4. Blurring Boundaries: The Continuum
Between Early Christianity and Early Islam 142

Conclusion 183

Notes 187

Bibliography 241

Index 279

Acknowledgments 293



This page intentionally left blank



Introduction

John: If a village of heretics should return to the true faith, what

should one do with their mysteries?

Jacob: They should be sent to the adherents of their faith. For this
also happened to me. Once there were some Hagarenes who carried
off the Eucharist from Byzantine territory. And when they feared
their conscience and brought it to me, I sent it to adherents of the
Byzantine confession.

—TJacob of Edessa, Second Letter to_Jobn the Stylite

In the late seventh century, John the Stylite sent his friend Jacob, bishop
of Edessa, a series of inquiries ranging from when to consecrate holy oil to
whether one should fast after Pentecost. Complications arose, however, when
John asked what he should do with Eucharistic elements from a village that
had just renounced Byzantine theology. By this time, there already was a two-
hundred-year tradition of John and Jacob’s church seeing the Byzantine Eu-
charist as invalid. Because Jacob had acquired a reputation of being a stickler
for ecclesiastical boundaries, John probably thought his mentor would further
reify church divisions, declare the Byzantine Eucharistic elements profane,
and instruct him to simply throw them out. Jacob, however, confounded
these expectations. He instructed John to find some local Byzantine Chris-
tians and give them the villagers’ Eucharistic elements. But Jacob did not stop
with this unexpected answer. He followed it with an even more surprising
story relating his interactions with some Hagarenes.

The word “Hagarenes” was the most common term Jacob used to speak
of people whom we would call Muslims. The beginning of his anecdote thus
appears to support the most common modern understanding of Christian-
Muslim interactions, a relationship that twentieth- and twenty-first-century
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writers often characterize as a “clash of civilizations.” At first, Jacob shared a
story that seemed to be about Muslim raiders invading the Byzantine Empire
and pillaging Christian religious symbols to denigrate an opposing faith. But
again, Jacob confounded expectations. According to Jacob, these Hagarenes
eventually decided to return the Eucharistic elements to the local bishop,
a decision that cannot be easily explained through a clash-of-civilizations
model of interreligious encounter.

Unfortunately, Jacob’s account and dozens like it do not appear in modern
discussions of early Christian-Muslim relations, because they were written in
the “wrong” language. Because most modern scholars of early Christianity
have been trained primarily in Greek and Latin, most modern discussions
of early Christian depictions of Islam have concentrated on Greek and Latin
texts. But when Muslims first encountered Christians they did not meet
Greek-speaking Christians from Constantinople, nor did they meet Latin-
speaking Christians from the western Mediterranean. Rather, they first en-
countered Christians from northern Mesopotamia who spoke the Aramaic
dialect of Syriac. Living primarily in what constitutes present-day Iran, Iraq,
Israel, Jordan, Palestine, Syria, and eastern Turkey, these Syriac Christians
were under Muslim rule from the seventh century onward. They wrote the
earliest and the most extensive accounts of Islam and described a compli-
cated set of religious and cultural exchanges that were not reducible to the
solely antagonistic. Nevertheless, because so few scholars read Syriac, there
has been relatively little analysis of these sources. As a result, most histori-
cal reconstructions of Christian-Muslim relations exclude from consideration
the largest corpus of early documents about Islam. Instead, studies most com-
monly focus on works whose martial context often reinforces an oppositional,
clash-of-civilizations model of interreligious encounter.

Greek and Latin texts were not unanimous in how they depicted Islam,
nor am I suggesting that they should be examined less. Nevertheless, because
of most historians’ linguistic training, there remains a notable bias as to which
sources scholars privilege when they investigate early Christian reactions to
Muslims. How might the history of Christianity’s relationship with Islam
change if; instead of relying on the writings of Christians who often met Mus-
lims on the battlefield, one focused on Syriac Christians like Jacob who had
more everyday contact with Muslims? I suggest that, by shifting these earliest
sources from the periphery to the center of analysis, historians can more accu-
rately envision the first interactions between Christianity and Islam.

Syriac texts such as Jacob’s not only present different images of Islam;
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they also provide particularly valuable historical information about the begin-
ning of Muslim rule. With the exception of the Qur’an, most Arabic witnesses
to Islam were not composed until more than a century after Muhammad’s
death. In contrast, dozens of Syriac documents concerning early Islam were
written contemporaneously with the events they described. Their perspec-
tive of seeing Islam from the outside helps refine our own images of the first
Islamic centuries.

Jacob’s story of Hagarenes returning the Eucharist also points toward
two tendencies among Syriac discussions of Islam that are particularly upset-
ting to a clash-of-civilizations model. The first tendency is a much more posi-
tive Christian depiction of Islam than that of most Western sources. Under
Muslim rule, Syriac churches expanded to form the most geographically
extensive branch of Christianity the late ancient and early medieval world
had ever seen. Under Islam, Syriac churches stretched from Asia Minor and
throughout the Middle East through Iran, Afghanistan, and Turkestan into
India, Tibet, and China. In the Islamic Empire, elite members of this ex-
pansive church held key government positions, attended the caliph’s court
in Baghdad, collaborated with Muslim scholars to translate Greek science
and philosophy into Arabic, accompanied Muslim leaders on their campaigns
against the Byzantines, and helped fund monasteries through donations from
Muslims—including money from the caliph himself. Syriac Christians ate
with Muslims, married Muslims, bequeathed estates to Muslim heirs, taught
Muslim children, and were soldiers in Muslim armies. Members of the Syriac
churches had a very different experience of Islam than did most Greek and
Latin Christians.

These direct interactions did not result in uniformly positive images of
Islam. Syriac texts do not suggest that early Christian-Muslim interactions
were a paragon of harmony and coexistence, a claim that would simply replace
one reductionist model of interfaith encounter with another. Nonetheless,
the enormous diversity of Syriac writings about Islam makes them especially
challenging for depictions of a uniformly hostile reaction. They remind us
that Christians’ and Muslims’ first interactions were not characterized by un-
mitigated conflict.

For those who study the history of interreligious encounters, such inter-
actions should not be surprising. Nevertheless, in recent years the increasing
dominance of the clash-of-civilizations view toward Christian-Muslim rela-
tions has effectively drowned out most other perspectives. As the largest and
most diverse corpus of early Christian writings on Islam, Syriac texts form
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a particularly useful resource for challenging reductionist models of early
Christian-Muslim relations.

Jacob’s account also points to a second tendency that was prevalent among
Syriac texts. His Hagarenes considered the Christian Eucharist sufficiently
powerful to be worth stealing and later returning. Their actions seem less
surprising after one reads numerous Syriac references to Muslims request-
ing Christian exorcists, attending church, seeking healing from Christian
holy men, visiting Christian shrines, and endowing Christian monasteries.
There are also references to Christians attending Muslim festivals, becoming
circumcised, referring to Muhammad as God’s messenger, and draping their
altar with a Muslim confession of faith. Jacob’s tale is just one of many Syriac
accounts that expose a much greater continuum between the categories of
early Christianity and early Islam than most modern scholarship acknowl-
edges. Their portrayal of a world of overlapping religious influence, fuzzy
boundaries, and categorical ambiguity is even more devastating to a clash-
of-civilizations model. Syriac sources suggest that early Christianity and early
Islam were too interconnected to be completely separate entities, to say noth-
ing of clashing civilizations.

An investigation of Syriac writings on Islam thus offers important parallels
to current investigations of early Christian-Jewish interactions. In recent years,
it has become increasingly common for scholars of late antiquity to reject the
often repeated claim that Christianity and Judaism became separate religious
entities soon after the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple in 70 CE.! Many
scholars instead argue that “the border between them was so fuzzy that one
could hardly say precisely at what point one stopped and the other began.™

This scholarship often cites first- through sixth-century discussions of
Christianity and Judaism that were surprisingly similar to Syriac discussions
of Christianity and Islam. Consider, for example, the sermon of fourth-
century bishop John Chrysostom in which he lambasted congregation mem-
bers for attending synagogue services.> Although his complaint was written
four centuries earlier and concerned Jews instead of Muslims, its motivation
varied little from the title of an eighth-century Syriac letter condemning
Christians who attended Hagarene festivals. Syriac sources abound with these
sorts of accounts—the same kinds of accounts that have so strongly convinced
scholars of early Christianity and early Judaism to revise their paradigms for
understanding late ancient religious identity. But these postconquest texts
now spoke of Christian-Muslim interactions.

Envisioning Islam asks how seventh- through ninth-century Syriac
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Christians navigated a world in which Christianity and Islam were much
less distinct than is commonly imagined. The wide array of genres in which
Syriac authors wrote about Islam both assists and complicates an investigation
of these interconnected communities. Varying in length from brief scribal
marginalia to a history book of several hundred pages, Syriac references to
Islam appear in theological tractates, inscriptions, apocalypses, manuscript
colophons, ecclesiastic letters, canon collections, universal chronicles, scrip-
tural exegeses, hagiographies, pseudoepigrapha, martyrologies, local histo-
ries, prayers, and scientific treatises.

In the last thirty-five years, scholars have become increasingly aware of
this treasure trove of Syriac references to Islam. Particularly influential is
Patricia Crone and Michael Cook’s publication Hagarism: The Making of the
Islamic World (1977).* Crone and Cook built Hagarism’s controversial reas-
sessment of Islamic origins primarily on early Christian sources, including
a number of Syriac documents that previously were known to only a few
specialists. Although most rejected its conclusions, Hagarism motivated other
researchers to begin focusing on specific Syriac texts that speak of Islam.
These scholars have made editions of ancient Syriac manuscripts, translated
many of these works, and tackled some of the thorniest source-critical is-
sues surrounding these documents’ composition. Of particular note are the
numerous publications of Sydney Grifhth, Andrew Palmer, Gerrit Reinink,
and Barbara Roggema. Equally groundbreaking were Robert Hoyland’s Seeing
Islam as Others Saw It, and Christian-Muslim Relations: A Bibliographical His-
tory, vol. 1, 600-900, edited by David Thomas and Barbara Roggema.’ These
two works provide a synopsis for each of the main early Christian writings on
Islam. Their brief descriptions and extensive bibliographies remain the start-
ing point for all serious research in the field.

Nevertheless, modern discussions of Syriac reactions to Islam remain
quite fragmented. The field has become dominated by important but short
investigations, scattered in hard-to-find journals and mainly read only by
other scholars of Syriac. Most of these articles examine a single text, and few
provide a particularly accessible entryway into the larger corpus. Research
focused on only a handful of these documents simply cannot convey the di-
versity of ways Syriac sources envisioned Islam. Given how vital these early
sources are for the history of Christianity, the history of Islam, and the his-
tory of these religions’ interactions, it seems timely to produce a book that
follows a more inclusive approach. Instead of an in-depth study of a single
text, I investigate the entire known corpus of early Syriac writings on Islam,



6 Introduction

a collection of more than sixty seventh- through ninth-century documents.
Envisioning Islam explores how a synthesis of these texts might affect mod-
ern accounts concerning the first encounters of what eventually became the
world’s two largest religions.

First Contact

When Muslims first encountered Christians they did not encounter a unified
Christianity. Of particular contention were the increasingly heated debates
regarding Christology: how to best describe the relationship between Christ’s
divinity and Christ’s humanity.® Two hundred years earlier, these controver-
sies had surfaced when Constantinople’s Bishop Nestorius declared that Je-
sus’s mother should not be called “the bearer of God.” Nestorius and his
supporters argued that Mary could not have given birth to Christ’s divine
nature, only to Christ's human nature. From their perspective, only by keep-
ing Christ’s human nature and divine nature conceptually separate could one
avoid the blasphemous belief that during the Crucifixion God himself had
suffered and died. In 431 Nestorius was outmaneuvered by his nemesis, Cyril
of Alexander, and the Council of Ephesus ruled that Nestorius and his views
were heretical. For Nestorius, this meant exile. For Christianity, this meant a
division that continues to this day.

By the fifth century, there were already many Christians for whom some
version of the two-nature Christology espoused by Nestorius and his teacher,
Theodore of Mopsuestia, was a central theological dogma. This was particu-
larly the case for the Church of the East, primarily located in Persian terri-
tory. By anathemizing these beliefs, the Council of Ephesus further separated
the Church of the East from the rest of Christianity. This church continues
today. Present-day adherents are often called Assyrian Christians or, more
disparagingly, Nestorians. Twenty-first-century scholars more often refer to
members of the Church of the East as East Syrians.

In 451 the Byzantine emperor Marcian convened the even more divisive
Council of Chalcedon. The council’s decision that Christ was “in two natures”
became official doctrine for the Byzantine Church and eventually for Roman
Catholicism and Protestantism. Many, however, saw the council as artificially
dividing Christ into two parts and undermining the central importance of
his incarnation as the key to salvation. During the fifth, sixth, and seventh
centuries, opponents of the council’s decision began to consolidate into several
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anti-Chalcedonian churches, such as the Armenian, Coptic, and Ethiopic
churches. In the geographic area most central to this book, the predominant
anti-Chalcedonian church was what modern scholars call the West Syrian or
the Syrian Miaphysite church. This church also continues today, and, in the
twenty-first century, its official name is the Syrian Orthodox Church. Its Mi-
aphysite adherents are disparagingly called Monophysites or Jacobites.

Toward the middle of the seventh century, the Byzantine emperor made
this situation even more complicated when he tried to circumvent the dif-
ficulty of discussing Christ’s nature by instead speaking of Christ as having a
single will. The attempt to forcefully impose this monothelete doctrine even
on fellow Chalcedonians resulted in yet another church, the Maronites. As a
result, even though the Christians examined in this book belonged to a single
linguistic community—they all spoke Syriac—they comprised four compet-
ing confessional communities: East Syrians, Miaphysites, Chalcedonians, and
Maronites.

Two hundred years worth of Christological divisions shaped the late
ancient church. But as these debates continued to rage, several unexpected
reversals of fortune also forever changed the history of Christianity. In 610
Heraclius, the son of a Byzantine general, rebelled against Emperor Phocas
(d. 610), who in turn had come to power through the murder of his prede-
cessor, Emperor Maurice (d. 602). As the last one standing after a series of
coups, Heraclius took charge of an empire fraught with military and theo-
logical challenges. His most immediate concern was the ongoing campaigns
against the Persians. In 602 the Sasanian king had used Phocas’s murder of
Maurice as a pretext to invade Byzantine territory. Heraclius’s murder of Pho-
cas did not end Persian advances, which simply intensified. In 614 the Persians
gained control of Jerusalem and captured the most precious of Christian rel-
ics, Jesus’s true cross. It took Heraclius ten more years to turn the tide. In
624 he headed a military campaign into Armenia that eventually brought him
through Mesopotamia and, in 628, to the outskirts of the Persian capital of
Ctestiphon, twenty miles from present-day Baghdad. His military successes
prompted a Persian coup and subsequent capitulation.” In 630 Heraclius
crowned his victory with a triumphal entry into Jerusalem, during which he
returned Jesus’ cross.

But in 630 Heraclius was not the only late ancient military leader to
process into a sacred city. In the same year, 750 miles to the southeast, the
prophet Muhammad was triumphantly returning to Mecca. According to
Muslim tradition, Muhammad first began receiving divine revelations the
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same year Heraclius came to power. Then, while Heraclius engaged in his
campaigns against the Persians, Muhammad fought his own battles. First,
he struggled to form a fledgling community of believers in Mecca. Then, in
622, he relocated that community two hundred miles to the north, to the city
of Yathrib, later named Medina. Finally, while Heraclius was campaigning
through Armenia and Mesopotamia, in Arabia Muhammad led the Medi-
nans on a series of military ventures against the Meccans, whom he defeated
in 630 when he took control of the city and its sacred shrine, the Kaaba.

In 630 it was unlikely that Heraclius had heard much about Muhammad.
As part of their ongoing conflict, the Byzantine and Persian Empires had
frequently bribed various Arab tribes or employed them as mercenaries. But
neither Heraclius nor his Persian contemporaries imagined that the tribes of
Arabia could effectively unite around a single figure. So Muhammad’s death
in 632 passed unremarked by the Byzantines and the Persians. During the fol-
lowing two years, both empires also mainly ignored Muhammad’s successor,
Abu Bakr, as he consolidated the Arab tribes in the ridda wars of 632-633.

In early 634 Heraclius was most likely in Damascus when he first heard
about the Arab defeat of a Byzantine garrison near Gaza.® Soon afterward
he received reports of major Syrian cities falling under Arab control. In re-
sponse, Heraclius sent in substantial Byzantine troops. The Arabs defeated
the majority of these, most resoundingly in 636 at the Battle of Yarmuk, after
which Arab forces took effective control of all of Syria, and Heraclius began a
strategic withdrawal. The Persians faced a similar phenomenon with the first
military engagements occurring in 634 and a fairly continuous loss of territory
continuing throughout the late 630s and early 640s. Unlike the Byzantines,
the Persians soon lost their empire, with the last Sasanian king dying in 651.°
As a result, by the middle of the seventh century, approximately half of the
world’s Christians were suddenly under Muslim rule.”” Once Heraclius fled
back to Constantinople, these Christians were left to a new world empire.
They became the first Christians to encounter the emerging religion of Islam
and the first to interpret this dramatic change of fortune.

Challenging the Standard Narrative
Most modern discussions of Christian-Muslim interactions travel the same

route that Heraclius did. As soon as they reach the time of Muhammad’s
death, these modern narratives also quickly move westward and ignore those



Introduction 9

Christians who lived under Islam. They instead concentrate on frequent con-
flicts between the Byzantine and Islamic Empires, which continued until 1453,
when Islamic forces took Constantinople, or they concentrate on relations
between Islam and the Latin West.

A much smaller number of modern narratives, however, do allude to
Syriac Christians. When they do, their fleeting references usually fall into two
camps. The first camp is particularly widespread among popular writings and
explicitly supports a clash-of-civilizations narrative. Its proponents first comb
the Qur’an and Islamic legal sources to find the most belligerent references
to Christianity. They then use a small selection of Syriac sources to support
this image of unmitigated hostility between Christians and Muslims. The
second camp goes in the opposite direction. Primarily dependent on a single
sentence from a no-longer-extant ninth-century chronicle, they suggest that
the Christological divisions between Byzantine and more Eastern Christians
caused most Syriac Christians to be “relieved” at the conquests and to see
the Arabs as “liberators” setting them free from Byzantine oppression. What
unites these otherwise opposing camps is a belief shared by almost all modern
narratives of early Christianity and early Islam, the belief that early Christian-
ity and early Islam were clearly distinguished entities.

In recent decades challengers to this standard narrative have arisen, espe-
cially among scholars of early Islam. The study of early Islamic history has re-
mained particularly contentious because of the lack of securely dated sources.
Modern historians generally have recourse to three sets of texts. The first
consists of tens of thousands of pages of early Abbasid-era historical works
that speak of the seventh century. Unfortunately, all of these were compiled
more than a century after the events they depict, and it is nearly impos-
sible to separate early material from later embellishment. The second source
for early Islamic history has traditionally been hadith—sayings attributed to
Muhammad and his earliest followers. These, too, were compiled centuries
after the fact, and the difficulty remains of how to distinguish which hadith
accurately depict the seventh century. The final source has been the Qur’an.

Until recently, those who wanted to question an early, clear division
between Christianity and Islam often concentrated on redating the Qur’an.
A minority of Islamicists began suggesting that the traditional date of the
Qur’an’s composition is wrong. Arguing that much of the Quran was actu-
ally written in the late seventh century or, in some cases, even the mid-eighth
century allowed these scholars to also challenge other traditions regarding
early Islam. Much of this scholarship included claims that the Qur'an is a
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multi-author work, that many of the writers lived outside Arabia, and that
they may have written in a language other than Arabic."! Most of these schol-
ars also suggested a much greater overlap between early Christianity and na-
scent Islam than did the standard narrative.

Because claims of fuzzy boundaries between early Christianity and Islam were
often linked to a controversial redating of the Qur’an, they remained anathema
to most Islamicists. In the last decade, however, several Islamicists have begun
approaching these issues from a different perspective. These scholars often accept
most of the traditional claims concerning the Qur'an’s composition. Nevertheless,
through a detailed examination of Qur’anic verses, early material remains such as
coins and inscriptions, and a few other documents that most scholars think are
datable to the seventh century, these Islamicists have also begun to argue for a
much greater continuum between early Christianity and Islam.'?

The increasing prominence of such perspectives may signal a paradigm
shift within Islamic studies. Occasionally, proponents of this view even cite
some Syriac sources to support their arguments. But this revision to seventh-
century Islamic history soon rejoins the more traditional narrative. Most of
these scholars contend that the Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-Malik (r. 685—705)
firmed up the boundaries between Christianity and Islam. From then on,
most scholars again ignore Syriac sources along with their challenge to mod-
els of distinct religious identities.

What if these recent shifts in Islamic studies have not gone far enough?
How would the history of early Christian-Muslim relations look differently
if the categorical boundaries of Christianity and Islam were ill defined, not
simply in the decades immediately following Muhammad’s death, but also for
the next few centuries? In his discussion of early Christianity and Judaism,
Daniel Boyarin writes:

The border space between the juridical and abstract entities Juda-
ism and Christianity, throughout late antiquity and even beyond,
was a crossing point for people and religious practices. Religious
ideas, practices, and innovations permeated that border crossing
in both directions. There were people, as well, who simply didn’t
recognize the legitimacy or even the existence of the border."

Envisioning Islam proposes a similar context for early Christian-Muslim rela-
tions. It argues not simply that Syriac authors were slow to distinguish Islam
from Christianity, but that Syriac texts reflect a much more substantial and
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long-lasting overlap between Christianity and Islam than the standard nar-
rative allows.

This book examines Syriac sources from the vantage point of this crisis of
differentiation. Each of its forays into Syriac images of Islam centers on a spe-
cific issue: conquest memories, narratives of identity, discussions of Muslim
rulers, a continuum between early Christianity and Islam. It then investigates
how Syriac texts concerning this issue were both a reflection of and a reaction
to ambiguously defined religious boundaries.

Chapter 1 investigates how Syriac depictions of the Islamic conquests
changed over time. The first two hundred years of Syriac sources definitely
refute the claim—often repeated in academic journals, in Western civilization
textbooks, and in more popular literature—that non-Chalcedonian Chris-
tians welcomed the conquests as liberation from Byzantine persecution. In-
stead, Syriac authors of every theological persuasion constantly struggled to
explain how God could have permitted the conquests. A chronological explo-
ration of these increasingly detailed collective memories helps one trace how
Christian communities modified their depictions of Christianity and Islam’s
first encounters to better address their contemporary, highly fluid situation.

Chapter 2 investigates how, just as memories of the conquests changed
over time, so did Syriac conceptualizations of Islam. Among the first Chris-
tians to encounter Muslims, Syriac authors provide a particularly useful van-
tage point for exploring how Christians began to classify Muslims and how
such classifications became increasingly tied to issues of religion. Although
Syriac Christians had a more direct knowledge of Islam than did most other
Christians, they were surprisingly resistant to defining Islam as entirely other.
Instead, they frequently denied Islam its alterity and depicted it as a deriva-
tive form of Christianity. Syriac narratives of identity often minimized the
conceptual distance between Christianity and Islam as an apologetic strategy.
Nevertheless, this different type of difference-making also stemmed from an
environment in which the borders between Christianity and Islam were much
less distinct than many desired.

Chapter 3 breaks from the chronological framework of the previous
chapters to suggest less linear ways to approach Syriac texts. It presents four
related case studies of how Syriac authors used the literary figure of a Mus-
lim ruler to think through the ambiguities of Muslim rule. The chapter
investigates Syriac descriptions of Muhammad, the binary categorization
of subsequent Muslim leaders, Muslim officials in Syriac disputation texts,
and Islamic rulers in intra-Christian polemics. In each case, Syriac writers
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employed a Muslim interlocutor to better articulate and defend the very dis-
tinctions that Islamic rule was challenging.

Chapter 4 moves from narratives about Islamic rule to the negotiation
of life under Islam. It builds on previous chapters’ exploration of the ongo-
ing difficulties in differentiating early Christianity from early Islam and more
explicitly investigates how archaeological remains, literary narratives, manu-
script changes, and legal rulings illustrated the fuzziness of seventh- through
ninth-century religious boundaries. These sources not only depict an envi-
ronment in which Christians and Muslims had substantial interactions, but
they also contain numerous figures who violated modern norms of exclusive
religious identity. They indicate that modern assumptions of clearly defined
confessional communities are anachronistic for the seventh through ninth
centuries. The repeated attempts by authorities to reify communal boundar-
ies suggests that, in practice, many were disregarding any firmly set division
between early Christianity and early Islam.

The conclusion briefly discusses how Syriac texts and the re-envisioning
of early Christian-Muslim relations that they enable might affect modern
images of Islam.

Because few have had previous exposure to seventh- through ninth-century
Syriac documents, one of my goals is to introduce these works to a wider
audience. Envisioning Islam contextualizes these texts by placing them in the
larger narrative of modern scholarly reconstructions of early Islam and high-
lights some of the places where these texts challenge that narrative. Most of
all, T argue for the importance of these texts by showing how useful they can
be for investigating issues that are not confined solely to the field of Syriac
studies. This results in certain trade-offs. The most obvious are chronologi-
cal and linguistic. The earliest text I examine was written in the midst of the
conquest of Syria in the late 630s. The most recent text I consider was written
in the 860s. After that time, most Christians under Muslim rule no longer
wrote in Syriac, a primarily Christian language. Instead, they wrote mainly in
Arabic, a language increasingly used by both Muslim and Christian inhabit-
ants of the Islamic empire.

Envisioning Islam seeks not so much to be comprehensive as to be sug-
gestive. It is not an all-encompassing study of every aspect of Syriac reac-
tions to Islam. Focusing on Syriac texts, it does not address all of the early
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Christian writings on Islam, much less every facet of early Christian-Muslim
interactions. Instead, by reassessing the historical context for early Christian-
Muslim relations and analyzing what Syriac texts can tell us about these
encounters, its chapters illustrate the importance of including previously ne-
glected sources in conversations regarding late ancient Christianity, classical
Islam, the early Middle Ages, and Christian-Muslim interactions.

By placing ancient and modern representations of Islam in conversation
with each other, Envisioning Islam also uses the diversity of ancient Syriac
images of Islam to challenge today’s widespread cultural assumptions about
the history of Christian-Muslim relations as well as recent scholarly recon-
structions of early Christian-Muslim interactions. The result is not the proc-
lamation of a golden age of religious tolerance. Instead, Envisioning Islam
seeks to critique overly simplistic constructions of Christianity and Islam’s
relationship with each other. It argues that the first two and a half Islamic
centuries were characterized by a multiplicity of complex, heavily negotiated
interactions occurring in a rapidly changing and highly permeable environ-
ment. Such an image of early Christian-Muslim relations does not produce
a clear, easy-to-summarize model of interreligious encounter. But if extant
Syriac sources have anything to say about it, such an image is a more accurate
depiction of how the first Christians experienced Islamic rule. It also has
strong resonance with, and, I believe, strong relevance to, the present day.
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Chapter 1

When Good Things Happened to
Other People: Syriac Memories

of the Islamic Conquests

For these barbarian tyrants are not men. Rather, they are Sons of
Devastation set on devastation. They are annihilators and will be
sent for annihilation. They are destruction and will come out for
the destruction of everything. They are defiled and love defilement.
And when they come out of the desert, they will split open preg-
nant women. They will snatch babies from their mothers’ laps and
dash them upon the rocks like defiled animals. . . . They are rebels,
murderers, blood shedders, and annihilators. They are a testing fur-
nace for all Christians.

—Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius

But the God of vengeance, who rules the kingdom of men on earth,
who gives it to whom He wants and appoints the lowest of men
over it—when He saw that the measure of the Romans’ sins was
overflowing and that they were using every sort of cruelty against
us and our churches and [that] our confession was close to being
destroyed, He rose, persuaded, and brought the Sons of Ishmael up
from the land of the south, those indeed who had been despised
and scorned and unknown among the nations of the world. And
by them we gained deliverance. In this way, we profited not a little.
For we had been ransomed from the tyrannical kingdom of the
Romans.

—Chronicle of Dionysius of Tel Mahré
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Contrary to the well-known maxim, history is not always written by the win-
ners. The earliest and most extensive descriptions of the Islamic conquests
were composed not by victorious Muslims but by defeated Christians. The
changes brought about by Muslim rule motivated later Syriac Christians to
look back to the 630s as a key moment in their communities’ history. Syriac
conquest accounts thus preserve an invaluable record of collective memory.
That is, they reflect how their authors attempted to “make sense of their own
present through recourse to constructed narratives of their pasts.”

Examining conquest accounts as a form of collective memory substan-
tially shifts the way one analyzes these texts. Instead of using Syriac accounts
to reconstruct the Islamic conquests “as [they] actually happened,™ a col-
lective memory approach emphasizes these works’ representational nature.’
Such an approach does not deny that some authors—such as Dionysius of Tel
Mahré—had access to an impressive amount of historical material. Instead, it
acknowledges that contemporary concerns more often shaped the ways these
writers transmitted this information than did their actual knowledge of the
early seventh century.

The lens of collective memory also focuses on the multiplicity of con-
tested representations. As the diametrically opposed assessments of the Apoc-
alypse of Pseudo-Methodius and Dionysius’s Chronicle remind us, a consensus
never emerged for how best to depict the conquests or what the conquests
should signify for Syriac Christianity. Perhaps most significantly, the theo-
retical category of collective memory helps one explore the ideological func-
tion of these texts.® Speaking of conquest accounts as collective, contested
memories tied to specific social locations and agendas forces one to critically
examine the power dynamics behind these texts’ construction and reception.’

Syriac conquest accounts also present one of the few premodern examples
where the memories of those who lost a military encounter have been better
preserved than those who won. There are almost no surviving Islamic refer-
ences to the conquests that can be securely dated to before 750. In contrast
there are over a dozen surviving Syriac conquest accounts written before the
Abbasid revolution, and another handful written during the first Abbasid
century. These earliest memories of the conquests were preserved in a va-
riety of genres: biographies, narrative chronicles, scriptural commentaries,
theological disputations, letters, and apocalypses. Many of these transmit-
ted memories of local communities and reflected the situations, desires, and
idiosyncrasies of small groups of people. In other cases, they participated in
a much larger trajectory of literary memory, adopting and adapting motifs
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and passages from other works, creating multiple layers of intertextuality. All
provided a very different perspective on the conquests than one finds among
later Muslim writers.

For Syriac Christians, the greatest challenge in remembering the con-
quests was explaining their results: good things happened to other people.
In recent decades the widespread impression has emerged that Syriac Chris-
tians were themselves a key factor in the Arabs’ seventh-century military
success. This argument is based almost exclusively on the ninth-century pas-
sage from Dionysius quoted above. The argument goes as follows: because of
the persecution of non-Chalcedonian Christians in the Byzantine Empire,
and Christian-Zoroastrian tensions in the Persian Empire, Miaphysites and
East Syrian Christians were relieved at the prospect of Muslim rule. Some
modern authors suggest that Syriac Christians actually collaborated with
Muslims, helping them defeat the Byzantines and Persians.® Others argue
that Syriac Christians, at the very least, did not fully resist Arab military
advances.” Instead, they welcomed their new conquerors as liberators.® Such
claims are repeated in modern documents ranging from scholarly articles to
academic monographs, Western civilization textbooks, popular literature, and
Internet sites. Regardless of their source, such claims share a similar flaw:
they are wrong.” Although most Syriac writers had considerable theologi-
cal disagreements with Byzantine and Persian rulers, not until Dionysius in
the mid-ninth century did any suggest that the conquests were beneficial to
Syriac Christianity. Instead, for two hundred years, Syriac Christians like the
anonymous author of the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius constantly wrestled
with the question of how to explain what, in their eyes, was an undeniably
unfortunate event: Christians had lost.

The necessity of making the best of a bad situation undoubtedly con-
tributed to the proliferation of Syriac conquest accounts. As a result, unlike
most other instances of premodern collective memory, here one finds a large
number of extant writings, distributed fairly evenly over two and a half centu-
ries, all of which refer to a single event. Even more unusual, the majority of
these descriptions appear in texts whose date of composition can be narrowed
to a period of a few years, helping situate them in a larger historical trajec-
tory. Thus, one can follow how succeeding generations remembered the 630s
and how their changing collective memories of the conquests reflected and
affected the development of Christian-Muslim interactions.

Nevertheless, when evaluating the first 250 years of Syriac conquest ac-
counts, we still must keep in mind collective memory’s double partiality."®
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Despite a surprisingly large number of Syriac works surviving, most did not.
What remain are only traces of some of the ways that Syriac Christians re-
membered the conquests. The fragmentary state of the evidence warns against
reductionist, linear schemes of evolutionary development. Additionally, rela-
tive chronology is just one of many variables—such as genre, geographic
locale, theological affiliation, and social location—that make each text idio-
syncratic and unique. The resulting variation between accounts such as those
found in the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius and Dionysius's Chronicle warns
against hasty generalizations. There appears, however, to have been a strong
correlation between these accounts’ depictions of the conquests and their
authors’ historical situation.

The earliest strata of conquest accounts were exceedingly brief. They fo-
cused almost exclusively on chronicling military engagements with occasional
nods to questions of theodicy. At the end of the seventh century, during
the second fitna (Arab civil war) and the caliphate of ‘Abd al-Malik, the
conquests took on greater important. Their reassessment resulted in a brief
but dramatic spate of Syriac apocalypses. After the consolidation of Umayyad
power, apocalyptic hopes quickly fizzled. Syriac conquests accounts, however,
proliferated in other genres and were increasingly tied to religious apologetics.
After the Abbasid revolution of 750, memories of the conquests became more
present oriented as discussions of how a given city was conquered during the
630s and 640s became increasingly important for eighth- and ninth-century
Abbasid policies toward those cities. Up to this point, all Syriac conquests
accounts shared the view epitomized in the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius:
the Islamic conquests were bad news for Syriac Christians. Only with the
mid-ninth-century Chronicle of Dionysius of Tel Mahré were the events of
the 630s sufficiently distant to be radically reassessed and recast as a libera-
tion from Byzantine tyranny. By examining Syriac conquest accounts not as
sources for positivist history but as a record of collective memory, one can
observe—in the broadest terms—how changing circumstances and changing
memories interacted with each other.
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The Earliest Reactions: Memories of the Conquests During the
Rashidun and Sufyanid Caliphates in the Mid-Seventh Century

From the viewpoint of the twenty-first century, the Islamic conquests were
a world-changing event. Few in the seventh century, however, remembered
them that way. As Byzantinist Averil Cameron once noted, many seventh-
century church leaders considered the now little-known controversy of mono-
thelitism to be much more important than the conquests."" The disconnect
between modern and ancient assessments of the rise of Islam becomes espe-
cially clear in the earliest Syriac writings about the conquests. For most of the
seventh century, Syriac authors did not anticipate that their conquerors would
be around very long, they did not speak about Islam as a religion, and they
certainly did not depict the conquests as a clash of civilizations. Nevertheless,
these first memories of their conquerors’ military success laid the groundwork
for the more involved and impassioned discussions that soon followed.

The earliest surviving reference to the Islamic conquests appears in very
modest trappings. The sixth-century manuscript British Library Add. 14,461
contains a Syriac translation of the Gospels of Matthew and Mark.”? The
Gospel of Matthew begins on the codex’s second page and initially left the
first page blank. In 637 an anonymous writer used this extra space to compose
an eyewitness report of the conquests. Now called the Account of 637, this
one-page note is poorly preserved and, because of numerous lacunae, remains
frustratingly incomplete:

... Muhammad . . . [p]riest, Mar Elijah . . . and they came . . .
and . . . and from . . . strong . . . month . . . and the Romans . . .
And in January the . . . of Emessa received assurances for their
lives. Many villages were destroyed through the killing by . . .
Muhammad and many were killed. And captives . . . from the
Galilee to Bét . . . And those Arabs camped by . . . And we saw . . .
everywhe[re] . . . and the . .. that they .. .and ... them. And

on the tw[enty-si]xth of May, . . . went . . . from Emesa. And the
Romans pursued them . .. And on the tenth . . . the Romans fled
from Damascus . . . many, about ten thousand. And the follow-
ing [ye]ar, the Romans came. On the twentieth of August in the
year n[ine hundred and forty-]seven [i.e., 636 CE] there assembled
in Gabitha . . . the Romans and many people . . . [RJomans were
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ki[lled], about fifty thousand . . . In the year nine hundred and
for[ty-eight]."

Nevertheless, even in its fragmentary state, the extant text clearly referred to
tayydye, a Syriac term that scholars most commonly translate as “Arabs.” In
Syriac, however, the term was more complex than its typical translation im-
plies. Originally a designation for a specific tribe, prior to the conquests tayyaye
(singular tayyaya) was the term usually used to speak of people living in Arabia,
especially those seen as nomadic." The Account of 637 used tayyaye like its pre-
decessors did, primarily as a term of ethnicity. As detailed in the next chapter,
over time fayydyé increasingly took on a religious valence and came closer to
the modern usage of the term Muslim. Because of tayydyés complexity and its
changing meaning, I generally leave tayydye untranslated. In addition to its ref-
erence to tayyaye, the Account of 637 spoke of Muhammad, towns surrendering,
and substantial Byzantine casualties. This brief autograph foreshadowed many
of the characteristics found throughout the first few decades of Syriac recol-
lections of the conquests. As in this note, the earliest strata of Syriac accounts
often reported the conquests in an annalistic fashion, documenting where bat-
tles were fought and approximating military and civilian casualties.

Just three years after the composition of the Account of 637, a Miaphysite
priest named Thomas produced a set of writings, now called the Chronicle ad
640."” Thomas’s chronicle contained only a brief reference to the conquests:

In the year 945 [634 CE], the seventh indiction, on Friday, Febru-
ary the fourth, at the ninth hour, there was a battle between the
Romans and the zayydyé of Muhammad in Palestine, twelve miles
east of Gaza. The Romans fled, abandoned the patrician Baryrdn,
and the rayyaye killed him. About four thousand poor villagers
from Palestine—Christians, Jews, and Samaritans—were killed and
the tayyaye destroyed the whole region. In the year 947 [635/636
CE], the ninth indiction, the tayyaye invaded all Syria. They went
down to the region of Persia and conquered it and they went up
to the mountain of Mardin. The tayyaye killed many monks in
Qdr and Bnt’ and the blessed Simon, the door keeper of Qdr, the
brother of Thomas the priest, died there."®

Particularly striking for someone who had lived through the conquests is how
little Thomas wrote about them: in a forty-eight-folio document, only six
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sentences. For Thomas, Heraclius’s defeat of the Persians twenty-five years ear-
lier was momentous and memorable, not the military conflicts of his own day.

But as Arab rule continued, Syriac writers felt increasingly obliged to
present at least brief explanations for the conquests. For example, in a letter
written in the 650s, the head of the East Syrian church, Catholicos Isho®yahb
III (d. 659), noted that the “tayyayé to whom at this time God has given rule
over the world” were generally benevolent toward Christians.'” The catholi-
cos’s letter did not focus on the Islamic conquests per se. Instead, Isho®yahb
briefly referred to zayyaye in the larger context of ecclesiastical politics. Nev-
ertheless, his statement that zayyaye rule had been divinely ordained became
a claim that later writers would frequently make and would further develop.

A few years after the death of Isho‘yahb III, an anonymous East Syr-
ian Christian composed a work that modern scholars most often call the
Khuzistan Chronicle.'® This text provided a rapid, chronological survey of
Persian rulers and the leaders of the East Syrian church. It also witnessed a
terminological shift among Syriac descriptions of the conquests. Instead of
using only the Syriac term tayyaye, the author of the Khuzistan Chronicle also
employed a more biblically inspired nomenclature: “the Sons of Ishmael.”
Later authors continued this pattern and frequently referred to their conquer-
ors also as “Ishmaelites” or “Sons of Hagar.”

Toward the chronicle’s end appeared several pages detailing the con-
quests: “God brought against them the Sons of Ishmael [who were as numer-
ous] as sand upon the sea shore. Their leader was Muhammad. Neither walls
nor gates nor armor nor shield withstood them and they took control of the
entire Persian Empire. And Yazdgard sent countless troops against them and
the tayyaye destroyed all of them.”” Amid lists of battles and booty two brief
sentences tried to explain the conquests’ origins. The chronicler’s comments
were very similar to those of Isho‘yahb III. He stated that God raised up the
Sons of Ishmael, and reassured his readers that “The victory of the Sons of
Ishmael who overcame and subjugated their two kingdoms was from God.”®
Like most other early descriptions of the conquests, the Khuzistan Chronicle
provided neither motivation for the Sons of Ishmael’s actions nor morals to
learn from their military success.

Soon after the Khuzistan Chronicle, two Syriac authors produced much
more partisan explanations for the conquests. A Miaphysite account appeared
in the earliest Syriac apocalypse that refers to Islam.?' Although it was actu-
ally composed in the seventh century, this apocalypse claimed as its author
the most famous of Syriac writers, the fourth-century Ephrem the Syrian
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(d. 373). Unlike earlier accounts that most often presented the conquests as
simply another military conflict, the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Ephrem depicted
them as a harbinger of the end times. Written in poetic verse, the Apocalypse
of Pseudo-Ephrem claimed that the conquests were meant to punish Byzantine
impiety, especially their persecution of Miaphysites.”? But the Sons of Hagar
would soon become just as evil as their Byzantine predecessors:

They will separate a son from his father
and a daughter from her mother’s side
They will separate a brother from his brother
and a sister from her sister’s side
They will kill the bridegroom in his bedroom
and expel the bride from her bridal chamber
They will take a wife away from her husband
and slaughter her like a lamb
They will throw an infant from his mother
and drive the mother into captivity
The child will cry out from the earth
and his mother will hear, but what should she do?
For he will be trampled by the feet
of horses, camels, and infantry
They will not allow her to return to him
and the child will remain in the desert
And they will separate children from [their] mother
like a soul from the body
And she will look at them while
her beloved are torn from her lap
Two of her children to two masters
and she herself to another master?

In his description of the conquests, the author used the versification tradi-
tionally ascribed to Ephrem. In Syriac, each line consists of seven syllables.
The author also drew on a long-standing Syriac tradition of dialogical poems,
and increased the sense of pathos through a biblically inflected dialogue be-
tween a mother and her enslaved children:

Her oftspring will cry out in anguish
and their eyes pour forth tears
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And she will turn to her beloved

and milk will overflow from her breast
“Farewell, my beloved

and may God accompany you
He who accompanied Joseph

into slavery among foreigners
He will accompany you, my offspring,

in the captivity into which you go”
“Farewell, our mother

and may God accompany you
He who accompanied Sarah

into the household of Abimelech the Gerarite
He will accompany you

until the day of resurrection™

This was certainly not a case of Christians seeing Muslims as their liberators.
According to the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Ephrem, in response to the wickedness
of the Sons of Hagar, God would soon release the armies of Gog, Magog, and
the other nations of the North (an allusion to Ezekiel 38—39). These escha-
tological tribes would destroy the Sons of Hagar. The tribes, in turn, would
be defeated by an angelic host, who would reinstate the Romans. This second
cycle of Roman rule would conclude with the coming of the Antichrist, the
eschaton, and the Last Judgment. Pseudo-Ephrem foreshadowed the apoca-
lyptic reactions to political events that dominated late seventh-century Syriac
writings but, in this poetic apocalypse, the eschatological role of the Sons of
Hagar remained relatively underdeveloped. From the perspective of Pseudo-
Ephbrem, the Sons of Hagar were just one of several forerunners of the end
times, and the text discussed them for only 100 of its §60 lines.

Miaphysites were not the only Syriac Christians whose memories of the
conquests were shaped by intra-Christian conflicts. Around the early 68os,
a Maronite bishop named George of Resh‘aina wrote a brief biography of
Maximus the Confessor.”® Maximus was the most renowned opponent of
monothelitism, the controversial doctrine that although Christ had a divine
and a human nature, he had only a single will. The first lines of the account
clearly showed that Bishop George was no fan of Maximus’s position. The in-
cipit read: “The history of the wicked Maximus of Palestine, who blasphemed
against his creator and his tongue was torn out.” The exposé began with
Maximus being born from the illegitimate union of a Persian slave woman
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and a Samaritan. The extant text cut off in the midst of Maximus convincing
a covenant of nuns to support his theological doctrines. The intervening six
folia made several brief references to the conquests. George was not overtly
concerned about the initial reason for the conquests, and he included only
a quick allusion to the zayyaye being a divinely ordained punishment. More
important for him was the alleged connection between the zayydye's military
expansion and Maximus. George claimed that once the tayyaye conquered
Syria, the Byzantine authorities were no longer able to combat Maximus’s
doctrines. After Maximus gained a following in zayydyé-controlled Syria, his
influence moved to Africa, Sicily, and Rome. As Maximus’s theology spread,
so did the rayyaye. According to George, the rayyaye kept “following the
wicked Maximus” so that “God’s wrath punished everywhere that accepted
his error.”” From George’s perspective, the conquests had no connection to
Islam. The document’s religious concerns remained focused solely on Chris-
tianity; in this recollection of the conquests, the zayydyé served simply as the
catalyst and the punishment for Christian heresy.

Even a brief survey of the earliest ways that Syriac Christians commemo-
rated the conquests suggests that their authors felt they had much more
pressing issues to address than the rise of Islam. Although the scant attention
these early authors paid to the conquests may surprise modern readers, it
was perfectly understandable given their historical context. For the majority
of seventh-century Syriac Christians, the most involved geopolitical changes
came not with the Islamic conquests of the 630s but from the Byzantine-
Persian wars from 602 to 628, which were much more destructive than the
Islamic conquests.® With a few notable exceptions, during the Islamic con-
quests the majority of sustained military engagements took place in the coun-
tryside, minimizing civilian casualties. Most cities capitulated to Arab forces
without prolonged siege.” Material evidence of the Islamic conquests is mini-
mal, and the conquests did not leave the type of destruction layers associated
with much more devastating invasions.” Instead, inscriptional evidence wit-
nessed continual church occupation and even new construction throughout
the period.”! This does not mean that the Islamic conquests were of little
consequence for the indigenous population. But it does remind us that the
conquests’ political and theological ramifications will have little correlation to
the number of lives lost.

In a period of just over thirty years, many Syriac Christians experienced
no fewer than four changes of governance—Byzantine to Persian to Byzan-
tine to Arab—and initially there was little reason to suppose that Arab rule
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would last any longer than Persian or Byzantine rule. At first Arab forces
settled mainly in newly founded garrison towns,” Islam generally did not
proselytize non-Arabs, conversion rates among non-Arabs remained low,*
local governing structures were left almost completely intact,** and even
the jizya (poll tax) seems to have been more a gradual expansion of previ-
ous revenue structures than a radically new burden.*® As a result, what we
call the Islamic conquests were first described as though there was nothing
explicitly Islamic about them, and what we see today as one of the world’s
most important interreligious encounters barely received mention by its
contemporaries.

The End Is Near: Memories of the Conquests During
‘Abd al-Malik’s Reign in the Late Seventh Century

Circumstances in the middle of the seventh century motivated Syriac writers
to allude only briefly to the conquests. Soon after the composition of Pseudo-
Ephrem and the Life of Maximus, however, the political situation drastically
shifted, forcing Syriac Christians to reevaluate how they remembered the
conquests. Of particular import were the changes brought about through the
consolidation of Umayyad rule under the caliph ‘Abd al-Malik (r. 685—705)
and his policies of Islamization. With ‘Abd al-Malik, the caliphate took an
active role in championing Islam, promoting it as the supersessionary, state-
sponsored religion of an increasingly Islamic empire.®

The initial Syriac response to “Abd al-Malik’s policies of Islamization
was quite apocalyptic, with late seventh-century Syriac Christians drawing
on centuries of apocalyptic resources and redirecting them toward their con-
querors.” Because most Syriac Christians did not consider Revelation to be
canonical, for them the most important apocalyptic text was the book of
Daniel. Ever since its composition in the mid-second century BCE, the book
of Daniels repeated references to four successive kingdoms preceding the es-
chaton made its imagery a favorite for those who were keen on predicting the
world’s imminent end. However, Daniel remained a problematic resource for
explaining the conquests. Centuries of Jewish and Christian interpretation
had already established a widely shared consensus that the last of Daniel’s four
world kingdoms was that of the Greco-Romans; there was to be no human
kingdom after theirs. This initially left little place for the Arabs, and one can
observe various strategies that postconquest authors used to make room in
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Daniel’s schema for the conquests.* This combination of political, religious,
and interpretive challenges Syriac Christians felt under ‘Abd al-Malik’s reign
motivated late seventh-century authors to attach a degree of significance to
the conquests they had previously lacked.

An increased emphasis on the conquests first appeared in the work of
East Syrian monk John bar Penkayé.*” Around 687 John finished his Book of
Main Points, a world history from Creation to his own day. He wrote during
the second fitna, which began soon after the death of the caliph Mu‘awiya
IT in 683. For the following nine years, the Umayyad caliphs Marwan (r. 684—
685) and his son “Abd al-Malik (d. 705) fought against a rival caliph, ‘Abd
Allah ibn al-Zubayr (d. 692). To make John’s situation more precarious, when
he composed the Book of Main Points his region of Iraq was not under the
control of either of these contending caliphs. Rather, a group of non-Arab
prisoners of war had staged an initially successful anti-Arab rebellion and had
recently taken the city of Nisibis, located a hundred kilometers southwest of
John’s monastery. During this time of local rebellion amid a much larger civil
war, John’s abbot asked him to write his history.

When the Book of Main Points spoke of the conquests, John concerned
himself neither with individual battles nor with casualty figures. Like many
Syriac authors of the previous generation, John wrote in the genre of a chron-
icle. Nevertheless, John’s chronicle focused not on what happened during
the conquests but on why the conquests happened in the first place. Just one
sentence into his conquest narrative, he presented the explanatory framework
that would dominate his understanding of the rise of Islam:

Indeed, we should not consider their coming to be ordinary. For
it was a divine deed. Prior to summoning them, He had previ-
ously prepared them to hold Christians in honor. Thus there also
carefully came from God a certain commandment that they should
hold our monastic order in honor. And when they came in accord
with a divine commandment, they seized—so to say—the two
kingdoms without war or difficulty. Thus, with neither armor nor
human wiles, in a despised fashion like a brand snatched from a
fire, God thus gave victory into their hands so that what was writ-
ten concerning them could be fulfilled: “One pursued a thousand
and two put ten thousand to flight” [Deut. 30:30]. For, apart from
divine aid, how could naked men riding with neither armor nor
shield be victorious? He summoned them from the ends of the
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earth to devastate a sinful kingdom and with them humble the ar-
rogance of the Sons of Persia.®

God called, prepared, commanded, and gave victory to the Sons of Hagar in
such a way that everyone could see that “the entire world was handed over to
the tayyaye.”* But why would God do this?

This question of theodicy dominated John’s work. He drew on interpre-
tive frameworks popularized by church historian Eusebius of Caesarea (d. ca.
339) as well as on an extensive East Syrian tradition of understanding God’s
dealings with humanity in terms of divine pedagogy. He then interpreted
the previous six centuries of church history as a cycle of Christians learn-
ing from their tribulations, growing closer to God, and, once their situation
improves, falling back into error. Applying this heuristic to his own time,
John claimed that, once Roman persecution of Christians subsided in the
early fourth century, theological error overtook the church. The resulting
Chalcedonian theology led to the Byzantines’ defeat by the tayyaye. As for
the Persians, they were defeated because of their excessive pride and because
of Zoroastrian persecution of East Syrian Christians.®

What would happen next? John again diverged from earlier seventh-
century Syriac authors. According to him, humanity had already lost its last
chance for reform. Realizing that nothing would motivate humanity to re-
pent, God had removed His heavenly care from the world, ushering in the
beginning of the end.* As for the Sons of Hagar, according to John, the anti-
tayyaye forces that recently took control of Nisibis would soon defeat them.®
This victory, however, would also be short-lived, as John states: “I truly know
that the end of ages has reached us.”*

Although he dedicated only one book of his fifteen-book world history
to discussing the Sons of Hagar, the Book of Main Points “was composed

first of all as a Christian response to the rise of Islam.”’

A quintessential ex-
ample of remembering the past through the lens of the present, John wrote
his history backward. That is, as a result of the tribulations that he and his
community faced, John was convinced the eschaton would soon arrive. This
motivated him to look back in time to establish an ongoing pattern of God’s
pedagogical relationship with humanity and to find a decisive moment—the
conquests and their immediate aftermath—when this pattern was broken.
Although his predecessors briefly alluded to God giving the tayyaye military
victory, John showed a level of theological engagement with the conquests

that was not found in previous works. The next decade of Syriac memories
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of the conquests would become dominated by many of the questions John
struggled with (Why the conquests? What would happen to the rayyaye?
What would happen to us?), as well as with his answers (We suffered because
of our sins. God would defeat them. The world soon would end.). Neverthe-
less, the rapidly changing political environment of the late seventh century
would cause slightly later authors to write very differently about these issues
than John did.

John ended up being wrong. The rebellion of former prisoners of war
that he thought would defeat the Arabs was easily put down, Ibn al-Zubayr
was defeated in Mecca, ‘Abd al-Malik became the sole caliph, and his descen-
dants would control the Umayyad caliphate until 750. The end of the second
fitna, however, was far from an unmitigated blessing for Syriac Christians.
The political stability following the second Arab civil war, along with ‘Abd al-
Malik’s substantial building program, the minting of his own coins, a census,
and tax reform, all suggested that the Arab state was not going away anytime
soon.® As head of this state, ‘Abd al-Malik championed Islam. Toward the
end of the second fitna, Muslim proclamations of faith as well as polemics

# coins, and,

against Christian theology began to appear on mile markers,
most prominently, the newly constructed Dome of the Rock. Built on the
Temple Mount in Jerusalem and inscribed with Qur’anic passages decrying
Trinitarian theology, the Dome of the Rock clearly pronounced the caliph’s
intent to make Islam a successor religion to Christianity.*® In the words of
Islamicist Stephen Humphreys, “A more forthright statement of the reli-
gious identity and purpose of his empire, or of the reduced status that non-
Muslims (and Christians in particular) would have in it, is hard to imagine.”!
While he was increasing Islam’s public prominence, the caliph also began to
regulate public displays of Christianity, especially those depicting the cross.”

At the same time that “Abd al-Malik was pursuing these policies of Is-
lamization, he also promoted Arabicization. Of particular import was “Abd
al-Malik’s changing the language of governance and taxation from a variety of
local languages—such as Coptic, Greek, and Syriac—to a fully Arabic admin-
istration.” This helped begin a centuries-long process that eventually reduced
Syriac from a lingua franca to a primarily liturgical language.

For Syriac Christians, the immediate literary response to these changing
circumstances was a series of apocalypses, the most popular of which was a
document now called the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius.>* The text claimed
as its author Bishop Methodius (d. 311), to whom God revealed “the genera-
tions and kingdoms” from the time of Adam until the world’s end 7,000 years
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later.® The real author, however, most likely wrote toward the conclusion of
the second fitna in 69o/691.% At this time, “Abd al-Malik had just conquered
Mesopotamia, and it became increasingly obvious that, contrary to the pre-
dictions of Christians like John bar Penkayg, the civil war would not destroy
the tayyaye. The caliph had also just instituted tax reforms increasing the
amount of revenue gathered by the government, and he had begun construct-
ing the Dome of the Rock. In response to these developments, the author
of Pseudo-Methodius stubbornly proclaimed the invincibility of the Byzantine
Empire and the imminent demise of the Sons of Ishmael—a stance that con-
temporary events made increasingly untenable.

Like many previous Syriac works, Pseudo-Methodius stressed God’s role
in initiating the conquests. Pseudo-Methodius explained to its readers that

It was not because God loves them that He allowed them to enter
and take control of the Christians’ kingdom, rather on account of
the iniquity and sin done by Christians, the like of which was not
done by any previous generation. For men would clad themselves in
the wanton clothes of prostitutes and would adorn themselves like
virgins. Standing openly on the cities’ streets, shamelessly rabid
with drunkenness and lasciviousness, they would have sex with each
other. Prostitutes also would openly stand on the streets. A man
would enter, fornicate, and go out. And his son would come and
defile himself in the very same woman. Brothers, fathers, and sons
together would all defile themselves in one woman.”

In response to these sins, God summoned these “barbarian tyrants,” “reb-
els, murderers, blood shedders, and annihilaters” who were “not men but
children of devastation.”® Pseudo-Methodius “predicted” that these Sons
of Ishmael would wage war against the Byzantines, destroy the Persians,
decimate the Christian population, and cause many to deny their faith. In
describing the conquests as God’s punishment for Christian transgressions,
Pseudo-Methodius drew from a well-established Syriac tradition equating
catastrophe with sin.” But for the author of Pseudo-Methodius, as for John
bar Penkayé before him, the present-day crisis was so great that these di-
sasters served not as a call for repentance but as a signal of the world’s
impending end. Pseudo-Methodius emphasized that, despite all evidence to
the contrary, the Sons of Ishmael would not remain for long. Given the
anticipated brevity of their rule, from the perspective of Pseudo-Methodius
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the Sons of Ishmael did not constitute a world kingdom and therefore did
not challenge the traditional interpretation of Daniel in which only four
kingdoms—Babylonians, Persians, Medes, Greco-Romans—would precede
the world’s end.®® The Sons of Ishmael were simply God’s tool to chastise
Christians and to separate the truly faithful from the faithless. Soon after
the conquests, God would raise up the last king of the Greeks, a figure the
author created by combining motifs he found in two earlier Syriac texts, the
Romance of Julian the Apostate and the Legend of Alexander.®' This last king
of the Greeks would launch a war against the blaspheming Sons of Ishmael,
would quickly defeat them, and would enslave them a hundred times more
bitterly than they did the Christians. The king would then punish Chris-
tian apostates and reign from Jerusalem over a ten-year period of peace and
prosperity, after which he would give up earthly rule to Christ by placing
his crown on the true cross as it ascended to heaven. This would usher in
Jesus’ Second Coming and His defeat of the Antichrist.

Pseudo-Methodiuss detailed apocalyptic schema was more involved than
any previous depiction of the conquests. Through translation into Arme-
nian, Greek, Latin, and Slavonic, Pseudo-Methodius profoundly shaped the
next millennium of Western writings on Islam.®? Like the author of Pseudo-
Ephrem and John bar Penkayé, the most likely Miaphysite author of Pseudo-
Methodius considered the conquests to be God’s response to Christian sins.
Like his apocalyptically inclined predecessors, he also saw the Sons of Ish-
mael as reigning only briefly.®® In addition to its influence on later writings,
what most distinguished Pseudo-Methodius from prior conquest accounts
was its substantially more negative depiction of the conquerors, the con-
quests, and their aftermath than that found in almost any other early Syriac
text. The intensity of its vitriol may have contributed to its popularity among
more western Christians. For example, the Latin version of the Apocalypse
of Pseudo-Methodius survived in almost 200 extant manuscripts, the earliest
dated to 727.%

A year or two after Pseudo-Methodius's initial composition, a writer
from the city of Edessa created an abridged and modified version of Pseudo-
Methodius that modern scholars most often call the Edessene Apocalypse.®® Al-
though heavily dependent on Pseudo-Methodius, the Edessene Apocalypse made
several important changes to its source’s apocalyptic schema that augmented
the emphasis on sacred space. Unlike Pseudo-Methodius, the Edessene Apoca-
lypse specified that both the Sons of Ishmael and a horde of unclean nations
from the North would be defeated in Mecca, that the city of Edessa would
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remain inviolate, and that Christ’s final victory would follow two reconquests
of Jerusalem.®® It also claimed that, as a final portent of Christianity’s com-
ing victory over the Sons of Ishmael, a horse that had never had a human
rider would enter the church of Constantinople and place its head into a
bridle made from the nails of Jesus’ true cross. Here, the author of the Edes-
sene Apocalypse drew from the Syriac Judas Cyriacus Legend. This earlier text
claimed that Constantine’s mother, Helena, discovered the true cross in Jeru-
salem and made Constantine a bridle from its nails. As pointed out by Gerrit
Reinink, the Edessene Apocalypse made the story’s Jerusalem connection even
stronger through its reference to an unridden horse, a scriptural echo of
Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday.®” Few Syriac Christians would
have overlooked this apocalyptic appropriation of sacred space. The multiple
references to Jerusalem and Jesus’ cross would have been especially poignant
during a time when “Abd al-Malik was establishing Jerusalem as an Islamic
center and regulating Christian displays of the cross.

The final extant Syriac apocalypse written during the reign of “Abd al-
Malik was attributed to the apostle John, the younger brother of Zebbudee,
and thus was titled the Apocalypse of Jobn the Little. It appeared in the con-
cluding section of a larger work, the Gospel of the Twelve Apostles, which con-
sisted of a brief synopsis of the gospels and Acts followed by three related
apocalypses: an anti-Chalcedonian apocalypse attributed to Peter, an anti-
Jewish apocalypse attributed to James, and John’s anti-Muslim apocalypse.®

For contemporary events to parallel the book of Daniel, the author of the
Apocalypse of Jobn the Little reinterpreted the first three kingdoms of Daniel’s
schema to be the Romans, the Persians, and then—quite ahistorically—the
Medes. Thus the South (the Apocalypse’s term for the Arabs) could become
the fourth and final kingdom that Daniel prophesied. Once the three prior
kingdoms had become corrupt:

Then suddenly the prophecy of the beautiful, pure Daniel will be
fulfilled: “God will bring forth a mighty southern wind.” And from
it will come a people hideous in appearance, whose appearance and
conduct are like those of women. And a warrior, one whom they
will call a prophet, will rise up among them. . . . And the South
will prosper. They will trample Persia with the hooves of their
armies’ horses and subdue it. And they will devastate Rome. None
will be able to stand before them because [this] was commanded
them by the holy one of heaven.
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This fourth kingdom consisting of the people of the South would cause the
people of the North to suffer greatly, especially under constant demands for
tribute. During the last ten and half years of their rule, the people of the
South would persecute Christians because they “hate the Lord’s name.” In
response, God’s angel would divide them into two parties (an allusion to the
second fitna), each claiming a different king. A bloody conflict would follow
at the “water well” (an allusion to the well of Zamzam in Mecca where in 692
Abd al-Malik’s forces defeated Ibn al-Zubayr).* Soon afterward a “man from
the North” would rise up and begin to destroy the South. This eschatological
figure was very difterent from Pseudo-Methodiuss and the Edessene Apocalypse’s
king of the Greeks. The “man from the North” would not pursue the South
beyond Christian territory nor ultimately defeat it. Instead, “God will incite
upon them evil times of misery. And without a battle they will be devastated.
And for all the world’s generations, [the South] will not [again] take up arms
and rise up in battle.”

Most likely written toward the end of ‘Abd al-Malik’s reign, the Apoca-
lypse of Jobn the Little was much less grand in its apocalyptic scheme than
earlier works; the Byzantine emperor had a smaller role in the conqueror’s
downfall, there was little discussion of why the conquests occurred in the
first place, there was no reconquest of Jerusalem, and the apocalypse did not
conclude with the end of the world. It is also important to remember that the
Apocalypse of Jobn the Little was part of a longer work. The anti-Chalcedonian
and anti-Jewish polemics found in the two apocalyptic sections preceding the
Apocalypse of Jobn the Little suggest that explaining the conquests was just one
of the author’s many concerns.

Contrary to the expectations of at least some Syriac Christians, the sec-
ond fitna did not end Arab rule. Instead, it ended with an increasingly stable,
increasingly assertive, and increasingly Islamic caliphate. This made untenable
the previous way of remembering the conquests as an unfortunate but rela-
tively mundane, temporary event. Instead, late seventh-century Syriac authors
recast the conquests as something truly earth-shattering. If the second fitna
did not destroy the tayyaye, something else had to. Through allusions to ear-
lier Syriac texts and through new interpretations of Daniel, these apocalyptic
authors created intricate, intertextual revenge fantasies. For these writers, the
conquests became the first act in a seven-decades-long divine drama that was
about to conclude in the vindication of Christianity. As a result, the Sons of
Ishmael would soon “become slaves and [in] servitude they will serve those
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who had served them. Their servitude will be a hundred times more bitter
than their own [enslaving was].””!

Syriac Christians were not alone in their belief that the world was soon
to end. The Qur'an contained numerous verses that appear to have been in-
fluenced by imminent eschatology.”” The Islamic conquests also motivated
seventh- and eighth-century Jewish and Zoroastrian writers to proclaim the
world’s imminent demise. Coptic, Greek, and later Muslim texts were not
far behind.” What stood out about seventh- and early eighth-century Syr-
iac Christian apocalypses was not simply their intensity (few could match,
for example, the gloom and doom of the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius).
What most distinguished Syriac anti-Islamic apocalypses was their transitory
nature. Among Syriac Christians, the apocalyptic way of remembering the
conquests was amazingly short-lived. Almost all extant examples (John bar
Penkayé’s Book of Main Points, the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius, the Edes-
sene Apocalypse, the Apocalypse of Jobn the Little) were written under the reign
of °Abd al-Malik. When it became increasingly apparent that their conquer-
ors would be in control for the long run, Syriac memories of the conquests
quickly became less apocalyptic. As the Apocalypse of Jobn the Little showed,
by the early eighth century even those memories still preserved in the liter-
ary genre of an apocalypse no longer carried the same message of the world’s
imminent end that they had so adamantly proclaimed only a decade earlier.

Preparing for the Long Haul: Memories of the
Congquests During the Later Umayyad Caliphate
in the First Half of the Eighth Century

When the Umayyad dynasty solidified under Abd al-Malik and his succes-
sors, Christian hopes for a quick end to Arab rule began to fizzle. As their
apocalyptic expectations were not met, Syriac Christians had to develop other
interpretive frameworks to address memories of the conquests. After the
Apocalypse of Jobn the Little, there were no other extant Syriac apocalypses for
more than a century. But discussions of the conquests proliferated in other
genres. These conquest accounts from the first half of the eighth century
neither described specific battles nor predicted the world’s impending end.
Instead, they situated the conquests within a broader context of scriptural
exegesis, king lists, and apologetics. In contrast to the late seventh-century
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apocalypses, authors of these slightly later texts often downplayed the con-
quests’ historical and theological significance. They suggested that even if
the tayyayé had established a long-lasting kingdom, the kingdom’s rise and
persistence should present little challenge to Christianity.

Such attempts to minimize the conquests’ significance took place as
Abd al-Malik’s successors expanded his policies of Islamization and Arabici-
zation.” During the early eighth century, state officials frequently intervened
in church affairs,” and there slowly emerged additional anti-Christian mea-
sures, such as forbidding non-Muslims from giving legal testimony against
Muslims.” Changes in tax policy also affected Syriac communities. During
the seventh century, conversion to Islam would not lessen a convert’s tax li-
ability. But ‘Abd al-Malik’s nephew, Umayyad caliph “‘Umar II (r. 717—720),
legislated that converts to Islam no longer had to pay the jizya (poll tax).”
It took decades for ‘Umar II's tax reform to be put into widespread practice.
Nevertheless, officially tying the tax rate to religious afhiliation represented
an important shift in Umayyad policy. Syriac literature from the early eighth
century showed a growing awareness of Islam’s theological challenges to
Christianity, and the first extant disputation texts appeared in the early 700s.
At this time, Syriac Christians also reevaluated the ways they commemorated
and interpreted the conquests.

Miaphysite bishop Jacob of Edessa (fl. 684—708) provides a useful illus-
tration of how memories of the conquests changed around the end of the sev-
enth century. In his writings, Jacob made dozens of references to tayyaye, but
his extant works contained only one explicit discussion of the conquests. This
short reference appeared among a collection of Jacob’s scriptural comments
or Scholia, and it is unclear when he wrote it. Jacob commented on 1 Kings
14:21—28 where the biblical text claims that, because of the Israelites’ sins, the
Egyptian pharaoh Shishak successfully invaded Jerusalem. After explaining
how the ancient Israelites were a type for Christians, Jacob wrote:

Therefore, because of the evil of Rehoboam and of Judah, God
brought upon them Shishak the reigning king of Egypt. And,

as divine scripture relates, because of their sins and provocation,

he took them captive, scattered them, and destroyed their cit-

ies. So also us, because of our sins and many iniquities, Christ
handed us over. And he enslaved us under the harsh yoke of the
Arabians.” . . . Because we did not take notice of all this grace and
freedom that had been given us, but became oppressors and deniers
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of grace—just like ancient Judah, we were handed over to bondage
and slavery, to plunder and captivity.”

On one level, Jacob was doing nothing new. Like the Life of Maximus the
Confessor, the Book of Main Points, the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius, the Edes-
sene Apocalypse, and the Apocalypse of Jobn the Little, Jacob suggested that the con-
quests and Eastern Christianity’s subjugation to Arabian rule were the result of
divine retribution for Christian sinfulness. When they discussed the conquests,
some of these earlier texts briefly alluded to passages in the Hebrew Scrip-
ture, such as prophetic passages from Daniel. But Jacob was the first Syriac
Christian to fully develop an exegetical strategy that explicitly related Chris-
tian defeat during the conquests to a specific biblical precedent. Just as the
Israelites’ sins in the tenth century BCE allowed a foreign king to take control
of Jerusalem and enslave God’s chosen people, so too in the seventh century.
The result of Jacob’s exegesis was just the opposite of what one finds in the
earlier Syriac apocalypses. Here, the conquests were no longer extraordinary
events so unprecedented they signaled the world’s end. Instead, the conquests
were a repeat of biblical history. This analogy between the sins of contempo-
rary Christians and ancient Israelites did not stop at offering a tidy explana-
tion for the Arabians’ military success. It also pointed toward their eventual
(albeit no longer imminent) demise. Even if the Israelites’ captivity under
foreign invaders might last for decades or even centuries, eventually their
repentance motivated God to destroy their conquerors and free His people.
Undoubtedly, Jacob was hoping for a similar outcome.

A different strategy for minimizing the conquests’ significance appeared
in two early eighth-century texts that spoke about Arab rulers. The first
was a brief caliph list written between 705 and 715.* The list began: “[In]
the year 932 of Alexander, the son of Philip the Macedonian [= 620/621
CE], Muhammad entered the land. He reigned seven years. After him, Aba
Bakr reigned: two years. After him, ‘Umar reigned: twelve years. After him,
“Uthman reigned: twelve years. After him . . .”! The record continues to the
beginning of Caliph Walid’s reign in 705. What made the sequence particu-
larly striking was its detached presentation. The prophet Muhammad was
just like any other king. There was no need to explain the conquests. One
king followed the other, just as in any other kingdom. The author stripped
the memories of the conquests of any overarching trauma or meaning and
simply buried them within a list of relatively mundane political changes.®

Written just a few years later, the aptly named Chronicle of Disasters
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explained how a long list of catastrophes “happened according to the just,
incomprehensible, and astonishing judgments of God.”* This inventory of
calamities began with a comet’s appearance: “When the kingdom of the Sons
of Ishmael held power and its control stretched over the entire land, in the
days of Walid son of Malik, son of Marwan, who reigned at that time.” One
has to make it through a plague, a drought, a locust infestation, a hurricane,
a hailstorm, and several earthquakes before encountering the second refer-
ence to Arab rule, when Walid died and was succeeded by his brother Sulei-
man. The list ended fairly anticlimactically with a hailstorm killing a number
of birds. Yet more interesting than the fowls’ unfortunate fate was the way
the author interwove these natural catastrophes with the two references to
Umayyad caliphs. The text did not explicitly link the kingdom of the Sons of
Ishmael with other listed items. Nevertheless, the intercalation of these two
rulers in the midst of more conventional misfortunes certainly suggested that
these caliphs were part of God’s chastisement for Christian sins.

Both the Chronicle ad 705 and the Chronicle of Disasters are dull reading.
This was part of the point. By reducing the rise of Islam to simply a list of
kings or sandwiching the notice of a new caliph between one hailstorm that
damages vineyards and another that destroys birds, these texts domesticated
the conquests. The last surviving Ummayad era conquest account, however,
showed just how much was at stake in these seemingly innocuous commemo-
rations. In the 720s, an anonymous East Syrian writer claimed to have re-
corded a conversation between an unnamed monk from the Monastery of
Bet Halé and an unspecified zayyaya official who was visiting the monastery.
The resulting Ber Hale Disputation (also known as The Disputation Between
a Monk of Bet Halé and an Arab Notable) contained an eight-folio discussion
between these interlocutors concerning topics such as Trinitarian theology,
Christian veneration of relics, and origins of the Qur'an.*® This supposed
transcript ended with the tayyaya declaring that were it not for the fear of
repercussions, many tayydyé would have converted to Christianity.*

Discussions of the conquests played such a central role in the Ber Hale
Disputation that its most recent interpreter proclaims, “The relation between
political power and right religion is the main problem in the Disputation.”
The tayyaya first discussed the conquests when he presented zayydye military
success as proof of Islam’s doctrinal correctness: “This is the sign that God
loves us and agrees with our confession [fawdita]: he gave us authority over
all religions and peoples. Behold they are slaves subject to us.”®® Although
here appearing in a Christian text, the argument was identical to that found
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in a number of early Islamic sources.® Passages in Christian works such as
the Book of Main Points and Pseudo-Methodius tried to preempt this line of
reasoning. The dialogical format of the Bét Hale Disputation, however, helped
it become the first Syriac text to have a fayyaya character explicitly articulate
this challenge. The result was a particularly vivid example of contested com-
memoration in which two characters expressed diametrically opposed views
of the conquests’ meaning. Although the dialogue’s characters were literary
fictions, the perspectives they presented were not. The texts plot (such as it
is) sought to adjudicate between these two interpretations of the past and
reassure its audience that the Christian memory of the conquests was the
correct one.

The monk initially raised two objections to the tayyayas claim. First,
similar to what Jacob of Edessa implied in his appeal to biblical history, the
monk noted that the world had seen the rise and fall of many kingdoms and
that those who first seemed to be military victors later suffered defeat. Ac-
cording to the monk, such reversals of fortunate were particularly prevalent
among the kingdoms God initially used to chastise His chosen people. The
monk’s second objection to the zayydya’s understanding of the conquests re-
jected the conquest memories of most earlier Syriac accounts. Many earlier
Christian texts emphasized that after the conquests the conquerors controlled
most of the known world. In contrast, the monk in the Bet Hale Disputa-
tion argued, “You Sons of Ishmael control [only a] little of the earth and all
creation is not subjected to your authority.” In support of this claim, the
monk presented a long list of lands and peoples not yet conquered. After
minimizing the conquests’ chronological and geographical significance, the
monk turned to defending specific Christian beliefs and practices.

The two interlocutors returned to the conquests at the end of the Ber
Hale Disputation when the tayyaya asked questions that had undoubtedly been
puzzling many eighth-century Christians: “Why has God delivered you into
our hands? [Why] are you led by us like sheep to the slaughter, your priests
and bishops are killed, and the rest [of you] are subjected and enslaved day and
night by the king’s tribute that is more bitter than death?™" At first glance, the
Bet Hale Disputation’s responses were almost identical to Pseudo-Methodius, on
which they clearly depended. The monk quoted the same verse from Deuter-
onomy: “God does not bring you into the promised land to inherit it because of
your righteousness, but because of the wickedness of its inhabitants.” Next, like
Pseudo-Methodius, he referred to the sixty years of Israelite enslavement prior to
Gideon as a precursor to the tayydye’s current subjugation of Eastern Christians.
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The monk finished by citing, as did Pseudo-Methodius, Hebrews 12:6: “The
Lord chastises whomever He loves.””

Despite these similarities of argument, there remained two important
differences between the Beét Hale Disputation and its predecessors. The first
difference related to the issue of genre. By using the format of a dialogue and
combining points found scattered throughout works like Pseudo-Methodius
into a single paragraph, the Ber Hale Disputation provided an easily acces-
sible and potentially reassuring list of why the historically, geographically,
and scripturally informed Christian should not see the conquests as a sign
of Christianity’s inferiority to Islam. The second difference related to the
issue of argumentation. The Disputation took what was previously a defensive
argument—despite tayyaye military success, Christians remained God’s cho-
sen people—and transformed it into a seemingly counterintuitive claim. In
the Bet Hale Disputation, the tayyaye's victory in the conquests actually proved
God’s disdain for them. This line of reasoning began immediately after the
Ber Hale Disputation quoted Hebrews 12:8. Unlike Pseudo-Methodius, when
commenting on this verse, the Bét Hale Disputation switched into the second
person: “The Lord chastises whomever He loves [Hebrews 12:8].” And if you
are without chastisement, you are foreigners and not sons.” The implica-
tion emerged that your lack of suffering was not a sign of divine favor but
stemmed from you not being one of God’s sons. Since the Sons of Ishmael
were not part of God’s family, God did not bother to use adversity to correct
their behavior.

The Bet Halé Disputation then combined the motif of kinship with that
of inheritance. In its last lines, one learns that God punishes Christians in the
temporal world so they can inherit heaven. Similarly, although a righteous
Son of Hagar would not abide in eternal torment, in God’s kingdom he still
would be considered “as a hireling and not as a son.” The Ber Hale Disputa-
tion built on a lengthy tradition of interreligious intertexuality. When it was
initially written, the Genesis story of Abraham, Hagar, and Sarah emphasized
that God’s chosen lineage passed not through Hagar to her son Ishmael but
through Sarah to her son Isaac, the progenitor of the Israelites. Hundreds of
years later, Paul commented on this passage in Galatians 4. But he reversed
the traditional Jewish interpretation. Paul claimed that Hagar’s offspring
represented the Jews, and Sarah’s lineage belonged only to those who fol-
lowed Christ. When the Bet Halé Disputation spoke of people whom we call
Muslims as “the Sons of Hagar,” it read contemporary events through Paul’s
interpretation of Genesis. That is, people we refer to as Muslims were, in the
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Ber Hale Disputation’s exegesis, taking the role that the Jews did in Paul’s. As
Hagar’s children, they were being disinherited from God’s chosen lineage.

Other Syriac texts used similar terms and implied a similar point. But the
Ber Hale Disputation’s understanding of the conquests played a unique role in
this argument. The dialogue ended with a sort of divine irony. According to the
Bet Hale Disputation, Christians’ military defeat actually signified their kinship
to God. Because Christians were God’s children, God chastised them so they
would learn to become worthy heirs. In contrast, the Sons of Hagar were mili-
tarily successful simply because God did not bother to correct those who were
not really His sons. Through the conquests, God gave the tayydye territory in
this world as a sign that they would not be His true heirs in the world to come.

The complexity of the Bét Hale Disputation’s exegesis helps to illustrate
how much memories of the conquests had changed under the Umayyad dy-
nasty. The rise of “Abd al-Malik, the end of the second fitna, and Umayyad
policies of Islamization substantially affected the ways Syriac Christians re-
membered the events of the 630s as well as the genres in which they pre-
served these memories. In some cases, Syriac Christians reacted by using
the genre of apocalypse to increase the conquests’ cosmological significance:
they were literally the end of the world. In other cases, Syriac Christians
reacted, often in the forms of king lists and chronicles, by downplaying the
conquests’ significance: the conquests were a relatively mundane transfer of
kingship. But in the dialogical disputation text of the Bét Hale Disputation
one finds the conquests imbued with greater religious valence. As the caliph-
ate became increasingly invested and increasingly public in the promotion of
Islam, Syriac Christians now remembered the conquests as being increasingly
Islamic. That is, the ways one interpreted the conquests became important
for arguing the relative merits of Christianity versus the merits of the confes-
sion (tawditd) proclaimed by Hagar’s children.

An Increasingly Distant Past: Memories of the
Conquests During the Early Abbasid Caliphate of the
Mid-Eighth Through the Mid-Ninth Century

After the Ber Hale Disputation, there occurred a several-decade hiatus in ex-
tant conquest accounts. When the next surviving account appeared in the
760s, we encounter Syriac Christians in a very different situation than forty
years earlier. In 747 the Abbasid family led a revolt against Umayyad rule.
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Three years later they defeated the Umayyad caliph Marwan II and took
control of the Islamic empire.” The change from Umayyad to Abbasid rule
in 750 dramatically affected Syriac Christians’ collective memories of the con-
quests in terms of both how often they wrote about the 630s and how they
chose to remember them.

Abbasid interactions with Christianity varied greatly depending on a
given caliph’s policies or a local governor’s practices; there was no uniform
treatment of Christians under Abbasid rule.” Nevertheless, several long-term
developments in the early Abbasid period shaped the fortunes of all Syriac
communities between 750 and the mid-ninth century. The most important of
these was greater contact between Syriac Christians and early Muslims. These
interactions took place on a number of levels. In 767, the Abbasid caliph
al-Mansur moved the capital of the Islamic empire from Damascus to the
newly constructed city of Baghdad. This move was particularly advantageous
for East Syrian Christians because Baghdad was located just a few kilometers
from Seleucia-Ctesiphon, the traditional seat of their catholicos. The shift
of capitals thus enabled the head of the East Syrian church to have frequent
dealings with the caliphate. More broadly, as a result of the process of Arabi-
cization that had started a century earlier, many Syriac Christians were now
bilingual, allowing for more direct interactions with Muslims and a greater
knowledge of Islam. Early Abbasid society also began a widespread transla-
tion project in which Abbasid authorities and private elites sought to translate
all available texts of Greek science and philosophy into Arabic. Because many
of these works had already been translated from Greek into Syriac, Syriac
scholars were active participants in the Abbasid translation movement.” The
Abbasid translation movement also popularized Aristotelian logic, which be-
came a common intellectual currency shared by Christians and Muslims.
Several early Abbasid rulers also popularized public religious debates that
provided a more formalized venue for religious exchange.”® At the same time,
cities and towns had increasingly mixed populations that, combined with the
ongoing effects of Arabicization, facilitated everyday contact between Chris-
tians and Muslims.

This does not mean that the eighth and ninth centuries were an age of
universal tolerance and mutual respect. During the Abbasid period, conver-
sion to Islam became increasingly prevalent and eventually led to a substantial
decrease in the number of Syriac Christians.” At the same time, Abbasid
authorities were developing their own governmental, legal, and intellectual
systems that were increasingly distinct from those of their Byzantine and
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Sasanian predecessors. The government bureaucracy was now conducted al-
most entirely in Arabic; compared to the Umayyad period, Christian elites
no longer played as large a role in government administration.!” Often in
response to requests from quarreling Christians, Muslim officials continued
their involvement in church politics." Several Abbasid caliphs also became
increasingly aggressive in the ongoing project of Islamization. During the
early Abbasid period, a set of legal traditions designed to differentiate dhimmi
(non-Muslims) from Muslims began to reach its classical form, the so-called
Pact of ‘Umar.'” Scholars continue to debate how often regulations on the
appearance and behavior of dhimmi were actually enforced.'” Nevertheless,
it remains clear that over time these rules, which Muslim authors attributed
to Caliph “‘Umar (d. 644), became increasingly discriminatory and more fre-
quently implemented. The result was unexpected reversals of fortune, such as
one caliph befriending and another imprisoning the East Syrian catholicos,
as well as seemingly contradictory behavior, such as one of the most anti-
Christian caliphs having a Christian chief physician.!*

Combined with the increased chronological distance between the con-
quests and later Syriac writers, such developments strongly influenced the
ways Abbasid-era Christians remembered the 630s. Of particular note was
the relative infrequency with which later Syriac authors wrote about the con-
quests. During the Abbasid period, there was a substantial increase in the
number and length of Syriac texts about Islam. But unlike the first hundred
years of Syriac writings on Islam, when the majority of texts discussed the
630s, most early Abbasid Syriac works did not even mention the conquests.
The result was a dearth of Abbasid-era Syriac descriptions of the conquests,
punctuated by a couple of authors who wrote about them extensively. Even
among the minority who addressed the conquests, their concerns had shifted
dramatically from those of their predecessors. For these writers, memories of
the conquests became even more presentist, ever more strongly influenced by
the author’s contemporary political context.

Maronite writer Theophilus of Edessa (d. 785) composed one of the first
Abbasid-era accounts of Islam. Later authors credit Theophilus with translat-
ing Homer and Galen into Syriac, penning astrological treatises, and compos-
ing a lengthy historical chronicle. They also claim that he once accompanied
the Abbasid caliph al-Mahdi on a military campaign, most likely as his as-
trologer. Although Theophilus’s Chronicle is no longer extant, three later
authors—the Greek Theophanes (d. 818), the Syriac Dionysius of Tel Mahré
(d. 845), and the Arabic Christian Agapius of Manbij (d. ca. 950)—had access
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to Theophilus’s text.!” By identifying passages that these later writers shared,
modern scholars can reconstruct a general sketch of Theophilus’s Chronicle,
even if one cannot always determine the exact wording of the original work
or recover it in its entirety.'*

Even a rough outline of Theophilus’s Chronicle hints at important
changes in the collective memory of the conquests. Of particular note was
Theophilus’s move away from the question that dominated so many of his
predecessors—why God allowed the conquests—to new issues that were be-
coming particularly relevant for Christian-Muslim interactions. In place of
asking why God gave victory to the conquerors, Theophilus was much more
interested in how the conquests unfolded. But unlike the earliest Syriac writ-
ings about the conquests, for Theophilus, addressing the question of “how”
the conquests took place did not end with enumerating military encounters
and casualty figures. The key moments in the conquests were not the battles
but the capitulations. Theophiluss Chronicle described how the Christian
patriarch Sophronius surrendered Jerusalem to Caliph “Umar and received
a treaty guaranteeing the safety of the city’s Christian inhabitants, how all
the other cities of Syria surrendered as well—each establishing an agreement
with the conquerors—and how Theophilus’s hometown of Edessa peacefully
submitted to the fayyayé and made a treaty with their commander.!”” These
stories of cities surrendering most clearly distinguished Theophilus from
Umayyad-period writers.

Such surrender narratives marked an important shift in the use of memo-
ries of the conquests. Under the early Abbasids, Muslim authorities were par-
ticularly interested in finding seventh-century precedents for the appropriate
treatment of local Christian populations. Rulers now used how a given city
was conquered in the 630s—by force or by treaty—to adjudicate current-day
issues ranging from tax rates to the permissibility of church construction. In
response, Christians like Theophilus collected and often composed conquest
treaties and accounts of the situations under which they were written.!* These
descriptions of the past not only attempted to set a legal precedent for the
treatment of Christians in a particular city, but they also more broadly tried
to “prescribe harmonious coexistence” and “anchor ideals of co-operation and
co-existence in a formative beginning.”*

Consider, for example, Theophilus’s account of Jerusalem’s surrender.!
Theophilus emphasized that Jerusalem’s bishop Sophronius, not a secular
authority, took the initiative to make a treaty with ‘Umar and to negotiate
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the city’s surrender. Theophilus thus established the political primacy of the
bishopric."! Theophilus’s account also focused on Sophronius and “Umar’s
peaceful, collegial encounter to model for his eighth-century audience how
cooperation between Christian and Muslim elites could benefit both commu-
nities. It remains unlikely that Theophilus knew the complete circumstances
of how Jerusalem, the other cities of Syria, or even his own Edessa were con-
quered in the 630s. For him, however, memories of these events had a direct
relevance for contemporary politics. Regardless of how detailed his knowl-
edge of seventh-century history actually was, Theophilus could not afford
to retell the conquests without including anecdotes of key cities peacefully
surrendering and their Christian inhabitants gaining assurance of benevolent
treatment.''?

But Theophilus’s descriptions were not universally irenic. Although his
Chronicle minimized conflict between Muslims and Syriac Christians, it de-
picted a triangulation of power, with Christians and Jews using their rela-
tions with fayyayeé authorities to attack each other. For example, Theophilus’s
version of Jerusalem’s surrender specified that the treaty Sophronius negoti-
ated forbade Jews from continuing to live in the city. Physical exile did not,
however, rid Theophilus’s Jerusalem narratives of the Jews; they appeared
again when the tayyaye began construction on the Temple Mount, an event
that Theophilus dated to the late 630s."* At this point, he stated, the Jews
proclaimed that nothing built by zayyayé on the Temple Mount would remain
standing as long as there was a cross on the Mount of Olives. According to
Theophilus, in response the tayyaye initiated a policy of eliminating Christian
crosses wherever they might be found.

Theophilus’s narrative resulted in an increased permeability between past
and present and an important shift in culpability. The Chronicle projected the
late Umayyad and early Abbasid regulation of Christian displays of the cross
back to the conquest of Jerusalem."* Theophilus then placed the blame for
this anticross policy not on Muslim rulers but on Judaism; according to his
Chronicle, opposition to the cross did not stem from a theological conflict
between Islam and Christianity but from an early misunderstanding brought
about by malicious Jews. Theophilus’s Chronicle represented a much more po-
litically savvy form of collective memory. Because narratives of the past now
influenced present-day law, memory crafting became a central way for Syriac
elites to affect Abbasid treatment of Christians. We are thus a long way from
John bar Penkayé in the 680s, who claimed that, during the conquests, naked
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Sons of Hagar riding without shield or armor were God’s punishment for
Christian sins. In Theophilus’s Chronicle the tayyaye benefited from political
fortune and military advantage, and Theophilus replaced issues of theodicy
with questions regarding the legal status of specific cities and populations.
The resulting narratives, with their politically empowered bishops, negotiat-
ing tayyaye, and vilified Jews, both reflected and affected Christianity’s in-
creasingly contested status in the Abbasid Empire.'?

Soon after Theophilus completed his Chronicle, an anonymous Miaphy-
site writer composed a 190-folio work that modern scholars most often call
the Chronicle of Zugnin."*® Its history from the world’s beginning to the 770s
provides the longest surviving Syriac account of early Christians under Islamic
rule. The Chronicle of Zugnin, however, substantially differed from Theophi-
lus’s work in the relative importance it attributed to the conquests—of the §8
folia speaking of Muslim rule, the author dedicated less than two to his dis-
cussion of the conquests. The few conquest descriptions that the chronicler
chose to include were most often rapid-fire military summaries that, despite
their hectic pace, still included occasional references to the politically impor-
tant question of how a given city was captured. For example:

In the year 948 [636—638 CE], the tayyaye crossed the Jazira and
the Romans fled. ‘Iyad invaded Edessa. In the year 952 [640-641],
the tayyayeé besieged Dara and attacked it. Many people from both
sides were killed, more from the tayyaye. Finally, the tayyaye gave
them assurances and subdued [the city]. From then onward, no
one [else] was killed. In the same year, they besieged ‘Dvin where
many people were killed, as many as 1200 Armenians. In the year
953 [641—-642], the tayyaye conquered Caesarea Philippi. The year
955 [643—644]: the Roman general and patrician Valentinus came
to battle the tayyaye. But he became terrified of them and fled
leaving [behind] all his wealth which the tayyaye took. In the same
year, Procopius and Theodorus went out and in great anger invaded
Batnan of Serug. They pillaged, plundered, and stole everything
they wanted and returned to their land."”’

Part of the reason the Chronicle of Zugnin gave the conquests short shrift may
be that the author had little access to previous writings about the time period.
Nevertheless, if Theophilus had been in a similar situation, he probably would
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have made something up (and he very well may have done just that)."® In con-
trast, for the Chronicle of Zugnin, conquest history was simply not very relevant.
This was partially due to the nature of the later sections, which focused primar-
ily on local history around Amid in the 760s and 770s. In part this was also due
to the author writing from a very different perspective than did Theophilus.
The Chronicle of Zugnin was anything but irenic regarding Muslim rule, espe-
cially as experienced under the caliph al-Mansur and the governor of Mosul,
Masa bar Mus‘ab. Unlike Theophilus’s work, the Chronicle of Zugnin did not
use conquest narratives to model interfaith cooperation. The author also made
a sharp distinction between pre-Abbasid Muslims, whom he called zayyaye, and
Abbasid-era Muslims, whom he called “Persians.”'® As a result, for the author
of the Chronicle of Zugnin, collective memories concerning the conquests were
less germane to his contemporary world than they were for Theophilus. The
chronicler’s decision to say so little about the conquests in a document that
said so much about contemporary Muslim rule illustrated changing priorities
regarding what parts of their history Syriac authors felt were most important to
remember, interpret, and transmit.

Less than a decade after the composition of the Chronicle of Zugnin,
another short reference to the conquests appeared in the works of the head of
the East Syrian church, Timothy I. Like Theophilus before him, Timothy I
had a particularly close relationship with the caliph al-Mahdi. The catholicos
was a frequent member of al-Mahdi’s court, was personally commissioned by
the caliph to translate a work of Aristotle from Syriac into Arabic, and wrote a
lengthy letter describing his discussion with the caliph about Christian theol-
ogy. As in the Chronicle of Zugnin, the conquests played an extremely minor
role in Timothy’s writings, taking up only two sentences in his extensive
oeuvre. Nevertheless, despite their brevity, these sentences vividly illustrated
how quickly and dramatically Syriac Christian memories of the conquests
were changing.

Timothy alluded to the conquests in a letter detailing a discussion he had
with al-Mahdi.'”® Partway through their conversation, the caliph asked the
rather sensitive question of what the catholicos thought about Muhammad.
Timothy began his carefully worded answer with a list of reasons that
Muhammad was a praiseworthy man who walked on the paths of the proph-
ets. In this context, Timothy stated that, because of Muhammad’s monothe-
ism, God “honored him exceedingly and subjected two powerful kingdoms to
his control. . . . The former kingdom, that is the Kingdom of the Persians,
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worshipped creatures instead of the Creator. The latter, that is the Kingdom
of the Romans [i.e., the Byzantines], attributed suffering and mortality to the
one who cannot suffer and die.”'!

The end of Timothy’s statement seemed quite similar to what John
bar Penkayé had said just over a hundred years earlier: God punished the
Persians for their polytheism and the Byzantines for their Christology. But
Timothy’s larger point differed substantially from anything found among
Umayyad-era Christians. Christian authors in the first century following
the conquests were adamant that God giving the tayyayé military success
had nothing to do with their relative virtue. But now in the 780s, the
head of the East Syrian church openly proclaimed that God gave victory
directly to Muhammad as a sign of divine approval. The moral Timothy
draws from his brief reference to the conquests was not a call for Christian
repentance nor a portent of Islam’s imminent demise. Rather: “Who will
not praise [Muhammad] . . . the one whom God has praised, and will not
weave a crown of glory and exaltation to the one whom God has glori-
fied and exalted?”'? It is difhicult to overemphasize the contrast between
Timothy’s late eighth-century letter and earlier writings such as the late
seventh-century Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius, which proclaimed, “It was
not because God loves them that He allowed them to enter the Christians’
kingdom and to seize it.”'*}

If we had an actual transcript of Timothy’s comments to al-Mahdi, one
might excuse the catholicos for spontaneous hyperbole. But the allusion to
the conquests appeared in a letter written to a fellow Christian. Although
most likely recounting a real meeting with the caliph, Timothy’s report was a
carefully constructed literary depiction designed to reassure, not challenge, its
Christian readership. Undoubtedly, his claim that the conquests were an in-
dication of God’s approval of Muhammad was another example of late eighth-
century realpolitik. What is most interesting, however, is not the sincerity
of Timothy’s argument but its palatability. A statement that just fifty years
earlier would have horrified most Umayyad-era Christians now occurred in a
document so popular among eighth- and ninth-century Christians that just a
few years after its initial composition, it appeared in multiple recensions and
languages.'**

In stark contrast to the author of the Chronicle of Zugnin and Timothy I,
who barely spoke of the conquests, the most important ninth-century Syriac
chronicler, Dionysius of Tel Mahre€, could not stop talking about them.'”
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Toward the end of his tenure as the Miaphysite patriarch (r. 818-845), one of
Dionysius’s bishops asked him to compose a world history.'” The resulting
Chronicle covered events from the late sixth century until at least 842 and
contained the largest known early Syriac discussion of the conquests. Unfor-
tunately, except for a few pages, Dionysius’s Chronicle no longer survives. Our
knowledge of what he wrote thus depends on two later writers who quoted
extensively from his Chronicle: the twelfth-century Miaphysite patriarch
Michael the Syrian (d. 1199) and the anonymous author of the thirteenth-
century Chronicle ad 1234.'%

At first glance, passages attributed to Dionysius that spoke of the con-
quests appear very similar to those of Theophilus before him. This is not
surprising considering that Theophilus’s eighth-century Chronicle was Di-
onysius’s main source of information concerning the seventh century. But
when compared to other chroniclers who also read Theophilus, Dionysius
stood out in how often he preserved and most likely expanded Theophi-
lus’s descriptions of the conquests. As in the earliest strata of conquest ac-
counts, Dionysius made reference to numerous battles and casualty figures.
But his descriptions were much longer and more detailed than those found
in seventh-century portrayals. Dionysius filled his narratives with the follies
and the exploits of Byzantine and Arab leaders. These anecdotes also showed
that he, like Theophilus before him, was particularly fond of recording sur-
render agreements.

Even more informative than what parts of Theophilus’s Chronicle Diony-
sius chose to preserve were passages that most likely appeared in Dionysius’s
Chronicle but were not taken from Theophilus. This material offers the great-
est insight into Dionysius’s view of the conquests and suggests that he drasti-
cally altered the roles that all previous conquest accounts had assigned to the
Byzantines and the Sons of Ishmael. This role reversal first appeared in a set
of remarks that Dionysius made regarding the conquests’ origins. My chapter
began with this passage, as it remains perhaps the most influential—and most
frequently misinterpreted—early Syriac conquest account. The left column
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came from the Chronicle ad 1234,'® which scholars generally feel more faith-

fully reproduced Dionysius’s work. The right column came from Michael
129

the Syrian."?” Identical words in the Syriac are italicized in the translations
to show how these later chroniclers both preserved and modified sections of

Dionysius.
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Chronicle ad 1234

But the God of vengeance, who rules the
kingdom of men on earth, who gives it to
whom He wants and appoints the lowest of
men over it, when He saw that the measure
of the Romans’ sins was overflowing and
that they were using every sort of cruelty
against us and our churches and [that] our
confession was close to being destroyed,
He aroused and persuaded and broughz the
Sons of Ishmael from the land of the south,
those indeed who had been despised and
scorned and unknown among the nations
of the world. And by them we gained
deliverance. And in this way we profited not
a little, for we had been ransomed from
the tyrannical kingdom of the Romans.

Chronicle of Michael the Syrian

And therefore the God of vengeance, who
rules over all and changes the kingdom of
men as He wants and gives it to whom He
wants and appoints the lowest of men over it,
when He saw the Romans’ cruelty—that
whenever they ruled, they cruelly stole
our churches and our monasteries and
they judged us without pity—

He brought the Sons of Ishmael from the
land of the South

that by them we might gain deliverance from
the Romans. . . . We have profited not a
little to have been freed from the Romans

cruelty and from their evil and their wrath

and their bitter enmity toward us. And
we are at peace.

At first, Dionysius’s perspective seems somewhat like that of the seventh-
century Apocalypse of Pseudo-Ephrem, the Life of Maximus the Confessor, John
bar Penkayé’s Book of Main Points, or the eighth-century Apology of Timothy
I, all of which also attributed the conquests to the Byzantine persecution of
orthodox Syriac Christians (although they disagreed on who were the true
representatives of orthodoxy). Dionysius went a step further than these earlier
works, however, when he depicted the conquests not just as the Byzantines’
punishment but also as Syriac Christians’ rescue, suggesting that the outcome
was better for Syriac Christians than continued Byzantine rule.

Dionysius further villainized the Byzantines and valorized the tayyaye
through a number of unique narrative details.”® For example, he interrupted
Theophilus’s discussion of Heraclius to speak of an encounter between Her-
aclius’s brother Theodoric and a Chalcedonian stylite. Theodoric told the
stylite that he planned to persecute the Miaphysites once he returned from
battling the tayyaye. According to Dionysius, this rash statement resulted in
God’s abandonment of the Byzantines and the zayyaye’s decisive victory over
Theodoric’s forces.”®! Soon after Theodoric’s humiliating defeat, the Byzan-
tine emperor Heraclius left Syria and allowed his army to ravage the country



When Good Things Happened to Other People 49

as if it were enemy territory.’? Dionysius further accused the Byzantines of
torturing the native population to discover where they had hidden their pos-
sessions.'* As a result, the Syriac Christians welcomed the zayydyé on their
successful return from defeating the Byzantines.

In contrast to his depiction of Byzantine wickedness and divinely or-
dained defeats, Dionysius stressed how God helped the virtuous tayyayé to
overcome their foes. For example, before a key battle, the rayydye cried out,
“God helped us on land. God will protect us in the water.” Their cavalry then
miraculously swam across the Tigris unscathed, and they easily defeated the
Persians.'* So, too, when a Byzantine general demanded that his Syrian ally
support him, the Syrian recognized that God was on the tayyaye’s side, and he
responded, “If I help you, I shall get no help from God.” Soon afterward the
general and his army all perished, while the Syrian was saved.'®

Almost two hundred years after the conquests, Dionysius of Tel Mahré
wrote a radically different version of the conquests in which fayyaye military
victory served not simply as punishment for Byzantine theological error but
also as redemption for Syriac orthodoxy. In his narrative, the zayyaye and
their initially benevolent policies toward Syriac Christians become a foil to
Byzantine persecution of Miaphysites. Unfortunately, many twentieth- and
twenty-first-century authors have read Dionysius’s work uncritically as an ob-
jective description of the conquests and their reception. The result has been
a widespread myth that, during the conquests, Syriac Christians conspired
with Muslims against the Byzantines and welcomed the Arabs with open
arms. The first two hundred years of Syriac conquest accounts easily disprove
this contention. The contrast between Dionysius and earlier commemora-
tions of the conquests also reminds us that Dionysius’s accounts often re-
vealed much more about the ninth century than they did about the seventh.
Partially as a result of Islamic control of Syria and Mesopotamia, by Diony-
sius’s time connections between Byzantine and Syriac Christianity were all but
severed."*® For ninth-century Syriac Christians looking back two centuries,
the Byzantines seemed so distant from true Christianity that their defeat no
longer presented a theological quandary. Instead, memories of the conquests
functioned less as arguments for the relative merits of Christianity versus
Islam than as a means to solidify intra-Christian divisions.

The perceived distance between Syriac Christians and the conquests
continued to grow over time. After Dionysius, the conquests made few ap-
pearances among Syriac writings until the encyclopedic chronicles of Elias
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of Nisibis in the eleventh century, of Michael the Syrian at the end of the
twelfth century, and of Barhebraeus and the anonymous author of the Chron-
icle ad 1234 in the thirteenth century. Similarly (with the notable exception
of Agapius, who depended heavily on Theophilus’s Chronicle), later Arabic
Christian authors also rarely discussed the conquests. Besides references to
conquest treaties, which continued to make periodic appearances in Abbasid-
era texts,"’ writings by Christians under Muslim rule shifted their focus to
other topics, concentrating less on why or how the conquests occurred and
more on what Christians should do in their wake.

Just over two hundred years separated Dionysius’s Chronicle from the Account
of 637. The vast differences between this carefully constructed, extensive nar-
ration of the conquests and the brief scribbling on a gospel flyleaf show how
much had changed in the intervening centuries. We must remember that the
majority of later Syriac writers knew less, not more, about the conquests than
their predecessors did. The expansion and proliferation of Syriac conquest ac-
counts did not usually stem from increased knowledge about seventh-century
history but was a form of memory work in which Syriac Christians retold
and reinterpreted the Islamic conquests as a tool for addressing contemporary
challenges.

The earliest accounts’ focus on specific battles and the brevity of their
discussions reflected a mid-seventh-century impression of the conquests as
just one in a long, ongoing series of military invasions of northern Mesopo-
tamia. Such nonchalant portrayals of the conquests may have reassured their
audiences that recent military defeat presented few theological challenges to
Syriac Christianity. They also remind us that the conquests were not so much
a single, datable event as a long-term process in which military conflict was
only the first (and, in many cases, least dramatic) step.

The second fitna and “Abd al-Malik’s policies of Islamization and Arabi-
cization caused Syriac authors of the late seventh and early eighth centuries
to invest the conquests with much greater significance, especially when they
appear in late seventh- and early eighth-century apocalypses. Nevertheless,
the resulting apocalyptic writings still depicted the conquests as a temporary
phenomenon, a short-lived harbinger of the world’s imminent end. As the
second Arab civil war became a more distant memory and Syriac Christians
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began to face greater pressure to assimilate and convert, apocalyptic expecta-
tions were replaced with more apologetic concerns. Because Muslims increas-
ingly cited the military successes of the 630s as proof of Islam’s doctrinal
superiority, the ways Syriac Christians remembered and explained the con-
quests became an important defense for Christian beliefs and practices. Many
early eighth-century authors downplayed the conquests’ importance by either
treating them as a fairly mundane transfer of kingship from one power to
another or by drawing on biblical parallels to depict them as only a tempo-
rary chastisement for Christian sins. Others, like the author of the Ber Hale
Disputation, used the genre of a dialogical disputation to forward intricate
exegetical arguments that directly refuted contemporary Muslim explanations
of the conquests’ success.

The change to Abbasid rule resulted in more frequent and more di-
rect contact between Christians and Muslims. In Abbasid times, these in-
teractions were also of a different character than those most common in the
Umayyad period. Now Syriac Christians more often had to address issues
such as intermarriage, conversion, and direct theological debate, causing them
to reevaluate the conquests. Unlike their predecessors, most authors from the
mid-eighth century onward were convinced that Muslim control of Meso-
potamia was more than a temporary phenomenon. Some writers, notably
Theophilus of Edessa and Dionysius of Tel Mahré, wrote extensively about
the conquests. Their depictions of the 630s were particularly attentive to the
politics of their own day, emphasizing (or perhaps inventing) treaty agree-
ments and intensifying intra-Christian and Christian-Jewish rivalries. Most
early Abbasid-era writers, however, said very little about the conquests and
instead concentrated more directly on the topic of the next chapter: inter-
religious dialogue and debate.

Contrary to many modern accounts that portray Syriac Christians as
welcoming Muslim rule, until Dionysius’s Chronicle, written two centuries
after the conquests themselves, Syriac sources were unanimous in seeing the
conquests as a lamentable development. Throughout the seventh through
ninth centuries, the conquests and their aftermath forced Syriac Christianity
to collectively grapple with the problem of good things happening to other
people. Christian defeat in the 630s and subsequent Muslim rule of Christian
populations motivated generations of Syriac Christians to continually reevalu-
ate their past in light of their rapidly changing present. It was precisely this
constant re-remembering of a formative moment in their history that shaped
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Syriac Christian self-identity and informed their interactions with emerging
Islam. An examination of the ways Syriac Christians received, modified, and
conveyed competing recollections of the conquests thus provides important
insights into how these later communities remembered the early seventh cen-
tury, as well as how they used these collective memories to explain their pres-
ent and affect their future.
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A Different Type of Difterence-Making:
Syriac Narratives of Religious Identity

Christianity would be an exalted and necessary thing and an hon-
ored and venerable name even if it were considered to be the new-
est and the last of all human customs and religions [deblaze]. But
indeed it is the first and the [most] ancient, as I will explain. And
[it is] older than barbarism, hanputa, Judaism, and all beliefs and
religions that human thought has introduced to this world. That is
to say, it is as old as humanity’s creation even if it received this hon-
ored and revered designation [of Christianity] in later times. . . .
And indeed that covenant, the teaching of our Lord Christ, also, as
I said, is named Christianity. For by it we are distinguished [prishi-
nan] from all human teachings and religions in this world. In this
way, we say that Christianity is older and prior to all religions.
—TJacob of Edessa, Defining Christianity

In the late seventh century, the Miaphysite bishop Jacob of Edessa composed
an entire book against those who disobeyed church laws. No copies of his
complete work survived. All that remains is a single chapter that two ninth-
century Syriac scribes preserved and titled “what Christianity is and that it
precedes and is older than all religions.”

At first glance, this recently published text seems fairly pedantic. Jacob’s
definition of Christianity as “Gods covenant with humanity” was far from
novel. The interest lies not in Jacob’s mundane answers for how to define

Christianity but in his having to respond to the question in the first place.
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Apparently, this was an issue that just would not go away. Two centuries
later it remained sufficiently compelling that Abbasid-era scribes considered
Jacob’s answers to be the one part of his book they had to copy.

Jacob filled his chapter defining Christianity with religiously inflected
terminology ranging from the Syriac deblate (most often translated as “reli-
gions”) to panputa (most often translated as “paganism,” as it comes from the
term panpd, most often translated as “pagan”). But perhaps the chapter’s most
important word was the seemingly innocuous prish, a participle most often
meaning “distinguished from.” For Jacob—and, one suspects, for the two
later scribes who prioritized this section of Jacob’s work—the most pressing
issue was religious distinction—establishing a strong hierarchy in which a
clearly defined Christianity remained at the top.

In other writings, Jacob explicitly spoke of Islam. Here, the term “bar-
barism” or panputa might have been a polemical allusion to Muslims, an
attempt to portray them as barbarians or pagans. Alternatively, what we call

” «

Islam may simply have been one of the other human “customs,” “teachings,”
“beliefs,” or “religions” that Jacob lumped together. Nevertheless, Jacob’s
chapter left little doubt regarding Islam’s influence on his thought.

To Syriac Christians like Jacob, the emergence of Islam produced a crisis
of differentiation. Their new conquerors increasingly defined themselves as
supersessionary to Christianity; Jesus was said to have foretold their prophet,
their scriptures claimed to succeed the Old and New Testaments, and their
monuments—such as the Dome of the Rock, which was being built at the
time Jacob was writing—purposefully challenged Christian holy sites. Fur-
thermore, under Islamic rule Christianity no longer was favored over other
religions, nor was one branch of Christianity automatically preferred over
another.

In the seventh through ninth centuries, however, the generality we call
Islam was still in its conceptual infancy, and the boundaries between early
Christianity and early Islam remained imprecise. The ambiguities perpetu-
ated by Islam’s rise forced Christians like Jacob not only to defend Christian
self-identity but, in the process, to strategically define Islam. Even Jacob’s
emphasis on Christianity’s antiquity was likely a reaction to this changing re-
ligious environment. Muslims might claim that Islam went back to Abraham.
Jacob insisted Christianity went back to Adam.

So how did Islam become a religion in the eyes of those under Mus-
lim rule? What did the category we call Islam signify for Syriac Christians?
How did Christians distinguish all-too-similar monotheisms? Answering
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such questions is more complicated than investigating Syriac memories of
the conquests. With conquest accounts, one could isolate a single subject—
the events of the 630s—and in only a few cases did knowledge of that subject
improve over time. But Syriac depictions of Islam were multivariable. As
with memories of the conquests, the changing circumstances of Muslim rule
affected how Syriac authors wrote about Islam. Yet unlike memories of the
conquests, Syriac narratives of Islam had no fixed reference, as Islamic be-
liefs and practices frequently changed during the seventh, eighth, and ninth
centuries. Additionally, there was an evolving knowledge base because most
later Syriac authors had substantially more contact with Muslims than their
predecessors did.

Changing historical circumstances also affected the broad contours of
Syriac discussions of Islam. The first generation of Syriac writers and the
vocabulary they used suggested that they rarely saw their conquerors as pos-
sessing their own religion. Toward the end of the second civil war and fol-
lowing “Abd al-Malik’s policies of Islamization, Syriac writers of all genres
showed an increased knowledge of their conquerors and an increased willing-
ness to portray Muslims as having some distinctive beliefs and practices. By
the end of the Umayyad era, Syriac narratives began to depict Muslims as
presenting explicit theological challenges to Christianity, and listed Muslims
alongside followers of other religions. After the Abbasid revolution, Syriac
authors knew a great deal more about Islam. Their apologetics and polemics
often cited Qur’anic passages and took full advantage of the shared intellec-
tual currency of Aristotelian logic and Greek science brought about by the
Abbasid translation movement. Nevertheless, even later Syriac authors often
minimized distinctions between Christianity and Islam.

Syriac authors did not strive to portray Islam objectively. Still, their dis-
cussions differed substantially from those found in many Greek and Latin
sources. Written for an audience that often had daily interactions with Mus-
lims, most Syriac writings were more restrained than Greek and Latin texts in
how they caricatured Islam.? There were no claims that Muslims worshipped
Aphrodite, as found in the Venerable Bede and John of Damascus; or that
Muslims professed God to be spherical and that the Qur'an was a stupid
little text full of blasphemies, as asserted by Nicetas of Byzantium; or that
Muslim beliefs were an amalgamation of Judaism, Arianism, and Nestorian-
ism, as hypothesized by George the Monk.* Syriac depictions of Islam were
neither altruistic nor entirely accurate, but the degree to which Syriac writers
exaggerated or misrepresented Muslim beliefs and practices also generally
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remained more restrained than that of many Latin and Greek authors. Al-
though polemics abounded in Syriac texts, they often paled in comparison to
more Western sources. Few Syriac sources matched the acidity of George the
Monk’s description of Muslims as “men whose slimy souls would befit pigs,
and who put above all things pleasure and lasciviousness, for they are uncon-
sciously and incurably sick,” Emerold the Black’s “abominable people . . .
who follow the commandments of demons,” or Eulogius’s and the Istoria de
Mahomet's condemnation of Muslims to hell.”

Syriac sources did not go that route. Facing political domination and
a supersessionist religion, Syriac Christians engaged in a different type of
difference-making, one that refused to understand Islam as entirely other.
The resulting contrast between Syriac and non-Syriac representations makes
Syriac sources essential for illustrating the multiplicity of early Christian re-
actions to the rise of Islam.

Nevertheless, the diversity of Syriac responses also presents a method-
ological challenge. Tracing the ways Syriac Christians depicted Islam reads
like a complicated whodunit. We must constantly ask about language (What
was it called?), knowledge (Who knew what when?), conceptualization (How
was it categorized?), motive (Why think of it this way?), and utility (What
could one do with this concept?). Only through a multifaceted inquiry can
one effectively examine how successive generations of Syriac Christians began
to group a range of people, ideas, and practices into a single category; how
this category became increasingly depicted as a religious one; and how this
process of categorization related to a world where religious boundaries were
often blurred and resisted.

What’s in 2 Name?

Syriac terminology further complicates an investigation into seventh- through
ninth-century descriptions of Islam. Syriac writers often spoke of “Judaism”
(ibudayuta), “Christianity” (kristyanutd), and “Zoroastrianism” (mgushuta =
“Magianism”). An analogous abstract noun for Islam, however, did not appear
until a late eighth-century chronicle once used the word mashlmanuta (‘Mus-
limness”), a term extant texts did not again employ until the twelfth century.®
In all other cases, rather than using an abstract noun for a collective entity
(what we call Islam), early Syriac writers instead referred to individuals (what
we call Muslims). Even here the situation was more complex than in English
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because there never emerged a single Syriac word for Muslims. Instead, over
time Syriac authors adapted or coined various expressions to speak of their
conquerors. Exploring the evolution of these terms provides important infor-
mation concerning Syriac perceptions of Islam.

Prior to the conquests, numerous Syriac writings used the word tayyaye
to speak of people whom we most often call Arabs.” Nevertheless, the trans-
lation “Arabs” can be extremely misleading, in part because of the difference
between ancient and modern views of ethnicity and religion.”® In modern
English usage, “Arab” primarily denotes a racial identity that does not neces-
sarily specify a given religion. That is, although many Arabs are Muslims,
one can be an Arab Christian. In contrast, the English usage of Muslim
primarily denotes a religious identity but not necessarily a specific ethnicity.
That is, one can be a black Muslim, a white Muslim, a Hispanic Muslim, and
so on. This distinction reflects a modern perception that one’s race is fixed
at birth, but one’s religion is voluntary and potentially changeable. As the
work of Denise Buell has pointed out, late ancient ethnic reasoning differed
substantially from modern suppositions.'" In antiquity, race and religion were
more interconnected, and their boundaries more fluid. Religious practice was
often a primary marker of ethnic identity, and race a primary marker of reli-
gion. Additionally, for most ancient authors, not only religion but also ethnic
identity was mutable; what we categorize as religious conversion was often
simultaneously seen as a process of ethnic transformation.'? Syriac narratives
of identity and the terminology they used often reflected this more dynamic
understanding of religion and race.

Fortunately, many of the terms Syriac Christians employed to speak of
their conquerors are traditionally translated using names such as Hagarenes
or Saracens. Because modern English speakers so rarely use these words, they
retain some of the flexibility found in the Syriac. But others words, such
as those most commonly translated as Arabs (tayyaye, singular tayyaya) and
pagans (hanpe, singular hanpd) are overdetermined in English. Because their
English translation conceals their richer meanings in Syriac, I have left these
words untranslated. By avoiding some of the English terms that so often lock
one into modern categories of ethnicity and religion, I aim to better explore
how Syriac Christian narratives and vocabulary reflected changing perceptions
of their conquerors.

For example, in their analysis of early Syriac writings containing the word
tayyaye, previous scholars have shown how this term initially referred to a
specific tribe but later came to more broadly designate the indigenous people
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of Arabia.”® Although many tayydyé were polytheists, in and of itself, the
word tayyaye did not denote a specific religious affiliation; preconquest Syriac
writers could apply tayyaye to Christians as well as to non-Christians.' Al-
though it was employed with less frequency than tayyaye, preconquest Syriac
writers also used the Greek loanword Saracen (Syriac sargaye) to speak of
these groups. Among preconquest writers, one’s religion (e.g., polytheism)
often correlated with one’s ethnicity (e.g., tayyaye, Saracen), but not always.
Whether the group was seen as primarily sedentary or nonsedentary had
a greater effect on Syriac terminology. Syriac authors generally applied the
terms tayyayé and Saracens to populations they depicted as mainly nomadic.
From the perspective of sedentary communities, these terms carried a pejora-
tive valence, helping to distinguish the author’s community from a suppos-
edly subordinate one.

The conquests, however, challenged this conceptual system. From the
perspective of postconquest Syriac Christians, many fayydye and Saracens no
longer lived “safely” in Arabia, nor were they primarily nomadic. Even more
disturbing, now they were in charge. In response to this astounding reversal
of fortunes, Syriac Christians needed to better differentiate themselves from
their new conquerors. For Syriac Christians, this presented both a termino-
logical challenge (what to call their conquerors) and a conceptual challenge
(how, despite military defeat, to argue for Christian superiority).

In the seventh through ninth centuries, Syriac Christians deployed
three terminological strategies to maintain a hierarchy for themselves and
their conquerors. The first was to only slightly modify preconquest cat-
egories. Because words like tayyaye and Saracens had previously drawn an
ethnic distinction between self and other, many postconquest authors con-
tinued using these words as primarily racial markers. Once the tayydyé and
Saracens had more permanently settled in northern Mesopotamia, these
terms simply lost many of their nomadic overtones. The second strategy
of differentiation was to accentuate ethnic difference through a polemic of
unfavorable lineage. Labeling their conquerors as “Sons of Hagar,” “Sons
of Ishmael,” and “Ishmaelites,” Syriac Christians deployed biblical genealo-
gies to suggest that, despite their military success, the conquerors remained
inferior to the conquered. These two strategies were especially prevalent in
the seventh century, when their emphasis on lineage resonated with the
strong connection in early Islam between tribal affiliation and being part of
the Muslim umma (community).

Syriac discussions of ethnic difference never disappeared, especially
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because in antiquity ethnicity and religious practice remained closely linked.
Nevertheless, over time Syriac narratives of identity developed a newer dis-
course that emphasized religious characteristics. For example, in the seventh
century there could be Christian tayyaye and non-Christian fayydyé. But in
some ninth-century texts, tayydyé took on greater religious valence and the
phrase “a Christian tayydyé” became a contradiction in terms, for now all
tayyaye were, by definition, Muslims.

This discursive move emphasizing the religious appeared across all genres
of Syriac literature. In part this was due to later Syriac authors becoming
more familiar with their conquerors’ beliefs and practices. But this categorical
shift also strongly correlated with important changes in the Umayyad Em-
pire. Only after the emergence of Umayyad Islamization policies did Syriac
narratives more consistently distinguish conquerors from conquered princi-
pally along religious lines.

In this way, Muslims essentially “got religion.” Like other ancient writ-
ers, Syriac authors never separated religion and ethnicity; religious identity
was never nonethnic. The question was simply what kind of terms, figures,
and arguments a given writer chose to foreground. In Syriac narratives of
identity, later authors eventually shifted from emphasizing their conquerors
primarily as members of a given lineage (what we most often condense into
the term Arab) toward portrayals that more explicitly focused on beliefs and
practices (what we most often condense into the term Muslim). This process
of recategorizing and redefining people allowed Syriac Christianity to (quite
literally) come to terms with Islam.

Emphasizing Ethnicity: Mid-Seventh-Century Narratives of
Identity During the Rashidun and Sufyanid Caliphates

Contrary to many present-day stereotypes of early Islam, throughout much
of the seventh and early eighth centuries, admission into the umma was re-
served exclusively for Arabs. Religious conversion was predicated on ethnic
conversion. For a non-Arab to become Muslim, that individual first had to
gain membership in an Arab tribe by becoming the mawla (client) of an Arab
sponsor." From a seventh-century Islamic perspective, ethnicity and religion
were not independent variables. All Muslims were Arabs, and ideally all Arabs
were Muslims. !¢

It is thus not surprising that the earliest conquest accounts, such as the
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Account of 637 and the Chronicle ad 640, designated their conquerors with
ethnically inflected terms. The ways they used the Syriac word zayydyé made
them seem unaware (or at least uninterested) in religious difference. They
employed a primarily racial term to designate a group of foreign, military
conquerors. For these authors, there was nothing Islamic about the conquests
or the victors.

It did not take long, however, for Syriac depictions of their conquerors
to become more diverse. Of particular note are three brief references that
appeared in the letters of the East Syrian catholicos Isho‘yahb III (d. 659).
The most oblique of these emerged when Isho‘yahb was rebuking a group of
bishops who refused to acknowledge his authority as catholicos. As part of a
litany of complaints against these bishops Isho‘yahb claimed that they

neither know nor understand that they also are subject to this
worldly authority that now rules everywhere. . . . For the fools do
not even discern that we are commanded to give every authority
whatever we owe him: that is, to whomever [is owed] the poll tax,
the poll tax; to whomever [is owed] tribute, tribute; to whomever
[is owed] reverence, reverence; and to whomever [is owed] honor,
honor."”

Isho‘yahb here presented his conquerors as simply another set of rulers,
worldly authorities to whom one must give honor and taxes just like previous
rulers.

Two of Isho®yahb’s other references were more detailed. In a letter to
another bishop rebelling against his authority Ishoyahb stated:

For also these rayydyé to whom at this time God has given rule
over the world, behold [how] they are toward us. Not only, as you
know, do they not oppose Christianity. Rather, they are givers

of praise to our faith, givers of honor to our Lord’s priests and
holy ones, and givers of aid to churches and monasteries. In-

deed how did your inhabitants of Mzwn forsake their [own] faith
[haymanutun] on pretext of theirs? And this when, as even the
Mzwnaye say, the tayyaye did not force them to forsake their faith
[haymanutun]. To keep their faith [haymanutun] they only asked
them to forsake half of their possessions.'®
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In this case Isho‘yahb ascribed several potentially religious attributes to the
tayyaye. According to him, on the one hand, the tayyaye supported Christian
institutions and praised Christianity, though he never told why or how they
did this. On the other hand, they seemed to have their own faith (whose con-
tent remained unspecified) and imposed financial disincentives on those who
desired to stay Christian.

A third letter from Isho‘yahb provided the earliest extant example of
the Syriac term “Hagarene” (mbaggraye, sometimes spelled mbaggre; singu-
lar mhbaggraya).” In this letter, Isho‘yahb initially spoke of his conquerors
as tayyaye Hagarenes, and then simply as Hagarenes. Modern scholars con-
tinue to debate the origins of the term mbaggraye, with some suggesting
it came from Muslims’ self-designation in Arabic as mubdjirin (emigrants),
and others suggesting a connection with Hagar as their biblical progenitor.?
Regardless of its origins, unlike zayydye, Syriac writers never employed the
word Hagarenes when speaking of Christians. Instead, Hagarene exclusively
referred to people we would characterize as Muslims. Ishoyahb’s use of this
term, especially in the phrase “Hagarene tayyaye,” suggests that he wanted to
depict this group as different from their predecessors (that is, non-Hagarene
tayyaye). But as in his other letters, what exactly made them distinct re-
mained unstated. He simply argued that Hagarenes did not naturally favor
the Miaphysites, and in any cases when they did, with a little effort they
could be persuaded to support the East Syrian cause instead. Isho‘yahb thus
provided the earliest example of a larger trend among Syriac writings. When
Syriac Christians spoke of dealings with their conquerors, the authors’ main
concern was rarely Christianity’s encounter with another religion. Instead,
the discussion often focused on how to get their conquerors to support one
branch of Christianity over another.

The proliferation of terms and depictions continued in the East Syrian
Khuzistan Chronicle (ca. 660), which referred to rayyaye, Sons of Ishmael
(bnay Ishma‘el), and Ishmaelites (Ishmaelaye).” As with tayyaye, the terms
Sons of Ishmael and Ishmaelites had strong ties with ethnicity and made an
occasional appearance in preconquest writings. Yet the use of Sons of Ishmael
and Ishmaelites accentuated an ethnic difference between conquerors and con-
quered through its allusion to biblical lineage. These terms clearly referred to
the Genesis discussion of those descended from the slave woman Hagar and
her son, Ishmael. This genealogy carried a derogatory edge, as both Genesis
21 and its later interpretation in Galatians 4:21-31 emphasized Hagar’s lineage
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as one of slavery and inferior to the lineage of God’s chosen people, the line
of Isaac.”? Like the Khuzistan Chronicle, many later Syriac writers also used
these terms, along with the related phrase “Sons of Hagar,” when speaking
of their conquerors.® Despite the multiple terms the Kbuzistan Chronicle
used to describe the conquerors, their role remained solely that of military
invaders. Like previous chroniclers, the author gave little indication that the
tayyaye, Sons of Ishmael, or Ishmaelites held any distinctive religious beliefs
or practices. Instead, even his brief reference to the Ka%aba in Mecca empha-
sized “it is not new for the zayyaye to worship there.” Rather, they had been
doing so since the time of Abraham.

A different perspective can be found in a fragmentary document that
modern scholars call the Maronite Chronicle.** Of the work’s discussion of the
postconquest period, only a few entries dated to the late 650s and early 660s
remain.” Although they most often spoke of tayyaye, these passages also pro-
vided the first example of a postconquest Syriac source that used the Greek
loanword Saracen (Syriac sarqaye).” In this case, the author employed sargaye
as roughly synonymous with zayyaye. Nevertheless, the Maronite Chronicle
contained three episodes concerning Caliph Mu‘awiya (d. 680) that are par-
ticularly important for the history of Syriac depictions of their conquerors.
The first provided another example of Syriac Christians appealing to rulers
in the context of intra-Christian strife. According to the Maronite Chronicle,
in the late 650s Mu‘awiya judged a theological debate between the Maronites
and the Miaphysites. The Maronite Chronicle claimed that Mu‘awiya declared
the Maronites to be the winners and subsequently fined the Miaphysites
20,000 denarii. Much to the chronicler’s dismay, the Miaphysite patriarch
soon used this to his advantage and continued to pay 20,000 denarii each
year to persuade the caliph to protect the Miaphysites from the Maronites.”’
The second episode took place the following year. According to the Maronite
Chronicle, as part of his coronation in Jerusalem, Mu‘awiya prayed first at
Golgotha, then at Gethsemane, then at Mary’s tomb.? The third reference
was a brief allusion to Mu‘awiya’s minting of gold and silver coins that, unlike
Byzantine coins, were not imprinted with a cross.” This narrative of a caliph
who adjudicated intra-Christian debates and prayed at Christian holy sites but
refused to mint coins with a cross reminds us that characters found in early
Syriac sources often defy our attempts to pigeonhole them in easily defined,
mutually exclusive religious categories.

The Miaphysite Apocalypse of Pseudo-Ephrem and the Maronite Anti-Life
of Maximus the Confessor most likely also predated the second fitna (civil
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war).*® As with most other documents from this time period, their depictions
of the rayyaye (in the Anti-Life) or the Sons of Hagar (in Pseudo-Ephrem) had
little religious valence. The only detail one obtains about their beliefs and
practices is that according to Pseudo-Ephrem, they upheld the “covenant of
Abraham,” most likely a reference to circumcision.’ Otherwise, they simply
acted as God’s scourge to punish sin and Christian heresy.

So what did Syriac authors prior to the reign of “Abd al-Malik (r. 685—
705) know, or at least care to share, about their conquerors’ beliefs and prac-
tices? The clear answer: not much. When they described their conquerors,
these writers almost always used terms that already had a long history of
ethnic connotations. Although in antiquity ethnicity was often linked to re-
ligious afhiliation, the ways these authors used terms such as rayyaye, Sons
of Ishmael, Ishmaelites, Sons of Hagar, and Saracens did little to suggest that
they imbued them with substantial religious meaning. These authors distin-
guished conquerors from the conquered primarily through appeals to differ-
ent racial lineage rather than explicitly religious characteristics.

As a result, regardless of the genre in which they appear, early Syriac
narratives of what their conquerors believed and practiced were minimal, at
best. Only Ishoyahb III, who used a new term (Hagarene), and the Maronite
Chronicle provided any details. But even if we were to combine information
from all of these sources, the sum total would be the following: these peo-
ple, most often called rayyaye, were relatively benevolent toward Christianity
and could be helpful allies when battling other Christians. According to one
source, they had a faith whose content remained unspecified, and they may
have provided financial disincentives for people to remain Christian. Accord-
ing to a second, they kept the “covenant of Abraham.” According to a third,
one of their rulers once prayed at Christian holy sites but nevertheless minted
coins without the sign of the cross. From the perspective of Syriac Christians,
this did not make a religion.

Consolidation into a Religious Challenge: Late
Seventh- Through Early Eighth-Century Narratives
of Identity During the Umayyad Caliphate

Just as the second fitna and the solidification of Umayyad rule under Abd
al-Malik affected Syriac conquest accounts, these events also profoundly
shaped Syriac narratives of what their conquerors believed and practiced. The
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Umayyad focus on Jerusalem, especially the building of the Dome of the
Rock, suggested that the Umayyads were making religious as well as territo-
rial claims. The desire of “Abd al-Malik and his descendants to promote their
religion motivated them to change the coinage by replacing Christian ico-
nography with verses from the Qur’an, regulate the public display of Chris-
tian symbols, and correlate legal rights with religious afhliation.* Only after
the caliphate’s increasing emphasis on religious distinction did Syriac authors
draw greater attention to their conquerors’ religion.

¢Abd al-Malik’s nephew, Caliph ‘Umar II (r. 718—720), instituted perhaps
the most influential change in this ongoing policy of Islamization when he
began to assess taxes not on the basis of lineage but on the basis of religion.
Prior to “Umar II, the main way to be exempt from the jizya (poll tax) was
by being born Arab. In most cases, even the process of becoming the client
of an Arab sponsor and then joining the umma did not result in a change of
tax status. That is, the poll tax remained tied primarily to natal not religious
afliliation. Although his policy changes were not consistently implemented
until well after his death, “‘Umar II declared non-Arab converts exempt from
the poll tax.* From this point on, the caliphate presented a religion that, at
least in theory, transcended ethnic difference. “‘Umar II may also have begun
a series of evolving regulations that tried to more clearly distinguish Mus-
lims from non-Muslims.* Throughout the eighth, ninth, and tenth centu-
ries these restrictions on non-Muslims would become further developed and
eventually codified into the so-called Pact of ‘Umar.

During this time, when their conquerors’ religion was becoming both
more assertive and—in terms of its self-presentation—Tless exclusively tied to
race, Syriac Christians began to distinguish themselves from their conquerors
less through the language of ethnicity and more through the language of
religion. Nevertheless, the increased focus on religious distinction was not
uniform; throughout the Umayyad era, Syriac writings displayed a range of
reactions to the increased visibility and assertiveness of Islam. Some Chris-
tians continued to depict their conquerors as not having their own beliefs or
practices; others were more conscious of distinctive traits but did not pres-
ent them as indicative of substantial religious difference. Toward the end of
the Umayyad period, several Syriac authors more explicitly recognized their
conquerors’ theological challenges to Christianity and began to consolidate
the beliefs and practices of their conquerors into the category of a religious
entity. Only at this point did Syriac writers first discuss their conquerors in
terms that began to approximate our modern usage of words such as Muslim
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and Islam. Nevertheless, even these later authors often chose to deemphasize
differences between Christianity and Islam. Instead of depicting Muslims as
completely other, they frequently argued that Islam was more a derivative and
inferior form of Christianity than an independent religious tradition.

John bar Penkay€’s Book of Main Points represents a first step in this di-
rection. Writing in the midst of the second fizna, John interchangeably used
the terms tayyaye, Sons of Hagar, and Ishmaelites. John, however, seemed to
know more about his conquerors’ beliefs and practices than previous authors
had. His lengthiest discussion of his conquerors’ doctrine appeared in the
description of Caliph Mu‘awiya:

Justice flourished in his days and there was great peace in the re-
gions he controlled. He allowed everyone to conduct himself as he
wanted. For, as I said above, they upheld a certain commandment
from him who was their guide concerning the Christian people
and the monastic order. By this one’s guidance they also upheld
the worship of one God in accord with the customs of ancient law.
And, at their beginning, they upheld the tradition of their instruc-
tor Muhammad such that they would bring the death penalty
upon whoever seemed to have dared [transgress] his laws.®

In the rest of his work, John provided only a few additional details: the Sons
of Hagar held Christians (especially monks) in honor; those under their ju-
risdiction could keep their own faith, although they had to pay tribute; the
Sons of Hagar had a sanctuary in the south.*® A leader, monotheism, legal
material, and a sanctuary—all were traits attributable to a religion. John,
however, did not take the next step and use his increased knowledge to pres-
ent his conquerors as a separate religious entity the way he portrayed Judaism
or Zoroastrianism. Given his apocalyptic perspective, it is unlikely that John
felt that the Sons of Hagar would be around long enough to justify their truly
having their own religion. He saw them as transitional figures, appearing
in the world’s last decades to punish Christian sins and soon to depart with
the coming eschaton.” In the almost two hundred pages of his text, John’s
discussion of the conquerors’ cult and doctrine took up only a few sentences.

The three Syriac apocalypses written soon after the second fitna—the
Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius, the Edessene Apocalypse, and the Apocalypse of
Jobn the Little—provided even less information about their conquerors’ be-
liefs than John did, most likely for the same reason. Unlike in earlier works,
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in these apocalypses the Sons of Ishmael were not benevolent toward Chris-
tianity. Instead, “They will especially afflict all who confess Christ, our Lord.
Because, to the end, they will hate the Lord’s name.”® Why they despised
Jesus remained unspecified. Pseudo-Methodius further stated that, because of
their military success, they proclaimed that the Christians have no savior;*
the Edessene Apocalypse claimed that God will send a drought due to the “Sons
of Ishmael’s impiety”;* and the Apocalypse of Jobn the Little noted that they
considered their warrior leader to have been a prophet.” That was it. For
these authors, as in the writings of John bar Penkayg, the conquerors’ role
as a short-lived scourge of Christian sins completely overshadowed their own
religious system.

Although he occasionally shared his contemporaries’ apocalyptic world-
view, Jacob of Edessa’s (d. 708) discussions were very different.” His writings
reflected a more detailed knowledge of his conquerors’ beliefs and practices
than earlier sources did, and of all seventh-century authors Jacob came the
closest to depicting an independent religious tradition, albeit one with ex-
tremely ill-defined borders. This shift was undoubtedly partially due to the
consolidation of Islamic identity under Umayyad rule and the caliphate’s in-
creased emphasis on religious promotion. Nevertheless, Jacob did not simply
report difference. He also strategically made it. Sometimes Jacob found it
useful to emphasize a rhetoric of distinction. Because Jacob more explicitly
distinguished the religious tenets of conquerors from conquered, starting
with his writings it seems increasingly justified to employ the term Muslims.
At other times, Jacob preferred to emphasize similarity, and the narratives
he shared and the vocabulary he chose often blurred the boundaries between
Christians and Muslims.

Jacob referred to Muslims in multiple works, written in multiple genres,
thereby aiding our understanding of what he knew about Muslim cult and
doctrine. According to Jacob, Muslims prayed toward the Ka‘aba; they be-
lieved that although Jesus is the Messiah, the Word of God, and the Spirit
of God, He was not God’s son; and they had a written profession of faith.®
Although Jacob’s knowledge appeared to be more detailed than that of his
predecessors, like earlier authors, he presented very little explicit response to
Muslim theological challenges to Christianity. Nevertheless, unlike previous
writers, this turn-of-the-century bishop began to consolidate Muslim beliefs
and practices into a more identifiably religious category.

This paradigm shift becomes particularly apparent in several references
to conversion. Like some earlier writers, Jacob often called his conquerors
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Hagarenes. But especially when speaking about changes in religious affiliation,
Jacob often paired Hagarenes with another term, hanpe (singular hanpa). The
most common English translation of hanpe is “pagans” because Syriac writers
frequently used this term when referring to polytheists. But hanpé was not
restricted only to polytheists. I usually leave hanpe untranslated because Syriac
writers both before and after the conquests also used it to polemically refer to
other monotheists. In such cases, Syriac authors were not so much claiming
that their theological opponents literally were polytheists (although most po-
lemicists liked to keep this as an open possibility), but that their opponents’
beliefs were as errant as those of true polytheists. Postconquest Syriac authors
often employed this double meaning: literal polytheists and monotheists who
were as errant as polytheists.

When Jacob wrote about his conquerors, the term hanpe was particularly
important. Syriac writers not only used hanpé as a noun but also constructed
a related verb, “to become a hanpa” (‘abnep). Jacob built on this, as he and
his correspondents were the first extant writers to similarly construct a verb,
“to become a Hagarene” (haggar). For example, in his letter Replies to Addai,
Jacob was asked, “Is a priest permitted to pardon someone who became a
Hagarene [the verb haggar related to the noun mbaggraya) or became a hanpa
[the verb ‘abnep related to the noun hanpal if he is about to die?”* In another
section of Replies to Addai, Jacob responded to the concern that a woman
married to a Hagarene might herself become a Hagarene (verb: thaggar) if she
were deprived of the Eucharist.® In his First Letter to Jobn the Stylite, Jacob
was asked if a priest should rebaptize a Christian who became a Hagarene
(verb: nbaggar) or a hanpa (verb: nabnep) but subsequently repented. He re-
sponded that a person could be baptized only once, but that, on return to
Christianity, prayers should be said over the penitent.* Jacob may have con-
sidered movement from being a Christian to being a panpd or a Hagarene
to involve, at least partly, an ethnic transformation. Nevertheless, the verb
meaning “to become a Hagarene” and especially its pairing with “to become
a hanpa” suggested that Jacob and his correspondents considered Hagarenes
and Christians as belonging to separate religious categories as well.

Jacob’s classification of Hagarenes as a religious group became even more
apparent in his Third Letter to Jobn the Stylite. When defending Mary’s Da-
vidic lineage, Jacob noted that Christians, Jews, and Hagarenes all afhrmed
that the Messiah must come from David’s line. Jacob went on to distinguish
what each group believed concerning Jesus.”” Jacob’s letter was mainly con-
cerned with Mariology and only briefly spoke of Hagarenes. Nevertheless,
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this quick reference provided one of the clearest indications of how much
Syriac perceptions of their conquerors had changed between the mid-seventh
and early eighth century. By including Hagarenes among a list of other well-
known religions and by delineating the Hagarenes” Christology the same way
he did that of Christians and Jews, Jacob suggested that Hagarenes had their
own religious beliefs.

For Jacob, however, the distance between Christians and Hagarenes was
smaller than one might first imagine. His discussions of conversion presup-
posed that some Syriac Christians decided to become Muslim, and later some
of these converts subsequently returned to being Christian—a process Jacob
made fairly easy. Even when not speaking of conversion, his canons often
witnessed substantial overlap between these categories. For example, Jacob’s
rulings referred to priests who used Christian relics to exorcise possessed
Hagarenes, a Hagarene husband who threatened to kill a priest if the priest
did not give his Christian wife the Eucharist, and Hagarenes who felt guilty
about stealing the Eucharistic elements from the Byzantines and so gave Jacob
the pilfered oblation.*

Jacob’s vocabulary also reflected this permeability. He used nouns such as
tayyaye or Hagarenes to refer to people we would categorize as Muslims. Un-
like earlier writers, he used a verb to speak of people who “become Hagarene”
(mhaggar), and he once used an adjective to speak of a “Hagarene confession”
(tawdita bhaggarayta).” Like almost all other Syriac writers, Jacob did not,
however, have an abstract noun for Muslims’ religion. From a lexical stand-
point, this was especially striking because Syriac often employs a standardized
ending, uzd, to indicate an abstract noun such as Christianity (kristyanuta)
or Judaism (ihudayuta). Nevertheless, Jacob did not coin a word such as
Hagarism when he wanted to speak more abstractly about what we call Islam.
Instead, he and his correspondents had a tendency to conflate their conquer-
ors’ beliefs and practices with another abstract noun, panputa. Most mod-
ern scholars translate hanputa as paganism. But like the related word hanpa,
hanputa was not used solely for polytheists. Several postconquest writers used
this word to refer to what Muslims believed and practiced. With Jacob and
his correspondents, however, these terms were even more amorphous. For
example, note how often in the First Letter to Jobn the Stylite the discussion
elided hanpura, becoming a Hagarene, and becoming a panpa:

John: “If a Christian should become a Hagarene or become a hanpa
and, after a while, he should regret [this] and return from his
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banputa, I want to learn whether it is right for him to be baptized
or if by this he has been stripped of the grace of baptism.”

Jacob: “On the one hand, it is not right for a Christian who be-
comes a Hagarene or becomes a hanpa to be [re]baptized. . . . But
concerning whether he had been stripped of the grace of baptism

because he became a Hagarene, I have this to say . . .7

A similar pattern can be found in Jacob’s Replies to Addai. At one point, Addai
asked, “What should be done with a holy table on which zayyayé have eaten
meat and left soiled with fat?” Jacob responded, “A table on which panpe have
eaten is no longer an altar.™

This categorical fuzziness certainly presented polemical advantages. Many
of Jacob’s other writings showed a basic knowledge of Islam; his terminologi-
cal alterations most likely did not stem from Jacob believing that all zayyaye
and Hagarenes were polytheists. Rather, by emphasizing the categorical simi-
larities between tayyaye, Hagarenes, hanpe, and hanputa Jacob’s rhetoric im-
plied equivalency. Later Christians made this analogy more explicit to apply
centuries of Christian antipagan polemic to Muslims. But for such compari-
sons to work, they first had to implicitly grant Muslims membership in the
category of a religion even if that religion’s conceptual boundaries remained
quite porous.

Jacob’s writings illustrated how an early eighth-century Christian might
at times draw and at other times blur religious boundaries. Two other authors
of that time, the East Syrian catholicoi Hnanisha and Mar Abba, indicated
that Christians were also becoming more aware of anti-Christian polemics.*
These writers noted how “the tayyaye of our time” claimed that Jesus was not
God’s son but only a prophet.”® Mar Abba more specifically stated that such
gainsayers “do not accept ‘birth’ in their creed [syamad],” a possible allusion to
Qur’an 112:3 (“God has not begotten and has not been begotten”).*

Hnanisha and Mar Abba quickly dismissed this “new foolishness” (leluza)
and provided little direct refutation to their conquerors’ “creed.” In contrast,
two Umayyad-era disputation texts took these theological challenges much
more seriously. They represent a pivotal moment of Syriac conceptualization
of their conquerors in which Syriac authors more fully depicted their con-
querors as having a religious system that challenged Christianity. Most likely
in the early eighth century, a Miaphysite Christian wrote the account that
modern scholars title the Disputation of Jobn and the Emir and an East Syrian



70 Chapter 2

Christian composed a longer text now known as the Ber Hale Disputation.
Although their content differed, both documents described an alleged debate
between a Christian and a high-status interlocutor. These two texts allow
one to see difference making in action. In their dramatization of religious
distinctions, these texts invited the reader to listen in and learn from the en-
suing dialogue, which depicted the conquerors’ religion as a direct theological
threat to Christianity.

By the eighth century, disputation texts were already a well-established
genre in Syriac literature.”® The popularity of these documents was aided
by real public debates. The courts of Justinian (d. §65) and later Byzantine
rulers often sponsored theological debates between competing groups of
Christians.”” The Sasanians were even fonder of adjudicating such disputes,
and one hears of Persian rulers sponsoring contests between Miaphysite and
East Syrian Christians. A surviving East Syrian document was even writ-
ten as preparation for just such an occasion.’® As suggested by the Maronite
Chronicle's claim that Caliph Mu“wiya oversaw a contest between Maroni-
tes and Miaphysites, and as substantiated by later Islamic sources, Muslim
rulers continued this tradition of public debates.”” The popularity of these
events does not mean that either Jobn and the Emir or the Bét Hale Disputa-
tion preserved the words of an actual debate. Instead, their authors drew on
the tropes of such disputes to fashion carefully constructed and ideologically
charged literary works.

The choice to write in this genre tells much about Syriac Christians’
changing views of their conquerors. Such disputations, both in real life and in
literature, almost always occurred between proponents of competing religious
traditions. By discussing Muslim beliefs and practices in the framework of a
disputation, the authors of Jobn and the Emir and the Bet Hale Disputation
implicitly gave them the categorical status of a religion—more specifically, a
religion that threatened Christian orthodoxy. What these authors detailed
made this even more explicit.

Jobn and the Emir claimed to be a letter written by an unnamed compan-
ion of John Sedra, the seventh-century Miaphysite patriarch of Antioch.* The
text related an alleged conversation between the patriarch and an unspecified
Hagarene leader in which the emir presented several brief questions to John,
who provided more lengthy responses. The emir’s questions highlighted the
issues that Syriac Christians found most pressing in their theological debates,
real and imagined, with Muslims. The emir began by asking if the Gospel is
one.®’ He then inquired how one could account for the diversity of Christian
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beliefs.®> He asked whether Christ is God.*® He subsequently challenged that
if Christ were God, who would have governed the world when Christ was in
Mary’s womb?** The emir then shifted to a discussion of the religious affilia-
tion of Abraham, Moses, and other Old Testament notables. His final inquiry
concerned inheritance law.® In the course of only four folios, the text brought
up issues of Christian diversity, scriptural exegesis, Christ’s divinity, the in-
carnation, and legal traditions. In every case, the emir’s question presupposed
that Hagarene views on each issue were quite different from Christian ones,
a supposition borne out by the patriarch’s responses.

Jobn and the Emir was also the first literary text to refer to the conquerors
only as Hagarenes.® Here, Hagarene had a more explicitly religious connota-
tion than it did for most previous Syriac writers. For example, in response to
the emir’s question regarding Christian diversity, John responded, “Just as
the Torah is one and the same and is accepted by us Christians and by you
Hagarenes and by the Jews and by the Samaritans, but each people differs in
faith, so also concerning the Gospel’s faith.””” As in Jacob of Edessa’s discus-
sion of Mary, in Jobn and the Emir Hagarenes appeared amid a list of other
well-known religious groups. Jobn and the Emir also explicitly referred to
each group as having its own faith (haymanuta). At the same time, Jobn and
the Emir conformed to Denise Buell's observation of a strong correlation in
antiquity between religion and ethnicity.®® The text stated that Christians,
Hagarenes, Jews, and Samaritans each had a different faith, something we
would most often attribute to the category of religion. Nevertheless, it also
explicitly categorized each group as also constituting a people (‘ama). In other
words, the vocabulary shift to Hagarenes did not mean that Syriac Christians
no longer saw their conquerors as belonging to an ethnic group. Instead,
starting in the late seventh and early eighth centuries, Syriac authors simply
emphasized that the ethnic distinction between conquerors and conquered
also involved a difference in beliefs and practices.

The text provided several additional clues about what the author thought
was distinctive about the Hagarenes. For example, in Jobn and the Emir
Christians and Hagarenes had different views of scriptural authority. The au-
thor seemed to believe that Hagarenes saw the Torah as authoritative, and he
had John say to the emir, “you accept Moses and his books.” Nevertheless,
the text claimed that they did not recognize the entire Old Testament as ca-
nonical, and at one point the narrator interjected, “And the glorious emir did
not accept these things from the prophets but wanted it to be shown to him
[from] Moses.”” A more oblique reference to scriptural differences appeared
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in the discussion of inheritance law, where the emir’s detailed question might
allude to Quran 4:12.”!

Most likely written in the 720s, the Bet Hale Disputation employed a simi-
lar narrative strategy. But this East Syrian disputation text presented a much
more complicated discussion of religious distinction than that found in jobn
and the Emir. According to the text, a rayyaya ofhicial had recently visited Bét
Halé. While at the monastery, he began to challenge the efficacy of the narra-
tor’s prayers. This claim led to a broader discussion between the narrator and
the official about what Christians and zayyayé believed and practiced. At the end
of the Bet Hale Disputation’s eight-folio recap of this supposed conversation,
the tayyaya had become so impressed by the monk’s presentation that he con-
cluded, “T testify that were it not for fear of the government and shame before
men, many would become Christians.””? As this neat, trite, triumphal ending
suggests, similar to_Jobn and the Emir, the Bet Hale Disputation was not an ac-
curate transcription of an actual exchange between a fayydya and a Christian.
Nevertheless, it yields important clues about how Syriac Christians in the first
half of the eighth century were categorizing their conquerors.

In the Ber Hale Disputation, the tayyayd's questions were both broader
in range and greater in depth than those found in Jobn and the Emir. In
Jobn and the Emir, the emir simply presented quick cue lines for Christian
refutation. But in the Bet Halé Disputation, the interlocutor often continued
with probing follow-up questions. The result was a more fulsome depiction
of challenges to Christian theology, especially to Christian practices such as
icons, relics, the Eucharist, veneration of the cross, praying to the East, and
disregard for Jewish law.

At first glance, it seems that the Bet Hale Disputation strongly differen-
tiated between the religions of conquerors and conquered. The discussion
began with the rayyaya stating: “I know that everyone loves his faith. But
tell me the truth, isn’t our confession better than all confessions on earth?””
After the monk asked him to justify this claim, the tayyaya responded: “We
keep Muhammad’s commandments and the sacrifices of Abraham . . . but
we do not appoint God a son who is visible and suffers like us. . . . We do
not worship the cross, the bones of martyrs, and images as you do.” During
the course of their dispute, one further learns that the zayyayé had their own
scripture, explicitly called the Qur'an, from which the Bér Hale Disputation
paraphrased several passages. Even the texts plot reads like a conversion nar-
rative, as the tayydyd moved from attacking Christianity to finally admitting,

“I know that your doctrine is correct and also your belief is better than ours.””
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The Ber Hale Disputation distinguished the outward differences between
conquerors and conquered, especially in terms of religious practice. Nevertheless,
at a deeper level it elided these distinctions. Such elision was partially reflected in
the author’s choice of terms. The text called the notable a fayyayd, a Son of Hagar,
or a Son of Ishmael—all terms that Syriac authors could also apply to Chris-
tians. The text avoided Hagarene, which was reserved only for Muslims. Religious
difference was further reduced by what the narrator said about the relationship
between Christian beliefs and those of Hagar’s descendants. In response to the
tayyayds question, “Tell me the truth, how is our prophet Muhammad regarded
in your eyes?” the monk first replied that Muhammad had proclaimed “the one
true God.”® When pressed, the monk went on to state that Muhammad even
believed in the Trinity. Nevertheless, aware of the tayydyes propensity toward
idolatry, Muhammad did not teach them all of the doctrines he had learned from
a Christian monk named Bahira. The text implied that if the Sons of Hagar truly
knew what their prophet had known, they, too, would be Christian.

There are several other places in the Beét Hale Disputation where reli-
gious boundaries remained surprisingly permeable. For example, according
to the monk, tayyaye based their law not only on the Qur’an but also on the
Torah and the Gospels. Even more striking are two relatively ecumenical
statements found toward the end of the document. According to the tayyaya,
Muhammad recognized that Christian monks would “enjoy the kingdom.”
He then went on to proclaim that “Truly, God will not reject whoever, in
accord with this doctrine that you related to me, holds your faith and is free
from inequity and sin.””” Soon afterward, the monk provided a slightly less
generous response to the tayydyd’s question, “Are the Sons of Hagar going to
enter the kingdom or not?”: although not gaining the same reward as chris-
tians, “he will live in grace, in abodes far from torment.””

The Betr Hale Disputation used more explicitly religious language than
any previous Syriac writing dealing with Muslims. In the course of the dia-
logue, the tayyaya official spoke of faith (haymanuta), confession (tawdita),
religion (deblta), and doctrine (re‘yand). As for the monk, he never used these
terms when discussing the rayyayé’s beliefs and practices. In other words,
although aware that Muslims professed to have a distinctive religion, the
author took care never to legitimate this claim.” Instead, from the author’s
perspective, even if the Sons of Hagar thought that they had their own reli-
gion, at best this might have been an inferior derivation from Christianity.
Unbeknownst to them, their prophet was a proponent of the Trinity. Their
basic beliefs were first taught to Muhammad by a Christian monk, and, given
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their confession of the “one true God,” a virtuous Son of Hagar would not
suffer torment in the world to come. Because of this closeness between what
Christians and Muslims believed, the fayydyd’s concluding statement that
only social and political pressure prevented many from becoming Christian
seemed less absurd than it otherwise might have. Thus even in disputation
texts, a genre deeply invested in the delineation of difference, Syriac authors
pulled back from depicting Islam as entirely alien to Christianity.

Almost no surviving Islamic texts can be securely dated to the Umayyad
period, making it exceedingly difficult to determine how “accurate” Syriac
depictions of Islam were. Despite their geographic proximity, were seventh-

and early eighth-century Syriac writers unaware of many of early Islam’s
basic tenets? Or perhaps Syriac writers simply underreported Islam’s religious
distinctiveness? Alternatively, it remains quite possible that modern scholars
have overemphasized early Christian-Muslim divisions, and Syriac writings
reveal a much more permeable environment than has generally been recog-
nized. Regardless of how one answers these larger questions, there is no doubt
that Umayyad-era Syriac sources reflected radical changes in the ways Chris-
tians thought about, wrote about, and categorized their conquerors during
the first century after the conquests. Developments in terminology (tayyaye,
Saracens, Sons of Hagar, Sons of Ishmael, Ishmaelites, Hagarenes), level of
detail, narrative context, choice of genre, even length of presentation, all sug-
gested that later generations of Syriac Christians were increasingly inclined
to construct their conquerors’ beliefs and practices as constituting a categori-
cal entity (what we call Islam). Syriac Christians became more familiar with
their conquerors’ doctrines, and they more specifically defended Christianity
against its challenges. In the later part of the Umayyad era, Syriac authors
also began to designate their conquerors as having a religion, albeit one whose
boundaries with Christianity remained quite porous and hard to define.

Confounding Categories: Later Eighth-Century Narratives
of Identity During the Early Abbasid Caliphate

By the mid-eighth century, authors of all genres of Syriac literature had de-
veloped areas of rough consensus for how to portray their conquerors’ beliefs
and practices. The terminology developed by Umayyad-era writers, the grow-
ing knowledge base regarding Muslims, the inclination to more directly ad-
dress Muslim polemics, and the tendency to attribute religious characteristics
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to their conquerors served as the foundation for Abbasid-era texts. Early
Abbasid-era authors often expanded on their predecessors’ work by develop-
ing additional terminology and sharing more detailed knowledge about their
conquerors’ religion.

As for Muslims themselves, under the Abbasid dynasty, their institu-
tions and doctrine began to consolidate into forms that became closer to
those found in modernity, such as the rise of the ulama (religious authori-
ties), a clearer separation between Sunnis and Shiites, the increasing authority
of hadith (sayings attributed to Muhammad), the beginnings of Sufism, more
distinctive artistic expressions, the development of Islamic jurisprudence, and
the emergence of schools of law. Thus, when discussing how Abbasid-era
Christians depicted what Muslims believed and practiced, it seems increas-
ingly justified to speak of Syriac Christian reactions to Islam. These authors’
familiarity with Islam did not, however, result in uniformity, and early Ab-
basid texts became particularly divergent regarding the question of just how
different Christianity and Islam were from one another.

Just as the Abbasid revolution influenced Syriac memories of the con-
quests, it also affected Syriac Christian narratives of Islam. Abbasid rule was
more centralized than Umayyad rule, and Abbasid caliphs further expanded
previous policies of Islamization.*® Under the Abbasids, the types and amount
of taxes paid by Muslims and non-Muslims became more consistently dis-
tinguished.®" Construction projects such as al-Mahdi’s rebuilding of the Agsa
mosque in Jerusalem were important architectural proclamations of Islam’s
grandeur. Legal restrictions on dhimmi (non-Muslims) became increasingly
common and discriminatory. In the ninth century, these coalesced into a set
of regulations commonly called the Pact of “‘Umar.* The Abbasid period also
witnessed more frequent conversion to Islam; by the end of the ninth century,
Muslims may have constituted over half of the population.®

Under the Abbasids, many Syriac Christians also learned Arabic, pro-
viding them with greater opportunities for social and religious interchange.
Christians continued to hold important government posts, and after Baghdad
became the Abbasid capital, East Syrian elites had more direct access to the
caliphate.® As Abbasid rulers and theologians became interested in Greek
science and philosophy, Syriac Christians played a key role in the Abbasid
translation movement, a widespread and largely successful attempt to trans-
late classical philosophical and scientific works. Muslim elites often com-
missioned Syriac scholars to translate these texts into Arabic.® The resulting
cultural prominence of Aristotelian logic provided a common intellectual
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currency that facilitated interreligious discussions and debate. Knowledge of
Arabic also gave many Syriac Christians access to the Qur’an, as well as fa-
miliarity with contemporary developments in Islamic theology. Syriac texts
written during the first 150 years of the Abbasid caliphate often reflected these
authors’ more frequent interactions with Muslims and their greater exposure
to Islam.

The earliest known Abbasid-era account of Islam was Theophilus’s
Chronicle, written in the mid-750s. Unfortunately, this Chronicle no longer
survives; for its content one relies on Theophanes, Dionysius of Tel Mahre,
and Agapius, whose later writings often depended on Theophilus’s earlier
work.* Although these later authors frequently used Theophilus’s writings to
describe the conquests, when it came to describing Islam they generally went
their own way. Nevertheless, these writers shared one short section concern-
ing Muhammad’s teaching that almost certainly originated with Theophilus.
In this passage, Theophilus emphasized the carnal nature of Muhammad’s
description of paradise, referring to rivers of wine, milk, and honey as well
as men eating, drinking, and having sex with particularly beautiful women.*

Only a few other points concerning Islam can be securely traced back to
Theophilus.® Most allusions to religious difference appeared in discussions
of specific caliphs who removed crosses, rebuilt a church, minted aniconic
coins, or exiled a Christian metropolitan for blaspheming the tayyayes faith.®
This handful of short passages suggested that Theophilus saw the zayyaye as
somewhat distinct from Christians, although the tayyayés religious beliefs
and practices remained quite peripheral to Theophilus’s narrative.”

Although only the sparsest details concerning Islam can be reclaimed
from Theophilus’s Chronicle, around 775 much more information appeared
in the anonymous Chronicle of Zugnin.”' This Miaphysite chronicle is the
longest surviving early Syriac text that speaks of Muslims, and it provides
important evidence for how quickly Christian understanding and depic-
tions of Islam changed following the Abbasid revolution. In the Chronicle
of Zugnin, one enters a completely different world than that found in the
Ber Hale Disputation, composed fifty years earlier, or Theophilus’s Chronicle,
written twenty years earlier. Almost a third of the Chronicle of Zugnin was set
after the conquests, and Muslim characters appeared on almost every one of
these fifty-seven folios.

The Chronicle of Zugnin referred to Muslims using the terms rayyaye
(especially when speaking of the Umayyads), Persians or Assyrians (especially
when speaking of the Abbasids), Hagarenes, and hanpe. It is also the first extant
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source to use the Syriac term Mashlmané.”? This was a rare term among Syriac
authors discussing Muslims.” The Chronicle of Zugnin used it only twice, and
the only other extant author prior to the twelfth century who called Muslims
Mashlmaneé was the chronicler’s Arabic-speaking contemporary, the East Syr-
ian catholicos Timothy I. Even if rarely used, this term remains of particular
interest because the Syriac Mashlmané shared the same consonantal roots as
the Arabic “Muslims” (commonly literally translated as “those who submit”).
Mashlmané's occasional appearance suggested that Syriac Christians were be-
ginning to adopt Muslims’ own terms of self-designation, a process that was
undoubtedly aided by Syriac terminology becoming increasingly influenced
by Arabic, and by Syriac authors’ growing bilingualism.

According to the Chronicle, these Muslims were supposed to be mono-
theists.”* Their first king, Muhammad, whom Muslims called a prophet and
the messenger of God, turned them away from polytheism to belief in the
one true God.” Although Muslims believed that Jesus was the Word and the
Spirit of God and a prophet born from a virgin, they did not believe he was
Gods son (see Quran 4:171).” Their rituals included ablutions, prostrations
toward the south, and prayer.” They built a house of worship on the Temple
Mount in Jerusalem.”® They had a book that they claimed came down from
heaven.” They attributed various laws to Muhammad, including those con-
cerning taxation and especially inheritance.'® Unlike Christians, they used a
lunar calendar and had the battle cry “allabu akbar.”™

Not only did the Chronicle of Zugnin present more information about
Islam than any previous Syriac work, its narrative depicted Islam as a religious
entity that was fairly distinct from Christianity. At one point the Chronicle
of Zugnin spoke of Jews, Christians, and tayydyé as separate groups who had
different burial practices.'” Elsewhere it told of a prefect who ordered Jews,
Christians, and tayyaye to come together and publicly petition God to end a
drought, an ecumenical effort that ultimately succeeded.'" The Chronicle of
Zugnin was also the only extant Syriac source written in the first millennium
CE that designated a unique abstract noun to speak of Islam. The chronicler
added -utd, a common Syriac ending for abstract nouns, to Mashlmane to
form mashlmanuta, a construction perhaps best rendered in English as “Mus-
limness.”* This term first appeared when the Chronicle of Zugnin spoke about
tax collectors who persecuted both Hagarenes and Christians. The chronicler
emphasized that they did this not because of their love of mashlmanuta, but
simply out of greed.'” A second possible reference is even more intriguing,
but unfortunately it appeared in a badly damaged section of the manuscript.
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Here, the Chronicle of Zugnin spoke of apostates leaving Christianity to enter
banputa and m---nuta. The middle three letters of the second word have
literally been eaten by worms. Given the context, it remains likely that the
bookworms originally chomped on -shlma-, that is, the middle of the word
mashlmanuta (Muslimness). This equation of Islam with panputa appeared
in many other places in the Chronicle of Zugnin. Like Jacob of Edessa before
him, the chronicler also designated Islam simply as hanputa and frequently
called its followers hanpe.'*

The Chronicles attempt to differentiate between Christianity and Islam
became most apparent in its conversion accounts. The Chronicle of Zugnin
spoke of hundreds of Christians converting to Islam and bemoaned the apos-
tasy of Christian youth, adults, and elders, along with innumerable priests
and deacons.'” Unlike Jacob of Edessa, the Chronicle of Zugnin depicted con-
version as a one-way street. The government had imposed a death sentence
against any convert who tried to return to Christianity, and once a Muslim,
the convert also irretrievably lost the Holy Spirit.!® Instances of now irrevers-
ible conversion made it increasingly important for the author to differentiate
Christian and Muslim beliefs and practices. The text specified that, to convert
to Islam, a Christian must renounce baptism, the Eucharist, the cross, and
“everything Christians confess.”” The convert also had to proclaim belief in
Muhammad as God’s messenger to whom a book descended from heaven and
that Jesus was not God but only a prophet.'

Throughout his narrative, the author focused on how recent calamities—
especially the tyrannical rule of Caliph al-Mansar and his governor of Mosul,
Masa bar Mus‘ab—were Gods just responses to Christian sin. The Chronicle
of Zugnin’s harsh portrayal of these rulers has made it an often quoted source
among modern clash-of-civilizations authors. But the Chronicle of Zugnin
was not written primarily as an attack against Islam. Despite calling Islam
hanputa and his diatribes against Christians who apostatize, the author of the
Chronicle never directly refuted specific Islamic beliefs nor explicitly defended
the Christian faith. He even went out of his way to emphasize that Muslims
did not actively coerce Christians to convert; in one narrative a Muslim even
unsuccessfully tried to persuade a deacon to remain Christian.'! The chron-
icler also repeatedly emphasized that the harsh policies of al-Mansur and
Masa bar Mus‘ab were not religiously motivated but were aimed at Persians,
tayyaye, Jews, and Christians alike. The author found the uniformity of this
oppression particularly regrettable because the lack of religious discrimina-
tion meant that he could not proclaim any new Christian martyrs."? In the
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Chronicle, Christianity and Islam were competing religions to the extent that
people left Christianity to become Muslims. Nevertheless, the Chronicle of
Zugnin remained a far cry from one modern author’s claim that it bore wit-
ness to Christians as “a hunted population.”®

Just a few years after an anonymous Miaphysite monk wrote the Chroni-
cle of Zugnin, the East Syrian catholicos Timothy I (r. 780-823) was in Bagh-
dad composing his Letter 59. Most often called Timothy’s Apology, this letter
recounted two audiences the catholicos had with Caliph al-Mahdi and their
ensuing conversations regarding Christianity. Like the authors of earlier
disputation texts such as Jobn and the Emir and the Ber Hale Disputation,
Timothy wrote his Apology in the form of a dialogue between a Christian
and a Muslim ruler, although Timothy’s Apology was almost ten times longer
than its predecessors.'* The questions attributed to al-Mahdi and Timo-
thy’s responses to them demonstrated what the catholicos thought were the
most pressing issues of contention between late eighth-century Christians
and Muslims. Along with the author of the Chronicle of Zugnin, Timothy
was one of only two first-millennium Syriac writers who occasionally called
Muslims mashlmane.'

In Timothy’s Apology, the caliph and the catholicos spent more time
discussing the Trinity and the Son’s incarnation than any other topics. These
two conversational strands occasionally diverted to related issues, such as
Mariology, East Syrian Christology, and scriptural exegesis, but quickly re-
turned to the question of the Son’s divinity. There were also short debates
regarding Christians’ adoration of the cross, their lack of circumcision, and
their tradition of praying toward the East. Timothy and al-Mahdi also spoke
briefly about Muhammad, and we learn that Muslims saw Muhammad as a
prophet who taught monotheism.""* Muhammad also recorded a set of holy
scriptures called the Qur'an, which he claimed were revealed to him by the
angel Gabriel."”” Throughout the Apology, one can also ascertain a fair amount
about Muslim scriptural exegesis as al-Mahdi presented and Timothy refuted
Muslim interpretations of Deuteronomy, Isaiah, and the Gospel of John in
support of Muhammad’s prophethood. Perhaps more surprisingly, in the
depicted dialogue Timothy actually quoted the Qur’an more often than al-
Mahdi did, presenting at least ten Qur’anic passages in support of the Son’s
divinity."® Al-Mahdi also charged, and Timothy refuted, that Christians had
purposefully tampered with scriptural texts and removed all biblical references
to Muhammad’s prophethood (zabrif).

The tone of Timothy’s Apology was quite amicable. Unlike Theophilus’s
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Chronicle, there was no diatribe or ridicule of Muslim conceptions of para-
dise. Contrary to the Chronicle of Zugnin, Timothy’s Apology did not call
Muslims hanpé or characterize Islam as hanputd. Nevertheless, on occasion
Timothy cautiously refuted specific tenets of Islam, especially Muhammad’s
claims to prophethood. Timothy also always presented a spirited defense of
Christianity, and in his letter, he gave himself the last word on almost every
topic. The exceptions from reasoned, polite conversation occurred when
Timothy shifted the discussion away from East Syrian Christianity to Chal-
cedonians, Miaphysites, and Jews. Here, at least from Timothy’s perspective,
the catholicos and the caliph had found common enemies, and the resulting
passages were quite harsh.

Just as the Chronicle of Zugnin reflected profound shifts in Miaphysite
depictions of Islam, so too Timothy’s Apology indicated how much East Syr-
ian perceptions of Islam had changed between the early and the late eighth
century. In the Apology, Timothy’s portrayal of Muslim beliefs and practices
was fairly irenic. Timothy pointed to areas of theological disagreement and,
at least in his portrayal of his audience with al-Mahdi, showed no hesita-
tion in arguing with the caliph. But unlike his discussions of Jews or other
Christians, whenever he speaks of Islam, Timothy remained polite. This lack
of belligerence was at least partially due to the Apology’s literary setting—the
caliph’s court would have been an unlikely site for an extended diatribe against
Islam. The Apology’s tenor also correlated with Timothy’s social status as ca-
tholicos and his cordial relationship with Caliph al-Mahdi, who, as part of
the Abbasid translation movement, even commissioned Timothy to translate
Aristotle’s Topics into Arabic.'”

Timothy’s Apology was a carefully constructed literary production, not
a word-for-word transcript of his audience with al-Mahdi. Nevertheless,
Timothy’s work provides important data regarding Syriac Christians’ evolv-
ing knowledge of Islam. Just as Jobn and the Emir and the Bet Hale Dis-
putation used the disputation format, suggesting a categorical distinction
between Christianity and Islam, the Apology’s debate between catholicos and
caliph presumed two fairly distinct groups. Timothy’s Apology also illustrated
an increased familiarity with Islamic beliefs and practices. Although earlier
works outlined many of the issues addressed in the Apology, Timothy pro-
vided a level of specifics not found among previous sources. Of particular note
was Timothy’s knowledge of the Quran, which he so often quoted. Given
his bilingualism, Timothy may have himself read the Qur’an. Alternatively,
like later Arabic Christians, Timothy may had access to a testimonial list
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that collected those Qur’anic passages most useful for Christian-Muslim de-
bates.'® This was certainly how Timothy’s writing affected later generations;
the very Qur'anic passages cited in Timothy’s Apology, as well as Timothy’s
interpretations of them, became increasingly common among later Christian
apologies.”?! Timothy also assumed a more informed audience than most ear-
lier accounts. For their readers to follow the story line, prior Syriac authors
often provided background information regarding Islam. For example, Jobn
and the Emir used a narrative aside to explain what scriptures the emir con-
sidered to be authoritative, and Theophilus prefaced his conquest account
with a quick outline of Muhammad’s life and Muslim beliefs. In contrast,
Timothy assumed his audience already had a basic understanding of Islam;
he saw no need, for example, to gloss his first references to the Qur'an or to
Muhammad.

Timothy I's Apology remains the most important document for assessing
the catholicos’s knowledge and categorization of Islam. But Timothy’s other
writings provide a rare opportunity to see how the same Syriac author spoke
differently about Islam depending on genre and anticipated audience. In ad-
dition to the Apology, Timothy also wrote several less-studied letters that al-
luded to Muslims. These works were more technical in their argument than
the Apology and less conciliatory in tone.'?

The most detailed was Letter 40, which Timothy most likely wrote
within a year of composing the Apology.'” Timothy framed this letter much
as he did his Apology. He explained to the letter’s Christian recipient, Sergius,
that, while at the caliph’s court, a man well versed in Aristotle approached
Timothy to debate with the catholicos about God’s nature.'* Like the Apol-
0gy, the vast majority of Letter 4o was Timothy’s account of the ensuing
dialogue. The letter’s main topics were not dissimilar to those discussed with
al-Mahdi: the Trinity, the incarnation, and the adoration of the cross. But
their presentation was very different.

Timothy emphasized that this was an “Aristotelian inquiry,” and the
content of his and his opponent’s statements reflected this.'” Their debate
ranged from a detailed discussion of epistemology to Timothy trying to forge
an Aristotelian framework for justifying Trinitarian theology. His letter an-
ticipated an audience of Sergius and others who could appreciate the catholi-
cos’s ability to use Greek philosophy with greater finesse and greater success
than his “notable,

” o« ” e

powerful,” “wealthy,” “illustrious,

» <

‘specially trained,”
opponent could. In Letter 40, Timothy also foregrounded his knowledge of
the Qur’an when he cited several Qur’anic passages to support the existence of



82 Chapter 2

the Trinity by showing that “also, in your writings, we find words concerning
God in the singular and in the plural.”’* At another point, Timothy defended
the Trinity by an appeal to contemporary Muslim discussions of God’s various
divine attributes, the sifrar Allab.'”

A similar dynamic can be found in several of Timothy’s shorter letters,
especially Letters 34, 35, and 36, which concentrated on the appropriate ter-
minology to describe Christ.'”® These letters did not rely as heavily on Ar-
istotelian logic as did Letter 40, but otherwise provided a similar style of
argumentation. In Letters 34-36 Timothy again defended the Trinity by al-
lusion to the Islamic understanding of God’s divine attributes. He also cited
a number of verses from the Qur’an and provided a fairly detailed exegesis of
several of them.

What most distinguished these letters from Timothy’s Apology, however,
was his overarching characterization of Islam. In the introductory section of
Letter 40, he wrote:

For behold, not only in the days of Herod and Pilate, in the days
then of those old Jews, was there defeat and victory, truth together
with falsehood. But also now, in the days of the rulers who reign
and in our times, in the days of the new Jews among us, there is
the same struggle and the same contest to discern falsehood from
truth. For the stumbling block of the cross has not yet ceased. But
there is nothing to fear from such a fight and from struggle. . . .
For the greatness of Christ our Lord as well as the guilt of the
prince of the air [i.e., Satan] and his servants is known more than
the rays of the sun. But even though its head has been crushed, the

serpent’s tail still wiggles with life.'®”

The tone of this letter was very different from what appeared in the Apology.
In his Apology Timothy portrayed himself and al-Mahdi as united against
the Jews, who were “despised today and rejected by all” and whose teacher
was Satan himself."* In Letter 40, Timothy compared Christians’ present-day
rulers (including, one supposes, al-Mahdi) with Herod and Pilate, equated
Muslims (“new Jews”) with first-century Jews, and suggested that his defense
of Christian doctrine was part of an ongoing battle against Satan and his
minions. This was not the only letter in which Timothy made this analogy.
In Letter 24 he asked Sergius to send him a document against “the new be-
lief of the new Jews.”"*! In Lezter 36 Timothy wrote about a broadly “Jewish
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belief” and debated against a series of adversaries who “denigrate Christ,”
including Manichaeans, Arians, Marcionites, Jews, and an unnamed group of
“opponents” who were clearly Muslim.'*

This list pointed toward the internal logic for Timothy’s characterization
of Muslims as “new Jews.” Syriac Christianity already had a long history of
calling one’s theological opponents Jews, a polemic that previous genera-
tions of Christians most often applied against other Christians whom they
regarded as heretical."”® They argued that the Christology of their opponents
was so errant that it essentially crucified Christ a second time. Because these
authors claimed that first-century Jews had killed Christ in Jerusalem, this
also justified labeling contemporary Christian heretics as Jews. Timothy’s
use of the term “new Jews” took this intra-Christian polemic and applied it
to Muslims. For Timothy, Muslims’ rejection of Jesus™ divinity, incarnation,
death, and resurrection made them Jew-like. Such a characterization not only
provided Syriac Christians with a quick ad hominem attack. It also allowed
them to more easily deploy centuries of anti-Jewish (and, by analogy, intra-
Christian) arguments against Muslims. Given Timothy’s firsthand knowledge
of Muslim theologians and the Qur’an, it remains unlikely that he thought of
Islam simply as a form of Judaism or a Christian heresy. Timothy’s occasional
reference to Muslims as “new Jews” carried greater polemical than etiologi-
cal value. Nevertheless, it resonated with the broader tendency among Syriac
Christians to conceptually blur the boundaries between Islam and other re-
ligious traditions.

At roughly the same time that Timothy began composing his Letters, his
East Syrian compatriot Theodore bar Koni wrote an eleven-book summary
of East Syrian theology, practice, and scriptural exegesis called the Scholion.'**
Because Theodore was teaching in the city of Kashar, located between the
Islamic centers of Kifa and Bagra, like Timothy, he assumed that his read-
ers already had some familiarity with Islam.” When Theodore wrote about
Islam he could focus on those parts of Christian doctrine and practice that
Muslims found to be most controversial. His work addressed a very similar
set of topics to that found in Timothy’s Apology: the Trinity, the Son’s divin-
ity, the incarnation, Christology, scriptural exegesis, baptism, circumcision,
the Eucharist, and Christian adoration of the cross. What distinguished the
Scholion was the purposefully ambiguous ways it categorized Islam, espe-
cially as personified in an imaginary interlocutor whom Theodore called “the
student.”

Like many Christian authors, Theodore wrote his work as a series of
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questions and answers. Through vitriolic and heavily stereotyped depictions,
Greek and Latin authors often used this format to clearly differentiate Chris-
tianity from Islam. In contrast, like other Syriac disputations, such as Jobn and
the Emir, the Bet Hale Disputation, and Timothy’s Apology, Theodore’s text
confuted straightforward categories. Consider, for example, its introduction:

The tenth book of the Scholion: A reproof and refutation made

in simple speech and a disputation in question and answer [for-
mat] against those who, although they confess to accept the Old
[Testament] and acknowledge the coming of our Lord Christ, are
far from both. They demand from our hands a defense of our faith
not from all the scriptures rather [only] from those they acknowl-
edge. . . . Although filled [with] reproofs against hanpe and support
of the faith, as is our custom in the entire book, we nevertheless
have put it in question [and answer format]. The one who is in the
place of the hanpeé is the student, and in place of the Christians is
the teacher.'*

Could a true hanpa acknowledge Christ and the Old Testament? Who exactly
was this student, and what is his religion?

In the ensuing dialogue between the student and the teacher, we learn
that the student was not a Jew but was circumcised.’” He believed in a single
creator God and in the authority of the Old Testament but not the New
Testament.® He knew that Christ has already come and would come again
to play a role in the Last Judgment.' Nevertheless, the student was initially
adamant that Christ was not God’s Son, as God can neither beget nor be
begotten (Quran 112:3)." The student received these traditions from a man
who was born six centuries after the coming of Jesus."! At first it seems clear
who the student really was: as every recent commentator of Theodore’s Scho-
lion affirms, he was a Muslim.

This, however, was not what Theodore said. His introduction called the
student a panpd. Why the circumlocution? Perhaps Theodore was using the
term panpa as the Chronicle of Zugnin did—as a derogatory synonym for
“Muslim.” But every other Syriac author who called a Muslim a hanpa glossed
this in some way, either calling him “a new panpd” or elsewhere also using
more typical Syriac words for Muslims, such as zayyaye, Sons of Hagar, Ish-
maelites, or Hagarenes—terms that Theodore avoided. In addition, once one
leaves the introduction, the student was never again called a hanpa. Instead,
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the student polemically employed the label of hanpanuta, objecting that
Christian practices were as idolatrous as those of panpe.'*? Perhaps we should
instead see Theodore’s term hanpa as a cryptic reference to Islam, a means to
avoid offending powerful Muslims. Theodore’s Scholion, however, contained
hundreds of quotes from Theodore of Mopsuestia and over two hundred
pages of East Syrian scriptural exegesis; this clearly was internal literature.
Even if some indomitable Muslim readers made it to Book 10, despite the
term hanpa they would have had no more trouble figuring out the religious
leanings of the student than we did.

At other times, the student appeared to be Jewish, despite the text ex-
plicitly saying he was not a Jew. From Theodore’s perspective, like the Jews,
the student did not understand the typological meaning of the Old Testament
and therefore misread the scriptures. In a passage reminiscent of Timothy’s
letters, the teacher even replied to the students scriptural exegesis with the
retort, “You still think as a Jew.”'*® A few pages later, the teacher disparaged
the student’s belief and “that of the Jews your companions.”*

Often the student appeared to be more closely aligned with East Syr-
ian Christianity. Even at the beginning of the dialogue, the student seemed
nearly Christian. He was a monotheist who believed in Christ and the Old
Testament, and, like most Christians, he thought that the majority of Old
Testament law was no longer valid. Early in the dialogue, the student was
even able to recognize the supposed errors of Chalcedonian and Miaphysite
Christologies.'® The perceived distance between the student and orthodox
Christianity became even smaller as the book continued. The dialogue’s plot
revolved around the motif of the student raising an objection, the teacher
correcting the student’s misunderstanding of scripture, and the student ad-
mitting that on each issue East Syrian Christianity did not contradict the
student’s own beliefs. Similar to the Ber Hale Disputation written some sev-
enty years earlier, the dialogue ended with the student proclaiming the truth
of Christianity, although he remained unwilling to become Christian for fear
of losing his worldly reputation.'® By this point, however, we already were
questioning whether, unbeknownst to the student himself, he was a Chris-
tian all along.

The result was a figure who was now and then a hanpd, sometimes al-
most Jewish, occasionally a confused Christian, and most likely considered
himself Muslim. Theodore’s choice of debate topics and his occasional echo-
ing of Qur’anic passages showed that he had a very good idea of what late
eighth-century Muslims believed, and what they found most disturbing
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about Christianity. In the Scholion, however, he refused to give Muslims the
status of having their own religion. Theodore clearly meant his depictions
to be a caricature. The confused and confusing student was a synecdoche for
Islam, a jumbled patchwork of human ideas that were easily dismantled by
the Christian teacher. Nevertheless, Theodore’s depiction of one individual
incorporating multiple religious identities may be read against the grain as a
surprisingly accurate assessment of the level of religious hybridity and overlap
that likely characterized much of seventh- through ninth-century northern
Mesopotamia.

The Maronite chronicler Theophilus, an anonymous Miaphysite monk
from Zuqnin, the East Syrian catholicos Timothy I, and the East Syrian theo-
logian Theodore bar Koni all wrote during the “golden age” of the Abbasids.
All were affected by Islamization, Arabicization, the translation movement,
and greater interreligious contact. For Syriac Christians like Theophilus and
Timothy, bilingualism and being part of the caliph’s entourage facilitated a
much more direct knowledge of Islamic beliefs and practices. Other Syriac
Christians gained firsthand knowledge of Islam through collaborating with
Muslims in the translation movement, holding key administrative positions,
attending public debates, or through more quotidian encounters. Some may
have themselves read the Qur’an, others may have had Qur’anic excerpts col-
lected as testimonials, and a few also knew of contemporary trends in Islamic
theology. Abbasid-era writings reflected both their authors’ more frequent
dealings with Muslims and their audiences’ increased knowledge of Islam.
The tendency of these Syriac texts to sometimes reify and sometimes dimin-
ish categorical boundaries also pointed toward the challenges these interac-
tions presented for those who wished to maintain religious distinctions.

A Fuzzy Distinction: Ninth-Century Narratives of Identity

Not long after Timothy I wrote his Apology and Theodore bar Koni his Scho-
lion, the Abbasid government entered a period of instability often called the
fourth fitna. To avoid a succession crisis, the caliph Harun al-Rashid (r. 786—
809) declared that on his death the caliphate should pass to his elder son,
al-Amin, and on al-Amin’s death to al-Amin’s younger brother, al-Mamun.
Soon after becoming caliph in 809, al-Amin violated his father’s will and
declared his own sons to be next in succession. This prompted his brother
al-Mamun to rebel, destroy most of Baghdad, and have al-Amin killed.
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Political unrest continued for several years following this fratricide.'” Syriac
texts written during and in the decades following the fourth fitna continued
the trajectory found in earlier Abbasid-era writings. Their authors displayed
an increasingly detailed knowledge of Islamic beliefs and practices. Yet they
most often used this knowledge to deny Muslims the otherness of a separate
religion. At the very time when Islamic institutions such as the increasingly
powerful ulama, authoritative hadith collections, and the beginnings of the
four traditional schools of Sunni law increasingly distinguished Islam from
Christianity, Syriac sources refused the opportunity to understand Islam as
entirely other.

Most likely in reaction to the turmoil brought about by the fourth fitna,
a Syriac Christian composed the earliest surviving Abbasid-era apocalypse.'®®
Soon afterward, someone added a dialogue and then a second, related apoca-
lypse.'*” The character Sergius Bahira linked these three sections, and the re-
sulting text is now known as the Babira Legend."* At least by the early eighth
century, the figure of a Christian monk named Bahira had already become
an established part of Islamic tradition. According to Muslim sources, when
Muhammad was young he encountered the monk Bahira, who proclaimed
that the boy would grow up to be a great prophet. For Islamic authors, Ba-
hira thus served as a Christian proof of Muhammads legitimacy. Bahira’s
prominence in Islamic traditions motivated later Christians to retell this nar-
rative from a more Christian point of view."! The Babira Legend was the
most widely circulated of these “counterhistories,” its popularity attested by
multiple Syriac, Arabic, Armenian, and Latin recensions in more than thirty
surviving manuscripts.'*

The apocalypses at the beginning and the end of the Bahira Legend
provided a compendium of Syriac terms for Muslims. Muslims were called
tayyaye, Arabians (‘Arbaye), Saracens, Sons of Hagar, Sons of Ishmael, and
Ishmaelites, and each name was fairly interchangeable with the others.'
These apocalypses showed a strong knowledge of Islamic history and escha-
tology and also included an allusion to al-Mamaun’s siege of Baghdad.”* But
the historical accuracy of Sergius Bahira’s predictions ended once he recounted
events set after the mid-81os. At this point, the text appropriated the eschato-
logical material found in the seventh-century Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius
and, like Pseudo-Methodius, ended with a king of the Greeks destroying the
kingdom of the Ishmaelites. More original by far was the Babira Legends
dialogical section, which presented a broader schema for understanding Islam
and its relationship with Christianity.
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This dialogical section began with a narrative frame similar to that of the
early Islamic accounts on which it depended. The boy Muhammad was part
of a caravan that arrived near Sergius Bahira’s cell. The monk had a vision that
the young Muhammad was destined to lead his people to greatness.”* From
here, though, the account diverged from the Islamic versions and became
a parody of Muslim tradition. In the Syriac Bahira Legend, Sergius Bahira
explained to Muhammad his bright future, leading to a series of catechetical
lessons as he taught Muhammad about monotheism, Old Testament proph-
ecy, the Trinity, orthodox Christology, Jesus’ resurrection, proper worship,
and monasticism."* Sergius Bahira decided to teach Muhammad at night
doctrine that Muhammad would share with his people by day. Bahira in-
structed Muhammad to claim that this teaching came directly from the angel
Gabriel. To make the content more palatable, he also had Muhammad tell
his followers of a material paradise full of wine, milk, and honey where every
man would have seven beautiful girls and where the excesses of food and drink
would simply “leave the body like sweat.” Sergius Bahira went on to design
Islam’s rituals, but assured Muhammad that he would not make them very
strenuous. For example, although Muslims would occasionally fast, such fasts
only had to be during the day and even then only for a month."’

To help authenticate this deception, Sergius Bahira wrote a book that
he stuck on a cow’s horn and he sent the cow Muhammad’s way one Friday.
Muhammad proclaimed that the book came down on the cow from heaven.
Therefore, it should be called the Sura of the Cow and every Friday should be
declared holy."*®* Unfortunately, after Sergius Bahira’s death, a Jewish scribe
named Kalb corrupted everything the monk had written. Kalb also intro-
duced the fallacious belief that the Christian scriptures spoke of Muhammad.
According to Kalb, the Gospel of John’s discussion of a paraclete (helper) who
would visit the disciples after Jesus’ death was not, as most Christian exegetes
believed, a reference to the Holy Spirit. Instead, it was a reference to the com-
ing of Muhammad."’

The polemic intent of this retelling of Islamic origins was quite clear
and undoubtedly remained a chief reason for the Bahira Legend’s popular-
ity; handwritten manuscripts of the Syriac Bahira Legend were still being
produced as late as the 1970s. But the Bahbira Legend was not simply a flip-
pant tell-all of how Islam “really” was the invention of a Christian monk that
was further corrupted by a malicious Jewish scribe. It also bore witness to
two trends found throughout many earlier Syriac depictions of Islam: Syriac
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Christians’ increasingly detailed understanding of Islam, and their tendency
to construct Islam as a deformed version of Christianity.

The Bahira Legends parody depended on a strong knowledge of Islam.
The authors knew basic Islamic historiography, including such figures as the
Jewish convert Kab al-Ahbar and the Christian monk Bahira, as well as
claims regarding Muhammadss illiteracy. They knew several details regarding
the Islamic conception of paradise, including theological debates concerning
how to account for bodies in paradise no longer needing to defecate.!® They
knew of general Muslim beliefs about Christ, about the Qur’an, and about
ritual practices, including the start of the Ramadan fast at daybreak when
one can first distinguish a white thread and black thread from each other.'!
Such knowledge was not limited to the text’s authors. For the narrative to
be effective, its ninth-century audience must have been familiar with these
details as well.

For modern readers, the shrillness of the Bahira Legends assault against
Islam’s foundations can obscure another important element of this work. As
Barbara Roggema suggests, throughout the Bahira Legend, the authors em-
phasized minor recognitions of Christianity found in the Islamic tradition
and characterized any Muslim objection to Christian doctrine as a misun-
derstanding, to give “the notion of common ground between the religions
credibility.”®* In other words, the Bahira Legends main argument was quite
similar to that found in the Bét Hale Disputation, which a century earlier
stated that Muhammad really believed in the Trinity, or in Theodore bar
Konis Scholion, which twenty years earlier presented a Muslim interlocutor
who seemed surprisingly Christian. Even the Bahira Legend, arguably the
harshest early Syriac attack on Islam, repeated the claim that Christianity and
Islam, once properly understood, were pretty much the same thing.'®

At approximately the same time that the Syriac Babira Legend was com-
piled, the East Syrian scholar Job of Edessa completed his Book of Treasures.
Although written in a very different genre than the Babira Legend, Job’s early
ninth-century compendium of scientific and theological topics also empha-
sized the overlap between Christianity and Islam.'*® The Book of Treasures
never explicitly mentioned Islam, but the authorities Job cited and the issues
he addressed suggested that he wrote this text to help Syriac elites more fully
engage with the intellectual milieu they shared with Muslim scholars of early

Abbasid Baghdad.

Job’s interest in Islam most clearly appeared when he stated that his
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work avoided citing scriptural passages because nonbelievers would not ac-
cept them.'®® Instead, he attempted to “show the truth from the support of
nature.” Written in the midst of the Abbasid translation movement, the Book
of Treasures unsurprisingly cited Galen and Aristotle more frequently than
any other authority." Greek philosophy and science provided Job with an
acceptable language to speak across confessional boundaries. By purposefully
avoiding the citation of Christian scripture, he was able to write a surprisingly
ecumenical work. That is, even if few Muslims would read a Syriac compen-
dium of knowledge, it provided “Christian scholars in Baghdad with the phil-
osophical and scientific materials necessary to discuss with Muslim scholars
cosmological and other items.”"” Job’s text shows how the Abbasid transla-
tion movement created an environment in which Christian and Muslim elites
could converse using the shared intellectual currency of Greek logic. But Job’s
writings did not stem from an environment of unmitigated interfaith under-
standing. His no longer extant On Faith, with its defense of Christian beliefs
and practices, was as much an act of defining religious boundaries as were the
Syriac disputations that preceded it. The Book of Treasure's extensive discus-
sion of the afterlife’s nonmateriality also served as a polemic against Islam’s
more materialistic depictions of paradise. Similar to the Bahira Legend, the
Book of Treasures even included a discussion of how it would be scientifically
impossible for material bodies in heaven to eat and drink without excretion.

In 819 al-Maman defeated a rival caliph and returned to Baghdad, ef-
fectively ending the fourth fima. Al-Mamun eventually designated his
younger brother Al-Mu‘tasim as his heir, and, on al-Mamun’s death in 833,
al-Mu‘tasim succeeded him as caliph. Al-Mu‘tasim and his son al-Wathigq,
who became caliph in 842, oversaw the further centralization of Abbasid rule.
During al-Wathigs reign, the Miaphysite patriarch Dionysius of Tel Mahré
(r. 818-845) composed a several-hundred-page chronicle concerning the his-
tory of Syriac Christianity up to the 840s. Only two pages of Dionysius’s
Chronicle survive intact. The remainder is attested only in the writings of two
later authors who had access to Dionysius’s work: the twelfth-century patri-
arch Michael the Syria (d. 1199) and the anonymous author of the Chronicle
ad 1234. Of particular import is a passage from Dionysius in which he sum-
marized his understanding of Islam. Both the Chronicle ad 1234 and Michael
the Syrian’s Chronicle placed this passage immediately prior to their accounts
of the Islamic conquests.

Most scholars suggest that the Chronicle ad 1234 more accurately pre-
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serves Dionysius.'® But the pattern of word-for-word agreement between
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the Chronicle ad 1234 and the Chronicle of Michael the Syrian'™ indicates
that both must have substantially edited Dionysius’s discussion. Nevertheless,
there remains sufficient content overlap to appreciate the rough contours of
Dionysius’s original discussion:

Chronicle ad 1234

Let us therefore also speak of the laws
and commandments that [Muhammad]
said were from God and were given
him to establish for them. Thus he
taught them: to confess one God, the
creator of all (although he does not
name Him Father, nor Son, nor Spirit
but a single divinity, a single person,
and a single hypostasis who in no way
was begotten or begets and who has no
associate). And [Muhammad] accepts
Moses and his book. And he accepts
the Gospel, except that he does not
confess that Christ was crucified.

And concerning Christ, [Muhammad]
considers Him to be a righteous man
and honored among the prophets,

who was born from a virgin without
intercourse just as Adam [was born]
from earth. For He was created by
God’s word.

Michael the Syrian, Chronicle

And he established for [the tayyaye]
those laws that [Muhammad] said
were from God and were given him to
establish for them. He taught them to
confess one God, the maker of all
(although he does not name Him
Father, nor Son, nor Holy Spirit. But he
says [that He is] a single divinity, a
single person, and a single hypostasis
who in no way was begotten or begets
and who has no son or companion or
associate). And [Muhammad] accepts
the book of Moses and the prophets
and also some things from the Gospel,
while he rejects much of it and says
that he agrees with only a little [of the
Gospel]. And concerning Christ,
[Muhammad] considers and says that
He is the one whom the prophets
prophesied would come. Although
surely a righteous man and a prophet
like one of the prophets, [according to
Muhammad Christ is] not God or
God’s son as we Christians confess.
Rather [for him Christ] was the
greatest of the other prophets. [He]
was not born from a man’s seed or
from intercourse. Rather, He was
created by God’s word. And He came
to be through Mary by the breath of
the Spirit, just as by His breath [God]
commanded and Adam was created
from dust. The Holy Spirit breathed
into [Adam], and he stood up and
came into existence. And therefore,
they sometimes name Him God’s word
and His spirit like one who is a
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And [Muhammad] does not accept that
He was crucified, but [he does accept
that] He performed miracles and raised
the dead. And when the Jews stretched
out [their] hands against Him, another
man appeared to them similar to
[Christ’s] form. And they crucified him.
And Christ himself was taken up to the
fourth heaven alive. And He will be
there until the end. And He will come
to earth a second time. And at God’s
command, He will judge men on the
day of the resurrection. And they also
confess the resurrection and the
reckoning of deeds. . . .

And [Muhammad] allows one to
legally marry as many free women as
one wishes. And he allows one as many
concubines as one can [have]. And
[Muhammad allows] one to divorce his
wife and give her a certificate of
divorce in accord with the law of
Moses. And he also taught them to
pray five times a day while, with the
utmost necessity, washing before

prayer.

And [he taught them to] fast thirty

days a year during a certain month

creature and a creation of Gods word.
Thus we call Him God’s son, for
without suffering or division He was
born, like a word from the mind.
Seeing this carnally and like one who
bears a son from a woman, they blame
[us] and speak wickedly against we
who confess [Christ]. And they say that
the holy virgin Mary is the sister of
Aaron and Moses.

And none of them confess that Christ
was crucified by the Jews. Rather [they
claim that] one of His disciples, when
He gave him His form, was crucified
and died. And Christ himself, while
hiding, was carried off to the garden
and was received by God. . . .

They take up to four free women [as
wives] and as many concubines as they
want. And if one divorces his wife by
oaths, he cannot take her [again] or
break his oaths until he has given her
to another man. And then his oaths
will be absolved and he again can take
her. They pray five times a day and
make four genuflections with each
prayer. They confess the resurrection
of the dead and that there will be
judgment and reckoning of everyone in
accord with his deeds. . . . And they
possess a love of the world: desire,
pleasure, food, drink, clothing and
polygamy with free women and
concubines. And it is permissible for
one to divorce his wife and take
another. They have a daytime fast for
thirty days, that is one month a year.
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called Ramadan. Although they fast
during the day, he permits them to eat
the entire night

But the entire night they eat until
morning. And they wash in water
before they pray and even [wash] the
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body’s orifices. When they approach a
woman or have a wet dream, they
wash their entire body and then pray.
And they worship in the direction of
the Ka‘aba; from any direction where
they find themselves, they worship
toward it. And they circumcise males
and females, although they do not
follow the rule of Moses which
designates circumcision to be on the
eighth day. Rather, they circumcise at

And they circumcise males and females ~ whatever age they happen to be.

among them. And their prostrations at

the time of prayers are to the south.

And [they] also [confess] that a book
was composed which Muhammad said
was from God, copied into his mind

by an angel. And [they confess] that
[Muhammad] translated it into his own
language for men’s hearing. And they
call it the divine book.

These fragments of Dionysius’s account illustrate the wealth of infor-
mation the patriarch had concerning Islam. But the way he presented this
material resulted in an Islam that was stuck between more stable religious
categories. Dionysius began by stressing the similarities between Christianity
and Islam: monotheism, overlapping scripture, belief in Jesus’ virginal birth,
expectation of a final resurrection and judgment. At the same time, he de-
tailed the difference between Christian and Muslim beliefs concerning Jesus.
His account of Islamic Christology best displayed the depth of his knowledge
of Islam, and his discussion of Muslim beliefs directly echoed a number of
Qur’anic verses: God does not have a son (Qur'an §:17), He is neither begot-
ten nor begets (112:3), He has no associate (4:48), Jesus is seen as a righteous
man (3:46) and a prophet (19:30), born of a virgin (3:47, 19:16—22), made
from dust as Adam was (3:59), created as God’s word (4:171), who was not
himself crucified, but the Jews instead crucified another man who took Jesus’
form (4:156—59). With the notable exception of their beliefs concerning Jesus,



94 Chapter 2

Muslims were quite similar to Christians. Like earlier Abbasid-era authors,
Dionysius initially constructed Islam as almost (but not quite) Christian.

Interwoven with this characterization of Islam as “almost Christian” ap-
peared a set of implied comparisons to Judaism. According to Dionysius,
Muslims accepted the Torah but not the entire Gospel. Like the Jews cri-
tiqued in the Gospels of Mark and Matthew, Muhammad permitted divorce.
In the Chronicle ad 1234, the connection between Islamic and Jewish divorce
was even more explicit in the phrase “a certificate of divorce in accord with the
law of Moses” that closely followed the language that Mark 10:4 and Mat-
thew 19:7 used to describe first-century Jewish practice. Finally, Muslims’
alleged circumcision of women as well as men made them seem tiber-Jewish:
they circumcised more often than even the Jews did. This characterization
was further parodied in Michael the Syrian’s version, in which Muslims were
more indiscriminate in their circumcisions, usually performing them at the
wrong time. Although Dionysius included some distinctively Islamic prac-
tices, such as praying five times a day or performing a monthlong fast, his mix
of detailed knowledge and occasional polemics did not result in an indepen-
dent religious tradition. Rather, Islam was kind of like Christianity—but not
really—and occasionally too Jewish to really be Jewish.

Two years after Dionysius’s death in 845, Caliph al-Mutawakkil (r. 847-861)
came to power. Under al-Mutawakkil Christian involvement in the transla-
tion movement continued, and the caliph even had a Christian chief physician,
but he ended the tradition of open religious debates, enacted a series of anti-
Christian measures, and imprisoned many Christians.'”" It may also have been
under al-Mutawakkil’s reign that a set of traditions concerning non-Muslim
communities more fully consolidated into the so-called Pact of ‘Umar. It re-
mains unclear to what degree the Pact of “‘Umar reflected actual practices.!”
Nevertheless, at least in theory, the eventually canonical form of the Pact es-
tablished sumptuary laws to distinguish non-Muslims from Muslims, forbade
new church construction, and regulated public displays of Christian worship.

One of the Christians who suffered under al-Mutawakkil’s policies was
the Miaphysite deacon Nonnus of Nisibis, who was jailed in Samarra. Much
to Nonnus’s dismay, the same prison also held two notable East Syrian Chris-
tians, Thomas, metropolitan of Bét Garmai, and Theodosius, the reigning
catholicos.'” Living in close quarters with these East Syrian ecclesiastics did
little to promote a spirit of ecumenism. Instead, it prompted Nonnus to write
a treatise against Thomas and Theodosius and two letters defending Miaphy-
site Christology.””* When not debating his prison mates’ theology, Nonnus
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found time to write another tractate, the Apologetic Treatise, that defended
Miaphysite doctrine against an unspecified “questioner.”” Although the
Apologetic Treatise never explicitly mentioned that the questioner was Muslim,
both its topics and Nonnus’s description of his opponent’s beliefs left little
doubt as to his religious afhliation.

The Apologetic Treatise focused on the now typical issues of Abbasid-
era writings on Islam. It started with the common ground of monotheism
and then moved to the more disputed topics of Trinitarian theology and the
incarnation. Nonnus defended Christian doctrine primarily with scriptural
citations. Like Job of Edessa before him, he also argued on the basis of reason
and analogy. Nonnus, however, showed an even greater awareness of contem-
porary Islamic thought than did his predecessors. As Sidney Griflith points
out, not only did a number of his passages contain clear Qur’anic echoes,
but like Timothy I, Nonnus also aligned Christian Trinitarian theology with
contemporary Muslim discussions of God’s divine attributes.'”

What most distinguished the Apologetic Treatise, however, was the ter-
minology Nonnus used. He eschewed the most common Syriac appellatives
for Muslims, such as zayyaye, Hagarenes, Ishmaelites, Sons of Ishmael, and
Sons of Hagar. Instead, like the Chronicle of Zugnin and Theodore bar Koni’s
Scholion, Nonnus referred to Muslims as hanpé. But here they were panpe
with a difference. When speaking of the incarnation, Nonnus contrasted
the hanpe of old (banpe hanun dmen qdim) with contemporary panpe (haleyn
dbasha hanpe). According to Nonnus, contemporary panpé opposed the hanpe
of old, and, unlike their predecessors, contemporary hanpe believed in one
God.'”” He later referred to this group as the new hanpe (hadte dpanpe) and
claimed that they were better than other hanpé because they believed that
Jesus was born from a virgin, was the Word and Spirit of God, performed
many miracles including creating a bird from clay, ascended to heaven, and
would return to the world a second time.'”® This fairly accurate depiction of
Qur’anic statements about Jesus clearly revealed that those whom Nonnus
called new panpe were really Muslims.

Although Nonnus generally preferred Muslims to many other religious
groups, his treatise was no ringing endorsement of Islam. He explicitly called
Muslims non-Christians (dbanun dlaytaybun kristyane), stating that they
“stupidly” said that Jesus was “a man who was appointed” and that they did
not believe in his crucifixion.'” Like Job of Edessa before him, Nonnus also
referred to Muslims’ material view of paradise and, like the authors of the
Babira Legend, alluded to hiri (virgins in paradise).'™
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By the end of his tractate, Nonnus still spoke of Muslims as banpé, but
now they had lost even the designation of “contemporary” or “new.” In the
last pages of the Apologetic Treatise, he complained that these people were
clearly degenerate. Alluding to 1 Corinthians 3:2 and Hebrews §:12-14, which
spoke of the spiritually mature, who ate solid food, and the spiritually im-
mature, who drank only milk, Nonnus complained that Muslims reversed the
natural order of progression. After they had experienced maturity and true
food, they perversely returned to infancy and weak milk, for they now resisted
teachings that came from scripture, nature, and reason.'™!

Undoubtedly, being thrown in jail because of a caliph’s anti-Christian
policies and spending years stuck there with one’s theological nemeses did lit-
tle to foster a favorable opinion of Islam. Given the circumstances, Nonnus’s
Apologetic Treatise remained fairly restrained and presented a relatively accu-
rate rendition of the theological fault lines between Christianity and Islam.
What is most intriguing about his work, however, is how its discussion of
Islam simultaneously marked and blurred distinctions, both making and then
collapsing categories. Muslims were not Christian; they were hanpe. But they
differed from previous hanpé because of their new belief in monotheism and
their partially correct views of Jesus. That is, they were too Christian-like to
be old-fashioned heathens. But even this fuzzy distinction dissolved at the
conclusion of the document when these new hanpe lost both the name and
the claim to anything new and returned to the spiritual immaturity they were
supposed to have outgrown. This was recounted by a man who defended
Christian theology through appeals to the shared idiom of the Abbasid trans-
lation movement and recent developments in Islamic theology.

The assassination of Caliph al-Mutawakkil in 861 must have been good
news for Nonnus, as soon afterward he was released from prison. For the
caliphate, however, al-Mutawakkil’s death led to a decade of virtual anarchy
with no fewer than four caliphs reigning and dying in a nine-year period.'®
During this time, an East Syrian bishop named Thomas of Marga com-
posed a lengthy monastic history now called the Book of Governors.'** Unlike
Nonnus’s Apologetic Treatise, Thomas’s Book of Governors was not an apology
against Islam, but a series of anecdotes celebrating the miraculous deeds of
the abbots and alumni from the author’s home monastery, Bét ‘Abhé. Because
the Book of Governors focused on a single monastery, there was little reference
to the political unrest of the author’s day, and few of its passages even alluded
to Islam. But amid Thomas’s hundreds of stories containing such figures as a
temporarily resurrected dog, teleporting trees, and a petrified dragon appeared
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about a dozen Muslim characters. These individuals had only bit parts in the
narratives. Nevertheless, they revealed important information about how a
mid-ninth-century bishop depicted Islam to his readership. Similar to the
more systematic writings of Nonnus of Nisibis, Thomas’s narratives both con-
structed and elided distinctions between Christianity and Islam.

What initially stood out in Thomas’s stories about Muslims was his word
choice. At first, his vocabulary seemed like a return to the seventh century.
He avoided all the terminological innovations of the past two hundred years
that had produced a vast array of names for Muslims; in the course of several
hundred pages he referred to Muslims solely as tayyaye. But for Thomas
tayyaye had shed most of the racial connotations it held for earlier authors and
instead took on a much more exclusively religious meaning. When Thomas
wanted to speak of a character whom we might call “ethnically Arab,” unlike
most earlier authors he did not use the term tayydya but the terms Ishmaelite
or Son of Ishmael."® Thus, for Thomas, Ishmaelite was analogous to other
Syriac terms of ethnicity, such as Egyptian or Armenian. In contrast, he used
the word we often translate as “Arab” to speak of groups we primarily define
by religion; he employed tayyaye just as he might have Jews or Zoroastrians.
According to Thomas, there could be Ishmaelite Christians and Ishmaelite
tayyaye, but all tayyaye were Muslim.'®

Thomas’s focus on religion appeared not only in his stories’ terminology
but also in their plots. For example, he related the story of the priest Cyprian,
who encountered a zayyaya fishing in the Tigris. Cyprian was surprised to
hear the rayydya making a brief prayer in the name of the Christian ascetic
Mar Narsai prior to casting his net. He asked the fisherman, “How when you
are a tayyayd man do you cry out to the holy Narsai, the teacher of the Chris-
tians?”'* Cyprian’s question presupposed that the tayyaya could not himself
be Christian. In another story, after Mar Cyriacus arrived in town, Thomas
stated that both the Christians and the tayyaye tried to be blessed by the holy
man.'”” He clearly envisioned two separate groups. Even more telling was the
passage where he discussed Timothy I's mission to “barbarian nations.” Here,
Thomas claimed that hanpé were even worse than Jews and fayydyé because,
although not Christian, Jews and zayydyé at least “confess in one God, the
creator of heaven and earth.”'® Here, Thomas made explicit the categories
implicit in his other stories. In the Book of Governors, there were three types
of monotheists: Christians, Jews, and tayyaye.

A more careful look at Thomas’s work reveals that even for an author
who at first seemed to distinguish between Christianity and Islam, these
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categories nevertheless remained fuzzy and permeable. In the Book of Gov-
ernors, numerous Muslim characters acted in very Christian-like ways. They
accompanied Christian holy men and were awed by their miracles. They
even summoned an abbot to exorcise a tayydya woman possessed by Arabic-
speaking demons who later proclaimed, “There is no faith or truth except
among the holy Christian people.”'®

Thomas’s fictional characters engaged in the very sort of boundary-
crossing activities described almost two hundred years earlier in Jacob of
Edessa’s canons. In the Book of Governors such stories were, of course, care-
fully constructed anecdotes reflecting a specific authorial agenda, not objec-
tive testimony to actual events. Nevertheless, like other Abbasid-era authors,
Thomas wrote about Muslims in ways that both reified and blurred divisions
between Christianity and Islam. He suggested that Christians and Muslims
belonged to separate religious categories. In the hundreds of pages he wrote,
Christians never converted to Islam, nor fayydyé to Christianity. Even the
tayyaya demoniac who proclaimed that Christian beliefs alone were true
never was baptized. Nonetheless, by often deemphasizing the distance be-
tween these categories, the narrative world of the Book of Governors allowed
characters to express a religious preference, and according to Thomas, that
preference was always for Christianity.

In their narratives, writers such as the authors of the Bahira Legend, Job
of Edessa, Dionysius of Tel Mahré, Nonnus of Nisibis, and Thomas of Marga
categorized Islam very differently than their predecessors had. By the time
of the fourth fitna and its aftermath, a focus on religious traits often over-
shadowed the language of ethnic difference that had dominated earlier Syriac
works on Islam. Ninth-century Christians encountered Islam as a much more
fully formed and religiously defined entity than it had been in previous gen-
erations. Nevertheless, even for mid-ninth-century Syriac writers, the con-
ceptual boundaries of Christianity and Islam remained extremely porous.

Taking their cue from postcolonial studies, many recent scholars have ex-
plored how groups use the category of religion to create and reinforce power
hierarchies. For example, Tomoko Masuzawa’s The Invention of World Reli-
gions argues that, prior to the nineteenth century, “there was no ‘Buddhism’ to
consolidate disparate observations gathered in and about Asia. . . . Buddhism
as such came to life, perhaps for the first time, in a European philological
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workshop.”* Recent scholarship on the religions of South Asia has also in-
vestigated the emergence of the category of Hinduism as a means to unite a
diverse set of practices and beliefs under a single name. This research often
explores the relationship between British colonial practices and the coinage
of the term Hinduism."”" Some scholars have also examined how groups that
others label as a religion appropriate this category in their own struggles to
resist oppressive practices or promote a nationalist agenda.

The point of such research is not to deny that there are people, now
called Buddhists, who follow a broadly similar set of beliefs and practices,
now called Buddhism. Nor is the point to adjudicate whether Hinduism is
or is not a religion. Instead, such work reveals that many well-known and
widely accepted categories into which we commonly group people, beliefs,
and practices are of relatively recent vintage. This realization leads to ques-
tioning why these particular classifications were created, what was at stake in
their establishment, and what they can tell us about the period during which
they first arose.

Such investigations most often focus on the nineteenth century, pre-
senting it as a key era in the transformation of a long-standing Western
paradigm of four religions—Christianity, Judaism, Islam, and heathenism—
into our present-day framework of hundreds of independent religious tradi-
tions. By showing how non-Muslims first characterized Islam as a religion,
an investigation of early Syriac sources takes us further back in history; it
allows us to explore the premodern background to the modern concept of
world religions.

Syriac texts do more, however, than simply present a longue durée. They
also allow one to analyze the construction of religion from a very different
perspective than that typically found in postcolonial studies. Syriac descrip-
tions of Islam did not come from colonialists, but from communities that
had suffered military defeat. These descriptions did not concern the beliefs
and practices of the colonized, but those of their conquerors. Syriac texts
did not present the unmediated, authentic voices of the subaltern. But they
do illustrate some of the ways premodern writers used discussions of re-
ligion to strategically position themselves in relation to a more dominant
group.

As the first Christians to encounter Muslims, Syriac authors were at the
forefront of non-Muslim constructions of Islam, an increasingly dominant
entity whose own identity claims were frequently tied to discourses of reli-
gious distinction and supersessionism. Nevertheless, for Syriac Christians the
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theological gap between these monotheisms remained perilously small. Both
shared a similar prophetic lineage and an overlapping scriptural tradition.
Combined with physical proximity and frequent social interactions, nascent
Islam’s greatest challenge to Syriac Christianity was not its alterity but its
similarity. It became what Jonathan Z. Smith calls the “proximate other”;
from the perspective of Syriac writers, the beliefs and practices of their con-
querors were “too much like us.”'*?

As an early response to the conquests, seventh-century apocalypses could
use racial stereotypes to portray tayydyé as ruthless invaders or barbarian
hordes. But once it became increasingly clear that divine intervention was not
going to defeat their conquerors, once Christians interacted with Muslims
more directly, once caliphs became more invested in religious promotion,
Syriac narratives of identity had to become more sophisticated. As Muslim
authorities consolidated the generality of Islam, so did Syriac Christians.

Once Muslims “got religion” in the eyes of Syriac Christians, theirs could
be compared with that of others. The centuries’ old genre of religious dis-
putation texts allowed writers such as the authors of Jobn and the Emir and
of the Bet Hale Disputation, Timothy I, and Theodore bar Koni to produce
lengthy apologies of the most controversial doctrines of Christianity and to
forward claims of religious superiority. The equating of Muslim beliefs and
practices with Judaism or hanputa in writings such as the Chronicle of Zugnin
and the Lezters of Timothy I redeployed long-established anti-Jewish and
antipagan polemic. As a religion, Islam could be parodied—as in the Babira
Legend—or aspects of it could be used to defend Christianity—as in Chris-
tian exegesis of the sifrar Allab in the Qur’an.

But even as all genres of Syriac texts increasingly attributed religious
characteristics to Muslims, the categorical boundaries of Islam remained ill
defined. The firm divisions that Greek and Latin works so often promoted
through their highly polemical depictions of Islam were simply too out of
step with the everyday experience of Syriac Christians to be effective. Instead,
Syriac Christians more often used their increasingly detailed knowledge of
Islamic beliefs and practices to deny Muslims their alterity. The crisis of dif-
ferentiation experienced by Syriac Christians facilitated claims built on the
very proximity that they otherwise found to be so threatening. Syriac authors
frequently used similarities between Christians and Muslims to argue that
Islam was neither an independent religion that superseded Christianity nor
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one that had ancient roots. Islam was simply a recent, inferior derivative of
Christianity.

The rhetorical strategy of minimizing the distance between Christian-
ity and Islam often resulted in less vitriolic descriptions than those found in
most Greek and Latin texts. Nevertheless, this different type of difference-
making was not aimed at interfaith understanding. Rather, it made the best
of an undeniably difficult situation. Contrary to the claims of Jacob of Edessa,
for many Syriac Christians, it no longer was self-evident that Christianity
“preceded,” was “older,” or—most disturbing—even was distinct from “all

religions.”"



Chapter 3

Using Muslims to Think With:

Narratives of Islamic Rulers

Then a tayydya, crossing from the mountains to the city, came to
this monastery along with many divisions [of men]. [He was] an
evil and cruel man. He had with him a hunting dog that he brought
along as a gift for one of the rulers over him. After he had bound it
in the outer martyrium, somehow it happened that that dog died.
When it was morning and he saw that his dog was dead, he became
quite indignant and he began to threaten the monks. . . . [And
the monks] went to Rabban’s cell and informed him of the matter.
[Rabban Cyriacus] took up his staff, came, entered, saw the tayyaya,
and said to him, “Why are you so enraged and threatening us?” He
said, “Because you killed the dog that I brought with great effort.”
He said to him, “If your dog is not dead, will you demand anything
from us?” He said to him, “God forbid that I would at all trouble
you.” The blessed old man asked about the dog and they showed
it [to him] from a distance. He said to that tayyayd, “Your dog is
not dead. Rather, you and your companions rise and mount up and
I will wake your dog and he will go with you.” After [the tayyaye]
mounted up, [Rabban Cyriacus] went out and touched [the dog]
with the tip of his staft saying, “Dead dog, get up and die outside
our district.” Immediately that dog got up. All those tayydye saw
and were amazed. They threw a rope of bark on it and led it away.
But when it reached Edra Balas, the dog died. And in this way
those men departed having not harmed anything.

—Thomas of Marga, Book of Governors
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What should one do with a ninth-century dog story, especially the story of a
dog who—at least at first—can’t stay dead? Our initial questions might cen-
ter on the canine. For example, what did Rabban Cyriacus’s statement “your
dog is not dead” mean? Did Cyriacus lie, and the hound really was dead the
first time around? Instead, did the narrator lie, and the doggy was never truly
resurrected? Alternatively, like some ninth-century predecessor of the famous
twentieth-century quantum mechanics dilemma named Schrédinger’s cat,
was this poor pooch in an indeterminable state, neither truly alive nor truly
dead until the story’s end? As if that’s not enough to wrap one’s head around,
a closer look at the anecdote yields even more questions regarding the dog’s
owner. Thomas, the East Syrian bishop of Marga, depicted the leader of this
band of tayyaye as quite temperamental. Once the Muslims departed from
the district and the ruler’s dog died (again?), the reader would expect him to
return to the monastery in a rage. Instead, the dogs owner adhered to the
letter of his agreement with Cyriacus. As if realizing that it was his fault for
not specifying that Cyriacus’s veterinary intervention should provide for the
hound’s long-term health, the ruler simply left the monastery at peace. Was
he really as “evil and cruel” a man as Thomas initially suggested?

Given such questions, like the anonymous ruler in the tale, perhaps we
too should simply express amazement at the dog’s resurrection and then—
upon the story’s conclusion and the dogs eventual demise—just keep on
going. But what would happen if instead we turned back? For Thomas was
not alone in producing puzzling and ambiguous stories about Muslim rulers,
stories that differed greatly from those found in Greek and Latin sources.
What could this tale and others like it tell us about Syriac Christian reactions
to Muslim rule? How did such anecdotes reflect and affect Christian experi-
ences of living under Islam?

Just as postconquest Syriac Christians struggled with how to remember
the Islamic conquests and how to categorize Islam, they also had to reckon
with Muslim rulers. Prior to the conquests, many Syriac Christians had in-
teracted with Byzantine leaders who did not share their Christology, and
Sasanian rulers who were often Zoroastrian. Muslim rule, however, presented
a different set of challenges, especially as these new rulers’ attitudes toward
Christianity in general and toward a given branch of Syriac Christianity in
particular remained highly variable.

In contrast to most Greek and Latin descriptions of Muslim rulers, Syr-
iac discussions presented sympathetic as well as hostile figures. The resulting
images ranged from Muhammad as a crypto-Christian to emirs guarded by
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God’s own angels, governors dumbstruck at the power of Christian holy men
to a polite caliph ajudicating an interreligious debate, and Muslim leaders
seeking Christian baptism to a demon-exorcising emir. Syriac discussions
also included many practical prescriptions, ranging from discussions of brib-
ery to the most polite ways to address a new Muslim governor.

These narratives, which appear in all genres of postconquest Syriac lit-
erature, most often used the character of a Muslim ruler not simply to char-
acterize Islamic rule but also to further a number of other agendas. Many of
these agendas stemmed from the crisis of differentiation brought about by the
conquests and their aftermath. The rise of Islam forced Syriac Christians to
distinguish themselves from a competing form of monotheism, one whose
boundaries remained frustratingly porous and underdefined. In addition, Is-
lamic rule minimized preexisting hierarchies between Christians and Jews
and between the various Syriac churches. As a result, Syriac discussions of
Muslim rulers often centered on reasserting Christian identity, not only vis-
a-vis Islam but also in relation to Judaism and rival branches of Christianity.
The ways Syriac authors depicted Muslim leaders and how they used these
characters to forward a work’s plot enabled these writers to better articulate
and defend the very distinctions Islamic rule was challenging.

In its investigation of Syriac depictions of Muslim rulers, this chapter
breaks from the previous chapters’ chronological framework because my goal
is not principally to show how Syriac narratives of Islamic leaders changed
over time. Instead, I want to explore several different types of Syriac discus-
sions of Muslim rulers: descriptions of Muhammad, the binary categoriza-
tion of subsequent Muslim leaders, Muslim officials in Syriac disputation
texts, and Muslim rulers in intra-Christian polemics. Each of these four cases
shows how focusing solely on the historicity of the materials is a misplaced
strategy. That is, even authors who had access to detailed information about
a given ruler did not transmit this data in the form of objective biographies.
When speaking of Muslim rulers, Syriac authors constructed literary char-
acters. These characters had many purposes, and only rarely did the primary
purpose stem from the author’s interest in the rulers themselves. Instead,
Syriac authors most often used the character of a Muslim ruler “to think
with.” Their portrayals served an ideological function far removed from sim-
ply discussing Islamic rule.

An examination of these often surprising Syriac discussions of Muslim
rulers (such as the story of a temporarily resurrected dog) allows one to iden-
tify how these narratives functioned to impart social meaning and to identify
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what meanings they chose to impart. In other words, looking at how Syriac
Christians used Muslim rulers to think with does not simply provide an entry
into what these authors thought about Islamic rule. It also allows one to bet-
ter appreciate how the transition to Muslim rule more broadly affected early
Christian thought.

Thinking with Muhammad

In the mid-eighth century, a Syriac scribe finished his main assignment with
several folios to spare.! The scribe used the extra pages to append a brief text
concerning Muhammad and subsequent rulers up to Caliph Yazid (d. 724).2
The resulting Chronicle ad 724 is the only surviving copy of this caliph list.
Nevertheless, the text’s use of Arabic loanwords and a lunar calendar sug-
gests that it was not a Christian who originally compiled this note.’ Rather,
the scribe (or one of his predecessors) translated a no longer extant Arabic
caliph list into Syriac. This work’s inclusion in an eighth-century Christian
manuscript reminds us how quickly texts crossed confessional and linguistic
communities. As a series of textual emendations attest, such crossings were
not, however, without controversy.
The Chronicle ad 724 initially began:

A notice concerning: the life of Muhammad, the messenger of
God—from his first year, after he had entered his city and three
months before he entered [it];* and [concerning] how long each
subsequent king who rose up over the Hagarenes lived after they
began to reign; and [concerning] how long there was dissension
[pitna] among them.

Three months before Muhammad came.

And Muhammad lived ten [more] years.

And Aba Bakr son of Abi Quhafa: two years and six months.
And “Umar son of al-Khattab: ten years and three months.’

The Syriac translator produced a literally faithful translation of the Arabic,
for the Syriac repeated its source’s traditional claim of Muhammad being
God’s rasul (messenger). To preserve this meaning, the translator did not
use a typical Syriac word for messenger. Instead, he coined a new one by
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transliterating the Arabic. The incipit’s bright red ink further emphasized
this appellation. The surprise for modern readers is the willingness of an
eighth-century Christian to refer to Muhammad as God’s messenger. Perhaps
the translator did not yet appreciate rasul’s theological implication in Islam.
Alternatively, perhaps the document reflected a less clear division between
early Christianity and Islam than most modern scholars assume.

Regardless of the translator’s motives, his choice to preserve the claim of
Muhammad being God’s messenger shocked more than just modern read-
ers. At least one ancient reader was so affronted that he erased the word
rasul, leaving the rather cryptic “Muhammad of God.” Then, either this
reader or another erased two additional letters, changing what was originally
a noun, “the life of,” into the verb “reject.” Together, these two erasures
transformed a bright red incipit that originally read, “A record of the life of
Muhammad, the messenger of God” into “The record that Muhammad [is]
of God is rejected.” These alterations contain important information con-
cerning what various Christians thought was (and later was not) an acceptable
way to refer to Muhammad. The contested wording also reminds us of Syriac
Christians’ ongoing struggle to find a decidedly Christian way to conceptual-
ize Muhammad.

Syriac sources preserved many of the world’s first references to Muhammad.
In the earliest ones, Muhammad’s name appeared in a military context. Just a
few years after his death, the Account of 637 and the Chronicle ad 640 spoke of
battles between Byzantine forces and “the fayydye of Muhammad.” It remains
uncertain whether these authors thought Muhammad led the conquests or
whether they simply used the phrase most often translated as “the Arabs of
Muhammad” to distinguish the tayyaye responsible for the conquests from
other tayyaye. Later Syriac works more explicitly claimed that Muhammad
led the conquests. For example, in the 660s, the Khuzistan Chronicle re-
ferred to Muhammad as the leader (mdabbrana) of the Sons of Ishmael,
whom God sent to destroy the Persians.” A century later, Timothy I said
that God “brought low before [Muhammad’s] feet” the Byzantine and the
Persian kingdoms.! The Chronicle of Zugnin stated that the tayyaye “under

[Muhammad’s] leadership had conquered the Romans in battle.”"!

Regardless
of the historicity of such claims, over time Christians increasingly connected
the conquests with Muhammad himself."2

Syriac sources also categorized Muhammad as an important political
leader. Jacob of Edessa’s Chronicle, the Chronicle of Zugnin, the Chronicle ad

819, and the Chronicle ad 846 all referred to Muhammad as the zayyaye’s first
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king."® In each case, the author employed the same word (malka) that he used
to discuss Byzantine emperors and Sasanian kings. Muhammad also appeared
in several Syriac ruler lists. Most often these texts made no distinction be-
tween Muhammad and the Byzantine emperors that appeared before him or
the caliphs who appeared after him.' Syriac sources also frequently dated an
event using the years of Muhammad’s reign, just as they used the reigns of
Byzantine and Persian rulers.

It did not take long for Syriac writers to become aware that Muhammad’s
followers saw him as more than simply a military commander or a political
leader. In the 680s the East Syrian John bar Penkayé spoke of Muhammad as
the guide (mbaddyana) of the Sons of Hagar whom God directly commanded
to respect Christians, especially Christian monks." He went on to state:

By this one’s guidance [the Sons of Hagar] also upheld the wor-
ship of one God in accord with the customs of ancient law. And, at
their beginning, they upheld the tradition [mashlmanuta] of their
instructor [¢ar'd] tard Muhammad such that they would bring the
death penalty upon whoever seemed to have dared [transgress] his
laws. '

Fifty years later, the Miaphysite Chronicle of Zugnin also characterized
Muhammad as the rayyayes guide (mbadyyana), as their lawgiver (sa’em
namusé), and as a fearer of God."” It continued, “This man they also called
a prophet (nbiya), because he turned them away from all sorts of cults and
informed them that there is one God, the maker of [all] creation.”

The Book of Main Points, the Chronicle of Zugnin, and most later Syriac
documents were very explicit about who attributed what to Muhammad.
From the perspective of these works, Muhammad was a fearer of God, he
guided the zayydye to monotheism, he established laws, and he even received a
divine commandment to respect Christian monastics. But unlike the Chron-
icle ad 724, when it came to titles such as prophet or God’s messenger, these
works carefully noted that such attributions did not come from Christians."

In contrast to John bar Penkay&’s Book of Main Points and the Chronicle
of Zugnin, which never refuted such claims, many Syriac texts directly ad-
dressed the validity of Muslim beliefs about Muhammad. The earliest refuta-
tion appeared in the Ber Hale Disputation, most likely written in the 720s.
In the Disputation, the characters of an anonymous tayyaya official and East
Syrian monk often discussed Muhammad. From the tayyaya, we learn that
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he considered Muhammad to be a prophet, that Muhammad’s followers
carefully upheld his commandments, and that Muhammad proclaimed that
Christian monks would inherit God’s kingdom.” The monk’s responses were
less generous. From his perspective, Muhammad was a “wise and God fearing
man” who taught the tayyaye monotheism and gave them the commandments
found in the Qur'an.?! However, Muhammad did not teach the zayyaye all
that he knew. According to the Ber Hale Disputation, a monk named Sergius
Bahira taught Muhammad about the Christian Trinity. Because the tayyaye
were only just weaned from idolatry, Muhammad dared not share the mys-
tery of the Trinity lest it should confuse the tayyaye, and they would return
to polytheism.?? The Disputation thus used Muhammad’s alleged knowledge
of the Trinity to affirm Muhammad (he was actually a pretty good Chris-
tian) but to invalidate his received message (Muhammad’s followers could not
handle the truth, so Muhammad never taught it to them).

Fifty years later, the East Syrian catholicos Timothy I wrote a similar (albeit
much more detailed) discussion of Muhammad. In a lengthy letter now known
as Timothy’s Apology, the catholicos reported telling Abbasid caliph al-Mahdi:

Muhammad is worthy of all praise from all rational people. For

he walked on the road of the prophets and he journeyed on the
path of the lovers of God. For if all the prophets taught about one
God and Muhammad taught about one God, then is it not evident
that Muhammad also walked on the path of the prophets? If all
the prophets removed men from evil and brought them to good
and Muhammad removed his people from evil and brought them
to good, then it is evident that Muhammad walked on the road of
the prophets. If all the prophets removed men from the worship
of demons and from the cult of idols and brought them to God
and to His worship and Muhammad removed his people from the
cult of demons and from the worship of idols and brought them
to the knowledge and worship of the one God (He who alone is
(God) and beside Him there are no others), then it is clear that
Muhammad walked on the path of the prophets. If Muhammad
taught about God, His Word, and His Spirit and all the proph-
ets prophesied about God, His Word, and His Spirit, then
Muhammad also walked on the path of all the prophets. . . . Both
I as well as all lovers of God say these and similar things concerning
Muhammad.?
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Timothy’s presentation of Muhammad as a righteous, commendable mono-
theist comes across as accommodating or, at the very least, as an example of
realpolitik. But unlike the Syriac translator of the Chronicle ad 724, Timo-
thy did not unquestionably adopt Muslim views of Muhammad, and he re-
mained uncompromising on one crucial issue. However much Muhammad
may have “walked on the path of the prophets,” Timothy was darn sure that
Muhammad was not himself a prophet. Throughout his dialogue, Timo-
thy returned to this topic, presenting arguments centered around two main
points: Muhammad could not be a prophet because (1) he never performed
any miracles, and (2) scripture never foretold his coming.*

By Timothy’s day, Muslim scholars had already extensively debated
the question of Muhammad’s performance of miracles. In their exegesis of
Qur’an 6:109, which instructed Muhammad not to perform any signs because
these came only from God, Muslim scholars quickly developed a tradition
that Muhammad’s only miracle was the ijaz al-Qur’an (inimitability of the
Qur’an).” Nevertheless, the emerging sira (biographical) tradition began to
attribute other miracles to Muhammad as well.* In Timothy’s Apology, how-
ever, the caliph used neither of these traditions to refute Timothy’s claim
regarding Muhammad’s lack of miracles.

Timothy and the caliph did, however, actively contest whether the Bible
ever referred to Muhammad. Central to their debate was the Muslim doctrine
of tabrif (tampering). In several places the Qur'an speaks of the “people of the
book” tampering with Scripture.”” Although the Qur'an remained ambiguous
about what this tampering actually consisted of, later Muslim theologians
more explicitly charged Jews and Christians with directly changing sacred
texts. They often argued that as part of this process of scriptural corruption,
Jews and Christians removed biblical prophecies that originally referred to
Muhammad. In Timothy’s Apology, al-Mahdi explicitly told Timothy, “There
were many testimonies [about Muhammad] but the scriptures were corrupted
by you and you removed them.”® In response, Timothy listed several objec-
tions to charges of taprif ranging from outright denials (e.g., no Christian
would dare) to rather innovative reasoning (e.g., Christians’ and Jews” hatred
for each other would prevent them from making the same changes to the
biblical text).?

As with the issue of Muhammad and miracles, al-Mahdi remained sur-
prisingly silent and simply accepted Timothy’s defense of the Bibles integrity.
This did not, however, end their debate about Muhammad and the Bible. The
caliph pointed to three passages: Deuteronomy 18:18, Isaiah 21:7, and John
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16:7. Al-Mahdi maintained that the figure each verse predicted—"“one like
Moses,” “one on a camel,” “the paraclete”—was actually Muhammad. Timo-
thy spent some time refuting al-Mahdji’s exegesis; here again, the Apology gave
Timothy the last word.*

When Timothy spoke of Muhammad, he did not, however, limit his
scriptural exegesis to the Bible. The catholicos also provided a Christian in-
terpretation of the Quran. Timothy argued that the Qur’an’s use of the first-
person plural for God and the appearance of untranslatable letters preceding
several Qur'an suras (chapters) proved that Muhammad knew of the Trinity:

He openly taught about one God. But as for the Trinity, he pro-
fessed it with symbols and with signs by (expressions) such as “His
word,” and “His spirit,” and “We have sent our spirit,” and “We have
formed a completed man.” And thus he did not teach openly about
(the Trinity) lest they be scandalized by it as by polytheism. But also
he did not completely hide it lest he stray from the way of Moses
and of Isaiah and of all the prophets. But he professed (the Trinity)
with symbols, with the three letters at the beginning of the suras.”!

The argument that, because of his followers’ inclination toward polytheism,
Muhammad never explicitly taught about the Trinity had already appeared
in the Ber Hale Disputation. What distinguished Timothy’s depiction of
Muhammad was not the conclusion (Muhammad was a crypto-Christian)
but how he got there (Muhammad himself wrote this in the Qur’an). As with
Timothy’s interpretation of the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament, his
Qur’anic exegesis remained unchallenged by al-Mahdi.

In real life, it is unlikely that the caliph who commissioned a translation
of Aristotle’s Topics would himself have been such a lousy debater. There is
no doubt that the Apology’s presentation was biased. Nevertheless, it fairly ac-
curately outlined the key arguments and scriptural passages that dominated
centuries of Christian and Muslim debates about Muhammad. The inclusion
of such arguments in the catholicos’s letter showed that Syriac Christians
were now writing in a context in which discussions about Muhammad de-
manded much greater sophistication than they did half a century earlier.
These arguments also illustrated the increasingly close connection between
the characterization of Muhammad and issues of textual authority.

The strong association between discussions of Muhammad and discus-
sions of the Quran’s legitimacy became even more apparent in the Syriac
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Babira Legend. Written a few decades after Timothy’s Apology, the Bahira
Legend parodied three doctrines that contemporary Muslims used to sub-
stantiate Muhammad as a true prophet: first, the Muslim characterization of
Muhammad as illiterate to ensure that the Qur’anic text was a divine and not
a human creation; second, the Islamic story of a Christian monk named Ba-
hira who encountered the young Muhammad and verified his prophethood;
third, the charge of tabrif to explain why Jewish and Christian Scriptures
did not explicitly mention Muhammad. The Bahbira Legend inverted each of
these, mutating them into arguments against the Qur’an’s authenticity.

The Bahira Legend started with the same characterization of Muhammad
as that found in many Muslim texts—Muhammad as ummi. The Qur’an
once referred to Muhammad as an ummi prophet; by the time of the Ba-
hira Legend’s composition Islamic scholars most often interpreted ummi as
meaning illiterate.” Islamic authors used Muhammad’s alleged illiteracy to
authenticate the Qur’an as sacred scripture. They argued that if Muhammad
could not read or write, he could not have composed the Qur’an. Instead, it
must have come directly from God. The Syriac Bahira Legend made the same
initial deduction: because Muhammad was illiterate, he could not have writ-
ten the Qur’an. But this Christian author quickly moved to a radically dif-
ferent conclusion. If Muhammad could not have written the Qur’an, another
mortal must have. To substantiate this, the author drew on the Muslim sira
tradition and its story of Muhammad meeting the monk Bahira. In Muslim
versions of the story, the Christian monk Bahira met the young Muhammad
and was the first to recognize his “signs of prophecy.”® Thus, in Islamic
sources, the Christian monk served to validate Muhammad as a true prophet.
The Christianized version inverted this motif. In the Syriac Bahira Legend,
Sergius Bahira did not recognize Muhammad as a true prophet; instead, the
monk’s actions disproved this claim. In this telling, Sergius Bahira concocted
an entire theological system to dupe the Sons of Ishmael into erroneously
thinking Muhammad was a prophet.** Sergius Bahira designed this made-up
religion to appeal to their sensuality: for example, he guaranteed that every
man would have seven beautiful girls in paradise and ensured that religious
fasts would end at dusk.” At night, Sergius Bahira taught these doctrines to
Muhammad. By day, the simpleton Muhammad recited what he had heard
from Sergius Bahira and claimed it came from the angel Gabriel.** Eventu-
ally, Sergius Bahira codified the main tenets in a document called the Qur’an.
With the help of Muhammad (and a cow), Bahira orchestrated the resulting
text’s “miraculous” appearance among his followers.”
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This tale of Muhammad’s and the Qur’an’s ignominious beginning pre-
sented the Qur'an’s composition as a paragon of tabrif. The Bahira Legend
compounded this charge of corruption by claiming that Sergius Bahira’s
Qur’an originally included several key Christian doctrines. According to the
Babira Legend, soon after Sergius Bahira’s death, the Quran fell into the
hands of a Jewish scribe named Kab. The reference was to Kab al-Ahbar,
who according to Islamic tradition was one of the first converts to Islam.* In
Muslim sources, Kab played a key role in supporting arguments of Jewish
and Christian tabrif; several Muslim texts had Kab claim that he had person-
ally seen biblical manuscripts that originally spoke of Muhammad but were
later crossed out.” The Bahira Legend reversed Kab’s traditional role and here
had him alter a text, in this case removing from the Qur'an those sections
that originally supported Christianity.* The result was the Qur’an as a dou-
bly corrupt document, the invention of an errant monk whose most truthful
doctrines were later removed by a maleficent Jew.

As these works illustrate, Syriac depictions of Muhammad were not ob-
jective accounts of a seventh-century Muslim ruler. Instead, Syriac writers
used their characterization of Muhammad to further both apology and po-
lemic. Often Syriac authors spoke of Muhammad in ways that minimized
tension between Christianity and Islam. By highlighting Muhammad’s role
in the renunciation of paganism, they emphasized Christians and Muslims
as co-monotheists. When speaking of Muhammad as a lawgiver, Syriac
ecclesiastics repeatedly claimed that Muhammad commanded his followers
to respect Christians, especially Christian monks, providing a precedent for
continued beneficence. Additionally, these authors” generally positive depic-
tions of Muhammad presented a very accommodating attitude toward Islam’s
founder. If their readers wanted to have a relatively polite discussion with con-
temporary Muslims about Muhammad, many surviving Syriac texts would
have provided a good model. On the other hand, several of these texts could
also have been useful for a Christian who wanted to be a little more feisty, or
simply needed reassurance of Christianity’s superiority. They provided argu-
ments ranging from challenges to Muhammad’s prophethood to Muhammad
being a crypto-Christian to Muhammad and his Qur’an as an archetype of
tabrif.

Nevertheless, even at their most polemical, Syriac discussions of
Muhammad still followed the more general tendency of Syriac authors in
being less hostile to Islam than more Western writers were. The most deroga-
tory Syriac characterization of Muhammad was that of a misled simpleton,
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a far cry from the lusty Muhammad as found in the Latin Istoria de Ma-
homet, a follower of the heresiarch Nicholas as found in the Latin writings
of Paschasius Radbertus, or a miserable epileptic as in the Greek works of
Theophanes and Constantine Porphyrogenitus.’ Unlike the Greek writings
of John of Damascus, Syriac texts never portrayed Muhammad as the har-
binger of the Antichrist or spoke of him as “blasphemous and obscene,” as
did Constantine Prophyrogenitus.”? Nor was he an impure enemy of God
taught and possessed by demons or a stupid man writing with a perverse pen
who loved debauchery, massacres, pillage, and blasphemy, as depicted by the
Byzantine writers Nicetas of Byzantium and George the Monk.® Nor was he
an idol-worshiping slave to sin who made his own religion by combing the
errors of Jews, Arians, and Nestorians.* In Syriac sources, Muhammad did
not receive his teaching from a demon in the form of a vulture, as reported in
the Istoria de Mabamed, or from a wicked angel, as in the Latin writings of
Eulogius.® Unlike the Latin texts of Alvar and Eulogius, Syriac sources never
spoke of Muhammad’s diabolical revelations or of his ensnaring souls for
the devil, nor did they condemn him to eternal damnation. There were no
Syriac equivalents of Nicetas of Byzantium’s statement that Muhammad “was
by nature perverse and talkative, or rather stupid and bestial, a coward too,
quick to anger, distrustful and arrogant. Really I do not know what he lacked
in all the many kinds of perversity that Satan possesses.”” Nor were there any
Greek or Latin equivalents of Timothy I's statement of Muhammad being
“worthy of all praise,” or to the numerous Syriac depictions of Muhammad
as a laudable monotheist.

Why was there such a profound difference between how Syriac and non-
Syriac texts characterized Muhammad? Perhaps Syriac Christians were wary
of Muslim reprisals for insulting their prophet. But we have no evidence of
Muslim officials reading Syriac, and it seems unlikely that Syriac-speaking
converts to Islam had either the access or the desire to go through hundreds
of Syriac texts to police the occasional reference to Muhammad. In con-
trast, Greek authors living in Muslim territory wrote vitriolic descriptions of
Muhammad, even though some Muslim officials could read Greek. Fear of
retaliation also fails to explain the favorable depictions of Muhammad that
were found in many Syriac texts. It made no sense for Christian authors to
plant positive references to Muhammad in the hopes that some rare Muslim
reader of Syriac would one day discover them and become more favorably
inclined toward Christianity.

As with Syriac discussions of Muslim rulers more broadly, the key



114 Chapter 3

to understanding Syriac descriptions of Muhammad is to remember that
they appeared in texts that functioned as internal literature. Muslims would
have found the argument that Muhammad knew about the Trinity quite
unpersuasive. Nor would the Bahira Legend’s lampooning of Muhammad
have won Muslim friends and influence. These texts were written by and
for Christians—more specifically, by and for Christians who had frequent
interactions with Muslims, but who had little love for the Byzantine Em-
pire. The Chalcedonian monk John of Damascus wrote his Greek diatribes
against Muhammad from the Palestinian monastery of Mar Sabas; the East
Syrian catholicos Timothy I wrote his Apology from the caliph’s court in
Baghdad.

For Syriac Christians, the extreme mischaracterizations of Muhammad
found in many Greek and Latin texts were not so much dangerous as simply
unproductive. Attacking Muhammad’s character was eftective for the Iberian
writer Eulogius and his fellow Cérdoba martyrs who were going out of their
way to be executed by Muslim gadis (judges); and such depictions were moti-
vational to the inhabitants of Constantinople, which was periodically besieged
by Muslim troops. They were much less useful for Syriac Christians, who
more often intended to promote coexistence than conflict. For such Chris-
tians, their ongoing interactions with Muslim contemporaries brought about
complicated theological challenges that could not be addressed with facile re-
sponses. What these Christians needed were descriptions of Muhammad that,
unlike the original version of the Chronicle ad 724, were decidedly Christian
but, unlike most Greek and Latin caricatures, at least partially resonated with
their audiences’ more thorough knowledge of Islamic tradition. As a result,
Syriac discussions of Muhammad were often more balanced, informed, and
multifaceted than those found in most non-Syriac sources.

Nevertheless, Syriac discussions about Muhammad were rarely just
about Muhammad. Especially in the more detailed treatments found among
Abbasid-era writers, the discussion quickly moved from Muhammad himself
to questions of textual corruption. Unlike most Greek and Latin writers,
Syriac authors rarely made ad hominem attacks against Muhammad. Instead,
their depictions of Muhammad reflected a deep concern for textual vulner-
ability. They described him in ways that defended the textual integrity of the
Christian Bible and attacked the textual legitimacy of the Qur’an and its tra-
ditional interpretation. Timothy I went on for pages refuting Muslim charges
of Christian taprif and suggested that the Qur’an secretly encoded knowledge
of the Trinity. The Bahira Legend redeployed figures that Muslim writers
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used to refute Christianity and recast them into a narrative about the Qur’an’s
human composition and later textual corruption.

It is as if Syriac authors took the Qur’anic depiction of Christians as
“people of the book” at its most literal to argue that Christians were people of
the book. From this perspective, either the Qur’an was not legitimate Scrip-
ture or it also belonged to Christianity. As a result, Syriac discussions did
not so much villainize Muhammad as Christianize him. In the process, they
tried to domesticate not only the messenger but also his message. According
to these authors, the Qur’an was no longer a newly revealed text that opposed
Christianity. Instead, it was a derivative text that, however warped its current
form, ultimately stemmed from Christian truth.

Given Muhammad’s prominence in the Islamic tradition, it was not sur-
prising that how Christian writers described him often reflected their more
general attitude toward Islam as a whole. Syriac discussions of Muhammad
can also serve as a synecdoche for Syriac discussions of other Muslim rul-
ers. Like their depictions of Muhammad, many Syriac depictions of other
Muslim leaders were decidedly more favorable than those found in Greek and
Latin texts. As in their descriptions of Muhammad, Syriac writers also used
discussions of these leaders for purposes beyond simply describing a single
individual. But unlike their discussions of Muhammad, Syriac discussions of
later Muslim rulers were much more polarized; surviving texts often included
both extremely negative as well as extremely positive characterizations.

Thinking with Bad Rulers and Good Rulers

A late eighth-century inscription from the narthex of a church in Ehnesh, in
northern Syria, listed a series of historical events, including the conquests, a
famine, an eclipse, and a reference to Caliph al-Mahdi who “ordered that the
churches be torn down and that the [Miaphysite tribe of zayyaye] the Tanukh
become Hagarenes.”® An adjacent wall contained a second inscription written
in five columns under five overlapping circles that form a cross. This inscrip-
tion began, “through you we will beat down our enemies,” and continued
with psalm verses that Christian exegesis and liturgy traditionally related to
victory through the cross.”” The colored letters of the inscriptions were placed
at eye level, allowing Christians congregating before and after services to con-
template the connection between these two inscriptions carved by the same
hand.” It would not take much reflection to realize that the first inscription’s
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reference to the caliph left little ambiguity as to the congregation’s enemies
that the second inscription saw the cross as eventually overcoming.*

The Ebnesh Inscriptions exemplified one strand of Syriac depictions of
Muslim leaders—the narrative of the evil ruler. They also serve as an im-
portant reminder of how often such characterizations intersected with other
issues that were key to Syriac Christians, particularly the ongoing competi-
tion between various Syriac churches. For while a Syriac mason was in north-
ern Syria chiseling a condemnation of al-Mahdi’s destruction of Miaphysite
churches, the East Syrian catholicos was referring to the very same caliph as
a “lover of God” and praying that all the nations of the world would become
subject to al-Mahdi’s rule.”? Such contradictory attitudes toward a Muslim
ruler were not limited to contemporary depictions of al-Mahdi. There rarely
emerged a univocal Syriac opinion concerning Muslim leaders. As in their
depictions of Muhammad, Syriac narratives of other Muslim rulers seemed
much less concerned with accurately depicting Islamic rule than with employ-
ing Muslim leaders as literary characters to make broader theological points.

Given that their new rulers were non-Christian, it was not surprising
that many Syriac writers, such as the author of the Ebnesh Inscriptions, wrote
about evil Muslim leaders. Such characters made occasional appearances in all
genres of Syriac literature, but most commonly inhabited Syriac chronicles.”
Examples included John bar Penkaye’s depiction of the prideful Muslim gen-
eral bar Nitron, the Chronicle of Disaster’s discussion of the greedy and deceit-
ful Caliph Suleiman, Theophilus’s account of Caliph Hisham killing Roman
prisoners of war, and the Chronicle ad 819's critiques of Caliph Walid.*

The longest, most detailed, and most vitriolic of such accounts appeared
in the late eighth-century Chronicle of Zugnin. The author detailed the evil
deeds of caliphs such as Yazid II (who, the author claimed, tried to destroy all
religious images, white animals, and even blue-eyed people), generals such as
al-Jarrah (who ruthlessly murdered peasants until God eventually smote him),
and other governmental officials such as “Ubayd-Allah (who razed monaster-
ies and roasted their abbots alive).” But the author’s greatest nemeses were
Caliph al-Mansur and his governor of Mosul, Misa son of Musab. When
discussing their rule, the Chronicle stated, “all the world’s pages and parch-
ment would not suffice for writing [all] the evils that in our time came upon
men.”® Nevertheless, the author gave it his best try, dedicating more than
170 pages to ten years worth of afflictions under a caliph who “enjoyed the
sword more than peace” and his governor, who could rightly “be called the
anti-Christ.”™
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The Chronicle’s list of these two rulers’ atrocities was immense. Of par-
ticular concern were their tax policies—a combination of economic exploita-
tion, unjust confiscation, and outright torture. The only thing that upset
this author more than tax collection was that, despite all of their evils, he
could find no evidence that these rulers ever specifically targeted Christians.
They were equal opportunity oppressors, and the Chronicle of Zugnin repeat-
edly emphasized that Muslims suffered even more than Christians under
these rulers, that they tormented people of all religions, and that their agents
acted out of a love of money not out of a love of Islam.*® The Chronicle of
Zugnin judged this to be particularly regrettable; because all were persecuted
regardless of religious affiliation, one could not extol afflicted Christians as
martyrs.”

Although one occasionally suspects a degree of hyperbole, there is little
doubt that such reports reflected a wide range of suffering experienced by
Syriac Christians in the seventh through ninth centuries. What was most un-
expected about such accounts was not their composition by Christians under
Muslim rule but their relative infrequency. The Chronicle of Zugnin remained
one of the few Syriac sources that was unremittingly critical of almost all
Muslim rulers. It may not be coincidental that it also remained one of the
most unpopular Syriac sources. The Chronicle of Zugnin appears in only a
single manuscript, most likely the author’s original copy.®® No later Syriac
writers seems to have read the Chronicle of Zugnin or quoted from it. In con-
trast, more widely read Syriac sources were usually filled with good Muslim
rulers alongside evil ones, with a few indifferent rulers thrown in for good
measure.® This does not mean that narratives of good Muslim rulers had any
greater claim to historical accuracy than those of evil ones. But in their nar-
ratives of good rulers, Syriac works diverged from most non-Syriac sources.

The figure of a good Muslim ruler became so standardized among Syriac
writings that one even finds purposefully generic documents outlining the
traits and deeds of unspecified, virtuous Muslim leaders. Later readers simply
had to add the name of their local ruler to these templates. This phenomenon
of “insert ruler’s name here” is most evident in two recently published docu-
ments now housed in the British Library.

Sometime in the ninth or tenth century, a Miaphysite scribe named
Saliba produced a 93-folio codex now cataloged as British Library Additional
14,653.° Toward the end of this manuscript appeared seven brief documents
that the nineteenth-century cataloger William Wright called “forms of let-
ters, to be used in addressing various persons.”* Each spoke to the addressee
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in the second person, discussed his situation in only the most general of
terms, provided exhortation, and ended with a blessing. Saliba titled one of
these texts 7o the Rulers of the World, which stood out as being the only one
of the seven templates addressed to a non-Christian.

In this document, the Christian author called a Muslim leader “your
Excellency, my lord, who is appointed as a head for this people under your
authority.” He compared the ruler’s governance to that of David and Heze-
kiah. He continued praising the leader’s conduct and the benefits of his rule:

And through your mind that is healthily conducted by knowl-
edge and by virtue, the weak are strengthened, the sick become
strong, the noble are encouraged, the poor are upheld, the rich are
strengthened, the orphans and the widows are supported, God is
glorified, and your rule is honored. . . . Through you, your entire
empire sees all the glory of [your] rule, understands its advantages,
and glorifies God, its author.®®

The text then emphasized the recipient’s ability to intercede on behalf of his
subjects and successfully plead their causes before more highly placed govern-
mental officials. God would help the ruler in this task because his good con-
duct had persuaded “God to appease the governors’ hearts toward your will.”
A few sentences later, one learns that God had become the ruler’s vice-regent
and “will lead the people subjected to your honor on all the straight paths
and ways that lead to eternal life. Those who in love and in great willingness
submit to your authority will multiply and increase.” By the end of this
document, we even discover that God had appointed His angels to protect
the ruler’s life. They would assure him and his descendants not only earthly
success but also “because of your beautiful conduct, in the kingdom of heaven
you will be seen as great.”s

Within a few decades of Saliba’s copying To the Rulers of the World,
another Miaphysite scribe finished a 189-folio codex now known as British
Library Additional 14,493.% Near the end of the manuscript appeared a brief
text titled Concerning an Entrance Before a New Emir.” The author began by
stating that because of Adam’s fall and the subsequent decline of humanity,
the world needed wise rulers such as this emir, whom God had chosen, just
as He had previously chosen Moses and David.”! The text then directly ad-
dressed the emir and claimed that, prior to his rule, the region was of little
regard but now had become renowned.”? The author next reminded the emir
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of the ephemeral nature of the present world and, like the author of 7o the
Rulers of the World, concluded by assuring the emir that God guards and
blesses him and his family.”

In the course of addressing these topics, the author devoted much of
his time to extolling the emir. He seemed even more concerned, however,
with reassuring the recipient that the Christian community supported “our
own blessed emir.”” He emphasized that Christians realized that “rule is not
suitable for everyone, but [only] for those chosen and appointed by a special
lot and by a calling from God.”” Fortunately, God had appointed for them
an emir who was “from a noble race and from an honorable people” and
had “praiseworthy conduct, temperate reasoning, a peaceful appearance, and
a beautiful name.”” As a result of these virtues, “just as the Queen of Sheba
when she came to Solomon said, ‘Blessed are your wives. Blessed are your
servants. Blessed are those who continually hear your wisdom [1 Kings 10:8],
we likewise say, ‘Blessed is our country and our region when it is led by fearers
of God like you’.””

These two works’ glowing praise of Muslim authorities and repeated as-
surances of Christian support for their rule were undoubtedly the result of a
fair amount of realpolitik and not a little wishful thinking. Nevertheless, it is
important to note how far assurances that God’s angels protect Muslim rulers
were from descriptions found in many non-Syriac writings. Consider Latin
writers such as Paschasius Radbertus, Paul Albar, and Eulogius, who spoke
of savage Arab rule, claimed that Saracens perverted the worship of God, and
condemned all Muslims to eternal damnation.”® Consider Greek writers such
as George the Monk and Nicetas of Byzantium, who spoke of all Muslims
as incurably sick, slaves of error, and God’s enemies.” Also compare these
generic Syriac templates to non-Syriac depictions of specific Muslim rulers,
such as the Latin Chronicle of Alfonso IITs description of the treacherous rebel
leader Musa, who slaughtered Franks and Gauls, the Chronicle of 754 discus-
sion of the same general crucifying men and slaughtering infants, and the
Greek Theophanes’s claim that “‘Umar II killed any Christian who did not
convert to Islam.®

One must also take into account the possible functions of these texts.
The survival of two such works suggested not simply that Syriac Christians
found it useful to have purposefully generic documents about Muslim rulers
but also that the motif of a good Muslim ruler was sufficiently widespread
to support the composition and consumption of such literature. We should
not, however, view their only readership as those struggling with how to best
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address actual Muslim rulers. By the time 7o the Rulers of the World reached
Saliba’s hands and was copied into the middle of a collection of hagiographies,
prayers, excerpts, and anonymous discourses, the chance of someone coming
across it just when he needed to write to government authorities seems fairly
remote. As for Concerning an Entrance Before a New Emir, we could envision
how an ecclesiastical official, faced with the challenge of visiting a newly ap-
pointed ruler, would be pleased to remember that he had a document that
could give him a helpful starting point for composing his own comments.
Nevertheless, even if some who encountered this text soon afterward actu-
ally entered before a newly appointed govenor, this was undoubtedly a small
percentage of its readership. Instead, these short works may have been the
ancient analogue to the chapter in Miss Manners speaking about the etiquette
of a White House dinner.®" Although potentially useful for someone attend-
ing such an affair, few among Miss Mannerss millions of readers were likely to
receive such an invitation. Instead, her readership was encouraged to imagine
what such an event would be like and how they would behave on such an
occasion.

For most readers, To the Rulers of the World and Concerning an Entrance
Before a New Emir likely served a similar purpose. Even for those who would
never write to a worldly ruler and never meet an emir (new or otherwise),
these texts suggested what such encounters might look like and what would
be the most practical Christian responses. A now hypothetical letter to a ruler
or introductory speech to an emir was used not so much as a model for how
to write or to speak to Muslim leaders as an exemplar for the proper Christian
attitude toward them. Such texts most often functioned as internal literature
whose main audience was other Christians. They invited readers to enter an
imaginary universe in which Muslim rulers were always “wise,” “rational,”
“peaceful,” “fearers of God”—or, at the very least, persuadable—and in which
Christian obedience to worldly authorities was inevitably rewarded.

This narrative of the good Muslim ruler was not limited to the generic
form found in these two recently published texts. It can be found throughout
most genres of Syriac literature. For example, in the Life of Jobn of Dai-
lam, John successfully exorcised demons from the daughter of the seventh-
century caliph ‘Abd al-Malik. According to this vita, “Abd al-Malik was so
pleased that he gave John permission to construct churches and monaster-
ies throughout the Umayyad Empire, directly funded the building projects,
granted all Christian clergy tax exemption, and commanded his governors to
honor Christian customs and laws.® The Life of Gabriel of Qartmin contained
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a similar tale.® In this version, however, the protection of Christian wor-
ship and granting of tax exemption was ascribed to Caliph “‘Umar, no doubt
to undermine contemporary Muslim authorities who attributed to the same
caliph the “Pact of “‘Umar,” a set of legal restrictions placed on Christians
that prescribed exactly the opposite of what was found in the Life of Gabriel.
In the Life of Theodute, the governor of Dara fell prostrate before Theodute,
offered to pay for a monastery’s poll tax out of the governors own pockets,
and helped the holy man build a new monastery.*

The character of the specific good Muslim ruler also figured prominently
in Syriac chronicles, such as that of the late seventh-century East Syrian
John bar Penkayé, who eulogized the rule of Caliph Mu‘awiya, under whom
“Tustice flourished in his days and there was great peace in the regions he
controlled.” Similarly, the Chronicle of the mid-eighth-century Theophilus
originally included an extended anecdote concerning “Umar’s entry into Jeru-
salem, emphasizing the caliph’s piety and his congenial meeting with Bishop
Sophronius.* Two decades later, even the Miaphysite Chronicle of Zugnin
could single out a few just Muslim rulers.*” In the ninth century, the Chron-
icle ad 819 praised ‘Umar II's kindness and compassion, and the Chronicle ad
846 mentioned that Caliph Suleiman released Syrian captives unharmed.®

Praise for Muslim rulers also appeared in ecclesiastical letters, such as a
mid-seventh-century epistle from the East Syrian Isho‘yahb III claiming that
“The tayyaye to whom at this time God has given rule over the world . . . are
givers of praise to our faith, givers of honor to our Lord’s priests and holy
ones, and givers of aid to churches and monasteries.” In a letter mention-
ing the caliph’s potential support for the rebuilding of churches, Timothy I
stated that God was protecting the life of al-Mahdi, in his Apology the ca-
tholicos continually extoled al-Mahdi, and in a later letter Timothy spoke of
al-Mahdi’s son and successor, Caliph Hartn, donating 84,000 zuzé to help
rebuild a monastery.”

In their depictions of good, as well as of evil, rulers, many Syriac authors
were clearly revisionist with their history. It seems unlikely, for example, that
<Abd al-Malik, who erected the Dome of the Rock with its anti-Trinitarian
inscriptions and initiated a program of Islamization, would have encouraged
(or would have directly funded) an empire-wide church-building project.”* It
also remains improbable that Yazid II actually ordered that all people with
blue eyes be killed.”? Although some descriptions of Muslim rulers presented
a complex character with good and evil traits, in most cases their authors’
reliance on stock characters and characteristics reminds us that we are dealing
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more with literary tropes than with accurate depictions. This becomes even
clearer when one considers how often Syriac writers tended to bifurcate Mus-
lim rulers into the categories of purely evil and purely good. This tendency
was so pronounced that in at least one case we can catch an author writing
diametrically opposed descriptions of the same ruler.

In Thomas of Marga’s mid-ninth-century Book of Governors, two story
cycles centered on the Muslim governor “Amran, son of Muhammad.
Thomas, however, originally wrote these narratives at different times. The
account that is now in a section titled “Book 6 of the Book of Governors’
initially was part of a prior, independent work by Thomas called the “History
of Rabban Gabriel”; years after Thomas composed the Book of Governors a
scribe renamed this earlier text “Book 6 of the Book of Governors” and placed
it at the end of the originally five-book monastic history.” Thomas included
a later account of “Amran in book 4 of his Book of Governors.

In his earlier work, Thomas began his description of this Muslim gover-
nor by asking, “Who is unacquainted with ‘Amran son of Muhammad, this
very cruel servant who was mollified and was turned from his violence by the
intervention of [Mar Gabriel]?”* The reforming of “Amran began when Mar
Gabriel, equipped with divine foresight, instructed a monk to go to the local
village, find a tayydya named “Amran, give him ten oxen, and ask ‘Amran
to visit the monastery of Bét ‘Abhé once he received his inheritance. After
events transpired as Gabriel predicted, “Amran “was amazed and astonished.
With his souls sense he knew and perceived that the Christians’ judgment
was great and exalted before God, ‘for behold, their holy ones see and know
hidden things.””* Soon afterward, ‘Amran arrived at Bét ‘Abhg, fell prostrate
before Mar Gabriel, and asked Gabriel to pray for him. Gabriel replied, “If
you establish a covenant before me [and] before God that you will not kill
Christians, I will reveal to you what you will become and what will happen to
your children and your grandchildren.” After “Amran agreed that he and his
descendants would protect Christians, especially monks and clergy, Gabriel
informed him that he would peacefully inherit the entire district of Marga.
The narrative ended with Thomas assuring his audience that “Amran fulfilled
his promises and commanded his sons to do so as well.”

Compare this story to what Thomas subsequently composed about the
same ‘Amran, son of Muhammad. This later version included a series of
encounters between ‘Amran and the Christian abbot Mar Cyriacus (the same
holy man whom Thomas earlier reported as having temporarily resurrected a
dog). It began, “There was a certain troublesome Ishmaelite whose name was
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‘Amran bar Muhammad whom I also wrote about in the History of Rabban
Gabriel—a cruel, powerful man, merciless, and a murderer.”® In this account,
‘Amran seized fields, killed their owners, captured village after village, and
wanted to murder Mar Cyriacus so that he could take possession of the mon-
astery of Bét ‘Abhé. In response to ‘“Amran’s attempt to coerce the monks
into signing away Bét “Abhé, Cyriacus rebuked “Amran, telling him that the
monastery would never be his, that he would die an untimely death, and that
the earth would three times refuse his dead body. Shamed by these words,
‘Amran departed and planned Cyriacus’s demise. God thwarted “Amran’s ini-
tial plot when He teleported Cyriacus from Bét ‘Abhé directly into “Amran’s
audience chamber. Understandably, “Amran was “stupefied and amazed,” and
he promised that he would no longer trouble the monks. ‘Amran’s shock did
not last long, however, and immediately after Cyriacus’s departure, he sent
five men to ambush and kill Cyriacus. God intervened again, and fire sprang
from Cyriacus’s fingertips to foil the attempt on his life. At this point, ‘Am-
ran finally learned his lesson and no longer harassed the monks of Bét “Abhe.
The narrative concluded with “Amran’s death and, in accord with Cyriacus’s
prediction, the earth casting out “Amran’s corpse three times.”

It remains difficult to reconcile these two stories. “Amran could not
peacefully inherit Marga and constantly kill its landowners; he could not keep
his promise to respect the clergy and try to assassinate the abbot of Bét
Abhé. Although Thomas wrote both anecdotes and even had the more recent
version allude to the prior one, he did not feel obliged to have his later char-
acterization of “Amran correspond with his earlier portrayal. These opposing
accounts remind us that Thomas’s writings about Muslim leaders, like those
of most of his contemporaries, were more concerned with literary convention
than with narrative consistency. The two depictions of ‘Amran, one antago-
nistic and the other conciliatory, also paralleled the extremes to which Syriac
narratives about Muslim rulers tended.

One reason Thomas could get away with such varied accounts was
that although both these narratives were ostensibly about ‘Amran son of
Muhammad, it soon becomes apparent that “Amran was a bit player in this
drama. His main role was to serve as a witness for the miraculous deeds of
Christian holy men, and thus implicitly as a witness to the truth of East Syr-
ian Christianity. For this purpose, it mattered little if ‘Amran were beneficent
or maleficent. Both the “Amran “mollified” by Gabriel’s accurate predictions
of the future and the “murderous” “Amran outwitted by the teleporting Cyri-
acus were equally effective in building a narrative that extolled the deeds of
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an ascetic superstar. The key was not so much whether “Amran was good or
bad but simply that he was “amazed” by the holy man’s power.

Thomas’s contrasting narratives concerning the very same governor re-
mind us how often Syriac authors used the character of a Muslim ruler as a
literary device to further agendas far removed from depicting Islamic rule “as
it actually was.” Syriac tropes of the universally acclaimed good ruler, the un-
relentingly bad ruler, and the ruler whose main task was simply to be amazed
provide little reassurance for the empirical accuracy of these descriptions. As
with Syriac depictions of Muhammad, instead of relying on such depictions
to historically reconstruct specific Muslim leaders, it is often more fruitful
to analyze how Syriac authors used the figure of a Muslim ruler “to think
with.” That is, what were the various ways the depictions of these characters
interacted with other authorial agendas? The benefits of such an approach
become particularly apparent when dealing with a slightly different genre of
Syriac literature, disputation texts. For it is in Syriac disputations that the
characterization of Muslim rulers became central to the authors’ overarching
defense of Christianity.

Thinking with Disputation Texts

Prior to the conquests, Syriac Christians already had a long tradition of writ-
ing religious disputations (drashe), which followed the question-and-answer
format common to Christian as well as non-Christian school texts.!® Authors
often made these disputations more dialogical by framing them as oral debates
between two opponents, one an orthodox Christian, the other a pagan, Jew,
or heretic."” Only a few of these texts stemmed from a specific, real-world
debate, and none were accurate transcripts of such encounters. Nevertheless,
at least some of the popularity of these works was due to the prevalence
throughout late antiquity of public, interreligious debates.!” The Byzantines
and Sasanians often sponsored and publicly arbitrated these contests, even
when both sides were of a different religion than the judging official.!*®

Such debates continued in the Islamic Empire, now adjudicated by ca-
liphs and emirs instead of Byzantine emperors and Sasanian kings. Syriac
Christians also continued to write dialogical disputations, but with a dif-
ference. In many postconquest imaginations of such debates, Syriac authors
no longer depicted government officials as neutral arbitrators. Instead, they
embedded these Muslim rulers within the debate itself. The consequence
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was not simply a shift from disputations against pagans, Jews, and heretics to
disputations against Muslims. The dynamic in the resulting narratives also
changed. The figure of the ruler took on a more complex role. On the one
hand, at the dispute’s onset the Muslim ruler assumed the role of theologi-
cal adversary, an opponent to orthodox Christianity. On the other hand, he
maintained his role as judge and, by the conclusion, was ultimately trans-
formed into a witness—willingly or otherwise—to Christian truth. Syriac
authors used this characterization of a Muslim ruler to affirm the superiority
of orthodox Christianity over all contenders, whether those contenders were
Islam, Judaism, or competing branches of Christianity.

Three eighth-century Syriac disputations exemplified this characteriza-
tion of Muslim rulers, as well as its rhetorical consequences. Two anonymous
Syriac authors living under Umayyad rule composed the Miaphysite Jobn and
the Emir and the East Syrian Bét Halé Disputation. During the early Abbasid
era, the East Syrian catholicos Timothy I wrote the third, Timothy’s Apology.

Jobn and the Emir purported to relate the conversation of the seventh-
century Miaphysite patriarch John Sedra (r. 631-648) and an unspecified
Muslim leader. The work’s author used the setting of a Muslim court to
give Jobn and the Emir a feeling of suspense and the appearance of authentic-
ity. Surrounding the dialogical section was an epistolary frame supposedly
penned by an unnamed member of John’s entourage. This figure claimed to
write “because we know that you are anxious and afraid on our behalf.”* To
reassure readers of John’s safety, the letter described the patriarch’s congenial
audience with the emir that took place on Sunday, May 9. Nevertheless,
further allusions to potential menace occurred toward the end of the letter,
when the narrator asked the reader to pray so that the Lord “would make
a resolution to this affair that pleases His will.”'® He then noted that even
Chalcedonians were aware of “the greatness of the danger and the anguish
that awaited if the Lord did not care for his church.”® Additional prayer re-
quests concluded the document, and the reader was instructed to pray for all
the holy fathers who accompanied the patriarch to the emir’s court: Thomas,
Severus, Sergius, Aitilaha, Andrew, “their entire synodal board,” and the un-
named narrator.'”

The resulting text viscerally drew the reader into its narrative world.
Through the narrator’s constant use of the second person, we feel directly
addressed by the author; he even asks us to pray for him. At the same time,
there is also dissonance when we realize that we are not the original audi-
ence but are snooping through someone else’s mail. The narrative built on
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this voyeurism, giving us direct access to the emir’s court, reproducing John’s
and the emir’s very words. The accuracy of this encounter was vouchsafed by
a well-placed informant whose detailed list of names and dates ensured the
document’s accuracy.

Twentieth-century reactions attest to the rhetorical power of this setup.
In the decades following Frangois Nau’s 1915 publication of Jobn and the Emir,
scholars were preoccupied with determining exactly which Muslim governor
had met with John.!® They dated the document based on which Sundays in
John’s patriarchate fell on May 9. They combed Syriac chronicles to find
references to mid-seventh-century Miaphysite clergy named Sergius, Aiti-
laha, and so on.' In the 1980s, one scholar claimed the letter was written by
John’s secretary."!! In the late 1990s, another cited the document’s reference
to its audience’s anxiety as evidence that Jobn and the Emir was penned im-
mediately after the events it depicted."?

There are few better examples of what literary critic Roland Barthes called
the “reality effect.” Jobn and the Emirs detailed and affect-laden descrip-
tions of a high-stakes encounter created an aura of genuineness that undoubt-
edly was as persuasive for ancient readers as it was for most twentieth-century
scholars. There remained, however, a small flaw in its presentation. The doc-
ument was almost certainly composed fifty or more years after John’s death, it
was most likely never a letter, and there is little evidence that John ever had
a theological dispute with a Muslim ofhicial, suspense-filled or otherwise.!
In other words, the character of the Muslim emir, and the potential threat
that he represented, transformed what would have been a fairly dry piece of
theological apologetics into an evidently very engaging pseudo-epistle.

The figure of the emir did more than simply give the document a com-
pelling setting. The Muslim ruler provided both catalyst and structure for
John’s defense of Christianity. Throughout Jobn and the Emir, the Muslim
governor fed the patriarch cue lines: “Why when the gospel is one, is the
faith diverse?” “Is [Christ] God or not?” “As for Abraham and Moses, what
sort of belief and faith did they have?”'"* Each question provided the author
an opportunity to mount a detailed defense of Christian doctrine. Most of
John’s responses remained unchallenged by the emir. In every case, John got
the final word.

The result was a rather one-sided conversation. In total John spoke 390
words, and the emir only 130. By the end of the document, the patriarch came
across as fairly learned. He had a ready answer to each of the emir’s chal-
lenges, and every response persuaded the emir to quickly change the topic.
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In contrast, the emir’s simplistic questions and ready acquiescence made him
appear fairly naive. The author, however, counterbalanced this with rhetoric
of praise. Seven times in the course of only three folios the narrator referred
to the Muslim ruler as the “glorious” (mshabba) emir and even instructed the
reader to “pray for the glorious emir.”"!® This phrasing also bore the trap-
pings of realism. It was reminiscent of Syriac templates for how one should
speak to a Muslim ruler, such as 7o the Rulers of the World and Concerning
an Entrance Before a New Emir, which also spoke of “glorious” rulers and
presented prayers on behalf of a Muslim official."”” The author had the best of
all worlds: enough hints of danger to keep the reader engaged, but something
of a pushover emir who ultimately presented little real threat in the face of
orthodox Christianity; a hard-punching patriarch who clearly won every ar-
gument, but in a setting of courtly praise and civility, so there was no lasting
animosity.

As with other disputation texts, the dialogical section of John and the
Emir also drew on the long-standing trope of a governmental official judg-
ing an interreligious debate. In this case, the emir’s judgment carried even
greater weight when one accounted for his bias. Unlike the more traditional
settings of a ruler as a neutral arbitrator, here the emir was cast as one of
the contestants. In spite of his vested interest, the Muslim ruler nevertheless
appeared satisfied with John’s responses. The narrative transformed the emir
from being a potentially hostile opponent to becoming a favorably impressed
judge and even a reluctant witness of Christian truth.

The one narrative incident that interrupted Jobn and the Emir’s question-
and-answer format also emphasized motifs of judging and witnessing. After
John delivered a lengthy explanation concerning the Old Testament patri-
archs” knowledge of the Trinity, the emir demanded scriptural proof. John re-
plied with a citation list from Hebrew prophets. Taking on the role of judge,
the emir decreed such evidence as inadmissible and ruled that only passages
from the Torah were acceptable.'® In response, John quoted Genesis 19:24:
“The Lord brought down from before the Lord fire and sulfur upon Sodom
and upon Gomorrah.”'® Surprisingly, the emir immediately considered this
passage’s double reference to “the Lord” to be a clear indication that God had
multiple hypostases. In shock, he demanded textual witnesses for the passage.
Fortunately, John just happened to have with him a copy of Genesis in both
Greek and Syriac. Next, eyewitnesses followed as the narrator exclaimed that
“there were also present with us in [that] place certain Hagarenes and they
saw those writings with their eyes.”' Still not satisfied, the emir called on an
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expert witness, “a Jewish man who was considered by them an expert of scrip-
ture” to confirm that “this was so in the wording in the Torah.”"*! Alas, this
final witness did not stand up well to cross-examination, and he responded
to the emir’s question by stating, “I do not know exactly.”?? The resulting
narrative of multiple witnesses served a number of functions, including an
exegetical defense of the Trinity, an apology against Muslim charges that
Christians falsify Scripture (tahrif), and a rather blatant polemic against Juda-
ism. As elsewhere in John and the Emir, the ruler implied his final judgment
on the topic through his silence and his determination to move immediately
to the next issue.

Although written by an East Syrian rather than a Miaphysite author, the
Ber Hale Disputation remained structurally similar to Jobn and the Emir.'
It was also framed as a letter reporting in question-and-answer format an
alleged conversation between a Muslim ruler and a Christian. The text de-
scribed the Muslim simply as a tayyaya notable who fell sick and spent ten
days at the monastery of Bét Halé during the reign of the emir Maslama (d.
738).124 While at the monastery, the tayyaya told an unnamed monk that the
monk’s theological errors prevented God from accepting his prayers. This
challenge led to an eight-folio defense of Christianity.

The Ber Hale Disputation addressed many of the same topics found in
other Syriac disputations. It differed from most other Syriac texts, however,
in its characterization of the zayyaya ruler. In Syriac works, the figure of a
Muslim ruler usually remained quite static. The Bet Hale Disputation, however,
emphasized this character’s development. As the dialogue progressed, so did
the rayyayd’s acceptance of Christianity. As he became increasingly convinced
of Christian truth, the tone and content of his comments reflected this shift.

The text began with a clear hierarchy between the tayyaya official and the
monk. After the rayydyd’s first criticisms of Christianity, the monk responded
that, in most matters, “I should honor you because of your authority and your
status.”'® But the monk insisted that for a true theological debate to take
place, the rayyaya must speak respectfully and without an interpreter. Only
then could one achieve the Syriac equivalent of the Greek ideal of parrhésia—a
debate on equal ground characterized by frank speech. The tayyaya agreed,
but his initial comments remained not simply frank but also much more
assertive than those found in Jobn and the Emir. They included the clearly
rhetorical question “Isn’t our confession better than all confessions on earth?”
as well as the charge that Christians led even pagans astray through their
worship of the cross, relics, and icons.'*
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Very soon, however, the tayyaya found the monk’s replies increasingly
persuasive. Jobn and the Emir most often implied the emir’s assent by quietly
shifting the topic. The Bet Halé Disputation more explicitly marked acquies-
cence. For example, at one point the zayyaya abruptly stated, “leave aside [those
matters] and answer these things.” Later, when the monk used the Qur’an to
“prove” Jesus was God’s son, the tayydya could only reply, “here it is right to
take refuge in silence.”””” More often, though, after hearing the monk’s expla-
nations, the fayyaya explicitly agreed with him: “my opinion accords with what
you have said,” “I consider these things to be correct,” “T accept the truth of ev-
erything you have said,” and so on.'” At times the zayyaya not only agreed with
the monk but offered additional proof in support of the monk’s point, such as
citing the Quran to affirm the monk’s Christology or referring to a portrait that
Jesus sent to Edessa to bolster the monk’s defense of the veneration of icons.'”

This transformation from theological adversary to friendly witness and
fellow advocate culminated at the conclusion of the document, where the
text inverted the hierarchy between the fayydya and the Christian and hence
between Islam and Christianity. The once exalted tayyaya, first characterized
as “one of the nobles before the emir Maslama,” by the end of the document
admited to the monk, “truly you possess the truth and not error as some
thought. . . . Truly God will not reject whoever, in accord with this doctrine
that you related to me, holds your faith.” He went on to state, “I know that
your confession is right and also your doctrine is superior to ours.”* The dia-
logue ended with the tayyaya becoming a sort of crypto-Christian. He con-
cluded that were it not for temporal gain, “many would become Christians.”"*!
The tayyayas final judgment suggested that only worldly status prevented
him from openly converting to Christianity.

The Bet Hale Disputation also used the character of the Muslim ruler to
merge anti-Islam and anti-Jewish polemics. As in Jobn and the Emir, the dia-
logue began with an allusion to admissible evidence. In this case the rayyaya
initially stated, “we do not accept all your books.”* Later, the monk in-
structed the tayyaya to “listen carefully to everything from the Torah and the
Prophets,” and the tayyaya replied, “truly I will accept proof from the Old
[Testament].”* The tayyayd, however, did not simply recognize a primar-
ily Jewish canon. From the perspective of the Bet Hale Disputation, he also
initially interpreted the Hebrew Scripture like a Jew. The rayyaya’s first ex-
egetical challenge was “why do you not acknowledge Abraham and his com-
mandments?”* When pressed to clarify, the tayydya stated that his primary
concerns were Christians not offering sacrifices and not being circumcised.
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The monk replied with a crash course in Christian typology. The literal
words of the Hebrew Scripture were simply shadows of the truth whose main
function was to point toward Jesus. Laws, such as those for circumcision,
were solely a sign for Christ’s coming. Instead of following these former shad-
ows, one now had to undergo the new circumcision, Christian baptism.'®
The tayyaya assented. The monk then explained how Abraham’s near sacrifice
of Isaac was a type of Christ’s passion and resurrection.’*® The remainder of
the Ber Hale Disputation continually drew on similar, long-established ex-
amples of Christian typological exegesis to emphasize how “proofs are in the
shadow of the Old [Testament] . . . that signify types fulfilled in the New.””
As Gerrit Reinink has pointed out, even the very quotations that the author
of the Beét Halé Disputation used came directly from earlier anti-Jewish testi-
monial collections. For example, the Bet Hale Disputation presented the same
scriptural references in the same order as those found in Jacob of Serug’s (d.
521) homilies against the Jews."*® Both the Bér Hale Disputation’s arguments,
and even its composition history, thus aligned Muslims and Jews as misin-
terpreting Scripture. The tayyaya ruler’s acceptance of the monk’s typological
interpretations was an integral part of his character development and allowed
him to “progress” from an errant Jewish/Muslim literalism to a recognition
of Christian truth.

The figure of the rayyaya, however, did not serve solely to judge the
relative merits of Judaism, Islam, and Christianity. Like other disputations,
the Ber Hale Disputation used the tayydya ruler to adjudicate intra-Christian
rivalries as well. Partway through the dialogue, the tayyaya stated that if Jesus
were divine, then the divine would have suffered and died on the cross.”** This
statement was not merely a Muslim argument against the incarnation. It was
also a typical East Syrian critique of Miaphysite and Chalcedonian theology.
In response to the tayyayd’s observation, the monk stated that if one were a
heretical Christian and saw Jesus as a mixture, intermingling, or confusion of
the human and the divine, then this would blasphemously imply God’s death
on the cross. Because East Syrians appropriately distinguished between Jesus’
divinity and his humanity, however, they avoided this theological dilemma.
The tayyaya immediately concurred.”® The implication was not only that
East Syrian Christology was superior to that of other Christians but that
“heretical” Christologies led Muslims to misunderstand and critique Jesus’
incarnation.

Like Jobn and the Emir and the Bet Hale Disputation, Timothy I's Apol-
ogy took the form of a letter describing a Christian’s debate with a Muslim



Using Muslims to Think With 131

ruler.” Unlike its anonymous predecessors, this epistle almost certainly re-
ported an actual encounter, in this case a meeting between the East Syrian ca-
tholicos and the Abbasid caliph al-Mahdi (r. 775—785).1 As a result, scholars
have been particularly inclined to treat Timothy’s Apology as an accurate tran-
script of this conversation. A more careful examination of the letter, however,
shows that the Apology was as carefully constructed a literary work as were
earlier disputations. It also contained many of the same themes. Timothy
employed the ruler’s words to help defend Christian truth, he emphasized the
exchange’s civility, and he used the ruler to judge against Judaism and against
competing branches of Christianity. But Timothy developed each of these
motifs more fully than did earlier writers.

Timothy constructed a dialogue in which a Muslim ruler posed short
questions that allowed Timothy to mount staunch defenses of Christianity
that often went on for pages. Nevertheless, unlike earlier disputations, this
ruler provided many more follow-up questions and sometimes explicit rebut-
tals. This interchange occasionally created a fast-paced dialogue of give-and-
take. For example:

Our king said to me, “Is Jesus Christ good or not?” We answered
his majesty, “If Jesus Christ is God’s word and God is good then
Jesus Christ is good for he is co-substantial with Him, like a ray
with the sun’s globe.” Our king said, “How did Jesus say, ‘None are
good except for one, God’?” [Mark 10:18]. We answered him, “Was
the prophet David just or not?” Our king said, “He was just and
the most just.” I said, “How did the prophet David say, “There is
none who is just, not even one’?” [Ps. 14:3]. Our king said. . . .!3

Such sections made the Apology seem like a more realistic rendition of an
actual debate. They also resulted in a very different characterization of the
Muslim ruler. Al-Mahdi did not simply provide cue lines; instead, he became
a worthy sparring partner for the catholicos. Just as Timothy quoted the
Qur’an, al-Mahdi quoted the New Testament. Both occasionally disputed
each other’s statements. Both set argumentative traps for each other. Never-
theless, the Apology made sure that al-Mahdi was good only up to a point.
Despite al-Mahdi’s more challenging arguments, Timothy had little trouble
defeating them. He always got the last word, and the caliph’s rapid shift to a
new topic marked Timothy’s success.

As in earlier texts, here, too, the author mitigated a potentially hostile
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exchange through the rhetoric of court civility. In Timothy’s case, this ap-
proached almost melodramatic proportions.' The dialogue began with
Timothy reciting a complimentary address to the caliph and concluded with
a prayer on behalf of the caliph and his sons, expressing the hope that all na-
tions would become subject to the caliphate.'® The forty intervening folios
constantly referred to al-Mahdi as victorious, wise, intelligent, God-loving,
illustrious, and knowledgeable. Timothy opened the second half of his Apol-
ogy with an aside assuring his reader that al-Mahdi “is benevolent, and loves
wisdom even if it [comes] from other people. . . . He began to speak and
converse not angrily or harshly (for harshness and pride are far from his soul),
but gently and humbly.”"* Timothy was particularly accommodating regard-
ing the most sensitive theological issues. His descriptions of Muhammad
were the most exultant of Syriac discussions of the Prophet. When al-Mahdi
asked him if the Qur'an was God-given, Timothy politely dodged the ques-
tion, stating, “It is not for me to decide whether it is from God or not.”"” He
also stressed his loyalty to the caliph, praising Muslim military campaigns
against “the tyrannical and rebellious Byzantines.”'**

This exchange was not the only time in the Apology that Timothy iden-
tified a common enemy. The most poignant example occurred in his allu-
sions to Judaism. According to Timothy, Jews killed Jesus, murdered the
other prophets, “are like the blind without eyes,” had Satan as their teacher,
and “are hated and despised by everyone.”* Al-Mahdi tacitly agreed with
these characterizations. Nevertheless, in the Apology, Jews still had evidentiary
value. Timothy used the animosity between Christians and Jews to refute
Muslim charges of tabrif; their mutual loathing guaranteed that they would
never collaborate and make the same changes to the biblical text.'

Like other disputations, Timothy’s Apology used a Muslim ruler to adju-
dicate intra-Christian conflicts. In this case, the caliph became a surprisingly
quick expert in the Christological controversies. At first, al-Mahdi argued for
a Miaphysite view of Christ. Like Timothy’s Christian opponents, al-Mahdi
also initially characterized Timothy’s Christology as overly dyophysite."”! In
both cases, Timothy explained the superiority of East Syrian Christology and
successfully “dissolved [al-Mahdi’s] uncertainty.”*? As part of this process,
al-Mahdi produced scriptural dilemmas that Timothy showed could only
be resolved through East Syrian Christology."** Apparently al-Mahdi was a
quick study, because by the end of the Apology, Timothy called on the caliph
to directly judge whose Christology was orthodox. Timothy stated that Mi-
aphysite and Chalcedonian Christians claimed that “God suffered and died in
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the flesh.” He continued, “Your majesty must decide and make known who
confesses rightly and who wrongly.” Our victorious king said, “In this you
speak more rightly than they. For who would dare say that God dies? I do

not think that even demons would say this.”’**

Like other Syriac disputations,
Timothy’s Apology evoked a Muslim ruler’s supposedly unbiased status as an
outsider to give weight to his theological decisions regarding Christianity.
In this case, Timothy argued that even a Muslim could quickly realize that
Miaphysite and Chalcedonian Christians were blasphemous heretics.

Many modern scholars have noted that Syriac disputation texts likely
served a catechetical function, providing their audiences with appropriate,
quick responses to common critiques of Christianity.'” Even if a given reader
never deployed these exact responses when speaking with actual Muslims,
these texts could at least reassure Syriac Christians that there were clear,
concise answers to contemporary theological challenges. Some scholars even
suggest that a main purpose of these texts was to directly dissuade Christian
conversion to Islam.!*

One mechanism by which Syriac disputations texts such as Jobn and the
Emir, the Ber Halé Disputation, and Timothy’s Apology achieved such goals
was through the reality effect. Detail-filled setting, characterization, and
dialogue produced an aura of authenticity. The result was not an objective
rendering of actual interfaith encounters. Rather, the trappings of realism
created an affective, imaginative space in which author and readers envisioned
these exchanges. The backdrop of an interfaith debate was a particularly use-
ful framework for such imaginings. In late antiquity, public religious debates
required at least the semblance of participants being of initially equal status.'”
Only laying aside worldly power and official preference allowed participants to
speak frankly (parrbésia) so that one could judge the validity of the debaters’
theological arguments.

In Greek and Latin texts, Muslim interlocutors were generally very un-
sympathetic characters.””® In contrast, the propensity of Syriac sources to de-
pict less hostile Muslim rulers allowed Syriac authors to emphasize the civility
of the debate. Troping actual debates, Syriac disputation texts could combine
the preexisting motif of governmental ruler as impartial judge with the ruler’s
actual participation in the debate. Syriac authors thus used Muslim characters
to both guide and adjudicate the discussion. The ruler decided what evidence
was admissible. He called additional witnesses, whether textual witnesses or
outside experts. He gave summary judgments on the Christian’s arguments.
He weighed the relative merits of various branches of Christianity. The result
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was a rich, imaginative universe based on the conceit that, once placed on
equal standing, Christians could easily, convincingly, and politely defeat even
the most powerful Muslim rulers.

Thinking One’s Way Toward Orthodoxy

Syriac disputations often employed the character of a Muslim ruler to defend
Christianity and argue for the superiority of “orthodoxy.” The strategy of
using the figure of a Muslim ofhicial to adjudicate truth claims appeared in
other genres of Syriac literature as well. But in these other texts, the Islamic
ruler most often did not judge the relative merits of Christianity and Islam.
Instead, even more frequently than in disputation texts, he judged the relative
merits of various branches of Christianity.

In the seventh-century Maronite Chronicle, the motif of a Muslim ruler
as the adjudicator of intra-Christian debates appeared at its most literal. This
text claimed that in 659 Caliph Mu‘awiya oversaw a theological debate be-
tween the Miaphysites and the Maronites. The caliph declared the Maronites
the winners and subsequently fined and silenced the Miaphysites. According
to the Maronite Chronicle, the Miaphysites later used this to their advantage
by continuing to pay the fine on an annual basis to buy the caliph’s protec-
tion.”” In the Maronite Chronicle, a Muslim ruler served as an official judge
(albeit an easily bribed one) for an intra-Christian debate. More often, how-
ever, Syriac texts presented a Muslim leader as a figurative judge between
competing Syriac churches. In such cases, the Muslim character still adjudi-
cated the relative merits of various branches of Christianity. Here, however,
the ruler’s judgment was often unintentional, frequently given through ac-
tions rather than words.

A particularly vivid example of this type of narrative appeared in the
most likely eighth-century Qenneshre Fragment, a text dominated by issues of
witnessing and judgment.'® This Miaphysite work recounted how the mon-
astery of Qenneshré suffered from a demon infestation. In response, several
monks obtained relics to help exorcise their possessed brethren. As the relics
arrived at the monastery, the demons insulted them. The relics subsequently
reanimated into the bodies of the martyrs to whom they originally belonged.
The reconstituted martyrs then tortured the insolent demons.!! In this hy-
perliteralist universe, the body parts of ancient martyrs (Syriac sahde; liter-
ally, “witnesses”) now attested to the efficacy of relics. This conceit, however,
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depended on the demons’ unintentional complicity. Their adverse reactions
served as proof of the relics’ power. This trope was taken a step further in the
Qenneshré Fragment's final section, which was set in the court of the Muslim
emir ‘Abdallah bar Darrai. In this episode, “Abdallah convened the possessed
monks and himself used a piece of Jesus’ holy cross to exorcise one of them.'?

Like disputation texts, the Qenneshré Fragment employed the figure of
a Muslim ruler to prove the truth of Christian beliefs and practices. In this
case, the ruler’s successful use of the true cross, the most famous of Christian
relics, clearly supported the text’s attempt to justify the veneration of relics,
a practice that contemporary Muslims widely criticized. But this Miaphysite
document was also heavily invested in intra-Christian polemics. For exam-
ple, earlier in the Qenneshre Fragment a Miaphysite holy man interrogated a
demon-possessed monk, stating:

“Tell me if one of you was at the Council of Chalcedon.” One of
the demons approached, swore harsh, mighty oaths and said, “By
that powerful devil by whose name one cannot deceive, I swear

to you that Sataniel, the head and chief of all our forces, he led
this Council of Chalcedon. . . .” Again the holy one bound the
demons with oaths and said to them, “Who is dearer to you, the
Nestorians or the Chalcedonians?” Here the demons did not know
[how] to make a distinction and they answered, “They are sick
with one [and the same] illness and they have fallen [into] one
[and the same] calamity. We love them—those ones and these
ones—because they separate the Son of God from the divinity at
the moment of his crucifixion. They say that we crucified a created

man and not God.”'®

Similar polemics took place in the Qenneshreé Fragment's final scene, which
was set in “Abdallah’s court. Here the setting of an emir’s court allowed the
author to combine his ongoing intra-Christian polemics with a Christian
defense of relics.

‘Abdallah was a Hagarene and could arguably serve as an unbiased ar-
bitrator. His very name, ‘Abdallah (literally, “the servant of God”), gave his
judgment additional weight. When the possessed monks came to his court,
the narrator specified that they were not simply residents of the monastery of
Qenneshre but specifically Chalcedonian monks. The emir then presided over

an interrogation of the possessed Chalcedonians.'*
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The reader soon learns, however, that “Abdallah’s position was not as
secure as one initially thought. After two days of interrogation, one demon
admitted that the only thing preventing him from possessing the emir was
that a Miaphysite bishop at the court brought with him relics of a Miaphysite
saint. Soon afterward, a young man arrived with a ring that contained a piece
of Jesus’ cross. ‘Abdallah used this ring to appraise the cross’s efficacy. The
emir put the ring with the cross splinter on his own staff and approached a
possessed monk; the demon within the monk cried out. ‘Abdallah removed
the relic from his staff and replaced it with his signet ring. This time, when
he approached the possessed monk, the monk jumped up and grabbed the
emir’s ring. Once again, the emir put the ring with the true cross back on
his staff, touched the possessed man, and this time successfully exorcised the
possessed Chalcedonian monk.'®®

Maronites and Miaphysites were not alone in using the figure of a Mus-
lim ruler to further intra-Christian polemics. The most sustained use of this
narrative device occurred in the East Syrian Life of Rabban Hormizd."® Set

in the mid-seventh century,'*’

its anecdotes often focused on the holy ascetic
Rabban Hormizds ongoing conflict with local Miaphysites, especially Mi-
aphysite monks from the Monastery of Bezkin and the Monastery of Mar
Mattai. In the course of his monastic battles, Rabban Hormizd had run-ins
with three Muslim governors, each of whom eventually served as a witness to
the veracity of East Syrian Christianity and the fallacies of the Miaphysites.

According to the vita, Rabban Hormizd’s first extended encounter with
governmental authority was due to five Miaphysite monks who impregnated
a prostitute. These monks took the prostitute and her baby to the entrance
of Rabban Hormizd’s cave, murdered her, and told the governor that Rabban
Hormizd impregnated and killed the prostitute. When the governor arrived
at the crime scene, things looked fairly dire for Rabban Hormizd until he
resurrected the prostitute just long enough for her to explain that it was not
Hormizd but the Miaphysites who killed her. After she died a second time,
her newborn son spoke on Rabban Hormizd’s behalf, confirming that he was
born from the seed of two of the monks, the other three being impotent.
Having witnessed these miraculous deeds, the governor beat the monks, in-
carcerated them, and helped destroy the Monastery of Bezkin. Unfortunately
for Rabban Hormizd, the Miaphysites managed to bribe the governor of
Mosul, who intervened, freed the monks, and allowed them to rebuild their
monastery.'®® The narrative turned to this governor next.

One day the governor’s son became sick and died. Soon afterward, with
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the help of Jesus’ name, a washing from the cross, and sacramental bread,
Rabban Hormizd resurrected the governor’s son. Just then, Miaphysites from
the recently rebuilt Monastery of Bezkin arrived, bringing condolences to the
governor for the death of his child. On seeing these recent developments,
however, the monks quickly changed their tune, now praising God for the
son’s resurrection. The governor asked Rabban Hormizd to baptize him.'®
The Miaphysite abbot tried to intervene, inviting the governor to the Monas-
tery of Bezkin, as “our baptism and his are the same.”!”

Rabban Hormizd objected, proclaiming, “our baptism and your baptism
are as dissimilar as God and Satan.”””" To prove this, he “summoned the
governor and all those who were gathered there to be a witness.”"”? He sent
for two boys, one baptized by Miaphysites, the other by East Syrians, and he
put both into a bin of holy water. When the East Syrian child entered the
bin, the holy water sensed that he has already been baptized and parted so
as not to rebaptize him. When the Miaphysite child entered, the holy water
remained in place, because it knew that the boy was still in need of baptism,
thus proving that true baptism could be obtained only through East Syrian
clergy. Impressed by these deeds, the governor, his son, and ten of his com-
panions were baptized by Rabban Hormizd. The Miaphysites sulked back to
their monastery.'”

Even after his conversion, the governor of Mosul remained a pivotal fig-
ure in the ongoing battles between Rabban Hormizd and the Miaphysite
monks of Bezkin. These monks journeyed to the Miaphysite monastery of
Mar Mattai to obtain enchanted bread from the monastery’s idol. They then
went to Mosul and offered the governor some wine mixed with this bread.
When the governor and his son foolishly drank the concoction, they became
possessed by demons, forgot Rabban Hormizd’s previous deeds, accepted a
bribe to kill him, and—on the way to fulfill this demon-inspired hit-—spent
the night at the Monastery of Bezkin. At this point God decided that enough
was enough and sent an angel with a crowbar to decimate the Miaphysite
monastery. The angel began dismantling the monastery; the governor es-
caped and returned to his senses; the surrounding villages took up the cause
and destroyed the Monastery of Bezkin once and for all.'

Rabban Hormizd had one final interaction with a Muslim ruler, in this
case a new governor of Mosul named Ali."”* As a result of sorcery and more
demon-baked bread, Ali became good friends with the Miaphysite abbot of
Mar Mattai.'” When Hormizd visited Ali, the Miaphysite abbot was flying
overhead thanks to a legion of invisible demons. Hormizd bound the demons,
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and the abbot plummeted to a sudden (and according to the text, very messy)
death."” Impressed, Ali asked Rabban Hormizd to heal his demon-possessed
son. After a successful exorcism, Rabban Hormizd took leave of this last
Muslim character in the Life of Rabban Hormizd and headed home, literally
walking on water.'”®

The polemical intent of the Qenneshre Fragment was fairly blatant: relics
from a Miaphysite saint protected a Muslim emir from being taken over by
Chalcedonian-loving demons that possessed a group of dyophysite monks.
No more nuanced were impotent, prostitute-killing Miaphysites in the Life of
Rabban Hormizd using demonic bread to possess Muslim emirs. These sto-
ries, though, shared more than simply a lack of subtlety. Both accounts used
the figure of a Muslim ruler to adjudicate truth. Both had their protagonists
initiate the late ancient equivalent of a science fair experiment to simultane-
ously show the power of a decidedly Christian ritual element—in one case
a relic, in the other baptismal water—and to prove the superiority of one
branch of Christianity over another. Both shared the detail of rulers being
susceptible to demonic possession.

The recurrent motif of a Muslim leader as judge of religious truth was
a permutation of a ruler’s traditional role in religious disputations. In the
Roman, Byzantine, Sasanian, and Islamic Empires, a ruler might convene and
adjudicate a religious debate even when the contestants were of different re-
ligious traditions from the ruler. In Syriac disputation texts such as _Jobn and
the Emir, the Bet Halé Disputation, and Timothy’s Apology, this role shifted,
so that the ruler no longer presided over an actual deliberation. Instead, the
Muslim ruler became a literary character who was directly involved in the
debate itself. In these texts, the ruler fed cue lines to the Christian inter-
locutor and provided summary judgments, often about the relative merits of
one branch of Christianity versus another or of Christianity versus Judaism.
Syriac texts such as the Maronite Chronicle, the Qenneshre Fragment, and the
Life of Rabban Hormizd took this trajectory one step farther. They contained
narratives in which the Muslim ruler did not participate in an official debate,
but his presence nevertheless provided the circumstances in which the reader
could discern religious truth.

The tendency of these narratives to use the character of a Muslim ruler
to adjudicate not just between Christianity and Islam but also between dif-
ferent branches of Christianity reflected a historical situation in which the
hierarchies among Syriac churches were in great flux. Prior to the conquests,
Syriac Christians inhabited a world with clear official preferences. In the early
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seventh-century Byzantine Empire, there was little chance of Miaphysites
persuading Constantinople to support them over their Chalcedonian com-
petitors; the Persian Empire generally favored the Church of the East. The
arrival of Islam added a wild card to intra-Christian competition because
there was no reason why Muslim leaders should naturally prefer one Syriac
church over another. Following the conquests, the power hierarchy of Mi-
aphysite versus East Syrian versus Chalcedonian versus Maronite was up for
grabs.””” The result was a virtual free-for-all with Syriac Christians constantly
trying to woo governmental authorities to support their branch of Christian-
ity as opposed to that of their Christian opponents.

Concerns about how to address this increasingly volatile situation ap-
peared even in the earliest strata of Syriac writings about Muslims and
crossed genre as well as confessional boundaries. The first extant letter speak-
ing of Muslims came from the East Syrian catholicos Ishoyahb III assuring
his readers that Hagarene leaders did not necessarily favor Miaphysites and
could instead easily support East Syrians.!™ In the late seventh century, the
East Syrian John bar Penkayé complained that Miaphysites took advantage
of Caliph Mu‘awiya’s religious tolerance and tried to convert Chalcedonian
Christians to Miaphysite Christianity.'®! Eighth- and ninth-century writings
attested to ongoing attempts by Syriac Christians to involve Muslim authori-
ties in intra-Christian battles that showed no signs of abating.

This historical setting helps to explain why Syriac narratives embed-
ded in texts ranging from disputations to vitae, from chronicles to monastic
histories, so often had their Muslim characters embroiled in intra-Christian
conflicts. In the majority of these narratives, the story ended with the Mus-
lim leader as a firm ally of a given branch of Christianity. His support not
only provided material benefits to “orthodox” Christians but also served as a
witness to their orthodoxy. These narratives provided a tight and tidy conclu-
sion to an unsettling, permeable situation. Their clear-cut endings should
warn us that they come from a world that was even messier than the one they

described.

Whether they appeared in descriptions of Muhammad, in characterizations
of subsequent leaders, in disputation texts, or in intra-Christian polem-
ics, the resulting narratives used Muslim rulers to think with. As a result,
these accounts challenge how we view both ancient and modern truth claims
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concerning the seventh through ninth centuries. The Christian employment
of Muslim leaders as literary topoi substantially complicates the modern re-
construction of specific policies instituted by specific late ancient elites. In-
deed, ancient attempts to embellish accounts with the trappings of realism
frequently produced the very details toward which modern historians have
most often gravitated. Confusing the medium for the message, we risk mis-
identifying these detailed descriptions as factually accurate.

This dynamic also problematizes how scholars address issues of genre.
The tendency among modern writers to use Syriac descriptions of Muslim
leaders to directly reconstruct actual Muslim rule has become particularly
pronounced among discussions of Syriac chronicles.'® Many recent works
simply quote or paraphrase the chroniclers’ characterizations of a given Mus-
lim leader."™ The result is not simply an overly positivist heuristic, but a
replication of the original authors’ dualistic categories of the evil and the good
Muslim leader.

At the same time, the appearance of clearly ahistorical characters—such
as a temporarily resurrected dog—has caused modern scholars to almost
completely ignore documents that have traditionally been labeled as hagi-
ographies. They rarely even cite the numerous passages on Muslim rulers in
works such as the Book of Governors, the Life of Jobn of Dailam, the Life of
Gabriel, the Life of Theodute, the Life of Rabban Hormizd, and the Qenneshre
Fragment. This does not mean that every document has the same claims to
historicity. But it does suggest a failure to recognize that what we tradition-
ally label as historiography is “as ‘literary,’ as ‘moralizing, and as much a
rhetorical art form” as what we label hagiography.'®

By reading across traditional genre categories, this chapter has tried
to more critically evaluate texts that have been traditionally designated as
historiographic, and to less dismissively evaluate texts that have been tradi-
tionally designated as hagiographic. A purposefully promiscuous mixing of
Syriac sources that temporarily eschewed the constraints of genre designation
shifted our focus away from discovering exactly “how it actually was” and
provided the opportunity to ask other questions.'®

In particular, this approach has helped us focus on how stories about
Muslim rulers reflected different strategies Syriac Christians used for dealing
with the ambiguities of Muslim rule. Sometimes these anecdotes presented
templates for how to effectively navigate the challenges of non-Christian rul-
ers. They featured accounts of bribery, persuasion, or flattery. More often
they addressed long-term questions of identity now made even more pressing
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because of the changes brought about by the rise of Islam. Sometimes, the
characterization of a Muslim official allowed an author to think through and
defend Christian doctrine. Other times, the character of a Muslim leader
related to how an author thought about and asserted Christianity’s superi-
ority to Islam. Often, however, accounts of Muslim rulers had little to do
directly with Islam. Instead, these accounts articulated theological differences
between Christians and Jews and between other Christians, boundaries that
the change to Islamic rule had made increasingly precarious. Across all genres
of Syriac texts, discussions about Muslim rulers had little to do with objec-
tively characterizing Islamic governance and were not used simply to envision
Islam. Rather, the employment of the literary figure of a Muslim ruler helped
Syriac authors better define Christianity.



Chapter 4

Blurring Boundaries:
The Continuum Between

Early Christianity and Early Islam

Because [governor Musa] was crafty and shrewd, no place where
anyone had put anything of theirs was hidden from him. Rather,

it was as if the object cried out to him, “Here I am. I am so-and-
s0%.” He learned of everything as quickly as whoever had hidden it.
Everything was revealed to him, just as it has been written concern-
ing the Son of Destruction. And he quickly learned about those
who took [Syrian] wives, bore Syrian children, mingled with Syr-
ians, and were even indistinguishable from Aramaeans. He seized
the leaders of the village where they were living and he struck their
bodies with intense blows until they offered ransom which they
brought him. And when he had caught all of them and had them
thus ransom each other, he also sold everything they possessed and
took [the proceeds] as his own.

—Chronicle of Zugnin

The Chronicle of Zugnin’s anonymous author was clearly not a fan of the Ab-
basid governor of Mosul, Misa son of Mus‘ab (r. ca. 769). Nevertheless, we
may find his arch-enemy useful for our own purposes. For Msa’s uncanny
ability to discover what was previous hidden may help us discern something
we might otherwise overlook. According to the Chronicle of Zugnin, Musa’s
most recent revenue stream involved a pyramid scheme of kidnapping, ran-
som, and outright theft. Central to Musas plot was his determination to
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ferret out those “who took [Syrian] wives, bore Syrian children, mingled with
Syrians, and were even indistinguishable from Aramaeans.”

What makes this statement so intriguing is that the Chronicle of Zugnin
consistently employed the words Syrians (surydye) and Aramaeans (‘aramaye)
only to speak of Christians.? But here the author used these terms not sim-
ply to refer to intermarriage, a phenomenon well attested in both Christian
and Muslim texts. According to the Chronicle of Zugnin, there was so much
on-the-ground mingling that some people could successfully “pass” as Chris-
tians. But just when communal boundaries seemed completely blurred, the
narrative used Musa to reify them. It turns out that the author’s claim of
indistinguishability was actually hyperbolic. Thanks to Masa’s diabolical tal-
ent at discerning all that was hidden, he could differentiate who was sruly
Christian and thus firm up precarious borders.

As Chapter 3 emphasized, we should not think of the Chronicle of Zugnin
as an unbiased report of Islamic governance. The point is not that a greedy,
late eighth-century Muslim ruler really went about dismantling groups trying
to pass as Christian. What is most intriguing about this anecdote is not its
verifiable historicity but its assumed plausibility. Its author anticipated that his
audience would find such a scenario so believable that he only had to present
the bare bones of this episode; it needed no additional explanation or gloss.

In their examination of how Syriac Christians remembered the conquests,
categorized Islam, and depicted Muslim rulers, previous chapters have con-
stantly emphasized the fuzziness of seventh- through ninth-century divisions
between Christians and Muslims. As a result, the Chronicle of Zugnin’s as-
sumption that its audience would be familiar with the blurring of boundaries
no longer seems quite so surprising. Nevertheless, Musa’s tale suggests that
additional profit might still be gained by looking even closer at early Syriac
communities. By examining Syriac discussions of interreligious interactions,
Christian-like Muslims, Muslim-like Christians, and conversion we might
discern some of the ways that Syriac Christians negotiated the ambiguities
of life under Islam. Such an investigation not only exposes a much greater
continuum between the categories of early Christianity and early Islam than
is acknowledged by most modern scholarship. It also documents an ongoing
debate between those who wanted to shore up confessional distinctions and
those less concerned with a clear divide between Christian church and Mus-
lim umma (community).
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Crossing Borders and Drawing Boundaries

In the late fifth century, a monumental church, now known by the unas-
suming name of Basilica A, was built in the Syrian city of Rusafa.’ The lav-
ishly decorated basilica housed the relics of the soldier-martyr Sergius, one
of the most famous late ancient saints. As a result, Rusafa quickly became
a renowned pilgrimage site.* Sergius, however, was not reserved solely for
Christians. After the conquests, his cross-confessional appeal also affected
the layout of Islamic Rusafa.’

In the early eighth century, the Umayyad caliph Hisham (r. 724-743)
decided to reside in Rusafa. While there, he funded a new Umayyad mosque.
The site Hisham chose for his mosque was a surprising one. He built it (quite
literally) on unstable ground. Despite the presence of several sinkholes that
had already damaged the surrounding buildings, he constructed the mosque
immediately north of Basilica A.® Clearly, the caliph’s overarching concern
was not geological. Instead, his aim was to situate the mosque within a few
dozen meters of Sergius’s relics. Even more surprising, Hisham built a door
in the mosque’s gibla wall (the wall facing Mecca) that opened directly into
the church courtyard. This architectural innovation resulted in Christians
and Muslims sharing a common hall. It also provided Muslim worshippers
quicker access to Sergius’s shrine.’”

Through the construction of adjacent sacred spaces (a mosque immedi-
ately next to a church), Hisham helped create a shared sacred space (Sergius’s
shrine). In Rusafa Christians and Muslims were not simply praying next door
to each other. Rather, a door literally connected the two communities. The
resulting topography was very different from that created when Christians
built churches over destroyed pagan temples or when °Abd al-Malik con-
structed the Dome of the Rock on the Temple Mount. The mosque in Rusafa
showed Muslim interest in attaching themselves to Christian worship prac-
tices. The architectural elements of adjoining worship spaces, a doorway, and
a shared hall were not effective symbols of supersession. Rather, they both
symbolized and helped create a more contiguous religious identity.

One could attribute the juxtaposition of Rusafa’s mosque and church to
a caliph’s idiosyncrasies were it not for so many other references to shared
sacred spaces. Several Islamic texts spoke of seventh-century Christians and
Muslims jointly worshipping in the Damascus church of John the Baptist.®
Later Islamic legal works also frequently addressed the question of whether
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Muslims could pray in Christian churches.” In terms of material cultural
evidence, the recently excavated Church of the Kathisma even contains the
remains of a mibrab (a prayer niche facing Mecca) in its ambulatory.”® The
site’s stratigraphy suggests that the mibrab was in use while the building still
functioned as a Christian church.!! Syriac texts similarly reflect substantial
interreligious contact. They do not, however, simply provide additional evi-
dence of interconfessional mingling. They also contain detailed accounts of
how Christians and Muslims interacted in this increasingly pluralistic world.

The spatial layout of Rusafa vividly illustrates the proximity of early
Christianity and early Islam. An adjacent mosque and church, joined by a
common courtyard, remind us that early Christians and Muslims were liter-
ally rubbing elbows. Seventh- through ninth-century Syriac texts often re-
acted to this physical closeness, especially in their discussions of interreligious
interactions. They suggest that we should not view early Christianity and
Islam as hermetically sealed, self-contained entities. Instead, Syriac Chris-
tians lived in a world where people and objects exhibited “border crossings
so fluent that the borders themselves sometimes are hard to distinguish.”?
Narratives of these crossings reflected categorical permeability. But their tell-
ings also implied, and often sought to reinforce, the very boundaries that had
supposedly been transgressed.

Discussions of such crossings appeared in all genres of Syriac sources,
but they were especially prominent among Syriac legal texts. The continuing
attempts of Syriac legal writers to regulate interreligious interactions illus-
trated both the desire of elites to shore up confessional boundaries and their
inability to do so. The earliest and most prolific of such writers was Jacob of
Edessa. Ordained in 684 as the Miaphysite bishop of Edessa, Jacob gained a
reputation as a stickler for church regulations. Frustration at his contempo-
raries’ disregard for church rules led him to resign his bishopric four years
later, retire to the monastery of Jacob at Kayshum, and, while there, write yet
more canon law. In 708 Jacob returned to be Edessa’s bishop, but he died a
few months later.

Most of Jacob’s legal decisions appeared in epistles that he wrote in re-
sponse to specific questions. These letters often preserved the inquiry di-
rected to Jacob along with his response.” His decisions frequently reflected,
often reacted against, and occasionally condoned substantial interconfessional
mingling. In some cases, Jacob’s rulings reluctantly allowed such interactions.
For example, he explained to the priest Addai that ideally an abbot should
not share a meal with an emir. But Jacob conceded that “due to necessity”
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the abbot might, nevertheless, have to do so.'" Other Syriac works ranging
from epistles to disputation texts to prayers to letter templates spoke of the
meeting of Christian and emirs. What differentiated Jacob’s letter was the
focus on food. Addai’s question was, “If an emir ordered an abbot to dine with
him, should he eat or not?” The issue at hand did not seem to be whether
a meeting between abbot and emir could take place. Like other Syriac texts,
Jacob’s letter took this for granted. Instead, the central concern was the eating
itself. Addai’s one-sentence question and Jacob’s two-sentence answer never
specified whether the underlying concern was the intimacy of a shared meal,
a purity question regarding the served food, the implied hierarchy between
host and guest, or some other issue. But their discussion did suggest that
emirs had clergy over for dinner, an invitation that would be difficult for
Christians to refuse.

Another example of reluctant interactions appeared in Jacob’s discussion
of cases where rayydye had conscripted Christians into military service. Ac-
cording to Jacob, even if clergy were compelled to fire catapults at advancing
Byzantine troops, their bishop should soon afterward restore them to their
liturgical duties. In the case of a priest who was forced to kill a Byzantine
soldier who was scaling the city wall, the bishop should assign a time of peni-
tence, after which the priest might return to ecclesiastical service.” Jacob’s
ruling may have preserved unique historical information about the fate of
Christian populations in conquered cities, especially as references to Chris-
tians being conscripted to fight the Byzantines do not have clear parallels
in Islamic texts. This reference was particularly significant, as Jacob’s letter
predates most Arabic sources by over a century.

In contrast, there were other exchanges that Jacob actively encouraged.
One of his most intriguing responses followed Addai’s question, “Should a
priest teach the children of Hagarenes who have the authority to punish him
if he does not teach [them]?” The setup was similar to the question regarding
an abbot dining with an emir. So was the first line of Jacob’s response: “Ne-
cessity also permits this.” But he went on to state that, even if there were no
duress, a priest should happily teach Hagarene children, because “often from

things like these occurs that which brings much advantage.”*

Once again,
the most interesting aspects of Addai and Jacob’s correspondence were left
unsaid. Why, for example, would a Hagarene want a Christian to teach his
children? Did Hagarenes consider Christian priests to be especially learned?
Were priests being sought to help teach Greek or to teach Syriac? What

specific advantages did Jacob anticipate? Would accepting such an assignment
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help curry favor with an emir? Would it make his children more favorably in-
clined toward Christians? Could a priest’s teachings somehow better promote
or defend Christianity?

Jacob’s short rulings more often raised questions than answered them.
Nevertheless, their discussions of Christians sharing dinner with emirs, co-
defending a city wall, and teaching Hagarene children certainly reflected a
world of substantial interaction. Syriac depictions of everyday contact be-
tween Christians and Muslims also appeared throughout nonlegal sources.
Muslims visited Syriac monasteries, billeted troops in Christians’ houses,
haggled for Christians’ oxen, funded Christian monasteries, intervened in ec-
clesiastical elections, bought grain from a monastery, intermarried, deposited
money with a monk, and publicly joined Christians to petition God for rain.”
Christians herded Muslims’ sheep, befriended a caliph, argued with Mus-
lims over the ownership of a millstone, translated texts for a Muslim patron,
kissed a Muslim visitor, bribed Muslim officials, allied with Muslims against
a particularly onerous governor, and enlisted in a Muslim army.”® Whether
they described a mundane meeting on the street or a formal summons to the
caliph’s court, seventh- through ninth-century Syriac texts abounded with
examples of interreligious encounters. Prescriptive sources, such as Jacob’s
letters, often tried to restrict such interactions. Literary sources more often
took them for granted. None saw them as unusual.

Undoubtedly, the most frequent Christian-Muslim interactions were
those that took place in everyday settings. Those most frequently discussed
by Syriac sources, however, took place in the courtroom. For Syriac writers,
the issue was not Muslims taking Christians to court. Instead, the concern
was Christians who chose to bypass ecclesiastical courts and instead tried
their cases against other Christians in front of a Muslim judge. This appar-
ently common practice infuriated the authors of Syriac legal texts.

Early Islam adopted a Sasanian-like system of delegating the governance
of non-Muslims primarily to the heads of their communities.”” Especially in
civil cases, dhimmi (non-Muslims) were to be judged by their own courts.?”
For such an exilarch system to work, each religious community needed its
own robust jurisprudence.” As the Muslim governor in the eighth-century
disputation Jobn and the Emir said, “Show me that your own laws are written
in the Gospel and be guided by them or submit to Hagarene law.”*

The problem was that Syriac Christians initially had very little civil
law.? Because preconquest Miaphysites were mainly under Byzantine rule,
Roman law codes already met most of their needs.? Primarily living under
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Zoroastrian rule, East Syrians had begun to codify their civic legislation, but
by the early seventh century their civil law still remained underdeveloped.”
After the conquests, the situation quickly changed. Well before the ninth-
and tenth-century foundations of the four traditional Sunni legal schools,
the large amount of legal material in the Qur’an as well as emerging Islamic
jurisprudence forced Syriac Christians to more systematically develop their
own systems of law.?

The result was a rapid consolidation and expansion of Syriac legal codes.?”
For example, the late eighth-century metropolitan bishop Ishobokht wrote
the first East Syrian legal compendium, the Composition on the Laws.?
Ishobokht stated that he compiled diverse Christian legal traditions to form
a more unified system of jurisprudence similar to that of “those who now
rule over us.”? Later in the Composition, Isho‘bokht alluded to Muslims who
claimed “that the Christians do not have laws.”® When a similar accusation
appeared in the early eighth-century Jobn and the Emir, the author could only
curtly deny this charge by referring to unspecified legislation in accord with
the Gospel.®! The composition of exhaustive legal texts, such as Ishobokht’s
eighty-chapter tome, gave such a response much greater weight. The Compo-
sition on the Laws’s transmission history showed how acutely such texts were
needed. Ishobokht wrote his work in Persian. Within a few years of its initial
composition, no less a figure than the East Syrian catholicos Timothy I com-
missioned the work’s translation into Syriac.*

Christians like Isho®bokht grew concerned about how fellow Christians,
as well as Muslims, evaluated Christian legal traditions. This dual conscious-
ness was particularly apparent in discussions of inheritance law. Here, too,
Jobn and the Emir identified the problem. The emir asked, “If a man dies and
leaves sons or daughters and a wife and a mother and a sister and a cousin,
how should his property be divided among them?” John dodged the question,
responding, “the gospel is divine and commands the heavenly teachings.”*
Although such a non sequitur might suffice in the carefully constructed
literary world of a disputation text, it was woefully inadequate for the real
world. As a result, Syriac Christians quickly developed extensively detailed
discussions of inheritance. For example, an unpublished set of inheritance
laws commissioned by the East Syrian catholicos Jean bar Isa (r. 897-906)
included what one should do in the case of

a man leaving a brother from his father and his mother’s sister,
along with a brother who is from his mother and his father’s
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brother, along with a brother from only his father or from his
mother or if he should leave the son of his father’s uncle and
mothers sister, along with other sons of his father’s brother, or the
son of his mother’s brother or father’s sister.*

Page upon page of equally complex scenarios suggested that the goal of such texts
was not simply to adjudicate actual disputes but also to use detailed minutiae to
assure their readers that Christianity had a thoroughly developed legal tradition.
The resulting texts not only provided specific legal guidance. They also portrayed
Christianity as a religion whose jurisprudence was not overshadowed by that of
Islam, an argument aimed at fellow Christians as well as Muslims.

But the development of Syriac civil law was not simply a case of Islamic
thought influencing Christian thought. It also represented an attempt to stem
the interchange of people. In the early ninth century, Timothy I made this
explicit. He noted that one motive for Christians going to nonecclesiastical
courts was the lack of Christian legal precedents.® Timothy’s commissioning
the translation of Ishobokht’s legal compendium, and the catholicos’s own
composition of canon law, were clearly designed to rectify this problem.

The rapid development of Syriac civil law reflected one strategy that
the religious elite employed to dissuade Christians from turning to Mus-
lim courts. The other strategy was more blatant.** Throughout the seventh
through ninth centuries, one finds canon after canon condemning Christians
who circumvent ecclesiastical jurisdiction. For example, the canons of the
East Syrian catholicos George I (676) stated that Christians’ lawsuits were to
be judged by “believers who have been designated by the bishop. . . . Those
who are to be judged should not go outside the church and [be judged] be-
fore panpe or [other] unbelievers.”” George’s Miaphysite contemporary Jacob
of Edessa also declared it unlawful for clerics to bring legal disputes “before
the leaders of the world or before hanpe.”* A century later, Timothy I made
a similar proclamation and asked, “If they go to the judgment of those out-
side [the church], how are they Christian?”® The concern reappeared when
Timothy adjudicated a case of Christian-on-Christian assault. In a verdict
contrary to modern ideas of justice, Timothy assigned the victim a harsher
sentence than to the assailant. The assaulter had to do two months’ pen-
ance for attacking a fellow Christian. The assaulted had to do three months’
penance because he initially wanted to try the case before a nonecclesiastical
judge.® But despite Timothy’s efforts, Syriac Christians continued to seek
more favorable rulings in Muslim courts.
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Unfortunately for Syriac bishops, even when clergy initially adjudicated a
case, this did not mean that their decision remained intact. The 818 CE can-
ons of the Miaphysite patriarch Dionysius of Tel Mahré spoke of Christians,
including priests and deacons, who overturned a bishop’s verdict by appealing
to “worldly authorities or to someone else from a foreign tribe, those who
are outside the fold of the church, or to one of the [secular] rulers of the
Christians.”" According to Dionysius, whoever dared to do this would be
excluded from the Eucharist and all contact with fellow Christians. Dionysius
was not the first to deal with this issue. A similar decision had appeared thirty
years earlier in the rulings of the Miaphysite patriarch Giwargi and six years
earlier in the decisions of Dionysius’s predecessor, the patriarch Qyriaqos.”
Nor was Dionysius the last to encounter this issue. Thirty years later one of
his successors, the patriarch Ignatius IV (r. 878-883), had to up the ante. He
declared that any Christian who sought to circumvent an ecclesiastical deci-
sion through appeal to “a worldly authority or a ruler of the tayyaye” would
be condemned by Jesus himself.®

It was fairly obvious why Syriac legal sources were particularly concerned
about issues of jurisdiction. As Uriel Simonsohn noted, “The efforts of eccle-
siastical leaders to maintain juridical authority, a judicial exclusiveness, should
be seen in the context of an ecclesiastical concern with maintaining commu-
nal boundaries.” It also was fairly obvious why certain Christians decided to
go to Muslim courts. Then, as today, one chose the jurisdiction that seemed
most likely to result in a favorable ruling.*

Syriac texts not only spoke of Christians and Muslims sharing sacred
spaces, meals, and courts. They also spoke of them sharing families, most
commonly through intermarriage. Here again, Jacob of Edessa provided the
earliest witness. In a letter he wrote to Addai, Jacob addressed the case of a
Christian woman who freely married a Hagarene. Addai’s main question was
whether it was still permissible for a priest to offer this woman the Eucharist.

Addai’s query resonated with centuries of debates regarding the Eucharist
and confessional identity. For Miaphysite clergy, the Eucharist had become a
particularly important marker of ecclesiastical borders. Letters, canons, and
hagiographies continually advocated that Miaphysites participate only in the
Miaphysite, as opposed to the Chalcedonian, Eucharist. Not all congregation
members agreed. Especially in times and places where there was a shortage
of Miaphysite clergy, parishioners became much more concerned with simply
obtaining the Eucharist than with the confessional allegiance of the clergy
providing it. Despite the difference between elite prescription and nonelite
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practice, Miaphysite clergy still tried to use the Eucharist to solidify com-
munal boundaries.* As a result, Addai’s brief inquiry posed not simply a
question of orthopraxis (should the priest give this woman the Eucharist) but
also a question of identity (was a Christian woman married to a Muslim still
considered an orthodox Christian).

Addai, however, made the issue even more complicated by noting that
the Hagarene husband, although generally compassionate toward Christian-
ity, was threatening to kill the priest if he did not serve his wife the Eucharist.
Addai asked if one should give such a woman the Eucharist so as to dissuade
her from becoming a Hagarene. Or should she be given the Eucharist only
in situations in which the priest was being threatened? Alternatively, would
it be sinful for the priest to give her the Eucharist, even taking into account
the risk to his life??

Many of the questions that Addai wrote used extensive details more to
force the articulation of a general principle than to accurately portray actual
events. For example, Addai’s next questions concerned how strictly one must
follow the rule that a deacon should not kill animals: What if the animal
were sick? What if a hunter had already wounded it? What if the deacon
himself mortally wounded the animal, but another hunter killed it? What if
the deacon caught a bull by its horn with one hand, stabbed it with his other,
but only a professional butcher delivered the death blow?* Just as we might
expect there to have been few seventh-century deacons who could catch a
bull one-handed and who always had a butcher in tow, so, too, it remains
unclear whether Addai actually knew of an intermarried, Eucharist-loving
woman who just happened to have a compassionate yet potentially homicidal
Hagarene husband.

It is important to view the writings of Jacob and his correspondents as
carefully constructed literary works, not direct case law. Addai could simply
have asked if a priest should give the Eucharist to a Hagarene’s wife. When
six hundred years later the Syriac polymath Barhebraeus copied the very same
canon for his thirteenth-century readers, he did indeed remove all of the
details and ambiguities found in Addai’s original question; Barhebraeus’s ver-
sion simply referred to “a woman married to a Hagarene who says that she
will become a Hagarene if the Eucharist is not given to her.” In contrast to
this later redaction, Addai originally painted a purposefully confusing pic-
ture: Why did the Christian woman willingly marry a Hagarene? Why was
the Muslim husband so interested in having his wife receive the Christian
Eucharist? Given that he was considering murdering a priest, what did Addai
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mean by the husband being compassionate toward Christianity? The seventh-
century (as opposed to thirteenth-century) version of Jacob’s correspondence
pointed toward particularly messy circumstances.

Jacob responded that the Hagarene’s threats were irrelevant; the woman
was to be given the Eucharist to minimize the risk of her becoming a
Hagarene. He then used the details Addai provided to move from specifics
to a general principle and from the consideration of the individual woman to
a consideration of the larger Christian community. Jacob stated that even if
there were no threatening husband and no fear of the woman herself apos-
tatizing, the clergy must nevertheless try to discourage others from entering
this precarious situation in the first place. The priest should thus impose pen-
ance on the woman “so that other women fear lest they too stumble [i.e., in-
termarry].” Jacob expressed his clear preference against intermarriage. But,
unlike later writers, he was much more practical in his response. Jacob did not
prohibit intermarriage, and he specified that the priest must prescribe only
a bearable punishment, undoubtedly to prevent the Christian woman from
becoming discouraged and apostatizing.

Almost a century after Jacob wrote about intermarriage, a council con-
vened by the Miaphysite patriarch Giwargi ruled very differently on exactly
the same issue. On May 22, 785, Giwargi’s council issued twenty-two can-
ons covering a variety of disciplinary topics ranging from divorce to incest
to drunk deacons.” Between a ruling excommunicating clergy who baptized
heretics and a ruling defrocking monks who left their monastery to marry
women in the surrounding village appeared two canons that spoke of in-
termarriage. Although these decisions have gone unnoticed by almost all
modern scholars, they provide a key example of how the intermingling of
Christians and Muslims forced Syriac Christians to try to solidify distinctions
between Christianity and Islam.”? Canon 12 was addressed to “those Chris-
tians who give their daughters to hanpé or Hagarenes or Nestorians.”? The
council’s response was a clear case of boundary maintenance. It ruled that if
any priest allowed his daughter to so marry, he should be expelled from the
priesthood. If the offending parents were laity, they should neither receive
the Eucharist nor be allowed to enter a church. As for the Christian wives of
Hagarenes, according to the next canon, they should also be excluded from
church and the Eucharist.

In terms of categorical distinctions, the council’s decisions were particu-
larly instructive. Hagarenes had now become part of a list of quintessen-
tial outsiders sandwiched, as it were, between hanpé and heretics; and the
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Eucharist, which previously distinguished between competing branches of
Christianity, now served to mark out those Christians too closely connected
with Islam. As with much canonical literature, it may also be useful to read
these canons backward. That is, their prohibition of intermarriage suggested
that it was a sufficiently frequent phenomenon to attract the attention of a
late eighth-century council. It is also noteworthy that the canons spoke only
of women intermarrying, implying that the underlying concern was conver-
sion. The council assumed that a woman was more likely to take on the reli-
gious practices of her husband than the other way around.*

Contemporary East Syrian legal sources presented a similar picture, al-
though they more often spoke of Christians generally marrying nonbelievers,
as opposed to specifying the partners as being Hagarenes. Isho‘bokht (ca.
770) stated that a Christian man could not marry a non-Christian woman,
nor a Christian woman a non-Christian man.”® In 8o5 Timothy I ruled
differently depending on the gender of the Christian. He did not allow a
Christian woman to marry a non-Christian lest she and her children be-
come non-Christian.*® A Christian man, on the other hand, could marry a
non-Christian woman if he had reason to believe she would subsequently
convert to Christianity.” Soon afterward, Ishobarnun (d. 824) made similar
decisions. A Christian woman who willingly married “a bhanpe, a Jew, or a
man of another religion” was to be expelled from the church, along with her
parents.”® A Christian man, however, was to be expelled only if he allowed his
non-Christian wife to keep her religion.*”” Both Isho®bokht and Isho‘barnun
also spoke of a spouse’s apostasy as acceptable grounds for divorce.®

How much had changed since Jacob of Edessa! In the late seventh cen-
tury, the Miaphysite bishop of Edessa specified that a woman married to a
Hagarene should be given the Eucharist and included in the church commu-
nity. In 785 a Miaphysite council ruled that clergy should use the Eucharist
to exclude from the church a woman in exactly the same situation. A similar
course of action was prescribed by most contemporary East Syrian sources.
How much had stayed the same. Regardless of whether it was permitted or
condemned, intermarriage clearly continued.

Of related concern to intermarriage was the question of interfaith inheri-
tance. For example, Timothy I was asked what should be done if a Christian
bequeathed his estate to a Muslim. He responded that if other God-fearing
Christians were nearby, the bequest should not be honored. However, if
there were no good Christians in the area, the church should consider inheri-
tance by a Muslim to be legitimate.”’ In contrast, Ishobokht declared that
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only Christians could inherit from other Christians. Non-Christian children
could not inherit from Christian parents, nor could a non-Christian woman
inherit from a Christian husband unless she converted to Christianity.® A
century later, Gabriel of Basra repeated Ishobokht’s ruling in his own canon
collection.®

Syriac sources, especially Syriac legal texts, showed how frequently Chris-
tians and Muslims interacted. From mosque to church, city wall to classroom,
legal court to marriage bed, seventh- through ninth-century Christians and
Muslims were in regular contact. These interconfessional encounters affected
not only people but also religious items. Rulings by Jacob of Edessa provided
an especially interesting discussion of this phenomenon. In his discussion
of objects, there existed a particularly close relationship between the posed
questions, which reflected substantial permeability, and Jacob’s responses,
which initially tried to reestablish clear communal boundaries, often through
appeals to concepts of purity. For example, the priest Addai once asked Jacob
what he should do with an altar on which fayyayé ate.* Addai’s dilemma raises
a number of questions for the modern reader: Why did tayyaye desire to have
a Christian altar? How did they get it? Was their eating on it intended as an
affront to Christianity? Why couldn’t Addai resolve this issue on his own?
Why did he require further guidance? In contrast to the ambiguities of Ad-
dai’s inquiry, Jacob’s reply was very clear-cut. He gave two options. If Addai
washed and scoured the table, it could be put to secular uses in the church,
but it “is no longer an altar.” Alternatively, Addai could break and bury it.®®
Both options constructed the tayyayé’s action as a purity violation that ren-
dered the altar permanently profane.

Viewing Jacob’s decisions as purity regulations helps us better under-
stand the logic behind his responses. In her classic study Purity and Dan-
ger, anthropologist Mary Douglas writes: “Pollution behavior is the reaction
which condemns any object or idea likely to confuse or contradict cherished
classifications. . . . Wherever the lines are precarious we find pollution ideas
come to their support.”® For Jacob, rayydyé eating on a Christian altar was
simply untenable. The movement of a sacred object between communities
illustrated the permeability of the groups’ boundaries and also symbolized
the very hybridity that Jacob felt Christianity must avoid. Jacob tried to re-
solve this definitional crisis by declaring the transgressive object profane. By
excluding from the sacred whatever was too close to being non-Christian,
he reinscribed the very distinctions that the object’s movement had initially

challenged.
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Archaeological evidence, legal texts, literary works—all pointed to a
profound degree of interchange between Christians and Muslims. Whether
through quotidian interactions or intermarriage, through influence on juris-
prudence or the transfer of religious objects, these communities were any-
thing but isolated from each other. The frequency of such border crossings
suggested that Syriac authors were much more interested in patrolling the
boundaries between Christianity and Islam than were most of their audi-
ence.®” Although religious elites were often heavily invested in building fences
between religious communities, many Christians and Muslims disregarded
such divisions or considered other identity markers to be more significant
than religious ones. Consider, for example, the case of the homicidally in-
clined Hagarene husband who demanded that a priest give his wife the Eu-
charist. From the husband’s perspective, it was much more important to keep
his Christian wife happy than to define his family as exclusively Muslim.

Syriac sources thus go beyond simply documenting interreligious contact.
They also challenge the modern assumption of clearly defined boundaries
between early Christianity and early Islam. The plethora of Syriac references
to cross-confessional interactions hinted at these communities’ permeability.
But the dissonance between modern perception and ancient practice becomes
even more apparent in another set of Syriac accounts. Several Syriac works
described Muslims acting in ways that fit quite poorly with our belief in a
strong distinction between Christianity and Islam. Here, too, legal as well as
literary texts depicted a world in which religious communities were much less
sharply bound than is commonly imagined.

Christian-Like Muslims

In recent years, scholars of early Christian-Jewish relations have increasingly
shifted their focus from polemical literature in which “denials of sameness
are precisely what we would expect in situations of difficult difference” to
literary narratives that pointed toward a much greater degree of interaction
and overlap than was officially sanctioned.®® A similar heuristic may help one
better understand early Christian-Muslim relations. Of particular import are
a number of Syriac texts in which Muslim characters acted in ways that, at
least to modern eyes, appeared to be very Christian. For us, such descriptions
of religious intermingling may seem surprising. For seventh- through ninth-
century Christians, they would have seemed quite realistic.
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Consider three chapters from Thomas of Marga’s ninth-century Book
of Governors. The story began with the East Syrian monastery of Bét Abhé
having fallen on hard times. A locust infestation destroyed most of the mon-
astery’s harvest, forcing its newly appointed abbot, Mar Cyriacus, to borrow
money from local merchants. No one knew how Mar Cyriacus would pay
off this debt.”” Fortunately, the next chapter opened with a philanthropically
minded fayyaya arriving on the scene.” This fayyayi was the ideal candidate
to bail out Bét ‘Abhé: he had made previous donations to monasteries, he was
very rich, and—best of all—his only son was suffering from a fatal illness.
Thomas wasted no time. By the chapter’s fourth sentence the tayyaya had a
vision telling him to summon a monk from Bét “Abhé to heal his son. He
immediately shared his vision with the bishop of Nineveh, who quickly de-
termined that the envisioned monk must be Mar Cyriacus. In response to the
bishop’s subsequent request, Cyriacus washed the cross he wore and sent the
resulting holy water to the tayydya. His son drank it and instantly was healed.
The chapter ended with Cyriacus’s notoriety on the rise as this incident was
told throughout Mosul. Although now famous, Cyriacus was still broke.”

Even a mildly perceptive reader could predict what would happen next.
Nonetheless, Thomas broke up the heretofore hectic narrative and began the
next chapter not with the story’s resolution but with some scriptural exegesis.

He previously characterized the tayyayd’s faith as “close to that of ours.””

«

Thomas now cited the tayyayas actions as fulfilling Zachariah 8:22: “and
many people and mighty nations will come to beseech the Lord of hosts in
Jerusalem.”” That is, in the prophecy of Zachariah, Gentiles, although not
Jewish, would eventually glorify God at the Jerusalem Temple. So, too, this
Muslim, although not Christian, would support Christian monasteries. Hav-
ing found a proper scriptural precedent, Thomas returned to the story. Cyri-
acus was introduced to the Muslim, who recognized him from his vision. The
tayydyd immediately paid Cyriacus’s debt of 8,000 zuz¢ and, for good measure,
donated an additional 2,000 zuzé to Bét ‘Abhé. The narrative ended with the
monks rejoicing, appropriately enough. As for the anonymous rayydya, we
never hear of him again.”

Thomas relentlessly moved to his next story. We, however, may want to
pause and reflect a bit on what he has recounted. A man whose faith “was
close to” (grib: literally “approaches, comes near to”) Christianity, who had
previously given money to Christian monasteries, who later received a divinely
sent vision of a Christian holy man, who then immediately consulted with the
local bishop to interpret his vision and to arrange for a healing, whose son
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was cured by the washing from an abbot’s cross, and who went on to endow
an entire monastery. Does such a man fit comfortably within our definition
of a Muslim? This story suggests that modern conceptions of a clear separa-
tion between Christianity and Islam are anachronistic for late antiquity. Few
twenty-first-century Christians would anticipate a Muslim funding Christian
religious institutions, consulting Christian clergy for spiritual aid, or using
Christian holy water. But as numerous Syriac sources attested, such a charac-
ter was quite at home in the ninth century.

Other literary narratives preserved similar accounts of Muslims acting
in very Christian ways. This blurring of religious boundaries was especially
prevalent in Syriac stories that included minor Muslim characters. In terms
of status, these Muslim characters were nonelite, they rarely received proper
names, and they frequently formed an undifferentiated group of rayyaye or
Hagarenes.” In terms of the story itself, these Muslim characters helped to
set the scene, or played only bit parts. As a result, modern readers might
consider such minor characters as superficially developed and interchange-
able. It is, however, the very stock and stereotypical nature of these figures
that allows us to examine them more easily as a group and to investigate how
their general characterization might have reflected, however imperfectly, early
Christian-Muslim interactions.

In Syriac narratives, Muslim minor characters frequently interacted with
Christian holy men and often appeared in Christian holy spaces. For example,
the Life of Theoduté stated that when the patriarch Julian arrived in Amid,
he was met by the city’s zayyaye as well as by fellow Christians.”® A crowd
of tayyayé also appeared when the work’s main character became bishop.
In an overflowing church, tayyaye gathered alongside Christians to witness
Theodute’s ordination.” Tayyaye listened to one of Theoduté’s homilies and
constantly followed Theoduté’s commandments.”® Government officials were
equally impressed. A tayyaya governor sought Theoduté’s blessing, officials
from Edessa greeted Theoduté when he entered the city, and the governor
of Dara helped Theoduté build a new monastery.” Perhaps written as early
as the late seventh century, the Life of Theodugé used the presence of Muslim
characters to indicate that a Christian protagonist was so charismatic that his
holiness was recognized across confessional divides.*® By the seventh century,
non-Christian minor characters affirming the power of Christian holy men
was already a well-established literary trope. It was found both in earlier
Greek texts translated into Syriac, and in indigenous Syriac literature. On
one level, postconquest Syriac literature, such as the Life of Theodute, simply
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had Muslim minor characters inherit the literary role previously filled by
Jews and pagans. On another level, however, these narratives in Syriac texts
ranging from vitae and monastic histories to chronicles, letters, and canon
law took for granted that their audience would consider plausible a world in
which nonelites were attracted to holy men, regardless of these figures’ ofhcial
religious affiliation.

Sometimes such blurring occurred when Muslim characters requested
Christian spiritual aid. For example, Muslims thronged the bishop Theodutg,
asking for his blessing.*" So, too, in the Book of Governors, a crowd of tayyaye
surrounded Mar Cyriacus to be blessed by the Christian holy man.* Oc-
casionally, Christians helped Muslim minor characters more directly, such
as when Theoduté used oil and relics to heal a crippled rayyaya.*® A more
spectacular healing occurred in the Book of Governors when Mar Elijah ex-
orcised a tayyayd woman who was possessed by demons. In a scene similar
to the Synoptic Gospels’ accounts of the demoniac of Gerasenes, Mar Elijah
expelled the demons from the woman and instructed them to flee to the
pagan-dominated city of Harran. Those present heard the demons repeat-
edly cry out in Arabic, “O, let us go to Harran. O, let us go to Haran” as
their voices slowly faded into the distance. The story ended with the woman
stating that “There is neither faith nor truth except among the holy Chris-
tian people.” In Thomas’s narrative, this unnamed woman did not ofhcially
convert to Christianity. Instead, she remained in a liminal state. Nominally
she was still Muslim. But she was a Muslim who proclaimed Christianity as
the only true religion.

At times the degree of categorical overlap between Muslim and Christian
characters surprised even the narrative’s protagonist. Thomas of Marga re-
lated the story of the priest Cyprian who encountered a zayydya fishing in the
Tigris. Cyprian was dumbfounded when he heard the tayyaya praying in the
name of the Christian ascetic Mar Narsai. Cyprian challenged the fisherman,
asking why a tayyaya invoked the name of a Christian teacher.* In response,
the fisherman recounted that one evening he saw Mar Narsai literally walk-
ing on water. Narsai, not wanting the story of his miracle to spread, sent his
disciple to the tayyaya. The disciple requested that while Narsai was alive, the
Muslim would not reveal what he had seen. The fisherman agreed, and the
disciple instructed him always to utter Narsai’s name prior to casting his net.
The fisherman finished his story, “And from that time forward, whenever we
mention the name of that holy man, with a bountiful hand we take a haul
[of fish] from the Tigris.”** Although this explanation satisfied Cyprian, it
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actually complicated rather than solved his initial query. We are left with the
question whether a fisherman who consistently and successfully called on the
name of a Christian holy man is so easily categorized as a Muslim.

Thomas’s extended narrative may also have reflected his own unease with
such a scenario. Cyprian’s surprise at the tayydya’s invocation of a Christian
saint implied that this was something irregular. The story within the story
affirmed this as unusual, noting that the fayyaya fisherman had been given
explicit permission to call on the holy man’s name. In the world of Thomas’s
narrative, the potentially transgressive action was portrayed as exceptional.
In the world of Thomas’s audience, it was likely to have been much more
common. As affirmed by other Syriac sources, many seventh- through ninth-
century Christians and Muslims had similar perspectives to that of these
minor characters. Often their primary concern was not religious allegiance
but ritual efhicacy. Clear-cut doctrinal divisions and well-defined religious
boundaries were much less important than expedient blessings, a successful
exorcism, or a net filled with fish.

There was a clear agenda behind Syriac descriptions of Muslims seek-
ing Christian holy men or attesting to Christian truth. What makes such
anecdotes particularly interesting, however, is that they do not appear only
in documents commonly designated as literature. Syriac legal decisions occa-
sionally discussed the very circumstances described in literary accounts. This
dual attestation in literary and legal accounts suggests that we are dealing
with more than a mere trope. Three rulings found in Jacob of Edessa’s letters
to John the Stylite provide particularly important corroboration. One ruling
spoke of Hagarenes seeking Christian exorcists, another of Hagarenes enter-
ing Christian churches, and yet another of Hagarenes obtaining (and return-
ing) the Christian Eucharist.

In his First Letter to Jobn the Stylite, John asked Jacob, “Should a priest
give the blessings of the holy ones to Hagarenes or to hanpé who are pos-
sessed by evil spirits so that they be healed?” This question presupposed
the very same situations described in Syriac literary accounts. As in the Life
of Theodute, Hagarenes requested blessings from Christian holy men. As in
the Book of Governors, they desired to be exorcised by a Christian exorcist.
Like the Muslim minor characters that appeared in Syriac narratives, the
Hagarenes John encountered were more interested in the efficacy of a given
ritual than the religious afhiliation of its practitioner.

The plot thickened when John went on to ask, “Or likewise [is it right to
give them] hnana?”*® Hnana was a common Syriac Christian ritual element,
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most often made by mixing water with the dust of a martyr’s bones. In other
words, John was asking whether a Christian priest could heal a Hagarene
petitioner using Christian relics. The question suggested a divide between
elite prescription (Islamic texts that critiqued the Christian cult of relics) and
common practice (an on-the-ground acceptance of the relics’ power).

Jacob’s response to these inquiries was an unequivocal affirmation: “It
is by all means right, very right that none hinder anything like this. Rather
it should be given to them for every sickness, whatever it may be.”® In this
case, Jacob’s interest in good publicity overrode any concern for strict religious
boundaries. He went on to tell John that such healings were an important
demonstration of Christian power and that John should perform them with-
out hindrance.

In his Second Letter to Jobn the Stylite, Jacob responded to the ques-
tion, “Is it necessary that the church doors be closed on the day when the
Eucharist is offered?” Jacob replied, “This is necessary, especially because
of the Hagarenes, so that they might not enter and mingle with believers
and that they might not disturb them and ridicule the holy mysteries.” At
first glance, this response appears nonsensical. If Hagarenes really planned
to disrupt Christian services, it remained unlikely that a closed door would
deter them. Even if John locked the doors, the Hagarenes could simply have
arrived early and entered with the rest of the congregation. Instead, I suspect
that the Hagarenes John and Jacob discussed were not so much malicious as
the very sort of Muslims described in literary narratives such as the Life of
Theoduté—curious onlookers wishing to obtain additional religious blessings
through their participation in Christian services. In other words, the primary
concern here was mingling between Christians and those Hagarenes who, for
whatever reason, also chose to attend church.

Later in the same letter, Jacob addressed another example of Muslim at-
traction to Christianity. But in this case, he was responding to a question that
initially had nothing to do with Islam. John the Stylite had asked what he
should do with Chalcedonian Eucharist elements from a village whose entire
population had just become Miaphysite. Jacob replied that the Eucharist ele-
ments should be sent to other Chalcedonians, presumably in another village.
Jacob’s answer, though, did not stop here. He cited an analogous situation
that he had previously faced. While in Byzantine territory, some Hagarenes
had stolen the Eucharistic elements. Once they returned to Edessa, they felt
so badly about their theft that they brought the pilfered elements to Jacob,
who in turn sent them to the nearest Chalcedonian Christian.”
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From whatever perspective one reads this account, it remains peculiar. If
one concentrates on the Hagarenes’ action, the surprise is the value these Mus-
lim soldiers associated with the Christian Eucharist. First, they had to enter a
Byzantine church to steal the elements (however one envisions this happening
or for whatever purpose). Then, they had to transport them all the way to
Edessa. Finally, they attributed sufficient power to these Christian ritual ele-
ments to reconsider their initial plans for the stolen Eucharist elements, and
subsequently go to the trouble of giving them to the city’s bishop. Jacob’s retell-
ing of these events was no less puzzling, because it minimized instead of reified
distinctions between Muslims and Christians. John the Stylite initially inquired
about Chalcedonians. It was Jacob who shifted the conversation and used his
own experience with Hagarenes as an argument for how John should deal with
the Chalcedonians. The Hagarenes Jacob encountered already appeared rather
Christian-like in their concern for the Eucharist. Jacob’s discussion made them
even more so. For his analogy to make sense, one must consider Muslims at
least somewhat equivalent to non-Miaphysite Christians.

As the rulings of Jacob of Edessa suggested, even for Christian elites
there were times when a certain permeability in religious boundaries could
be advantageous—as long as it involved Muslims whose belief “was close to
ours” or Muslims who were attracted to Christian practices. Much more
problematic for Syriac authors were self-identified Christians whose theology
was seen as perilously close to being Islamic, or self-identified Christians who
participated in Muslim practices. Such figures, however, were challenging not
just to ancient writers patrolling communal boundaries. They are even more
challenging to modern scholars who suggest an early, clear-cut “parting of
the ways” between Islam and Christianity.

Muslim-Like Christians

As a mid-ninth-century bishop, Thomas of Marga was happy to share stories
of Muslims seeking Christian exorcists, funding Christian monasteries, or
proclaiming the truth of Christian doctrine. For Thomas, such tales rein-
forced rather than challenged Christian supremacy. An account of Muslim-
like Christians, however, required more drastic intervention. This was exactly
what happened when Thomas introduced the reader to a group of Persians
who, “although in name they were Christians, confessed Christ to be a mere
human being and [that] ‘he was like one of the prophets.””*
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Who were these folk who said such “un-Christian” things about Christ?
Chase Robinson saw them as belonging to a group of Christian heretics that
were endemic to the region and suggested a genealogical link to Paul of Samo-
sata.” Jack Tannous, in contrast, briefly argued that they simply represented a
“low octane christology” and presented them as just one end of a wide spec-
trum of popular beliefs.” But regardless how modern scholars categorize this
congregation, it is hard to imagine that Thomas’s readership would not also
have associated their beliefs with Islam. The statement that Christ is a “mere
human being” and “like one of the prophets” was a close paraphrase of the
Qur’anic view of Jesus expressed in suras 4:171 and §:75. Thomas’s anecdote
also employed the very same language that other Syriac authors, such as the
East Syrian catholicos Hnanisha and the Miaphysite author of the Chronicle
of Zugnin, used to describe Muslim views of Jesus.” For Thomas’s audience
such statements would not so much symbolize a legacy of Paul of Samosata
or simply indicate too low a Christology. They also would have had strong
resonances with Islam.

Nevertheless, even if Thomas’s readers associated these congregants with
Islam, this was clearly not the group’s self-identity. They all attended church
on Sunday, they were ministered to by East Syrian bishops, they sang psalms,
they took the Eucharist, and they had been baptized. Unlike the philan-
thropic zayyaya “whose faith was close to ours,” these characters innately
threatened a Christian readership, and Thomas felt it necessary to quickly and
firmly resolve their categorical ambiguity.

Fortunately, the holy Maran-ammeh arrived on the scene to straighten
things out. Immediately after the congregation sang the psalm verse “Light
has dawned for the righteous,” Maran-ammeh’s prayer resulted in the church
filling with a light “that surpassed the light of the sun.” After performing
this miracle, Maran-ammeh asked the congregation, “Now that Christ our
Lord has showed you His light and blazed His truth in your hearts, will
you confess with us that Jesus Christ is Lord?™” Having literally seen the
light, they immediately renounced any Islamic-like theology, proclaiming,
“We believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God and is God.””® Maran-ammeh
forgave them and, for good measure, miraculously tamed an incorrigible mule
belonging to one of the congregants.” Having domesticated both congrega-
tion and mule, Miran-ammeh moved to the next town, where he would
miraculously destroy an ant nest.

As this homely ending reminds us, Thomas’s Book of Governors preserved
stories. Simply because Thomas spoke of a Syriac congregation proclaiming
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an Islamic-like Christology does not mean that there actually was such a
church in ninth-century Marga. Nevertheless, it remains striking how closely
these literary characters corresponded with references found in other genres
such as manuscript incipits and Syriac legal material. Although literary narra-
tives, manuscript titles, and canon laws had very different claims to historic-
ity, the parallels between them suggest that all of them came from a world
with substantial religious overlap.

Thomas’s story presented two perspectives on Christian orthodoxy. From
the perspective of the congregants, Christianity need not be Trinitarian.
These characters initially saw nothing unorthodox about a denial of Jesus’ di-
vine Sonship. From the perspective of the character Maran-ammeh (and, one
suspects, that of Thomas and his implied readership), Christianity needed
to be much more clearly distinguished from Islam. In this narrative, Maran-
ammeh’s miracle facilitated the triumph of this more stringently delineated
version of Christianity over a more amorphously defined version.

With Thomas’s story, however, we remain in the realm of literary depic-
tion. This battle over the boundaries of orthodoxy took a more concrete form
in a rarely studied British Library manuscript that was briefly discussed in
Chapter 3. British Library Additional 14,643 has been dated on paleographic
grounds to the mid-eighth century.'® At its end appears a Syriac translation
of an originally Arabic caliph list. The list finished with the reign of the ca-
liph Yazid, suggesting that the Arabic version was written before Yazids death
in 724 and was fairly soon afterward translated into Syriac. The lists incipit
initially read: “A notice concerning: the life of Muhammad the messenger
[rasuld] of God.” The willingness of an eighth-century Syriac translator to
refer to Muhammad as God’s messenger should surprise anyone who suggests
an early, clear separation between Christian and Muslim beliefs. It might
be possible that the translator did not realize the theological significance of
the term rasil. But it is hard to imagine that someone who translated the
rest of this Arabic list without a problem would not know such a common
word. Even if the translator were unfamiliar with the term, the statement
“Muhammad the of God” should have given a Christian sufficient
pause to allow him to double-check the meaning of the intervening word be-
fore transcribing it.!”" More likely, this eighth-century Christian simply felt
that the belief in Muhammad being God’s messenger remained theologically
permissible.

Although calling Muhammad God’s rasil seems to have been accept-
able to at least one eighth-century Christian, it did not remain that way. In
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its current state, this page of British Library Add. 14,643 now contains two
erasures. A later reader, obviously concerned about defining Muhammad as
God’s messenger, erased the problematic term rasula. Either he or another
reader also erased two letters from a word found earlier in the same line.
As a result of these erasures, the original incipit, “A record of the life of
Muhammad, the messenger of God,” was transformed into “The record that
Muhammad [is] of God is rejected.”

These manuscript changes graphically illustrate an important trajectory
of early Christian-Muslim interactions. The eighth-century stratum chal-
lenges our belief in a strong distinction between the categories of early Chris-
tianity and early Islam. Here was a bilingual Christian scribe who had access
to an Arabic caliph list and likely considered unproblematic the claim that
Muhammad was God’s messenger—a statement he repeated verbatim in his
translation and passed along, without comment, to future readers. The latter
stratum shows that this degree of religious overlap was unacceptable to later
Christians. A later reader quite literally erased this ambiguity and replaced it
with interreligious polemic as he attempted to firm up the very categorical
boundaries the earlier text had elided.

This divergence of opinions over how strictly one should draw the line
between Christianity and Islam was not restricted to one of Thomas’s stories
and one of the British Library’s manuscripts. It also motivated one of Jacob of
Edessa’s legal decisions. Although Jacob wrote this decree in the late seventh
or early eighth century, it survived only in a thirteenth-century canon collec-
tion edited by Barhebraeus. Barhebraeus cited Jacob as ruling that a cloth em-
broidered with the “Hagarene confession of faith” (tawdita hagarayta) could
not be reused as a Christian altar covering.'”” Jacob’s decision tried to clearly
demarcate a ritual object as exclusively Christian and to avoid mixing ele-
ments he considered Hagarene with those he considered Christian.

Besides the obvious issue of how Jacob’s audience obtained this cloth
in the first place, his ruling also begged the question: how could seventh-
century Christians have even considered draping the proclamation of a rival
faith over their altar?'® Whereas Jacob saw the embroidered cloth as belong-
ing to a rival faith, the congregants may have had a very different perspective.
What Jacob labeled as Hagarene, they may have seen simply as monotheistic
and not mutually exclusive with Christianity. This hypothesis gains further
support when one considers that many late seventh-century witnesses to
the shabada (Muslim confession of faith) did not yet include a reference to
Muhammad but simply read, “there is no God but God.”* Like Thomas’s
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story and the transmission history of BL. Add. 14,643, Jacob’s decision pre-
served two competing visions of Christianity. The first allowed more sub-
stantial overlap between Christianity and Islam. For those invested in more
carefully defined religious boundaries, this elicited a response that attemped
to more strictly delimit the Christian church, separating it from the Mus-
lim umma. Ninth-century story, eighth-century manuscript, seventh-century
canon—all preserved traces of Christians whose theology was much closer to
that of early Muslims than ancient elites (or, for that matter, much modern
scholarship) felt comfortable with. In addition, a Syriac manuscript incipit
and a legal canon alluded to early Christian involvement in Islamic practices.

In the mid-68os, the Miaphysite patriarch Athanasius of Balad (r. 684—
687) wrote a multipage letter criticizing Christians who participated in “banpe
festivals” and ate from “banpé sacrifices.”'™ By the 68os, the Syriac term hanpe
already had a joo-year tradition of describing polytheists.'” Thus, the most
straightforward reading of Athanasius’s original letter was as a condemnation
of Christians attending pagan festivities, who were a common target of eccle-
siastical invective from the time of the apostle Paul onward.

Long after Athanasius’s reign, the term hanpe continued to be used for
polytheists. But in the centuries following Athanasius’s patriarchate, Syriac

107 Because of the word’s

Christians also employed hanpé to speak of Muslims.
changing meaning, for subsequent generations the object of Athanasius’s in-
vective became ambiguous. Had the patriarch written against Christians min-
gling with polytheists or against Christians mingling with Muslims?

Once an eighth-century scribe added the current incipit to the patri-
arch’s letter, such ambiguity was removed. In extant manuscripts the letter
is now titled, “A letter of the blessed patriarch Athanasius concerning this:
that a Christian may not eat from the sacrifices of those Hagarenes who now
rule.”' It is possible that, on finding the term hanpé in the body of the let-
ter, whoever wrote this title sincerely believed that Athanasius had written
against Muslims. Alternatively, the scribe may have seen an easy opportunity
to redirect the now dead patriarch’s authority against Islam. In either case, in-
stead of using the term hanpé in the letter’s title, this scribe chose mbaggraye,
a word that did not appear in the body of the letter and that was exclusively
used for Muslims. Just to be safe, he even specified “the Hagarenes who now
hold power.” With the addition of this title, the scribe repackaged what was
most likely originally an antipagan polemic and redeployed it against Islam.

This strategy’s success can be seen in the eight surviving manuscripts that
preserve the letter, two of which date from the eighth century; all contain the



166 Chapter 4

same incipit. A careful reader might still ascertain that Athanasius’s original
concern was most likely not Islam. But at least by the eighth century, the
combination of Syriac Christians frequent use of hanpe as a polemical way to
connote Muslims and the letter’s title now referring to Hagarene sacrifices ef-
fectively transformed the patriarch’s letter into an anti-Muslim tractate.

The transmission history of Athanasius’s letter provides a vivid example
of how the rise of Islam motivated a scribe to modify the document he was
copying.'® It also raises an important question: Why did an eighth-century
scribe go out of his way to chastise contemporary Christians for partaking
in Hagarene sacrifices? Shouldn’t they have known better already? Like the
initial appearance and later erasure of the word rasuld from a British Library
incipit, the title added to Athanasius’s letter suggests substantial overlap be-
tween church and umma. Enough Christians were participating in Muslim
festivals to prompt a scribe to create a patriarchal ruling against Christians’
attendance of Muslim rituals.

Over a hundred years later, a canon from Athanasius’s distant successor,
the patriarch Dionysius of Tel Mahré, suggested that the phenomenon of
shared ritual continued well into the ninth century. Written in 818, Diony-
sius’s fifth canon condemned Christians who underwent the “hanpe and Jew-
ish custom” of circumcision."’ In theory, the term hanpé could be translated
as “polytheists.” But there is no evidence for ninth-century Mesopotamian
polytheists who practiced circumcision. Instead, like many other Syriac au-
thors, Dionysius almost certainly used the term hanpé to mean Muslims.
Syriac Christians also often depicted Islam as a form of Judaism and in some
cases even called Muslims the “new Jews.”!"! As a result, Dionysius’s phrase
“Tewish custom” carried a double entendre associating circumcision not only
with literal Jews but also with Muslims. In the second half of this canon, it
became even clearer that Dionysius was primarily concerned about Christian
participation in an Islamic rite. Here, he spoke of Christians circumcising as
an act of apostasy undertaken for worldly gain. Christians under Muslim rule
would have had little profit motive to convert to polytheism or Judaism.

What makes this canon against Islamic circumcision so intriguing, how-
ever, is that it was not really aimed against conversion to Islam. Instead, the
concern was over someone who became circumcised but nevertheless was still
assumed to be Christian. To battle such hybridity, Dionysius evoked Paul’s
Letter to the Galatians to argue that one must make a choice: one could ei-
ther be a Christian or be circumcised, not both. Canon § and its arguments
presupposed a situation in which some ninth-century Christians chose to
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undergo the Muslim practice of circumcision, but, unlike their patriarch,
they and their community still considered them Christian.

How would we categorize people who proclaimed Christ as simply one
of the prophets, described Muhammad as God’s messenger, included a Mus-
lim confession of faith in their place of worship, attended Muslim festivals,
and underwent circumcision? They hardly fit most modern definitions of
Christians. Nevertheless, few seventh- through ninth-century individuals
woke up in the morning wondering if they should still self-identify as Chris-
tian. The problem was not how one defined oneself, but how one defined an
other. There were competing visions for how rigidly one should delineate
religious communities. Many elites desired clear-cut distinctions between
church and umma, and strictly defined confessional borders. Later Abbasid-
era texts seemed particularly invested in more rigorous difference-making and
in more carefully distinguishing who was who. Because the vision of these
elites closely aligns with twenty-first-century Western perceptions of exclu-
sive religious commitment, modern scholars are particularly at risk of confus-
ing ancient elite prescription with ancient popular practice. It is here where
descriptions of Muslims who, from our perspective, seem Christian-like and
Christians who, from our perspective, seem Muslim-like become especially
useful. Whether they appear in literary narratives, manuscript incipits, or
legal rulings, such figures challenge modern presuppositions of a strong di-
vide between early Christianity and early Islam. They remind us that religious
elites did not have a monopoly on defining one’s identity and that lived reli-
gious experience was often much messier than what surviving texts advocated.

Conversion Accounts

The conquests and their aftermath blurred the boundaries between Christian
and non-Christian. Syriac discussions of cross-confessional interactions, of
Christian-like Muslims, and of Muslim-like Christians reflected this increas-
ingly permeable situation. Such writings also articulated strategies of bound-
ary maintenance. Few of their readers would directly experience an entire
congregation spontaneously renouncing its Muslim-like beliefs or a Christian
holy man exorcising a legion of Arabic-speaking demons from a Muslim
woman. Nevertheless, in their presentation of such situations, literary nar-
ratives and legal rulings presented ideal types to help their audience navigate
their own much less spectacular but also less tidy interactions.
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Perhaps the greatest fluidity experienced by Syriac Christians under
Muslim rule was not simply one of overlapping categories but more directly
a permeability of people. Through conversion, individuals visibly transferred
themselves from one community to another.!? Scholars remain divided re-
garding the conversion rate of Christians to Islam, especially as Muslim rulers
initially discouraged and certainly did not require non-Arabs to become Mus-
lim.'"® Most famously, Richard Bulliet’s analysis of Muslim biographical dic-
tionaries estimated that Christians became a minority in early ninth-century
Iran and early tenth-century Iraq. Initially meant to correct claims of a more
rapid decrease in the number of Christians, more recent scholarship has chal-
lenged Bulliet’s timetable as itself too precipitous.'

Over the span of centuries, most Syriac Christians eventually did convert
to Islam. But over the period of an individual lifetime, this demographic
shift would have been less perceivable. Additionally, for much of the period
the Syriac churches were also gaining converts from other populations. For
example, the late eighth and early ninth centuries were periods of such im-
mense growth for the Church of the East that Timothy I established six
new ecclesiastical provinces and sent missionaries to India, China, Turkestan,
Yemen, and Tibet.!" Syriac sources also spoke of gaining new converts from
Zoroastrians, and if one can trust John bar Penkay€’s complaint regarding
Miaphysites, Muslim rule may have motivated some Chalcedonian Christians
to join other Syriac churches less directly associated with Byzantium.'"

As aresult, in the first two and a half centuries of Islamic rule, the actual
number of converts from Christianity to Islam did not threaten the survival
of Syriac Christianity. Nevertheless, especially during those times when the
social and economic benefits of conversion were high, the threat of mass con-
version weighed heavily on the minds of Syriac authors.'”” Modern scholars
have repeatedly claimed that many Syriac texts about Islam were originally
written to help stem conversion. Sources ranging from apologies defending
Christian doctrine to polemical texts ridiculing Islam could have been use-
ful for dissuading potential converts."® Nonetheless, it remains noteworthy
that very few Syriac texts explicitly addressed the issue of conversion. Even
more surprising, instead of firming up categorical divisions between Christi-
anity and Islam, surviving Syriac conversion accounts often made confessional
boundaries even more blurry.

The earliest Syriac conversion account appeared in a letter written by
the East Syrian catholicos Isho‘yahb IIT (d. 659). Isho‘yahb addressed his
Letter 14C to Simeon, the metropolitan bishop of Rev Ardashir, who was
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attempting to secede from the catholicos’s authority. Isho‘yahb’s letter in-
cluded a lengthy reprimand of the alleged shortcomings of Christians under
Simeon’s jurisdiction. As part of this list, he asked why, despite tayyaye rule
constantly favoring East Syrian Christians, they “forsake their [own] faith
[haymanutun] on pretext of theirs? And this when, as even the Mzwnaye say,
the tayyaye did not force them to forsake their faith [haymanutun]. To keep
their faith [haymanutun] they only asked them to forsake half of their pos-
sessions.”"”? Unfortunately, Isho‘yahb’s pointed inquiry raised more questions
than it answered. Just a sentence earlier, he had stated that the zayyayé praised
Christianity, honored the clergy, and aided churches. How was this consis-
tent with the catholicos’s assertion that they demanded half of a Christian’s
possessions? Given that most modern scholars argue that it was not until the
tax reforms of ‘Umar II (r. 717~720) that converts received any substantial tax
benefit, how can we account for Isho‘yahb’s claims? If mid-seventh-century
rulers were indeed issuing a §o percent tax against Christians, why do we not
hear of this in any other source?

The allusion to conversion in Isho‘yahb’s Letter was not an unbiased
description of on-the-ground reality. Instead, the author employed a very
brief conversion narrative in response to a pressing internal crisis of church
polity.'”®® His reference to conversion served primarily as a polemical analogy.
In attempting to secede from his catholicos’s authority Simeon was as worldly
and faithless as those who abandoned their faith for financial gain. Isho‘yahb
thus used one sort of apostasy, a city’s alleged denial of Christianity, to repri-
mand what he saw as another, their bishop’s disobedience.

Two decades later, the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius provided a slightly
longer conversion account: “Many who were children of the church will deny
the Christians’ true faith, the holy cross, and the glorious mysteries. With-
out compulsion, lashing, or blows, they will deny Christ and make them-
selves like unbelievers.”'?! For Pseudo-Methodius, such apostasy had individual
as well as communal consequences. The author was particularly concerned
lest his audience consider these conversions as signs of God’s disapproval. To
guard against this, Pseudo-Methodius made several arguments to support the
initially counterintuitive claim that apostasy actually proved the community’s
orthodoxy. First, denials of Christ were not unexpected but part of God’s
preordained plan for history. As the author claimed to be the fourth-century
martyr Methodius, what could be seen as an admission (contemporary Chris-
tians were apostatizing) was instead framed as a prediction (even four and
a half centuries earlier God revealed that such apostasy would occur). This
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argument was made even more explicit when the apocalypse explained that
the apostle Paul had prophesied concerning these events when he wrote, “In
latter times people will leave the faith and follow unclean spirits and the
doctrine of demons.”?> On an apologetic level, the citation of 1 Timothy 4:1
furthered the position that all along God knew that in the reader’s time some
would apostatize. On a polemical level, it characterized the Ishmaelites’ beliefs
as demonic and implicated apostates as accomplices of demons.'?
Pseudo-Methodius also argued that there were no real conversions, for
those who eventually denied Christianity were never truly Christian in the
first place. Pseudo-Methodius drew primarily on Paul's remnant theology
found in Romans g—11. Just as Paul argued that “not all who belong to Israel
are Israel” (Romans 9:6), so, too, in the reader’s day, not all who claimed
to be Christian truly were so. Pseudo-Methodius even portrayed apostasy as
strengthening the church, for “all who are fraudulent and weak in faith will
be tested in this chastisement and become known. . . . And they will willingly
seperate themselves from the Christian congregation.”?* The Sons of Ishmael

that the faithful might be seperated from

” «

thus served as a “testing furnace,
the unfaithful ™%

Finally, just as Pseudo-Methodius elsewhere argued that the conquests
did not reflect God’s love of the Sons of Ishmael but were simply a brief phase
before their dramatic defeat, the apocalypse also foretold divine revenge on
apostates. Through the imminent arrival of the eschatological king of the
Greeks, not only would God impose slavery a hundred times more bitter on
the Sons of Ishmael than that which Christians had experienced but also “all
the anger and wrath of the King of the Greeks will be upon those who denied
Christ.”126

Although we might say that Pseudo-Methodius contained a conversion
account, its author would most likely have disagreed. In Pseudo-Methodius,
there was no moving from one community to another, but an act of denial
(kpar) that divulged where one’s allegiances were from the very beginning.
From this perspective, there was no “turning” in conversion, nor any point
in discussing an apostate’s “return.” Apostasy was not a transformation but
a revelation. The apostate never really belonged to Israel, but to demons all
along.

Pseudo-Methodius's contemporary Jacob of Edessa (d. 708) presented a
very different view of conversion. Like most modern understandings of con-
version, for Jacob conversion was in some sense transformative. It moved
an individual from one state to another. This perspective affected even the
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language that Jacob and his correspondents used. His three references to
conversion spoke of someone who might “become a Hagarene” (hagar) or
someone who wants to “return” (bpak, pna) to Christianity. According to
Jacob, an individual could start as a Christian, move to being a Hagarene, and
come back to Christianity.

In his discussion of intermarriage, Jacob spoke about a Christian woman
married to a Hagarene husband. He ruled that the woman’s priest should
assign her penance to dissuade other Christians from intermarrying. Never-
theless, Jacob wanted to ensure that the woman did not become discouraged
and decide to become a Hagarene. So he specified that the assigned penance
should no be more than she could bear, and he emphasized that the priest
should still serve the Eucharist to this woman.'?’

This ruling aimed to prevent a potential conversion from occurring in the
first place. Jacobs other two discussions of conversion were post facto; both
spoke of former Christians, now Muslims, wanting to return to Christianity.
In another letter to Addai, Jacob responded to the question of whether a priest
should pardon a former Christian who had become a Hagarene or a hanpa but,
when dying, wanted to return to Christianity. Jacob responded that the priest
could pardon him. If the reconvert subsequently died, the priest was to bury
him. If he lived, the reconvert must see a bishop who would impose appropriate
penance, but not harsher than what the penitent was able to bear.'*

In a letter written to John the Stylite, Jacob responded to a similar issue
but with greater detail. John spoke of a Christian who became a Hagarene but
now wanted to return to Christianity.'”” He asked Jacob two questions: (1)
Should the reconvert be rebaptized? (2) By becoming a Hagarene, had the re-
convert lost the grace of baptism? Jacob responded first with the proper ritual
sequence for reconverting a Christian. He should not be rebaptized. Instead,
the head priest should pray over him and after a period of penitence allow
him to take the Eucharist. As for the reconvert’s spiritual well-being, Jacob
claimed that only God could answer such a question. Then he concluded with
a puzzling statement suggesting that the convert would actually be eternally
damned. As this ending seemed to contradict Jacob’s other statements on
reconversion, it might have been a later addition to the manuscript tradi-
tion. Regardless of whether these last sentences stemmed from Jacob’s second
thoughts or from an interpolation, when Barhebraeus copied this canon in
the thirteenth century, he did not include the ambiguous ending.'® Unlike
the original letter, Barhebraeus’s version also clearly distinguished between
Hagarenes and hanpe.
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Jacob’s canons were not direct witnesses to life as actually experienced
among late seventh-century Miaphysites. Nevertheless, his three decisions
regarding conversion and reconversion remained tantalizing both in what they
portrayed and in what they did not say. They depicted a world in which the
boundaries between Christianity and Islam were easily traversed. Christians
intermarried with Muslims and were at a particularly high risk of becoming
Muslim. Overly harsh penance might further precipitate their apostasy. Other
Christians had already become Muslim, and some later wanted to return
to Christianity. In an emergency, these double converts could quickly be
pardoned. Otherwise they should undergo a ritual for readmission into the
Christian community, even if their eventual fate remained indeterminate.

What these rulings did not provide was any indication of the frequency,
the motivation, or the circumstances of these conversions. They were also
strangely silent regarding the role of Muslim authorities in such cases. Of par-
ticular note, Jacob’s two discussions of reconversion never suggested that the
erstwhile Christians, then Muslims, and again Christians would be in danger
of governmental repercussions for having converted from Islam to Christian-
ity. They suggested that in Jacob’s time Muslim conversion to Christianity
was not yet seen as a capital offense. All three decisions also pointed toward
a much more permeable boundary between Christianity and Islam than that
tolerated by most later writers.

After Jacob of Edessa, one has to wait almost a century to find among
Syriac sources anything other than brief allusions to conversion."”! In 775,
however, the anonymous author of the Chronicle of Zugnin dedicated the last
six folios of his chronicle to this topic. According to the chronicle, to avoid
paying the poll tax, thousands apostatized: “Not only the young but also
adults and those old in days. Worse of all, innumerable priests, presbyters,
and deacons also did this.”*

Like Pseudo-Methodius, the Chronicle of Zugnin harshly depicted conver-
sion to dissuade yet more Christians from becoming Muslim. To apostatize

«

was to trade Christ for Satan, and paradise for “unquenchable fire.”** As
happened to Judas when he betrayed Christ, whenever Christians converted
to Islam, the Holy Spirit left their bodies and was replaced by an impure
spirit."** The discerning could recognize such apostates by their smell, as well
as by the look in their eyes “as that radiant image of their substance became
disfigured.”'®

In addition to discussing the converts, the chronicler initially provided a

few details about the conversion process. Apostates went before a governor.'*
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They then renounced “Christ, baptism, the Eucharist and the Cross . . . and
everything of Christ’s providence, confessing only that Christ is the Word
and the Spirit of God.”” Afterward, their names were placed on an official
list.®® Nevertheless, according to the Chronicle of Zugnin, those who left the
Christian community were never accepted as true Muslims; other Muslims
still distinguished them from those who were born Muslim.'?

The Chronicle of Zugnin followed this general description of apostasy
with two specific conversion narratives. The first concerned a deacon who
went to a tayydyd sponsor to help him become a Hagarene. The chronicler
emphasized that the zayyadya initially tried to dissuade the deacon from con-
verting, warning that if the deacon were later to return to Christianity he
would be tortured, presumably by Muslim authorities.'® Eventually, however,
the tayyaya agreed to convert the deacon. He asked the deacon to verbally
renounce Christ, baptism, the cross, the Eucharist, “and everything which
Christians confess.” The convert then had to affirm that Muhammad was
the messenger of God, proclaim belief in “the book that descended upon
him from heaven,” and agree that “Isa is the Word and Spirit of God, he is a
prophet, but he is not God.”** Finally, the deacon was to untie his belt and
pray to the south.'? As soon as the deacon did this, “something like a white
and beautiful dove came out of his mouth and ascended to heaven. And when
that wretch saw this, he wailed grievously like a woman. He terrified all those
who were there, saying, “Woe to me! Woe to me! Woe to me! What has hap-
pened to me?”'%

The chronicler clearly intended his readers to be as terrified by this narra-
tive as were those who had just witnessed the Holy Spirit’s dramatic departure.
This account of a specific apostate repeated almost verbatim the chronicler’s
earlier generalities about conversion. In both discussions, the Chronicle of
Zugnin emphasized that Christians were never pressured to convert, provided
the same list of what was renounced, and focused on the apostate’s loss of the
Holy Spirit. Such a narrative was substantially different from Jacob’s canons.
For Jacob of Edessa, a Christian could convert to Islam and return to Christi-
anity, although his fate in the next world might be uncertain. In the Chronicle
of Zugnin, religious conversion was a one-way street. Not only would Muslim
authorities torture anyone who tried to return to Christianity, but the very
act of conversion required the convert to renounce everything Christian and
inevitably lose the Holy Spirit. For this chronicler, there was no question as
to the fate of a convert to Islam. An apostate would sufter horrifically in this
life and the next.
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Both the Chronicle of Zugnin’s general comments on conversion and its
tale of the wailing deacon tried to make a clear distinction between Christi-
anity and Islam. Its second extensive conversion narrative, however, suggested
that there might have been much greater categorical ambiguity in eighth-
century Mesopotamia than the chronicler desired. The Chronicle of Zugnin
dedicated its last folios to a martyrology in which the protagonist, Cyrus of
Harran, served as a foil to Christians in the Chronicle who, without any co-
ercion, nevertheless converted to Islam.!* The concluding martyrology, how-
ever, was far from a straightforward account. One difficulty had to do with
the manuscripts fragmentary state of preservation; the very text narrating the
martyrdom of Cyrus had itself suffered over time and now contains a number
of worm-eaten lacunae. But even if it had been fully preserved, the martyr-
dom of Cyrus of Harran would still have been a problematic tale. How could
the chronicler write a traditional Christian martyrology set in a time when
being Christian was perfectly legal? At first glance, an easy solution would
be for this to have been a story of reconversion. The Chronicle of Zugnin
had already referred to the torturing of converts to Islam who later returned
to Christianity. In fact, three centuries later, when the same Cyrus made a
brief appearance in the Chronicle of Michael the Syrian, Michael spoke of
Cyrus having originally converted to Islam, later returning to Christianity,
and being martyred because of his reconversion.'*

Michael’s way of telling the story, however, would have been completely
unacceptable to the author of the Chronicle of Zugnin. Cyrus being a reconvert
would contradict the Chronicle’s previous anecdotes in which once a Christian
converted to Islam there was no turning back. Furthermore, if he himself
were a convert to Islam, Cyrus would not have the faith and perseverance
necessary to serve as a foil to the wailing deacon or the Chronicle’s thousands
of apostates seeking to avoid the poll tax. The chronicler had to find a way to
explain Cyrus’s martyrdom and still write an anticonversion account.

The result was a narrative of hybridity made all the more confusing by
the texts incomplete state of preservation. The Chronicle of Zugnin began
by giving Cyrus impeccable credentials. His father was a virtuous Christian
priest. The piety of his mother was comparable to that of John the Baptist.
Cyrus himself was a “blessed fruit” whose faith shone like a brilliant star amid
the dark city of Harran, a renowned center of paganism.'® After such a liter-
ally clear beginning, the story quickly became murky. The next few lines are
fragmentary but spoke of Cyrus’s strength and courage and then of a battle
between Muslim troops. The missing text must have connected Cyrus with
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this battle, most likely as a soldier in one of the Muslim armies.'”” Although
the figure of a Christian fighting alongside Muslims appeared in contempo-
rary accounts, a Muslim army was not necessarily the first place one would
look for someone “who journeyed on the path that Christ prepared for us.”'*

Fifteen lines later, the text is mostly intact, but the situation is no less
puzzling. Cyrus was back in Harran. Unnamed opponents had leveled false
accusations against him, and he was being tried by the Abbasid emir, Hu-
mayd ibn Qahtaba. Apparently Cyrus had just asked the governor that he be
allowed to pay the poll tax. The emir was initially confused by this request.
Few go out of their way to pay taxes, and, according to the emir’s records,
Cyrus was Muslim and thus exempt from the poll tax. Cyrus explained that
although he had been registered as a Muslim, this was done against his will.
The governor insisted that Cyrus nevertheless was Muslim and therefore
could not pay the poll tax. Instead, he must accompany the emir to prayer.
Otherwise the governor would torture him for apostasy.'®

From here on, the narrative conformed to the standard topoi of Christian
martyrology. The emir demanded that Cyrus deny Jesus and instead proclaim
the Muslim confession of faith. When Cyrus refused, the governor tried to
ply him with promises of riches should he renounce Christ, and with prom-
ises of physical torment if he did not. When Cyrus did not yield, the governor
threw him into prison."® The extant text then breaks off for a few lines, and
when it returns Cyrus had apparently escaped from prison. After four years
and a few more lines of fragmentary text had passed, Cyrus decided to go back
to Harran, even though he knew that he would be martyred on his return.
His fellow Christians tried to persuade him to stay safely in Edessa, but Cyrus
assured them that he was prepared to be a lamb for the slaughter.”' At this
point, the surviving text breaks off entirely. But the Chronicle of Zugnin’s
earlier note that Cyrus of Harran was martyred in 770 leaves little doubt as to
the story’s original conclusion.'*?

What amounted to little more than a clerical error—Cyrus improperly
registered as a Muslim—gave the chronicler the martyr he had been look-
ing for. This plot twist allowed for Cyrus’s life to be resolutely Christian
(and therefore a foil to that of apostates), but for his death to still occur
through martyrdom under Muslim rule. The resulting narrative also helped
the Chronicle of Zugnin appropriate centuries of antipagan polemics found in
earlier Christian martyrologies and redeploy them against Islam. This process
was both facilitated by and facilitated the Chronicle of Zugnin’s recurrent claim
that Islam was a form of paganism. But while the Chronicle of Zugnin sought
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to solidify divisions between Christianity and Islam, it seemed to blur them
further. For, now, governmental authorities, accidentally or otherwise, could
claim that the staunchest of Christians was actually a Muslim.

We have no better way to confirm the veracity of the Chronicle of Zugnin’s
account of Cyrus of Harran than we do its account of the wailing deacon,
about whom the chronicler “forgot the name of the man, that of his fa-
ther, and also that of his village.”** The question of Cyruss historical exis-
tence, however, had little effect on later readers. Regardless of how accurately
they depicted late eighth-century Mesopotamia, the Chronicle’s stories of the
thousands of anonymous apostates, the wailing deacon, and the martyr Cyrus
came together to construct a narrative world in which conversion from Chris-
tianity to Islam signified both the distance and (intentionally or otherwise)
the potential overlap between these communities.

Isho‘yahb IIT's Lezter 14C, the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius, Jacob of
Edessa’s rulings, and the Chronicle of Zugnin all addressed Christians apos-
tatizing. Occasionally, Syriac sources also spoke of Muslims later becoming
Christian. For example, Isho‘dnah of Basra’s ninth-century Book of Chastity
briefly outlined the life of Joseph Hazzaya, the son of a Zoroastrian priest.'**
When he was seven years old, Joseph was captured by zayyayé and sold into
slavery. His fayydya master had him circumcised and “made him a banpa.” In
theory the term hanpa could have meant that Joseph became a polytheist or
that he became a Muslim. But it made little sense for a tayyaya to circumcise
the young Joseph to make him a polytheist. Instead, this narrative episode
of his circumcision almost certainly pointed toward his having been made
Muslim. Three years later, Joseph was sold to a Christian. When he and his
Christian master visited the monastery of John Kamul, Joseph was filled with
love for Christ and baptized. He later entered the monastery and eventually
became an abbot.!*®

In the Book of Chastity, Joseph’s childhood conversions from Zoroastri-
anism to Islam and eventually to Christianity foreshadowed his later spiritual
progress as a monk. But these conversions were not the story’s main focus.
Other Syriac works, however, more explicitly emphasized a Muslim’s conversion
to Christianity. For example, in the Life of Gabriel of Qartmin, Gabriel's mir-
acles persuading an Arabian to convert to Christianity became one of the au-
thor’s primary examples of the divine powers God granted this seventh-century
Miaphysite saint.”*® At this point in his Life, Mar Gabriel had recently become
abbot of the Monastery of Mar Simeon. In his new role, Gabriel “performed

many signs and wonders.” But the narrative detailed only one of them.'”’
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While Mar Gabriel was abbot, a wealthy Arabian merchant visited the
monastery and befriended a monk named John."® Impressed by John’s dis-
cretion, prior to leaving on a potentially dangerous journey, the merchant
deposited 1,000 dinars of gold with his new friend. Unfortunately, John was
a bit too discreet and never told anyone about the Arabian’s gold. When the
Arabian returned three years later, John had died, and none of the remain-
ing monks knew anything about the deposit. The infuriated merchant began
torturing one of the monks, threatening to cut him apart “limb from limb”
unless he told him where the money was. Luckily for the monk, Mar Gabriel
intervened, took the Arabian to John’s tomb, and demanded that the dead
man tell them where the gold lay. John’s voice came forth from the tomb reveal-
ing where the deposit was buried. After uncovering the gold, the merchant
was so amazed at Mar Gabriel's power that he swore to never leave this mon-
astery where “the dead speak with the living.” The merchant was baptized,
distributed all his possessions to the poor, joined the monastery, and became
a famous miracle worker."” As for Mar Gabriel, immediately after this epi-
sode he was ordained a bishop and traveled to the court of the caliph “Umar,
where he obtained a treaty guaranteeing that Christian clergy and monks
would be exempt from taxation and that no restrictions would ever be placed
on their public worship.'®

Almost exactly the same story appeared in the late eighth-century
Chronicle of Zugnin. A tayyaya deposited his money with the doorkeeper of
the Miaphysite monastery of Mar Abel. The doorkeeper buried it and died
without telling anyone about the deposit. When the tayydya returned three
years later, he began to torture the monks. In this case, the holy Mar Habib
temporarily resurrected the doorkeeper, asked him where the money was hid-
den, and subsequently returned the deposit to the tayyaya.'® Although set at
a different time, in a different monastery, and with a different holy man, this
was essentially the same tale. But unlike the Life of Gabriel of Qartmin, the
Chronicle of Zugnin made no mention of the tayyaya converting to Christianity.

A similar reluctance to portray a Muslim converting to Christianity
can be found in the Miaphysite Life of Theodute. Possibly written as early
as the late seventh century, the Life of Theodute related the encounter of the

122 The narra-

tayyaya ruler of Amid with the city’s future bishop, Theodute.
tive began with Satan enticing the unnamed ruler to falsely accuse Theoduté
of conspiring with the Byzantines. The wicked ruler subsequently appre-
hended Theoduté, dragged him into a mosque, and had him beaten. That

evening God blinded the ruler, who then begged Theoduté’s forgiveness.
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Unfortunately for the ruler, Theoduté was not feeling particularly lenient.
He cursed him and told him, “Once God’s arrow has been loosed, it cannot be
deflected from its target.” His only concession was that, for God’s name to be
glorified, the ruler would regain his sight, but he then “will be hit again, and
harder.” Theoduté made the sign of the cross and used Jesus’ name to heal
the ruler. “All who witnessed it were amazed,” and Christians, Hagarenes,
and panpe flocked to seek Theodut€’s blessing. As for the ruler, the very next
day he was thrown from his horse and died. As a result, “the people feared
the Lord and his servant.”

This incident in the Life of Theoduté contained intriguing parallels to
Paul’s conversion narratives as they appeared in Acts. Like Paul, the unnamed
ruler began as a persecutor of Christians. But in this case, he dragged a Chris-
tian into a mosque instead of out of a synagogue. God blinded him, like Paul;
and, like Paul, he regained his sight through the intervention of a Christian
holy man. But the anecdote’s conclusion both alluded to and broke from its
exemplar. The story ended where Paul’s conversion began: while traveling
the main character fell to the ground. Acts used this incident to start Paul’s
journey toward becoming a Christian. The Life of Theoduté used this incident
to end the ruler’s life. Nevertheless, even deceased, the ruler became a sort of
evangelist, his death causing many to fear the Lord.

Through its incomplete echoing of Acts, the Life of Theoduté hinted
at but then pulled back from becoming a conversion narrative in which the
deeds of the Christian holy man persuaded a Muslim to convert to Chris-
tianity; instead of completing the motif and converting the ruler, the text
killed him. Nonetheless, even without a full-fledged conversion, the author’s
description of the ruler’s fate still made a far from subtle comparison between
Muslim leaders and Christian holy men, and, by implication, the power of
their respective religions. It was only through the sign of a cross and Jesus’
name that the previously sightless leader recovered long enough to bear wit-
ness to Christian truth, causing all to recognize God’s power, as well as the
power of the soon-to-be bishop of Amid.

A similar, albeit less lethal conclusion occurred among the ninth-century
anecdotes of Thomas of Marga’s Book of Governors. At one point, Thomas told
of Mar Elijah’s successful exorcism of a tayyaya woman who was possessed
by demons. After the demons’ expulsion, the woman proclaimed, “There is
no faith or truth except among the holy Christian people.” But despite her
proclamation of Christian belief, she was never baptized.

A few Syriac texts spoke of Muslims converting to Christianity.'** Most
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instead went the way of the Chronicle of Zugnin, the Life of Theodute, and the
Book of Governors. They carried the narrative to the point where one would
expect the Muslim character to convert, but then went no further. One could
argue that constraints of realism intervened in such cases. Although Chris-
tian readers were perfectly happy to accept stories of temporary resurrections,
miraculous healings, and divine smitings, a Muslim converting to Christian-
ity might have strained credibility. Alternatively, these “almost conversion”
narratives may themselves have had an important apologetic function. Even if
the occasional conversion of a Muslim could beef up the résumé of a Chris-
tian holy man, it in no way explained why, in their own experiences, most
readers of these tales more often witnessed Christians becoming Muslims
than the other way around. Stories in which Muslim characters came to rec-
ognize the truth of Christianity but nevertheless did not convert opened up
the possibility of numerous crypto-Christians. They suggested that the lack
of mass conversions to Christianity in no way detracted from the widespread
acknowledgment of Christian superiority. These narratives reinforced the ar-
gument that the Bet Hale Disputation explicitly put on the lips of its Muslim
interlocutor: “were it not for the fear of the government and of shame from
men, many would become Christians.”*

At first, one might assume that conversion accounts shored up the per-
meability found in other Syriac sources. That is, in their descriptions of peo-
ple moving from one religious category to another, these accounts would reify
a categorical distinction between Christianity and Islam. Some Syriac ac-
counts clearly intended to do this. But most ended up adding instead of sub-
tracting ambiguity. To explain why many had apostatized, the Apocalypse of
Pseudo-Methodius argued that not all who seemed to be Christian would turn
out to be Christian in the end. Jacob of Edessa’s rulings made the boundary
between Islam and Christianity more porous by establishing specific rituals
to allow former Christians to return to the fold. The Chronicle of Zugnin
concluded with a martyr who claimed to be Christian yet was claimed to be
Muslim. The few stories of conversions from Islam to Christianity and the
more numerous “almost conversion” narratives raised the possibility of an un-
told number of crypto-Christian Muslims. Modern scholars categorize most
of these conversion accounts as fictitious. Nonetheless, their complex narra-
tives of ambiguity and hybridity often seemed surprisingly realistic.
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In 2003, Fred Donner began his article “From Believers to Muslims”:

Studies of early Islam, by Muslims and non-Muslim scholars alike,
have almost without exception taken as axiomatic that Islam from
its early days constituted a separate religious confession distinct
from others—in particular, distinct from Judaism, Christianity,
Magianism, and of course from the mushrikiin, those who “associ-
ate other beings with God.”*

Thanks in large part to Donner’s seminal article, as well as his later book
Mubammad and the Believers, this passage is no longer an accurate depic-
tion of Islamic studies.’” What was once relegated to a handful of specialists
has become increasingly mainstream in the study of classical Islam. Recent
works by scholars such as Chase Robinson, Stephen Shoemaker, and others
emphasize the difficulties in differentiating seventh-century Islam from other
monotheistic traditions.'® Although not without its detractors, such scholar-
ship suggests a fairly substantial paradigm shift.

Donner and others argue that the earliest Muslim umma included not
only people whom we would characterize as Muslims but also Christians and
Jews. In its earliest incarnation, normative Islam was not an exclusive reli-
gious category. Instead, Islam was originally multiconfessional. Most of these
scholars suggest that in the late seventh century Islam decidedly broke from
this earlier model of an ecumenical movement. Especially during the reign
of “Abd al-Malik (r. 684—705), Islam quickly solidified into a more rigidly
defined religious community in which the categories of Muslims and People
of the Book (i.e., Christians, Jews, and in some cases Zoroastrians) became
mutually exclusive.'” Syriac discussions of cross-confessional interaction,
Christian-like Muslims, Muslim-like Christians, and conversion accounts
certainly complement these recent works in Islamic studies. Here we enter
the world of conflicts—real and imagined—that reflected both the fantasy
and the reality of being a subject community.

Syriac materials, however, differed in two important ways from the
sources most commonly cited by Islamicists. First, those who argue for the
interconfessional character of nascent Islam most often rely on early norma-
tive texts, chiefly the Qur'an and the Constitution of Medina. They use these
Islamic writings to investigate how early Muslim elites defined membership
in Islam. Early Syriac writings offer a different perspective that on occasion
may have better reflected on-the-ground practice. Syriac authors did not pen
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unproblematic, objective accounts. Nevertheless, when an eighth-century
Syriac scribe refashioned an earlier letter into a diatribe against Christians
attending Muslim festivals, the manuscript change provided a fairly strong
indication that popular practice transgressed the boundaries instituted by
Muslim and Christian elites. Texts such as the Qur'an and the Dome of the
Rock inscriptions provided useful information on changing prescriptions of
what Islam should be like. Early Syriac works often complemented Islamic
sources by providing intriguing glimpses of everyday practices.

Second, the chronological range of Syriac materials allows them to do
more than simply reinforce the idea of a fairly ecumenical, early seventh-
century “community of believers.” Even among Islamicists who argue for
substantial overlap between nascent Islam and Christianity, most claim that,
soon after the second fitna, the umma excluded Christians. This hypothesis
relies on a model of religious distinction not that dissimilar from the older
heuristic of early Christian-Jewish relations in which the destruction of the
Jerusalem Temple in 70 CE resulted in a clean separation of church and syna-
gogue. Syriac sources challenge this view and point toward a world character-
ized by continued religious ambiguity and border crossings that did not neatly
end under ‘Abd al-Malik. Syriac texts indicate that even as late as the ninth
century Islam and Christianity had not fully parted.

These texts suggest that the prevalent image of early Christianity and
early Islam as fairly separate religious entities is anachronistic not just for
the early seventh century but also for long afterward. According to the con-
ventional narrative, when he wrote during the reign of ‘Abd al-Malik, Jacob
of Edessa should not have worried that Christians would drape their altars
with Muslim confessions of faith. Nor should late seventh-century Muslims
have concerned themselves with the power of pilfered Christian Eucharist
elements. An eighth-century Christian translator should have known better
than to refer to Muhammad as God’s messenger. Ninth-century Christians
should not have expected that they could become circumcised like Muslims
yet still be considered Christian. Syriac writings ranging from the seventh-
century Maronite Chronicle to the eighth-century Chronicle of Zugnin to the
ninth-century Book of Governors are not supposed to have presented, with so
little comment, narratives of a Muslim caliph praying in the Holy Sepulcher,
a Christian martyr whom an emir considered to be Muslim, and Christians
proclaiming that Jesus was simply one of the prophets.

Syriac sources reflected ongoing debates between those who desired a
clear confessional boundary between Christianity and Islam and those “who
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simply didn’t recognize the legitimacy or even the existence of the border.”'”
For early Christian authors, the disconnect between elite prescription and
popular practice presented a very practical problem: How could they solidify
distinctions between Christian church and Muslim umma? Literary narra-
tives, canon laws, and even physical changes to manuscripts attested to various
strategies that were used to more clearly define and regulate the boundar-
ies of Christian orthodoxy. For modern scholars, this fluidity also presents
a problem—in this case, a historiographical one. There is a tendency for
“scholars to retroject modern anxieties about religious clarity and orthodoxy

onto a period of blur and flux in religious boundaries.””"

The result is a peril-
ous alignment of the biases of ancient texts with those of modern scholarship.
Both tend toward downplaying the categorical overlap, precarious lines, and
fuzzy borders that characterized early Christianity and early Islam.

Here is where the recent work on early Christian-Jewish relations cited
in this book’s introduction seems particularly useful. Increased attention
to late ancient Christians and Jews sharing meals, worship spaces, festivals,
blessings, and intermarrying has led many modern scholars to abandon the
previous consensus of an early, clean distinction between church and syna-
gogue. Syriac evidence for analogous Christian-Muslim interactions suggests
that it may be equally fruitful to question the axiom that “from its early days
[Islam] constituted a separate religious confession distinct from others.”'”?
Recent scholarship on early Christian-Jewish relations has begun to replace
a model of “the parting of the ways” with heuristics of hybridity, member-
ship gradience, and continuous community. The result is “not a history based
on inviolable boundaries, but a history based on border crossings so fluent
that the borders themselves sometimes are hard to distinguish.”'” Regardless
what specific language we use to describe the seventh through ninth centu-
ries, similar paradigms can help us better appreciate and better convey the
messiness of late ancient religiosity.

No single Syriac source alone necessitates such a reevaluation of early Chris-
tianity and early Islam. Some were just stories. Some are difficult to date. Some
may simply have been idiosyncratic, misinformed, or purposefully misleading.
But given their number, their appearance across genres, and their composition
throughout the first two and a half Islamic centuries, we should not simply
disregard or facilely dismiss them. Instead, taken as a whole, they strongly
suggest that, throughout much of the seventh, eighth, and ninth centuries, the
boundaries between Christianity and Islam were often “so fuzzy that one could

hardly say precisely at what point one stopped and the other began.”"



Conclusion

Some Westerners . . . have argued that the West does not have
problems with Islam but only with Islamist extremists. Fourteen
hundred years of history demonstrate otherwise. The twentieth-
century conflict between liberal democracy and Marxist-Leninism
is only a fleeting and superficial historical phenomena compared to
the continuing and deeply conflictual relations between Islam and
Christianity. . . . The causes of this ongoing pattern of conflict . . .
flow from the nature of the two religions and the civilizations based
on them.

—Samuel Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking

of World Order

In 1993 Harvard political scientist Samuel Huntington published a Foreign
Affairs article and later a book popularizing the phrase “clash of civilizations.”
Rarely can one so clearly document an academic writer’s effect on the popu-
lar imagination. Prior to 1993, the periodical database Nexis records only 11
sources using the phrase “clash of civilizations.” In the seven years following
Huntington’s work, this number increased to 625. After the terrorist attacks
of September 11, 2001, the number of citations jumped to over §,000.2

In his book, Huntington identified nine civilization groups that could
potentially clash. In theory, each of these civilizations should receive equal at-
tention. In practice, this was decidedly not the case. Initially, one-third of the
time when a publication specified a clashing civilization, it was Islam. Post-
9/11, Islam—one of Huntington’s nine civilization groups—constituted 68
percent of the references.’ The result is a dualistic worldview in which a ho-
mogeneous entity called Islam inevitably clashes with an equally entrenched
entity Huntington calls “the West.”

Huntington’s work was more interested in predicting the future than in
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discussing the past. But this did not deter him from overarching statements
in which “fourteen hundred years of history demonstrate” that seemingly
inevitable Christian-Muslim conflicts “flow from the nature of the two reli-
gions.” Recently published, widely read hate literature builds on this para-
digm. To cite a particularly egregious example, The Politically Incorrect Guide
to Islam claims “to give you all the information you need to understand the
true nature of the global conflict that America faces today.” Such informa-
tion includes that “Islam is a religion of war; it is also, profoundly, a religion
of intolerance,” and that, throughout its history, Islam has never even toler-
ated non-Muslims.®> The broad popularity of The Politically Incorrect Guide to
Islam caused it to rank among the top o.1 percent of Amazon.com sales, and,
for almost three years, it was Amazon’s top best seller in the category “Islamic
history.” Similar sentiments can be found in other well-circulated publica-
tions, such as Christians, Muslims, and Islamic Rage; Islam and Dhimmitude:
Where Civilizations Collide; and Onward Muslim Soldiers: How Jibad Still
Threatens America and the West, that explicitly refer to Huntington’s work.®

A string of unsupported accusations dominates many of these texts. A
surprising number of recent publications, however, come with the trappings
of academic legitimacy. For example, the aforementioned Politically Incorrect
Guide to Islam contains numerous sidebars of books “you’re not supposed to
read.” These provide a reading list of supposedly scholarly works that present
“a devastating refutation of the whitewashed PC myth” of Islamic tolerance.’”
Of particular import to these anti-Muslim writers are a series of books first
appearing in 1971 under the pen name Bat Ye'or. Bat Ye'or's most famous
work, The Dhimmi, consists of a series of introductory essays constructing a
history of continuous Muslim oppression of Jews and Christians. The second
half of the book supports this vision of uninterrupted conflict through 244
pages of excerpted primary sources, often taken substantially out of context.®
For Bat Ye'or and the numerous writers who cite her, reconstruction of the
early history of Christian-Muslim relations becomes a heuristic for under-
standing all subsequent phases of Christian-Muslim interactions.

Historians will never eliminate the sales potential of books like The Third
Choice: Islam, Dhimitude, and Freedom; Jibad in the West: Muslim Conguests
from the 7th to the 215t Centuries; and Islam Unveiled.” Nevertheless, the con-
tinued neglect of early Syriac sources certainly makes these authors’ job much
easier. Greek and Latin texts remain far from homogeneous in their discus-
sions of Islam. The martial context in which many were written, however,
results in a number of them having particular appeal for those who advocate
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a clash-of-civilizations model of Christian-Muslim encounters. Syriac sources
are not immune from this sort of appropriation. Nonetheless, their diversity
of images of Islam serves as an important corrective to models of inevitable,
unmitigated conflict between Christians and Muslims.

The greatest value of Syriac writings on Islam, however, lies not simply
in providing a list of counterexamples that illustrate more positive Christian
depictions of Muslims or instances when Muslim authorities acted benefi-
cently toward Christians. As many have pointed out, what we define as reli-
gious tolerance is anachronistic for the late ancient and medieval world.” To
consider another faith as having as much access to divine truth as one’s own
would have made little sense to those living in the first millennium, regard-
less whether they were Muslim, Christian, Jewish, or Zoroastrian. In the
present political climate, countering excerpts of anti-Muslim writings with
less hostile sources may help us to envision a less adverse history (and hence
future) of Christian-Muslim relations. But if historians of antiquity uncriti-
cally accept the terms of this debate—that one can somehow measure a given
religion’s overall level of tolerance—we risk perpetuating the very reduction-
ism that should be refuted.

A historically contextualized and synthetic examination of Syriac sources,
however, leads to a much more nuanced view of early Christian-Muslim en-
counters. Syriac sources reflected a world in which the question of relative
tolerance was not the primary concern. Instead, beneath the surface of even
the most polemic writings lay evidence of connected cultures, shared histo-
ries, and religious interdependence. Neither a paradigm of clashing civiliza-
tions nor one of universally tolerant convivencia could properly conceptualize
this multifaceted, interconnected world.

For Syriac Christians, the challenge was not so much how to coexist
but how to remain distinct. Their discussions of Islam rarely focused just on
Islam. Instead, these writers’ emphasis always remained on Christian self-
identity. From this perspective, competing Christian communities were often
much more threatening than Muslims were. As a result, to modern eyes,
Syriac authors frequently come across as quite accommodating or occasionally
even indifferent toward Islam. This disconnect between ancient and modern
concerns necessitates that historians address questions other than just the
relative level of tolerance. Envisioning Islam has tried to illustrate some of the
benefits of such an approach.

By concentrating on the writings of seventh- through ninth-century Syr-
iac Christians, Envisioning Islam has explored how rarely studied works could
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substantially enhance understanding of early Christianity, early Islam, and
Christian-Muslim interactions. From the diverse perspectives of these earliest
Christian writings about Muslims, Christianity and Islam no longer seem to
have been locked in an inevitable conflict that “flows from the nature of the
two religions and the civilizations based on them.”"! These writings further
suggest that for centuries Christianity and Islam exhibited too much per-
meability, interdependence, and convergence to be defined as firmly bound,
independent entities, to say nothing of clashing civilizations.

Through focusing on Syriac texts, I have aimed to produce an in-depth
case example of early Christian reactions to Islam and to highlight the impor-
tance of relatively unexplored texts for understanding Christian-Muslim in-
teractions. As a case example, the point is not that Syriac literature is uniquely
suited for such an inquiry. Instead, by examining the rich Syriac documenta-
tion of early Christian-Muslim encounters, I hope to motivate future scholars
to more thoroughly incorporate the perspectives of all the churches under Is-
lamic rule. Such a project would benefit from additional in-depth analysis of
specific linguistic traditions, as well as from more synthetic studies that begin
to put these diverse perspectives into conversation with each other. Through
a synthetic, book-length examination of a substantial subset of these texts, I
wanted to signal how rich this corpus remains for additional study. For these
texts not only provide us with important data concerning ancient images of
Islam. They also remain vital for helping us to re-envision the world’s two
largest religions and their relations with each other.
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hanputa (paganism), 53, 54, 68, 69, 78, 80

Harran, 148, 174, 175

Harin al-Rashid (caliph), 86, 121

Harvey, Susan Ashbrook, 189n3

heathenism, 99

Hebrews (New Testament), 38, 96
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Helena (mother of Constantine), 31

hell, 56

Heraclius (emperor), 21, 48—49, 204n11§

heresy, heretics, 6, 83, 113, 152, 162; God uses
Arab conquests to punish, 24, 63

Herod, 82

Hinduism, 99, 221n191

Hisham (caliph), 116, 144

History of Rabban Gabriel, 123

Hnana, as Syriac Christian ritual element,
159—60

Hnanisha (catholicos), 69, 162, 213n52,
242095

Holy Spirit, 78, 88, 91, 172, 173

Homer, 41

horses, as symbols, 31

Hormizd (Rabban), 136-38, 2350175, 248n164

Hoyland, Robert G., 5, 201086, 204nn1o5—6

Humayd ibn Qahtaba (emir), 175

Humpbhreys, Stephen, 28

Huntington, Samuel P., 183, 249n1

Ibn al-Zubayr, 28, 32

icons, 128, 129

idolatry, 73, 108

Ignatius IV (patriarch), 150

incest, 152

India, 3, 168

inheritance: interfaith, 153—54; law
concerning, 72, 77, 148—49, 241n62

inscriptions, 10, 11§—16, 211n2.6

intermarriage, 3, 51, 67, 143, 147, 171, 172;
between Christian women and Muslim
men, 150—54; discouragement of; 152;
gender and, 153; prohibition of] 153; terms
for, 236n1

Iran, 2, 3, 168

Iraq, 2, 26, 168, 236n1

Isaac, 38, 62, 130

Isaiah (Old Testament), 79, 109—10

Ishmael, in Genesis, 61

Ishmaelites (‘Ishmacelaye), 21, 63, 84, 95,
122, 170; in Bahira Legend, 87; in Book of
Governors, 97; in Book of Main Points, 65;
in Kbuzistan Chronicle, 61, 62; as term, 58

Ishotbarnun, 153

Ishocbokht, 193—54, 239nn30, 34, 241n62;
Composition on the Laws, 148

Ishocdnah of Basra, Book of Chastity, 176,
2350167

Ishocyahb III (catholicos), 210n18; on Arabs,

21, 60—61; bishops challenge, 246n120;
on Hagarenes, 63; letters of, 60-61, 139,
168—69, 210n19; ON tayydye, 121

Islam, 54, 55, 75, 99, 141, 183; as abstract noun
for collective entity, §6, 77; as challenge to
Christian theology, 69, 70, 72; Christian
life under, 12; classical, 13; confession of
faith of, 66, 175; conversion to, 25, 34, 40,
67, 68, 78, 79, 112, 119, 133, 166, 169, 172,
213046, 245n117; defined by Christians, 54;
as derivative form of Christianity, 11, 65,
73, 101; distinctions between Christianity
and, 77, 96, 97, 180; doctrinal correctness
of, 36; earliest Syriac reference to, 21; as
emerging religion, 8, 52, 54; festivals in,
4; as panpura, 78; historiography of, 89;
as independent religious tradition, 66;
Jesus Christ and, 162, 243n95; law and,
144, 148; mashlmanuta and, 216n104; in
modern age, 12, 64—65; polemics against,
220n163; as religion, 19; rise of, 24, 26, 27,
141, 208n7; rituals of, 77, 88, 89; scholars
of early, 9; similarity between Christianity
and, 89, 93, 94; as supersessionary, state-
sponsored religion, 2, 28, 54, 56, 100;
Syriac Christian views of, 2, 3, 11, §5, 59,
89; theology of, 76; Timothy I on, 82, 83;
tribal affiliation and, 58

Islam and Dbimmitude (Bat Ye'or), 184

Islamic conquests, 16, 18, 24, 39; Byzantine
empire and, 3; as divinely ordained, 21,
24; earliest descriptions of] 16, 19—25; end
times and, 33; as liberation, 9, 11, 17, 18, 23;
reinterpretation of, §o; as world-changing
event, 19. See also Arab conquests

Islamic empire, 3, 9, 12, 25, 124

Islamic scholarship and scholars, 10, 180

Islamization: under Abbasid caliphs, 41, 75,
86; under <Abd al-Malik and successors,
25, 28, 34, 39, 50, 55, 59, 121; under Umar
1L, 64

Islam Unveiled (Robert Spencer), 184

Israel, 2, 170

Israelites, 34, 35, 198n60

Istoria de Mabomet, 56, 113

Jacobites, Miaphysites as, 7

Jacob of Edessa (bishop), 37, 78, 101, 149, 154,
213051, 244n107; on altar cloths, 243n103;
canons of, 98, 240n49; Chronicle of, 106;
on conquerors’ religion, 66—-69; on
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Jacob of Edessa (cont)
conversion, 170—72; Defining Christianity,
53—54; on interaction with Hagarenes, 1—2,
3, 4; on intermarriage, 150—s1, 152; legal
decisions of, 145—48, 164—65; letters of,
67—68, 15961, 213n46; Replies to Addai,
67, 69; Scholia, 34-35

Jacob of Serug, 130

al-Jarrah, 116

Jazira river, 44

Jean bar Isa (catholicos), 148—49

Jerusalem, 156; Alexander the Great and,
198n61; Agsa mosque in, 75; capture of, 7,
42—43; “Umar enters, 121; in end times, 30;
invaded by pharaoh Shishak, 34; Mucawiya’s
coronation in, 62; reconquests of, 7, 31, 32;
Temple in, 4, 156, 181; Temple Mount in,
28, 43, 77, 144; Umayyads and, 64

Jesus Christ, 31, 82; Alexander the Great and,
198n61; apostles of, 31, 223n6; betrayed by
Judas, 172; Crucifixion of, 6, 83, 92, 95, 135;
denial and renunciation of; 169, 170, 173, 175;
divinity of, 71, 79, 83, 130, 135; Incarnation
of, 71, 79, 81, 83, 95, 130; Islam and, §4; killed
by Jews, 132; light of] 162; Muhammad’s
view of; 91; Muslim beliefs concerning, 66,
69, 77, 78, 84, 89, 93—95, 242n95; Nestorian
view of, 6; as prophet, 161; in Qur’an, 162;
Resurrection of, 83, 88, 130; Second Coming
of, 30, 84, 92; single will of, 7, 23; as Son of
God, 129, 162. See also Christology

Jews, 4, 38, 68, 78, 80, 97, 129, 236n1; book
of Daniel and, 25; burial practices of, 77;
charged with changing sacred texts, 109;
Christians and, 4, 10, 43, 44, §1, 104, 109,
141, 155, 181, 182; Christ killed by, 132;
circumcision and, 94; as converts, 89, 112;
as denigrators of Christ, 83; on end times,
33; errors of, 113; homilies against, 130;
killed by Arabs, 20; law of, 72; Muslims
and, 166; Old Testament and, 85; polemics
against, 32; removed from Jerusalem, 43;
in Timothy I's writings, 82; Torah and, 71,
128. See also Judaism

Jibad in the West (Paul Fregosi) 184

Jjizya (poll tax), 25, 34, 60, 64, 121, 174, 175,
245n117. See also taxation

Job of Edessa, 89—90, 95, 98

John (apostle), Apocalypse of Jobn the Little
and, 31

John (monk), 177

Index

John (New Testament), 109—10

John bar Penkayg, 29, 30, 43, 46, 66, 116,
139, 168; Book of Main Points, 26-27, 33,
48, 65, 229n70; on caliph Mucawiya, 121,
196n42; on Muhammad, 107

John Chrysostom, 4

John Kamul monastery, 176

John of Damascus, 55, 113, 114

John Sedra (patriarch), 70, 125, 126

John the Baptist, 144, 174

John the Stylite, 1, 159—61, 171

Jordan, 2

Joseph Hazzaya, 176

Jovian (emperor), 198n61

Judah, 34, 35

Judaism, 43, 53, 65, 68, 99, 131, 248n168;
Christianity and, 4, 10; Christian self-
identity and, 104; ihudayuta as, 56; Islam
and, 83, 94, 180; Muslim beliefs and, s,
100; polemics against, 128; Timothy I on,
132. See also Jews

Judas, 172

Judas Cyriacus Legend, 31

Judges (Old Testament), 198n60

Judgment Day, 23, 92

Julian, 198n61

Justinian (emperor), 70

Kacaba, 8, 62, 66, 93, 226n40
Kacb al-Ahbar, 89, 112

Kalb, 88

Kamed el-Loz inscriptions, 21126
Kashar, 83

Kayshum monasteries, 145
al-Khattab, 10§

Kbuzistan Chronicle, 21, 61, 106
Kings (Old Testament), 3435, 119
Kufa, 83

language, 2. See also names of individual
languages and dialects

Latin language, 2, 87, 119, 208n7; Pseudo-
Methodius translated into, 30, 198n62;
sources in, §5, §6, 113, 133, 208n7

legal system, 12, 42; Christians under
Muslim, 147—50

Legend of Alexander, 30, 198061

liberation, Islamic conquests as, 9, 11, 17,
18, 23

Life of Gabriel of Qartmin, 120-21, 140,
176-77
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Life of Jobn Dailam, 120, 140

Life of Maximus the Confessor, 35, 48, 62-63,
193025

Life of Rabban Hormizd, 136-38, 140,
229170, 234-35n167

Life of Theodute, 121, 140, 157—58, 160,
17778

literary figures, 157, 163; Muslim leaders as,
104, 10§

literary narratives, 12, 155; of bad Muslim
rulers, 116; of good Muslim rulers, 120

locusts, 36, 156

Magianism, 56, 180

Magog, 23

al-Mahdi (caliph), 41, 108-10, 115, 116;
Timothy I and, 79-81, 116, 121, 131-32

malka (king), Muhammad as, 106—7

al-Maman (caliph) 9o, rebellion of, 86

Manichaeans, 83, 236n1

al-Mansur (caliph), 40, 45, 78, 116, 117,
227058

Mar Abba. See Abba (Mar)

Mar Abel monastery, 177

Maran-ammeh, 162, 243095

Marcian, Council of Chalcedon and, 6

Marcionites, 83

Mir Cyriacus. See Cyriacus (Mar)

Mir Elijah. See Elijah (Mar)

Marga, 163

Mar Gabriel. See Gabriel (Mar) and Gabriel
of Qartmin

Mar Habib. See Habib (Mar)

Mark (New Testament), 19, 131

Mar Mattai monastery, 136, 137

Mar Narsai. See Narsai (Mar)

Maronite Chronicle, 62, 63, 70, 134, 138,
211025, 2340159

Maronite Church, Maronites, 7, 23, 41, 136,
139, 230n86; Miaphysites vs., 62, 70, 134

Mar Sabas monastery, 114

Mar Simeon monastery, 176—77

martyrs, 78-79, 114, 134, 144, 160, 169, 174

Marwan, 26, 36

Marwan II (caliph), 40

Mary, mother of Jesus, 6, 62, 71, 91;
Mariology and, 79

mashlmane, 76—77, 79

mashlmanuta (Muslimness), 56, 77, 78,
209n8, 216n104

Maslama (emir), 128, 129

Masuzawa, Tomas, 98-99

Maurice (Byzantine emperor), 7

mawla (client), 59

Maximus the Confessor, 23, 24, 193n25

Mazon, 210n18

mdabbrana (leader), Muhammad as, 106

Mecca, 28, 30, 32, 62, 144, 145

Medes, in book of Daniel, 30, 31

Medina, 8, 224n11

Merw, 210n18

Mesopotamia, 7, 29, 49, 174, 176, 206n125;
northern, 2, 8, 86, 228n64

Messiah, Jesus Christ as, 66

Methodius (bishop), 28, 169

metropolitans, 76, 94, 228n61

mbaddyana (guide), Muhammad as, 107

mhaggraya, mhaggraye (Hagarene,
Hagarenes), 61, 165. See also Hagarenes

Miaphysites, 7, 44, 61, 69, 80, 107, 115, 117,
121, 125, 139, 162, 168, 172; as abbots,
137; accounts by, 21; Bahira Legend and,
218n148; as bishops, 34, §3, 136, 145;
Byzantines and, 22, 48, 49, 147; canons
of, 200n79; Christology of, 85, 94, 242~
43n95; Council of Chalcedon and, 189n3;
as deacons, 94; defense of doctrine of] gs;
destruction of churches of, 115, 116; East
Syrian Christians vs., 70, 130; Eucharist
of, 150—51; as heretics, 133; manuscripts
of, 135, 198-99n62; in Maronite Chronicle,
234n159; Maronites vs., 62, 134;
monasteries of, 204n116; as monks, 79;
Muslim rule and, 17; as patriarchs, 47,
90, 150, 165, 22.7n§3; as priests, 20, 126;
Pseudo-Methodius and, 199n63; as saints,
176

Michael the Syrian, 47—48, 90, 221n168;
Chronicle of, 50, 9093, 174, 206n127

Midianites, 198n60

miprab (prayer niche facing Mecca), 145

miracles, 92, 95, 98, 109, 162

monasteries, 20, 60, 96, 102, 123, 128, 134,
176, 2040116, 231n93; construction of,
120, 121; in Iraq, 26; Miaphysite, 136,
177; monasticism and, 88; Muslims raze,
116; Muslims support, 3, 4, 121, 122,
147; Muslims visit, 36, 72, 248n158; in
Palestine, 114; taxation of, 234n159. See
also abbots; monks; names of individual
monasteries

monastery of Jacob at Kayshum, 145
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monks, 26, 65, 72, 73, 87, 102, 107, 123, 128,
135, 136, 138, 156, 177; Chalcedonian, 114,
135, 136; Miaphysite, 79, 86, 136, 204n116;
Muhammad and, 107, 108, 11, 112

Monophysites, 7

monotheism, 54, 85, 97, 100, 104, 164—65; in
Christian-Muslim relations, 95, 112; hanpe
and, 67; Islam and, 65, 77, 180, 215n90;
Muhammad and, 43, 73, 79, 88, 91, 107, 108

monotheletism (belief in Christ’s single will),
7> 19, 23, 46, 193025

Moses, 71, 92, 118, 126; Muhammad and,

91, 110

mosques, 144, 177

Mosul, governor of, 45, 78, 116, 13637,
142—43, 2431164

Mount of Olives, 43

Mucawiya I (caliph), 62, 65, 70, 121, 134, 139,
228161, 234n159

Muc<awiya II (caliph), 26

mubdjirian (emigrants), 61

Muhammad, 65; in Account of 637, 19,

20; in Apocalypse of Jobn the Little, 31;

as boy, 88; as caliph, 35; Christianized

by Syriac writers, 115; in Chronicle ad
640, 20; in Chronicle of Zugnin, 77; as
crypto-Christian, 103, 110, 112; death

of, 8, 10, 224n11; derogatory Christian
characterizations of, 112-13; divine
revelations of, 7; earliest references to, 106;
as future leader, 226n34; hadith of, 75;

as illiterate, 89, 111, 229n32; in Khuzistan
Chronicle, 21; leads conquests, 204n115;
life of, 81; Mecca and, 7-8; as messenger
of God, 4, 78, 105-6, 163, 164, 173, 224n17;
as military and political leader, 8, 106-7,
224n11; miracles and, 109; monk Bahira
and, 87-89; monotheism of; 73, 79, 91;

as paraclete, 226n40; paradise of, 76; as
prophet, 66, 108—9, 111; Qur’an revealed
to, 79; son of; 122; Syriac descriptions of,
104, 105—15; terms for, 223n6; Timothy I's
view of; 4546, 132

Misa bar Mus<ab, as governor of Mosul, 45,
787 116’ 117, 119, 14243

Muslim-Christian interactions. See
Christian-Muslim interactions

Muslim courts, non-Muslims tried in, 149,
150, 238n20

Muslimness (mashlmanuta), 56, 77, 78,
209n8, 216n104

Muslim rule, 51, 54; ambiguities of; 11, 140;
anti-Christian regulations under, 34,
2030103, 204n114; Christians under, 8, 16,
17, 42, 103, 168, 2351183; in Chronicle of
Zugnin, 44, 45, 78—79; Ishocyahb III on,
60—61

Muslim rulers: as adjudicators of Christian
debates, 70, 134, 138; bad, 142—43;
discussions of; 11; disputations between
Christian rulers and, 79, 124-25; good,
120; as literary figures, 11, 116, 138, 141; in
Syriac Christian literature, 104, 105, 115—24

Muslims, 54, 56, 59, 228164, 236n1; beliefs
of, 93-94, 95; Christian-like, 143, 155—61,
167; Christian practices and, 4, 144;
classifications of; 11; confession of faith
of, 164; conversion to Christianity by,
176, 178—79; as crypto-Christians, 103, 110,
112, 129, 179; as denigrators of Christ, 83;
Eucharist and, 160-61; Hagarenes as, 73;
as hanpe, 96; as inheritors of Christian
property, 153; Jacob of Edessa on, 66-69;
Jesus Christ and, 83, 95; as mashlmane,
79; modern, 75; modern usage of term,
64—65; Muhammad viewed by, 79; as
new Jews, 82, 83, 166; nonelites as, 157,
158; in Scholion, 84; as Sons of Hagar,
38—39; Syriac terminology for, 1, 20, 57,
59, 68, 77, 95, 165; as tayyayé, 59; texts of,
33; theological challenges to Christianity
by, 55, 70; tradition of, 7, 9, 88. See also
Christian-Muslim interactions; Islam

al-Muctasim (caliph), 90

al-Mutawakkil (caliph), 94, 96, 227n53

narratives of identity, 11, §9; during Abbasid
caliphate, 74-86; increased sophistication
of, 100; in ninth century, 86-98; during
Rashidun and Sufyanid caliphates, 59-63;
during Umayyad caliphate, 59-63

narratives of surrender, 42—43

Narsai (Mar), 97, 158-59

Nau, Francois, 126

Nestorianism, Nestorians, §5, 113, 135, 152;
Nestorius and, 6

New Testament, §4, 88, 110, 131, 21§n70,
228n64

Nicetas of Byzantium, ss, 113, 119

Nicholas (heresiarch), 113

Nisibis, 26, 27

nomads, 58
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Nomocanon (Barhebraeus), 240n49
Nonnus of Nisibis, 94—97, 98
nuns, 2.4

Old Testament, 54, 71, 84, 110, 12.9; as
canonical, 71; genealogical signifiers from,
58, 61; Muhammad and, 88; Trinity and,
127; typology of, 85

Oman, 210018

On Fuaith (Job of Edessa), 9o

Onward Muslim Soldiers (Robert Spencer), 184

Pact of <Umar, 41, 64, 75, 94, 121

pagan, pagans, 57, 128, 158, 165, 174, 239n30.
See also hanpd, hanpe

paganism, 68; Islam as, 54, 175

Palestine, 2, 20, 114, 224n11

Palmer, Andrew, §

paraclete (helper), 110; Muhammad as, 88,
226140

paradise: Muhammad and, 76, 88; Muslim
conceptions of, 80, 89, 90, 95, 111

Paschasius Radbertus, 113, 119

patriarchs, 42, 157, 166-67; Miaphysite, 47,
70, 90, 125, 150, 227053, 2340159. See also
names of individual patriarchs

Paul Albar, 119

Paul (apostle), 166, 170, 178; exegesis of, 38,
39

Paul of Samosata, 162

penance, 149, 152, 171, 172

Pentecost, 1

People of the Book, 180

Persia, Persians, 6, 45, 46, 49, 76, 78, 106,
161, 190n7, 210n18; in book of Daniel,
30, 31

Persian empire, 7, 17, 23, 27, 139; Arab
conquests of, 8, 20, 21, 27, 29, 31, 4546,
106; Byzantine empire vs., 21, 24; rulers
of, 21, 70

Persian language, 148

Philip the Macedonian, 35

Phocas (Byzantine emperor), 7

Pilate, 82

pilgrimages, 144

poetic verse, of Apocalypse of Pseudo-Ephrem,
22-23

Politically Incorrect Guide to Islam, The
(Robert Spencer), 184

poll tax (jizya), 60, 64, 121, 174, 175, 245n117.
See also taxation

polytheism, polytheists, 58, 67-69, 77, 108,
110, 23601, 247n158; of Persians, 45—46;
sacrifices of, 165—66, 244n107

prayer, 66, 72, 77, 79, 92, 120, 14§

Prayers in Arabic and Written in Syriac,
229170

priests, 60, 67, 68, 97, 145, 158, 171, 174;
apostasy of, 78; children of, 152; Eucharist
and, 150—52; Hagarene children taught by,
146; Miaphysite, 20; Zoroastrian, 176. See
also clergy

Procopius, 44

prophet (nbiya), prophets, 107-9, 242095

prostitution, prostitutes, 29, 136

Protestantism, 6

Psalms (Old Testament), 131

psalms singing, 162

qadis (judges), 114

Qdr monastery, 20

Qenneshré Fragment, 134—36, 138, 140

Qenneshré monastery, 134

qibla (mosque wall facing Mecca), 144

Qur’an, 3, 9-10, 72, 78, 112, 173, 180, 181,
2249n32; Christians on, 55, 95, 110,
115; Christology of, 129; Dionysius of
Tel Mahré and, 93; early ecumenical
movement and, 248n168; eschatology
and, 33; exegesis of, 109; inheritance law
and, 72; inscriptions from, 28, 64; Jesus
Christ in, 77, 162; law and commandments
of, 108; 148; legitimacy of, 110, 114-15;
Muslims and, 73; origins of; 36, 79, 93,
111, 132; quoted, 69, 84, 131; Sergius Bahira
and, 226n37; Syriac authors and, s, 76,
86, 89; Timothy I and, 80-83, 131

Qyriaqos (patriarch), 150, 200n79, 227053,
240n42.

Rabban Cyriacus. See Cyriacus (Mar)

Rabban Hormizd. See Hormizd (Rabban)

Rabban Yozadak. See Yozadak (Rabban)

race, 60, 100, 209n10; lineage of, 63; religion
and, §7, 64. See also ethnicity

Ramadan, 89, 93. See also fasting

Ranke, Leopold von, 189n2

Rashidun caliphate: memories of conquests
during, 19—24; narratives of identity
during, 59-63

rasitl, rasuld (messenger), 223n3; Muhammad
as God’s, 105-6, 163, 224017
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reality effect, 126, 133

realpolitik, 46, 109, 119

reconversion to Christianity, 213n46; torture
for, 173, 174

reductionist models of Christian-Muslim
relations, 3—4

Rehoboam, 34

Reinink, Gerrit, s, 31, 130, 193021

religion (deblza), 73; Christianity as oldest, §3;
classifications of; 11, 99; as differentiator,
64; ethnicity and, §8, 59, 67, 71; Islam not
considered as, 19; race and, 57, 64

religious boundaries: battles over orthodoxy
and, 163; blurring of, 83, 96, 157; easily
traversable, 172; fuzziness of, 12, 54, 56,
66, 69, 74, 106, 143, 182; Jacob of Edessa’s
defining of, go; permeability of, 145, 161,
172; Syriac texts and, 11

religious identity, narratives of, §3—101

religious tolerance, 185

Replies to Addai (Jacob of Edessa), 67, 69

resurrection, 92

Revelation, Book of; 25

Rewardashir, 168

ridda wars, 8

rituals, of Syriac Christians, 159—60

Robinson, Chase, 162, 180

Roggema, Barbara, 5, 89, 218n148

Roman Catholicism, dual nature of Christ
and, 6

Romance of Julian the Apostate, 30, 198n61

Romans (Byzantines), 19—20, 23, 44, 48,
207n130. See also Greco-Romans

Romans (New Testament), 170, 229n70

Rome, Romans, 24, 27, 31, 198n60

Rusafa, shared sacred space in, 144

sacred space, 30, 31, 144—45

Saliba, 117, 228n64; To the Rulers of the
World, 118, 120

Samaritans, 20, 24, 71

Samarra, 94

Saracens, 57, 58, 62, 63, 87, 119, 21126

Sarah, lineage of; 38

Sasanians, 103, 124; kings of, 7, 8, 70, 107

Satan, 82, 113, 132, 137, 172, 177

Scholia (Jacob of Edessa), 34-35

Scholion (Theodore bar Koni), 83-86, 89, 95

Scripture, 130; tampering with, see tahrif

Second Letter to Jobn the Stylite (Jacob of
Edessa), 16061

Seeing Islam as Others Saw It (Robert
Hoyland), 5

Seleucia-Ctesiphon, 40

Seleucid era, 195037

September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, 183

Sergius, 81, 82, 125, 126

Sergius Bahira, 87, 88, 89, 218n149, 219n151;
death of, 112; motivation of, 226n34;
Muhammad taught by, 108, 111; Qur'an
and, 226n37

Severus, 12§

shahada (Muslim confession of faith), 164,
243n104

Sheba, Queen of; 119

Shiites, 75

Shishak (pharaoh), 34

shliba (messenger), 22306

Shoemaker, Stephen, 180

Sicily, 24

sifrat Allab (God'’s various divine attributes),
82, 100

Simeon of Rewardashir, 168-169, 239n34

Simon: as possible author of Life of Rabban
Hormizd, 234—350167;

Simon: as doorkeeper of Qdr monastery, 20

Simonsohn, Uriel, 150

sin, sins, 29, 35, 48

Sixth Ecumenical Council, 193n25

slavery, slaves, 30, 35, 36, 37, 61-62

Slavonic language, 30, 198n62

Smith, Jonathan Z., 100

Sodom, 127

Solomon, 119

Sons of Hagar (bnay Hagar), 21, 27, 39, 44,
62, 84, 95, 107; in Apocalypse of Pseudo-
Ephbrem, 22, 23, 63; in Bahira Legend, 87;
in Bet Hale Disputation, 38, 73; in Book of
Main Points, 65; as term, §8

Sons of Ishmael (bnay Tshmael), 38, 47,
63, 95, 106, 111, 170; in Apocalypse of Jobn
the Little, 32—33; in Bahira Legend, 87;
in Betr Hale Disputation, 73; in Book of
Governors, 97; in Khuzistan Chronicle, 21,
61, 62; in Edessene Apocalypse, 30—31; end
times and, 29—30; as God’s tool to punish
Christians, 15, 30, 36, 48; in post-second
fitna apocalypses, 66; in Pseudo-Methodius,
29; as term, §8

Sophronius (bishop), 42-43, 121, 193n25

stylites, Chalcedonians as, 48

Sufism, 75
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Sufyanid caliphate: memories of conquests
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