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Note: The German version of this English text consists of a single essay and deviates in minor

details from what is presented here.

The Qur’anic claim for Muhammad’s prophethood was unknown to the Christians and Jews of
the nascent Islamic empire prior to the 686. Only a dirham with the line “Muhammad, Prophet
(rasil) of God,” minted by the governor Mus‘ab b. al-Zubayr (686-691), made the claim known
beyond the circle of the elite of the Arab conquerors. Mus ‘ab, the brother of ‘Abdallah b. al-
Zubayr (683-692), the counter caliph residing in Mecca, was governor of Basra and Iran and had
the dirham minted 686 in Bishapur, in the province of Fars. The counter caliph, with his own

authority centered on the Hijaz, had to defend himself against two armies sent against him by the

Umayyads in Damascus and was unwilling or unable to go on the offensive. He was a member of
the Quraysh elite but had defected during the contentious brief reign of Mu‘awiya Il b. Yazid
(683-684). He presented himself as a pious believer seeking protection in the Ka‘ba, the
sanctuary of the nascent but still unknown city of Mecca, and claimed the prophetic authority of
the Prophet Muhammad — an authority which the Sufyanid wing had always possessed and
therefore did not have to proclaim. The Marwanid branch of the Umayyads, which eventually
took over the reign from the Sufyanids and terminated the counter caliphate of Ibn al-Zubayr in
692, evidently sensed a need for the authority of Muhammad for itself and propagated him as
their prophet not only on its coins but also in the inscriptions of the Dome of the Rock in
Jerusalem.

So far in Islamic scholarship neither the ignorance of the Qur’anic claim for

Muhammad’s prophethood among the Christian and Jewish subjects nor the connection between
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Ibn al-Zubayr’s search for authority and the Bishapur dirham has become the topic of an
investigation.! It is generally assumed in Islamic studies that Christians and Jews knew of the
claim of prophethood for Muhammad right from the start.? The assumed knowledge of this claim
comes from only two texts, the Doctrina lacobi and the Nistarot of Rabbi Simeons b. Yohai, both
of which are believed to have been composed in the 630s or shortly thereafter. This essay is
devoted to a discussion of the Doctrina’s date, in the following essay the focus will be on the
origin of the Nistarot. As far as the Doctrina is concerned, only Paul Speck and Sean Anthony
have questioned the assumed verity of its composition in 634 or shortly thereafter, the former
with a detailed text-critical investigation of 1997 and the latter somewhat hesitantly, in his book
of 2020, knowing full well that the majority of colleagues in the field would take umbrage at
him.* The Doctrina, so I think I can demonstrate, was composed only after 670 at the earliest and
belongs into the period of the rising apocalyptic literature on the future of the Byzantine and
Umayyad empires.

The Doctrina was probably authored by a Chalcedonian Christian justifying the forcible
conversion of Jews on the order of Emperor Heraclius (610-640) in 630. The order, although
issued for the whole empire, was carried out only in the Exarchate of Carthage and the Frankish
kingdom. As a manual for conversion, the Doctrina belongs to the category of adversos iudaeos
tracts which were composed in an increasingly fractious Christianity from the early 500s
onwards, accompanied by a growing hostility towards Jews. Prior to Heraclius, however, there
were apparently no forced conversions, if one follows the conclusions of Giinter Stemberger, the
doyen on the topic of anti-Judaism in Antiquity.’ The forcible conversions in Carthage, on the
other hand, are documented in a letter by Maximus Confessor® and the selection of the city was

presumably not accidental: It was here that Heraclius had spent his early adulthood with his



father, the exarch also called Heraclius, and began his triumphal advance against Phocas 610 for
the throne in Constantinople.

The motive for ordering forced conversions is not immediately apparent. On one hand,
Heraclius had grounds for revenge after the Jewish-Christian massacres in Jerusalem during the
Sasanid conquest of 614. On the other hand, after his victory over the Sasanids in 628 he pursued
the ambitious policy of unifying the Chalcedonian and Miaphysite churches through the doctrine
of miaenergism.” The prospect of unification had apocalyptical implications: Heraclius circulated
the prediction, according to which he would no longer be the traditional Roman emperor but the
Christian king (basileus) of a realm on its way toward becoming the heavenly kingdom of Jesus.
The Messiah would return soon to Jerusalem for his Second Coming, at which occasion the
imperial crown would be turned over to him.® Upon his arrival, of course, all confessional
differences would disappear and the Jews would overcome their blindness, as Paul states in
Roman 11:25-26, making forced baptisms unnecessary. Did Heraclius perhaps want to hasten the
Second Coming with his forced baptisms?® Whatever the emperor hoped for from the forced
baptisms, however, ended in bitter disappointment a few years later. The final victory of the
Arabs in 640 over his army in Syria pulled the rug from under his apocalyptic propaganda.!”

In view of this propaganda, one wonders why the apocalypse about the imminent
disintegration of the Roman empire in which the Doctrina lacobi is embedded should have been
composed already in 634 or shortly thereafter. A new, pessimistic counter apocalypse by a
Chalcedonian should have appeared so soon, replacing Heraclius’ apotheosis and the prospects
of brilliant future of the empire with the horrors of an immediate end? Such a replacement is, of
course, possible, given the rapid change of events in the 630s, but the question is nevertheless

important for my analysis in this essay which assumes a silence of apocalyptic speculations



among all confessions during the early period of the Arab empire. As already mentioned above,
during 634-686 nobody quite knew how long the Arab conquests would last, whether the
conquests would conclude with the creation of a permanent empire, and which number one
would have to give this empire, following the four Danielic empires Assyria-Babylon, Media-
Persia, Greece-Diadochi, und Rome-Byzantium.

The Doctrina'! features a detailed debate among several unconverted Jews and one
forcibly converted Jew on Christian theology,'? as well as the apocalyptic events accompanying
the soon to arrive or already completed end of Rome -- no final decision is made in the text. The
Jew Justus, who converts gradually under the persuasive power of the forcibly converted Jacob,
turns in V:1 away from his opinion that Rome still exists and assumes that the empire has been
replaced — according to the Daniel Apocalypse — by ten “toparchies” or kingdoms. Jacob avoids
an agreement with this assumption but concurs with Justus that the Deceiver or “Hermolaos,” as
the Antichrist is called in the text, is already on his way with his attempt to create chaos.

At the end of the Doctrina, Justus cites a letter from his brother Abraham in Palestine
according to which a prophet had appeared at the time when the Arabs had killed the Byzantine
commander of the garrison at Caesarea, to the joy of the Jews. This prophet announced the
coming of the “’ Anointed’ (hyleimmenos) und Christ” (V:16).!> Abraham writes that he had
asked an old scholar who exclaimed with a great groan that this prophet was a deceiver because
prophets would not come with fire and sword. One could also not believe his assertion that he
possessed the keys to Paradise. In the middle of the present chaos one would have to fear that
Hermolaos had appeared instead of Christ. Abraham writes further that he had asked others who
had met the prophet and was told that there was nothing true about him except the shedding of

blood. Shortly after the discussion of Abraham’s letter the Doctrina has Jacob depart from



Carthage on business (July 13, 634!4) and leaves the reader with an apparent allusion to the
Prophet Muhammad, allegedly still alive in this year, as well as the seemingly contemporary
testimonies about events in Palestine.

All those in Islamic studies who consider Jacob’s departure date of July 13, 634 or a date
shortly thereafter as the year of the Doctrina’s composition, however, overlook one of the many
passages concerning the moribund Roman empire. This passage states that in the past the borders
of the empire extended “to Egypt and Africa and beyond Africa.” (II1:10). In the Slavic version
of the text one finds furthermore the addition “to the ocean.”'> Without much effort one
recognizes that the passage speaks of Egypt (including Cyrenaica und Tripolitania) and the
Exarchate in the west, which comprised Byzacena (today’s Tunisia) and Mauretania prima
(today’s northern Algeria). Most of Mauretania secunda (northern Morocco) and southern Spain
were lost to the Visigoths in 624. Only the port city of Ceuta in northern Morocco, near the
Atlantic Ocean, remained of Mauretania secunda. In the year 647, invading Arabs defeated an
army of Byzacena near Sufetula (today Sbeitla) and in 670 Arabs founded the garrison city of
Kairoaun (both in central Tunisia). After 670, Byzacena consisted only of a coastal strip of land
between Thyna (today a suburb of Sfax) and Carthage, as well as land west of Carthage. In 698,
finally, Byzantium lost Carthage and the rump Exarchate altogether to the Arabs. From this
enumeration of the lost western provinces of the Byzantine empire it is evident that the Doctrina
was composed between 670 and 698. It thus forms part of the apocalyptic literature beginning
towards the end of the 600s and cannot have originated already during the forced conversions

under Heraclius and the Arab conquest of Syria in 634.
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The Nistarot or Secrets of Rabbi Simeons b. Yohai and Their Date of Composition

Peter von Sivers, Emeritus, University of Utah, February 2022

The assumption that the late antique Near East was shaking from apocalyptic fever during the
Islamic conquests is a widely shared conviction in current scholarly discussions.! Upon closer
investigation, however, it is not at all clear whether there is sufficient textual confirmation for
this assumption, especially for the half-century from the Arab conquest in 634 to the second
intra-Arab war or fitna of 683-692. To begin with, the only substantial evidence that is usually
cited as a testimony is the Nistarot or Secrets of Rabbi Simeons b. Yohai, which “predict” the
history of the Umayyad empire from the conquests to the disintegration of the Marwanid dynasty
in 750 under the onslaught of the ‘Abbasid revolution, with later additions reaching as far as the

Crusades:? According to the Nistarot, God raised a prophet and his army liberated Palestine for
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the Jews. All other known apocalypses, whether Jewish or Christian, date to a time after 683 and
are far less detailed about conquerors and conquests.?

My reasoning concerning a post-683 dating of the Nistarot follows a text-critical line.
There is at present a general agreement in scholarship from Crone-Cook (1977) to Shoemaker
(2021) that the Nistarot contain a fragment that originated in the early days of the Arab conquest
of Syria.* Robert Hoyland is one of the few who expresses himself a bit more cautiously by
referring to an “apparently” earlier apocalyptic core within the Nistarot, contemporary with the
Arab conquests. But a few lines later he describes this core still as the “original version” of the
Nistarot and thus leaves the comunis opinio intact.?

Simon b. Yohai was a Tannaitic rabbi of the second century and his name is evidently
borrowed to provide the later apocalypse with his authority. In it, he is described as a sage who
spent 13 years in a cave to escape the persecutions of Caesar, the king of Edom (Rome).® After
40 days and nights of praying and fasting God answered the sage’s prayers and unveiled the
secrets of the End, as well as further “hidden things” (34). When he learned that the realm of
Ishmael was arriving he was frightened by the prospect of this realm following the already
horrible Edom. But the angel Metraton (7) calmed Simon and explained to him that God brought
about the realm of the Ishmaelites only for the purpose of liberating the Jews from Edom: God
will raise a prophet and the Ishmaelites will restore the land energetically (for the Jews) against
the sons of Esau (Romans). But Simon still wondered from where it was known that the
Ishmaelites were the liberators. Metatron answered Simon with a quote from Isaiah where in
21:7 a watchman is mentioned who has the mission of carefully watching two riders one on a
donkey and the other on a camel. (Isaiah is alluding to the transmission of a message concerning

the victory of the alliance of the Medes (messenger on the donkey) and the Achaemenid Persians
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(messenger on the camel) over the Neo-Babylonians in 539 BCE.) Metatron added to the Isaiah
quote that it was necessary for a correct understanding to be aware of the order of precedence
between the riders in the verse: The rider on the donkey (the Messiah) enters the kingdom ahead
of the rider on the camel (the Arab prophet), as the armies of the latter are in the process of
liberating the kingdom of Israel from the sons of Esau (35).(3)
In his reader of 2005, John Reeves asserts that in the literature of late Antiquity prior to

Islam the watchman verse in Isaiah 21:7 was not read typologically and was given such a
meaning only by Muslim apologists.©) Reeves is, however, not entirely correct.: A Christian reading
of the donkey rider as Jesus and the camel rider as the devil appears in the Commentary on Isaiah by
Jerome (347-420).(10) As far as the Muslim typological reading of the verse is concerned, in an
article of 1991 Suleiman Bashear cites the traditionist Muhammad b. Ka‘b al-Quraazi (d. 108-
120 AH/726-737) as the earliest source.(11) Thus, it is only after the beginning of Traditionist
Islam around 700 that a Jewish scholar could learn of the typology of Muhammad as the camel
rider and prophet. In a later article, Reeves corrects his earlier thesis of 2005, according to which
an original core of the Nistarot can be dated to the early Arab conquests. In this article, dated to
2011, he speaks more generally of the Nistarot as a text composed of “smaller complexes of
apocalyptic traditions from the middle of the seventh to the middle of the eighth centuries.”(12)
But he still does not take the last step of describing the Nistarot as a counterpart to the beginning
Islamic Tradition about the apocalypse at the end of the seventh century and not a text from the
time of the early conquests.(13)

Conclusions can now be drawn from the above analyses of the Doctrina lacobi and the
Nistarot. (1) Between 634 and 683 little was known about the Qur’an and early Islam outside the

circle of the Arab and converted Christian and Jewish religious scholars, as well as the political
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elite. (2) During this time, Arab and converted Christian and Jewish scholars worked more or
less closely with the emirs ‘Uthman, “‘Umar and Mu‘awiya on the composition of the Qur’an. (3)
Only in the war of 683 to 692 when the elite broke apart and the hostile camps resorted to the
proclamation of theological positions to win the war Christians and Jews outside the elite also
began to take religious positions. (4) They used what they learned from the Qur’anic scholars for
the defense of their own faiths. The Byzantine author of the Doctrina, hostile to the conquering
Arabs, declared the prophet to be false. The Jewish author of the Nistarot remained faithful to the
Rabbinic-Jewish pro-Umayyad stance, with subsequent anti-Umayyad interpolations from
writers under the ‘Abbasids. And finally (5), there is no surprise in encountering a Jewish author
who accepts an Arab prophet: After all, the Babylonian Talmud speaks of up to seven prophets

sent to the non-Jewish peoples of the world.(14)
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