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Martin Tamcke’s prolific bibliography is notable for his focus on the Church of the East and
for a series of influential studies of this church’s long history of dialogue with others, whether
local Christian rivals, Muslim scholars, Mongolian shamans, or Lutheran missionaries. His
own professional life in Gottingen, where he is Director of Intercultural Theology within the
Faculty of Theology, is also distinguished by his remarkable commitment to bringing
different ethnic and religious groups into constructive dialogue within a supportive
environment. It is a great pleasure, therefore, to offer my honoured colleague this edition of
an early example of the Church of the East’s engagement with Islam as a token of my respect
and appreciation for his own work.

INTRODUCTION

The ‘Disputation between a Muslim and a monk of Bét Halg’ (henceforth Disputation) has
been much discussed in recent secondary literature on early Christian-Muslim relations,' but
the lack of a published edition and full translation has restricted its substantive analysis to
those with access to images of the one extant Syriac manuscript, and has left all others
dependent upon scholarly summaries of its contents. Various editions have been promised,
but none have appeared, and as a result my own transcription and translation, originally
prepared for my students in Oxford, have been circulating more and more widely. This article
seeks to make this important text openly available to all who have an interest in the subject of
early Christian-Muslim dialogue.

Origins and date of the Disputation

The Disputation presents itself as an account (sent as a letter to one Father Jacob for the
benefit of his brethren) of an informal discussion held in the monastery of Bét Halé between
an anonymous monk (who later redacted the discussion, in the form of questions and
answers) and an anonymous notable Muslim who is said to have served the emir Maslama.

! For an excellent summary see B. Roggema, ‘The Disputation between a monk of B&t Halg and an Arab
notable’, in D. Thomas and B. Roggema (eds), Christian-Muslim Relations 1 (600-900), (Leiden: E.J. Brill,
2009), p.268-273. See also the ground-breaking articles of S.H. Griffith, ‘Disputes with Muslims in Syriac
Christian texts. From Patriarch John (d. 648) to Bar Hebraeus (d. 1286)’, in B. Lewis and F. Niewohner (eds),
Religionsgesprdche im Mittelalter (Wiesbaden, 1992), p.251-273; id., ‘Disputing with Islam in Syriac: The Case
of the Monk of Bét Halé and a Muslim Emir’, Hugoye: Journal of Syriac Studies 3:1 (2000); and G.J. Reinink,
‘The beginnings of Syriac apologetic literature in response to Islam’, OC 77 (1993), p.165-187; id., ‘Political
power and right religion in the East Syrian disputation between a monk of Bét Halé and an Arab Notable’, in E.
Grypeou, M. Swanson, and D. Thomas (eds), The Encounter of Eastern Christianity with Early Islam (Leiden,
2006), p.153-169; id., ‘From Apocalyptics to Apologetics: Early Syriac Reactions to Islam’, in W. Brandes and
F. Schmeider (eds), Endzeiten: Eschatologie in den monotheistischen Weltreligionen (Berlin, 2008) p.75-87; id.,
‘The veneration of icons, the cross, and the bones of the martyrs in an early East Syrian apology against Islam’,
in D. Bumazhnov, E. Grypeou, T.B. Sailors and A. Toepel (eds), Bibel, Byzanz und Christlicher Orient:
Festschrift fiir Stephen Geré zum 65. Geburtstag (OLA 187; Leuven, 2011) p.329-342; R. Hoyland, Seeing
Islam as Others Saw It (Princeton, 1997), p.465-472. Needless to say, I am endebted throughout the article and
edition that follows to these earlier works.
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With the dismissal of the Muslim’s translator (§4), the conversation is presumably thought to
have been continued in Arabic, although the report is written in Syriac. Their discussion
covers many issues, including the question of the theological significance of the Islamic
conquests; fidelity to the commandments of Abraham (notably circumcision and sacrifice);
Christ’s divinity and suffering; the Trinity; the status and teaching of Muhammad; Christian
use of crosses, images, and relics; Christian prayer towards the East; and the ability of
Muslims to enter the Kingdom of God. Arguments depend heavily on scriptural exegesis and
proofs from nature, rather than on more philosophical argumentation.

The Disputation is a Christian text, with no attempt made to outline or defend core
Islamic beliefs, and so it inevitably ends with the Muslim conceding intellectual defeat. And
yet the tone of the debate remains remarkably positive. The monk describes Muhammad as ‘a
wise and God-fearing man, who freed you (i.e. the Muslims) from the worship of demons,
and caused you to know the one true God’ (§32). This clearly falls short of Islamic teaching,
and yet avoids the bitterness of much Christian polemic. The monk refers to the Qur’an and
what he believes to be its constituent parts (§48), and engages with citations from it (§29-
30).2 He also states that righteous Muslims will be admitted to the Kingdom of God, albeit
with a lesser status than Christians (§58). The Muslim, who is described from the outset as
being ‘well educated in our Scriptures and their Qur’'an’ (§2), accepts proof texts from the
Old Testament, and makes use of a Christian tradition concerning the image of Christ sent to
King Abgar of Edessa (§47). He acknowledges the diligence of the Christians in prayer and
fasting (§3), quotes the Prophet’s praise of monks (§53), and states that God will not reject
Christians who are free of sin (§53).

There is little reason to suppose that this text provides a record of an actual historical
discussion, but, as often with Christian apologetic texts, it does reflect real points of debate
between Christians and Muslims, and seeks to provide polished (if unsophisticated) Christian
answers to questions about their beliefs and practices. Whether a contemporary Muslim
would have found them persuasive is an entirely different question.

The denominational origins of the Disputation are clear, not only from the fact that it
is attributed in its title to a monk of the Church of the East monastery of Bét Halg, and is only
preserved in East Syriac manuscripts, but also from the title ‘blessed’ (and only ‘blessed’)
given to Mary (§30), the words of the Eucharistic institution (§26) which appear to reflect
those of the East Syriac liturgical anaphora of Nestorius, and the reliance on the Acts of Mar
Mari (§46-47). More general Syriac origins are indicated by arguments based on biblical
citations taken from the Peshitta, the regular use of Syriac exegetical traditions, and
dependence on the Legend of Sergius Bahira® and the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius.*

2 See G.J. Reinink, ‘Bible and Qur’an in early Syriac Christian-Islamic disputation’, in M. Tamcke (ed.),
Christians and Muslims in Dialogue in the Islamic Orient of the Middle Ages (Beirut, 2007), p.57-72.

3 For the question of dependence see below. The early 9™ century legend exists in both an East and a West
Syriac tradition. It is cited below from the edition and translation, with critical study, of B. Roggema, The
Legend of Sergius Bahira: Eastern Christian Apologetics and Apocalyptic in Response to Islam (Leiden, 2009).
For a concise overview see B. Roggema, ‘The Legend of Sergius Bahira’, in D. Thomas and B. Roggema (eds),
Christian-Muslim Relations 1 (600-900), (Leiden, 2009), p.600-603. See also K. Szildgyi, ‘Muhammad and the
monk. The making of the Christian Bahira legend’, Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 34 (2008), p.169-
214; R.G. Hoyland, ‘The earliest Christian writings on Muhammad. An appraisal’, in H. Motzki (ed.), The
Biography of Muhammad. The Issue of the Sources (Leiden, 2000), p.276-97.

* This text was of West Syriac origin, and was composed around 691/2. In addition to early translations into
Greek and thence into Latin, it also circulated in the Church of the East at an early date — though the Disputation
is itself an important piece of evidence for the date of this circulation. For an overview see L. Greisiger, ‘The
Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius (Syriac)’, in Thomas and Roggema (eds), Christian-Muslim Relations 1 (600-
900), p.163-171. Citations below are to the critical edition and translation of G.J. Reinink, Die syrische
Apokalypse des Pseudo-Methodius (CSCO 540, 541: Leuven, 1993).
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There is far less certainty about the dating of the Disputation. The monastery to which
the monk is said to belong (in the title only) is that of B&ét Halé. There are two known
monasteries of this name, both belonging to the Church of the East. The first, also known by
the Arabic form of its name as Dair at Tin, was in the north of Iraq, in Adiabene on the banks
of the Tigris, just below the confluence of the Great Zab, and very close to Hadita.’ It only
appears in the historical record between 754 and 780, at which point it clashed with the
church hierarchy.® The second monastery of this name, and by far the most famous of the
two, was located much further south, in Bé&t Aramayé, in the desert north-west of Hira and
Kiifa.” It was founded by Rabban Mar Hiidahwi (waenaea) in the mid-7" century,® on a spot

said to have been revealed in a divine vision seventy years earlier, before Hudahwi’s birth, to
Mar Babai the Scribe who lived nearby in a cave. After the founding of the monastery, Mar
Hudahwi transported the remains of Mar Babai and his disciple Mar ‘Abda the elder and
reburied them there, and hence the two other names of his foundation, the monastery of Mar
‘Abda, and the monastery of Ma‘arré (‘the caves’). The monastery of Bét Halé appears to
have survived until at least the 11™ century, and produced many famous monks who became
monastic founders and leaders.” Its traditions also link it and its spiritual forebears to the
Umayyad rulers. Hiidahwi’s teacher, Mar ‘Abda the younger, is said to have healed ‘Ubayd
Allah b. Ziyad (d. 686), an Umayyad governor of Basra and Kiifa, who later visited the
saint’s tomb to give thanks for his healing and to offer gifts to the monks,'® and Hudahwi
himself is said to have healed the withered arm of the daughter of Mu‘awiyah ibn ’Abi
Sufyan (602-680), the founder of the Umayyad dynasty, by baptising her.!! It thus seems
most likely that the Disputation presents itself as having taken place in this latter monastery,
in the desert of Hira.

The earliest known reference to the Disputation is to be found in the 13™-century
catalogue of Syriac literature which was written in verse by ‘Abdisho of Nisibis (d. 1318)."
His laconic entry reads: ‘and Abraham of Bé&t Hal€, a disputation against the Muslims
(tayay€)’."> While it is possible that this refers to a different text, this seems unlikely. This is
the only source for the attribution of the Disputation to an author named Abraham.
Unfortunately Abraham is not a very distinctive name among Syriac monks, and so not only
is it unclear whether the name was found by ‘Abdisho in the manuscript tradition or was his
own attribution to a famed monk of the monastery, but which Abraham this might be, in
either case, is also uncertain. The Chronicle of Siirt refers'* to one Abraham of Hira who was
a companion of Mar Hiidahwi and helped Mar ‘Abda the younger to build the monastery of
Gamré, and the Book of Chastity mentions" another Abraham from the monastery who was a

3 I.-M. Fiey, Assyrie chrétienne. Contribution & I’étude de I’histoire et de la géographie ecclésiastiques et
monastiques du nord de I’Iraq, vol. 1 (Beirut, 1965), p.102.

¢ See E.A.W. Budge, The Book of Governors: The Historia Monastica of Thomas, Bishop of Margd A.D. 840
(London, 1893), IV.S5, Syr. p.198-199, 201, Eng. p.385-387, 391; J.B. Abbeloos and T.J. Lamy, Gregorii
Barhebreei Chronicon ecclesiasticum, vol. 3 (Louvain, 1877), col.165-172.

7 J.-M. Fiey, Assyrie chrétienne III. Bét Garmai, Bét Aramayé et Maisan nestoriens (Beirut, 1968), p.221-223.

% See A. Scher and R. Griveau (eds), Histoire nestorienne inédite: (Chronique de Séert) 11.2 (PO 13.4; Paris,
1919), p.546-550 [226-230], 586-595 [266-275]; J.-B. Chabot (ed.), Le Livre de la Chasteté composé par
Jésusdenah, évéque de Bagrah (Rome, 1896), §74-76, 78.

® See Chabot (ed.), Le Livre de la Chasteté, §79-87.

' Scher and Griveau (eds), Histoire nestorienne inédite: (Chronique de Séert) 112, p.589 [269)].

' Scher and Griveau (eds), Histoire nestorienne inédite: (Chronique de Séert) 112, p.594 [274].

12 J.S. Assemani, Bibliotheca Orientalis, vol. 3.1 (Rome, 1725), p.205; Y. Habbi, 4bdiso‘ of Sob (+ 318),
Catalogus Auctorum (Baghdad, 1986), p.110, line 929-930. See A. Baumstark, Geschichte der syrischen Literatur
(Bonn, 1922), p.211.
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' Scher and Griveau (eds), Histoire nestorienne inédite: (Chronique de Séert) 112, p.586-587 [266-267].

15 Chabot (ed.), Le Livre de la Chasteté, §83.
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friend of Mar Yohannan the Blue (zrdga / azraq) who later became bishop of Hira (late 7%/
carly 8" century),'® and who rebuilt a monastery near Baghdad. Either of these could have
been possible contenders for ‘Abdisho, but he may of course have had no more certainty
about the identity of the supposed author than we do. His entry for the Disputation is
sandwiched between those for John of Bét Garmai (late 7™ / early 8™ century)'’ — who is
credited with writing, among other works, the life of Mar Hiidahwi — and Solomon of Hadita
(second half of the 8™ century)'® who was taken prisoner by the second Abbasid caliph al-
Mansiir (r. 754-775) and imprisoned in the other, northern, monastery of B&t Hal€ for three
years. So ‘Abdisho seems to have dated the text to the mid-8" century, unless he or his source
was simply clustering authors linked to (a conflated) Bét Hale.

‘Abdisho’s dating may simply, of course, have been due to the mention in the text of
‘the emir Maslama’. He is usually (and most plausibly) identified with the best known ‘emir’
of that name,'® Maslama (d. 738) the son of the Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-Malik b. Marwan (r.
685-705), who was a prominent general and from 710 the governor of the Jazira, Armenia,
and Azerbaijan, and in 720-721 the governor of the two Irags.”’ This reference to an
Umayyad leader has led some scholars to argue that even if the Disputation is not actually a
product of the period of Maslama’s governorate, it must nevertheless pre-date the Abbasid
revolution of 750, after which it is thought unlikely that an Umayyad figure would have been
selected to provide a historical context. While the proposed dating may be correct, this
argument underestimates the abiding fame of Maslama, who is regularly referred to in Syriac
chronicles? and, more importantly, entered both Christian and Islamic legend because of his
siege of Constantinople in 717-718. Indeed, although the siege actually ended in failure, in
later Islamic retellings it was transformed into a victory.”? Furthermore, as we have seen, the
traditions surrounding the founders of the monastery of B&ét Halé had already established
links with the Umayyad rulers, and these traditions were preserved into the 1 1" century.

Another passage that has sometimes been taken as evidence for an early 8"-century
date for the Disputation is the section (§48) in which the monk states: “I believe that in your
case also, Muhammad did not teach you all your laws and your commandments in the
Qur’an, but there are some of them which you learned from the Qur’an, and some of them are
in the stira of the Cow (&timal\i adags, b-sirat ‘al-bagara), and in GYGY (wA), and in

TWRH (eea).” The first reference appears unambiguous, and seems to indicate the second

and longest siira of the Qur’an, ‘the Cow’,” although the monk clearly considers it to be an

'® Fiey, Assyrie chrétienne II1, p.123.

"7 See Baumstark, Geschichte, p.203-204; Assemani, Bibliotheca Orientalis, vol. 3.1, p.203; Budge, Book of
Governors, 1.31 (Syr. p.58-59, Eng. p.101-103).

18 See Baumstark, Geschichte, p.214; Assemani, Bibliotheca Orientalis, vol. 3.1, p.205-210; Budge, Book of
Governors, IV.5/7 (Syr. p.198-199, 201, Eng. p.385-387, 391); H. Gismondi (ed.), Maris Amri et Slibae De
patriarchis Nestorianorum commentaria (4 vols.; Rome, 1896—1899), Arabic 68-69, 72, Latin 60-61, 63.

' Another, later, possibility would be the Abbasid general Maslama b. Yahya al-Bajali, who came from
Khurasan, fought in Syria, and was made governor of Egypt in 789. See P. Crone, Slaves on Horses: The
Evolution of the Islamic Polity (Cambridge, 1980), p.179. Alternatively, given that the text is not a report of an
actual debate, but a literary fabrication, it is also quite possible that the name was chosen just as an Arabic name
known to have been used by members of the ruling classes, like referring to an English king named Henry or
George, or a French king named Louis.

*%See G. Rotter, ‘Maslama b. ‘Abd al-Malik b. Marwan’, EI?, vol. 6, p.740.

?! For a list of references to him in Syriac, Greek, and Arabic chronicles see M. Canard, ‘Les expéditions des
Arabes contre Constantinople dans I’histoire et dans la légende’, Journal asiatique 208 (1926), p.61-121, esp.
p.80 n.5.

22 See Canard, ‘Les expéditions des Arabes’, p.94-102; R. Guilland, ‘L’expédition de Maslama contre
Constantinople (717-718)’, Al-Machrig (1955), p.89-112 ; E.W. Brooks, ‘The Campaign of 716-718, from
Arabic Sources’, The Journal of Hellenic Studies 19 (1899), p.19-31.

Z In Arabic s i) s e .
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independent text. Is this evidence that at the date of the Disputation’s composition the Qur’an
had still not undergone its final redaction, and the stira of the Cow was still an independent
text?”* Or is it better understood as an example of the rather confused way in which
knowledge of Islamic holy texts circulated among the Christians for some time after the rise
of Islam? John of Damascus in his Book of Heresies, written in Greek before 743, also refers
to an Islamic writing called ‘the Cow’,%* but along with this he also mentions writings called
‘the camel of God’, and ‘the woman’. There is no stira named ‘the camel of God’, although
some have sought to find parallels elsewhere in the Qur’an (e.g. Q 7.73, 54.27, 91.13), and
while ‘the woman’ resembles the name of siira 4, al-Nisa’, ‘the Women’, the contents of the
Qur’anic text are quite different from those described by J ohn.”® More significantly, the early
9th-century Syriac Legend of Sergius Bahira (a polemical text which relates the influence of a
Christian monk on Muhammad) has a section®’ in which the monk says he will write ‘a great
book of commandments and laws’ for Muhammad and place it on the horn of a cow, so that
Muhammad could claim that the book had descended from heaven, and could say that since
the earth was not worthy to receive it, the cow had taken it on its horn. The text continues
‘And until this day it is called the siira of the Cow’ (23ma\ aia). Now it should also be noted
that the Disputation is remarkable for the fact that it includes mention (§34) of Muhammad
having been taught by Sergius Bahira, and scholars have long been uneasy about this early
use of the double name for the famous monk, which, if an early 8th-century date for the
Disputation is accepted, would be by far the earliest occurrence of it. A simple solution to
these related problems is, of course, that the author of the Disputation knew some form of the
Syriac Sergius Bahira legend, including its reference to the siira of the Cow, and one
consequence of such knowledge is that an early 8-century date for the composition of the
Disputation is no longer possible.

The two other texts mentioned by the monk as being sources of Islamic laws and
commandments are GYGY (wA), and TWRH (e3ea). The meaning of these terms is far from
obvious. In an unpublished paper delivered at the Oxford Patristics Conference in 1991, Han
Drijvers suggested that the first of these terms was a corruption of the Arabic injil, Gospel
(J£!, presumably producing the hypothetical Syriac transcription AuAaz), and the second was

the Arabic word for Torah, fawrat (s\,s , which more closely matches the preserved Syriac

letters edaa). Drijvers’ suggestion has been very widely accepted, but there seems to me to be
several difficulties with it. (1). It is not clear why the monk would use the Arabic term for
Gospel here, when the Muslim’s question to him (§47) employed the usual Syriac term for
the Gospel, ‘ewangeliyon (.asdaaz, from the same Greek original as the Arabic, gvayyélov),
and the monk uses this Syriac word not only in the next paragraph of his reply (§48), but on
all other occasions (§18, 30, 58). Similarly, the use of the Arabic term for Torah is puzzling,
given that elsewhere (§40) the monk uses the standard Syriac term for Torah, ‘orayta (isiaes,
which is borrowed from Jewish Aramaic). (2). The usual Qur’anic order, following the order
of revelation, would be ‘Torah and Gospel’ (e.g. Q 5:68),28 and so this cannot simply be a
case of the repetition of a Qur’'anic formula. (3). It is possible to read the monk’s reply as
implying that Muhammad was responsible not only for the Qur’an, but for these other texts

2 See A.-L. de Prémare, ¢ ‘Abd al-Malik b. Marwan et le processus de constitution du Coran’, in K.-H. Ohlig
and G.-R. Puin (eds), Die dunklen Anfiinge. Neue Forschungen zur Entstehung und friihen Geschichte des Islam
(Berlin, 2005), p.179-210.

2 p B. Kotter, Die Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos, vol. 4 (PTS 22; Berlin, 1981), ‘heresy 100°, p.60-67.
%6 See de Prémare, ¢ ‘Abd al-Malik b. Marwan et le processus de constitution du Coran’, p.185-187.

27 East Syriac recension 16.14-15, see Roggema, The Legend of Sergius Bahira, p.282-285.

2 See C.P. Adang, ‘Torah’, in J.D. McAuliffe (ed.), Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an, vol. 5 (Leiden, 2006), p.300-
311.
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too. The verb used (‘some which you learned from...”) does not require this interpretation, but
it is one possible, and quite natural, reading of the text. Such a reading would, of course,
exclude the identification of these latter texts with the Gospel and Torah.

As an alternative, it has been proposed that these strange Syriac words be identified
as references to two further Qur’anic siiras.?’ The first is identified with siira 29 ‘the Spider’,
in Arabic al- ‘Ankabiit (&4S4)), a title which according to this theory has been translated by

the usual Syriac word for spider, gwagay (-Aa\), and this word has subsequently been
corrupted into w8, The second is identified with sfira 9 ‘Repentance’, at-Tawba (i),

which in this case was not translated into Syriac,3° but was transliterated from Arabic,
producing @=ea which was corrupted into edea. These suggestions are also not without their

difficulties. (1). It is required that both terms should have become corrupted in the course of
copying (albeit minimally and plausibly). (2). Neither name is prefixed by the term sira, and
the second name does not have the anticipated Arabic definite article. (3). Why is ‘the Spider’
alone translated into Syriac, rather than being transliterated from Arabic? (4). While the
mention of the siira of the Cow can be explained, what would justify or explain the mention
of these stiras?

An interesting parallel to the mention of ‘the Spider’ is provided by the 8"-century
West Syriac Chronicle of Zugnin,®' in a damaged passage describing the circumstances
surrounding the martyrdom of Cyrus of Harran by a Muslim governor’* in 769-770, after he
had reconverted to Christianity. The chronicler reports that many Christians voluntarily came
to Harran to apostatise to Islam before the governors, and would then turn on the remaining
Christians and taunt them. The words of their terse taunt have been reconstructed by Amir
Harrak as follows:*

el rla o (aodur - e as They were saying to us, ‘You are godless,
AN [ausi v Lodua]ala  and you are hol[ding on, as it were, to the
web] of a spider’.

Harrak convincingly argues that this taunt, with its clear reference to a spider, is only
intelligible in the light of siira al- ‘Ankabit, Q 29:41, which reads:*

The likeness of those who have taken to them protectors, apart from God, is as the
likeness of the spider that takes to itself a house; and surely the frailest of houses is
the house of the spider, did they but know.

¥ S H. Griffith, ‘Disputes with Muslims in Syriac Christian texts’ (1992) [see n.1 above], p.260, n.39 (sira 29);
id., Syriac Writers on Muslims and the Religious Challenge of Islam (Moran *Eth’d 7; Kottayam, 1995) p.33
(stiras 29 and 9).

*® The usual Syriac word for repentance is tyabuta, :aasua.

3! J-B. Chabot (ed.), Incerti auctoris chronicon anonymum Pseudo-Dionysianum vulgo dictum, vol. 2 (CSCO
104; Paris, 1933), p.385, line 11-12; English translation by A. Harrak, The Chronicle of Zugnin, Parts III and
1V, A.D. 488775 (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1999), p.324.

32 al- ‘Abbas b. Muhammad (d.802), brother of the caliphs al-Saffah and al-Mansr, and governor of the Jazira
from 759-772.

* A. Harrak, ‘Christianity in the eyes of the Muslims of the Jazirah at the end of the eighth century’, Parole de
I"Orient 20 (1995), p.337-356, esp. p.343-347. See also A. Harrak, ‘Piecing together the fragmentary account of
the martyrdom of Cyrus of Harran’, Analecta Bollandiana 121 (2003), p.297-328.

** This is the absolute form of the noun, here written, as often, with a redundant final yodh. See T. Néldeke
(trans. J.A. Crichton), Compendious Syriac Grammar (London, 1904), §50.B.

%1 cite the English of A.J. Arberry, The Koran Interpreted (London, 1955).
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If Harrak is correct, as I believe he is, then it would seem that for the author of the Chronicle
of Zugnin this polemical use of the Qur'an was not only typical of taunts made against
Christians in the late 8" century, but he could also presume that his Syriac Christian readers
would recognise the allusion to ‘the spider’ (using the Syriac word, as in the Disputation),
and the way in which this Qur’anic passage was used against them. This in turn raises the
strong possibility that the Islamic writings listed by the monk in the Disputation were not
known to him as literary works that circulated independently of the Qur’an, nor were they the
names of a few stiras whose names had haphazardly been mentioned to him in conversation
and which he mistakenly took to be independent works, but that they were known to him
precisely because they were being cited by name against Christians in public contexts. A
reference to stira 9, at-Tawba, would fit well into such a pattern, since Q 9:29 is the Qur’anic
basis for the imposition of the jizya tax on the Christians,’® and Q 9:30-35 contains classic
attacks on the core Christian belief in Christ as Son of God, and on the excessive authority
accorded to monks, and on their avarice.’” That an Sth-century monastic writer in Iraq should
have heard frequent mention of at-Tawba as a justification for Islamic laws, practices, and
beliefs hardly seems surprising.

Another section that looks promising for dating purposes is §10, in which the monk
responds to the Muslim’s statement (§9) that: ‘this is the sign that God loves us, and is
pleased with our religion, that he has given us authority over all faiths and all peoples’. The
monk replies by reformulating this as a question concerning kingship as a mark of divine
favour. He notes that for over two thousand years there were no kings at all, and that there
were then pagan kings. So kingship is clearly not an essential part of the divine plan, and
neither is it contingent upon correct belief. He then notes that the kings of Israel were often
replaced by gentile kings as punishment for Israelite transgressions. Since God punishes his
people by means of foreign rulers, the implicit suggestion is that the Islamic rulers are being
so used to punish the sinful Christians (and this is made explicit in §56). The monk then
points out that the Muslims control only a small part of the earth, and that (non-Muslim)
kings still rule elsewhere in the world. He mentions twenty-two kings in the North (a tradition
taken from the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius), and for the South he mentions various
cities and regions that still have kings. The implication is that these are non-Muslim kings,
and yet Rayy (not far from Tehran) was under Islamic rule since the 640s; Hamadan (central
Iran) since 645; Merv (Khurasan) since 651; Gurgan, (near the Caspian Sea) since 716/7.
How can this be explained? All of these cities were episcopal sees of the Church of the East,
and they continued to have bishops long after the Islamic conquest of their reglons 8 and so
one can reasonably presume that they were in communication with the leaders of their church
in Iraq. The early 8™ century even saw the establishment of new monasteries near Merv and
Rayy, which implies that local conditions were favourable to Christians.*® Although we have
few letters from the 8™ century to prove that communications were open, at least not until
those of Catholicos Timothy (r. 780-823) who refers to many of these cities, none of these
cities is so remote that one can plausibly argue that an Iraqi monk of the early 8™ century
would have been unaware that they had fallen to Islamic rule. I would suggest, therefore, that
the most likely explanation is that they are the product of a much later writer who is

3 For an overview of divergent analysis of this passage, see P.L. Heck, ‘Poll Tax’, in J.D. McAuliffe (ed.),
Encyclopaedia of the Qur'an, vol. 4 (Leiden, 2004), p.151-155.

37 The antagonism towards the Christian monks of Q 9:31, 34 contrasts with the more positive view of Q 5:82, a
passage paraphrased by the Muslim notable in §53 of the Disputation.

8 See J.-M. Fiey, Pour un Oriens Christianus novus. Répertoire des diocéses syriaques orientaux et

occidentaux (Beirut, 1993).
3% See J.-M. Fiey, ‘Les communautés syriaques en Iran des premiers siécles a 1552°, Acta Iranica 3 (1974),
p.279-297 (esp. p.288) [rpr. in J.-M. Fiey, Communautés syriaques en Iran et Irak des origines a 1552 (London,
1979), L]
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retroprojecting the names of cities which he believes may still have been free at the purported
date of the Disputation, that is at the time of Maslama. Historical error of this sort seems
more plausible than the contemporary ignorance implied by an early 8™-_century date for our
text.

Support for a later date may also be provided by the curious statement (§10) that ‘in
the territory of the Romans*’ four kings reign’. Reinink asked,"! with some hesitation,
whether the ‘four kings’ might refer to the tetrarchy (two augusti and two caesares) of the
emperor Diocletian (r. 284-305), a system which was instituted in 293 and ultimately ended
around 313. Such a reference seems highly unlikely in an 8"-century Syriac author, but no
one has yet come up with a better alternative explanation. Possibly the author had heard
mention of various kings in Roman territory, understood broadly to be the lands north and
west of the Islamic empire, and so this is a general statement to that effect. But ‘four’ is quite
specific, and contrasts with the ‘many kings’ said to rule in ‘the land of the Cushites and of
the Indians’.

I would like to make a different suggestion, based on numismatic evidence. During
the short reign of the Byzantine emperor Leo IV (r. 775-780), gold solidi were struck at the
Constantinople mint portraying the bust of Leo IV side by side with that of his son
Constantine VI on the obverse, and busts of his father Constantine V and grandfather Leo III
on the reverse (see fig. 1).** Constantine VI was associated with his father as co-emperor in
April 776, and so the solidus must have been produced after this.

Fig 1. Solidus of Leo IV (type 1)

(With permission of the Classical Numismatic Group, Inc.,
WWW.cngeoins.com)

A second type of the solidus was issued with Leo IV and his son seated on a double throne on
the obverse, and with two busts on the reverse as before (see fig. 2).* Grierson has argued*
that this issue dates from 778, following a Byzantine victory over the Arabs at Dabiq.*

0 Bat Romaye.

! Reinink, ‘Political Power’, p-163,n.42.

* See W. Wroth, Catalogue of the Imperial Byzantine Coins in the British Museum, vol. 2 (London, 1908),
p.393, pl. XLV.20; P. Grierson, Catalogue of the Byzantine Coins in the Dumbarton Oaks Collection and in the
Whittemore Collection, vol. 3.1: Leo III to Michael III (717-867) (Washington, 1973), p.325-335, DOC 1b; D.R.
Sear, Byzantine Coins and their Values (2™ ed.; London, 1987), SB 1583. (I am very grateful to Dr. David Salt
for allowing me to consult him concerning these coins, though he is not, of course, responsible for any errors of
interpretation I may have introduced.)

“ Wroth, Catalogue, p.394, pl. XLV .21; Grierson, Catalogue, DOC 2; Sear, Byzantine Coins, SB 1584,

*“ Grierson, Catalogue, p.325. The legend on the coins, which puzzled numismatists for a long time, is also
explained by Grierson.

> See E.W. Brooks, ‘Byzantines and Arabs in the time of the early Abbasids’, EHR 15 (1900), 728-747 (esp.
735); C. Mango and R. Scott, The Chronicle of Theophanes Confessor: Byzantine and Near Eastern History AD
284-813 (Oxford, 1997), p.623, AM 6270, for a description of Leo and his son sitting enthroned at the triumph.
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Fig 2. Solidus of Leo IV (type 2)

(With permission of the Classical Numismatic Group, Inc.)

Bronze folles*® and half folles were also issued at Constantinople*’ with these images of “four
kings’, though they are rarely as well preserved as the gold coins.

Now the question arises, how would a writer in Islamic territory come to see coins
minted in Constantinople? Gold is gold, whatever its form, and so it is possible that some
travelled east in the usual ways, as a consequence of trade or plunder. However, it is
noteworthy that in 782 the Byzantine forces suffered a series of heavy defeats, and a large
army from Syria and Mesopotamia led by Hartin (r. 786-809) the son of al-Mahdi (r. 775-
785) advanced all the way to Chrysopolis (modern Uskiidar) on the Bosphoros, facing
Constantinople. As a consequence the Empress regnant Irene (d. 803), the widow of Leo IV,
agreed to pay tribute to the Arabs twice a year, and according to al-Tabari this amounted to
70,000 or 90,000 dinars in gold, silver, and goods, and he also notes that the tribute was
paid.*® So it is certain that vast quantities of Byzantine currency, presumably including large
numbers of coins minted during the reign of the recently deceased Leo IV, were travelling
east at this period. It is clearly impossible to prove that the reference in the Disputation to the
Romans having four kings was based on a misinterpretation of the coinage of Leo IV, but
such an interpretation is plausible, and the imagery was available. If this suggestion finds any
support, then it will clearly have important consequences for our dating of the Disputation.

In summary, the Disputation is a product of a Syriac author belonging to the Church
of the East. The text is a literary composition that claims to be the reworking of a private
discussion that took place in the monastery of B&t Halé (most likely intended to be the one of
that name located in the desert north-west of Hira), and it is said that it took place during the
life of the ‘emir Maslama’ (probably to be identified with the Umayyad emir Maslama, d.
738). Most previous commentators have therefore sought to date the text to approximately
720, when Maslama became governor of the two Irags. Such a date is not compatible with the
Disputation’s erroneous claim that in the time of Maslama a number of major cities in Iran,
which were also Church of the East episcopal sees, had non-Islamic rulers. It is also
incompatible with a reference to Sergius Bahira by this name, whose legend is thought to date
to the early 9™ century. On the contrary, it seems likely that the Disputation’s assertion that
the siira al-bagara, ‘the Cow’, was independent of the Qur’an was reliant upon the legend of
Sergius Bahira, and so postdates it. It has also been argued that the other texts mentioned in
this passage (§48) are not the Gospel and Torah, but two further stiras of the Qur’an, and that
one of these (‘the Spider’) was being used in anti-Christian polemic in the late 8" century. It
has further been suggested that the ignorance concerning the timing of the Islamic conquest
of the listed Iranian cities could also reflect a later date, and, far more tentatively, that the
reference to the Romans being ruled by four kings might be a consequence of the sudden

% Wroth, Catalogue, p.395-396 (again two types), pl. XLVL3, 4; Grierson, Catalogue, DOC 4, 6; Sear,
Byzantine Coins, SB 1586, 1587.

47 A similar bronze follis, but no gold solidi, was also issued at the Syracuse mint. See Grierson, Catalogue,
DOC 8, 6; Sear, Byzantine Coins, SB 1590.

* See Brooks, ‘Byzantines and Arabs’, p.738; Mango and Scott, The Chronicle of Theophanes, p.629, AM
6274; J.A. Williams (trans.), 4Al-Tabari: The early Abbasi Empire, vol. 2 (Cambridge, 1989), p.213.
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influx into Islamic territories of the coinage of Leo IV in 782, two years after his death. A late
8"- / early 9™-century date would also place the Disputation in a period when Syriac and
Arabic-writing Christians were producing numerous apologetic texts against the claims of
Islam, to varying degrees of philosophical sophistication, and no longer seemed interested in
the apocalyptic hopes of the late 7™ century, as typified by the Apocalypse of Pseudo-
Methodius, a text which the author of the Disputation knew and used, but whose (now dated)
apocalyptic fervour he ignored.

MANUSCRIPTS

As so often with texts produced within the Church of the East the extant manuscript
witnesses to the Disputation are relatively late — due not to the climate, but to the endless
assaults of forces hostile to the continued presence of the Assyrians in their homelands,
assaults which target not just the people but also the monuments and storehouses of their
culture. This is, of course, a phenomenon that is tragically being repeated in our own days.

The text of the Disputation is edited below from the single Syriac manuscript to
which I had access, olim Diyarbakir Chaldean Archbishopric ms. 95,* now preserved in the
library of the Chaldean cathedral in Mardin.>® It contains a collection of forty-three disparate
hymns, prayers, theological opuscula, and exegetical notes, and was named by a later donor
as ‘The Book of the Garden, or of Gleanings’51 (the latter term, lugate, being a standard term
for selected short texts or extracts).’? Earlier studies of the Disputation have tentatively dated
the manuscript to the early 18" century, but a note after item 8, a 5poem on Rabban Hormizd
by Sargis bar Wahlg of Azerbaijan (late 15™ / early 16™ century),” states that the poem was
completed (i.e. copied) on the 27 Adar (March) 1894 of the Greeks, that is A.D. 1583,* in
the monastery of Mar John the Egyptian.>® Since the manuscript is lacking one or more quires
at the end there is no final colophon, but it is reasonable to presume that the whole
manuscript was finished later in 1583.

I have not had access to the two other known witnesses believed to be extant. The first
of these, Mardin Chaldean Bishopric ms. 82, was copied in 1890,’” and contains, after some

* See A. Scher, ‘Notice sur les manuscrits syriaques et arabes conservés a I’archevéché chaldéen de Diarbékir’,
Journal asiatique X.10 (1907), [p.331-362; 385-431], p.395-398 (ms. 95, item 35).

%% For an account of the remarkable survival of the Diyarbakir manuscripts during the first world war see W.F.
Macomber, ‘New finds of Syriac manuscripts in the Middle East’, in W. Voigt (ed.), XVIL. Deutscher
Orientalistentag vom 21. bis 27. Juli 1968 in Wiirzburg (ZDMG Supplement 1.2; Wiesbaden, 1969), [p.473-
482], p.479-480. On the basis of his visits to the library in Mardin between 1965-1967, Macomber produced an
unpublished checklist of the manuscripts of the cathedral library in which ms. olim Diyarbakir 95 received the
shelf mark Macomber 60.3. Digital images of the manuscript are now accessible through the Hill Museum and
Monastic Library (www.hmml.org), where it has been assigned the reference CCM 00398.

*' In Syriac oHela a2 Mala Aa.

%2 It is written on paper, in a single column, and contains 345 folios, measuring 27 by 17.5 cm. The Disputation
is on ff. 267r-274v.

% See Baumstark, GSL, 330-331. Macuch, GSNL, 35-36. The text was edited (from a different manuscript) by
E.A.W. Budge, The Life of Rabban Hérmizd and the Foundation of his Monastery at Al-Késh: A Metrical
Discourse by Wahlé, Surnamed Sergius of Adhdrbaijdan (Semitistische Studien 2/3; Berlin, 1894).

** The copyist was a priest and monk named J oseph.

% Located in lower Dera, on the banks of the Tigris near Finik, in Qardu (Corduene). See J.-M. Fiey, Nisibe,
métropole syriaque orientale et ses suffragants des origines a nos jours (CSCO 388; Louvain, 1977), 197-199.
According to a further marginal note, the manuscript was later (before 1698) donated to the church of Mar
Pethion in Diyarbakir.

% See A. Scher, ‘Notice sur les manuscrits syriaques et arabes conservés dans la bibliothéque de 1’évéché
chaldéen de Mardin’, Revue des bibliothéques 18 (1908), [p.64-95], p.87 (ms. 82, item 6). In Macomber’s
unpublished checklist it has the shelf mark Macomber 100.11. The majority of the manuscripts from Mardin
have now been digitized and catalogued by the Hill Museum and Monastic Library, but this manuscript is
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other works,*® a collection of polemical texts relating to Islam (in which the Disputation
follows the history of Sergius Bahira).” The second is olim Alqosh, Couvent de Notre Dame-
des-Semences, ms. Scher 144.%° This manuscript, another ‘Book of Gleanings’, although
containing a quite different selection of texts to olim Diyarbakir ms. 95, was dated on the
basis of its script to the 19™ century. The Disputation follows the history of Sergius Bahira
and a note on the caliphs. The volume was already missing from the monastery library by the
time of Vosté’s visit in 1926.*' According to Fiey® it had been removed by Mgr. Jérémie
Timothée Maqdassi,63 and in 1965 it was still in the possession of his heirs in Baghdad.

A fourth witness, Siirt ms. 112,64 was dated by Addai Scher, on the basis of its script,
to the 15™ century. It contained a very mixed collection of texts, with the Disputation, at the
end, following the History of Sergius Bahira. Unfortunately, the same tragedy which led to
the murder of Bishop Scher® in 1915 also resulted in the destruction of this manuscript,
along with most other volumes of his episcopal library.®

NOTES TO THE EDITION

Since the text is edited from a single manuscript, olim Diyarbakir Chaldean Archbishopric
ms. 95, there are no textual variants. Corrections to the text, or to its punctuation, are
enclosed in square brackets [ ], and are explained in the notes. Orthography has not been
altered or standardised. The manuscript provides occasional vowels, but these I have omitted.

The manuscript is written in a single unbroken column. I have subdivided the text into
numbered paragraphs, on the basis of changes of speaker or of content. There are also a few
unnumbered paragraphs, introduced to facilitate the side by side reading of the text and
translation.

The title of the Disputation and the indications of speaker (‘the Muslim says’, ‘the
monk says’) were written in red ink in the manuscript. This has not been reproduced here,
and so the loss of rubrics indicating the speakers requires a minimal addition of punctuation,
which is indicated by brackets.

missing, and so appears to have been separated from the Mardin collection at some date after Macomber’s visit.
(My thanks to Dr. Adam McCollum for confirming this.)

7 The scribe was Mgr. Elia Millos (1831-1908), Chaldean bishop of Aqra. The mansucript was written on
paper, 23 by 16 cm, and contains 89 folios.

> Namely: Barhebraeus’ Book of the Dove; a biography of Barhebraeus; a collection of useful counsels.
Subsequently a later copy of Barhadbshabba’s Cause of the Foundation of the Schools was bound in at the front
of the volume.

%% The other texts are a section of Bar Salibi’s refutation of the Muslims, and (at the end) another section against
‘the idolators’.

% See A. Scher, ‘Notice sur les manuscrits syriaques conservés dans la bibliothéque du couvent des Chaldéens
de Notre-Dame-des-Semences’, Journal asiatique X.7 (1906), [p.479-512; X.8 (1906), p.55-82], p.76 (ms. 144,
item 6).

61 See J.M. Vosté, ‘Catalogue de la bibliothéque syro-chaldéenne du couvent de Notre-Dame des Semences prés
d’Alqos (Iraq)’, Angelicum 5 (1928), p.3-36, 161-194, 325-358, 481-498; reprinted as a separate volume, with
the same title (Rome / Paris, 1929).

82 J-M. Fiey, Assyrie chrétienne. Contribution & I’étude de I’histoire et de la géographie ecclésiastiques et
monastiques du nord de I’Iraq (Beirut, 1965), vol. 11, p.465.

53 Bishop of Zakho from 1892-1929.

% See A. Scher, Catalogue des manuscrits syriaques et arabes conservés dans la bibliothéque épiscopale de
Séert (Kurdistan) avec notes bibliographiques (Mosul, 1905), p.81-82 (ms. 112, item XXII).

% See S.P. Brock and G.A. Kiraz, ‘Scher, Addai (1867-1915), in S.P. Brock, et alii, (eds.), Gorgias
Encyclopedic Dictionary of the Syriac Heritage (Piscataway, NJ, 2011), p.361-362.

% For details see Macomber, ‘New finds’, p.479.
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I have attempted to produce a translation that remains close to the underlying Syriac,
without descending into ‘translationese’. Words that I have supplied in the translation to aid
the reader are placed within parentheses ().

Folio breaks and their numeration are included in the Syriac text, and in the facing
English translation I have also indicated the approximate place of the break with a vertical
line. Earlier articles on the Disputation numbered its folios from la to 8b, rather than using
the actual folio numbers. I hope that the following table will make cross-reference easier:

la 267r | 3a 269r | 5a 271r | 7a 273r
1b 267v | 3b 269v | 5b 271v | 7b 273v
2a 268r | 4a 270r | 6a 272r | 8a 274r
2b 268v | 4b 270v | 6b 272v | 8b 274v

12
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VCTUNF L FAVREICRETY 267

}acta 2x33
LA AuTn 23%a8T a Bdaan AL

AL e wawl el dazed AGw [1]
oo v Allxy Semtl a1 jaxds
y3mas.a Pmixy aaan s Aalus
3 a3 Jeaudx Jaamae Mg
AiAa oA Admam2y Ale tAswara
Sy Agwa .gaanil aadsaxiy duaal
cAlaxs ol fl A el L Q laxad A2
adl\ Ladax a3y @l .20AAd Laadda
winl  doavae (Al Al adta

Qm

AGAIN, BY (THE HELP OF) GOD WE WILL WRITE
DOWN THE DISPUTATION THAT TOOK PLACE
BETWEEN A CERTAIN MUSLIM®’

AND A CERTAIN MONK®® IN THE MONASTERY
oF BETHALE.%

[1] Because, O our brother and beloved of my
soul, Father Jacob, it pleased you to request of
us, of our weak self, with gentle persuasion,
the account of our debate’' concerning the
apostolic faith (that took place) due to the son
of Ishmael,”* and since it seemed to me that it
would be profitable if I were to retell (our
discourse)’® to your brethren, and because I
know that it would be useful for you, so then, I
shall set it down in (the form of) question and

answer, as is appropriate.” Praise be to Him

57 The Syriac is Ly, (tayaya) an ethnonym derived from the name of the Arab Tayy tribe and then applied to all

Arabs. See Irfan Shahid, “Tayyi’ or Tayy,” in EF. In the Islamic period its meaning shifted to designate those
who shared the distinctive religion of the ruling Arabs, that is the Muslims. In this text it seems likely that the
word has this latter sense. (Earlier articles on this text have often translated this description as ‘one of the
Muslims’, i.e. L58 o 23, but while this is a possible pair of textual emendations, it is not what the text
actually reads.)

68 Abdisho of Nisibis (d. 1318) refers to an Abraham of Bét Halé who composed a disputation against the
Muslims (Assemani, Bibliotheca Orientalis, vol. 3.1, p.205), see introduction above.

% A monastery in Bét Aramayg, southern Iraq, in the desert north-west of Hira and Kiifa near Kifa and Hira,
founded in the middle of the seventh century (see introduction).

7 Read wix (omit 3) ? Although the opening sentence is rather convoluted, there seems to be no following main
verb governing this noun, and so the prefixed d- appears otiose.

7! The verb ‘QB (&) also has the sense ‘to dispute’, ‘to debate’, as well as ‘to investigate’.

2 The ancestor of the Arabs, according to Gen.16:1-16, 21:9-21. The term ‘Ishmaelites’ was used of Arab

bedouin by early Christian writers, and was later applied disparagingly to the Muslims (since Ishmael was the
son of Abraham’s second wife Hagar, a slave who was cast out).

7 The Syriac words for ‘disputation’ (2x33), ‘account’ (23ix), and ‘debate’ (ramas.) are all masculine, but from
this point on the pronominal suffixes presuppose a feminine object. This might simply be a scribal error, but I
have taken it to be the author’s mental anticipation of ‘discourse’ (%), which he is about to mention.

™ Bar Bahliil (ed. R. Duval, Lexicon Syriacum auctore Hassano Bar-Bahlule [3 vols; Paris, 1888-1901], 1.595-

596) defines drasa (ix3a) as ‘investigation (8a) and debate (xmas) concerning something about which there is
controversy (wiw), which takes place with the aim of improvement. It is conducted by question and answer
(#0AANS waadza P\2axa) and in a didactic manner, or again in sophistic structure, question (responded to) by

question’. ( wsedma Nilaxs 3 2061 (J33Aes) Fraas Jad iuds adL Auly mao ALy facele ASm ixdy

apadan watma cAA2axa PAlax deda L adMv ag3a el A8). For an overview of the use of the ‘question

and answer’ format in Church of the East scholarship, see E.G. Clarke, The Selected Questions of Ishé bar Niin
on the Pentateuch (Studia Post-Biblica 5: Leiden, 1962), p.7-13; R.B. ter Haar Romeny, ‘Question-and-Answer
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oiaxa 2aaw Akl Bsa2) 2 B
wvag AW Ml 923 omamy mlAx
BUNUCCIPEETRpIvTE RSP A WU S IR
aadal, a3 coxiabazaint fAdaria

J%aan wacdaa 2aadca

e wiv el LlLag ad w2 2338 [2]
.dad wladal 2almv 2302 mamy (WS
162 .o lag Auly wciaay ML Agwa
Anxa .oben 25ms Lale waeme . aad
Haas lag 3w oAma LooEd ol
d 280 aoodua Qbemze (Mg
qodTy dmx GLE2 XOAXVY (AXNXA
Hoand oimy dax e Adaly i) @l
codel  wadn amay @l AL gaaax
PECTRP Y WS PR NCRC LI E CTE RN N WY
cala 28awd AGwa .2ag 333 e
Alnw antians Lol 28ai8aaa(a]
A Al aa A b laq

[.]ndassauei

who gives strength to the weak, and aids those

who call upon His name!

Now, just as it is right that a wise builder lays
down a solid stone at the beginning of the
foundations of his building, so also we weak
ones, let us begin and complete our discourse
with our Lord Jesus Christ (the chief corner
stone),” through (the aid of) your prayers and
the prayers of all the Saints.

[2] Now, O master, that Muslim man was one
of the notables” who (served) before the
emir’’ Maslama,”® and by reason of an illness
he had (contracted) he came to us, and he
remained with us for ten days. And he
assumed with us a freedom (of speech), and
was well educated in our Scriptures and their
Qur'an. And when he had observed our
worship which is carried out, with its
(appropriate) rites, seven times (a day),—just
as the blessed David said: ‘Seven times a day I
have praised you for” your ordinances, O
Righteous One’,**—he called me to him. And
because he was a man who for a long time had
acted as the steward® of the emirate, and
because of his high-status (and) my
subordinate-status, he spoke with us at first
through a translator, whilst criticising us in

Collections in Syriac Literature’, in A. Volgers and C. Zamagni (eds), Erotapokriseis: Early Christian
Question-and-Answer Literature in Context (Leuven, 2004), p.145-163.
™ See Mt 21:42, (|| Mk 12:10, Lk 20:17), Acts 4:11, Eph 2:20, 1 Pt 2:7.

7 Literally ‘the known ones’ (id7 ‘¢).

77 Syriac 'amird, a loan word from Arabic, provided with the Syriac emphatic state final alaf. See ‘emirate’,
‘amiritd below.

" Possibly referring to Maslama (d. 738), the son of the Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-Malik b. Marwan, who was a
prominent general and from 710 the governor of the Jazira, Armenia, and Azerbaijan, and in 720-721 the
governor of the two Irags (see introduction).

" Or perhaps ‘on account of, if the ordinances are understood not to be the reason for praising God, but the
commands that require praise to be offered seven times a day.

8 ps 118:164. (The Peshitta reads ‘your ordinances, righteous one’, whereas the Hebrew MT and Greek LXX
read ‘the ordinances of your righteousness’.)

81 Syriac rab bayta, a traditional Aramaic term.
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ehldal ml\ GAema J[eay] d%2a [3]

wanldr o sk WAL jad\a
Magma 8l QAL ~adaiala
o2 P el aads 267, (aadesaaa

cn@afu30A max A awddn a2 Aasy @l
~aadad, Aaoana

oot Aw a2 baon  [4]
S22 @l a2 9l @b Awly auauaw

22 bmea LA Alrs aslieats A4

[.]a%2

222 4% oArI cuealAn) g
PL-VEWC Y IR UV S .3l oauax

AL 3E AMAe @2 W2 .aTaAD
Jantiar Aa ons Ay L235x alia
cal A2l AAA 2301 @3 A3 ) Ay
32 .28 m Alsaay (A iy aaleaas
AL Aamy a2 Sala AQw LA a3d Ay
AGo  gacimsal wmay o\ Laen 232
edaaauoly 13ix 23 A2 L gaasie @idax
Al ami Aa Sl Auadt fuao Az Sad
A 2 de Q aly maw dae @8
o dun i (Sla imAa (o Amdd
Ao Jonaul 23iry A dada v Aa
ada AL il 23ixa a2l sala

o2 wialaa

82 Syriac haymaniita, ‘belief, faith’.

(the matter of) our faith.%?

[3] And (the Muslim) says: By night and day
you are most diligent in prayer, and you do not
cease, and you surpass us in prayer, and in
fasting, and in your petitioning | of God. But,
according to my way of thinking, your
religion®® will not allow your prayer to be
received (by God).

[4] The Monk says: Speak with me humbly so
that I too may speak with you as is fitting! For
you are putting your question overbearingly,
and our will is prepared for us to take refuge in
silence, because when a man is silent, even if
he is a fool, he is reckoned among the wise!*
But if you wish to learn the truth with
precision, talk to me without a translator.
Because when you make such an inquiry of
me, it is right that we should speak with one
another with precision, even though you are
very great. For I know that in every matter,
whatever it may be, I must treat you with
honour on account of your authority and
greatness. But since you require of me the
truth about my faith, you should know that I
will pay no regard to your status,® and (as for
you), speak whatever you have (on your
mind), without departing from the Scriptures.
And even though we are of low estate, ¢
accept from us whatever statement you
recognise to be the truth, for I know that the
truth is loved by all who fear God.

8 Syriac tawdita, ‘confession, religion’. See G.J. Reinink, ‘Bible and Qur’an in early Syriac Christian-Islamic
disputation’, in M. Tamcke (ed.), Christians and Muslims in Dialogue in the Islamic Orient of the Middle Ages

(Beirut, 2007), p.57-72.
8 See Prov 17:28.

8 Or ‘I will show you no deference’. Literally ‘I will not take (notice) of your face / person’, a common idiom.

% Or ‘inadequate’.
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[5] The Muslim says: We do (indeed) love the
truth, but we do not accept all your Scriptures.

[6] The Monk says: Speak out about anything
whose truth you doubt, and we, as far as we
are able, will provide an answer, either from
the Scriptures, or from rational argument, and
whatever you recognise to be the truth you
should accept.

[7] The Muslim says: I know that everyone’s
faith is dear to him, but tell me the truth: is our
religion not better than all the (other) religions
on earth?

[8] The Monk says: In what way?

[9] The Muslim says: If you want, (in that) we
are vigilant concerning the commandments of
Muhammad and the sacrifices of Abraham, or,
if you would rather, (in that) we do not create
a son for God, | (one) who is visible and
passible like us. And also (in) other ways; for
we do not worship the cross, or the bones of
martyrs, or images as you (do); and you
mislead people who are hunafa®’ and say to
them: ‘Everyone who is baptised and
confesses the Son, his sins will be forgiven
him’.*® And this is the sign that God loves us,
and is pleased with our religion, that he has
given us authority over all faiths and all

peoples. And behold, they are our slaves and

%7 The Syriac hanpa (pl. hanpé) usually means ‘pagan’, but post-7"-century writers sometimes play on its
similarity to the Arabic hanif (pl. hunafa’), ‘monotheistic believer’, and so use it to mean ‘Muslim’. See S.H.
Griffith, ‘Chapter Ten of the Scholion: Theodore Bar Kéni’s Apology for Christianity’, Orientalia Christiana
Periodica 47 (1981), p.158-188 (esp. p.176); F. De Blois, ‘Nasrani Nolmpaiog) and hanif (86vikog): Studies on
the Religious Vocabulary of Christianity and of Islam’, Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 65

(2002), p.1-30.
88 See Acts 2:38.
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subjects! And so I want you to give me an
honest answer about these things, without
paying any regard to my status, and without
protecting yourself with falsehood!

[10] The Monk says: You may well say that
you are kings and (that) the whole world has
been subjected to you. Formerly, however,
from the beginning of our creation until the
flood, (that is) two thousand years plus two
hundred and forty-two years,* there was no
king upon the earth. And after the flood there

Qo2 \adage leedt padsd Maialy i reigned Nimrod the giant, the first king on the
22 ..aomal 4% Sla 226ok2 Mk o
taet 223 2o\ Aidmua a8 a0t M3 who
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. AQAAY O3 , a32%3 2301

earth.”’ And after him there were pagan kings
things. And
afterwards there reigned’’ some of the people

worshipped  created
of the Jews, and along with them (some)
pagans also, (for) when the people of Israel
angered God, God would punish them by
means of these kings of the peoples. And after
the kings of the Hebrews there reigned the
kings of the Medes and of the Persians, and
along with them (the kings) of the Romans
also, in this quarter of the East in which we are
dwelling.

% The Hebrew and Peshitta text of Genesis date the flood to 1656 after creation, but the Septuagint, Hippolytus,
and Eusebius all date it to 2242—see W. Adler, Time Immemorial: Archaic History and its Sources in Christian
Chronography from Julius Africanus to George Syncellus (Dumbarton Oaks Studies 26: Washington, D.C.
1989), p.47-50—and hence it entered some parts of the Syriac historiographical tradition, such as the West
Syriac Chronicle of Zugnin. 1t is rather surprising to see it cited here by the monk, since, by contrast, the East
Syriac chronicler Elijah of Nisibis (d. 1046) keeps to the Peshitta dating—or so it would seem from his dating of
Noah’s fathering of Shem (1556), and Shem’s fathering of Arpachshad (1658); see L.J. Delaporte, La
Chronographie de Mar Elie bar-Sinaya, métropolitain de Nisibe (Paris, 1910), p.6. Nor was the Septuagint date
adopted by the Cave of Treasures (ed. S.-M. Ri, La Caverne des Trésors: les deux recensions syriaques [CSCO
486, 487: Leuven, 1987]), XIV.15, XVIL.22) or the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius (11.3), both of which date
the flood to the last year of the second millenium.

% See Gen 10:8-12; Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius 111.5; Cave of Treasures 24:24-26. For Nimrod in Syriac
tradition see D. Taylor, ‘The Patriarch and the Pseudepigrapha : Extra-biblical traditions in the writings of Kyriakos
of Tagrit (793-817)’, in F. Briquel Chatonnet and M. Debié (eds), Sur les pas des Araméens chrétiens. Mélanges
offerts a Alain Desreumaux (Cahiers d’études syriaques 1; Paris, 2010), p.35-61.

° Reading Qw2 as Aph‘el P3M perfect. It is also possible to read it as an S3M verb, with God as its subject,

‘He caused to reign’.
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But in those (other) three quarters (of the
world) many kings were reigning who were
not (even) aware of our presence in the world.
In the North, then, twenty-two kings reign.92
In the West, however, in the land of the
Cushites and of the Indians,” there are many
kings, and in the territory of the Romans®* four
kings reign.”” In the South there are many
kings. In Merv,96 in China,97 in Sira.ndib,98 in

. _ . S | .
Rayy,99 in Hamadan,'” in Gurgan,'"' in

Gilan,!” in the territory of the islands,'®

various kings'® reign. But you sons of

Ishmael, you control a small part of the earth, |
and it is not the case that the whole of creation

is subjected to your authority.

o393 pAS waax a0 pay, [11]
QA Ad2) Wt A wada

[11] The Muslim says: Leave (to one side) the
kings of the (four) quarters, and reply
concerning these (other) things which I said to

you.

2 See Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius VII1.3-10, and the twenty-two peoples descended from Japheth who
were imprisoned by Alexander the Great behind the gates of the North.

% The ‘Cushites’ are the Nubians and Ethiopians. ‘Indians’ (Syriac hendwayé) is a term often used in Late
Antiquity, by both Greek and Syriac writers, not only for the inhabitants of the Indian subcontinent, but also for
the people of South Arabia and Ethiopia, or indeed in general for any dark-skinned people. See J.Y. Nadeau,
‘Ethiopians’, Classical Quarterly 64 [n.s. 20] (1970), p.339-349; U.P. Arora, ‘India, vis-a-vis Egypt-Ethiopia in
Classical Accounts’, Graeco-Arabica 1 (1982), p.131-140; A. Dihle, ‘The Conception of India in Hellenistic
and Roman Literature’, Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Association n.s. 10 (1964), p.15-23; A.
Mingana, ‘The Early Spread of Christianity to India’, BJRL 10 (1926), 435-510 (esp. 443-446).

% Bét Rumayé. Or ‘among the Romans’.

% For the suggestion that this statement was influenced by the circulation in the east of Byzantine coins of Leo
1V, depicting four crowned figures, see the introduction above.

% Merv, or Marw, in Khurasan. Under Islamic rule since 651.

°7 $in = China.

%8 Sirandib = Ceylon / Sri Lanka.

% Rayy, not far from Tehran. Under Islamic rule since the 640s.

1% Hamadan (ancient Ekbatana), central Iran. Under Islamic rule since 645.

%" Gurgan, southeast corner of the Caspian Sea. Under Islamic rule since 716/7.

12 Gilan, southern shore of the Caspian. It was not conquered by the Arab armies, but there was a gradual
conversion of the population to Islam after the 9" century.

19 1n Syriac texts, ‘the islands’ can refer either to the ‘maritime islands’ (s, waa\) of the Persian Gulf, or to
the ‘islands of the seas’ (asn.y 1a3¢8) of the Indian Ocean, but the former are more frequently mentioned, and

only they had Church of the East bishops. See J.-B. Chabot (ed.), Synodicon orientale ou recueil de synodes
nestoriens (Paris, 1902), p.674; J.-M. Fiey, ‘Diocéses syriens orientaux du Golfe persique’, in F. Graffin (ed.),
Meémorial Mgr Gabriel Khouri-Sarkis (Louvain, 1969) p.177-219 (esp. p.209-210).

1% Malké malké, a case of distributive repetition: ‘various kings’, or ‘kings after kings’.
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[12] The Monk says: Speak each of your
questions before me, and as soon as you have
heard the response (given) concerning it, then
add whatever you wish.

[13] The Muslim says: Tell me first why you
do not believe in Abraham and in his
commandments, even though he is the father
of the prophets'® and of the kings, and

Scripture bears witness to his righteousness?

[14] The Monk says: Which belief concerning
Abraham do you ask of us, and which
commandments of his do you wish us to

perform?

[15] The Muslim says: Circumcision and

sacrifice, because he received them from God.

[16] The Monk says: It is true that Abraham is
the father of the prophets and of the kings, and
his righteousness is also clear to all who read
the Scriptures. But like a shadow in the place
of a body, and speech in relation to a deed, so
also is the guidance of our father Abraham in
relation to the new things which Christ

performed for the salvation of our lives.'?’

[17] The Muslim says: In what way?
[18] The Monk says: Since you are a man who

reads and is thoughtful, listen to me clearly,
for it is written thus in the Gospel of Matthew:

195 Abbreviation, at the end of a line, for wiaaamadia, ‘and in his commandments’.

196 A common Islamic title for Abraham.

"7 This typological exegesis of the Old Testament (and creation), in which types or symbols find their
fulfilment in Christ, is standard in Syriac exegesis and theology. See S.P. Brock, The Luminous Eye: The
Spiritual World Vision of St. Ephrem. (2™ ed.; Cistercian Studies 124; Kalamazoo, 1992); R. Murray, ‘The theory
of symbolism in St Ephrem’s theology’, Parole de I’Orient 6 (1975), p.1-20.
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David,

generations, and from David to the Babylonian

‘From  Abraham to fourteen

exile, fourteen generations, and from the
Christ,
generations.’108 And even though the number
of the (indeed) not
deficient,”~ yet the blessed Matthew (also)
wanted to confirm with regard to the

Babylonian exile to fourteen

generations  was
109

commandments and laws that were given to us

from time to time—that is, at one time by

means of prophets and revelations, and at
(another) time (by means of) prophets and
kings, and at (another) time (by means of)
judges and priests,—even as I said previously,
(namely, that) all of them bore the (mere)

shadow of the truth.'°
CINCTCRRPTY S -1 CTEY- INC T TS V1 (So) also, the eating of the sacrifice of
1 ela neal L@ el . exo)
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Abraham bore the symbol of the sacrifice of
Christ. Just as | (the

circumcision was given to him, which is the

command of)

sign of those who accept the Law, so also our
Lord gave to us (baptism), the type of his
death and of his and of his

resurrection.’'! And just as in that time anyone

burial

%Mt 1:17.

19 In fact, Syriac (and Greek) biblical exegetes were uncomfortably aware that Matthew had omitted various
generations, and that his arithmetic was suspect. Isho‘dad of Merv (fl. 850) notes that Luke counted 43
generations from David to Christ, whereas Matthew had 28 generations, and he claims that the real figure was
32. He denies that Matthew was in error, but argues that 14 was a purely symbolic number for the Jews, and
hence it was used by Matthew. See M.D. Gibson, The Commentaries of Isho‘dad of Merv, vol. 1 (Horae
Semiticae 5; Cambridge, 1911), p.10-12.

"% 1sho“dad of Merv provides a similar commentary on this verse: ‘Matthew wishing to convince (the Jews) that
the government of God does not remain the same, but operates in sundry and diverse manners so as to help men,
desired to establish his doctrine from the government that had been amongst them. From Abraham, indeed to
David, they were without kings, but were submissive to those who were called judges; from David to the
Captivity they were under kings who were from David; after David they were under High Priests’ (see Gibson,
The Commentaries, p.10). Here in the Disputation the rulers mentioned for each period are slightly different,
and the eras are given in reverse order (judges and priests; prophets and kings; prophets and revelations), but the
nature and purpose of the analysis are closely related.

"' The command of circumcision given to Abraham was considered by Christians from the earliest days to be a
type of Christian baptism. Within the Syriac tradition it is found already in Aphrahat (fl. 340) and Ephrem (d.
373): see R. Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom: A Study in Early Syriac Tradition (2™ ed.; Edinburgh,
2004), p.50-53; G. Saber, La théologie baptismale de Saint Ephrem: Essai de théologie historique (Kaslik,
1974), p.38-43. It is still repeated by Isho bar Niin, see Clarke, Selected Questions, qu.26, p.31.
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who was not circumcised was not called a son
of Abraham, so also today anyone who is not
baptised is not called a Christian.

[19] The Muslim says: I know that baptism
among the Christians is like circumcision
among the sons of Abraham, but tell me, how
is the sacrifice of Abraham a symbol of the
sacrifice of Christ?

[20] The Monk says:

commanded to offer up his son as a sacrifice,

Abraham was

so that he might be a type of our Lord who
was going to suffer for us.""® And the fact that

he took two lads'™*

along with him is a type of
the two thieves who were crucified along with

Christ. And the sticks upon the shoulder of

il wia .Aac 23kl cdac\ia  2ed2 Isaac'"

tela cmaw ol amta e LpA (o Gan
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are a type of the cross of our Lord

which was upon His shoulder. And the fact

that Isaac was bound upon the altar''® is a
(Christ’s)

accomplishing it.''” And that (passage):

symbol  that divinity ~ was

“Remove your hand from the boy, and do

nothing to him”''® .. and behold a lamb

s 119

hanging on the tree’, "~ it is a symbol of the

"2 This word is added in the margin.

'3 See Gen 22. For the Syriac interpretation of the offering of Isaac, see S.P. Brock, ‘Genesis 22 in Syriac
Tradition’, in P. Casetti, et al., Mélanges Dominique Barthélemy: Etudes Bibliques offertes a I'occasion de son
60e anniversaire (Gottingen, 1981), p.1-30; and G.J. Reinink, ‘The lamb on the tree. Syriac exegesis and anti-
Islamic apologetics’, in E. Noort and E. Tichelaar (eds), The Sacrifice of Isaac. The Aqedah (Genesis 22) and its
Interpretations (Leiden, 2002), p.109-24. See also N. Calder, ‘From Midrash to Scripture: The Sacrifice of
Abraham in Early Islamic Tradition’, Le Muséon 101 (1988), p.375-402.

" See Gen 22:3. (The Peshitta calls them wa3As. ‘youths’, rather than LAY ‘lads, boys’, as here. The same

paraphrase is found in Isho‘dad, and probably reflects the influence of Syriac translations of Greek Antiochene
exegesis, which presume the LXX reading §0o maidac.)

115 See Gen 22:6.

"6 See Gen 22:9.

"7 In this typically dyophysite exegesis, found in both Greek and Syriac authors, Isaac is understood to be a type
of Christ’s divinity, and the ram/lamb a type of Christ’s humanity. It was not only miaphysite exegetes who
objected to such typology, but also some Church of the East writers such as Theodore bar Koni: see Reinink,
‘The lamb on the tree’, p.120.

"% Gen 22:12. (The words are spoken by the angel of the Lord calling from heaven.)

% Gen 22:13. Here, however, the Peshitta text has been heavily modified for theological purposes. The

Peshitta’s reference to a ‘ram’ (23aa) has been replaced by a ‘lamb’ (2a%2) in order to improve the connection
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body which He received from us, which
suffered on the cross, whilst His divinity was
unharmed.

[21] The Muslim says: How is it possible, as
you have said, that the divinity, which was
with Him on the cross and in the tomb, did not
suffer and was not harmed?

[22] The Monk says: Truly it was with Him,
but not through mingling and mixture and
confusion, as the heretics say, but through
will.'?® And (as for) how it was unharmed and
did not suffer, hear two proofs which are most
trustworthy for those who love God. Just as
(when) the sun rests'*' upon a wall, and you
take a pickaxe and you demolish the wall, the
sun is not stunned and neither | does it suffer,
so also the body (which Christ took) from us
died, and was buried, and arose, whilst the
divinity did not suffer. And just as iron which
they leave in the fire, if they do not throw it
into water for any (time), when they seek it, it
increases its effectiveness, so also the eternal
Son who inhabited the temple (of the body'?
received) from us, on the cross and in the tomb

and in its resurrection He was with it, and He

with Christ, ‘the lamb of God’ (see Jn 1:29, 36, 1 Pt 1:19). And instead of being ‘caught in a branch’ ( 2.2

Maaas), it is ‘hanging on the tree’ (adu2a 1Aa), which reinforces the link with the cross. This is already found

in Ephrem, and may be due to an even older tradition: see S.P. Brock, ‘Jewish traditions in Syriac sources’, JJS
30 (1979), p.212-232 [esp. p.219-220], and his ‘Genesis 22 in Syriac Tradition’.

120 The heretics that the monk has in mind here are almost certainly the Syrian Orthodox miaphysites, who did
make some use of ‘mixing’ terminology in their christological writings, although they totally rejected any
possibility of confusion. They were also accused of theopaschism, the concept that divinity suffered in Christ,
by both Church of the East and Chalcedonian theologians. For these concerns, and the Church of the East’s
emphasis on a voluntary union, see S.P. Brock, ‘The Christology of the Church of the East in the Synods of the
fifth to early seventh centuries: Preliminary considerations and materials’, in G. Dragas (ed.), Aksum Thyateira:
A Festschrift for Archbishop Methodius (London, 1985), p.125-142; L. Abramowski and A.E. Goodman, 4
Nestorian Collection of Christological Texts (2 vols.; Cambridge, 1972).

2L jterally ‘stands’, ‘exists’.

122 See Jn 2:21 (‘He spoke about the temple of his body’), a verse frequently cited in Church of the East
christological texts, and 1 Cor 6:19.
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showed its effectiveness.'?

[23] The Muslim says: My mind agrees with
what you say because there is a similarity. But
it is not right that you should forget the
mention of sacrifice,—either, if you wish,
concerning Abraham, or, if you would prefer,
concerning Christ, for He also, as you say,124
was indeed sacrificed, and you testify that He
is the Son of God.

[24] The Monk says: He is right and well our
sacrifice, if you consider, for it is in Him that
we take delight every day.

[25] The Muslim says: In what way?

[26] The Monk says: Because from Abraham
to Christ (sacrifices were offered). But Christ,
before He suffered, took bread in His holy
hands, and blessed and broke and gave (it) to
His disciples, and said: ‘This is my body
which is broken for your sakes. Take and eat
of it, all of you. And let it be for you for the
remission of debts’. And likewise He also

123 The unification of divinity and humanity in Christ is frequently compared in the christological literature of
many Christian traditions to the unification of fire and iron (produced when iron is placed in a furnace or
crucible). Usually, in dyophysite texts, the point being made is that the two are united, but they are not confused,
and so neither loses any of its particular properties. In anti-Theopaschite texts this comparison is sometimes
developed, to show that while the iron can be hammered and beaten by a smith, this in no way affects the fire
with which it is united. Such a usage might have been expected here, but although the Syriac of this passage is
far from clear, this does not seem to be the case. Instead, the argument seems to be that just as the fire improves
and transforms the iron to which it is united, so the divinity of the eternal Son improves and transforms the
humanity to which it is united. A very similar argument can be found in the letters of Catholicos Timothy: e.g.
letter 1, ed. O. Braun, Timothei patriarchae I epistulae (CSCO 74: Louvain, 1914), p.14, line 6-10: ‘For just as
when iron is thrown into a fire, the iron does not bestow coldness and blackness on the fire, but rather fire
bestows both illumination and heat on the iron’. ( &» riia al ifics ane Fahes 1 iiay |~
Iharumno Kisard Khobono ial oo uiu o) i ihamaora hotin i\ o).
See also letter 2 (ed. Braun, p.41, line 9-11)

1242As is well known, Islamic tradition does not believe that Jesus died on the cross: see G.C. Anawati, ‘‘Isa’,
ET".

123 A few words appear to have dropped out of the text here: perhaps w83 amzaaz ‘sacrifices were offered’ (and
so omitted by homoioteleuton, due to rmaxsal 7).
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gave thanks over the cup, and said: ‘This is my
blood which is
forgiveness of sins. Take and drink of it, all of

shed for you for the
you. So do in commemoration of me.
Whenever, therefore, you eat of this bread, and
drink of this cup, you shall recall my death

until my (second) coming.’ 127

And so, from Christ until now, all Christians
take delight in His sacrifice. The bread is of
wheat, and the wine is of the vine, and by the
mediation of priests and through the Holy
Spirit it becomes the body and blood of Christ,
just as He entrusted to us. And we are freed
from | animal sacrifices and from bloodshed,
as the Spirit foretold by the mouth of the
blessed David: ‘I will not eat the flesh of
calves, and the blood of kids I will not
drink’."?*

[27] The Muslim says: I consider that you
have spoken these things well. Now, tell me
again, given that God is high and exalted, and
is incomprehensible and invisible and
ineffable and inexplicable, and is in every
place but is not limited by any place, why do
you thrust Him down into baseness and

proclaim that He has a Son? And given that

126 By error the manuscript reads «odaaat (P2M perfect) instead of «aswad (PM participle with P2M enclitic

pronoun) which is required by grammar and context.

127 Comparison with Mt 26:26-28, Mk 14:22-24, Lk 22:17-20, 1 Cor 11:24-25, reveals that this is not a citation
of any one New Testament account of the Last Supper. It therefore seems likely that it is taken from an East
Syriac eucharistic liturgy. Of the three major anaphoras, that of Addai and Mari has no words of institution, and
that of Theodore of Mopsuestia is significantly different in form. The anaphora of Nestorius, however, has a
form of Christ’s words which matches very closely with those recorded here. (The Maronite ‘Sharrar’ has a
related form, reworded as a direct address to Christ.) Although the anaphora of Nestorius, in its Syriac form, is
thought to date back to the 6™ century, the earliest manuscript witness to the anaphora dates to the 10%/11%
century, and so this citation is of some importance. For an excellent overview, plus an English translation, see
B.D. Spinks, Mar Nestorius and Mar Theodore the Interpreter: The Forgotten Eucharistic Prayers of East Syria
(Alcuin Club / GROW Joint Liturgical Studies 45; Cambridge, 1999). For a detailed commentary, see R.
Matheus, The Order of the Third Sanctification (OIRSI; Kottayam, 2000).

128 ps 50.13.

129 This word was added in the margin.
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He is one, (why) do you say ‘Father, and Son,
and Holy Spirit’?

[28] The Monk says: You said truly that He is
one, but He is known in the three persons
(gnome) of Father, and Son, and Holy Spirit,
for He is one nature (kyana), one power
(hayla), one will (sebyana), one authority
(Sultana), a hidden being ( itya gniza) without
beginning or end, the Mighty one, and Creator,
and Lord, and Maker of all created things.

And we know Him in threefold manner, both
from that (passage): ‘Let us make man in our
image according to our likeness’;*? and from
that (one): ‘Let us go down and there divide
(their) languages’;'*® and from the fact that the
prophet saw in the midst of the temple the
seraphim crying ‘Holy, holy, holy! Mighty
Lord! Heaven and earth are filled with His
praises!’'** It is this utterance which bears the

symbol of the Holy Trinity.'**

And from the fact that when Christ was
baptised there was a great wonder that is
ineffable: the Son who was baptised, and the
Spirit who descended, and the Father who
cried out and bore witness from above, ‘This
is my beloved Son in whom I am pleased’.'*
And in accordance with that which He said: ‘I
am ascending to my Father who sent me,"’

and I will send to you the Holy Spirit, the

130 By error the manuscript reads A2 (S3M perfect, ‘he said’) instead of ais2 (S2M perfect, ‘you said’).

! This word was added in the margin.

12 Gen 1:26. (This traditional Christian proof text, and the following one, depend upon the fact that God speaks
in the first person plural, ‘we’, suggesting simultaneous unity and plurality.)

133 Gen 11:7.

1% Isa 6:3. (Isaiah mentions one Lord, but reports a triple sanctus, ‘holy!’, indicating the Trinity.)
133 Since the previous passages only indicate unity and plurality, not the threefold plurality.

136 Mt 3:16-17.
137 See In 16:5.
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8 See Jn 14:26 — a very loose paraphrase.
139 Mt 28:19.

10 By scribal error the manuscript reads amdia.

Paraclete, who will perfect you in all
‘Go forth (and) make
disciples of the four quarters (of the world),

1
powers’."*®  And

and baptise them in the name of the Father and
the Son and the Holy Spirit.”'**

And just as the sun is a single sphere, and
from it procede | illumination and warmth,
(and) a human also is one, but is composed of
bones and flesh and hair, so also God is one,
and is known in three persons (gnomé), and
they are distinguished by their particular
properties. And just as someone might light a
fire in winter time, and warm himself and
benefit from its heat, but if he should extend
his hand into it and investigate its nature he
will be burnt by it, so also we confess the
Trinity, as it was delineated above, to be one

S TEE 1
and 1nd1V151ble,14

and it is proclaimed and
confessed in threefold manner, and whoever
further

enlightened by it, but if someone should

(so) believes and confesses is
investigate and pry (into it) he will surely be
burnt and his life shall be brought to an end.
For just as a potter’s vessel is not able to judge
that which pertains to his fashioner or the
origin of his existence,'*” so also the nature of
the Maker is not known by those who are
made.

And (as for) that which you said, ‘Why do you
produce a son for (God)?’, tell me, you son of
Ishmael, whose son do you make him, he who

! The Syriac word ‘Trinity’ (¢/itayuta) is feminine, but all the forms here are masculine, either through
erroneous grammatical incongruence, or because the writer has the masculine noun ‘God’ (’alaha) as his mental

subject.
2 See Isa 29:16, 64:8; Rom 9:21.
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is called by you ‘Isa son of Mariam,'* and by
us Jesus Christ?

[29] The
Muhammad our (prophet),—we also bear
witness to what he said,—(He is): ‘The Word
of God and His Spirit’.!**

Muslim says: According to

[30] The Monk says: And you speak well! But
Muhammad received this saying from the
Gospel of Luke, in accordance with what the
angel Gabriel proclaimed (when) he declared
it to the Blessed Mary:W’ ‘Peace be with you,
who are full of grace! And our Lord is with
you, blessed among women! For the Holy
Spirit shall come, and the power of the Most
High'*” shall rest upon you. Because of this,
He who shall be born of you is holy, and He
shall be called the Son of the Most High’.!*®
Now, consider your saying, and understand
what you have heard from Muhammad,
because you bear witness that he proclaimed
Him to be ‘the Word of God and His Spirit’.
Now, I require one of two things from you;
either you alienate | the Word of God and His
Spirit from Him, or you correctly proclaim
Him to be the Son of God.

[31] The Muslim says: Here we must take

3 There is considerable discussion of the origins of the Islamic name for Jesus: see G.C. Anawati, ‘‘Is@’, EL%
N. Robinson, ‘Jesus’, in J.D. McAuliffe (ed.), Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an, vol. 3 (Leiden, 2003), p.7-21. Jesus
is described as ‘son of Mary’ twenty-three times in the Qur’an.

14 Conjectural addition by the editor; see §31 below.

15 See Q 4.171. On this much discussed passage, see the articles on Jesus in the Islamic tradition cited above. In
the Legend of Sergius Bahira 14.14, it is Sergius who is said the have taught this definition to Muhammad: for
an excellent discussion of this see B. Roggema, The Legend of Sergius Bahira, p.104-113.

146 <The Blessed Mary’ (tfubanita Maryam) is a classic Church of the East title for Jesus’ mother. Chalcedonian
Syriac (Byzantine Orthodox) and Miaphysite Syriac (Syrian Orthodox) texts normally refer to her as ‘the God-
bearer’, yaldat 'alaha (corresponding to the Greek ®€otok0g), but this was unacceptable to Church of the East

theologians.
147 Literally ‘the High one’, ‘the Exalted one’.
18 1k 1:28, 35 (some variants from Peshitta text).
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refuge in silence! But tell me the truth,
Muhammad our prophet, how is he reckoned
in your eyes?

[32] The Monk says: A wise and God-fearing
man, who freed you from the worship of

demons, and caused you to know the one true
God.

[33] The Muslim says: And (so) for what
reason, given that he was wise, did he not
teach us from the beginning'*”® about the

mystery of the Trinity as you term (it).

[34] The Monk says: You should know, O
man, that a child when he is born, because he
does not possess fully-formed™® senses
(capable) of receiving whole food, they feed
him with milk for two years, and (only) then
do they give him food (consisting) of bread.""
So also Muhammad, because he saw your
childishness and your lack of knowledge, he
first caused you to know the one true God,—
teaching which he received from Sergius
Bahira.'*> Because you were childlike in
knowledge he did not teach you about the
mystery of the Trinity, so that you should not
go astray after multiple gods. For you might
pethaps have said, ‘Since Muhammad
proclaimed three, let us make seven others,
since ten would be even more powerful!’, and
(so) you would have run after the worship of

carved-idols, as previously.

" This goes against the punctuation, which seems to read ‘given that he was wise from the beginning’, but it

fits better with the reply that follows.
107 iterally ‘whole’, ‘healthy’.
131 See Heb 5:12-14; 1 Cor 3:2.

%2 Sergius Bahira is the Christian monk said in Islamic tradition to have acknowledged Muhammad’s prophetic
status, and in Christian tradition to have been Muhammad’s tutor. See Roggema, The Legend of Sergius Bahira.
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[35] The Muslim says: As I see it, this matter
is exceedingly difficult, that the Creator
should replace the worship of carved-idols
with the worship of created things.

[36] The Monk says: Truly, it (would be a
cause) of total perdition!

[37] The Muslim says: So then, your practice
is difficult (to justify), that you worship
and the bones of

images, and crosses,

martyrs! 134

[38] The Monk says: A rational man and a
of books'’

haphazardly, but should (first) do some

reader should not speak
research and then speak, so that when he

speaks he will not be criticised by his hearers!

[39] The Muslim says: I do not | believe that
any criticism (can be levelled) against a person
who is ignorant about a matter, and seeks to
question and to learn about it.

[40] The Monk says: If you seek to learn,
listen clearly, and accept whatever 1 adduce
for you as proof from the Torah'*® and the
prophets.

[41] The Muslim says: Truly, I will accept a
proof (taken) from the Old (Testament).

[42] The Monk says: So then, tell me, did the

'3 The manuscript reads, by error, #a\ A (‘image’, singular).

13 For the discussion which follows, and its possible socio-historical background, see the full discussion in
Reinink, ‘The veneration of icons, the cross, and the bones of the martyrs’ (2011) [see n.1 above].

133 Or possibly ‘the Scriptures’.

1% The standard Syriac term for Torah, ‘Grayta (s=3a), is cognate with the Hebrew term and is borrowed from

Jewish Aramaic.
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Hebrews worship the work of (human) hands,
or not?

[43] The Muslim says: Truly they (so)
worshipped. But whenever they were (s0)
worshipping they would receive a judgement

of punishment.15 7

[44] The Monk says: (So) it is not the case that
they worshipped and (so) were delivered by
dumb objects?'>®

[45] The Muslim says: I do not know. If you
know, tell me!

[46] The Monk says: I have heard, and have
also read, that a pillar of light travelled before
the children of Israel when they went out from
Egypt,' which gave light to the Hebrews but
made darkness for the Egyptians. And know,
that just as that pillar gave light for those of
the household,'®® and made darkness for the
outsiders, so also our Lord Christ when He
comes at the (general) resurrection will long
for and receive his worshippers, but will reply
to the unbelievers, saying: ‘I do not know
you 16!

And just as that bronze serpent which Moses

7 The Muslim presumably has in mind, primarily, the story of the golden calf which was worshipped by the
Israelites while Moses was on the mountain: see Ex 32. The story is mentioned five times in the Qur’an. See
G.R. Hawting, ‘Calf of Gold’, in J.D. McAuliffe (ed.), Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an, vol. 1 (Leiden, 2001),
p.273-276.

138 See Ps 115:5, Isa 46:7, Jer 10:5, 1 Cor 12:2.

1% See Ex 13:21; 14:19-20; Josh 24:7. The biblical texts describe the pillar as a ‘pillar of fire’, (nurd, 13as)
rather than as a “pillar of light’ (nuhra, 1iciaa) as here.

'% This substantive adjective baytaya ‘of the house’, hence ‘member of the household’, could apply in this
instance to the ‘house of Israel’, but the term was developed in Syriac Christian usage to indicate someone who
belongs to ‘the household of God’, in other words a believer. This concept is contrasted, as here, by the
adjective baraya, an ‘outsider’, one who is outside the household of God, or more specifically the church. This
adjective thus came to be applied to anything or anyone considered secular, profane, or heathen.

'Lk 13:25, 27; see Mt 7:23.
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set up in the wilderness, anyone who was
bitten by a snake would be saved when he

gazed upon it, 12

so (also) anyone who is
wounded by Satan,163 whenever he draws near,
in suffering and remorse, and worships before
the cross, he will be saved from Satan, through

the aid of the mercy of the Lord of the cross.

And just as Joshua bar Nun, whenever he cast
himself down upon his face before the ark of
the covenant of the Lord, the Lord of all the
carth,'® he would receive power from the
divine grace, and would subdue all his
enemies, so also the priest when he casts
himself down | upon his face before the altar
of the Lord, (the altar) of Christ, he receives
power and aid against the demons who are the
enemies of truth.

And there are many proofs such as these in the
foreshadowing of the Old (Testament)—if you
investigate you will find them—which depict
the type of the fulfilment of the new things
which were given to us by our Lord. And
when we know with certainty that our Lord is
the Son of God, and (when) He is reckoned by
us as Lord and Saviour and Judge, we must do
whatever he commands us. And we worship
and honour His image because He impressed
(it) with His face and delivered it to us,'® and

162 See Num 21:8-9. The typological link between the serpent raised up by Moses and the crucified Jesus is
already found in Jn 3:14, and is regularly repeated in later Christian apologetic literature: see Reinink, ‘The
veneration of icons, the cross, and the bones of the martyrs’, p.333.

163 Who is identified, of course, with the serpent in Paradise, Gen 3:1-5, 13-15.

164 See Josh 7:6. The interpretation of the wooden ark as a type of the cross is also found in the treatise on the
cross published by P. Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita. De perfectione religiosa (Paris / Leipzig, 1909), p.589-600,
esp. p.591 line 11; J.P.M. van der Ploeg, ‘Un traité nestorien du culte de la Croix’, Le Muséon 56 (1943), p.115-
127; and the discussion in Reinink, ‘The veneration of icons, the cross, and the bones of the martyrs’, p.333-

334.

1 This is an allusion (as the Muslim recognises in the next paragraph) to the image of Christ’s face which,
according to tradition, he impressed upon a cloth and sent to King Abgar of Edessa. This follows the narrative
found in the Acts of Mar Mari §3—ed. A. Harrak, The Acts of Mar Mari the Apostle (Atlanta, 2005), p.6-7—
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whenever we look at his icon it is Him we see.
And we honour the image of the king because
of the king.

[47] The Muslim says: And even I have heard
(this), and I know that it is an icon that He
impressed with His face and sent to Abgar, the
king of Edessa, and it is right that all who
believe in Christ should honour his image as
(Christ in) his entirety. But for what reason do
you worship the cross, since He does not

command you (to do so) in his Gospel?

[48] The Monk says: I believe that in your
case also, Muhammad did not teach you all
your laws and your commandments in the
Qur’an, but there are some of them which you

learned from the Qur’an, and some of them are

A A\l (3% Hamed) (aouw e Q2 in'” the Stra of the Cow, and in (that of) the

rather than that in the Doctrina Addai £.3b-4a, ed. G. Howard, The Teaching of Addai (Chico, 1981), p.8-11,
where the portrait is painted by an artist named Hanan. Harrak tentatively dates the Acts of Mar Mari to the 6™
century, though others have suggested a 7‘h-century date. See A. Cameron, ‘The History of the Image of Edessa:
the Telling of a Story’, Harvard Ukrainian Studies 7 (1983), p.80-94; H.J.W. Drijvers, ‘The Image of Edessa in
the Syriac Tradition’, in H.L. Kessler and G. Wolf (eds), The Holy Face and the Paradox of Representation
(Villa Spelman Colloquia 6: Bologna, 1998), p.13-31; Brock, ‘Transformations of the Edessa Portrait of Christ’,
JAAS 18.1 (2004), p.46-56; S.H. Griffith, ‘Crosses, Icons and the Image of Christ in Edessa: The Place of
Iconophobia in the Christian-Muslim Controversies of Early Islamic Times’, in P. Rousseau and E. Papoutsakis
(eds), Transformations of Late Antiquity: Essays for Peter Brown (Aldershot, 2009), p.63-84.

1 R. Hoyland, Seeing Islam as Others Saw It (Princeton, 1997), p.471, n.54, quite reasonably proposed that

«aadA2 (which he read as ’alepton, D stem P2M perfect, ‘you taught’) be corrected to «aaddz (’alepkon, D

stem S3M perfect with P2M object suffix, ‘he taught you’), as in the previous line. However, the previous
occurrence says that Muhammad taught you ‘in the Qur’an’, whereas here we have ‘from the Qur’an’. This may

suggest that we either correct aaaA2 to «aadN2 (‘ilepton, G stem P2M perfect, ‘you learned’), or keep it as an
orthographic variant of this form.

17 Surat al-Bagarah (&anal2 Miag, 8 )L}\ 3 )9), ‘the Cow’, the second siira of the Qur’an. See introduction.

18 For oAza , read wAal\=a (w-ba-gwagay), ‘and in “the Spider”, that is, sira 29, al- ‘Ankabiit ( 5 g
C)i&.d\). Drijvers suggested in an unpublished paper that it is a corruption of the Arabic al-Injil, ‘the Gospel’
(J#£!), and so he would presumably have read here A.A\a23a (omitting the Arabic definite article). For
discussion, see introduction.

' For etdasaa , read dmanzae (wa-b-tawbah), ‘and in “Repentance’’, that is, siira 9, al-Tawbah (ig)ﬂ\ 3 )g).
Drijvers suggested reading it as al-Tawrat, ‘the Torah’ (3| 45 , and so he would presumably have read ciasza).

For discussion, see introduction.
1% Or ‘some of them (he taught you) in’.
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Spider, and in (that of) Repentance. So also in
our case, some of the commandments our Lord
taught us, and some of them the Holy Spirit
spoke through the mouth of the Apostles his
servants, and some of them he set up through
the teachers (of the church), and he showed us
the way of life'’" and the path of light.

And as for the cross, listen honestly; we
worship the cross because through it we were
freed from error, and through it we were
delivered from death and Satan. And (as) clear
proofs, the four quarters (of the world) bear its

172 and the four elements bear its

1,173

sign,
symbo and the four rivers of paradise'’*
depict its likeness, and the four Apostles who

wrote down the Gospel of our Lord | carry its

3 PECT PRI 1 sl omday

PETXV likeness; and a bird, unless it carries and

depicts its likeness, it is unable to fly;'”* and a
person, in the stretching out of his hands'’®
bears its type; and flowers and blossoms and
grasses receive its sign.
cun 22 ciAGol poda il Jawa And why are we mentioning all the things
o 132%3 .238x Aliel A my s
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o S Ala .oa3an om =Eda
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which are like it, when we should learn the
truth from the cross itself?'’’ For demons are
put to flight by it, and all the sick are healed
by it, and lepers are purified by it, and through

7! The term ‘life’ in Syriac is synonymous with ‘salvation’.

172 For another occurrence of this common type in the Syriac tradition, see Ephrem, Hymns on Faith 18:3, ed. E.
Beck, Des heiligen Ephraem des Syrers Hymnen de Fide (CSCO 154: Louvain, 1955), p.70; and so also Narsai,
Homily 30, ed. A. Mingana, Narsai doctoris syri homiliae et carmina (Mosul, 1905), vol. IL., p.121.

173 See also Narsai, Homily 30, ed. Mingana, II., p.121.

1" See Gen 2:10-14.

'3 See Ephrem, Hymns on Faith 18:6 (ed. Beck, p.70): ‘But if the bird gathers in its wings, / thus denying the
extended symbol of the Cross, / then the air too will deny the bird: / the air will not carry the bird / unless its
wings confess the Cross’: translation by S.P. Brock, The Luminous Eye: The Spiritual World Vision of Saint
Ephrem the Syrian (2™ ed.; Kalamazoo, 1992), p.59.

176 Possibly when praying with outstretched arms, but Ephrem, Hymns on Faith 18:12 (ed. Beck, p.71) states
that the type is present even when a person stretches out his arms to put on his tunic.

" For a very similar list of wonders performed by the Apostles through the cross, see the treatise on the cross
published by Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita, p.591-592, and the Latin translation in van der Ploeg, ‘Un traité
nestorien du culte de la Croix’.
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it we walk on water, and through its power we
may enter fire, and we drive away wicked
beasts through its sign, and the unclean are
cleansed by it, and brides are blessed by it,
and, greater than all of these things, baptism is
effected through it, and the mysteries of the
body and blood of Christ are consecrated
through its sign, and we receive priesthood
through its power, and, in absolute summary,
through it we are at ease and are guarded
against all injuries of the body and soul.

And we trust that on the day when Christ the
king manifests himself from heaven the sign
'8 to the

dishonour and shamed faces of the denying

of his victory will precede him,

Jews'™ who crucified upon it Christ their Lord
as an object of shame and scorn. But now it is
a humiliation and a shaming of faces for
themselves, so that whenever they look upon it
they are put to shame and lament. For through
its power the emperor Constantine also
defeated all enemies who warred against
him."® And anyone who is a Christian and
does not worship the cross, and does not gaze
upon it as though on Christ, truly he is lost
from life. And when we worship the cross, it is
not as though we are worshipping the wood, or
iron, or bronze, or gold, or silver, but we are

worshipping our Lord, God the Word, who

178 See Mt 24:30. This is greatly expanded in the Apocalypse of Ps.-Methodius XIV 2-4.
' There is very similar wording in the Apocalypse of Ps.-Methodius XIV 4, although there the Jews are not

singled out for attack.

%% The story of Constantine’s vision of the cross was well known to all early Christians, and turns up in many
different Syriac texts. It is noteworthy, however, that a dramatic hymn on the subject was included in one of the
main liturgical books of the Church of the East, the Hudra: T. Darmo (ed.), Ktaba da-gdam wa-d-batar wa-d-
hudra wa-d-kaskél wa-d-gaza w-qala d- ‘udrane ‘am ktaba d-mazmére, vol. 111 (Trichur, 1962), p.726-733. For
an English translation see S.P. Brock, ‘Two Syriac Poems on the Invention of the Cross’, in N. el-Khoury, H.
Crouzel, and R. Reinhardt (eds), Lebendige Uberlieferung: Prozesse der Anndherung und Auslegung.
Festschrift fir Hermann-Josef Vogt zum 60. Geburtstag (Beirut / Ostfildern, 1992), p.55-82 (esp. p.70-82).
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dwelt in the temple (received) from us,'®' and

(dwells) in this sign of vic:tory.182

[49] The Muslim says: These (words) about
the cross are also sufficient, because you have
(fully) elucidated them. But now, I ask you to
tell me why you worship the bones | of
martyrs, because I know for certain, that even
though (the martyrs) be most righteous there is
no aid through them once the soul departs
from the body.

[50] The Monk says: These things also we will
make known to you, in so far as we are
capable. We know, then, that God is in every
place, but is not confined by place; and just as

fish, wherever they go, water is conjoined with

- them, so the whole of creation is confined by

God, but God is not confined by his creation,
but is conjoined with all, and dwells in all, and
especially in those who fear him, and in those
who do his will. For we know and bear
witness that (God the Word) said to them:
‘Anyone who honours you, honours me; and
the one who honours me, honours the one who

sent me’.'%?

And (so) our service before the martyrs is not
in vain, for our worship is offered to God the
Lord of All, and we honour the martyrs since
God has appointed them to be a fount of aid in
the midst of his churches, that they might pour
forth and give healing to all who are afflicted

81 That is, the human body: see Jn 2:21 (and §22 above).

"2 For Christ’s dwelling in the cross, see the treatise on the cross published by Bedjan, Mar Isaacus Ninivita.
De perfectione religiosa, p.589-600, esp. p.590, line 15; van der Ploeg, ‘Un traité nestorien du culte de la
Croix’; and the discussion in Reinink, ‘The veneration of icons, the cross, and the bones of the martyrs’, p.334.
'8 A modified form of the saying found in Mt 10:40, Mk 9:37, Lk 9:48, Jn 13:20 (with ‘accepts’/‘welcomes’,

A:g'», replaced by ‘honours’, inds). See Jn 5:23 for a negative version of this saying which does have imis.
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and take refuge in them. And He who dwells
in them and works miracles and signs through
their bones, it is Him we worship."®> And you
also (O son of Ishmael) anticipate that today,
through the power of the prayers of the
martyrs, He will bestow health on you on
account of them.

And just as rational and discerning people
when they desire to enter before an earthly
king, do not go in haphazardly, just as they
wish, without the intercession of a friend of
the king, or of the door-keeper, even though
(the king) is of the same nature as them. But
wise people approach his servants, and the
counsellors of the king, and they urge them
that they should make the request of the king
on their behalf. And when they have done this,
they go in easily and receive everything for
which they ask. But if without permission they
should yet enter with a petition, not only will
they receive no benefit, but they will also
attain loss | and damage for their person. So
also, those who are wise in the household of
God, when they wish their requests and

prayers to enter in before God, they will not,

1% The manuscript reads, in error, «aand\¢a .

'8 Unlike most other Christian churches, the Church of the East preserved in Late Antiquity the ancient
Christian belief in ‘the sleep of the soul’ from the moment of the individual’s death until the general resurrection
and last judgement, and this was still being defended by the Catholicos Timothy (d.823). One important
consequence of this belief was that the martyrs themselves could not (at least not according to official Church
teachings) respond to prayers, or act through their relics, but it was God who performed healings and miracles
through the relics in response to Christian devotion. The tension that existed between official theology and
popular belief can be seen at the end of the next paragraph where the prophets, apostles, and martyrs are said to
act as intercessors with God. For an overview see D.G.K. Taylor, ‘Hagiographie et liturgie syriaque’, in A.
Binggeli (ed.), L hagiographie syriaque (Etudes syriaques 9; Paris: Geuthner, 2012), p.77-112 (esp. p.89-90).
For an informative 6™-century treatise on the martyrs and their relics in the Church of the East, see A. Scher
(ed.), Traités d’Isai le docteur et de Hnana d’Abiabéne sur les martyrs, le vendredi d’or et les rogations
(Patrologia Orientalis 7.1; Paris, 1911). On the ‘sleep of the soul’ see O. Braun, ‘Zwei Synoden des Katholikos
Timotheos I’, Oriens Christianus 2 (1902), p.283-311; F. Gavin, ‘The Sleep of the Soul in the Early Syriac
Church’, Journal of the American Oriental Society 40 (1920), p.103-120 (Gavin is heavily dependent on Braun);
Paul Kriiger, ‘Le sommeil des &mes dans 1’ceuvre de Narsa1’, L’ Orient Syrien 4 (1959), p.193-210; N. Constas,
““To Sleep, Perchance to Dream’: The Middle State of Souls in Patristic and Byzantine Literature’, Dumbarton
Oaks Papers 55 (2001), p.91-124.
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then, present (them) to God rashly or in an
unsophisticated manner, but first they petition
the counsellors of the Heavenly King, who are
the prophets and the apostles and the blessed
martyrs.

And in brief, all of our worship, whether
(directed) towards the icon or towards the
cross, or the refuge in the martyrs to which we
hold fast, it is Christ their Lord whom we
worship, and through petition to the members

of his household we make our offerings.

[51] The Muslim says: Now I ask you to tell
me one thing; given that God is in every place,
why have you abandoned all the (other)
quarters, and worship (only) to the eastern
quarter?

[52] The Monk says: Both because it is the
chief of the quarters, and also (because) the
paradise of Eden is in the East.'®® And in the
beginning God placed us there in honour, and
through our weakness we were cast out from
our honour and from our exaltation. And now
at every moment our eyes gaze out there, and
for there we wait (in hope), and towards there
we worship, and we offer a prayer that to there
we might return. And Christ our Lord also

prayed to the East,'®’

and the holy apostles
received from Him (the teaching of) worship

to the East, and they passed (it) on to us thus.

'8 The Hebrew text of Gen 2:8 states that the garden of Eden was planted miggedem, and this was translated by
the Septuagint as xatd, dvartohds, ‘in the East’. By contrast, the Peshitta translated it as 310 &, ‘from of old’,
and this was understood by Ephrem and Isho‘dad of Merv, among others, as indicating that it was planted on the
third day of creation, when the trees were created. The Septuagint interpretation, however, became well known
to Syriac exegetes and theologians at a very early date, and so is often cited in their commentaries (see Isho‘dad,

ad loc.).

187 In Mt 24:27 Jesus states that the (second) coming of the Son of Man will be like the lightning that comes
from the East, and this is the most common justification for Christian prayer towards the East. There are no
obvious Gospel passages in which Jesus himself is said to pray towards the East.
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And see, (this is) a sure proof that they
received it from our Lord, that all the churches
on earth worship towards the East, and all
Christians, those who believe in the Messiah,
even if they differ in their confessions, which

are seventy-two,188

they worship towards the
East, and proclaim the Father and the Son and

the Holy Spirit.

And also from the Old (Testament) [ will show
you proofs that are most trustworthy. And if
you wish, from that (passage) concerning the
tabernacle which Moses commanded (to be
placed) at the east gate,'® saying: ‘The lord of
the camp shall go in and out by it

perpetually’,190

and also the priests and the
levites who | were honoured were dwelling at
the east side.’”’ And (so) also the blessed
David: ‘From the East He gave voice, a

mighty voice’.'*?

[53] The Muslim says: Truly you possess the
truth, and it is no error, as (some) people have
supposed! And Muhammad our prophet also
said: ‘As for those who live in monasteries,
and those who dwell on the mountains, they
will enjoy the kingdom’.'” And truly,
everyone who holds to your belief with this
way of thinking, as you have repeated (it)
before me, and is cleansed from iniquity and

188 See Lk 10:1, where some Greek witnesses and the Old Syriac Gospels (plus the Diatessaron, Ephrem, Acts of
Thomas, Doctrina Addai etc.) read ‘seventy-two’ apostles, and the majority of the Greek witnesses and the
Peshitta read ‘seventy’. A famous hadith also refers to the seventy-two sects of the Christians (and seventy-one
of the Jews, and seventy-three of the Muslims); see W.M. Watt, ‘The Great Community and the Sects’, in G.
von Grunebaum (ed.), Theology and Law in Islam (Wiesbaden, 1971), p.25-36.

189 See Ex 27:13-15.

10 This appears not to be a biblical citation. See Ex 33:7-8.

1 gee Num 3:38.
192 ps 68:34.

' The scribe originally write this and the previous word in the reverse order, but then indicated the correct

order with superscript 2 and .
19 See Q 5.82.
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sin, God will not reject him. However, whilst I
accept the truth of everything that you have
said, (and) even though I have greatly wearied
you, yet I wish to learn the whole truth from
you concerning all the particularities. (So)
answer me one small question.

[54] The Monk says: What is your question?

[55] The Muslim says: 1 acknowledge that
your religion is seemly,'® and also that your
way of thinking is better than ours, (so) for
what reason did God deliver you into our
hands? And (why) are you led away by us like

sheep to the slaughter,'®’

and (why) are your
bishops and priests being killed, and the rest
(of you) are being subjugated and belaboured
by night and day by the impositions'® of the

king which are more bitter than death?

[56] The Monk says: Moses said to the
children of Israel, ‘It is not because of your
righteousness that God will lead you in to the
promised land so that you might inherit it, but
because of the wickedness of its
inhabitants’.'”® And you also, you reigned for
a period of sixty years,””" and (then) you were
driven away by Gideon the Hebrew, and he

killed four of your kings,*®" ‘Orib, Zib, Zabah,

15 The manuscript by error reads sama\ , but this is corrected in the margin to maa\.
198 [ iterally ‘beautiful’, but it can also have the sense ‘virtuous’, or even ‘correct, right’.

197 See Ps 44:24, Rom 8:36.

% The word §qalé can mean not only ‘burdens’ but also ‘taxes’, ‘tributes’, (especially in the context of
persecution and affliction), but ‘by night and day’ perhaps suggests less specific impositions.
19 See Deut 9:4-6. Based on the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius XL.5.

% The Arabs are being identified here with the ancient Midianites mentioned in the biblical book of Judges, as
in the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius V.2-7. According to Judges 6:1 the Lord gave the people of Israel into
the hand of Midian for just seven years, but the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius V.5 states that the sons of
Ishmael ruled the land for sixty years.

2! fudges 7:25, 8:21. This last verse also notes that ‘[Gideon] took the crescents that were on the necks of their
camels’, a reference that may have reinforced their connection with the Muslim Arabs in the minds of Christian
readers.
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and Salmana‘.’”? And the children of Israel
also, even though they were a mighty people,
yet they were enslaved by the Egyptians for
four hundred yealrs.203 (And) when they were
taken captive by Nebuchadnezzar they served
in bondage in Babylon for seventy years.”*
And they were (also) delivered into the hand

of the Assyrians.?*®

And you also, sons of Ishmael, God did not
give you power over us because of your (own)
righteousness, but because of our sins, and
because the Lord loves us and does not wish to
deprive us of his (heavenly) kingdom. For it is
said: ‘He whom God loves | He chastises’,2"
and ‘if you (remain) without chastisement you
will be strangers, and not sons’.*"” The good
and merciful God desired to chastise us in this
passing world of brief and fleeting life so that
there (in His kingdom) He might cause us to

inherit eternal life.

[57] The Muslim says: I said to you from the
start that whatever you know to be true, tell
me, and do not have regard for my status. And
now I adjure you by Christ—for I know that
you love Him better than your own life—tell
me the truth in as much as you know (it): Will
the sons of Hagar’® enter the kingdom, or
not?

22 1n the Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius V.6 the same four ‘tyrants’ are mentioned.
2% See Gen 15:13, cited in Acts 7:6. (Ex 12:40 gives a period of 430 years.)

204 See Jer 25:11, Dan 9:2.

2% The Assyrian captivity preceded the Babylonian conquest, though this might not be obvious from the monk’s

words.
26 Heb 12:6.
27 Heb 12:8.

2% The mother of Ishmael according to the Bible (see Gen 16:15), and some post-Qur’anic Islamic traditions.
The Muslims were called ‘hagarenes’ by Greek- and Syriac-speaking Christians from an early date, but it would
be surprising indeed if a real Muslim would have used this as a label for his fellow believers.
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[58] The Monk says: By Christ through whom
you have adjured me, hear (the words) from
His holy mouth as He speaks in the Gospel of
the blessed John: ¢ “Anyone who is not born
again shall not see the kingdom of God”.
Nicodemus says to Him, “How can an old man
be born again? Is he able to enter his mother’s
womb again for a second time and be born?”
Jesus says to him, “Truly, truly I say to you,
that anyone who is not born of water and the
Spirit shall not enter the kingdom of God” > 209
But if there should be someone who who has
fine deeds (to his credit), he may live through
grace in (those) mansions®!® which are far
removed from the torment, but he shall be

considered as a hired hand, and not as a son
(and heir).?"!

[59] The Muslim says: I testify that if it were
not for fear of the government, and public
shame, many would become Christians. But as

for you, may you be blessed by God, for you

[.]atada

have given me great ease through your speech
with me.

29 Jn 3:3-5. The passage is generally understood to refer to baptism.
219 This response is built upon Christ’s words in Jn 14:2, ‘In my Father’s house there are many mansions’.
According to Ephrem, ‘in the delightful mansions which are at the fences (of Paradise) / do the souls of the just
and righteous reside’, ~aimo maRal ir (omhiar / ,maratny aa)\ i Mok heards ¢ Hymns on
Paradise 8.11; ed. E. Beck, Des heiligen Ephraem des Syrers Hymnen de Paradiso und contra Julianum (CSCO
174: Louvain, 1957), p.3S. In Hymns on Paradise 7.26-28 (ed. Beck, p.31-32) he implies that he himself is too
defiled to enter Paradise itself, and so asks God for permission to live by the fence (presumably in the
mansions), from where he will be able to see both the delights within the Garden, and the torments of Gehenna.
Here, he says, he will be able to eat the crumbs that fall from the table of Paradise like the dogs that eat the
crumbs from their masters’ table. This is an allusion to Mt 15:22-28, where a Canaanite woman uses this image
to overcome Jesus’ reluctance to heal her daughter, because she is not Jewish. The idea that the mansions might
be an appropriate place for repentant sinners and strangers is also found in later writers, such as Narsai: ‘May
your mercy be a guide / for the ignorant stranger / and teach him the path on which he may travel / to the
mansions of the kingdom on high’, a.mzA i 234 Shdal medlda iS4, oy SiEai\ had @is 2eos
.ol 5\9:'\54‘53 (Hom. 9, ed. Mingana, 1.154-155). So the monk’s assurance that Muslims will enter the

Kingdom, albeit as second-class citizens, appears to be drawing on old Syriac traditions.
21! The contrast may be drawn from Lk 15:19, 21, where the prodigal son declares that he is no longer fit to be
called a son, but should be treated as one of the hired hands.

212 The scribe appears originally to have written asAaya (a nonsense word), before correcting it.
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[60] The Monk says: To Him from whom is
everything, and in whom is everything, and
through whom is everything, to Him be praise
from spiritual beings and corporeal beings and
from my feeble self who have proclaimed
Him! Glory be to His name, and on us be His

mercy and His grace, for ever and ever, amen.
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