
fOHN AND THE EMIR 

A NEW INTRODUCTION, EDITION AND TRANSLATION* 

On August 17, 874 a monk named Abraham completed a 99-page 
Syriac manuscript now housed in the British Library (BL Add. 17,193). 
Abraham titled his work "a volume of demonstrations, collections, and 
letters" I and inc1uded in it 125 short pieces ranging from biblical pas
sages and excerpts from church fathers to lists of councils, caliphs, and 
calamities2

• Following a canon of Severus regarding baptism and pre
ceding a list of eighth-century disasters, one finds in this volume three 
folios (73a-75b) which make up the sole witness to an ancient document 
that modem scholars have entitled fohn and the Emir. 

This document purports to be a letter written by an unnamed com
panion of the seventh-century Miaphysite patriarch of Antioch, John 
Sedra (r. 631-648). It relates an alleged conversation between the 
patriarch and an unspecified Muslim leader. In order to reassure its read
ers of John's safety, the letter describes the patriarch's audience with the 
emlr. 

The majority of the text consists of a dialogue between John and the 
Muslim leader. The emir presents a series of brief questions and John 
gives more lengthy responses. They discuss the diversity of Christian 
beliefs, Christ's divinity, who was controlling the world when Christ 
was in Mary's womb, why the Hebrew prophets did not explicitly speak 
of Jesus, and inheritance law. The narrative interrupts this pattem of 
question and answer only once in order that the emir might summon a 
Jew to confirm John's scriptural citation. After relating the dialogue, the 
narrator states that even the Chalcedonian Christians present prayed for 
John because they knew that the Miaphysite patriarch was representing 
ali Christians before the emir. The work ends with a list of people whom 
the narrator wants the letter's readers to support in prayer. 

• Special thanks go to Mount Holyoke College and to the National Endowment for the 
Humanities which helped fund my research trips to the British Museum as well as to the 
National Humanities Center which provided me with the ti me and the resources to write 
about John and the Emir. I am al so most grateful for the comments and suggestions made 
by an anonymous reviewer, Gabriel Aydin, Chip Coakley, Liz Penland, and especially 
Lucas Van Rompay. 

I BL Add. 17,193, f. 1b. 
2 For a descriptioo of the manuscript's contents, see W. WRIGHT, Catalogue oJ Syriac 

Manuscripts in the British Museum Acquired Since the Year /838, volume 2, London, 
1871, p. 989-1002. 
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It has been almost a century since François Nau published an edition 
and French translation of fohn and the Emir3. Given the work's impor
tance for documenting early Christian views of Islam, surprisingly few 
scholars have written about this text. Most of the early scholarship on 
fohn and the Emir concentrated on identifying the emir. A consensus 
eventually emerged that the emir was 'Umayr ibn Sa'd al-Ansari the 
military governor of Homs from 641 to 6444• 

Few other issues regarding fohn and the Emir, however, have been 
resolved so successfully. Particularly contentious are questions concern
ing what geme best categorizes the work, when was it originally written, 
and does it reflect an actual meeting that took pIace between a Christian 
patriarch and a Muslim emir. The answers to these three questions pro
foundly affect how one reads fohn and the Emir and are particularly ap
propriate to consider prior to looking at a new edition and translation of 
the text5. 

Genre 

One of the keys to interpreting fohn and the Emir is a proper under
standing of its geme. The document claims to be a letter providing an 
accurate, eyewitness account of a discussion between an emir and a pa
triarch, But is this tme? The answer to this question substantially affects 
ali other issues regarding the work's composition. The earliest scholars 

3 F. NAU, Un eo/loque du patriarche Jean avec l'émir des Agaréens et jaits divers des 
années 712 à 716, in fournal Asiatique, 11/5 (1915), p. 248-264 (= NAU, Un colloque du 
patriarehe fean). 

4 The most comprehensive overview of these questions and their commonly accepted 
resolution appears in K. SAMIR, Qui est /'interlocuteur musulman du patriarche syrien 
Jean /Il (631-64B)? (= SAMIR, Qui est /'interlocuteur?), in H.J.W. DRI1VERS et al. (ed.), 
IV Symposium Syriacum 1984, Rome, 1987, p. 248-264. 

5 There have been two prior translations of fohn and the Emir from the Syriac: Nau's 
French translation of the text (NAU, Un colloque du patriarche fean, p. 257-264) and 
Saadi's English translation (A.M. SAADI, The Letter oj John oj Sedreh: A New Perspec
tive on Nascent lslam, in Journal oj the Assyrian Aeademic Society, Il no. I [1997], 
p. 69-73 (= SAADI, The Letter oj John oJ Sedreh [1997]) reprinted as A.M. SAADI, The 
Letter oj fohn ojSedreh: A New Perspeetive on Nascent Islam, in Karmo, l no. 2 [1999], 
p. 48-54) (= SAADI, The Letter oj fohn oj Sedreh [1999]). There are al so IwO indirect 
translations: Newman published an English translation of Nau's French Iranslation (N.A. 
NEWMAN, The Early Christian-Muslim Dialogue: A Collection oj Documents jrom the 
First Three Islamie Centuries (632-900 AD.) Translation with Commentary, Hatfield, 
1993, p. 24-28) (= NEWMAN, Early Christian-Muslim Dialogue) and Suerrnann a Gennan 
translation of Nau's French translation (H. SUERMANN, Orientalische Christen und der ls
lam: Christliche Texte aus der Zeit von 632-750, in Zeitschrift jiir Missionswissenehajt 
und Religionswissenschaji 67 [1983], p. 122-125). Ali of these depend on Nau's edition 
of the text (NAU, Un col/oque du patriarche Jean, p. 248-256). 
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who wrote about fohn and the Emir took the document's tmth claims for 
granted6• Several more recent articles have also suggested that the docu
ment is a relatively accurate portrayal of a discussion between a Chris
tian patriarch and a Muslim officiaJ1. Few warrants, however, have been 
presented in support of the document's self-description8. The common 
assumption appears to be that since the document claims that it is a letter 
describing specific events, its depictions most likely are correct9

• 

6 E.g., NAU, Un colloque du patriarehe Jean, p. 226-228; H. LAMMENS, À propos d'un 
eolloque entre le patriarehe jacobite fean ler et 'Amr ibn al· 'Asi, in fournal Asiatique, 
13 (1919), p. 97-98; SAMIR, Qui est l'interloeuteur?, p. 388. 

7 E.g., SAADI, The Letter oj John oj Sedreh (1997), p. 68-84 reprinted as SAAOI, The 
Letter oj John oj Sedreh (/999), p. 46-64 and NEWMAN, Early Christian-Muslim Dia
logue, p. 7-8. Similarly, H. SUERMANN, The Old Teslament and the fews in the Dialogue 
between the Jacobite Patriareh John l and 'Umayr ibn Sa'd al-Ansari, in J.P. MONFER· 
RER-SALA (ed.), Eastern Crossroads: Essays on Medieval Christian Legaey, Piscataway, 
NJ, 2007, p. 134 (= SUERMANN, The Old TeSlament and the fews) writes: "I suppose that 
the content of the report is fairly rendering a conversation which had taken pIace in 644." 
Many arguments that Suennann makes in his artide rely upon the belief that fohn and the 
Emir is an extremely precise depiction of a historical event. For example, Suennann ar
gues that 'Umayr ibn Sa'd could not read Greek or Syriac, that certain Hagarenes present 
at the discussion could, that the emir never asked other Hagarenes for their theological 
opinion but rather summoned a Jew, and that the Christian author's knowledge of Muslim 
beliefs carne only from the emir's own statements. Ali of these points require even the 
most minute details of fohn and the Emir to be accurate. See SUERMANN, The Old Testa
ment and the fews, p. 134. 

" An exception to this more generaI tendency appears in SUERMANN, The Old Testa
ment and the fews, p. 136. Suennann suggests that the episode in fohn and the Emir 
where a Jew daims not to know whether the Hebrew Scripture supports a trinitarian con
cept of God must have been an accurate depiction of actual events. His argument is that if 
a Christian fabricated this episode he would not have portrayed the Jew as ambivalent but 
either would have had the Jew say that the Christian was correct, thus validating Christian 
theology, or have had him say the Christian was wrong so that the author could present 
further arguments in favor of the trinity. Suennann's reasoning remains unpersuasive on 
at least two points. (I) The chance of a Jewish scholar actually stating in front of a Mus
lim official that he does not understand the Torah seems fairly remote. (2) The polemical 
intent of this passage is dear - Jews do not understand the Old Testament, only Christians 
do. This is a standard anti-Jewish argument that can be found in sources written as early 
as the second century (e.g., Justin's Dialogue with Trypho). Another argument occasion
ally advanced for the work's accuracy is that several of the ecclesiastical figures named in 
J ohn and the Emir are attested in other documents that discuss the mid-seventh century 
(e.g., SAAOI, The Letter oj John ojSedreh [1997J, p. 78 reprinted as SAAOI, The Letter oj 
fohn oj Sedreh [l999J, p. 60). Unfortunately, there is no way to distinguish between a 
mid-seventh-century writer referring to people he witnessed attending an actual meeting 
and a later writer using well-known names to give his account the appearance of authen
ticity. G.J. REININK, The Beginnings oj Syriae Apologetie Literature in Response to Islam, 
in Oriens Christianus, 77 (1993), p. 172, n. 44 raises a similar conce m (= REININK, The 
Beginnings oj Syriae Apologetie Literature). 

9 A more tendentious assumption is the occasionally repeated statement thatJohn and 
the Emir was written by John's own secretary. SAMIR, "Qui est l'interloeuteur?, p. 388 
asserts a connection between the "Severus," whose name appears at the end of fohn and 
the Emir as one of several delegates who accompany the patriarch, and a later Syriac text 
that speaks of John Sedra's secretary as "Severus." There is no indication that these two 
Severuses are the same individuai and fohn and the Emir never makes this daim. 
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There are, however, very serious reasons for questioning this hypoth
esis. First, many Syriac writers used the framework of a letter not to ac
curately chronicle events but as the trappings of theological tractates de
signed to forward a specific theological agenda l0. Particularly important 
is Sidney Griffith's observation that Eastem Christians often employed 
fictitious Ietters in their discussions of Islam". Exampies include such 
well-known forgeries as epistles attributed to Leo III, Umar II, al
Hashimi, and al-Kindi. In other words, Iooking Iike a Ietter does not nec
essariIy increase the probability of a document's veracity. This is espe
cially the case with fohn and the Emir which never specifies the 
"Ietter's" author, the recipients' names, or their geographic Iocation. 
Second, the setting of fohn and the Emir and the topics it discusses are 
standard topoi found throughout Syriac discussions of Isiam. A defense 
of Christianity taking pIace in the court of a Muslim official appears in 
numerous Syriac and Christian Arabic works - few of which have strong 
claims to accurately rendering an actuai debate l2• Additionally, the seven 
questions the emir asks the patriarch involve topics common to most 
early Syriac literature on Islam 13 and suggest a much greater interest in 
Christian theology than one would expect a Muslim commander to have 
had l4

• It 1s, of course, possible that 'Umayr ibn Sa'd inquired only about 
the very same issues that Syriac apologists would write about for centu
ries, but this does not seem likeIy. Third, the narrative details of fohn 

IO S.H. GRIFFlTH, Answering the Cali of the Minaret: Christian Apologeties in the 
World of Islam, in H.L. MURRE-V AN DEN BERG - 1.1. V AN GINKEL - T.M. V AN LINT (ed.), 
Redefining Christian Identity: Culturallnleraelion in the Middle Eas/ sinee the Rise of 
Islam, Leuven, 2005, p. 108 (= GRIFFlTH, Answering the Cali of the Minarel). 

" GRIFFITH, Answering the Cali of the Minaret, p. 106-108. 
12 S.H. GRIFFlTH, The Chureh in the Shadow of the Mosque: Christians and Muslims 

in the World of Islam, PrincelOn, 2008, p. 85-88 (= GRIFFlTH, The Chureh in the Shadow 
of the Mosque); GRIFFlTH, Answering the Cali of the Minaret, p. 98. Later Christian Ara
bic examples are discussed in S.H. GRIFFITH, The Monk in the Emir's Majlis: Reileetions 
on a Popular Genre of Christian Literary Apologeties in Arabie in the Early Islamie Pe
riod, in M.R. COHEN, H. LAZARUS-YAFEH, S. SOMEKH, S.H. GRIFFITH (ed.), The Maj/is: 
Inlerreligious Eneounters in Medievallslam, Wiesbaden, 1999, p. 13-65 (= GRIFFITH, The 
Monk in the Emir's Majlis). 

13 L.R. SAKO, Les genres littéraires syriaques dans /'apologétique ehrélienne vis-à-vis 
des Musulmans (= SAKO, Les genres littéraires syriaques), in H.J.W. DRIJVERS el al. (ed.), 
IV Symposium Syriaeum 1984, Rome, 1987, p. 382-383; S.H. GRIFFITH, The Prophet 
Muhammad His Seripture and His Message according to the Christian Apologies in Ara
bie and Syriae /rom the First Abbasid Century, in T. FAHD (ed.), La vie du prophète 
Mahomet, Paris, 1980, p. 100 (= GRIFFITH, The Prophet Muhammad). 

14 REININK, The Beginnings of Syriae Apologetie Literature, p. 175. R.G. HOYLAND, 
Seeing Islam as Others Saw It: A Survey and Evaluation of Christian, Jewish and 20ro
astrian Writings on Early Islam (Studies in Late Antiquity and Early Islam, 13), Prin
ceton, 1997, p. 461 also notes the similarity between several of the patriarch's responses 
and earlier Syriac anti-lewish works (= HOYLAND, Seeing Islam as Others Saw It). 
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and the Emir c1early point toward a greater concem in defending Christi
anity than accurately representing a conversation. In each case the emir 
presents a brief question and it is the patriarch who always gets the Iast 
word. The emir never challenges John's conclusions and never interrupts 
him. A simple tally of the words each figure speaks (the emir 130, the 
patriarch 390) shows a c1ear bias in the account. Even more telling are a 
number of highly fortuitous and extremely improbable events l5 . Mem
bers from three Christian Arab tribes happen to be present on the day 
when the patriarch meets with the emir; al so on the scene are several 
Arabs who can read both Greek and Syriac, a Jewish scholar who is 
quite content to admit to the Muslim emir that he has no idea whether 
the Hebrew Scripture supports trinitarian theology, and Chalcedonian 
Christians who recognize the Miaphysite patriarch's right "to speak on 
behalf of the entire Christian community"16. None of this inspires confi
dence in the document's accuracy. Even if one believes that fohn and 
the Emir was written immediately after an actual conversation between 
John Sedra and 'Umayr ibn Sa'd al-Ansari, it remains essential to recog
nize that fohn and the Emir is not an unbiased record of such an encoun
ter. Rather, it is a carefully constructed and highly stylized literary 
work17

• 

Date of Composition 

Particularly contentious in modem scholarship on fohn and the Emir 
is the question of when the document originally was written. It is here 
where the work's genre becomes particularly important. Those scholars 
who see the work as an authentic letter point to the opening sentence 
where the author states that Joho and the emir met 00 Sunday, the ninth 
of May. There are three times during John's tenure as patriarch that the 

15 HOYLAND, Seeing Islam as Others Saw It, p. 460 characterizes Ihese details as 
"usual narrative f10urishes designed lo impart reality lO lhe work" which give il "the ap
pearance of a typical piece of disputation literature." 

16 BL Add. 17,193, f. 75a, 74b, 74b, 75a-75b. 
17 Similar conclusions are reached by L. SAKO, Bibliographie du dialogue Islamo

Chrétien: auteurs ehrétiens de langue syriaque, in Islamoehristiana, lO (1984), p. 5 n. 3; 
HOYLAND, Seeing Islam as Others Saw It, p. 160; and A. HARRAK, Ah! the Assyrian is the 
Rod of my Hand! Syriae View of History after the Advent of Islam, in H.L. MURRE-VAN 
DEN BERG - J.J. VAN GINKEL - T.M. V AN LINT (ed.), Redefining Christian Identity: Inter
aetion in the Middle East sinee the Rise of Islam, Leuven, 2005, p. 61 n. 701 (= HARRAK, 
Syriae View ofHistory) and GRIFFlTH, The Chureh in the Shadow of/he Mosque, p. 77-78, 
REININK, The Beginnings of Syriae Apologetie Literature, p. 17/ summarizes this position 
well when he characterizes John and /he Emir "as a representative of the literary genre of 
apologies which were written for certain purposes for lhe sake of the Christian commu
nity itself"(Reinink's emphasis). 
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ninth of May fell on a Sunday - 633, 639, and 644 18 - and many schol
ars, choosing the last of these dates, suggest that fohn and the Emir was 
written in the mid-640s19. Two recent articles illustrate particularly well 
the interdependence between questions of genre and date of composi
tion. Their arguments for a 644 dating to the text include: (1) the work's 
opening states that the recipients are anxious concerning the patriarch's 
fate and therefore the letter must have been written immediately after the 
events depicted and before the recipients had otherwise heard of the 
meeting's outcome20; (2) the emir never quotes from the Qur'an and 
thus the work must have been written before Uthman standardized the 
Qur'an in the 650s21 ; (3) in fohn and the Emir Islam is a primitive reIi
gion, closely tied to Judaism, thus reflecting the nascent forrn of Islam 
one would expect to find in the mid-seventh century22. Arguments such 
as these depend on fohn and the Emir being a historically accurate ren
dering of events, otherwise issues such as the lack of explicit Qur'anic 
citations or the overlap between Islam and Judaism simply reflect the 
ignorance or the polemical choices of a later Christian author and do not 
require an early date for the text's composition. 

In contrast, a 1993 article by Gerrit Reinink suggests that fohn and 
the Emir should be read not as an actual letter but as "a carefully com
posed fiction," "a deliberate piece of Christian apologetics" with 
"something of a propagandist flavour" in which "the author takes great 
pains to make the readers believe that it is an authentic document23." 

From this perspective, the key to discovering when fohn and the Emir 

1M NAu, Un eolloque du patriarehe lean, p. 227. 
19 E.g., P. CRONE M. COOK, Hagarism: The Making 01 the Islamie World, Cam-

bridge, 1977, p. II (= CRONE - COOK, Hagarism), NEWMAN, Early Christian-Muslim Dia
logue, p. 8, SUERMANN, The Old Testament and the fews, p. 141, and SAADI, The Letter 
o[ fohn 01 Sedreh (1997), p. 68 reprinted as SAADI, The Letter 01 fohn o[ Sedreh (1999), 
p. 46-47 ali suggest a mid-seventh-century date for the text's composition. 

20 SAADI, The Letter o[ fohn o[ Sedreh (1997), p. 78 reprinted as SAADI, The Letter o[ 
fohn o[ Sedreh (/999), p. 61. 

21 SAADI, The Letta o[ fohn o[ Sedreh (1997), p. 79 reprinted as SAADI, The Letter o[ 
fohn o[ Sedreh (/999), p. 62. 

22 SAADI, The Letter 01 fohn 01 Sedreh (1997), p. 80 reprinted as SAADI, The Letter o[ 
fohn o[ Sedreh (/999), p. 64 concludes: "Ultimately the Letter makes no reference to 
Quran, Muhammad, or Islam, which indicates persuasively the nascent nature of this new 
religion. The Letter, therefore, characterizes the beliefs of Mhaggraye, which would lay 
the foundation for what later becomes known as Islamic faith." SUERMANN, The Old Tes
tament and /he fews, p. 141 writes: "Early texts demonstrate that the close relation of 
Jews and Muslims at the beginnings of Muslim mie is not a literary fiction ... The impor
tant role of the Jew and the Old Testament for Muslims is an indicator for the early 
redaction of our tex!. In the dialogue the answer of the Jewish scribe is not typical for a 
pure literary fiction." 

23 REtNINK, The Beginnings o[Syriae Apologetic Li/erature, p. 176, 181, 182. 
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was written is to identify the motivation for its composition and to situ
ate its Sitz im Leben within what we known about early Christian/Mus
lim interactions. According to Reinink, the text's principal concerns are 
the emergence of Islam as a new religious rival to Christianity24, intra
Christian debates preventing Christians from presenting a unified front 
against Islam25, and the fear of Christians converting to Islam26. Such is
sues are relatively unattested in mid-seventh-century Christian literature 
but are quite common starting with the late seventh century consolida
tion of 'Abd al-Malik's rule27. For Reinink this requires fohn and the 
Emir to have been written no earlier than the late seventh-century28. Al
though Reinink's analysis has persuaded several scholars29, others disa
gree, pointing out that Reinink's conclusions require him to have accu
rately identified the author's underlining concerns, none of which are 
made explicit in the text30. 

There is another approach to dating the text that Reinink's article 
briefly addresses which may be even more useful in approximating 
when fohn and the Emir was written. Reinink suggests that the author's 
know1edge of Islam is much closer to that of known late seventh- and 
early eighth-century Christian authors than those writing in the mid-sev
enth century. He provides two main examples. (1) As in later works, but 
unlike most seventh-century sources, fohn and the Emir depicts Islam as 
an independent religion31 ; (2) Both fohn and the Emir's reference to in
heritance law as well as the patriarch alluding only to those biblical pa
triarchs al so found in the Qur'an suggests that the author had at least a 
rudimentary understanding of Muslim scripture32. Unfortunately, be-

24 REININK, The Beginnings o[ Syriac Apologetie Literature, p. 176-177, 182. 
25 Ibidem, p. 178, 182-183. 
26 Ibidem, p. 176 n. 67, 182, 186. 
27 Ibidem, p. 182-185. 
2M E.g., Ibidem, p. 182 summarizes his point: "The work appears to presuppose his

torical circumstances which can hardly be assumed for the first decade after the Arab con
quests. " 

29 E.g., HOYLAND, Seeing Islam as O/hers Saw 1/, p. 464-465; A.M. GUENTHER, The 
Christian Experience and Interpretation o[ the Early Muslim Conquest and Rule, in Islam 
and Christian-Muslim Relations, 10/3 (1999), p. 374; HARRAK, Syriac View o[ History, 
p. 61, n. 70; and M.N. SWANSON, Folly IO /he Huna[a': The Crucifixion in Early Chris
tian-Muslim Controversy (= SWANSON, The Crueifixion), in E. GRYPEOU - M.N. SWANSON 
- D. THOMAS (ed.), The Encounter o[ Eastern Chris/ianity wi/h Early Islam, Leiden, 2006, 
p. 247 (= GRYPEOU - SWANSON THOMAS, The Encounter o[ Eastern Christianity with 
Early Islam); and GRIFFITH, The Church in /he Shadow olthe Mosque, p. 37-38, 77-78. 

30 SAADI, The Letter o[ fohn o[ Sedreh (1997), p. 79-80 reprinted as SAADI, The Lel/er 
o[ fohn o[ Sedreh (1999), p. 59-60; SUERMANN, The Old Testament and /he fews, p. 136-
138. 

31 REININK, The Beginnings o[ Syriac Apologetie Litera/ure, p. 176-177. 
32 Ibidem, p. 179. 
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cause Reinink makes these arguments relatively quickly and without ex
tensive support, they are less persuasive than they otherwise would be. 
Reinink's overarching strategy of comparing fohn and the Emir with 
works of known dates of composition, however, is quite sound and wor
thy of further development. 

A more detailed comparison of fohn and the Emir with other ear1y 
Christian texts on Islam yields several data points that more strongly 
suggest a late seventh- or eighth-century date of composition than one in 
the 640s. First, Christian discussions of Islam set in a dialogical setting, 
especially in the context of a religious debate between a Christian and a 
Muslim, are widely attested from the eighth century onward33. If fohn 
and the Emir were written in the mid-seventh century it would predate 
every other known example of this genre by over seventy years. Second, 
when speaking of Muslims, fohn and the Emir uses a word rarely found 
in seventh-century Syriac sources, calling them "Hagarenes" (mhag
griiye). This term occurs in a single extant mid-seventh-century writing, 
one of Isho'yhab III's letters (d. 659)34. Among late seventh-century 
sources mhaggriiye appears in only two additional places, the writings of 
Jacob of Edessa (d. 708) and the colophon of BL Add. 14,666 (dated 
682)35. In contrast, most seventh-century sources speak of Muslims as 
"Arabs" (rayyiiye), for example the Record oj the Arabic Conquest 637, 
the Chronicle Around 640, two letters from Isho'yhab III, the Chronicle 
oj Khuzistan, the Maronite Chronicle, the Letter ojGeorge /, the Canons 
ojGeorge /, John bar Penkaye's Book oj Main Points, Jacob of Edessa's 
Chronicle, and the colophon of BL Add. 14,44836. If one examines 

33 Among Syriac sources, the closest parallels to John and the Emir are The Disputa
tion between a Monk of Bee /:fale and a Muslim Notable (ca. 720) and the Disputation of 
Timothy I (ca. 780). Chapter Ten of Theodore bar Koni's Scholion (ca. 790), although 
framed as a discussion between a master and his disciple, is another dear example of a 
Syriac disputation text conceming Islam. There are also several ninth-century dispute 
texts in Christian Arabic sue h as the dialogue of Abraham of Tiberius with Abd ar
Rahman al-Hashimi, the debate of Theodore Abu Qurra, and the questions and answers 
found in Chapter Eighteen of the Summa Theologiae Arabica (here see GRIFFITH, The 
Church in the Shadow ofthe Mosque, p. 77-85; GRIFFITH, The Monk in the Emir's Majlis, 
p. 13-65; and GRIFFlTH, Answering the Cali of the Minaret, p. 99-105). Among Greek
speaking Christians one finds late eighth- and ninth-century disputation texts such as the 
Disputation Between a Saracen and a Christian attributed to 10hn of Damascus and the 
epistolary exchange allribuled IO Leo III and Umar II. 

34 Isho'yhab III, Letter 48B (R. DuvAL, lsho'yhab 11/ patriarch., Liber epistularum 
[CSCO II], Leuven, 1904, p. 97) (= CSCO Il). 

35 lacob of Edessa, Questions of Addai (HOYLAND, Seeing lslam as Others Saw lt, 
p. 604-605), Letter /I IO John Stylites (A. VOOBUS, The Synodicon in the West Syrian Tra
dition. I [CSCO 367], Leuven, 1975, p. 237) (= CSCO 367); BL Add. 14,666, f. 56. 

36 Record of the Arabic Conquest 637 (E.W. BROOKS, Chronica minora [CSCO 31. 
Leuven, 1904, p. 74) (= CSCO 3); Chronicle Around 640 (ibid., p. 147-148); Isho'yhab 
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eighth-century texts, however, "Hagarenes" becomes much more com
mon. It appears, for example, in the Lije oj Theodute, the Caliph List oj 
724, the Chronicle oj 775, the Canons oj Giwargi, a scribal addition to 
the letter of Athanasius of Balad, and two Syriac inscriptions37 . Third, as 
Reinink notes, fohn and the Emir's reference to inheritance law appears 
anachronistic. Although Syriac Christians eventually carne under in
creased pressure to define Christian inheritance law, this concem is not 
found in any known mid-seventh-century documents38. Furthermore, the 
case discussed in fohn and the Emir seems much closer in form and con
tent to what is attested in the Qur'an than what had been discussed in 
earlier Syriac canon law39. It is so unlikely that a mid-seventh-century 
Christian would have knowledge of Qur'anic material that several schol
ars who maintain that fohn and the Emir was written in the 640s have 
suggested that this reference to inheritance was a later interpolation40

• 

III, Letters 48B, 14C (CSCO Il, p. 97, 251); Chronicle of Khuzistan (I. GUIDI, Chronica 
minora [CSCO I], Leuven, 1903, p. 30, 31, 35, 36, 37, 38) (= CSCO l); Maronite 
Chronicle (CSCO 3, p. 70, 71, 72, 73, 74); Letter of George I (l.B. CHABOT, Synodicon 
orientale ou recueil de synodes nestoriens, Paris, 1902,227); Canons ofGeorge I (ibid., 
p. 216); 10hn bar Penkaye (A. MINGANA, Sources syriaques I, Leipzig, 1907, p. 142*, 
160*) (= MINGANA, Sources syriaques I); lacob of Edessa, Chronicle (E.W. BROOKS -
I. GUIDI- 1.B. CHABOT, Chronica minora [CSCO 5], Leuven, 1905, p. 326) (= CSCO 5); 
BL Add. 14,448, f. 209b. Seventh-century Syriac sources will also employ several other 
ternts to describe Muslims sue h as "lshmaelites," "Sons of Hagar," and "Sons of 
lshmael." For a discussion of these various Syriac ternts, see GRIFFITH, The Church in the 
Shadow of the Mosque, p. 24 n. 6; ID., The Prophet Muhammad, p. 118-225; and ID., 

Syriac Writers on Muslims and the Re/igious Challenge of Islam, Kerala, 1995, p. 8-15. 
37 The Life oi Theoduce (unpublished; discussed in A. PALMER, Amid in the Sevench

Century Syriac Life of Theodute, in GRYPEOU - SWANSON - THOMAS, The Encounter of 
Eastern Christianity with Early lslam, p. 111-138); the Ca/iph List of 724 (CSCO 3, 
p. 155), the Chronicle of775 (CSCO 5, p. 348), the Canons ofGiwargi (A. VOOBUS, The 
Synodicon in che West Syrian Tradition. Il [CSCO 375], Leuven, 1976, p. 4), Athanasius 
of Balad (F. NAU, Littérature canonique syriaque inédite, in Revue de l'Oriene Chrétien, 
14 [1909], p. 128), Syriac inscriptions dated 714{715 (P. MOUTERDE, Inseriptions en 
syriaque dialeccal à Kanzed (Beq'a), in Mélanges de /'Université Saint-Joseph, 22 [1939], 
p. 83,96). SAADI, The Letter of John of Sedreh (1997), p. 79-80 reprinted as SAADI, The 
Letter of John of Sedreh (1999), p. 63 argues that John and the Emir's exclusive use of 
mhaggraya suggests an early date for John and the Emir. But many eighth-century 
sources such as the Caliph List of 724, the Chronic/e of 775, the Canons of Giwargi, and 
the scribal addition to Athanasius of Balad al so exclusiveiy use mhaggrtiye. 

3K In contrast, as noted by HOYLAND, Seeing lslam as Ochers Saw It, 202, l:Ienanisho' 
(d. 700) wrote extensiveiy on issues of inheritance. 

39 CRONE - COOK, Hagarism, p. 168 n. 20 and HOYLAND, Seeing lslam as Ochers 
Saw lt, p. 461. 

40 CRONE - COOK, Hagarism, p. 168 n. 20 supports the possibility of a later interpola
tion by noting that at this point the text uses mhaggni instead of mhaggre and, unlike 
other sections where the patriarch directly responds to the emir' s questions, here 10hn ig
nores what the Emir had asked. Neither of these observations seem particular1y strong in
dicators of this section being a later addition to the text. As pointed out by HOYLAND, 
Seeing lslam as Others Saw II, p. 462 n. 29, it is much more likely that the scribe simply 



74 M.P.PENN 

The manuscript gives no evidence for this and it is much less problem
atic simply to date fohn and the Emir later than to resort to a conjectural 
interpolation. Fourth, fohn and the Emir states on multiple occasions 
that Muslims accept the Torah as authoritative but not other writings in 
the Hebrew Scripture41

• Although eighth- and ninth-century Syriac 
works such as Theodore Bar Koni's Scholion (ca. 790) and Job of 
Edessa's Book oj Treasures (ca. 815) discuss what writings Muslims 
consider to be authoritative42, if fohn and the Emir were written in the 
640s it would substantially preceed the other known discussion of Mus
lim scriptural beliefs. 

The strongest argument for a later dating of fohn and the Emir, how
ever, can be found by moving from these specific points to a more gen
erai observation. Reinink briefly speaks of fohn and the Emir depicting 
Islam "as a new religion43

." Because the very definition of what consti
tutes a religion, especially a "new religion," is fairly subjective, 
Reinink's word choice is unfortunate and has le<;l to easy criticism44• But 
one can safely say that fohn and the Emir sees Hagarenes as having a 
different set of beliefs than Christians do - they do not think that Christ 
is divine, they do not believe Christ to be God's son, and they do not 
accept the Christian scriptures45

. More importantly, the very narrative of 
a disputation, as well as the questions posed by the emir, cJearly indicate 
that the author sees Hagarenes as presenting a direct challenge lo Chris
tian doctrine. This is without precedent among early Syriac texts. Sev
enth-century Syriac chronicJes - the Chronicle oj 640, the Chronicle oj 
Kurzistan, the Melkite Chronicle, the Maronite Chronicle, John of Pen
kaye's Book oj Main Points, Jacob of Edessa's Chronicle - speak of 
Arab invaders, the horrors of the conquest, and the ravages of civil wars46• 

forgot a dot than that an orthographic variation indicates multiple authors. Similarly, the 
patriarch's response to the question of inheritance law (i.e., Christians have laws which 
agree with the gospel and apostolic traditions) appears as a direct response to the Emir's 
question and does not seem to be as "uncharacteristically dislocated" as Crone and Cook 
suggest. SUERMANN, The Old Testament and the Jews, p. 138 al so briefly suggests that the 
reference to inheritance law may be a later addition to the text. 

41 BL Add. 17,193, f. 73b, 74b. 

42 Theodore bar Koni, Scholion IO (A. SCHER, Theodorus bar Koni. Liber Scholiorum, 
Il [CSCO 69], Leuven, 1912, p. 231, 235); lob of Edessa, Book of Treasures, 6.8 
(A. MINGANA, Encyc/opaedia of Philosophical and Natural Sc'iences as Taught in Bagh
dad about AD. 817 or Book ofTreasures by Job of Edessa [Woodbrooke Scientific Pub
lications, I), Cambridge, 1935, p. 458). 

43 REININK, The Beginnings of Syriac Apologetic Literature, p. 181-182. 
44 E.g., SAADI, The Letter of John Sedreh (1997), p. 77 reprinted as SAADI, The Letter 

of John Sedreh (1999), p. 59 and especially SUERMANN, The Old Testament and the Jews, 
p. 133-136. 

45 BL Add. 17,193, f. 73b, 73b, 74b. 
46 For an English translation of many of these chronicles, see A. PALMER, The Seventh 

Century in the West-Syrian Chronic/es (Translated Texts for Historians, 15), Liverpool, 
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But never, not once, do they speak of Arabs disputing Christian doc
trine47• Similarly, the cJosest Isho'yhab III's letters ever come to outlin
ing Islam' s religious challenges to Christianity is one brief allusion to 
apostasy which Isho'yhab attributes IO monetary motivation. Otherwise 
he notes that Muslims do not generally help Miaphysites and actually 
aid East Syrian churches and monasteries48

• The canons of Isho'yhab's 
successor George I (written in 676) state that believers cannot collect the 
poli tax from bishops, that legai disputes should be settled in the church, 
and that Christian women should not live with or marry nonbelievers49• 

Again, no discussion of Muslim challenges to specific Christian beliefs. 
In response to 'Abd al-Malik's efforts to more aggressiveJy spread Is
lam, the late seventh-century apocalypses - the Apocalypse oj Pseudo
Ephrem, the Apocalypse oj Pseudo-Methodius, the Eddessene Apoca
lypse, the Apocalypse oj fohn the Little - depict Arabs as violent 
persecutors of Christians and as harbingers of the end-time50. Although 
here, too, there are occasionai allusions to apostasy, the only discussion 
of specific religious differences between Christians and Muslims is a 
brief reference in Pseudo-Methodius to "the Sons of Ishmael" cJaiming 
that "The Christians have no savio~I." 

At the end of the seventh century, works such as an exegetical frag
ment from Wnanisho' (d. 700) and the writings of Jacob of Edessa (d. 
708) begin to show greater specificity regarding Muslim beliefs and 
their religious challenge to Christianity. I:Ienanisho' refers to those who 
say Jesus was only a prophet52 • Jacob of Edessa speaks of Christians 
who convert to Islam, Christian converts to Islam who later carne back 

1993. For a bibliographic overview of editions, translations, and recent discussions of the 
chronicles, as well as other seventh- through ninth-century Syriac sources on Islam, see 
M. PENN, Syriac Sources for Early Christian/Muslim Relations, in lslamochristiana, 29 
(2003), p. 59-78. 

47 Of the seventh-century Syriac chronicles lohn of Penkaye's Book of Main Points 
provides Ihe mosl delailed knowledge of Islam but, even here, this only amounls lo the 
"Sons of Hagar" being led lo monolheism by Muhammad (MINGANA, Sources Syriaques 
/, p. * 146). 

4' Isho'yhab III, Letters 14C, 48B (CSCO II, p. 251, 97). 
4. Canons 19,6, and 14 of George I (CHABOT, Synodicon orientale, p. 225-226,119-

220, 223-224). 
50 For an overview of these works, see C. VILLAGOMEZ, Christian Salvation through 

Muslim Domination: Divine Punishment and Syriac Apocalyptic Expectation in the 
Seventh and Eighth Centuries, in Medieval Encounters, 4/3 (1998), p. 203-218 and 
G.l. REININK, Early Christian Reactions to the Building of the Dome of the Rock in Jeru
salem, in Xristianskij Vostok, 2 (2002), p. 227-241. 

SI Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius, 13.6 (G.J. REININK, Die Syrische Apokalypse des 
Pseudo-Methodius [CSCO 540), Leuven, 1993, p. 38). 

52 BL. Or. 9353, f. 253a transliterated with German translation in G.J. REININK, 
Fragmente del' Evangelienexegese des Katholikos f:lenaniso' /, in R. LAVENANT (ed.), V 
Symposium Syriacum, Rome, 1990, p. 90. 
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to Christianity, Muslims defiling a Christian aItar, and Muslims entering 
a church to mock the Eucharist53 . Re also notes that Muslims pray to
ward the Kaaba and deny that Christ is God's son54. Early eighth-cen
tury sources such as the exegetical fragments of Mar Aba written against 
those who deny Jesus's incarnation (ca. 700) or The Disputation between 
a Monk of Ber /fate and a Muslim Notable (ca. 720) be come increas
ingly explicit about Muslim challenges to Christian doctrine55. 

When one tries to pIace fohn and the Emir on this trajectory it cer
tainly does not correspond to what we know of the 6405. Even if one 
combines alI mid-seventh-century Syriac works, the total discussion of 
Islam's challenge to Christian beliefs is an occasionaI reference to Chris
tian apostasy. Il is only once the Umayyads under 'Abd al-Malik (r. 685-
705) begin actively polemicizing against Christian beliefs in very public 
venues, such as inscriptions on the Dome of the Rock or on widely cir
culating coins, that we begin to find sources such as I:Ienanisho', Jacob of 
Edessa, Mar Aba, and The Disputation between a Monk of Ber /fale and 
a Muslim Notable56

. It is these later documents, not earlier mid-seventh
century works, that come cIosest to fohn and the Emir in their discus
sion of Muslim challenges to Christian doctrine. 

Dating anonymous Christian texts is notoriously difficuIt and it is for 
this reason that excellent scholars are on both sides of this debate. Cer
tainty is an unrealistic goal. It is possible that fohn and the Emir is the 
only extant seventh-century Syriac disputation text. It is possible that it 
is one of the few seventh-century documents that refers to Muslims as 
mhaggraye. It is possible that it is the only extant seventh-century Syriac 
document to speak of inheritance law. It is possible that it is the only 

53 Jacob of Edessa, Replies lO Addai, 75 (HOYLAND, Seeing Islam aol" Olhers Saw Il, 
p. 604-605); Jacob of Edessa, Letter I lO John Ihe Sty/ile, 15 (CSCO 367, p. 161); Jacob 
of Edessa, Replies lo Addai, 25 (T.J. LAMY, Disserlalio de Syrorumfide el disciplina in re 
eucharisla, Leuven, 1859, p. 126); Jacob of Edessa, Letter /I lO John Ihe Stylite, 9 (CSCO 
367, p. 237). 

54 Mar Abba, Fragmenl on Jn 20: 17 (G.J. REININK, Sludien zur Quel/en- und Tradi. 
lionsgeschichle des Evangelienkommenlars der Gannat Bussame [CSCO 414], Leuven, 
1979, p. 64·65); Jacob of Edessa, Leller 111/0 John lhe Sty/ile (F. NAU, Lellre de Jacques 
d'Édesse sur la généalogie de la sainte vierge, in Revue de J'Orienl Chrélien, 6 [1901], 
p. 518·519); Jacob of Edessa, Leller IV lO John lhe Stylile (BL Add. 12,172, f. I 24a). 

55 An edition of The Dispulalion between a Monk 01 Bel Hale and a Muslim Notable 
has not yet been published. For a discussion of this document's content, see GRIFFITH, The 
Monk 01 Bee Ijiìle and a Muslim Emir, and G.J. REININK, Polilical Power and RighI Reli
gion in Ihe East Syrian Disputation between a Monk 01 Bee 1:1aM and an Arab NO/ab/e, in 
GRYPEOU - SWANSON - THoMAs, The Encounler 01 Easlern Chrislianity wilh Early Islam, 
p. 153-170. 

56 For a concise discussion of 'Abd al-Malik's policies after the second Arab civil war, 
see GRIFFlTH, The Church in lhe Shadow ollhe Mosque, p. 14·15 and G.J. REININK, 
An Ear/y Syriac Relerence /O Qur'an 112?, in H.L.J. VANSTIPHOUT (ed.), Ali Those 
Nalions ... Cultural Encounters within and wilh Ihe Near East, Groningen, 1999, 125-126. 
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extant seventh-century Syriac document to speak of Muslim views of 
scriptural authority. It is possible that its author's knowledge and con
cern of Muslim challenges to Christian doctrine is much more advanced 
than any other known seventh-century Syriac writer. But especially 
since, other than the work's self-attribution, there is no prima facie rea
son to date the text as early, it appears much more likely that fohn and 
the Emir was written in the late seventh or in the eighth century than in 
the 640557 • 

Historicity 

Although modem scholars may disagree on when fohn and the Emir 
was written, most suggest that the work witnesses, however distantly, a 
real encounter between the Patriarch John and a Muslim emi~8. Several 
arguments are put forward to support the historicity of this event. (1) A 
number of ancient sources attest that interreligious debates between 
Christians and Muslims did occur in the first Islamic centuries and thus 
an encounter between John and 'Umayr is at least plausible59 • (2) The 
last section of fohn and the Emir instructs the reader to pray for several 
named members of the patriarch's entourage. Four of these ecclesiastical 
officials appear in other Syriac documents that discuss the time of John's 
reign60• (3) The flow of questions and answers in fohn and the Emir 
seems to preserve an agenda for each figure, suggesting that it was 
modeled after an actual dialogue6 l

. (4) Dionysius of Tel Mai:lre (d. 845) 
speaks about just such an encounter between John Sedra and a Muslim 
commander62

. 

The first three arguments are not particularly persuasive. Just because 
there were debates between Christians and Muslims does not mean that 

57 Of course the terminus anle quem is 874 when Abraham writes BL Add. 17,193. If, 
as is likely, Dionysius of Tel MaJ:tre's story of John Sedra's encounter with a Muslim 
emir is dependent on John and Ihe Emir, the latest it could have been written would be in 
the 840s. Because John and the Emir's discussion of Islam, however, is not as detailed as 
thal found in most ninth-century sources, no modem scholar has suggested a date of com
position later than the eighth century. 

'" E.g., NAU, Un co//oque du palriarche Jean, p. 226·227; CRONE - COOK, Hagarism, 
p. II; SAMIR, Qui esI J'inlerloculeur?, p. 388; NEWMAN, Early Chrislian-Muslim Dia
logue, p. 7; HOYLAND, Seeing Islam as Olhers Saw Il, p. 462. Cf. REININK, The Begin
nings olSyriac Apologetic Literalure, p. 186; HARRAK, Syriac View olHislory, p. 61 n. 70. 

5. For a discussion regarding the evidence for open religious debates in early Islarnic 
society, see GRIFFITH, Answering the Cali 01 the Minaret, p. 118-123. 

6U HOYLAND, Seeing Islom as Olhers Saw Il, p. 464. SAADI, The Letter 01 John Sedreh 
(/999), p. 78 reprinted as SAADI, The Letter 01 John Sedreh (/999), p. 60-61. 

61 HOYLAND, Seeing Islam as Olhers Saw Il, p. 462. 
62 SAADI, The Letter 01 John Sedreh (1997), p. 73-74 reprinted as SAADI, The Letter 

01 John Sedreh (1999), p. 54-55. 
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in the 640s John participated in one. Similarly, if someone invented the 
story of such an encounter, one would expect him to use well-known 
names to give the account verisimilitude. Finally, even assuming that 

one has properly detected two different agendas, this simply could be the 
mark of a well-constructed narrative or knowledge of what Muslims and 
Christians were most concemed abou!. The final point, Dionysius of Tel 

MaJ:ire's account, is more complex. 

Dionysius's own writings are no longer extant. Because both the 
Chronicle of Michael the Syrian (d. 1199) and the Chronicle oJ 1234 in
dependently use Dionysius as one of their sources, however, passages 
that these two chronicles share most likely originated from Dionysius63. 

The encounter of John and an emir occurs in one such section. The two 

versions read: 

Chronicle 123464 

And the emir Bar Sa'd, either because 
of hatred toward Christians or that he 
might stop the name of Christ from 
being called God, wrote and sent for 
the patriarch John. And when he 
carne and entered before him, (the 
emir) began to speak with him unu
sual words and to ask cunning ques
tions. But the patriarch, with divine 
power, resolved ali his questions. 

Then, when he saw that (the patri
arch) defended himself courageously 
and with confidence, he commanded 
the patriarch and said to him, "Trans
late for me your gospel into Arabic 
and do not change anything in it. 
Only the name of Christ, that he is 
God, and baptism, and the cross, do 
not put in il." But when he heard this 
the patriarch was strengthened by the 

Michael the Syrian65 

And 'Amrou 

wrote for our patriarch John. And 
when he entered before him, (the emir) 
began to say unusual words foreign to 
the scriptures and he began IO ask cun
ning questions. But the patriarch re
solved ali of them with arguments 
from the Old Testament and the New 
and also from arguments from nature. 
And when he saw his courage and the 
extend of his knowledge, (the emir) 
was amazed. And then he commanded 
him saying, "Translate for me your 
gospel into the Saracen language, that 
is Arabic. Only the name of Christ, 
that he is God, and baptism, and the 
cross, do not put (in it)." But the 
blessed one was strengthened by the 
Lord and said, "(God) forbid that I 

63 1.1. V AN GINKEL, The Perception and Presentation 01 the Arab Conquest in Syriac 
Historiography: How did the Changing Soda! Position 01 the Syrian Orthodox Commu
nity Influence the Account 01 their Historiographers?, in GRYPEOU - SWANSON - THOMAS, 
The Encounter 01 Eastern Christianity with Ear!y Is!am, p. 180-181, however, appropri
ately notes that Michael and the author of the Chronicle 011234 must have shared other 
sources as well and thus "not every account common to Michael and the Anonymous 
Chronicler necessarily com es from Dionysius." 

64 Chronicle 1234 (J.E. CHABOT, Chronicon ad A.C. 1234 pertinens, I [CSCO 81], 
Leuven, 1920, p. 263-264). 

65 Chronicle 01 Michae! the Syrian, 11.8 (1.B. CHABOT, Chronique de Miche! !e 
Syrien, patriarche jacobite d'Antioche [1166-1199), voI. 4, Pari s, 1910, p. 421-422) (= 

CHABOT, Chronique de Miche!!e Syrien). 
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spirit and without fear he answered 
saying, "Christ my God forbid that I 
would take away a yod or character 
from my gospel, even if ali the spears 
in your camp would pierce me. And 
regardless, I surely will not write it." 
And when the emir saw his courage as 
well as the might of the patriarch' s 
mind he said, "Go, write as you like." 
Then the patriarch sent for certain 
God-Ioving (men) from the nations of 
the Tanukye and 'Aqulaye. And he 
chose from them those who were par
ticularly expert in Arabic and S yriac 
and knew how to translate words 
clearly from language to language. 
And he commanded that they would 
translate the gospel. 

And after with great difficulty it was 
translated and they had collated (it) 
various times and immediately put it 
into elegant writing on clean parch
ment and it was very skillfully and 
gloriously overlaid, it was brought to 
the ruler 'Amrou bar Sa'd. 

would remove a yod or character from 
the gospel, not even if ali the arrows 
and spears in your camp would pierce 
me." 

And when (the emir) saw that he 
would not be persuaded he com
manded, "Go, write as you like." 
And he gathered bishops and he sent 
for and summoned (men) from the 
Tanukye, the 'Aqulaye, and the 
Tu'aye who were experts in Arabic 
and Syriac. 

And he commanded that they translate 
the gospel into Arabic. 
And he commanded that every word 
that they translated pass before each 
translator. 
And thus it was translated and given 
to the king. 

The question immediately arises, is Dionysius independently attesting 

this story or has he, like us, read fohn and the Emir? Reinink and 

Hoyland provide two arguments in favor of Dionysius's dependence on 
fohn and the Emir. First, the context of this passage is 'Amr forbidding 
Christians to display the cross. This easily explains the reference to 

'Amr hating Christians. It does not, however, account for the reference 
to 'Amr wanting to stop Christians from declaring Christ to be God. 

This motivation, however, could easily be derived from reading fohn 
and the Emir. Second, if Dionysius had read fohn and the Emir this 
would account for him also referring to the same three Christian Arab 
tribes that appear in fohn and the Emir. Their appearance in fohn and 
the Emir also may have motivated Dionysius to speak about a translation 

of the Gospel into Arabic66
. 

66 REININK, The Beginnings 01 Syriac Apo!ogetic LiteralUre, p. 174; HOYLAND, Seeing 
Is!am as Others Saw It, p. 463. The case for Dionysius's dependence on John and the 
Emir is further strenghtened by the twelth-century polemicist Dionysius bar ~anbl quot
ing a passage from John and the Emir (1. AMAR, Dionysius bar $allbi, A Response to the 
Arabs [CSCO 614], Leuven, 2005, p. 99 [= CSCO 614]). 
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If Reinink and Hoyland are correct, Dionysius's account depends on 
fohn and the Emir and Iends no further credence to the historicity of this 
encounter. Even if they are wrong, Dionysius's narrative simpIy shows 
that in the ninth century a story c\aiming that these figures met each 
other stili circulated; although this speaks to the popularity of this tradi
tion, it says little about its veracity67. Especially as modern scholars al
most universally reject the existence of a mid-seventh-century Arabic 
gospel transiation, there is no compelling reason why the rest of 
Dionysius's account shouId be considered as particuIarIy accuraté8. 

One can quite easiIy argue against the four reasons most commonly 
cited to support the historicity of a meeting between John and 'Umayr in 
the 640s. It stili, however, remains possibie that John and 'Umayr actu
ally met and discussed Christian doctrine. But without further evidence, 
one should remain wary of claims such as fohn and the Emir witnesses 
the earliest "inter-faith dialogue" between Christians and Muslims69. 

Reading John and the Emir 

An anaIysis of fohn and the Emir and a comparison of its form and 
content with other earIy Christian texts on Isiam yieIds severai important 
conc\usions regarding the work's genre, date, and historicity: (1) it is aI
most certain that fohn and the Emir is not an entireIy accurate represen
tation of an encounter between a Christian and a MusIim ruIer, rather it 
is a carefully crafted piece of apologetics; (2) it is quite probabie that the 
text was not originally composed in the 640s but rather was written in 
the late seventh or in the eighth century; and (3) it is quite possible that 
a meeting between John Sedra and 'Umayr ibn Sa'd never actually took 
piace but is rather a later literary construct. In sum, it is extremely un
likely that a Miaphysite patriarch and a Muslim commander ever ex
changed the very words preserved in fohn and the Emir. To read fohn 
and the Emir as if it were a transcript filled with unbiased empirical data 
misconstrues both the text itself and the circumstances under which it 
was written. As with most other disputation texts, fohn and the Emir 
does not reflect an attempt at objective historiography as much as an act 

67 REININK, The Beginnings of Syriac Apologetic Literature, p. 174 expresses a similar 
caution. 

6R S.H. GRIFFITH, The Gospel in Arabic: An Inquiry into its Appearance in the First 
'Abbasid Century', Oriens Christianus 69 (1985), p. 126-167; D. COOK, New Testament 
Citations in the Hadith Literature and the Question of Early Gospel Translations into 
Arabic, in GRYPEOU - SWANSON - THOMAS, The Encounter of Eastern Christianity with 
Early Is/am, p. 185-224. 

69 E.g., NEWMAN, Ear/y Christian-Muslim Dialogue, p. 8. 
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of apologetics, polemics, and meaning-making70
• This conc\usion does 

not lessen the importance of fohn and the Emir for the study of early 
Christian/Muslim interactions, but it does highlight the need for particu
lar reading strategies to effectively analyze this document, strategies that 
focus more on questions of ideology and representation than on histori-

cal reconstruction. 
In order to make future investigations of this text increasingly produc-

tive I have produced a new edition and English translation of fohn and 
the Emir. Nau's edition, which has been the basis for ali published trans
lations, contains a number of errors. Even if the edition's typesetters, 
rather than Nau himself, may have been responsible for many of these 
inaccuracies, it remains appropriate to produce a more faithful transcrip
tion of this important text. Similarly, a more precise translation of the 

work also seems to be in order. 
Although Abraham had an excellent scribal hand and BL Add. 17,193 

is well preserved, nevertheless certain of the work' s diacritical and punc
tuation marks remain ambiguous. Through multiple visits to view the 
manuscript directly, computer enhancement of a microfilm copy, and 
digitai measurement of the distances and angles between markings, l 
have tried to make my transcription as accurate as possible71

• As with 
any document, there is no perfect translation of fohn and the Emir. l 
have attempted to provide a more literal version of this text than those 
previously published while at the same ti me trying to avoid overly 
stilted prose. Although there undoubtedly remains room for improve
ment, I hope that this new edition and translation will provide a useful 
starting point for others to study in greater depth one of the most fasci

nating early Christian depictions of Islam. 
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7U For further discussion of the genre, purpose, and audience of Syriac disputation 
texts on Islam, see SAKO, Les genres littéraires syriaques, p. 383-385, S.H. GRIFFITH, Dis
putes with Muslims in Syriac Christian Texts: from Patriarch John (d. 648) [O Bar 
Hebraeus (d. /286), in B. LEWlS - F. NIEWOHNER, Religionsgespriiche im Millelalter, 
Wiesbaden, 1992, p. 255-257 (= GRIFFlTH, Disputes with Muslims), and REININK, The Be
ginnings ofSyriac Apologetic Literature, p. 167-187. 

71 For example, I have represented only double dots that are within 20 degrees of each 
other as a colon. Those double dots that the scribe Abraham wrote at an angle greater than 
20 degrees I indicate with slanted dots. Thanks go to my research assistants Raquel 
Dorman and Holly Norwick for their help in analyzing the manuscript. 
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Abstract - fohn and the Emir is one of the most important Syriac sources 
describing early Christian responses to the rise of Islam. This article examines 
the debate surrounding this work's genre, date of composition, and historicity. It 
al so presents a new edition and English translation of BL Add. 17,193, f. 73a-75b. 

TEXT AND TRANSLATION 
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Next, the letter of Mar John the Patriarch concerning the conversa
tion74 that he had with the ernir of the Hagarenes75 . 

Because we know that you are anxious and afraid on our behalf due to 
the affair for which we have been called to this region (along with)16 the 
blessed and [73b] God-honored father and lord and patriarch of ours - we 
infonn your lo ve that on the ninth of this month of Iyar (May), on holy 

73 Read .,.... "" «" 
74 Syriac = ~. NAU, Un callaque du patriarche lean, p. 257 translates as 

"entretien." SAADI, The Letter af Jahn Sedreh (1997), p. 69 reprinted as SAADI, The Letter 
af Jahn Sedreh (/999), p. 48 translates as "discussion." 

75 For a discussion of the terrn mhaggriiyii see S. H. GRIFFITH, Free Will in Christian 
Kalam: Mashe bar Kepha Against the Teachings of the Muslims, in Le Muséan, 100 
(1987), p. 151-154. 

76 It is possible that the scribe Abraham failed to copy ~ fram his exemplar. 

E{J.-
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Sunday, we entered before the glorious commander, the emiro And the 
blessed one and father of all77 was asked by him78 if the gospel that ali 
those in the entire world who are and are called Christians hold is one 
and the same and does not vary in anything. And the blessed one an
swered him79

, "It is one and the same to the Greeks and the Romans and 
the Syrians and the Egyptians and the Ethiopians and the Indians and the 
Arameans80 and the Persians and the rest of ali peoples and lan
guages81 ." 

82And he al so inquired, "Why when the gospel is one, is the faith di
verse?" And the blessed one answered, "Just as the Torah is one and the 
same and is accepted by us Christians and by you Hagarenes and by the 
Jews and the Samaritans, but each people differs in faith, so also con
ceming the gospel's faith: each sect83 understands and interprets it dif
ferently, and not like us." 

And he al so inquired, "What do you84 say Christ is? Is he God or 
not?" And our father answered, "He is God and the Word that was born 
from God the Father, eternally and without beginning. And, at the end of 
times, for humanity's salvation, He took flesh and became incarnate 
from the Holy Spiri t and from Mary - the holy one and the virgin, the 
mother of God - and He became man." 

77 Syriac = .-<~,. NAU, Un coUoque du patriarche fean, p. 257 translates as "de 
I 'ensemble." SAADI, The Letter 01 fohn Sedreh (1997), p. 69 reprinted as SAADI, The Let
ter 01 fohn Sedreh (1999), p. 48 translates as "of the community." 

7X lt is often difficult to determine if a given passage is direct or indirect speech. For 
example, SAADI, The Letter 01 fohn Sedreh (1997), p. 69 reprinted as SAADI, The Letter 01 
fohn Sedreh (1997), p. 48 and HOYLAND, Seeing Islam as Others Saw lt, p. 459 translate 
this question as direct speech while NAU, Un coUoque du patriarche fean, p. 259 trans
lates it as indirect speech. In generai, I have favored the translation of dialogicaI passages 
as direct speech unless, as in this case, the sentence structure flows better as indirect dis
course. 

70 NAU, Un cotloque du patriarche fean, p. 257 and SAADI, The Letter 01 fohn Sedreh 
(1997), p. 69 reprinted as SAADI, The Letter 01 fohn Sedreh (1999), p. 48 translate as indi
rect speech. 

'o Nau's edition erroneously has ~'i'-< while the manuscript reads ~'i'-< (NAU, 
Un cotloque du patriarche fean, p. 248). As a result, ali published translations list "Ar
menians" instead of" Arameans." It remains possible !hat this is a scribal error and the 
work originally read "Armenians" but the manuscript gives no indication of this. 

" The same passage appears almost verbatim in Dionysius bar $aIThì, A Response IO 

the Arabs, 23 (CSCO 614, p. 99). 
X2 My paragraph divisions often, but not always, correspond with a rosetta in the 

manuscript. 
" Syriac: aw»im. Although this term can more neutrally mean "sect" it also can be 

used to designate a "heresy" and is translated as such by NAU, Un coUoque du patriarche 
fean, p. 258; REININK, The Beginnings 01 Syriac Apologetic Literature, p. 178; SAADI, 
The Letter 01 fohn Sedreh (1997), p. 70 reprinted as SAADI, The Letter 01 fohn Sedreh 
(1997), p. 49. 

X4 Ali second person pronouns in fohn and the Emir are in the plural. 
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And the glorious emir also asked him this: "When Christ, who you 
say is God, was in Mary's womb, who bore and govemed the heavens 
and the earth?" And our blessed father immediately85 replied to him: 
"When God descended to Mount Sinai and was there speaking with 
Moses for forty days a~,...whQ bare and goyerned tbe beay- --- ' 
ens and the earth? POr you say that you accept Moses and his books." 
And the emir said, "It was God and He governed the heavens and the 
earth." And immediately he heard from our father, "Thus Christ (is) 
God; when He was [74a] in the womb of the virgin, as almighty God He 
bore and governed the heavens and the earth and everything in them." 

And the glorious emir also said, "As for Abraham and Moses, what 
sort of belief and faith did they have?" And our blessed father said, 
"They had and held this belief and this faith of the Christians - Abraham 
and Isaac and Jacob and Moses and Aaron and the rest of the prophets 
and ali the just and righteous ones." And the emir said, "And why then 
did they not write openly and make (it) known concerning Christ?" And 
our blessed father answered, "As (God's) confidants and intimates they 
knew. But (there was) the childishness and uneducated state of the peo
pie at that time who were inclined and attracted toward a multitude of 
gods to the point of considering even pieces of wood and stones and 
many things (to be) gods and erecting idols and worshipping them and 
sacrificing to them; the holy ones did not want to give the errant occa
sion to depart from the living God and to go after errorB

6
• But cautiously 

they said that which is the truth: 'Hear Israel that the Lord your GOd
87

, 

the Lord is one88 .' For they truly knew that God is one and (that there is) 
one divinity of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. And 
because of this, they spoke and wrote secretly89 concerning God, that He 

X5 Syriac: .-<lnl."", ch:=.... NAU, Un coUoque du patriarche lean, p. 258 reads "lui 
rétorqua le meme argument." SAADI, The Letter 01 fohn Sedreh (1997), p. 70 reprinted as 
SAADI, The Letter ollohn Sedreh (1999), p. 49 translates as "argued with him conceming 
the question" and continues the phrase in indirect speech. Variations of this phrase, espe
cially .-<:hl=, occur throughout fohn and the Emir and have caused translation difficul
ties. Although the most common meaning of .-<lnl."" is "word" it can also be used in ad
verbial constructions to indicate "immediately." See L. COSTAZ, Dictionnaire 
Syriaque-Français (ed. 3), Beirut, 2002, p. 183; R.P. SMITH, Thesaurus Syriacus, Oxford, 

1879, col. 2111, col. 2903. 
,6 NAU, Un coUoque du patriarche lean, p. 259 n. I notes that Severus in his Cathe-

dral Homily 70 makes almost the identical argument. 
X7 Nau's edition erroneously has .-<m':,.-< while the manuscript reads ,,\m':,.-< (NAU, 

Un coUoque du patriarche lean, p. 250). As a result, ali published translations mistakenly 

read "God" instead of "your God." 
xx Deut. 6:4. Unlike the Peshitta, fohn and the Emir reads "your God" instead of "our 

God." 
KO Syriac: lIu.",'1\.-<i. NAU. Un co[/oque du patriarche lean. p. 259 translates as "de 

manière mystérieuse." SAADI, The Letter ol.lohn Sedreh (1997), p. 71 reprinted as SAADI, 
The Letter 01 fohn Sedreh (1999), p. 50 translates as "symbolically." 
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is one and the same in divinity and is three hypostases and persons. But 
He is not nor is He confessed (to be) three gods or three divinities or, by 
any means, gods and divinities. Because (there is) one divinity of the 
Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, as we have said. And from the 
Father are the Son and the Spirit. And if you want, I am willing and 
ready to confilTI1 ali these things from the holy scriptures." 

And after the emir also heard these things he inquired only that if 
Christ is God and was bom from Mary and if God has a son that it be 
shown to him immediately90 [74b] also from the Torah. And the blessed 
one said, "Not only Moses but al so ali the holy prophets prophesized 
before hand and wrote these things conceming Christ. And one wrote 
conceming his birth from a virgin, and another that He would be bom in 
Bethlehem, another conceming his baptism. Ali of them, so to speak, 
(wrote) conceming his salvific suffering and his life giving death and his 
glorious resurrection from among the dead after three days." And he 
immediatell ' brought forth ex ampI es and begann to confilTI1 (these 
things) from ali the prophets and from Moses. 

And the glorious emir did not accept these things from the prophets 
but wanted it to be shown to him (from) Moses that Christ is GOd93. And 
the same blessed one, along with many other (passages), brought forth 
this (one from) Moses94 : "The Lord brought down from before the Lord 
fire and sulfur upon Sodom and upon Gomorrah95." The glorious emir 
asked that this be shown in the scripture. And without delay our father 
showed (this) in the full Greek and Syriac scriptures. For there were also 
present with us in (that) piace certain Hagarenes and they saw with their 

,o Syriac: «hl=. NAU, Un col/oque du patriarehe .lean, p. 260 translates as "par le 
raisonnement." HOYLAND, Seeing Islam as Olhers Saw Il, p. 260 translates as "in one ex
position." SAADI, The Lelter oj fohn Sedreh (/997), p. 71 reprinted as SAADI, The Lelter 
oj fohn Sedreh (1999), p. 51 translates as "literally." 

'I Syriac: «hl= <7=. SAADI, The Lelter oj fohn Sedreh (/997), p. 71 reprinted as 
SAADI, The Lelter oj fohn Sedreh (1997), p. 51 translates "according to their writings." 
BUI NAU, Un col/oque du palriarche fean, p. 260 unexpectedly switches to a temporal 
meaning and translates as "en meme temps." 

" I am reading ,u. instead of the manuscript's iu.. 
'3 HOYLAND, Seeing Islam as Olhers Saw 11, p. 462 notes that Thedore Abu Qurra al so 

speaks of Muslims who only accept the authority of Moses and not the prophets (PC 97. 
1556). Similarly, SWANSON, The Crucifixion, p. 247 notes that the mid-eighth-century 
Christian Arabic apology, On Ihe Triune Nalure oj Cod, limits its proof texts to those that 
appear in the Pentateuch. 

,. NAU, Un eol/oque du palriarche .lean, p. 260 n. 2 notes that Severus' Calhedral 
Homi/y 70 uses the same prooftext. REININK, The Beginnings oj Syriac Apologelic Lilera
lure, p. 177 n. 71 emphasizes the close parallels to Severus and suggests that the author of 
fohn and Ihe Emir is drawing directly from Severus' Calhedral Homi/y 70. 

" Gen. 19:24. fohn and Ihe Emir's word order and prepositions vary slightly from the 
Peshitta. 
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eyes those wntmgs and the glorious name of "the Lord"96 and "the 
Lord." Indeed, the emir summoned a Jewish man who was and was con
sidered by them an expert of scripture. And he asked him if this was so 
in the wording in the Torah. But he answered, "I do not know exactly." 

From here the emir moved to asking about the laws of the Chris
tians97, what and what sort (of laws) they are and if they are written in 
the gospel or noto And he also (asked)98, "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 them99?" And after our holy fa
ther said, "The gospel is divine for it teaches and commands the heav
enly teachings and life giving commandments and rejects ali sins and 
evils and through itself teaches virtue and righteousness," many things 
were discussed regarding this subject - while there were gathered there 
(many) people [75a], not only nob\es of the Hagarenes, but also chiefs 
and leaders of cities and of believing and Christ-Ioving peop\e: the 
Tanukye and Tu'aye and the 'AqulayeI(JO. 

And the glorious emir said, "I want you to do one of three (things)IOI: 
either show me that your own laws are written in the gospel and be 
guided by them or submit to the Hagarene law I02." And when our father 

'6 Nau's edition reads this as plural and in his footnotes Nau suggests that this be cor
rected to the singular (NAU, Un co/loque du palriarehe fean, p. 260 n. 3). The mistake, 
however, was not Abraham's. Rather, Nau read a seyame when in fact the Iwo dots he 
saw did not both go with o<. ""'. The first dot was from Ihe resh of o<. ""'. The second, 
however, came from the marker of the pasl participle of the word «p> which appears on 
the preceding line direclly above 0<."",. As a result Nau's edition erroneously marks Ihe 
word as a plural (NAU, Un eo/loque du palriarche fean, p 251). Published translations 
wrongly read "Lords" (NEWMAN, Chrislian-Muslim Dialog, p. 26; NAU, Un col/oque du 
patriarehe Iean, p. 260; SAADI, The Lelter oj Iohn Sedreh [1997], p. 72 reprinted as 
SAADI, The Lelta oj .Iohn Sedreh [1999], p. 51; SUERMANN, Orientalisehe Chrislen, 
p. 124). 

" SAADI, The Lelter oj fohn Sedreh (1997), p. 72 reprinled as SAADI, The Lelter oj 
.Iohn Sedreh (/999), p. 52 renders as direcl speech. 

" NAU, Un eol/oque du palriarehe fean, p. 261 renders as indirecl speech. 
" CRONE - COOK, Hagarism, p. 168 n. 20 and REININK, The Beginnings oj Syriae 

Apologelic Literature, p. 179 n. 81 discuss comparisons with Qur'an 4:4-16. 
I()() NAU, Un eol/oque du patriarehe .Iean, p. 261 n. 3 notes that Ihese were the most 

prominent seventh-century Arab Christian tribes. Also see GRIFFITH, Dispules with Mus
lims, p. 258 n. 32. 

101 The difficulty, of course, is that the Emir lists only two things. REININK, The Begin
nings ojSyriae Apologetie Literature, p. 180-181 n. 84 suggests several possible explana
tions including that the three items simply parallel the three verbs used in the rest of the 
sentence. 

102 Syriac: «;.".,.,,=, """'~. CRONE - COOK, Hagarism, p. 168 n. 20 suggest that 
the unexpected use of the singular indicates that the work of a later writer. HOYLAND, See
ing Islam as Olhers Saw Il, 460 presents the much more likely solution that the scribe 
simply forgot a seyame. If Hoyland is correct, the phrase should be translated "the law of 
the Hagarenes." 
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answered lO3
, "We Christians have laws that are just and upright and 

agree with the teaching and commandments of the gospel and the canons 
of the apostles and the laws of the church," thus and in such a way that 
first day's assembly was concluded. And we have not yet come to enter 
before him' again. 

Indeed it was commanded by him that al so some people from the 
bishopricS /04 of the Council of Chalcedon come. Indeed, everyone who 
was present (both) from the Orthodox and from the Chalcedonians 
prayed for the life and the safety of the blessed lord patriarch. And they 
glorified and magnified God who generously provided the word of truth 
for his eloquence and filled him with the power and the grace which is , 
from him, according to his true promises when He said, "T~..ilL--~) 
stand you before kings and govemors on account of me,.--But do not 
worry what you will say and be not concemed. At that hour, what you 
should say will be given to you. For you will not speak but the spirit of 
your Father will speak through you /05." 

We have reported to your lo ve these few of the many things that were 
very recently discussed so that you might diligently and continually pray 
for us without ceasing and entreat the Lord that He, in his mercy, would 
care lO6 for his church and his people and that Christ would make a reso
lution to this affair that pleases his will107 and aids his church and com
forts his people. For also those of the Council of Chalcedon, as we 
said lO8 above, prayed for the blessed Mar patriarch, because he spoke on 
behalf of the entire Christian community and did not speak against them. 
And they continually communicat.ed with him and sought his blessed
ness to thus speak on behalf of the entire community and not to stir up 

IU] NAU, Un colloque du patriarche lean, p. 262 and SAADI, The Letter o[ lohn Sedreh 
(1997), p. 72 repnnted as SAADI, The Letter o[ lohn Sedreh (1999), p. 52 render as indi
rect speech. 

104 Syriac: r6~""" ,.L;;. NAU. Un colloque du patriarche lean, p. 262 translates 
"principaux tenants du concile de Chalcédoine." SAADI, The Letter o[ lohn Sedreh 
(1997), p. 72 reprinted as SAADI, The Letter o[ lohn Sedreh (1999), p. 53 translates as 
"Chalcedonian leaders." 

105 Mt IO: 18-20. There are several minor differences from the Peshitta. 
106 Syriac: ""-0>. NAU, Un colloque du patriarche lean, p. 263 and SAADI, The Letter 

o[ lohn Sedreh (1997), p. 73 reprinted as SAADI. The Letter o[ lohn Sedreh (1999), p. 53 
translate as H visit." 

107 NAU, Un colloque du patriarche lean, p. 263 translates as "Le Christ donne à celte 
affaire l'issue qui plaìt." SAADI, The Leller o[ lohn Sedreh (/997), p. 73 reprinted as 
SAADI, The Leller o[ lohn Sedreh (1999), p. 54 translate as "may make an exit from such 
trial. " 

IU' I am reading ."..i=.< while the manuscript reads ",i='<. Nau translates likewise, 
but his edition erroneously has ."..i=.< as the manuscript's wording instead of this being 
Nau's correction. 
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[75b] anything against them. For they knew their weakness and the 
greatness of the danger and the anguish that awaited if the Lord did not 
care lO9 for his church in accord with his mercy. 

Pray for the glorious emir, that God would give him wisdom and en
Iighten him toward that which is pleasing to the Lord and is beneficiaI. 
And the blessed father of alli IO, and the revered fathers with him - Abba 
Mar Thomas and Mar Severus and Mar Sergius lll and Mar Aitilaha l12 

and Mar lohn and their entire holy synodal board l i3 - and the leaders 
and the believers who are gathered here with us and especially our be
loved, both a wise leader and one guarded by Christ, Mar Andrew and 
we, least in the Lord, ask for your peace and your holy prayers always, 

IU. Syriac: ""-0>. NAU, Un col/oque du patriarche lean, p. 263 and SAADI, The Letter 
o[ lohn Sedreh (1997). 73 reprinted as SAADI, The Let/er o[ lohn Sedreh (1999), p. 54 
translate as "visit." 

IIU Syriac: .<~,. NAU, Un col/oque du patriarche lean, p. 263 translates as "père 
de l'ensemble.'' 

Il I NAU. Un col/oque du palriarche lean, p. 263 n. 3 notes that Michael the Syrian 
speaks of a Thomas, Severus, and Sergius as c1ergy who accompanied John's predecessor 
Athanasius on his visit to Heraclius (CHABOT, Chronique de Michel le Syrien, voI. 2, 
p.412). 

112 NAU, Un col/oque du patriarche lean, p. 263 n. 4 cites Michael the Syrian as 
speaking of an Aitilaha who was named bishop of Marga and Gomal in 629 (CHABOT, 
Chronique de Michelle Syrien, voI. 2, p. 416, 419). 

Il] Nau's edition erroneously has «-.,m.l"-"" while the manuscript reads «-.'Om..!"-"" 

(NAU, Un col/oque du patriarche lean, p. 253). 
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