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Drashad da-hwa I-had men Tayyayé ‘am ihidaya
had b-‘umra d-Bet Halé “The disputation that
took place between one of the Arabs and a certain
monk from the monastery of Bét Hale. Modern
title: “The Disputation between a monk of Bét
Halé and an Arab notable’ (with slight variants)

DATE Probably 720s
ORIGINAL LANGUAGE  Syriac

DESCRIPTION
This East-Syrian religious disputation between a monk and an Arab,
which covers only 8 folios in the accessible manuscript, is one of the
oldest surviving examples of the disputation genre of Christian apolo- -
getics vis-a-vis Islam. It is presented as a report of a live encounter
and cast in the format of ‘question-and-answer.

The monK’s Arab interlocutor is referred to as a notable from the
entourage of ‘governor Maslama’ The reference to a governor with this
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name in all likelihood means that the disputation was set in the 720s
when Maslama, son of the Umayyad Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik, was gover-
nor of Iraq. There were two monasteries with the name Bét Halé, one
close to Mosul, also known as Dayr al-Tin, and the other close to al-
Hira, also known as Dayr Mar ‘Abda. If the disputation took place in
the former, it could have been as early as 710 when Maslama became
governor of Mesopotamia. If, on the other hand, it was the monastery
in southern Iraq, then it is more likely that the debate was situated in
the 720s, after Maslama had been appointed there as well.

Although the name of the monk is not mentioned in the text,
‘Abdisho bar Brika (d. 1318) mentions a treatise of Abraham of Bét
Halé against the Arabs (Assemani, BO iii/1, p. 205). Following the the-
ory of Baumstark that this is a reference to this disputation, Reinink
(‘Lamb; p. 110) has suggested the author could be the Abraham who
is mentioned as a pupil of John Azraq, bishop of al-Hira in the early
8" century (J.-B. Chabot, Le livre de la chasteté composé par Jésusdenah,
évéque de Basrah, Rome, 1896, pp. 40, 47, 51, 61). It is perhaps strange,
however, that his name does not appear in the disputation itself. If the
work mentioned by ‘Abdishé is indeed our text, then it is just as likely
that "Abdishé or someone before him attributed it to Abraham.

Obviously, issues concerning the precise location and time of the
disputation are only worth discussing if one assumes that there is a
historical reality behind this carefully polished disputation in its liter-
ary form. This cannot be known for certain. Nevertheless, it needs to
be determined whether the text goes back to the time which the set-
ting reflects. As Reinink has claimed, there are no real reasons to sus-
pect that the work was written much later. On the contrary, the urge to
deal with the pressing question of why God supports the Muslims by
giving them lasting political and military might may well have arisen
in response to the political success and propaganda of the Marwanids
at that time. Hoyland and Szilagyi are somewhat more hesitant on
account of the reference in the Disputation to Sergius Bahira, whose
double name does not feature in other texts until later. But it is dif-
ficult to imagine why after the ‘Abbasid revolution an author would
want to create a historical framework for his debate that features an
Umayyad. The early Muslim period would have been a more obvious
choice for an archaized setting, and moreover one would expect better
known protagonists to enhance the historical verisimilitude.

A number of scholars who do not doubt the early 8% century date
have drawn attention to the Disputation as the oldest non-Muslim
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text to mention the Quran. This is interesting not only in and of
itself, but also because the author seems to think that Sirat al-bagara,
“The Cow; is a separate scripture from the Qur'an. He also mentions
a scripture with the name ghighi (?), which could be a reference to
Surat al-‘ankabut (“The spider) in Syriac ghwaghi) or to Injil, the Ara-
bic Gospel. Either way, the relevant passage (fol. 6r) could refer to a
pre-canonical stage of the Qur'an, which is why it has received atten- |
tion from scholars researching the early history of the Qur’an. It has
to be noted, however, that another passage in the Disputation shows
the author’s awareness of the Qur’an as the principal scriptural source
of Islam (fol. 1r). , |

The Disputation shares many of its themes with other texts of this
genre. Among the classic points of contention between Muslims and
Christians that feature in it are the worship of icons and relics, the
direction of prayer, the validity of the laws of the Torah, the Trinity,
the Incarnation, the crucifixion of Christ, and the authority of scrip-
tural proofs.

The answers of the monk to the Muslim’s questions are well-crafted.
Reinink has shown that the author draws on Syriac biblical exegesis to
construct his arguments, for example in his typological explanation
of Genesis 22, which he uses as a defense against the Muslim charge
that Christians disobey the commandment of Abrahamic sacrifice. A
striking example of this is the monKk’s assertion that the Qur’an’s con- 5
cept of Christ as ‘the Word of God and His Spirit’ can be traced back
to Muhammad’s knowledge of the Gospel of Luke. According to the |
author, the qur'anic understanding of Christ reflects the annuncia- -
tion to Mary: “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of
the most High will overshadow you’ (Luke 1:35). His argument is only
comprehensible in the light of the exegesis of Ephrem the Syrian, who
understood ‘the power of the most High’ as ‘the Word:

When the Muslim is confronted with this alleged echo of Luke in
the Qur’an, he tacitly acknowledges that the Qur'an does not dismiss
belief in Christ as Son of God, but proceeds to ask why Muhammad
did not preach this belief in clear terms. The monk answers that
Muhammad received a simplified religious instruction in monothe-
ism from Sergius Bahira, which was more fitting for a pagan nation
than a full-blown Christian catechesis. In other words, the Christian
apologetic argument of the spiritual ‘immaturity’ of the Jews is re-
used here to explain the monotheism of Islam.




. 'This idea that Muhammad brought the Arabs half-way to the
‘truth also forms the background of the final passage of the debate in
,?Wthh the Muslim asks whether the sons of Hagar will go to heaven.
The monk asserts that Christ promised grace in the afterlife, far re-
‘moved from the torment of hell, to those who do good works. Yet the
kingdom of heaven is a place reserved for the sons of Baptism. Here,
and elsewhere in the text, one notices the tendency of the apologist
to make the differences between Islam and Christianity look mini-
mal and at the same time to maintain the idea that the whole truth is
found only through Christian teachings.

SIGNIFICANCE

From a historical point of view the text is significant because, if it is
indeed a product of the early 8% century, it is one of the oldest Chris-
tian apologetic works vis-a-vis Islam, and the earliest Christian text to
show familiarity with the existence of the Qur’an, its contents and its
importance as a source of law for Muslims. The debate would also be
the earliest Christian text to make mention of Sergius Bahira, the al-
leged religious teacher of Muhammad.

Another interesting aspect of the debate is the similarity between
its apologetic arguments and those found in texts from the other east-
ern Christian communities. Several of its arguments are also found in
John of Damascus (Roggema, Sergius Bahird, pp. 110-12) and Theo-
dore Abu Qurra (Griffith, ‘Disputes with Muslims), p. 260). Given the
fact that these two Melkite thinkers belonged to another Christian
community and lived in other areas, one can deduce that apologetic
arguments were already circulating widely among Christians in the
Muslim world in the 8% century. Other noteworthy elements of the
text, on the other hand, are exclusive to the East-Syrian response to
Islam, notably the rather positive appraisal of Muhammad as a pious
man who tried to convert his people to monotheism.

MANUSCRIPTS

MS Diyarbakr, Chaldean Archbishopric - 95 (early 18% ¢.?) (this is
the conventional reference; in 1969, however, it was present in
the Chaldean Episcopal Library of Mardin; see Reinink, ‘Politi-
cal power;, p. 158. — this is the only MS that has been accessed by
Western scholars)

- MS Mardin, Chaldean Bishopric 82 (1890) (inaccessible)

e MS Seert, Chaldean Bishopric - 112 (seen by A. Scher and dated by
him to the 15™ c.; probably lost)




272 THE MONK AND THE ARAB NOTABLE

(A fourth witness is/was probably MS Alqosh, Notre-Dame des
Semances - 144; undated, 19th c. hand. The 6™ text in this MS is des-
cribed by A. Scher, ‘Notice sur les manuscripts syriaques conserves
dans la bibliothéque du convent des chaldéens de Notre Dame des
Semences, Journal asiatique 8 (1906) 55-82, p. 76, as ‘controverse entre
un arabe et un moine’)
EDITIONS AND TRANSLATIONS
There is no published edition or translation. Lengthy sections in
translation can be found in the secondary literature cited below.
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