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ABSTRACT

Justifying Christianity in the Islamic Middle Ages: The Apologetic Theology of
ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā (d. 1318)

The subject of this thesis is the theology of the late 13th- early 14th century churchman
ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā. Better known by modern scholars for his poetry and canon law, he is
far less recognised as a religious controversialist who composed works in Arabic as well as
Syriac to answer Muslim criticisms. My overall argument contends that ʿAbdīshōʿ’s hitherto
neglected theological works are critical to our understanding of how anti-Muslim apologetics
had by his time become central to his Church’s articulation of a distinct Christian identity in a
largely non-Christian environment.
ʿAbdīshōʿ wrote his apologetic theology at a time when Christians experienced
increasing hardship under the rule of the Mongol Ilkhans, who had officially converted to
Islam in 1295. While the gradual hardening of attitudes towards Christians may well have
informed ʿAbdīshōʿ’s defensive stance, this thesis also demonstrates that his theology is built
on a genre of apologetics that emerged as early as the mid-8th century. Our author compiles
and systematises earlier debates and authorities from this tradition while updating them for a
current authorship. In doing so, he contributes to the formation of a theological canon that
would remain authoritative for centuries to come.
My analysis of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s oeuvre extends to three doctrinal themes: the Trinity, the
Incarnation, and devotional practices (viz. the veneration of the Cross and the striking of the
church clapper). I situate his discussion of these topics in a period when Syriac Christian
scholarship was marked by a familiarity with Arabo-Islamic theological and philosophical
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models. While our author does not engage with these models as closely as his better-known
Syriac Christian contemporary Bar Hebraeus (d. 1286), he nevertheless appeals to a literary
and theological idiom common to both Muslims and Christians in order to convince his
coreligionists of their faith’s reasonableness against centuries-long polemical attacks.
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NOTE ON CONVENTIONS AND
ABBREVIATIONS

All Arabic terms, names, and translated phrases have been rendered according to the
International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies (IJMES) system of transliteration. As for
Syriac words of a similar nature, a system recommended by the Leiden Peshitta Institute has
been adapted. For the sake of simplicity, the difference between hard and soft consonants in
Syriac have not been represented (e.g. ḥdāyūtā instead of ḥdhāyūthā), although exceptions
are made for such names as ‘Bar Brīkhā.’ And for the sake of consistency, I have used the
same method of transliteration to represent both East and West Syrian writers. Place names
conform to their pre-modern usage, thus Āmid instead of Diyarbakır, Mayyāfaraqīn instead
of Silvan etc., though well-known cities like Aleppo, Damascus, and Baghdad have been
normalised throughout.
Most of the historical figures examined in this thesis would themselves have reckoned
time in terms of Seleucid (anno graecorum) or Hijrī (anno hegirae) dating. To avoid
cluttering the text with multiple dating systems, I have chosen to use Common Era (C.E.) in
most instances. In a few cases, however, ‘A.G.’ is given for anno graecorum and ‘A.H.’ for
anno hegirae. As for personal names, I have tended to employ Romanised and Anglicised
forms of Greek names (e.g. ‘Theodore’ instead of ‘Tēʾwādōrōs’ or ‘Nestorius’ instead of
‘Nesṭōrīs’). Names of Semitic origin have been left in place (e.g. ‘Yahballāhā’ and
‘Īshōʿdād’), with the exception of widely used Anglicised forms such as ‘Jacob’ and
‘Ephrem.’
Where both a text and translation have been cited, I have employed a ‘T’ proceeded by
the initial letter of the primary source language (i.e. ‘AT’ for ‘Arabic text’ and ‘ST’ for
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‘Syriac text’). The language of translation has been similarly represented (e.g. ‘ET’ for
‘English translation,’ ‘FT’ for ‘French translation,’ ‘GT’ for ‘German translation,’ ‘LT’ for
‘Latin translation,’ etc.).
Abbreviations used for frequently cited materials are as follows:

AB

Analecta Bollandiana,

AnIs

Annales Islamologiques

ASP

Arabic Sciences and Philosophy

BJRL

Bulletin of the John Rylands Library

BSOAS

Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies

Bukhārī

al-Bukhārī, Muḥammad ibn Ismaʿīl ibn Ibrahīm. Ṣaḥīḥ Bukhārī. Edited by
Muṣṭafā Dīb al-Baghā. 7 vols. Damascus: Dār Ibn Kathīr, 1413/1992.

CEDRAC

Centre de documentation et de recherches arabes chrétiennes

CHRC

Church History and Religious Culture

CMR 1-5

Christian-Muslim Relations: A Bibliographical History. 5 vols. Edited by

(2010-13)

David Thomas and Alex Mallet. Leiden: Brill, 2010-13.

CSCO

Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium

DOP

Dumbarton Oaks Papers

EC

The Encyclopedia of Christianity. Edited by Erwin Fahlbusch, Geoffrey
William Bromiley, and David B. Barrett. Brill: Leiden, 1997-2008.

EChR

Eastern Churches Review

EI2

Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition. Edited by P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis,
C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel and W.P. Heinrichs. Leiden: Brill, 1954-2005.

EI3

Encyclopaedia of Islam, Third Edition. Edited by Kate Fleet, Gudrun Krämer,
Denis Matringe, John Nawas, and Everett Rowson. Leiden, Brill, 2007-.

xv
EQ

Encyclopaedia of the Qurʾān

EVO

Egitto e vicino oriente

GAL

Carl Brockelmann, Geschichte der arabischen Litteratur, 2 vols., 2nd ed.
Leiden: Brill, 1943-49.

GCAL

Georg Graf, Geschichte der christlichen arabischen Literatur. 5 vols. Rome:
Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, 1944-1953.

GEDSH

Gorgias Encyclopedic Dictionary of the Syriac Heritage. Edited by Sebastian
P. Brock, Aaron M. Butts, George A. Kiraz, and Lucas Van Rompay.
Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2011.

GSL

Anton Baumstark. Geschichte der syrischen Literatur mit Ausschluß
Der christlich-palästinensischen Texte. Bonn: A. Marcus and E. Webers, 1922.

HTR

The Harvard Theological Review
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Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations

IHIW

Intellectual History of the Islamic World
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International Journal for Middle East Studies
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International Journal of Middle East Studies
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Journal of Arabic Literature

JAOS

Journal of the American Oriental Society
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Journal of the Canadian Society for Syriac Studies
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Journal of Near Eastern Studies
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Wadi Abullif, ed. and tr. Majmūʿ uṣūl al-dīn wa-masmūʿ maḥṣūl al-yaqīn /
umma dei principi della religion. 2 vols. Cairo: al-Markaz al-Fransīskānī lilDirāsāt al-Sharqiyya al-Masīḥīyah wa-Maṭbaʿat al-Ābāʾ al-Fransīsiyyīn.
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INTRODUCTION

Following the siege of Acre by the Mamlūk sultan al-Ashraf Khalīl ibn Qalāʾūn in 1291, the
last Crusader stronghold in Palestine finally fell, never to be recovered. The Muslim reconquest of the Crusader-held cities along the Levantine coast would prove calamitous for
the Christian population. Their futures now uncertain, many would find refuge on the island
of Cyprus, ruled by the French Lusignan dynasty, where earlier waves of refugees had been
granted safe haven.1 The mainly Arabic-speaking, non-Latin Christians who came to the
island settled in the coastal city of Famagusta (‘Māghūṣa’ in Arabic). Among them were
members of the Church of the East, Christians of the East Syrian rite known also as
‘Nestorian.’2 Having initially arrived from their homeland impoverished and dispossessed,
they would eventually play a major role in the rise of Famagusta as an important commercial
centre in the Lusignan period.3
The numbers of this community—having formerly lived under the western bishoprics
of the Church in the East in Tyre, Acre, and Tripoli4—were considerably bolstered by the
arrival of their co-religionists of the East Syrian rite from the city of Mosul in upper
Mesopotamia, who established themselves in Cyprus as a successful merchant community.5

1

Peter W. Edbury, The Kingdom of Cyprus and the Crusades 1191-1374 (Cambridge University Press:
Cambridge, 1991), 101; Chris Schabel, ‘Religion,’ in Cyprus: Society and Culture 1191-1374, ed. Angel
Nicolaou-Konnari and Chris Schabel (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 157-218, esp. 164-166.
2
The term ‘Nestorian’ is rejected by today’s Assyrian Church of the East, since it was has historically been
associated with the heresy of Nestorius, Bishop of Constantinople, following his condemnation at the Council of
Ephesus in 431. Although ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā explicitly rejects the term ‘Nestorian’ in one instance, he
employs it in three of his Arabic works by way of self-definition (on which see Chapter Two, Section 4.3.1). As
such, I have chosen to apply the term to the Church of the East in this thesis—in a non-pejorative, theologically
neutral manner—along with other descriptors such as ‘East Syrian.’
3
Edbury, The Kingdom of Cyprus, 102.
4
Jean Maurice Fiey, Pour un Oriens Novus. Répertoire des dioceses syriaques orientaux et occidentaux (Beirut:
Steiner, 1993), 71, 138, 140.
5
Jean Richard, ‘La confrérie des Mosserins d’Acre et les marchands de Mossoul au XIIIe siècle,’ OrSyr 11
(1966): 451-460, reprinted in Orient et Occident en Moyen Age: contacts et relations (XIIe-XVe s.) (Variorum:
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Among them was a priest named Ṣalībā ibn Yūḥannā l-Mawṣilī. In 1332, Ṣalībā wrote a
theological compilation in Arabic known as the Asfār al-asrār (‘The Books of Mysteries’)
while residing in Famagusta.6 Incorporated into this work are three chapters from a Christian
apology against Islam by an older contemporary of Ṣalībā, ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā,
Metropolitan of Nisibis (d. 1318). Alongside the latter feature other apologetic works in
Arabic by Nestorian theologians, namely Elias bar Shennāyā (d. 1046), Makkīkhā (d. 1109),
Elias ibn Muqlī (d. 1131), and Īshōʿyahb bar Malkōn (d. 1246).7 In addition to these
theological writings, we also find Ṣalībā’s continuation of the historical chapter of the Kitāb
al-majdal fī-l-istibṣār wa-l-jadal (‘Book of the Tower for Observation and Debate’), a late
10th century summa theologiae.8 Three years later, in 1335, while still in Famagusta, Ṣalībā
would complete another theological anthology, this time containing ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā’s
Arabic translations of the Syriac gospels and his Arabic sermon on the Trinity and
Incarnation, both in rhyming prose, together with yet another anti-Muslim apology, the socalled Letter from the People of Cyprus, composed anonymously on the island some thirtytwo years previously.9

London, 1976), XI; idem, ‘Le Peuplement Latin et syrien en Chypre au XIIIe siècle,’
Byzantinische Forschungen 7 (1979): 157-173, esp. 166-167.
6
Ṣalībā’s autograph of this unedited work currently resides in the Mingana Collection (Ms. Mingana Ar. 98).
See Alphonse Mingana, Catalogue of the Mingana Collection of Manuscripts, 3 vols (Cambridge, Heffer and
Sons, 1933-38), 140-143. For other manuscripts, see GCAL, 2:218.
7
For a survey of these authors and their works as they appear in al-Mawṣilī’s anthology, see Herman G.B.
Teule, ‘A Theological Treatise by Īšo‘yahb bar Malkon in the Theological Compendium Asfār al-asrār,’ JESC
58, no. 3-4 (2006): 235-258, here 240, 242 and 13-18. On the significance of these authors as Christian
apologists, see Juan Pedro Monferro Sala, ‘Elias of Nisibis,’ CMR 2 (2010): 727-741; Herman G.B. Teule,
‘Elias II, Ibn al-Muqlī,’ CMR 3 (2011): 418-421; idem, ‘Ishoyahb bar Malkon,’ CMR 4 (2012): 331-337.
8
Gustav Westphal (Untersuchungen über die Quellen und die Glaubwürdigkeit der Patriarchenchroniken des
Mārī ibn Sulaiman, ʿAmr ibn Matai und Salība ibn Johannān. I. Abschnitt: Bis zum Beginn des nestorianischen
Streites [Kirchhain: Max Schmersow, 1901]) and later Georg Graf (GCAL, 2: 217) considered Ṣalībā’s inclusion
of the historical chapter of the Kitāb al-majdal in his own work to be an act plagiarism. However, this assertion
has since been corrected by subsequent scholars, who now accept Ṣalībā as the continuator of the Kitāb almajdal’s historical chapter. For a summary of the debate and a critique of Graff’s synthesis, see Bo Holmberg,
‘A Reconsideration of the Kitāb al-mağdal,’ PdlO 18 (1993): 255-273, esp. 260-267.
9
The manuscript of Ṣalībā’s compilation is now Ms. Paris ar. 204; see Gérard Troupeau, Catalogue des
manuscrits arabes. Manuscrits chrétiens, 2 vols. (Paris: Bibliothèque nationale, 1972), 172-173. The letter itself
is a recension of the an earlier apology by the Melkite bishop of Sidon, Paul of Antioch; see David Thomas,
‘The Letter from the People of Cyprus,’ CMR 4 (2012): 769-772
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Ṣalībā’s compilatory activities suggest that by the first half of the 14th century, a rich
corpus of theological, liturgical, biblical, and historiographical literature in the Arabic
language had emerged within the Church of the East. Syriac, the liturgical language of the
Church of the East, remained an important part of the Nestorian Cypriot community’s
religious identity.10 Yet, after centuries of contact with Islam before reaching their adoptive
Cyprus, the Nestorian community could boast of several writers who in the opening centuries
of the ʿAbbāsid era (750-ca. 950) inaugurated a rich tradition of Christian theology in the
Arabic language. This emergent literature was characterised as much by a need to answer
Muslim challenges to Christianity as to educate the faithful about the foundations of their
faith11—a tradition continued by subsequent authors, not least by those in Ṣalībā’s theological
anthologies. For even in Cyprus, where members of the Church of the East and other
Arabophone Christians lived apart from their erstwhile Muslim neighbours, inter-religious
apologetics appear to have retained some function in their articulation of Christianity.12 This
thesis focuses on those very authors whom Ṣalībā saw as representative of this tradition, with
a special focus on ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā (popularly known as ʿAbdīshōʿ of Nisibis) and the
functions, motives, strategies, and audiences of his theological works.
At this point it should be said that little scholarly attention has been given to any of the
above-mentioned authors, least of all to ʿAbdīshōʿ. Few have studied him in light of his
theology, much of which, as we shall see throughout this thesis, was written with an
apologetic intent in mind. Instead, he is largely remembered in the West as a cataloguer,
compiler, and poet.13 Fewer still have fully appreciated ʿAbdīshōʿ’s bilingualism, viewing
him as an author who wrote mainly in Syriac while many of his Arabic works remain
10

As is suggested by surviving Syriac inscriptions in Syriac-rite churches in Famagusta. For examples, see
Camille Enlart, L’art gothique et la Renaissance en Chypre, 2 vols. (Paris: E. Leroux, 1899), 1:258-259, 356;
René Mouterde, ‘Deux inscriptions Jacobites,’ MUSJ 22 (1939): 49-56; Michele Bacci, ‘Syrian, Palaiologan,
and Gothic Murals in the “Nestorian” Church of Famagusta,’ Deltion 27 (2006): 207-220.
11
More will be said of this emergence in Chapter One, Section 1.4.
12
My use of the term ‘apologetic’ will be explained in Chapter One, Section 1.6.
13
See below, Chapter One, Section 1.1.
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unstudied and unedited.14 A further issue relates to the period in which he wrote. With some
notable exceptions, many scholars have viewed the opening centuries of the ʿAbbāsid
Caliphate as the most creative period of Christian-Muslim theological exchange, after which
Christian apologetics became stagnant, repetitive, and unimaginative.15 As a result, they have
ascribed a far greater importance to a ‘formative phase’ of apologetic theology while
neglecting the tradition’s development and reception by later writers. Conversely, some have
argued that ʿAbdīshōʿ wrote at the height of a ‘Syriac Renaissance,’ and that it was only after
his death in 1318 that a period of decline set in.16 One scholar in particular has described
ʿAbdīshōʿ as a ‘universal scholar’ who engaged critically with the intellectual world of
Islam.17
My aim in this thesis is not to determine the precise date of Syriac Christianity’s Dark
Age (if indeed there ever was one), nor is it to argue for a period of renaissance. Rather, my
purpose is to go beyond narratives of decline and revival by asking: if Syriac Christianity’s
most creative period of engagement with Islamic theology ended after the early ʿAbbāsid
period, why, then, did Ṣalībā ibn Yūḥannā see fit to compile the literary apologies of so many
later writers? This thesis poses a further question: if ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā can indeed be
considered a ‘universal scholar’, what, then, was the precise nature of his intellectual
engagement with Islam? At the end of his history of Christian theology in the Muslim world,
Sydney Griffith remarks that after having undergone a ‘formative’ phase in the 9th century,
during which the ‘main lines of Christian thought in the Arabic-speaking, Islamic milieu were
drawn,’ the theological idiom of Christians would become ‘constant but not frozen.’18 It is in

14

These works are surveyed in Chapter One, Sections 1.3.
See literature review in Chapter One, Sections 1.4-5.
16
See Chapter One, Section 1.4.2.
17
Herman G.B. Teule, ‘Christian Muslim Interaction 1200-1350,’ CMR 4 (2012): 1-16, here 15-16.
18
Sydney H. Griffith, The Church in the Shadow of the Mosque: Christians and Muslims in the World of Islam
(Princeton University Press, 2008), 177, citing the year 950 as the end of Islam’s formative period, apud W.
Montgomery Watt, The Formative Period of Islamic Thought (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1973),
316.
15
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this spirit that I intend to examine the intellectual output of later medieval writers. In order to
test the hypothesis of a constant and unfrozen theological tradition, I will focus my enquiry
on the hitherto neglected writings of ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā. My aim in doing so is not to
prove that later writers were somehow less unoriginal than previously thought; as will
become clear, ʿAbdīshōʿ makes no claim to originality in any of his writings. Rather, I wish
to show how the strongly controversial tone of his theology is crucial to our understanding of
how anti-Muslim apologetics had by the late 13th and early 14th century become central to the
articulation of the Church of the East’s religious identity.

Overview of Chapters
My first chapter (‘Approaching the Texts: Literature Review and Methodology’) begins by
outlining the Syriac-language works for which ʿAbdīshōʿ is chiefly known, followed by an
inventory of his extant writings. Having established these preliminaries, I go on to survey his
five main theological works, three of which comprise encyclopaedic summaries of church
doctrine and, I contend, strongly reflect Muslim concerns about Christianity. After reviewing
what little scholarship these texts have occasioned, I elaborate an approach to ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
apologetic oeuvre that takes into account their genre, language, and audience. This means
elaborating on what precisely is meant here by ‘apology’ as a literary category. If ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
theology is apologetic in the main, what, then, is the precise definition of apologetics?
Moreover, how are such works distinct from polemics, an interdependent category? I argue
that such works were intended to inculcate doctrine to a Christian readership while
simultaneously equipping them with the means to counter Muslim criticisms. In adopting this
approach, ʿAbdīshōʿ attempts to negotiate common ground with his interlocutor through
various cultural, literary, and theological motifs common to both Muslims and Christians.
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Chapter Two (‘The Life and Times of a ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā’) presents a study of our
author’s world based on his own testimonies and those of his contemporaries. While we
possess few facts about his life, the cultural, political, and intellectual life of the Church of
the East during his lifetime is very well documented. ʿAbdīshōʿ’s literary activities took place
at the height of Mongol rule over a region of Upper Mesopotamia which I refer to here as the
Jazīra. The destruction of the Baghdad Caliphate in 1258 and the subsequent establishment of
the Ilkhanate inaugurated four decades or so of non-Muslim rule by mainly Buddhist and
Shamanist sovereigns over a predominantly Muslim region. In 1295, the Mongol elite in the
Near East officially converted to Islam—a development which would have far reaching
consequences for the region’s non-Muslim population, and which may have formed the
historical backdrop to our author’s anti-Muslim apologetics. I also attempt to situate
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s literary output within a broader intellectual landscape of a period when Syriac
and Arabic Christian scholarship was marked by a familiarity with and indebtedness to
Islamic theological and philosophical models. ʿAbdīshōʿ’s own involvement in the broader
intellectual networks of his day, however, appears limited.
Having established ʿAbdīshōʿ in his time and place, Chapter Three (‘Proving Three to
be One’) examines his apology of the Trinity, a key Christian tenet that Muslim polemicists
believed was a form of tritheism. This charge was levelled repeatedly in the centuries leading
up to ʿAbdīshōʿ’s lifetime, prompting Christian apologists to demonstrate that God was a
unitary being without denying His triune nature. In line with earlier authors, ʿAbdīshōʿ begins
by establishing the existence of the world and its temporal origins from a single, infinite
cause, which he infers from the orderliness and composite nature of the physical universe. He
then argues that this cause must possess three states of intellection identical to its essence,
while affirming the three Trinitarian Persons as essential attributes in a single divine
substance. While these strategies might appear little more than a synthesis of earlier
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Trinitarian apologies, ʿAbdīshōʿ frames them in language that resonates with aspects of the
philosophised kalām (rational theology) of his day, in particular, by making use of
Avicennian expressions of God as a Necessary Being. But rather than simply borrowing from
Islamic systems of thought in order to justify the Trinity, our author seeks to demonstrate to
Christians that the issues raised by Muslims regarding the Trinity could be resolved
internally, that is to say, through recourse to Christian (mainly Patristic) authorities.
A theme closely connected to the issue of God’s unicity is the Incarnation, discussed in
Chapter Four (‘Debating Natures and Persons’). Central to ʿAbdīshōʿ’s defence of this
doctrine is the argument that Christ possessed a divine and a human nature, each united in a
single person. For Muslim polemicists such a notion was further proof of Christianity’s denial
of God’s transcendence, leading ʿAbdīshōʿ to make a case for the Incarnation’s rootedness in
both scripture and reason. As in his Trinitarian doctrine, our author appeals to a theological
and literary vocabulary shared between Arabophone Christians and Muslims. Nevertheles, he
exclusively cites Christian authorities, suggesting that it is to the language of Islamic
theology rather than its substance that he wishes to appeal. In contrast to his Trinitarian
dogma, which appears uniformly directed against external criticisms, aspects of the Church of
the East’s Christology were grounded in intra-Christian polemics, since the various Christian
confessions under Islamic rule had for centuries been divided over the issue of Christ’s
natures. Later in life, however ʿAbdīshōʿ would skillfully negotiate this textual tradition to
formulate a Christology no longer hostile to other Christian confessions.
The final chapter of this thesis (‘Christian Practices, Islamic Contexts’) examines
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s justification of Christian devotional practice. In particular, I examine his
discussion of the veneration of the Cross and the striking of a wooden percussion instrument
known as the clapper during the call to prayer.19 Here, I situate ʿAbdīshōʿ’s apology within a

19

My use of the term ‘clapper’ will be fully qualified in Chapter Five, Section 5.1.
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contested visual and acoustic environment shared in by Muslims and Christians living in
close proximity. In line with earlier apologists, ʿAbdīshōʿ’s explanation of Christian practice
is informed by an urgent need to affirm its validity in a socio-cultural environment that was
often at odds with it. In particular, Christian writers in the Islamic World contended with
repeated accusations that the veneration and public display of the Cross contstituted yet
another form of idolatry, and that the sound of the clapper in times of prayer was offensive to
Muslims and inferior to the call of the muʾadhdhin. In addition to providing scriptural
testimony for the veneration of the Cross, our author appeals to a common theological
rationalism to explain the salvific function of the Crucifixion and the cosmological
significance of the Cross’s four points. Similarly, he invokes instances where the call of the
clapper features positively in Classical Arabic poetry and ḥadīth, thereby invoking a common
lettered tradition to legitimate an otherwise marginal practice.
Appended to this thesis is a comparison of the contents of three systematic works by
ʿAbdīshōʿ, followed by a transcription of the Arabic text of five chapters from ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
Uṣūl al-dīn taken from the unicum Ms. Beirut, Bibliothèque Orientale 936. My edition
focuses on chapters on the Trinity, the Incarnation, and cultic practices (viz. the veneration of
the Cross and the striking of the clapper), on which I base much of my analysis in this thesis.

CHAPTER ONE
Approaching the Texts: Literature Review and
Methodology

1.1. ʿAbdīshōʿ as Cataloguer, Canonist, and Poet
As outlined in the introduction, the central focus of this thesis is ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā’s
apologetic theology. But before focusing on these works, it is necessary to take into account
the writings for which he is most recognised. Best known and most accessible to the modern
reader are his works in the Syriac language, chief among them a catalogue (or index) of
ecclesiastical authors, a compilation of canon law, and a book of theological poetry—all of
which are reasonably well-known to modern scholars and vastly popular within today’s
Assyrian and Chaldean Churches. Included among these is a theological summa entitled
Ktābā d-margānītā (‘The Book of the Pearl’). But since this work contains a strong
apologetic dimension, it will be dealt with in Section 1.3 alongside ʿAbdīshōʿ’s other
apologetic works.
We begin, then, with the Mēmrā d-ʾīt bēh menyānā d-kullhōn ktābē ʿedtānāyē
(‘Treatise Containing the Enumeration of all Ecclesiastical Books’), variously referred to in
English as The Catalogue of Ecclesiastical Authors, Metrical Catalogue of Syriac Writers, or
simply Catalogue of Authors.1 The work consists of a versified list of Christian writers and
their works up to ʿAbdīshōʿ’s own day and is divided into four principle parts: (i) the
scriptures of the Old Testament and apocrypha; (ii) the scriptures of the New Testament; (iii)
the writings of the Greek Fathers, that is, those from the Patristic Era translated into Syriac;
1

William Wright, A Short History of Syriac Literature (London: Adam and Charles Black 1894), 288-299;
Sebastian P. Brock, A Brief Outline of Syriac Literature (Kottayam: Mōran ʾEthō, 1997) 81; Jeff W. Childers,
‘ʿAbdishoʿ bar Brikha,’ GEDSH, 3-4.
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and (iv) the writings of the Syriac—mainly East Syrian—Fathers. Composed in heptasyllabic
verse and numbering five hundred and ninety-five strophes, the Catalogue was first
‘discovered’ in the West by the Rome-based Maronite scholar Abraham Ecchelensis, who
produced its first printed edition in 1653.2 It was to have an enormous significance for the
development of early-modern Orientalism: as Jeff Childers has recently observed, the
Catalogue ‘helped clarify for western scholarship the breadth and basic contours of Syriac
literature, providing stimulus and some direction of Syriac literary history in the West.’3 The
Catalogue was declared by William Wright to be ʿAbdīshōʿ’s ‘most useful work decidedly,’4
and would later be described by Peter Kawerau as ‘eine literarhistorische Quelle ersten
Range.’5 It also provided the basis of the third volume of Joseph Assemani’s voluminous
reference work of Syriac literature, the Biblioteca Orientalis in 1725,6 and was translated into
English by the Anglican missionary and orientalist Percy Badger in 1852.7 The following
century, the Iraqi Chaldean priest and scholar Yūsuf Ḥabbī produced an edition with an
annotated Arabic translation.8 The Catalogue continues to be mined for valuable literaryhistorical data by Syriacists,9 and its popularity within the Assyro-Chaldean Churches is
attested by the number of manuscripts that preserve it.10
In addition to his cataloguing activities, ʿAbdīshōʿ is well-remembered as a compiler of
canon law, in particular, for his Kunnāshā psīqāyā d-qānōnē sunhādīqāyē (‘Concise
Collection of Synodal Canons’), often referred to as the Nomocanon. As suggested by its
See Hubert Kaufhold, ‘Abraham Ecchellensis et le Catalogue des livres de ‘Aḇdīšō‘ bar Brīḵā,’ in
Orientalisme, science et controverse: Abraham Ecchellensis (1605-1664), ed. Bernard Heyberger (Turnhout,
Belgium: Brepols, 2010), 119-133.
3
Childers, ‘ʿAbdishoʿ bar Brikha,’ 3.
4
Wright, A Short History, 288.
5
Peter Kawerau, Das Christentum des Ostens (Berlin: W. Kohlhammer, 1972), 83.
6
Joseph Simon Assemani, Bibliotheca Orientalis Clementino-vaticana, 3 vols. (Rome: Typis Sacræ
Congregationis de Propaganda Fide, 1719-1728), 3/1: 3-362.
7
Percy Badger, The Nestorians and their Rituals with the Narrative of a Mission to Mesopotamia and
Coordistan in 1842 to 1844, 2 vols (London: Joseph Masters, 1852), 2:361-379.
8
Yūsuf Ḥabbī (ed. and tr.), Fihris al-mu’allifin taʾlif li-ʿAbd Yashūʿ al-Ṣūbāwī (Baghdad: al-Majmaʿ al-ʿIlmī alʿIrāqī, 1986).
9
Childers, ‘ʿAbdishoʿ bar Brikha,’ 3.
10
See GSL, 325.
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title, the Nomocanon is a systematic compilation of canon laws created by the historic synods
of the Church of the East, namely those between 410 and the reign of the catholicos Timothy
I (d. 824), though the pseudo-Apostolic canons are also included, together with Īshōʿyahb bar
Malkōn’s commentary on the Nicene Creed and a treatise on hereditary law by the catholicos
Elias I.11 The canons are organised thematically in two books: the first on civil law
(inheritance, marriage, custody, loans, etc.), and the second on the ecclesiastical hierarchy
(priestly ordination, monastic discipline, consecration of bishops, etc.).12 The Nomocanon is
by no means the first systematic collection of East Syrian canon law, as it draws heavily on
earlier legal compendia.13 Despite being a relatively late development in East Syrian canon
law, however, ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Nomocanon would have by far the most impact after being
officially declared authoritative during the synod of Timothy II in 1318.14 Since then, it has
been read and copied frequently, remaining an essential source of canon law for the Church
of the East today.15 As to its modern publication history, it was first printed in abridged form
by Angelo Mai in 1838 with a Latin translation, and a later edition was produced by Joseph
Da Kelaita in 1918.16 The earliest surviving manuscript of the Nomocanon was copied during
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s own lifetime, in 1291, and is now available as a facsimile edition.17
In terms of popularity, however, neither the Catalogue nor the Nomocanon surpass
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s poetic magnum opus known as Pardaysā da-ʾden (‘The Paradise of Eden’).

11

On the sources of the Nomocanon, see Hubert Kaufhold, introduction to The Nomocanon of Abdisho of
Nisibis: A Facsimile Edition of MS 64 from the Collection of the Church of the East in Trissur, ed. István
Perczel (Piscataway, N.J.: Gorgias Press, 2005), xv-xlvi, here xxv-xxvii and idem, ‘Sources of Canon Law in
the East Churches,’ in The History of Byzantine and Eastern Canon Law to 1500, ed. Wilfred Hartmann and
Kenneth Pennington (Washington D.C.; Catholic University Press, 2012), 215-342, here 311.
12
For the basic structure of the Nomocanon, see Kaufhold, introduction, xxviii-xxix and Aprem Mooken,
‘Canon Law of Mar Abdisho,’ ThHar 4, no.1-3 (1991): 85-102, here 92-102.
13
Namely those by Gabriel of Baṣrā (fl. 9th century) and ʿAbdallah ibn al-Ṭayyib. For ʿAbdīshōʿ’s dependence
on them, see Kaufhold, introduction, xxv-xxvii and idem, ‘Sources of Canon Law,’ 311.
14
See Canon XIII of the synod in Assemani, Biblioteca Orientalis, 3/1:570.
15
For this work’s copious mss., see GSL, 324. For its continuing significance, see Aprim Mooken, ‘Codification
of the Canon Law by Mar Abdisho in 1290 A.D.,’ in VI. Symposium Syriacum 1992, University of Cambridge
30 August-2 September 1992,’ ed. René Lavenant (Rome: Pontificio Istituto Orientale, 1994), 371-380.
16
For these editions and translations, see Kaufhold, introduction, xxix.
17
István Perczel (ed.), The Nomocanon of Abdisho of Nisibis: a Facsimile Edition of MS 64 from the Collection
of the Church of the East in Trissur (Piscataway, N.J.: Gorgias Press, 2005).
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Helen Younansardaroud has counted no less than seventy-one extant manuscripts of both
East and West Syrian provenance, attesting to the works popularity across denominational
lines.18 The Pardaysā saw partial editions and translations throughout the 19th century,19 but
no complete text was produced until Joseph De Kelaita’s 1916 edition, which was reprinted
in 1928 and again in 1989.20 The work itself consists of fifty poetic discourses on theological
subjects. These, according to ʿAbdīshōʿ, were intended to answer the claim by unnamed
Arabs (ṭayyāyē) that their language was unrivalled in elegance and sophistication.21
ʿAbdīshōʿ also informs us that he was later compelled by his readers in 1315/16 to add a
gloss to his Paradise due to the work’s many lexical rarities, which mostly took the form of
Greek loanwords.22 But despite its enduring popularity among Syriac Christians throughout
the centuries, the Paradise has been judged by some modern scholars as far too imitative of
Arabic belles lettres and too embellished in its style to merit serious study.23

1.2 General Inventory of Works
At the end of his Catalogue, ʿAbdīshōʿ ennumerates his own writings, which we will now list
in order to get a sense of the depth and range of his body of works. Since he does not
ennumerate his works chronologically and omits others known to have been authored by him,
it is necessary to build a more comprehensive list, together with a brief description and date
of composition (where possible) of each. Moreover, to get a greater sense of his ArabicHelen Younansardaroud, ‘A list of the known Manuscripts of the Syriac Maqāmat of ‘Abdīšō‘ bar Brīkā (†
1318): “Paradise of Eden”,’ JAAS 20, no. 1 (2006): 28-41.
19
For these, see Helen Younansardaroud, ‘ʿAḇdīšōʿ bar Brīḵā’s († 1318) Book of Paradise: A Literary
Renaissance?’ in The Syriac Renaissance, ed. Herman G.B. Teule and Carmen Fotescu Tauwinkl (Leuven:
Peeters, 2010), 195-205, here 199-201.
20
The edition referred to throughout this thesis is Joseph De Kelaita (ed.), Pardaysā da-ʿden, 2nd ed. (Mosul:
Maṭbaʿtā d-Ātōrāytā d-ʿEdtā ʿAttiqtā d-Madnḥā, 1928). For other editions and translations, see
Younansardaroud, ‘ʿAḇdīšōʿ bar Brīḵā’s Book of Paradise,’ 200, n. 24.
21
De Kelaita, Pardaysā, ܒ. ʿAbdīshōʿ’s justification for writing the Paradise will be discussed below in Section
1.4.3.
22
De Kelaita, Pardaysā, ܓ
23
See below, Section 1.4.2.
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Syriac bilingualism, each work’s language will be indicated. Although a similarly
comprehensive list has been assembled by Hubert Kaufhold, what follows in the tables below
is an updated survey with further annotations and new discoveries. Works appearing in
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Catalogue are indicated with an asterisk, and for the sake of preserving space,
lost works and works of questionable authorship are not dealt with here.24

1.2.1. Dated Works

1.*

Title

Lang.

Desc.

Date

Nomocanon (see

Syr.

Collection of eccl. law

Before 1279/8025

Syr.

Theological poetry

1290/1; gloss added in

above)
2.*

The Paradise of
Eden (see above)

3.*

The Book of the

1215/16

Syr.

Systematic theology

1297/8

Syr.

List of eccl. writers and their

Uncertain; possibly

works

1298;26 updated after

Pearl (see below)

4.

Catalogue (see
above)

1315/6

5.

Haymānūtā d-

Ar.

nesṭōryānē (see

Brief confessio fide in Arabic

1300

(despite Syriac title)

below)

6.

al-Anājīl almusajjaʿa27

24

Ar.

Rhymed Arabic trans. of Syriac

1299/130028

Evangelistry

For these, see Kaufhold, introduction, xvii-xx.
See Chapter Two, Section 2.5.
26
Cf. Badger, The Nestorians and their Rituals, 2:361. According to William Wright (A Short History, 289),
Badger’s date derives from the manuscript he used in his translation of the Catalogue.
27
Sami Khoury (ed.), Anājīl ʿAbdīshūʿ al-Ṣūbāwī († 1318) al-musajjaʿā, 2 vols. (Jounieh: CEDRAC, 2007).
28
See Samir Khalil Samir, ‘Date de composition de l’évangéliaire rimé de ‘Abdīšū‘,’ MUSJ 47 (1972): 175-181,
in which the date is given as 1 Shaʿbān 700 AH (=11 April 1300 C.E.), according to a now lost 16th century ms.
25
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7.*

Kitāb uṣūl al-dīn

Ar.

(see below)

8.

Farāʾid al-

Systematic theology/Christian

1303/4

apology

Ar.

fawāʾid fī uṣūl al-

Systematic theology/Christian

1313

apology

dīn wa-l-ʿaqāʾid,
(see below)
9.*

Ṭukkās dīnē unāmōsē

Syr.

Collection of church-legal

1315/6

rulings

ʿedtānāyē29

1.2.2. Undated Works
Title
10.*

Tafṣīr li-risālat Arisṭū

Lang.
Ar.

30

fi-l-ṣināʿa

Desc.
Commentary on an alchemical treatise
belonging to the Pseudo-Aristotelian
corpus.

11.

Khuṭba tataḍammanu
ḥaqīqat iʿtiqādinā fī l-

Ar.

Rhymed sermon on the Trinity and
Incarnation.

tathlīth wa-l-ḥulūl (see
below)
copied from ʿAbdīshōʿ’s autograph (ibid, 178ff). Further indication of authorship and date is given in an
anonymous Syriac note in Ms. SMMJ 159, 106a, in which a monk informs us that he found an autograph of the
same work dated 1611 A.G. (1299/1300 C.E.). See infra for more on this note concerning the Uṣūl al-dīn.
29
Jacques Vosté (tr.), Ordo Iudiciorum Ecclesiasticorum (Rome: Typis Polyglottis Vaticanis, 1940). The Syriac
text has been made available by David Malek in a facsimile of Ms. Mosul, Chaldean Patriarchate 66 (on which
Vosté’s Latin trans. is based), self-published through www.lulu.com as Order of Ecclesiastical Regulations. For
information about the manuscript, see Addai Scher, ‘Notice sur les manuscrits syriaques conservés dans la
bibliothèque du Patriarcat chaldéen de Mossoul,’ Revue des bibliothèques 17 (1907): 227-260, here 244.
30
Listed in twelfth in the Catalogue as Pushshāq eggartēh d-rabbā Āresṭōṭālīs tmīhā hāy da-ktab l-Āleksandrōs
ʿal ʾōmānūtā rabbā (‘Explanation of the Letter of the Admirable Aristotle that he Wrote to Alexander on the
Great Craft [i.e. Alchemy]’); see Assemani, Biblioteca Orientalis, 3/1:1, 361. The letter forms part of the
pseudo-Aristotelian corpus known as the Sirr al-asrār (‘Secret of Secrets’), known in medieval West as the
Secretus Secretorum. For manuscripts of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s unedited commentary, see Fuat Sezgin, Geschichte des
arabischen Schrifttums, 4 vols. (Leiden: Brill, 1967-1971), 102, and a further manuscript indicated by H.E.
Stapleton, ‘Further Notes on the Arabic Alchemical Manuscripts in the Libraries of India,’ Isis 26, no. 1 (1936):
127-131. With the kind help of Fr. Željko Paša, I have been able to make use of Ms. Beirut, Bibliothèque
Orientale 252. For information about this manuscript, see Louis Cheikho, ‘Catalogue raisoné des manuscrits de
la Bibliothèque Oriental,’ MUSJ 8, fasc. 6 (1922): 390-391, here 158-159.
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12.

ʿŌnītā d-Mār(y)

Syr.

Commentary on an enigmatic poem by

Shemʿōn d-

Simon Shanqlāband (fl. early 13th), in

Shanqlāband d-

response to a request from a priest

pashshsqāh Mār(y)

named Abraham.

ʿAbdīshōʿ mītrāpōlīṭā
d-Ṣubbā wa-dArmānīyā31

1.3 ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Apologetic Works
Having surveyed ʿAbdīshōʿ’s writings, we now turn our focus on his works of apologetic
theology. By ‘apologetic’ I mean those works written with the intention of answering nonChristian—mainly Muslim—criticism about Christian doctrine, whether implicitly or
explicitly.32 What follows is an introduction to these works, each with a brief discussion
about their authorship, contents, transmission, and literary afterlife. But before doing so, it is
necessary to disclose what might be considered a conspicuous omission by some: the alAnājīl al-musajjaʿa (‘The Ryhmed Gospels’). A rhymed Arabic translation of the Gospel
readings in the East Syrian breviary (Ḥudrā), this work has been argued by Samir Khalil to
be ‘une réponse implicite’ to the Muslim claim that the Qurʾān is inimical in its poetic
beauty.33 However, for reasons I explain in Section 1.6 below, I have chosen not to classify
this work as apologetic. For now, theological works by ʿAbdīshōʿ considered here are:

31

Ms. Vat. Syr. 187. For details of this manuscript, see Stephen Evodius Assemani and Simon Joseph
Assemani, Bibliothecae Apostolicae Vaticane Codicum Manuscritorum Catalogus, 3 vols. (Typographia
Linguarum Orientalium, 1759), 3: 404-405. Cf. Lucas Van Rompay, ‘Shemʿon Shanqlawi,’ GEDSH, 374. It is
possible that work is among those listed fourteenth in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Catalogue as shrāy shuʾālē ʿassqē (‘Answers
to difficult questions’).
32
A more detailed definition of the term ‘apologetic’ will be give below, Section 1.6.
33
Samir Khalil Samir, ‘Une réponse implicite à l’i‘ǧāz du Coran : l’Évangéliaire rimé de ‘Abdišū‘,’ POC 35
(1985): 225-237.
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1.3.1. Margānītā d-ʿal shrārā d-krestyānūtā (‘The Book of the Pearl on the Truth
of Christianity’)
Written in 1297/8,34 The Book of the Pearl (hereafter, Pearl) is by far the best known of
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s theological writings. It is a brief work of dogma consisting of five chapters on (i)
God; (ii) Creation; (iii) The Christian dispensation (mdabbrānūtā d-ba-mshīḥā, viz. the
coming of Christ and the Incarnation); (iv) The sacrements; and (v) Things which prefigure
the world to come (viz. devotional practices).35 It was frequently read and copied in the many
centuries after its composition,36 and was first printed in 1837 with a Latin translation
overseen by Angelo Mai.37 Its usefulness as an epitome of Nestorian dogma was recognised
by Percy Badger, who appended an English translation of it to his summary of the beliefs and
practices of the Church of the East in 1852.38 Various chapters of the Pearl were also
included in a printed chrestomathy of East Syrian works entitled Ktābōnā d-partūtē (‘The
Little Book of Crumbs’) in 1868,39 and the entire text was edited by Joseph De Kelaita in
1908 and reprinted in 1924 (from which I cite in this thesis).40 It continues to be read among
present day members of today’s Church of the East, and in 1916 a Neo-Aramaic translation

34

We know from manuscripts copied from autographs and older exemplars that the work was written in the
month of Ellūl 1609 AG (= September 1297/8). See, for example, Berlin syr. 83, 42a and Cambridge Add. 3087,
82a. Cf. Eduard Sachau, Verzeichniss der syrischen Handschriften der Königlichen Bibliothek zu Berlin, 2 vols.
(Berlin: A. Asher, 1899), 1:312 and William Wright and Stanley Arthur Cook, A Catalogue of the Syriac
Manuscripts preserved in the Library of the University of Cambridge, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1901), 2:1216.
35
For a summary of the Margānītā’s contexts, see Kawerau, Das Christentum des Ostens, 83-97.
36
See GSL, 324, n.2.
37
Angelo Mai, Scriptorum Veterum Nova Collectio, 10 vols. (Rome: Typis Vaticanis, 1825-1838), 10:317-316.
38
Badger, The Nestorians and their Rituals, 2:380-422. Although I have consulted Badger’s work, translations
from the Pearl in this thesis are my own unless stated otherwise.
39
Anon., Ktābā d-partūtā, hānāw dē(y)n mnāwātā mkannshātā menn ktābē d-ʾabbhātā maktbānē u-mallpānē
surryāyē (Urmia: Press of the Archbishop of Canterbury Mission, 1898), ܠܚ-ܠܕ
40
Joseph De Kelaita (ed.), Ktābā d-mētqrē margānītā d-ʿall shrārā d-kresṭyānūtā da-ʿbīd l-mār(y) ʿAbdīshōʿ
mīṭrāpōlīṭā d-Ṣubbā wa-d-Armānīyā, ʿamm kunnāshā d-mēmrē māwtrānē (Mosul: Maṭbaʿtā Ātōrāytā d-ʿEdtā
ʿAttiqtā d-Madnḥā, 1924).
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of the Pearl was made in New York.41 The Pearl would later provide the model for an up-todate catechism in the 1960s.42
It would appear that a reliable and popular summa was the very thing ʿAbdīshōʿ
intended his Pearl to be, as we learn from his preface:

When the father of our nation [abbā d-ʿamman] and head of our dogma [rēshā d-dōgman]
approved of the book The Paradise of Eden, which I composed in verse of all kinds, he then
commanded me to write another book which would establish the truth of Christianity [shrārā dkresṭyānūtā] and the truth of its doctrine [qushshtāh d-tāwdītā], to be read and studied by his
disciples, to the benefit of every lover of Christ under his sway, as it will be a sign of his
diligence and care for all to come. I, as an obedient servant, obeyed his beneficial command,
and, in pithy fashion and simple words [ba-zʿūryātā wa-b-mellē pshīṭātā] wrote this book,
small in size but large in power and significance, and for this reason called it The Book of the
Pearl on the Truth of Christianity. In it, I have dealt with all the roots and branches of the
teaching of the Church and its subdivisions and offshoots in a concise manner [ba-znā
psīqāyā].43

To my knowledge, the first attempt to discuss the Pearl’s theology in any detail was by Peter
Kawerau, who in a summary of the work’s contents describes it as ‘der Abschluß der
antiochenischen Theologie.’44 Yet despite its many modern editions, translations, and
enduring popularity within the Church of the East, the Pearl has received precious little
attention from modern scholars. What is more, the Pearl’s apologetic dimension, which may
be inferred from its subtitle (‘On the Truth of Christianity’), has only recently been
acknowledged by Herman Teule, who brings to light various themes that indirectly address
Muslim objections, namely the issue of God’s Triune nature and unity; the credibility of the
Yōḥannān Abrāhām, tr., Ktābā d-margānītā d-Mār ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā (New York: Samuel A. Jacobs,
1916).
42
See Ktābā d-sīmātā d-haymānūtā d-ʿedtā qaddishtā u-shlīḥāytā qātōlīqī d-madnḥā (Tehran: Scholarly Society
of Assyrian Youth, 1964), 87, 139-142.
43
̇Pearl, ܒ
44
Kawerau, Das Christentum des Ostens, 83.
41
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Christian message as preached by the evangelists and Apostles; and the non-corporeal bliss of
the Christian afterlife45—all of which have yet to be systematically explored. As I
demonstrate throughout this thesis, the Pearl is typical of Christian summas written under
Muslim rule which were intended to educate the faithful about the foundational aspects of
their faith, while equipping them with the means to counter hypothetical criticism from
Muslim and (less often) Jewish quarters. Yet in addition to reflecting Muslim concerns, the
Pearl also contains polemical themes, since much of its Christology is directed against
Jacobite and Melkite Christians,46 thereby revealing the interdependence of apologetics and
polemics.47

1.3.2. Haymānūtā d-nesṭōryānē (‘A Nestorian Profession of Faith’)
A far lesser-known work by ʿAbdīshōʿ, the Haymānūtā d-nesṭōryānē (hereafter Profession)
comprises a brief statement of Trinitarian and Christological doctrine, in an unadorned
Arabic prose. The date of composition is indicated at the end of the text, given as 1 Rabīʿ I
698 A.H. (= 7 December 1298 C.E.).48 Although the work is in Arabic, it is often included in
manuscript anthologies of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Syriac works, and perhaps for this reason bears the
Syriac title Haymānūtā d-nesṭōryānē (‘A Nestorian Confession of Faith’), beginning with the
incipit qāla ʿAbdīshūʿ muṭrān Naṣībīn wa-aʿmāliha.49 Interestingly, one 19th century

Herman G.B. Teule, ʿAbdishoʿ of Nisibis, CMR 4 (2012): 750-761, here 753-755. For each of these
apologetic themes, see Ali Bouamama, La littérature polémique musulmane contre le christianisme depuis ses
origines jusqu’au XIIIe siècle (Algiers: Entreprise nationale du livre, 1988), 180-194.
46
Although initially pejorative in East Syrian circles, ‘Jacobite’ and ‘Melkite’ became standard terms of
reference after the 7th century Muslim conquests. On their evolution under Muslim rule, see Sidney H. Griffith,
‘Melkites and Jacobites and the Christological Controversies in Arabic in third/Ninth-Century Syria,’ in Syrian
Christians under Islam: The First Thousand Years, ed. David Thomas (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 9-57.
47
This interdependence will be discussed in Chapter Four, Section 4.3.2.
48
On this dating, see edition by Samir Khalil Samir, ‘Une Profession de Foi de ʿAbdišūʿ de Nisibe,’ in
Enlogēma: Studies in Honor of Robert Taft S.J., ed. Ephrem Carr and Frederick W. Norris (Rome: Pontificia
Ateneo S. Anselmo, 1993), 427–451, here 448.
49
See Mss. Harvard Syr. 52, 71b; Cambridge Add. 3087, 82b: Mingana Syr. 212, 148b. The latter has the title
Haymānūtā d-nesṭōryānē trīṣāy shubbḥā (‘Faith of the Orthodox Nestorians’). Cf. Moshe Goshen-Gottstein,
45
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manuscript contains the whole text in Syriac, though it is unclear whether it was translated by
the scribe or copied from an earlier translation.50 The text was first edited in an article by
Samir Khalil, on which I base my reading.51
The profession opens with an affirmation of God’s Oneness and the substantial unity of
His attributes (ṣifāt), while the rest of the work discusses the three main Christological
positions, Melkite, Jacobite, and Nestorian, followed by a deconstruction of the first two and
a vindication of the latter. That the work is limited to the Trinity and Incarnation is far from
incidental, since both were major points of contention in Christian-Muslim conversations
about God’s unity and transcendence. As I show in Chapter Four, Section 4.3.2, the intraChristian polemic of this work is best understood in the broader context of Christian-Muslim
apologetics, whereby various Christian confessions competed to convince Muslims that their
doctrines were more acceptable than others. The Profession, therefore, represents the
intersection between apologetics and polemics, demonstrating how the one is often
contingent on the other.
The apologetic context of the Profession was first hinted at by Samir Khalil Samir in
his edition of the text in 1993, suggesting that ʿAbdīshōʿ’s exposition of rival Christological
positions was influenced by Elias bar Shennāyā’s Kitāb al-majālis (‘Book of Sessions’), an
account of a disputation between Bar Shennāyā and the Muslim vizier Abu l-Qāsim alMaghribī in 1027.52 More recently, Alexander Treiger has drawn parallels between the
Profession’s Christology and that of the Letter from the People of Cyprus, to which the
famous Ḥanbalite jurist and polemicist Ibn Taymiyya vigorously responded.53 While Treiger

Syriac Manuscripts in the Harvard College Library: A Catalogue (Missoula: Scholars Press, 1979), 59; Wright
and Cook, Catalogue, 2:1215.
50
Ms. Paris syr. 315, 72a-75a; see Jean-Baptiste Chabot, ‘Les manuscrits syriaques de la Bibliothèque nationale
acquis depuis 1874,’ JA 9, no. 8 (1896): 234-290, here 263.
51
Samir, ‘Une profession de foi de ʿAbdišūʿ de Nisibe.’
52
Samir, ‘Une profession de foi de ʿAbdišūʿ de Nisibe,’ 434.
53
Alexander Treiger, ‘The Christology of the Letter from the People of Cyprus,’ JECS 65, no. 1-2 (2013): 2148, here 39-41.
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does not suggest a direct relationship between the two texts, his recent study has correctly
highlighted the Profession’s role in religious controversy.

1.3.3. Kitāb uṣūl al-dīn (‘Foundations of the Faith’)
Like the Pearl, the Uṣūl al-dīn is a systematic work of theology, though this time written
mainly in rhymed Arabic prose (sajʿ). It is also far more expansive in its treatment of
doctrine, comprising no less than eighteen chapters. These are divided into ‘dogmatic
principles’ (uṣūl ʿilmiyya) and ‘practical principles’ (uṣūl ʿamaliyya), the former treating
matters such as the veracity of the Scriptures, the Trinity, and the Incarnation, while the latter
addresses devotional practice.54 The work first came to light after a hitherto unknown
manuscript copied in 1703 was presented in an article by Yusuf Ghanīma, who had
discovered it in the library of the Cathedral of the Chaldean Church in Baghdad in 1904.55 A
further witness, dated 1360, was later indicated by Paul Sbath in a catalogue of privately held
manuscripts in Aleppo, which in this case resided in the collection of the Khodari family.56
Regrettably, both manuscripts are believed to be lost. Our sole surviving witness is held in
the collection of the Bibliothèque Orientale at the University of St. Joseph, Beirut (Ms.

54

For an overview of contents, see Bénédicte Landron, Chrétiens et musulmans en Irak: attitudes nestoriennes
vis-à-vis de l'Islam (Paris: Cariscript, 1994), 137.
55
This work does not occur in the catalogue of manuscripts once housed in the Chaldean Monastery in
Baghdad. For these, see Buṭrus Ḥaddād and Jāk Isḥaq, al-Makhṭūṭāt al-suryāniyya wa-al-l-ʿarabīyya fī khizānat
al-rahbāniyya l-kaldāniyya fī Baghdād (Baghdād: al-Majmaʿ al-ʿIlmī al-ʿIrāqī, 1988).
56
See Paul Sbath, Al-Fihris: Catalogue des manuscrits arabes, 2 vols. (Cairo: Imprimerie Al-Chark, 1938),
1:53. This collection is not be confused with Sbath’s own personal collection (idem, Bibliothèque de manuscrits
Paul Sbath. prêtre syrien d'Alep [Cairo: H. Friedrich, 1928]), nos 1-338 and 340-776 of which now reside in the
Vatican.
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936).57 Although a late witness (copied in 1840), its contents conform to the extracts and
description of the earlier manuscript described by Ghanīma.58
Among his own writings listed in his Catalogue, ʿAbdīshōʿ indicates a work entitled
Ktābā d-shahmarwārīd (‘Book of the King-Pearl’), which he says he wrote in Arabic (dʾarābāʾīt rakkebtēh).59 A note by a monk in an East Syrian manuscript (Ms. SMMJ 159)
informs us that he had seen a number of works bearing ʿAbdīshōʿ’s autograph. Among them
was the Shahmarwārīd, which according to the note is also known as the Uṣūl al-dīn and
dated 1614 A.G. (=1302/3 C.E.).60 Ms. SMMJ 159 also preserves the sixth chapter of the
Uṣūl al-dīn on the computation of principal dates in the life of Christ.61 Interestingly, this
chapter also appears in Syriac précis in a number of other manuscripts, due perhaps to its
practical use for calculating the dates of feast days in the liturgical calendar.62
ʿAbdīshōʿ makes clear in his preface to this work that he intended it as both a concise
summary of the faith and an apology for Christianity:

Now then, some illustrious, believing notables [qawm min sādat al-muʾminīn al-amjadīn] have
pressed me to produce for them a subtle book on the foundations of the faith, containing the
doctrines of the Rightly Guided Doctors [al-aʾimma l-rāshidīn] and Blessed Fathers, in brief

For a description of this manuscript, see Ignace Abdo-Khalifé and François Baissari, ‘Catalogue raisonné des
manuscrits de la Bibliothèque orientale de l’Université Saint Joseph (seconde série),’ MUSJ 29, fasc. 4 (195152): 103-155, here 104-105.
58
Yūsuf Ghanīma (‘Kitāb uṣūl al-dīn li-ʿAbdīshūʿ muṭrān naṣībīn,’ al-Mashriq 7 [1904]: 908-1003, here 10011003’) provides extracts from the author’s preface, fourth chapter (on Christology), and the entirety of the
fifteenth chapter (on the Wednesday and Friday fasts).
59
Assemani, Bibliotheca Orientalis, 3/1:352.
60
Ms. St. Mark’s Monastery Jerusalem (SMMJ) 159, 106a. Cf. Filoksinos Yohanna Dolabani, Catalogue of
Syriac Manuscripts in St. Mark's Monastery (Damascus: Sidawi Printing House, 1994), 343-344. This note is
also translated into English by Kaufhold, introduction, xxi-xxii.
61
Ms. SSMJ, 93a-97a (glossed with the Syriac title Ḥushshbānā sharrīrā da-mdabbrānūtēh d-pārōqā) This
chapter appears to be a pastedown of another manuscript.
62
Ms. Vat. Syr. 65, 44a-45a; Ms. London Orient. 4069, 122a-123a; Ms. Mosul, Chaldean Patriarchate 76
(foliation unknown); Ms. Vat. Syr. 307 (foliation unknown). Cf. Assemani and Assemani, Biblioteca apostolica
vaticana, 2:364; George Margoliouth, Descriptive List of Syriac and Karshuni MSS. in the British Museum
acquired since 1873 (London: British Museum 1899), 21; Scher, ‘Notice sur les manuscrits syriaques conservés
dans la bibliothèque du Patriarcat chaldéen de Mossoul,’ 246; Stephen Evodius Assemani and A. Assemani,
Codices chaldaici sive syriaci Vaticani Assemaniani, in Angelo Mai, Scriptorum veterum nova collectio e
Vaticanus codicibus edita, 10 vols. (Rome: In Collegio Urbano apud Burliaeum, 1831-1838). 5:1-82, here 22.
57
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summary of the cream of truths [zubdat al-ḥaqāʾiq] and mysteries, that it might be a proof
against opposition [ḥujjatan ʿinda ʿṭirāḍ al-khuṣūm] and a path towards drawing the curtain of
doubt [ḥajjatan fī imāṭat khimār al-shukūk] and the veil of ambiguity from its meanings [niqāb
al-shibh ʿan wujūh al-mafhūm].63

As with the Pearl, the Uṣūl al-dīn has received precious little attention. In her masterful
survey of medieval Nestorian writings about Islam, Bénédicte Landron has mentioned aspects
of the Uṣūl al-dīn’s treatment of the Trinity, Christology, and devotional worship.64 However,
her study, though extremely useful, constitutes more of an overview than an analysis. More
recently, Herman Teule has brought to light some of the work’s themes concerning the
abrogation of Mosaic Law, the veneration of the Cross, the direction of prayer to the east—all
of which were sources of contention among Muslim critics of Christianity, though these
remain largely unexplored.65

1.3.4. Khuṭba tataḍammanu ḥaqīqat iʿtiqādinā fī l-tathlīth wa-l-ḥulūl (‘Sermon on
the Truth of Our Belief in the Trinity and Indwelling’)
Like the Profession, the Khuṭba comprises a brief discussion of the Trinity and Incarnation,
though this time in the form of a sermon in rhymed Arabic, at the end of which ʿAbdīshōʿ
exhorts his listeners to prepare for the afterlife. Also like the Profession, the Sermon does not
explicitly make reference to Muslims but is unmistakeably apologetic in nature. As already
pointed out, the Trinity and Incarnation were both major stumbling blocks to the Muslim
understanding of Christian monotheism. It is the reasonableness of each of these concepts
that the Sermon affirms, thus indicating the centrality of Christian-Muslim apologetics in
briefer, homiletic texts intended for public recitation.
63

Uṣūl al-dīn, 4b.
Landron, Attitudes, ch. 7, 8, and 15.
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Teule, ‘ʿAbdishoʿ of Nisibis,’ 759-760.
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The sole witness to the text is contained in Ṣalībā ibn Yūḥannā’s theological
compendium (Ms. Paris, Bibliothèque nationale ar. 204), mentioned in the introduction to this
thesis. Although the whole manuscript was completed by Ṣalībā in 1335 while in Famagusta,
the section containing the sermon was copied in 1308 in the town of Jazīrat ibn ʿUmar
(modern day Cizre in south-eastern Turkey). A further manuscript in the collection of the
Monastery of St Mark in Jerusalem was indicated by Georg Graf, though it now appears to be
lost.66 The text of the Khuṭba was published twice by Louise Cheikho on the basis of Ṣalībā’s
manuscript.67 As will become evident in Chapters Three and Four, the text’s Trinitarian and
Christological discourse closely follows that in the Uṣūl al-dīn and Farāʾid.

1.3.5. Kitāb farāʾid al-fawāʾid fī uṣūl al-dīn wa-l-ʿaqāʾid (‘Gems of Utility
concerning the Principles of Religion and Dogmas’)
The Farāʾid al-fawāʾid fī uṣūl al-dīn wa-l-ʿaqāʾid (hereafter Farāʾid) comprises yet another
epitome of ecclesiastical doctrine in Arabic, this time numbering only thirteen sections
(fuṣūl). The work’s schematisation roughly follows that of the Uṣūl al-dīn, addressing core
matters of dogma such as the veracity of the Gospels, the Trinity, and the Incarnation,
followed by issues of orthopraxy such as the veneration of the Cross and the sacraments.
However, these topics are treated with far greater brevity and concision, suggesting perhaps
that the Farāʾid was intended as an abridgment of the Uṣūl al-dīn.
It would appear that the Farāʾid enjoyed the most popularity of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Arabic
works, since a greater number of manuscripts preserve it: Željko Paša has counted six
witnesses to the text, the oldest (Ms. Vat. ar. 110) dating to 1320, just two years after

66
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GCAL 2:216.
The edition referred to throughout this thesis is by Louis Cheikho in Seize traités, 101-103.
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ʿAbdīshōʿ’s death.68 According to the colophon of Ms. Vat. ar. 110, the Farāʾid was
completed in 1623 A.G. (=1313).69 For the purposes of this study, I have consulted Paša’s
critical edition of the Farāʾid, which appeared as part of his 2013 doctoral thesis.70 An
English translation is also included in Paša’s edition, though all translations from the Farāʾid
in this thesis are my own.
That the Farāʾid was written with the intention of defending the Christian faith from
criticism is made clear in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s preface, where he explicitly mentions Muslims and
Muslim authorities:

I discovered that the most erudite scholar Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī—may God have mercy on
him—said: ‘Condemning doctrines prior to comprehending them is absurd, for it leads to
blindness and error.’71 The impartial person [al-ʿāqil al-munṣif] neither criticises or praises
before study and examination, and the fair-minded judge [al-qāḍī al-ʿādil] does not pronounce
sentence on one of two litigants until he has heard both arguments and considered the substance
[faḥwā] of the proof [ḥujja] of what has been brought forward and the evidence [bayyina] of
what has been claimed.
Because those who believe [alladhīna āmanū, i.e. Muslims] and those who are Jews
[alladhīna hādū]72 disapprove of Christianity and ascribe idolatry [shirk] and unbelief [kufr] to
the things they [i.e. the Christians] believe—which on the surface [fī ẓāhir amrihā] might
appear objectionable, but on closer examination are free from slander and villainy—, it is
necessary for us to explain in this book the various Christian doctrines [aqāwīl] that they vilify
and to establish their necessity [wujūb] and soundness [ṣiḥḥa].73

Željko Paša, ‘Kitāb farāʾid al-fawāʾid fī uṣūl al-dīn wa-l-ʿaqāʾid: Book of the Pearls of Utility: On the
Principles of the Religion and Dogmas’ (PhD diss., Pontifical Oriental Institute, 2013), 77-98.
69
Paša, ‘Kitāb farāʾid al-fawāʾid,’ 87.
70
See previous two notes.
71
See infra for more on this quotation.
72
See infra for this Qurʾānic allusion to Muslims and Jews.
73
Farāʾid, §§16-24.
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The opening quotation comes from the Maqāṣid al-falāsifa (‘Aims of the Philosophers’) of
the famous Ashʿarite theologian Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī (d. 1111),74 while the reference to
‘those who believe and those who are Jews’ alludes to Q 2:62.75 The openness with which
ʿAbdīshōʿ mentions non-Christian criticisms and authorities would suggest, at first glance,
that the Farāʾid is addressed to Muslims and Jews. However, as will be demonstrated
throughout this thesis, the book’s main addressees are in fact Christians. Like ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
other systematic theologies, the Farāʾid was written as a didactic summary of the faith that
was simultaneously intended to reassure Christians that their beliefs could be upheld in an
often hostile setting.

1.4 Christian-Muslim Relations after the Sectarian Milieu
Turning our attention now to recent trends in the study of Syriac and Christian Arabic
apologetics, it is fair to say that most of the authors featured in Ṣalībā ibn Yūḥannā’s
theological compendia (introduced at the beginning of this thesis) have received scarce
attention from modern scholars. Far more focus has instead been placed on Syriac- and
Arabic-speaking Christian writers living under much earlier periods of Muslim rule. Where
anti-Muslim apologetics are concerned, the names Theodore Abū Qurra (d. first half of 9th
century), Ḥabīb ibn Khidma Abū Rāʾiṭa al-Takrītī (d. ca. 830), and ʿAmmār al-Baṣrī (d. after
838) loom large in recent scholarship.76 Recent studies on these figures are indebted in great
Abū Ḥāmid Muḥammad ibn Muḥammad al-Ghazālī, Maqāṣid al-falāsifa, ed. Sulaymān Dunyā (Cairo: Dār alMaʿārif, 1961), 31: al-Wuqūfu ʿalā fasādi l-madhāhibi qabla l-iḥāṭi bi-l-madārikihā muḥālun bal huwa ramyun fī
l-ʿimāyati wa-ḍalāl.
75
‘Those who believe, and those who are Jews, and Christians, and Sabians—whoever believes in God and the
Last Day and performs good deeds—surely their reward is with their Lord, and no fear shall come upon them
and neither shall they grieve.’ On the identification of alladhīna āmanū and alladhīna hādū as Muslims and
Jews respectively, see Jane Dammen McAuliffe, Qurʾānic Christians: An Analysis of Classical and Modern
Exegesis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 93-128.
76
Studies abound; see Mark Beaumont, Christology in Dialogue with Muslims: A Critical Analysis of Christian
Presentations of Christ for Muslims from the Ninth and Twentieth Centuries (Bletchley: Paternoster, 2005), 28112; Sara L. Husseini, ‘Early Christian Explanations of the Trinity in Arabic in the Context of Muslim
Theology’ (PhD diss., University of Birmingham, 2011); Thomas W. Ricks, Early Arabic Christian
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part to numerous articles by Sydney Griffith, who sees them as instrumental to the emergence
of Christian theology in the Arabic language.77
Similarly, polemical and apologetic responses to emergent Islam in Syriac have also
received considerable attention.78 Much of this attention has arguably arisen from attempts by
historians to frame the emergence of Islam within the multi-religious environment of the Late
Antique Near East.79 In this environment—dubbed the ‘sectarian milieu’ by John
Wansbrough—a series of religious challenges from Christians and Jews to the early Muslim
community contributed to the formation of the latter’s self-identity, communal history, and
what might be termed ‘orthodoxy.’80 Building on Wansbrough’s conclusions, Sydney Griffith
has seen the emergence of literary apologies and polemics by Christians as responsive to the
religious challenges of a burgeoning Islam.81 In this context, one most often encounters the

Contributions to Trinitarian Theology: The Development of the Doctrine of the Trinity in an Islamic Milieu
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2013); Wageeh Y.F. Mikhail, ‘ʿAmmār al-Baṣrī’s Kitāb al-Burhān: A Topical and
Theological Analysis of Arabic Christian Theology in the Ninth Century’ (PhD diss., University of
Birmingham, 2013); Najib G. Awad, Orthodoxy in Arabic Terms: A Study of Theodore Abu Qurrah’s Theology
in Its Islamic Context (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2014).
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78
See, for example, Sebastian P. Brock, ‘Syriac Views on Emergent Islam,’ in Studies in the First Century of
Islamic Society, ed. G.H.A. Juynboll (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1982), 9-21; Robert
Hoyland, Seeing Islam as Others Saw It: A Survey and Evaluation of Christian, Jewish, and Zoroastrian
Writings on Early Islam (Princeton, N.J.: Darwin Press, 1997), 53-253; Michael Penn, ‘Syriac Sources for the
Study of Early Christian-Muslim Relations,’ Islamochristiana 28 (2003): 59-78, esp. 60-62.
79
Peter Brown, The World of Late Antiquity: AD 150-750 (New York: W.W. Norton, 1971), 189-203; Patricia
Crone and Michael Cook, Hagarism. The Making of the Islamic World (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1977), esp. 41-72 and 73-107; Stephen R. Humphreys, Islamic History: A Framework for Inquiry, rev. ed.
(London: Tauris, 1991), 69-71.
80
John Wansbrough, The Sectarian Milieu: Content and Composition of Islamic Salvation History, 2nd ed.
(Amherst, N.Y.: Prometheus, 2006), 40-44. See also Carl H. Becker, ‘Christliche Polemik und islamische
Dogmenbildung,’ ZA 25 (1911): 175-195, tr. as ‘Christian Polemic and the Formation of Islamic Dogma,’ in
Muslims and Others in Early Islamic Society, ed. Robert Hoyland (London: Ashgate / Variorum, 2004), XI.
81
Adopting Wansbrough’s notion of an ‘interconfessional polemic’ imposed on the early Muslim community,
Sydney Griffith (The Church in the Shadow of the Mosque, 93) argues that ‘the same may be said, mutatis
mutandis, of both the topics and the modes of expression in Arabic of Jewish and Christian theology, apology,
and polemic in the early Islamic period. One may think of the situation of the three Arabic-speaking
communities in the early Islamic period as one in which mutually reactive thinking was the intellectual order of
the day.’ On Syriac apologetics of the early Islamic period as ‘au fonds reactive literature,’ see Gerrit J. Reinink,
‘The Beginnings of Syriac Apologetic Literature in Response to Islam,’ OC 88 (1993): 165-187, here 186; cf.
Sydney H. Griffith, ‘Comparative Religion in the Apologetics of the First Christian Arabic Theologians,’ in

Approaching the Texts | 28
names of Nonnus of Nisibis (d. after 862), Timothy the Great (d. 823), and Theodore bar
Kōnī (d. early 9th century).82
While there can be little doubt that such approaches have enriched our general
understanding of early Islamic history,83 the emphasis on Late Antiquity as a model for
understanding Christian-Muslim relations has arguably left the study of later encounters in a
state of neglect. This situation has in my view arisen from the fact that most existing studies
of Syriac and Arabic Christian apologetics have been more concerned with the genre’s
origins than its later development and reception. As such, there has been a tendency among
scholars to view the formative phase of anti-Muslim apologetic theology as the most
significant and creative. As mentioned previously, debates between Muslims, Christians, and
Jews were commonplace in Wansbrough’s ‘sectarian milieu.’ Such debates often took the
form of public disputations (munāẓārāt) and ‘literary salons’ (majālis), which were held in
the presence of caliphs and other Muslim notables throughout the ʿAbbāsid Empire, gradually
becoming less frequent after the normalisation of social and political restrictions on nonMuslims under the caliph al-Mutawakkil and subsequent rulers.84 As Sydney Griffith and
David Bertaina have convincingly shown, these historic debates served as a paradigm for
Christian apologies in a number of literary genres, including popular dialogue texts, on the
one hand, and the more systematic treatises, on the other.85
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Consequently, Christian theologians in the early-ʿAbbāsid era have been counted
among the most original thinkers to have engaged critically with Islam in pre-modern times.
David Thomas has regarded the time of ʿAmmār’s activity (ca. 9th century) as Arabic
Christianity’s ‘climactic period of intellectual encounter’ with Muslim theological ideas, after
which ‘only marginal use’ was made of them.86 Thus, according to Thomas, a rich period of
‘doctrinal experimentation’ by Arabophone Christians came to an end—a judgement he
makes without reference to any Christian theology produced after the 9th century.87 As sure
evidence of this decline, some scholars have cited rises in Muslim intolerance following the
early-Abbasid period and the end of Islam’s ‘formative’ phase, after which enough doctrinal
fixity in Islam had emerged for Muslims to feel less inclined to debate their beliefs with
others. This view is exemplified in one study by Mark Beaumont who states that ‘by the end
of the ninth century Muslim intellectuals had abandoned debate with Christians on the
grounds that everything that can be known about revealed truth was contained in Islam,’
while the demographic decline of Christian communities and ‘systematic oppression’ under
Mongol rule would cause ‘the distance between Muslim and Christian intellectuals to grow
wider.’88 As Beaumont would have it, ‘between the creative period of the eighth and early
ninth centuries and the suppression of the post-‘Abbasid era, Christian dialogue on
Christology with Muslims hardly developed in new directions.’ Like Thomas, Beaumont
gives no indication of which post-ʿAbbāsid authors represent this stagnation.89
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A similar assessment is offered by David Bertaina: in the conclusion to his study on
Christian-Muslim dialogue texts, he states that the ‘decline of the dialogue form had much to
do with the shift in court culture and patronage, the changing demographics of the Middle
East, and the hardening attitudes of Muslims against religious minorities’ combined with ‘the
construction of [Islamic] theological and legal orthodoxies.’90 Later dialogue texts, Bertaina
contends, merely ‘copied and recounted’ earlier interreligious encounters that had arisen from
active debate.91 However, as in the above studies by Thomas and Beaumont, Bertaina is silent
about which later writers he has in mind, since his study terminates in the 11th century.
Leaving aside the difficult question of when precisely Christians became a minority in
the Near East,92 it is noteworthy that recent surveys of Christian-Muslim relations have
passed over in silence Christian writers who flourished in the later Middle Ages. Mark
Beaumont’s aforementioned study purports to be a survey of Christian discussions with
Muslims on the Incarnation from the earliest times to the 20th century. But after examining
the Christologies of Abū Qurra, Abū Rāʾiṭa, and ʿAmmār al-Baṣrī, his survey rapidly shifts
westwards to European theologians of the 19th century onwards, accounting for this gap by
assuring us that little of any originality was produced in the intervening periods—not least by
Arabophone Christian writers in the Islamic world.93 Similarly, an edited volume on ʿAbbāsid
apologetics, the title of which advertises a terminus ad quem of 1258 (the date of the
caliphate’s fall), contains no contributions that deal with authors beyond the 10th century.
90
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Instead, we are informed by the volume’s editor, Jørgen Nielsen, that meaningful exchange
between Islam and Christianity ceased altogether after the death in 974 of the famous
Baghdad Christian peripatetic and theologian Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī.94 This narrative of Eastern
Christian decline is implicit in more general works on Christian apologetic literature, which
give passing acknowledgement to the achievements of early-ʿAbbāsid Christian apologists
but say nothing of later authors from these same communities, though the scholastics of the
Latin Middle Ages are given ample focus.95
There have been notable exceptions, however. In 1989, Paul Khoury published a multivolume survey of theological controversy between Arabophone Muslims and Christians from
the 8th to 12th century.96 Five years later, Bénédicte Landron produced a historical survey of
anti-Muslim apologetics and polemics by Nestorian writers which terminates in the early 14th
century.97 Further steps have been taken to fill the lacunae left by earlier studies in a series of
bibliographical articles edited by David Thomas, for which there are extensive volumes for
the years 900 to 1500, accounting for Christian writers in both the Islamic and Latin Christian
worlds.98 Nevertheless, closer, more analytical studies of later Christian authors from the
Islamic Middle Ages remain few.99
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1.5 Syriac Christianity between ‘Decline’ and ‘Renaissance’
Complicating matters somewhat is the fact that there has been no consensus about the nature
and date of Christianity’s alleged intellectual decline under Islam. Focusing on Syriac
Christianity, Jean-Baptiste Chabot viewed the turn of the second millennium as the beginning
of ‘la décadence et fin de la littérature syriaque,’ due to the increasing reliance of its authors
on the Arabic language, the reduction of ecclesiastical sees in Muslim territories, the rising
intolerance of Muslim rulers, and the ignorance and corruption of the clergy.100 For similar
reasons, Carl Brockelmann regards Syriac literature’s decline to have begun as early as the
advent of Islam—a decline that would culminate in the careers of ʿAbdīshōʿ of Nisibis and
other later authors.101
Writing some years later, however, Anton Baumstark would see the 10th to early-14th
centuries as a ‘renaissance’ for the Syriac churches, engendered by the Byzantine invasions
of the emperor John IV Tzimisces; contact with the Crusaders; and the hope—never to be
realised—that the Mongol rulers of Iran would eventually convert to Christianity.102 In
Baumstark’s scheme, the works of ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā and his older, better-known Syrian
Orthodox contemporary Gregory Abū l-Faraj bar ʿEbrōyō (known in the West as Bar
Hebraeus, d. 1286) represent the climax of this renaissance, after which we begin to see
‘endgültige Verfall des nationalen Schriftums ein.’103 Earlier surveys of Syriac literature
maintain a similar stance on ʿAbdīshōʿ’s legacy: William Wright remarked that after his
death ‘there are hardly any names among the Nestorians worthy of a place in the literary
history of the Syrian nation’104—a judgement echoed by Rubens Duval, who adds that ‘les
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Mongols traînent derrière eux le meurtre et la dévastation et une longue ère d'obscurantisme
va s'appesantir sur l’Asie.’105
Such narratives of inexorable decline have persisted in more recent accounts of the
Syriac Churches’ intellectual history, which bring into question Baumstark’s renaissance.
Peter Kawerau’s history of the Syrian Orthodox Church, for example, takes at face value
complaints by 12th- and 13th-century Syriac authors about clerical corruption and the poor
state of the sciences, presenting these as evidence of ‘innerer Verfall.’106 Jules Leroy
maintained a similar scepticism about a renaissance as Baumstark saw it, though he observed
some signs of revival in the Syrian Orthodox Church’s ecclesiastical art between the 11th and
13th centuries.107 Otherwise, any indication of a renaissance was for Leroy simply ‘un arrêt
sur un pente décadente, commencée dès VIIIe s.’108
Others have dismissed the works of later Syriac writers as products of a literary
decadence. Despite recognising the usefulness of ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā’s Catalogue, William
Wright was quick to point out ʿAbdīshōʿ’s perceived failings as a Syriac litterateur,
remarking that

[a]s a poet he does not shine according to our ideas, although his countrymen admire his verses
greatly. Not only is he obscure in vocabulary and style, but he has adopted and even
exaggerated all the worse faults of Arabic writers of rimed prose and scribblers of verse.’109
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The faults of the above-mentioned Arabic writers no doubt relate to the—until relatively
recently—prevalent view in modern scholarship that Arabic poetry and belles lettres had by
the end of the Mamlūk and Mongol (or ‘post-classical’) periods become baroque and
mannerist, in contrast to the clarity and elegance of earlier periods.110 Such views are
exemplified in Carl Brockelmann’s influential Geschichte der arabischen Litteratur;111 thus it
comes as no surprise that he elsewhere accuses ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Paradise of Eden of ‘bearing
only too clearly the mark of decay’ (‘tragen nur zu deutlich den Stempel des Verfalls’), on
account of what he saw as its excessive ornateness and borrowing from Arabic models.112
Similar assessments have been made of an East Syrian contemporary of ʿAbdīshōʿ, Gabriel
Qamṣā (d. 1300), Metropolitan of Mosul, whose prolixity and mannerist style has, as Lucas
Van Rompay notes, ‘failed to charm modern scholars,’ perhaps accounting for the lack of
interest in editing—much less studying—his poetic oeuvre.113
Herman Teule has recently revisited the much contested issue of the Syriac
Renaissance, this time in light of the receptivity of many of its authors to the scientific,
cultural, and religious world of Islam. Whereas Baumstark believed this putative age of
revival to have occurred in spite of Islam, Teule has considered the period in light of its
authors familiarity with Arabo-Islamic models of philosophy, theology, grammar, poetry,
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historiography, and mysticism.114 Moreover, Teule has drawn attention to the increasing
importance of the Arabic language and its use among representatives of the period such as
Bar Shennāyā, most of whose works were written in Arabic rather than Syriac.115 Similar
approaches have been adopted by other recent scholars, not least Hidemi Takahashi, who has
published several studies examining the philosophical and scientific indebtedness of Bar
Hebraeus to Muslim intellectuals.116 Lucas Van Rompay has discussed Syriac literature from
the 11th to 14th centuries in terms of a ‘consolidation of the Classical Syriac tradition,’
whereby ‘works of an encyclopaedic nature summarise and complement earlier works, taking
into account contemporary developments and allowing for borrowings from neighbouring
cultures.’117 Van Rompay goes on to state that the Syriac literary tradition ‘was remoulded
into the shape in which it would be further transmitted in the centuries to follow,’ and that
texts by writers such as Bar Hebraeus and ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā would ‘enjoy great
popularity and were frequently copied.’118 Similarly, Heleen Murre-van den Berg has pointed
out that the ‘overwhelming majority’ of Syriac manuscripts that were copied between 1500
and 1800 contain texts from the 12th to early 14th century.119 All this would suggest that
writers from ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā’s lifetime would have as great an impact—if not greater—
as those of earlier periods, despite modern scholarship’s tendency to privilege writers from
the first millennium.
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1.6 Genre, Language, and Audience
As we observed in Section 1.3 of this chapter, ʿAbdīshōʿ wrote five works which can be
considered apologetic, three of which comprise systematic summaries of church doctrine. It is
necessary, then, to elaborate on what precisely I mean by ‘apologetic.’ Broadly speaking, I
follow Horst Pӧhlmann and Paul Avis in defining apologetics as the method of justification
of a religion against external attacks from hostile parties, often by resorting to reason as well
as scripture and attempting to build bridges between other worldviews and central doctrines
and themes.120 As such, I hold apologetics to be distinct from polemics: if the former can
broadly be defined as the art of defence, the latter is the art of attack. However, as we have
noted briefly in Section 1.3.2, ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Pearl and Profession exhibit polemical themes
alongside apologetic ones, thus making it necessary for us to problematise the distinction
between the two categories. As Aryeh Kasher points out, the line between polemical and
apologetic methods of argumentation is superficial since the two are often interwoven: for
example, in his Contra Apionem, the famous Romano-Jewish writer Josephus (d. ca. 100)
seeks not only to defend Jewish culture from Hellenistic attacks but also to establish it as
superior to all others.121 As we shall see in this thesis, although ʿAbdīshōʿ nowhere explicitly
states that Christianity is superior to Islam, he nevertheless believes his faith to be the only
true one—despite all attempts to build bridges with his interlocutor.
Something should also be said of the language of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s apologetics. Of five
works that form the basis of the present study, only one of them is written in Syriac.
Moreover, of the twelve titles surveyed in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s overall body of works, half were
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written in Arabic. The preponderance of Arabic in his works conforms to the role of the
Arabic language during the ‘Syriac Renaissance’ discussed in the previous section. However,
one gets a very different impression after reading ʿAbdīshōʿ’s preface to his Paradise of
Eden, in which he castigates Arab writers of adab (belle lettres) who cite the famous
Maqāmāt of Muḥammad al-Qāsim ibn ʿAlī al-Ḥarīrī (d. 1122) as proof of their language’s
superiority to Syriac:

Some Arabs [nāshīn man hākēl ʾārābāyē] who are poets in the elegance of diction and
grammarians in the art of composition, castigated in their stupidity and foolishness the Syriac
tongue as being impoverished, unpolished, and dull. At the present time, they ascribe and
attribute the beauty and abundance of subtleties to their [own] language, and at all times and
before all men they bring forward as proof the book which they call Maqāmāt. They look down
on the poets and orators of every [other] language, while the compilation of fifty stories—
interwoven with all sorts of fictions, which men of intelligence will upon examination realise
are [nothing other than] a colourful bird and plastered sepulchres—they praise, glorify, and
exalt and in them they take pride and boast. Therefore, it has befallen to me, a most despised
Syrian and the weakest of the Christians [ʾallīlā d-suryāyē wa-mḥīlā da-mshīḥāyē], to show my
indignation against the folly of their arrogance and to pull down the height of their criticism. I
shall gain a victory for our language, which is the oldest of all, and scatter its detractors with
catapults of justice.122
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in light of the fact that Syriac writers in much earlier periods of Islamic history had
De Kelaita, Pardaysā, ܓ-ܒ. I base my translation on Frederick V. Winnet, ‘Paradise of Eden’ (PhD diss,
University of Toronto, 1929), 13 and Naoya Katsumata, ‘The Style of the Maqāma: Arabic, Persian, Hebrew,
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complained about the boasting of Arab poets and rhetoricians in strikingly similar terms. 124
Despite ʿAbdīshōʿ’s stated aim of challenging the status of the famous Maqāmāt al-Ḥarīrī,
the Paradise of Eden bears little resemblance to the work; the former is a book of rhymed
prose, while the latter is a collection of theological poems which follow traditional Syriac
metrical schemes, along with artifices invented by ʿAbdīshōʿ himself.125 The Paradise,
therefore, is not a product of imitation but an attempt to affirm Syriac literature’s cultural
autonomy from Classical Arabic models, which ʿAbdīshōʿ viewed as culturally hegemonic.
This does not mean that our author did not recognise the usefulness of the Arabic
language in communicating religious ideas or its importance as a widely-spoken language
among Christians. Samir Khalil has seen ʿAbdīshōʿ’s rhymed Arabic translation of the
Gospel readings from the East Syrian breviary as an implicit response to the Muslim
argument that the Qurʾān is inimitable in its linguistic beauty.126 However, I would point out
that the use of rhymed Arabic prose (sajʿ), common to both maqāmāt and the Qurʾān, also
reflects the tastes of literate circles in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s time and is, therefore, not necessarily an
apologetic strategy. 127 As Sydney Griffith has recently pointed out, it was not uncommon for
the language of some of the earliest Bible translations to have a ‘Qurʾānic cast,’ given the
high status of the Qurʾān—and refined Arabic prose more generally—in Islamic societies.128
Furthermore, in his preface to the Rhymed Gospels, ʿAbdīshōʿ explains that he had found
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‘Maqāma,’ in Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature, ed. Julie Scott Meisami and Paul Starkey (London: Routledge,
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earlier Arabic translations of the Ḥudrā’s Gospel readings to be either too embellished or too
literal at the expense of the text’s meaning; driven by a pastoral desire, he sought to produce a
translation that conformed to current literary tastes while maintaining faithfulness to the
original Syriac.129 Considered in light of such conventions, it is no surprise that the Uṣūl aldīn and the Khuṭba are also replete with rhymed prose. It is also a stylistic feature of an
earlier, vast compendium of Nestorian dogma, the Kitāb al-majdal of ʿAmr ibn Mattā (fl.
early 11th century).130
One way in which we might conceptualise ʿAbdīshōʿ’s engagement with Arabic literary
forms is to frame his intellectual activity as ‘Islamicate’—a term applied by Marshall
Hodgson to describe that which does ‘not refer to the religion, Islam, itself, but to the social
and cultural complex historically associated with Islam and the Muslims, both among
Muslims themselves and even when found among non-Muslims.’131 Having thrived for
centuries in an Islamicate environment by ʿAbdīshōʿ’s time, the Church of East can be
considered part of this dynamic and by no means monolithic social and cultural complex. As
part of the same paradigm, Hodgson has also spoken of a ‘lettered tradition … naturally
shared in by both Muslims and non-Muslims.’132 This shared lettered tradition also provides
the context for many of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s works, even though he appears to disavow it in his
Paradise of Eden. His use of adab prose, therefore, demonstrates what Kasher has observed
in Josephus: that ‘[f]rom the literary viewpoint, this phenomenon is typical of those who

Khoury, Anājīl ʿAbdīshūʿ, 1:88-90.
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Heart of Islamic Rule: Church Life and Scholarship in ʿAbbasid Iraq, ed. David Thomas (Leiden: Brill, 2003),
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lived and received their education in two cultures, but belonged to or identified with one of
them, without detaching themselves from the other.’133
A further example of a shared lettered tradition comes from ʿAbdīshōʿ’s use of dialectic
reasoning typical in Muslim works of kalām (or rational theology). While there has been
much debate about the emergence of Islamic kalām, with some postulating Late Antique
Christian origins,134 by ʿAbdīshōʿ’s lifetime dialectical methods of argumentation (jadal) had
attained a high level of sophistication in the Islamicate world and were by no means the
preserve of Muslim theologians.135 Sydney Griffith has characterised Arabic Christian writers
such as Theodore Abū Qurra, Abū Rāʾiṭa, and ʿAmmār al-Baṣrī as early Christian
mutakallimūn,136 though more recently Sarah Husseini has expressed reservation about the
label, arguing that it is questionable that such authors were engaging in the same enterprise as
Muslim kalām scholars.137 At any rate, we find instances of an unmistakably kalām style of
argumentation throughout ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Uṣūl al-dīn, in which he questions his imaginary
opponent with such formulae as: ‘If he says …, we say …’ (fa-in qāla l-qāʾil …, qulnā) or
‘To he who says …, the response to him would be …’ (li-l-qāʾil an yaqūlu… fa-yakūnu
jawābuhu anna …).138 And as we shall see in later chapters of this thesis, ʿAbdīshōʿ employs
a division between rational (ʿaqlī) and revealed (naqlī) proof that is furthermore characteristic
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of kalām works, as one scholar has recently noted in Bar Hebraeus’s theological oeuvre.139
Further reflections of a shared lettered tradition in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s theology will be examined in
this thesis.
Another feature worth highlighting in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s theological works is their systematic
and compilatory nature.140 An earlier example of this in the East Syrian tradition comes from
ʿAmr ibn Mattā’s vast Kitāb al-majdal, which attempts to epitomise all branches of
ecclesiastical knowledge, including church history.141 A connected genre is the theological
encyclopaedia or anthology, which we have already encountered in the form of Ṣalībā ibn
Yūḥannā’s Asfār al-asrār. Also worthy of mention is the voluminious Majmūʿ uṣūl al-dīn of
the Copto-Arabic writer al-Muʾtaman ibn al-ʿAssāl (d. between 1270 and 1286).142 While
ʿAbdīshōʿ is nowhere near as expansive in his coverage of topics, his intention is nevertheless
to provide useful summations of church dogma, as we have already observed in the prefaces
to his Pearl and Uṣūl al-dīn. As such, these works were not intended as ‘original’
compositions. This need not mean, however, that their unoriginality should put us off
examining them in any detail. In his study of Mamlūk encyclopaedism, Elias Muhanna has
shown that Mamlūk literary anthologies—long overlooked in modern scholarship due to their
unoriginality—were in fact rich sites of intellectual activity and didacticism that provide
insights into the reception of older compositions and the formation of literary canons, and
therefore deserve to be seen as more than mere repositories of earlier texts.143 Where church
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doctrine is concerned, ʿAbdīshōʿ’s epitome works preserve vast amounts of earlier materials,
as we will see throughout this thesis. Although it is important to identify these sources (much
of which he rarely names), it is equally important to understand how ʿAbdīshōʿ mediates and
systematises his Church’s literary heritage in a way that would contribute to the formation of
an authoritative theological canon. This thesis, therefore, makes no attempt to establish
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s ‘originality’—a value-laden concept that emerged during the 19th century
Romantic Movement but has little bearing on the authorial practices of the medieval
Islamicate world.144 Rather, my aim is to understand ʿAbdīshōʿ’s project on its own terms by
examining his method of epitomisation, taking into account the materials he excludes as well
as those he includes.
ʿAbdīshōʿ has most often been compared to his contemporary Bar Hebraeus, the
intellectual achievements of whom some have judged far superior.145 As Hidemi Takahashi
points out, the activities of both authors were equally compilatory and synthetical in nature,
except in one crucial regard: whereas ʿAbdīshōʿ ‘slavishly copied’ earlier authors, Bar
Hebraeus would take a particular work as a framework and incorporate others into it ‘in such
a way that a new, ordered whole emerged.’146 While it is true that ʿAbdīshōʿ exhibits a degree
of conservatism in his selection of sources (as will become evident further on), Takahashi
makes this assessment in the absence of any detailed examination of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s theology,
which is the principal task of this thesis.

An earlier study of Mamlūk encyclopaedism identifies a ‘Romantic criterion of artistic originality’ in modern
scholarship that has long dismissed the genre as representative of decline; Dagmar A. Riedel, ‘Searching for the
Islamic Episteme: The Status of Historical Information in Medieval Middle-Eastern Anthological Writing’ (PhD
diss., Indiana University, 2004), iii. On the emergence of romantic originality and the concept of authorial
genius in Western literary history, see Robert Mcfarlane, Original Copy: Plagiarism and Originality in
Nineteenth-Century (Oxford : Oxford University Press, 2007), 18-49.
145
See GSL, 321, Wright, A Short History, 285; Brockelmann, Geschichte der christlichen Litteraturen, 63,
cited by Herman G.B. Teule, ‘Gregory Bar ʿEbrōyō and ʿAbdishoʿ Bar Brikhā: Similar but Different,’ in
Orientalia Christiana: Festschrift für Hubert Kaufhold zum 70. Geburstag, ed. Peter Bruns and Heinz Otto
Luthe (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2013), 242-253, here 242.
146
Hidemi Takahashi, Barhebraeus: A Bio-Bibliography (Piscataway, N.J.: Gorgias Press, 2005), 95-96.
144

Approaching the Texts | 43
Centuries before ʿAbdīshōʿ’s lifetime, the genre of the Syriac and Christian Arabic
summa had developed along strongly apologetic lines, as exemplified by a mid-8th century
Melkite treatise entitled Jāmiʿ wujūh al-imān (‘Summary of the Aspects of Faith’), the
Scholion by Theodore bar Kōnī (fl. 792), ʿAmr ibn Mattā’s Kitāb al-majdal, and the Uṣūl aldīn of the Nestorian Catholicos Elias ibn al-Muqlī (d. 1131).147 Mark Swanson has shown
that despite the Muslim interlocutors of such treatises, their principal readership was in fact
Christian; in the case of Theodore Abū Qurra, for example, Swanson observes that ‘he writes
for a Christian audience—but always seems to imagine Muslims reading over their shoulders
or listening in the background.’148 In other words, the catechetical enterprise of churches
under Muslim rule was closely bound to interfaith apologetics. As we will see in this thesis,
there is no evidence to suggest that ʿAbdīshōʿ directly addresses Muslim readers, though they
most certainly reflect the concerns of hypothetical Muslim critics, which he sought to
highlight to his Christian audience. Mohamed Talbi has argued that it was this intellectual
enterprise that ensured the continued vitality of Christian communities in Egypt, Syria, and
Iraq, in contrast to the decline and eventual disappearance of Christianity in North Africa,
where there is no evidence of a continuous tradition of an apologetic and systematic theology
among the region’s Christians.149 While there were doubtless other reasons for Christianity’s
collapse in North Africa, Talbi nevertheless highlights the important role that such works had
in sustaining a distinctly Christian identity in an Islamicate setting—a theme that Thomas
For the apologetic nature of these works, see Sydney H. Griffith, ‘The First Christian Summa Theologiae in
Arabic: Christian Kalām in Ninth-Century Palestine,’ in Lingua restituta Orientalis: Festgabe für Julius
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Burman would later address in his study of Mozarabic polemics and apologetics in the 11 th
and 12th centuries.150 Apologetics were certainly recognised by ʿAbdīshōʿ as an important
component of his Church’s literary identity, for he includes in his Catalogue the ChristianMuslim disputations of the Monk of Bēt Ḥālē (ca. late 7th century), Timothy I (782/3), and
Elias of Nisibis (1027); the so-called Apology of al-Kindī (ca. 9th century); and what appears
to be a lost refutation (shrāyā) of the Qurʾān by one Abū Nūḥ.151
Sydney Griffith has observed a structure of early ʿAbbāsid Christian apologies that is
instructive here, namely that such works were divided into ‘primary topics’ and ‘secondary
topics.’ The former relate to issues of God’s absolute unity and transcendence such as the
Trinity and Incarnation; having established these, the apologist then turns to ‘secondary
topics,’ which typically involve matters of devotional worship like the veneration of the
Cross, Baptism, and the Sacraments.152 That this scheme was observed by writers in the 13th
century is evident from a treatise by the Copto-Arabic writer al-Asʿad ibn al-ʿAssāl (d. 12531259). Here, he divides Christian dogma into two principal parts (aqṣām): the first is faith
(imān), which encompasses prophecy and theories of God’s oneness and attributes, and must
be established through verification (taṣdīq) because they are unknowable by the senses. The
second are devotional practices (aʿmāl ʿibādiyya) such as fasting and prayer which are
obligatory on Christians if they are to be brought closer to God.153 This scheme is very much
present in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Pearl, Uṣūl al-dīn, and Farāʾid, in which core matters of faith are
treated first while those of practice appear towards the end (as outlined above). As such, I
have dedicated two chapters to ‘principal topics’ discussed by ʿAbdīshōʿ, namely the Trinity
150
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and the Incarnation, each of which raised concerns among Muslims about Christianity’s
commitment to monotheism (tawḥīd). The final chapter addresses two issues of cultic
practice: the veneration of the Cross, which provoked Muslim accusations of idolatry, and the
sounding of the clapper during the call to prayer, the use of which often laid bare religious
tensions between Muslims and Christians living in close proximity.
Before closing this chapter, it is necessary to say something about the types of
polemical texts directed against Christianity. Many of the strategies we encounter in the
common Radd ʿalā l-Naṣārā (‘Response to the Christians’) genre were first articulated by
ʿAbbāsid-era writers between the 9th and 10th centuries. Prominent are al-Nāshiʾ al-Akbar (d.
993); the founder of the Māturīdite school Abū Manṣūr al-Māturīdī (d. 944); the Ashʿarite
theologian Abū Bakr al-Bāqillānī (d. 1013); and the Muʿtazilite theologian ʿAbd al-Jabbār
ibn Aḥmad al-Hamadhānī (d. 1025).154 Also important in this regard are the Christian
converts to Islam ʿAlī Rabban Ṭabarī (780) and al-Ḥasan ibn al-Ayyūb (d. before 990); Abū
ʿĪsā al-Warrāq (d. after 864); the famous litterateur Abū ʿUthmān al-Jāḥiẓ (d. 869); and the
Aristotelian philosopher Abū Yūsuf al-Kindī (d. 870).155 Just as Christian apologists like
ʿAbdīshōʿ built on the works of earlier writers, so were Muslim polemicists of the 13th
century reliant on earlier refutations of Christianity. A case in point is one by the famous
Ḥanbalite jurist Taqī al-Dīn ibn Taymiyya (d. 1322). As Jon Hoover has pointed out, Ibn
Taymiyya did not intend his work as an original criticism of Christianity, but rather as a
‘battery of arguments for disputation against Christians’—many of which had already been in
circulation, as evinced by his reliance on earlier Muslim polemicists like Ibn Ayyūb.156 As
such, anti-Christian refutations were intended mainly for intra-Muslim theological exposition
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as opposed to inter-religious dialogue in any live sense. But this does not mean that Muslim
theologians did not take note of the things that Christians wrote. Ibn Taymiyya’s refutation
was provoked by the anonymous Letter from the People of Cyprus, in addition to which he
quotes from the Annals of Saʿīd ibn Baṭrīq (d. 940), the apologies of Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī, and
(indirectly) the Kitāb al-majālis (‘Book of Sessions’) of Elias bar Shennāyā.157 Similarly, the
Mālikī judge and Ashʿarite theologian Shihāb al-Dīn al-Qarāfī (d. 1285) makes explicit
references in his refutation to an apology by a 12th century Mozarabic priest from Toledo
named Aghushtīn.158 Thus, as Hava Lazarus-Yafeh has pointed out, Muslim polemicists in
the later Middle Ages did not attack Christianity from a position of ignorance; rather, they
possessed detailed and reliable information about Christianity’s doctrines, its internal
divisions, and its devotional practices.159 In order to illustrate how ʿAbdīshōʿ wrote his
apologetic theology in an environment in which Muslims were well-informed about Christian
beliefs, I will begin Chapters Three, Four, and Five by surveying some salient criticisms by
Islamic—and to a lesser extent Jewish—scholars.
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CHAPTER TWO
The Life and Times of ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā: a
Biographical Survey

2.1 Introduction
Despite his immense importance to the history of Syriac literature, noted in the last chapter,
little information exists about the life of ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā. This scarcity of biographical
data stands in contrast to ʿAbdīshōʿ’s older and better known Syriac Christian contemporary,
Bar Hebraeus.1 What follows is a survey of the scant information we do possess about
ʿAbdīshōʿ, followed by an attempt to expand on them by examining his social, cultural, and
intellectual milieu. But before proceeding, it is worth outlining the few received facts that
have come down to us about ʿAbdīshōʿ’s life. While nothing is known for certain about his
early years, he first appears as Bishop of Shiggār (modern day Sinjar in north-eastern Iraq)
and Bēt ʿArbāyē (located between the cities of Mosul and Nisibis) in 1279/80, and again in
1285/6, according to the notes and colophons of certain manuscripts, which we will examine
in due course; however, we do not know when he was appointed to this episcopate. Between
1285 and 1290/1, he was promoted to the Metropolitan See of Nisibis and Armenia under the
Catholicos-Patriarch Yahballāhā III, and in February 1318 was present at the election of
Yahballāhā’s successor, Timothy II, where his legal compendium, the Concise Collection of
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(later known as Dioscuros of Gāzartō d-Qardū upon his consecration as bishop). Further supplements are found
in autobiographical notes in manuscripts from Bar Hebraeus’s own hand; see Takahashi, Bio-Bibliography, 157, 119-147.

The Life and Times of ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā | 49
Synodal Canon, was declared an authoritative source of ecclesiastical law. ʿAbdīshōʿ would
die later that same year, in November 1318.2
How might we furnish these facts, scattered and fragmentary as they are, with further
insights? Very rarely given to writing self-referentially, little information is supplied by
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s own pen. More frustratingly, no extant literary source from his lifetime sheds
any light on his life. The East Syrian biographical tradition is principally concerned with the
lives of the catholicoi of the Church of the East, which makes the task of writing a
biographical overview of a metropolitan all the more difficult.3 Biographical notices
concerning metropolitans and bishops do feature in other ecclesiastical histories, most
notably that of Bar Hebraeus and his continuator, who incorporate narratives about the
Church of the East into their history of the Syrian Orthodox Church.4 But once again, no
information about ʿAbdīshōʿ is found here.5 Neither does he occur in the biography of his
contemporary and superior, the catholicos Yahballāhā III (r. 1281-1317).6
Given these limitations, I propose that in order to glimpse beyond the margins of
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s theological works we must first examine the times in which he lived. In order to
do so, I proceed by (i) consulting his own testimony, particularly his prefaces, from which
For a summary of these facts, see Jacques Dauvillier, ‘Ebedjésus,’ in Dictionnaire de droit canonique, ed. R.
Naz (Paris: Letouzé et Ané, 1953), 92-134, here 92-93; Kaufhold, introduction, xviii-xix; Teule, ‘ʿAbdishoʿ,’
750.
3
Henri Gismondi (ed.), Akhbār faṭārikat kursī al mashriq: min kitāb al-majdal li-ʿAmr ibn Mattā, 2 vols.
(Rome: F. de Luigi, 1896), 1:99 (Mārī ibn Sulaymān’s continuation).
4
As Witold Witakowsky (‘The Ecclesiastical Chronicle of Gregory Bar ʿEbroyo,’ JCSSS 6 [2006]: 61-81, here
74-75) has suggested, Bar Hebraeus’s inclusion of the history of the East Syrian catholicoi in his Ecclesiastical
History reflects his position as Maphrian of the East (i.e. the former Sassanian territories, east of the Euphrates),
where the Jacobite community had developed a degree of communal autonomy from their fellow church
members in the ‘West’—that is, those directly under the authority of Antioch—and a sense of shared history
with their East Syrian neighbours in Mesopotamia.
5
For the history’s section on the hierarchs of the ‘East,’ see the second volume of Abū l-Faraj Gregory Bar
Hebraeus, Chronicon ecclesiasticum, ed. and tr. Jean Baptiste Abbeloos and Thomas Joseph Lamy, 3 vols.
(Leuven: Peeters, 1872-1877).
6
The most cited edition and translation of this anonymous biography are by Paul Bedjan (ed.), Histoire de Mar
Jab-Alaha (Leipzig: Harrassowitz, 1895) and E.A. Wallis Budge (tr.), The Monks of Kûblâi Khân, Emperor of
China (London: Religious Tract Society, 1928). For the purposes of this study, however, I have chosen to use a
more critical edition and annotated translation by Pier Giorgio Borbone (ed.), Tashīʿtā d-Mār(y) Yahballāhā wad-Rabban Ṣawmā (n.p.: Lulu Press, 2009) and idem (tr.), Un ambassadeur du Khan Argun en Occident: histoire
de Mar Yahballaha III et de Rabban Sauma (1281-1317) (Paris: L'Harmattan, 2008).
2
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few though limited glimpses can be gleaned; (ii) discussing church life under Mongol
Ilkhanid rule (1258-1336) in a region of upper Mesopotamia I generally refer to here as the
Jazīra;7 and, lastly, (iii) taking into account the intellectual landscape in which he wrote, and
identifying the most notable scholarly circles of his day. In doing so, I ask whether it is
possible to situate ʿAbdīshōʿ’s copious apologetic writings—the main focus of this thesis—
within a specific intellectual, social, and cultural setting. While such an approach may
uncover only a few new facts about our author’s life, it will nevertheless provide insights into
the world that gave shape to his legacy.

2.2 Early Years: Monasticism, Canon Law, and the Path to Success
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s date of birth is unknown to us, although Albert Abouna speculates that it must
have been the middle of the 13th century.8 Neither do we know for certain the place of his
birth. According to Joseph De Kelaita’s introduction to ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Paradise of Eden, he was
born in the region of Gāzartā (known in Arabic as Jazīrat ibn ʿUmar, in modern-day Cisre,
south-eastern Turkey).9 No evidence is cited for this regionalisation despite appearing again
in a brief article by P.K. Varguese.10 Both authors add that ʿAbdīshōʿ entered the Monastery

Here, I use Carole Hillenbrand’s definition: ‘The area of the Jazīra was traditionally subdivided into three
territories: 1. Diyār Bakr to the north, with the major cities in Mayyāfāriqīn and Āmid; 2. Diyār Muḍar to the
west, with its principle towns of principal towns of al-Raqqa, Ḥarrān, Edessa and Sarūj; 3. Diyār Rabīʿa, the
eastern and largest province of the Jazīra. Its major cities included Balad, Mosul, Mardīn and Niṣībīn.’ Carole
Hillenbrand, ‘The History of the Jazīra, 1100-1250: A Short Introduction,’ in The Art of Syria and the Jazīra,
1100-1250, ed. Julian Raby (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), 9-19, here 9.
8
Albert Abouna, Adab al-lugha l-aramiyya (Beirut: Dār al-Mashriq, 1970), 446.
9
Paradise, 4.
10
P.K. Varguese, ‘Mar Oudisho Metropolitan of Suwa (Died in 1318) and his Literary Words,’ TheHar 8, no. 9
(1995-6): 355-363, here 355: ‘Mar Oudisho was the son of Brikha born in island of Beth Zautha [sic] near the
Tigris (Diklath). For a long time he was a friar at the monastery of Mar Akha and Mar Yokhannan nearto [sic]
the island.’ Here, it would appear that some confusion has arisen over toponyms, for Gāzartā, in the region of
Bēt Zabdai (known in Arabic as Bazabda), takes its name from the town of Jazīrat Ibn ʿUmar (lit. ‘the island or
peninsula of ʿUmar), owing to its location on the Tigris in Upper Mesopotamia. Like De Kelaita before him,
Varguese cites no evidence for this ascription.
7
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of Mār John and Mār Aḥḥā in Gāzartā, near the purported place of his birth.11 Once again, no
evidence is provided to place ʿAbdīshōʿ’s early activities here. In fact, the association of
ʿAbdīshōʿ with Gāzartā and the Monastery of Mār John and Mār Aḥḥā is quite likely a case
of mistaken identity. In the first edition of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Catalogue of Ecclesiastical Authors,
the 17th century Maronite scholar Abraham Ecchelensis erroneously identified ʿAbdīshōʿ bar
Brīkhā as ʿAbdīshōʿ of Gāzartā, the second patriarch of the Chaldean Catholic Church who
succeeded the assassinated John Sulāqā in 1561,12 and who hailed from the region of Gāzartā
and lived as a monk at the Monastery of Mār John and Mār Aḥḥā, as he himself informs us in
an autobiographical note in Ms. Vat. arab. 150.13 Aside from their synonymity, the conflation
between the two ʿAbdīshōʿs may have arisen from the fact that both authors excelled as poets
and wrote professions of faith.14 In any case, this error was maintained in subsequent works
of 17th century scholarship15 until corrected by Joseph Assemani in his Bibliotheca Orientalis
in 1737.16
It is not inconceivable that ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā was native to the region of Gāzartā, or
indeed the broader Upper Mesopotamian region, nor was it unknown for the Church of the
East to consecrate bishops and metropolitans native to their sees,17 which in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s case
would have fallen somewhere within the ecclesiastical province of Nisibis. However, another,
much firmer indication of a possible place of birth comes from a colophon in a manuscript
described by Addai Scher, where a certain ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Zubayriyya (or Zubayrāyē), is said

Abouna, Adab, 4; Varghese, ‘Mar Oudisho,’ 355. Kaufhold (introduction, xvii) appears to uphold this claim.
Abraham Eccellensis, Tractatus Continens Catalogum Chaldeorum Ecclesiasticorum quam Profanorum
(Rome: Typographia Sacrae Congregationis de Propaganda Fide, 1653), 5-17.
13
The note reads: ennā ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Ḥannā d-bēt Mārōn men mdī[n]tā d-Gāzartā d-ʿal gē[n]b dēqlat nahrā,
qadmāyat ʾīḥīdāyā d-men ʿumrā d-Mār Aḥḥā u-Mār Yuḥannān. Cf. Assemani, Bibliotheca Orientalis, 1:538.
14
For works belonging to ʿAbdīshōʿ of Gāzartā, see Assemani, Bibliotheca Orientalis, 1:536ff; Abouna, Adab,
469-472; Herman G.B. Teule, ‘ʿAbdishoʿ of Gazarta,’ in GEDSH, 4.
15
See Kaufhold, ‘Abraham Ecchellensis,’ 125, n. 37 and 38.
16
Assemani, Bibliotheca Orientalis, 1:538.
17
For example, Īshōʿyahb bar Malkōn was born in the vicinity of Mardin, of which he was bishop before
ascending to the Metropolitan See of Nisibis and Armenia in 1190; see Jean Maurice Fiey, Nisibe, metropole
syriaque orientale et ses suffragants des origins à nos jours (Leuven: Secrétariat du CorpusSCO, 1977), 105.
11
12
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to have donated a collection of books to the Monastery of Mār Awgin on Mt. Izlā.18 Since the
place name Zubayriyya does not appear in any known topographical work in relation to
Nisibis and its environs, Jean Maurice Fiey has suggested that it could alternatively read
‘Zubaydiyya,’ a village located in the region of Āmid (modern day Diyarbakır).19 Indeed,
such a reading is feasible if one considers the ease with which a scribe might confuse the
letters rēsh and dālet.
A further possibility is supplied by Mārī ibn Sulaymān’s continuation of the Kitāb almajdal’s patriarchal history, where we learn that the catholicos Barṣawmā (r. 1134-1136)
hailed from a village named Zaydiyya in the district of Nisibis (fī aʿmāl Nuṣaybīn).20 To
complicate matters further, the colophon described by Scher states that the manuscript was
completed in the time of the catholicos Yahballāhā, without indication of which in the line of
like-named catholicoi, thereby providing us with an alternative attribution to an earlier
ʿAbdīshōʿ who served as Metropolitan of Nisibis under Yahballāhā II (r. 1190-1222).21 One
piece of evidence in favour of an attribution to our author, however, is the fact that two works
entitled Mnārat qudshē (‘Candelabrum of the Sanctuaries’) and Ktābā d-ʾītītqōn (‘The
Ethicon’) appear in the list of books donated to Mār Awgin according to the colophon in
Scher’s manuscript—most likely references to Bar Hebraeus’s famous summa theologiae and
moral philosophy.22 It is therefore not unreasonable to assume that the metropolitan of Nisibis

See description by Addai Scher, ‘Notice des mss. syriaques et arabes conservés dans la bibliothèque de
l’évêché chaldéen de Mardin,’ Revue des bibliothèques 18 (1908): 64–95, here 67, no 9. Cf. David Wilmshurst,
The Ecclesiastical Organisation of the Church of the East, 1318-1913 (Leuven: Peeters, 2000), 48. The current
whereabouts of this manuscript are unknown to me.
19
Fiey, Nisibe, 104 apud Claude Cahen, ‘Le Diyar Bakr au temps des premiers Urtuḳids,’ JA 227 (1935): 219276, here 222 and 225. William Hurst (The Ecclesiastical Organisation of the Church of the East, 1318-1913
(Leuven: Peeters, 2000), 48
20
Gismondi, Akhbār, 1:153. Cf. Fiey, Nisibe, 104-5.
21
Fiey, Nisibe, 104.
22
On these works, see Takahashi, Bio-Bibliography, 147-156. Sections of Bar Hebraeus’s Candelabrum will be
studied in subsequent chapters of this thesis in relation to ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā’s own theology. I am not aware
of other works in Syriac bearing this title.
18
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in question was indeed ʿAbdīshōʿ of Nisibis, though we must suspend judgment on whether
the place of his birth was Zubayriyya, Zubaydiyya, or Zaydiyya.
It is also likely that ʿAbdīshōʿ was a monk before his first episcopate. Since the
monastic reforms of Babai the Great (d. 627), it had been common practice to select bishops
from the monastic ranks;23 however, whether this involved the Monastery of Mār John and
Mār Aḥḥā in the case of our author remains a moot point. Nevertheless, prefaces in two of
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s major legal works throw light on both his monastic beginnings and early career
as a writer. In stating his purpose for writing the Nomocanon, he addresses potential critics
who might think him presumptuous for writing a synthesis of canon law ‘before reaching the
rank of bishop’ (rabbūt kahnūtā).24 Moreover, he compares himself to the catholicos Elias I
Abū Ḥalīm (r. 1028–1049) who wrote a treatise on inheritance law ‘while still beneath an
abbot’ (rēsh dayrā).25 Later in life, ʿAbdīshōʿ gives a more explicit indication of his monastic
past in his preface to the Order of Ecclesiastical Judgements:

Because I wrote the Concise Collection of Synodal Canons [i.e. the Nomocanon] at a time of
monasticism [b-zabnā d-ʾīḥīdāyūtā],26 I did not possess the authority to introduce anything of
my own opinion. But now, by the grace of Christ, that I have been made worthy to serve the see
of the metropolitan province of the Eparchy of Nisibis, a city in Mesopotamia, I have begun to
write this book, while trusting in the aid of He who says, ‘Wherever you remember my name I
will come to you and bless you’ [Ex 20:24].27

23

These reforms addressed, among other things, the issue of episcopal bishops, which had been authorised some
two centuries earlier at the Synods of 484 and 486. See Jean Baptiste Chabot (ed. and tr.), Synodicon orientale,
ou, Recueil de synodes nestoriens (Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 1902), 61ff (ST), 308ff (FT). Cf. Wilhelm
Baum and Diet W. Winkler, The Church of the East: A Concise History (London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2000), 3741.
24
Perczel, Nomocanon, 5-6.
25
Perczel, Nomcanon, 6.
26
The Latin translation by Vosté (Ordo iudiciorum, 24) reads: quem feci dum monachus eram—thus indicating
to Dauvillier (‘Ebedjésus,’ 91) that ʿAbdīshōʿ had been a monk in an earlier life.
27
ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā, Ṭukkās dīnē ʿedtānāyē, Ms. Mosul, Chaldean Patriarchate 66, 2a.
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He further informs us in the preface to his Nomocanon that he had been instructed by ‘those
pure men who are good beyond all recompense and hold fast the rudder of government of the
Church’ to make use of his talents and produce a compendium of canon law. 28 While it is
possible to interpret this passage as a customary show of humility common to Syriac preface
writing,29 might we also speculate that the hierarchy saw in this monk a promising talent?
Given that a firm knowledge of canon law was so key to ecclesiastical governance, it is not
unreasonable to assume that the composition of his Nomocanon paved the way for his
consecration as bishop. However, in the absence of further biographical data, this too must
remain speculation.
Aside from giving us a rare glimpse into his early life, the above evidence provides
some suggestion that the Nomocanon was among ʿAbdīshōʿ’s first original compositions—a
work that few scholars have attempted to date.30 Although we cannot be precise about the
date of composition, it must have been before 1279/80, the year in which we first encounter
ʿAbdīshōʿ as Bishop of Shiggār and Bēt ʿArbāyē, as indicated by a note in Ms. SMMJ 159 by
a scribe who had seen an evangelistary produced by our author’s own hand at the Monastery
of Mār Michael of Tarʿīl near Mosul ‘while he was still [a simple] bishop.’31 ʿAbdīshōʿ next
emerges as bishop in a colophon from another gospel manuscript, Ms. Borg. syr 169, in
which the scribe informs us that he had copied it from an exemplar made by our author in
28

Perczel, Nomocanon,
For similar literary topoi in Syriac prefaces, see Eva Riad, Studies in the Syriac Preface (Uppsala: Almqvist
and Wiksell, 1988), 190-180.
30
Assemani (Bibliotheca Orientalis 3/1:332-351) is silent about the date of the Nomocanon, while Hubert
Kaufhold (‘La Litérature Pseudo-Canonique Syriaque, in Les apocryphes syriaques,’ ed. Muriel Debié and Alan
Desreumaux [Paris: Geuthner, 2005], 147-167, here 161) has stated—without providing evidence—that the
work was composed around 1280. Aprim Mooken (‘Codification of Canon Law,’ 371-180) mentions that
ʿAbdīshōʿ wrote his Nomocanon in 1290. Again, there appears to be no clear foundation for this assertion.
Mooken may have derived his dating from Joseph De Kelaita’s printed edition of the Nomocanon, which bears
in its title the date ‘1290 A.D.,’ though De Kelaita himself nowhere proposes that the work was composed in
that year. See his introduction to The Nomocanon, or the Collection of Synodical Canons, of Mar Abdisho bar
Brikha, Metropolitan of Nisibis and Armenia; 1290 A.D. (Urmia: n.p., 1918). I would like to thank David
Malick for sending me a PDF of this edition, many copies of which did not survive the vicissitudes of the First
World War.
31
Kaufhold, introduction, xxii. On this monastery, see Fiey, Assyrie chrétienne, 2:660-671.
29
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1285/6 ‘while he was [still] Bishop of Shiggār of Bēt ʿArbāyē.’32 Thus we may conclude that
in addition to excelling at canon law before his elevation to the Metropolitan See of Nisibis,
ʿAbdīshōʿ also worked as a copyist. Among more original works composed by ʿAbdīshōʿ
during this time is his commentary on Pseudo-Aristotle’s Letter to Alexander [the Great] on
Alchemy. Although we do not know when precisely he composed it, the author refers to
himself in his preface as ‘the feeble ʿAbdīshōʿ, Bishop of Shiggār’ (anā l-ḍaʿīf ʿAbdīshūʿ
usquf Sinjār).33

2.3. The Metropolitan See of Nisibis and Armenia
We cannot be sure about when precisely ʿAbdīshōʿ was elevated to the See of Nisibis and
Armenia. Our only indication comes from his preface to the Paradise of Eden, in which he
states that he first composed the work as Metropolitan in 1290/1, before adding a gloss to it
some sixteen years later.34 Since he is last encountered as Bishop of Shiggār and Bēt ʿArbayē
in 1285/6, his promotion must have occurred between then and 1290/1. His elevation to this
see was no small matter, for according to the Canon 21 of the Synod of Isaac (410), the
Metropolitan of Nisibis ranked third in the entire East Syrian hierarchy, after the
Metropolitan of Elam (or Jundishapūr) and the Catholicos of Seleucia-Ctesiphon.35 This was
to remain the case well into the Middle Ages and throughout ʿAbdīshōʿ’s own lifetime. 36 By
Ishōʿyahb bar Malkōn’s time (ca. 1246), the Metropolitan See of Greater Armenia, with its

Assemani, Bibliotheca Orientalis, 1:139; Addai Scher, ‘Notice sur les manuscrits syriaques du Musée Borgia
aujourd’hui à la Bibliothèque Vaticane,’ JA 10, no. 13 (1909): 249-287, here 284.
33
ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā, Tafsīr risālat Arisṭū fī l-ṣināʿa, Ms. Beirut, Bibliothèque Orientale 252, 2b.
34
Paradise, ܒ-ܐ
35
Perczel, Nomocanon, 379; Bar Brīkhā, Ṭukkās, 32b-33a (Vosté, Ordo Iudiciorum, 56); Chabot, Synodicon
Orientale, 32 (ST), 270 (FT).
36
On Nisibis’s continued prominence, see Butrus Haddad (ed.), Mukhtaṣar akhbār al-bīʿiyya (Baghdad:
Maṭbaʿat al-Dīyāwān, 2000), 124 (an ecc. chron. From the early 11th ce.); Abū l-Faraj ʿAbdallāh ibn al-Ṭayyib,
Fiqh al-naṣrāniyya, ed. Wilhelm Hoenerbach and Otto Spies (CSCO 161; Leuven: Durbecq, 1956), 89;
Gismondi, Akhbār al-faṭārika, 126 (Ṣalībā ibn Yuḥannā’s continuation).
32
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seat in Akhlaṭ (on the north-western coast of Lake Van), was annexed by Nisibis,37 an
addition that would remain in place under ʿAbdīshōʿ’s tenure. We can also be certain that
ʿAbdīshōʿ received his appointment from the catholicos Yahballāhā III who, according to his
biographer, ordained no less than seventy-five bishops and metropolitans in his lifetime.38
But what precisely were the geographical boundaries of the ecclesiastical province of
Nisibis and Armenia in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s lifetime? In his Order of Ecclesiastical Judgements,
ʿAbdīshōʿ redacts Canon 21 of the Synod of Mār Isaac to list thirteen suffragan dioceses of
Nisibis: Arzōn, Qūbē, Bēt Raḥīmai, Balad, Shiggār, Qardū, Tamānōn, Bēt Zabdai, Akhlaṭ,
Ḥarrān, Āmid, Adhōrmā, and Rēsh ʿAynā.39 ʿAbdīshōʿ’s list is misleading, however, as he
includes dioceses that had once belonged to Nisibis but which at one time or another ceased
to exist, leading Jean Maurice Fiey to describe them as ‘débris pitoyables de temps plus
glorieux.’40 David Wilmshurst has gone further by claiming that ʿAbdīshōʿ redaction of the
canon was a ‘shameless act of forgery’ intended to make his province appear larger than it
actually was.41 It seems far likelier to me, however, that although ʿAbdīshōʿ’s list does not
conform to the See of Nisibis’s actual geographical limits, it is to some degree reflective of
the reality of his day. While temporary gains were made under Mongol rule, particularly in
China and Central Asia, many of the Church’s ancient interior provinces in the southern,
central, and eastern part of its Mesopotamian heartland had either receded or disappeared
altogether since the 9th century, forcing the Christian presence in the region further north.42
Whatever the reasons for ʿAbdīshōʿ’s recension of Canon 21, the sees that remained
We first encounter the addition of ‘Armenia’ in a letter by Īshōʿyahb bar Malkōn to the deacon Saʿīd; see
Assemani, Bibliotheca Orientalis 3/1: 297. Cf. Fiey, Nisibe, 106.
38
Borbone, Tashʿītā, 84 (idem, Histoire, 170_.
39
Bar Brīkhā, Ṭukkās, 32b-33a (Vosté, Ordo Iudiciorum, 56)
40
Fiey, Nisibe, 110.
41
David Wilmshurst, The Martyred Church: A History of the Church of the East (London: East and West
Publishing, 2011), 273.
42
Jacques Dauvillier, ‘Les provinces chaldéennes ‘de l'extérieur’ au moyen âge,’ in Mélanges offerts au R. P.
Ferdinand Cavallera, doyen de la faculté de theologie de Toulouse á l'occasion de la quarantiéme année de son
professorat á l'Institut Catholique (Toulouse: Bibliothéque de l'Institut Catholique, 1948), 261-316, here 302;
Wilmshurst, The Ecclesiastical Organisation of the Church of the East, 17.
37
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functioning in the latter half of the 13th century were Arzōn (on the East Bank of the
Garzansu, a tributary of the Tigris), Balad (today’s Eski-Mosul, on the right bank of the
Tigris), Shiggār, Gāzartā, Akhlaṭ, and Āmid.43

Figure 1: Nisibis and its Environs

2.4 Church Life under Mongol Rule
The 13th century saw the ascendency of Mongol military and political power in West Asia,
which began with waves of military incursions towards the end of Chinggis Khan’s life. The
earliest Syriac Christian witness to the Mongol invasion of the Jazīra comes from the
Chronicle to 1234, which details the devastation wrought by uncoordinated and sporadic
raids, presumably by the Mongol generals Jebe and Sübedei as they pushed westwards after
invading Azerbaijan in the late 1220s, with further raids by Chormughun who pursued
43

Fiey, Nisibe, 104-110.
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remnants of the defeated army of the Khwārazmshah Jalāl al-Dīn as far as Āmid in 1230.44
Here, the anonymous chronicler reports massacres of men, woman, and children—Christian
and Muslim alike—in the cities of Edessa, Ḥarrān, Surūj, Āmid, Mardin, Nisibis,
Mayyāfāraqīn, and Mosul.45 So great was the violence that the East Syrian hymnographer
George Wardā composed a liturgical poem commemorating the destruction of Keramlais, in
which he likens the Mongol onslaught to ‘a lightening bolt from a land far away and was for
all flesh oppressive and painful.’46 Direct Mongol suzerainty over the region, however, would
begin in earnest following the sack of Baghdad in 1258 and the abolition of the ʿAbbāsid
Caliphate by Hülegü, the grandson of Chinngis Khan. Dispatched from Mongolia by his
brother, the Great Khan Mӧngke (r. 1251-1259), Hülegü’s conquest of Iran, Iraq, the
Caucuses, and much of Anatolia would inaugurate a seventy-year period of Mongol rule in
the region by the Ilkhanid dynasty, a branch of the Toluid line of the Chinngisid family that
ruled across Central Asia and China. The Mongols’ western Asian acquisitions, therefore,
formed part of what Thomas Allsen has described as one of the ‘largest contiguous landbased empires in history.’47
In the wake of Hülegü’s campaigns, a patchwork of vassal states would emerge in the
Jazīra. In fact, by the time the Mongols arrived, the region was already contested by the
famous atabeg of Mosul Badr al-Dīn Luʾluʾ (d. 1259); the Artuqids (a Turkoman dynasty
based in Mardin)’ the Seljuqs of Rūm (i.e Anatolia); and a branch of the Ayyūbid dynasty
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based in Ḥiṣn Kayf. Those of them who submitted peacefully to Hülegü’s northward advance
from Baghdad were well-rewarded: Luʾluʾ’s diplomacy with Hülegü, for example, would
spare the inhabitants of Mosul the fate of many nearby settlements, while the Artuqids of
Mardin and the Ayyūbids of Ḥiṣn Kayf would survive as client dynasties long after the
Mongol invasions.48 Furthermore, throughout the 13th and early 14th century the Jazīra would
become a frontier zone between two warring states: the Ilkhanate and the Cairo-based
Mamlūk Sultanate (1252-1517), with the Euphrates forming an effective boundary.49 The
long and bitter conflict between the two powers would have ideological as well as military
consequences for the Jazīra region. Since the Mongol defeat at ʿAyn Jalūṭ in 1260, the
Ilkhans saw the Mamlūks’ stubborn refusal to submit as a direct challenge to its imperial
ideology, while according to the Mamlūks, the Mongols were transgressors in the Islamic
world, as evinced by their military alliances with the Armenians and Georgians and their
execution of the last ʿAbbāsid Caliph.50 Even after the Ilkhanate’s official conversion to
Islam in 1295 (of which more will be said presently), the writers in the Mamlūk sultanate
would continue to see the Mongols as religiously suspect. This attitude was most vocally
expressed by the famous Ḥanbalī jurist Taqī al-Dīn ibn Aḥmad ibn Taymiyya, who famously
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issued a fatwā on whether the city of Mardin—under Ilkhanid suzerainty but governed by the
Muslim Artuqids—constituted a part of the Islamic world.51
The relationship between the Ilkhanate and its Christian subjects was from the very
beginning a complex one. During Hülegü’s sack of Baghdad in 1258, the city’s entire
Christian city was spared as their Muslim neighbours were put to the sword.52 This event has
prompted historians to debate the Ilkhans’ good disposition towards their Christian subjects.
In 1969, Spuler argued that during their reign, ‘the Nestorians of Northern Mesopotamia
could naturally expect special benefits, since a large proportion of the newcomers from
Central Asia were coreligionists.’53 Such co-religionists included members of the Mongol
aristocracy in Iran, whose forbears converted to Christianity in previous centuries due to the
Church of the East’s missionary enterprise along the Silk Road,54 though most of the early
Ilkhans were themselves shamanists.55 This, along with the Ilkhans’ hostility towards the
Mamlūks, led Jean Maurice Fiey to argue that Ilkhanid rule ushered in a golden age for the
Christians of Iraq, many of whom ‘opted’ for the Mongol cause against their Muslim
neighbours. This special relationship, according to Fiey, would abruptly come to an end
In other words, the fatwā asked: given that the Mamlūk sultanate was at war with a non-Muslim enemy,
which side of the civilizational fence did Mardin fall? The wider issue was whether Muslims living in Mardin
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of Mardin: the Domain of Peace/War, Domain Composite; the Conditions for Challenging Power (Oxford:
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following the Ilkhan Ghāzān’s conversion to Islam in 1295.56 René Grousset expressed
similar views, even going so far as asserting that the Church played a decisive role in the
Mongols’ policy against the Mamlūks and fostered hopes that the Ilkhans might one day
convert to Christianity.57
More recent scholars, though, have argued that the Mongols’ favourable treatment
towards Christians has been overstated. Peter Jackson has pointed out that the sparing of the
Christian population of Baghdad was probably due to the intercession of Hülegü’s Christian
wife Dokūz Khaṭūn, since no such compassion was shown to Christians during Hülegü’s
conquest of the Jazīra and his invasion of Syria, the latter of which was headed by the
Christian general Kitbughā.58 Jackson has also shown that it was common for the early
Ilkhans to exaggerate their pro-Christian leanings during diplomatic exchanges with the
Papacy and the monarchs of Latin Europe in the hope of securing a military alliance against a
common Mamlūk foe.59 Similarly, David Bundy has challenged Fiey’s thesis that the
Christians ‘opted’ for the Mongol cause. In doing so, Bundy distinguishes between Armenian
and Syriac attitudes towards their overlords: the Armenian sources reflect the territorial
ambitions of the Kingdom of Cilicia, which benefited from a strategic alliance with the
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Mongols against the Mamlūks.60 Syriac Christians, by contrast, had lived for centuries as a
political—if not numerical—minority in Mesopotamia, and were aware of their dependence
on a few individuals at the Mongol court. Thus, their position within the Ilkhanid body politic
was at best fluid, nor did they expect to achieve a ‘restoration’ of Christianity in the region.61
It is in this light that we should see the Church of the East’s relationship with the
Ilkhanid state in ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā’s lifetime. While it would be an exaggeration to
characterise the Mongols’ religious policy as one of ‘tolerance’ in the modern sense, it was
certainly the case that the yasa (the customary law of the Steppe formulated by Chinggis
Khan) demanded that all conquered faiths be treated equitably in return for service and
obedience to the empire. As Bar Hebraeus remarked:

With the Mongols there is neither slave nor free man; neither believer nor heathen; neither
Christian nor Jew; instead, they regard all men as belonging to the same stock. Any who
approaches them and offers them something of the world’s riches [medem d-mamōn ʿalmā],
they accept and entrust to him whatever office he seeks, whether great or small, and whether he
knows how to administer it or not. All they demand [in return] is strenuous service [teshmeshtā
tkībtā] and loyalty.62

In particular, the early Ilkhans showed a special reverence for the clergy of all faiths by
exempting Muslim clerics, Christian priests, and Buddhist toyins from tax.63 Moreover,
Ilkhans such as Hülegü, Abaqa, and Arghun valued members of the religious classes for their
supposed magical, astrological, and alchemical abilities. We learn of one such case from Bar
David Bundy, ‘The Syriac and Armenian Christian Responses to the Islamification of the Mongols,’ in
Medieval Christian Perceptions of Islam: A Book of Essays, ed. John Victor Tolan (New York: Garland
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Hebraeus, who reports that the inhabitants of Jazīrat ibn ʿUmar were spared massacre after
the city’s East Syrian bishop Ḥnānīshōʿ professed knowledge of alchemy—a skill said to be
highly prized by Hülegü. After the incumbent ruler of Jazīrat ibn ʿUmar fell out with the
Mongol authorities in 1263 for courting the Mamlūks, Ḥnānīshōʿ was appointed governor in
his place. However, political intrigue would later ensnare the bishop, who was executed after
falling foul of the same forces that promoted him.64 Another example of a failed attempt by
Christians to garner favour with the Mongols is an incident that occurred in 1274 at the
Monastery of Mār Michael of Tarʿīl near Mosul, where a monk was ‘discovered in
fornication with a Muslim woman’ and converted to Islam. The affair prompted the monks of
the monastery to petition a certain Mongol captain of the local soldiery named Tarpashi to
have the apostate seized and punished. However, opposition from the local Muslim
population was such that the Tarpashi’s troops were forced to back down.65 Thus, special
favour could not be naturally expected by the Christians of the Jazīra; rather, it was hard won.
However, it was at court that members of the Church of the East hierarchy forged more
official client-patron networks with the Mongol ruling elite. Our richest source of information
in this respect comes from the anonymous Syriac biography of Yahballāhā III. Here, we learn
that the catholicos began life as a monk named Mark from Koshang, a city in northern China
ruled by the Ӧnggüds, Turkic vassals of the Mongol Empire who were members of the
Church of the East.66 After taking up a life of monasticism, he and his abbot, a Uighur from
Khan Baligh (modern Beijing) named Rabban Ṣāwmā, decided to travel westwards on
pilgrimage to Jerusalem, with the encouragement and blessings of Kublai, the Great Khan of
the Mongol Empire.67 Written in the style of a hagiography, the author of the Biography
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describes at length the exemplary holiness of its protagonists, placing particular emphasis on
their asceticism and eagerness to visit the holy land.68 However, as Pier Giorgio Borbone has
shown, the true purpose of the two monks’ long voyage west was most likely as official
envoys of Kublai.69 Upon reaching Baghdad, Mark and Rabban Ṣāwmā were dissuaded from
continuing onwards to Palestine due to the ongoing conflict between the Mongols and
Mamlūks along the Euphrates. Instead, we hear of their visits to the many East Syrian
monasteries and shrines located throughout the Jazīra, including Mār Michael of Tarʿīl near
Mosul and Mār Awgen on Mt. Izlā outside Nisibis.70 Ṣalībā ibn Yuḥannā’s continuation of
the Kitāb al-majdal’s adds that the two monks also visited the Monastery of Mār Sabrīshōʿ at
Bēt Qōqē near Arbil, where an anchorite (ḥabīs) named Rabban Sullāqā prophesised Mark’s
eventual election as Catholicos-Patriarch of the Church of the East.71
On their return to Baghdad from the Jazīra in 1280, Mark was consecrated Metropolitan
of Kathay and Ӧng by the catholicos Denḥā II, while Rabban Ṣawmā was made VisitorGeneral (sāʿōrā gāwānāyā).72 As prophesised, Yahballāhā would be elected successor to the
Throne of Seleucia Ctesiphon upon Denḥā’s death the following year—an election attended
by no less than eight metropolitans and twenty-four bishops.73 The political motivation for
Yahballāhā’s elevation is made plain by his biographer: hailing as he did from Central Asia,
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he was familiar with the ‘manners, customs, mode of government, and language’ of the
Mongol rulers of Iran.74
It was during Yahballāhā’s long reign that the Church of the East rendered another
service to the Mongol Empire: Rabban Ṣāwmā’s diplomatic mission to the crusading powers
of Europe on behalf of Ilkhan Arghun in 1287-88 in the hope of securing a military alliance
against the Mamlūks. The account was initially composed in Persian by the Visitor-General
and later translated into Syriac and incorporated into the biography of Yahballāhā.75 Rabban
Ṣawmā was one of many figures present at the Mongol Embassy, and his role was arguably
subordinate to that of other ambassadors—mainly Venetians and Genoese resident at the
Ilkhanid court.76 Thus, the focus of Rabban Ṣāwmā’s participation in the embassy is
portrayed as being more religious than political by Yahballāhā’s biographer, who goes into
great detail about the shrines and churches visited on his travels through Constantinople,
Genoa, Tuscany, Bordeaux, and Paris.77 During an audience with the cardinals of Rome,
Rabban Ṣāwmā was asked to prove his orthodoxy by producing a confessio fide, at which
they expressed satisfaction. Upon further doctrinal questioning, however, the visitor-general
is said to have politely demurred, stating that the true purpose of his long journey was to visit
the city’s holy sites and receive the Pope’s blessings.78
Despite Rabban Ṣāwmā’s prestige abroad, Yahballāhā struggled to maintain good
relations with the body politic at home. The beginning of his patriarchate was marred by
political controversy under the Ilkhan Aḥmad Tegüder (r. 1282-1284) after two bishops who
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resented Yahballāhā’s election implicated him in the murder of the ṣāḥib al-diwān Shams alDīn Juwaynī, resulting in the catholicos’s imprisonment. Although released shortly
afterwards, the incident may have prompted Yahballāhā to pursue ever closer relations with
the Mongol ordu (royal camp) in order to secure his Church’s interests. Thus, Rabban Ṣawmā
commissioned the construction of the Monastery of Mār Mārī and Mār George in Maragha,
the Ilkhanid capital in Iranian Azerbaijan, which came complete with a special quarter
(qellāytā) in which to receive the Ilkhan on official visits.79 Meanwhile, Rabban Ṣawmā was
placed in charge of the tent-church of the travelling ordu. By the reign of Gaikhatu, the openair lifestyle of the Ilkhanid court had aged the prelate considerably, having worked tirelessly
to secure endowments for churches and monasteries across the empire. In 1294, the year of
Rabban Ṣāwmā’s death, Yahballāhā began work on the Church of John the Baptist, two miles
north of Maragha.80 Whether ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā, as one of the Church’s highest ranking
figures, was ever present at the Mongol court is unclear. Perhaps the closest indication comes
from the Armenian historian and Metropolitan of Siounik Stepannos Orbelian (d. 1305), who
states that the Ilkhan Arghun urged him to bless a tent-church sent by the Pope to the ordu at
Ala Dagh, where he found the ‘Patriarch of the Nestorians’ with twelve of his bishops.81
Unfortunately, we cannot know for certain whether these bishops included ʿAbdīshōʿ.
In the following year, civil war broke out between the Ilkhan Baidu and his cousin
Ghāzān, who converted to Islam in a bid to secure support from the general Nawrūz and other
Muslim members of the Mongol elite. Ghāzān’s adoption of Islam marked the official
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conversion of the Ilkhanate; this process, however, was not instantaneous and abrupt but
rather the culmination of the Mongol elite’s decades-long interaction with the predominantly
Muslim populations of Central Asia and Iran.82 Nevertheless, the year 1295 would prove a
traumatic one for the empire’s Christians as non-Muslims became frequent targets for
Nawrūz’s forces in the disorder that accompanied Ghāzān seizure of power. ‘In the month of
Dhū l-Ḥijjā,’ the Persian historian and vizier Rashīd al-Dīn (d. 1318) reports, ‘by imperial
command … the destruction of temples, Christian churches, and Jewish Synagogues was
begun, and temples in which idols were housed,83 clappers (nawāqīs), and crosses were
entirely eliminated from the region of Azerbaijan.’84 Similarly, Yahballāhā’s biographer
informs us that the order came from Nawrūz that, ‘churches shall be uprooted and the altars
overturned, and the celebrations of the Eucharist shall cease, and the hymns of praise, and the
[sounding of the] church clapper (nāqōshā) shall be abolished.’85 Yahballāhā, by now said to
have been old and infirm, was seized from his patriarchal palace in Maragha, hung upside
down, beaten, and later ransomed for 5,000 dinars.86 Churches in the city such as Mār
Shallītā were completely levelled, and had it not been for the intervention of the Armenian
King Heʾtum II, who happened to be passing through the city that month, the church that
Rabban Ṣāwmā built would also have been destroyed.87 As for events outside Maragha, the
continuator of Bar Hebraeus’s Chronicle reports that the Christians of Baghdad were forced
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to wear the zunnār—a girdle fastened around the waste in times of prayer—as a mark of
public humiliation and pay the jizya, a poll tax on non-Muslims obligated by Islamic law.88
Furthermore, heavy bribes were extracted by Nawrūz’s men from the Christians of Mosul,
though their buildings were spared destruction,89 while a monk at the monastery of Mār
Awgen mentions in a contemporary colophon in Ms. Mardin, Scher 8 that the ‘demonpossessed Nawrūz’ tortured the Catholicos Yahballāhā and attacked churches and
monasteries in the region over a period of six months.90
However, the violence committed during Ghāzān’s coup was temporary and the attacks
on non-Muslims mainly opportunistic. Following Ghāzān’s consolidation of power, relations
between the Ilkhanid state and its Christian subjects were normalised, especially after the
execution of Nawrūz, his erstwhile ally and kingmaker, in 1297. It was after this time that
Yahballāhā was permitted to complete the construction of his beloved Monastery of St John
the Baptist in Maragha, where Ghāzān sojourned in 1303.91 It also appears that Christian
elites in the Jazīra continued to hold official positions, as we hear of a Christian governor of
Mosul named Fakhr al-Dīn ʿĪsā governing the city until falling out of favour with Ghāzān in
1302,92 while a high-ranking official in the administration of Āmid is reported to have visited
Yahballāhā at his monastery in Maragha in 1304.93 Nevertheless, occurrences of violence
against Christians were not unknown during Ghāzān’s reign, though these tended to be
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localised and sporadic cases, such as in 1297 when the Jacobite bishop of Āmid was
imprisoned and beaten and the Church of the Mother of God sacked and burnt to the ground
during an uprising against the Artuqid ruler Manṣūr Najm al-Dīn Ghāzī.94
It was not until the reign of Ӧljeitü (r. 1304-1316) that official attitudes towards the
Christian subjects of the Ilkhanate would harden. Due to the influence of his Christian
mother, Ӧljeitü was baptised Nicholas (possibly in honour of Pope Nicholas IV), embraced
Buddhism in his youth, and later converted to Islam along with his brother Ghāzān, though to
what extent these religious oscillations affected his relationship with the empire’s Christians
is unclear.95 In any case, the biography of Yahballāhā describes a cooling between the Church
and the court at the beginning of Ӧljeitü’s rein, explaining that the Ilkhan received
Yahballāhā with polite courtesy but without the honour and affection of his predecessors.96
Church-state relations would take a definite turn for the worse in 1310 following the rebellion
of a Christian people at the citadel of Arbil known in Syriac as the qāyāchīyē, whom Pier
Giorgio Borbone has convincingly identified as the Mäkrin, a Turko-Mongol tribe garrisoned
at the citadel by Hülegü during his invasion of Mesopotamia, and who had remained there as
permanent inhabitants.97 Previous tensions between the qāyāchīyē and the city’s Muslim
inhabitants, particularly the Kurds, had flared up in 1289 and 1297 but were resolved between
the Ilkhanid authorities and the Church.98 But by the following decade, local Muslim
resentment towards the qāyāchīyē grew to such a level that Ӧljeytü’s ministers sought to
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permanently expel them from the citadel. Their refusal to leave, however, led to protracted
negotiations between the court and a group of ecclesiastical representatives led by Joseph,
Metropolitan of Arbil, whom Heleen Murre van den Berg has postulated as the author of
Yahballāhā’s biography.99 These negotiations would prove futile, however, and after a long
and bitter siege by Ilkhanid forces, the citadel’s Christian defenders were starved into defeat
and massacred in their entirety, with further reprisals against the city’s Christian population
surrounding the citadel.100
The tragedy at Arbil is said have greatly disheartened Yahballāhā, who could no longer
rely on his role at court to secure the wellbeing of his community. Retiring to his cell at his
monastery in Maragha, the catholicos resolved never to return to the ordu, exclaiming, ‘I am
weary of service to the Mongols!’101 The Church’s embattled position and diminished status
must have been painfully evident to ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā by the time of Yahballāhā’s death
in 1317, particularly during his participation in the election of Yahballāhā’s successor,
Timothy II (formerly Joseph, Metropolitan in Arbil), in February the following year. Whereas
thirty-one metropolitans and bishops were present at the election of Yahballāhā in 1281, no
more than eleven, including ʿAbdīshōʿ, were present at Timothy’s in 1318.102 Thus, given
that much of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s literary and ecclesiastical activity took place over the last quarter of
the 13th century and the turn of the the 14th, we can be sure that he had witnessed great tumult
and upheaval in his lifetime. We should also note that ʿAbdīshōʿ’s anti-Muslim apologies
were all composed in the latter half of the 1290s and the opening decades of the 1300s (as
Murre-van den Berg, ‘The Church of the East,’ 391-394, though she points out, ‘the identification is possible
and perhaps even likely, but not proven.’ Ibid, 393). For supporting evidence, see Pier Giorgio Borbone,
‘L’autore della “Storia di Mar Yahballaha e di Rabban Sauma”,’ in Loquentes linguis Studi linguistici e orientali
in onore di Fabrizio A. Pennacchietti, ed. Alessandro Mengozzi et al. (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2006), 104108.
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outlined in the previous chapter), at a time when Christians in the Ilkhanate were facing
increasing hostility. However, nowhere in these works does our author provide any mention
of such contemporary events.

2.5 The Intellectual Climate
From the 8th to 10th century, Christians in the ʿAbbāsid Empire played a key role in the
transmission of the Greek sciences into Arabic, often through the medium of Syriac
translations.103 The role of Syriac Christians in this transmission was memorialised centuries
later by the Muslim writers Ibn al-Qifṭī (d. 1248) and Ibn Abī Uṣaybīʿa (d. 1270) in their
biographical dictionaries of scholars and physicians.104 But despite the memory of such
achievements, a rather different situation had emerged by ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā’s day. As we
shall see in this section, Christians in the 13th century no longer enjoyed the same level of
prestige as imparters of Hellenistic knowledge, though they were no less active in several
walks of intellectual life. What follows is a sketch of some salient developments in the
intellectual history of the Islamicate world during the centuries leading up to ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
career. By providing this survey, I attempt to situate ʿAbdīshōʿ’s own literary activities and
those of his Syriac and Arabic Christian contemporaries within a broader intellectualhistorical context.
103
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In addition to being translators of Graeco-Arabic texts, many Jacobite and Nestorians
figured prominently among Baghdad’s circle of Aristotelians, who included the famous
Muslim philosopher Abū Naṣr al-Fārābī (d. 950). Perhaps the most important name among
al-Fārābī’s Christian pupils was Abū Zakariyyāʾ Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī (d. 974), whose theological
works would have a profound impact on a generation of later Arabic Christian scholars as
well as being a highly esteemed philosopher among Christian and Muslims alike.105 A circle
of students from all faiths gathered around Ibn ʿAdī, the Christian members of which
included Abū ʿAlī Naẓīf ibn Yumn (d. 990), Abū ʿAlī ʿIsā ibn Ishāq ibn Zurʿa (d. 1008), and
Abū l-Faraj ʿAbdallāh ibn al-Ṭayyib (d. 1043),106 whose theological works would also have a
significant influence on later thinkers (as we will see in later chapters of this thesis).
The first real challenge to Baghdad as a centre of philosophy came with the career of
Abū ʿAlī al-Ḥusayn ibn Sīnā (d. 1037), known in the West as Avicenna. A native of Bukhara
in modern-day Uzbekistan, Avicenna resented Baghdad’s status as an uncontested seat of
learning, regarding the current curriculum of Neo-Platonised Aristotelianism, inherited from
the Alexandrian commentators of Late Antiquity, as dated and inadequate to the needs of
current philosophers. In private correspondence, he often expressed this frustration by
attacking the ‘simple minded Christians of Baghdad.’107 As Dimitri Gutas has observed,
Avicenna’s viewed contemporary philosophical practice as being too rigid in its Aristotelian
classification of the sciences and over-reliant on the commentary tradition of the Late
Antique Neo-Platonists—a tendency he perceived in the activities of the Baghdad
Ibn ʿAdī’s influence will be discussed in Chapter Three, Section 2.4.2.
For a survey of Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī’s works and those of the Christian members of his circle, see Gerhard
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Islam, ed. Jan J. Van Ginkel et al. (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 151-165.
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philosophers of his day, many of whom happened to be Christian.108 Chief among those
whom Avicenna decried was Ibn al-Ṭayyib, whose medical writings he severely criticised.109
The scholarly rivalry between the two was such that Ibn al-Ṭayyib reportedly attempted to
block Avicenna’s access to his books by demanding an exorbitant price for them!110
In any case, it was Avicenna who was to have the more lasting impact on the history of
philosophy. His radical reinterpretation of the Aristotelian curriculum had considerable
implications on the philosophy of the rational soul, the modalities of existence and essence,
the classification of sciences, and the use of philosophy in Islamic theology.111 The latter
legacy—the entry of philosophy into theology—has become a subject of much debate in
modern scholarship. Until relatively recently, Western scholars saw the Tahāfut al-falāsifa
(‘The Incoherence of the Philosophers’) of the Ashʿarite theologian Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī
(d. 1111) as the death knell of philosophy in the Islamicate world, inaugurating a long period
of intellectual stagnation.112 Al-Ghazālī three main contentions in this work were that the
philosophers (i.e. Avicenna and more generally the peripatetics) denied that the world had a
beginning in time; claimed that God could only know things in a universal rather than a
particular way; and maintained the impossibility of bodily resurrection on the Day of
Judgement.113 However, recent scholars have shown that al-Ghazālī’s critique actually
facilitated the entry of philosophy into Islamic kalām, as he himself was a keen advocate of
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the use of logic in theology, while aspects of his ontology and epistemology can be said to
have Avicennian foundations.114 Following al-Ghazālī’s death there emerged what Jean
Michot called a ‘pandémie Avicenniene’ which marked out learned culture in the Islamicate
world throughout the 12th century.115 Furthermore, Gerhard Endress has shown that by the
first half of the 13th century, Avicenna’s works had proliferated into the curricula of
madrasas throughout the eastern Islamicate world.116 This process was initiated during
Avicenna’s own lifetime, accelerated by al-Ghazālī, and consolidated by the later Ashʿarite
thinker Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (d. 1209), whose synthesis of kalām and philosophy produced
what Ayman Shihadeh has referred to as an an ‘Islamic Philosophy … that was not seen to
conflict with religious orthodoxy.’117
It was not long before these developments permeated Christian intellectual circles in
the medieval Islamicate world. During the first half of the 13th century, the so-called ‘Syriac
Renaissance’ produced a number of figures from the Syrian Orthodox community who were
conversant—and in many cases reliant on—the legacies of Muslim thinkers such as Avicenna
and al-Rāzī. Notable in this regard was Jacob bar Shakkō (d. 1241), a Jacobite monk who
studied in Mosul under the Muslim philosopher and jurist Kamāl al-Dīn ibn Yūnus.118 Julius
Ruska and Hidemi Takahashi have highlighted the indebtedness to al-Rāzī’s minerology and
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meteorology of Bar Shakkō’s encyclopaedic Ktābā d-sīmātā (‘The Book of Treasures’).119
The Patriarch of Antioch John bar Maʿdanī (d. 1263), a younger contemporary of Bar
Shakkō, was also known for his familiarity with Arabo-Islamic literary forms and
philosophical systems, having composed a Syriac poem modelled on Avicenna’s famous Ode
to the Soul.120 Mention should also be made of the ‘Copto-Arabic Renaissance’ that
burgeoned from the second half of the 12th to the early 14th century in Cairo and Damascus
(where there existed a sizeable Coptic diaspora). Prominent in this regard were the ʿAssāl
brothers—al-Asʿad (d. between 1253 and 1259), al-Ṣafī (d. after 1265), and al-Muʿtaman (d.
between 1270 and 1286)—and Abū l-Khayr ibn al-Ṭayyib (fl. 1260s), all of whom composed
extensive theological treatises in Arabic which critically engaged with various Islamic
theological, legal, and philosophical currents.121
As to the intellectual climate of Baghdad in the same period, the city had already
undergone a decline in fortunes long before its destruction by the Mongols, as noted by the
Andalusian traveller Ibn Jubayr (d. 1217) while passing through Iraq in 1184.122 However,
the Mongol conquests would usher in a new system of patronage that would set in place new
opportunities for men of learning. As mentioned in the previous section, the Ilkhans held a
special reverence for the religious classes, which included members of the Muslim ʿulamāʾ.
Thus, it was not unusual for the Mongols to spare the lives of such men during a siege,
pressgang them into imperial service, and later patronise them. The great Shīʿī polymath
Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ṭūsī (d. 1274) is a notable example. After being taken captive during the fall
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of the last Ismaʿīlī stronghold at Alamut in 1254, he took his place as astronomer and advisor
to Hülegü and would later set up a famous observatory and library at the Ilkhanid capital of
Maragha.123 Around al-Ṭūsī grew an illustrious circle of philosophers, theologians, and
scientists such as Athīr al-Dīn al-Abharī (d. 1265), Quṭb al-Dīn al-Shirāzī (d. 1311), Kamāl
al-Dīn ʿAbd al-Razzāq ibn al-Fuwaṭī (d. 1323), and Jamāl al-Dīn ibn al-Muṭahhar al-Ḥillī (d.
1325).124 Their activities were accompanied by a rich period of cultural cross-fertilisation
between Iran and China under the aegis of Mongol rule.125 The networks of these scholars
were certainly not restricted to Muslims: another prominent thinker of the age was the Jewish
Baghdad-based philosopher ʿIzz al-Dawlā ibn Kammūna (d. 1284), who maintained a lively
correspondence with Ibn al-Fuwaṭī and others.126 Tabriz, the Mongol capital between 1265
and 1311, would also flourish as an important centre for learning. It is here that the Byzantine
scholar and bishop Gregory Chioniades (d. 1320) translated al-Ṭūsī’s influential astronomical
work, the Zīj īlkhānī, into Greek.127
The most eminent name among Syriac Christians who participated in this milieu is
without a doubt Bar Hebraeus. His story mirrors that of al-Ṭūsī in that he was also co-opted
into Mongol service. In 1260, while serving as Metropolitan of Aleppo, Bar Hebraeus
pleaded with the invading Mongol forces to spare the inhabitants of Baʿalbak, only to be
thrown into prison for his troubles.128 From there he was transported east to the Mongol court
where he served as one of Hülegü’s physicians, and was later appointed Maphrian (exarch of
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the eastern provinces of the Jacobite Church) in 1265, due to his erudition, knowledge of
languages, and closeness to the Mongol ruling elite.129 Despite the brutality he had witnessed
in Syria, Bar Hebraeus flourished in the intellectual climate of Maragha. He states in the
preface to to his Chronography that he made ready use of the famous library at the city’s
famous observatory.130 It is therefore likely though not entirely certain that he knew al-Ṭūsī
personally. We know of Bar Hebraeus’s interaction with other members of the Maragha
circle such as the astronomer Ibn Abī l-Shukr al-Maghribī (d. 1283), one of al-Ṭūsī’s
collaborators, from whom the maphrian requested a summary of Ptolemy’s Almagest.131 Bar
Hebraeus engagement with the latest works of astronomy is further evinced from a surviving
ex libris from one of al-Ṭūsī’s works on the subject, once housed in the library at Maragha.132
We also know of his friendly disposition towards non-Christian intellectuals from a report
that he composed his Taʾrīkh mukhtaṣar al-duwal (‘Abridged History of Kingdoms’) after his
Muslim friends urged him to write an Arabic version of his Syriac Chronography.133
Bar Hebraeus’s intellectual ties to his co-religionists under Mongol rule were no less
strong. He maintained a learned correspondence with other educated ecclesiastical figures
such as the East Syrian priest and wine poet Khāmīs bar Qardāḥē, on the subject of
Aristotle’s ten categories of being.134 Khāmīs also composed a lengthy praise poem to Bar
Hebraeus, lauding the maphrian’s leadership, intellect, and piety.135 Indeed, Bar Hebraeus is
known to have cultivated excellent relations with other members of the East Syrian hierarchy.
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His Ecclesiastical Chronicle speaks highly of Yahballāhā III, who is said to have looked
upon the Syrian Orthodox with kindness.136 When Bar Hebraeus passed away in Maragha in
1286, the catholicos ordered the closure of all the city’s shops and decreed a day of
mourning. More East Syrians, Greeks, and Armenians are said to have attended the
maphrian’s funeral than members of his own community.137
The range and depth of Bar Hebraeus’s theological and philosophical enterprise is truly
impressive. Arguably, his most significant achievement was to create a new synthesis based
on the latest advancements by Muslim intellectuals and to make them accessible to a Syriacspeaking audience. His philosophical compendium entitled Ḥewāt ḥekmtā (‘The Cream of
Wisdom’) is modelled closely on Avicenna’s Kitāb al-shifāʾ (‘Book of Healing’),138 and the
structure of his theological encyclopaedia, the Mnārat qudshē (‘Candelabrum of the
Sanctuaries’), follows that of works by Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī and other kalām scholars.139 He
also undertook a translation of Avicenna’s Ishārāt wa-l-tanbīhāt (‘Pointers and
Admonishments’), bearing the title Ktābā d-remzē wa-mʿīrānwātā in Syriac.140 Moreover,
Bar Hebraeus’s practical philosophy owes much to al-Ṭūsī’s Akhlāq-i nāṣirī,141 and his
Ethicon, a spiritual work, draws as much from al-Ghazālī’s Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm al-dīn (‘Vivification
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of the Religious Sciences’) as it does Christian authorities.142 As for the exact sciences, his
work on astronomy entitled Sullāqā hawnānāyā (‘The Ascent of the Mind’) falls under the
influence of al-Ṭūsī’s Tadhkira fī ʿilm al-hayʾa, among other writers.143
It is unsurprising therefore that Bar Hebraeus readily expresses admiration for the
achievements of Muslims thinkers, despite the central role played by Syriac intellectuals
during the Translation Movement in Baghdad in previous centuries. Reflecting on recent
developments by Muslims in all branches of the sciences, Bar Hebraeus states the following
in his Chronography:

There arose among them [i.e. the Muslims, ṭayyāyē] philosophers, mathematicians, and
physicians who surpassed the ancients in the subtlety of their intellect. Placing them not on
another foundation but on Greek principles, they perfected the buildings of the sciences, which
were great on account of their clear diction and their most studious investigations, so that we
from whom they received knowledge through the translators—all of whom were Syriac
Christians [suryāyē]—are now forced to ask them for it.144

What can we say of ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā’s interaction with the thinkers of his day? Firstly,
we have no proof that ʿAbdīshōʿ was active among the scholarly circles of Maragha and
Tabriz, despite living under Ilkhanid rule. From what evidence we have, we may deduce that
his literary activity was based solely in the Jazīra region and within the confines of his
ecclesiastical province of Nisibis. We first encounter him at the Monastery of Mār Michael of
Tarʿīl outside Mosul in 1279/89 according to a note in Ms. SMMJ 159 (mentioned in Section
2.2). A modern manuscript containing his Arabic profession of faith, copied from an
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autographed exemplar, informs us that ʿAbdīshōʿ had completed the work in ‘the beginning
of Rabīʿ al-awwal of the year 689 (=March 1290) at his episcopal cell (qillāya) in Nisibis.’145
We also find ʿAbdīshōʿ at the northern extremities of the See of Nisibis according to a
colophon in Ms. Berlin 83 (Sachau 312) informing us that he completed his Pearl in ‘the city
of Akhlaṭ at the church of the blessed Nestorians’ in 1297/8.146 The same work would later be
copied there in 1300 according to the colophon of another manuscript.147 We also learn from
a now lost autograph of ʿAbdīshōʿ that he wrote his Arabic Rhymed Gospel as a bequest to
the ‘illustrious shahhārē of the Church of St. George in Gāzartā of Bēt Zabdai.’148 We finally
encounter ʿAbdīshōʿ in Ms. SMMJ 159, in which he is said to have completed his Order of
Ecclesiastical Judgements in 1315/16 at his episcopal cell in Nisibis (ba-qlītā da-Nṣībīn
mdī[n]tā).149
Moreover, from what little evidence we have at our disposal, there is no indication that
ʿAbdīshōʿ interacted with scholars beyond his immediate ecclesiastical circles. A
commentary he wrote on an enigmatic mystical poem by the East Syrian monk Simon
Shaqlabandī (fl. first half of the 13th century) is addressed to a priest (qashīshā) named
Abraham, about whom we know nothing else.150 Similarly, his Paradise of Eden and Pearl
were composed at the request of the catholicos Yahballāhā III, as we learn from his prefaces
to these works.151 It would also seem that ʿAbdīshōʿ did not intend his commentary on
Aristotle’s Letter to Alexander on Alchemy for readership beyond Syriac Christian circles,
despite the importance of Aristotle’s pseudo-epistolary romance in the Arabo- and Perso145
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Islamic world, particularly in the genres of wisdom literature and mirrors for princes.152
Although later manuscripts of this work are preserved in Garshūnī (Arabic in Syriac
letters),153 ʿAbdīshōʿ informs us in his preface that he originally composed it in this fashion
(raʾaytu an … uḍḍiʿahā bi-l-khaṭṭ al-suryānī).154 Moreover, while we know that the
aforementioned East Syrian bishop of Gāzartā, Ḥnānīshōʿ, served the Ilkhan Hülegü as an
alchemist, there is no evidence that ʿAbdīshōʿ placed his knowledge of ‘the Craft’ in service
to the Mongols or any other patron.
In contrast to Bar Hebraeus, we possess little evidence of any direct engagement by
ʿAbdīshōʿ with Muslim sholars. Of the information contained in biographical dictionaries by
Muslims about non-Muslims of this and subsequent periods, none pertains to our author.155
Moreover, he nowhere explicitly expresses admiration for the achievements of Muslim
scholars. We have already noted ʿAbdīshōʿ rhetorical attack on Arabic adab in his Paradise
of Eden and his frustration towards unnamed Arabic literateurs who denigrate the Syriac
language. In a similar vein, in his preface to the Order of Ecclesiastical Judgements, he
polemicises against ‘outsiders’ (barrāyē, presumably Muslims) who claim that the Christians
were without an authentic law code of their own.156 As Lev Weitz has cogently demonstrated,
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s borrowing from Islamic jurisprudence is extremely minimal, unlike Bar
Hebraeus who relied heavily on Islamic models in the composition of his Nomocanon,
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particularly in the realm of family law.157 In a similar manner to his Paradise, therefore,
ʿAbdīshōʿ wrote his Order of Ecclesiastical Judgements as an expression of literary
independence from Arabic models.

2.6. Conclusions
Having surveyed the available evidence, what can be said about ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā life
that has not been said before? Regrettably, we are no closer to discovering his place of birth,
though it seems likely that it was somewhere in the region of the Jazīra. He also remains
largely absent from the available narrative sources and does not occur in any of the
biographical compendia of the period. This leaves us in the dark about any direct engagement
he might have had with other actors—political and intellectual—of his day. Unlike his older
contemporary Bar Hebraeus, he seems to have had no involvement in the highly
cosmopolitan environment of Maragha and Tabriz; rather, his movements and literary
activities appear far more parochial, confined as they were within the geographical bounds of
his ecclesiastical see.
His anti-Muslim apologies, composed between 1297/8 to 1313, appeared at a time
when the political fortunes of the Church of the East were in steady decline. Thus, the official
conversion of Ghāzān to Christianity and the hardening of Muslim attitudes towards the
Ilkhanate’s Christian subjects may provide us with some socio-historical context for his antiLev Weitz, ‘Syriac Christians in the Medieval Islamic World: Law, Family, and Society’ (PhD diss.,
Princeton University, 2013), 284-409, 410-436. Building on earlier studies, namely Carlo Alfonso Nallino, ‘Il
diritto musulmano nel Nomocanone siriaco cristiano di Barhebreo,’ RSO 9 (1921–23): 512–580, Weitz
demonstrates Bar Hebraeus’s profound reliance on the legal works of al-Ghazālī. One factor behind ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
lack of borrowing from Islamic legal traditions, according to Weitz, was that East Syrian writers ‘had been
relatively actively engaged in producing legal texts and developing their communal legal tradition’ long before
the 13th century, while the Jacobite Church had not. As such, ‘West Syrian canonical legislation was not
sufficient for the kind of comprehensiveness that Bar Hebraeus typically sought to achieve in his works, and so
the textual resources of Islamic law constituted a rich alternative.’ Weitz, ‘Syriac Christians in the Medieval
Islamic World,’ 434-435.
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Muslim apologies. Although it is possible that ʿAbdīshōʿ was reacting—to some degree at
least—to the circumstances in which his community found itself, the remaining chapters of
this thesis will demonstrate that ʿAbdīshōʿ’s apologetic theology was part of a continuous
tradition that had begun since Christianity’s earliest encounters with Islam.
From the foregoing we have also seen that ʿAbdīshōʿ shows little willingness to openly
show indebtedness or admiration to the achievements of Muslim intellectuals, past and
current. As we will see further on in this thesis, our author does in fact engage with various
Arabo-Islamic literary and theological models in his apologetic theology. However,
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s engagement is of a more moderate and cautious kind than of Bar Hebraeus,
perhaps owing to the former’s lack of contact with the broader scholarly networks of the
period.

CHAPTER THREE
Proving Three to be One: ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
Contribution to Trinitarian Thought

3.1 Context and Aims of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Trinitarian Thought
Our main sources for ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Trinitarian thought are his Pearl, Uṣūl al-dīn, and the
Farāʾid, and to a lesser extent elsewhere in shorter, non-systematic works, namely his Khuṭba
and Profession. As discussed in Chapter One, the Trinity in medieval works by Syriac and
Arabic Christian writers constitutes what Sydney Griffith has termed a ‘primary topic,’
among others that were chiefly concerned with affirming ‘the unity of the one creator God,
and the Trinity of persons, or hypostases, in the one God.’1 Concerns about Muslim attacks
on the integrity of the Trinity’s monotheism gave rise to a markedly apologetic agenda in
systematic theologies written by Arabic-speaking Christian thinkers. The earliest of these
sought to convince a Christian readership that their belief in God’s triune nature could not be
impugned by Muslims who would accuse them of espousing a form of tritheism and thus
idolatry (shirk).2
The anti-Trinitarian agenda in the opening centuries of Islamicate history is arguably
set in the Qurʾān by such verses as 5:73 (‘Certainly they disbelieve who say: God is the third
of three (thālith thalātha), for there is no god except one God’) and 4:171 (‘So believe in God
and his messengers and do not say “Three” … For God is one God, far removed is He in his
glory to have a son’), which often enabled Muslim writers to level claims of tritheism against

Sydney H. Griffith, ‘Faith and Reason in Christian Kalām’, 3.
The earliest surviving apologetic exposition of the Trinity in Arabic is entitled Fī tathlīth Allāh al-wāḥid
(usually translated by modern scholars as ‘On the Triune Nature of God’), dated between 755 and 788.
1
2
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their Christian neighbours.3 This, in turn, prompted a generation of Arabic-speaking Christian
theologians in early ʿAbbāsid Iraq—most notably the Melkite Theodore Abū Qurra (d. first
half of second/ninth century), the Jacobite Ḥabīb ibn Khidma Abū Rāʾiṭā al-Takrītī and the
Nestorian ʿAmmār al-Baṣrī—to respond to such accusations by adapting the teachings of the
Greek and Syriac Church Fathers to a new set of cultural and religious circumstances. 4 The
discourse of these early-Arabic Christian writers emerged in reaction to—if not in tandem
with—the Islamic discipline of kalām, particularly in relation to the discussion about the
Godhead’s relationship with the Word and Spirit as being one of divine attributes.5 Such
approaches would lay the foundation for further developments in Trinitarian theology by later
ʿAbbāsid writers, most notably Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī (d. 973), ʿAbd Allāh ibn al-Ṭayyib (d. ca.
1043), and Elias bar Shennāyā (d. 1046), to whom ʿAbdīshōʿ demonstrates a considerable
degree of indebtedness,6 although his sources are rarely named.
The apologetic agenda of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s discussions of the Trinity is made explicit
throughout his works. He concludes his Pearl by declaring, ‘Let the heathen (ḥanpā), then,
and Jews who rail against the truth of the Catholic Church, on account of its belief in the
Trinity, be confounded and put to shame.’7 ʿAbdīshōʿ’s preamble to the Uṣūl al-dīn’s chapter
on the Trinity contains a far lengthier rebuke to unnamed critics of the doctrine:

I am greatly astonished by a certain group of religious scholars [ahl al-adyān wa-l-madhāhib],
who differ from Christianity in principles and ritual worship [al-uṣūl wa-l-furūʿ] […], at how
they slander them [i.e. the Christians] for their belief in the Creator’s threeness [tathlīth]—
which with it preserves the doctrine of true monotheism [tawḥīd]—and declare that the
David Thomas, ‘Trinity,’ EQ (2006): 5:369-372, here 369. Specific anti-Trinitarian attitudes of medieval
Muslim theologians will be discussed in Section 2.2, below.
4
For a detailed analysis and contextualisation of the Trinitarian theology of all three of these writers, see
Husseini, Early Christian Explanations of the Trinity.
5
Husseini, Early Christian Explanations of the Trinity, 342-353.
6
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Christians profess three separate gods [thalāth āliha mutafarraqa] and three different lords
[thalāthat arbāb mukhtalifa], or believe in more than one cause [for creation] [akthar min ʿilla
wāḥida], or say that there are multiple essences [kathīrat al-dhawāt] [in God]—without
consideration, examination, and accuracy of speculation and enquiry, and without reflecting on
whether the argument is correct or not, and without being informed of its meaning and
soundness.8

Following this statement, ʿAbdīshōʿ gives what would appear to be a paraphrase of the
famous Muslim theologian Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī’s statement from the Maqāṣid al-falāsifa
that, ‘condemning doctrines before comprehending them is absurd, and finding fault with
their proponents without expertise in their intentions is a sin and error.’9 The end of the
Farāʾid’s chapter on the Trinity also makes references to unnamed adversaries of the
doctrine, concluding, ‘To this end, O community of man (maʿshar al-nās), do the Christians
speak of the Trinity in accordance with [God’s] oneness (tawḥīd), rather than the polytheism
(shirk) and unbelief (kufr) that the slanderers (mushanniʿūn) accuse them of.’10
In this chapter, I examine the apologetic strategies that ʿAbdīshōʿ employs in order to
vindicate the doctrine of the Trinity in relation to the above statements. Focus will be given to
two issues which feature prominently throughout his writings on the topic: i) God as a unitary
and incorporeal creator; and ii) the discussion of God’s attributes and their relation to the
Trinitarian hypostases and the divine names (referred to hereafter as the ‘attribute
apology’).11 As will become clear, these very same themes emerge frequently in earlier works
of medieval Christian apologetic literature. ʿAbdīshōʿ’s own treatment of them, therefore,
does not mark him out as a particularly ‘original’ thinker. In what follows, I argue that it is

Uṣūl al-dīn, 35b.
Uṣūl al-dīn, 35b-36a; cf. This quotation of al-Ghazālī has been discussed in Chapter One, Section 1.3.5. Unlike
the preface of the Farāʾid, where al-Ghazālī is cited by name, ʿAbdīshōʿ simply refers to his source as baʿḍ min
al-ʿulamāʾ, ‘one of the sages.’
10
Farāʾid, 306.
11
I borrow the term ‘attribute apology’ from Hussein, Early Christian Explanations of the Trinity, 225.
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necessary to consider his Trinitarian thought as part of a broader strategy of systematic
theology that had become well-established by the 13th and early 14th centuries. In line with
earlier writers of the Church of the East and other Christian confessions, ʿAbdīshōʿ’s aim is
to inculcate the basic tenets of the Trinity to a Christian audience by systematising centuries
of doctrine in such epitome texts as the Pearl, Uṣūl al-dīn, and Farāʾid, the ideas of which
are also transmitted in his Khuṭba, a shorter, homiletic work, and the Profession, a brief
credal statement. Yet underlying ʿAbdīshōʿ’s didacticism is a markedly apologetic agenda.
Muslim and, to a lesser extent, Jewish objections to the Trinity are never far from his mind,
as was the case for earlier Christian Arabic and Syriac authors writing in an Islamicate
milieu. Even the Trinitarian theology of the Pearl—written in Syriac and thus far less likely
to be read by Muslims, if at all—bears the mark of an embattled doctrine, as has already been
hinted at by the above reference to non-Christian objections.
A further feature of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Trinitarian thought is its strong philosophical
underpinning. In line with some of the first known Christian theologians to write in Arabic,
ʿAbdīshōʿ appeals to Aristotelian forms of expression, namely the distinction between
substance and accidents, to demonstrate the immutability of God and the consubstantiality of
the hypostases. The Neoplatonised Aristotelianism inherited from the 10th century Baghdad
peripatetics also looms large in this respect. Prominent among the Christian members of this
circle were Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī (d. 974), his pupil, the Jacobite Abū ʿAlī ibn Zurʿa (d. 1008), and
Ibn al-Ṭayyib (d. 1043). As we shall see in this chapter, these figures’ apologetic strategies
and their philosophical aspects lie at the centre of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Trinitarian thought.12

Herman Teule )‘Reflections on Identity. The Suryoye of the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries: Bar Salibi, Bar
Shakko, and Barhebraeus,’ CHRC 89, no. 1-3 [2009]:179-189, here 182, n. 12) has argued that the legacy of
Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī and other earlier Arabic Christian writers had become ‘entirely forgotten in the later tradition of
the Suryoye.’ While it could be said that earlier Christian writers like Ibn ʿAdī were not often explicitly
acknowledged during the so-called ‘Syriac Renaissance,’ their legacy can nevertheless be detected, at least in
the writings of ʿAbdīshōʿ, as will be shown in this chapter.
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The scholastic dimension of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Trinitarian dogma is further characterised by
his use of and familiarity with the technical language of Muslim kalām and falsafa in the
exposition of his Church’s teaching on the relationship between God and creation—a subject
in which Syriac and Christian Arabic discussions about the Trinity were invariably framed.
As outlined in the previous chapter, philosophical reasoning had become increasingly
pervasive among Muslim theologians by the 13th century, due in great part to the legacy of
the Ashʿarī al-Rāzī and his critical revision of Avicennism. As Robert Wisnovsky has shown,
post-Avicennian mutakallimūn, Sunnī and Shīʿī alike, became ‘entirely comfortable with
appropriating and naturalizing Avicenna’s analysis of God as necessary of existence in
itself.’13 Christian intellectuals in the Islamicate world were also prepared to use such
formulations in their theories of God, as is evident from Bar Hebraeus’s proof of a Necessary
Being (ʾālṣāy ʾītūtā) and the contingency of the created universe—a discussion which
eventually leads to his exposition of the Trinity.14
But while ʿAbdīshōʿ’s theology certainly contains traces of post-Avicennian thought,
his borrowings from non-Christian theological models are limited. As I argue in this chapter,
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s attempts to construct a reasonable case for the Trinity are tempered by a need to
communicate a doctrine that was, in the final analysis, only acceptable to Christians. David
Thomas has recently argued that for medieval Christian writers living under Islam to borrow
too heavily from Muslim theological systems would be to ‘deny that theirs had integrity and
completeness.’15 ʿAbdīshōʿ’s engagement with non-Christian models, then, is cautious and
selective. However, I make an important divergence from Thomas’s thesis: to conceive of
Robert Wisnovsky, ‘One Aspect of the Avicennian Turn in Sunnī Theology,’ ASP 14 (2004): 65–100, esp. 90100. For the trend which ‘ushered in a sophisticated philosophical theology in which the metaphysics of God as
a Necessary Existent who produces a contingent world was incorporated into a theology of divine nature’
among later Shīʿī scholars, see Sajjad Rizvi, ‘The Developed Kalām Tradition: Part II: Shīʿī Theology,’ in The
Cambridge Companion to Islamic Theology, ed. Tim Winter (Cambridge: University of Cambridge Press,
2008), 90-96, esp. 93.
14
Bar Hebraeus’s Trinitarian theology will be treated in more detail below.
15
Thomas, ‘Christian Borrowings from Islamic Theology,’ 141.
13
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Christian engagement with Muslim kalām as a case of ‘borrowing’ is, I believe, highly
misleading. While it is true that medieval Christian and Muslim theologians were often at
‘cross purposes,’ the intention of Christian Arabic and Syriac apologists was never to justify
dogma by ‘borrowing’ from outside theological systems; rather, it was to negotiate common
ground with Muslim critics by making of use of a theological idiom that conformed (or
attempted to conform) to a shared sense of reason, while imparting to a Christian audience
key points of dogma, much of which predated the advent of Islam.
It is in this spirit—as much catechetical as it is apologetic—that ʿAbdīshōʿ expounds
his Trinitarian theology. Where sources are cited by name, they are usually of Christian
provenance and patristic in origin. Moreover, Muslim critics of the Trinity are never named,
and it is difficult to get a sense of how contemporaneous the criticisms to which he reacts are.
As will be shown, it is liklier that the attacks to which ʿAbdīshōʿ responded were what had
become over the centuries leading up to his career polemical topoi, which will be outlined in
the following section.

3.2 Some Salient Objections to the Trinity
Before delving into ʿAbdīshōʿ’s writings, it is necessary to explore some of the antiTrinitarian arguments that he responds to. Although space does not permit us to account for
them all, it is worth considering some of the most salient criticisms he had in mind. The
polemical themes addressed in this chapter are (i) the claim that Trinity multiplies God’s
essence; (ii) the failure of the attribute apology to affirm God’s uniqueness; (iii) the opaque
nature of Trinitarian terminology, which complicates rather than affirms God’s oneness; and
(iv) the absence of any revealed authority for the Trinity.
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The Christian convert to Islam Naṣr ibn Yaḥyā al-Mutaṭabbib (d. ca 1163 or 1193)
affirms the charge of tritheism by stating that the three hypostases imply the existence of
separate essences (dhawāt), resulting in three coequal Gods (thalātha āliha mutasāwiyya),
each representing Knowledge (ʿilm), Ability (qudra), and Wisdom (ḥikma).16 Alternatively,
these hypostases would be differentiated in superiority (mutafāḍilīn), resulting in hypostases
that know (yaʿlamu) some things and not others, or those that have power over (yaqduru ʿalā)
some things and not others—resulting in one or more of the hypostases becoming deficient
(nāqiṣ).17 The Christians’ claim that the hypostases are in fact attributes (ṣifāt) and properties
(khawāṣṣ) of a single essence is also rejected by al-Mutaṭabbib, on the basis that since the
Father generated the Son, the latter cannot share in the divine attribute of eternity.18
Moreover, al-Mutaṭabbib questions the logic of limiting the attributes and properties to three,
since an infinite being cannot be limited in any way. Why, then, he asks, can the divine
essence not possess a fourth?19
The al-Radd al-jamīl li-ilahiyyat ʿIsā bi-ṣarīḥ al-injīl (‘A Fitting Refutation of the
Divinity of Jesus from the Evidence of the Gospel’), attributed to al-Ghazālī,20 follows a
similar line of logic, and provoked a response from one older contemporary of ʿAbdīshōʿ, the
Copto-Arabic author Abū l-Khayr ibn al-Ṭayyib.21 In this refutation of Christianity, the
author reasons that the Christian designation of the hypostases as attributes of Intellect,
Intellector, and Intelligent (al-ʿaql wa-al-ʿāqil wa-l-maʿqūl) is not in itself controversial, for

Naṣr ibn Yaḥyā al-Mutaṭabbib, al-Naṣīḥa al-imāniyya fī faḍīḥat milla l-naṣrāniyya, ed. Muḥammad ʿAbd
Allah al-Sharqāwī (Cairo: Dār al-Ṣaḥwa, 1406/1986), 63
17
Al-Mutaṭabbib, al-Naṣīḥa, 63
18
Al-Mutaṭabbib, al-Naṣīḥa, 63.
19
Al-Mutaṭabbib, al-Naṣīḥa, 65.
20
For a summary of the debate surrounding al-Ghazālī’s authorship, see Maha el-Kaisy Friemuth, ‘al-Radd aljamīl: al-Ghazālī’s or Pseudo-Ghazālī’s?’ in The Bible in Arab Christianity, ed. David Thomas (Leiden: Brill,
2007), 275-295.
21
Abū l-Khayr ibn al-Ṭayyib, Maqāla fī l-radd ʿalā l-muslimīn alladhīna yattahimūna l-naṣārā bi-l-iʿtiqād bithalātha āliha, in Vingt traités, 172-178.
16
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it merely indicates God’s ability to perceive His own essence.22 What he takes issue with are
the terms (muṣṭalaḥāt) applied to the Trinity, which fail to convey God’s absolute sublimity.
Presenting the Sonship in the Trinity as one of God’s attributes, for example, is problematic
because it would imply humanity’s participation in the act of creating. Such attributes,
therefore, must be restricted to God qua God (min ḥaythu huwa Llāh), without recourse to
hypostases.23 After affirming the oft-repeated charge that the Trinity must logically amount to
tritheism, the author concludes with the Qurʾānic admonition, ‘They are unbelievers who say,
“God is the Third of Three.”’24
Neither did the Christians’ attribute apology escape the notice of the famous Jewish
thinker Maimonides (d. 1204), whose influential Dalālat al-ḥaʾirīn (‘Guide for the
Perplexed’) would eventually become known to a medieval Christian Arabic readership.25
Maimonides regarded the notion of God’s essential attributes (ṣifāt dhātiyya) to be
fundamentally at odds with God’s incorporeality, warning his readers against those who
believe that ‘God is One, and that He has many attributes, declare the unity with their lips,
and assume plurality in their thoughts’ (wāḥid bi-l-lafẓihi wa-aʿtaqadahu kathīrīn bifikratihi).26 In doing so, he singles out the Christians, ‘who say that He is one and three and
that the three are one.’27

[Pseudo-]Abū Ḥāmid Muḥammad ibn Muḥammad al-Ghazālī, al-Radd al-jamīl li-ilāhiyyat ʿĪsā bi-ṣarīḥ alInjīl (Paris: E. Leroux, 1939), 44. The attributes of Intellect, Intellector, and Intelligible in the act of divine selfperception will be dealt with in greater detail below, in Section 2.3.2.
23
[Pseudo-]Ghazālī, al-Radd al-jamīl, 46
24
[Pseudo-]Ghazālī, al-Radd al-jamīl, 52.
25
The Christian reception of Maimonides has been far better understood in its medieval Latin European context,
though its Arabic Christian reception – particularly in its Copto-Arabic environment – has only been recently
brought to light by Gregor Schwarb, ‘The Reception of Maimonides in Christian-Arabic Literature,’ in
Maimonides and his World. Proceedings of the Twelfth Conference of the Society for Judeo-Arabic Studies, ed.
Yosef Tobi (Haifa: A. Stern, 2014), 109-175.
26
Mūsā ibn Maymūn al-Qurṭubī al-Andulusī, Dalālat al-ḥāʾirīn, ed. Hüseyin Atay (Ankara: Maṭbaʿat Jāmiʿat
Anqara, 1974), 199. My translation is from M. Friedländer, The Guide for the Perplexed, 2nd ed. (Skokie, I.L.:
Varda Books, 2002), 67.
27
Ibn Maymūn, Dalālat al-ḥāʾirīn, 199.
22
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A later Jewish thinker and near-contemporary of ʿAbdīshōʿ, the Baghdad-based
philosopher ʿIzz al-Dawlā Ibn Kammūna (d. 1284), placed the Trinity under close scrutiny in
his Tanqīḥ al-abḥāth li-milal al-thalāth (‘Investigation of the Three Religions’)—a work
which provoked a response from a Jacobite Christian in Mardin named Ibn al-Maḥrūma
(active in 1299; died before 1355), in the form of marginal notes (ḥawāshī).28 In this critical
appraisal of the three major faiths, Ibn Kammūna questions why Christians designate one of
the hypostases an essence (dhāt) and define the remaining two as attributes (ṣifāṭ) emanating
from it. He rejects this distinction between essence and attribute, stating that God’s
knowledge (ʿilm) and power (qudra) must surely be the same as His life (ḥayāt).29 Ibn
Kammūna also addresses the Christians’ explanation of the three hypostases as being alike to
God’s incorporeal intellect (ʿaql mujarrad), which is both an intellector (ʿāqil) and an
intelligible (maʿqūl) of Itself, a theory first articulated by Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī, whom he mentions
by name.30 In refutation of this, Ibn Kammūna asserts that even if this conception of God
could be applied to the Trinity, it would contradict the Apostle’s Creed, which states that the
essence of the Son is different from the Father (dhāt ghayr dhāt al-Ab), or that it was the Son
who descended and rose as opposed to the Father.31
The Ashʿarite theologian and Mālikī judge Shihāb al-Dīn al-Qarāfī (d. 1285) would
similarly find Christianity’s Trinitarian terminology wholly objectionable. In his recent
monograph on al-Qarāfī’s al-Ajwiba l-fākhira ʿan al-asʾila l-fājira (‘Fitting Responses to
Shameful Answers’), Diego Cucarella has shown that much of the Cairene jurist’s criticism

Habib Bacha, ed., Ḥawāshī Ibn al-Maḥrūma ʿalā Kitāb tanqīḥ al-abḥāth li-al-milal al-thalāth li-Ibn
Kammūna (Beirut: CEDRAC, 1984).
29
Saʿd ibn Manṣūr ʿIzz al-Dawlā ibn al-Kammūna, Tanqīḥ al-abḥāth li-l-milal al-thalāth , ed. Moshe Perleman
(Berkley: University of California Press), 54.
30
Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī’s development of this theory will be discussed below, in Section 2.3.2.
31
Ibn Kammūna, Tanqīḥ, 56.
28
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of the Trinity arose from the Christians’ definition of God as a substance (jawhar).32 As we
shall see further in this chapter, medieval Christian Arabic apologists often employed the
Aristotelian distinction between accident and substance to demonstrate how God fell under
the latter category, since He is self-subsistent and contingent on no other being than Himself,
and thus must be a substance not an accident. Aware of this argument, al-Qarāfī retorts with
an Ashʿarite understanding of the term jawhar as an ‘atom,’ that is, a single unit of created
reality which occupies a physical space but does not admit division (mutaḥayyaz li-dhātihi
lladhī lā yaqbalu l-qisma); an accident (ʿaraḍ), meanwhile, is that which requires (muftaqir)
a substance in which to subsist (yaqūmu bihi) but which owes its existence to God rather than
the substance.33 According to al-Qarāfī, what the Christians mean by their definition of
substance and accident is the distinction between contingent (mumkin) and necessary (wājib),
which their term jawhar does not adequately convey.34
A briefer refutation of Christianity entitled Adillat al-waḥdaniyya fī radd al-naṣrāniyya
(‘Proofs of Divine Unity in Refutation of Christianity’)—attributed to al-Qarāfī but more
likely composed by an earlier 13th century Egyptian author35—challenges its Christian
interlocutor’s scriptural proofs for the validity of the Trinity. Not naming his source, the
author examines the claim that God’s words in Gen 1:26—‘Let us make mankind in our

32

Diego R. Sarrió Cucarella, Muslim-Christian Polemics across the Mediterranean: The Splendid Replies of
Shihāb al-Dīn al-Qarāfī (d. 684/1285) (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 136-137.
33
Aḥmad ibn Idrīs Shihāb al-Dīn al-Qarāfī, al-Ajwiba l-fākhira ʿan al-asʾila l-fājira fī radd al-milla l-kāfira, ed.
Bakr Zakī ʿIwaḍ (n.p.: Maktabat Wahba, 1987/1408) 153. For a similar distinction between jawhar and ʿaraḍ in
a Classical Ashʿarite refutation of Christianity, see Imām al-Ḥaramayn al-Juwaynī, al-Shāmil fī uṣūl al-dīn, ed.
ʿAlī Sāmī al-Nashshār (Alexandria: Munshaʿat al-Maʿārif, 1969), 570; idem, Kitāb al-irshād ilā qawāṭiʿ aladilla fī uṣūl al-iʿtiqād (Cairo: Maktabat al-Anjlū al-Miṣrīyah, 1987), 46-47. Cf. Richard Frank, ‘Bodies and
Atoms: the Ashʿarite Analysis,’ in Islamic Theology and Philosophy: Studies in Honor of George F. Hourani,
ed. Michael E. Marmura (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1984), 39-53. On the later development
of the concept of jawhar by the Ashʿarite mutakallimūn, see Richard M. Frank, al-Ghazālī and the Ashʿarite
School (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1994), 48-55; Shlomo Pines, Studies in Islamic Atomism
(Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1997), 4-18.
34
Al-Qarāfī, Ajwiba, 154. Cf. Cucarella, Muslim-Christian Polemics, 137.
35
The author of the Adilla dedicates his refutation to the Ayyūbid sultan al-Mālik al-Kāmil (d. 1238). The fact
that al-Qarāfī was born in 1228 makes his authorship of the work highly doubtful. See Maha El Kaisy-Friemuth,
‘Al-Qarāfī,’ CMR 4 (2012): 582-587, here 583-582.
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image’—are proof of His triune nature, since the use of the first person plural points out to
God’s resemblance (tashbīh) to Creation and a plurality (jamʿ) of His persons, that is, the
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.36 In response, the author asserts that God’s use of the
first person in Gen 1:26 is in fact the Royal We (nūn al-ʿaẓma), just as a king might refer to
himself in the first person plural when addressing his subjects.37 Moreover, the author
continues, God’s statement about likeness is not predicated on an exoteric resemblance to
Creation (lā yuḥmalu ʿalā ẓāhira fī tashbīh), according to the ancient Hebrews (ʿibrāniyyīn).
Rather, what God meant by the expression ‘our likeness’ is that humankind was created
‘according to our attribute’ (ʿalā ṣifatinā), that is, the seven essential attributes (ṣifāt al-dhāt)
of God most commonly affirmed by the Ashʿarites: Living (ḥayyan), Knowing (ʿāliman),
Willing (murīdan), Able (qādiran), Hearing (samīʿan), Seeing (baṣīran), and Speaking
(mutakalliman).38 If God were to share a true likeness to mankind, He would be subject to
corporeal attributes such as smell (rāʾiḥa), taste (ṭaʿm), and movement (ḥaraka)—all of
which is absurd for a transcendent and unitary being.39
In addition to Muslim representations of the Trinity, invocations of the doctrine could
be found on coins struck by the Ilkhan Abaqa (r. 1265-1281), which bore the Trinitarian

[Pseudo-]Aḥmad ibn Idrīs Shihāb al-Dīn al-Qarāfī, Adillat al-waḥdāniyya fī radd ʿalā l-naṣārā, ed. ʿAbd alRaḥmān ibn Muḥammad Saʿīd Damashqiyya (Riyadh: n.p., 1407/1987), 27. Given the Egyptian provenance of
the Adilla, it is possible—though not entirely certain—that the author’s knowledge of this exegetical tradition
derives from ʿAbdallāh Abū l-Faraj ibn al-Ṭayyib’s influential Bible commentary, the Firdaws al-naṣrāniyya
(‘The Paradise of Christianity’). Despite being a work of Nestorian exegesis, by the 13th century Ibn al-Ṭayyib’s
Firdaws had become widely circulated in Copto-Arabic and Ethiopic circles, in the form of a Miaphysite
recension, as attested by the catalogue contained in the Miṣbaḥ al-ẓulma of Shams al-Riʾāsa Abū l-Barakāt ibn
Kibr (d. 1324). Wilhelm Riedel, ‘Der Katalog der christlichen Schriften in arabischer Sprache von Abū’lBarakāt,’ NAWG 5 (1902): 636-706, here 653. For mss. of the recension containing Genesis, see GAL, 2:167169; Samir Khalil Samir, ‘Nécessité de la science: texte de ʿAbdallāh ibn al-Ṭayyib,’ PdlO 3, n. 2 (1972): 241259, here 243-244.
37
[Pseudo-]al-Qarāfī, Adilla, 71.
38
[Pseudo-]al-Qarāfī, Adilla, 71-72. On these seven attributes, see Nader El-Bizry, ‘God: Essence and
Attributes,’ in The Cambridge Companion to Classical Islamic Theology, ed. Tim Winter (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2008), 128.
39
[Pseudo-]al-Qarāfī, Adilla, 72.
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formula in Arabic (bi-sm al-ab wa-l-ibn wa-rūḥ al-qudus).40 Such perceived Christian
sympathies later moved the famous Damascene Ḥanbalī scholar and jurist Taqī al-Dīn ibn
Taymiyya to pronounce a fatwā against the Mongols, even despite their official conversion to
Islam in 1295. Here, Ibn Taymiyya claims that they believed Chinggis Khan to be ‘Son of
God (ibn Allāh), conceived from a beam of the sun, similar to what the Christians believe
about Christ.’41 What is referred to here—and no doubt exaggerated for polemical effect—is
a common Trinitarian analogy that likens the relationship of the Father to the Sonship and the
Word to the warmth radiated by the sun. Rooted in biblical imagery, variations of this
analogy were frequently employed by the Church Fathers, and later the Christian authors of
the ʿAbbāsid period and beyond.42
Ibn Taymiyya’s better known—and perhaps more relevant—criticisms of Christian
doctrine are contained in his al-Jawāb al-ṣaḥīḥ li-man baddala l-dīn al-masīḥ (‘The Correct
Response to those who have Changed the Religion of Christ’). The crux of the Jawāb’s
argument against the Trinity is that the doctrine defies reason, even by the parameters of logic
set by the Christians themselves. He takes under examination, for example, Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī’s
response to Abū ʿIsā al-Warrāq’s refutation of the Trinity, in which the former affirms three
distinct hypostases as attributes shared in a single substance (jawhar), by employing the
syllogism of ‘Zayd [existing as] the doctor, the accountant, and the scribe.’43 This statement

See Ömer Diler, Ilkhanids: Coinage of the Persian Mongols (Istanbul: Turkuaz Kitapçılık, 2006), 278-279.
This was perhaps due to the fact that Abaqa’s wife was the Byzantine princess Maria Despina, illegitimate
daughter of the emperor Michael VIII Palaiologos.
41
Taqī al-Dīn ibn Taymiyya, al-Fatāwā al-kubrā, 5 vols. (Cairo: Dār al-Ḥadītha, 1385-1386/1965-1966), 4:339,
quoted and translated by Judith Pfeiffer, ‘Confessional Ambiguity vs. Confessional Polarization: Politics and the
Negotiation of Religious Boundaries in the Ilkhanate,’ in Politics, Patronage, and the Transmission of
Knowledge in 13th-15th Century Tabriz, ed. Judith Pfeiffer (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 129-169, here 158-159.
42
See Landron, Attitudes, 169ff; Michał Sadowski, ‘The Trinitarian Analogies in the Christian Arab
Apologetical Texts of the Middle and Near East During the Abbasid Period (750–1050) and their Doctrinal
Significance’ (PhD diss., Pontifical University of Saint Thomas Aquinas, 2012) 107-109.
43
Taqī al-Dīn Aḥmad ibn Taymiyya, al-Jawāb al-ṣaḥīḥ li-man baddala dīn al-Masīḥ, ed. ʿAlī ibn Ḥasan ibn
Nāṣir, 7 vols. (Riyadh: Dār al-ʿĀṣima, 1419/1999), 3:231-232, quoted in Platti, ‘Towards an Interpretation,’ 6263. See also extracts translated by Thomas F. Michel, A Muslim Theologian’s Response to Christianity: Ibn
Taymiyya’s al-Jawab al-sahih (Delmar, N.Y.: Caravan Books, 1984), here 271.
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is unequivocally dismissed by Ibn Taymiyya, who asserts that an attribute cannot ‘be equal to
what is described in the substance’ (mutasāwiyya li-l-mawṣūf al-jawhar), since each
attributes describes something that the other does not—thus obligating the Christians to
confess three substances and three Gods.44
Ibn Taymiyya also takes issue with his Christian interlocutor’s inability to establish
scriptural proof for the existence of hypostases in God’s indivisible essence. He takes, for
example, the claim of the anonymous author of the Letter from the People of Cyprus that
Matt 28:19 (‘Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptising in the name of the
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit’) is proof of the three hypostases.45 In reply, Ibn Taymiyya
asserts that this interpretation is attested nowhere by the Prophets, who are not known to have
employed the term ‘Son’ for any of God’s attributes (ṣifāt), either literally or metaphorically
(lā ḥaqīqatan wa-lā majāzan); how, then, can ‘Son’ in this context be interpreted as the
hypostasis of knowledge (ʿilm) and God’s Word (kalām) when such a reading is neither
evident in the Old Testament nor the Gospels?46 Furthermore, Ibn Taymiyya draws attention
to what he regards as the inability of Christians to agree on ways of defining the term
‘hypostasis’ and their failure in identifying which of the attributes constitute the three
hypostases, varying as they do in number. He takes as examples such variations as ‘Existence
(al-wujūd), Knowledge (al-ʿilm), Life (al-ḥayāt); and Wisdom (al-ḥikma), the Word (alkalām); and Power (al-qudra)—all of which he encounters in different attribute apologies,
but none of which Christian authors seem to agree on.47 That Trinitarian terminology lacks
uniformity and coherence is further underlined by what Ibn Taymiyya mistakenly takes to be
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Ibn Taymiyya, Jawāb, 3:323; Michel, A Muslim Theologian, 171.
Rifaat Ebied and David Thomas (ed. and tr.), Muslim-Christian Polemic during the Crusades The Letter from
the People of Cyprus and Ibn Abī Ṭālib al-Dimashqī’s Response (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 95.
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Ibn Taymiyya, Jawāb, 3:258. This passage is also translated in Basanese, Réponse raisonable, §45.
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the Greek (rūmiyya) origin of the word uqnūm,48 which the Christians translate variously as
‘foundation’ (aṣl), ‘person’ (shakhṣ), ‘attribute’ (ṣifa), and ‘property’ (khāṣṣa)49—concluding
with the witticism, ‘Well spoke the virtuous one who said, “If ever you ask a Christian, his
son, and the son of his son what it is they believe, each one’s belief will differ from the
other!”’50 As in other critiques of the Trinity surveyed above, Ibn Taymiyya also affirms the
absurdity of limiting the number of the hypostases to only three (takhṣīṣ al-ṣifāt bi-thālatha),
since both the Bible and the Qurʾān attest to more than three divine attributes.51

3.3 Proofs for God’s Existence and Unity
Having examined some relevant criticisms of the Trinity, we now turn to ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
attempts to overcome these polemical challenges. All three of his major dogmatic works—the
Pearl, the Uṣūl al-dīn, and the Farāʾid—provide philosophical principles for the existence of
God as (i) the Prime Mover and First Cause for creation; (ii) an incorporeal entity; and (iii) a
unified being. Thus, before launching into a discussion of the Trinity per se, ʿAbdīshōʿ first
establishes the simple premise that Christians believe in a unitary, incorporeal God who is the
single cause for creation. The first argument he makes to this effect is a teleological one—
more specifically, an empirical argument from the composition and orderliness of the created
universe.
The term uqnūm is actually derived from the Syriac qnōmā, as will be discussed in Section 2.4.2 of this
chapter.
49
On the fluidity of this term’s definition, see Landron, Attitudes, 170ff; Bo Holmberg, ‘‘Person’ in the
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Studia Patristica Vol. XXV. Papers presented at the Eleventh International Conference on Patristic Studies held
in Oxford 1991, ed. Elizabeth A. Livingstone (Leuven: Peeters, 1993), 300-307.
50
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ʿUthmān ʿAmr ibn Baḥr al-Jāḥiẓ, Mukhtār fī al-radd ʿalā al-Naṣārā, ed. Muḥammad ʿAbbās al-Sharqāwī
(Cairo: Dār al-Ṣaḥwa, 1984), 95. On this jibe, see also Nancy N. Roberts, ‘Reopening the Muslim-Christian
Dialogue of the 13th Century of the 13th-14th Century: Critical Reflections on Ibn Taymiyya’s Response to
Christianity,’ MusWor 86 (1996): 342-366, here 346; reprinted in Doctrine and Debate in the Eastern Christian
World, 300-500, ed. Avril Cameron and Robert Hoyland (Farnham: Ashgate, 2001), VIII, though she makes no
attempt to identify its source.
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The second is a proof of God’s self-knowledge, which determines the divine essence to
be an incorporeal being, possessing three emanatory states: Intellect, Intellector, and
Intelligible—a triad that leads to an exposition of the three hypostases. As will be argued in
this section, the purpose of these proofs in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s apologetic scheme is to present a line
of reasoning that could not be said by hypothetical critics to undermine the notion of divine
transcendence in the doctrine of the Trinity. Unlike some other Christian apologists examined
below, ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Trinitarian apology bears only an indirect indebtedness to the intellectual
currents of his day. Nevertheless, he draws on the language and argumentative framework of
kalām and Islamic philosophy to affirm much earlier opinions regarding the existence of God
and His triune nature.

3.3.1 Teleological Arguments
The Pearl, Uṣūl al-dīn, and Farāʾid all make some form of teleological argument which can
be summarised as follows: if the created order exhibits complexity and arrangement, then
created beings must possess a creative agent. Since composition and arrangement entail a
process of composition and transformation, the agent of this process must itself be unitary
and unchangeable in essence; and since there cannot be an eternal regress of contingent
beings, the cosmos must have been temporally originated ex nihilo at a finite point in time.
As we shall see presently, such teleological and cosmological inferences of God’s existence
and unity were common to both Christian and Islamic theological systems, particularly in
kalām circles.52
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See William Lane Craig, The Kalām Cosmological Argument (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf and Stock, 1979) and
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Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), 239-240. My classification derives from Immanuel Kant’s
division of proofs of God’s existence into physico-theological (or teleological), cosmological, and ontological;
see Critique of Pure Reason, A591/B619. However, as Herbert Davidson (Proofs, 212) has pointed out, the
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We begin with the Pearl’s argument for the world’s composition by a First Cause. Early in
the work’s chapter on the Trinity ʿAbdīshōʿ makes the following statement:

That the world is created and temporally originated [da-ʿbīdā [h]w ʿalmā] and had a temporal
beginning [u-da-b-zabnā shqal shurrāyā] is proved thus: this world is composed [mrakkbā]—
as a whole and in all its parts,—arranged [mlaḥḥmā], and framed [mṭakksā]. Thus, everything
that is compounded, arranged, and framed possesses a composer, arranger, and framer [ʾīt lēh
mrakkbānā wa-mlaḥḥmānā wa-mṭakksānā].53

According to this scheme, therefore, an effective agent is required for this temporal
origination to occur. Unnamed ‘ancient philosophers’ (pīlāsōpē qadmāyē) are said by
ʿAbdīshōʿ to have agreed that every movement emanates from a mover (kull zawʿā men
mzīʿānā), and that this mover must possess the ability to overcome things that are mutually
destructive and contradictory in nature. As such, our author concludes, this first cause must
be almighty (mṣē ḥayl kull) and the cause of all creation (ʿellat kull).54
It then falls on ʿAbdīshōʿ to establish the unity and incorporeality of this First Cause.
He addresses the issue by syllogistically considering the existence of two or more creators
alike in nature (da-kyānā nehwōn shwēyn). This is dismissed on the grounds that it is
impossible to conceive of ‘two blacknesses alike in every respect’ (tartēyn ʾūkāmātā da-bkull meddem shawyān u-lā prīshān).55 Secondly, he considers the possibility of two creative
forces of unlike nature (prīshīn men ḥdādā ba-kyānā). As before, this statement is rejected,
this time on the grounds that two different agents cannot participate in a harmonious order of
former categories of proof—physico-theological and cosmological—are empirically adduced from natural
phenomena in the created order, and hence constitute teleological proofs. As will be discussed below,
ontological proofs—that is, inferences of God’s existence that are independent from the physical order—do not
appear in ʿAbdīshōʿ Trinitarian dogma.
53
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creation, since they would be mutually oppositional and destructive (saqqubblāyē kēyt ubaṭlānē da-ḥdādē ʾennōn). Referred to here is the doctrine of mutual interference, which
posits that if more than one creator existed, rivalry would beset them—a concept traceable to
the anonymous ancient Greek author of the Hermetic Corpus,56 which gradually made its way
into the thought of Syriac and Christian Arabic writers by way of the Church fathers.57
Within the context of his Pearl, ʿAbdīshōʿ applies the argument of mutual interference to an
interpretation of Deut 6:4 (‘The Lord God is One God’).58
The Uṣūl al-dīn’s teleological proof of God’s existence follows a similar method of
argumentation. Here, ʿAbdīshōʿ begins by discussing two modes of speculation (naẓar)
which lead to knowledge of God’s existence, even though He is simple (baṣīṭ, i.e.
incorporeal) and cannot be comprehended through the senses (min al-ḥawāss).59 The first is
by contemplating God’s effects (mafʿūlāt).60 In a similar vein to the Pearl, he affirms the
basic notion that

all the commentators and their authorities [jumlat asḥāb al-sharāʾiḥ wa-ʿulamāʾihā] and the
masters of philosophy and its sages [arbāb al-falāsifa wa-ḥukamāʾihā] have agreed that
influence must absolutely emanate from an influencer [al-taʾthīr lā maḥālata ṣādirun ʿan almuʾaththir], shape from a shaper [al-taṣwīr min al-mūṣawwir], composition from a composer
[al-tarkīb min al-murakkib], and arrangement from an arranger [al-tartīb min al-murattib]; that
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interference, see Job of Edessa, Encyclopædia of Philosophical and Natural Sciences as taught in Baghdad
about A.D. 817; or, Book of treasures, ed. and tr. Alphonse Mingana (Cambridge: W. Heffer and Sons), 15-16;
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1977), 100-102 (al-Masāʾil wa-l-ajwiba); Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī, Maqāla fī tawḥīd, ed. Samir Khalil Samir (Jounieh:
al-Maktabah al-Būlisīyah, 1980), §§ 30-43; Yaḥyā ibn Jarīr, Kitāb al-murshid, Ms. Oxford, Pococke 253, 5b; alMuʾtaman ibn al-ʿAssāl, Fī dhāt al-bāriʾ taʿālā qabla l-ittiḥād, in Majmūʿ, ch. 3, §31.
58
Pearl, ܘ
59
Uṣūl al-dīn, 36a.
60
Uṣūl al-dīn, 36a.

Proving Three to be One | 102
the world is composed and arranged [al-ʿālam murakkabun murattabun]; and that everything that
is composed, arranged, generated [muḥdath], and acted upon [mafʿūl)] possesses an agent [lahu
fāʿilan]. The world, then, is originated [muḥdath] and effected, it possesses an agent, the agent
possesses influences, and the mover movements [al-muḥarrik li-l-ḥarakāt].61

This argument for the world’s temporal origination is buttressed by a rejection of three
alternatives: a backwards ascension in motion (irtiqāʾ fī l-ḥarakāt); ad infinitum motion (alḥarakāt ilā ghayr nihāya); and an infinite regress of contingent beings (silsilāt al-mumkināt
ilā ghayr ghāya).62 In other words, for the world to have had a beginning in time, an infinite
series of causal entities could not exist or be traversed. The basic structure of this argument
derives from Aristotle’s conception of a First Mover.63 It was later modified by the Late
Antique Neoplatonist John Philoponus (d. ca 570), who formulated a series arguments against
the eternity of the world based on the impossibility of traversing an infinite number,64 and
whose writings enjoyed an early reception in the Syriac churches.65 Thus, in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
Uṣūl al-dīn, the implication of the argument against infinity—along with those he makes
Uṣūl al-dīn, 36b
Uṣūl al-dīn, 36b.
63
See ʿAmmār al-Baṣrī, Kitāb al-burhān, 22-23 for similar arguments for a First Mover based on quotations
from works by Aristotle’s De Coelo and De Generatione et Corruptione, which he mentions by name.
64
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eternalism in the context of late Neo-Platonism, see also Richard Sorabji, ‘Infinity and the Creation,’ in
Philoponus and the Rejection of Aristotelian Science, ed. Richard Sorabji, 2nd ed. (Institute of Classical Studies:
London, 2010), 207-220.
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(London: Duckworth, 1987),197-209, here 199. For Christian Arabic uses of Philoponus, see Bernhard Lewin,
‘La notion de muḥdaṯ dans la kalām et dans la philosophie. Un petit traité inédit du philosophie chrétien Ibn
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from the composition of the world—is that the First Cause must be an unchangeable (lā
yataghayyar) and static (thābit) Necessary of Existence (mawjūd ḍarūrī l-wujūd).66
Furthermore, in line with the Pearl’s denial of mutual interference, the Uṣūl al-dīn affirms
the argument that if the first cause were multiple in number, then existence would descend
into mutual destruction and contradiction (talāshā taʿānudan wa-taḍāḍudan).67 ‘When there is
multiplicity (kathra),’ our author concludes, ‘there is chaos (mirāʾ), and thus order (niẓām)
cannot be established.’68
The above arguments for the temporal origination of the world re-emerge in a section
of the Farāʾid directly preceding its section on the Trinity. Here, the world’s finitude is
argued from the composition from the heavens. The heavens, reasons ʿAbdīshōʿ, must be
limited (mutanāhiyya) because they are determined (muqaddara) by the movements of the
planets, which are divided into constellations, sublunary spheres, and elements. If everything
determined by movement is divided into finite parts (maqsūmun ilā ajzāʾ mutanāhiyya), the
heavens must therefore be finite (mutanāh) and temporally originated (muḥdath).69
Furthermore, ʿAbdīshōʿ affirms the oneness of the originator (muḥdith) with the Qurʾānic
pronouncement that God ‘possesses no equal’ (lā sharīka lahu, Q 6:163),70 and dismisses as
absurd the notion of there being two creators alike in substance and will, since creation
requires the ability to overcome multiplicity: if two co-consentaneous wills existed, one
would be unable to overcome the other (lā yumkin aḥaduhum an yaqhara l-ākhar).71 As in
the Pearl and the Uṣūl al-dīn, ʿAbdīshōʿ rejects this notion on the basis that if two creators of
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unequal power and will existed, chaos and discord would ensue and on that account, creation
would not be possible (lā yaṣiḥḥu ʿanhu l-khalq).72
Another way in which ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Farāʾid posits the existence of a Creator is by
advancing macro- and microcosmic theories of the physical order, which were rooted in
Hellenistic and Patristic thought, and had a long reception history in the Church of the East.73
Such theories held that certain patterns exhibited at all levels of the cosmos must necessarily
be reflected in man. Where the existence of a creative entity is concerned, the argument runs
as follows:

Two matters [amrayni] that resemble one another, when one is judged [ḥukima] according to
the other with a certain judgement [bi-ḥukmin mā], insofar as one resembles the other
[mushābihun li-l-ākhar], then the one must definitely be judged according to the other according
to such a judgement. Thus, two things may be said of the world: [that it is a] macrocosm [alʿālam al-akbar], which is the entirety of the heavens and earth, and the human being, who is the
microcosm [al-ʿālam al-aṣghar], according to what the ancients [qudumāʾ] explained. The
microcosm that is man exhibits [ẓāhirun] in [all] its affairs [the fact] that it possesses an agent
[fāʿil] and creator [khāliq]. Thus, its likeness74 is obligated in the macrocosm—and so it [i.e. the
world] has a maker [ṣāniʿ] and a creator.75

As noted in the beginning of this section, cosmological arguments for God as First Cause
were upheld by Muslim theologians. The mutakallimūn of the Ashʿarite and Muʿtazilite
traditions each adduced a number of arguments in support of the claim that the existence of a
Farāʾid, §271.
For macrocosmic and microcosmic theories in Plato, Aristotle, and the Church Fathers, see George Conger,
Theories of Macrocosms and Microcosms in the History Of Philosophy (New York: Columbia University
Press), 7-36. For these theories in the 6th century East Syrian author Michael Bādōqā and his influence on the
13th liturgical poet George Wardā, see also Gerrit J. Reinink, ‘Man as Microcosm. A Syriac Didactic Poem and
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ed. Annette Harder et al. (Leuven: Peeters, 2007), 123-152; idem, ‘George Warda and Michael Badoqa,’ in The
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Creator can be inferred from the fact that the physical world exhibits finitude and
composition.76 Moreover, important figures in the history of kalām such as al-Juwaynī (d.
1085) and his disciple al-Ghazālī affirmed the createdness of the world ex nihilo based on
arguments resembling those of John Philoponus, whose proofs against eternalism had entered
into Islamic theological and philosophical circles as early as the 9th century.77 As for the
doctrine of mutual interference, this become known as tamānuʿ among Islamic theologians,
many of whom found support for the notion in such Qurʾānic verses as Q 21:2278 and Q
23:91,79 though the efficacy of this proof in establishing a single creative cause was disputed
by some.80 And as we will see below, in Section 2.3.2, micro- and macrocosmic theories of
man were also well-known to Muslim theologians and philosophers.
From the early 12th century onwards, however, Muslim theologians were compelled to
take seriously the proposition that the world had not been created ex nihilo. The most
influential exponent of this theory was Avicenna, who held God to be a non-voluntary First
Cause from whom existence is eternally generated. Building on Aristotle’s theory of a
cause’s simultaneity with its effect (Metaphysics, V, 2, 1014a, 20f), Avicenna asserted that
God and the world must necessarily and eternally co-exist in time.81 Against this doctrine of
the world’s pre-eternality, al-Ghazālī famously advanced arguments in his Tahāfut al-falāsifa
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for the world’s temporal origination, in support of the Qurʾānic belief that the world was
voluntarily decreed into existence by God at a single point in time—arguments that
principally involved cosmological and teleological proofs inferred from the finite and
composite nature of creation.82 Later Islamic theologians were also to take up the challenge
of eternalism, as is evident from a letter by Ibn Ghaylān al-Balkhī (d. 1194), for whom the
question struck at the very heart of Islam’s foundations.83 Rejections of Ibn Sīnā’s eternalism
would also become a common feature in systematic works of dogma. For example, the Kitāb
al-arbaʿīn fī uṣūl al-dīn of Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī produces several arguments against the claim
of the ‘philosophers’ that the procession of effect from its cause is eternal.84 Even staunch
defenders of Avicenna such as Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ṭūsī were obliged to affirm the temporal
origination of the world in his Tajrīd al-ʿaqāʾid, a highly influential epitome of Imāmī
theology.85 Nor were Christian writers immune to the challenge of eternalism: we find
responses to the ‘philosophers’ in a treatise by the Melkite Paul of Antioch (fl. early 13th
century) and later, the Candelabrum of the Sanctuaries of Bar Hebraeus.86
Although ʿAbdīshōʿ unequivocally affirms the world’s temporal origination (as has
been shown above), he makes no allusion to those who might argue otherwise. Also
conspicuously absent from his doctrine of God are non-teleological proofs for the existence
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Argument, 42-49; Davidson, Proofs, 129-130.
83
Ibn Ghaylān al-Balkhī, Risālat ḥudūth al-ʿālam,’ in Jean Michot, ‘La pandémie avicennienne au VIe/XIIe
siècle: Présentation, editio princeps et traduction de l'introduction du livre de l'advenue du monde (kitāb ḥudūth
al-ʿālam) d’Ibn Ghaylān al-Balkhī),’ Arabica 40, no. 3 (1993): 287-344, here 328 : al-masʿala min ummahāt
uṣūl al-dīn.
84
Fakhr al-Dīn Muḥammad ibn ʿUmar al-Rāzī, Kitāb al-arbaʿīn fī uṣūl al-dīn, ed. Aḥmad Ḥijāzī al-Saqqā, 2
vols. (Cairo: Maṭbaʿat Dār al-Taḍāmun 1986), 1:23ff.
85
Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ṭūsī, Tajrīd al-ʿaqāʾid, ed. Muḥammad Ḥassan Sulaymān (Alexandria: Dār al-Maʿrifa lJāmʿiyya, 1996), 71.
86
François Graffin (ed. and tr.), Le Candélabre du sanctuaire de Grégoire Abou’lfaradj dit Barhebraeus.
Troisième base: de la Theologie (PO 27, fasc. 3; Paris: Firmin-Didot, 1957), 466-468 (ST), 467-469 (FT); Būlus
al-Anṭākī, ‘Risāla ʿaqliyya li-Būlus al-rāhib fī wujūd al-Bāriʾ taʿālā wa-kamālātihi wa-aqānīmihi,’ in Seize
traités, 35-49, here 37-39.
82

Proving Three to be One | 107
of a creator. Once again, the legacy of Avicenna is important to consider here. For Avicenna,
the surest and most accurate proof of God’s existence lay not in physico-theological
speculation but in the modalities of necessity and contingency, existence and non-existence.
His argument runs as follows: that which is contingent on something other than itself for its
existence is a possible being (mumkin), since it does not deserve to exist on its own merit but
requires something else to bring it into existence. The possible being is thus situated within in
equilibrium between existence and non-existence, requiring a ‘tipping of the scales’ (takhṣīṣ,
tarjīḥ) for its coming into being. Since this process cannot be effected by a possible being,
which would result in an infinite regress of contingencies, the cause of existence must be a
Necessary Being by virtue of Itself (wājib al-wujūd bi-dhātihi)—a being Avicenna calls
God.87 While al-Ghazālī accepted the general premise of this theory, its problem for him lay
in the fact Avicenna denied that this preponderance was decreed by God at a specific point in
time.88 As such, al-Ghazālī modulated Avicenna’s argument from contingency by postulating
the existence of a preponderator (murajjiḥ) whose will determined the bringing about of the
world from non-existence to existence.89 This concept would become highly influential
among later generations of Muslim theologians,90 and was picked up on by Bar Hebraeus,

Abū ʿAlī al-Ḥusayn ibn Sīnā, The Metaphysics of the Healing / al-Shifāʾ: al-ilāhiyyāt, ed and tr. Michael E.
Marmura (Provo, U.T.: Brigham Young University Press, 2005), bk. 1, ch. 6; idem, Kitāb al-najāt fī al-ḥikmat
al-manṭiqiyya wa-al-ṭabīʿiyya wa-al-ilāhiyya, ed. Mājid Fakhrī (Beirut: Dār al-Ifāq al-Jadīda, 1982), 288-291;
idem, al-Ishārāt wa-al-tanbīhāt li-Abī ʿAlī ibn Sīnā maʿa sharḥ Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ṭūṣī, ed. Sulaymān Dunyā, 3
vols. (Cairo: Dār al-Maʿārif bi-Miṣr, 1947-8), 3:7-27. Cf. Michael E. Marmura, ‘Avicenna’s Proof from
Contingency for God’s Existence in the Metaphysics of al-Shifāʾ,’ Mediaeval Studies 42 (1980): 337-352.
88
Avicenna held that if the world’s origination at a single point in time would imply God’s inaction (taʿaṭṭul)
prior to creation. Since God does nothing in vain, Avicenna reasons, the emanation of His benevolence (jūd)—
which, influenced by Proclus, he defines as ‘existence’—must occur at all times as an inevitable consequence of
God’s being; see al-shifāʾ:al-ilāhiyyāt, bk. 6, ch. 5, §41. See also Section 2.4.1 for more on this issue.
89
Al-Ghazālī, Tahāfut, ch. 1, §6, 41. Cf. Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Kalām, 444-452; Griffel, al-Ghazālī’s
Philosophical Theology, 170. The argument from preponderance is similar to that of particularisation (takhṣīṣ),
which, due to the influence of al-Juwaynī, became a characteristic feature of Ashʿarite occasionalism; see
Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Kalām, 434-444; Davidson, Proofs, 154ff.
90
See Daniel Gimaret, Théories de l’acte humain en théologie musulmane (Paris: J. Vrin, 1982), 149-151;
Wilferd Madelung, ‘The Late Muʿtazila and Determinism: The Philosophers Trap,’ in Yād-nāma in memoria di
Alessandro Bausani, vol. 1, Islamistica, eds. B. Scarcia Amoretti and L. Rostagno (Rome: Bardi, 1991), 245257, reprinted in Studies in the Medieval Muslim Thought and Theology, ed. Sabine Schmidtke (London:
Ashgate/Variorum, 2013), II.
87

Proving Three to be One | 108
who neatly lays out its principles in an argument for the world’s contingency containing
strong overtones of Avicenna’s ontology:

All that exists, if its nature is not in itself susceptible to non-being, is a Necessary Being (ʾālṣāy
ʾītūtā)—that is to say, the Creator of Universe. [Otherwise,] if it is subject [to non-being], then
[its] being and non-being must be in equilibrium. Thus, everything that exists requires a
preponderator [mnatʿānā] for its existence. If this preponderator were a possible being
[metmaṣyānā], then it would [itself] require a preponderator, resulting in an infinite chain,
which is absurd. On that account, the preponderator must be a powerful Necessary Being—who
91

is the Creator of the Universe and God.

It should be noted that the above passage features as the first proof of God’s existence in Bar
Hebraeus’s Candelabrum; only later does he elaborate on more teleological and cosmological
reflections (as we shall see below). This tendency is reflected among post-Avicennian
Muslim thinkers, many of whom incorporated a plurality of proofs for God’s existence—
teleological, cosmological, and ontological—into their systematic works, though there would
inevitably be disagreement about the efficacy of each: for example Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ṭūsī
would view the Avicenna’s method as a more noble and reliable (ashraf wa-awthaq) proof
than the teleological arguments of the natural philosophers (al-ḥukumāʾ al-ṭabīʿiyyūn).92 As
we have seen in this section, ʿAbdīshōʿ’s arguments for the existence of a First Cause are
based entirely on empirical observations from the physical order, and thus reflect little of the
advances made by theologians in the Islamicate world during the two centuries or so leading
up to his lifetime. One possibility for this theological conservatism may arise from the fact
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that ʿAbdīshōʿ, in contrast to Bar Hebraeus, was not connected to any of the scholarly circles
discussed in the previous chapter. Nevertheless, his inferences of the existence and unity of
God from nature were widely accepted and uncontroversial modes of speculation by
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s time, enabling him to situate his own theology in a ‘common ground’ that few
non-Christian theologians would reject tout court.

3.3.2. The Argument from Divine Intellection
In addition to teleological arguments, ʿAbdīshōʿ supplies proof of God’s unity and
incorporeity from the ability of pure matter to perceive itself. The skeletal structure of this
argument is traceable to Aristotle’s Metaphysics Lambda 9 and De Anima III, in which all
abstract matter is defined as intellect. As such, the Prime Mover can be said to be an intellect
that is capable of contemplating Its own essence; and since Its own essence is incorporeal, the
object of its intellection must necessarily be itself.93 This theory of self-reflexivity was
developed in the 9th and 10th centuries by the Baghdad peripatetics. The Aristotelianising
tendencies of the school are evident from its discourse on divine intellection, which held that
the divine essence is identical to what it intellects, without any implication of multiplicity.
Abū Naṣr al-Fārābī would express this interrelation as the First Cause existing as actual
intellect (ʿaql bi-l-fiʿl), able to perceive its own essence through intellection by virtue of Its
freeness from immateriality, in contradistinction to material beings which themselves are
objects of intellection. This First Cause is thus Intellect, Intellector, and Intellected—‘all this
being one essence’ (dhāt wāḥid).94
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The philosopher Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī, a pupil of al-Fārābī, is the first known Christian
Arabic author to employ this triad as a Trinitarian expression of God’s oneness—an
explanation that would attract the attention of Ibn Kammūna and Ibn Taymiyya some three
centuries later (as noted above). On the issue of divine oneness, Ibn ʿAdī makes a direct
appeal to Aristotle and his commentator Alexander of Aphrodisias by arguing that if God is
the cause (sabab) of His own intellect, He must generate the Intellector (āqil) and Intelligible
(maʿqūl) in Himself—each one conforming to the hypostases of the Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit respectively.95 In other words, if it is possible for God to legitimately exist in more than
one state of intellection while remaining a single essence, then it cannot be said that He is
subject to multiplicity and accidents. As Emilio Platti has observed, Ibn ʿAdī’s writings on
Trinitarian doctrine were never systematically laid out, surviving mostly in brief responses to
particular Muslim criticisms and questions from his students.96 Yet this particular explanation
of the hypostases was to have a lasting impact on Christian Arabic expositions of the Trinity
beyond confessional boundaries, especially in the field of Christian-Muslim apologetics. The
theory of divine self-intellection is briefly laid out in a letter by Elias bar Shennāyā to the
Marwānid vizier Abū l-Qāsim al-Maghribī,97 and the Melkite ʿAbdallāh Ibn al-Faḍl al-Anṭākī
(d. 1000) employs it in his brief treatises on the Trinity,98 as does the later writer Muḥyī al-
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Dīn al-Iṣfahānī (fl. 11th or 12th century).99 Longer, encyclopaedic expositions of Christian
dogma would also contain this argument such as the late 10th / early 11th century Kitāb almajdal of ʿAmr ibn Mattā and the Kitāb al-murshid of the Jacobite Yaḥyā ibn Jarīr (d.
1104).100 Abū l-Khayr ibn al-Ṭayyib’s refutation of the Pseudo-Ghazālī also employs the
argument, as does a brief treatise on the Trinity by another Copto-Arabic author, al-Ṣafī ibn
al-ʿAssāl.101 Al-Ṣafī’s half-brother, al-Muʾtaman, would later incorporate sections of Ibn
ʿAdī’s response to Abū ʿĪsā l-Warrāq’s refutation of the Trinity in his theological anthology,
the Kitāb Majmū uṣūl al-dīn, which includes, among other things, the demonstration of God’s
unity from self-intellection.102
Before delving into ʿAbdīshōʿ’s discussion of the matter, let us turn briefly to
Avicenna’s conception of divine self-reflexivity, which might help us understand ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
own use of the theory. For Avicenna, God’s ability to perceive His own essence was proof of
his immateriality and uniqueness. He makes this argument in several places throughout his
works,103 but we will take as an example his al-Risālā al-ʿarshiyya fī tawḥīd Allāh wa-ṣifātihi
(‘The Throne Epistle of God’s Unity and Attributes’). He begins with the Aristotelian
premise that knowledge is defined as the occurrence (ḥuṣūl) of an idea ‘free from the veil of
corporeity’ (mujarradatan ʿan ghawāsh al-jusmāniyya).104 Since God is incorporeal, and His
essence is never absent from himself (lā taghību ʿanhu dhātuhu), it follows that He must
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know by virtue of Himself (ʿālim bi-dhātihi) rather than through any intermediary.105
Avicenna characterises these modes of reflexivity in God as Knowledge, Knowing, and
Knowable (ʿilm wa-ʿālim wa-maʿlūm).106 Thus, His being knowledge, knowing, and
knowable are ‘one thing’ (shayʾ wāḥid).107
ʿAbdīshōʿ expounds his theory of divine self-knowledge in similar terms. In the Pearl
he sets out the Aristotelian premise that anything devoid of matter is defined as ‘intellect’
according to unspecified ‘ancients’ (qaddmāyē).108 He then elaborates on this basic premise
by stating that intellect (hawnā) is external to matter (mbarryā d-men hōlē) and its
concomitants (u-naqqīpwātāh). Because its essence is always revealed (glītā ʾāmīnāʾīt) to
itself, this intellect must be knowing (ḥākem) and must know by virtue of itself (yādaʿ
yātēh).109 This argument is expounded in much the same way in the Uṣūl al-dīn, though in far
greater detail. Having offered proofs of God’s existence from His effects (outlined in the
previous section), ʿAbdīshōʿ offers a second path to knowledge of God’s unicity: ‘by
enquiring whether a relatum (munāsaba) [exists] between Him and His essence that
necessitates an insight into Him?’ (an nanẓura hal baynahu wa-bayna dhātihi munāsabatun
yūjibu l-niẓr fīhī). His response is as follows:

It has already been established that the Divine Essence [al-dhāt al-ilāhiyya], in addition to
existing, is abstract and simple [mujarradatan wa-basīṭatan]. Every immaterial thing in the
language of the ancients [bi-lughat al-awāʾil] is called ‘intellect’ [ʿaql], because of its
knowledge by virtue of itself [li-ʿilmihi bi-dhātihi] and the intellect it possesses. Since every
abstract thing is self-intellecting [ʿaqil dhātahu], insofar as its essence is revealed to itself [min
ḥaythu annā dhātahu munkashifa li-dhātihi], it is never far removed from its immateriality [lā
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tughību ʿanhā abadan li-tajarrudihi]. Since its essence has an object of intellect [maʿqūl], it is
necessary that there exist in the essence of the Almighty Creator three modes [aḥwāl] and that
they be the Intellect [ʿaql] from Himself; the Intellector (ʿāqil) from Himself; and the
Intelligible [maʿqūl] from Himself. It is not possible for there to exist in Him in this relatum
[munāsaba] more than these three; neither is there a fourth nor is it possible to limit them
[inḥiṣāruhā] to less than three, due to the concomitance [luzūm] of one’s existence on the
other.110

Although ʿAbdīshōʿ does not indicate a source, it should be said that the above passage is a
closely-worded reproduction of a discussion of divine unity by the Baghdad peripatetic Ibn
Zurʿa, a Christian member of Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī’s circle.111 While it is uncertain whether
ʿAbdīshōʿ accessed this work directly or through an intermediary source, the occurance of
Ibn Zurʿa’s argument in the Uṣūl al-dīn attests to the enduring importance of the preAvicennian Christian peripatetic school in our author’s apologetic scheme.112
As to ʿAbdīshōʿ’s remaining works, proof of God’s unity from His self-reflexivity are
surprisingly absent in the Farāʾid but emerges in the Khuṭba. Once again the argument runs:
God is pure intellect due to His externality from matter and its concomitants (li-tajarrudihi
ʿan al-hayūlā wa-lawāzimihā); thus He must possess states of Intellect, Intellector, and
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Intelligible.113 However, in all of his theological works examined here, ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
engagement with the issue of God’s knowledge is somewhat limited in its scope. Avicenna’s
discussion of a Necessary Being opened up many questions for later thinkers—most notable
of these involved the range of God’s knowledge. Against Aristotle who postulated the
existence of a Prime Mover who can know only Himself, Avicenna held that since God is
pure intellect, he must be able to know things other than Himself. However, while this
knowledge includes universals (kulliyāt), it must necessarily exclude particulars (juzʾiyyāt).
And since the latter is bound by matter, knowledge of them would presuppose sensory
faculties and changeability that cannot apply to a transcendent being.114 This thesis provoked
a powerful reaction from al-Ghazālī, who affirmed that God’s omniscience necessarily entails
knowledge of both universals and particulars—a position taken up by subsequent Islamic
theologians such as al-Rāzī and al-ʿAllāmā al-Ḥillī (d. 1325).115 This question is also
addressed by Bar Hebraeus, whose discussion of God’s ability to perceive Himself leads him
to an affirmation of God’s knowledge of both universals (kullānāyē) and particulars
(mnātāyē).116 The same can be said of al-Muʾtaman ibn al-ʿAssāl, who explicitly refers to
Avicenna’s denial of God’s knowledge of particulars.117
For ʿAbdīshōʿ the discussion of divine self-knowledge serves an entirely different and
somewhat narrower purpose: to introduce the reader to a discussion about God’s hypostases
(of which more will be said below). Once establishing God’s ability to intellect Himself in
the Pearl, he concludes that He must exist as a triadic emanation of Intellect (hawnā), Wise
113
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(ḥakkīm), and Living (ḥayyā), which are then defined as ‘properties’ (dīlāyātā) and
‘hypostases’ (qnōmē).118 These, in turn, are revealed to be the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,
since the second is generated (ʾetbrī) by the first, while the third proceeds (nāpōqā) from the
first, their unity being comparable to the ‘the sun being one in its sphericity, radiance, and
heat.’119 The Uṣūl al-dīn employs a similar logic, arguing that the Father generates the son on
account of the Intelligible generated from the Intellect (li-tawallud minhā), while the Spirit
proceeds from (khārij ʿan) the Father just as the Intelligible proceeds from the Intellect.120
The apologetic function of this explanation is highly significant, since in order to defend
Christianity from the charge of idolatry while affirming three hypostases in the Godhead, it
was necessary to demonstrate that the three states were identical in essence but differentiated
in function—or in this case, that the Sonship of the Trinity differed from the Father in terms
of procession and generation, despite their consubstantiality. ʿAbdīshōʿ develops these
arguments in far greater detail in his discussion of the Trinitarian hypostases as attributes, to
which we now turn.

3.4 The Attribute Apology
Having addressed two ways in which ʿAbdīshōʿ argues for God as a united and incorporeal
First Cause, we can now examine his attribute apology. There are admittedly differences in
the ways in which this apology is expressed between his Syriac and Arabic works. What
might be translated as ‘attribute’ in English, for example, does not appear in the Pearl; the
closest term that we find approaching it is ‘property’ (dīlāytā), which we have already
encountered. The meanings ‘attribute’ and ‘property’ in Arabic, on the other hand are
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somewhat separate in definition though semantically related. As we shall see in this section,
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s terminological distinctions are far more developed in his Arabic writings, due
mainly to the central role of the attribute apology in Christian-Muslim apologetics. Yet the
aims of his Syriac and Arabic writings remain the same: to reassure his Christian readers that
the Trinity they espouse does not constitute a form of tritheism.
Christian theologians living under Muslim rule since early Islamic times were faced
with the task of expressing a Trinitarian doctrine that could safeguard the concept of three
consubstantial hypostases from Muslim accusations of idolatry. One way of doing this was
formulating ways of explaining how God’s attributes related to His essence—an issue that
also confronted Muslim mutakallimūn at a very early stage.121 For Christians in the opening
centuries of the ʿAbbāsid era, one way of representing this relationship was by classifying the
hypostases as ‘attributes’ (ṣifāt) and ‘properties’ (khawāṣṣ) of a single substance (jawhar),
though corresponding terms can also be traced back to the Church Fathers.122 As we shall see
in this section, ʿAbdīshōʿ’s discussion of the divine attributes departs little from earlier
strategies, and is limited in its engagement with non-Christian views on the subject, despite
the fact that much of his Trinitarian theology was written to counter external criticisms.
Nevertheless, in line with earlier Christian apologists, ʿAbdīshōʿ frames his attribute apology
in the language and literary forms—if not the ideas—of the philosophical kalām of his day, in
order to make a case for the reasonableness of the Trinity and its intrinsic monotheism.
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3.4.1. Attributes of Essence and Action
As mentioned in Section 3.2, Ibn Taymiyya accuses Christians of complicating the issue of
God’s attributes by failing to agree on which precisely they were. Indeed, the names of the
attributes associated by medieval Arabic Christian writers with the divine essence were
pluriform, ranging as they did from such attributes as Benevolence, Wisdom, and Power in
some writers,123 to Eternal, Living, and Word in others.124 However, ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
representation of the divine attributes is consistent throughout his works, differing only
between Syriac and Arabic. Although the Pearl speaks only of ‘properties,’ consubstantiality
is nevertheless implied, since we are told that the Intellect, Wise, and Living are ‘substantial
properties in One’ (dīlāyāyā ʾōsiyātā b-ḥad).125 However, it is the in the Uṣūl al-dīn and the
Farāʾid that a firmer distinction between various kinds of properties and attributes are made.
One way in which ʿAbdīshōʿ achieves this is by dividing the divine attributes into attributes
of essence (ṣifāṭ al-dhāṭ), which are shared in by none other than God and are limited to
three, and attributes of action (ṣifāt al-fiʿl), which are transitive (tataʿaddā, from the
grammatical term fiʿl mutaʿaddin) and possess a relation to another essence (iḍāfa ilā dhāt
ukhrā) and the essence from which the action emanates (al-fiʿl ṣādir ʿanhā).126
Similar strategies were first formulated during earlier conversations with Muslims, a
pertinent example of which comes from the author of the so-called Apology of al-Kindī (ca.
9th century), who distinguishes between a ‘natural, essential attribute that He is always
described by’ (ṣifa ṭibāʿiyya dhātiyya lam yazal mawṣūfan bihā), such as Knowing and Wise,
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on the one hand, and an ‘attribute of His action that is acquired (ṣifa iktasabahā wa-hiya ṣifat
fiʿlihi), such as Merciful and Compassionate, on the other.127 Later writers would maintain
this distinction in an attempt to explain the seemingly paradoxical notion that the three
hypostases in the Trinity are attributes when both Muslims and Christians agree that God
must possess more than these. As ʿAbdīshōʿ would later do, Yaḥyā Ibn Jarīr (d. 1104)
identifies ‘essential attributes’ (ṣifāt al-dhāt) that form part of God’s immanence, such as
Eternality, Wisdom, and Life, which are restricted to three (maḥṣura fī thalāth), and transitive
attributes (ṣifāt al-taʿaddī), which are predicated on a substance (jawhar) other than that
enacting (fāʿil) the action, and are multiple in number (ʿaddūhā ʿadadan kathīran).128 The
Coptic bishop Paul al-Būshī (d. ca. 1250) speaks at length about attributes of action (ṣifāt
fiʿliyya) that are relative (muḍāfa) to that being acted upon, and natural attributes (ṣifāt
ṭibāʿiyya) that pertain only to God.129 Bar Hebraeus makes a similar distinction between
essential attributes (shummāhē ʾōsāyāyē) and relative attributes (shummāhē [ʾ]ḥyānāyē), the
former including Wisdom and Life, which are negative (ʾapōpāʾṭīqāyē) since they cannot
pertain to anything other than God, while the latter encompass such attributes as Able (māṣē)
and Benevolent (ṭābā), which are in relation (da-b-peḥmā) to things that have been brought
into existence.130 Among the essential attributes in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s scheme, we have already
encountered the Intellect, Intellector, and Intelligible, classified as such because only a truly
incorporeal being may manifest these three emanatory states.131 Other classes of attributes in
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s apology will now be addressed.

George Tartar (ed.), ‘Ḥiwār islāmī-masīḥī fī ʿahd al-khalīfat al-Maʾmūn (813-834): Risālat al-Hāshimī warisālat al-Kindī,’ (PhD diss., University of Social Sciences, Strasbourg, 1988), 49.
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Ibn Jarīr, Kitāb al-murshid, 7b-8a.
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Būlus al-Būshī, Maqāla fī l-tathlīth wa-tajassud wa-ṣiḥḥat al-masīḥiyya, ed. Samir Khalil Samir (Beirut:
CEDRAC, 1983), §29ff.
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Our author begins his attribute apology by asserting that God’s benevolence (jūd)
cannot be identical to the attribute of pre-existence (qidam), wisdom (ḥikma), and life
(ḥayāt), because the former—benevolence—is ‘the overflow all that is necessary, without
compulsion, need [for compensation], or deficiency’ (ifāḍat kull mā yanbaghī min ghayr qahr
wa-dāʿiyyat iḥtiyāj wa-faqr).132 We may detect here an echo of Avicenna’s Neoplatonic
conception of God’s benevolence as ‘the overflow of what must be without compensation’
(al-jūd huwa ifāḍat mā yanbaghī bi-lā ʿiwaḍ)133—in other words, God’s benevolence is
entirely free of external factors, motivations, or anything lacking in His essence, and it is
through His benevolence that beings other than Himself attain their perfection.134 Thus, in
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s scheme, God’s being (kawn) benevolent must be different from his three
essential attributes, since His benevolence is transitive (mutaʿaddā), predicated as it is on an
object of benevolence; whereas His being pre-existent, wise, and living is predicated on no
other being than Himself, since He alone is eternal, a Necessary Being, and the source of His
own wisdom and life.135 Benevolence, therefore, is one of multiple (mutakaththara) attributes
of action, which describe God as Creator (al-Khāliq), Enricher (al-Rāziq), Commander (alĀmir), and Able (al-Qādir)—all of which emanate from His essence but are predicates of a
contingent being. Thus ʿAbdīshōʿ concludes later in the Uṣūl al-dīn that ‘there is no Creator
but for the created (makhlūq), no Commander but for the commanded (maʾmūr), and no Able
but for the enabled (maqdūr), et cetera.’136
Having affirmed this distinction, ʿAbdīshōʿ rejects the accusation of his non-Christian
interlocutor that the doctrine of the Trinity implies multiplicity (kathra) in God’s essence.
Uṣūl al-dīn, 39b.
Ibn Sīnā, Ishārāt, 3:115-127. Cf. idem, Shifāʾ: Ilāhiyyāt, bk. 6, ch. 5, §41.
134
Rahim Acar, Talking about God and Talking about Creation (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 142. For the tradition of
Neoplatonica Arabica that underlies Avicenna’s definition of God’s generosity, see Peter Adamson, ‘From the
Necessary Existent to God,’ in Interpreting Avicenna: Critical Essays, ed. Peter Adamson (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2013), 170-189, here 187-188.
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See infra for a more detailed discussion of these three essential attributes.
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Rather, he asserts, ‘Christians ascribe (yaʿṭūna) unity to the essence and threeness (tathlīth) to
the attributes.’137 As has been mentioned, the threeness here solely pertains to the essential
attributes, namely the Eternal, Wisdom, and Living in God—attributes which throughout
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s works of Arabic theology examined so far are ascribed to the hypostases of the
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.138 To these we may add the brief opening statement of his
Profession, which summarises the relationship between the Trinitarian hypostases and the
unified essence as follows:

God—glorious and exalted—exists [mawjūd] and is a Necessary Being [wājib al-wujūd], the
One [al-Wāḥid], the Real [al-Ḥaqq], and the Unique [al-Fard] who is untouched by
multiplicity [takthīr] in any way, Pre-Existing [qadīm] in essence [bi-l-dhāt], Wise [Ḥakīm],
and Living [ḥayy]. The Christians express the Pre-Existing in essence as the Father, because He
is the reason [sabab], cause [ʿilla], and agent [fāʿil] of all creation, and is anterior to it [aqdam
minhā] in nature [ṭabʿ] and essence. They express the Wise through the Son, because wisdom is
generated [mutawallada] from the essence of the Wise atemporally [bi-lā zaman], without
separation [mufāraqa] and cessation [muzāyala]. And they express the Living as the Spirit,
because He is Self-Subsistent [qayyūm] and the true [ḥaqīqī] Holy Spirit. This is the meaning
[maʿnā] of their statement that God is three hypostases [aqānīm], one substance [jawhar], and
one God. Thus He possesses unity [waḥdāniyya] in [min qibal] essence and threeness [tathlīth]
in attributes.139

Further on in the Uṣūl al-dīn, ʿAbdīshōʿ restates the premise that God possesses the attribute
of pre-existence because He alone is a Necessary Being who created the universe ex nihilo
(min al-ʿadam),140 and that the attribution of life to Him is on account of His being the source
of all life, including His own.141 However, it is the attribute of wisdom in God’s essence that
137

Uṣūl al-dīn, 39a-39b.
Uṣūl al-dīn, 42a; Khuṭba, 101; Farāʾid, §§317-329.
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Uṣūl al-dīn, 39a-40b; Farāʾid, §312.
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receives more attention, at least in the Pearl and the Uṣūl al-dīn. The teleology we
encountered in Section 2.3.1 is revisited in our author’s discussion of divine wisdom. In the
Pearl he guides his reader to look upon man ‘as microcosm (ʿalmā zʿūrā) and epitome for the
whole order of creation’ as a certain witness to God’s Wisdom.142 He takes this point further
by stating:

That the world is arranged is revealed by the wondrous order [ṭukkāsā tmīhā] of the heavens,
the planets, the elements, with all their productive powers, generating plants, trees, and the
limbs of beasts and men [haddāmē d-ḥayywātā wa-d-barnāshā], the wondrous order of which
surpasses the wisdom and knowledge of all created beings.143

The argument is replicated in the Uṣūl al-dīn, wherein ʿAbdīshōʿ speaks of the teleological
direction of God’s Wisdom as follows:

It would be absurd for Him to be the giver of wisdom [wāhib al-ḥikma] and the creator of the
wise and not be wise, to be the source [mabdaʾ] of knowledge and innovator [mubdiʿ] of the
learned and not be knowing. Thus He is Wise; how could he not be when [there exists] among
his creations marvels of wisdom [gharāʾib al-ḥikma] that astounded the intellects of the learned
and stupefied the minds of the contemplative, so that the ancient philosophers were moved to
compose books on the wisdom of the creation of the heavens and earth […], spoke of the
benefits of limbs [manāfiʿ al-aʿḍāʾ] which if slightly impaired would be detrimental to fourlegged creatures, birds, and humans, and marvelled at His providence [fī ʿināyatihi] and
guidance [hidāyatihi]?144
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Once again, it is possible to argue here that ʿAbdīshōʿ is negotiating theological common
ground with hypothetical critics of the Trinity. As we observed earlier in this chapter, such
things as micro- and macrocosmic theories of creation were rooted in Hellenistic and Patristic
thought but were by no means the preserve of Christianity. Indeed, God’s wisdom in Syriac
and Christian Arabic Trinitarian thought relates as much to God’s names as it does His
attributes, and so it was not uncommon for Christian authors writing in Arabic to give their
attribute apologies a Qurʾānic timbre so as to resonate with the divine names in Islam. 145
Ahmed El Shamsy has recently discussed the centrality of empiricist teleology in al-Ghazālī
explanation of the divine names in the Qurʾān, whose inferences of divine wisdom from the
physical world can be traced to Hellenistic precedents. To this effect, he frequently directs his
reader to contemplate the earth as a ‘macrocosm’ of the human being, thus providing an
indication of God’s order and purpose.146
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s discussion of the ‘usefulness of limbs’ further indicates a common source
of teleology between Christianity and Islam which tends to speak of the physical world in
terms of provision to living beings.147 El Shamsy has also convincingly demonstrated
Ghazālī’s indebtedness to the De usu partium (‘On the Usefulness of Limbs’) of Galen of
Pergamum (d. 200 A.D.), which was widely known through an Arabic translation of
Theodoret of Cyrrhus’s (d. 457 A.D.) De Providentia148—a work of which ʿAbdīshōʿ was

145
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undoubtedly aware.149 Avicenna and his commentator al-Ṭūsī would also accept as valid such
providential signs of God’s wisdom, but as has been mentioned above, both authors
considered metaphysical speculation as a surer and more accurate proof of God’s existence.
In his presentation of teleological arguments for the existence of God, al-Rāzī also refers to
the ‘benefit of limbs’ (manāfiʿ al-aʿḍāʾ) to living beings and the wisdom (iḥkām) and
precision (itqān) of the created order.150 Similarly, the Twelver Shīʿī theologian al-Ḥillī (d.
1325) refers to God’s well-wrought and perfect creations as proof of the reality of His
attribute of knowing.151 As for Christian Arabic writers, a lengthy letter by Elias bar
Shennāyā (d. 1046) discusses God’s existence and unicity in light of the marvels of the
cosmos, as witnessed from the movement of the planets, the changing of the seasons, and the
advantages to created beings—a discussion that eventually leads him to an affirmation of the
world’s temporal creation and God’s triune nature.152 As ʿAbdīshōʿ would later do, Ibn Jarīr
(d. 1104) mentions by name Galen and the De Usu Partium in relation to God’s attribute of
Wisdom.153 Among ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Christian contemporaries, al-Muʾtaman ibn al-ʿAssāl, on the
authority of Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī, also mentions Galen and his De Usu Partium by name, this time
in relation to God’s knowledge of particulars as evidenced by the traces (āthār) of His
Wisdom in created beings.154 Bar Hebraeus also cites God’s ‘marvellous works’ (tmīhīn
ʿbādāw[hy]), as exemplified by the limbs of animals and humans, as proof of His uncontested
knowledge.155
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3.4.2 Attributes as Properties and Hypostases
After discussing divine attributes in his works, ʿAbdīshōʿ elaborates a definition of the term
‘hypostasis.’ Nowhere in his systematic theology does he presume its meaning to be obvious.
The Arabic term uqnūm, pl. aqānīm, is a loanword derived from the Syriac qnōmā, in turn a
translation of the Greek prosōpon, person (synonymous with the Greek hupostasis).156 Over a
number of centuries leading up to ʿAbdīshōʿ’s lifetime, Arabic Christian apologists would
gradually eschew the use of ashkhāṣ (‘persons’ or ‘individuals’) in Trinitarian discourse, due
to anxieties about Muslim polemicists seizing on this definition as a sure sign of
Christianity’s idolatry. Instead, such definitions of uqnūm as ‘attribute’ and ‘property’
became increasingly more common.157 It is generally this principle that underlies ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
explanation of the term. In line with earlier Christian apologists, our author aims at a
definition that adequately conveys the hypostases’ consubstantiality, which, in Syriac and
Christian Arabic apologies in the centuries leading to up to the 13th, often involved an
Aristotelian classification of existent beings that affirmed God as a substance158—a
The term ‘qnōmā’ in its Christological context—for which it has a different meaning—will be discussed in
the following chapter.
157
On the gradual avoidance of the term shakhṣ, see Landron, Attitudes, 182-184, Holmberg, ‘’Person’ in the
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classification which Muslim polemicists like al-Qarāfī had become well aware of, as we
noted in Section 2.2.
The Pearl launches its discussion of the hypostases by making the following
distinction:

Everything that exists is either an accident [gedshā] or a substance [ʾōsīyā]. But the SelfExistent [yātē d-ʾītyā] can in no way be susceptible [lā mqabblānāytā] to accidents. Therefore
these must be [con]substantial properties [dīlāyātā ʾōsīyāyāyā], and are on this account called
‘hypostases’ [qnōmē], and not accidental forces [ḥaylē gedshāyē], for they do not cause change
[shuḥlāpē] or multiplicity [saggīyūt menyānā] in the [divine] essence [ʾītyā].159

The Uṣūl al-dīn expounds a similar and more elaborate distinction, this time with explicit
reference to its scholastic foundations:

Aristotle has demonstrated in the Book of Categories [Kitāb qāṭāghūriyyās] that everything that
exists is either a substance [jawhar] or an accident [ʿaraḍ], and each one is either particular
[khāṣṣ] or general [ʿāmm].160 These three attributes cannot be accidents in God’s Essence
[dhāt], because He is not susceptible [laysa qābilan] to accidents and changeability [taghayyur].
Nor are the three general substances [jawāhir ʿāmmiyya], since we have already established His
true Oneness. They are therefore [con]substantial properties [khawāṣṣ jawhariyya] of God’s
essence, because the Christians call the essence ‘substance’ since the substance is, according to
them, an expression of that which exists by virtue of itself [al-mawjūd al-qāʾim bi-nafsihi].
They refer to the immanent attributes [al-ṣifāṭ allatī lā tataʿaddā]161 as properties. And they
designate as hypostatises [aqānīm] the entirety of what is understood [mafhūm] of the essence
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with attributes. Thus, when the terms [musammayāt] are sound, there can be no doubt
concerning them.162

Similarly, having established that God is a unitary being who created the world, ʿAbdīshōʿ
goes on to assert in his Farāʾid:

It remains that He is subsistent by virtue of Himself [qāʾim bi-nafsihi]. All that is subsistent by
virtue of itself is called, in the language of the ancients, ‘substance’ [jawhar]. The Creator of
the World, therefore, is a substance because he is subsistent by virtue of Himself and this single
substance possesses three essential attributes [thalāth ṣifāṭ dhātiyya] […] Since everything that
exists is either an accident [ʿaraḍ] or substance [jawhar], these three attributes [ṣifāt] of God—
may He be exalted—are not accidental to the essence [aʿrāḍan li-l-dhātihi]. Neither are they
multiple and separable [mutafarraqa] substances nor different or identical essences. Rather,
they are [con]substantial properties and thus are designated ‘hypostases’ [aqānīman]. Because
the reality [ḥaqīqa] of the hypostasis takes [akhdh] an essential attribute with what is described
[mawṣūf] of the subsistent by virtue of Himself, it is possible for us to say that the Creator—
may He be exalted—is one substance and three hypostases.163

This standard definition of God as substance, therefore, runs more or less consistently
throughout ʿAbdīshōʿ’s theological works. The definition of substance as that which subsists
by virtue of itself presented something of a stumbling block in Christian-Muslim discussions
about divine unity. This was particularly the case among Ashʿarite theologians, who
understood jawhar as an atom of created reality rather than something subsistent in itself (as
noted in Section 2.2). God’s being a substance was similarly problematic for Muslim

Uṣūl al-dīn, 41a-41b. The last sentence (idhā l-musammiyyāt saḥīḥatun, lā rayba fīhā) calls to mind an
expression employed by the author of the Radd al-jamīl and echoed by Abū l-Khayr ibn al-Ṭayyib in his
refutation that runs: fa-idhā saḥḥat al-maʿānī fa-lā mushāḥata mā yaṣṭaliḥu l-muṣṭalaḥūn; see Ibn al-Ṭayyib,
Maqāla fī radd ʿalā l-muslimīn, 178. Cf. Hava Lazarus-Yafeh, Studies in al-Ghazzālī (Jerusalem: Magnes Press,
1972), 467.
163
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162

Proving Three to be One | 127
Avicennians. In line with Aristotle, Avicenna held a substance (jawhar) to be that which is
not in a subject (fī mawḍūʿ), as opposed to an accident. However, he further argued that God
cannot be a substance since substantiality, like accidentality, is a category that can only apply
to contingent beings.164 The contentiousness of the definition is also reflected among
Christian apologists prior to ʿAbdīshōʿ, most notably Elias bar Shennāyā. During his dialogue
with the Muslim vizier Abū l-Qāsim al-Maghribī in 1027, Bar Shennāyā invokes the
Aristotelian distinction between various kinds of existents in order to demonstrate how God
is subsistent by virtue of Himself (qāʾim bi-nafsihi) and therefore a jawhar.165 Elsewhere,
however, Bar Shennāyā applies the same definition to the term kiyān (a loanword in Arabic
from the Syriac kyānā meaning ‘nature’), explaining—polemically it would seem—that
Muslims use the term jawhar since no other word in the Arabic language signifies qāʾim binafsihi, obliging Syriac Christians (al-suryān) to use kiyān in its place.166 Nevertheless,
subsequent generations of Christian apologists would continue to favour the term jawhar,
perhaps due to the fact that the consubstantiality of the three hypostases was a matter of
Nicene dogma, leading Christians to insist on the term ‘substance’ in spite of Muslim
censor.167 A pertinent example of this insistence from ʿAbdīshōʿ’s lifetime comes from Bar
Hebraeus’s Candelabrum. Here, the maphrian points out that by substance (ʾōsīya) Muslims
mean something that possesses a body and occupies a space; however, he affirms—on the
authority of Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite—that the correct understanding of the word is

On this definition of jawhar, see Muhammad Legenhausen, ‘Ibn Sina’s Argument Against God’s Being a
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‘that which is not in a subject (b-hāw d-sīm) and subsists by virtue of itself (qāʾēm l-yātēh),’
and so is rightfully applied to God by Christians.168
Returning now to ʿAbdīshōʿ’s discussion of hypostases, we encounter in his Uṣūl al-dīn
an objection from his interlocutor: if Christians mean by hypostases the Intellect, Intellector,
and Intelligible, on the one hand, and Eternal, Wise and Living, on the other, then why call
them the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit? So far in the Uṣūl al-dīn (and the Farāʾid, for that
matter), references to scripture and Christian authors have been absent, in favour of rational
arguments for the Trinity. It is here, however, that scriptural and patristic authority is
explicitly invoked:

These [names for the hypostases] come from the Lord of revelation [rabb al-sharīʿa], wherein
there are two benefits: the first is that He intended these names [asmāʾ] as a symbol [ramz] for
such concepts [maʿānī], so that169 they are not trampled upon [lā tudhālu ʿalayhā] by the
ignorant [juhhāl] and those who must be guarded from the divine sciences [al-ʿulūm alilāhiyya]. Instead, the ignorant learn them through a triad [tathlīth] of aforementioned symbols
rather than literally [lā min qibal ḥaqīqat al-maʿnā], since revealing the Divine Mysteries to
everyone is forbidden. Concerning this our Lord inspired by His word the following: ‘Do not
give what is holy to the dogs, nor cast your pearls before swine, lest they trample them under
their feet, and turn and tear you in pieces’ [Mt 7:6]. [Also,] the blessed Theologian [i.e.
Gregory Nazianzen] wrote an exceptional treatise on how not all men at all times may speak of
divine matters [al-umūr al-ilāhiyya].
Secondly the Holy Dionysius mentioned that when divine matters are expressed through rare
terminology [bi-l-ʿibārāt al-gharāʾib], those seeking [their] meanings [ḥaqāʾiq] are motivated
to examine them and their causes, and inquire in a way that verifies [yaṣiḥḥu] the expressions
through those metaphors [istiʿārāt]. On that account, the seekers’ knowledge becomes certain
and reliable, and [so] there is no doubt concerning them due to the intensity of their
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Joseph Khoury (ed. and tr.), Le candélabre du sanctuaire de Gregoire Abou'lFaradj dit Barhebraeus:
Quatrieme Base: de l'Incarnation (PO 31, fasc. 1; Paris: Firmin-Didot, 1964), 122 (ST), 123 (FT).
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Reading ḥattā fo fa-.
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examination. For these reasons, the Lord of revelation refrained from explicitly expressing
those concepts, which were [instead only] alluded to [dhukirat ilā kināyā ʿanhā].170

The above passage is almost word-for-word reproduction from the treatise by Ibn Zurʿa’s
treatise on divine self-intellection mentioned in Section 2.3.2.171 As John Watt has pointed
out, Ibn Zurʿa ‘drew on Dionysius to answer why the Scriptures spoke of ‘Father, Son and
Holy Spirit if the reality embedded in the these expressions was the Mind, Intelligizing and
Thought’172 of Aristotle’s Metaphysics Λ 9.’173 In a similar vein, it is possible that ʿAbdīshōʿ
wished to buttress his justification of the Trinity in scriptural and patristic proofs in order to
illustrate the compatibility of rational exposition with revelation. This may at first appear at
odds with the intellectual common ground he usually seeks with non-Muslims in his
apologetic works; nonetheless, it was equally important for apologists like ʿAbdīshōʿ to
demonstrate to his Christian readers that the challenges posed to the doctrine of the Trinity
could be resolved by ‘internal’ authorities. As Andreas Juckel has argued, the Greek and
Syriac Church Fathers provided authors of the so-called Syriac Renaissance a frame of
reference that was culturally autonomous from the intellectual world of Islam.174 David

Uṣūl al-dīn, 43b.
Ibn Zurʿa, Fī maʿānin, in Vingt traités, 10-11: ‘Innamā faʿalū hādhā li-yarmuzū bihi ilā tilkā l-maʿānin ḥattā
lā dudhāla wa-yaqifa ʿalayhā l-juhhāl, wa-man yanbaghī an tuṣāna l-ʿilm al-sharīfa l-ilāhiyya ʿanhum, wa-an
yakūna wuqūfuhu ʿalayhā min jihat al-tamthīl al-marmūz ilayhi, lā min qibal al-maʿnā l-ḥaqīqī. Fa-innā lmufāwaḍa fī l-umūr al-ilāhiyya wa-kashfihā li-kulli aḥadin manhiyyun ʿanhu. Ammā awwalan fa-inna sayyidanā lmasīḥ innamā nahā bi-qawlihi: “lā taṭruḥū l-quds li-l-kilāb wa-lā talqū jawāhirakum quddāma l-khanāzīr, liallā tatawaṭṭaʾuhā bi-aẓlāfihā wa-taʿūdu fa-tuʿqirakum.” ʿAn hādhā l-maʿnā l-ṭāhir l-Thāwulūghus waḍaʿa
maqālatan mufridatan fī annahu laysa fī kulli zamānin wa-lā li-kulli aḥadin yanbaghī an nufāwaḍa fī l-umūr alilāhiyya. fa-li-hādhāhi l-ʿillā ramazū ilā qawlihim ʿadalū ʿan al-taṣrīḥi bihi ilā l-kināyā ʿanhu. Wa-li-ʿilla ukhrā
qad dhakarahā l-ṭāhir l-fāḍil Diyūnūsīs wa-hiya anna l-umūr l-ilāhiyya idhā ʿabbara ʿanhā bi-l-ʿibārāt alqarība [sic] minhā, daʿā l-dhālika l-nāẓirīn al-bāḥithīn ʿan al-ḥaqq ilā l-baḥth ʿanhā wa-ʿan asbābihā wamuṭālaba bi-l-wajhin alladhī taṣiḥḥu l-ʿibāra ʿanhā bi-tilkā istiʿārāt, fa-yaṣīru li-dhālika ʿilm l-bāḥithīn ʿanhā
yaqīnan wa-yabqā lā rayba fīhi li-shiddat baḥthihim wa-taftīshihim.’
172
I.e. what has been referred to in this study as Intellect, Intellector, and Intelligible.
173
John W. Watt, ‘From Sergius to Mattā: Aristotle and Pseudo-Dionysius in the Syriac Tradition,’ in
Interpreting the Bible and Aristotle in Late Antiquity: the Alexandrian Commentary Tradition between Rome
and Baghdad, ed. Josef Lӧssl and John W. Watt (Farnham: Ashgate, 1988), 239-257, here 256.
174
Andreas Juckel, ‘La réception des Pères grecs pendant la «Renaissance» syriaque: renaissance – inculturation
– identité,’ in Les Pères grecs dans la tradition syriaque, ed. Andrea Schmidt and Dominique Gonnet (Paris:
170
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Taylor has also shown that although Bar Hebraeus may have at times followed the structure
and reasoning of such Muslim thinkers as al-Ghazālī and al-Rāzī, it was more often the
Church Fathers to whom he openly acknowledged indebtedness, as we have already seen in
the case of his use of Pseudo-Dionysius.175 An earlier example from the 13th century is an
apology by Paul of Antioch in which he explicitly sets out to refute claims that the Christians
are idolators (mushrikīn) who cannot demonstrate otherwise by citing authorities of their own
(lā ḥujjata lanā nubarhinu bihā ʿan nufūsinā); in response to this challenge, he adduces a
number of arguments from Gregory Nazienzen, whom he refers to as al-mutakallim fī l-lāhūt
(presumambly a calque of theologos).176
Whereas ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Arabic works make minimal use scriptural evidence for the
Trinity (aside from the above instance), the Pearl’s discussion of God’s triune nature
concludes with a clearer, albeit brief appeal to revelation. Here, our author cites three
passages in support of a biblically attested Trinitarian doctrine. The first is Gen 1.26: ‘Let us
make man in our image, according to our likeness.’ This verse was often read by earlier East
Syrian exegetes as an allusion to the Trinity, on the basis of God’s use of the first person
plural, indicating both a unicity of substance and a plurality of hypostases.177 Our author,
however, opts for a different interpretation, basing the occurrence of the letter nūn three times

Geuthner, 2007), 89-125, here 108-113. For the frequency of citations from the Greek fathers in the third ‘base’
of Bar Hebraeus’s , see ibid., 117-120.
175
David G.K. Taylor, ‘L’importance des Pères de l'Eglise dans l’oeuvre spéculative de Barhebraeus,’ PdlO 33
(2008): 63-83, here 78-83.
176
Al-Anṭākī, ‘Risāla ʿaqliyya,’ 35.
177
Addai Scher (ed.), Theodorus bar Kōnī: Liber scholiorum, 2 vols. (CSCO 55; Paris: E Typographeo
Reipublicae, 1910-12), 1:114 (Seert recension); Robert Hespel and René Draguet (tr.), Théodore bar Kōnī:
Livres des scolies (recension de Séert), 2 vols. (CSCO 187; Leuven: Peeters, 1981), 1:127-128; Robert Hespel
(ed.), Théodore bar Koni (recension d'Urmiah) (CSCO 193; Leuven: Peeters, 1983), 1; Jacques Vosté and
Ceslas van den Eynde, Commentaire d'Išoʿdad de Merv sur l'Ancien Testament. I. Génese (CSCO 126, 156;
Leuven: L. Durbecq, 1950), 45-49 (ST), 47-59 (FT); Lucas van Rompay (ed. and tr.), Le Commentaire dur
Genèse-Exode 9,32 du Manuscrit (olim) Diyarbakir 22 (CSCO 483-4; Leuven: Peeters, 1986), 20-21 (ST), 2729 FT); Abū l-Faraj ʿAbdallāh ibn al-Ṭayyib, Commentaire sur la Genèse, ed. and tr. J.C.J. Sanders (CSCO 2745; Leuven: Secrétariat duCorpusSCO, 1967), 18 (AT); 17-18 (FT).
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in the verse as a signification of the Trinity.178 ʿAbdīshōʿ’s source for this allegorical reading
is unclear to me; it is likely that it could derive from a non-exegetical source or even his own
interpretation (considering that he is known to have composed a now lost commentary of the
Old and New Testament),179 though this can only be speculation. As for his other proof texts,
ʿAbdīshōʿ supplies Is 6:3 (‘Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty’), asserting—this time in
line with known exegetical traditions—that the threefold occurrence of ‘holy’ in the
Trisagion hymn indicates three hypostases, while the occurrence of ‘Lord’ in the verse attests
to the one divine substance.180 Finally, our author invokes Ps. 33.6 (‘By the word of the Lord
were the heavens made; and all the host of them by the breath of his mouth’), explaining that
the ‘word of the Lord’ is as an allusion to the Son and the ‘breath of His mouth’ the Spirit—
an interpretation that does not occur in standard works of East Syrian exegesis but appears in
the Awṣar rāzē (‘Storehouse of Mysteries’), Bar Hebraeus’s influential Bible commentary,
which, on the authority of Symmachus, connects the verse to the Sonship in the Trinity.181
Furthermore, the psalm is supplied (without gloss) in the disputation of Timothy I and the
Apology of al-Kindī as proof for the Trinity’s attestation in scripture.182 It is perhaps owing to
Ps. 33.6’s appearance in such disputational texts that ʿAbdīshōʿ saw fit to include the verse in
his own apology.
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Pearl, ܛ
Assemani, Bibliotheca Orientalis, 3/1:325.
180
Scher, Liber scholiorum (Seert), 1:261; Hespel and Draguet, Scholies (Séert), 230; Hespel, Scholies
(Urmiah), 71; Īshōʿdād of Merv, Commentaire d'Išoʿdad de Merv sur l'Ancien Testament. IV. Isaïe et les Douze,
ed. and tr. (CSCO 303-4; Leuven: Secrétariat du CorpusSCO, 1969), 10-13 (ST), 11-12 (FT).
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Gregory John Bar Hebraeus, Ktābā d-awṣar rāzē: pushshāqā d-kullāh ṣūrat ktāb hānāw dēn l-ʿatiqtā kēt uda-ḥdatā (Glane/Losser: Dayrā d-Mār Aprēm d-Hōlandā, 2003), 177, col. a.
182
Martin Heimgartner (ed. and tr.), Timotheos I., ostsyrischer Patriarch: Disputation mit dem Kalifen al-Mahdī
(CSCO 631-2; Leuven: Peeters, 2011), §16,50; Tartar, ‘Ḥiwār islāmiyy-masīḥiyy,’ 54. The proof text, however,
does not appear in the corresponding section of the Arabic recension of Timothy’s disputation; see Hans Putman
(ed. and tr.), L'église et l'islam sous Timothée I (780-823): étude sur l'église nestorienne au temps des premiers
ʿAbbāsides: avec nouvelle édition et traduction du Dialogue entre Timothée et al-Mahdi (Beirut: Dār alMashriq, 1975), §§38-71.
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3.5 Conclusions
In the foregoing we have discussed the various ways in which ʿAbdīshōʿ sets out a coherent
exposition of a central Christian tenet. Key to his apologetic scheme has been an affirmation
of the Trinity’s intrinsic monotheism at almost every turn. On the surface, this strategy—in
which catechesis and apologia are inextricably intertwined—offers little more than a
synthesis of works by earlier apologists. Yet we must also bear in mind that the theological
attacks launched by mainly non-Muslims were themselves far from original, having persisted
for centuries until ʿAbdīshōʿ’s time.183 This led him and others to present the fundamentals of
the Trinity in terms that had long become naturalised within Syriac and Arabic Christian
circles by the 13th century, most notably the distinction between essential and transitive
attributes, the argument for God’s triune nature from self-intellection, and the Aristotelian
conception of God’s substantiality. In this respect, ʿAbdīshōʿ differs little from the other
Christian apologists of his age who deemed these methods as vital for maintaining Nicene
orthodoxy. Moreover, like other apologists of the 13th century, ʿAbdīshōʿ adduces arguments
from the Church Fathers in order to demonstrate to his co-religionists that it was possible to
vindicate Christian doctrine without entirely resorting to non-Christian theological models.
This does not mean that he transmits his Church’s Trinitarian doctrine in a passive way: one
can detect an Avicennian footprint in his thought, particularly in the language he employs to
describe God as a Necessary and Benevolent Being, though admittedly, he does not exploit
Avicenna’s famous metaphysical argument for God’s existence, favouring instead
teleological proofs. A reason for this may be his non-association with the broader intellectual
circles of his day. As such, his Trinitarian exposition cannot be as easily contemporised as
Bar Hebraeus’s, but is nevertheless reflective of the philosophised kalām of the day.
183

In addition to Section 3.2 of this chapter, we have also discussed this aspect of Muslim polemics in Chapter
One, Section 1.6.
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ʿAbdīshōʿ’s approaches to Trinitarian dogma in his Syriac and Arabic works are
strikingly similar: both are intended to reassure an internal readership that the issues
surrounding the dogma could be resolved on Christianity’s own terms as well as through a
theological and philosophical idiom shared with non-Christians. In the following chapter we
will see that this picture becomes rather more complicated in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s treatment of
Christology, where we begin to see greater divergences in his method of exposition.

CHAPTER FOUR
Debating Natures and Persons: ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
Contribution to Christology

4.1. Background to ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Christology
Closely connected to themes of God’s unity is the issue of Christology, that is, matters
relating to the Incarnation of God as Christ, and the function and operation of the latter’s
divine and human natures. Our main sources for ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Christological thought are his
Pearl, Uṣūl al-dīn, Farāʾid, and Profession, though we also encounter Christological themes
in his Paradise of Eden and Khuṭba. Considered by Muslims to be a prophet and holy man,
the figure of Jesus occupied a significant place in Islamic thought by the 13th century.1
However, rejections of Christ’s divinity in the Qurʾān—exemplified by such verses as Q.
5:116 (‘Jesus, Son of Mary, did you say to people, “Take me and my mother as gods
alongside God”?’)—led Muslim theologians to argue that Christians professed a form of
idolatry (shirk).2 By ʿAbdīshōʿ’s lifetime, the persistence of these accusations was met with a
centuries-old effort by Christian apologists to argue for the reasonableness of the Incarnation,
its intrinsic monotheism, and its logical necessity.3

For a complete inventory of verses mentioning Jesus in the Qurʾān, see Neal Robinson, ‘Jesus,’ EQ (2003): 720, here 7. The typological framework for Jesus’s prophethood in the Qurʾān is discussed by Tarif Khalidi, The
Muslim Jesus: Sayings and Stories in Islamic Literature (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press), 10-11.
For collections of sayings in medieval Ṣūfī texts, particularly by Ghazzālī, Abū Nuʿaym Iṣbahānī, and Ibn
ʿArabī (d. 638/1240), see ibid., 38-43 and 144-207.
2
Beaumont, Christology, 1-11; idem, ‘The Christologies of Abū Qurra, Abū Rāʾiṭa and ʿAmmār al-Baṣrī and
Muslim Response,’ in The Routledge Reader in Muslim-Christian Relations, ed. Mona Siddiqui (London:
Routledge, 2013), 49-64, here 58-62. For further affirmations of Christ’s humanity and prophethood by
medieval Muslim authors, see Khoury, Matériaux, V.B.3:177ff.
3
For brief and incomplete overviews of apologies from Abū Qurra to ʿAbdīshōʿ, see Landron, Attitudes; Harald
Suermann, ‘The Rational Defence of Christianity within the Context of Islamic Monotheism,’ in The Myriad
Christ: Plurality and the Quest for Unity in Contemporary Christology, ed. T. Merrigan and J. Haers (Leuven:
Peeters, 2000), 273-286. For more detailed surveys to the 12th century, see Beaumont, Christology, 28-171 and
Khoury, Matériaux, VII.A.2.3.2:289-335.
1
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As is the case in his Trinitarian thought, the basic structure of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Christology
derives from doctrines first developed in Late Antiquity. By the advent of Islam in the 7th
century, the Church of the East had developed a distinct identity based on its Christology,
which owed much of its formation to the great Antiochene exegete Theodore of Mopsuestia
(d. 428), the Great Interpreter (mpashqānā rabbā) of the East Syrian tradition. Central to
Theodore’s scheme was that there were two natures (physeis) in the Incarnate Christ’s single
person (prosōpon), and that the divine nature had united with the Assumed Man (lephtheis
anthropos) from Mary, in a process of indwelling (enoikesis) and conjunction (synapheia).4
Inspired by Theodore’s teachings, Nestorius, Bishop of Constantinople, upheld the title
‘Mother of Christ’ (Christokos) for the Virgin, in opposition to that of ‘Mother of God’
(Theotokos) insisted upon by Cyril, Bishop of Alexandria, who is credited with a ‘WordFlesh’ Christology whereby the two pre-incarnate natures became a single nature.5 The
dispute reached a head at the Council of Ephesus in 431, resulting in the deposition and exile
of Nestorius to the Great Oasis in Egypt. Theodore of Mopsuestia’s teachings, however,
would find their way into the Syriac-speaking Persian Church of the Sassanian Empire in the
5th century, along with those of Nestorius in the 6th. As a consequence, the Persian Church
came to profess two natures (kyānē) in Christ’s single person (parṣopā).6 By the early 7th
century, it also espoused the doctrine that there subsisted in Christ’s Person two qnōmē (sing.
4

Alfred Norris, Manhood and Christ: A Study in the Christology of Theodore of Mopsuestia (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1963); J.N.D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, 5th ed. (London: A&C Black, 1993), 301-309; Aloys
Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition, vol 1, From the Apostolic Age to Chalcedon (451), tr. John Bowden
(Atlanta: John Knox, 1964), 457-463; Frederick G. Mcleod, Theodore of Mopsuestia (London: Routledge,
2009), 34ff.
5
For a general overview of the controversy at Ephesus and its attendant doctrines, see Kelly, Early Christian
Doctrines, 301-309; Mcleod, Theodore, 310ff.
6
On the complex and pluriform transmission of the writings of Theodore and Nestorius—counted among the
‘Greek Fathers’ (malpānē yāwnāyē) of the Church of the East—into the East Syrian milieu of Iraq, see André de
Halleux, ‘La christologie de Martyrios-Sahdona dans l'évolution,’ OCP 23 (1957): 5-32; D.S. Wallis-Hadrill,
Christian Antioch: A Study of Early Christian Thought in the East (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1982), 117-150; Adam Becker, Fear of God and the Beginning of Wisdom: the School of Nisibis and Christian
Scholastic Culture in Late Antique Mesopotamia (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006),
113-125; Louise Abramowski, ‘Martyrius-Sahdona and Dissent in the Church of the East,’ in Controverses des
Chrétiens dans l’Iran Sassanide, ed. Christelle Jullien (Leuven: Peeters, 2008), 13-27; Gerrit Reinink,
‘Tradition and the Formation of the ‘Nestorian’ Identity in Sixth- to Seventh Century Iraq,’ CHRC 89, no. 1-3
(2009): 217-250.
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qnōmā), that is, the individual manifestations of the two natures: God the Word for the divine
and Christ the Man for the human.7 By making such distinctions between the natures and
qnōmē, the Church of the East sought to safeguard its Christology against Theopaschitism
(the belief that God’s divinity suffered with Christ’s humanity)—an error of which it accused
its Chalcedonian Melkite and Miaphysite Jacobite rivals.8
In the previous chapter, we observed a uniformity of style and approach in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
Trinitarian dogma. By comparison, his Christological strategies are more varied. A section of
this chapter is devoted to the Syriac Pearl’s treatment of intra-Christian differences, which
adopts what I refer to as a ‘church historical approach’ to Christology. As I will show,
Christology occupied a central space in Syriac and Arabic Christian articulations of what
Thomas Sizgorich has termed a ‘primordial past,’ which shaped a religious community’s
identity as well as an understanding of past events that served contemporary purposes.9 In the
case of Pearl, doctrines concerning the divine and human natures of Christ are embedded in
formative narratives of the pain and trauma of Ephesus. A further aspect of this primordial
past involves the issue of the Church of the East’s apostolic foundations, through which our

7

For definitions, see Geevarghese Chediath, The Christology of Mar Babai the Great (Kottayam: Oriental
Institute of Religious Studies, 1982), 87-89; Sebastian P. Brock, ‘The Christology of the Church of the East in
the Synods of the Fifth to Early Seventh Centuries: Preliminary Considerations and Materials,’ in Aksum,
Thyateira: A Festschrift for Archbishop Methodios of Thyateira and Great Britain, ed. George Dion Dragas
(London: Thyateira House, 1985), 39-142, here 131, reprinted in Studies in Syriac Literature: History,
Literature and Theology (Aldershot: Variorum, 1992), XII; idem, ‘The Church of the East in the Sassanian
Empire up to the Sixth Century and its Absence from the Councils of the Roman Empire,’ in Syriac Dialogue:
First Official Consultation on Dialogue within the Syriac Tradition (Vienna: Pro Oriente, 1994), 69-87, here 82.
I have intentionally left the term qnōmā untranslated due to its contentious and often misunderstood sense in
non-East Syrian theologians, among whom the word has historically been read as ‘hypostasis’ or ‘person,’
resulting in the erroneous belief that the Nestorians profess two persons in Christ. (For a more detailed
discussion of this misunderstanding, as addressed by ʿAbdīshōʿ, see Section 4.2.1). Among East Syrian writers,
however, the Syriac qnōmā (lit. ‘self’) signified the properties and operations of each of the divine and human
natures of the incarnated Christ—and should not be confused with the persons or hypostases of God’s Trinity.
The avoidance of the translation of qnōmā as ‘person’ or ‘hypostases’ was first proposed in modern scholarship
by Geevarghese Chediath (The Christology of Mar Babai, 89), and later upheld by Sebastian Brock (‘The
Christology of the Church of the East,’ 131 and ‘The Church of the East in the Sassanian Empire,’ 82).
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Chediath, The Christology of Mar Babai, 71ff; Brock, ‘The Christology of the Church of the East,’ 131-132.
9
Thomas Sizgorich, Violence and Belief in Late Antiquity: Militant Devotion in Christianity and Islam
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009), 8ff. Sizgorich adapts the term from Clifford Geertz, The
Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays (London: Fontana Press, 1993), 255-310.
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author—in line with earlier East Syrian writers—argues that his community’s Christology
was handed down by the Apostles and later vindicated by Nestorius at Ephesus.
Other sections of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Pearl have a more anti-Muslim apologetic intent, as does
the bulk of his Arabic Christology. But even his attacks against other Christians—particularly
in his Arabic Christology—hint at the presence of a Muslim interlocutor. Although the three
main Christological positions first began to emerge in the 5th century, the Arab conquests of
the 7th ushered in an age of Christological disputes that became increasingly linked to antiMuslim apologetics. For to defend the reasonableness of the Incarnation to Muslim critics,
apologists deemed it necessary to draw attention to the errors of their Christian adversaries,
thus laying bare inter-confessional rivalries and attempts to gain Muslim approval, often in
the form of official investiture and patronage.10 Although ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Christology inherits
these strategies, his later works refrain from attacking rival confessions, despite remaining
faithful to the East Syrian Christological tradition. In one work our author even disavows the
age-old rivalry between them, dismissing this tendency as mere ‘partisanship’ (ʿaṣabiyya),
thereby reflecting some of the ecumenical11 tendencies of Christian writers of the period,
most notably Bar Hebraeus.12
As to more direct responses to Muslim—and to a lesser extent Jewish—criticisms of
the Incarnation, ʿAbdīshōʿ follows a ‘reason-revelation’ scheme whereby he advances
Biblical proof-texts alongside more scholastic arguments. In doing so, he attempts to educate
For the struggle of Christian factions under ʿAbbāsid rule to be seen as the ‘true representatives’ of
Christianity under Islam, see Philip K. Hitti, History of the Arabs from the Earliest Time to the Present 9th ed.
(London: Macmillan, 1968), 354-355, cited in Beaumont, Christology, 102. See also Michael G. Morony, Iraq
After the Muslim Conquest (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1984), 344ff.
11
I hold the term ‘ecumenical’ to be distinct from ‘ecumenism,’ which refers more generally to a movement that
took root in Europe in the first half of the 20th century; see Sebastian S.P. Brock, ‘Ecumenical Dialogue,’
GEDSH, 134-135.
12
Wolfgang Hage, ‘Ecumenical Aspects of Barhebraeus' Christology,’ The Harp 4, no. 1-3 (1991): 103-109;
Herman G.B. Teule, ‘It Is Not Right to Call Ourselves Orthodox and the Others Heretics: Ecumenical Attitudes
in the Jacobite Church in the Time of the Crusades,’ in East and West in the Crusader States: Context Contacts - Confrontations: Acta of the Congress Held at Hernen Castle in May 1993, II, ed. K.N. Cigaar and
Herman G.B. Teule (Leuven: Peeters, 1996), 13-27. For East Syrian ecumenical attitudes towards the Latin
Church, see idem, ‘Saint Louis and the East Syrians: the Dream of a Terrestrial Empire,’ in East and West in the
Crusader States: Context - Contacts - Confrontations: Acta of the congress Held at Hernen Castle in May 1993,
III, eds. K.N. Cigaar and Herman G.B. Teule (Leuven: Peeters, 1996), 202-222.
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a Christian readership about the fundamentals of the Incarnation while convincing
hypothetical critics of the soundness of the doctrine. In addition to Biblical testimonies, our
author in one instance provides Qurʾānic passages as proof-texts for Jesus’s divinity, thus
following in the footsteps of earlier Christian apologists who attempted to find a
Christological framework within the scripture of an opposing faith.13 As for the scholastic
dimension of his Christology, he inherits the philosophical language of earlier apologists,
namely, the Christian Aristotelians of Baghdad and those associated with them, whose
legacies, as we have observed in the previous chapter, are very much alive in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
writings. Direct indebtedness to Islamic systems of philosophy and rational theology, on the
other hand, are once again limited. Rather, ʿAbdīshōʿ develops and fine tunes a rich corpus of
Christology in order to meet the current needs of an internal audience. While this synthesis
might present little in the way of ‘original’ thought, a close reading once again reveals the
intrinsically apologetic function of his theology and its importance to the Church’s
catechetical activities.

4.2. Some Notable Muslim and Jewish Objections to the Incarnation
As in the previous chapter, it is first necessary to first identify some salient criticisms that
Christian apologists frequently faced in the two centuries or so leading up to ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
lifetime. Where the Incarnation is concerned, the main points of contention that had arisen by
the late 13th century were as follows. Firstly, that Christ’s divinity is nowhere attested by
revelation, while any claim to the contrary was the result of wilful misinterpretation.

13

Syriac and Arabic Christian encounters with the Qurʾān and Qurʾānic themes occurred as early as the early 8th
century, most notably in the form of the Legend of Sergius-Baḥīrā, a Syriac—and later Christian Arabic—
narrative in which a Nestorian monk reveals to the young Muḥammad various Qurʾānic passages that are
reinterpreted to conform to Christian doctrines and practices, such as the Trinity, Incarnation, and prayer to the
east. See Barbara Roggema, ‘A Christian Reading of the Qurʾān: The Legend of Sergius-Baḥīrā and its use of
Qurʾān and sīrā,’ in Syrian Christians under Islam: The First Thousand Years, ed. David Thomas (Leiden: Brill,
2001), 57-73. Subsequent Christian encounters are addressed in Section 4.4.3.
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Secondly was the association of the Incarnation with Islamic heresies, namely ḥulūliyya
(incarnationism’) and tashbīh (anthropomorphism), which were considered odia theologica
among Muslim theologians,14 thus suggesting that anti-Christian polemics were intended
more for internal theological exposition than inter-religious dialogue. And thirdly, that the
very notion of incarnation defied the rules of the physical and metaphysical world, and thus
constituted an ontological fallacy. But before proceeding, it is necessary to point out that it
was common for Muslim polemicists to outline the three main Christological positions—
Jacobite, Melkite, and Nestorian—before refuting each of them. Due to limitations of space,
however, I have chosen to limit my discussion to their critique of Nestorian Christology,
especially since it is these that ʿAbdīshōʿ is most keen to address.
The anonymous author of the Radd al-jamīl (ca. 12th century) begins his attack on the
Christian doctrine of the Incarnation with a critique of Christian salvation history. Here, he
reports that all Christians agree that humankind was punished for Adam’s disobedience (bisabab ʿiṣyān abīhim Ādam), which necessitated the sending of the prophets and, ultimately,
God’s generous offering (fidāʾ karīm) of Himself in order to redeem them. In order to achieve
this goal, He incarnated Himself by uniting with Jesus’s humanity (ittaḥada bi-nāsūt ʿĪsā)—a
claim the author rejects as demeaning to God’s transcendent majesty.15 The author then goes
on to discuss the three classical Christological positions: the Jacobites profess a uniting of
mingling (imtizāj), and mixture (ikhtilāṭ) in the manner of body and soul, resulting in a third

14

Carl W. Ernst, Words of Ecstasy in Islam (New York: SUNY Press, 1985), 122; Daniel Gimaret, Dieu à
l'image de l'homme: les anthropomorphismes de la sunna et leur interprétation par les théologiens (Paris: Cerf,
1997).
15
[Pseudo-]al-Ghazālī, al-Radd al-jamīl, 40. Gabriel Said Reynolds (‘The Ends of the al-Radd al-jamīl and its
Portrayal of Christian Sects,’ Islamochristiana 25 [1999]: 45-65, here 55) believes that the al-Radd al-jamīl’s
discussion of Christian salvation history is proof of the author’s former Christian faith, since the topic is
‘exceedingly rare’ in earlier anti-Christian polemics, though he cites Ibn Ḥazm (d. 1064) and al-Shahrastānī (d.
1153) as exceptions. While the topic might be rare, the al-Radd al-jamīl is by no means the first Muslim
refutation of Christianity to address it; it is found, for example, in a work by the Zaydī imām al-Qāsim b.
Ibrahīm al-Rassī (d. 860), Kitāb al-Radd ʿalā l-naṣārā, ed. Imām Ḥanafī ʿAbdallah (Cairo: Dār al-Afāq alʿArabiyya, 1420/2000), 37-39, as well as the polemics of subsequent writers, namely, al-Qarāfī and Ibn
Taymiyya, on whom more below. Furthermore, the related Christian doctrine of divine deception was equally
known to these writers and others, as will be addressed in Ch. 5 of this thesis.
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Being possessing all the qualities of God and Man;16 the Melkites claim that the union
resulted in two separate and distinct realities, i.e. natures (ḥaqīqatayni mutamayyizatayni),
each retaining their divine and human properties in a single qunūm (from the Syr. qnōmā;
also rendered uqnūm in Arabic) that united with the universal human (al-insān al-kullī);17 and
the Nestorians adhere to a uniting of volition (mashīʾa).18 In refutation of the Nestorians, the
author asserts that, if by a ‘uniting of volition’ they mean that Christ’s volition was subject to
God, he would, then, be no different from the prophets and saints. But if the Christians mean
that Christ’s volition was identical to God’s, then they would be contradicting verses from
the Gospels, namely, when Christ prayed to God before the Crucifixion in Mk 14:36 or when
he called out to God in Mk 16:34.19
Another way in which the author of the al-Radd al-jamīl attacks the Christians’ belief
in Christ’s divinity is by comparing it to the Muslim heresy of ḥulūliyya. In particular, he
likens Christians to Ṣūfīs who were condemned for ecstatic utterances (shaṭḥiyyāt) of their
unification with God, citing as examples Manṣūr al-Ḥallāj (executed 922), who declared
himself ‘the Real’ (anā l-Ḥāqq), and Bāyazīd al-Bisṭāmī (d. 846 or 875), who pronounced
such statements as ‘How great is my affair’ (mā aʿẓam shaʾnī).20 It is noteworthy that the
same argument is employed several times by al-Ghazālī throughout his authentic works,
which repeatedly warn against the excesses of ecstatic Ṣūfīs who claim ḥulūl upon reaching a
[Pseudo-]al-Ghazālī, al-Radd, 26. For the analogy of the body’s uniting with the soul in Jacobite thought, cf.
Joseph Lebon, Le monophysisme sévérien: étude historique, littéraire et théologique sur la résistance
monophysite au concile de Chalcédoine jusqu’à la constitution de l’église jacobite (Louvain: Excudebat
Josephus van Linthout, 1909), 189.
17
[Pseudo-]al-Ghazālī, al-Radd, 32. This notion of a hypostatic union of the divine nature with all of humanity
(i.e. the Universal Man), rather than a particular human, is a classical Chalcedonian formulation. It occurs in a
Christological exposition by the Melkite ʿAbdallah b. Faḍl al-Anṭākī (d. after 1052), and can be traced to the
teachings of Maximus the Confessor (d. 662). See Noble and Treiger, ‘Christian Arabic Theology,’ 412, no. 26.
18
[Pseudo-]al-Ghazālī, al-Radd, 36. Gabriel Said Reynolds (‘The Ends of the al-Radd al-jamil’) believes this
union of volition to be a reference to monotheletism—the belief that there existed a single will in the Christ—
and thus is a a ‘false interpretation of Nestorian Christology.’ However, Reynolds does not seem to be aware
that a uniting of volition is commonly discussed in medieval Arabic Christian Christological texts of Nestorian
provenance, which speak of the mutual operation of the divine and human wills in Christ’s person, as opposed
to the prophets and saints whose will and volition were subordinate to God’s. See below Section 4.3.2 for more
on this issue.
19
[Pseudo-]al-Ghazālī, al-Radd, 37.
20
[Pseudo-]al-Ghazālī, al-Radd, 38.
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state of self-annihilation (fanāʾ), such that they are unable to distinguish the vision of the
divine from their own human essence.21 In a further three passages al-Ghazālī explicitly
compares the excesses of al-Ḥallāj and Bisṭāmī to the Christian doctrine of Incarnation,
though this time by invoking what Alexander Treiger refers to as ‘mirror Christology.’22
According to this scheme, the gnostic receives genuine visions of the divine which appear as
light reflected onto a polished mirror (mirʾāt majlūwa), but is misinterpreted by them as
actual union with God, much as the Christians believe about Christ.23
The Ashʿarite thinker Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (d. 1209) also affirms the impossibility of
God’s union and indwelling in created beings in his best-known dogmatic and philosophical
works.24 Only in his al-Kitāb al-arbaʿīn, however, does he explicitly refer to the Christian
doctrine. He begins by attacking a theory of ḥulūl that he ascribes to all Christians.25 Here, alRāzī’s critique is predicated on an atomistic conception of created reality, whereby
indwelling is understood as the inherence of an accident (ʿaraḍ) in a physical substrate
See, for example, Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī, Iḥyāʾ ʿulūm al-dīn, 5 vols. (Cairo: al-Maktaba Tawfīqiyya, n.d.),
2:441, 3:556, 4:424; idem, Faḍāʾiḥ al-bāṭiniyya, ed. ʿAbd al-Raḥmān Badāwī (Cairo: al-Dār al-Qawmīyah li-lṬibāʿah wa-al-Nashr, 1383/1964), 109-110; idem, Mīzān al-ʿamal, ed. Sulaymān Dunyā (Cairo: Dār al-Maʿārif,
1964), 207, cited and translated by Alexander Treiger, ‘Al-Ghazālī’s “Mirror Christology” and Its Possible East
Syriac Sources,’ MusWor 101 (2011): 698-713, here 700-701. See also Muhammad Abul Quasem, ‘al‐Ghazālī’s
evaluation of Abū Yazīd al‐Bisṭāmī and his Disapproval of the Mystical Concepts of Union and Fusion,’ Asian
Philosophy 3, no. 2 (1993): 143-164.
22
Treiger, ‘Al-Ghazālī’s “Mirror Christology”.’
23
Al-Ghazālī, Iḥyāʾ, 2:411, 3:556; idem, al-Maqṣad al-asnā fī sharḥ maʿānī asmāʾ Allāh al-ḥusnā, ed. Fadlou
Shehadi (Beirut: Dār al-Mashriq, 1971), 116, quoted and translated in Treiger, ‘al-Ghazālī’s “Mirror
Christology”,’ 702-703. Treiger demonstrates that al-Ghazālī’s ‘mirror Christology’ has precedence in the
writings of the 8th century East Syrian mystic John of Dalyāthā, who taught that the vision of God is reflected
through the soul, like light in a polished mirror, and was accessible not only to Christ but also to all humans.
Ibid, 704-713.
24
On these, see Muammer Iskenderoglu, ‘Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī,’ CMR 4 (2012): 61-65, here 62. It should be
pointed out that the bulk of al-Rāzī’s critique of Christianity is focused on the Incarnation, as opposed to the
Trinity. As such, I have omitted him from my survey of Muslim polemicists in Chapter Three, Section 3.2.
25
Although first developed by Theodore of Mopsuestia, the term is also found in non-East Syrian Christian
Arabic writers. This is hardly surprising since the term appears in Jn 1:14 (‘The Word became flesh and made
Its dwelling among us’) and is employed by John Chrysostom (d. 407), an important Church Father in all three
Christological traditions. See Melvin Edward Lawrenz, ‘The Christology of John Chrysostom’ (PhD. diss.,
Marquette University, 1987), 199. The term is also employed by Theodore Abū Qurra (Constantin Bacha [ed.],
Mayāmīr Thāwdūrūs Abī Qurra usquf Ḥawrān: aqdam taʾlīf ʿarabī naṣrānī [Beirut: Maṭbaʿat al-Fawāʾid,
1904], 73) and the Copt Severus ibn al-Muqaffaʿ (Paul Chébli [ed. and tr.], Réfutation d’Eutychius par Sévère
Evéque d’Aschmounain (Le Livre des Conciles) [PO 3, fasc. 2; Turnhout: Brepols, 1983], 189 and Murqus
Girgis [ed.], Kitāb al-durr al-thamīn fī īḍāḥ al-dīn [Cairo: al-Maṭbaʿa al-Jadīda, 1925], 115). The later CoptoArabic author Abū l-Barakāt ibn al-Kibr (d. 1324), however, rejects the term as heterodox. Louis Villecourt (ed.
and tr.), Livre de la lampe des ténèbres et de l'exposition (lumineuse) du service (de l'Église) (PO 20, fasc. 4;
Paris: Firmin-Didot, 1929), 647.
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(maḥall).26 Accordingly, he reasons, if God were to inhere in something by necessity (maʿa
wujūb an yaḥulla), then either the temporal generation (ḥudūth) of a state (ḥāl) or the preexistence (qidam) of a physical substrate (maḥall) would be implied.27 Both are rejected on
the grounds that a state is contingent (muftaqir) on a physical substrate in which to exist, in
turn rendering the divine essence contingent on something other than Itself.28 He then turns to
the doctrine of uniting (ittiḥād), arguing that ‘if two definitive entities (thābitayni) unite, then
they are two [in number], not one. If they cease to exist (ʿadamā), then the result (ḥāṣil) is
something other than them (i.e. a tertium quid). If one remains and the other ceases to exist,
then union is impossible, because the existent would not be the same as the non-existent (ʿayn
al-maʿdūm).’29
Arguments against the Incarnation also occur in a disputation text attributed to al-Rāzī,
in which the famous theologian debates with an unnamed Christian in Khwārazm. In reply to
the claim that Christ is God, al-Rāzī makes the simple metaphysical distinction between God,
a Necessary Being by virtue of Himself (wājib al-wujūd bi-dhātihi), and Jesus, an individual
man (al-shakhṣ al-bashariyy) subjected to a range of human experiences, such as living and
dying, eating and drinking, childhood and adulthood, etc. Consequently, that which is
temporally generated (muḥdath) cannot be pre-existing (qadīm), that which is subsistent
(muḥtāj) cannot be self-subsistent (ghanī), and that which is contingent (mumkin) cannot be

Cf. al-Juwaynī, al-Shāmil, 281; Louis Massignon and Georges Anawati, ‘Ḥulūl.’ EI2 3 (1966): 570-571;
Shlomo Pines, Studies in Islamic Atomism, 25.
26
al-Juwaynī, al-Shāmil, 281.
27
al-Rāzī, Kitāb al-arbaʿīn, 1:114.
28
Al-Rāzī, Kitāb al-arbaʿīn, 1:114-115. Cf. idem, Muḥaṣṣal afkār al-mutaqaddimīn wa-l-mutaʾakhkhirīn min
al-ʿulamāʾ wa-l-ḥukamāʾ wa-l-mutakallimīn, ed. Ṭāhā ʿAbd al-Raʾūf Saʿd (Beirut: Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī,
1404/1984), 225, in which a similar argument appears: ‘God does not unite (lā ittaḥada) with anything other
than Him because, if two existents (mawjūdayni) remain at the time of union, then they are two, not one. And if
they become two non-existents (maʿdūmayni), then they have not united; rather, they have become non-existent
and generated a tertium quid (ḥadatha thālith). If one becomes non-existent but the other remains, then they
have not united, for the non-existent cannot unite with the existent.’ In his commentary on the Muḥaṣṣal, al-Ṭūsī
points out that the doctrine of divine union and indwelling is professed by Christians and some Ṣūfīs (baʿḍu ahl
al-taṣawwuf). Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ṭūsī, Talkhīṣ al-muḥaṣṣal: bi-inẓimām-i rasāʼil va-favāʼid-i kalāmī, ed. ʿAbd
Allah Nūrānī (Tehran: Silsilah-i Dānish-i Īrānī, 1359/1980), 260.
29
Al-Rāzī, Kitāb al-arbaʿīn, 114-115. The Avicennan roots of this argument and its implications on Christian
apologetics are explored in Section 4.4.3 of this chapter.
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necessary (wājib).30 Moreover, since God is neither body nor accident, his inherence in a
created entity would be impossible. For if he were a body, His inherence in another would
entail a plurality of His parts (ikhtilāf ajzāʾihi); and if he were an accident, He would require
a physical substrate (maḥall) in which to subsist. Al-Rāzī dismisses both propositions as
absurd and sheer unbelief (maḥḍ al-kufr), since a unitary and transcendent being cannot
logically fall under either of these categories.31
At this point in the disputation, it becomes clear that al-Rāzī’s purpose is not solely to
attack Christianity; by drawing attention to the Christian doctrine of Incarnation, al-Rāzī also
polemicises against various Islamic sects he deems equally objectionable. Thus his Christian
opponent posits that some Muslims believe it possible for God to possess a body, citing as
examples ‘anthropomorphists’ (ṭawāʾif mujassima mushabbiha) who are inspired by
instances in the Qurʾān and ḥadīth in which God occupies a throne and descends to earth
every night.32 To these he adds Muslim groups which teach ḥulūlī doctrines, such as unnamed
Shīʿīs (rafāwiḍ) who believe that God indwelled Muḥammad, ʿAlī, Fāṭima, Ḥasan, and
Ḥusayn,33 together with al-Ḥallāj and al-Bisṭāmī, who made ecstatic pronouncements of their

Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī, Munāẓara fī radd ʿalā l-naṣārā, ed. ʿAbd al-Majīd al-Najjār (Beirut: Dār al-Gharb alIslāmī, 1986), 22-21.
31
al-Rāzī, Munāẓara, 24.
32
al-Rāzī, Muḥaṣṣal, 31-36. Cf., for instance, Q. 2:255: ‘His Throne (kursiyyuhu) extends over the heavens and
the earth;’ 9:129: ‘He is Lord of the Throne (rabb al-ʿarsh al-ʿaẓīm);’ and 40:15: ‘[He is God], Owner of High
Ranks and Degrees, the Owner of the Throne (dhū l-ʿarsh). See Cl. Huart and J. Sadan, ‘Kursī,’ EI2 5 (1986):
509 and Jamal Elias, ‘Throne,’ EQ 5 (2006): 276-278. As for instances of God participating in the acts of ascent
and descent, al-Rāzī’s Christian opponent makes reference to Q. 17:19 (‘And pray during the night an additional
prayer for you; soon your Lord will raise you to a station of praise’) and the prophetic ḥadīth (Bukhārī 3:1094):
‘Our Lord … comes every night down on the nearest Heaven to us when the last third of the night remains,
saying: “Is there anyone to invoke Me, so that I may respond to invocation?”’ Though the names of the
anthropomorphist interpreters of these passages are not mentioned, it is likely that the Munāẓara’s Christian has
in mind the Karrāmiyya, a sect which flourished in eastern and central Iran from the 9th century until the Mongol
invasions, and which often occur in Muslim heresiographies (including one such work by al-Rāzī himself) as
archetypical proponents of anthropomorphism. See Muḥammad ibn ʿAbd al-Karīm al-Shahrastānī, Kitāb almilal wa-l-niḥal, ed. Aḥmad Fahmī Muḥammad (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 1413/1992), 99-105; ʿAbd
al-Qāhir ibn al-Ṭāhir al-Baghdādī, al-Farq bayn al-firaq, ed. Philip K. Hitti (Cairo: Maṭbaʿat Hilāl, 1924), 131132; Fakhr al-Dīn Muḥammad b. ʿUmar al-Rāzī, Iʿitiqādāt firaq al-muslimīn wa-l-mushrikīn, ed. ʿAlī Sāmī alNashshār (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyya, 1402/1982), 28. Furthermore, al-Rāzī polemicises against the
Karrāmiyya in his Muḥaṣṣal, 228-231. See more generally Gimaret, Dieu à l'image de l'homme, 76-89 (on the
Throne of God), 90-102 (on God’s descent).
33
Al-Rāzī, Munāzara, 33. In his Iʿtiqādāt, 73, al-Rāzī simply states that the first Muslims to espouse the
doctrine of ḥulūl were the Shīʿīs, who claimed it regarding their imāms (awwal man aẓhara hādhahi l-maqāla fī
30
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divine union. Al-Rāzī simply responds that the anthropomorphists are little more than
intellectual charlatans (iddaʿū mashyakha min ghayr ʿilm). As for ḥulūlī Ṣūfīs, he accuses
them of deceiving Muslims by behaving in an ascetic manner (ʿalā ṭarīq al-ṣiddīqīn) while
secretly desiring the favour of earthly rulers (fī l-bāṭin ḥarīṣun ʿalā ṣuḥbat mulūk wasalāṭīn).34
Although written from a Jewish polemical perspective, Ibn Kammūna’s (d. 1285)
arguments against the Incarnation follow the pattern of earlier Muslim refutations of
Christianity.35 In conformity with such works, he outlines the Christological creeds of the
three main sects: the Jacobites believe that the union (ittiḥād) of the Word with Jesus took
place through the mingling (imtizāj) and mixture (ikhtilāṭ) of the two natures, resulting in a
single nature (jawhar wāḥid); the Nestorians maintain that the Word ‘made Christ’s humanity
a temple and clad Itself in his humanity’ (jaʿalathu haykalan wa-iddaraʿathu iddirāʿan),
resulting in two natures and two uqnūm;36 and the Melkites believe the union to have taken
place in the Universal Man (al-insān al-kullī), resulting in an incarnate Christ who was two in
nature and one in uqnūm.37 Ibn Kammūna rejects the notion that the divine and human
natures could possibly unite, regardless of the fashion by which Christians claim this union to
have occurred. To that effect, he makes a distinction between the categories of existent
(mawjūd) and non-existent (maʿdūm): if two existents were to unite, the resulting quantity is
two, not one, while the uniting of two non-existents would naturally result in a tertium quid;

l-islām al-rafāwiḍ, fa-innahum iddaʿū l-ḥulūl fī l-ḥaqq aʾimmatihim). However, al-Baghdādī (Farq, 159) attests
to a group named the Sharīʿiyya, whose doctrine of ḥulūl most closely resembles that mentioned in al-Rāzī’s
Munāẓara.
34
Al-Rāzī, Munāẓara, 46. To this end, al-Rāzī quotes the prophetic ḥadīth (Muslim 2:101-102): ‘Whoever
deceives us is not one of us’ (man ghashshanā fa-laysa minnā).
35
As Sydney Griffith (The Church in the Shadow of the Mosque, 73-74) has observed this more generally in Ibn
Kammūna and earlier Jewish critics of Christianity.
36
Alluded to here is a typically East Syrian Christological formula, whereby temple and clothing metaphors are
frequently employed to describe the manner in which the Incantation occurred. See Chediath, The Christology of
Mar Babai, 91-92 and Sebastian P. Brock, ‘Clothing Metaphors as a Means of Theological Expression in the
Syriac Tradition,’ in Typus, Symbol, Allegorie bei den östlichen Vätern und ihren Parallelen im Mittelalter,
internationales Kolloquium, Eichstätt, ed. Margot Schmidt (Regensburg: Pustet, 1982), 11-40.
37
Ibn Kammūna, Tanqīḥ, 52-53.
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and if an existent and a non-existent unite, only the former remains, thus no union has
occurred.38 Moreover, how, Ibn Kammūna asks, can the knowing essence (al-dhāt al-ʿālima)
unite with a body that does not contain that essence? This would result in one of two errors:
either that God’s knowledge possesses two carriers (mawṣūfān);39 or God was not knowing at
the time of the Incarnation and so needed a particulariser (mukhaṣṣiṣ) to endow Him with
knowledge.40 Ibn Kammūna dismisses both statements as precluding Christ from divinity.
In response to the Nestorians in particular, Ibn Kammūna argues that if the divine
nature were pre-existent (qadīm) and the human nature temporally created (muḥdath), then
the object of worship (maʿbūd) would be as much created as it is pre-existing, insofar as
Christians claim Christ to be the sum of both. Since monotheistic worship must be reserved
for the pre-existent (yajib an tatamaḥḥaḍa l-ʿibāda li-l-qadīm), Christ’s humanity must be
excluded, thus contradicting what the Christians themselves say about Christ’s divinity.41 Ibn
Kammūna also takes issue with the claim that the Incarnation was motivated by God’s desire
to save mankind, since it implies that He was incapable (lam yastaṭiʿ) of doing so until He
descended to earth.42 As for humankind’s redemption from sin, Ibn Kammūna points out that
Satan continued to misguide humankind after Christ’s advent, as attested by the slaying and
humiliation of the Apostles.43
Similarly, the author of the Adillat al-waḥdāniyya (ca. first half of the 13th century)
attacks the Incarnation’s broader salvation narrative, charging Christians with maintaining
that an almighty and transcendent deity failed to save humankind (yaʿjuzu ʿalā khalāṣihim)
until he descended from Heaven and incarnated Himself in a created body.44 Al-Qarāfī also

Ibn Kammūna, Tanqīḥ, 54-55. Cf. al-Rāzī’s rejection of union, discussed above.
To this end Ibn Kammūna employs the syllogism: ‘Zayd cannot be in Baghdad if his knowing is in
Khurasān.’
40
Ibn Kammūna, Tanqīḥ, 55.
41
Ibn Kammūna, Tanqīḥ, 56-57.
42
Cf. the Pseudo-Ghazālī’s rejection of salvation history (discussed above).
43
Ibn Kammūna, Tanqīḥ, 57. Cf. this criticism by Muslim authors in no. 24 above.
44
[Pseudo-]Al-Qarāfī, Adilla, 100.
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accuses Christians of degrading God’s omnipotence in his al-Ajwiba al-fākhira. Here, he
asserts that God, owing to His eternal majesty, guides humankind by sending prophets; what,
then, could have motivated Him to descend into the depths of human existence? Such a
descent would entail impregnating Mary, subsisting in her womb while plunged in placenta
(labatha bi-l-arḥām munghasaman fī mashīma), until given birth to, raised as a human child
and, finally, crucified as an adult—all of which indicates that the Christians worship a
wretched God (ilāh miskīn).45
Further on in the same work, Al-Qarāfī directs his polemic against his interlocutor’s
New Testament proofs, most notably Jn 20:17 (‘I am ascending to my Father and your
Father; my God and your God’), a verse that had become a major point of contention in
Christological discussions between Muslims and Christians by the 13th century.46 He accuses
Christians of wilfully neglecting the clauses ‘your Father’ and ‘your God’ in Jn 20:17. For alQarāfī, the passage is clear proof that Jesus did not share in God’s divinity; rather, he
possessed a god whom he worshiped and who guided him (lahu ilāha yaʿbudahu wa-rabba
yudabbirahu).47 According to al-Qarāfī, Christ’s use of ‘my Father’ is simply a metaphor
(majāz), for in Jn 1:13, the Jews are referred to as ‘Children of God,’ who he interprets as
those whom God favoured, as opposed to literal sons of God. He supplies further support for
this reading from Mt 12:46-50, in which Christ declares all who follow the will of his Father
to be his mothers and brothers. And yet, al-Qarāfī concludes, Christians fail to grasp the
simple meaning of this metaphor and instead insist that Christ possessed a divine nature.48
Opposition to the Incarnation is no less forceful in the polemical works of the
Damascene scholar Ibn Taymiyya (d 1328). In his al-Jawāb al-ṣaḥīḥ, he addresses the claim
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Al-Qarāfī, Ajwiba, 293.
See Mark Beaumont, ‘Muslim Readings of John’s Gospel in the ʿAbbasid Period, IC-MR 19, no. 2 (2011):
179-197, with focus on al-Qāsim ibn Ibrāhīm, Abū Muḥāmmad ibn Ḥazm, and the author of the al-Radd aljamīl.
47
Al-Qarāfī, Ajwiba, 289-290.
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Al-Qarāfī, Ajwiba, 291.
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in the Letter from the People of Cyprus that God never spoke to humankind except from
behind a veil (illā min warāʾ ḥijāb), according to what it says in Qurʾān;49 and since subtle
substances (laṭāʾif) can only be manifested through solid forms (kathāʾif), it was necessary
for Him to appear as Jesus in order to address humankind.50 In reply, Ibn Taymiyya reasserts
his opposition to the Trinitarian theology of Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī (discussed in the previous
chapter) by stating that, if Christians mean to say that the Word is a divine attribute, then this
would be false, since an attribute does not subsist in anything other than what it describes (lā
taqūmu bi-ghayr mawṣūfihā).51
As for his critique of divine indwelling, he turns his scrutiny to the Letter’s statement
that God appeared (ẓahara) in Christ because humankind is the most exalted of His
creations.52 In reply, Ibn Taymiyya argues that this manifestation was in fact an intellective
representation (mithāl ʿilmī) of Jesus’s faith and remembrance of God, as opposed to the
indwelling of God’s essence in Christ’s humanity.53 In support of this supposition, Ibn
Taymiyya alludes to Q. 30:28 (‘He presents to you an example [mathalan] of yourselves’) and
advances ḥadiths in which Muḥammad reports God’s words: ‘When I love him (i.e. My
servant) I am his hearing by which he hears, his seeing by which he sees’ and ‘In Me he
hears, in Me he sees, in Me he touches, in Me he walks.’54 In line with earlier polemicists,
Ibn Taymiyya’s discredits the Incarnation by comparing them to Islamic heresies, as occurs
in his comparison of indwelling to the errors of Ṣūfīs who proclaim union with the divine.55
Later in al-Jawāb al-Ṣaḥīḥ, he likens the doctrine to that of Unity of Essence (waḥdat alwujūd), taught by the celebrated Ṣūfī thinker Muḥyī al-Dīn ibn ʿArabī (d. 1240). According
Q. 42:51: ‘It is not for any human that God speak to him except by revelation (waḥyan) or from behind a veil
(ḥijāb).
50
Ibn Taymiyya, Jawāb, 3:308 (Michel, A Muslim Theologian’s Response, 285-286). Cf. Khoury, Paul
d’Antioche, §36; Ebied and Thomas, Christian-Muslim Polemic, xi. §36.
51
Ibn Taymiyya, Jawāb, 3:309-310 (Michel, A Muslim Theologian’s Response, 286).
52
Ibn Taymiyya, Jawāb, 3:332 (Michel, A Muslim Theologian’s Response, 288). Cf. Khoury, Paul d’Antioche,
§36; Ebied and Thomas, Muslim-Christian Polemic, xi. §36.
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Ibn Taymiyya, Jawāb, 3:337-338 (Michel, A Muslim Theologian’s Response, 288).
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Ibn Taymiyya, Jawāb, 3:334-335 (Michel, A Muslim Theologian’s Response, 289).
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Ibn Taymiyya, Jawāb, 3:337 (Michel, A Muslim Theologian’s Response, 29)1.
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to the Damascene scholar, Ibn ʿArabī espoused a pantheistic conception of God, and cites
him as having declared: ‘Transcendent Truth is the creation that resembles it’ (al-ḥaqq almunazzah huwa l-khalq al-mushabbah),56 ‘the Truth has a face in everything that is
worshiped’ (li-l-Ḥaqq fī kull maʿbūd wajhan), and ‘there is no worship of anything other than
God in anything that is worshiped’ (mā ʿabd ghayr Allāh fī kull maʿbūd).57 For Christians,
reasons Ibn Taymiyya, such statements would apply to the created humanity of Christ, in
whom they believe God united and dwelled. These arguments also emerge in his fatwā on the
issue of Jesus as Word of God in the Qurʾān, which polemicises against Christians who cite
such instances in defence of the Incarnation (specific examples of which will be addressed in
Section 4.4.2). In this fatwā, Ibn Taymiyya also accuses both Christians and Ṣūfīs for failing
to adequately distinguish between God and the created world.58

4.3. The Intra-Christian Context
Having surveyed some key aspects of polemics against the Incarnation, we now turn our
attention to ʿAbdīshōʿ’s exposition of the doctrine. The first part of this section addresses
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s articulation of Christology in opposition to those of other Christian confessions.
Here, our author gives a narrative account of how and why the ancient divisions between
Christians arose—a strategy I refer to as a ‘church historical approach.’ Embedded in this
narrative is a refutation of each of the rival Christologies, that is, the ‘Word-Flesh’
Ibn Taymiyya, Jawāb, 4:300; Michel, A Muslim Theologian’s Response, 317.
Ibn Taymiyya, Jawāb, 4:300-305 (Michel, A Muslim Theologian’s response, 317-319). The latter two
quotations are from Ibn ʿArabī’s explanation of Q. 71:22: ‘They have plotted an almighty plot’ (makarū makran
kubbāran). It should be noted that the pantheism of which Ibn Taymiyya accuses Ibn ʿArabī was not in fact
taught by the latter. Ibn ʿArabī’s conceived of being (wujūd) as there existing no Real Being except God, while
if things other than God appear to exist, it is because He has granted them being—a notion akin to Avicenna’s
argument that all being is contingent save for the Necessary Being. See discussion in William C. Chittick,
‘Taṣawwuf. 1. Ibn al-ʿArabī and after in the Arabic and Persian lands and beyond,’ EI2 10 (2000): 317-324;
idem, ‘Waḥdat al-wujūd,’ EI2 11 (2002): 37-39. The views of Ibn ʿArabī and his interpreters on divine union
(ittiḥād) will be examined in Section 4.2.3.
58
Taqī al-Dīn ibn Taymiyya, Taḥqīq al-qawl fī masʾalat ʿĪsā kalimat Allāh wa-l-Qurʾān kalām Allāh (Ṭanṭā,
Egypt: Dār al-Ṣaḥāba li-l-Turāth, 1312/1992). For a summary of the fatwā’s contents, see Hoover, ‘Ibn
Taymiyya,’ 852-853.
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Miaphysitism of the Jacobites and the hypostatic union of the Diophysite Melkites. In
refuting these doctrines, ʿAbdīshōʿ simultaneously addresses themes of ecclesial identity and
self-definition, of which Christology formed a crucial part. While this particular section of
the Pearl reflects more intra-religious than inter-religious concerns, an examination of its
contents will give us a wider appreciation of how ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Christological terminology
would later develop in response to external challenges.
The second part of this section addresses ʿAbdīshōʿ’s approach to intra-Christian
polemics in his later writings composed in Arabic. Beginning with a close reading of his
Profession, I show that this work bears the imprint of an apology directed against Islam.
Although the work at first appears solely concerned with rival Christian confessions, it is
nevertheless indebted to apologies intended to convince hypothetical Muslim critics that the
Christology of the Church of the East was more logically coherent than others. In two later
Arabic works by ʿAbdīshōʿ, however, we encounter a more conciliatory tone towards other
Christians. I show here that by creatively adapting a Christological idiom that had long been
defined in opposition to other Christians, our author constructs an explanation of the
Incarnation that is strikingly tolerant of other expressions.

4.3.1. The Pearl’s Church-Historical Approach
The Pearl is by no means the first work of East Syrian Christian provenance to weave dogma
with historical narrative. We encounter the strategy in Elias bar Shennāyā’s al-Burhān ʿalā
ṣaḥīḥ al-īmān (‘The Demonstration of the Correct Faith’), a much neglected work in which
he contests the narratives of the ecumenical councils in the histories of the Melkite Saʿīd ibn
Baṭrīq and the Copt Severus ibn al-Muqaffaʿ,59 followed by a deconstruction of the Melkite
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See Louis Cheikho (ed.), Eutychii Patriarchae Alexandrini Annales (CSCO 50-51; Leuven: Secrétariat du
CorpusSCO, 1962), 155ff and Chébli, Réfutation d’Eutychius par Sévère, 167ff.
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and Miaphysite positions.60 A further example comes from ʿAmr ibn Mattā’s Kitāb almajdal, a vast theological summa that features a history of the Church councils and the
Nestorian controversy.61 To my knowledge, however, ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Pearl represents the first
attempt to incorporate such a narrative within a far briefer catechism in the Syriac language.
Before touching on the Christological councils, ʿAbdīshōʿ begins by speaking of the
tranquillity and unity of faith established by the apostles in the first four centuries after
Christ’s death.62 This cohesion, he continues, would be disrupted by the appearance of the
first significant heresy, resulting in the convocation of the Council of Nicaea in 325 by the
‘holy emperor’ (malkā qaddīshā) Constantine.63 Yet, no heresy is mentioned by name;
instead, ʿAbdīshōʿ directs his reader to the ecclesiastical history of Eusebius of Caesarea,
from which ‘the number of blasphemies (kpōryē), impieties (rushshʿē) and villainies
(shuḥḥāṭē) that existed in this period is known.’64 Thus, the emergence of these heretical
divisions on the eve of Nicaea was the work of Satan, and the factionalisation of the Christian
oikoumene is likened to the Biblical Fall.65 At this point, our author ends his brief historical
notice of Nicaea by reporting that once the leaders of these heresies had been removed,
Christendom was once again ‘one flock and one Church (reʿyānā ḥadd u-ʿēdtā ḥdā), from
where the sun rises to where it sets.’66
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The Arabic text of this treatise—preserved in Ms. Vat. ar. 180, 180a-220a—remains unedited, though is
available in translation by L. Horst, Des Metropoliten Elias von Nisibis Buch vom Beweis der Wahrheit des
Glaubens (Colmar: Eugen Barth, 1886). A critical edition and French translation is forthcoming from Samir
Khalil and Laurent Basanese. I am grateful to Fr. Basanese for giving me access to the manuscript.
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Ibn Mattā, Kitāb al-majdal, 472bff. The section forms the sixth part (faṣl) of the fifth chapter (bāb), and is not
to be confused with the fifth section of the same chapter, which comprises the patriarchal history, the only part
of the entire Kitāb al-majdal to be edited (Gismondi, Akhbār).
62
Here, he tells us that ‘they the Apostles taught the inhabitants of the world blessedness (ṭāybūtā), holiness
(qaddīshūtā), serenity (nīḥūtā), and humility (makkīḥūtā), and the world was filled with knowledge of the Lord,
just as water covers the sea.’ Pearl, ܟܓ.
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Pearl, ܟܓ-ܟܕ.
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Pearl, ܟܕ.
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Pearl, ܟܓ: ‘The Evil One grew bitter and jealous. And just as he did with Adam, so too did he do with us’
(ḥāsem bīshā u-metmarrmarr a[y]k ʿamm Ādām āp ʿamman sāʿar).
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The lack of detail in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s historical sketch of Nicaea is noteworthy. When
mentioning heresies he undoubtedly refers to the Arian controversy over the Trinity. Yet he
passes such early Christian heresies in silence and instead assures his readers that all they
need to know is contained in Eusebius’s Ecclesiastical History, a work that had enjoyed an
early reception and wide readership by ʿAbdīshōʿ’s time.67 It is likely that this passing
reference to Eusebius serves an important doctrinal function: although he deems Nicaea
historically relevant, details about its main actors do not bear mention because ‘there is no
disagreement (layt pullāg) between Christians [today] over the confession of the Trinity,’
insofar as they all accept the Nicene Creed and the co-substantiality of God’s triune persons.
Instead, it is over the Incarnated Word (meṭṭul meltā d-metbarnāshūtā) that differences begin
to emerge.68 The assertion that a period of ecumenical calm preceeded Christianity’s
historical divisions is a common theme in Syriac and Christian Arabic historical works.69
Moreover, that Christians were united in the Trinity but divided in Christology is a point
frequently acknowledged in 13th century expositions of Christological dogma,70 including
those by Muslim and Jewish authors.71
Having set the tenor of his narrative, ʿAbdīshōʿ reports that a council at Ephesus was
convoked to discuss ‘the manner (znāh) of the Union (ḥdāyūtā) and the terms (shmāhē)
describing it,’ after Cyril of Alexandria had claimed that the Virgin was ‘Mother of God’
(yāldat Allāhā) and condemned any who distinguished (mparresh) between Christ’s
Our earliest manuscript of the Syriac version of Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History comes in the form of a St.
Petersburg codex dated 462, indicating a very early reception indeed. See William Wright and Adelbert Merx
(eds.), The Ecclesiastical History of Eusebius in Syriac (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1898), i. The
lasting impact of Eusebius on the genre of ecclesiastical histories in Syriac literature is discussed by Muriel
Debié, ‘L’héritage de la chronique d’Eusѐbe dans l’historiographie syriaque,’ JCSSS 6 (2006): 18-28.
68
Pearl, ܟܕ
69
Both Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ and Bar Shennāyā, for example, agree that tranquillity reigned throughout the oikumene
until the appearance of the first Christological controversy, Macedonianism, which would be declared heretical
at the First Council of Constantinople in 381. Chébli, Réfutation d’Eutychius par Sévère, 163-164; Bar
Shennāyā, Burhān, 147a. Elsewhere, Bar Shennāyā mentions that there are no longer Christians who profess
heterodox Trinitarian beliefs. Ibid., 134a.
70
al-Ṣafī ibn al-ʿAssāl (Samir, Brefs chapitres, VIII:§1-4); Būlus al-Anṭakī, ‘al-Farq bayn al-naṣārā, in Seize
traités, 15-21, here 15; and Bar Hebraeus (François Nau [ed. and tr.], Les hérésies christologiques d’après
Grégoire Bar Hébraeus [PO 13, fasc. 2; Paris: Firmin-Didot, 1907], 264).
71
See, for example, Ibn Kammūna, Tanqīḥ, 51; al-Qarāfī, Ajwiba, 306; Ibn Taymiyya, Jawāb, 2:182.
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humanity and divinity.72 In response, Nestorius argued that Cyril’s teachings were without
prophetic and apostolic foundation, since the expression ‘Mother of Man’ would resemble the
doctrines of the heresiarchs Paul of Samosata and Photinus of Galatia, who posited that
Christ was a ‘mere man’ (barnāshā shḥīmā). Meanwhile, the appellation ‘Mother of God’
would result in the error of Simon Magus and Paul Menander, who taught that God did not
assume (nsab) humanity from Mary, but that this humanity was merely phantasmal (bashragrāgyātā hwāt).73 This heresiological distinction is almost identical to that employed by
Nestorius in his Book of Heraclides (translated from Greek into Syriac in the 6th century) and
Babai the Great’s (d. 628) Ktāba da-ḥdāyūtā (‘The Book of Union’), each of whom regarded
the term ‘Mother of Christ’ as an essential middle ground between two Christological
extremes.74
Thus, ʿAbdīshōʿ polemicises against Cyril—and by extension, the Miaphysite churches
of his day—for failing to adequately distinguish between the Godhead and humanity in
Christ, while asserting that it is the Church of the East that has faithfully preserved them:

We, however, call the Virgin ‘Mother of Christ,’ the term established by the Prophets and
Apostles, and which explains [mbaddeq] the union generally. Cyril, who in the anathemas that
he wrote, anathematises all who distinguish between the divinity and humanity of Christ, [also]
anathematises the Holy Scriptures. For the Apostles and Prophets distinguished between the
natures [kyānē] of the Person [parṣōpā], and from them the holy Fathers taught that Christ was
Perfect God [ʾAlāhā mshalmānā] and Perfect Man [barnāshā mshalmānā], the likeness of God
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Paul Bedjan (ed.), Le livre d'Héraclide de Damas (Paris: Letouzey et Ané, 1910), 152 (=G.R. Driver and
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[dmūtā d-ʾAllāhā] and the likeness of the servant [dmūtā d-ʿabdā], the Son of David and the
Son of the Most High, flesh and Word.75

Once introducing the Church of the East’s teaching on this vital distinction, he begins his
account of Ephesus by mentioning the schisms, killings, and banishments (palgwātā u-qeṭlē
u-ʾeksōryās) in the aftermath of Ephesus, with a passing reference to yet another historical
work: a now lost ‘ecclesiastical history’ (ʾeqlesasṭīqē) by Irenaeus of Tyre.76 Turning his
narrative focus to the Council of Chalcedon (451), our author states that the emperor Marcian
(r. 450–457)—whom he describes as ‘illustrious’ (naṣṣīḥā) and ‘Christ-loving’ (rāḥēm lamshīḥā)—convoked a council to enforce the acceptance of Christ’s two natures. Yet, in
opposition to what would eventually become orthodoxy for the Church of the East, the
council declared that the union between the divine and human natures occurred in Christ’s
single qnōmā, as opposed to his Person.77 ʿAbdīshōʿ explains that this was due to a linguistic
misunderstanding, since in Greek the terms for person (parṣōpā) and qnōmā are identical—
both being hupostasis—and so the Chalcedonians ‘declare but one qnōmā in Christ.’78 By
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s time, this view had become well established as the Church of the East often
regarded the Diophysite Christology of Chalcedon as closer to its own, and was thus far less
75

Pearl, ܟܗ. Allusion to Phil 2:7; cf. Chediath, The Christology of Mar Babai, 97-101.
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that Irenaeus’ work was known to Syriac authors in five books, hence ʿAbdīshōʿ’s mention of ‘five
ecclesiastical histories,’ though this must necessarily remain speculation. ʿAbdīshōʿ also attributes a work
entitled Tragoedia to Nestorius (Assemani, Bibliotheca Orientalis, 3/1:36), in addition to the better-known
Bazaar of Heracleides, which may be accounted for by an attribution of such a work in the ecclesiastical history
of Evagrius; see Friedrich Loofs, Nestorius and his Place in the History of Christian Doctrine (Cambridge:
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hostile to it than the Miaphysitism of Cyril and his followers.79 However, ʿAbdīshōʿ provides
no further discussion of the difference between person and qnōmā.80 Instead, he draws his
account of Chalcedon to a close by stating that all who failed to accept the Chalcedonian
formula were condemned by imperial decree.81
The Pearl’s potted history of the ecumenical councils ends here. Having outlined the
doctrines of Cyril and Nestorius, ʿAbdīshōʿ turns his attention to the emergence of the
Jacobite and Melkite churches as distinct ecclesial entities:

From that time onwards Christianity became divided into three confessions [tāwdyātā]. The
first profess one nature [kyānā] and one qnōmā in Christ, to which the Copts [ʾāgepbṭāyē
meṣrāyē] and Kushites [kushshāyē] adhere, according to the tradition of Cyril, their patriarch.
They are called ‘Jacobites,’ after Jacob, a Syrian theologian [(ʾ)nāsh mallpānā suryāyā], who
zealously spread the confession of Cyril among the Syrians and Armenians.
The second [confession] claims two natures and one qnōmā [in Christ]. They are called
‘Melkites,’ because it was forcibly [ba-qṭīrā] imposed by the king [i.e. Byzantine emperor]. Of
those who adhere to this this are the Romans called ‘Franks’ [rōhmāyē d-metqrēyn parangāyē],
the Constantinopolitans who are Greeks [yāwnāyē], and all the northern nations [ʿammē kullhōn
garbāyē], such as the Russians [rushshāyē], the Alans [ʾālānāyē], the Circassians [sharkas], the
The catholicos Īshōʿyahb II (r. 628-446), for example, held that despite the good intentions of the council, the
‘feeble phraseology’ of its Christology led to the doctrine of Christ’s single qnōmā. Louis Sako, (ed. and tr.),
Lettre christologique du Patriarche Syro-Oriental Īšōʿyahb II de Gḏālā (628-646) (Paris: n.p., 1983), 42-49,
cited by Brock, ‘The Christology of the Church of the East,’ 129. Similarly, the bishop Shāhdūst of Ṭirhān (fl.
9th century) reserves judgement as to whether the Melkites ought to be considered heretics, though he draws
attention to the confusion arising from their understanding of the terms qnōmā, stating: ‘qnōmā has been set
down here in place of person (parṣōpā) and it possible that your error is that you have read qnōmā as ʾīpōsṭāsīs
and that you call the person prosōpōn.’ Trans. modified from Luise Abramowski and Alan Goodman (ed. and
tr.), A Nestorian Collection of Christological Texts: Cambridge University Library MS Oriental 1319 2 vols.
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1972), 1:10 (ST), 2:9-10 (ET). Elias bar Shennāyā readily
acknowledges that the Melkites are closer to his own community than the Jacobites (innakum aqrab ilaynā min
ghayrikum), since the two agree on Christ’s two natures (muttafiqūnā fī l-qawl bi-annā l-masīha jawharān)—a
principal he sees as crucial (wa-huwa aṣlun kabīr). Burhān, 169b-179a.
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The difference is succinctly explained in the Zāqōrā mlaḥḥmā of John bar Zōʿbī (fl. first half of the 13th
century), whom the editor of the Pearl refers to in a footnote. Although largely unedited, the relevant extract is
appended to the De Kelaita edition of the Pearl. On the difference between qnōmā and person (parṣōpā), Bar
Zōʿbī states that qnōmā applies to a single property (dīlāytā) of a subject, while person applies to the total sum
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qnōmē of the same species in other persons. If Christ’s person is the sum of four parts—the human and divine
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from his qnōmē. Pearl, ܩܓ-ܨܛ. Cf. definition of parṣōpā by Chediath, The Christology of Mar Babai, 89-91.
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Ossetes [ʾāsāyē],82 the Georgians [gurrgāyē], and their neighbours. The Franks are set apart
from these others, for they say that the Holy Spirit proceeds [nāpeq] from the Father and the
Son,83 and because they use unleavened bread [paṭṭīrā] in the Eucharist.
These two confessions accept [the expression] ‘Mother of God.’ The Jacobites, however,
add [the formula] ‘who was crucified for us’ to the liturgical hymn [qanōnā] Holy God!84

A number of features in in the above passage are noteworthy. Firstly, details about the ethnic
divisions of the Jacobites and Melkites are striking when compared to earlier East Syrian
descriptions of the sects.85 Where non-Melkite Chalcedonians are concerned, it is possible
that ʿAbdīshōʿ’s knowledge of Christian groups from beyond the Iraqi heartland of the
Church of the East arose—directly or indirectly—from ecumenical contacts in the Crusader
and Mongol period.86 The Franciscan William of Rubruck, for instance, encountered Slavic
and Caucasian Christians together with Nestorians in Central Asia during his journey to the

In his English translation of the Pearl, Percy Badger (The Nestorians and their Rituals, 2:399) leaves yasāyē
untranslated. I have opted for the definition ‘Ossetes’ because the term was associated with the Alans, known to
medieval Arabic, Persian, and Byzantine writers as the Ās; see Vasiliĭ Ivanovich Abaev and Harold Walter
Bailey, ‘Alans,’ EIr 1 (1985): 801-803. In 1253 the Franciscan traveller William of Rubruck identifies a people
known both as Alans and Aas in the Mongol camp of Sartaq, whom he notes are ‘Christians of the Greek rite,’
i.e.; see Byzantine Melkite. Peter Jackson (tr.), The Mission of Friar William of Rubruck: His Journey to the
Court of the Great Khan Möngke 1253-1255 (London: Hackett, 2009), 102.
83
A reference to the filioque (Latin for ‘and from the Son’), a formula which by ʿAbdīshōʿ’s time had become
incorporated into the Latin Creed, thus becoming a source of conflict between the Latin and Byzantine Church
in the Schism of 1054.
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Pearl, ܟܙ. ʿAbdīshōʿ refers here to the Miaphysite addition to the Trisagion (‘Thrice Holy’) hymn, which
reflects Cyril’s ‘one subject’ Christology, that is to say, that God the Word became Flesh—as opposed to having
been united with the Assumed Man—and as such suffered and died on the Cross. See Sebastian P. Brock, ‘The
Thrice-Holy Hymn in the Liturgy,’ EChR 7, no. 2 (1985): 24-34.
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For example, Elias bar Shennāyā states that the Jacobites are composed of many Syrians in Anatolia, Syria,
Iraq, Sudan, and Egypt and its environs (fa-hum khalqun kathirun min al-suryān wa-balad al-rūm wa-l-mashriq
wa-ghayrihā wa-jamīʿ ahl al-sūdān wa-qibṭ al-miṣr wa-aʿmālihā), though he provides no ethno-geographical
information about the Melkites. Elias ibn al-Muqlī’s depiction of the three main confessions is even sparser,
providing only a basic outline of their Christological doctrines. Ibn al-Muqlī, Uṣūl al-dīn, 1:239-245.
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Wilhelm Baum and Dietmar W. Winkler, The Church of the East: A Concise History (London: Routledge,
2003), 89-94. An almost identical list of Chalcedonian groupings is provided in a brief treatise on Christological
heresies by ʿAbdīshōʿ’s older contemporary Bar Hebraeus, in which he mentions the Greeks, the Iberians
(ʾībārāyē, i.e. Georgians), Alans, Russians, Syrian (i.e. Syriac speaking) Melkites (malkāyā suryāyē), Maronites,
and Franks, adding, as ʿAbdīshōʿ does, that the Franks are distinguished by their claim that that the Holy Spirit
proceeds from the Son as well as the Father (Nau, Les héresies christologiques, 264). Arabic- and Syriacspeaking Melkites were of course well-known to the Church of the East, having maintained a centuries-long
presence in Mesopotamia and Iran during the ʿAbbāsid period; see Joseph Nasrallah, L’Église melchite en Iraq,
en Perse et dans l’Asie Centrale (Jerusalem: n.p., 1976), 40-90.
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court of the Great Khan Mӧnke in 1254.87 But more importantly here, the Church of the East
maintained close contacts with the Latin West under Yahballāhā III, during whose reign
theological exchanges between the two took place.88 While keen to secure the cooperation of
its Latin allies, the Church of the East was equally careful not to compromise its East Syrian
dogma when asked by the Papacy to produce credal statements, whether on matters of
Christology or the filioque, as is evident from Rabban Ṣāwmā’s audience with cardinals of
Rome in 1287 and Yahballāhā’s correspondence with Popes Boniface III in 1302 and
Benedict XI in 1304.89
Of further note is ʿAbdīshōʿ’s description of Melkites as Christians whose
Christological creed was forced upon them by the Byzantine emperor, hence the designation
‘Melkite,’ from the Syr. malkā / Ar. malik. Encoded in this seemingly neutral description is a
thinly veiled polemic against the group’s Christological origins. Although the label had
become accepted by Chalcedonian writers by the 13th century,90 it was first employed by East
Syrian writers in ʿAbbāsid times to explain how the Chalcedonians had received their creed
87

Jackson, The Mission of Friar William, 102ff; see also above, no. 99.
See Baum and Winkler, The Church of the East, 89ff.
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See Borbone, Tashʿītā, 29, in which Rabban Ṣāwmā’s statement is recorded as follows: ‘In the last time, one
of the hypostases of the majestic Trinity, namely the Son, assumed (lbesh) the perfect man, Jesus Christ, from
Mary the Holy Virgin; and was united (ʾetḥayyad) to Him in Person (parṣōpāʾīṭ), and through him redeemed the
world. In His divinity He is eternally of the Father and in His humanity He was temporally (zabnānāʾīt)
begotten. The union is forever inseparable and indivisible, and is without mingling (muzzāgā), and without
mixture (khullāṭā), and without composition (rukkābā). The Son of this Union is Perfect God and Perfect Man,
two natures (kyānīn), two qnōmē, and one Person (parṣōpā).’ The terms muzzāgā, ḥullāṭā and rukkābā are
Christological terms most often polemically employed by East Syrian writers against Jacobites and Melkites, as
will be discussed below and in Section 4.3.2. As for the issue of the filioque, Rabban Ṣāwmā rejects the Latin
doctrine, insisting that the Holy Spirit proceeds only from the Father. Ibid., 29.
As for Yahballāhāʿs correspondence with the papacy, these are preserved in the Vatican archives and have
been edited and translated by Laura Bottini, ‘Due lettere inedite de patriarca Mar Yahbhallaha III,’ RSO 66, no.
3-4 (1992): 239-258. Without reference to either natures or qnōmē, the Catholicos states: ‘In the last of times
God the Word—one of the three [Trinitarian] hypostases represented by the light of the sun—became man
(taʾannasa) and assumed the Perfect Man (labasa insānan kāmilan) from the Blessed Virgin for the salvation of
the world. He united with it (i.e. the Man) eternally (ittaḥada bihi ittihādan abadiyyan), [without] subsequent
separation (lā firāq baʿd).’ Ibid., 246. He then goes on to state that Christ was a single person (shakhṣ wāḥid),
perhaps in response to the oft-repeated charge that the Nestorians maintained two persons in Christ. As for the
issue of the Virgin, Yahballāhā does not mention the expression ‘Mother of Christ,’ but nevertheless conforms
to the East Syrian formula by stating that Mary ‘gave birth to the Lord Christ who is Perfect Man united
(muttaḥad) with Perfect God.’ Ibid., 246. Cf. Teule, ‘Saint Louis and the East Syrians,’ 113-117.
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See, for example, al-Anṭākī, ‘al-Farq bayna l-naṣārā,’ 17: Wa-ammā l-iḥtijāju l-malikiyyīn alladhī anā l-ḥāqīr
aḥaduhum …). For other examples, see Alexander Treiger, ‘Unpublished Texts from the Arab Orthodox
Tradition (1): On the Origin of the Term “Melkite” and On the Destruction of the Maryamiyya Cathedral in
Damascus,’ Chronos 29 (2014): 7-37.
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from Byzantine emperors and not the Apostles. The earliest documented articulation of this
claim comes from a letter by Timothy I addressed to the monks of Mār Mārōn, in which he
states that the apostolic faith of Christians in the ‘East’ (ba-pnītā hādē d-madnḥā) remained
untouched by heresy and political interference, whether from Zoroastrian or Muslim rulers.
By contrast, Timothy argues, Christianity in the Byzantine Empire was upheld according to
the whim of Christian emperors (reʿyānē d-malkē): those that were heterodox introduced
alterations into the faith, while orthodox rulers like Constantine the Great were obliged to
preserve orthodoxy by force (ba-qṭīrā).91 Two centuries later, Elias bar Shennāyā would
assert that the Melkites are so called because the emperor Marcian determined their faith, and
on that account its adherents are called ‘Melkites’—which is absurd since the Christian faith
had initially been established by the Apostles, without the coercion of earthly rulers (lā
siyyamā wa-l-dīn al-naṣrāniyya lam yakun mimman yujbir li-iqāma wa-daʿwa ilayhi aḥadun
min al-mulūk).92 Moreover, the Jacobite addition of the formula of ‘Who was crucified for us’
to the Trisagion (‘Thrice Holy’) hymn had for many centuries been a major source of
contention among East Syrian and Melkite writers, who viewed it as a Theopaschite
innovation.93 While ʿAbdīshōʿ does not explicitly critique such differences, he is nevertheless
keen to draw attention to them as important points of departure from his own confession, as
indicated in the above quoted passage.
The issue of apostolic precedence re-emerges in the Pearl’s discussion of the label
‘Nestorian.’ After explaining the historical emergence of the Jacobite and Melkite
confessions, ʿAbdīshōʿ has this to say of his own community:

Thomas Darmo (ed.), ʾEgrātā d-Mār Ṭīmātēʾōs qadmāyā qātōlīqā pāṭaryārkīs (Kerala: Mar Narsai Press,
1982), 324-325.
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Bar Shennāyā, Burhān, 169b.
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See, for example, Darmo, ʾEgrātā d-Mār Ṭīmāṭēʾōs, 318-324; Elias, Burhān, 161a; and Dionysius bar Ṣalibī’s
defence of the formula in Alphonse Mingana (tr.), Treatise against the Melchites (WS 1; Cambirdge: W. Heffer
and Sons, 1927), 57ff. See more generally Chediath, The Christology of Mar Babai, 73-74; Griffith, ‘”Melkites”
and “Jacobites,” and the Christological Controversies,’ 52-53.
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The third [group] confesses two natures [kyānīn] and two qnōmē in Christ, one will [ṣebyānā],94
one Sonship [brūtā], one authority [shulṭānā], and are called ‘Nestorians.’ The Easterners
[madnḥāyē], however, since they never changed their faith, but received and preserved it
without change from the Apostles, are unjustly named ‘Nestorians.’ For Nestorius was not their
patriarch, nor did they comprehend his language [i.e. presumably Greek]; rather, when they
heard that he taught two natures, two qnōmē, one Will, one Son of God, and One Christ, and
that he professed orthodoxy [ʾartādōksāʾīt māwdē], they bore witness to him because they
believed accordingly. It was Nestorius who submitted to them, not they to him, most of all
concerning the matter of the [expression] ‘Mother of Christ.’ When called to condemn him,
they said: ‘There is no difference between condemning Nestorius and condemning the Divine
Scriptures and the Holy Apostles, from whom we received that which we hold, and for which
you censure us.95

According to Alexander Treiger, the above repudiation of the term ‘Nestorian’ is
characteristic of the Mongol period, ‘when frequent “ecumenical” contacts with the Latin
West made some East-Syriac Christian theologians apprehensive of this label’—an
apprehension that prefigures the Church of the East’s modern discomfort with it.96 With
reference to earlier encounters, Nikolai Seleznyov also argues that the Church’s suppression
of the label ‘Nestorian’ was due to ‘ecumenical expedience.’97 Indeed, Yahballāhā III never
employs ‘Nestorian’ as a term of self-definition in his correspondence with the Papacy,
instead referring to his community as the ‘Church of the Lord Christ in the East’ (bi-lmashriq).98 He is furthermore said to have disavowed the label in conversation with the
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The issue of whether Christ possessed one or two wills according to Nestorian Christology will be discussed
below in Section 4.3.2.
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Treiger, ‘The Christology of the Letter from the People of Cyprus, 45.
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Nikolai Seleznyov, ‘Nestorius of Constantinople: Condemnation, Suppression, Veneration,’ JEChrSt 62, no
3-4 (2010): 165-190, here 169, 170. Both Seleznyov and Treiger (see previous note) argue against Sebastian
Brock’s thesis in his important article ‘The ‘Nestorian’ Church: a Lamentable Misnomer,’ in The Church of the
East: Life and Thought, ed. by James F. Coakley and Kenneth Parry (Manchester: John Rylands University
Library, 1996), 23-35 that the term ‘Nestorian’ is to be avoided in modern scholarship due to its pejorative use
among the Church of the East’s Christological rivals, and its repudiation by East Syrian writers like ʿAbdīshōʿ
(ibid., 34-35).
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Dominican traveller Riccoldo di Monte Croce, who encountered the Catholicos during his
stay in Baghdad in 1290.99
But to fully understand the context of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s rejection of the label ‘Nestorian,’ we
must look to earlier discussions. In a brief Christological exposition, Abū l-Faraj ibn alṬayyib (d. 1043) states that his community’s association with Nestorius is superfluous (ʿalā
ghayr wujūb), since they are known as ‘Christians of the East’ (naṣārā l-mashriq), due to
their evangelisation by the Apostles Addai and Mār Thomas, whom they credit with the
introduction of Christianity into Iraq and Iran.100 Ibn al-Ṭayyib adds that their support for
Nestorius during his dispute with Cyril led to the imposition of the label ‘Nestorian’ upon
them (ghulibat ʿalayhim).101 While Elias bar Shennāyā does not explicitly reject the term
‘Nestorian,’ he consistently refers to his community as ‘Easterners’ (mashāriqa) in his
Burhān. He further reasons that, owing to the fact that no heretic had ever appeared among
them (lā ẓahara minhum mukhālifun), the Easterners had no need for the Council of Ephesus
and its rulings, unlike the Melkites and Jacobites, whom he describes as ‘invented sects’
(firaq muḥdatha). As for Nestorius, Bar Shennāyā claims that the Easterners received news of
his sound doctrine (maqālatihi l-ṣaḥīḥ), but had neither seen him nor had he ever visited their
lands (lam nushāhidahu wa-lā ṭaraqa diyāranā).102 In a similar vein, Īshōʿyahb bar Malkōn,
in a letter dated 1222, addresses the accusation of a Jacobite interlocutor—the Patriarch of
Antioch, Ignatius III David (r. 1222-1252)—that the Christology of the Church of the East
was invented by Nestorius, and on that account was without ancient, apostolic foundations
(laysat qadīma wa-sillīḥiyya). In reply, Īshōʿyahb argues that despite their association with
99
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Nestorius, the faith of his community dates from the time of Mār Mārī and Mār Addai, who
evangelised the East (alladhīna talammadha l-mashriq).103 As ʿAbdīshōʿ would later do,
Īshōʿyahb asserts that Nestorius had never been his Church’s patriarch, although they bore
witness that his doctrine was in conformity (muṭābaqa) with what the Apostles had taught
them.104
Far from being the product of ecumenical expediency, therefore, ʿAbdīshōʿ’s rejection
of the label ‘Nestorian’ should be seen in light of a polemical strategy that sought to prove
that the Church of the East’s Christology alone lay on apostolic foundations, over against
mainly Jacobite and Melkite claims to the contrary. The tendency to downplay Nestorius’s
significance for such purposes was common among East Syrian writers throughout the
Middle Ages but by no means consistent.105 As we shall see in the following section,
ʿAbdīshōʿ himself employs the label in his Arabic Christology, perhaps owing to the fact that
Muslims, who were likelier to read his Arabic works, had for centuries known members of
the Church of the East as ‘Nestorians’ and applied the term to them in theologically neutral
contexts.106 Even in polemical works, it was the Church’s Christology rather than its forms of
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self-definition that Muslim theologians were chiefly concerned with refuting, as we saw
previously.107
After outlining the three main confessions and their historical emergence, ʿAbdīshōʿ
draws up a brief refutation of the Melkite and Jacobite positions on the communicatio
idiomatum. Citing John bar Penkāyē (d. after 693/94) by name, ʿAbdīshōʿ employs a visual
illustration from an unnamed work by the 7th century writer:108 ‘Christ’ (mshīḥā) is spelt in
large purple letters to signify a ‘Union of mingling’ (ḥdāyūtā d-muzzāgā) of the Jacobites,
which according to the East Syrian view, inevitably confounds the human and divine natures
of Christ—a charge Miaphysite writers repeatedly denied.109 Thus, ʿAbdīshōʿ denounces this
mode of union as corruption (ḥubbālā) and confusion (bullbālā) since the ink used to spell
‘Christ’ is neither red nor black but purple. He then proceeds to write ‘Christ’ in large black
letters with a red outline, each colour symbolising the two separate natures in a union of
conjunction (ḥdāyūtā d-naqqīpūtā); hence he declares, ‘Behold beauty! Behold light!’110
Through this demonstration ʿAbdīshōʿ neatly conveys a classical Antiochene contrast.
In response to the Apollinarians’ view of ‘one nature in the Incarnate Christ,’ Theodore of
Mopsuestia and Nestorius refuted a ‘mingling’ or ‘mixture’ of natures wherein the humanity
and divinity in Christ lost their discernible characteristics and functions. Instead, they
employed the term synapheia to explain how God’s humanity and divinity were inseparably
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bound in Christ’s single person, and through which their operational natures and discernible
properties were sustained.111 As Antiochene thinking gradually found its way into the Church
of the East in the 5th to 7th centuries, a Syriac vocabulary was formalised to express this
distinction. Babai the Great, for example, polemicised against two kinds of union:
‘intermingling’ (muzzāgā) and ‘mixing’ (ḥullṭānā), terms that were later rendered imtizāj or
ikhtilāṭ in Arabic.112 In opposition to such modes of uniting, Babai employed ‘conjunction’
(naqqīpūtā, the Syriac for Theodore’s synapheia), a term which preserved the unique
identities of the two natures and safeguarded against any inference of Theopaschitism.113
Consequently, East Syrian writers in later centuries would continue to understand the Union
as a process of conjunction,114 a term Arabic Christian scholars would later translate as
ittiṣāl.115
The Christology of Chalcedon is refuted in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Pearl with equal vigour, though
this time without visual metaphor. Here, he asserts that if the divine qnōmā—a spiritual and
uncompounded essence (rūḥā ʾītyā lā mrakkbā)—and the human qnōmā—a temporal and
compounded body (gushmā zabnānāyā mrakkbā)—were one, then Christ’s discernible
attributes would be destroyed, becoming something which is neither God nor man.116 As for
the appellation ‘Mother of God,’ ʿAbdīshōʿ offers the following refutation: if Mary were
Mother of God, then Christ would not simply be the Son of God, but also Father, Son, and
111
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Holy Spirit; but because Christ was incarnated through the Sonship (brūtā) of the Trinity,
Christ must only be the Son—thus making Mary the Mother of Christ.117 Finally, ʿAbdīshōʿ
responds to the charge that the duality of natures and qnōmē implies the existence of two sons
and thus a quaternity (rbīʿūtā) of Persons.118 To this he simply states that the Church
confesses only one Son after the Incarnation, and so no fourth person has been added to the
Trinity.119
Before ending this section, it is worth drawing out a further context to the Pearl’s
combination of narrative and dogma. As we noted in Chapter One of this thesis, our author
states in his preface that Yahballāhā had instructed him to compose a systematic summary of
the faith. Although this statement can be read as merely a literary topos (through which the
author expresses humility by declaring that his work was written by request),120 it is not
implausible that the Catholicos demanded such a work be made. For we learn from the acts of
the synod of Timothy II, convened in February 1318, and in which ʿAbdīshōʿ himself
participated, that the ‘strengthening of ecclesiastical doctrine’ (quyyām yullpānē ʿēdtānāyē)
in all schools under the Church’s care was made a priority.121 Seen in this light, the didactic
function of the Pearl’s Christology and its use of historical narrative become clearer. It was
through such narratives that the Church defended its Christology, on the one hand, and
situated itself within a broader commonwealth of churches, on the other. As such, it was
important for ʿAbdīshōʿ to preserve through the Church’s official literature a Late Antique
inheritance of doctrinal divisions. Given the literary afterlife and popularity of the Pearl
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observed in Chapter One, this church-historical approach would prove to be an effective
method of Christological exposition in subsequent centuries.

4.3.2. From ʿaṣabiyya to Ecumenism: ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Arabic Christology
Having examined the way ʿAbdīshōʿ expresses Christological differences in his Syriac Pearl,
we now turn our attention to his Arabic Christology. As we observed in the previous section,
the Pearl’s discussion of Christology takes place within a church-historical framework,
encapsulating such themes as self-definition and competing communal narratives. Now
although the ideas expressed in his Arabic works are in keeping with the same tradition, the
literary forms underlying them differ in some important regards.
The literary forms in question are rooted in Christian-Muslim discussions concerning
the Incarnation, a feature that is impossible to overlook where ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Arabic
Christology is concerned. As we observed in Section 4.2, Muslim theologians often took note
of the traditional doctrinal divisions among Christians, and often enumerated and outlined
these positions before refuting them as equally objectionable from an Islamic perspective.
This strategy is paralleled by Christian Arabic theologians from the early ʿAbbāsid period
onwards, who outlined the three main positions before championing their own and refuting
the remaining two. As Mark Beaumont has pointed out, this method was intended to inculcate
key aspects of Christological doctrine to an internal audience while presenting ‘an apology
designed to commend the doctrine of the Incarnation to a Muslim interlocutor.’122 A central
feature of this didacticism is the use of analogy and metaphor to explain the various modes of
the union between the human and divine in Christ—a strategy that has received scarce
attention from scholars. To better understand ʿAbdīshōʿ’s use of this analogical method, it is
necessary to provide an overview of its earlier development.
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The earliest iteration of this approach comes from the writings of Babai the Great (d.
628). His opposition to the Christology of the Miaphysites led him to compare their
conception of union to various kinds of mixture, such as that of liquids and humids which
lose their constituent properties and become a tertium quid; or solids like broad bean and
wheat, which, due to their ability to be separated, are only superficially united—comparisons
which may owe something to Aristotle’s On Generation and Corruption and its
commentators, as Geevarghese Chediath has suggested.123
A more systematic treatment of these analogies occurs in Theodore bar Kōnī’s
Scholion, a late 8th century summa in question-and-answer form, the tenth mēmrā of which
has received attention from Sydney Griffith concerning its anti-Muslim apologetic agenda.124
Of greater interest to us for the moment is question no. 54 of the sixth mēmrā of this work.
Here, Bar Kōnī provides the following definition of union and its types, each of which he
elucidates with a specific analogy:

Uniting is the bonding [ḥzāqā] and joining [ʾasīrūtā] of separate things that gather to something
[d-kānshān l-ḥad medem] and are the result of two or more things. Its types are seven: (i)
natural [kyānāyā] and qnōmic [qnōmāyā], like the soul and the body that become one in
nature and qnōmā through uniting, and the elements [ʾesṭoksē] that constitute and sustain the
body of humans and animals; (ii) voluntary union [ḥdāyūtā ṣebyānītā], like the union of
believers coming together in one spirit and one mind (Acts 4:32); (iii) conjunction [naqqīpūtā],
like the man who will leave his father and mother to join his wife and they will become one in
flesh (Gen 2:24, cf. Mat 19:6); (iv) Personal [parṣōpāytā], like the messenger who assumes
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(lbesh) the person of the king; (v) Composition [rukkābā], like gold and silver that enter into
composition [metrakbīn], existing as a [single] chest [qēbūtā]; (vi) Mixture [ḥulṭānē], like
medicines [sammānē] that are mixed; (vii) Mingling [muzzāgā], like water mixed with wine, or
warm things with cold.125

As previously noted, the unions of mingling and mixture were most commonly ascribed to
the Jacobites, often with the aim of demonstrating how they confused the identities of the
human and divine natures. Also mentioned has been the Nestorian preference for union by
conjunction (naqqīpūtā), which, East Syrian theologians argued, safeguarded the distinct
identity of each of the two inseparably bound natures in Christ’s person.126 As for the union
of composition in the above passage, this was most often ascribed to the Chalcedonians. This
occurs, for example, in chapters attributed to Nestorius in which the author describes
composition as the joining of two things devoid of mutually participative wills, just as wool is
woven with flax to create a coat—a mode of union that is contrasted with ‘the conjunction
(naqqīpūtā) of the perfect natures who are known in one Person (parṣōpā), [which]
participate (mshāwtpīn) in the worship, honour, and greatness of the one Person.’127
The mutual participation of the two natures is brought to the fore in two further
categories of union central to Nestorian Christology: the union of good pleasure and will.
Theodore of Mopsuestia taught that both Christ and the saints were indwelled by God’s
divinity, yet Christ’s indwelling differed in a crucial regard: it was one of ‘good pleasure
(eudokia) as His true Son,’ whereby ‘He has united Himself in every honour.’128 The
implication here is that Christ’s humanity did not receive the Word passively as did the saints
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and prophets, but through the shared will of two distinct yet inseparably bound natures.129 Yet
it is important to remember that Nestorian writers did not maintain that Christ possessed a
single will. What was meant by a union of will was that the human and divine natures
possessed separate wills that functioned in perfect accord with one another without change to
the divine and human natures in Christ.130
The notion of a privileged and mutual indwelling was raised in Christological
discussions between East Syrian apologists and Muslims, most notably in Elias bar
Shennāyā’s dialogue with the Marwānid vizier al-Maghribī in 1027. When the latter wished
to know how Christians reconcile God’s transcendence with their belief in divine indwelling,
Bar Shennāyā responded that God does not indwell the essence (dhāt) or nature (jawhar) of
created beings, since He cannot be forcefully limited, divided, or arranged (lā yanḥaṣaru walā yatajazzaʾu wa-lā yatabaʿʿaḍu) in one place as opposed to another (fī makān dūna makān).
Rather, He exists in both equally (bi-l-sawiyya): both in Himself and those in whom He has
chosen to dwell, such as the Prophets (al-anbiyāʾ wa-l-muṣṭafīn).131 When pressed by alMaghribī to explain how, then, God’s indwelling of Christ differed from the Prophets, Bar
Shennāyā explains that the term ‘indwelling’ has multiple applications, just as ‘existence’
may be applied to both God and man, insofar as both exist. Similarly, ‘indwelling’ applies to
both Christ and the Prophets. However only in Christ was the Indwelling one of inseparable
Frederick G. McLeod, The Roles of Christ’s Humanity in Salvation: Insights from Theodore of Mopsuestia
(Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 2005), 180.
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union (ittiḥād alladhī lā yalḥaqahu iftirāq), and is thus a complete indwelling (ḥulūl alkamāl). For only in Christ was God’s indwelling and union one of ‘honour (waqār), good
pleasure (riḍāʾ), and volition (mashīʾa).’132 This distinction was deemed vital enough for
Elias II ibn al-Muqlī (d. 1131) to dedicate a whole chapter to in his Uṣūl al-dīn, in which he
argues—in words suggesting reliance on Bar Shennāyā—for a complete union (ittiḥād alkamāl), ‘because the union of the Saviour is a union of indwelling without separation—an
indwelling of good pleasure, honour, and volition.’133
Theodore bar Kōnī’s categories of uniting and their corresponding analogies are also
placed in the service of anti-Muslim apologetics, as occurs once again in Bar Shennāyā’s
disputation with al-Maghribī.134 When the Muslim vizier wishes to know what other
Christians believe concerning the Union, Elias responds that the Jacobites are obliged to
confess a natural union (ittiḥādan ṭabīʿiyyan), like the body and the soul, or the mingling
(mumāzaja) and mixture (ikhtilāṭ) of substances, while the Melkites confess a union of
composition (ittiḥād al-tarkīb) like the manufacture (taʾlīf) of a door or chair. On that
account, Bar Shennāyā claims that the Jacobites and Melkites fail to grasp Christ’s complete
indwelling.135 When asked about the Nestorian position, Bar Shennāyā responds that his
community confesses a union of volition (mashīʾa), as expressed in the statement ‘all who
believed were one in spirit and mind’ (Acts 4:32); conjunction (ittiṣāl), invoking the Old
Testament typology of a man leaving his parents to become one with his wife; and a personal
union (ittiḥād wajhī), like the king and his minister (nāʾib) in command (amr), prohibition
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(nahy), and governance (tadbīr). It is only these modes of uniting, Bar Shennāyā reasons, that
safeguard the distinct operations and identities of the two natures, that is, the transcendence
of the divine and the createdness of the human, which, despite their being conjoined, are
separate in all but will, flesh, and command.136 Having driven this point home to al-Maghribī,
the vizier expresses satisfaction with Bar Shennāyā’s exposition of Christology, declaring
that the monotheism of the Nestorians has been proven.137
It is against this background of Theodoran-Antiochene thought and anti-Muslim
apologetics that we must approach ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Arabic Christology. We begin with his
earliest known theological work in Arabic, his Profession. As we observed in the previous
chapter, the text opens with a Trinitarian statement in language intended to affirm God’s
essential unity (examined in the previous chapter). Immediately afterwards, ʿAbdīshōʿ asserts
that the Eternal Word is an expression (ʿibāra) of the Wise (ḥakīm), that is, the Incarnation
occurred through the Sonship, ‘one of the three hypostases (aqānīm).’138 In so doing, he
frames his discussion of Christology within the Trinitarian language of Christian Arabic
apologetics, which had long striven to reconcile the doctrine of God’s threeness with the
Islamic conception of tawḥīd. Setting out from this premise, he states that the Word
indwelled and united with the Assumed Man, and on that account the word ‘Christ’
encompasses two meanings (maʿnatayni): Perfect Man and Perfect God in one Perfect
Lord.139 It then falls upon ʿAbdīshōʿ to define the way in which this union occurred.
Employing categories that should be familiar to us from Bar Kōnī’s Scholion and Bar
Shennāyā’s Majālis, our author lists five definitions of union: (i) union by mingling (imtizāj)
like that of water and wine in diluted wine (mizāj), or vinegar and honey in syrup
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(sakanjabīn); (ii) union by contiguity (mujāwara), as in the composition (taʾlīf) of iron and
wood in a door or a bed (sarīr); (iii) union by will (irāda) and volition (mashīʾa), in the sense
of Acts 4:32: ‘All who believed were one in spirit and mind;’ (iv) union by personality
(wajhiyya), in the way that a king and his minister are one in command (amr) and injunction
(nahy); (v) union by conjunction (ittiṣāl), in accordance with Gen. 2:24 and Mat. 19:6: ‘A
man should leave his father and mother to be joined with his wife, and they will become one
flesh’—to which he adds a sixth: (vi) a union of honour (waqār) and dignity (karāma), in the
sense of the union of God’s Word (kalām) and Scripture (muṣḥaf).140
Each of these modes of uniting is then ascribed to the three classical Christological
opinions: the Jacobites maintain a union of mingling and mixture, in which the human and
divine natures became one qunūm and nature (jawhar), while the Melkites endorse a union of
contiguity and composition, in which Christ is two in nature but one in qunūm. As for his
own Christology, ʿAbdīshōʿ explains that

The confession of the Nestorians [madhhab al-nasṭūriyya]141 believes that the union occurred in
the Christhood [masḥa], Sonship [bunuwwa], authority [sulṭān], and power [qudra]—a Union
of the will and volition, pleasure, honour and personality, so that the Eternal Word and the
Assumed Man from Mary—which are two natures [jawharān], eternal [azalī] and temporal
[zamānī], divine and human—became one Son and one Christ, in good pleasure, dignity,
volition, will, and personality.142
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Having established the three main interpretations of the Union, ʿAbdīshōʿ briefly
deconstructs the Christologies of the Jacobites and Melkites. The Jacobites’ singularity of
natures and qunūms, he reasons, results in a Christ devoid of humanity, thereby voiding
Christ’s Biblically attested human nature (baṭalat al-dālla fī l-injīl ʿalā wujūdihi).143
Alternatively, the duality of natures is voided (baṭalat al-ithnayniyya), resulting in a tertium
quid that is neither human nor divine (fa-huwa idhan shayʾun thālithun, lā ilāhun wa-lā
insānun).144 The Melkites, who, like the Nestorians, also profess two natures in Christ, face a
similar problem posed by the single qunūm: if this qunūm were divine, then the human nature
would be corrupted (iḍmaḥalla) and vice versa. Here, ʿAbdīshōʿ invokes an Aristotelian
understanding of qunūm as ‘the Primary Substance that indicates the reality of the general
substance’ (al-jawhar al-awwal al-dāll ʿalā ḥaqīqat wujūd al-ʿāmm).145 In other words, if
that which gives fixity to the existence of the natures’ realities is indistinguishable, then the
operational functions and identities of Christ’s humanity and divinity cannot be meaningfully
defined.146 On account of these errors, ʿAbdīshōʿ unequivocally denounces the Jacobite and
Melkite positions as unbelief (kufr) and error (ḍalāl).147
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Turning our attention now to the Uṣūl al-dīn, a work with a more explicit anti-Muslim
agenda, we encounter a remarkable shift in the way ʿAbdīshōʿ expresses intra-confessional
difference. As in his Profession, he begins with a general definition of uniting as either (i)
mingling and mixture, like syrup from honey (ʿasal) and vinegar (khall), or medicine (taryāq)
from its simples (mufridāt); (ii) contiguity and fabrication, like iron and wood in a door, or
plaster and brick (jiṣṣ wa-qirmīd) in a house; (iii) conjunction, in accordance with Gen. 2:24
and Mat. 19:6; (iv) personality, like the king and his minister in command, prohibition and
governance; (v) and will and volition, as in Acts 4:32.148 For ʿAbdīshōʿ, these categories
encapsulate ‘the essence of uniting in general’ (māhiyyat al-ittiḥād ʿalā l-ʿumūm). As for its
specific meaning (ʿalā l-khuṣūṣ), it is on this issue that Christians are divided
(tadhahhaba).149 Before going into these divisions, however, it is worth noting that
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s distinction between general and specific definitions of uniting closely follows the
phraseology of the Kitāb al-murshid of Ibn Jarīr, a Jacobite summa composed some two
centuries earlier, though it does not contain the same analogies.150 However, whether this
constitutes a direct textual reliance or simply a formulaic method of exposition is unclear to
me.
In any case, as in his Profession, ʿAbdīshōʿ assigns each of these modes of uniting to
the three classical Christological positions: the Jacobites profess mingling and mixture, the
Melkites contiguity and fabrication; and our author’s own community (whom he once again

the life (ḥayyūtā) that is in him/her. It is called [‘Primary’] because of its proximity (qrībūtēh) in sight (ḥzātā)
and touch (geshtā). In effect, the qnōmā of Peter or Paul is closer in sensation (rgeshtā) than the life that is in
them. Thus, the Primary [Substance] is more important, because without the Primary the Secondary would not
exist.’ Bar Kōnī, Scholion, 2:7. Scher, Liber scholiorum (Seert), 27-8; Hespel and Draguet, Scholies (Séert), 2:4;
Hespel, Scholies (Urmiah), 125. In Christological terms, the implication would be that without the
corresponding qnōmē of Christ’s humanity and divinity, neither would exist.
147
Profession, §43, 51.
148
Uṣūl al-dīn, 51a-53a.
149
Uṣūl al-dīn, 52b.
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Note similarities between Ibn Jarīr, Kitāb al-murshid, 10b-11a (hādhā huwa maʿnā l-ittiḥādi ʿalā l-wajhi lʿumūmi, fa-ammā ʿalā l-khuṣūṣi, huwa maṣīru dhātihi dhātan wāḥidan ʿan dhātayni … fa-yurādu bihi mā
tadhahhaba ilayhi l-naṣārā fī l-sayyidi l-masīḥi …) and Uṣūl al-dīn, 51a-53a (hādhā sharḥun māhiyyatu l-ittiḥādi
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refers to as ‘Nestorian’( conjunction, personality, will, and volition. However, it is here that a
major point of departure from the Profession emerges. Instead of refuting each of the two
rival confessions, ʿAbdīshōʿ makes an unambiguous call to Christian unity:

For the sake of this book’s preciousness, the majesty of its value, and the nobility of its aims,
[and] by way of brevity [fī quṣārā amrihi], we have not gone into distinguishing which of these
confessions is wrong [saqīm] and which is right [mustaqīm], so that it [i.e. the book] does not
become dependent [mawqūfan] on one confession at the exclusion of another, nor benefit from
one argument over another, since all [Christians] agree on its foundations [uṣūl] and agree on
the soundness [ṣiḥḥa] of what has been discussed in its chapters. However, if a fair-minded
knower [al-ʿārif al-munṣif] rejects the pursuit of capriciousness [mutābaʿat al-hawā] and
partisanship [ʿaṣabiyya],151 and balances words with reason and reflection, he will find that the
difference between them is a matter of expressions and terms [ʿibārāt wa-asāmī], rather than
the truth itself [nafs al-ḥaqīqa] and meanings [maʿānin], since the truth among them is one,
despite the differing words and obstinacy [muʿānada] found within.152

ʿAbdīshōʿ’s rejection of capriciousness (hawā) and partisanship (ʿaṣabiyya) is hardly
surprising in light of earlier writers who couched their ecumenism in strikingly similar terms.
Ibn Yumn, a scholar in the circle of Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī (d. 974), asserted that the ʿulamāʾ of the
three main confessions ‘do not differ in the general sense (maʿnā) of the union, even if they
differ in expression (ʿibāra),’ attributing the cause of these differences to ‘competition and
love of power’ (ṭalban li-l-ghulba wa-ḥubb al-riʾāsa).153 Another Christian author named ʿAlī
ibn Dāwūd al-Arfādī (fl. 11th-12th century) wrote that, after witnessing disagreement (ikhtilāf)
among Christians over the Union, he endeavoured to examine the matter without
ʿAṣabiyya in Classical Arabic would later take on a socio-historical dimension in the famous Muqaddima
(‘Prolegomena’) of the Kitāb al-ʿIbār of Ibn Khaldūn (d. 1406), for whom the term signified the esprit de corps
of nomadic groups that enabled them to establish dynastic rule over a sedentary population, in a cyclical process
of state formation and decline. Prior to this formulation, ʿaṣabiyya more commonly carried a negative
connotation of disunity and factionalism. See Muhsin Mahdi, Ibn Khaldūn’s Philosophy of History (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1964), 164-182.
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malgré leur désaccord dans l’expression,’ MUSJ 51 (1990): 329-343, §8.
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capriciousness (hawā) and partisanship (ʿaṣabiyya), and ‘found there to be no difference
between them.’154 Similarly, Yaḥyā Ibn Jarīr (d. 1104) states that he found all Christians to
profess a single doctrine (bi-madhhab wāḥid), and that their differences were simply a matter
of words not meaning (ikhtilāfuhum lafẓiyyun lā maʿnawiyyun).155 For his part, Ibn al-Ṭayyib
refrains from condemning the Christologies of the Jacobites and Melkites in a brief
Christological treatise, despite favouring his own Church’s Diophysitism.156 The eighth
chapter of the Majmūʿ uṣūl al-dīn of al-Muʾtaman ibn al-ʿAssāl, an older contemporary of
ʿAbdīshōʿ, integrates the above-mentioned treatises of Ibn Yumn, al-Arfādī, and Ibn Ṭayyib
in his Majmūʿ uṣūl al-dīn, perhaps hinting at his own ecumenical frame of mind.157 A better
known eschewal of partisanship comes from the Ktābā d-yawnā (‘Book of the Dove’) of Bar
Hebraeus, who describes his mystical conversion in the following terms:

When I had reached the age of twenty, the then living Patriarch compelled me to receive the
dignity of a bishop. Then it was inevitable for me to engage myself in disputations and
refutations [drāshē u-hāpkātā d-mellē] against the heads of other confessions, interior and
exterior. And when I had given my thoughts and meditations to this matter for some time, I
became convinced that these quarrels of Christians among themselves are not a matter of facts
but of words and labels [mellē u-kunnāyē]. For all of them confess Christ, our Lord, to be
wholly God and wholly man. This bilateral likeness is called by some nature [kyānā], by others
qnōmā, by others person [parṣōpā]. And thus I saw all Christian peoples, notwithstanding these
differences, possessing one, unvarying equality [shawūtā lā mshaḥlaptā]. And I wholly

Edition and trans. in Gérard Troupeau, ‘Le Livre de l’Unanimité de la Foi de ʿAlī ibn Dāwud al-Arfādī,’
Melto 2 (1969): 197-219, §6, reprinted in Etudes sur le christianisme arabe au Moyen Age (Farnham: Variorum,
1995), VIII. This passage is discussed by Teule, ‘It is not Right…,’ 14. The same work is preserved in alMuʾtaman’s Ibn al-ʿAssāl’s Majmūʿ uṣūl al-dīn (ch. 8, § 103ff), who is identified as both ʿAlī ibn Dāwūd and
Elias Bishop of Jerusalem, a Nestorian writer, on whom see GCAL 2:132-134.
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eradicated the root of hatred from the depth of my heart and I absolutely forsook disputation
with anyone concerning doctrine.158

Given ʿAbdīshōʿ’s polemical stance against rival Christologies in the Pearl and Profession,
his more irenic attitude in the Uṣūl al-dīn is all the more remarkable. This did not mean,
however, that he no longer valued his own community’s Christological lore. For elsewhere in
the Uṣūl al-dīn, he utilises the same Antiochene-Theodoran formulae encountered in the
Profession, declaring that ‘God fashioned the Assumed Man (al-basharī al-maʾkhūdh) from
the Holy Spirit inside the womb of the Pure Virgin, and the Eternal Word came to dwell in it
(ḥallat fīhi), uniting with it in a union of will (irāda), personality (wajhiyya), power (qudra),
good pleasure (riḍā), and volition (mashīʾa).’159 It is possible that by the time ʿAbdīshōʿ
wrote his Uṣūl al-dīn in 1302/3, he, like Bar Hebraeus, had come to see that the age-old
rivalries over Christology were simply a matter of words. Yet given the explicit apologetic
agenda of the Uṣūl al-dīn, it is equally probable that he no longer deemed it necessary to
dwell on inter-confessional differences in order to defend the reasonableness of Christianity
to Muslims.
A less explicitly relativist approach to intra-Christian differences is taken in
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Farāʾid. As in his Profession and Uṣūl al-dīn, he provides a general definition of
uniting through almost identical analogies: (i) mingling and mixing, like wine and water, or
honey and vinegar in syrup; (ii) contiguity and fabrication, like wood and iron in the
construction of a door or a couch; (iii) conjunction, as in Gen. 2:24 and Mat. 19:6; (iv) will
and volition, as occurs in Acts 4:32; (v) personality, like the union of king and minister; and
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(vi) dignity (karāma) and honour, like the union of God’s Word and Scripture.160 In a rather
unanticipated turn, however, ʿAbdīshōʿ adds a seventh:

The union of illumination [ishrāq] and effect [taʾthīr], as in the union of light and translucent
jewels [al-jawāhir al-ṣāfiyya]; or like their saying [ka-qawlihim] about the translucency [ṣafāʾ]
of glass and wine: ‘It was as if it were wine, not a drinking glass, and a drinking glass, not
wine’ [fa-ka-annahu khamrun wa-lā qadaḥun, wa-ka-annahu qadaḥun wa-lā khamrun].161

By ʿAbdīshōʿ’s time, such analogies involving the illumination of reflective substances had
long featured in Syriac ascetical contexts, and are especially characteristic of East Syrian
monastic writers between the 7th and 8th centuries. As Sebastian Brock has shown, Dādīshōʿ
of Qatar, Simon Ṭaybūthēh, and John of Dalyāthā all spoke of the image of the divine being
reflected in a ‘mirror’ located deep within the soul.162 According to John of Dalyāthā, Jesus’s
mind (hawnā) functioned in this way, making God’s invisible essence accessible to him.163
Later East Syrian writers would utilise similar imagery to illustrate how Christ’s two natures
subsisted as two distinct yet inseparably bound realities, though this time in systematic
theologies as opposed to ascetical tracts. The catholicos Elias II ibn al-Muqlī, for instance,
affirms his Church’s anti-Theopaschitism by likening the Union to ‘the conjunction (ittiṣāl)
of the sun’s light and the translucency of a clear pearl (ṣafāʾ al-luʾluʾ al-naqiyya); for if it
cracks or breaks, the light is undamaged by its breaking.’164 This precise metaphor—which
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signifies how the agent of change (the divine nature) is unaffected by the subject of change
(the human nature)—features in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Paradise of Eden. In an acrostic poem on the
Trinity and Incarnation, our author cites unnamed authorities who claim that the ‘splendour
of the sphere of the [divine] essence’ was reflected in a mirror (maḥzītā) fashioned from
man’s nature, rendering it visible.165 In a gloss to these verses, he unpacks this metaphor by
explaining that a polished mirror (maḥzītā mrīqtā) is illumined by the light without change
entering into the sun; and if the mirror were to break, no damage would be done to the sun.
‘In like manner,’ he concludes, ‘the divinity united with the humanity, with no pain entering
into it by the sufferings of the humanity.’166 The same argument re-emerges in the Pearl and
Uṣūl al-dīn, though this time featuring the metaphor of light shining onto a precious jewel.167
But to whom precisely does ʿAbdīshōʿ refer when he speaks of the transparency of
wine and glass (quoted in the above passage)? Although no further indication is given by our
author, the expression is traceable to the famous Buwayhid statesman and litterateur Sāḥib
ibn ʿAbbād (d. 995), who is recorded by the 13th century biographer Ibn Khallikān as having
produced the following lines of verse:

1. Raqqa l-zujāju wa-raqqati l-khamru // wa-tashābahā fa-tashākala l-amru
2. Fa-ka-annamā khamrun lā qadaḥu // wa-ka-annamā qadaḥun wa-lā khamru

1. [So] fine was the glass and the wine // that the two resembled one another and seemed one.
2. It was as if it were wine and not a drinking glass, // and a drinking glass, not wine.168

De Kelaita, Pardaysā, ܝܐ: Ṣemḥā d-ʾespīr ʾītūtā // ʾmar[w] d-ʾettṣīr maḥzītā // da-ḥshal men kyān [ʾ]nāshūtā
// qdām bābātā da-mhāwnē.
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Interestingly, the above imagery features in the thought of some Ṣūfī thinkers of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
time such as Fakhr al-Dīn ʿIrāqī (d. 1287), who employed it to convey a sense of unification
with the Beloved.169 Moreover, the ‘polished mirror’ as metaphor for the limpidity of the soul
and its receptiveness to the divine Reality features in the works of al-Ghazālī (discussed
above) and Jalāl al-dīn al-Rūmī (d. 1273).170 It is tempting, therefore, to see ʿAbdīshōʿs use
of such motifs as a means of commending the Christian doctrine of Incarnation to Muslims
through an appeal to Ṣūfism. However, while some Muslims believed it possible to receive
visions of the divine, most would not have defined this as actual unification.171 Al-Ghazālī
cites Ibn ʿAbbād’s wine verses several times to demonstrate the delusion of Ṣūfis like Ḥallāj
and Bisṭāmī who claimed unification in moments of spiritual rapture and theophany.172 Two
centuries later, Ibn Taymiyya would cite them in a similar context in his polemic against Ibn
ʿArabī.173 As Carl Ernst has noted, other poetic expressions relating to wine from al-Ḥallāj’s
own Diwān were also criticised by Ibn Taymiyya ‘because they seemed to imply a semiChristian doctrine of incarnation’ (ḥulūl).174
Yet even Ṣūfīs who espoused some form of unificationism did so with all the caveats
that such a phenomenon was in no sense literal. Al-Ghazālī concedes in his Mishkāt al-anwār
169
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(‘Niches of Light’) that the state in which the seeker reaches annihilation may be called
‘unification’ only metaphorically (bi-lisān al-majāz ittiḥād).175 Similarly, Ibn ʿArabī believed
that the term ittiḥād could be applied as a metaphor to a specific state in which the
worshipper ceases to distinguish God’s actions from his own.176 Unification in the
ontological sense, however, was impossible according to Ibn ʿArabī, because ‘if each essence
existed at the time of unification (fī ḥāl al-ittiḥād), then they would be two essences.’177 This
understanding of unification was upheld by later Ṣūfī authorities, namely ʿAbd al-Razzāq alQāshānī (d. 1330), Ibn ʿArabī’s foremost commentator in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s lifetime.178 Other
influential Ṣūfīs of the age also held the impossibility of union in any real sense, among them
a critic of Ibn ʿArabī’s teachings, ʿAlāʾ al-Dawlā Simnānī (d. 1336), for whom the ecstatic
utterances of al-Ḥallāj and Bisṭāmī resembled the Christian error of divine indwelling
(ḥulūl).179 As Jamal Elias has observed, Simnānī attempted to ‘remove the possibility of
divine indwelling in a created entity by incorporating a system of mirror imagery within his
scheme of emanation.’180 By viewing divine manifestation through a ‘mirror’ (maẓhar), the

Al-Ghazālī, Mishkāt al-anwār, § 48, cited in Sepälä, In Speechless Ecstasy, 279.
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vols. (Beirut: Dār Ṣādir, n.d.), 2:31, 322, 4:71, cited in Angela Jaffray’s commentary to Muḥyī l-Dīn ibn ʿArabī,
The Universal Tree and the Four Birds, ed. and tr. Angela Jaffray (Oxford: Anqa Publishing, 2006), 54-55. See
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gnostic is able to recognise a figurative, not definitive (as the Christians would have it),
unification with the divine essence.181
Thus, rather than seeing ʿAbdīshōʿ’s discussion of illumination and transparency as a
direct appeal to any Muslim understanding of ittiḥād, it is likelier that our author articulates
the mystery of the Incarnation through a common literary lexicon for expressing proximity to
the divine, or what Marshall Hodgson terms a ‘lettered tradition … naturally shared in by
both Muslims and non-Muslims.’182 Although reliant upon this lexicon, however, Muslims
and Christians ultimately subscribed to incommensurable notions of divine union: while
some members of the former group held to an imagined union between God and creation, the
latter maintained that the union of God with Christ was real in every sense. It is remarkable
nonetheless that ʿAbdīshōʿ applies a Classical Arabic poetic expression to the Farāʾid’s
discussion of illumination, and adds it to a list of Christological analogies that had been in
development since the time of Theodore bar Kōnī (fl. late 8th century)—thus attesting to the
dynamism of this genre of theological exposition.
ʿAbdīshōʿ was by no means the first to recognise the potential of Arabic literary topoi
in the articulation of Christology. Khāmīs bar Qardāḥē (fl. 1280s) adapted the Arabic genre
of wine verse (khamriyyāt) to Syriac poetry about the Eucharist and other theological
subjects, as David Taylor has shown.183 More germane here is an example by the West Syrian
Patriarch of Antioch John bar Maʿdanī (d. 1263). The last two stanzas of his poem on the
Incarnation call to mind Ibn ʿAbbād’s imagery about the transparency of glass and wine
beneath the sun’s rays:
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1. Denḥē b-kāsā ṣār [ʾ]rāzē da-ḥdāyūtā // d-ḥad hū gawnā da-trēn gushmīn b-naṣīḥūtā
2. Kāsā d-ḥamrā u-ḥamrā d-kāsā d-lā sdīqūtā // Kad wa-nṭīr [h]u shū[w]dāʿ kyānē d-lā blīlūtā.

1. Shining through the cup, it depicts mysteries of the Union, // for the two bodies share one
brilliant, identical colour:
2. the cup that of the wine, and the wine that of the cup // yet the distinction of their natures is
preserved and unconfused.184

Returning now to the Farāʾid and its section on the Union, we find that ʿAbdīshōʿ refrains
from attacking rival Christologies, albeit in a less explicit fashion than in his Uṣūl al-Dīn.
Once enumerating the above outlined modes of union, he states that Christians are divided
(tabarrā) over the first three categories,185 that is, (i) mingling and mixture, (ii) contiguity
and fabrication, and (iii) conjunction. However, he then goes on to state that the Incarnation
is expressed by all Christians through the four remaining categories:186 (iv) will and volition;
(v) personality; (vi) dignity and honour; (vii) illumination and effect. Remarkably, ʿAbdīshōʿ
is prepared to cite these latter four categories—so steeped in the East Syrian Christological
tradition—as points of accord among the three main confessions. This is perhaps the result of
non-Nestorian authorities who were prepared to discuss Christology in like fashion, such as
we have seen from Bar Maʿdanī’s use of illumination as an analogy for the Incarnation. We
may also add that the uniting of will and volition is discussed in Bar Hebraeus’s
Candelabrum, where he explains that the union of will (ḥdāyūtā d-ṣebyānā) in Christ
occurred only metaphorically (ʾashīltā ba-shmā balḥūd), since it was conducted through a
duality (trēynāyūt) of mutual wills. To this end he cites a liturgical hymn (ʿonītā) by Narsai,

Yuḥannā Dolabani (ed.), Mēʾmrē u-mushḥātā d-sīmīn l-Mār Yōḥannān bar Maʿdanī paṭriyarkā, 2nd ed.
(Jerusalem: Maṭbaʿtā d-Dayrā d-Mār[y] Marqōs, 1980), 42, translated by Taylor, Your Saliva is the Living Wine,
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Note that my reading differs considerably from that in Paša’s edition and translation of the Farāʾid (§356).
Here, he renders tabarrā (found in the oldest ms. of the complete text, Paris ar. 206, 35a) tabarraʾa, which he
translates as ‘they disown’ (presumably as in ‘they disavow’), i.e. ‘they disavow the first three types of union.’
Paša provides no explanation in his critical apparatus for his transcription, which, in my view, radically alters
and distorts the nature of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s argument (see infra).
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‘Doctor of the Nestorians,’ stating that it is permissible to speak of the two as one, so long as
their distinctions (purshānayhōn) are not forgotten, just as it is permissible to say: ‘I love the
two with one love: the Son of God and the Son of Man in one Person.’187
Unlike the Profession and the Uṣūl al-dīn, ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Farāʾid is silent about which
Christian group professes which Christology: immediately after offering a general definition
of uniting through the above analogies, he swiftly turns to a discussion of the Incarnation’s
ontological necessity (fī ḥaqīqat wujūbihi)—thereby implying that he is more concerned with
defending the doctrine per se than dwelling on inter-confessional differences.188 It is here that
the Farāʾid’s anti-Muslim apology begins in earnest, which we shall now address in the
following sections of this chapter.

4.4. The Incarnation between Reason and Revelation
Having so far discussed the various ways ʿAbdīshōʿ negotiates inter-confessional differences
through Christology, we now turn to his defence of the Incarnation against non-Christian
attacks. Much of his apology focuses on the the Incarnation as part of God’s economy in the
salvation of humankind. In Section 4.2 we noted the claim by Muslim and Jewish polemicists
that the doctrine of Incarnation insulted and compromised God’s transcendence as a unitary
being. ʿAbdīshōʿ implicitly addresses this criticism by arguing that God’s appearance in
human form was a necessary act of direct intervention in humankind’s affairs. Such divine
condescension was necessary if humans were to participate in his humanity for the sake of
their salvation. These arguments are framed within an exegetical retelling of the Biblical
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story of Christ in the form of a parable which places at its centre the necessity of God’s
guidance of humankind towards divine justice.
I argue in this section that the language of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s parable resonates with various
aspects of Muslim kalām, perhaps with the intention of garnering respectability for the
doctrine of Incarnation. However, nowhere does our author directly refer to such criticisms or
doctrines—in stark contrast to his older contemporary Bar Hebraeus, who, in the fourth
‘base’ of his Candelabrum addresses Muslim challenges head on. Among them is the claim
that the Qurʾān’s rejection of the Incarnation is vindicated by the miraculous inimitability of
its Arabic diction.189 In response, the maphrian cites by name Muslim scholars such as Abū
ʿUthmān al-Jāḥiẓ, al-Ghazālī, and Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī against the Qurʾān as an evidentiary
miracle.190 In what follows I show that ʿAbdīshōʿ does not attempt to tackle Muslim
objections by engaging with them specifically. Instead, he creatively repackages the
arguments of earlier apologists by appealing to a literary and theological language understood
by both Muslims and Christians. Many of these arguments arose from earlier debates with
Muslims but would gradually make their way into a rich and ever-expanding canon of
systematic theology, mediated by ʿAbdīshōʿ in order to produce a comprehensive apology for
the Incarnation.

4.4.1. The Incarnation as Divine Justice
When posing the hypothetical question of why it was necessary for God to incarnate Himself
as Christ to save humankind, the answer usually provided by medieval Christian apologists
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Khoury, Candélabre: Quatrième Base, 110, 112 (ST), 111, 113 (FT).
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was that God did so out of benevolence and generosity. As ʿAmmār al-Baṣrī explains, God
does nothing vainly (ʿabathan bi-lā maʿnā); His incarnation, therefore, must have been
motivated by His benevolence (jūd), generosity (karam), and omnipotence (jabrūt).191 Yaḥyā
ibn ʿAdī provides a similar line of reasoning when stating that God’s unwillingness or
inability to unite with Christ’s humanity would imply meanness (bukhl) on His part; but
because the attribute of meanness is at variance with what is known of His essence, it must
have been His benevolence (jūd) that necessitated the Union.192 Throughout the 13th century
Christian apologists such as Paul of Antioch, Paul al-Būshī, and Ṣafī al-Dīn ibn al-ʿAssāl
continued to see the Incarnation as the ultimate expression of God’s benevolence towards
creation.193
In accordance with earlier writers, ʿAbdīshōʿ affirms the principle that benevolence was
the primary motive for God’s incarnation. He demonstrates this in his Pearl and Uṣūl al-dīn
by employing what Barbara Roggema has identified in Melkite apologies as ‘king
parables.’194 A pertinent example comes from the Kitāb al-burhān of Peter of Bayt Raʾs (fl.
ca. 10th century) in which he provides a parable (mathal) of a king who goes incognito among
his people in order to improve their affairs. In summary, a royal servant rebels against the
king and leads his subjects in revolt. Not wishing to alarm his subjects into obedience, the
king decides to conceal his identity (an yastatira ʿan jamīʿ al-ʿabīd) and disguise himself as a
commoner for the sake of those wishing to be saved from the wickedness of his former
servant. By means of this deception (iḥtiyāl), the king is able to reform his subjects and
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expose the injustice of the rebellious servant.195 A similar parable occurs in a literary
Christian-Muslim debate of Melkite provenance that takes place in 1217 between a monk
named George and the Ayyūbid governor al-Malik al-Mushammar, son of the famous Ṣalāḥ
al-Dīn. During one session of the disputation, the latter wishes to know why it was necessary
for God to suffer the humiliations of Christ in order to save humankind when he could have
done so in a less laborious way.196 In reply, the monk offers a parable similar to the one in
Peter of Bayt Raʾs’s Kitāb al-burhān.197 Another early 13th century apology by a Melkite
named Gerasimus (about whom little else is known) lists an objection by a Muslim who asks
why it was necessary for God to incarnate Himself. Gerasimus responds with yet another
king parable, similar to those of Peter of Bayt Raʾs and George the monk.198
Aside from the obvious Gospel precedent (Jesus himself used parables), Roggema has
convincingly shown that the development of this apologetic strategy was closely tied to the
Christian interpretation of such Qurʾānic passages as Q. 42:51: ‘God does not speak to
humans except from behind a veil’; Q. 24:35: ‘God presents examples (amthāl) to the
people’; Q. 4:172: ‘Christ would not disdain to be a servant (lan yastankifa l-Masīḥ an
yakūna ʿabdan’; and Q 3:54: ‘God is the best of devisers’ (khayr al-mākirīn).199 Thus, king
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parables functioned to help a Christian audience understand key aspects of the Incarnation, on
the one hand, while justifying the doctrine to hypothetical Muslim critics, on the other.
It is in a similar vein that ʿAbdīshōʿ sets out his salvation history. He begins a section
of the Pearl on ‘the Christian dispensation’ (ʿal mdabbrānūtā kresṭyānītā) by stating that
God’s justice (kēʾnūtā) is a universal benefit to humankind (ṭābtā [h]y l-gāwā dabnaynāshā), which necessitated His sending of the Prophets to entice his servants away from
sin and the worship of idols.200 Since the Prophets were to repeatedly fail in their task, God
was left no other choice but to directly intercede in their affairs in order to reform them—a
point he makes with the following analogy:

Like a king who sends many emissaries [ʾizgādē] to dispense his affairs and to reform those
who would be reconciled to him, if these [emissaries] should be overcome due to [their]
weakness and inability to effect [the king’s commands], he goes in person [ba-qnōmēh] to that
country to reform [them].201

However, the question remains: why was it necessary for God to assume human form in order
to carry out this redemptive mission? ʿAbdīshōʿ’s answer is that ‘because God is invisible (lā
metḥazzyānā) to man, if He were to appear to created beings, all of Creation would be
destroyed by the splendour of His light’ (zahrā d-nuhrā).202 In this way our author attempts to
provide a response—albeit implicit—to potential critics who might ask why God could not
have carried out his redemptive mission in a less elaborate way. It is also this understanding
of the Incarnation that underpins ʿAbdīshōʿ’s interpretation of Jn 1:14: ‘The Word became
flesh and made its dwelling among us.’203
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The Farāʾid offers a similarly brief salvation history, from Creation to the time of the
Prophets and, eventually, the Incarnation, though without recourse to parable.204 It is in the
Uṣūl al-dīn that a far more elaborate version of the parable appears, forming part of a lengthy
discourse on the purposefulness of God’s action. Recalling the attribute apology of his
Trinitarian writings (discussed in Chapter Three), ʿAbdīshōʿ asserts that God does not create
out of a desire for compensation, reward, or anything lacking in His essence. Rather, the
motivating reason (al-sabab al-dāʿī) for His creation was none other than His benevolence
(jūd) and wisdom (ḥikma).205 As such, the Incarnation was part—and indeed the outcome—of
a broader salvation history:

It is uncharacteristic of wisdom and benevolence to neglect the improvement [ṣalāḥ] of the
existent. Thus, His providence [ʿināyatuhu] in creation must be [a matter of] eternal favour
[dāʾimat al-alṭāf] and manifest advantage and assistance [ẓāhirat al-aṣlāḥ wa-l-asʿāf].206
Whoever examines the affairs of man [aḥwāl al-bashar] [finds that] He aids them against
adversities [aḍdād] for their benefit [ʿalā maṣāliḥihim] by Divine Decree [al-qaḍāʾ wa-lqadar], and sustains them in a world overflowing with evil, and guides them to resist all evil
with that which averts its perilous harm [bi-mā yadfaʿu ḍararahu l-maḥdhūr], with medicine
for ailments and with justice [ʿadl]. In this way, [God’s] providence [ʿināya] is enveloped in all
the states of wild beasts [al-ʿajam min al-ḥayawānāt], plants, and minerals. This is what
necessitated (iqtaḍat) the sending of the Prophets and Messengers with complete judgments,
abundant grace, and cogent proofs, eventually leading to His manifestation [ẓuhūr] of the
Eternal Word in the world in human form as support and aid for the righteous, instruction and
reprisal for the wicked, and light and guidance for the defiant.207

It is here that ʿAbdīshōʿ begins to elucidate this premise with a king parable. Before touching
on this matter, however, it is worth noting that terms like alṭāf (sing. luṭf), maṣāliḥ (sing.
union, and participated with it (shāwtpēh ʿammēh) in lordship (mārūtā), authority (shulṭānā), and majesty
(malkūtā).
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maṣlaḥa), al-qaḍāʾ wa-l-qadar, and dafʿ al-ḍarar were prominent in the discussions of the
Muslim mutakallimūn. For the Muʿtazilites, luṭf (‘facilitating grace’) is linked to the
obligatory nature of God’s creation of benefits (manāfiʿ) and advantages (maṣāliḥ, aṣlāḥ) to
guide humankind towards good, through the sending of prophets and other modes of
intercession (shafāʿa).208 Closely related is the Muʿtazilite notion of dafʿ al-ḍarar (lit. ‘the
prevention of injury’), which held that God must by logical necessity provide humans with
the means of avoiding harm, at least in matters of religion.209 In contrast to the Muʿtazilites,
who maintained that humans were the authors of their own actions, the Ashʿarites held that
humans received divine reward not by their own actions but by God’s predetermination, often
expressed as al-qaḍāʾ wa-l-qadar.210 The term, however, was understood in a more general,
less deterministic sense by the Muʿtazilites as God’s omnipotence, insofar as He possesses
the ability to exercise power over humankind through guidance.211
The significance of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s use of these terms in his discussion will be
discussed shortly. For now let us return to the parable of the incognito king as it appears in
the Uṣūl al-dīn, which runs as follows:

See George Fadlo Hourani, Islamic Rationalism: The Ethics of ʿAbd al-Jabbār (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
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The likeness of humandkind before God is like a village [qarya] of a wise king, containing a
great many ignorant and sick people. Due to the majesty of his power and greatness, it is not
possible for the lord [of the village] to directly [mubāsharatan] interfere in the affairs of the
villagers. He therefore sends messengers to cultivate them in knowledge and action, and to cure
them.
But the messengers failed in this task and the disease of their sickness and ignorance waxed
strong, and so there was nothing left but for the king to go to them, even though they were
ignorant of [his] benevolence, wisdom, and concern [ʿināya]212 for them. Since assailing them
with his forces [hujūmuhu ʿalayhim bi-zaḥlihi wa-khaylihi] would only add to their illness […],
he decided, by subtlety of his deception [bi-luṭf iḥtiyālihi],213 to make himself appear common
[istishʿār al-khumūl wa-taballud ḥālahu]. Thus he appeared to them as a man from among them
and removed the injury [yadfaʿu ḍarr] of sickness and ignorance from them until their sick
become healthy, their stuttering eloquent [alkanuhum faṣīḥan], their unlettered learned, and their
perishing living.
He then left them for his palaces [ilā quṣūr mamlakatihi] and sent messengers to his subjects
to announce to them that it was he who had been their physician and by him that their
instruction and reformation was completed, and that they do two things: to firstly give thanks
for his favour [mawqiʿ niʿmatihi] and, secondly, follow his upright example [qawīm ṭarīqatihi]
in the treatment of their ailments and correction of their defects. He conferred power onto his
messengers in order to indicate to the villagers that they were sent by him, and so they followed
his example in healing and education until most of the villagers attained the utmost health and
refinement.214

Once concluding his parable, ʿAbdīshōʿ immediately unpacks its themes: the king at the
beginning of the narrative is the pre-incarnate God; the villagers are His servants; his
messengers who failed to improve their affairs are the Prophets; the incognito king is the
incarnate Christ; those messengers sent subsequently are the Apostles.215 Concerning the
sending of the Prophets and divine justice (sunnat al-ʿadl), ʿAbdīshōʿ reaffirms the obligatory
nature of God’s favour towards humankind despite their repeated disobedience, once again
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employing variations of the root l-ṭ-f.216 And as for God’s union with Christ’s human nature,
ʿAbdīshōʿ follows the Pearl’s line of argument by explaining that the divine essence is so
‘simple, subtle, and luminous (min al-basāṭā wa-l-lāṭāfa wa-l-nūrāniyya) that, if He were to
appear in it, the heavens and earth would be destroyed (ḍumḥilat) by Its splendour (min
bahāʾihi), leading Him to manifest His Word in veiled form (fī ḥijāb al-ṣūra).’217 Similarly,
his Khuṭba explains that the divinity took on a human form due to its radiance and as a means
of concealing its mysteries (ittakhadhat al-lāhūt ṣūrat al-nāsūt li-sāṭiʿ anwārihā, wa-bāban lighāmiḍ asrārihā).218
The parable’s motifs are readily recognisable to a Christian audience who needed
reminding of why the Incarnation came to be. Moreover, the incognito king was a common
literary motif in Classical Arabic genres of storytelling that went beyond denominational
boundaries, which perhaps accounts for why some Christian Arabic theologians deemed the
parable so rhetorically and stylistically—if not logically—effective.219 But more implicit in
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s parable is, I believe, the argument that the existence of human free will
necessitated God’s action. The interplay between divine providence and free will had long
been recognised by Syriac and Arabic Christian exegetes and theologians by the 13th
century.220 ʿAbdīshōʿ himself explicitly affirms it in a section on Creation in the Pearl,
asserting that one of the ways in which God made humans in His likeness was by endowing
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them with freewill (ḥʾērūt d-ṣebyānā).221 He further contends that God allowed humankind to
fall on account of this freedom of action. For had they not been free agents, He would have
wronged them for punishing their transgression; but if they truly possessed freedom of action,
He would have punished them justly (kēʾnāʾīt ḥayyeb ʾenōn).222 With this in mind, the
subtext to the Uṣūl al-dīn’s discussion of divine providence becomes clearer: because humans
possess freedom of action, God’s Incarnation of Himself as Christ was necessary if they were
to be brought to obedience without compulsion.
The value of this argument was recognised by earlier apologists. Gerasimus, for
example, tells his Muslim interlocutor that humankind would not have known the value of
God’s mercy had He robbed them of their free will; His appearance in human form, therefore,
ensured that humankind would follow Him out of choice rather than divine grace alone.223
Yet what is remarkable about the Uṣūl al-dīn’s discussion of God’s economy—and absent
from those of earlier authors—is its repeated use of terms like luṭf and aṣlāḥ, which call to
mind aspects of Muʿtazilite theology that argued that human beings are induced rather than
compelled by God’s facilitating favour to fulfil the ordinances of the Law. The Muʿtazilites
further held that God was logically obligated to provide these inducements, since His wisdom
and benevolence prevent Him from acting against humankind’s best interest.224 Thus, the
double meaning of luṭf in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s parable of the king’s deception becomes all the more
meaningful, since it carries the sense of both subtlety and favour. As we observed from the
passage above, ʿAbdīshōʿ states that the king deceived his subjects ‘by subtlety of his
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deception’ (bi-luṭf iḥtiyālihi), suggesting perhaps that God’s ruse was a necessary act of grace
if humankind was to accept divine justice by choice.
While the Syriac and Christian Arabic reception of Muʿtazilism has yet to be studied in
detail, we can say with certainty that aspects of the tradition’s ethics and theodicy were
known to Bar Hebraeus. In the ninth ‘base’ of his Candelabrum the West Syrian prelate
names two groups who affirm man’s freedom of action: the first are the Muʿtazilite Muslims
(mashlmānē d-metqrēyn muʿtazilāyē) and the second are the Christians, both of whom uphold
the principle of human liberty (ḥēʾrūt ṣebyānā), insofar as it is guided to good by divine
providence (bṭīlūtā) and bad through Satanic incitement (gurāgā d-sātānāyā).225 Moreover,
Gregor Schwarb has recently brought to light a refutation of al-Rāzī’s argument for
predestination in a letter by the Copto-Arabic author Abū l-Khayr ibn al-Ṭayyib (fl. 1260s),
who, against predestinationist Christians in his own community, argues that free will is
necessary for man to fulfil the Scripture’s eschatological promises.226 By the turn of the 14th
century, issues of freewill and the teleological direction of God’s actions were very much
alive among theologians, especially as Muʿtazilite thought had become increasingly
naturalised within Karaite Jewish, Zaydī, and Twelver Shīʿī circles.227 The most prominent
representatives of the latter during ʿAbdīshōʿ’s time were Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ṭūsī and al-ʿAllāma
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al-Ḥillī, successors to the Baṣrī school of Muʿtazilite thought, each of whom applied theories
of luṭf and aṣlāḥ to their writings on prophecy and the imamate.228
As we have seen, the principle that God is motivated by His benevolence towards
creation was well-grounded in Arabic Christian thought by ʿAbdīshōʿ’s time, as was the
parable of the king who is moved by his wisdom and benevolence to improve the condition of
his subjects. ʿAbdīshōʿ’s framing of the Incarnation as an act of divine justice, therefore, is
noteworthy in its attempt to appeal to a theological idiom understood by both Christians and
Muslims—despite the irreconcilable differences they held over the implications that such an
incarnation would have for God’s transcendence.

4.4.2. The Incarnation between Scriptures
As outlined in Section 4.2 of this chapter, Muslim theologians rejected the divinity of Christ
by polemically reinterpreting Biblical passages, most often drawn from the Gospel of John.
In response, Syriac and Arabic Christian theologians would affirm the divinity of the
Johannine Christ by repurposing their exegetical traditions for use in Christian apologia. One
notable example is Jesus’s statement in Jn 20:17 that ‘I am ascending to my father and your
father, my God and your God,’ described by Martin Accad as ‘the ultimate proof text’ for
Muslim and Christian theologians alike.229 In his disputation with al-Mahdī, Timothy is
confronted with the caliph’s assertion that the passage contradicts the doctrine of Christ’s
divine sonship. In reply the catholicos states that the clauses ‘my God’ and ‘your God’
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indicate the Eternal Word, while ‘my Father’ and ‘your Father’ indicates the Word’s clothing
(lbūshēh d-meltā) in human form.230 The same proof text is employed by Elias bar Shennāyā
in his second majlis with al-Maghribī to illustrate how the Prophets and Disciples were equal
to Christ in prophethood (nubuwwa) because the term ‘indwelling’ (ḥulūl) is applicable to
both, but not in sonship (bunuwwa), since only in Christ was God’s Indwelling one of
union.231
A further strategy employed by Christian apologists was to turn to Qurʾānic authority in
defence of the Incarnation. ʿAmr ibn Mattā (fl. late 10th / early 11th century), for example,
cites Q 3:55 (‘O Jesus son of Mary, I am causing you to die [mutawaffīka] and raising you to
Myself [rāfiʿuka ilayya]’) and Q 5:117 (‘when You took me up, You were Observer unto
them’) as proof that only Christ’s humanity suffered and died on the Cross without admitting
changeability (taghayyur) to his divine nature.232 In his Majālis, Elias Bar Shennāyā alludes
to instances in the Qurʾān where God is said to sit on a throne and Jesus is referred to as
Word of God (kalimat Allāh).233 Furthermore, in a letter to al-Maghribī, Bar Shennāyā cites
Q 3:55 as proof of Christ’s elevation to the highest degree (ilā ghāyat al-manāzil fī l-makān
wa-l-ʿaẓma min al-manzila).234 During ʿAbdīshōʿ’s lifetime, the anonymous author of the
Letter from the People of Cyprus reasoned that the spirit from God directed towards (alqāhā)
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Mary in Q. 4: 171 was testimony that He came to dwell in her human essence (aḥallahā fī ldhāt al-bashariyya).235 The author also compares instances of God speaking to Moses
through a burning bush (cf. Q. 20:12, 28:30, and 79:16) to God addressing humankind
through Christ (khāṭaba l-nās minhu), and supplies Q 3:55, Q 4:171, and Q 5:117 in support
of the view that it was only the human nature, not the divine, that suffered and died on the
Cross.236
Following the examples of earlier apologists, ʿAbdīshōʿ supplies several Johannine
passages throughout his discussions of the Incarnation; though only in his Farāʾid does he
provide Qurʾānic proof texts. He begins in his Uṣūl al-dīn by arguing that the qunūm of the
Eternal Son is proven by statements spoken by Christ whilst in human form (wa-huwa fī ṣūra
ādamiyya), namely Jn 14:9 (‘I and my father are one’) and Jn 8:58 (‘before Abraham came
into existence, I have been’).237 Furthermore, ʿAbdīshōʿ supplies instances from Christ’s
deeds (taṣarrufātihi) that point to a union between the temporal and divine qunūms, though
this time without citing specific verses:

Firstly, his birth from a virgin without [the aid of] a husband [min ghayr baʿāl]; secondly, his
freedom from sin [tanazzuh ʿan al-khaṭīʾa] in both thought, speech, and action; thirdly, his
working of signs [ẓuhūr āyātihi] without supplication [ḍarāʿa] and imploration [ibtihāl];
fourthly, his forgiveness of sins without [intermediary] prayer and rogation [suʾāl]; fifthly, his
sending of the thief who was crucified with him to Paradise, the place of perfect souls; sixthly,
his raising of the dead without requiring [anything] from those he resurrected [min ghayr ḥāja
ilā man yuqīmahu min al-rijāl]; and seventhly, his ascension to heaven, the seat of power and
majesty.238
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It is noteworthy that similar proofs appear in a letter by Elias bar Shennāyā to al-Maghribī.
Here, Bar Shennāyā writes in response to the vizier’s insistence that Christ was no different
from the Prophets. While space does not permit us to discuss the entirety of the letter, three
points are worthy of comparison with ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Uṣūl al-dīn. The first is al-Maghribī’s
assertion that Christ’s prophethood and subordinate status to God is proved by the fact that
his miracles (muʿjizāt) were no greater than Moses’s. Elias’s responds by pointing out that
Moses was unable to perform miracles without offering supplication to God (dūna suʾāl
Allāh wa-ḍarāʿa ilayhi), whereas Christ was able to do so on his own accord.239 The second
is al-Maghribī’s claim that both Christ and Idrīs (here meant as the Biblical Enoch) were
raised to heaven.240 In reply, Bar Shennāyā argues that this statement about Idrīs contradicts
the Qurʾān and the Bible, since neither explicitly state that he was raised to heaven, while
Christ’s ascension is clearly attested in both the Bible and the Qurʾān, in the latter case by Q
3:55. Thirdly, Bar Shennāyā rejects al-Maghribī’s claim that both the Prophets and Christ
were immaculate (maʿṣūmīn), because the Bible attests to the moral fallibility of the former
and the impeccability of the latter.241 While it is plausible that ʿAbdīshōʿ was influenced by
Bar Shennāyā’s reasoning, he makes no attempt to engage directly with Muslim challenges to
Biblical proofs for Christ’s divinity. Instead, he simply lists instances from the life of Christ
that point to this divinity, without further discussion of how these might be interpreted
differently.
A somewhat more nuanced approach is taken in the Farāʾid, this time involving a
lengthy interpretation of Jn 10:34 and Jn 10:36. Regarding the former—‘Is it not written in
your Law, ‘I have said you are “gods”?’—ʿAbdīshōʿ offers four ways (wujūh) of
understanding the word ‘god:’ firstly, as the Necessary Being (wājib al-wujūb) and the Cause
of all that exists (ʿillat kull mawjūd); secondly, according to each of His three Trinitarian
239
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attributes, the Pre-existing (qadīm), the Wise (ḥakīm), and the Living (ḥayy); thirdly, as
‘every exulted human being (kull muʿaẓẓamin min al-bashar) upon whom the Word of God
descended,’ in accordance with Ex 7:1 (‘I have made you a God to Pharaoh and Aaron your
brother will be your prophet’); and fourthly, Christ who is considered Perfect God by all
Christians, despite their differences (ʿalā khtilāfihim).242 In effect, our author presents a
definition of God that accommodates several modes of divinity: God as Creator; God as
triune being; the God Who indwells—but does not unite with—His prophets; and the God
united with Christ.243
ʿAbdīshōʿ then turns his attention to the latter verse—‘Why then do you accuse me of
blasphemy when I say that I am the son of God?’—and provides four ways of understanding
the term ‘son:’ firstly, as the Word of God; secondly, by baptism and faith; thirdly, as an
honorific bestowed upon a servant by a king, or regarding the honour (sharaf) which Jesus
enjoyed as Son of God, interpreted from Jn 20:17 (‘I am ascending to my Father and your
Father, My God and your God’); and fourthly, by sexual intercourse (jimāʿ) and marriage.244
Thus, by expounding a pluriform meaning of ‘son,’ our author implicitly denies any
contradiction in the inference of Christ’s divine sonship from scripture.
Immediately following this fourfold definition of the word ‘son,’ ʿAbdīshōʿ brings
forward two Qurʾānic prooftexts in support of Christ’s divinity:

The objector [muʿtariḍ] has cited from the Qurʾān what proves the first part concerning Christ
[as the Word of God]:245 ‘What is Jesus son of Mary but a spirit from God and his Word which
he cast into Mary?’ [mā huwa ʿĪsā ibn Maryam illā rūḥun min Allāh wa-kalimatuhu alqāhā ilā
242
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Maryam, a paraphrase of Q. 4:171]. It has [also] been raised in it [i.e. the Qurʾān] what proves
the necessity [wujūb] of the third part concerning the humanity of Christ:246 ‘O Jesus Son of
Mary, verily I am taking you and raising you to Myself’ [Q 3:55]—that is to say, to the highest
rank and honour [ilā ghāyat al-ʿizz wa-l-sharaf].247 Since this humanity possesses the properties
of perfection [khawāṣṣ al-kamāl], which cannot pertain to any other human, the Creator must
have come to dwell in it and manifested the utmost perfection [ghāyat al-kamāl] through it,
which does not reside [in another human], on account of His statement ‘I am raising you to
me,’ not simply to heaven but to Himself.248

ʿAbdīshōʿ’s paraphrase of Q. 4:171 suggests that it is not Muslims whom he intends to
convince but a Christian audience who require assurance that the Incarnation could be
justified according to an opposing faith’s scripture. As we noted, earlier apologists had seized
on the fact that Jesus is referred to in the Qurʾān as the Word and Spirit of God. This makes it
likely that ʿAbdīshōʿ’s interpretation is not based on a fresh reading of the Q 4:171 but rather
reflects the verse’s continued popularity as a convenient means of vindicating Christ’s
divinity. Moreover, it appears from the Farāʾid that the Qurʾān functions as a proof text for
Gospel interpretations of Christ’s divinity, as exemplified by ʿAbdīshōʿ’s citation of Q 3:55
in support of Jn 17:20 as indication that Christ was raised to an honour equal to God. Muslim
scholars in our author’s lifetime such as Ibn Taymiyya had become aware of such attempts by
Christians to invoke Qurʾānic authority for their beliefs (as noted in Section 4.2). As Sydney
Griffith has shown, earlier Christian apologists were aware that such Qurʾānic verses had an
entirely different context among Muslims; but by taking them out of their ‘original
hermeneutical frame of reference,’ they could demonstrate to their co-religionists that the
Qurʾān’s text—at least on the face of it—could advance a Christian perspective.249
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4.4.3. The Unifying Function of the Rational Soul
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s rational arguments for the Incarnation centre on the distinction between the
material and the immaterial in Christ. In emphasising this distinction, he attempts to show
how it is possible—and indeed necessary—for Christ the Man to unite with the creative Word
through the rational soul, without change being admitted into the divine nature. The argument
appears to be Patristic in origin, traceable to the writings of Gregory Nazianzen and other
Patristic authorities.250 In the first half of the 13th century, al-Būshī employs it in his defence
of the Incarnation, reasoning that the righteousness of life (birr al-ḥayāt) was passed from
God to Christ on the basis of the body that He united with through the rational soul (nafs
ʿaqliyya).251 Bar Hebraeus provides a more detailed discussion of this principle in his
Candelabrum. Here, he lists the objections of those who deny the possibility (metmaṣyānūtā)
of the Incarnation. Among them is that, if the union between the Eternal Word and the human
nature were possible, the word would be limited (ʾestayyak) by the latter’s corporeity and
finitude, which is absurd for an incorporeal, infinite being.252 The maphrian counters by
explaining the rational soul’s intermediary function during the Incarnation, which is worth
quoting in full:

We say: if God—glory be to His grace—were a body or an accident, His limitation
[msayykūtēh] would be necessary on account of His union [mḥayydūtēh] with a limited entity
[msaykā], like the conjunction [naqqīpūtā] of members with one another which comprise the
body of an animal, or like the union of species [ʾādshā] and matter [hōlā] of which a corporeal
entity [gushmā] is composed. Since He is neither a body nor an accident, He is not necessarily
limited by His union with the limited entity. For the rational soul [nafshā mlīltā], despite being
united to a body that is limited to a physical substrate [ʾathrā], is not [itself] limited nor is it
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limited to a physical substrate. For if it were limited, it would be divided [ʾetpallgat], and if it
were divided, it would be corrupted [ʾetḥabblat] and detached from its nature [kyānēh].253

Much the same principle is expounded in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Uṣūl al-dīn, which forms part of his
demonstrative proofs (dalāʾil burhāniyya) for the Incarnation. He begins from what he refers
to as a ‘natural philosophical perspective’ (al-naẓar al-falsafī al-ṭabīʿī): that the rational soul
(al-nafs al-nāṭiqa) is eternal and does not perish upon the death of the human form, unlike
animal, mineral, plant, and elemental souls. If, then, the rational soul possesses a
corresponding relationship (munāsaba) with something, the conjunction (ittiṣāl) between one
corresponding thing with its correspondent (al-munāsib bi-munāsibihi) becomes a matter of
necessity (amr wājib).254 Moreover, ʿAbdīshōʿ reasons that Adam’s biblically attested
likeness (mithāl) to God could not have been in his body, which is susceptible to accidents
and division (qābil li-l-ʿawāriḍ wa-l-inqisām).255 Thus, humankind’s resemblance
(mushābaha) to the divine nature must reside in the rational soul, which, like the divine
nature, is unlimited (ghayr maḥṣūra).256 According to this scheme, the union of Christ’s
natures necessarily occurs on the pattern of the body’s relationship with the soul in humans.
A connected strategy emerges in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s other works, though this time involving
the analogy of light and its effect on reflective substances. As we outlined in Section 4.3.2,
the Farāʾid mentions a mode of union referred to as ‘illumination and effect’ in order to
argue that the source of illumination is unaffected by the substance being acted upon. It is in
the Pearl, however, that we first encounter the principle in detail. Here, our author gives the
following explanation of how it was possible for the divine nature to subsist in Christ’s
created body:
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Khoury, Candélabre: Quatrième Base, 28 (ST), 29 (FT).
Uṣūl al-dīn, 51a-51b.
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Uṣūl al-dīn, 51b.
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Uṣūl al-dīn, 51b.
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The divine nature illuminated [ʾanhar] the human nature during its conjunction with it,257 in the
way that a precious and clear pearl [margānītā rīshāytā wa-dkītā] is illuminated by the light of
the sun shining upon it, [causing] the nature of the illuminated object to become like the nature
of the object of illumination, and the sight [ḥāzyā] to be affected [nettaʿbad] by the rays and
brightness of the receptor [mqabblānā], just as it is by the nature of the effecting agent
[maʿbdānā], with no change [shuḥlāpā] entering into the effecting agent by the passibility
[mettaʿbdānūt] of that which has been affected.258

Thus we see why ʿAbdīshōʿ deemed Ibn ʿAbbād’s poetic expression about the opacity of
wine and glass, discussed above, so well suited to the mystery of the Incarnation: both it and
the analogy of the precious pearl cleverly express how God’s divine nature remained
unchanged when it entered into union with Christ’s humanity. The analogy of the precious
jewel finds expression in the Arabic of the Uṣūl al-dīn and Farāʾid, though this time
featuring the rational soul as the principal conductor of the two natures’ union. Both works
state that the Incarnation occurred through the rational faculty (quwwa nāṭiqa) in Christ’s
person. Accordingly, the divine nature illuminated Christ’s intellect (ʿaql), which was lit up
like a clear-coloured jewel in the light of the sun.259 In the same manner as the Pearl, the
Uṣūl al-dīn, Farāʾid, and Khuṭba state that this union of light and substance led to the
receiving nature becoming like the active nature (ṣāra ṭabʿ al-qābil huwa ṭabʿ al-fāʿil), and
so the acts emanating from the receiving nature do so also from the active nature (fa-ṣadara
al-fiʿl ʿan al-dhāt al-qābila ṣudūruhā ʿan dhāt al-fāʿila).260 The Uṣūl al-dīn presents the
analogy in order to demonstrate how God’s actions were worked through the intermediary

Reading naqqīpūtā for naqqīpūtēh.
Pearl, ܝܚ
259
In this instance, the wording differs only slightly. Uṣūl al-dīn, 54a-54b: fa-stinārat ka-mā tastanīru l-jawhara
l-shaffāfa bi-ḍawʾ al-shams; Farāʾid, §378: fa-stināra fī nafsihi wa-dhātihi ka-mā tastantīru l-jawhara l-ṣāfiyya
bi-ishrāq nūr al-shams ʿalayhā.
260
Uṣūl al-dīn, 54b; Farāʾid, §379-380; Khuṭba, 101.
257
258
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(bi-wāsiṭa) of Christ’s rational soul.261 The Farāʾid, on the other hand, states that, due to the
conjunction between Christ’s body and soul, the union of the two natures were eternalised
(tasarmada) from the moment of the Incarnation and survived the soul’s separation
(mufāraqa) upon his death.262 Both, however, advance a classical Christological position: that
the two natures were inseparably and eternally bound in two natures, each with distinct
operational functions.
A further demonstration for the possibility of the Union appears in relation to
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Trinitarian thought, outlined and discussed in the previous chapter. This entails
the conjunction and union of the Intellector [ʿāqil], one of God’s three essential attributes,
with an intelligible [maʿqūl]. ʿAbdīshōʿ reasons as follows:

It is not possible for man [insān] to be an abstract intellect [ʿaqlan mujarradan], nor can he be an
abstract intelligible [maʿqūlan mujarradan]. He can, however, be an abstract intellector [ʿāqilan
mujjarradan]. On account of the possibility of that, he becomes [yaṣīru] conjoined [muttaṣalan]
with one of the three hypostases [aqānīm] [of the Trinity], which is the Intellector [ʿāqil] of
them and the meaning [maʿnā] of the Son. [Thus] the nature [jawhar] of the Pre-Existent
[qadīm] becomes conjoined with man, according to what we have discussed previously.263

In other words, the Intellector or active intellect—which, in the traditional Christian Arabic
Trinitarian scheme, is equal to the Son and the Word—conjoins with the human nature via
the rational soul to produce the Incarnate Christ. As far as I am aware, the earliest Christian
text in which the theory appears is by the Jacobite Muḥyī l-Dīn al-Iṣfahānī (fl.11th or 12th
century), who employs it in his explanation for why Christians exclude the Father and Holy

Uṣūl al-dīn, 54b.
Farāʾid, §§381-382.
263
Uṣul al-dīn, 57a.
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Spirit from the Incarnation.264 The argument appears to be influenced by the Neo-Platonism
of the Baghdad peripatetics, which, as we observed in the previous chapter, held that God is
identical to what He intellects. Whereas in the Trinitarian context the doctrine is discussed in
the context of God’s self-knowledge, the theory outlined above pertains to the unity of God’s
intellect with intelligibles other than Himself—in this case, a human intellect.
The most forceful and influential critic of the theory was Avicenna. Although he
regarded divine self-intellection as a valid means of establishing God’s essential unity, he
rejected outright the possibility that an active intellect could unite with existents external to
Him—a view he ascribed to Porphyry of Tyre and his commentators.265 At the heart of
Avicenna’s denial was a system of noetics that viewed intellection as conjunction (ittiṣāl) not
union (ittiḥād) with the Active Intellect, whereby the human soul grasps forms from the
active intellect but does not become identical to it.266 In addition to his distinction between
conjunction and union, Avicenna held that one thing cannot become another without
undergoing transformation (istiḥāla), whereby the existent retains its identity while taking on
the qualities of another.267 Alternatively, two things may become something else by
experiencing generation (kawn) and corruption (fasād), which entail either the existence of
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Allard and Troupeau, Muḥyī al-Dīn al-Iṣfahānī, 29 (FT), 51 (AR). Here, al-Iṣfahānī adopts the framework of
God as Knowledge, Knower, and Knowable, each ascribed to the hypostases of Existence (wujūd, i.e. the
Father), Knowledge (ʿilm, i.e. the Son), and Life (ḥayāt, i.e. the Holy Spirit). Nevertheless, the argument runs:
‘[The Word] was united (ittaḥada) with what It knew (bi-mā ʿalama), because there is concomitance (talāzum)
between knower (ʿālim) and knowable (maʿlūm), since it would be impossible for the knower not to have a
knowable, just as it would be absurd for the knowible not to having knower. Thus, knowledge (ʿilm), by its
nature (min shaʾnihi), must have a connection (taʿalluq) to the knowable. This is not the case of existence, nor is
it for life. For that reason, the Union (ittiḥād) occurred through the hypostasis of the Son at the exclusion of
Father and the Holy Spirit.’
265
Ibn Sīnā, Ishārāt, 267-273. Cf. John Finnegan, ‘Avicenna’s Refutation of Porphyrius’ in Avicenna
Commemoration Volume, (Calcutta: n.p., 1956), here 197. For an excellent overview of Ibn Sīnā’s rejection of
the unification argument, see also Ibrahim Kalin, Knowledge in Later Islamic Philosophy: Mulla Ṣadrā on
Existence, Intellect, and Intuition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 46-59.
266
Abū ʿAlī al-Ḥusayn ibn Sīnā, Ṭabīʿiyyāt al-shifāʾ: Fī-l-nafs, ed. Fazlur Rahman (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1959), 239-240; Ibn Sīnā, Najāt, 205. Cf. Fazlur Rahman, Prophecy in Islam: Philosophy and Orthodoxy
(London: Allen and Unwin, 1958), 15-16, cited in Kalin, Knowledge, 51.
267
Ibn Sīnā, Ishārāt, 3:272; Abū ʿAlī al-Ḥusayn ibn Sīnā, The Physics of the Healing: Books I & I, ed. Jon
McGinnis (Provo: Brigham Young University Press, 2009), 2:§3. Cf. John McGinnis, ‘Avicenna’s Natural
Philosophy,’ in Interpreting Avicenna, ed. Peter Adamson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 91109, here 86-88.
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one thing and the non-existence of the other; the non-existence of both, thereby producing a
tertium quid; or the remainder of both, resulting in two not one. Where noetics are concerned,
this precludes intelligibles from taking on the identity of an active intellect.268
What is most relevant to us here is that some Muslim and Jewish theologians by the
13th century had adopted aspects of Avicenna’s critique in order to refute Christian doctrines.
As we saw in Section 4.2, al-Rāzī and Ibn Kammūna each argued that the divine and human
natures in Christ could not have united in any real way, since this would result in some form
of generation and corruption. As for the nature of God’s knowledge, Avicennians such as
Naṣīr al-Dīn al-Ṭūṣī upheld the argument that the identity between the intellect and the
intellector could not apply to other existents.269 Unification theories of the intellector and its
intelligibles, however, did develop within the Akbarian Ṣūfī tradition. Under the rubric of Ibn
ʿArabī’s unity of existence (waḥdat al-wujūd), representatives of the Akbarian school held
that it was indeed possible for the divine essence to unite with intellective forms, particularly
in the soul of the Perfect Man (al-insān al-kāmil), though they would rigorously deny any
implication of an ontological union between man and God.270
As in other areas of his apologetics, ʿAbdīshōʿ provides little discussion of nonChristian criticisms of his approach, as opposed to two other post-Avicennian Christian
apologists who register specific objections from their interlocutors and suggest how these
might be overcome. In response to al-Rāzī’s claim that the indwelling implies God’s
contingency on a physical substrate, al-Ṣafī ibn al-ʿAssāl (d. between 1253-1275) invokes the
principle that the intellect is one with what it intellects.271 A further example comes from Bar
Ibn Sīnā, Ishārāt, 3:272; idem, The Physics of the Healing, 239-240; idem, Najāt, 241.
See al-Ṭūsī’s commentary in Ibn Sīnā, Ishārāt, 267-273. See also al-Ṭūsī, Tajrīd, 87 for a general rejection of
substantial unification.
270
As we have seen in the case of ʿAbd al-Razzāq al-Qāshānī (Section 4.3.2). On the role of the Active Intellect
in the Akbarian thought of Ṣadr al-Dīn al-Qūnawī, see Richard Todd, The Sufi Doctrine of Man: Ṣadr al-Dīn alQūnawī’s Metaphysical Anthropology (Brill: Leiden, 2014). Cf. Ḥakīm, al-Muʿjam, 164-169; 813-817 for Ibn
ʿArabī’s teachings on the intellect.
271
Al-Ṣafī, al-Shukūk al-wārida, ch. 8:§14. The concept (maʿqul) of the form’s (ṣūra) inherence in matter is
conceived (ʿuqila), and its (i.e. the form's) being (kawn) is not contingent on (mufttaqira ilā) matter (hayūla).
268
269

Debating Natures and Persons | 206
Hebraeus’s Candelabrum, in which he reiterates the objection by an unnamed critic who cites
Avicenna’s vital distinction between conjunction (naqqīpūtā) and union (ḥdāyūtā), and posits
that no union can result from generation (hwāyā) and corruption (ḥubālā).272 Bar Hebraeus
replies by affirming the unifying function of the rational soul, as quoted earlier in this section.
While neither the responses of al-Ṣafī nor Bar Hebraeus would likely gain acceptance from
Muslim critics, they do at least attempt to highlight Muslim concerns to Christian readers.
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s relatively more moderate engagement with such criticisms may be accounted for
by his lack of physical contact with figures from the wider intellectual landscape of his day
(established in Chapter Two). Nevertheless, such apologists as al-Ṣafī and Bar Hebraeus were
no different from ʿAbdīshōʿ in that they were obliged to fall back on the same argument of
the rational soul’s unifying function—regardless of their willingness to faithfully represent
Muslim concerns. Thus, it is no surprise that the theory of the soul’s unifying role takes
central importance in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s thought, appearing in all four of his major works of
theology, thereby revealing the important didactic function these strategies had in the
exposition of Christological doctrine.

4.5 Conclusions
The foregoing discussion has shown that much of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Christology was informed by a
need to defend key aspects of dogma surrounding the Incarnation; however, these apologetic
concerns do not inform his Christology in its entirety. In Section 4.3.1 we observed that a
section of the Pearl is devoted to the memory of the Nestorian controversy during the church

However, matter is contingent for its existence on the inherence of form in it. The inherence of the qualifying
attributes (ṣifāt thubūtiyya) in the divine essence is also conceived, and is not contingent [on anything] for it to
be brought into existence (li-ījādihā), because it is pre-existent (qadīma). The intelligible forms (ṣuwar
maʿqulat) are conceived in the intellect (ʿaql), for the philsophers (ḥukumāʾ) have said: “the intelligible and the
intellect are one.” The intelligible [therefore] is not contingent on the intellect, just as we conceive (ʿaqalnā) of
God and the heavenly sphere (al-falak).’
272
Khoury, Candélabre: Quatrième Base, 20, 22 (ST); 21, 23 (FT).
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councils and the impact of these events on the Church of the East’s Christology and modes of
self-definition vis-à-vis other churches. As such, ʿAbdīshōʿ’s tone is polemical, directed as it
is towards other Christian confessions (namely, the Miaphysite and Chalcedonian churches),
and highlights the role of narrative in his expository method. Our author’s Arabic Profession
is similarly directed against rival Christian confessions, though this time through language
inherited from earlier authors who sought to convince Muslims that Nestorian Christology
was more acceptable than its Jacobite and Melkite counterparts. Thus, the Profession reveals
just how closely entwined inter-religious apologetics had become with intra-religious
polemic. Yet, we have also observed the dynamic nature of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Christology and its
evolution. From 1302/3, the year he wrote his Uṣūl al-dīn, the greater part of his writings on
the Incarnation was more concerned with defending the doctrine against external attacks than
refuting other Christian confessions.
However, there is little evidence from our author’s writings that his apologetics arose as
a direct response to contemporary criticisms. A considerable portion of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
Christological thought is indebted to the apologetics of such earlier figures as Elias bar
Shennāyā. Whereas Bar Shennāyā’s ideas emerged from live debate with Abū l-Qāsim alMaghrībī, ʿAbdīshōʿ places his in systematic and encyclopaedic theologies intended for a
Christian readership, thus demonstrating how the inter-religious controversy of earlier
centuries shaped the internal articulation of dogma some two centuries later. Yet, compared
to some other apologists, our author’s representation of his intelocutor’s criticisms lacks
detail about how aspects of the Incarnation might be challenged. One possibility for this is
that ʿAbdīshōʿ was not as integrated within the wider scholarly circles of his day as others
like Bar Hebraeus.
Neverthless, we should not overlook the ingenuity with which our author synthesises
such established opinions. We have observed from ʿAbdīshōʿ’s analogical method that the
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language and expression of his apologetics were by no means static, as indicated by his
appeal to Classical Arabic poetic motifs. The same can be said of his use of certain kalām
expressions with which he buttresses long standing opinions about the providential nature of
the Incarnation, which were certainly relevant to the broader theological discourses of his
day. While such explanations of Christology could hope for little acceptance by Muslim
polemicists, they at least sought to assure a Christian readership that their beliefs could be
reasonably articulated. Furthermore, the Pearl’s success as a key work of dogma in later
centuries indicates just how effective ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Christological didacticism would prove to
be.

CHAPTER FIVE
Christian Practices, Islamic Contexts:
Discourses on the Cross and Clapper

5.1 Introduction
Having touched on two central apologetic themes, we now turn our attention to ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
defence of Christian ritual practice. Of these ‘secondary topics’ (discussed in Chapter One),
my focus here is limited to the veneration of the Cross and the call to prayer. As Peregrine
Horden and Nicholas Purcell have discussed, religious communities in the medieval
Mediterranean world often communicated boundaries and differentiation through various
‘lines of sound and sight,’ thus sharing in what might be termed a ‘visual and acoustic
environment.’1 In the case of Christian communities living in close proximity with Muslims,
such differences could be expressed through religious paraphernalia and the sounds
emanating from religious buildings.2 As such, these distinctions were well known to Muslim
observers and critics; and in cases where Christian practice came under intellectual or
physical attack,3 apologists like ʿAbdīshōʿ were often moved to justify them.4

1

For these terms, see Peregrine Horden and Nicholas Purcell, The Corrupting Sea: A Study of Mediterranean
History (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), 124-125 and 421-422. The term ‘acoustic landscape’ is also employed by
Olivia Remie Contsable, ‘Regulating Religious Noise: The Council of Vienne, the Mosque Call and Muslim
Pilgrimage in the Late Medieval Mediterranean World,’ ME 16 (2010): 64-95, here 65, whose work I discuss
below.
2
See Holden and Purcell, The Corrupting Sea, 421-422 for a brief discussion about issues of visibility and
audibility in shared religious landscapes across the medieval Mediterranean world, namely, pilgrimage sites, and
the sounds of the ‘bell, the semantron and the muezzin.’
3
In Chapter Two, Section 2.4 we observed that Muslim attacks on Christian buildings and the imposition of
social restrictions, namely the paying of the jizya and the wearing of the zunnār, had taken place in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
lifetime, most acutely during the Ilkhan Ghāzān’s turbulent rise to power in 1295.
4
See Landron, Attitudes nestoriennes, Ch. 15 for discussions between Christians and Muslims about
circumcision, ablution (wuḍūʾ), prayer, veneration of the Cross, and the adoration of images, and the wearing of
the girdle (zunnār) as a mark of chastity and obedience. See also Khoury, Matériaux, VII.1.3:59-100, which
surveys Christian-Muslim discussions about ablution (wuḍūʾ), prayer, fasting, alms, pilgrimage, the Sacraments
(asrār), baptism, the Eucharist (qurbān), penitence, and the priesthood (kahanūt).
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As noted previously, ritual practice formed what Sydney Griffith identifies as
‘secondary topics.’ Although treated secondarily in systematic theologies, such issues could
often lie at the core of Christian doctrine. Where the veneration of the Cross was concerned,
Christian theologians by ʿAbdīshōʿ’s lifetime had developed what Mark Swanson has
referred to as a ‘comprehensive body of apologetics.’5 From the early ʿAbbāsid period
onwards, Christian theologians contended with a number of principal challenges. First came
the Qurʾānic claim that the Jews had neither killed nor crucified Jesus, but that ‘it appeared so
to them,’ (shubbiha lahum, Q. 4:157), thus prompting Christian apologists to defend the
facticity of Christ’s death.6 This issue, however, is chiefly dealt with by ʿAbdīshōʿ in sections
of his works discussing the truthfulness of the Gospels’ testimony,7 and so will not be
addressed in this chapter. Receiving greater focus here are ʿAbdīshōʿ’s arguments for the
soteriology of the Cross against opposition to the claim that humankind’s salvation was
worked by Christ’s death. Moreover, this chapter will address how ʿAbdīshōʿ, in line with
earlier apologists, defended the practice of venerating the Cross by rejecting accusations of
shirk. In doing so we will see how Christological concerns such as God’s transcendence and
the function of Christ’s human and divine natures (addressed in the previous chapter) were
inextricably linked to the issue of the Cross and its role in religious worship.
As in other areas of doctrine explored in this thesis, ʿAbdīshōʿ’s exposition of the Cross
presents little by way of ‘original’ thought; once again we must consider his systematic
theology as part of a broader didactic effort. In the centuries leading up to ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
lifetime, Christian apologists strove to reassure coreligionists that veneration of the Cross
Mark N. Swanson, ‘The Cross of Christ in the Earliest Arabic Christian Apologies,’ in Christian Arabic
Apologetics during the Abbasid Period (750-1258), ed. Samir Khalil Samir and Jørgen S. Nielsen (Leiden: Brill,
1994), 155-145, here 144. Elsewhere, Swanson brings together no less than fourteen Melkite, Jacobite, and
Nestorian responses to Muslim antagonisms to the Cross from the 8th to 10th century, and a further five of
uncertain dates. Idem, ‘Folly to the ḥunafāʾ: The Cross of Christ in Arabic Christian-Muslim Controversy in the
Eighth and Ninth Centuries A.D.’ (PhD diss., The Pontifical Institute of Arab and Islamic Studies, 1992), 2-49.
6
For the Classical Muslim interpretation of Q. 4:157 and its impact on Christian-Muslim discussions, see Neal
Robinson, Christ in Islam and Christianity: the Representation of Jesus in the Qurʾān and the Classical Muslim
Commentaries (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1991), 106-141, idem, ‘Crucifixion,’ EQ 4 (2001): 487-489.
7
See Pearl, mēmrā 3, part 3; Uṣūl al-dīn, bāb 1; Farāʾid, faṣl 1.
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could be supported by both reason and revelation, often by appealing to a theological
common ground with Muslims. This is not to say that the theology of the Cross had achieved
a final fixity by the 13th and early 14th century. By building on previous arguments in defence
of the Cross’s role in worship, our author develops, fine-tunes, and contributes to an everexpanding body of apologetics.
In addition to appealing to a shared sense of reason, it was necessary for apologists to
affirm the Church’s own sacred traditions that underpinned religious practice, as these too
were well-known to Muslim critics. This chapter will discuss ʿAbdīshōʿ’s use of two
traditions: (i) the Apostles and there purported role in instituting the Cross in the performance
of Church rites8 and (ii) the legend of the Roman emperor Constantine’s vision and
subsequent discovery of the True Cross by Helena, his mother (two different but closely
entwined narratives). The latter can be summarised as follows: prior to a battle with an enemy
army, the emperor sees a sign in the sky reading ‘In this sign you will conquer,’ thus
presaging his victory and conversion to Christianity. Shortly thereafter, his believing mother,
Helena, travels to Jerusalem to discover the whereabouts of the True Cross. After threatening
a Jewish scholar named Judas with torture, its location is revealed to lie beneath a well.
Finding three crosses (one of Christ and two of the thieves crucified with him), each is placed
by Helena on the body of a dead man; upon the third attempt, the man is revived and the True
Cross established.9 In common with earlier Syriac and Arabic Christian writers, ʿAbdīshōʿ
weaves such sacred traditions with arguments designed to vindicate the practice of venerating
the Cross, thereby convincing a Christian readership that such practices were wholly
8

The tradition that the Apostles instituted the Cross in liturgical and sacramental practice is contained in the
Pseudo-Apostolic canons. For these in the East Syrian tradition, see Kaufhold, ‘La Litérature Pseudo-Canonique
Syriaque,’ 158-164.
9
For the Syriac version of these narratives, see edition and translation by Han J.W. Drijvers and Jan Willem
Drijvers, The Finding of the True Cross: The Judas Kyriakos Legend in Syriac (CSCO 565; Leuven: Peeters,
1997). On their sources and historical development, see Jan Willem Drijvers, Helena Augusta: The Mother of
Constantine the Great and the Legend of Her Finding of the True Cross (Leiden: Brill, 1992), esp. 95-194. The
legend is also preserved in many Christian Arabic versions. For East Syrian examples, see Addai Scher (ed. and
tr.), Histoire nestorienne inédite (Chronique de Séert). Première partie (PO 4, fasc. 3; Paris: Firmin-Didot,
1908), 263-276 and Haddad, Mukhṭaṣar al-akhbār al-bīʿiyya, 33-34.
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defensible in light of Muslim criticisms. The strongly controversial tone of his writings on
these topics (observed elsewhere in this thesis) is crucial to our understanding of how
apologetics had become inextricably linked with the Church of the East’s catechetical
enterprise by the late 13th and early 14th century.
We do, however, encounter a relatively more novel approach in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s discourse
on the striking of the clapper, a percussion instrument used in the call to prayer.10 To my
knowledge, the call to prayer does not typically feature in Syriac and Christian Arabic
apologetics, but occurs more frequently in liturgical works (as will be discussed below, in
Section 5.3.1). ʿAbdīshōʿ’s discussion of the church clapper centres on a tradition originating
in a cycle of Old Testament apocrypha and exegetical traditions known as the Book of the
Cave of Treasures (Mʿarrat gazzē), first composed in Syriac between the 5th and early 7th
century.11 In its retelling of the Flood narrative, God commands Noah to construct a clapper
(nāqōshā) made from boxwood that does not rot (qaysā d-ʾeshkārʿā d-lā mballaṭ), three
cubits long and one and a half cubits wide, to be struck three times a day with a mallet
(ʾarezaptā): in the morning to gather the builders; at midday to break for lunch; and at
daybreak to send them home.12
It is unsurprising to find a discussion of the church clapper in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s apologetic
oeuvre. As the preserve of Christians, its function in the Islamicate world could not hope to
enjoy the same socio-cultural and religious status as the mosque call (adhān). In a recent
article on the regulation of the Muslim call to prayer by the Christian rulers of Aragon after

10

See infra for a more precise definition of this term and its usage in pre-modern Syriac and Arabic texts.
The work is generally thought to have been composed between the 5th and 6th century (Clemens Leonhard,
‘Cave of Treasures,’ GEDSH, 90-91), though a late 6th- early 7th century composition has been recently
postulated by Sergey Minov, ‘Syriac Christian Identity in Late Sasanian Mesopotamia: The Cave of Treasures
in Context’ (PhD diss., Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2013), 21-82. Arabic versions of the Cave of Treasures
will be discussed below.
12
For this narrative as it occurs in two East and West Syrian recensions (published en face), see Su-min Ri (ed.),
Les caverne des trésors (CSCO 486-487; Leuven: Peeters, 1987), Ch. XIV, § 11-13. For a trans. of the same
work according to an older, East Syrian ms., see E.A. Wallis E.A. Budge (tr.), The Book of the Cave of
Treasures: a History of the Patriarchs and the Kings, their Successors, from the Creation to the Crucifixion of
Christ (London: The Religious Tract Society, 1927), 100.
11
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the Council of Vienne in 1309, Olivia Remie Constable has shown that the acoustic
environment shared by Christians and Muslims in medieval Spain was often contentious, as
‘concerns expressed by both Muslims and Christians about the religious noise and public
rituals of minority communities (whether the mosque call, the ringing of bells, or local
pilgrimage) demonstrate inter-religious tensions in the Mediterranean world at the turn of the
fourteenth century.’13 While the religious acoustic landscape of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s time was no less
contentious, it can also be said that Muslims and Christians shared in what might be termed a
‘literary space.’ In addition to expounding his own Church’s teaching concerning the use of
the clapper in times of prayer and liturgy, our author makes a direct appeal to elements of
ḥadīth literature in an attempt to commend the use of the clapper in a socio-cultural
environment that could often be hostile to it.
Before proceeding any further, I think it necessary to qualify my rendering of the terms
nāqōshā and nāqūs as ‘clapper’, since its meaning in Syriac and Arabic sources is not
altogether obvious. Although often defined as ‘bell’ in modern Arabic,14 the word nāqūs
(deriving from the Syriac nāqōshā) is more appropriately described in its pre-modern sense
as a wooden—and less frequently, brass—sounding board, struck with a mallet by priests and
monks in times of prayer and liturgy,15 synonymous with the Greek semantron.16 Its use is

Constable, ‘Regulating Religious Noise,’ 64. For further examples of interreligious conflict over contested
modes of prayer call in late Islamic and Reconquista Spain, see Ali Asgar Alibhai, ‘The Reverberations of
Santiago’s Bells in Reconquista Spain,’ La Corónica 36, no. 2 (2008): 145-165 and Michelle E. Garceau, ‘“I
call the people.” Church bells in Fourteenth-Century Catalunya,’ Journal of Medieval History 37 (2011): 197214.
14
For modern meanings, see, for example, Hans Wehr, A Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic (ArabicEnglish), 4th ed. (Otto Harassowitz: Wiesbaden, 1994) 1162; Martin Hinds and El-Said Badawi, A Dictionary of
Egyptian Arabic. Arabic-English (Beirut: Librairie de Liban, 1986), 880.
15
For basic definitions of nāqūs, as well as references to the word’s Syriac etymology, see Georg Graf,
Verzeichnis arabischer kirchlicher Termini (Leuven: Imprimerie Orientaliste L. Durbecq, 1954), 110 and Frants
Buhl, ‘Nāḳūs’, EI2 7 (1993): 943
16
For its use today in Mt. Athos and other Eastern Orthodox monasteries, see Dimitri Conomos, ‘Semandron,’
in The Concise Encyclopedia of Eastern Orthodox Christianity, ed. John Anthony McGuckin (Chichester:
Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), 559.
13
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attested as early as Late Antiquity,17 and persisted among Christian communities living under
Islam throughout the Middle Ages.18 Other forms of nāqūs include a type of wooden castanet,
3rd to 6th century examples of which have been preserved in the Egyptian monasteries at
Saqqāra, Fayyūm, and elsewhere.19 The wooden manufacture of the instrument is hinted at in
the Syriac lexicon of Ḥasan bar Bahlūl (fl. 10th century), who defines nāqōshā as a typos of
the Cross (zqīpā).20
The clapper would gradually be replaced by the church bell, a Latin Christian invention
thought to have been introduced into Eastern Christendom by the Crusaders, though this
process has not been well documented.21 While bells appear to have enjoyed an earlier
adoption by Mozarabic Christians in al-Andalus,22 by the turn of the turn of the 14th century
Christian communities in the eastern Mediterranean were still known by their Muslim
neighbours to employ clappers. The Arabic lexicographer Muḥammad ibn Mukarram ibn
Manẓūr (d. 1311/12), for example, defines nāqūs as the ‘striking board (miḍrāb) of the
Christians, which they strike in times of prayer,’ further elaborating that it is comprised of a
17

An early instance in Syriac sources occurs in the Lives of the Eastern Saints written in the 560s by John of
Ephesus: E.W. Brooks (ed. and tr.), John of Ephesus. Lives of the Eastern Saints (PO, 17, fasc.1; Paris: FirminDidot, 1923), 254. I owe this reference to Sebastian Brock.
18
For early Byzantine Greek sources, particularly hagiographies, which mention semantra, see Edmund
Venables, ‘Semantron, or Semanterion,’ in A Dictionary of Christian Antiquities, ed. William Smith and Samuel
Cheetham, 2 vols. (Torronto: Willing and Williamson, 1880), 2:1879.
19
Ragheb Maftah, Marian Robertson, and Martha Ray, ‘Music, Coptic: Musical Instruments,’ in The Coptic
Encyclopedia, ed. Aziz Suryal Atiya, 8 vols. (New York: Macmillan 1991), 7:1738-1740, here 1739.
20
Rubens Duval (ed.), Lexicon Syriacum auctore Hassano bar Bahlule e pluribus codicibus edidit et notulis
instruxit, 2 vols. (Paris: e Reipublicæ typographæo, 1901), 2: 1272. The Syriac-Arabic glossary of ʾῙshōʿ bar
ʿAlī simply gives us the definition of ‘that which is found in monasteries’ (alladhī fī l-diyārāt). Richard J.H.
Gottheil (ed.), The Syriac-Arabic Glosses of Isho‘ bar ‘Ali. Part II taw-nūn, Edited from the Manuscripts of
Oxford, London, Paris, Berlin, Leyden and Rome (Rome: Tipografia della R. Accademia dei Lincei, 1908), 92.
21
To my knowledge, precious few studies have examined the gradual disappearance of clappers in churches
throughout the Middle East due to the increasing popularity of bells. One attempt has been made by Ḥabīb
Zayyāt, al-Dīyārāt al-naṣrāniyya fī l-Islām (Beirut: Imprimerie Catholique, 1938), 98-99. Here Zayyāt reasons
that bells must have been introduced to the region no earlier than the Crusades, though this must necessarily
remain speculative in the absence of documentary and material evidence. Zayyāt does, however, provide
evidence from late-medieval and early-modern European travel accounts which attest to the persistence of
clappers and the rarity of bells among Christian communities in Mount Lebanon and Egypt as late as the 17th
century (ibid., 99).
22
As might be suggested by Eulogius of Cordoba (d. 859), who describes Muslim attitudes to the Christian call
to prayer in the following way: ‘As soon as they hear the sound of clanging metal in their ears, as if beguiled by
a false superstition, they begin to exercise their tongues in all kinds of swearing and foulness.’ Translated by
Edward P. Colbert, The Martyrs of Cordoba (850-859) (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America
Press, 1962), 256-257, quoted by John H. Arnold and Caroline Goodson, ‘Resounding Community: The History
and Meaning of Medieval Church Bells,’ Viator 43, no. 1 (2012): 113.
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long piece of wood (khashaba ṭawīla) and a short wooden mallet (wabīla qaṣīra)23—though
his definitions can be conservative and prescriptive, relying as they do on earlier sources.24
Nevertheless, it would appear that the nāqūs continued to be known as a wooden percussion
instrument in eastern Islamicate lands until the introduction of the bell, as is suggested from
the secretarial manual of Shihāb al-Dīn Qalqashandī (d. 1418), who reports that, ‘When
Christians wish to pray, they strike a clapper, which is a rectangular piece of wood (khashaba
mustaṭīla) of a certain length, struck with a small piece of wood, and thus they gather.’25

5.2 Some Muslim Representations of Christian Practices
Having outlined some of the main traditions surrounding the veneration of the Cross and the
sounding of the clapper, and attempted some basic definitions, we can now examine some of
the Muslim attitudes to Christian practice that ʿAbdīshōʿ was responding to, whether directly
or indirectly. It would be impossible to attempt an exhaustive treatment of these often
complex and dynamic representations; to do so would risk presenting a generalised picture of
Islamic attitudes to Christian practices. Instead, I wish to identify some salient legislative,
literary, and theological manifestations of these attitudes which might have resonated in
ʿAbdīshōʿ’s lifetime. In so doing I aim to show that the practices which ʿAbdīshōʿ sought to
justify were well known to those who attacked them.

Muḥammad ibn Mukarram ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab, 20 vols. (Cairo: al-Ṭabʿa al-Kubrā al-Miṣriyya, 13001308/1882-1891), 8: 126.
24
Ibn Manẓūr’s definition appears reliant on Abū Manṣūr b. Aḥmad al-Azharī (d. 980), Tahdhīb al-lugha, 15
vols. (Beirut: Dār Iḥyāʾ al-Turāth al-ʿArabī, 2001), 12: 312.
25
Quoted in Zayyāt, al-Dīyārāt al-naṣrāniyya, 90.
23
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5.2.1 The Socio-Legal Context
Christian practices were of interest to Islamic jurists, particularly in relation to the status of
‘protected peoples’ (ahl al-dhimma) under Islamic law, mainly defined as Christians, Jews,
and Zoroastrians.26 The formulation of the dhimma took place within the framework of the
‘Pact of ʿUmar,’ so called because of its association with the caliph ʿUmar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb (r.
634-644).27 Of concern to us here are two of its provisions: that Christians refrain from
publically displaying the Cross in plain sight of Muslims, especially during feast days,28 and
that the church clapper be struck softly, so as not to offend neighbouring Muslims.29 These
stipulations would receive their most systematic and comprehensive treatment in the Aḥkām
ahl al-dhimma (‘Codes of Conduct for the Protected People’) of the Ḥanbalī scholar Ibn
Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 1350), who provides three versions of the Pact of ʿUmar with
commentary on each.30 Ibn Qayyim took a somewhat rigorist view of the Pact’s prescribed
restrictions on dhimmīs: concerning the use of the church clapper, for example, he rules that it
should not be sounded at all, let alone softly.31 The Pact also featured in the regulatory
discourses of the muḥtasibs, market overseers whose remit could often include the
enforcement of social restrictions on non-Muslims.32 The ḥisba manuals of al-Shayzarī (d.
1193) and Ibn Ukhuwwa (d. 1329), for instance, each contain sections prescribing restrictive

For a basic definition, see Claude Cahen, ‘Dhimma,’ EI2 2 (1965): 227-231.
For a useful conspectus of the various versions of the text, see Mark R. Cohen, ‘What is the Pact of ʿUmar? A
Literary Historical Study,’ JSAI 23 (1999): 100-157.
28
Ḥabīb Zayyāt, Simāt al-naṣārā wa-l-yahūd fī al-Islām (Beirut: al-Maṭbaʿa al-Kāthūlīkiyya, 1950), 18-25;
Arent Jan Wensinck and David Thomas, ‘al-Ṣalīb,’ EI 2 8 (1995): 980-981.
29
Arthur Tritton, The Caliphs and their Non-Muslim Subjects: A Critical Study of the Covenant of ʿUmar
(London: Cass, 1970), 100ff; Zayyāt, al-Diyārāt al-naṣrāniyya, 88-90, 90-98; Fr. Buhl, ‘Nāqūs.’
30
Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, Aḥkām ahl al-dhimma, ed. Ṣubḥī al-Ṣāliḥ, 2 vols. 4th ed. (Beirut: Dār al-ʿIlm li-lMalāyīn, 1994), 2:657-873.
31
Ibn Qayyim, Aḥkām ahl al-dhimma, 2:152. I owe this reference to Tamer El Leithy, ‘Sufis, Copts and the
Politics of Piety: Moral Regulation in the Fourteenth-Century Upper Egypt,’ in The Development of Sufism in
Mamluk Egypt, ed. Richard McGregor and Adam Sabra (Cairo: Institut français d'archeologie orientale, 2006),
75-119, 117, n. 253.
32
Ronald Paul, ‘The Muḥtasib,’ Arabica 39 (1992): 59-177, esp. 101-103. For the role of the muḥtasib in the
later Middle Ages, see Hodgson, The Venture of Islam, 2:358.
26
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measures on dhimmis, including the ban on displaying the Cross in public spaces and the
regulation of the Christian call to prayer.33
The Pact of ʿUmar also provided Muslim writers outside the legal profession with a
framework through which to attack the perceived privileges of non-Muslims, particularly
where interreligious rivalries in the state bureaucracy were concerned. In his Radd ʿalā ahl
al-dhimma, al-Ghāzī al-Wāsiṭī, who served in both Ayyūbid and Mamlūk bureaucracies,
bitterly complains about Christians who flout the rules of the Pact by openly displaying the
Cross and striking their clappers violently.34 Issues of visibility and audibility are brought to
the fore in the same work as al-Waṣitī recounts the alleged excesses of non-Muslims during
the Mongol invasion of Syria in 1259. Here the Christians of Damascus are said to have
paraded crosses—among other religious paraphernalia—outside Muslim homes, mosques,
and madrasas, while playing drums, trumpets, and cymbals (al-ṭubūl wa-l-buwāqāt wa-lṣunūj), and shouting, ‘Holy Cross!’35 A similar scene occurs in a treatise on Sufism by ʿAbd
al-Ghaffār ibn Nūḥ, who describes an incident in the Upper Egyptian town of Qūṣ that took
place in 1307. Yet again, Christians are said to have disregarded the Pact of ʿUmar by
parading crosses through the maydān and rowdily playing musical instruments, moving the
town’s fuqarāʾ to instigate the destruction of no less than thirteen churches.36
Muslim hostility to Christian practices could arguably arise from anxieties about
identity and differentiation in Islamicate societies. For many Islamic jurists, theologians, and
Abd al-Raḥmān b. Naṣr al-Shayzarī, Nihāyat al-rutba fī ṭalab al-ḥisba, ed. Albāz al-ʿUraynī (Cairo: Lajnat alTaʾlīf wa-al-Tarjama wa-al-Nashr, 1365/1946), 120-122; Muḥammad b. Muḥammad al-Qurashī ibn Ukhuwwa,
Maʿālim al-qurba fī aḥkām al-ḥisba, ed. and tr. Reuben Levy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1938),
13-16 (ET); 38-46 (AT).
34
Ghāzī ibn al-Wāsiṭī, Kitāb radd ʿalā ahl al-dhimma, in Richard Gottheil, ‘An Answer to the Dhimmis,’ JAOS
41 (1921): 383-457, here 391 (AT), 422-423 (ET). Regarding al-Wāsiṭī’s anti-Christian attitudes, David Thomas
(‘Idealism and Intransigence: A Christian-Muslim Encounter in Early Mamluk Times,’ MSR 13 [2009]: 86-102,
here 92) has noted that by the 13th century, ‘it is likely that the regulations of the Pact of ʿUmar had become so
internalized into Muslim consciousness that they formed the framework in which attitudes to matters of society
and religion were expressed.’
35
Al-Wāsiṭī, Radd ʿalā ahl al-dhimma, 408 (AT), 446 (ET).
36
ʿAbd al-Ghaffār ibn Nūḥ, Wāḥid fī sulūk ahl al-tawḥīd, in Denis Gril, ‘Une émeute anti-chrétienne à Qūṣ au
début du VIIe/XIVe siècle,’ AnIs 16 (1980): 241-274, here 246 (AT), 260 (FT). This incident and others like it
are analysed by El Leithy, ‘Sufis, Copts and the Politics of Piety,’ 75-119.
33
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exegetes, such attitudes found expression in the interpretation of the Qur’ānic injunction in Q.
2:42: ‘Confound not the truth with falsehood’ (lā talbisu l-ḥaqqa bi-l-bāṭili), together with
the Prophetic tradition ‘Do not assimilate yourselves’ (lā tashabbahū).37 These concerns have
been studied largely in their early Islamic context, with some arguing that emergent Islamic
exegetical, theological, and legal practices sought to preserve the identity of an elite minority
of Muslims in the recently conquered Byzantine and Sassanian empires.38 However, Christian
practices in later centuries were still considered pervasive enough for jurists like Ibn
Taymiyya to address them.39 In a fatwā on the Pact of ʿUmar, he affirms the restrictions on
displaying the Cross and striking the clapper, among other stipulations.40 Meanwhile, his
Iqtiḍāʾ al-ṣirāṭ al-mustaqīm mukhālafat asḥāb al-jaḥīm (‘The Necessity of the Straight Path
in Distinction from the People of Hell’) issues a series of lengthy admonishments against
imitation (tashabbuh) of non-Muslim ritual. Notable among them is a discourse on Christian
festivals, in which he mentions public celebrations on Maundy Thursdays that involve the
hanging of crosses on doors and processions with pieces of copper struck like mini-clappers
(yuzaffūna bi-nuḥās yaḍribūnahu kaʾannahu nāqūs saghīr)—all of which he denounces as
vile (qabīḥ), particularly in cases where Muslims partake in such festivities.41 The famous
Ṣūfī thinker Ibn ʿArabī expressed similar anxieties about Christian influences while residing
in Malatya, which had been recently conquered by the Rūm Seljukids from the Byzantines
and thus remained at this time overwhelmingly non-Muslim. In a letter of political council,

Albrecht Noth, ‘Abgrenzungsprobleme zwischen Muslimen und Nicht-Muslimen. Die “Bedingungen”
ʿUmars “aš-šurūṭ al-ʿumariyya” unter einem anderen Aspekt gelesen,’ JSAI 9 (1987): 291-315, esp. 308 for the
Qurʾānic injunction and ḥadīth report; Meir J. Kister, ‘“Do Not Assimilate Yourselves …”: La tashabbahu,’
JSAI 12 (1989): 321-371;
38
In addition to the previous note, see Milka Levy-Rubin, Non-Muslims in the Early Empire: From Surrender to
Coexistence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 1-7 for a recent status questionis.
39
Mark Cohen (Under Crescent and Cross: The Jews in the Middle Ages [Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2008], 28) has compared Ibn Taymiyya’s concern about ‘Christianising’ influences in Islam such as the
reverence of Sufi saints and the cult of shrines to the Church Fathers’ preoccupation with the ‘problem of
Judaizing’ in early Christianity.
40
Ibn Taymiyya, Majmūʿ fatāwā, 18:651-656.
41
Taqī al-Dīn ibn Aḥmad ibn Taymiyya, Iqtiḍāʾ al-ṣirāṭ al-mustaqīm mukhālafat asḥāb al-jaḥīm, Nāṣir ibn
ʿAbd al-Karīm al-ʿAql, 2 vols. (Riyadh: Maktabat al-Rushd, 1404/1984), 1:476.
37
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Ibn ʿArabī exhorts the sultan ʿIzz al-Dīn Kaykāʾūs I (r. 1211-1220) to take a hard line on his
Christian subjects by strictly enforcing the ‘conditions that were stipulated (al-shurūṭ allatī
ishtaraṭaha) by the Prince of the Faithful ʿUmar b. al-Khaṭṭāb.’42

5.2.2. Encounters in Prose and Poetry
Christian practices and symbols were equally well-represented in the medieval Arabo-Islamic
poetic imagination, which will become of particular relevance to us in Section 5.3 of this
chapter. Although mostly written in the 10th century, the genre of diyārāt (accounts of
Christian monasteries by Muslim writers) was well known to cosmographers and literary
encyclopaedists of the 13th and 14th centuries.43 Hilary Kilpatrick has described these
accounts as a ‘non-polemical approach to Christian customs and institutions.’44 Here,
monasteries are presented as places where Muslims could find merriment (usually in the form
of wine drinking and music), amorous retreat, and healing.45 In the diyārāt of ʿAlī ibn
Muḥammad al-Shābushtī (d. 998) one finds bacchanalian verses (khamriyyāt) set to the sound

The letter is preserved in Ibn ʿArabī’s magnum opus, al-Futūḥāt al-makkiyya, 4: 547-548, here 547. The
suggestion that the letter reflects Ibn ʿArabī’s anxieties about the preponderance of Christians in the newly
conquered territory of Malatya by the Rūm Sejukids is provided by Speros Vryonis (The Decline of Medieval
Hellenism in Asia Minor and the Process of Islamization from the Eleventh through the Fifteenth Century
[Berkley: University of California Press, 1971], 225-226), and followed by Stephen Hirtenstein, who reasons
that, ‘Although he mentions ahl al-dhimma, it is clear from this passage that Ibn ʿArabī primarily means
Christians, who were by far the most numerous community in Anatolia after centuries of Byzantine rule, and his
apparently categorical statement should therefore be interpreted within that context. As he writes himself earlier
in the letter, “It is incumbent on me to respond with religious council and divine political advice according to
what is suitable to the moment”.’ ‘Ibn ʿArabī,’ CMR 4 (2012): 145-149, here 148.
43
Many of these accounts were preserved in such works as the Muʿjam al-buldān of Yāqūt al-Ḥamawī ibn
ʿAbdallah al-Ḥamawī (d. 626/1229); the Āthār al-bilād wa-akhbār al-ʿibād of Zakariyya ibn Muḥammad alQazwīnī (d. 1283); and the first volume of the Masālik al-abṣār fī mamālik al-amṣār of Ibn Faḍlallah al-ʿUmarī
(d. 1337). See Hilary Kilpatrick, ‘Monasteries through Muslim Eyes: the diyārāt Books,’ in Christians at the
Heart of Islamic Rule. Church Life and Scholarship in Abbasid Iraq, ed. David Thomas (Leiden: Brill, 2003),
19-37, here 20. According to its modern editor, the diyārāt of Alī ibn Muḥammad al-Shābushtī (d. 998) survives
in a single 13th century manuscript (al-Diyārāt, ed. Kūrkīs ʿAwwād 2nd ed. [Baghdad: Maṭbaʿat al-Maʿārif,
1386/1966], 5).
44
Kilpatrick, ‘Monasteries through Muslim Eyes,’ 19.
45
G.E. von Grunbaum, ‘Aspects of Arabic Urban Literature in the Ninth and Tenth Centuries,’ Islamic Studies 8
(1969): 294-295.
42
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of monks chanting and striking the clapper amidst music, wine drinking sessions, and other
revelries.46
According to more recent assessments, however, such depictions can be said to contain
a strongly polemical subtext. In her doctoral thesis on the diyārāt of al-Shābushtī, Elizabeth
Campbell has convincingly shown that Muslim revelry in monasteries served to undermine
and subvert Christian claims of piety and continence, often by characterising these places as
centres of sexual abandon and debauchery.47 The mixing of sacred and profane imagery is
also typified in the genres of libertinism (mujūn) and obscenity (sukhf) in Arabic and Persian
ghazal, in which we often encounter the Christian male—and in fewer cases female—youth
as the unrequited object of the Muslim poet’s desire.48 Such encounters as these also take
place in monasteries and churches, where the youth’s Christianity is invariably stereotyped
through such objects as the girdle (zunnār), the Cross, and the church clapper, as occurs in
the poetry of Abū Nuwās (d. ca. 813-15), Mudrik al-Shaybānī (d. after 912), and Farīd al-Dīn
ʿAṭṭār (d. 1221).49 These amorous encounters have been argued by Lewis Franklin to reflect a
broader discourse of political emasculation, whereby such religious trappings as the Cross
and clapper bespeak the Christian’s social inferiority and misguided religious adherence.50
A notable example comes from a poem attributed to Muḥammad ibn ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Tharwānī, who,
during a stay at the Monastery of Ashmūnī outside Baghdad, enjoins his listener to ‘drink at the strike of the
clapper … at daybreak’ (ishrab ʿalā qarʿi l-nāqūsi // … bi-taghlīsi), and to ‘not drain the drinking cup // until
the strike of the clapper, for the night is on the side of the felicitous, not the miserable’ (lā tukhfi l-kaʾsa wa-llaylu fī ḥaddi naʿīmin lā wa-lā buʾsi // illā ʿalā qarʿi l-nāqūsi). Al-Shabushtī, al-Diyārāt, 48-49. For similar
examples, see Zayyāt, al-Diyārāt al-naṣrāniyya, 258-259 and 287-288.
47
Elizabeth Campbell, ‘A Heaven of Wine: Muslim-Christian Encounters at Monasteries in the Early Islamic
Middle East’ (PhD diss., University of Washington, 2009), 150-152.
48
See, for instance, Geert Jan van Gelder, ‘Mudrik al-Shaybânî: Bad Taste or Harmless Wit?’ in
Representations of the Divine in Arabic Poetry, ed. Gert Morg and Ed de Moor (Amsterdam: Radopi, 2001), 4970, here 51; Zoltan Szombathy, Mujūn: Libertinism in Medieval Muslim Society and Literature (Exeter: Gibb
Memorial Trust), 81-82. For further examples, see Zayyāt, Simāt al-naṣārā, 47-50; James E. Montgomery, ‘For
the Love of a Christian Boy: A Song by Abū Nuwās,’ JAL 27, no. 2 (1996): 115-124, Franklin Lewis, ‘Sexual
Occidentation: the Politics of Conversion, Christian-Love and Boy-Love in ʿAttār,’ Iranian Studies 42, no. 5
(2009): 693-723.
49
See, for instance, Zayyāt, Ṣimāt al-naṣārā, 47; Montgomery, ‘For the Love of a Christian Boy,’ 118-119; Van
Gelder, ‘Mudrik al-Shaybānī’s Poem on a Christian Boy,’ 62.
50
Lewis, ‘Sexual Occidentation,’ 694. See also Thomas Sizgorich, ‘Muslims and their Daughters: Monasteries
as Muslim Christian Boundaries,’ in Muslims and Others in Sacred Spaces, ed. Margaret Cormack (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2012), 193-216, here 194, arguing that ‘monastic spaces’ were conceived of by
Muslim writers of diyārāt and related genres as ‘an imagined space inhabited by idealized and abstracted
46
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More explicitly hostile literary encounters could also come in the form of the trope of
the clapper drowning out the Muslim call to prayer. The Kitāb al-aghānī (‘Book of Songs’)
of Abu l-Faraj al-Iṣbahānī (d. 967) relates how Christians in the city of Kūfa would strike the
clapper each time the muʾadhdhin wished to sound the call to prayer, and sing loudly when
the shaykh began the Friday sermon.51 According to two satirical verses by the blind poet alMaʿarrī (d. 1058), preserved in the geographical dictionary of Yāqūt al-Ḥamawī (d. 1229),
the acoustic environment elsewhere was no less charged: in Latakia, we are told, ‘the rancour
twixt Aḥmad [i.e. Muḥammad] and Christ peaks; // this one takes to the clapper while the
shaykh in fury shrieks.’52 We have already discussed reactions by Muslim jurists and others
to Christian privilege in Islamicate society, with ritual practice and the Pact of ʿUmar serving
as central points of reference. Similar tropes could also occur in poetry. For instance, in a
qaṣīda commemorating the fall of Baghdad to the Mongols in 1258, a poet laments what he
perceives to be the ascendancy of the city’s Christian population: ‘High stands the Cross atop
its minbars // and he whom the a girdle (zunnār) once confined has become its master.’53

5.2.3. Theological Refutations
As for more systematic polemics against Christianity, those mentioned so far in this thesis
have tended to focus more on ‘primary topics’ (Trinity, Incarnation, etc.) than matters of
ritual. A more inclusive coverage, however, is found in the al-Ajwiba al-fākhira of Shihāb alDīn al-Qarāfī (d. 1285), who pillories a number of Christian practices about which he appears
remarkably well informed. Many of his arguments are based on the premise that Christian
Christian figures, figures that were suitable … for service as metonyms for an essentialized Christianity and
essentialized Christian subjects.’
51
Tritton, The Caliphs and their Non-Muslim Subjects, 104-105 apud Abū l-Faraj al-Iṣbahānī, Kitāb al-aghānī
(Būlāq: Dār al-Ṭibāʿa al-ʿĀmira, 1285/1868), 19:59.
52
Quoted from trans. by Lawrence Conrad, ‘Ibn Buṭlān in Bilād al-shām: the Career of a Travelling Christian
Physician,’ in The Syrian Christians under Islam, ed. David Thomas (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 131-157, here 151.
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Quoted from trans. by Joseph de Somogyi, ‘A Qaṣīda on the Destruction of Baghdād by the Mongols,’
BSOAS 7, no. 1 (1933): 44 (AT), 45 (ET.).
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ritual was innovated by emperors, priests, and church councils, thus leading to the corruption
and falsification of Christ’s original teachings.54 Concerning Constantine’s famous vision, he
claims that the emperor probably lied about the vision for the good of his subjects (li-ṣalāḥ
raʿiyyatihi). Such historical anecdotes, therefore, are untrustworthy authorities on which to
base such practices as venerating the Cross, especially since they are nowhere contained in
revealed law (lā yataqayyadu fī l-sharʿiyyāt).55 This falsification of Christ’s original
teachings has led, in al-Qarāfī’s view, the Christians to apply a symbol of great shame and
ignominy (ihāna ʿaẓīma) to a man they claim to be God.56
The Helena legend is subjected to similar scrutiny by the author of the Adillat alwaḥdāniyya (ca. first half of the 13th century). He reports that the True Cross is believed by
Christians to have been uncovered beneath a rubbish heap (mazbala); and yet, he points out
in disbelief, they adorn their churches with this very symbol, tattoo it on their skin (ṭabaʿūhū
ʿalā ajsāmihim), and make its sign with their fingers.57 As with Constantine’s vision, alQarāfī affirms the charge that the feast days commemorating the Discovery of the Cross have
no basis in revealed law (lā aṣla lahum fī sharʿihim).58 The Jew said to have been Helena’s
informant is accused of having lied about the Cross’s whereabouts. After being threatened
with torture, he buried three sticks (thalāth aʿwād) beneath a rubbish heap, later claiming one
of them to be the True Cross.59 Since it is written in the Gospels that Jesus was crucified
alongside two thieves, al-Qarāfī reasons that it would have been easy to dupe the empress.
Thus, he concludes, the Christians’ rationale for adopting the Cross as their emblem (shiʿār)
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and their celebration of the Feast Day of the Cross is based on little more than an elaborate
swindle (ʿalā wajh laʿbin).60
In his discussion of how Christians came to use the clapper in their call to prayer, the
author of the Adillat al-waḥdāniyya betrays further knowledge of sacred tradition. He begins
by examining a Christian claim that Noah was ordered by God to ring a bell (an yaduqqa ljaras) in order to gather the animals into the Ark.61 It is unclear to me where the author
derives this information, but it appears to bear some resemblance to the Cave of Treasures
legend mentioned above, though a bell rather than a wooden clapper (nāqūs) is mentioned.62
Elements of Christian exegetical lore were certainly known to earlier Muslim writers, namely
the historians al-Yaʿqūbī (d. 897/8), al-Ṭabarī (d. 923), and al-Masʿūdī (d. 956), who
incorporate strands of the Cave of Treasures narrative into their accounts of the Biblical
prophets, but make no mention of Noah’s use of a clapper or bell.63 It is likely, though by no
means certain, that this information was known to the author through a historical work by the
Melkite writer Saʿīd ibn Baṭrīq (d. 940) which transmits the legend in Arabic,64 and whose
work was also known to Ibn Taymiyya, as will be discussed shortly. In any case, the author
tells us that Noah’s role in originating the Christian call to prayer, though well-known and
oft-mentioned (mashhūra wa-madhkūra), is inconsistent with the fact that most Christians
employ a wooden clapper (nāqūs) rather than a bell in their call to prayer, which he claims
was adopted after the Second Council of Alexandria, some four hundred years after Christ’s
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crucifixion.65 In a withering turn he suggests that the true reason why Christians strike wood
(ḍarb ʿalā l-khashaba) is that it is more fitting to their subordinate status (aqrab ilaykum fī lnasab).66
Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328) also refutes Christian ritual in his al-Jawāb al-ṣaḥīḥ, in which
he attacks several practices believed to have no revelatory basis. In response to the Letter
from the People of Cyprus’s claim that the New Law (i.e. the abrogated Law of Moses) was
received from Christ through the apostles, Ibn Taymiyya cites the Christian celebration of
feast days as proof that this cannot be so. In particular, he argues that the Feast of the Cross
was instituted only after Helena discovered it centuries after the death of both Christ and the
Apostles, mentioning by name a version of the legend transmitted by Saʿīḍ ibn Baṭrīq.67 As
for the veneration of the Cross, Ibn Taymiyya accuses Christians of ‘committing shirk by
adopting images and the Cross’ (bi-ttikhādh al-tamāthīl wa-l-ṣalīb).68 Furthermore, he
grounds his interpretation of Q. 5:23 (‘certainly they disbelieve who say “God is the third of
three”’) in a ḥadīth report that, ‘The Hour will not come before the Son of Mary comes down
among you as an equitable judge, and he will break the cross and kill the swine.’69
In addition to attacking Christianity’s historical foundations and mounting accusations
of shirk, Ibn Taymiyya builds a case against the belief that the Crucifixion was a form of
divine deception—that is, Satan, driven by an insatiable appetite for human souls, was tricked
into accepting God’s sacrifice of His son, ignorant that the latter’s death would redeem
humankind. We have already discussed how salvation narratives involving divine deception
were put to use by Christian apologists in Christological discussions with Muslims
concerning the Incarnation of God the Word. Though patristic in origin, these narrative
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redescriptions of Christ’s death featured prominently in Christian-Muslim debates about the
salvific power of the Crucifixion.70 Ibn Taymiyya makes no less than twelve arguments
against the doctrine, the most salient of which rest on the premise that Christianity denies
humankind’s agency in its own salvation. For if Christ gained victory over death through
God’s sacrifice, then Adam’s descendants prior to Christ’s death would have been
accountable for the ‘sins of the father (dhunūb abīhim), including the prophet Abraham
whose father was an unbeliever.71 Moreover, Ibn Taymiyya asks why God chose to save
humankind by sacrificing His son when he could have done so directly and from the
beginning. This objection leads Ibn Taymiyya to posit that the Christian doctrine of salvation
implies that divine justice does not extend to those who came before Christ, including the
prophets who were without sin.72 Alternatively, the implication is that deception was
employed by God due to his inability (taʿjīz) to confront Satan directly, a belief that would
make Christians guilty of the heresy of dualism (qawl al-thanawiyya).73 In this way, Ibn
Taymiyya undermines Christianity’s special reverence of Christ’s death—and hence the
Cross—as the instrument of universal salvation.
The famous Ḥanbalite jurist also makes a number of arguments from Christian and
Jewish scripture to support Muḥammad’s prophethood and (of greater interest to us here) the
superiority of Islamic ritual practice. Where the call to prayer is concerned, he focuses his
attention on Psalm 149:1-7, which he paraphrases as follows:

My use of the term ‘narrative redescription’ is influenced by Mark Swanson, who employs it in his discussion
of the doctrine of divine deception in Christians-Muslim debates during the opening three Islamic centuries
(‘Folly to the ḥunafāʾ,’ 151-228 and 163-167). For the patristic origins of the doctrine, see Nicholas P. Constas,
‘The Last Temptation of Satan: Divine Deception in Greek Patristic Interpretations of the Passion Narrative,’
HTR 97, no. 2 (2004): 139-163.
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Praise the Lord with a new song [ṣabbiḥū Llāh tasbīḥan jadīdan] and let He from God’s nation
[min ummatihi74] rejoice in the Creator, for He has given him victory and rewarded the
righteous with dignity. Let them praise Him from their beds [min maḍājiʿhim] and exult God
with raised voices [yukabbirūna Llāh bi-aṣwāt murtafaʿa], with double-edged swords in their
hands [bi-aydīhim suyūf dhāt shifratayni] that they might inflict vengeance on the Gentiles [alumam] who do not worship Him.75

Ibn Taymiyya argues that these verses are ‘in conformity with the characteristics of
Muḥammad and his nation (tanṭabiqu ʿalā ṣifāt Muḥammad wa-ummatihi), since it is they
who exult God with raised voices in their adhān of the five prayers.’76 Furthermore, Ibn
Taymiyya cites numerous traditions in which the Prophet and his companions pronounced the
takbīr in times of battle, in addition to Qurʾānic verses interpreted as requirements for the
magnification of God in times of pilgrimage (ḥajj), ritual slaughter (dhabḥ), and religious
festivals (Ramaḍān, ʿĪd al-Fiṭr, etc.).77 Thus, Ibn Taymiyya concludes, it is surely the
Muslims who praise God in the manner prescribed in the Psalms, rather than the Christians,
who neither glorify God with raised voices nor inflict vengeance on the Gentiles with doubleedged swords. Rather, they employ a clapper (nāqūs) to glorify God, while reproaching any
who take up the sword against unbelievers (qad tuʿayyibu man yuqātilu l-kuffār bi-l-sayf).78

5.3 The Cross between Revelation and Reason
In the previous section we explored accusations that the use of the Cross in Christian worship
was an innovation based on little more than fanciful legends and historical anecdotes, in
addition to oft-repeated charges that its veneration was tantamount to shirk. In what follows I
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demonstrate how ʿAbdīshōʿ grounds the veneration of the Cross in Biblical proof texts while
appealing to a theological rationality common to Christians and Muslims. Secondly,
ʿAbdīshōʿ draws on a number of arguments by earlier apologists that worship in the direction
of the Cross is wholly in accord with the Islamic conception of monotheism. In support of
this claim he once again appeals to a shared theological rationality, this time by making
teleological inferences from the shape of the Cross, attesting both to the ordered majesty of
God’s creation and His essential unity. Yet, in addition to negotiating such common ground,
ʿAbdīshōʿ is keen to defend the historical foundations of Christian ritual by reminding his
Christian readership of the sacred traditions and narratives underpinning the Church’s
theology of the Cross. The main sources for ʿAbdīshōʿ’s theology of the Cross are his Pearl
and Uṣūl al-dīn, though we also find a brief section on it in his Ṭukkās dīnē. As for the
Farāʾid, we unfortunately possess little of its section on the Cross due to lacunae in the
manuscripts used for the edition.79

5.3.1 The Exegesis of the Cross
Among the topics featured in some of the earliest conversations with Muslims about the
Cross was the role of Christ’s crucifixion in humankind’s salvation. A notable example
comes from a Syriac text known as the Disputation between an Arab Notable and a Monk
from Bēt Ḥalē, which narrates a dialogue between an unnamed Nestorian monk and a Muslim
official at a monastery near Kūfa, thought to have taken place during the reign of the
Umayyad caliph Yazīd II (720-724).80 When the Muslim wishes to know why Christians

See introduction to Paša’s edition (Farāʾid, 159).
On the dating and im sitz Leben of the Disputation, see Sydney H. Griffith, ‘Disputing with Islam in Syriac:
The Case of the Monk of Bêt Ḥâlê and a Muslim Emir,’ Hugoye 3, no. 1 (2000): 29-54, here 13-26 and Gerrit J.
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against Islam,’ in Bibel, Byzanz und Christlicher Orient: Festschrift für Stephen Gerӧ zum 65. Geburstag, ed.
Emmanouela Grypeou et al. (Leuven: Peeters, 2011), 329-342, here 339-342. The identity of the monk is
uncertain from the text, but is identified by ʿAbdīshōʿ in his Catalogue as ‘Abraham, who wrote a disputation
79
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venerate the Cross, the monk responds that, ‘Through it we are freed from error and through
it we are delivered from death and Satan.’81 In support of this supposition, the monk presents
his disputant with a soteriological typology from Nm 21:8-9, where Moses’s staff is argued to
prefigure the wood of the Cross, since any who were bitten by a snake were saved by gazing
upon it.82 The same proof-text later occurs in Timothy I’s disputation with al-Mahdī and
Dionysius bar Ṣalībī’s (d. 1171) refutation of Islam.83 The Scholion of Theodore bar Kōnī,
the Kitāb al-burhān of Peter of Bayt Raʾs, and the Kitāb al-majdal of ʿAmr ibn Mattā also
discuss this proof text, adding that the staff of Moses caused salvation for the Israelites by
inflicting plagues on the Egyptians, parting the Red Sea, striking a stone to create a spring
from which to drink, and defeating the Amalekites.84 The all-conquering and life giving
nature of the Cross is affirmed in the Apology of al-Kindī and a brief treatise by Īshōʿyahb bar
Malkōn, each of which compare it to the Covenant in Nm 35:10 in which Moses holds it aloft
and says: ‘Rise up, Lord, and let your enemies be defeated.’85
In his apologetic oeuvre, ʿAbdīshōʿ recognises a similar need to provide scriptural
testimonies for the Cross’s salvific power. Unlike the proof texts discussed above, however,
these testimonies are drawn largely from the New Testament, thus hinting at an effort to
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prove that the Cross’s use in Christian worship is founded on the teachings of Christ and the
Apostles. Citing Rm 5:10, he states in the Pearl’s brief section on the Cross that if
humankind was reconciled to God by the sacrifice of His son, then crucifixion must be the
means through which renewal and redemption (ḥuddātā u-purrqānā) were worked.86 Far
greater use is made of Biblical proof texts in the Uṣūl al-dīn. In support of Christ’s death as
the means by which eternal life and salvation were delivered to humankind, ʿAbdīshōʿ
supplies a battery of testimonies from the Gospel of John—a gospel which, as discussed in
the previous chapter, featured prominently in Christological discussions with Muslims
concerning Christ’s humanity and divinity. Where the soteriology of the Cross is concerned,
the following Johannine passages are discussed:
1. Jn 17:3, where Jesus declares eternal life to be knowledge ‘that You alone are true God, and
Jesus Christ, whom you have sent.’ It should be noted that this verse features in the polemics
of al-Ṭabarī, al-Qarāfī and Ibn al-Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 1350), while appearing in the Bible
commentary of the Ḥanbalite jurist Sulaymān ibn ʿAbd al-Qawī al-Ṭūfī (d. 1316), all three of
whom polemically reinterpret it to demonstrate how Christians reject the very monotheism
that Christ himself preached.87 For ʿAbdīshōʿ, however, the promise of eternal life is
consonant with—if not contingent on—the belief in God’s singularity, as he interprets the
verse to mean that ‘Christianity is knowledge of God (maʿrifat al-Ḥaqq), recognition of the
unity of His divinity (iqrār al-waḥdāniyyat rubūbatihi), faith in His Messiah, and belief in
His message.’88
2. Jn 10:10, in which Christ states that he had come ‘that they might have life, and have it
abundantly,’ then followed by Jn 12:24 which contains Christ’s allegory of the kernel of
wheat dying and reaping fruit. These two passages are said to indicate that ‘life’ (ḥayāt)—said
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to mean the ‘happiness of the hereafter’ (yurīdu l-saʿāda l-ukhrawiyya)—is dependent on
Christ’s death and resurrection (mawqūfun ʿalā mawtihi wa-qiyāmatihi).89 The Cross, by
implication, is argued to be the means by which this promise was delivered, an interpretation
we find in earlier exegetes, namely Theodore of Mopsuestia and Īshōʿdād of Merv. 90 In order
to add weight to this interpretation, ʿAbdīshōʿ cites Paul’s words in 1 Cor 1.18, that the ‘Cross
is foolishness to the perishing, but to those who are living it is the power of God.’91
3. Jn 7:6, in which Jesus announces that his time had not yet come. ʿAbdīshōʿ presents this verse
as intimating that the Crucifixion was ‘by necessity ordained’ (yurīdu anna mawtī ḍarūriyyun
ḥatman),92 implying that Christ possessed knowledge of his death and sacrificed himself
willingly, thereby affirming the unified operation of Christ’s will with the working of God’s
economy in humankind’s salvation.

The latter theme—the providential nature of Christ’s death—is expanded in the Uṣūl al-dīn’s
discourse on the Cross. ʿAbdīshōʿ’s use of salvation narrative has already been discussed in
the previous chapter concerning his Christology. A similar (and connected) strategy emerges
in our author’s explanation of Christ’s death and its redemptive purpose, as we will now see.
ʿAbdīshōʿ sets the tenor of his narrative by paraphrasing Paul in Rm. 5:19, in which the
apostle declares that humankind’s mortality—resulting from Adam’s fall—was redeemed by
‘the obedience of the one man,’ thus making Christ ‘the cause of life for all of humanity’
(ʿillat al-ḥayāt li-l-bashar bi-asrihim).93 In order to explain how humankind could once again
achieve eternal life, he presents a salvation history similar to that discussed in the previous
chapter. Once again we are told that Adam’s descendants persisted in their father’s sin by
committing idolatry (bi-ittikhādhihim al-aṣnām), despite God’s repeated sending of prophets,
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an action described by ʿAbdīshōʿ as ‘the Promise and the Threat’ (al-waʿd wa-l-waʿīd),
which humankind failed to heed due to having been overcome by Satan (li-istilāʾ sulṭān alkhaṭīʾa).94 Furthermore, he asserts that God’s love for humanity meant that he
‘compassionately aided (laṭafa l-Bāriʾu raʾfatan) his servants and creation, since He could
think of no greater intercessor for them (shafīʿ) than Him[self].95 Now, as we noted in the
previous chapter, the term luṭf and its variants featured prominently in Muslim kalām circles
as well as being employed in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s king parable. It should be pointed out that the same
applies to the concept of al-waʿīd wa-l-waʿīd, one of the ‘Five Principles’ (al-uṣūl al-khamsa)
formulated by the Muʿtazilite theologian Abū l-Hudhayl al-ʿAllāf (d. 849) to convey the idea
that God rewards good and punishes evil as a matter of logical necessity (ḍarūrā).96 The
significance of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s use of the term will be discussed in due course, but for now let us
return to the Uṣūl al-dīn’s salvation narrative, which informs us that God’s facilitating grace,
or luṭf, came in the form of the Incarnation and Christ’s eventual Crucifixion. Employing East
Syrian Christological language observed in the previous chapter, ʿAbdīshōʿ lends this
interpretation to the following Gospel passages:

He manifested His eternal word [aẓhara kalimatahu l-azaliyya] in their world, clothed
[mutadarraʿan] in human form, perfected their deficiencies, and granted them salvation by His
submission of that flesh to death as a ransom for them, since it [i.e. the flesh] was undeserving
[ghayr mustaḥiqqin] of death due to its sinlessness [li-barāʾatihi li-l-khaṭīʾa], just as the glorious
Gospel says: ‘God loved the world so much that He gave his only son’ [Jn 3:13].
Thus, if it has been established that nothing in him necessitates death, and the Bible testifies
to his death, then his death [must have been] for a great cause and benefit [li-sabab aẓīm wanafʿ jasīm]. This is what is meant in the Gospel concerning our Lord when it says: ‘This is my
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body given to you as ransom for all people’ [paraphrase of Tim 2:3] and ‘This is my blood shed
as forgiveness for the sins of the many’ [Mt 26:28].97

Implicit in this redemptive Christology, I believe, is the argument that, far from being
accountable for the ‘sins of the father,’ human beings possessed freedom of action after
Adam’s fall and so chose to turn away from eternal life. Because mankind could not be
compelled by the prophets, whose role was simply to convey good to humankind, the
Incarnation and Christ’s death were necessary for God to carry out His redemptive mission—
without forcing humankind to accept divine mercy by divine will alone. It is worth noting
here that the concausality of man’s moral autonomy and divine reward is an old principle in
the Syriac exegetical tradition.98 Where anti-Muslim apologetics are concerned, Barbara
Roggema has observed that similar salvation narratives to the one discussed above served to
support the view that there was little need for God to vanquish Satan directly, since the latter
acknowledges the former’s omnipotence and superiority; but by deceiving Satan, God could
claim that humankind followed Him out of their own free will, while Satan’s guilt would be
exposed.99 Admittedly, ʿAbdīshōʿ does not mention the term iḥtiyāl in the Uṣūl al-dīn’s
section on the Cross (as he does in the same work’s Christological chapter). Moreover, the
notion that there was anything obligatory about God’s actions was far from universally
accepted by Muslim theologians. The main source of opposition to the doctrine of al-waʿd
wa-l-waʿīd came most notably from Ashʿarite circles, in particular, al-Rāzī’s critique, to
which al-Ṭūṣī and al-Ḥillī each responded vigorously.100 Nevertheless, ʿAbdīshōʿ’s

97

Uṣūl al-dīn, 79b.
Aryeh Kofsky and Serge Ruzer, ‘Justice, Free Will, and Divine Mercy in Ephrem’s Commentary on Genesis
2-3,’ LeMus 113, no. 3-4 (2000): 315-332, here 332; James McCallum, ‘Salvation in Christ in Later Antiochene
Theology, According to Theodore, Nestorius, and Theodoret; a Study of Antiochene Christology in Relation to
Soteriology’ (PhD diss., Pacific School of Religion, 1966), 145-175.
99
Roggema, ‘King Parables,’ 129-30 with reference to three Melkite apologies, On the Triune Nature of God,
Peter Bayt Raʾs’s Kitāb al-burhān, and The Disputation of George the Monk.
100
See their responses in al-Ṭūsī’s Talkhīṣ al-muḥaṣṣal, 368-369 and Schmidtke, The Theology of al-ʿAllāma alḤillī, 224-225.
98

Christian Practices, Islamic Contexts | 234
employment of such terms may once again hint at an appeal to a common theological idiom
in order to respond to Muslim claims about the arbitrariness and absurd elaborateness of
God’s purported sacrifice. In Chapter Three and Four we discussed ʿAbdīshōʿ’s use of
ontological and logical necessity to explain the teleological direction of God’s actions. In a
similar vein, our author seems to imply that Christ’s death on the Cross was part of a broader
scheme to fulfil the obligatory promise of divine reward, in the form of salvation and eternal
life.
Once concluding his salvation history in the Uṣūl al-dīn, ʿAbdīshōʿ places the first
objection in the mouth of his non-Christian interlocutor: if the Cross did indeed conquer
death, why, then, do human beings continue to die? Moreover, at which point does salvation
occur (ayna mawqiʿ al-khalāṣ)? He responds that the greatest witness (al-shāhid al-akbar) to
Christ’s victory over death is his resurrection on the third day after the Crucifixion, and that
Christ accordingly vouchsafed eternal life after death for mankind. It then falls upon
ʿAbdīshōʿ to explain how and when this process actually occurs for those living after Christ’s
resurrection. To this end he employs the following analogy:

How can anyone who realises that s/he has a second birth, life unending, and eternal bliss think
of death as [mere] death and departure from the abode of pain [dār al-shaqāwa] as [mere]
passing? Rather, s/he thinks of death as being alike to sleep [ḍarban min sunnat al-nawm], since
slumber occurs every night before awakening the following day [idh kāna hajʿatan kull laylatin
bi-zāʾi yaqẓat al-yawm].101

Unfortunately, ʿAbdīshōʿ does not draw out this analogy any further, making his comparison
of sleep to death somewhat vague. It is most likely, however, that the reference here is to an
eschatological doctrine known as hypnopsychism, or the ‘sleep of the soul.’ The early Syriac
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fathers Aphrahat (d. ca. 345), Ephrem (d. ca. 373), and Narsai (d. ca. 502) held that the soul,
upon its separation from the body in death, enters a state of dormition, during which time it
‘dreams’ of future reward or punishment before reuniting with the body during
resurrection.102 Later writers of the Persian church would subscribe to similar conceptions of
mortalism. For instance, Timothy I held that the soul, as it awaits judgement and resurrection,
loses its sensations together with the ability to distinguish good from evil, and is thus like an
unborn embryo.103 The Church would later uphold this principle during a Synod in 786-787,
at which Timothy instigated the deposition of the theologians John of Dalyāthā, John of
Apamaea, and Joseph Ḥazzāyā for alleging that the soul retains sensation and awareness after
death.104 Opposition to this heresy, which its opponents characterised as ‘Messalianism,’ was
reaffirmed at a later synod convened by Timothy in 790.105
Thus, by the twilight of Late Antiquity hypnopsychism had become what Matthew Dal
Santo has described ‘an integral element of the received eschatology of the East Syrian
Church.’106 East Syrian theologians would continue to subscribe to it in later centuries,
though it does not seem to have gained acceptance among Miaphysite thinkers.107 For
instance, Ibn Jarīr produces several scriptural testimonies for the Resurrection, including Dan
12:2-3 (‘Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth will awake: some to everlasting life,
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others to shame and everlasting contempt’), but stops short at likening death to sleep and
resurrection to awakening.108 Some two centuries later, Barhebraeus asserted in his
Candelabrum that the soul does indeed retain its senses after its separation from the body,
and can perceive objects in both a universal and particular way (yādʿā nafshā l-kullhōn
suʿrānē kullānāyē wa-mnātāyē men bātar purrshānā),109 a position he affirms in an Arabic
abridgement of the Candelabrum’s chapter on psychology, in which he argues that soul is
conscious and aware (ʿālima wa-mudrika) after death.110 The Copto-Arabic writer al-Asʿad
ibn al-ʿAssāl mentions that ‘some Christians’ (baʿḍ al-naṣārā, presumably Nestorians)
believe the soul to be insentient (ghayr shāʿira) after death—a view he rejects in favour of
the soul’s post mortem consciousness.111
The allusion to hypnopsychism in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Uṣūl al-dīn is notable by its absence in
similar works of East Christian apologetics that I am aware of. It is possible that ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
mention of it serves a twofold purpose: to affirm the Church’s official teaching on when and
how salvation occurs, on the one hand, while simultaneously negotiating common ground
with his Muslim interlocutor, on the other. Indeed, the likening of sleep to death was a
recurrent theme in some Islamic exegetical circles, not least regarding the interpretation of
the Qurʾānic verse ‘God takes unto Himself the souls (al-anfus) at their deaths, and that
which has not died [He takes] in its sleep (fī manāmihā)’ (Q. 39:42).112 Al-Rāzī interprets this
verse to mean that the soul experiences a temporary or partial separation (inqiṭāʿ nāqiṣ), only
to return to its body upon the sleeper’s awakening, while in death the soul undergoes a
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perfect separation (inqiṭāʾ tāmm kāmil), though nothing is said of its fate during
resurrection.113 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya also believed sleep to be a kind of ‘lesser death,’
citing in confirmation of this Q. 39:42, 114 and asserts elsewhere that the souls of the living
possess the ability to commune with those of the dead while asleep.115 With that said, it is
unclear from ʿAbdīshōʿ’s en passant reference to ‘soul sleep’ whether he had the Muslim
understanding of it in mind. What seems more likely is that his likening of sleep to death
provides some explanation to those wishing to know what Christians mean precisely by
salvation and eternal life, particularly in a world in which human mortality had continued to
prevail after Christ’s death. Our author’s response to this problem appears to be that
salvation, and hence eternal life, occurs after a period of metaphorical sleep.

5.3.2 The Cross as qibla: Rejecting Idolatry and Affirming Tradition
The adamant denial that the Cross’s adoration constituted a form of idolatry occurs in some
of the earliest apologies written against Islam. Unsatisfied with the monk’s Old Testament
typology of Moses’s staff (discussed above), the Muslim notable in the Disputation insists on
knowing why Christians venerate the Cross, since the practice is not attested to in the
Gospels. The monk responds that the Church does not receive its commandments from
scripture alone; these are also derived from the traditions of the Apostles, who worked great
miracles by the sign of the Cross, and for that reason the mysteries of baptism and the
Eucharist are consecrated through its sign.116 The monk then argues for the verisimilitude of
the Cross to nature and revelation, as indicated by the four quarters of the earth, the four
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elements, the four rivers of paradise in Gen 2:4-10, and the four Apostles.117 By drawing on
his Church’s Christology, the monk further argues that it is not the gold, silver, or wood that
the Christians worship, but ‘our Lord, God the Word, who dwells in the temple (i.e. the
human body) [that is] from us and in this sign of victory.’118
These strategies were developed in later works of Syriac and Christian Arabic
apologetics and systematic theology. Theodore Bar Kōnī reasons that the Cross is a likeness
(dmūtā) of Christ in whom God dwelled, and points out that Christians venerate it in the
manner in which Jews revere the Ark of the Covenant. He further states that Christ’s
resurrection was wrought by the Cross and all the Apostle’s signs (ʾatwān) were worked
through it.119 Drawing on his Church’s Christological lore, ʿAmmār al-Baṣrī explains that,
because Christ’s humanity was a veil (ḥijāb) worn by God, it is fitting that the object on
which he died be venerated, much in the way that one might kiss the hoof of the king’s horse
and honour the earth beneath him, instead of the king’s shoes and robe.120 Moreover, al-Baṣrī
asks why kissing the Cross should be considered any more controversial than the Muslim
custom of kissing the Black Stone in Mecca.121 His Jacobite contemporary Abū Rāʾiṭa also
references Muslim practice when describing the Cross as an object to which prayer is
orientated, likening it to the qibla employed in mosques.122 After offering Old Testament
typologies of the Cross, ʿAmr ibn Mattā in his Kitāb al-majdal affirms sacred tradition by
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recounting Constantine’s vision and Helena’s discovery.123 He later states that the Cross is a
representation (mumaththal) of Christ’s victory over death, and thus the object of its
veneration is not its gold, silver, or iron.124
In a discussion of indications of the Cross in nature, the Melkite bishop Sulaymān alGhazzī (fl. 11th century) cites not only the four cardinal directions, but also a microcosmic
theory of man as substance (jawhar), mass (jirm), living (ḥayy), and breathing (mutanaffis(,
with the intellect (ʿaql) at its centre.125 A less scholastic approach is taken in Elias II ibn alMuqlī’s Uṣūl al-dīn. In line with earlier apologists he argues that that ‘Cross is dignified for
its signification, not for its own sake’ (yukarramu li-maʿnāhi lā li-dhātihi).126 Elsewhere in
the same chapter he compares the veneration of the Cross to that of the Black Stone, adding
that Christians wear the Cross in remembrance of Christ’s sacrifice in the way that Jews pull
cords on the sides of their gowns in remembrance of God’s commandments.127 In addition to
rejecting idolatry, Ibn al-Muqlī briefly recounts two legends of the discovery of the Cross:
one involving Protonike, the wife of the Roman emperor Claudius,128 and another involving
the more familiar Helena legend, the latter of which is explained to be the reason for the
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Cross’s feast day on the 13th of Aylūl.129 Īshōʿyahb bar Malkōn’s apology of the Cross
rehearses many of the aforementioned strategies. These include comparing the kissing of the
Cross to the kissing of the king’s carpet, done out of respect for the king, not to the carpet
itself;130 echoing Ibn al-Muqlī’s words verbatim about the true object of the Cross’s
veneration (yukarramu li-maʿnāhi lā li-dhātih); and referring to the Cross as qibla and
comparing it to the Black Stone.131 In additions to these statements, Bar Malkōn claims that
Peter was the first to incorporate the Cross into Christian worship, thus situating the practice
in apostolic tradition.132
It is clear, therefore, that a panoply of discourses had emerged by the 13th century to
explain, defend, and rationalise the cult of the Cross in the Islamicate world. Central themes
of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s apology of the Cross in the Uṣūl al-dīn are God’s providential power over
creation and the transcendence of His essence. After establishing Biblical testimonies in
support of the Cross (discussed above), he states that the Apostles established its sign ‘as a
qibla of worship, so that worshipers remember the truths of the Church and persist in
obedience to what is necessary for universal salvation.’133 By gazing on the Cross (naẓr ilā lṣalīb), ʿAbdīshōʿ continues, the worshipper is reminded of the necessitating cause (al-sabab
al-mūjib) of Christ’s death, which is God’s providence in creation (ʿināya bi-khalqihi).134 In
line with so many earlier apologists, ʿAbdīshōʿ affirms that Christians do not venerate the
man-made form (al-shakl al-maṣnūʿ) of the Cross; rather, it is Christ’s humanity (nāsūt alMasīḥ) that is venerated on account of its conjunction with the Godhead (li-ttiṣālihi bi-l-l-
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lāhūt), the worship of which is obligatory and necessary (farḍun wājibun).135 In order to drive
this point home, ʿAbdīshōʿ issues a number of admonitions and condemnations to any failing
to venerate the Cross with anything other than this in mind.136
Another strategy that emerges in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s apology of the Cross, which does not
appear in any earlier work by another author, is the argument that the true object of the
Cross’s veneration can be inferred from the grammatical structure of the word ‘Cross’ itself.
This first occurs in the Pearl:

We worship Christ’s humanity because of God who is in him [meṭṭul Allāhā d-bēh]. Thus,
through the Cross we worship God the saviour, for ‘Cross’ [ṣlībā, i.e. ‘the crucified one’] is the
name [shmā] of Christ, equivalent to ‘killed’ [qṭīlā] and ‘worshipped’ [sgīdā]. This appellation
does not apply to the wood, silver, or bronze [of the Cross].137

A similar statement occurs in the Order of Ecclesiastical Judgements, in which ʿAbdīshōʿ
expounds the Cross’s liturgical function. Once again, the word ‘Cross’ is said to be ‘the name
of Christ, as in “crucified” (zqīpā) and “killed” (qṭīlā).’138 The argument drawn from the
passive form of the root ṣ-l-b also finds expression in the Arabic of the Uṣūl al-dīn: ‘“Cross”
is the name of the Crucified (al-ṣalīb ismu l-maṣlūb), just as “qatīl” is the name of the
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murdered (maqtūl),139 which is Christ who by his Crucifixion provided us true salvation.’140
After making this statement, ʿAbdīshōʿ appeals to Jewish and Muslim practice by asserting—
in accordance with earlier apologists—that veneration of the Cross is no more idolatrous than
prostration towards the Temple Mount and Kaʿba, pointing out that any reasonable person
(nāṣif) would accept that prostration towards these objects is ‘not to stone, clay, and what is
man-made (mā huwā ṣannaʿahū l-bashar), but to the Lord of those edifices’ (li-rabb tilka labniya). This, he reasons, is the true purpose of Christians ‘concerning their use of the Cross
as a qibla in their worship.’141
In addition to safeguarding the veneration of the Cross from charges of idolatry,
ʿAbdīshōʿ affirms the sacred traditions underpinning the practice, particularly where its
sacramental context is concerned. Towards the end of the Pearl’s section on the Cross, he
reminds us that the Apostles performed miracles by this sign, and completed the mysteries by
it ([ʾ]rāzē ʿedtānāyē b-hānā nīshā gmar[w]), such as the laying on hands for the
priesthood.142 These words are elaborated on in the Uṣūl al-dīn, in which ʿAbdīshōʿ states
that many miracles were worked by the Cross, chief among them, the healing of the sick by
the Apostles, who would only cure the afflicted after making its sign and pronouncing the
name of the Trinity (ism al-thālūth).143 In addition to healing, ʿAbdīshōʿ lists the ordination
of the priesthood, baptism, and the Eucharist as being consecrated through the Cross by the
Apostles. For reasons that are unclear to me, mention of the Cross’s victory through
Constantine and its discovery by Helena is absent from the Pearl, though these are related at
length in the Uṣūl al-dīn. At the end of his narration of the Helena legend, ʿAbdīshōʿ drives
home its relevance to the religious life of the Church, stating that the celebration of the feast
139

Due to the synonymity of qatīl with maqtūl, I have left the former untranslated.
Uṣūl al-dīn, 81a. Cf. Farāʾid, 376 for an almost identical statement in what little has been preserved of the
work’s chapter on the Cross.
141
Uṣūl al-dīn, 82b.
142
Pearl, ܡܚ. Cf. ibid., ܠܓ: ‘The sign of the life-giving Cross … is the completion and seal of all the Mysteries’
(shummlāyā [h]w d-[ʾ]rāzē kullhōn wa-mshamlyānā).
143
Uṣūl al-dīn, 83a.
140
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day marking the Cross’s discovery is obligatory on all Christians, as decreed by the three
hundred and eighteen bishops at the Council of Nicaea who ‘established the orthodox faith’
(qarrarū l-amāna l-saḥīḥa).144
In Chapter Three of this thesis we discussed ʿAbdīshōʿ’s use of empirical and
teleological demonstrations of God’s existence and Trinitarian attributes. Similar arguments
are also brought to bear in the Uṣūl al-dīn’s exposition of the Cross. The first is what
ʿAbdīshōʿ refers to as the ‘soundness of multiplication’ (ṣiḥḥat ḥisāb al-ḍarb) using lines
(khuṭūṭ), which are crossed over one another horizontally and vertically to produce a result in
the form of intersecting dots (nuqaṭ). The premise here is that any amount multiplied by a
number other than itself produces a quantity of dots greater than itself—except the number 1,
which produces a single dot, as ʿAbdīshōʿ himself illustrates in with the following figures (as
they appear in Ms. Beirut 936):145

Figure 2

144
145

Uṣūl al-dīn, 85b.
Uṣūl al-dīn, 86a.
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Thus, the result from the third is the form of the Cross (ṣūrat al-ṣalīb).146 To the best of my
knowledge, this method does not occur in any earlier or contemporary Christian Arabic or
Syriac discussion of the Cross, and it is unclear to me where precisely ʿAbdīshōʿ derives it.
However, the notion that the diligent searcher could be led to a better understanding of God
through numbers featured prominently in the thought of the Sincere Brethren (Ikhwān alṣafā), an anonymous fraternity of Neo-Platonists active in 10th century Baghdad, whose
learned epistles were known and read throughout the 13th century.147 According to a
Pythagorean metaphysics of numbers, the Sincere Brethren taught that the number one can be
expressed in two ways: in the real or literal sense (bi-l-ḥaqīqa), in that one is indivisible and
cannot be duplicated; and in the metaphorical sense (bi-l-majāz), insofar as an object is one in
quantity but divisible in nature. Thus the true sense of one ‘is that in which there is nothing
else but itself, insofar as it is one’ (ḥaythu huwa wāḥid).148 A further principle of the Sincere
Brethren’s Neo-Pythagorean scheme is that the number one, due to its stability and
indivisibility, preserves the specific identity of each number it is multiplied with—including
itself—and for that reason is referred to as the generator (muwallid) of numbers, reflecting a
monotheistic conception of divinity.149 ʿAbdīshōʿ’s numerological conception of oneness
follows much the same logic, except that in demonstrating this premise he adds that God’s

Uṣūl al-dīn, 86a.
On their later influence, see Godefroid de Callataÿ, Ikhwan al-Safa: A Brotherhood of Idealists on the Fringe
of Orthodox Islam (Oxford: Oneworld, 2005), 107-111. A pertinent example comes from a Garshūnī treatise on
the mystical interpretation of the Arabic alphabet by Ignatius bar Wahīb (d. 1332), a monk active in Ṭūr ʿAbdīn
around the turn of the 14th century. Here, he cites the Sincere Brethren as among the first to uncover the hidden
meanings of letters; see Taʾwīl al-ḥurūf al-ʿarabiyya, Ms. SMMJ 137, 4a-5b. I am grateful to Sam Noble for
sharing details of this manuscript with me.
148
Nader El Bizri (ed. and tr.), On arithmetic and Geometry: an Arabic Critical Edition and English Translation
of Epistles 1-2 (Oxford: University of Oxford Press, 2012), 67 (Epistle 1, II).
149
El Bizri, On Arithmetic and Geometry, 76 (Epistle 1, XI). Cf. Robin Waterfield (tr.), The Theology of
Arithmetic: On the Mystical, Mathematical and Cosmological Symbolism of the First Ten Numbers (Michigan:
Phanes Press, 1988) 35, in which the Late Antique Pythagorean Iamblichus (d. 330 CE) likens the number one
to the Monad because it preserves the specific identity of the number it is multiplied with, which he believes to
be ‘the disposition of divine, not human, nature.’ Later in the same treatise, he states that the Monad is the
‘artificer’ and ‘modeller,’ since it is the foundation of all numbers, and thus ‘resembles God’ (ibid., 37-38).
146
147
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absolute unity can be observed in cruciform, which in turn necessitates the Cross’s
veneration:

The real ‘One’ [al-aḥad al-ḥaqq] is God—may He be exalted—for He possesses unity
[waḥdāniyya] in Him[self], while those other than Him do so only metaphorically [bi-l-majāz].
If this is so, then it is necessary for all people to glorify the shape [shakl] from which we know
the unicity of the Creator, may He be exalted, and that they make it a qibla for themselves in
their prayers so that none among them neglect to remember Him.150

In his second teleological demonstration of the Cross, ʿAbdīshōʿ discusses the significance of
the number four as reflected in the arrangement of nature. Here he lists the following
phenomena from the created order:

The second perspective is the consensus [ijtimāʿ] that God brought forth all created beings ex
nihilo by His power [bi-qudratihi] and designated all existing things four elements: earth,
water, fire, and air. Likewise, the movement of the celestial sphere produces four seasons:
spring, summer, autumn, and winter; four primary temperaments [amzija mufrada]: hot, cold,
moist, and dry; four composite temperaments [amzija murakkaba]: hot-moist, hot-dry, coldmoist, and cold-dry; four stages of maturity [asnān al-ḥayawān]: childhood, youth, adulthood,
and old-age; four cardinal directions [nawāḥī l-ʿālam]: east, west, south, and north; in addition
to the fourfold phenomena [rubāʿiyyāt] of the humours [akhlāṭ],151 illnesses [amrāḍ, i.e.
humoral imbalances],152 and others such as the four characteristics [awṣāf] that are specific to

150

Uṣūl al-dīn,
I.e. blood, yellow bile, black bile, and phlegm, as postulated by Hippocratic-Galenic medicine (see infra).
152
I.e. sanguine, choleric, melancholic, and phlegmatic resulting in the imbalance of the aforementioned
humours; see Michael W. Dols, Medieval Islamic Medicine: Ibn Riḍwān’s Treatise “On the Prevention of
Bodily Ills in Egypt” (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), 10; Gotthard Strohmaier, ‘Reception and
Tradition: Medicine in the Byzantine and Islamic World,’ in Western Medical Thought from Antiquity to the
Middle Ages, ed. Mirko D. Grmek (Cambridge, M.A.: Harvard University Press, 1998), 141-145; Peter E.
Pormann and Emilie Savage-Smith, Medieval Islamic Medicine (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007),
43.
151
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the celestial sphere [falak] in that it is round [istidārat al-shakl], bright [istinārat al-lawn], solid
[jalādat al-jism], and rapid [ṣurʿat al-ḥaraka].153

The fourfold nature of this scheme is closely linked to the idea, inherited from HippocraticGalenic thought, that the workings of the human body reflect movements of the heavens and
thus represent a microcosm of the created order—a principle which had become heavily
integrated into the practice of medicine in the pre-modern Islamicate world.154 Through this
scheme, ʿAbdīshōʿ once again infers the image of the Cross, as represented by the following
cruciform figure:155
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Uṣūl al-dīn, 86b-87a. What is referred to here is the theory of the outer heaven which, according to ancient
and medieval astronomers of the Ptolemaic tradition, contained the fixed stars and moved more rapidly than the
planetary, lunar, and sub-lunar spheres. See George Saliba, A History of Arabic Astronomy: Planetary Theories
during the Golden Age of Islam (New York: New York University Press, 1994), 74, 91.
154
Pormann and Savage-Smith, Medieval Islamic Medicine, 43.
155
Unlike Fig. 1, this illustration does not appear in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s own work. Rather, I have adapted it from a
more extensive image in Pormann and Savage-Smith, Medieval Islamic Medicine, 43, fig. 2.2, who include in it
the months of the year and the zodiac signs, but not the characteristics of the firmament.
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Figure 3

Theories of the Cross’s significance in nature were by no means novel by ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
lifetime, as we noted earlier in this chapter. We also observed in Chapter Three that theories
of micro- and macrocosm belonged to a philosophical idiom inherited from the Greeks and
shared between Muslims and Christians. One example noted earlier was Sulaymān alGhazzī’s microcosmic presentation of the Cross. Johannes van den Heijer and Paolo de Spisa
have compared al-Ghazzī’s approach to that in Epistle 26 of the Sincere Brethren, particularly
its section on resemblances (mushābahāt) between the composition of the body and the four
elements.156 More germane to our discussion is part 5 of the Sincere Brethren’s epistle on
arithmetic. Building on the same Neo-Pythagorean model discussed above, the author of the
Johannes den Heijer and Paolo La Spisa, ‘La migration du savoir entre communautés: le cas de la littérature
arabe chrétienne,’ Res Antiquae 7 (2010): 63-72, here 69-72, citing Muṣṭafā Ghālib (ed.), Rasāʼil Ikhwān alṢafāʼ wa-khullān al-wafāʿ (Beirut: Dār Ṣādir, 1957), 366-368.
156
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epistle states that the number four conforms to the arrangement of natural things that were
created by God, hence the existence fourfold phenomena (murabbaʿāt) such as the elements,
directions, temperaments, and humours.157 In line with earlier Christian writers, ʿAbdīshōʿ
goes a step further by asserting that a unified knowledge of created things is encapsulated in
the form of the Cross: ‘All of these things appeared through the power of God ex nihilo (min
al-ʿadam), and the shape that generally proves this is the Cross, which is fourfold (rubāʾī).’158

5.4 The Call to Prayer between nāqūs and ādhān
So far we have seen that, at various points throughout ʿAbdīshōʿ’s exposition of the Cross, a
rational theological vocabulary emerges that is intended to resonate—if not gain
acceptance—with both the text’s Muslim interlocutor and its Christian audience. It is this
very strategy that we encounter in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s explanation of the Christian call to prayer,
which we now turn our attention to. Central to his discussion is a repeated appeal to sacred
tradition from the Book of the Cave of Treasures, namely, its recasting of the Biblical Flood
narrative. As we will soon become evident, ʿAbdīshōʿ employs this narrative as a typology
for the Church as humankind’s refuge from sin. While references to Islamic theology
throughout his writings have so far been indirect, his use of one Islamic source in his
discourse on the call to prayer is explicit. The source in question is a ḥadīth attributed to ʿAlī
ibn Abī Ṭālib, the cousin and son-in-law of the prophet Muḥammad, the first Shīʿī imam, and
the fourth of the ‘Rightly Guided’ caliphs. In this section I will demonstrate how ʿAbdīshōʿ
selectively appropriates aspects what Marshall Hodgson has described a ‘lettered tradition …
naturally shared in by both Muslims and non-Muslims’159 (noted elsewhere in this thesis) in
order to convince a Christian audience that the Church’s traditional teaching regarding the
157

El-Bizrī, On Arithmetic and Geometry, 71 (Epistle 1, V).
Uṣūl al-dīn, 87a.
159
Hodgson, Venture of Islam, 1:58.
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call to prayer could be legitimised through the cultural and literary idiom of a wider, nonChristian milieu. As we will now see, our author’s apology for the use of the Church clapper
in worship occurs only in the Uṣūl al-dīn and Farāʾid. The reason for its absence in the Pearl
is unclear to me, however, the centrality of Arabic poetry—a connected theme in his
discourse—might account for this, as we will later see.

5.4.1. From Liturgy to Apology
An early interpretation of the call to prayer as an admonition to piety is found in a mēʾmrā
attributed to Jacob of Serugh (c. 451-521), entitled ‘On the nāqōshā and the exhortation
(zuhhārā) to prayer,’ in which he incites its reader to do spiritual battle with Satan (qrābā dʿam Sāṭānā) upon hearing the call to prayer, likening it to the horn that signifies earthly battle
(qrābā ʾarʿayānā).160 While it is uncertain whether ʿAbdīshōʿ had knowledge of Jacob’s
mēʾmrā, his discourse is similarly linked to humankind’s struggle against sin. In order to
understand the background to his explanation of the clapper, we must first look to its
liturgical context, since it is in liturgical commentaries that discussions about the call to
prayer more frequently occur. The earliest of these produced under Muslim rule do not
appear apologetic in nature. Commentaries on the Eucharist by the West Syrian writers Jacob
of Edessa (d. 708) and Moses bar Kepha (d. 903), for example, do not allude to Muslim
antagonisms, but rather offer a spiritual interpretation of the clapper, echoing Jacob of
Serugh’s words by describing it as a trumpet call against evil.161

160

The homily is unpublished, though I have managed to locate the Syriac text in Mardin, Church of the Forty
Martyrs, MS 259, 191b-192a, thanks to recent digitising efforts by the Hill Manuscript Museum Library, St.
John’s University. For far earlier textual witnesses, see MSS. Berlin syr. 198 113b (13th ce.) and Charfeh 212
(olim 38), 95 (15th century), see Sachau, Verzeichnis, 1:643; Herman G.B. Teule, ‘A Fifteenth Century Spiritual
Anthology from the Monastery of Mar Ḥannanyā,’ JEChrSt 49 (1997): 79-102, here 91.
161
Sebastian P. Brock, ‘Jacob of Edessa’s Discourse on the Myron’, OC 63 (1979), 20-36; Richard Hugh
Connolly and Humphrey William Codrington (ed. and tr.), Two Commentaries on the Jacobite Liturgy by
George Bishop of the Arab Tribes and Moses Bar Kēphā: Together with the Syrac Anaphora of St James and a
Document Entitled The Book of Life (London: Williams and Norgate, 1913), 17 (ST), 25 (ET). For Moses bar
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In later commentaries the figure of Noah is often invoked to explain the clapper’s
intrinsic meaning. The East Syrian Ktābā d-abbahātā (‘Book of the Fathers’)—a work of
ecclesiology and liturgy spuriously attributed to the catholicos Simon bar Ṣabbāʿī (martyred
under the Sassanian king Shapur) but more likely to date to the first half of the 13 th
century162—tells us that Noah struck wood against wood (nāqēsh [h]wā qaysā ʿall qaysā) in
order to announce chastisements to come (mʾētīthēyn d-mardwātā) and to call humankind to
repentance (taybūtā).163 ʿAbdīshōʿ himself dedicates a section of his Order of Ecclesiastical
Judgements to the use of the clapper (nāqōshā) in the performance of the ecclesiastical
offices, for which he gives the following explanation:

The clapper, or the proclaimer [kārōzā] of ‘Glory to God in the highest,’ incites us to run
towards the call of refuge [bēt gawsā]. We inherited it from Adam who passed down the
clapper in order to make known [his] raising up of service to God in the Cave of Treasures.164
In it [i.e. the Book of the Cave of Treasures], Noah similarly struck [nqash] [it] that they might
gather [netkanshōn] towards the call of refuge [that is] the Ark [qēbūtā], so that they would not
drown in the flood of sinners [ṭāwpānā d-ḥaṭṭāyē].165

The Cave of Treasures legend of the clapper’s origins was also incorporated into later Syriac
chronicles such as those of Pseudo-Dionysius and the Anonymous Chronicle to 1234,166 as

Kepha’s reliance on earlier sources, see Baby Varghese, West Syrian Liturgical Theology (Aldershot: Ashgate,
2004), 26. An unedited liturgical commentary of the East Syrian Gabriel of Qatar (fl. early seventh century) also
offers an explanation of the church clapper; however, I have not yet been able to consult it. For a summary of
the contents of a single manuscript which preserves this work, see Sebastian P. Brock, ‘Gabriel of Qatar’s
Commentary on the Liturgy,’ Hugoye 6, no. 2 (2009), 197-248, esp. 203-204.
162
See study by Jean Parisot, Le Livre des Pères ou Ketabha dh’Abhahata (extrait de la Science Catholique,
quatrième année, nos 5 et 6. Mai, juin 1890) (Paris: Delhomme et Briguet, 1890), esp. 37-40 for the dating of the
text.
163
The Syriac text is unpublished, and I use here Ms. Berlin syr. 102, 183a. A critical edition is forthcoming
from Emiliano Fiore, to whom thanks are owed for kindly sharing images of the manuscript with me.
164
In addition to being the title of the work, the ‘Cave of Treasures’ is also the name of the cave in which Adam
established his place of worship. See Budge, The Book of the Cave of Treasures, 69, though no mention is a
made of a device used as a call to prayer.
165
Bar Brīkhā, Ṭukkās dīnē, 95b (Vosté, Ordo iudiciorum, 83-84).
166
Jean-Baptiste Chabot (ed. and tr.), Incerti auctoris Chronicon Pseudo-Dionysianum vulgo dictum (CSCO
104, 121; Paris: L. Durbeq, 1927-1989), 8 (ST), 5 (ET). See also extract in Thomas Joseph Lamy, Dissertatio de
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well as the Arabic Christian Melkite chronicles of Saʿīd ibn Baṭrīq and the Kitāb al-majāll
(‘Book of Scrolls’).167 It is no surprise, then, to find reference to the Noah legend in the form
of a marginal note in a Copto-Arabic nomocanon attributed to al-Muʾtaman ibn al-ʿAssāl
(copied in 1355), which reports that the first to begin the practice of striking the clapper was
Noah, who did so in order to gather the workers (ṣunnāʿ) during the Ark’s construction,
according to unnamed historians (muʾarrikhūn).168
In Dionysius bar Ṣalībī’s liturgical commentary we begin to see a more controversial
use of the tradition as he alludes to Muslim rulers who would restrict the call to prayer of
their Christian subjects. After citing by name the abovementioned mēʾmrā by Jacob of
Serugh, he declares: ‘What will the enemies of the cross (bʿeldbābē da-ṣlībā) and those who
forbid the clapper in their countries say against the word of the Doctors?’169 Dionysius then
cites Noah’s use of the clapper in the Cave of Treasures tradition, thereby stating a clear
preference for the church clapper as opposed to any other means of calling the faithful to
prayer—including the ādhān, to which he alludes in the following passage:

From where have we learnt that the clapper shall be struck in church? We say that it is written
in many histories [tashʿyātā yattīrātā] thus: When God commanded Noah to build the Ark,
[He] also [commanded him] to fashion a clapper. In the morning he struck it to assemble the
workers [ʾūwmānē] of the Ark, then at midday so that they could eat, and then in the evening so
Syrorum fide et disciplina in re Eucharistica (Leuven: Vanlinthout, 1859), 252; Chabot, Anonymi auctoris
Chronicon ad A.C. 1234, 41 (ST), 22 (LT).
167
For the Flood narrative and Noah’s use of the clapper in these two works, see Cheikho, Eutychii Patriarchae
Alexandrini Annales, 25 and Margaret Dunlop Gibson (ed. and (tr.), Apocrypha Arabica (Studia Sinaitica 8;
London: C.J. Clay, 1901), 24 (AT), 23 (ET); Carl Bezold (ed.), Die Schatzhöhle, 2 vols. (Leipzig: Hinrichs,
1883-88), 2:15-16. Ibn Baṭrīq’s reliance on this source has been discussed by Uriel Simonsohn, ‘Saʿīd ibn
Baṭrīq,’ CMS 2 (2011): 224-233, here 228-229.
168
Al-Muʿtaman ibn al-ʿAssāl, Majmūʿ min al-qawānīn al-bīʿa, Ms. London Or. 1331, 44a, cited in Zayyāt, alDiyārāt al-naṣrāniyya, 93-94. For details about this unedited work, see Charles Rieu, Supplement to the
Catalogue of the Arabic Manuscripts in the British Museum (London: Longmans, 1894), 18. Nor is this work to
be confused with a better-known nomocanon by al-Muʾtaman’s brother al-Ṣafī ibn al-ʿAssāl; having consulted
MS. London Or. 1331, I can confirm that its contents differ from al-Ṣafī’s work. For the corresponding section
in the latter, containing canons for liturgical instruments (which do not address the nāqūs), see al-Ṣafī ibn alʿAssāl, al-Majmūʿ al-ṣafawī, ed. Jirjīs Phīlūthāwus ʿAwaḍ, 2 vols. (Cairo: n.p., 1908), 1:19ff.
169
Jérôme Lambert (ed. and tr.), Dionysius bar Salibi. Expositio liturgiae (CSCO 13-14; Leuven: L. Durbecq,
1955), 14-15 (ST), 42 (LT).
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that they could retire from work. Furthermore, we say that the clapper is made from wood
because it reaches the hearing [rāhēṭ l-mashmaʿtā] faster than the human voice [qālā dbarnāshā] and invites people to prayer.170

A similar Church-Ark typology plays a central role in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Uṣūl al-dīn, and to a lesser
extent in his Farāʿid. Both works begin their apologies by stating that the use of the device is
rooted in prophetic tradition. Beginning with an explanation of the clapper’s origins, the Uṣūl
al-dīn sets out the premise that the Church is modelled on the Ark of Noah (al-safīna alnūḥiyya), and explains that it is necessary to ‘make silent its callers’ (yajʿala mannādīyahā
ṣāmitan), on the authority of (ʿan waḥyin) ‘The Possessor of All’ (mālik al-mulk),171 a
Qurʾānic stylisation for God.172 Here he relates an ‘ancient tradition’ (ʿatīqa min al-akhbār)
that the Biblical patriarch was instructed to fashion a clapper (nāqūs) from wood, according
to ‘well-attested proportions and simple design’ (ʿalā nisbatin maʿlūma, wa-rutbatin
mafhūma),173 and to strike it in order to fulfil two objectives. The first was to assemble his
workmen during the Ark’s construction and to signal the times of meals (li-tanāwul alqūt).174 Once the Ark was completed and the flood underway, the latter function of the
clapper was to bring people to safety from the flood, whilst Noah called out, ‘Whosoever
enters is saved! Whosoever enters is saved! (man jāʾa najā, man jāʾa najā).175 With greater
concision, ʿAbdīshōʿ states in the Farāʾid that, according to an ancient tradition (sunna
qadīma), Noah struck the clapper after Adam at the completion of the Ark (ʿinda kamāl alsafīna), saying, ‘Whosever enters is saved!’176
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Lambert, Expositio liturgiae 15 (ST), 42-43 (LT). I adapt my translation from Baby Varguese (tr.), The
Commentary of Dionysius Bar Salibi on the Eucharist (Piscataway, N.J.: Gorgias Press, 2011), 14.
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Uṣūl al-dīn, 124b.
172
See Alexander D. Knysh, ‘Possession and Possessions’ EQ 5 (2004), 184-187, esp. 184.
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Uṣūl al-dīn, 124b.
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Uṣūl al-dīn, 125a.
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Uṣūl al-dīn, 125a.
176
Farāʾid, § 796-797.
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However, in the Uṣūl al-dīn ʿAbdīshōʿ goes to greater lengths in relating how this
narrative is relevant to issues of repentance, ritual piety, and obedience to the Church:

And just as He saved those entering the Ark from the actual drowning [al-gharq al-maḥsūs]
while destroying those who persist in transgressing the Law, so too are those entering
steadfastly into the houses of worship saved from the metaphorical drowning [al-gharq almaʿqūl] while He destroys those persisting in the erroneous belief that entry is unprofitable.
And just as the clapper on the Ark was a call to meet for [its] construction and the provision of
food in the first instance, while warning those unmindful of the destructive flood in the second
instance, so does the clapper also incite the faithful, in the first instance, to meet in purity of
mind and to perform religious good works, and provides knowledge and the Divine Mysteries
which strengthen the pursuit of godly obligation that brings [the hearer] closer to the Divine
Presence. In the second instance, it exhorts the people to escape destruction in the deluge of sin
and error which destroys the people of the world failing to worship the Revered Lord.177

It is this interpretation that is given as rationale for the Church’s adoption of the clapper. Like
Bar Ṣalībī, ʿAbdīshōʿ is no less compromising in his preference for the church clapper above
all other means of calling the faithful to prayer. After outlining the above tradition, he
concludes: ‘This is the reason why [we] use the clapper to know the times of prayer, without
relying on the cry of a caller (dūna iʿtimādin ʿalā nadāʾi mannādin) or the call of the muezzin
(adhān al-muʾadhdhin).’178 Adopting a more combative tone, the Farāʾid’s brief section on
the call to prayer is concluded with a reference to critics who accuse Christians of resting
their authority on dubious foundations, concluding: ‘The church clapper is not an innovation
(bidʿa) of the Christians, but an ancient tradition of the prophets and messengers.’179
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5.4.2. For Whom the Clapper Claps: Islamic Literature as Proof Text
In ʿAbdīshōʿ’s scheme, and arguably in Bar Ṣalībī’s, the figure of Noah serves to firmly root
the use of the clapper in prophetic tradition, thus arguing that it is worthy of Muslim esteem
and not simply a Christian innovation.180 This now brings us to the second part of the Uṣūl alDīn’s section on the clapper. In addition to its purported origins, we have observed its
portrayal as an admonition to piety, exhorting the faithful to escape the spiritual deluge, just
as Noah escaped the worldly deluge. This theme is elaborated upon when ʿAbdīshōʿ turns his
attention to the meanings ‘encapsulated in the number of its knocks and the scale of its strikes
(ʿadad nuqrātihi wa-wazn ḍarbatihi).’181 Firstly, the sound made by the striking of this
instrument is said to glorify God, expressing ‘the Creator’s unity (waḥdāniyya), the power of
His divinity, the majesty of His exaltedness, and the breadth of His power.’182 Secondly,
ʿAbdīshōʿ continues, the clapper incites the hearer ‘to yearn for God’s forgiveness of us (ʿalā
al-raghba ilā Llāh fī musāmaḥatinā).’183 It is here that ʿAbdīshōʿ rests the authority of this
statement on ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib, whom our author refers to by name and even applies the
salutation raḍīya Llāhu ʿanhu, ‘may God be pleased with him.’184
The scene of ʿAlī’s ‘interpretation’ is set with a transmission line (isnād) of the
narrators Muḥammad ibn Mūsā ibn al-Sukkarī, Aḥmad ibn ʿAbd al-Raḥmān, and Ibn alKawwāʾ.185 The latter, a companion of ʿAlī, reports that he was with the caliph (amīr almuʾminīn) outside the city of al-Ḥīra when they heard the clapper being struck. Ibn alKawwāʾ proceeded to mock it (wa-jaʿaltu utʿisahu), only to be rebuked by ʿAlī for not
knowing that the clapper was in fact ‘speaking’ (yatakallamu). After Ibn al-Kawwāʾ
expresses puzzlement, ʿAlī declares to him, ‘By He Who split the seed and created the living
For Noah in the Islamic tradition, see B. Heller, ‘Nūḥ,’ EI2 8 (1995): 108-109.
Uṣūl al-dīn, 126a.
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being, every blow that falls upon blow and knock upon knock does naught but report a
parable and provide knowledge (illā wa-hiya taḥkī mathalan wa-tuʾdī ʿilman).’186 To this Ibn
al-Kawwāʾ asks, ‘So what does the clapper say?’ ʿAlī conveys his response with the
following lines of poetry:

1. Subḥāna Llāhu ḥaqan ḥaqā // Inna l-mawlā fardan yabqā
2. Yaḥkum fīnā rafqan rafqā // Law lā ḥilmuka kunnā nashqā
3. Innā baʿnā dāran yabqā // Wa-stawṭanā dāran tafnā
4. Mā min ḥayyin fīhā yabqā // Illā adnā minhu mawtā
5. Innā l-dunyā qad gharratnā // Wa-staghwatnā wa-stahwatnā
6. Mā min yawmin yamḍī ʿannā // Illā yahdum minnā ruknā
7. Tafnā l-dunyā qarnan qarnā // Naqlan naqlan dafnan dafnā
8. Ya-bna l-dunyā mahlan mahlā // Fa-zdid khayran tazdid ḥubbā
9. Yā Mawlānā qad asrafnā // Qad farrāṭnā wa-twānīnā
10. Ḥilmuka ʿnnā qad ajzānā // Fa-tdāraknā wa-ʿifi ʿannā

1. Glorious is God, truly, truly // the Lord alone remains.
2. He judges us, kindly, kindly, // for without your love we would despair.
3. We have forsaken the house unending // and settled in a house of ruin.
4. None among the living remains in it // except in death closest to Him.
5. The world has deceived us // and seduced us and beguiled us.
6. Not a day goes by for us // that does not attack our cornerstone,
7. This world is dead, generation after generation, // moving, moving, burying, burying.
8. O world’s son, slowly, slowly // Increase in good works and you will reap love.
9. O Lord, we have exceeded our bounds; // we have transgressed and slackened.
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10. Your mercy has rewarded us, // And so we have awoken; have mercy on us!187

These verses of poetry follow a rare convention in Classical Arabic prosody known as daqq
al-nāqūs, ‘the knock of the clapper,’ as it was thought to be imitative of its sound and
rhythm.188 It is based on a very regular pattern of eight syllables (two equally short ones per
word) in each hemistich, illustrated by the anapaests faʿlun faʿlun faʾlun faʿlun // faʿlun faʿlun
faʿlun faʿlun;189 or in this case, clap-clap, clap-clap, clap-clap // clap-clap, clap-clap, clapclap, clap-clap! Something of a rarity in Arabic poetry, there is some debate over daqq alnāqūs’s precise definition within the traditional scheme of Classical Arabic metrics.190 In
most instances, however, variations of the above poem are cited in medieval works of Arabic
prosody to illustrate the metre’s structure.191

Uṣūl al-dīn, 126b-127a. My translation closely follows that of similar lines of poetry attributed to ʿAlī in
Tahera Qutbuddin (ed. and tr.), A Treasury of Virtues: Sayings, Sermons and Teachings of ʿAlī with One
Hundred Proverbs Attributed to al-Jāḥiẓ (New York: Ney York University Press, 2013), 152-155, which will be
discussed in further detail below.
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For a recent and thorough discussion of daqq al-nāqūs’s typology and use in Classical Arabic poetry, see
Geert Jan van Gelder, Sound and Sense in Classical Arabic Poetry (Leipzig: Harrassowitz, 2012), 108-123.
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For example, Zamakhsharī (d. 1144) considers this metre a type of mutadārik, the sixteenth metre added to
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a contradiction in terms. The perfect uniformity, the regularity and the symmetry of LLLLLLLL run counter to
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variant of the poem in al-Ḥīra after returning heavy-hearted from the Battle of Ṣiffīn (Abū l-ʿAlāʾ al-Maʿarrī,
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Al-Tibrīzī also provides a poem attributed to ʿAlī though equally varied (al-Tibrīzī, al-Kāfī fī al-ʿArūḍ, 97).
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Of greater relevance to this discussion is the monotonous rhythm of daqq al-nāqūs,
which perhaps moved the prosodist Yaḥyā ibn ʿAlī al-Tibrīzī (d. 1109) to refer to it as ‘the
dripping of the drainpipe’ (qaṭr al-mīzāb).192 Geert Jan van Gelder has recently noted the
sense of gloom and foreboding that this metre evokes193—a mood that fits well with the
moralising character of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s discourse. It is also worth mentioning that the lines of
verse attributed to ʿAlī are representative of the ‘ubi sunt qui ante nos fuerunt’ motif of preIslamic and Islamo-Arabic poetry associated with the Late Antique Arab Christian city of alḤīra, which remained strong in the literary imagination and cultural memory of medieval
writers, as Adam Talib has demonstrated.194 These themes often reflect on the transience of
this world and exhort the listener to contemplate life in the next. In one such narrative, set
during a hunting expedition in al-Ḥīra, the Christian Arab poet ʿAdī ibn Zayd (d. 600) offers
exhortatory ‘interpretations’ of the wisdom of certain inanimate objects, namely a tree and a
gravestone, to the Lakhmid king al-Nuʿmān ibn Mundhir, moving the latter to convert to
Christianity and become an ascetic.195 Another account features the Lakhmid princess Hind
bint Nuʿmān, who is said in the Diyārāt of al-Shābushtī to have recited poetry to the
Umayyad governor Ḥajjāj ibn Yusuf during his visit to al-Ḥīra containing a message about
the fleeting nature of this world and its pleasures.196
ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib’s interpretation of the clapper’s wisdom is featured in an earlier
source, the Dustūr al-maʿālim wa-l-ḥikam of Abū ʿAbd Allāh Muḥammad ibn Salāma alQuḍāʿī (d. 1062), although it contains notable divergences from the tradition cited by
ʿAbdīshōʿ. For example, no transmission line is given and the companion to whom the
Al-Tibrīzī, al-Kāfī fī al-ʿarūḍ, 97; cf. Zayyāt, al-Dīyārāt al-naṣrāniyya, 93, Van Gelder, Sound and Sense,
114.
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clapper is interpreted is one al-Ḥārith al-Aʿwar.197 ʿAlī is known in such accounts for his
renown in the art of Arabic eloquence and ascetic piety, occurring not only in works of
medieval prosody but also Arabic wisdom literature, which transmits many of his aphorisms
and spiritual teachings.198 It is perhaps unsurprising therefore that ʿAbdīshōʿ finds such an
ideal interpreter of the church clapper in the figure of ʿAlī, given the emphasis placed on
repentance and continence in his earlier narrative of the Flood.
And yet the Uṣūl al-dīn’s engagement with ʿAlī’s ethical teachings is not without its
contentions, as ʿAbdīshōʿ himself points out that some unnamed Muslims accuse Christians
of inventing the tradition ‘to improve the image of the clapper (li-taḥsīn amr al-nāqūs).’
However, he does not attempt to refute the claim with any evidence, perhaps suggesting that
it is not Muslims he seeks to convince but rather Christians who require assurance that their
call to prayer is grounded in tradition. I am not aware of any such explicit objections to the
above cited tradition’s authenticity, but it should be noted here that it does not occur in the
Nahj al-balāgha of al-Sharīf al-Raḍī (d 1016), a collection of ʿAlī’s sermons and narrations
which remains popular to this day.199 Nor is it discussed by two of the Nahj al-balāgha’s
best-known 13th century commentators, Ibn Abī al-Ḥadīd (d. 1258) and Maytham al-Baḥrānī
(d. 1300).200 A later version of it occurs in an anonymous 14th century collection of ʿAlī’s
sayings, at the end of which a Christian monk converts to Islam after hearing the imam’s
words, declaring, ‘I have found in the Torah that after the final prophet [i.e. Muḥammad],
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what the clapper says would be explained’201—thereby reframing ʿAlī’s sermon as an
exhortation to Islamic conversion rather than a general reflection on piety. In a similar vein,
the Manāqib amīr al-muʾminīn of the Shīʿī traditionist Muḥammad ibn Sulaymān al-Kūfī (fl.
10th century) reports one instance in which Muḥammad praises ʿAlī’s spiritual perfection by
warning him against Muslims who might preserve the dirt on which he trod and venerate it in
the manner of the Christians, implying that such practices be viewed with suspicion.202
Moreover, a legal treatise by the Egyptian jurist Taqī al-Din al-Subkī (d. 1355) invokes a
tradition mentioned by al-Ṭabarī that during his caliphate, ʿAlī banished the Christian
population from Kūfa and forced them to settle in al-Ḥīra—cited as justification for the strict
application of the dhimma where the building and repair of churches in Muslim cities are
concerned.203
The question of whether ʿAbdīshōʿ was aware of ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib’s purported
antagonisms towards Christians cannot be answered here. However, we may note that the
figure of ʿAlī as a paragon of ascetic virtue had gained wide currency in parts of the
Islamicate world by ʿAbdīshōʿ’s lifetime. Accounts of ʿAlī’s words and deeds enjoyed a
broad readership among Muslims in the later Middle Ages, and not only among Shīʿīs: as
Marshall Hodgson has noted, the Nahj al-balāgha was treated ‘almost as a secondary
scripture after the Qur’ān and ḥadīth even among many Jamāʿī-Sunnis.’204 ʿAlid tendencies
also ran strong within Ṣūfī groups, especially those whose masters, shaykhs or pīrs, traced
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their spiritual lineage to ʿAlī, regardless of confessional affiliation.205 In the Ilkhanate Ghāzān
showed a special reverence for descendants of ʿAlī by instituting dār al-siyādas (lodging
houses for descendants of the prophet’s family) across Mesopotamia and Iran. His brother
Ӧljeitü (r. 1304-1316) continued the practice and would eventually embrace Twelver Shiʿism
after having been born a Christian, raised a Buddhist, and converting to Sunni (Ḥanafī, then
Shāfiʿī) Islam.206 Given the cultural and political cachet of ʿAlid loyalism in this period, it is
not difficult to understand why ʿAlī might be considered a worthy champion of a Christian
practice in a text intended to vindicate its use. The story of the clapper’s use during the Flood
is in essence a Christian one, with no corresponding tradition in any Islamic narrative.207
What better way, then, to respond to the clapper’s marginal status in Islamicate society than
to invoke the authority of a figure much-revered by Muslims?

5.5 Conclusions
It is clear from the foregoing that ʿAbdīshōʿ’s exposition of Christian ritual is driven by a
sense of urgency to affirm its doctrinal foundations in a socio-cultural environment that was
often at odds with it. As with his Trinitarian and Christological thought, his apology of the
Cross is heavily indebted to earlier writers, who, too, were faced with the ever-present need
to respond to Muslim challenges. This indebtedness reflects a continuous tradition of literary
apologetics that had been in development since some of the earliest Muslim-Christian
encounters. ʿAbdīshōʿs principal contribution is to frame such apologies in a vocabulary that
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reflected the broader theological discourses of his day. Where the Cross is concerned, this has
been most evident in his use of terms resonant with currents of Muʿtazilite thought. The same
can be said of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s use of numerological and cosmological argumentation, which
served as a common frame of reference for both Muslim and Christian intellectuals.208
Yet, in addition to negotiating commonalities with neighbouring doctrines, it was
equally important in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s didactic scheme to maintain difference. As a religion with
its own historical foundations and narratives, it was necessary to remind Christians of the
Church’s own sacred traditions—most of which predated the advent of Islam—and their
relevance to ritual worship. In the beginning of this chapter we noted that Christian
communities in the Islamicate world could be differentiated by visible and audible signs of
religious practice. It would appear from this chapter’s discussion that in order to legitimate
this differentiation, it was necessary for ʿAbdīshōʿ to show how these Christian practices and
their underpinning narratives, marginalised as they were, could be presented as wholly
reasonable in light of repeated attacks. Such concerns clearly manifest in his discussion of the
call to prayer with a direct appeal to ḥadīth and elements of Arabic poetry. Now, it may well
be the case that the integration of ʿAlī’s sermon into the Uṣūl al-Dīn’s discourse on the
clapper was due to ʿAbdīshōʿ’s admiration for his eloquence and spiritual exemplarity, which
he saw as consonant with his own Church’s teachings. What is more likely, however, is that
his use of the source is intended to negotiate a shared literary space with Muslims in order to
present as acceptable the practice of striking the clapper in times of prayer to co-religionists
who might be convinced otherwise.
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In the case of micro- and macrocosmic theories of man and the universe, Johannes van den Heijer and Paulo
La Spisa (‘La migration du savoir,’ 63) have described this phenomenon as ‘la migration du savoir entre
peuples, langues, régions, mais aussi entre communautés voisines.’

GENERAL CONCLUSION

At the beginning of this thesis, I set out to establish a socio-historical context for ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
apologetic writings. Given that he composed these between 1297/8 and 1313, he may have
been motivated to write at a time when his co-religionists were experiencing increasing
hardship following the official conversion of the Mongols to Islam. Yet, while this gradual
hardening of official attitudes towards Christians was indeed taking place during ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
lifetime, we have also observed that his theology belongs to a broader genre of apologetics
that had been in continuous development since at least the middle of the 8th century, its
purpose being twofold: to disseminate the fundamentals of Christian orthodoxy within an
internal audience while assuring them that their beliefs were justifiable in the face of repeated
external criticism.
Given these strategies, it is unlikely that ʿAbdīshōʿ entertained any hope that his works
would reach Muslims and alter their attitudes. Although some Muslim and Jewish polemicists
did read Christian apologies, their perceptions of Christianity remained persistently hostile,
leaving little room for actual dialogue between the faiths. Rather, what we find in both
Christian apologetics and anti-Christian polemics is a faithfulness to genre whereby the same
accusations, counter-accusations, and rebuttals are rehearsed by representatives of each side.
It is this state of affairs which led to the emergence of what Mark Swanson has referred to as
a ‘comprehensive body of apologetics’ within Syriac and Arabic Christian communities in
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the Islamicate world.1 And it is this context that has informed my reading of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s
theology as an updating and recasting of a centuries-old repertoire of apologetic strategies.
This does not mean, however, that ʿAbdīshōʿ’s mediation of this tradition was static.
Much of the arguments in this thesis have been made against previous assessments of the
Syriac and Christian Arabic intellectual output of the post-ʿAbbāsid period as staid and
repetitive, with the exception perhaps of Bar Hebraeus, to whom ʿAbdīshōʿ is so often
compared. As we noted in the introduction, Hidemi Takahashi contrasts the achievements of
the maphrian with those of ʿAbdīshōʿ, arguing that the former invigorated the intellectual life
of the Syrian Orthodox Church by producing a new synthesis of the old with the new, while
the latter slavishly reproduced the works of earlier writers.2 It is certainly true that we
encounter a considerable degree of theological conservatism in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s thought.
However, since there is no evidence that he moved in the same scholarly circles as Bar
Hebraeus, it unreasonable to expect him to have written under the same circumstances and
within the same intellectual milieu as his better-known contemporary. Moreover, negative
comparisons between the two authors prevent us, I believe, from understanding how they
were engaged in much the same project where anti-Muslim apologetics are concerned.
Indeed, ʿAbdīshōʿ differs little from other Christian apologists examined here in that they all
regarded as important a classical heritage of theology that emerged in the centuries before the
collapse of the ʿAbbāsid Caliphate, much of which was rooted in early debates between
Muslims and Christians about God’s unicity and transcendence. As such, the likes of Bar
Hebraeus and the ʿAssāl brothers were obliged to fall back on the very same conclusions as
ʿAbdīshōʿ regarding such issues as the definition of God as a substance (jawhar, ʾōsiya), the
ontological necessity of the Incarnation, and the intermediary function of the rational soul

Swanson, ‘The Cross of Christ,’ 144. Swanson refers specifically to body of apologetics for the Crucifixion
and the veneration of the Cross; however, the term might just as suitably apply to the range of Syriac and
Christian Muslim apologetics as a whole.
2
Takahashi, Bio-Bibliography, 95-96.
1
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during the Incarnation. The need to reaffirm such tenets meant that engagement with nonChristian sources could only go so far, since no Muslim theologian could accept such
premises as God’s triune nature or His ability to incarnate Himself—no matter how well
reasoned the apologist’s argument. ʿAbdīshōʿ’s theology and those of others Christian writers
were ultimately intended for a Christian readership who required convincing of their faith’s
rootedness in reason and revelation, and that it could answer external challenges on its own
terms and according to its own authorities.
This is not to say that ʿAbdīshōʿ does not engage in any meaningful way with the
intellectual world of Islam, but rather that his engagement is cautious and selective. One way
in which I have attempted to frame this approach is by borrowing Marshall Hodgson’s
definition of ‘Islamicate,’ viz. something which does not pertain to Islam as a faith but is
nevertheless situated within a shared cultural, linguistic, and literary frame of reference.3
Seen in this light, we can fully appreciate how ʿAbdīshōʿ seizes on the language and literary
conventions of Islamic kalām and falsafa while maintaining a decidedly Christian stance.
Examples of this have been his frequent use of Avicennian expressions for God as a
Necessary Being, together with terms resonant with aspects of the Muʿtazilite tradition which
address the obligatory nature of God’s justice and the providential directions of His mercy.
While ʿAbdīshōʿ might not employ the latest metaphysical arguments in his discussion of
God’s existence and the world’s temporal origination (as does Bar Hebraeus), nor goes into
detail about the specific concerns of anti-Christian polemicists, he nevertheless appeals to a
shared theological rationalism in his use of teleological arguments that few critics of
Christianity could find controversial.

3

Hodgson, Venture of Islam, 1:59.
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We have also discussed ʿAbdīshōʿ’s participation in what Hodgson has styled a ‘shared
lettered tradition.’4 As an elite and literate member of his community, our author’s use of
such Arabic literary forms as rhymed prose should not surprise us—despite his rhetorical
disavowal of the maqāmāt genre in his Syriac opus magnum, the Paradise of Eden. However,
his use of these models in the justification of his Church’s theology is certainly noteworthy.
His presentation of the various analogies for God’s uniting with Christ’s human nature has its
roots in the Antiochene Christological tradition, but is creatively repackaged in one instance
with the use of a Classical Arabic poetic topos, namely a Bacchanalian verse attributed to the
great Arabic belle lettrist Ibn ʿAbbād. By doing so, our author does not attempt to concede
ground to any Muslim understanding of divine union; rather, he illustrates a uniquely
Christian understanding of the concept which, although wholly unacceptable to Muslim
orthodoxy, could nevertheless be expressed through the Arabo-Islamic literary conventions of
his wider environment. A more explicitly apologetic and inventive use of this lettered
tradition appears in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s exposition of the church clapper. Here, we encounter not
only a rare convention in Arabic metrics known as daqq al-nāqūs but also the figure of ʿAlī
ibn Abī ʿAlī Ṭālib. Our author’s appeal to ʿAlī in particular reveals a bold strategy in an
otherwise conservative theological oeuvre: by invoking the authority of a much revered
Muslim figure, ʿAbdīshōʿ demonstrates to his Christian readers that the striking of the clapper
in times of prayer could be legitimated according to Islamic authorities as well as his
Church’s own sacred tradition.
Admittedly, my definition of ‘apologetics’—an elusive term—has at times been broad.
But what I hope to have illustrated is just how interdependent the categories of apology and
polemic are. A case in point has been ʿAbdīshōʿ’s discussion of other Christian confessions.
His Pearl, which otherwise reflects many Muslim anxieties about Christianity, is adamant in

4

Hodgson, Venture of Islam, 1:58.
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its rejection of the Melkite and Jacobite positions on Christ’s natures. Key themes that
emerge here are self-definition, which ʿAbdīshōʿ expresses through what I have referred to as
a ‘church-historical approach.’ In doing so, he explains to an East Syrian readership how their
current identity was shaped by events at Ephesus and Chalcedon in the 5th century, while
affirming the apostolic roots of both its ecclesiastical organisation and Christology. Here, he
inherits a set of arguments and presuppositions from earlier writers who polemicised against
the Jacobites and Melkites for being recent, invented sects. Another example of the interface
between polemics and apologetics comes from ʿAbdīshōʿ’s Profession. Once again, he
inherits the language of earlier East Syrian theologians such as Elias bar Shennāyā who
sought to convince Muslims that it was the Nestorians who espoused a Christology that was
in greater accord with Islamic orthodoxy than those of rival confessions. This intra-Christian
rivalry had long characterised the articulation of Nestorian Christology in Arabic by the 13 th
century. Later in life, however, ʿAbdīshōʿ would skilfully and creatively mediate this textual
tradition in a way that was no longer hostile to other Christians. For in his Uṣūl al-dīn and
Farāʾid, his sole purpose appears to be the justification of Christian dogma against mainly
Muslim objections—for which, perhaps, he no longer deemed it necessary to attack
Christians of other confessions. This evolution in his method of exposition, therefore, points
to a hitherto overlooked dynamism and complexity in ʿAbdīshōʿ’s thought.
A testament to our author’s accomplishments as a theologian is the literary afterlife of
his works. In Chapter One we briefly noted the impact of his Nomocanon on the development
of East Syrian canon law, while his Catalogue would set the groundwork for Syriac Studies
in early modern Europe. But what I hope to have achieved in this thesis is a finer appreciation
of dogmatic works like his Pearl, which would later serve as an authoritative handbook of
Nestorian dogma until the 20th century. In this important catechism we have observed an antiMuslim undercurrent, which is further reflected in his Uṣūl al-dīn and Farāʾid, two later
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summaries of the faith written in Arabic. Analysing their apologetic themes has uncovered
the central role that inter-religious controversy played in the internal articulation of a
Christian identity in a largely non-Christian environment. That these apologetic themes are
also reflected in a brief Arabic sermon by ʿAbdīshōʿ is further indication of just how
embedded anti-Muslim apologetics were in the Church’s catechetical enterprise. Indeed, our
author’s impact could already be felt during his lifetime when a priest named Ṣalībā ibn
Yūḥannā al-Mawṣilī copied his Khuṭba in 1308. Some decades later, Ṣalībā would
incorporate several other works by ʿAbdīshōʿ into two theological anthologies he wrote in
Cyprus. In these works, ʿAbdīshōʿ takes his place alongside such other important East Syrian
writers as Elias bar Shennāyā, Elias ibn al-Muqlī, and Īshōʿyahb bar Malkōn—all of whom
participated in inter-religious apologetics.
It has long been the tendency of historians to study formative phases and turning points.
As I stated in the beginning of this thesis, such approaches have arguably left the study of
such ‘post-formative’ authors as ʿAbdīshōʿ in a state of neglect. However, I would urge
scholars to not be discouraged from studying Syriac and Christian Arabic authors who wrote
in what might be considered ‘later periods.’ I believe that I have uncovered truly noteworthy
features of ʿAbdīshōʿ’s thought that would otherwise not have come to light. This has been
achieved by looking past modern prejudices in order to understand his project on its own
terms and according to his own aims and strategies. With that said, this preliminary study
offers but a glimpse into his theology, since only a handful of topics have been examined
here. Many more apologetic themes in his works have yet to be explored, such as the veracity
of the Christian scriptures, the veneration of icons, the abrogation of Mosaic Law,
circumcision, baptism, monogamous marriage—to say nothing of the many other authors of
the 11th to 14th centuries who have similarly been neglected. It is my sincere hope that the
present study has at least laid the groundwork for future enquiries.

APPENDIX A
The Pearl, Uṣūl al-dīn, and Farāʾid: A
Comparison of Contents

This appendix contains a comparative table of the Pearl, Uṣūl al-dīn, and Farāʾid’s contents
in English translation. For the Pearl and Farāʾid, I have listed all sections and sub-sections as
they occurs in their critical editions, while the chapter divisions of the Uṣūl al-dīn have been
established according to the unicum Ms. Beirut 936.

Pearl (ed. De Kelaita, 1922)

Uṣūl al-dīn (Ms. Beirut 936)

Farāʾid (ed. Paša, 2013)

Mēʾmrā 1: On God

[On the authenticity of the

Faṣl 1: On the Truthfulness

1. That there is a God, and that

Christian scriptures]

of Christianity, the

the world is created, made,

Bāb 1:On the authenticity of the

Advent of Christ, and

and temporal

Gospels and the truth of

the Gospels

2. That God is one and not

Christ’s coming.

Faṣl 2: What is Held in

Bāb 2: Prophecies of Christ’s
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4. On the Trinity

Bāb 3: Necessity of the

Mēʾmrā 2: On Creation
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Transmitted by the

1. The Creation of the World
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Threeness

Apostles
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Bāb 5: On the Indwelling and

1. God is Unique and Eternal

the Union

2. The World is Originated

many

Ordinances, and of the

Faṣl 3: What is Believed by
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Bāb 6: The principal dates in

3. Adam and the First Fall

the life of Christ.

4. Sending of the Prophets

Bāb 7: Baptism

5. Coming of Christ

Mēʾmrā 3: On the Christian

Bāb 8: The Eucharist

6. Christ’s revelation of the

Dispensation

Bāb 9: The Cross

1. The Coming of Christ and

Bāb 10: Resurrection

Prophets
4. Prophecies
concerning Christ

His Union
2. On the Life and Actions of
Christ

[Part 2: Principles of praxis]

Trinity
Faṣl 4: Three Principles [of
God and Creation]

Bāb 11: Prayer, Fasting and

1. All that exists is Originated

Almsgiving

2. The World has an

3. On the Truth of Christianity

Bāb 12: Prostration to the East

4. On the Different

Bāb 13: Fastening of the Girdle

3. The Originator is One

Bāb 14: [Fasting on] Sunday

Faṣl 5: On Oneness and the

Confessions
5. Refutation of these
Confessions
6. On the title ‘Mother of
God’

Bāb 15: [Fasting on]
Wednesdays and Thursdays
Bāb 16: The Church Clapper
Bāb 17: [Veneration of] Images

Originator

Threeness
Faṣl 6: On Indwelling and
Union
Faṣl 7: The Necessity of the

Mēʾmrā 4: Discourse on the

[Conclusion]

Abrogation of the

Church Sacraments

Bāb 18: The Impossibility of

Mosaic Laws and the

1. Number of Church

the Statement of the Gospels
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and Torah’s Falsification and
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Corruption.

of Christ
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2. On the Priesthood
3. On Baptism

Faṣl 8: On the Resurrection

4. The Oil of Unction

Faṣl 9: On the Cross

5. On the Eucharist On the

Faṣl 10: On Leadership and

Remittance of Sins and
6. On Forgiveness
7. On Marriage and Chastity

Priesthood
Faṣl 11: On Baptism and the
Eucharist
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Mēʾmrā 5: Discourse on those

Faṣl 12: On Devotional

things which prefigure the
world to come
1. On Worship to the East On
Veneration of the Lord’s
Cross
2. On Sundays

Practices
1. Fasting
2. Prayer


Prostration



Recitation



Prayer to the East

3. The [prayer] Girdle
4. The Church Clapper

3. On Fridays
4. On Fasting, Prayer, and
Almsgiving

5. Almsgiving
Faṣl 13: Observance of the
Sunday [Sabbath];

5. On the [prayer] Girdle

Feastdays; Pilgrimage;

6. On the Resurrection and the

Abstinence during Fasting;

Judgement to Come

Observance of Fridays and
Wednesdays; Monasticism;
Monogamy; Prohibition of
Divorce

APPENDIX B
Chapters from the Uṣūl al-dīn

This appendix contains extracts from ʿAbdīshōʿ bar Brīkhā’s unedited Kitāb uṣūl al-dīn,
based on a transcription of the Arabic text of a unique witness: Ms. Beirut, Bibliothèque
Orientale 936, details of which have been discussed in Chapter One, Section 1.3.3. The
manuscript is written in a generally clear and legible naskhī, but contains missing folios in its
introduction and final chapter. The extracts are taken from chapters (abwāb) on the Trinity,
Incarnation, and devotional practices—in particular, the veneration of the cross and striking
of the clapper—on which the arguments made about the Uṣūl al-dīn throughout this thesis
have been based.
In my transcription of the text, I have generally avoided vocalisation except where
indicated in the manuscript. I have also normalised certain features of the text in line with
modern orthography, namely, the replacement of yāʾ as terminal alif with yāʾ maqṣūra and
yāʾ with hamza ʿalā kursī al-yāʾ where appropriate. As for the manuscript’s original sentence
breaks, I have replaced these with modern punctuation. For the sake of clarity and
comprehension, the text has been divided into numbered paragraphs and chapter subheadings.
Subheadings that have been inferred by the editor (as opposed to those in the original text)
have been placed in <angle brackets>. Recto and verso folios in the manuscript are signified
in the text by  أand  بrespectively. Additional conventions used in this partial edition of the
Uṣūl al-dīn are as follows:


[Square brackets] signify a contextual reading where there are lacunae caused by
damage to the manuscript.
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<Angle brackets> signify textual interpolations by the editor, either to facilitate a
specific reading, or where it is believed an omission by the scribe has occurred.



Scribal errors have been corrected in footnotes. The original version found in the
manuscript is indicated on the left and the corrected reading on the right. The two
versions are separated by a colon, thus:  تنلّر: تبلّد
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35ǀب يف التوحيد والتثليث
<تقدمي>
التعجب ،من قوم من أهل األداين واملذاهب
( )۱ي
إّن قد عجبت ،وعظم لدي ي
املخالفة للنصرانية يف األصول والفروع واملباينة هلم يف النقول والشروع كيف يشنيعون عليهم
وينددون أب ين
ألجل قوهلم ابلتثليث يف اخلالق ،احلافظ معه للقول ابلتوحيد الصادق،
ي
وتقر ثالثة أرابب خمتلفة أو متف يقة أو تقول كثرة الذوات أو
متفرقة ي
النصارى تعبد ثالثة آهلة ي
أتمل وحبث وتدقيق نظر وفحص ومن
تعتقد أكثر من علية واحدة للموجودات ،من غري ي
دون إعتبار لصحيح القول وسقيمه وال إختبار ملعنـ[اه[ ومستقيمه.
( )۲وقد قال بعض العلماء« :إ ين الوقوف على [فسـ]اد 36ǀأ املذاهب قبل اإلحاطة
مبّي بعون هللا حقيقة
مبداركها حمال وختطية منتحلها دون اخلربة مبقاصدها أمث وضالل» وأان ي
وإايه تقصد ،وصدق توحيدها ،وفحوى ما تعتقد ،وعليه
ما إليه تشري النصارى ابلتثليث ،ي
يف هذا الباب تعتمد يتيضح املقصود يف ثالث تعاليم.
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األول>
<التعليم ّ
كل أمر بسيط فاعل بعيد من أن يدرك ابحلواس ،فإيّنا يتطرق إىل العلم به من
( ) ۳ي
معا .أحدمها أفعاله واملناسبة بينه وبينها؛ والثاّن املناسبات بينه وبّي
أحد وجهّي أو منهما ً
بعيدا عن أن يدرك بشيء من احلواس،
وجل من األمور البسيطة ً
ذاته .ول يـما كان االله عيز ي
وجب أن يقع العلم [به] على أحد هذين الوجهّي أو عليهما ال غري.

األول :العلم وجوده تعاىل من وجود مفعوالته >
<الوجه ّ
األول [من] العلم به وجوده تعاىل من وجود مفعوالته ،فهو أ ين مجلة
( ) ۴ي
فأما الوجه ي
36ǀب أصحاب الشرائح وعلمائها وأرابب الفالسفة وحكمائها قد أمجعوا على أ ين التأثري ال
مصور والكركيب عن مريكب والكرتيب عن مرتيب والعام
حمالة صادر عن املثثر والتصوير عن ي
حمدث مفعول له فاعل
حمدث مفعول له فاعل .فالعام إذا َ
مرَّكب مرتَّب وكل مرَّكب مرتَّب َ
احملرك للحركات هو الواحد الفرد الواجب ابلذات ،الستحالة اإلرتقاء
والفاعل للتأثريات و ي
وممر سلسلة املمكنات إىل غري غاية.
يف احلركات واحلركات إىل غري النهاية وبطالن الدور ي
ايضا أ ين البارئ تعاىل موجود ضروري الوجود وأنيه واحد ال يتكثير
وإذا ثبت ذلك ثبت ً
حاصال
يتغري ،إذ لو م يكن وجوده [واجـ]ـبًا ملا حصل به للـ[ ]...وجود صار
ً
واثبت ال ي
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37أ

مكرتبًا .ولو م يكن يف ذاته [| ]...

تعاندا
الستحال الوجود مع الكثرة وتالشى ً

تضاددا ،ألنيه حيث الكثرة مث املراء واخلصام .مع ذلك ال يستتب النظام.
ًّ

<الوجه الثاين :النظر يف أمره التعاىل>
( )۵و يأما الوجه الثاّن من النظر يف أمره تعاىل .وهو ينظر هل بينه وبّي ذاته مناسبة
تقرر ،مع يأّنا موجودة ،يإّنا
توجب النظر فيه؟ فيجري هكذا :إ ين الذات اإلهية تعاىل قد ي
جمرد
جمرد ُسيى بلغة االوائل « ً
كل ي
كل ي
بسيطة ي
عقال» لعلمه بذاته وعقله هلا .أل ين ي
جمردة .و ي
لتجردها .فإ ين ذاته
عاقل ذاته ،من حيث أ ين ذاته منكشفة لذاته ،ال تغيب عنها ً
أبدا ي
عقال [من]
معقولة له ،وجب أن يوجد لذات الباري تعاىل ثالثة أحوال ،وهي أن يكون ً
ومعقوال من ذاته .وال جيوز أن يوجد له من هذه مناسبة غري هذه
ذاته ،عاقالً من ذاته،
ً
37ب

الثلث وال رابعة هلا وال ميكن ǀ

أقل من ثالث ،للزوم بعضها وجود
إحنصارها يف ي

البعض.
فسمى النصارى العقل من هذه الثالث « ًأاب» وسيوا تلك الذات إذ كانت عاقلة
( ) ۶ي
وعربوا عن املعقول من هذه الثالث ابلروح
ذاهتا إبنًا ،لتوليد منها معىن العاقل من العقل .ي
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كأّنا أمر خارج عن ذي الروح ،كما أ ين املعقول أبعد عن معىن العقل من العاقل .وهذا
ي
خاص ابلبارىء تعاىل ال يشركه فيه غريه.
املعىن ي
( )۷فإنيه هو العقل وهو بعينه العاقل وهو هو املعقول جبهات خمتلفة والذات واحدة،
كامال من وجهّي ،فانقسمت أساؤها وصفاهتا من
فصار النظر يف أمر الذات اإلهلية ً
يقرفهم به
الطريقّي .فلهذا ،اي معشر الناس ،ذهبت النصارى يف التثليث ،ال إىل ما ي
عما [ǀ ]...
خصومهم من تكثري <الذوات> أو القوى واألعراض يف ذات ي
احلق تعاىل ي

38أ

كبريا.
علوا ً
الظاملون ً

>التعليم الثاين<
<صفات اجلود واحلكمة والقدرة>
طرا ،ملـيا وقفوا على وجوده تعاىل من وجود خملوقاته ،وصفوه
( )۸إ ين الناظرين ًّ
بـ«اجلود» الخراجه األمور من العدم إىل الوجود ،إذ م جيدوا سببًا غريه الخكراع العام إنقاد
رب بين آدم .وحيث نظروا إىل إحكام مصنوعاته واتقاّنا ،وصفوه
به وألجله إىل اإلبداع ي
األضداد يف تكوينها ،وصفوه
أتملوا مجعه بّي ي
بـ«احلكمة» إذ كان ذلك من شأّنا .وحّي ي
بـ«ـالقدرة» لتمكينها .فحصلوا على ثالث صفات مىت أتمليت وإستقريت سائر صفاته
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تعاىل وجدت داخلة حتت واحدة من هذه الثالث ،وهي اجلود واحلكمة والقدرة واليت هي
سنادا38ǀ 1ب وقاعدةً للدين.
املوحدين اجملعول من سييدهم إ ً
عنوان [تثـ]ليث النصارى ي
( )۹فإن قال املخالف «إ ين التوحيد والثليث ض يدان ال جيتمعان ،أل ين الواحد ،من
احدا» قلنا فها
حيث هو واحد ،ال يكون ثالثة والثالثة ،من حيث هي كثرًة ال يكون و ً
قولك يف الصفات هل هي ذات البارئ تعاىل أو غري الذات؟ فإن قال « يإّنا ذات البارئ»
حاال لشيء ،فيكون ذلك الشيء
ذاًت .وهو حمال ،إذ احلال إيّنا تكون ً
فقد جعله ً
حاال ال ً
كفرا أشنع وأفظع من ذلك! وإن قال« :إ ين الصفات ليست
أقدم ابلبارىء من البارىء وال ً
أقر
ذاته ،ألنيه ذاته واحدة والصفات كثرية وذاته ال يتق يدم عليها شيء ً
أصال .فيكون قد ي
ابحلق وفاه ابلصدق ،وحنن نسأل املش يكك يف ذلك.
ي
جواد هو
( )۱۰فنقول هذا املعىن احلاصل يف عقولنا املنوسم يف أذهـ[اننا] من قولنا :ي
املعىن احلاصل لنا من قولنا حكـ[مي] 39ǀب وقادر أم غريه .وما من عاقل يقول أ ين معىن كون
الذات جائدة هو معىن كوّنا حكيمة أو قادرة ،أل ين الصفة األوىل <أعين اجلود> توجب
كل ما ينبغي من غري قهر وداعية إحتياج وفقر .والثانيية <أعين احلكمة> توجب
هلا إفاضة ي

1
اسا
سنادا ًّ :
إ ً

Appendix B | 283

هلا أن تكون افاعليها على النظام واإلتقان والثالثة <أعين القدرة> توجب هلا اإلستطاعة
كل شأن وآن.
على املقدور يف ي
بعضا وهي متع يددة
( )۱۱وإذا كان األمر كذلك وكانت الصفات خيالف بعضها ً
متكثيرة والذات واحدة ال يدخل عليها كثرة ،فوجب ضرورة يإال تكون الصفات هي الذات
بل غريها .فتكون الذات واحدة والصفات كثرية ينتج من ذلك أ ين البارئ واحد وكثري ،وهو
بعينه قول [الـ]نصارى إذ هم يعطون وحدانية للذات والتثليث 39ǀب للصفات .فإ ين الذات
كل الصفات ،كانت واحدةً فردةً من سائر اجلهات .وإذا أُخذت مع
إذا أُحلظت عريةً عن ي
كل واحدة من الصفات ،م يكن مفهوم اجلملة هو بعينه ،إذا أُخذت بال صفة أو مع
ي
خالصا صادقًا يإال على هذا
مر ،وال يكون التوحيد
ً
غريها من الصفات ،كما بييناه فيما ي
النظر.
كثريا .فإ ين
( )۱۲فبطلت شناعة املشنيع على النصارى يف كون البارىء و ً
احدا و ً
احدا من
كثريا .فأ يما أن يكون و ً
الشناعة كانت تلزم لو قيل ابلوجه الذي هو و ً
احدا صار ً
يرد هذا وال ينكره .وال يلزم من تكثير صفاته
كثريا من وجه ،فليس أ ً
حدا من العقالء ي
وجه و ً
تعاىل تكثير ذاته ،أل يّنا لو كانت عادمة لكماالهتا ولوازم ابلفعل ،مثي حصلت هلا ابإلكتساب
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40أ

لكانت متأثـي[رة] ǀ

فأما وهذه الكماالت واللوازم من ذاهتا ،فال يلزم
عنها ومتكثيرة هلا .ي

تكثيرها ابعتبار أخذها معها.

>التعليم الثالث<
<هللا أزيل>
( )۱۳إ ين البارئ تعاىل قد ثبت ،مع أنيه موجود ،أنيه واحد ،فال خيلوا املوجود الواحد
من أن يكون يإما قدميًا أزليًّا وإ يما حمد ًاث زمنيًّا .ومن احملال أن يكون ابريء األزمان وقاطر
وإال فليلزم أن يكون له حمد ًاث واحمل َدث والزمان أقدم ابلطبع من
األكوان غري قدمي أزيل ي
للقوة
ايضا حمال .والباريء فقد ثبت أنيه بسيط َّ
احملدث .وهو ً
جمرد عن املو ياد ليس فيه شيئًا ي
واإلستعداد صانع ملا عداه من األرواح واألجساد[ ،أل] ين القدمي ابلذات هو الذي ال يكون
40ب

وجوده من غريه [وال] حيصل وجود لغريه يإال به ،وال يكون أكثر من واحد ǀ

وهو

واجب الوجود .فثبت ا ًذا أنيه قدمي أزيل فاعل غري منفعل .وإذا كان هو الفاعل والصانع ملا
اصة به ال يشركه فيها موجود ملا
كل خملوق وهو يبراه وسواه ،فتكون األزلية صفة خ ي
ي
سواه و ي
كان من املمتنع أن حيصل لشيء من دونه وجود.
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<هللا حكيم>
حكيما وإ يما غري حكيم .ومن
( )۱۴مثي ال خيلوا هذا القدمي األزيل من أن يكون
ً
البطل أن يكون واهب احلكمة وخالق احلكماء غري حكيم ومبدئ العلم ومبدع العلماء غري
عليم .فهو إ ًذا حكيم .كيف ال ويف خملوقاته من غرائب احلكمة ما أذهل عقول العاملّي
حىت دعا ذلك لألقدمّي إىل وضع كتب يف إحكام خلقة
وأدهش أذهان املتأمليّي ،ي
يصح عليه أنيه يف املكان والـنظـ[ـام] والالزم لألكوان مع
السموات واالرضّي ومجيع ما ي
41أ

تضا ُدد األركان وتقدير اإلمكـ[ان]ǀ ،

حىت تكليموا يف منافع أعضاء احليوان اليت لو
ي

وحتريوا يف العناية مثي يف
احنرفت ً
عما هي عليه ألودا ذلك ابلبهائم واهلوارم واإلنسان ،ي
قليال ي
اهلداية؟ فثبت من ذلك أنيه حكيم.

حي>
<هللا ّ
حي .فهو إ ًذا
( )۱۵مثي ال ينفك هذا األزيل احلكيم من أن يكون يإما حيًّا ي
وإما غري ي
املتصورة من
حي قييوم .كيف ال وهو ينبوع احليواة وواجد اإلحياء واجلائد ابإلدراك على
ي
ي
حي.
حي به وله فثبت ً
ايضا أنيه ي
حي ذايت يإال هو وما دونه من األحياء .فهو ي
األشياء .وال ي
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<أمساء التثليث>
<األقانيم>
صلنا يف هذا البحث على ثالث صفات ذاتية [لـ]هلل تعاىل ،فهي أنيه أزيل
( )۱۶فتح ي
حي يإال حبيواته ،كبموجب
حي .ثيت ال قدمي يإال بقدمته والحكيم يإال حبكمته وال ي
حكيم ي
املسميات .وقد يبّي أرسطاطليس
القوانّي أحلقه يف األساء املشت يقة أّنا راجعة إىل معان يف ي
41ب
كل منها يإما خاص
و
عرض
ا
وإم
جوهر
ا
إم
موجود
كل
«
ن
أ
يف كتاب القاطاغوريايس ǀ
ي
ي
ي
ي
ي

قابال
اضا يف ذات االله تعاىل ،ألنيه ليس ً
وإما عام» وحيث م تكن هذه الثالث صفات أعر ً
ي
عامة ملا ثبت من حقيقة وحدانيته .فهي إذًا
لألعراض وال للتغي يري ،وال هي ثالثة جواهر ي
يسمون الذات «جوهر» إذ كان اجلوهر عندهم
لذاته تعاىل خو ي
اص جوهرية ،أل ين النصارى ي
سمون
ويسمون الصفات اليت ال تتع يدى «خو ً
اصا» وي ي
عبارًة عن املوجود القائم بنفسه ي
قانيما» فإ ين األقنوم عندهم هو تناول معىن الصفة
اجلملة من مفهوم الذات مع الصفات «أ ً
املسميات صحيحة ،ال ريب فيها.
مع مفهوم الذات املوصوفة .وإذا كانت ي
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<األب واإلبن والروح القدوس>
( )۱۷فاألساء ال تفسدها ال سييما وكتاب الشريعة قد نطق هبا و َّ
فعربوا
أكـ[دها] .ي
42أ

عن األزيل بـ«األب» ملا كان العلية والسبـ[ب] ǀ

والفاعل جلميع املخلوقات واألقدم

قياسا على ما شاهدوه من كون األب سببًا وعليةً
ابلطبع والذات من سائر املوجودات ً
وعربوا عن احلكيم بـ«اإلبن» أل ين احلكمة متوليدة من ذات احلكيم بال
ً
وفاعال لوجود اإلبن .ي
احلي بـ«الروح القدس» إذ كان الروح
إنفصال وال زمان وال مزايدة وال مكان .ي
وعربوا عن ي
حي أحلقوه ابلقدس ،ليتمييز عن ابقي األرواح ذات
عندهم معىن يطلق على ي
كل معقول ي
احليوات ،سواء من املالئكة واإلنس.
احلي» أو
( )۱۸وسوا عليهم قالوا «العقل والعاقل واملعقول» أو «األزيل احلكيم ي
«األب واإلبن والروح القدس» أل ين األزيل هو العقل وهو األب؛ واحلكيم هو العاقل وهو
احلي هو املعقول وهو الروح .وال مشاحنة يف األساء […] السوفسطائّي
اإلبن؛ [و] ي
42ب
لتدل عليها ابإلصطالحات.
للمسميات ǀ
األساء آالت مستعملة
ي
ي

( )۱۹فإن قال قائل« :وإذا كان غرضكم يف التثليث إشارة إىل ثالث صفات من
صفات البارئ تعاىل ،ال إىل ثالث ذوات ،وأنتم تعلمون أ ين الصفات كثرية ،فل َم اقتصرمت
منها على الثالث املذكورة؟» قلنا إ ين قد ثبت أ ين ذات البارئ واحدة وصفاهتا كثرية وأ ين
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سمى «صفات الذات» وهي
تلك الصفات على قسمّي :منها صفات ال تتع يدى وتُ ي
ختتص ابلبارئ وال يشكرك فيها سواه من املخلوقّي ،وهو «العقل والعاقل واملعقول» اليت
ي
وتسمى «صفات الفعل»
احلي» ومنها صفات تتع يدى
ي
ي
عربان عنها بـ« ي
األزيل احلكيم ي
كـ«اخلالق» و«الرازق» و«اآلمر» و«القادر» إىل غريها من الصفات .وسييناها «صفات
كل واحد منـ[ها] إضافة ذات أخرى إىل الذات اليت الفعل صادر
الفعل» ي
ألّنا تستدعى ي
عنـ[ها]43ǀ .أ فال خالق يإال ملخلوق وال رازق ياال ملرزوق وال آمر يإال ملأمور وال قادر يإال على
مقدور.
وعال يف
جل ي
( )۲۰و يأما صفات العقل والعاقل واملعقول ،فال ي
جتر من ذات البارئ ي
ذاًت أخرى ،وال يوصف هبا سواه تعاىل .فهذا أحد األسرار الغامضة الييت
تناول معناها ً
عليمناها سييدان ايشوع املسيح ،أل ين من قبله كان اإلعتقاد يف هللا أنيه جسم ذو جوارح
كل من قال هبذا القول أو قاربه يف املعىن أو يف
متحييز قابل للحاالت
ي
املتضادة ي
متغري .و ي
اللفظ فهو مستمد منه وانقل عنه.
( )۲۱وللقائل أن يقول «وإذا كان املقصود ابلثالوث إيضاح معىن العقل والعاقل
احلي ،كما [بـ]رهنتم ،فل َم عدلتم عنها إىل إسم األب
واملعقول ،كما بيينتم ،واألزيل احلكيم ي
43ب
رب الشريعة
واإلبن وروح [القـ]دس؟» فيكون جوابه أنيه قد قلنا أ ين ذلك صادر عن ǀ
ي
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وفيه فائدًتن :أحدمها أنيه أراد بذلك الرمز هبذه األساء على تلك املعاّن فال تذال ويقف
اجلهال ومن ينبغي أن تُصان العلوم الشريفة اإلهلية عنه ،بل يكون وقوفه عليها من
عليها ي
لكل أحد
قبل التثليث الرموز املومى ،ال من قبل حقيقة املعىن ،فإ ين كشف األسرار اإلهلية ي
قدسا وال تلقوا جواهركم بّي
منه يي عنه .وإىل هذا أومئ سييدان بقوله﴿ :ال متنحوا للكالب ً
لئال توطأها أبظالفها وتعود فتعقركم﴾ 1والطاهر اثلوغوس وضع مقالةً مفرد ًة
يدي اخلنازير ،ي
كل إنسان جتب املفاوضة يف األمور األهلية .والثانية هو ما
كل زمان وال مع ي
يف أنَّه ليس ي
عرب عنها ابلعبارات الغريبة منها،
ذكره الق يديس ديونيسيوس ،وهو أ ين األمور اإل[هية] ،إذ ي
44أ

دعا ذ[لك] ǀ

للناظرين الباحثّي عن احلقائق إىل البحث منها وعن أسباهبا واملطالبة

تصح العبارة عنها بتلك اإلستعارات .فيصري لذلك علم الباحثّي عنها
ابلوجه الذي به ي
رب شريعة النصارى عن
يقينًا وثي ًقا ،ال ريب فيه لش يدة حبثهم وتفتيشهم .فلهذه العلل عدل ي
التصريح بتلك املعاّن اليت ذكرت إىل الكناية عنها.

Mt 7:6

1
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44ǀب يف احللول ّ
واإلّتاد
<تقدمي>
ظن
( )۱فقد اب َن يف ابب التثليث أ ين هللا تعلى ،حيث هو كان اخلري اليذي ال يشوبه ي
مستقر ،وهو معّي اجلمال ومعدن الكمال ،جاد
ظل ظالم مفارق
ي
ي
شر ،والنور اليذي يغشاه ي
كل موجود ،ال لفائدة إليه تعود وال حليازة كمال هو عند ذاته مفقود ،إذ
ابلوجود على ي
غالب
كانت الكماالت والفوائد صادرة عنه ومجيع أصناف اخلريات انبعة منه ،وال لغاصبة ي
قهره وعلى ابداع العاملّي جربه ،ألنيه ال ض يد له وال موجود قبله.
( )۲وإذا كان األمر كذلك ،فقد اب َن السبب الداعي إىل اخللق واألبـ[ـداع] كان
45أ
رحيما .وليس يف مقتضى
ا
ف
رؤو
ا
حكيم
ـ[و ًادا] ǀ
ً
جوده ونعمته وفضله ورمحته ،إذ كان ج ي
ً
ً

احلكمة واجلود إمهال صالح املوجود .فوجب أن تكون عنايته خبلقه 1دائمة األلطاف
ظاهرة األصالح واألسعاف.
( )۳ومن تص يفح جمال 2يف أحوال البشر ،وكيف تساعدهم األضداد على مصاحلهم
كل ذي
ابلقضاء والقدر ،وبقاهم وقوامهم يف دنيا طافحة ابلشرور ،وهدايتهم إىل مقاومة ي
 1خبلقه  :خيلقه
 2جمال  :جمار
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وتنوع األغراض األضداد
شر مبا يدفع ضرره حمذور ،ابألدوية لألمراض وابلعدل ،ي
ي
واألعراض ،كذلك حال العجم من احليواانت وأنواع املعادن وأصناف النبات أوجد العناية
بكل املوجودات مكنوفةً .وهي اليت إقتضت
ابلكل حمفوفةً ،وحرم حراستها وسرادق هدايهتا ي
ي
45ب

بعث األنبياء والرسل ابحلكم البالغة والنعم السابغة واحلجج ǀ

الدامغة ،حىت آل ذلك

وأتييدا للصاحلّي،
عضدا
ً
إىل ظهور الكلمة األزلية يف العام بصورة بشري من بين آدم ً
وهدى للجاحمّي.
ونورا
ورشدا
ً
ً
وتسديدا للطاحلّيً ،
ً

<مثل امللك احلكيم والقرية اجلاهلة>
( )۴وكيف ال تقتضى سبوغ هذه النعمة إبنة أبوها اجلود و يأمها احلكمة؟ وإذ قد الح
مثال مبساعدة من العقل والكتاب .فنقول:
من صوب ذلك ضوء الصواب ،فلنضرب عليه ً
ما مثل البشريّي بّي يدي هللا تعلى يإال مثل قرية لرجل من امللوك حكيم عليم إحتوت على
عدد كثري من قوم صحيحهم جاهل ،وعاقلهم سقيم .والصاحب جلاللة قدرته وعظمته ال
سومهم شفاء
علما ً
ميكنه مباشرة أحوال أهل قريته ،فهو يرسل هلم ً
رسال قد ث يقفهم ً
وعمال وي ي
عليهم 46ǀب وأتديب بليدهم وهدى ضلبيلهم.
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وشر جهل اجلاهلّي ،فلم يبق سوا
( )۵فاغتاض األمر على املرسلّي دآء املبتليّي ي
ورود امللك عليهم وهم على شفا غفلة ملا وصف ابجلود واحلكمة وأ ين عنايته هبم ذات
وحيري اجلهول جلهله ذلك
سقما ،ي
حفلة .وملـيا كان هجومه عليهم بزحله وخيله يزيد املريض ً
العزة وسطوة أعوان الدولة ،رأى امللك بلطف
ملا يروعهم من اهليبة والصولة ،ويدهشهم من ي
3
الضر وأعالل
ماط
ا
ف
منهم
رجل
هيئة
يف
هلم
فظهر
حاله.
إحتياله إستشعار اخلمول وتبليد
ي

فصحيحا وجاهلهم عاملـًا وهالكهم
صحيحا وألكنهم
حىت إنقلب مريضهم
اجلهل عنهم ي
ً
ً
ساملـًا.
46ب
رسال إىل رعيته يشعرهم أبنيه هو
( ǀ )۶ففصل عنهم إىل قصور مملكته ،مثي بعث ً

ألمرين :أحدمها أن يشكروا مواقع
كان طبيبهم وعلى يديه متي ارشادهم وهتذيبهم وذالك َ
عزا
وخول الرسل ًّ
نعمته ،واثنيًا ليسلكوا يف عالج أمراضهم وهتذيب عيوهبم قومي طريقيته .ي
أبّنم مبعوثّي من عنده .فاقتفوا اثره يف الشفاء
وبسطةً بتأييده كيال يشكل أهل القرية ي
الصحة والتهذيب.
والتأديب حىت بلغ ُج يل من ابلقرية إىل غاية ي
( )۷وإذ قد إنتهينا إىل آخر املثل وحنن عارفون مبا فيه من مجل وأصول مدجمة وأقفال
أبواب مرجتية ،فال ابئس أن نبسطه للمبتدئّي ونكشف رموزه للمسكرشدين .فنقول :إ ين

 3تبليد  :تنلير
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47أ
نص عليه اإلجنيل؛
ما
على
العام
هي
ية
ر
الق
و
القهار هو هللا القدير اجلبيار؛ ǀ
امللك عزيز ي
ي

وأهل قرية أبناء البشر جبيل بعد حبيل وهم املرضى أبدواء الضالل واجلهالء حبقائق األمور
والكرقيي إىل الكمال .والبارئ تعلى ،للرأفة لعباده ،م يزل يفيض عليهم سيول جوده ونعمته
مصرون على ما يبعدهم عن جنابه يغلق
صرهم رشدهم بلطيف حكمته وهم ي
ويلطف هبم ويُ ي
يف وجوهم كرمي أبوابه.
( )۸فبعث هلم األنبياء املثييدين والرسل األطهار املرشدين ليضعوا مراهم الرمحة على
جهال
جوارح اآلاثم ويعاجلوا أبدوية الرأفة كلوم عبادة األصنام ويه يذبوا آبداب النواميس ي
سن سنية مأخوذة عن هللا موسى النيب (عليه أكمل السالم).
ي
احلق يف اآلانم .فكان يأول من ي
47ب

فمهما أبدى |

وخلصهم من الشرور والنقم ،كانوا عليه
إىل قومه من اخلريات والنعم
ي

ممتنعّي ولقوله غري طائعّي ولسنية العدل الييت هبا غري ًتبعّي ،هذا مع عليمهم أب ين هلم يف
متشى هبا أحوال
استعمال العدل مثل ما عليهم ،إذ به إنتظام مصاحل مجهورهم والسرية اليت ي
أمورهم.
فلما عجز
( ) ۹ي
فأما غريه من االنبياء ،فما بّي مضطهد ومقتول وممتهن ومغلول .ي
الشرية ،وقصرت األنبياء
الرسل ذا اجلبلة البشرية وإعياءهم عالجها وردعها عن األخالق ي
الصحة
حمجة الفضل اليذي هو
عن النهوض ابلدعوة إىل العدلً ،
ي
فضال عن شوق إىل ي
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رب اخلليقة ،ومعلوم أنيه إذا كان تع يذر عن
الكاملة على احلقيقة والعلم الشريف مبعرفة ي
األنبياء 48ǀأ جذب الناس إىل سنية العدل ،معما فيها من التسوية بينهم يف الفرع واألصل،
تعذرا عليهم.
التفضل اليذي أيمر ابإلحسان إىل املسيئ والتربيك عن االعن أش يد ًّ
فيكون ي
احلق علينا ووروده
يبق جلرحنا دواء وال ملرضنا شفاء سواء ظهور ملك ي
( )۱۰فلم َ
إلينا .وملـيا كانت ذاته من البساطة والروحانية واللطافة والنورانية ،على صفة <ال> جتوز
ضمحلت
كل انعث ،الييت لو كان ظهوره هبا من املكنات ُ
كل واصف وتفوق نعث ي
وصف ي
من هباءه األرض والسموات ،وإقتضت حكمته املقرونة ابجلود والقدرة ظهور كلمته يف
بشرا من روح القدس يف أحشاء البتول الطاهرة الزكية ،وحليت فيه
حجاب الصورة .فجبل ً
كلمته األزلية 48ǀب متيحدة به يإحتاد اإلرادة والوجهية والقدرة والرضاء واملشيئة [،]...ودرجة
وتصرفاته يف
إىل الكمال على العادة البشرية يف تكوينه وصباءه وشبيبته ويف سائر أحواله ي
عيشته وتربيته.
( )۱۱ولو كان ُولد وقت البشارة به وُّنض عند والدته وجرى جمرى الكاملّي من
قائال أ ين
حمجتهً ،
الرجال من ساعته ،لوجد لناكل عن سنته املنهوجة طري ًقا للنكول عنها ي
إستقل هبا حيث
ليس يلزمنا معشر البشر اإلقتداء به يف الفضائل الييت إنتهجها لنا ،ألنيه
ي
فإما وقد جرى جمراان يف سائر
كان كونه على خالف أكواننا ووجوده غري مضاه لوجودان .ي
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49أ

األحوال سوى مالبسة اخلطيئة أو لزمه ǀ

البلوغ إىل الغاية يف الفضائل املرسومة حبسب

ابإلحتاد أظهر عجائب القدرة
الشرية املعلومة .وللقوة اليت حصلت له ي
التساوي يف القوة ي
صحة وشفاء وتذهيب
وغرائب احلكمة بّي العبياد بقمع أمراض األبدان واألذهان وحتويلها ي
األنفس والعقول وحتويلها شرفًا وسناء.
التفضل ،إذ كان الفاعل له يف آخر
( )۱۲وم يتع يذر على أهل العام سلوك منهج ي
األمر من طبيعة يستاوي هبا يف سائر أحواهلا نوع البشر .وملـيا قضى وطرا من خالص اجلبلة
سبيال يف الشفاء وتعليم ألهل امللية ،عُرج به إىل السماء على غمائم النور والتالميذ
وّنج ً
حىت وافاهم
انظرون عليه على الطور .وحّي غاب عنهم عادوا إىل أورشليم ومكثوا هبا ي
49ب

|

احلق من عنده.
الفارقليط ،حسب وعده ،ومنحهم األيد وعلم اللغات ومعرفة ي

العام
وتفرقوا يف األقطار منادين بشرى اخلالص وجمتهدين يف هداية ي
فانتشروا يف األمصار ي
اخلاص.
من الناس و ي
نبّي شرف
( )۱۳وإذ قد إنتهينا يف تفسري املثل املضروب إىل آخره ،فقد آن لنا أن ي
حق شرطه ،ينبغي أن جنث فيه
ي
اإلحتاد ووجوبه وشرح ما أثره .ولنكون قد وفينا الكالم ي
املباحث األربعة اليت هي هل وما وكيف ومَ .فنقول:
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األول
البحث ّ
<هل ّإّتاد موجود؟>
اإلحتاد مسئلة
األول اليذي هو مطلب «هل» عن ي
( )۱۴أنيه إذا سئلنا حبسب املطلب ي
هذه حكايتها :هل هذا املعىن الذي يقول به النصارى على اختالف مذاهبهم؟ وهو
اإلحتاد موجود ولوجوده دالئل كثرية حقيقية كتابية 49ǀب وبرهانية.
ي
وحل فينا ورأينا جمده
( )۱۵يأما الكتابية ،فقول اإلجنيل املق يدس﴿ :الكلمة صار ً
حلما ي
﴿احلق
كمجد الوحيد من األب اململَو نعمة وقسطًا﴾ وحلكاية فيه عن سييدان إذ يقول:
ي
اليقّي أقول لكم إ ين من قد شاهدّن فقد شاهد أيب﴾ ﴿وأان وايب شيء واحد﴾ وقوله:
﴿إّن موجود قبل وجود إبرهيم﴾ وهو يف الصورة آدمية إبن ثالثّي سنة .وكان ذلك صادق
ي
تصرفاته منذ والدته إىل حّي
االزيل .وقد ي
يدل ً
ايضا على ذلك ي
عليه ملا فيه من قنوم اإلبن ي
يستدل منها على وجود يإحتاد
ارتقاءه إىل السماء ،اليت تقتصر منها على سبعة 4أشياء
ي
األزيل للقنوم الزمين اليت:
القنوم ي
تنزهه عن اخلطيئة ابلفكر
( )۱۶يأوهلا والدته من بكر عذراء من غري بعال؛ واثنيها ي
والقول والفعل؛ واثلثها 50ǀأ ظهور آايته على طور من غري ضراعة وإبتهال؛ ورابعها غفرانه

 4سبعة  :ستية
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للخطااي من غري صلواة وال سثال؛ وخامسها 5إرساله اللص املصلوب معه للفردوس مقام
أرواح ذوى الكمال؛ وسادسها إنبعاثه من بيت األموات حيًّا من غري حاجة إىل من يقيمه
العزة واجلالل.
من الرجال؛ وسابعها صعوده ً
مقر ي
عياان إىل السماء ي
صحة اإلجنيل اخلرب هبا ،كما صدر
صحة هذه األخبار ووجودها ،فمن ي
( )۱۷و يأما ي
اإلحتاد من الدليل الكتابية.
األول .هذا ما
يستدل به على وجود ي
ي
يف ابب ي
( )۱۸و يأما بيان ذلك من الدالئل الربهانية ،فهو أل ين إتيصال الذات اإلنسانية ابلذات
حق اإلنسان ،وأل ين البارئ ال يهمل فعل شيء من اخليارات اليت حتت
اإلهلية خري عظيم يف ي
51أ
وإما لضد به لديه .وحمال نسب البارئ تعاىل
عليه
قادر
لغري
ا
إم
ي
اإلمكان واإللكان ǀ ،ي

إىل أحدي هاتّي رذيلتّي ،أعين الغجز والبخل ،وقد ابن من قدرته وجوده ما أعجز حصرة
اإلحتاد واجب.
العقل .فإ ًذا وجود هذا األمر وهو ي
( )۱۹فإن قال قائل« :وما الدليل على أن ذلك من اخلريات املمكنة وال يكون من
اإلحتاد من
معا أ ين ي
املمتنعة؟» قلنا :إ ين النظر الفلسفي الطبيعي والكتايب الشرعي قد ي
يدالن ً
اخلريات املمكنة.

 5خامسها  :رابعها
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يدل على ذلك من طريق أ ين النفس الناطقة
( )۲۰يأما النظر الفلسفي الطبيعي ،قد ي
من اإلنسان هي أمر إالهي ابق ال تفسد بفساد األبدان ،كباقي النفوس األسطقسية،

6

مثل النباتية واحليوانية واملعدنية اليت تضمحل عند املوت وفراق هذه نفس للصورة البدنية.
51ب

ǀ

وإحتاده معه وإقكرانه به أمر واجب
وإذا كانت مناسبة له ،فاتيصال املناسب مبناسبه ي

سهل قريب املأخذ يف انطباعه عند اصطناعه ،ال جيوز احلكم ابمتناعه.
يدل عليه مبا ورد يف صدر التوراة إشارة إليه أ ين أابان آدم
( )۲۱يأما النظر الشرعي ،قد ي
البّي الظاهر أ ين
املساوي لنا يف كيانه وطبيعته كان خملوقًا على مثال البارئ وصورته ومن ي
تنزه عن مشاكلة األجسام .فقد
ذلك ليس ببدنه القابل للعوارض واإلنقسام ،أل ين هللا تعاىل ي
بقي أ ين املشاهبة يف املثال والصورة ايّنا هي يف حال النفس الغري حمصورة وأ ين ذلك ليس من
قبَل النفس النباتية وال احليوانية ،فإذًا هي من قبَل النفس الناطقة الروحانيية.
52أ

(ǀ )۲۲

فيتساوى يف مناسبة الذات اإلنسانية للذات اإلهلية قول الفالسفة وأهل

امر ممكن بل واجب ،أل ين املمكن إذا فرض له زمان غري
البيعة .وإتيصال الشبيه بشبهه ٌ
اإلحتاد أنيه موجود
نظن يف اإلابنة عن ي
حمدود ،خرج إىل الوجود .وهذا القول كاف على ما ي
واجب الوجود.

 6األسطقسية  :االسطفسية
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البحث الثاين
<ما هو ّ
اإلّتاد؟>
أي «ما هو
( )۲۳و يأما البحث الثاّن حبسب املطلب الثاّن ،وهو مطلب «ما» ي
ذاًت واحد ًة ،يإما
اإلحتاد؟» فنقول يف جوابه :إ ين ي
ي
اإلحتاد هو مصري ذوات أكثر من واحدة ً
احدا ليس
اخلل شيئًا و ً
( )۲۴ابإلمتزاج واإلختالط كمصري السكنجبّي عن العسل و ي
خل ،وكمصري الكرايق عن كثرة مفرداته املتع يدة شيئًا ليس هو تلك البسائط
بعسل وال ي
املفردة؛
52ب

وإما ابجملاورة ǀ
( )۲۵ي

وأتليف ،كمصري الباب من اخلشب واحلديد والبيت من

احدا؛
اجلص والقرميد شيئًا و ً
ي
احدا ،كما قال الكتاب« :إ ين
جسدا و ً
وإما ابإلتيصال ،كمصري الرجل وزوجته ً
( )۲۶ي
احدا»؛
حلما و ً
الواجب على الرجل أن يكرك اابه و يامه ويتصل بزوجته ،ويصريا ً
معا ً
احدا ابألمر والنهي ورأي وتدبري؛
وإما ابلوجهية ،كمصري امللك والنائب عنه و ً
( )۲۷ي
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احدا ابإلرادة واملشيئة
وإما ابإلرادة واملشيئة ،كمصري إثنّي أو أكثر من ذلك و ً
( )۲۸ي
مع اختالفهم يف ذاتية والشخصية ،كما قال الكتاب« :إنيه كان جلميع القوم الذين آمنوا
احدا»
نفسا و ً
ً
اإلحتاد اليذي
اإلحتاد على العموم .و يأما على اخلصوص وهو ي
( )۲۹هذا شرح ماهية ي
تذهب النصارى ،فهو <يف> مصري ذات 53ǀأ اإلبن األزيل إىل القدمي الذي هو أحد
اليه ي
ذاًت واحدةً املعظَّم.
الثالث أقانيم وذات الشخص اإلنساّن َّ
اجملسم املأخوذ من العذراء مرمي ً
اإلحتاد وحده ،فقد وجب علينا أن نذكر مذاهب
وإذ قد أيتنا على الكالم يف معىن ي
النصارى فيه .فإ ين ذلك يمما يليق هلذا املوضع ،فنقول إ ين النصارى على كثرهتم منقسمون يف
ذلك إىل ثلث فرق:
اإلحتاد كان ابلقنوم واجلوهر ،يإحتاد اإلمتزاج واإلختالط
( )۳۰فطائفة تذهب إىل أ ين ي
احدا ال يت يكثر .وهثالء القوم هم
جوهرا و ً
حبيث صار هللا الكلمة والبشري املأخوذ من مرمي ً
مدعوون ابليعقوبية.
( )۳۱وفرقة تذهب إىل أ ين يإحتاد إيّنا كان ابلقنوم ال ابجلوهر ،يإحتاد اجملاورة حبيث
53ب

حصلت الكلمة األزلية والشخص اإلنساّن ǀ

ومشيئتّي .وأهل هذه الفرقة هم املل يقبون ابمللكية.

احدا طبيعتّي
قنوما و ً
شخصا و ً
ً
احدا ً
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البنوة والسلطان والقدرة ،يإحتاد
( )۳۲وفرقة تذهب إىل أن ي
اإلحتاد وقع ابملشيئة و ي
اإلرادة واملشيئة والوجهية ،حبيث صار الكلمة االزلية والبشري املأخوذ من مرمي الق يديسة
احدا ذا سلطان واحد
احدا
مسيحا و ً
التقية جوهرين أزيل وزمين وقنومّي إالهي وآدمي إبنًا و ً
ً
املسمون ابلنسطورية.
وفرصوف فرد .والقائلون بذلك هم ي
نتعرض
( )۳۳ولنفاسة هذا الكتاب وجاللة قدره وشرف مقاصده يف قصارى أمره ،م ي
فيه إىل الفرق بّي السقيم من هذه املذاهب واملستقيم ،لئال يكون موقوفًا مذهب دون
مذهب ،وينتفع به من مطلب دون مطلب54ǀ ،أ إذ كان اجلميع متيفقّي يف اصوله موافقّي
صحة ما ورد يف فصوله ،على أ ين العارف املنصف إذا رفض متابعة اهلوى والعصبية
على ي
ووزن الكالم مبيزان العقل وروية ،وجد اخللف بينهم يف العبارات واألسامي ،ال يف نفس
ووجد فيها معاندة.
احلقيقة واملعاّن ،أل ين احلقيقة عندهم واحدة ،وإن إختلفت األلفاظ ُ

البحث الثالث
<كيف كان ّ
اإلّتاد؟>
فأما البحث الثالث حبسب املطلب الثالث وهو مطلب «كيف» ،أعين كيف
( )۳۴ي
اإلحتاد اإلله ابإلنسان كان من جهة
اإلحتاد؟ فنقول فيه إنيه قد سبق لنا البيان أ ين ي
كان ي
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القوة الناطقة لشرفها ،ال من جهة اجلسم الكثيف ،وذلك أب ين أانرت ذات البارئ تعاىل
54ب

عقل املسبح .فاستنارت كما تستنري ǀ

اجلوهرة الش يفافة بضوء الشمس وصار طبع

القابل هو طبع الفاعل .فصدر الفعل عن الذات القابلة صدوره عن الذات الفاعلة،
فظهرت أفعال اإلله من ذات اإلنسان بواسطة النفس الناطقة.
اإلحتاد عند النصارى من معجزات الكبار ومن أغمض املعاّن
( )۳۵على أ ين ي
تعجز
واألسرار ،وقد أمجع علماءهم على أ ين عقول البشر تقصر عن إدراك كيقيته والسنتهم ي
كإحتاد الصورة يف املرأة؛ والنور
عن وصف كنهه وحقيقته ،ولكن قربوا إىل األفهام فقالوا هو ي
يف املشكاة؛ واملعىن ابأللفاظ؛ والضوء ابألحلاظ؛ والنار يف احلديدة احلمية؛ والشعاع ابللثلث
النقية؛ والنفس ابجلسد؛ واللحن ابلعدد.
يضر األعلى
( )۳۶وكما أ ين هذه القوابل حبسب استعداهتا تتيصل بتلك الفواعل ،وال ي
55أ

ǀ

تغري ونقص على األد،ى ،كذلك صار اتيصال االهوت حبسب استعداد
على دخول ي

الناسوت وم يثثير فيها شيء من مثثرات يف البدن لعلوها عن اإلنفعال ومالبسة الدرن.
( )۳۷وأل ين الالهوت متيحد ابلنفس الناطقة والنفس الناطقة متيحدة ابلبدن االنساّن،
سر التأنيس .وكيف ينكر هذا احللول من
قيل أ ين االهوت متيحد ابلبدن َ
حال فيه ،وهذا هو ي
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الرب يف عوسجة طور سينا؛ ويف عمود الغمام على سرادق موسى؛ ويف
يعكرف حبلول ي
ي
أشخاص االنبيآء واملرسلّي؛ ويف البيوت املتيخذة للعبادة من اللنب والطّي.
اإلحتاد أن يكون أظهر وأخفى وأضعف وأقوى،
( )۳۸وإذا جاز اإلعتقاد يف احللول و ي
حبسب تفاوت 7اإلستعدادات ومقتضى الطباع وإختالف اإلرادات ،وجب أن يعلو يف
55ب

اإلزدايد إىل غاية الكمال وينتهى ǀ

يف اإلحنطاط إىل ّناية النقص بض يد تلك احلال.

خيتص هبا غريه من اآلانم .وجب أن يكون
اص كمال م
ي
واإلختصاص هذا الناسوت خبو ي
اإلحتاد به يف أوج الثمام.
احلال فيه و ي
متقومة ذاتّي .فندرج يف طييه
( )۳۹واملسيح إسم يشتمل املعنيّي ،إذ كانت ذاته ي
سائر الصفات اإلنسانية والريابنية وتصدق عليه مجيع األساء العلية والدنية ،كإسم املدينة
الواقع على أهلها وعلى عمارهتا وشكلها .فإذا قيل أ ين املدينة خرجت أبسرها إلستقبال
سلطاّنا ،كانت اإلشارة إىل فاعليها وس يكاّنا .وإذا قيل أ ين املدينة ضيقة ومخة ،فذلك من
يدل على أ ين املسيح إنسان أتليه
قبَل وضعها وبنياّنا .وكذلك جند يف اإلجنيل املق يدس ما ي
وإله أتنيس .فهو مبا قيل فيه أنيه كلمة من هللا 56ǀأ غري مصنوع ومبا سواه إبنًا لداود وإبرهيم

 7تفاوت  :تقاوت

Appendix B | 304

بشر غري مزروع؛ الهوته للعقل مظهورة وانسوته ابلعّي منظورة؛ ليست من جوهر األم
الهوته وال من جوهر األب انسوته .وهذا أقصى ما قيل من الصواب يف 8هذا الباب.

البحث الرايع
<لِ َما ّ
اإلّتاد صار موجود؟>
أي ل َما صار
( )۴۰و يأما البحث الرابع حبسب املطلب الرابع ،وهو مطلب «ل َما» ي
أي األسباب أوجب وجوده؟ فنقول فيه إنيه قد دخل الكالم فيه يف ضمن
ي
اإلحتاد موجود و ي
إيضاحا ،فنقول إ ين أسباب ذلك قسمان:
مر من املثل املضروب وتفسريه .ونزيد ذلك
ً
ما ي
منها ذاتية لبارئنا ومنها عرضية فينا.
( )۴۱يأما الذاتية البارئ ،فهي البلوغ بنا إىل أقصى غاية يف النعمة وهي أن يصلينا
بذاته .وقد بيينا إمكان ذلك ولو منعنا هذه النعمة للزمة 56ǀب أحدى الشناعتّي:
( )۴۲يإما العجز ،وقد نفينا عنه السيما وقد بيينا مشاهبة الذات اإلنسانية للذات
حىت يف الصناعة على قوى البشرية
اإلهلية وأ ين صلة شبيه بشبيه ممكنة غري مستصعبة ،ي
احملدودة .فكم ابحلرى على اإلهية الييت هي غري حمدودة؟

 8يف  :من
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وإما البخل ،وقد بيينا أنيه جاد علينا ابلوجود وحنن له غري مستح يقّي .فكيف
( )۴۳ي
اجلواد احلق واخلري احملض؟
مينعنا النعمة اليت ال تزراه وترفيعنا وتعليى يف حقيقة رتبتنا وهو ي
ولذلك ما وجب أن يوجد هذا األمر له ابلذات.
متردان وشدة إنعكافنا على رذائل والضالل
( )۴۴و يأما بطريق العرض لنا ،فلعظم ي
وقصور الرسل وعجزهم عن هدايتنا وإرشادان وإيصالنا إىل الكمال ،كما سبق يف صدر
الباب من املقال.
( )۳۸فإن 57ǀأ قال قائل« :إذا كنتم قصدمت ابألب وإلبن والروح القدس الثالثة
األول القدمي ،وأ ين الثالثة واح ٌد (كما
األقانيم ،العقل والعاقل واملعقول ثلث صفات لذات ي
اإلحتاد وقع مع صفة اإلبن حسب هذا تناقض؟»
وضع يف ابب التثليث) ،فل َم قلتم إ ين ي
جمرًدا .وقد ميكن أن
جمرًدا وال يكون ً
قلنا :إ ين اإلنسان ال ميكن أن يكون ً
معقوال ي
عقال ي
صال أبحد األقانيم الثالثة الذي هو العاقل من
جمرًدا ،فيصري المكان ذلك متي ً
يكون ً
عاقال ي
صال ابإلنسان على ما قدمناه من البيان.
بينها وهو معنا اإلبن ويكون اجلوهر القدمي متي ً
( )۳۹ولنقتصر على هذا القدر يف هذا الباب إذ كان كافينا فيما حنوانه من هذا
املعىن عند ذوي اللباب ،امّي.
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78ǀأ يف الصليب
>شواهد كتابيّة للخالص الكلّي واحلياة األبديّة مبوت املسيح<
( )۱النصرانية حيازة احليواة األبدية واحليوة األبدية ،كما قال السييد املخليص ،هي
احلق واإلقرار بوحدانية ربوبيته واإلميان مبسيحه والتصديق ببشارته لقوله﴿ :إ ين هذه
معرفة ي
احلق وحدك ومن أرسلت ايشوع املسيح﴾ 1وما رسالة
هي حياة األبد أن يعرفوك أنيك إله ي
ايشوع املسيح يإال للبشرى ابخلالص الكليي اجلاري على يده والنداء ابلقيامة واحليوة اخلالدة
حسب وعده؟
( )۲واخلالص الكليي موقوف على موت املسيح وقيامته لقوله﴿ :إ ين أتيت لتكون هلم
احليواة ويصريون إىل ما هو أفضل﴾ يريد «السعادة 78ǀب األخرويية»
مثال عند إغتمام التالميذ بسبب أتليمه وموته فقال﴿ :إ ين حبية
( )۳وقد ضرب ً
احلنطة إن م تسقط على األرض ومتت فوحدها تبقى فإن ماتت فتعود ثرهتا عن زرع كثري
أزكى﴾
حتما»
( )۴وقال أ ً
يضا﴿ :إ يّن م آيت يإال هلا من ساعة﴾ يريد أ ين «مويت ضروري ً
Jn 17.3

1
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أيضا لسان الروح الرسول املمثييد فولوس السلييح﴿ :إ ين كلمة الصليب
( )۵وقال ً
عز من قدرة هللا
فأما لنا حنن األحياء فهي ي
عند اهلالكّي سخف وسخريية .ي
العليية﴾

2

أيضا ﴿إنيه كما كانت معصيية آدم سببًا ملوت الناس كليهم ،كذلك صارت
( )۶وقال ً
3

طاعة املسيح علية احلياة البشر أبسرهم﴾

بناءً على كالم هللا يف التوراة إذ قال آلدم:

79أ
موًت»
«إنيك إن أكلت من الشجرة اليت ّنيتك عنها ُ ǀمت ً

>سبب موت املسيح<
ستحق املوت بعد خروجه من جنية املأوى ،مثي ذريته
( )۷فحّي خالف ربيه وعصى ،إ ي
صروا على املعصية وعدلوا عن عبادة ريهبم الواجبة عليهم ،وأشركوا به وجحدوا نعمة
ملـيا ا ي
لديهم اب يختاذهم األصنام واألواثن آهلةً من دونه ،وإطراحهم األوامر والنواهي ابجلملة،
ومضيهم مع شهوات قلوهبم النجسة الفشلة ،فقويت بذلك شوكة اخلطيئة وصارت هلم
كاملركب واملطيئة ،فادت هبم إىل املوت احلال أببيهم خلطيئته الشديدة الفظاعة ،وم يزل هذا

Cor 1:18

2

Rm 5:19

3

Appendix B | 308

دأهبم وديديهم يف اخلروج عن الطاعة ،قد إستحسنوا ما زيين هلم الشيطان من إجكراح اآلاثم
وإستعذبوا ّنل كوؤس احلمام.
79ب

( )۸هذا معما أ ين هللا م يهمل لصالحهم وم يغفل ǀ

عن تنبيههم وأسباب

فخوفوا وح يذروا
فالحهم ،الصداره إليهم األنبياء واملرسلّي ابآلايت واملعجزات مثييدين ،ي
وبصروا .فلم يغن الوعد والوعيد فيهم الستيالء سلطان اخلطيئة عليهم اليت صار
وأنذروا ي
مقصورا .فلطف البارئ رأفة بعباده وجبلة يديه إذ
انصورا وفاعلها على فعلها
جرحهم فيهم
ً
ً
شفيعا أعظم منه إليهم.
م َير هلم ً

4

فكمل
( )۹فأظهر كلمته األزلية يف عاملهم ي
متدر ًعا صورة بشري من جنس آدمهم ،ي
نواقصهم وأجرى على يديه خالصهم بتسليمه ذلك البشري للموت فديَةً 5عنهم ،وهو غري
مستحق املوت لرباءته عن اخلطيئة اليت خدمة منهم ،كما قال يف اإلجنيل اجمليد﴿ :إ ين هكذا
ي
أحب هللا العام إىل ح يد اعطا إبنه الوحيد﴾
ي
( )۱۰وإذ قد ǀ

80أ

ثبت أنيه ال شيء عنده مما يوجب املوت ،وقد شهد الكتاب

مبوته ،فثبت إ ًذا أ ين موته لسبب عظيم ونفع جسيم ،وهو ما ورد به اإلجنيل عن سي يدان إذ

4

اليهم  :اليه
فدية  :فدية 5
ي
َ
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عوضا عن العاملّي﴾ 6و﴿هذا دمي املسفوك فدية عن
يقول﴿ :هذا جسدي املـبذول ً
خطااي األكثري﴾ 7وهو احلمل املقتول والقرابن املقبول اليذي رضي به الرب عن العبياد،
ومنحهم عنه حسن اهلداية واإلرشاد وسبوغ الرمحة ومشول النعمة ومعرفة احلقائق ومكارم
اخلالئق.
( )۱۱فإن قال قائل :إذا كان املسيح قد مات خلالص البشر من املوت ،ولذلك ُسيي
صا ،فلما صار الناس بعد موته ميوتون وأين موقع اخلالص؟ قلنا :إ ين الشاهد األكرب
ُخملي ً
على بطالن املوت قيامةُ السييد املسيح ،فإنه إنبعث يف يوم الثالث 80ǀب حيًّا من األموات
فممن حي يقق أ ين له بعد موته نشأة اثنيية
الكل واحليوة األبدية بعد املمات ،ي
وكفل بقيامة ي
وحيواة غري فانية وسعادة مسرمدة وحظوة خمليدة بل يذة إالهية وهبجة أبدية فكيف يرى أ ين
السنية والنوم إذ كان
موًت ومفارقة دار الشقاوة ً
املوت ً
فوًت ،ي
لكن يعتقد ذلك ضرًاب من ُ
كل ليلة ابزاء يقظة اليوم.
هجعة ي

6 Tim 2:3
7 Mt 26:28
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>السجود والصالت حنو الصليب<
( )۱۲وإن ثبت أ ين السبب يف حصول هذه اخلريات للجنس البشري كان موت
كل نصراّن
املسيح ،على ما اتيضح من كالم اإلجنيل ورسائل فولوس السلييح ،فوجب على ي
مقتف آاثر احلواريّي يف إتيباع حقائق النصرانية .وكان من املثمنّي اال يلقي ذلك عن
خاطره طوال عمره ويردد فيه طرف فكره وجي يدد فيه 81ǀأ رايضة ذكره.
( )۱۳وملـيا كان الغالب على اإلنسان أم الغفلة والنسيان ،وكان اخلالص مبوت مسيح
الرب ،وكان موت املسيح ابلصلب ،لطف احلواريون (السالم لذكرهم) بتأييد روح القدس
ي
هلم ،فجعلوا آية الصليب قبلة العبادة ليتذ يكر العابدون هبا حقائق البيعة ويثابر اجملاهدون
املزمعة.
صح عندهم من اخلالص الكليي واخلريات ي
على الطاعة ملا ي
ظر إىل الصليب ملح عليه املسيح
كل صاحب نظر صحيح منهم إذا نَ َ
( )۱۴و ي
مطلواب .مثي فحص عن السبب
الكل
ً
ً
مصلواب .ففحص عن سبب موته فوجده خالص ي
املوجب للمسيح اإلقتدار على اخلالص ،فوجده يإحتاده ابلكلمة األزلية وما حصل له من
81ب

شرف البنوة واإلختصاصǀ .

فخاض حينيئذ يف حبر البحث عن السبب املوجب

لإلحتاد وظهور اإلبن األزيل يف العام بصورة العباد ،فوجب ذلك رأفة هللا هبم ورمحته وجوده
ي
لرب هذه النعم وصاحب هذه احلكم ذي العناية خبلقه وواهب اهلدااي
فخر
ً
ونعمته .ي
ساجدا ي
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مثداي ،بعض ما جيب من
إىل ح يقه .ولعظم موقع األمر عنده ،يكثر سجوده ويطيل ي
هتجده ً
احلمد والشكر لإلله جبملة هذا األمر العظيم القدر اجلليل احلظر.
ظن قوم أنيه للشكل
( (۱۵فبان أن سجود النصارى حنو آية الصليب ليس كما ي
املصنوع من خشب أو فضة أو من ذهب (معاذ هللا من ذلك أن يكون أحد من النصارى
82أ
لرب الصليب
اعتقده أو يعتقده؛ لكن يك يفرون قائله ومعتقده!) .إّنا عندهم السجود ǀ
ي

السر العجيب ،كما يعبدون انسوت املسيح ال لذاته ،ولكن التصاله
الذي أظهر به هذا ي
ابلالهوت الذي عبادته فرض واجب على سائر خملوقاته.
( )۱۶والصليب إسم املصلوب ،كما أ ين القتيل إسم املقتول وهو املسيح الذي بصلبه
أفادان اخلالص احلقيقي والدين الصحيح .فالسجود إ ًذا حنو الصليب ليس للشكل كما
أشران إليه ،ولكن للقدرة اإلهلية الفاعلة للغرائب ابملصلوب عليه .فإذا م يكن مع السجود
كفرا من قائله ،ولذلك
والتوقري والتعظيم للصليب هذا الضمري ،كان ذلك خطاءً من فاعله و ً
مصوًرا على األوانئ واألمتعة على سبيل التزويق ،ال يرون النصارى
إذا كان هذا الشكل ي
تعظيمه إن ǀ

82ب

يتحاشون دوسه إذا وقع على الطريق ،والذي جعل قبلة للعباد يشرفونه

كل منصف أ ين السجود حنو البيت عند اليهود
ويعظيمونه ويقبيلونه ي
ويكرمونه .وقد يعلم ي
لرب تلك األبنية العتقادهم أب ين
واملسلمّي ليس حلجر أو مدر وما هو صنيعه البشر ،ولكن ي
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سرا م يكن يف غريها من األمكنة .كذلك غرض النصارى يف إ يختاذهم الصليب
هللا أودعها ًّ
قبلةً يف عبادهتم.
أئمتهم وساداهتم .وإن قصر الرعاع عن إدراك
( )۱۷هو األسباب اليت أوردانها عن ي
اص
معانيها يف إجتهاداهتم ،فإ ين الدين قد مجع بّي
اخلاص و ي
العام واملأمون واإلمام :إىل اخلو ي
ي
األمة ǀ
واألمية اإلحاطة مبدارك الدين ،وإىل التابعّي ي

83أ

القبول لظواهر األمور ابلتصديق

والتقليد.
( )۱۸وآلية الصليب معجزات كثرية عند النصارى .نقتصر يف هذا الباب على
املشهورة منها .وذلك أن اإلجتماع وقع على أن السلييحيّي األطهار م يفعلوا اجلرائح
واآلايت يإال بعد رسم هذا الشكل أبيديهم على أصحاب العاهات ،وذكر إسم الثالوث
كما تواثرت به الشهادات ،كذلك واملنح اليت منيحوا األتباع من مواهب الكهنوت ،وحلول
السر احمليي الذي هو القرابن.
الروح ،وتقديس العماد الذي هو ابب امللكوت ،وتقديس ي
فإ ين هذه أبسرها كانت برسم هذه اآلية للعيان ،وهبا قهروا الشيطان وهدموا بيوت األواثن،
وكذلك عليموا ملن بعدهم إىل اآلن.
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( )۱۹وهذا 83ǀب خرب صحيح ال ُميكرى فيه أحد من املثمنّي ابملسيح ،على اختالف
مذاهبهم وتنايف لغاهتم ومطالبهم .والربهان على ما كان للسلييحّي من التأيييد واملعونة قد
قام ما ورد يف الباب األول .فهناك استوفينا فيه الكالم.

قصة نصر الصليب<
> ّ
مصوًرا
( )۲۰يأما قصة الصليب اجمليد مع قيصر الروم قسطنطّي امللك السعيد ،فهي أنيه رأه ي
مكتواب حتته ابلكواكب النورية« :إنيك هبذه اآلية حتوز النصر أييها امللك
يف السماء األثريية
ً
وحتظى ابلظفر» وكان قبيل عليه جيش عظيم من الرببر فأمر بتصوير هذه اآلية على البنود
معوال على معونة صاحبها يف احلرب واخلصام.
واألعالم ً
قصة وجدان الصليب<
> ّ
84أ
وقواه أبمر من
ره
نص
فلما هزم كثرهتم بقلية عدده ،وقد علم أ ين املسيح ǀ
( )۲۱ي
ي ي

عنده ،دخل يف اإلميان به وأرسل يأمه إىل أورشليم يف طلبه يستنبط من اليهود خرب اخلشبة
اليت صلب عليها املخليص .وكانت ُجعلت يف قعر بئر معطيلة وأُخفى موضعها مبزبلة.
فتوعدت السعيدة ابلعذاب األليم أحبار اليهود أن أسروا هذا األمر ابلكتمان والكنود.
ي
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وكانوا مجيعهم بذلك غري عارفّي ،خال شيخ كبري أُخرب به من جدوده السالفّي .ففرط منه
القصة أثر آاثر»
يف جممع الشيوخ لإليتمار «إ ين عندي من هذه ي
( )۲۲فبادروا بتسليمه إىل امللكة قائلّي« :إ ين الشيخ ابملطلوب من العاملّي» .فبعد
84ب

الوعد الوعيد أخلص نييته هذا السعيد وصحب امللكة واجلموع ǀ

إىل املكان ،وقال:

«ح يدثين انقل زكي صادق املقال أ ين املطلوب يف بئر حتت هذه الدمنة» قصد يف جعله
هناك اإلستتار وأخفى الدمنة ،فربز األمر بنبشها وحتويلها حىت ظهر رأس البئر وعليه
شم مثلها
صخرة فاشئلت بسرعة ،ففاح نشر طيب ذكي عطر أنفاس اجلماعة برائحة م ي ي
ط.
قي
( )۲۳فنزل ايهوذا هذا إىل اصعاد خشبة الصليب فوجد ثلثة صلبان ومسامريها.
معا ففيها
فنادهم يف أسفل القليب« :إ ين عندي ثلث خشاب!» قالوا« :إصعدها ً
أجرا
املطلوب» .ي
شكرا الظهاره يإايها على ما حتوز به ً
فلما صعد هبا سجدت امللكة هلل ً
وذكراً ،غري يأّنا حارت يف الفرق بّي صليب 85ǀأ املخليص وصلييب اللصّي .قال هلا ايهوذا:
فإّن موقن أب ين املسيح الذي أمنت به من القدرة ما يزيل
«سينكشف الغطاء فيما ترين ،ي
ولو ابحياء ميت هذه احلرية»
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كل
( )۲۴قال ذلك وإذا جبنازة جمتازة .وأمرت امللكة ابحضارها وامليت .ووضع ي
األول وم يغين شيئًا ،والثاّن وامليت ليس
الكل يقولُ « :
ليت!» فوضع ي
صليب منها عليه و ي
فلما رفعوا الثالث ليضعوه وهو بعدها على امليت ،وإذا به وقد عادت إليه الروح عود
حيًّا .ي
ساجدا للمسيح الذي بعثه من بّي األموات حتقي ًقا لصليبه
الساكن إىل البيت ،وقام حيًّا
ً
ومشرفة ومعظيمة وغشته ابلذهب
ودينه الصحيح .فخرت امللكة عليه مقبيلة له
ومكرمة ي
ي
85ب
صع ابجلواهر الثمّي.
ر
امل
اخلالص
ǀ
ي

( )۲۵وأمرت ببناء هياكل عظيمة وأبنية مشييدة على مجيع األماكن اليت جرت هبا
التدابري املخليصية وأسراره املفيدة .مثي عادت مستصحبة معها للصليب ومسامريه .وقد
جلاما لدابة امللك لريشد ويسعد يف صغري أمره وكثريه .وهلذا املعجز
أزمعت أن تصلح ً
قرروا األمانة
الظاهر ابلصليب ،مع املعجزات اليت رمزان عليها من قريب ،أمجع اآلابء الذين ي
الصحيحة ،وهم الثلثماية والثمنية عشر ذوي الشهرة الوضيحة ،على أن يعمل النصارى
ليستمر اإلعكراف به وم يزل عندهم
مشهورا
عيدا
مجيعهم يف اليوم الذي وجد فيه الصليب ً
ً
ي
مذكورا .هذا هو األمر الذي 86ǀأ أوجب على النصارى تعظيم الصليب وجعله قبلةً هلم يف
ً
السجود.
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شواهد عقلية وطبيعية للصليب
( )۲۶وإن كان بعض العلماء أوجب ذلك على مجيع الناس كافةً من وجهّي.
صحة حساب الضرب ،وهو قول القائل أ ين اثنّي يف إثنّي أربعة
أحدمها هو الربهان على ي
وثالثة يف ثالثة تسعة جيري على هذا القياس أنيه إذا تقاطع خطيان على خطيّي فإن
تقاطعهما يكون على أربع نقط مثل هذا الشكل:

وإذا تقاطعت ثلثة خطوط على

ثلثة خطوط فإن تقاطعها يكون على تسع نقط على هذه الصورة:
أحد يف أحد هو أحد لتقاطع خطيّي على نقطة واحدة مثل هذا الشكل:
الصليبǀ .

86ب

كذلك وإذا قيل
وهو صورة

وال سبيل إىل عرفان معىن أحد يف أحد هو واحد يإال على هذه الصورة.

واألحد احل يق هو هللا تعاىل والوحدانية له ابلذات ولغريه ابجملاز .وإذا كان األمر كذلك،
فواجب تعظيم شكل عرفنا منه وحدانية البارئ تعاىل على سائر الناس وأن جيعله قبلة هلم
يف صلواهتم كيما ال يسهو أحدهم عن ذكر هللا.
( )۲۵والوجه الثاّن هو أ ين اإلمجاع وقع على أ ين هللا أخرج مجيع املخلوقات من العدم
كاان أربعة هي األرض واملاء والنار واهلواء؛ وكذلك
بقدرته ،وجعل جلميع الكائنات أر ً
أزماان أربعة هي الربيع والصيف واخلريف والشتاء؛ واألمزجة املفردة
حركات الفلك تفعل ً
أربعة وهي احلار البارد 87ǀأ والرطب واليابس؛ واملريكبة أربعة وهي احلار الرطب واحلار اليابس
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والبارد الرطب والبارد اليابس؛ وأسنان احليوان أربعة وهي الصباء والشبيبة والكهولة
والشيخوخة؛ ونواحي العام أربع هي املشرق واملغرب واجلنوب والشمال؛ إىل سائر
ختص الفلك أبربعة أوصاف وهي
الرابعييات من األخالط واألمراض وغري ذلك؛ وما ا ي
إستدارة الشكل وإستنارة اللون وجالدة اجلسم وسرعة احلركة.
الدال على ذلك بطريق اإلمجال
كل ذلك ظهر بقدرة هللا من العدم .والشكل ي
( )۲۶و ي
أتمل تفصيل
ب عينه .وإذا ي
هو الصليب ي
كل أحد أن جيعله نُص َ
أي الريابعي .فيجب على ي
هذه اجلملة ،وكيف مع تضاددها ǀ

87ب

خر
احتوت على نظام مصاحل العام وفوائده ،ي

اخلالق الذي أوجد هذا كليه من العدم وقهر تضادده ابلقوام وقصره على
ساجدا لقدرة ي
ً
أحب الوقوف على حقايق األمور.
البقاء والدوام .وفيما ذكران كفاية يف هذا املعىن ملن ي

123ǀب يف الناقوس
>تقدمي<
( )۱إ ين املخلوق اجلسيم ،من حيث هو كذلك ،م يكن عاملـًا ابحلوادث قبل حدوثها
مبود يثدي ذلك إليه
إذا كان قريبًا منه ،وال يشعر هبا حال وقوعها إذا كان ً
بعيدا عنه يإال ي
ومناد يعرض األخبار الوقائع عليه .وأل ين أوقات إجتماع املثمنّي ببيوت العبادات يف
أحايّي الصلوات القامة وظائف الطاعات ،كالسنن املفكرضات ،كانت على املذكورين ما
مشعرا للناس حبضور الوقت واجلماعة للصلواة والق يداس .وهذا
إحتيج إىل مود منياد يكون ً
يتضمن معان كثرية يف اصوات قصرية.
النداء ينبغي أن ي

>سبب ّإّتاذ الناقوس<
( )۲فإ ين 124ǀب ازدحام املعاّن ي يدعو 1الناس إىل إعتبار تلك األسرار وقصر األصوات
مينع من اشغال األوقات مبا هو دون الفرض والواجبات .وملـيا كانت البيعة يف مذهب
النصرانية مضاهية يف قصوى الغرض للسفينة النوحية ،وجب أن جيعل مناديها صامتًا على

 1ي يدهو  :يدعوا
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ابختاذ السفينة
نوحا حّي أُوعز إليه ي
ما كان يف ال ُفلك عن وحي من مالك املـُلك .وذلك أ ين ً
للنجاة من الغرق ابملاء مع األشرار.
( )۳أُهلم يف ضمن ذلك على ما ورد يف العتيقة من األخبار أن يتيخذ من اخلشب
2
مشعرا للفعلته 3هلا أبوقات اإلجتماع،
ال
او
ً
ً
انقوسا على نسبة معلومة ورتبة مفهومة ،ليكون ي
ً

يإما للمساعدة على حتريك ǀ

125أ

اجزائها مبقتضى الصناعة واالوضاع ،و ياما لتناول القوت

وآخرا ضرب به أبمر هللا ليجتمع الناس
للقوة على القيام مبصاحل السفينة اليت هي ًتبوتً .
قائال« :من جاء
فارةً من الغرق ونوازل النقائمً ،
والوحوش والبهائم اليت أمر بدخوهلا للسفينة ي
جنا! من جاء جنا!» وهو لسان حال الناقوس.
( )۴فكما أ ين واجلي السفينة متييزوا عن األثة وخلصوا من غرق املاء ،كذلك
الداخلون اىل البيعة يتمييزون عن ابناء الدنيا الظلماء اخلائضّي يف حبار اخلطااي والفحشاء
ويتخليصون من الغرق بسخط إله السماء .وكما خلص من دخل السفينة من الغرق
اصر على املعاصي إبخراقة الناموس ،كذلك ǀ
احملسوس وهلك من ي

125ب

ينجو 4من يلج

بيوت العبادة يف الغرق املعقول ويهلك املقيم على عقيدة االنقطاع أب ين ال فائدة يف دخول.
 2ليكون  :ليكن
 3للفعلته  :للفعله
 4ينجو :ينجوا
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وكما أ ين الناقوس يف السفينة كان ًّ
حااث على اإلجتماع للمصاحل وتناول القوت يف البداية،
ومنبيـ ًها للغافلّي عن الطوفان املهلك على دخول السفينة يف النهاية ،كذلك الناقوس ايضاً
حيث املثمنّي يف بداية أمره على إجتماع خبلوص النيية للقيام ابملصاحل الدينية وتناول العلم
ي
وحيض
املقرب إىل احلضرة القدسية،
ي
واألسرار املارانية املقوى على أداء الفرائض اإلهلية و ي
الناس ايضاً يف ّناية أمره على الفرار 5من اهلالك بطوفان اخلطااي والذنوب املهلك ألهل
الدنيا املتشاغلّي عن عبادة الرب املرهوب.
(126ǀ )۵أ هذا هو السبب يف إ يختاذ الناقوس للتعريف أبوقات الصلوات دون اإلعتماد
على نداء مناد وأذان مثذين ظاهر الكلمات.

>معاين اصواته<
يتضمن من املعاّن املودعة عدد نقراته ووزن ضرابته ،فإنيه يشعر أ يوًال
( )۶و يأما ما ي
وعزة ربوبته وجالل عظمته وسعة قدرته .مثي يدعوان إىل قبح األفعال
بوحدانية البارئ تعاىل ي
وتغلغلنا يف مشابكة هذا العام املختوم عليه ابلزوال .مثي حيثينا على الرغبة إىل هللا يف مساحمتنا
فسره علي بن ايب طالب (رضي هللا عنه!) وال جيوز
والصفح عنيا وحسن إعانتنا ،حسب ما ي
وأتمل دفعه وال إبطال شيء منه.
لذي عقل ي
 5فرار  :فرا
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حممد بن موسى الس يكري عن أمحد بن عبد الرمحن ،قالǀ :
( )۷وذلك ح يدث ي

126ب

كرم هللا
ح يدثين أيب عن إبن الكواء ،قال:
ُ
علي بن أيب طالب ( ي
فكنت مع أمري املثمنّي ي
وجهه) وكان يف نفر من أصحابه بظاهر احلرية ،إذ سعنا صوت الناقوس يضرب.
الكواء ،ألنيك ال تدري ما يقول الناقوس.
() ۸
ُ
عليَ :مه اي ابن ي
فجعلت أتعسه ،فقال ي
فقلت :اي امري املئمنّي ،الناقوس يتكليم؟ فقال :والذي فلق احلبية وبرأ النسمة ،ما من ضربة
ُ
قلت فما يقول
تقع على ضربة ،وال نقرة على نقرة ،يإال وهي حتكي ً
علماُ .
مثال وتثدي ً
الناقوس؟ قال :يقول:
سـبح ـ ـ ـان هللا ح ـ ـ ـ يقــًا حـ ـ ـ يق ـ ـ ـا ۞ إ ين امل ـ ـ ـ ـ ـوىل فـ ـ ـ ـرد ي ـ ـ ـ ـ ـبـق ـ ـ ـ ـ ـ ـى
حيك ـ ـم فـ ـي ـنـ ـا رفـ ـ ـق ـ ـ ــًا رفـ ـق ـ ـ ـ ـا ۞ لو ال حـ ـ ـل ـم ـه كنيا نشـ ـقـ ـ ـ ـى

دارا يـ ـ ـ ـف ـ ـ ـ ـىن
دارا ت ـ ـ ـب ـ ـ ـقـ ـ ـ ـ ـ ـى ۞ واس ـ ـ ـ ـت ـ ـ ـوط ـ ـ ـنـ ـا ً
إنيـ ـا ب ـ ـ ـ ـ ـعنـ ـ ـ ـ ـا ً

ما من حـ ـ يي فيه ـ ـا يـ ـبـ ـ ـق ـ ـ ـ ـ ـى ۞ يإال أدنـ ـ ـى م ـ ـ ـ ـن ـ ـ ـ ـ ـه م ـ ـ ـ ـ ـوتـ ـ ـ ـ ـ ـا

إ ين ال ـ ـ ـدن ـ ـ ـي ـ ـا ق ـ ـد غـ ـيرتـ ـ ـ ـ ـنـ ـ ـ ـ ـا ۞ واستغوتنا  127aǀواستهوتن ـ ـ ـ ـ ـا

م ـ ـا م ـ ـن ي ـ ـوم مي ـ ـض ـي عـ ـ ـنيـ ـ ـا ۞ يإال ي ـ ـ ـ ـه ـ ـ ـ ـدم م ـ ـ ـ ـني ـ ـ ـ ـا ركـ ـ ـ ـن ـ ـ ـا
ت ـف ـنـ ـى ال ـدنـ ـي ـ ـا ق ـ ـرن ــًا ق ـ ـرنـ ـ ـ ـا ۞ نـ ـقـ ـ ًال نـ ـق ـ ـ ـ ًال دفـ ـنــًا دف ـ ـ ـن ـ ـ ـ ـ ـا

ي ـاب ـن الـدن ـي ـا م ـهـ ًال مـهـ ـ ـ ـال ۞ فـ ـازدد خـ ـيـ ـًرا تزدد حـ ـبيـ ـ ـ ـ ـ ـ ـ ـ ـ ـا
6

يـ ـا مـ ـوالنـ ـا قـ ـد اسرفـ ـن ـ ـ ـ ـ ـ ـ ـ ـ ـ ـ ـا

۞ ق ـ ـ ـد ف ـ ـ ـيرطـ ـنـ ـا وت ـ ـ ـوانـ ـيـ ـنـ ـ ـ ـ ـ ـ ـ ـ ـ ـا

حلمك عـ ـني ـ ـ ـا قـ ــد اجـ ـزان ـ ـ ـ ـ ـا ۞ فـ ـتـ ـدارك ـ ـ ـنـ ـا واعـ ـف عـ ـنيـ ـ ـ ـ ـ ـ ـ ـ ـا
 6ايبن ً :تمن
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قائال أب ين ذلك منسوب إىل
( )۹وكم من مسلم يقف على هذا التفسري فينكرهً ،
صادرا عنه ،وإيّنا نسبته النصارى اليه لتحسّي أمر الناقوس عند املسلمّي
علي ،إذ م يكن ً
عما عليه كانوا مصطلحّي؟ وأان منبيه من كان <على> هذه السجية.
وإزالة القباحة ي
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