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example, the historicity of all the figures mentioned in the
Letter has been confirmed: Patriarch Yuhannon of Sedreh was
the Patriarch of Antioch for the Syrian Orthodox Church
between 631 and 648; the Amir of Mhaggraye has been
identified as "Umayr ibn Sa'd al-Ansari, who was appointed by
the second Caliph "Umarr ibn al-Khattab, as a chief of the Jund
in Syria, probably in Homs.

The Letter demonstrates the Christian understanding of
nascent [slam. According to the Letter, the faith of Mhaggraye
is monotheistic. In addition, they accept the Torah as a holy
book in the same way as do the Christians, Jews and
Samaritans. However, the Mhaggraye had their own Law,
which, as far as the Letter reveals, governs some aspects of
social life. Ultimately that the Letter makes no reference to
Quran, Muhammad, or Islam, which indicates persuasively the
nascent nature of this new religion, The Letter, therefore,
characterizes the beliefs of Mhaggraye, which would lay the
foundation for what later becomes known as Islamic faith.
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simplicity of religious thoughts, which was reflected in the
Letter, along with the absence of the book of the Quran,
confirms its early date. Therefore, such religious experience
cannot be dated to later than the middle of the seventh century.
The exclusive use of the appellation "Mhaggraye," for
the conquerors adds additional evidence for the date. For the
Arab conquerors claim to be "Mhaggraye," i.e., immigrants and
not merely conquerors, thereby implying their intention to
settle. Although the Syriac writers used this name often even
in later periods, the letter does not mention other titles
employed in subsequent periods, such as "Mashelmane
Zis\en = Moslems), or believers.441933) 195. At any rate, the

absence of the title Moslems, and the presence of the early title
"Mhaggraye" adds further evidence to the early date of the
Letter.*> This date, the evidence suggests, should be no later
than the middle of the seventh century. |

CONCLUSION

The Letter corresponds to what is known about the
historical and religious circumstances of the mid-seventh
century. In addition, all argument in support of a late date of
the Letter proved to be insufficient. However, there are sound
reasons for dating the Letter to the mid-seventh century. For

Mhaggraye as "..they adhered to the teaching (of Muhammad), the worship
of One God in accordance with the ancient (Jewish) Laws." See Mingana,
Sources Syriaques (Leipzig: Harrassowitz, 1908) 146 (text), 175 (tr.). See
also the comments of Michael the Syrian in note 8.

* The earliest appearance of the term Mashelmane in Syriac with the
meaning of Moslem was in the year 775, in Chronicon Pseudo-
Dionysianum (ed. ].-B. Chabot; CSCO, Syri, 34; Louvain: 1933) 195.

* The first appearance of the term of Muslims, although not definitely as a
title, was in the late seventh century (961) in the Dome of the Rock. Cf.
Hagarism, 8.
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prophets, and to logic as a source for their argument, but
neither mentions the Quran. The Amir resorts to the "Laws of
Mhaggraye," and asks his hearers to "submit to the laws of
Mhaggraye" (tashlelmun le-nomuso da-Mhaggraye:

Gizg wosal | asled) but he makes no reference to the

book of the Quran. Moreover, the Patriarch, in his response to
the fifth question, contrasts the Quranic understanding of
Abraham, but neither the Amir nor any of his Mhaggraye
companions raised any objection. Furthermore, the Patriarch
he quotes Deuteronomy 6:4 "the Lord God is One God," which
is similar to the Shahada, namely, "there is no god but God"
(S. 37:35), but he never refers to the Quran nor to its existence.
Additionally, in the meeting place there were the Books of Old
and New Testament in Syriac and Greek, but there was no
reference to the presence of the Quran. Finally, the absence of
any reference to the Quran, and frequent contrasting reference
to the Quran without comments from the Mhaggraye support
understanding of the simplicity of the religious tenets of
Mhaggraye at the time, and that the Quran had not yet been
edited. Now, the absence of any material Quran would date the
Letter either prior to the reign of Uthman ibn *Afan (d. 656), in
accordance with the traditional date of the collection of the
Quran, or the late seventh century according to some modern
scholars. , | '

Furthermore, in the discussion, the Amir and his "noble
Mhaggraye" show more familiarity with Jewish tradition and
much less with the Christian. Moreover, the letter indicates
that the Mhaggraye accepted the Torah (the five books of
Moses) as an authoritative book.*? This familiarity with Jewish
tradition confirms the Arabs' early religious experience in
Arabia, which they carried with them to Syria.** Such

2 Cf. note 10.
* Yuhannon bar Penekey (7th cent) refers to the religious orientation of the
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the meeting with the emperor Heraclius in 630 A.D.*! Such
additional historical figures, proven by different sources, gives
further support to the historicity of the event and its
approximate date.

Now that the date of the meeting has been determined,
the date of writing the letter is called into question. It is
obvious that the Letter is not a transcript of the dialogue since
it is in the form of a letter, and in the Syriac language. Asa
result, the date of the writing must be sometime after the
conclusion of the meeting. The process of dating, however,
could be deduced from the content of the Letter itself. Based
on the date of the meeting, which the Letter reports as "Sunday,
the 9th of May," and before the death of the Patriarch in 648,
the date should not be later than 644 where it is possible in the
calendar for the 9th of May to be a Sunday. The significance
of the date of the Letter, at any rate, is ultimately the historicity
of 1ts content.

The Letter was addressed to an "anxious and worried" .
congregation about the Amir's summon the Patriarch. The
addresser, therefore, would not have waited too long to respond
to the congregation. Had the letter been written long after the
event, the congregation would no longer have been "anxious
and worried".

The Letter also describes the fear of the Chalcedontians,
and their prayer with the non-Chalcedonians for the safety and
success of the Patriarch. This description confirms the
vulnerability of the Chalcedonians in the mid-seventh century
because of their ecclesiastical affiliation with the Byzantine.

Further evidence for a specific date can be found in the
discussion between the Amir and the Patriarch itself. Both the
Patriarch and the Amir refer to the Old Testament, to the

W Chronigue de Michel Le Syrien, TV, 409 (text), I1, 412 (tr.); Chronicon
Anonymum, 238, 14-17 (text), 186, 32-35 (tr.). ,
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Now because of the fact that there is no such explicit
expression of fear about apostasy in the letter, such fear does
not meet his criterion for dating the text.

- S. Griffith, in his article, "Disputes with Muslims.."
dates the letter to 644, and acknowledges in a footnote scholars’
different opinions on the matter.”® In this article, he also
asserted that the document should be considered the first Syriac
text with regard to the disputes with the Muslims. He agrees
with most recent scholars that the Amir of Mhaggraye was
“Umayr ibn Sa'd al-Ansari.

ANALYSIS OF THE LETTER

The identity of the Amir as "Umayr ibn Sa’d al-Ansari
has been attested to by most modern scholars.”” He was the
governor of Homs and Damascus during the reign of the
second Caliph ‘Ummar Ibn al-Khatab (d. 644). Patriarch
Yuhannan, on the other hand, was the Syrian Orthodox
Patriarch from 631 until 648 A.D.*® Now, the historicity of
both the Patriarch and "Umayr have been confirmed, and the
simultaneous dates of their reigns make their meeting possible.
Additionally, the letter refers to five bishops who accompanied
the Patriarch to this meeting. Three of these bishops (Thomas,
Severus, and Sargis) have been historically confirmed through
the writings of Michael the Syrian, and the Anonymous, who
includes their names among the delegation of the Syrian
Patriarch Athanasius al-Jammal (Yuhannan's predecessor) to

*® S. Griffith, "Disputes with the Muslims in Syriac Christian Texts: From
Patriarch John (d. 648) to Bar Hebraeus (d. 1286)," Religionsgsprache in
Mittelalter (ed. B. Lewis and F. Niewohner: Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz,
1992)251-273.

*® Cook and Crone, Hagarism, 162; A. Palmer, S. Brock, and R. Hoyland,
The Seventh Century in the West-Syrian Chronicles (Liverpool: Liverpool
University Press, 1993) 169. See also Tarikh al-Tabari, 1, 2646, 2798. .

0 Martikainen, 1; Barsaum, 279.
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the circumstances of the late seventh or early eighth century.
Reading “the distinctiveness of beliefs” as a reference to a
separate faith, Donner sees in the Letter an implicit recognition
for the faith of Mhaggraye as a distinctive one (Islam).>* This
notion of a separate religious orientation, according to Donner,
was not known until the late seventh century. |
G. J. Reinink, in his article about "The Beginnings of
Syriac Apologetic Literature.." asserts the historicity of the
meeting between Patriarch Yuhannon and the Amir of
Mhaggraye, but he casts doubt about the earlier date of the
Letter.”® Instead, he suggests the end of the seventh century as
a possible date. Reinink's criterion for dating the letter was
based on his understanding of the letter relative to its context.
Reinink first understands that the letter recognized Islam as a
new religion; second, he refers to the division in Christianity as
a problematic issue; finally, Reinink claims that the letter
expressed caution and fear from Christian apostasy. However,
Reinink anachrontstically equates the word Mhaggraye with
Muslims,*” a term not used in the Letter. In fact, the Letter
does reflect the early concept of the faith of Mhaggraye and its
simplicity in the middle of the seventh century. Reinink's
second point was overly hasty, since the Christians always felt
that their division was their weakness even before the advent of
the Mhaggraye. With regard to the third criterion, "the
Christian fear of apostasy," the Letter expresses no such fear.
The fear and caution that expressed in the Letter relates to the
new political balances in the region in which the
Chalcedonians were less fortunate because of their
ecclesiastical affiliation with the Byzantine, the Arab's enemy.

35 Reference to the text of the Letter, paragraph II.

3 G. J. Reinink, “The Beginning of Syriac Apologetic Literature in
Response to Islam," Oriens Christianus 77 (1993) 165 - 87.

7 Reinink, 178, 180.
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situation in the early and mid-seventh century in Syria.®' They
quote the letter several times to prove their conception of the
early religious status of the Arab invaders. They identify the
Amir with "Umayr ibn Sa'd who was appointed by the second
Caliph "Umar as a military governor of the jund in Homs
(Syria). They date the event of the colloquy to 644 based on
the content of the letter that reflects lenient religious attitude of
the Mhaggraye towards the Christians, as has been attested to
during therr earlier period. As a result, according to Crone and
Cook, the letter demonstrates a thoughtful and tolerant
religious discussion. The Letter also, they discuss, implies that
the Amir, though he questioned the divinity of Christ, did not
implicitly reject Christ as Messiah. Furthermore, the Arab
invaders referred to themselves as Mhaggraye at this time.>
Cook and Crone cite several Syriac sources that confirm the
early Mhaggraye's tolerant attitude towards Christians which
was reflected in the letter, such as Isho™Yahb III (647-58) and
John Bar Penkaye's (7th cent) comments on the new mvaders
attitude towards the Church.*

Furthermore, F. Donner, in his unpublished essay
"From Believers to Muslims" discusses the value of the
contents of the Letter.** According to Donner, the Letter fits

3L p. Crone and M. Cook, Hagarism: the Making of the Islamic World
(Cambridge/ London/ New York, Melbourne: Cambridge University Press,
1977) 8, 11, 162.

32 p. Crone, "The First-Century Concept of Higra," Arabica 3 (1994) 352-
387.

33 150" Yahb 111, Liber Epistularum (ed. and tr. R. Duval; CSCO, syri 11)
251 tr. 182; concerning John Bar Penkaye see A. Mingana, Sources
Syriagues (Vol. 1; Leizig: 1908) 146 (text), 175 (tr.).

 Fred Donner, “From Believers to Muslim: Confessional Self Identity in
the Early I[slamic Community,” Byzantine and Early Islamic Near East:
Pattern of Communal Identity (ed. L. Conrad; Vol. 4; New Jersey: Darwn,
1999), (forthcoming)



other documents did so. Furthermore, without explanation or
citation, Barsaum dates the dialogue to the year 643.

N. Newman edits a commentary on the Early Christian-
Muslim Dialogue, in which he tackles the letter of Patriarch
Yuhannan.”®* Newman assents to Nau's perspectives
concerning the date of the letter in 639, but he suggests *Amr
al-"As of Egypt to be "the *Amir" in the Letter. Newman
argues that the Letter is the earliest document concerning
Muslim-Christian dialogue. However, Newman's discussion of
the context of the letter was too general, and did not utilize
modern scholarship for the historicity of that period. For
example, he presupposes the existence of the Quran, and sees
the beliefs of the Mhaggraye as a distinctly Muslim religion.
In addition, and depending on German translation of the Letter,
he misunderstands some of its keyword.? J. Mrtikainen, in his
turn, introduces an historical survey about Yuhannan and the
seventh century historical and ecclesiastical
context.’*Orientforschungen, 34; Wiesbaden: 1991) 1-10.
While his book concentrates on Yuhannan's theological
writings, Martikainen also speaks about Yuhannan's interest in
"Muslim-Christian" relationships. In this context, Martikainen
mentions the Letter of Yuhannan which was published by Nau.
Martikainen makes no effort to study the letter itself; however,
he accepted Nau's analysis with regard to its date, authorship
and the identification of its historical figures.

P. Crone and M. Cook, in their book Hagarism,
examine intensively the historical, political and religious

8 N. A. Newman, The Early Christian-Muslim Dialogue (Pennsylvania:
Interdisciplinary Biblical Research Institute,

* One among several of Newman's mistranslations is "the laws of the
Muslims" instead of "the laws of the Mhaggraye." See Newman, 27.
¥ Jouko Martikainen, Johannes 1. Sedra: Einleitung Syrische Texte,
Ubersetzung und vollstandiges Worterverzeichnis (Gottinger
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Patriarch had with an Arab Amir."** With the document now
known, F. Nau was the first scholar to translate the document
into French and publish it with limited comments.”> Nau,
relying on the traditional viewpoint recorded by Michael the
Syrian (12th century), he identifies the Amir, as *Amru ibn
Sa'd. In addition, Nau attempts to calculate the possible date
of the meeting, thus he reads: "in the Sunday, the 9th of May,"
and Nau suggests three dates during the time of patriarch John:
633, 639, 644. Nau, without apparent reason, determines the
year 639 CE as a date of the colloquy. Henri Lammens, on the
other hand, contests Nau concerning the identification of the
Amir and the date of the colloquy.*® Lammens suggests Sa'id
ibn *Amir, the governor of the Jund (military district) of Homs,
as a candidate for Yuhannon's interrogator, and the year 644
when the colloquy took place.

In the middle of this century, Ephrem I Barsaum, in his
book, History of Syriac Sciences and Literature, writs about
the Patriarch Yuhannon and his dialogue with the Amir.”
Although brief, Barsaum presents a new hypothesis. He
credited Bar Hebraeus by naming the Amir as "Umayr ibn Sa'd
al-Ansari, despite the fact that Bar Hebraeus named him
differently (" Amr ibn Sa'd, the Amir of Tayyaye.") Barsaum
also gives the Amir the epithet of "Amir-al-Muslimin," an
anachronistic title, even though neither the Letter, nor any

*W. Wright, Catalogue of Syriac Manuscripts in the British Museum (Vol.
2 London: 1870) 604; the document is under the sign MS Add. 17, 193,
within the collection of 125 miscellaneous documents.

¥ F._Nau, "Un Colloque du Patriarche Jean avec I' Emir des Agareens,"
Journal Asiatique 11th series 5 (1915) 225-79.

% 4. Lammens, "A Propos d'un colloque entre le patriarche Jean Ier et "Amr
Ibn al-' Asi," Journal Asiatique 11.13 (1919) 97-110,

27 1. Ephrem I Barsaum, al-Lulu al-Manthur [in Arabic] (First edition, 1943;
5th ed., Aleppo: Syriac patrimony, 1987) 279.
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Amir of Tayyaye, calling on "our Patriarch" Yuhannon,
confronting him with contentious questions.?’ The Patriarch,
Michael continues, answered with proof from the Old and New
Testament, and from natural phenomenon. As a result of this
interview, 'Amru demanded the translation of the Bible in
Arabic. Michael pictures *Amru as an oppressor of the
Christians who forbids the public display of crosses.?' One
century later, Bar Hebraeus recorded the same event
independently from Michael.> Bar Hebraeus, in his
Ecclesiastical History, recalls the meeting between Patriarch
John of Sedreh and the Amir, whom he named “Amr bar Sa'd
(o is i=ay). Bar Hebraeus refers to *Amr's request for the

translation of the Bible into Arabic on the condition that the
Patriarch may not include "Christ the son of God," baptism and
the crucifixion. When the patriarch refused, the Amir repealed
the condition. The Anonymous Chronicle up to the year 819
AD describes the event almost the same way as Michael. >

After having been forgotten for almost 700 years, W.
Wright was the first scholar to introduce the document that
contains the history of the meeting between the Patriarch and
the Amir. In his Catalogue, Wright presents the document with
the title, "A Letter Concerning an interview which John the

20 Chronique de Michel Le Syrien (4 Vols., ed J.-B. Chabot; Paris: Culture
et Civilisation, 1899, 1905, 1963) IV, (text) 421-422; 11 (tr.) 431-432.

*! Michael might confused this *Amru bar Sa'd with the Umayyad Caliph
"Ummar [bn "Abdul-"Aziz (d. 720). Otherwise, it might be an allusion to
the “Pact of "Ummar” or “*Ummar Conditions,” which issued by the tenth
Caliph al-Mutawwakel (d. 861) and attributed them “Ummar al-Khatab (d.
644). See J. Fiey, Chrétiens syriaques sous les Abbasies surtout & Bagdad
(749-1258) (CSCO 420, Subs. 59; Lowen: 1980).

*2 Bar Hebraeus, Chronicon Ecclesiasticum (Vol. 1; 1. B. Abbeloos & T.
Lamy; Paris: 1877) 275. , |

B Chronicon Anonymum ad annum Domini 819 (ed. J. Chabot; CSCO, Syri
Ser. I11, 14; Paris: 1920).
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people, and that he [the Patriarch] may make an exit from such
trial [lit. deed], as it pleases His Will, [and He may] assist His
Church and comfort His people.

Also those, the followers of the council of Chalcedon,
as we've mentioned above, prayed for the blessed Patriarch.
For he had made an apology on behalf of all Christian
communities, and he had not caused them any harm.
Continuously they used to send for him, and ask his
blessedness to speak thus for all [Christian] communities, and
he may not bring anything against them. For they knew their
weakness and the dimension of the danger, and the expected
fear, if the Lord does not visit His Church in accordance with
His compassion.

Pray for the glorious Amir, that God may grant him
wisdom and enlightenment for that which pleases the Lord, and
help [the Church]. And [pray for] the blessed Patriarch, and
the bishops with him: Abbas Mar Thomas, Mar Severus, Mar
Sargis, Mar Aytilaha and Mar Yuhannan and all of their holy
synod, and the leaders and the believers who are assembled
with us here, particularly, our beloved and wise principal
protected by Christ, Mar Andrew. And we, the humble ones in
the Lord, we request your peace and holy prayers at all times.

STATUS QUAESTIONIS

The history of the colloquy between the Patriarch
Yuhannon and the Amir of Mhaggraye was well-known in the
9th, 12th and 13th centuries. Dionysius Telmahre (9th cent),
Michael the Syrian (d. 1199) and Bar Hebraeus (d. 1268), and
recorded the event, although none of them published the letter.

Michael the Syrian (12th century) wrote about the
interview between the Amir and the Patriarch in his Chronicle,
in which he speaks about *Amru bar Sa'd (nae i aion), the
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IX)  And the glorious Amir said, "I ask you [Plural] to do
one of three things: either show me your laws written in the
Gospel and conduct yourselves accordingly, or follow [or
submit to] the law of the AMhaggraye. Then our Father replied
that we Christians have laws, which are just and right, and we
follow [submit to] the teaching and the commandments of the
Gospel and the rules of the Apostles and the laws of the
Church.

In this manner the assembly of the first day was
dismissed. And we have not yet been interviewed again by
him.

[The Amir] had also called on some of the
Chalcedonian leaders. All who were present, the Orthodox and
the Chalcedonians, prayed for the life and preservation of the
blessed Patriarch; they prayed and magnified God who had
abundantly given the word of truth in his mouth, and filled him
with His power and grace, according to His unbroken true
promises as He says: "They will bring you before the kings and
the governors on account of Me, but do not become anxious
about how or what you will speak, for it will be given you in
that hour what you are to speak, for it is not you who speak, but
the Spirit of your Father speaks in you.""

Now, we have informed you these are brief things out
of numerous things which were brought into being at that hour,
that we have informed you; so that you pray for us zealously
and continuously, without ceasing, and so that you entreat the
Lord, that He in His compassion may visit His Church and His

esp. 24; Michael the Syrian, Chronicle, 1V, 429-30; Bar Hebraeus,
Chronicon Ecclesiasticum ed. and tr. J. B. Abbeloos, and T. J. Lamy (Paris:
1874) 11, 123, .

' Mt. 10:18-20; however, the quotation does not match with the Peshitta.
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The glorious Amir demanded that this be shown in the book.
Immediately, our father showed it in the complete Greek and
Syriac texts."’

At the same place, there were some Mhaggraye with us,
and they attentively saw the passages and the glorious Name of
the Lords, and the Lord.'® The Amir called a J ew, who was
there, and he was considered by them to be knowledgeable in
the Scriptures, and asked him if it was literally so in the Torah;
and he answered, "I do not know exactly.""’

VIII) At this point the Amir moved to ask him concerning the
laws of the Christians: "what and how are they, and whether
they are written in the Gospel or not?" Again [he asked], "if a
man die and leave behind boys or girls and a wife and a mother
and a sister and a cousin, how would his possessions be divided
among them?" Then our holy father said that the Gospel is
divine, it instructs heavenly teaching and commands vivifying
commandments; it despises all sin and wickedness, and it
teaches virtue and righteousness. Many other related issues
were brought up. :

There were people assembled there, not only the nobles
of the Mhaggraye, but also the leaders and the rulers of the
cities and the believing peoples, the lovers of Christ, the
Tanukhaye, the Tu'aye and the " Aqulaye.'®

'* This is an indication that there was no Arabic Version for the Bible at
hand.

16 Gen 19:24; otherwise Cf. Gen 19:18.

' The Hebrew Bible and according to the Masoretic text agrees word for
word with the Syriac and Greek text. Hebrew Bible reads:

(QWTT 2 777 N L TRT FY): and the Lord rained ... from the
Lord from heavens. '
'® These are the names of the three Christian Arab tribes, the followers of
the Syrian Orthodox Church. For their conversion and practice, see F. Nau,
"Histoires d’Ahoudemmeh et de Marouta," Patrologia Orientalis, Il (1909)
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Son and the Holy Spirit is One, as we have said, and from the
Father is the Son and the Holy Spirit. If you want, I am ready
and prepared to confirm this from the holy Books."

VI)  Again, when the Amir heard all of these, he requested
only "if Christ is God, and was born from Mary, and if there is
a Son for God, let that be proved literally and from the Torah."
The blessed one said that not only Moses, but also all of the
holy prophets previously prophesied and wrote this concerning
the Christ: One [of the prophets] had written concerning His
birth from a virgin,” another that He would be born in
Bethlehem,m another concerning His baptism; all of them, so
to say, [wrote] concemning His saving passion,'' His vivifying
death, and His glorious resurrection from the dead after three
days.!? He [the blessed one] brought evidences, and began to
confirm this from all of the prophets, and from Moses,
according to their writings.

VII) The glorious Amir did not accept these [proofs] from
the prophets, instead, he demanded proof from Moses that
Christ is God."”® The blessed one, therefore, cited Moses in
many things (verses), e.g., that "the Lord let fire and sulfur
come down from the Lord on Sodom and on Gomorrah.""*

? las. 7:14,

1 Mic. 5:2.

' Isa. 53:5.

2 Hos. 6:2.

13 The Samaritans and other Jewish groups at the time did not consider the
books of the prophets as a part of the Scripture, but only the five books of
Moses {Samaritans), and others considered the Psalms in addition. In the
Quranic tradition, likewise, there was no mention of any book to the
prophets except those of Moses.

4 Gen 19:24. The Syriac Version reads:

(e = s P02 . B aimo)
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and earth." Immediately, he heard this from our Father:
"Likewise Christ [who is] God when he was in the womb of
the virgin, he was carrying and ruling the Heaven and earth,
and everything which is in them as Almighty God."

V) Again the glorious Amir asked, "What kind of belief
and faith did Abraham and Moses hold?" Our blessed Father
answered, "It is the belief and faith of Christians that they held:
Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, Aaron, the rest of the prophets,
all the just and righteous ones."’

The Amir said, "Why did they not write clearly and
make it known concerning Christ?" Qur blessed father replied,
"As sharers of the mysteries and intimate ones they knew it,
but [because of] the infancy and innocence of the people at the
time, who were inclined to worship many gods [polytheism]
and cling to them, to such an extent that they regarded wood,
stones and many other things as gods, they made idols, they
worshipped them and sacrificed to them. [For this reason] the
holy ones did not want to give the erroneous ones a pretext that
they might depart from the Living God and follow error, but
prudently proclaimed the truth: "Hear, Israel, the Lord God is
One Lord"® for they truly knew that there is only One God, and
one Godhead, that of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.
Thus they spoke and wrote symbolically concerning God that
He 1s One in divinity and three hypostases and persons; there
neither is nor do we confess three gods or three deities; there
are neither gods nor deities; for the Godhead of the Father, the

" The Patriarch contrasts the Quranic understanding of Abarahm, which
reads:

"8 ALl e 1S Loy Laliia L&.,:;-;,tSQSJ_, Lol Wy Loy r.:AIJ.,I;_,lS La:
Abraham was neither Jew nor Christian, but Hanif, a Muslim, not one of the

Eolytheists" (S8.3:67; Cf. 1:135/129, 140/134).
Deut. 6:4.
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) Again he asked, "Since the Gospel is one, why is the
faith different?" The Blessed one responded, "Just as the
Torah is one and the same and it is accepted by us Christians
and by you Mhaggraye, and by the Jews and by the
Samaritans, and each is distinct in belief; likewise concerning
faith in the Gospel, each heretical group understands and
interprets it differently, and not like us [the Orthodox].

IIT)  Again he asked, "whom do you say Christ is? Is he God
or not?" And our Father answered, "He is God; and the Word,
who was born from God the Father, who is eternal and without
beginning. At the end of time, for the salvation of mankind,

He became flesh and was inhominated from the Holy Spirit and
from the holy Virgin Mary, the mother of God, and became
m&n."

IV)  And the glorious Amir asked him this: "When Christ
was in the womb of Mary, the one you say is God, who was
carrying and ruling the Heaven and earth?" Our blessed father
argued with him concerning the question: "When God came
down to Mount Sinai and spoke with Moses for forty days and
forty nights,” who was carrying and ruling the Heaven and
earth; as long as you claim that you accept Moses and his
books."® The Amir said, "He is God and He rules the Heaven

* Exodus 24:18; Cf. Quran Surah 2:48; 7:138. q

% There is no reference to the Quran, but rather to the Torah. Michael the
Syrian wrote: "Muhammad attached himself to the faith of the Jews,
because it pleased him." (! hiaxa ~fcur il aas asum). See
Michae! the Syrian, Chronique de Michel Le Syrien ed., J.-B, Chabot IV
(Paris: Cultrue et Civilisation, 1963) 405; See also The Anonymous
Chronicle 819 A.D. ed. Chabot CSCO Syri ser III, 14 (Paris: 1920) 227 - 8;
Theodore Bar Koni (d. 792) sees them as "believing as the Jews." Addai
Scher, Theodorus Bar Koni Liber Scholiorum (CSCO, Vols. 55 and 69;
Paris: 1910 and 1912) 235.
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at the time. The sources, which I will examine, will be the
Letter itself, content and context, along with the modern views
about the early development of Islamic religion.

Translation of the Text
The Letter of Mor Yuhannon [John],” the Patriarch,
Conceming the discussion which he had with the Amir® of the
Mhaggraye

Because we know that you are anxious and worried
about us, due to the matter for which we have been called to
this area,4 with our Father, Master, the Patriarch, the blessed
and venerable, we inform you for your love that on the 9th of
May of this month, on holy Sunday, we approached the
glorious Commander, the Amir.

D The blessed Patriarch, the Father of the community,
was questioned by him: "Whether the Gospel is one, and
whether it is the same, without differences, which all Christians
in the world hold to?" The blessed one answered that it is one
and the same among the Greeks, the Romans, the Syrians, the
Copts, the Cushites, the Indians, the Armenians, the Persians,
and the rest of all peoples and tongues.

2 He is the Syrian Orthodox Patriarch (d. 648), he was called also "John
of Hymns," (Yuhannon d-Sedreh). See Ignatius Ephrem Barsaum, al-fuiu
al-Manthur or History of Syrian Sciences and Literature (7th ed.; Aleppo:
1987) 279 - 80; Jouko Martikainen, Johannes I. Sedra: Einleitung Syrische
Texte, Ubersetzung und volistandiges Worterverzeichnis (Gottinger
Orientforschungen, 34; Wiesbaden: 1991) 1-10.

3 “Umayr Ibn Saad al-Ansari was the governor of Bilad al-Sham along
with Mu'awya. Both governors were appointed by *UMor b.-al-Khattab.
‘Umayr b. Sa'ad was among the earliest or the earliest governor to show
interest in exploring the Christian faith. '

1 The area is identified as Homs in Syria.

48



to shed light on nascent "Islam", and on the religious encounter
between the Christians and Mhaggraye. More specifically this
document, though brief, reveals a mid-seventh century
understanding of the faith of the Mhaggraye, at least, from the
Syriac Christian perspective. It also shows the attitude of the
various Christian communities towards each other and towards
the beliefs of the new conquerors.

It is only recently that scholars turned their attention to
the contents of the letter, even though the tradition of the letter
have been reported over many generations following the death
of John of Sedreh. Contrary to the received history of the birth
and develop of the early Islam, the Letter of John reveals new
perspective. And because it offers a new perspective on the
nascent Islam, it becomes a significant historical and religious
source. |

Most of the scholars have focused on the Letter's date,
its authorship, and the identities of John and the Amir of
Mhaggraye. The content of the document, on the other hand,
though often quoted by many scholars to document early
concepts of nascent Islam, has not been studied fully for its
own right and from both historical, and religious perceptive.

In this study, I will translate the letter, for the first time,
from its Syriac language into English. Then I will critique the
various hypotheses about the date, the identities of its
characters, and to what extent scholars have used the Letter to
better understand the religious character of early Islam. Then, I
will analyze the previous points, with particular emphasis on
the points that reveal the religious character of the Mhaggraye

move from Arabia as immigration. Few Syriac writers, including St.
Ephrem, called the Arab "the sons of Hagar" (B'nai Hagar: i\@ ,io ), Des

Heiligen Ephraem Des Syrers Sermones 1II (CSCO, Vol. 320, Scriptores
Syri Vol. 138; ed. E. Beck; Louvain; Secretariat Du CorpusSCO, 1972) esp.
61: Mhaggraye, (=isg=), however, had a different connotation.
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THE LETTER OF JOHN OF SEDREH:
A NEW PERSPECTIVE ON NASCENT ISLAM

By
Abdul-Massih Saadi

INTRODUCTION

The study of the relationships between Islam and
Christianity has grown rapidly in recent years. Many facets of
the interaction of the two religious traditions have been
reconsidered. For examples, some scholars have concerned
themselves with the subject of Muslim-Christian dialogue,
while other have explored the possibility of applying literary
critical methods, already applied to the study of the Bible, to
the study of the Quran. Other scholars have been reexamining
the traditional approach to the origin of Islam from historical,
sociological and political points of view. Because of the close
interaction between the Christians of Mesopotamia and Syria
with their new conquerors (Muslims), the Syriac writings have
emerged as important historical and theological resources.
Therefore, scholars have discussed many Syriac documents
during the last two decades. However, work in this area is still
in its initial stage, and it can be expected that additional
research will bring new understanding results in the field of
Muslim-Christian studies. '

The Letter of John of Sedreh is the earliest Syriac
document to report a religious debate between the Christians
and Mhaggraye.' The Letter is probably the earliest document

'Mhaggraye was the name by which the Arab conquerors identified
themselves. Their reason for that, according to some scholars, is because of
their descendants of Hagar, Abraham's wife (Gen. 16: 1-3). However, the
most recent article by P. Crone, "The First-Century concept of Higra,"
Arabica: Journal of Arabic and Islamic Studies 3 (1994) 352-87, argues for
the meaning of immigrants, the way the Arab conquerors understood their
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hand, utilized other sources besides John’s writing, and tended
to focus instead on the ecclesiastical role of Mundhir. Michael
shared John’s sympathy toward the loss of Mundhir, but only in
regard to Mundhir’s ecclesiastical role. Conversely, the
Anonymous and Bar Hebraeus, though they used different
sources, brought new information and showed no interest in
Mundhir’s fate. Finally, the fact that these Syriac sources reveal
such particular and specific attitudes negates the possibility of
the hasty assertion made by those scholars who have seen no
originality in these Syriac historiography. Therefore, the Syriac
chronicles were not “merely another copy,” not “unattractive,”
“passive and uninterested,” or “lacking imagination.” On the
contrary, as this paper has intended to demonstrate, the Syriac
sources are indeed creative, dynamic and vital sources, which
transmit several traditions in the light of their historical context.
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bishops.zg In 630, the war ended, and the emperor Heraclius
himself led negotiations with the West Syriac Patriarch,
Athanasius Gamolo (the Camel Driver, 595-631) to find a
solution to the conflicts among the church parties within the
whole Empire. But suddenly, their negotiations were abruptly
altered because of the arrival of the Mhagraye, the Arab
Muslims. The new policy brought by the Mhagraye was to fix
and crystallize the status quo of all church groups.

On several documented occasions, dated in the middle
and late seventh century, we find Christians of different beliefs
praying together and attempting to supercede their differences.”
But the new dominant policies of the Mhagraye led to previous
disputing church groups to a final and complete separation. A
voice of complaint concerning the Muslim policy towards the
churches is preserved in Michael’s Chronicle. The complaint
was directed towards the Muslim rulers who allowed and
encouraged the separation of the churches, in the hope that this
policy would weaken the churches and strengthens the Muslim
position.al

Conclusion

In summary, each historian demonstrated his own
peculiar view and distinct perspective, based on his own
convictions and the surrounding circumstances. While John of
Ephesus (6™ century) was an eyewitness and a contemporary to
most of these events, he was more than just a chronicler, he was
an emotionally involved. Michael (12" century), on the other

29 Anonymous, 224; M.S., 390-391.

¥ Abdul-Massih Saadi, “The Letter of John of Sedreh: A New perspective on
Nascent Islam,” Journal of the Assyrian Academic Society 11.1 (1997) 68-
84.

M8, 517.
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Mundbhir also interceded with the emperor Tiberius to release
the clergy and lay people whom were arrested for church
issues.” Mundhir was a persistent arbitrator among the
disputing groups of the West Syriac church. For a while, he
succeeded in restoring peace and unity among them, and
continued his role as arbitrator, sometimes even by
correspondence.”’

The West Syriac communities saw in the Ghassanid
power a helpful external aid in their struggle for survival. The
Ghassanid power afforded a sort of strategic balance in their
strive to hold ground in the face of the official, imperial,
Byzantine support for the Diophysite church. John of Ephesus,
and Michael even more so, dreamed that Mundhir’s efforts,
with the support of the emperor Tiberius, would bring peace and
unity to the whole church. However, the dream was not
realized, and the Ghassanid kingdom was ultimately annihilated
as a result of a Byzantine conspiracy, led by emperor Maurice.
But there continued to be hope. After the assassination of
Maurice in 602, and the succession of Phocas, the Anonymous
speaks about the release of Mundhir and his son from prison.?®
Ultimately, this document reflects the lingering hope the Syriac
communities placed on Mundhir to support the Syriac church.

Practically, the hope for unity and reconciliation
continued to ebb and flow in the beginning of the seventh
century. In the period between 602-630, the Persians invaded
Syria. As a result of Persian favor, the West Syriac clergy
recovered from their previous losses. Michael reported that all
the Episcopal Sees were everywhere directed by the Orthodox

% John, IV, 42, 224,
# John, IV, 39, 40, 225-7,
% Anonymous, 219.
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ministry and pastoral care in the bordering countries like Persia,
Arzun and Armenia.”’ John was not alone in such missions;
others worked with him both in secret and in public in the
middle of the sixth century.!

In the middle of the sixth century, the Ghassanid king,
Harith, intervened with the emperor Justinian and the empress
Theodora to permit the ordination for bishops, Jacob Baradacus
and others.”* Jacob made a great contribution by providing
West Syriac communities with pastors who would provide
pastoral care. Jacob’s activity, however, was not extraordinarily
influential, as some historians have asserted. Some historians
have even claimed that Jacob founded the West Syriac church.
On the contrary, despite the valuable service that Jacob
contributed to the church, he was very dependent on many
persons who directed and instructed him. Bar Hebraeus
described him as “pure and gentle” (==usaho av.); but Bar

Hebraeus added that Jacob ws directed by persons surrounding
him as if he were in a play
(;noixna ém 7\ aam Qnam= roida w.f\.r\’c:-).23 The other

three historians characterized him in similar ways.?*

King Mundhir, Harith’s son, followed his father’s
policy, and intervened with the emperor Tiberius to cease the
persecution against the West Syriac church. After this, he met
the Dyophysite Patriarch of Antioch for the same purpose. And
indeed, as John of Ephesus wrote, the persecution stopped.”’

20 Lives, 519.

*I' Lives, 530ff.

22M.S., 310.

2 Bar Hebraeus, 233.

4 John, 39, 218-9; M.S., 356-7; Anonymous, 11, 242,
2 John, 1V, 42, 224,
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Following the Council of Chalcedon in 451, the progress
and regress of each church party, namely the Dyophysites and
Henophysites [Monophysites: adherent of One Nature
Christology], depended largely on the attitude of the Byzantine
emperors at the time. The Henophysites strove to quickly
regain their losses by convincing the current emperor, or the one
to come, of the fairness of their cause. They never thought of
having a separate local hierarchy, or considered a form of a
church other than the church of Antioch and its jurisdiction.
Even to this day, they cling to this title.

After a short time, their efforts were crowned by the
famous creed, Henotikon (A.D 482), of the emperor Zeno,
which was a attempt of compromise between the two
Christological Doctrine (which was accepted by most the
Eastern churches, but rejected by Rome). But during the reigns
of Justin (518-527), Justinian (527-565), and Justin II (565-78),
the West Syriac church faced difficult times. It did not,
however, lose hope. The situation continued to ebb and flow
depending on the circumstances that favored or disfavored the
various parties. The persecution against the Henophysites was
not thorough, and many of their bishops continued in their sees,
albeit with limited freedom. John of Ephesus reported that most
of the Orthodox bishops were not courageous enough to ordain
priests for the Orthodox believers in public for fear of
persecu’tian.Ig John of Tella (d. 538), on the other hand, as John
of Ephesus wrote, accepted the risk, and responded that “there is
no fear in love” (1Jn. 4:13), and boldly ordained everywhere.

As a result, John reported, “many of the faithful turned back to
orthodoxy.”"” John had much freedom to ordain, and provide

" John of Ephesus, Lives of the Eastern Saints (ed. E. W. Brook; Patrologia
Orientalis 2/18; Paris: 1924) 516. Hereby Lives.
¥ Lives, 517-8.
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among disputing groups within the church, and with his help,
persecution against the West Syriac church ceased. Both John
and Michael saw the Tiberius-Mundhir relationship as a helpful
phenomenon for the unity and peace of the church. And they
also claimed that Tiberius was very supportive of Mundhir’s
efforts. Although Michael used sources different from John’s,
both agreed on the message. While the Anonymous particularly
ignored Mundhir’s ecclesiastical role, Bar Hebraeus referred to
several occasions, mentioned also by Michael, concerning the
successful arbitrating role among the disputing church parties.

The historiography and more specifically the
particularity of each historian’s perspective greatly complicates
questions concerning the relationships between communities of
the early West Syriac church. Among these questions is that of
the unity of the church. In light of these historical perspectives,
we can now, with greater confidence, trace clearly the
circumstances of the beginning of the West Syriac tradition
based on the Syriac historiography.

Notes on the Beginning of the West Syriac Tradition (6"
and 7" century)

It would be inaccurate to attribute to a single event or
person the resuscitation and preservation of the West Syriac
church. Harith and Mundhir, the Tayyaye “Orthodox™
[Monophysite] rulers, as well as John of Tella, Jacob Baradaeus,
and many others, played important, supportive roles.

Equally important was the resistance and persistence of
the West Syriac communities, especially those inhabiting the
border areas between the Roman and Persian Empires. These
communities enjoyed a kind of “security zone” and an unusual
“hand off” treatment by the Byzantines on one side, and the
Persians on the other. All these factors secured the continuity of
the church.
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blaming Mundhir during Mundhir’s visit to the capital
Constantinople. Apparently, Bar Hebraeus and the Anonymous
utilized the same source as Michael in reference to Tiberius
blaming Mundhir, but contrary to John and Michael, they
passed no judgment on Mundhir innocence.

Mundhir-Maurice Relationship

Regarding the Mundhir-Maurice relationship, all four
historians agreed that it was strained and hostile.!” John
portrayed Maurice as “treacherous,” a “false accuser” and as an
ardent Chalcedonian. Throughout the story of Mundhir, John
did not once attribute to Maurice the title of King (r¢a\=n).

Maurice, according to John, was responsible for annihilating the
Christian Ghassantd Kingdom, which resulted in political and
religious disaster. '

Michael too shared John’s description of Maurice as a
false accuser, but he did not elaborate further. Neither Bar
Hebraeus nor the Anonymous recorded the episode of the Bridge
War; instead, the Anonymous wrote in greater detail about a
different battle at “ant (3a..), where both Mundhir and Maurice

displayed insufficient military leadership, and this lack of
leadership allowed the Persians to attack and escape. This
military blunder, according to the Anonymous, was the reason
for Maurice’s anger and what led him to accuse Mundhir before
the emperor Tiberius.

Mundhir’s Ecclesiastical Role

Concerning Mundhir’s ecclesiastical role, both John and
Michael presented Mundhir as a successful arbitrator and of
utmost help for the life of the church. He quelled the quarrels

17 John, 11, 173-4, IV, 218-9; Bar Hebraeus, 88; Anonymous, 210.
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leader. The Anonymous spoke about Justin’s mental illness
(haaars arda\ rea), and Michael elaborated on Justin’s

arbitrary calculations and decisions that gave the Persians vital
advantages to prevail over the Byz'antines.”' Bar Hebraeus, in
contrast, clearly. believed that Justin considered what Mundhir
had done against the Lakhmids would provoke the Persians to
wage war against the Byzantines.

The four historians mentioned Justin’s plot against
Mundhir’s life, but they differed regarding its consequences. 14
Although all four gave similar accounts of the episode, they
clearly differed in their use of sources. Bar Hebraeus, for
example, utilized a source which suggested that Mundhir, after
he discovered the plot, did in fact reconcile with the Lakhmids
and then joined with them to fight the Byzantines. It was only
John who recorded that after three years of a continual offer of
reconciliation by Justin that Mundhir agreed to reconcile
through the mediation of Justinian the Patrician, who was the
commander of all Byzantine forces, and only on condition that
Justin confess his responsibility for the letters.”

Mundhir-Tiberius Relationship

Regarding the Mundhir-Tiberius relationship, all four
historians agreed that it was excellent until the arrest of
Mundhir.'® While John was careful to describe Tiberius in
favorable terms, he also asserted that Mundhir was innocent.
Michael agreed with John’s claim that Mundhir was innocent,
but he utilized different sources, which refer to Tiberius

'* Anonymous, 207.

14 John, IV, 282-3; M.S., 370-1; Bar Hebraeus 85-6; Anonymous, 205.

1% John, IV, 285.

6 Yohn, II1, 173-4, 1V, 218-9; M.S., 370-1; Bar Hebraeus, 88; Anonymous,
209-11.
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demonstrate the originality of their historical writings. This
analysis will take the following points for comparison and
contrast: the chronological order of events, the Mundhir-Justin
relationship, the Mundhir —Tiberius relationship, the Mundhir-
Maurice relationship and Mundhir’s ecclesiastical role.

Chronological Order

With regard to the chronological order, John of Ephesus
Mundhir’s contemporary, unlike the other three historians, did
not care to arrange the events in a chronological sequence.
Michael did organize most of Mundhir’s episodes in sequence,
but followed the sequence loosely when he wrote in detail about
Mundhir’s role in the Church. Both Anonymous and Bar
Hebraeus, however, were careful to place the events in
chronological order. While Anony speaks almost exclusively
about the political aspects of Mundhir, Bar Hebraeus divides the
story into two aspects, the ecclesiastical and the secular, in his
two books, the Ecclesiastical History and the Secular History.

Mundhir-Justin Relationship

Concerning the Mundhir-Justin relationship, all four
historians agreed that it resulted in horrible tensions, but they
disagreed on the reasons for and the consequences of this
relationship.!’ John reported that after achieving great victories,
Mundhir thought that the emperor Justin would reward him.
But the emperor, without proper inquiry, treacherously
conspired against Mundhir.'> Michael, however, recorded the
same episode with reference to the reason, which he says
resulted from Mundhir’s request that Justin send him gold.
Michael and Anonymous characterized Justin as an unwise

" John, IV, 3, 280-2; M.S., 347; Bar Hebraeus 85; Anonymous, 205-7.
2 John, 281-2,
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As a result of Mundhir’s retreat, the Persians and their
Lakhmid allies raided into Syria as far as Antioch and caused
great devastation. The emperor was then forced to persuade the
offended Mundhir to resume his alliance with the Byzantines.
According to the contemporary historian, John of Ephesus, it
was only Mundhir’s Christian sentiments at seeing the
destruction inflicted by the Persians that convinced him to
accept reconciliation with Justin.

However, the Byzantine Commander of the Army,
Maurice, who subsequently became emperor (582-602), wove
another complicated plot against Mundhir. Maurice prepared an
expedition to fight the Persians. He planned to surprise the
Persians by a sudden raid across a bridge of boats at Neapolis;
but when the armies arrived, they found they bridge destroyed,
leading them to believe that the Persians were already aware and
prepared for their expedition. Thus, Maurice’s expedition
failed; and he accused Mundhir of spying for the Persians.
Furthermore, Maurice persuaded emperor Tiberius (578-582) to
agree to Mundhir’s arrest. Through an elaborate conspiracy,
Maurice succeeded in arresting Mundhir, by means of a
Byzantine friend of Mundhir. This “friend” invited Mundhir to
a meeting only to hand him over to his captors. With Mundhir
out of the way, the Byzantines divided the Ghassanid Kingdom
between fifteen phylarchs. :

Comparison and Contrast of the Historical Accounts

The four Syriac historians recorded this episode in some
detail. Their versions, however, differ from each other on a
number of points, which carry particular significance in relation
to the context within which each one analyzed and wrote.
These differences may express a difference in style, but they
may also dramatically alter the history and significance of that
history. Thus, the significant of these various perspectives
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itinerary bishops, among which Jacob Baradaeus “in the
sixteenth year of the reign of Justinian.”®

King Mundhir, indeed supported these Syriac
communities by providing strategic ecclesiastical help, and he
also successfully protected the southern border. But while the
Byzantine emperors depended on him to protect the southern
border, they did not entirely trust him because of his church
affiliation and other political considerations. The contemporary
historian, John of Ephesus, relates how the emperor Justin II (d.
578) decided to assassinate Mundhir. According to John’s
Chronicle, emperor Justin II wrote to Mundhir saying: Because
of urgent matters, I have written to patrician Marcion to discuss
them with you; thus, immediately and without delay, go to him,
and discuss these matters.” At the same time, Justin II wrote to
military commander, patrician Marcion saying: Now, I have
written to Mundhir, the Arab, to come to you; be alert!
Immediately when he arrives, behead him without delay, and
report to me.'® But in an unusual twist of fate, the name of
Mundhir was inscribed upon the letter intended for Marcion;
and conversely, the name Marcion was inscribed upon the letter
intended for Mundhir. Upon the discovery of the plot, Mundhir
retreated to his territories, excusing himself from defending the
Byzantine border.

® This date places the event between 542-543, which is prior to the visit of
Harith. Both MS and Bar Hebraeus agree with this date. Cf. MS, II, 245-
246; Bar Hebraeus I, cols. 215-216.
? John, IV, 284-5,
) Moy weusisn aussilial haka iiancd pam ivow @) A=
ivams _ odllma ohal M ook A e

% John, 1V, 284-5,
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kingdom emerged with a considerable power from the border of
Palestine west to the border of al-Hirah (in Iraq) east,
neighboring the Persian Empire.® This is known as the
Ghassanid Kingdom. The Ghassanids were known also as “the
Arab of the Romans” because of their alliance with the
Byzantines, as opposed to “the Arabs of the Persians,” who
allied themselves with the Persain Empire, and are known also
as Lakhmids or Manatdhira. The Byzantine authorities found in
the Ghassanids strategic allies because they could protect their
southern border from constant Arab raids, and they could aid
them against the Persians. Thus, the Byzantines supported the
Ghassanid Kingdom and paid them an annual allowance to
bolster their troops.

It happened that these Arab Christians adopted the
Christological doctrine of One Nature (Monophysite/
Henophysite) as opposed to the Two Natures (Diophysite)
theology approved by the Council of Chalcedon in 451 A.D.
But when the Christological statements became politicized and
divided the Christian communities, the Syriac communities
adhering to the One Nature theology found allies in the
Ghassanids. Indeed, the Ghassanid king, Harith, visited the
Byzantine Capital, Constantinople, in 563 A.D. and requested
the emperor Justinian to permit ecclesiastical freedom for the
Syriac communities. According to John of Ephesus,’ it was in
response to Harith request that emperor Justinian and empress
Theodora facilitated the ordinations and missions of several

® Fred Donner, The Early Islamic Conguest (New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 1981) 43-44; Theodore Noldeke, The Princes of Ghassan
From the House of Gafna (Beirut: Catholic, 1933) 7-9; See also Irfan Shafid,
Byzantium and the Arabs in the Sixth Century (Vol. 1, part 2; Washington:
Dumbarton Oaks, 1992) 694-696.

7 John of Ephesus, “Lives of the Eastern Saints,” (ed. E. W. Brook;
Patrologia Orientalis 2/18; Paris: 1924) 153-158.



during the sixth century.” The Anonymous Chronicle up to the
Year 819 AD contains a good portion of the chronicle of
Dionysius of Tellmahre (d. 845).> Michael the Syriac (d.
1199) compiled several sources dealing with events of the sixth
century, and it included the writings of John of Ephesus (d.
589}, Jacob of Edessa (d. 708), John of Litarba (d. 738),
Dionysisus of Tellmahre (d. 845) and Ignatius of Melitene (d.
1064).* The fourth historian is Bar Hebracus (d. 1286) whose
primary sources were the former writings, in addition to his own
historical interpretation.” These historians lived in different
ages and in different social and political environments. The
story of Mundhir, therefore, comes to us through the particular
lenses of these historians. Through them, one can better
understand both the changes in the church and how these
perspectives reflected the ecclesiastical, political, social and
cultural conditions in different periods.

Brief Account of the Ghassanid Kingdom

Around the fifth century, an immigrant Arab tribe from
Yaman established a Christian Kingdom in the south of Syria.
This kingdom was converted to Christianity at the time of the
Byzantine emperor Anastasius (491-518), who was advocator of
the doctrine of One Nature. In the sixth century, this Christian

? Johannis Ephesini, Historiae Ecclesiasticae (ed. E. W. Brook; Part 3,
CSCO 105/54; hereby John.

3 Chronicon Anonymum ad annum Domini 819: Chronicon AD Annum
Christi 1234 Pertinens (ed. J. Chabot, CSCO, Syri ser. 111, 14; Paris: E.
Typographeo Reipublicae, 1920). Hereby Anonymous.

g Chronique de Michel Le Syrien (ed. J. Chabot; Vol. 4, Paris: Culture et
Civilisation, 1910). Hereby M.S.

* Gregorii Barhebraei, Chronicon Ecclesiasticum (ed. J. Abbeloos and T.
Lamy; Lovanii: Excudebat Car, 1872); Bar Hebraeus, Chronicon Syriacum
(ed. P. Bedjan, Paris: 1890). Hereby Bar Hebraeus.
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the tendency of modern scholars has been to homogenize Syriac
sources and pay little attention to the particular perspectives of
each historian.

As a case study, I will examine the sixth century episode
of the Ghassanid King, Mundhir, within the framework of the
struggle of West Syriac church for its survival in the writings of
four Syriac historians. I will also show each historian’s
perspective and demonstrate the significance of and the
similarities and differences in their perspectives.
Acknowledging such perspectives is essential in any scholarly
use of these sources because these perspectives reveal their
originality and vitality.

By the turn of the sixth century, Syriac writings began to
reflect greater independence and peculiarity as the West Syriac
church further developed its own identity after the Council of
Chalcedon (451 A.D.). Syriac historians recorded obstacles
confronting the church, as well as the successes and/ or failures
in carrying on their faith and preserving their church. They also
wrote about the supportive role that the Ghassanid rulers played
in the sixth century in revitalizing the West Syriac church.

Thus, they set before us an important historical account of the
life of the West Syriac church.

The Syriac historians 1 will examine are from different
historical periods, and their histories reflect perspectives of the
sixth, ninth, twelfth, and thirteenth centuries. John of Ephesus
(d. 589) was an eyewitness to most of the events he recorded

“Syriac Chronicles as Source Material for the History of Islamic People,”
Historians of the Middle East (eds. B. Lewis and P. Holt; (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1962) 246-258.
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The Originality of the Syriac Historiography:
The Beginning of the West Syriac Tradition

By
Abdul-Massih Saadi

Introduction

Certain events in history may play a crucial role in
determining the destiny of a nation, a community, a movement
and even a religion. A combination of events and factors, both
favorable and unfavorable, contributed to the development of
the early West Syriac tradition in the sixth and early seventh
centuries. Three Byzantine emperors implemented vacillating
and largely unfavorable policies toward the West Syriac church.
However, the rise of the Ghassanid kingdom and its rulers,
particularly Harith and Mundhir, presented greater hope for the
West Syriac church, encountering the adversarial policy of the
Byzantine emperors. Because the Byzantine army needed the
Ghassanids to protect their southern frontier from the Arab raids
and to aid them in their constant wars against Persians, the West
Syriac people saw in the Ghassanids a protective ally, one that
could buffet them from the potentially harmful Byzantine
policy.

The treatment of the origin of the West Syriac tradition
and the Ghassanid era in modern historiography raises questions
concerning the character of Syriac historiography. For
example, some modern scholars have claimed that the Syriac
historical writings are slavish copies, unoriginal, unreflective,
and lacking of imagination." As a result of such hasty claims,

"' William Wright, Short History of Syriac Literature (1% ed. 1894;
Amsterdam: Philo, 1966) 1-2; Wright quoted Renan as holding similar
views, De Philosophia Peripatetica apud Syros (1852) 3; J. B. Segal,
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during the first four centuries of the Christian era. Before the
advent of imperial Graeco-Roman Christianity, no particular

tradition appears to have desired or attempted to dominate or
eradicate those with different understandings.

The major issue in contention between groups had to do
with the philosophical-theological framework within which the
ascetic life was to be understood. Before Nicea there were a
variety of efforts to find structures for communicating and
sustaining faith and lifestyle. This creativity was encouraged
by the political freedom at Edessa and Nisibis as well as by the
particular confluence of cultural and religious influences along
the trade routes of Northern Mesopotamia. Writers as diverse
as Bardaisan and Ephrem indicate an awareness of a world that
was quite in contradistinction to the more myopic and
culturally uniform Graeco-Latin context. The cultural
structures of Northern Mesopotamia and the trade routes were
taken seriously by the early Syriac writers. However with the
possibility of protection within a Christian Empire, the
tendency was to restrict the alternatives for theological
discourse and to look West rather than to the East or to the
local heritages. The focus of the Christianity which identified
with the imperial traditions became the Greek canon, at the
expense of the Diatessaron, the Gospel of Thomas, the Odes of
Solomon and other texts more congruent with earlier
Syriac/Aramaic Christianity. The social and ecclesiastical
political pressure forced conformity to these choices even
beyond the borders of the empire. And, within Syriac
Christianity, “orthodoxy” became more important than ortho-
praxis.
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the will. He also retains Bardaisan’s concept of circumstantial
evil. 4

The aseeticism found throughout early Syriac/Aramaic
Christianity was central to Ephrem’s understanding of proper
Christianity. This fact, together with his well known simple
life-style and humility, cause him to be considered by many,
incorrectly, as the father of Syriac Christian monasticism. He
was a supporter of Nicene orthodoxy, but never discussed the
creed! He attempted to teach Nicene orthodoxy in congruity
with the Syriac/Aramaic Christian tradition, but with categories
largely shorn of the non-Graeco Roman Judaic elements. He
accepted the limitations of theological refiection and
expression defined in the West.

Conclusion
The texts and authors presented here argue for a radical
diversity within early Syriac/Aramaic Christianity as well as for
a continuity of themes within those traditions, all of which can
be seen in the diverse religions of the trade routes of Asia. The
issues of personal freedom, human responsibility, personal
asceticism, sexual rectitude and developmental spirituality
(Christian perfection) are consistently discussed. This style of
life, which may owe as much to the interaction of Aramaic
culture with Buddhism as to Western Christian thought, was of
supreme importance. The uniformity of concerns throughout
the region and in eastern Anatolia as well as Armenia suggests
that there were continuities also with pre-Christian regional
values.

Each of the groups framed their world and universe
according to different philosophical frameworks and each
related differently to the context of Northern Mesopotamia

“ Ephrem of Syria, Prose Refutations 1, 104; Ixxx-1xxxi.

29



required celibacy (fINis 15,9).39 He was never ordained and is
known in Western sources, but not Eastern, as the “Deacon of
Edessa.” It is to Edessa that Ephrem and others appear to have
relocated after the city of Nisibis was ceded to the Persians
after the destruction of the forces of the Emperor Julian by the
Persians. Here he perceived “orthodoxy” (and thus imperial
protection) to be threatened by a myriad of divergent
interpretations of Christianity, most of which traced their
origins to the writers mentioned above. Thus he found himself
in conflict with followers of Marcion, Bardaisan and Mani (as
well as Jews and Arian Christians), with a vehemence which
can be understood only as an effort to gain recognition for the
legitimacy of his own understanding and community, the
Bishop of which, Barses, would be exiled by the Arian
Emperor Valens in 371-372 (HNis 33, 7-8). He also criticized
the Arians for their efforts to reduce the mystery of christology,
suggesting that their baptism was not valid because it was not
administered with the proper understanding of the trinitarian
formula (HFide 65,4). It is probable that he considered none of
the competing groups to be Christian. '

His Christians, the Palutians, were a minority (CH 22,5)
and in Edessa as in Nisibis, he found the regional deities and
religious traditions still viable (CH 47,1). In face of these
challenges, he asserted that one should adhere to biblical
categories and cosmology, respect for the “apostolic” tradition,
and maintain an “Orthodox” understanding of the relationship
between the biblical symbols and what they symbolize. He, as
had Bardaisan, refuted fatalism insisting upon the freedom of

39
A parallel form for women, “Daughters of the Covenant,” was also
common.
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destroy the Bardaisanite church in Edessa and physically attack
the Jews and pagans.’’

Without doubt, other “unorthodox” Syriac Christian
groups suffered the same treatment. It was not an easy victory.
Even as late as Ephrem, the adherents of the imperial Christian
ideology were known as Palutians, followers of Bishop Palut,
rather than as Christians.”® Only after the consolidation of
Byzantine power in portions of Northern Mesopotamia and
after the extensive literary efforts of Ephrem of Nisibis/Edessa
did the “orthodox™ have access to the military and political
power to enforce “orthodoxy.”

Ephrem of Syria (c. 306-373)

It 1s this imperial orthodoxy of which Ephrem of Syria
was the most erudite and influential exponent. Born at Nisibis
of Christian parents (CH 26,10), he was converted at an early
age HVirg 37,10), and was baptized (CH 3,13). He himself
informs us of the proceeding four bishops of Nisibis (HNis 13-
21) which only takes the history back to the beginning of the
fourth century, although we know from Aberkios inscription
that Christians were present in Nisibis far before the fourth
century. He became a member of the “Sons of the Covenant,”
the ascetic male group of early Syriac proto-monks which

77 See the Vita Rabbulae ed. Franz Overbeck, S. Ephraemi Syri, Rabulae
Episcopi Edesseni, Balaei aliorumque Opera Selecta (Oxford: Clarendon,
1865), 159-209. See also Klaus Fitschen, Messalianismus und
Antimessalianismus. Ein Beispiel ostkirchlicher Ketzergeschichte
(Gottingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 19998), 53-54, ef passim. For a
discussion of Rabbula’s life, see 1. Ziadé, “Rabboula,” Dictionnaire de
théologie catholique 13(1936), 1620-1626.

* Ephrem of Syria, CH 22, 5-6.
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immediately into Syriac®® as his work provided the historical
and theological parameters of imperial Christianity.
Importantly, for Syriac and Armenian Christianity, his work
“canonized” an historical link between one Edessan tradition
and Apostolic Christianity, providing the tradition of Tatian-
Palut-Ephrem with legitimacy, much as Andrew was used at
Constantinople. It is interesting that Ephrem, if he did know of
the Abgar correspondence and the re-constructed history, and
he would probably have had it available to him, must have also
known of its spurious composition. He does not mention it!

It is in light of these events that the surprising
statements of the Chronicle of Edessa relating to the first
church building in Edessa are to be understood.*®. With
remarkable honesty the author acknowledges that the first
church was not begun until 313 C.E. and not until 324 C. E.
was the cemetery built. It was not until after Nicea, at which
Edessa was represented by Aithallah of the Palutian tradition,
that the next bishop needed to expand the church by rebuilding
the east side. By that time the direction of imperial favor was
clear and it became advantageous to associate with the
“orthodox” church. That does not mean that the other groups
disappeared. They remained popular as is clear from the
hostile and intemperate rhetoric of Ephrem and the fact that not
until Rabbula (T 435) did the “orthodox” feel strong enough to

% A. Baumstark, Geschichte der syrischen Literatur (Bonn: Marcus und
Weber, 1922), 58-60; 1. Ortiz de Urbina, Parmlogm Syriaca (2™ ed.; Rome:
Pontificio Istituto Orientale, 1965), 230.

%6 Ludwig Hallier, Untersuchungen iiber die Edessenische Chronik. Mit
dem syrischen Text und einer Ubersetzung {TU 9,1, Leipzig: J. C. Hinrich,
1892), 93-95 (trans.), 147-148 (text).
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Marcionite persuasions. Mani understood his mission and
himself as being the “Apostle of Jesus Christ,” the “Paraclete”
promised by Jesus in the Gospels. The Manichaean movement
offered a more complete vision of the universe and of salvation
buttressed, importantly for the Syrian population, by a
determined asceticism, which avoided certain kinds of foods,
wealth, and for the elect, procreation of children.®* The ideal
life of the Manichaean elect was not very different from that
recommended by Tatian, the “Sons and Daughters of the
Covenant” or the Marcionite ascetics. The major differences
between the groups included the understandings of cosmology
(with attendant implications for the nature of the divine), the
degree of the freedom of the human will, and the
revelatory/authoritative role of various founders of movements.
The liturgy of the Manichaeans required only minor shifts for
many Christians: from on form of the Eucharistic celebration to
another, and from one sort of hymnody to another, from one
iconography to another, :

Imperial Christianity

As the struggle between the traditions along the trade
routes of Northern Mesopotamia evolved, a new factor tangled
the already complex web of Syriac Christianity: imperial
Christianity, that is Christian doctrine and praxis used as the
unifying ideology of empire, determined and enforced from the
center of political power of the empire. It was no accident that
so much of Eusebius of Caesarea’s work was translated almost

" Kephalaia (hrsg. H. J. Polotsky und A. Bohlig mit einem Beitrag von H.
Ibscher; Manichaische Handschriften der Staatlichen Museen Berlin, 1;
Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1940, 1966), Keph. 6, 15, 33,79, 191 ef
passim, |
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This text addresses those who might seek spiritual
guidance from Marcionite Christians. Instead of being limited
to the Marcionite canon, one is to be spiritually nourished by
the Old Testament, the prophecy of Christ. One is to listen to
Christ but to obey the Savior by becoming an imitator of the
apostles (n.b. the plural) and the prophets. Paragraph 83
expands the Pauline imagery of growing to perfection found in
I Cor. 3: 1-3. The author argues that “we are brought up, and
little by little our faith and worship of our Lord grows stronger
in us and we begin to understand to distinguish good and evil.”
As faith becomes stronger, it leads us to “the perfection of the
truth of the Gospels,” which “themselves are the perfection of
the stature of the perfected and solid food.” It is the obedience
to these “commandments” which will, when Satan struggles
with one, aid the believer to resist Satan’s attacks, as well as to
withstand persecution (§§ 77.-80, 84).

The ideological preparation is also to sustain “those
who have a vow (§§ 80, 84)” to lead an ascetic life typified by
poverty and solitude (§ 77). This life of being “separated from
the world” is to involve most aspects of life (§ 78):

...for our souls should be separated from the world
through the worship of God and through wisdom, and
through habits in the world, and through eating and
drinking and through spiritual conduct; and do not be
confused between the words and worldly talk; for if
through our conduct and habits and eating and
drinking and our words we are not separated and we
are not divided from worldly people..., then the
Father...does not judge us personally.

All of this is in terms of what Clement of Alexandria
might describe as the Christian “gnostic.” Interestingly, there
is no overt mention of sexuality although it may have been
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was republished, using two manuscripts, by George Egan who
asserted, but did not argue, the authenticity of the attribution of
the text to Ephrem. He also asserted that the three texts were
one unit as in the Armenian manuscript.® Outtier signaled the
existence of a third manuscript and offered a devastating
critique of Egan’s a‘fgumem:s.29 Egan repeated his assertions in
a contribution to the Quasten Festschrift.*® The three texts
have been designated: (1) Pseudo-Ephrem A (§§ 1-76) which
comprises a commentary on parables found in the Gospel
according to Luke;' (2) Pseudo-Ephrem B (§§ 77-90) which
discusses the “perfection” of the believer; and, (3) Pseudo-
Ephrem C (§§ 91-124) which is a treatise on eschatology. It is
to the second text, titled “On Perfection According to the
Savior” by J. Rendell Harris, that our attention is directed
here.*? |

des Evangeliums (Neutestamentliche Abhandlungen VI, 1-2; Miinster:
Aschendorf, 1917. See also S. Lyonnet, Les Origines de la version
Armenienne de la Diatessaron (Biblia et Orientalia, 13; Rome: Pontificio
Istituto Biblico, 1950), 145-143, and E. Preuschen, “Eine altkirchliche
antimarcionistische Schrift under den Namen Ephriams,” Zeitschrift fiir die
neutestamentliche Wissenschaft 12(1911), 243-269. Important is the article
by A. Strobel, “Der Begriff des ‘vierkapiteligen Evangeliums’ in Pseudo-
Ephraem C,” Zeitschrift fiir Kirchengeschichte 70(1959), 112-120.

* George A. Egan, ed. trans., Saint Ephrem: An Exposition of the Gospel
(CSCO 291, 292, Arm. 5, 6: Louvain: Sécretariat du CSCQ, 1968).

# Bernard Outtier, “Une explication de I'Evangile attribuée 4 Saint Ephrem.
A propos d’une édition récente,” Parole de I’Orient 1(1970), 385-407.

** George A. Egan, “A Re-Consideration of the Authenticity of Ephrem’s
‘An Exposition of the Gospel,”” Kyriakon. Festschrifi for Johannes
Quasten (Munster: Aschendorf, 1970), I, 128-134.

! David Bundy, "The Anti-Marcionite Commentary on the Lucan Parables
(Pseudo-Ephrem A): "Images in Tension," Le Muséon 103(1990),
111-123.

2 J. Rendell Harris, “Perfection According to the Savior,” Bulletin of the
John Rylands Library 8(1924), 15-51.
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adversaries. The references to Christian cultic activity and to
the conversion of King Abgar (BLC 58, 21-22) suggest the
possibility of a church that was at least sanctioned by the
government of Osrhoene. This brings up another matter. Early
Syrian Christianity appears to have been generally ascetic in the
mold of Tatian, Marcion and Mani. Bardaisan, an aristocratic
court scholar was not. Ephrem laments that “with expensive
clothes and jewels he [the Devil] adorned Bardaisan (CH 1,
12). This socio-political milieu had, without doubt, an
influence on the expression of his theology (including the
choice of a Platonic dialogue style), as did the intellectual
confluence of Parthian, Gracco-Roman and traditional
Aramaic/Hellenistic thought at Edessa. The later Syriac
writers, especially Ephrem, could not image an independent
Syriac intellectual tradition that drew confidently on the
cultural resources of East and West. The earlier eclectic
theological thought on the part of their predecessor was
threatening to the late fourth and early fifth century writers;
thus, they could not accept it

On Perfection According to the Savior from the Pseudo-
Ephremian Exposition of the Gospel

Originally written in Syriac, this text is extant only in an
Armenian, dating perhaps from the late fourth or early fifth
century. It was preserved under the name of Ephrem, but its
attribution to Ephrem cannot be maintained on the basis of
content and style. The text was first published in 1836 and
translated by Aucher-Mdssinger®® and again by Schifer.”” This

B Srboyn Efremi Matenagrout 'iunk, (Venice: San Lazaro, 1836), 11, 261-
345.

* Evangelii concordantis expositio (Venice: San Lazaro, 1876).

21 oseph Schiifer, Eine altsyrische antimarkionitische Erklarung von
Parabeln des Herrn und Zwei andera altsyrische Abhandlungen zu Texten
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spirituality, mirrors the constant theme, irrespective of
perspective, found in early Syriac theology. However,
Bardaisan does not share the absolute rejection of sexuality
suggested by writers such as Tatian and Ephrem.” Bardaisan
insisted (BLC 34, 15-25):

The union of male and female belongs to the field of
nature as also the satisfaction of both parties. But
from Fate come disgust and breaking the community
of marriage, and all impurity and immorality people
commit because of their passions when they have
intercourse together. Having children as sometimes
deformed, they sometimes miscarry and sometimes
die prematurely. A sufficiency for all bodies belongs
to the reign of nature, but from Fate comes a dearth
of food and physical complaints. So equally do
intemperate and unnecessary luxury stem from Fate.

Thus Bardaisan distinguished between the natural
(acceptable) sexual relations and those which are characterized
by “impurities” and “passion.” He does not say that a Christian
should abstain from sexual intercourse, but that the “passions”
should be restrained. It is a vision, influenced by Platonic
thought, perhaps, that was shared by Clement of Alexandria,
among others. This, as well as the use (at least by his
followers) of sexual imagery to describe aspects of the creation,
would offend his successor at Nisibis and Edessa, Ephrem.**
His understanding is not as rigorously Jewish-Christian as that
of Tatian, although he draws on that tradition.

The negative involves both the level of ideology
(beliefs about God, fatalism) and praxis (involvement with
astrology, horoscope, various sexual relations) of his

¥ See the report in V86bus, Celibacy.
% See Ephrem, Prose Refutations, 1, 122 (text), xv (trans.)
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First the positive. Bardaisan argues (against Marcion®?)
that God is one (BLC 4), that faith is necessary for a “firm
knowledge” of God, for hope and for freedom from fear (BLC,
8), that humans have the freedom to choose for evil or good
(BLC 10). This freedom and the domination of creation
constitute the image of God (BLC 11). After recounting
different customs and laws throughout the world to prove their
diversity (against theories of determinism) (BLC 40-49), he
characterizes Christians as, “the new people...that the Messiah
has caused to arise in every place and in all climates by his
coming (BLC 58-60).” They are called by one name,
Christians (kristydné) after the Messiah (BLC 60, 1-2); on the
first day of the week “we gather together” (BLC 60, 2-3); on
appointed days they fast (BLC 60, 3-4). There follows a list of
instances in which Christians do not conform to national
customs, seven of nine of those discussed dealing with matters
related to sexuality. “Both in whatever place they are and
wherever they may find themselves, the local laws cannot force
them to give up the law of their Messiah, nor does t he fate of
Guiding Signs force them to do things that are unclean for them
(BLC 60, 12-15).”

The frequent references to sexual rectitude and the
indication of the importance of sexuality in the context of

text of Drijvers as BLC. On Bardaisan, see the important study of T.
Jansma, Natuur, Lot en Vrijheid Bardesanes de Filosoof der Arameérs en
zijn Images (Cahiers bij het Nederlands Theologisch Tijdschrift, 6; Assen:
H. Veenman en Zonen, 1969. See also the articles in Nederlands
Theologisch Tijdschrifi 24(2969-1970), 89-104 [Drijvers], 256-259
[Jansma], 260-262 [Drijvers].

22 Although Marcion is not mentioned by name, he is without doubt the
person intended by the designation, “Bar Jamme,” and the discussion of
cosmology is probably also directed as least partly against Marcionite
positions.
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Septimus Severus to Edessa in 195 CE, he met Bardaisan at the
Court of Abgar VIII. The description of Bardaisan the
philosopher and theologian by his fellow Christian Julius
Africanus is the only description of a Christian theologian in
the early Christian period by a colleague. Interestingly he does
not mention Bardaisan’s theological perspective, but comments
in some detail his skill in archery, the ancient Parthian semi-
religious art.'”” Later writers would, following the lead of
Irenacus, declare Bardaisan a heretic, although Eusebius noted
that in addition to his inclinations to Valentiniansm (following
Irenaeus) Bardaisan was a committed opponent of the
Marcionites. The criticisms of Ephrem of Syria (c. 306-373)
were due in part to the use of Bardaisanite ideas by Manichaean
theologians.”’ Later writers tended to follow Ephrem’s vitriolic
attacks rather than Eusebius! However, Bardaisan is presented
by his disciple Philippus in The Book of the Laws of the
Countries as an apologist for a version of Christianity over
against Marcion, regional astrological systems and Greek
the:ol(}gy.21 The presentation is both negative and positive.

 Julius Africanus, Kestos 7, translated by Francis C. R. Thee, Julius
Africanus and the Early Christian View of Magic (Hermeneutische
Untersuchungen zur Theologie, 19; Tiibingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1984), 146-
147.

2 C. W. Mitchell, S. Ephraim’s Prose Refutations of Mani, Marcion and
Bardaisan. I. The Discourses Addressed o Hypatius (London: Williams
and Norgate, 1912); II, completed by A. A. Bevan and F. C. Burkitt
(London: Williams and Norgate, 1921). See H. I. W. Drijvers, Bardaisan
of Edessa (Studia Semetica Neerlandica, 6; Assen: Van Gorcum, 1967),
127-165.

2I'F Wau, Liber Legum Regionum (Patrologia Syriaca I, 2; Paris: Fermin-
Didot, 1907); reprint of the text with an English translation in H. J. W.
Drijvers, The Book of the Laws of the Countries. Dialogue on Fate of
Bardaisan of Edessa (Semitic Texts with Translations, 3; Assen: Van
Gorcum, 1965). For ease of reference, Bardaisan is cited according to the
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can be understood as reflecting a criticism of Judaism are
guarded and quite more specific to disagreements over life-
style issues than is found in the more inclusive diatribes of the
canonical texts and Paul. Importantly for understanding its
appeal in Northern Mesopotamia is the insistence upon a
developmental perfectionistic spirituality into which “solitary™
state one enters at baptism. The life of the Christian is to be
ascetic with a heavy investment in participation in the resultant
community. '

The Acts of Thomas are also very early, probably from
between 150 C.E. and 226 C.E. It clearly was produced in the
context of the Parthian realities, which ended with the
establishment of the Sassanian Empire in 226. The narrative
describes the passage of Thomas through Northern
Mesopotamia to India (in spite of himself), the conversion of
communities in India, his death and the eventual return of his
relics to Edessa through the offices of some merchants. In this
text, as in other early Syriac texts, the role of merchants is
positively viewed, a perspective that is not surprising given the
trade route milieu in which it was developed and circulated. In
this text also there is clearly a developmental spirituality
buttressed by a determined asceticism, especially with regard to
sexual matters.'® In both of these texts there is a clear
affirmation of the freedom of the will and of the responsibility
of individuals to improve their spirituality and their
participation in the community.

Bardaisan
When the Christian historian and military expert Sextus
Julius Africanus (T c. 240 CE) accompanied the Emperor

'® On this text, see A. F. J. Klijn, The Acts of Thomas (Supplements to
Novum Testamentum, 5; Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1962).
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are old women or youngsters and in general every age enjoys
respect among us; anything lewd is taboo (Or. 33, 5-10).”

Tatian’s criteria for being Christian involve both correct
thinking and life style. He argues for a radical Judaeo-
Christian monotheism and for a cosmology consistent with and
supportive of that commitment. He insists upon a rejection of
the intellectual framework of Graeco-Roman culture,
acceptance of the teachings of the scriptures, trust in God and
an acceptance of the doctrine of the freedom of the will with
attendant commitment to moral and ethical responsibility.
Christian community, according to Titian, is to strive together
toward perfection in life, spirituality and cehbacy in
preparation for reunion w1th God.

The Thomas Tradition and the Acts of Thomas

The Gospel of Thomas has intrigued scholars since the
discovery of Greek fragments (some from the early 200°s C.E.)
in the 1890’s but especially since the discovery of a Coptic
translation at Nag Hammadi. This text, for which the first
incontrovertible citation is found in a text of Hippolytus of
Rome (222-235 C.E.), has been re-edited and translated in the
edition of Meyer.'” It is highly probable that this text was
produced, or at least received its early acceptance and
transmission in Northern Mesopotamia, probably at Edessa.
The spirituality was conducive to the deracinated traditions of
the trade routes. The text is earthy and direct. Jesus is
presented as a source of wise sayings. Most of the Pauline
doctrines found in the later canonical gospels, such as _
resurrection, do not find place here. The few statements which -

'” Marvin Meyer, The Gospel of Thomas: The Hidden Sayings of Jesus.
Translation, with introduction, critical edition of the Copfic fext and noftes .
(San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1992). ‘
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disciplined by the free will arrives at a knowledge of God (Or.
14, 12-16). God helps those who behave justly (Or. 15, 1-2) as
well as those who maintain the “precepts and doctrine of a
single ruler of the universe (Or. 30, 10-11).”

The life which nourishes the spirit is one characterized
by: (1) sexual rectitude (his major critique of Graeco-Roman
society); (2) trust in God for all needs including healing (Or.
30, 11); and, (3) by the study of the Scriptures. This gnosis is
remarkably similar to the understanding of Clement of
Alexandria'® (who may have been Tatian’s student, Stromata I,
I, 322). This spirituality may provide the ideological basis for
the ascetic communities of “solitaries™ in early Syrtac/Aramaic
Christianity know, through the fourth century, as “Sons and
Daughters of the Covenant.” These groups sought to develop
their Christian lives and ministries by their intense spirituality,
celibacy and asceticism. The celibacy and other so-called
encratic practices of self-denial for spiritual good as expressed
in known Diatessaron passages have been discussed by
Voobus, Messina and Leloir.'®

There was also a strong egalitarian emphasis in Tatian,
at least in so far as access to “gnosis” and “philosophizing” are
concerned: “...not only do the rich philosophize, but the poor
also enjoy teaching without charge, for there is no comparison
in exchange value between the truth of God and this world’s
recompense. Thus we admit all who wish to hear, even if they

15 André Méhat, Etudes sur les ‘Stromtates’ de Clément d’Alexandrie
(Patristica Sorbonensia, 7; Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1960).

16 Arthur Voobus, Celibacy, A Requirement for Admission to Baptism in the
Early Syrian Church (Papers of the Estonian Theological Faculty in Exile,
1; Stockholm: PETSE, 1951); G. Messina, Notizia su un Diatesaron
persano tradotto dal siriaco (Biblica et Orientalia, 10: Rome: Pontificio
Istituto Biblico, 1943); L. Leloir, “Le Diatessaron de Tatian,” L'Orient
Syrien 1(1956), 208-231, 313-334. :
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unmentioned in Syriac sources.'® The accounts of Epiphanius
and of Eusebius of the circumstances of his leaving Rome
imply a rift with that church.'' Tt was perhaps because he
wanted to insist on a more rigorously ascetic life style
(Eusebius, HE, IV,9). Because of Western aversion to his
ethical rigorism and his being identified with Valentinianism,'*
most of his works are available only in fragmentary form.
Tatian’s theology has been examined by Elze and
Grant.” It is however Whittaker who perhaps most accurately
observes that the method of his “apologetic is essentially
hortatory rather than didactic.”'* Tatian asserts that he wants to
entice his opponents to Christian faith to a rational way of
thought unmarred by the party divisions of the other
philosophies (Or. 27, 3-5)! ,
Tatian describes the church: “we reject all that is based
on human opinion...(and) taboo (Or. 33, 4-11).” Within this
community, the individual must strive to “obey God’s word
and not dissipate ourselves (Or. 30, 20-21),” lest the
“constitution of wickedness...grow strong (Or. 30, 18-19).” It
is the world which “drags us down, and it is weakness which
makes me turn to matter (Or. 22, 10-11).” Humans are to
“advance beyond one’s humanity towards God himself (Or. 16,
14-16).” The divine spark in humans, aided by God and

10 Epiphanius, Panarion, 1, 3, 46.

" 1bid., Also Eusebius, Chronicon, vii.

12 Irenaeus in Eusebius, HE 1V, 29; Epiphanius, Panarion 1, 3, 6.

1* Martin Elze, Tatian und seine Theologie (Forschung zur Kirchen- und
Dogmegeschichte, 9; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1960);
Robert M. Grant, “Studies in the Apologists, I. Tatian’s Theological
Method,” Harvard Theolegical Review 51 (1958), 123-134. Cf. Gerald F.
Hawthorne, “Tatian and his Discourse to the Greeks,” Harvard Theological
Review 57(1964), 161-188,

" Whittaker, Tatian, xv.
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the creation of the soul, he could also change [into good] the
nature of the soul, “as to the fact that the soul does not sin in
the Kingdom, is it because of their nature, which is good, that
they do not sin? And how then did the evil body change (to)
the good nature?”® Marcionite thought would also have a
significant influence to the East along the trade routes and
return to Northern Mesopotamia incorporated into aspects of
Manichaean thought. In Marcionite form, the Northern
Mesopotamian traditions of asceticism and developmental
spirituality found an early Christian intellectual and ecclesial
structure in which to develop.

Tatian .

Tatian’s works with which we are concerned here are
the Oratio ad Graecos and the Diatessaron.” Born in Northern
Mesopotamia (Or. 433,10-11), educated in Greek language and
literature (Or. 43,11 et passimy), he went to Rome (Or 37,1)
where he studied with Justin Martyr (Eusebius HE 1V, 29, 1,
Or 20,16, Or. 21,4-6). He thus was familiar with at least three
cultures and probably wrote in at least two languages.

Probably about 172 C.E. he returned to Mesopotamia, perhaps
to Palmyra (which would explain the silence of the Edessan
sources about him), where he set up his own school, which is

. Ephrem, Prose Refutations of Mani, Marcion and Bardaisan, 11, 121.

° E. Schwartz, Tatiani Oratio ad Graecos (TU 4,1; Leipzig: J. C. Hinrich,
1888; Moily Whittaker, ed. and trans., Tatian, Oratio ad Graecos (Oxford
Early Christian Texts; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982). References
are to the page and line of Schwartz which has been included in the margin
of Whittaker’s edition. Both the Oratio and the Diatessaron were probably
initially written in Greek, but were perhaps issued bilingually. The
Diatessaron certainly had wide influence in various Syriac/Aramaic
Christian traditions including the Marcionites, Manichaeans and Palutians.
From the latter group came the Commentary on the Diatessaron attributed
to Ephrem.
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merchant who became a Christian, converted persons to his
perspective throughout the Roman Empire, provided them with
what is arguably the first Christian biblical canon for the
development of their spirituality, and alienated most of the
church leaders in the established urban centers who had honest
disagreements over biblical and doctrinal issues but who were
also probably jealous of his success wealth and influence. In
Northern Mesopotamia, the Marcionites were clearly a force
with which to be reckoned for they bore the brunt of criticism
from Bardaisan to Ephrem as well as fourth century imperial
pograms within the areas of the Empire controlled by
Constantinople. Marcion’s spirituality was developmental and
sustained by a Middle Platonic philosophical framework. That
is, individuals were obliged to be actively involved in their
salvation through the conforming of their wills to that of the
divine and through a determined asceticism. Ephrem of Syria,
who left us an extensive critique of Marcionite thought,’ did
not criticize the asceticism of the tradition. He did not. believe, .
however, that the solution for sin in Marcionite thought was
adequate. He felt that there was a contradiction between a
concept of Christian perfection and a view of nature (hule:
~\am) as evil. Moreover, Ephrem insisted, saying: “How then

the souls become good in the Kingdom. For if the Stranger
|Creator] had created them differently [good]; if he can change

7C. W. Mitchell, S. Ephraim’s Prose Refutations of Mani, Marcion and
Bardaisan. . The Discourses Addressed to Hypatius (London: Williams
and Norgate, 1912); II, completed by A. A. Bevan and F. C. Burkitt
(London: Williams and Norgate, 1921), especially II, xxiii-Ixv (trans.) 50-
142 (text). See the helpful studies of H. J. W, Drijvers, “Marcionism in
Syria: Principles, Problems, Polemics,” The Second Century, A Journal for
Early Christian Studies 6,3 (1987-1988), 153-172, and “Christ as Warrior
and Merchant. Aspects of Marcion’s Christology,” Studia Patristica_21
(1989), 73-85.
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exclusive and that intense interaction occurred between
adherents of the traditions; (4) that before the advent of
Western governmentally sanctioned Christianity, none of these
appear to have had access to political power which was willing
to enforce a particular version of Christian belief; (5) the nature
of trade routes and the cultural interaction along those routes
suggests a multicultural context which was also multi-lingual
with Greek, Syriac, Armenian, Parthian and Persian, inter alia
being widely spoken, written and understood.

Therefore the method of this essay is to treat each text
or family of texts as reflective of individual but related
perspectives with no effort to homogenize the ideas or to
decide issues of “orthodoxy and heresy.” Only then can one
identify common themes in a disparate and complex literature.
The dichotomy of “orthodoxy” and “heresy” is not an adequate
framework of analysis for the phenomenon posed by the
different approaches to the exposition of Christian faith in early
Syriac/Aramaic Christianity. Such a dichotomy assumes a
standard perspective or interpretation, and, if the standard is
taken to be either a version of Graeco-Roman theology or of
Latin Christianity, then most every Syriac and other Middle
Eastern theologian can be at some point declared “heretical.”
Of all of the writers of Syriac Christianity, only Ephrem, the
champion of Graeco-Roman imperial orthodoxy, became
recognized as a “saint” and “doctor” of all of the older Eastern
and Western churches—and that on the basis of the
tendentiously translated edition of the Assemani family!

Marcion |
The thought and identity of Marcion are shrouded in the
texts of his adversaries and critics. These give us the view of a

11



to the imperial Constantinian version of Christian history and
praxis.

What then did it mean to be a Christian in pre-fifth
century Syriac/Aramaic culture? There are some
methodological problems. Firstly, there was little agreement
about who was a Christian; there were a number of different
streams: Tatianic, Bardaisanite, Marcionite, Manichaean and
Palutian, each variously influenced by the confluence of
Persian, Greek, Jewish and Buddhist thought along the trade
routes of Northern Mesopotamia. It is not accident that most of
the literature from this period is overtly or implicitly
apologetic, even materials intended for liturgical use.
Secondly, there is a problem of the paucity of sources. Few
documents have survived the vicissitudes of turbulent Northern
Mesopotamian history. This dearth of materials makes any
analysis dangerously tentative. Thirdly, written documents, as
can be seen even in modem times, are frequently not a very
good indicatton of the life, raison d’étre, and praxis of a group.
Fourthly, theories of origin have frequently been used as a basis
for establishing a canon of texts and excluding others from the
discussion. This has been particularly the fate of Syriac texts
preserved only in Armenian as well as undated and anonymous
texts.

The assumptions of this essay, based on extensive
reading of texts and studies which can only be referenced
sparingly below, are: (1) that there is no single theory of
Christian origins that can be demonstrated from the extant
documentary evidence; (2) that Syriac/Aramaic Christianity
developed along the trade routes of Northern Mesopotamia,
Central Asia (especially important were Ecbatana and Taxila),
as well as India and that various individuals and groups were
variously influenced by the currents of thought encountered in
those contexts; (3) that these influences were by no means
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Roman/Byzantine Empire.” Bauer took the additional step of
arguing that “heresy” preceded “orthodoxy,” a thesis argued in
the reverse by Turner. The “heresy” issue, with the corollary,
has dominated discussions of the origins of early Syriac
Christianity. For example, some have insisted that the central
issue with Bardaisan was whether or not he was a “heretic.”
Others have sought to establish links to Palestinian
Judaism/Christianity,* while others have accepted some version
of apostolic origins along the lines of the
Thomas/Thaddeus/Addai traditions.” It is clear from the
Aberkios Inscription found in Asia Minor, that Christians were
known to be in Nisibis at an early date, but the inscription
provides no data as to their perspective.® Ever since Eusebius,
there has been an effort to connect Syriac/Aramaic Christianity

3 'W. Bauer, Rechtglaubigkeit und Ketzerei in altesten Christentum (BHTHh,
10; Tiibingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1934) translated by Robert A. Kraft and G.
Krodel as Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1971) and, H.E.W. Turner, The Pattern of Christian Truth. A
Study in the Relations between Orthodoxy and Heresy in the Early Church
(London: Mowbray, 1954). Note that each text discussed and most points
made have been the subject of extensive discussions. Therefore, given the
parameters of this essay, it has been necessary to keep bibliographical
references to a minimum. For additional information, standard
bibliographies should be consulted.

4 This thesis, first argued by F. C. Burkitt, Early Eastern Christianity (New
York: Dutton, 1904), 34 et passim, has been reiterated and expanded by
scholars as diverse as G. Quispel, “The Discussion of Judaic Christianity,”
Vigiliae Christianae 22(1968) 81-93 and P. Kawerau, Geschichte der alten
Kirche (Marburg: Elwert, 1967), 27.

3 See for example, A. F. J. Klijn, “Das Thomasevangelium und das
altsyrische Christentum,” Vigiliae Christianae 15(1961), 146-159.

% David Bundy, "The Life of Abercius: Its Significance for Early Syriac
Christianity,” The Second Century, A Journal for Early Christian Studies
7(1989-1990), 163-176.



Early Versions of Syriac Christianity

By
Prof. David Bundy

Introduction

The origins and shape of Syriac Christianity has long
been a puzzle to scholars. There have been numerous theories,
but most of these have their root in the struggles to define
acceptable parameters for Western Christianity. The study of
early Christianity in the West began in the context of the
Protestant Reformation. A Protestant scholar Matthias Flacius
published the Centuries of Magdeburg to prove that century by
century the Catholic Church at Rome had moved away from its
pristine beginnings in a free-fall decline.' Even before the
work was completely finished, a Catholic scholar, Caesar
Baronius began to work on a response, known as the Annals of
Baronius, in which he sought to demonstrate, year by year, and
the steady continuity of the Church with its origins.> The issue
was not the nature of early Christianity but the definition of
themselves, their opponents and their own theology.

The matter was further complicated by the assumed
Protestant solution to the problem, that is that “hellenism” had
corrupted the original Apostolic Christianity. This led German,
and especially the English scholars to look for the “Holy Grail”
of an uncorrupted Christianity beyond the borders of the

! Matthias Flacius, Ecclesiastica Historia, integram Ecclesiae Christi
ideam... (Basel: Faber, 1562-1574). See also P. Polman, “Flacius Illyricus,
historien de 'Eglise,” Revue de I’histoire ecclésiastique 27(1931), 26-73.

? Caesar Baronius, Annales ecclesiastici... (Roma: Ex Typographia
Vaticanae, 1590-1607)[publisher information varies on the different
volumes].



of them renders: “Blessed are the poor in Spirit,” and another says:
“The poor are blessed in Spirit”.%° |

On the contrary, your Book is the one, which has suffered
variation, addition and suppression. Concerning the  variation,
those seven various readings, none of which agreed with another,
prove the variation.?' As far as the addition is.concerned, Ibn
Mas'ud-- whom your prophet praised, and said concerning him:
“He who wants to listen to the Koran—as he [Ibn Mas'ud]
trembles and sweat-->? as it was descended, let him hear it from the -
mouth of Ibn Mas'ud”*—he [sc. /bn Mas ‘ud) said that the Surah
of Glory,24 and Surah of “1 take refuge in the Lord of the Dawn,”%
and the Surah of “I take refuge in the Lord of the people,”® [all
these Suwar] has been added by Zayd Ibn Thabet?” Next,
concerning the suppression, your scholars witness and say that the
Surah of the Cow had consisted of 1285 verses, but now, it is only
2852 And the Surah of Divorce had consisted of 285 verses, but
now, it is only 12 verses.?

2 Harklean, (Mt. 5:3) 15.

2! Sahih al-Bukahri (ed. Muhammad Muhsin Khan; Vol. 6; Beirut: Dar al-Fekr,
n.d.) 481-483.

2 “Uyun al-Akhbar (ed. Brockelmann;) 373.

B 4l-Bukhari, Vol. 6, 486-7, reads: " Abdullah bin *Amr mentioned *Abdullah
bin Mas'ud and said: I shall ever love the man, for I heard the Prophet saying:
‘Take (learn) the Koran from four: “Adullah bin Mas’ud, Salim, Mu“adh and
Ubai bin Ka'b.””

* That is Surah 17, al-Isra’,

2 That is Surah 113, the Dawn, al-Falaq.

26 That is Surah 114, the People, al-naas.

" Concerning Zayd Ibn Thabet, al-Bukhari identifies him as one of the
collectors of the Koran. See al-Bukhari, Vol. 6, 488-9, and 526.

2 In the present edition of the Koran, Surah 2, the Cow, al-Bagara, has 286.

* In the present edition of the Koran, Surah 65, the Divorse, al-Talaq, has 12
Verses.



Refutation [of Bar Hebraeus]

If Muhammad’s name was mentioned in one of the
translation and not in another, there could have been some
possibility of what you have said.

That our teachers have erased his name is an accusation
without wit or witness. For you verify your Book because it refers
to the name of your prophet in the Torah and the Gospel, then you
witness from your Book about the reference of his name in the
Torah and the Gospel. Thus you fail in a circular reasoning.

The differences in our various [biblical] translations are
differences in wording not in meaning. For example, one of which
renders: “In the beginning, there was the Word,” and in another:
“In the beginning [or head], there was the Word” [Jn. 1:1]." One

translated in Alexandria. The rest of books of Septuagint were completed by the
end of the second century B.C. as indicated in the prologue of the book of
Ecclesiasticus, or the Wisdom of Jesus, the Son of Sirach, and in the Second of
Esdras 14:19-48. Cf. The Letter of Aristeas: Translated with an Appendis of
Ancient Evidence on the Origin of the Septuagint (tr. H, Thackeray; Translations
of Early Documents, Series II, Hellenistic-Jewish Texts; New York: Macmillan,
1917).

In our text, Septuagint is a reference to a “Syro-Hexapla.” It is the
Syriac translation of the O.T Greek of the Septuagint by Paul of Tella (d. 617).
Cf. A. Voobus, The Hexapla and The Syro-Hexapla (ETSE, 22: Stockholm:
Cultura, 1971).
' The Herklean Version is a seventh century revision and/ or re-editing the
earlier Syriac translation of Philoxenus of Mabbug (d. 523). Cf. B, Metzger,
The Early Versions of the New Testament: Their Origin, Transmission, and
Limitations (Oxford: Clarendon, 1977) 63-70.
" The Qarqafté is a Syriac, massoritic version of the O.T made by Jacob of
Edessa (d. 708).
' In English, both render exactly the same. The first version is cited from the
Peshitto while the other from Harklean version. See [Harklean], Joephi White,
Sacrorum Evangeliorum: Versio Syriaca Philoxeniana Ex Codd Mss. Ridleianis
(Oxonii: E. Typographeo Calarendoniano, 1778) 433.



become brave in battles for the hope. [Second,] concerning the
virtues, which you have alleged, are not signs of prophecy, seeing
that even your prophet had praised the infidel king, Anousharwan
with such [virtues].'' Nor is the victory [a sign of prophecy]
because Alexander was even more victorious.'”” [Third,] if he
[Muhammad] were mentioned in the Torah and the Gospel, it
would not have been hidden from us.

Reply [of the Muslims] |

Your teachers have erased his name;'® thus they distorted the
Scriptures when they transmitted them. Behold, the different
translations witness:'*  the Peshittd,"® the szptuagint,“5 the

Herklean'’ and the Qarqafia."®

! Reference to the Persian emperor Chosros Anousharwan (d. 579).

12 Reference to the victorious Alexander the Great (¢. 330), who had conquered
the east and the west in a considerabie short time,

1 Surah 2:75, al-Baqarah, reads: “.. seeing that a party of them heard the Word
of Allah and perverted it knowingly after they understood it.” Likewise, Surah
4: 46, al-Nisa, reads: “Of the Jews there are those who displace words from their
places and say: we hear and we disobey.”

" All these “different translations” are of the Syriac Bible. The fact that the
Muslims referred to these Syriac Bible translations indicate aspects of the
historicity of such debates,

'* Peshitta is a Syriac Bible translation. It was completed by the end of the
fourth century or beginning of the fifth. Peshittd mostly replaced all the
previous Syriac translations, and it was used by both East and West Syriac
churches. It lacks the books of 2 Peter, 2" and 3™ John, Jude and Revelation.
Moshe Bar Kepha (d. 903) gave it a name Peshitta: iny.as, which means “the

Simple” or “the Vulgate,”

e Septuagint (LXX, or 70) is the first translation of the Hebrew Bible, the Old
Testament, into Greek. Its origin, however, was variously related. According to
the earliest record, The Letter of Aristeas, dated to the end of the second century
B.C., the translation was made by seventy two Jewish elders at the request of
Ptolemy II Philadelphus (283-246) B.C. of Alexandria. This tradition found in
the Letter points toward two facts: first, the Pentateuch (the first five books of
the O.T) was translated into Greek in the third century B.C.; second, it was



that flowed from between his fingers, and as his foreknowledge.”
For he said that the Romans will be defeated,’but [he said] his
people will prosper and dominate the east and the west,” and thus
has happened. Second is his virtuous manner. For he was quiet,
humble, merciful and just. He did not lie nor transgress, but rather,
he was diligent, prosperous and victorious. Third, his name was
mentioned in the Torah and the Gospel."°

Response |

The issue of the book and that of the miracles which are
recounted, and the words of the foreknowledge arec merely
motivating and stimulating words to his partisans in order to more

unlettered 2 messenger from among themselves to recite to them His sings
(verses), to sanctify them, and to instruct them in Scripture and wisdom.” Most
the interpreters identified the word “ammi” as unlettered; however, other
scholars argues that “ammi™ could also be an attribution to “amma: nation,” to
indicate the equivalent modern term for “patriotic.” This later meaning has its
ground in the context of the above mentioned verse.

Until the 9™ century, the Christians were responding to Muslims that the
prophecy must be confirmed by miracles and predicted by the Scripture. These
arguments met with no answer on the part of the Muslims, from the time of John
of Damascus (d. 749) till the time of the Assyrian Catholicos Timothy I (d. 823).
But since then, the Muslims composed the book of the Sira, i.e., the biography
of Muhammad and included various miracles performed by Muhammad.
'Abdul-Malik Ibn Hisham (d. 838) produced this biography based on an earlier
writing by Muhammad Ibn Ishaq (d. 773), which is lost. See A. Guillaume, The
Life of Muhammad: A Translation of Ibn Ishaq’s Sira Rasul Allah (3™ edition;
Lahore: Oxford University Press, 1970) esp. Introduction.
¥ Surah 30: 2. It reads; “The Romans have been defeated.”

? Surah 24: 55. It reads: “Allah has promised to those among you who believe
and work righteous deeds, that He will, of surety, grant them inheritance as He
granted it to those before them; that He will establish in authority their religion.”
' Surah 61: 6 reads: “When Jesus, son of Mary said: O Children of Israel! I am
the messenger of God to you, confirming the Torah which is in my hands, and
proclaiming a messenger to come after me, whose name is AHMAD, But when
he came to them with signs, they said, this is clear sorcery.”



Between the first apologetic document in the Syriac
literature dated to 644 A.D., namely “the Letter of John of
Sedreh,™ and Bar Hebraeus in the thirteenth century, almost every
relevant apologetic topic had been raised and discussed from both
the Christian and the Muslim sides. During this long experience,
there are many good lessons to be explored and learned from.
Equally, there are many bad lessons, which need to be known,
understood and avoided.

The present text is a report of a dialogue between Bar
Hebraeus and a Muslim (or Muslims) partners. The fact that Bar
Hebraeus composed it in Syriac demonstrates that it was directed
to the Christian communities. The text focuses on one focal topic
of the apologetic literature, namely, the prophethood of
Muhammad and the Koran in comparison with the divinity of
Christ and the Bible.

Translation of the Text
The Objection of the Muslims

He [Jesus] was the expected one. But he is a prophet and a
servant of God and not the Son [of God].* For God has said in the
Koran: “God is one, He was not born, nor was he given to birth,
and there is none like unto Him.”® And that the Koran is truthful is
established by the truthfulness of our prophet, which is confirmed
in three ways: First, the miracles that he had performed, as this
book, which he spoke, while he was unlettered,® and as the water

? See the English version of the “Letter of John of Sedreh; A New Perspective
on Nascent Islam” published in this issue, the Arabic version along with the
Syriac text has been published in Karmo 1:1 (1998) 6-9, 18-31.

* The Koran confirms that Jesus is a prophet, servant, but not Son of God; See
the following surahs respectively, §19: 31, S43: 59, §19: 36.

% Surah 112: 1,3,4.

® Cf. Surah 7: 157, 158, Surah 62: 2. The Koran describes Mohammand as

“The unlettered,” or al-' Ammi: ‘_,.»‘\11 saying: “It is He Who has sent among the



Apologetic Literature Between Christians and Muslims
&
Bar Hebraeus (d. 1286)

By
Abdul-Massih Saadi

Introduction

Syriac literature recorded that Eastern Christians and
Muslims have been encountering one another since the earliest
stage of nascent Islam. The Syriac apologetic literature, which
comments on this history of encounter, has been suppressed for
centuries for various adversary reasons: politically, socially and
religiously. Now that most of these reasons have diminished, and
a new era of communication has dawned and dominated, it became
of utmost important to reveal this kind of literature in a scholarly
way for the benefit of the Christian and Muslim communities
around the globe.

This excerpt is a brief version' of a longer treatise
composed by Bar Hebraeus (d. 1268), and it shows the last stage of
the Christian-Muslim encounter and dialogue, which began in the
first half of the seventh century. After Bar Hebraeus, and owing to
the turbulent situation in the region, all the intellectual encounters
were interrupted. It was not until the second the twentieth century
that the dialogue was renewed, especially in the West. It is
incumbent to learn that such dialogue has had a long history, and it
is much healthier to study that encounter and dialogue of its
positive and negative outcome than to ignore rich experience.

2

! Among several survived copies, F. Nau published one. Cf. F. Nau, “deu textes
des Bar Hébraeus sur Mahomet et le Qoran,” Journal of Asiatique 211 (1927)
318-323.

2 Le candélabre du sanctuaire de Grégoire Abou'lfaradj dit Barhebraeus (P.O.
31; J. Khoury; Paris: Firmin-Didot, 1965).



EDITORIAL

It is with great delight and excitement that the second
issue of KARMO comes out-- we think with significant
improvement in quality and quantity. In fact, the positive
reception of the first issue by the readers has given the editors -
even greater motivation to produce the most interesting and
insightful publication. Thus, this issue represents the hopeful
flowers and delightful fruits of our cooperation with you, the
readers. This open/ receptive relationship is an honest example
of the Gospel’s parable of the good grain in the good soil, and
the joy of both the sowers and reapers. Therefore, we continue
to encourage you, the readers, to relate their comments and
suggestions and to share their own knowledge and research as
we illumine our tradition together.

At the same time, we encourage your participation in
KARMO, we express our thanks to Professor David Bundy for
his thoughtful article that will contribute greatly in
understanding the early forms of Syriac Christianity. In the
field of Anthology, we thank malphdnd Gabriel Gawrieh, the
president of The Friends of the Syriac Language Association —
Beirut, for his translation into Syriac the epic poem, “Garment
of Happiness,” composed by our chief editor and resident Poet,
Saad Saadi. The hope from publishing this epic is to encourage
an awakening movement toward modern, Syriac literature.
And in the field of Apologetic Literature, Abdul-Massih Saadi
presents the contribution of the great thirteen century scholar,
Bar Hebraeus, for the first time in both English and Arabic
languages. The publication and scholarly study of the Syriac
apologetic literature, which reflects self-understanding and
understanding of the Muslims’ beliefs, under successive
Muslims rulers, is of great social and religious significance for
building sound and solid relationship between these two
religious communities around the globe.

With this issue, we implore God to shine on our live with
faith, hope and discernment.
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